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The Hand-Gun
Hurricane

By
Philip Ketchum

That one noose, filled with an
innocent man, brought stark Wy Vi
terror to those God-fearing s

Rincon cowmen. . . . And sent
Bill Cameron, alone, up the
risky, twisting trail that could
end only in the hell of snarling Cottonwood Quadrille

bashwhack lead—or in & com= HEY caught Lou Matheney in the
mand invitation to join his TTiburon hills. They dealt with him

friend in the grisly Dead Man’s swiftly. Jeff Russell, who headed
Prance! the crowd which ran him down, gave him

CHAPTER ONE
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a chance to make a final statement, and
Matheney knew what he faced. He knew
there was no escape. He declared his
innocence of the charge against him and
he cursed these men who had taken him.
He died there as he had lived. Hard and
bitterly.

Bill Cameron heard what had happened
when he rode into Ludlow. He heard the
story from the man at the corral who
took charge of his horse, from Ed Bur-
lingame at the store and from Sam Lowry,
who worked for Russell and who had seen

He rode out of their corral driving their remuda before him.,

Matheney die. Lowry gave his version
of the hanging as they stood at the bar
in the Rincon saloon where Lowry was
apparently trying to drown in alcohol his
memory of what had happened. He was
already more than a little drunk.

“Get out of the park, Cameron,” he
said thickly. “Get out in a hurry. You
may be next.”

Bill Cameron made no answer. He
nursed his drink and stared thoughtfully
into the back-bar mirror. His face, re-
flected there, was thin, angular. The

9
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sober expression on it showed something
of the concern he felt. Sam Lowry might
have had too much to drink but there
was a basis for his warning and Bill
could understand it. A month ago, at the
onset of his father’s illness, Jeff Russell
had assumed control of the Russell ranch.
Dealing with Jeft Russell wasn'’t like deal-
ing with Reb, his father. There was a
harsh, ruthless drive in Jeff Russell which
his father had never possessed, and Jeft
was arrogant, ill-tempered and quick to
explode into violence. There might be
troublesome days ahead.

Bill finished his drink. He turned away
and stood for awhile on the porch of the
Rincon saloon, a tall, lean man, deeply
worried by what he had heard and by
what he knew. In the past few weeks,
half a dozen of the older men who had
worked for old Reb Russell had drifted
on and had been replaced by a crew of
shifty eyed riders who looked more like
gun-hands than men who could deal with
cattle, There had been several shooting
affrays in town. There was a growing
tension throughout this entire mountain
park.

Chris Herwig came along the street and
stopped at Bill’s side. Herwig owned a
ranch in the north east end of the park
next to Bill’'s. He was still under thirty,
not so tall as Bill and a little heavier.
His usually pleasant face was wrinkled

into a scowl.

“What do you think of it, Bill?"’ he
demanded.

“Probably what you do,”” Bill answered.

Herwig stared off toward the moun-
tains. ‘“Matheney wasn’t much good,” he
said slowly. ‘“Maybe he was no good at
all, but even at that he deserved a tnal,
not 2 sudden hanging without a chance in
the world to defend himself.”

Bill Cameron nodded. His glance
ranged up and down the street. There
was a good crowd in town this afternoon,
for most of the imen who had ridden with

Jeff Russell had come back here with him
atter the hanging. Three of his men were
grouped in front of the Tiburon saloon.
They were three who were new to the
park. One, a short heavy-set fellow with
a dark, scowling face, Bill had heard re-
terred to as Dave Taub. He didn’t know
the names of the others. Two more oi
Russell’s men stood up the street near the
hotel. Bill had a sudden, uneasy feeling
and this annoyed him and deepened the
frown on his face.

“We ought to get together, all of us
little fellow’s,” Herwig suggested. “Iif
we stood together we might have a
chance.”

“It hasn’t come to that, Chris,” Bill
sald slowly. ‘“Jeff Russell has made no
move against any of us.”

“Do you think he won’t?”’ Chris flared.
“How do things stack up here in the
park? South of town there’s one big
ranch, owned by John Banning. North
of town there’s one big ranch, Russell’s.
There are a dozen small places on the
Rincon flats and along the Tiburon hills.
Russell will never be satisfied until he 1s
as big a man in the north park as John
Banning is in the south.”

Nora Loft turned into the street from:
the river road and came riding past the
saloon. She called a greeting to Bill
Cameron and Chnis Herwig. In front of
the hotel she pulled up and swung lightly
to the ground. -She was a fall, slender
girl with dark hair and dark, flashing eyes
and was as spirited as the horses she
raised. She wore jeans, a man's shirt and
coat and a low-crowned hat. A gun was
belted at her waist. She knew how to use
it.

“Nora is the only one I ever knew who
really faced Jeff Russell and told him off,”
Chris Herwig said reflectively.

‘“She’s told some others off, too,” Bill
mentioned.

Herwig grinned. He said, “Me once,
to be honest. She doesn’t have much use
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for men. And that’s sure a shame.”

NORA entered Burlingame’s store and

Bill thought of heading that way to
speak to her but he made no motion to
leave. There was little point, he decided,
in raking over dead ashes. The old re-
L::'Ltionship between him and Nora was a
thing of the past and had best be left that
way.

Ruth Parker’s dressmaking establish-
ment was next to the hotel and the door
to it suddenly opened and Ellen Russell
came out. As she stood indecisively on
the street Bill heard Chris Herwig draw
in a long, slow breath. He could sense
the tension which had come into Herwig’s
body. He gave the man a quick look,
remembering Herwig’'s interest in Ellen
Blake before she had married Jeff Russell.
Herwig’'s lips made a thin, tight line
across his face. His eyes were stormy.

Ellen Russell crossed over toward the
lot near the stage station where the Rus-
sell wagon had probably been hitched.
She was a slender, small woman. She
wore a long dress, dark jacket, wide
brimmed hat, and she held herself proudly
erect. Bill had known her rather well
before she married Jeff Russell. Since
then, he had hardly seen her.

“Let’s have a drink,” Herwig said sud-
denly.

Bill shook his head and after Herwig
entered the saloon he moved slowly up
the street. He stopped at the stage station
to ask for mail and he met John Banning
there. He talked to Banning for a few
moments. Banning was a tall, grey haired
man with an easy smile and friendly
manner. They moved outside together
and Banning headed for the store while
Bill stood on the street and glanced
through the mail he had received, none
of which was important.

He turned back to the feed store and
when he came out he saw Jeff Russell in
front of the Tiburon saloon, talking to the

men who had been standing there. Rus-
sell was a tall man, heavy. He was begin-
ning to get fat though he was no older
than Bill. Fle had broad, thick shoulders,
long arms. His face was round and
ruddy. He was usually scowling to back
up the dark, sharp look in his eyes. He
had turned, now, and was staring toward
Bill but he didn’t wave or make any
motion at all.

Bill had one more errand in town and
he started toward the store but he had
taken only a few steps when he heard
Russell calling him.

“Hey, Cameron!”
“Come here a minute!”

A sudden, chilly apprehension ran over
Bill Cameron’s body. He came to an
abrupt stop and stared toward Russell
and the crowd with him. Russell’s voice
had been sharp, commanding. It went
against every impulse Bill had to answer
such a summons, yet facing Jeff Russell
was something he couldn’t dodge, and he
knew it. He wasn’t just one of the small
ranchers with whom Russell might be
annoyed. There existed between them an
old antagonism dating back to a fight
they had had as boys, an antagonism
which hadn’t been improved with the
years. A challenge such as this was one
he couldn’t ignore.

“Come here,” Russell called again. “I

want to see you a minute.”

Bill's lips tightened. He nodded slightly
and started toward the Tiburon saloon.
With each step he took he could feel the
building up of "the tension in his body.
Back of him, Nora Loft and John Ban-
ning came out of the store. Nora had
been laughing at something but suddenly
she stopped. Her eyes fastened on Bill
and the men in front of the Tiburon
saloon. Chris Herwig came out of the
Rincon saloon. He saw what was hap-
pening and stiffened against the wall of
the building, one of his hands hovering
close to his gun.

Russell shouted.
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Bill Cameron didn’t notice any of this,
but he saw the way Russell’'s men had
spread out. He marked the narrow way
they were watching him. He could see,
too, the harsh, bold look in Russell’s
eyes. He knew this was tc be no casual
talk.

“I want to know what you think about
what happened to Matherey?”’ Russell
said bluntly as he came up. “Maybe you
don’t approve.”

Here was an unveiled, deliberate bid
for trouble and Bill had a feeling he
couldn’t walk away from it, no matter
what he answered. Russell’'s face looked
more flushed than usual. He had probably
had several drinks and was feeling them.

“Well, what have you got to say?”
Russell insisted.

Bill moved closer. “I've got this to
say,”’ he answered, quietly. “You hung
a man without giving him a fair trial.
I call it murder.”

Jeff Russell stiffened, his hand moving
close to his gun. “You call it murder’”
he asked hoarsely.

“Yes, and if you want to reach for that
gun, reach for it,” Bill’s voice had grown
stronger.
me and you know it, Russell. Maybe

one of your men could get me but that
wouldn’t help you any. You’d be dead.”

There wasn’'t a sound on the street.
Russell’'s body was still rigid. The men
on either side of him waited tensely for
some signal from him indicating what
they were to do. This hadn’t been planned,
Bill was sure. Backed by these men
Russell had felt safe in ruaning a bluff,
in making him crawl. Russell had never
expected so direct an answer.

THE MAN'’S eyes had narrowed and

he was breathing heavily. Perspira-
tion showed on his forehead and around
his lips. Bill could sense the struggle
which was going on in his mind as he
tried to size things up. Russell had never

“You never were as fast as .

been awfully fast with his gun. He
couldn’t be sure he would be fast enough
to live,

Bill watched the man closely, knowing
he had no chance at all 1f Russell decided
to take the risk. He could see a resolution
growing 1n the man’s eyes and then could
see 1t waver.

Nels Underhill, the sheriff, had come
out of the saloon and suddenly Underhill
spoke, his voice a little high, a little
strained.

“I want no trouble here, Cameron. I
want no trouble in Ludlow.”

Here was a way out and Russell seized
on it. The stiffness went out of his hody.
His hand fell away from his gun. “Hang-
ing Matheney was no murder,” he said,
and his voice was still hoarse. “We were
a sheriff’s posse.”

Cameron shook his head. “Even a
sheriff's posse has no authority to hang
a man. I still call it murder.”

“I want no trouble here, Cameron,”
Underhill said again.

Bill Cameron glanced toward the
sheriff. That one statement, he thought,
completely characterized Nels Underhill.
Nels Underhill wanted no trouble. He
would play along with the strong side.
He ‘would compromise any ideal he had
for the sake of a shaky peace.

Bill shrugged his shoulders. Ide looked
at Jeff Russell and saw the undying hatred
in the man’s eyes. He looked at the others
in this group, gun-fighters who could be
bought- for a price. He glanced at the
sheriff. He knew that any chance of
avoiding trouble was gone. Russell would
not forget this or the way he had to back
down. He could blame the sheriff’s inter-
ference, but he knew, and every man here
knew that the sheriff hadn’t stopped a
fight. This knowledge would work in
him with the bitterness of a poison.

““Next time, Russell,” Bill said dryly,
‘““Plan your play before you make it. Plan
it the way you planned the murder of
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Lou Matheney—but be sure you’re right.”

As he said this he swung on his heel
and headed directly across the street to-
ward the Rincon saloon, every muscle in
his back tensed against the possible shock
of a bullet. He saw Chris Herwig stand-
ing near the saloon door, one hand still
near his gun, and he knew then that
Herwig had been ready to back him up
and he had a sudden, warm feeling for
the man. Sam Lowry had just come out
of the saloon and was looking at him
owlishly. Bill Cameron brushed past
Lowry into the saloon.

He angled to the bar and leaned against
it, feeling his first consctous reaction to
what he had done. He couldn’t be sure
how narrow a margin it was by which
lie still lived, but he had been close to
death there in the street and perhaps
he was still close to death. He ordered
a drink and took it all at once and then
leaning there, tried to face in his mind
just what he was up against.. It wasn’t
a pretty picture. There was no hope in it
for him, at all. It wasn’t just Jeff Russell
about whom he had to worry for Russell
didn’t play that way. It was Jeff Russell
and all the men at his command and

there were no fair rules which such men
Jived by.

HE SUN slid down behind the Rincon

mountains and an early darkness
settled quickly over the park. Bill Cam-
eron sat at one of the tables in the Rincon
saloon, still turning this situation over
in his mind. Chris Herwig had come in
and joined him. Excitement showed in
Herwig’s face.

“You can’t take him on alone, Bill,”
Herwig insisted. “You won’t have to.
There are plenty of us to stand behind
you. I'll get to the rest of the men. We'll
have a meeting at my place tomorrow
night.” |

Bill shook his head. “Keep out of it,
Chris. “Let’'s see what happens. Let’s

see how far Jeff Russell will really go.”

“You know how far he will go.”

“You can’t kick the law in the face, not
even the kind of a law Underhill repre-
sents.”

“We’ll get no help from Underhill.”

Dave Taub came into the saloon ac-
companied by two others who rode for
Jeft Russell. Taub’s dark, scowling glance
circled the room, hesitating briefly at
Bill’s table. He said something to the
other two men. All three stared briefly
at Bill and Chris Herwig and turned and
left the saloon.

Bill Cameron frowned. The wvisit of
these three men was like a sudden, cold
blast of air. There might be no meaning
in it at all, yet the inference of danger
was there, as plainly as though it had
been stated!.

“l meant to tell you,” Herwig said
under his breath. “After you walked in
here, Russell called ’em aside, said some-
thing to ’em and left ’em here.”

Bil wondered if the three men would
be waiting outside when he left, waiting
somewhere in the darkness. There was
a good chance of 1it, he knew. Russell
was gone. His men could shoot someone
down and Russell could disclaim all re-
sponsibility for what had happened. He
could even be. terribly sorry.

The front door opened again and Nora
Loft came in. She headed directly for his
table. The bartender looked a little sur-
prised at the presence of a woman in the.
saloon. Two men at the bar turned around
and stared. Even Chris Herwig showed

his amazement as he got to his feet and,
nodded.

“Hello, Chris,” Nora said. And then,
“Hello, Bill. I've been waiting in town

to see you but was afraid you were never
coming oul of here.”

She pulled out a chair and sat down.
and Bill, who had stood up, dropped back
in his chair again. He grinned at her.

He said, “Hello, Nora. I would have



14

44 WESTERN MAGAZINE

been out in another minute or two.’
Nora’s throat and face had a deep tan

»

-and there was a warm {iriendly light in her

eyes. She looked at the bottle and glasses
on the table.

“What does a woman do when she
comes into a place like this?"”’ she asked.
“It would be terrible to ask for a drink,
wouldn’t 1t?”

Bill Cameron was still grinning. He
said, “Terrible. A good woman doesn’t
come into a place like this. Your reputa-
tion is ruined, Nora.”

The girl shrugged her shoulders. “It’s
been ruined before. People said a woman
couldn’t run a ranch. I've been running
one for almost three years. Bill, I've got
some of the finest young cclts back there
in the hills you'd ever want to see.”

It was a long time since Bill Cameron
had been to Nora’s ranchk back in the
Tiburon hills. He nodded his head, re-
calling two of the stallions she had and
some of the brood mares.
~ “Bill, when are you heading for home 7"
Nora asked.

““Pretty soon.” Bill said evasively.

“Aren’t you ready to leave now?”

“Just about.”

“Ride with me a ways, will you?
There’s something I want 1o talk to you
about.”

Bill Cameron looked straight into the
eirl’s eyes. ‘“You're not worried about
those men outside, are you?”

Nora bit her lips. “What men?”

“How would it be,” Bil} asked, “If I

niet you up at the stable in a few nun-
utes?” .

Nora looked at Chris Herwig. She
shook her head, then turned to Bill Cam-
eron. “They’re outside Bill,” she said
quietly. “Two are in back of the saloon.
When I came in here one man was across
the street in the shadows next to the
barber shop. You'll not take more than
two steps atter you move out to the street.
You won't get that far if you use the

back door. They'll nail you in the light
of the door as you step through it.”

“It wouldn’t make much difference if
you were along.”

“It might, Bill. You were always stub-
born. Use your head just this once. I
had the man at the stable saddle your
horse. It's tied with mine, back of the
bank. If we could get that far we could
get away.”

“You go there and wait for me.”

Nora’s arms were resting on the table.
Her hands were clenched. Tears showed
in her eyes. “You're so stubborn, Bill,”
she said swiftly. “So terribly stubborn.
Please come with me?"”

Bill Cameron shook his head. “It’s not
stubborness, Nora, I've got to know for
sure just how far Jeff Russell means to
go. 1 can guess, but that isn't enough.
I've got to know, then I'll know what to
do myself.” .

“If you're not killed.”

Bill stood up. He satd, “Two men in
back, one in front. I’ll take the front way.
I would have anyhow.”

Nora caught him by the sleeve.
Bill. Go with me.”

Bill grinned at her, shaking his head
and pulling free. He said, “Back of the
hank, Nora. Soon as I can make it, Chris
will walk you there.”

““No.

“I'm going out when you go,”” Chris
Herwig said grimly,

“You're going out with Nora,” Bill
answered. “There’'s only one man 1n
front. What are you and Nora worried
about '’

E TURNED as he spoke and headed

for the door. As he reaclied it he
hesitated for just a moment, reviewing in
his mind where the barber shop was lo-
cated and where the man would probably
be standing. His hand dropped to his gun,
closing on it, drawing 1t from its holster.
He twisted the knob of the door, pulled it
open. He lunged forward, running.
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Two steps took him across the porch
to the street and he was haltway across
the street when the first shot came. It
screamed above his head. Bill marked
the flash of the gun and he swung his arm
up and fired in answer but it was a hur-
ried shot and he knew he had missed.

Another shot sang past him. Running
hard, Bill reached the far side of the
street. He kept on down a pasageway
between two bhuildings, circled toward the
barber shop and back of it crouched in
the deep shadows and waited. After a
moment he heard cautious footsteps mov-
ing along the edge of the building. The
footsteps reached the corner and stopped,
then after a moment came on, Bill could
make out the vague bulk of a man’s figure
heading off through the darkness to swing
around and perhaps come again to the
main street at a point away from the
shooting.

“I'm back here,” Bill called.

The man stopped. He jerked around.
He fired twice in the general direction
of Bill's voice and Bill's gun answered
him. A hoarse cry tore from the man’s
throat. He took a step forward, then
folded over and fell to the grouhd. He
lay there threshing from side to side.

Bill backed away. Momentarily safe in
the shadows, he waited. The man he had
shot was still making noises and after a
time several men from the street gathered
around him. Someone leaned over him
and struck a match.

“It’s Duke Ames!”’ said a voice. *“He’s

one of the new fellows who works for
Russell.”

ILL. CAMERON reloaded his gun.

He slid it into its holster. He mopped
a hand over his face and his hand came
away moist with perspiration. He had
been sure of what he faced before but
here was a proof which he could never
question, which would never bother his
conscience. He turned in the direction of

the bank and after a couple steps, paused.
Taub and the other man hadn't been in
that crowd. Taub and the other man
might have moved back here. They might
be waiting for him just as he had waited
for Ames. ,

He squatted on his heels and tried to
probe the darkness with his eyes and after
a long time got up and moved on. He
came up finaliy behind the bank and found
Nora waiting there, holding her horse and
his.

“I thought you were never going to get
here,” the girl whispered as she handed
him the reins of his horse. “I knew it
wasn't you who had been hit for Chris
came back arid told me. Just the same I
worried. I kept listening for more shots.”

“Where's Chris?” Bill asked.

“He’s gone for his horse. He said if
you came here we should ride on. He’ll
catch up with us.”

Bill swung into the saddle. “Then let’s
ride, Nora. l.et’s see how good that nag
of yvours really is.”

They waited for Chris Herwig where
the road crossed the Rincon River. Here,
near the bridge was a picnic ground, shel-
tered by high trees and banked on two
sides by aspen. Bill remembered a school

‘picnic they had had here many years ago

and he spoke of it now.

“We were all here, do you remembre ?*
he asked her. “You and I and Chris Her-
wig and Jeff Russell. Ellen Blake who
married Jeff. Kate Banning, Sam Lowry
and maybe half a dozen more. What’s
happened to us?”

Nora shook her head. “Not much, Bill
We're older. You had a fight with Jeff the
day of the picnic.”

“Tt wasn't much of a fight.”

“It sounded awful. You sat on ltm and
beat him with your fists and Jeff screamed
at the top of his lungs. I thought you were
horrible. When the teacher pulled you
off, Jeff’s nose was bloody.”

“He wasn’t hurt,”
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“Do you remember what the fight was
about, Bill ?”’

“Kate Banning.”

Nora nodded. “In those days none of
you could see anyone but Kate.”

““She had the fullest lunch pail. Her
mother could sure bake pies.”

““There was sometimes pie in my lunch,

Bill.”
“But you always ate 1t yourself.”

Nora laughed and for a time, then, both
of them were silent remembering back to
the days of the picnic. Bill Cameron was
still trying to understand what had hap-
pened to them since then. Kate Banning
had never married. He didn’t know why.
She was as attractive as she had ever
been. Jeff Russell had married Ellen
Blake, whom Chris Herwig had come to
love. He and Nora had gone together for
a time but after a series of temperamental
clashes had broken up. Sam Lowry had
drifted away and had come back a year
before and gone to work for Russell.

“Do you remember what happened
after the fight with Jeff 7' Nora asked.

Bill shook his head.

““The teacher made you shake hands.”

“There’s no teacher now,” Bill said
slowly. ‘““Maybe there should be.”

““What can you do, Bill? This isn’t just
a fist fight now. A bloodv nose won't end
it.”

Bill reached for his tobacco and papers.
He rolled a cigarette, lit it, broke the
match and tossed it away. There was a
high, thin moon and the sky was alive
with stars but there still wasn’t enough
light to show him the expression on
Nora’s face.

“Is the fight worth it?” Nora asked.
“Is the fight worth getting killed.”
“Maybe no fight is,” Bill said slowly,

““but there are some you can’t dodge. This
is one,”

" “You could go away. There are other
places to live.”

“Then some trouble might come up in

that other plact and I would have to run
away again. Running away is not the
answer. And should I run away and leave
Chris and Al Matson and all the other

small ranchers to face Russell without

me.”’

“They won'’t fight even if you are here,
Bill. Chris will, and maybe Al Matson
and maybe one or two more, but most of
them will hang back and hope to keep out
of it. You know they will.”

Bill was afraid Nora was right. He
shrugged his shoulders, accepting that
possibility.

“What will you do, Bill?”

“Run for a while, I suppose. I might
even drop by your place some night. Keep

the coffee on, Nora.”” He lifted his head
and listened. “Here comes someone.”’

T WAS Chris Herwig and Chris had
little to tell them., He hadn’t seen Taub
before he left town. Ames had been hit in
the shoulder but from what he had heard,
had a good chance of pulling through.

The three talked for a while, then Nora
angled off toward the Tiburon -hills and
Chris and Bill Cameron kept to the road
leading north. They had traveled for
about an hour when a sudden, red glow
spread over the sky far ahead. Even from
where he was, Bill knew what that glow
meant. He lifted his horse to a gallop.

““It might not be your place, Bill,” Her-
wig called. “It’s a little too far to the
east.”’

Bill shook his head, '

The red glow gradually faded from the
sky. There was no sign of it when Bill
and Chris Herwig topped the ridge from
which they could see down into the nar-
row valley where Bill's ranch buildings
had been located. Some of the timbers,
however, were still burning and by this
flickering light Bill could see how com-
plete the destruction had been. The barn
and house were both gone and his corral

fence bhad been half torn down. There was
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no ranch, no home here any maore.

CHAPTER TWO
Night Riders Return

UDLOW PARK was almost circled

by the Rincon Mountains. On the
eastern edge were the Tiburon hills, a
lower, foothill range of the Rincons. It
was close to sixty miles from the north
to the south end of the park and in width
it varied from half dozen miles to twenty.
There were a few ranches back in the wide
valleys of the Tiburon hills but not many.

Bill Cameron knew this country as a
man knows the palm of his hand. He had
hunted in the Rincons and through the
hills. He knew each stream and its
source. He knew the pools where fishing
was good, the quickest way from one wval-
ley or canyon to another and which can-
yons had a blind end. This knowledge had
come to him through his boyhood years
and his early years as a man, but he had
never thought that what he had learned
so casually would someday be so impor-
tant to him.

On the early evening of the day after
his place had been burned he rode in
close to the Russell ranch house, left his
horse back of the barn and circled around
to the front porch. Most of the men were
gone. He had seen them ride off in the
direction of town just before dusk. Some-

one would have been left here, he knew, ~

but that was a chance he had to take.

A hght showed through the window of
one of the rooms. There were no other
lights 1n the house. Bill moved along the
porch to the door. He listened, but could
hear nothing. After a moment he tried
the door. It was unlocked. He opened it
and stepped into the house. Inside he
could hear nothing. He turned toward the
lighted room. When he got to the door he
stopped.

“Come on in,” said the husky voice of

Reb Russell. “I don’t know who you are,
but damned near anyone would be wel-
come.’’

Bill openecd the door and stepped into
the old man’s room. Reb Russell lay flat
in his bed, lus long, thin body making
only a slight mound under the blankets
which covered him. He had a wiry grey
beard and grev hair. His eyes were buried
deep in a wrinkled face. There wasn’t a
good color to his skin.

“So it’s you, huh,” he grunted, staring
at Bill Cameron.

Bill nodded his head. |

“Jeff ain’t here,” said the old man, “but
I reckon you know that. His wife ain't
here either. She left him. She wasn’t tied
down to her bed like I am.”

There was a tinge of bitterness in the
old man’s voice, the hint of an understand-
ing which tortured him.

“If you mean to burn this place down,”
Reb Russell continued, “move me out first.
I'll get plenty of burning after I die.”

“I’'m not going to burn anything,” Bill
answered. “How sick are you, Reb?”

“I’ll never get up again,” the old man
said flatly. “Go ahead. Start your fire but
carry me out hrst.”

‘““Take charge of things again,” Bill sug-
gested, “and there won’t have to be any
fires.”

Reb Russell shook his head. “Even #
I could I wouldn’t last long. What’s got
to happen has got to happen. I've seen
this coming a long time. I would have
stopped it if I could, but no one could
have stopped it.”

Bill bit his lips. He said, “Where’s
Ellen?”

“She’s gone into town. She won’t be
back. No one tells me anything but I've
got sharp ears. I hear a lot and know a
lot more. Get out of the park, Bill Cam-
eron. Get out of the park while there’s
st1l] time.”

Bill shook his head.
“I knew you wouldn't,” Reb Russell
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growled. “Some fools have to get killed to
learn anything.”

“Suppose you stop him, Reb. Stop himn
while you can.”

“It anyone could have stopped him,
IElllen would. She tried and failed.”

Tears showed suddenly in the old man’s
eyes. His lips trembled. ‘' Get out of here,
Bill Cameron,” he said hoarsely, “Why
do you make me face things like this?”

“It’s something which has to be faced,”
Bill answered. ‘“He’s your son.”

“Get out of here.”

Bill turned to the door. He had a vague
appreciation of the bitterness and the pain
with which Reb Russell had to live, but
he couldn’t know its depthis. No one could
but this old man himseli.

Bill took one more look at Reb Rus-
sell, then stepped outside and crossed to
the front door. He moved to the porch
and there came to a rigid stop. A man
stood in the yard, covering him with a
rifle, a man whose figure was indistinct in
the pale light from the skyv. Bill lifted his
hands. He would have no chance if he
tried to draw his gun and he knew it. The
man came closer.

““What are you doing here, Cameron?”
he asked sharply.

Bill knew, a sudden, deep relief. This
was Sam Lowry. Some of the tension
“went out of his body, then came back for
Lowry’'s gun was steady, unwavering.

“What are you doing here?” Lowry
asked again.

“I came to see Reb Russell,” Bill an-
swered. “What are you doing here,
Sam ?”’

“I work here,” Sam Lowry replied.

“Are you proud of it?”

“I still work here,” Sam Lowry said
harshly, “and when I take a man’s pay I
don’t double-cross him. Start for where-
ever you left your horse. Fork it an’
ride.”

Bill shrugged his shoulders. He stepped
from the porch and circled behind the

barn to where he had left his horse,
ground hitched. Sam Lowry followed
him. Bill climbed into the saddle. He
looked down at Sam Lowry. |

““Nora and Chris and I stopped by the
old picnic grounds the other night,” he
said slowly. “We got to remembering a
school picnic. We've grown a long way
from those days, Sam. You don’t have to
work for a man if you don’t want to.”

“Start riding, Bill,” Lowry said grimly.

“Why did you hang Lou Matheney?”
Bill asked.

“Start riding, Bill,” Lowry said again.

Bill turned his horse and started away,
recalling of old how stubborn Sam Lowry
could be. The habits and traits in men, he
decided, didn’t change much as they grew
older. If anything, the early patterns only
became stronger and more definite.

SAM LLOWRY watched Bill disappear
in the darkness. He stood back of the
barn until the sound of Bill’s horse could
no longer be heard. After this he started
back to the bunkhouse and on the way
tripped over a board lying loose on the
ground. He kicked at the board with a
sudden, childish show of temper, and then
walked on, a heavy scowl making ugly
lines on his face.

Lou Matheney! He couldn’t get Lou
Matheney out of his mind. From what
Sam had heard, Matheney had stolen
some cattle but he wasn’t sure of that at
all. There was something else in the pic-
ture. Jeff Russell had hated Matheney
almost as much as he hated Bill Cameron.
A year before Matheney had beaten him

to a pulp in a ruckus in town and Russell
had never forgotten.

Sam Lowry had a cigarette and then
another and after this one he packed his
things and went out and saddled his
horse. When tlie men got back from town
he went in to see Jeff Russell.

“I'm quitting, Jeff,” he said bluntly.
“Quitting tonight.”
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Jeff Russell scowled at him. “Why?”

“Maybe 1 don’t fit in any more.”

“I need men now, Sam. I need help
like I never did in my life.”

“You've got a big enough crew.”

Russell’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t get on
the wrong side, Sam. You won't last long
it you do.”

“T’ll take my chances on that.”

This was as blunt a declaration as Sam
Lowry could make and Russell under-
stood it. His hand dropped to his gun
and rested there for a moment. His mus-
cles grew tense.

“Don’t try it, Jeff,” Lowry said quietly.
“Don’t try it.”

Russell’s hand dropped away. He said,
“Come in tomorrow for your pay. You
never were worth what you got. You're
right. You don’t belong here.”

“I want the money tonight, Jeff,”
Lowry insisted. “I want it now.”

Jeff Russell mopped a hand over his
{ace. He turned to his desk, figured what
Lowry had coming and paid him and
Lowry backed to the door. He said, “So
long, Jeff,” and stepped outside.

Fe had brought his horse up close to
the house and he was 1n the saddle imme-
diately and was riding away, hard. He
half expected a shot from the house but
no shot came and after a time he slowed
down and turned in the direction of Lud-
low.

He felt better then he had felt for a
long time. The memory of what had hap-
pened to Lou Matheney wasn’t so sharp
as it had been, though it would never leave
him. He kept steadily toward Ludlow.
He had no plans and hardly any money
but he wasn’t worried about that. After
a time he could even grin.

An hour before dawn Bill Cameron
rode back to the Russell ranch, boldly
opened the corral gate, rode inside and
drove out the horses. He sent two shots
smashing through one of the windows of
the bunkhouse. He emptied his gun

through another window. His shots were
answered as he circled around the barn
and took out across country.

Just north of the ranch house were sev-
eral low hills. Bill tied his horse in the
shelter of one of these hills and climbed
to its crest. Lying there he watched it
grow light and watched the activity at the
ranch house. Two of the horses which he
had scattered Lad been caught and were
being saddled.

Bill sighted along his rifle. He drove a
shot close to the men saddling the horses.
He fired again as they jerked away and
ran for the ranch house and then for a
long time there was no sign of any activ-
ity. The sun came up and began its climb
into the sky. After a time a2 man ventured
mmto the yard. Bill couldn’t see who he
was. He let the man get as far as the
corral ience, then fired his rifle and the
man hit the ground, rolled over, came to

his fect and zig-zagged toward the ranch
house.

Several shots from the ranch house
windows scraped at the crest of this hill,
but the brush here was thick and Bill was
well hidden. He grinned and waited. An-
other hour passed and a man broke ab-
ruptly from the house and raced for the
barn. Bill sent a bullet screaming through
the barn door. More shots from the house
blasted at the top of the hill. At the same
time, two men raced for the horses at
the corral fence.

Bill's aim was more deliberate, now.
He couldn’t keep these men bottled up by
merely firing close to them all day. Aim-
ing for one of the men’s legs he squeezed
the trigger. He saw the man hit the
ground hard and twitch in evident pain.
The other man turned away from the_
horses and angled for the barn. Bill fired
at him but missed. The man he had hit
started pulling his body toward the house.
After a time he made it.

The sun chmbed until it was overhead.
At intervals shots still peppered the top
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of the hill. Several were close enough to
make Bill hug the ground but those were
lucky shots. He hadn’t been spotted, he
was sure. The high grass here had even
hidden the smoke from his rifle.

In the early afternoon Bill deserted
his post long enough to back down the
hill to where he had left his horse tor a
drink and a scanty meal of tinned toma-
toes and some bread which he had in his
saddle bag. He had a smoke after this
and then moved back to the crest of the
hall.

Until late afternoon he kept Russell
and his men bottled up 11 the ranch
house and it amused him to think of how
Jeff Russell would take this. He was one
man and Russel had a dozen at his com-
mand, yet for this day at least, he had
made Russell impotent. This was a story
that would get out and that men would
smile over for a long time.
couldn’t take something like that.

Still 1in the shelter of these hills north
of the Russell ranch, Bill Cameron turned
away and late that night he dropped in
on Chris Herwig.

“You didn’t make the meeting here last
night,”” Herwig complained. “I wish you
had. Some of these fellows don’t realize
what we’re up against.”

Bill Cameron had expected something
like this. He shook his head. *“It looks
to them like my fight, Chris. There aren’t
many people anxious to butt into some-
thing like that. It’s not time, yet, to start
anything. Give Russell more rope. Don’t
hurry things. I can keep out of his way
for a while.”

‘“Maybe you can?”

Bill shrugged his shoulders. “] need a
load of food and maybe a couple of horses
spotted in the hills. One at Silver Springs,
another at the old prospector’s shack on
the Blue.”

“I'll get ’em there.
food you want.”

Bill loaded his saddle bags. He was

Take whatever

Russell.

tired. For two nights, now, he had had
bardly any rest and there was little
chance for much rest tonight. To keep
Chris out of this he had to get far away
from here before Russell’s men picked up
his trail. He made his choice of food and
turned to the door.

“Play it wise, Chris,” he suggested.
“If Russell’s crowd rides in here dom’t
buck them alone. Get out and join me.”

Chris Herwig nodded. “I mmght do that
anyhow.”

“Ellen’s in town.”

“In town?” Herwig looked surprised.

“Reb Russell told me she wasn’t com-
ing back,” Bill continued. “I don’t know
why. I don’t know what happened.”

Herwig straightened. His lips twitched.
He turned his head and stared in the di-
rection of Ludlow. “Thanks, Bill” he
said slowly. “I'm not sorry. 1 guess you
know that.”

Bill moved ottt to where he had tied hts
horse. He was frowning as he climbed
into the saddle. He wasn’t sure how wise
it had been to mention Ellen,

CHAPTER THRER
Rincon Ramrod

EEP in the Rincons, Bil Camerona

paused to rest his horse. He rolled
a cigarette and after his smoke, climbed
to the rnidge of a hill and turmed back
through the shelter of scrub pine. At a
vantage point he stopped for a time. From
below he could hear men making their
way up the canyon.

Russell’s men were clinging grimly to
the chase, more grimly than he had
thought they would. This was the fourth
day and they had shown no signs of giv-
ing up. Once the day before, and twice
the day before that, he had been nearly
trapped. There had been several running
fichts. He was marked by two bullet
scratches. It had been that close.
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Bill waited until the sounds below him
had faded away and then still waited.
After a moment he heard sounds in the
canyon on the far side of the ridge.
Russell’'s crowd learned fast. They had
learned that when he rode up one canyon
he might cross into the next and turn back.
Now, when they drove him into the hills,
they split up into small groups and pressed
on, covering as much territory as they
could. By gun signals they kept in touch
with each other. Bill heard one of those
signals now. Three shots, then one, then
two. It was from the crowd following his
trail and probably told the others the di-
rection in which he had turned.

He dropped down into the canyon
through which he had ridden and headed
once more for the open park. He was
tired, more tired than he had been for a
long time. He was saddle sore and stiff.
His eyes smarted. He had used up both
horses which Chris Herwig had spotted
for him. The horse he was now riding
couldn’t stand up under a long run. Night,
however, wasn’t too far ahead, and there
would be fresh horses at Russell’s ranch.

He rode directly that way and there
was no immediate sign that the men knew
he had escaped from the canyon country
into which they had driven him. By dusk
he was near the Russell ranch and when
it was dark he rode up behind the barn,
swung to the ground and circled around
to the yard. There was a light in Reb
Russell’'s room and in the bunkhouse.
There were horses in the corral.

Bill moved quietly to the bunkhouse
door. He thrust it open and stepped in-
side, his gun in his hand. The two men
there jerked to their feet. They stood
rigid as they recognized him.

“I need a horse,” Bill said bluntly,
‘“one that will take me a long ways. You
with the sandy hair, go out and catch one
for me. Leave your gun here. My horse
1s back of the barn. Put my saddle on the
one you catch. If you do it quickly with-

out any trouble, maybe Baldy, here, will
be altve when you get finished.”

The sandy haired man unbuckled his
gun belt. He Jaid it aside and headed for
the door without 2 word. Bill motioned to
the bald headed man to follow him. He
kept Baldy covered while the other man

caught a horse from the corral, then got
his saddle and saddled it.

“You can tell Russell about this if you
want to,”’ Bill said when the horse was
ready. “You can tell him, but he won’t
like it.”

He disarmed Baldy, then mounted the
horse and rode away, heading for Lud-
low and keeping to the road, but where
the road crossed Friday Creek he turned
down the creek bed and after a mile swung
east toward the Tiburon hills. Twice
more that night he walked his horse
through creek waters and when at last he
turned into the hills he thought his trail
had been pretty well covered.

All this had taken time and it was dawn
before he came to Nora Loft’s ranch in
its wide valley far back in these hills,
Smoke showed from the chimney and old
Jimmy Kemper was out in the yard fill-
ing one of the watering troughs. Bill left
the shelter of the pines and started for
the house and Jimmy Kemper must have
seen him and called Nora for the girl
came suddenly to the door and waved.

“I've put on another plate,” she called
as Bill rode up. You're just in time.”

“I had that all fipured out,” Bill an-
swered.

He dismounted, tied his horse to the
corral fence and stood there for a moment,
desperately tired but not wanting to show
it. He was aware of the fact that he was
unshaven and dirty. He was thinking he
should never have come here at all.

Jimmy Kemper noticed the brand on
his horse and grunted. “Jeff Russell

never loaned anyone anything,” he said
pointedly.

“Jeff wasn’t around when I borrowed
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this horse,” Bill answered in a hard voice.

“We could loan you a better one.”

Bill grinned. “That’s a deal we might
talk over.”

He moved up to the house, washed at
the basin outside, and then stepped into
the kitchen. It was a room warm with
the smell of coffee and frying bacon. Nora
stood at the stove, her face flushed from
its heat. She said, “Call Jimmy and sit
down, Bill. Things are about ready.”

ERE were eggs to go with the bacon.
There were biscuits and butter and
mountain honey. There was plenty of
coftee. Bill ate until he was ashamed of
himself, then pushed back his chair and
shook his head.

“I’d like to go on,” he said to Nora,
“but T can’t. If T ate any more I'd never
be able to get up.”

“You look tired, Bill,” Nora answered
slowly. “How long since you’ve had any
sleep "’

“Not too long.”

“How has it been?”

“Close, sometimes.”

““T've been expecting you every day.”

“I was never near here. I shouldn’t
have come this morning.”

Nora’s eyes had a thoughtful expres-
sion. “I was in town, yesterday,” she
mentioned. “From what I heard, Jeff has
offered a bonus to the man who gets you.
They say he’s put it high. A thousand
dollars.” |

“Am I worth that much?” Bill grinned.

The girl frowned. “I talked to Nels
Underhill, the sheriff.”

“What did Nels have to say?”

“He told me Jeff had made certain
charges against you and that it was up
to you to surrender yourself and face
them in court.,”

“l1 wonder what he’d do 1f I rode in
and surrendered?’’

“He’d be mighty unhappy. He won't
face the fact that Russell’s men are after

you. He says they’re not. He says there’s
nothing to the story that Russell has a
bonus on you.”

Jimmy Kemper had listened to all this
in silence but now he looked over at
Nora and asked, “What about Satyr? A
hittle exercise would do him gond.”

Nora nodded. She said, “Bill, how
would you like to have a horse that can
really travel ?”

“You might never get it back, Nora.”

“That’s a chance T’ll take.”

“Then I'll take the horse.”

Nora nodded. She said, ‘“Tonight.
You're going to rest a while first.”

“But I can’t, Nora.”

“You're still going to rest. No one
saw you come here and you need it.
Jimmy and I will go about our work as
usual. The house is yours.”

Jimmy Kemper got suddenly to his
feet and stepped to the door. He took a
look outside, then looked back at Bill and
Bill Cameron hurried to the door. He
took a quick look over the older man’s
shoulder. A band of horsemen were rac-
ing toward the ranch house. They were
less than half a mile away, and were
spreading out now as they galloped for-
ward.

In that one glance Bill measured his
chances of getting away and knew that he
could never make it. He might reach his
horse. He might get into the saddle but
by that time the men would be here, or be
so close they could ride him down.

Nora was at his side, pulling at his
arm. ‘“‘Get back, Bill,” she ordered. “Let
me handle this.”

Bill shook his head. “You can’t. There’s
nothing to handle.”

“Jeff Russell will never set a foot in
my house.”

“You can’t stop him, Nora. 1 fooled
myself. I thought I was safe for a while.
Someone must have seen me heading into

the hills. Jeff Russell must have guessed
where I would come.”
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Nora pulled him back. She said, “Bill,
this is my ranch and you are my guest. If
Jeff Russell tries anything I'll be in this
whether I want to be or not. You keep
back, keep out of sight. Jimmy, you stay
in here, too.”

Jimmy Kemper moved back from the
door. He went into the front room and
returned with a rifle, a box of shells and
a six-gun. He loaded the rifle and set it
near the back window. He examined the
six-gun, His face showed no excitement
at all.

Nora moved forward. She stood just
inside the room, staring out into the yard.
The men were here, now, and over Nora's
shoulder Bill could see the flushed, ruddy
face of Jeff Russell. Russell hadn’t shaved
for several days. His clothing was brush
snagged and the man’s hot temper showed
in the way he leaned forward and stared
at the house.

“What do you want, Jeff?”
called. ‘“What’s all the crowd for?”

“We want Cameron, Nora,” the man
answered. ‘“Send him out here.”

The girl shook her head. “I'd send no
one out, Jeff Russell. T heard what hap-
pened to Lou Matheney.”

“Send him out, Nora,” Russell shouted.
“Send him out or we’'ll come in after him.”

Nora held out her hand toward Jimmy
Kemper. She said, “Give me the rifle,
Jiminy,” and Jimmy Kemper placed the
rifle in her hand.

Nora

“Jeff,” she called, “I never break a
promise. I'm making you one now. The
first man to get off his horse in my yard
gets a rifle bullet right between the
eyes.”

Jeft Russell mopped a hand over his
face. “Don't be a fool, Nora,” he shout-
ed. “You can’t stop us. Send him out
here.”

The girl shook her head. She stood
there with the rifle to her shoulder, one
finger on the trigger. Her lips made a
tight, uncompromising line across her
face. There was a sharp tension in her
body.

Jeff Russell stared at the girl for a full
minute in absolute silence. He realized
she meant exactly what she said and that
he could never scare her into doing as he
wished. He realized also that if any move
was made toward the house right now, he
would have to lead it. But Cameron was
cornered, would never get away. He told
himself that, drew from it what satisfac-
tion he could and finally made his
decision,

“We'll give you an hour to think things
over, Nora,” he said gruffly. “Just an
hour.”

He signalled to his men and turned and
rode away. At a safe distance from the
house he reined up. He talked briefly to
his men who afterwards spread out to
various points in the valley, effectively
surrounding the house,
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The hour had passed and at a waved
command from Jeff Russell his men
began closing in. Nora watched those she
could see from one of the windows. When
they were well within rifle range she
said, “Now, Jimmy,” and Jimmy’s rifle
cracked.

His shot was intentionally high but 1t
stopped the men. Several of them fired
in answer and Jimmy Kemper fired again.
This his shot wasn’t high. This time one
of the men pitched out of his saddle and
lay motionless on the ground. The others
hastily rode back to where they were safe.

Nora still crouched at one of the win-
dows. She turned and looked at Bill Cam-
eron. She was pale and there was a
strained expression on her face. She had
seen the man hit and though Jimmy Kem-
per had fired the shot she knew that the
responsibility was hers.

“T shouldn’t have stayed here,” Bill
said harshly.

Nora shook her head.

They had argued about this ‘during the
hour they had waited. The argument had
accomplished nothing. Nora wouldn't
agree that he should go. Her stubborn-
ness as strong as his own. Jimmy Kem-
per hadn’t said much but he seemed to
relish the prospect of the hght.

“This 1s like old tiines,” he had said,
his eyes glowing. ‘“The park’s been get-
tin’ too civilized.”

There was no point now, Bill realized,
in regretting that he had come here. There
was no point now in feeling he should
have left. Jimmy Kemper had set the pat-
tern of what would follow with his second
rifle shot. A man had been killed. You
couldn’t take back a thing like that.

Another hour passed and another and
then 1t was noon and there was no sign
of any activity from Russell’s men. They
held their positions surrounding the house
and seemed content to wait. Nora pre-
pared a noon meal and they ate one after
another, keeping a close watch on the men

outside. Their guns were cocked and
ready.

THROUGHOUT the long afternoon

Russell’s men waited, several of them
always mounted and ready for any pos-
sible move from the ranch house. As the
sun' dipped toward the Rincons they
moved in closer. This day, Bill realized,
had been a little like the day when he
had kept Russell’s men bottled up. But
the pattern had changed. It was more
deadly now. These men wouldn’'t ride
away.

The sun was finally gone leaving on
the clouds in the sky the pink and gold
evidence of its passing. (Gradually these
colors began to reach out over the valiey.

Bill and Jimmy Kemper and Nora were
in the kitchen and Jimmy, straining his
eyes, kept a close watch on the men who
surrounded them. These three had talked
over what they had to do. There were
horses in the barn. They had to get there,
mount them and get out. They must take
their chances in the running fight which
would follow. They could never hold off
Russell’s men in a fight at the house.

Jimmy Kemper lifted his rifle and nes-
tled the stock against his shoulder and
cheek. "He looked back at Bill and Nora.
“A shot will start 1t,” he predicted.
“They’ll ride in awful close an’ hit the
ground. We've got to get to the stable
an’ get on our horses before then.”

Bill was clasping Nora’s hand. He
nodded and said, “Now, Nora,” and
started forward, still holding her hand,
pulling her with him. They were outside
when they heard the blast of Jimmy’s
rifle. As they raced for the barn Bill
heard shots from Russell's men singing
past them. He heard Jeft Russell shout-
ing and shouts from the others as they
charged toward the house.

There was no time to saddle or bridle
the horses. Nora took the one in the first

stall and climbed to its back. Bal took the
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second and the halter of the third. Nora,
ahead of him, looked back and waved and
then was racing her black across the yard
and oft to the north.

Bill rode out, leading the third horse.
Jimmy was running toward him. Russell’s
men were close now. Terribly close. They
were firing as they closed in, streaking
bullets across the yard. Jimmy Kemper
seemed to stumble as he neared Bill. He
Int the ground, rolled over on his back and
lay still. A bullet had reached him. How
badly he was hurt, Bill didn’t know.

Three men pulled up at the edge of the
yard and as he saw them Bill whipped out
his gun. He fired it twice, then crouching
fow over his horse, headed away from
there. A bullet scraped across the top of
his shoulder blades. Two mounted men to
his left cut 1n toward him rapidly. Bill
straightened. He emptied his gun at them
and one spilled to the ground.

Nora was far ahead. She had slowed
down and was waiting. As Bill drew even
with her, his horse reared and screamed
in agony. DBill felt himself tumbling
through the air. He hit on his side and
{felt a sharp pain as his arm twisted under
his body. Nora turned back. She brought
her horse close to him as he stood up.
She was reaching down. Bill caught her
arm and swung up behind her.

Shots still streaked after them but they
were close, now, to the fringing trees.
Bill Cameron held on with one arm
around Nora’s waist. He looked back, re-
membering Jimmy Kemper and the way
Jimmy tod fallen. Beyond the pursuing
riders he could see the ranch house and
the yard but he caught no glmpse of
TJTimmmy Kemper.-- Then they were in the
dark shelter of the trees and Nora was
urging the horse along some dim trail
which climbed into the hills.

“Which way, Bill?”’ Nora asked.

She had stopped the horse, now. The
night shadows had thickened hut peering
ahead over Nora's shoulder, Bill could see

that they had come to a fork in the trail.

“One way leads through the hills to the
park,” Nora was saying. ‘“The other
would take us to the Sawtelle road. To
the outside world, Bill.”

“And would you go with me?” Bill
asked.

“Of course.”

Nora was leaning back against him.
Bill’s arm tightened around her waist. He
could feel the brush of her hair against
his face. A sudden rush of emotion
choked him. The arguments and mis-
understandings which had come between
them long ago Bill now recognized as
foolish and unimportant differences. He
put his other arm around Nora, the one
he had hurt when he had been thrown
from his horse. It wasn’t troubling him
much now. And for a moment, neither of
them spoke. In this silence there was a
mutual acceptance of what the future
might hold.

Nora stirred. >She said again, ‘“Which
way, Bill?”

“Neither,” Bill answered slowly. “I’ve
got to turn back, Nora.”

The gir]l stifened. She shook her head.

““Maybe Jimmv was killed,” Bill con-
tinted. “But maybe he wasn’t. Maybe he
was just wounded. I know Jeff would
waste no time on him, Jeff wouldn’t be
bothered with caring for a2 wounded man.
Jeff would let him die. He wouldn't lift
a hand to help him.” .

Some of the bitterness which had been
riding him was in the sound of Bill’s voice.
Nora was biting her lips. She still made
no answer,

“I can’t go off and leave Jimmy,” Bill
added. “This wasn’t his fight. He had no
stakes in 1t at 2ll, but he jumped in any-
how. You can’t walk out on a man like
that.”

“They’ll still be at the ranch house,”
Nora said under her breath. “Some of
Jeft’s men were wounded. Some may stay
there.”
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Bill shrugged his shoulders. “What of
it? What do you want me to do, Nora?”
The girl drew 1n a long, slow breath.

““What you've got to do,” she answered.
“And what I've got to do. We'll go back.”

E MEN who had followed Bill Cam-

eron and Nora into the hills returned
to the Loft ranch, empty-handed. It was
too dark to know which way the fugitives
had gone, they reported to Jeff Russell.
It would be wiser to pick up the trail to-
morrow. Cameron and the girl had only
one horse. They had no food. It would
not be too difficult to run them down in

the daytime when a man could see what
he was doing.

Jeff Russell didn’t argue this sugges-
tion. He sat in the ranch house, scowling,
and knowing that he had bungled in his
attack on the Loft ranch. He had lost two
men today. Two more had been wound-
ed. It would be difficult for the park to
swallow his excuses for what had hap-
pened here. Nora Loft was a woman. A
man didn’t make war on a woman. He
would have to do something to counteract
this, and do it swiftly. He would have to
completely discredit Nora Loft in the eyes
of those who knew her. This would not
be easy.

He called Steve Olds outside. Steve
Olds was one of the men he had hired
quite reecntly. Olds was close to forty.
He was a tall, thin, surly fellow, wanted
by a good many sheriffs on the other side
of the Rincons. He was quick with a gun.
He didn’t ask too many questions if you
paid him enough. Jeff Russell was pay-
ing him enough.

“I've got to go to Ludlow,” Russell
said bluntly. “You stay here. Take
charge of the chase tomorrow. Load the
wounded men in the wagon and start the
wagon toward the park. One man can
handle that. Four of you will be left to
go after Cameron and the girl. If neither
of them are ever heard of again, I'll double

the amount I've already offered yon”

“You still buy your murders cheap,”
said Steve Olds.

A flush of color came into Russell’s
face. His hands clenched but he held his
temper under a rigid control. He had
taken a lot from men like Olds and Taub
and for a while he knew he had to. He
could even the score later on. Right now,
he needed these men.

“Are you interested ?”’ he asked sharply.

Olds shrugged his shoulders. “What
about this Jimmy Kemper?"”

“How badly is he hurt?’”

“He might pull through.”

“Send him along or leave him here. I
don’t care what you do except for this.
Get on the trail of Cameron and the girl
early tomorrow. Run them down.”

“Just as you say,” Olds answered
flatly.

Jeft Russell turned away. A few mo-
ments later he was mounted and riding
toward Ludlow.

" * *

They crossed the meadow and drew up
back of the barmn. Tt was close to mid-
night but hghts still showed around the
curtained windows of the ranch house. A
thin moon and high stars fought their un-
even battle with the night shadows. Bill
slid to the ground then lifted his arms to
catch Nora. He held her tightly for a mo-
ment, then stood away.

“You get the horses,” he whispered.
““Three of them in case Jimmy ean ride.
No matter what happens, keep away from
the house. That end of it is my job.”

Nora squeezed his hand. She moved off
in the direction of the corral. Bill angled
toward the house. At the cormer of the
barn he stopyed, briefly examined his gun,
and afterwards settled it lightly in 1ts hol-
ster. He stared toward the house. He had
no plan. It had been impossible to make
any plan. How many men would be here
he had had no way of guessing. It might
not be possible to even reach Jimmy Kem-
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per. Or 1f he could reach him and get him
away, Jimmy might not be able to ride.
This was something he was going into
blind.

The sound of voices reached him from
the house, loud voices raised in argument.
The voices hited, then faded away. Bill
Cameron moved swiftly forward. He
crouched for a moment at the window.
There, he could again hear the rumble ot
voices but he could distinguish no words.
There was a tear in the blanket covering
this window. It was high, but on tip-toe
re could see through it. Two men sat at
the table in this front room. They were
cutting cards. These were the men talk-
ing, arguing. On a couch across the room
a third man was asleep. Another dozed
in a chair. Bill could see no sign of Jimmmy
Kemper. The door to the bedroomm was
open. It occurred to him that Jimmy
niight be 1n there.

Bill moved to the back of the house.
He tried the kitchen door. It was locked.
He circled, then, toward the bedroom win-
dows. Both were closed. Someone was
coming across the yard toward the house.
Bill’s hand dropped to his gun. His body
went rigid, then relaxed. It was Nora, He
went to meet her.

“You were to say with the horses,” he
whispered.

“They’re ready,” said Nora. Someone
did the job for us. Four saddled horses
are tied to the corral fence. They are four
of the best I own. Could you see into the
house P’

“Four men in the front room,” Bill re-
plied. ‘“Two asleep, two playing cards. I
didn’t see Jimmy. I thought he might be
in the bedroom. I tried the kitchen door
but it was locked. What about the win-
dows?”

“The back one can’t be fastened,” Nora
replied. “It slides up easily.”

Bill nodded. “T’ll see if he’s 1n the bed-
room. If he isn’t I'll have a talk with the
men in the front room. You get back to

the horses. We agreed that this part of
the job was mine.”

Nora bit her lips. She watched Bill
head back toward the house. She watched
him stand for a moment at the back bed-
room window. She watched him open it
and chimb mside. After this, she moved
forward. Her breath was coming fast and
her body was cold with perspiration. She
was terribly afraid.

Bill Cameron stood against the wall,
just inside the open bedroom window.
Light trom the front room sifted in
through the open door. In its pathway,
on the floor near the foot of the bed, lay
the blanket covered figure of Jimmy Kem-
per. The bed was occupied by two other
figures. These were two of Russell’s men
who had been wounded in the attack on
the ranch but Bill didn’t know that.

“One more cut,” growled a voice from
the front room. ‘“One more an’ that’s all.
I've got to go out and unsaddle those
horses.”

“Make it double, then.” said the other
man at the table.

“No. Same stakes as before.”

““Make it double just once.”

The two men went on arguing. Bill
Cameron edged forward. He reached the
foot of the bed, dropped to his hands and
knees. Jimmy Kemper was breathing but
his eyes were closed. There was almost
no color in his face. Bill stretched out his
hand. He touched Jimmy on the shoul-
der. He whispered his name,

Jimmy Kemper woke instantly. He
turned his head toward Bill, then glanced
quickly in the direction of the front room.

“How had 1s it, Jimmy?"” Bill whis-
pered.

“Through the shoulder,” said Jimmy
Kemper, his voice low, hasky. “Not bad.
It’s stopped bleeding. What are you do-
ing here?”

“Nora 1s outside,” Bill answered.
“We've got horses. I'll carry you to the
window. We'll get you away. In the
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morning we’ll get a wagon to take you to
Ludlow.”

Jimmy Kemper shook his head. “I
could never make i1t.”

“Sure you could.”

“T'here are two others here who have
been wounded. I’ll take my chances with
them.”

“You’'ll go with us,” said Bill grimly.

He glanced toward the window. It was
only a few steps away. Getting Jimmy
through it might be awkward. but he was
sure it could be done. They wouldn’'t wait
until morning about the wagon. They
could hitch up one tonight. He got to
his feet and as he straightened a man’s
figure loomed up in the doorway. Lamp-
light glistened on the gur in the man’s
hand. The man was leaning forward,
peering into the room. He could see Bill
Cameron but the light probably wasn’t
strong enough to distinguish Bill’s fea-
fures.

““All right,” the man said sharply. “We
heard you. Come on out here where we
can see what you look like.”

Bill didn’t move. He knew that if he
stepped into the front room under the
cover of this man’s gun he would have no
chance at all. His body was rigid. His
hand was close to his holster.

“Come on out here!” shouted the man
in the doorway. “Do I have to—"

Bill clawed up his gun. He heard the
scream of a shot high above his head as he
fired. The man in the doorway took a
short step forward. He twisted half
around. His knees caved in. He fell heav-
ily to the floor.

A clamor of voices reacehd in from
the front room. Steve Olds was shouting
orders. Bill Cameron swung toward the
window. “I’ll be back, Jimmy,” he prom-
ised. “Hang on.”

He had reached the window and was
cimbing through it when Steve Olds
lunged into the room. He heard the roar
of Olds’ gun. A smashing blow struck

)

him on the head. It was like the blow of
a club. It seemed to numb every muscle
in his body. It brought a thick film to his
eyes through” which he could hardly see.
He was falling as he came through the
window and as he struggled to his feet,
Nora’s arm was around him and she was
holding him up and trying to urge him
away from the house.

He heard more firing but the shots
seemed far away. Nora was saying some-
thing to him. He could hear her voice but
not her words. And then he could ne
longer hear her voice or any sound at all.
The darkness into which he had been
walking had become too heavy, too thick.
It smothered all conscious understanding.

When Bill Cameron first struggled back
to consciousness it was still dark. He was
mounted on a horse in front of Nora,
whose arms held him in the saddle. He
realized, in a confused way, that they were
climbing into the hills. There was a throb-
bing pain in his head. He turned and
spoke to Nora, telling her that they had
to go back, but before he could finish
what he was saying the pain grew worse
and the darkness closed in on him again.

It was morning when he next awoke.
The sun was already high in the sky. He
was lying in the shelter of a screen of
bushes bordering a creek. Nora was seat-
ed on the ground near him.

“How do you feel?” she demanded.
“You had me worried.”

“I feel hungry,” Bill answered.

“You don’t need food,” said Nora.
“You need rest. Just take it easy.”

“Where are we?”’ Bill asked.

“Within three miles of the ranch.”

Bill touched the thick bandage wound
around his head. He could stil] feel the
hammering pain but 1t wasn’t so heavy.

“We’ve got to go back,” he said slowly.
“Timmy was there, Nora."”

“He’s not there now,” said the girl,
“He and two other men were loaded into
a wagon early this morning. The wagon
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started in the direction of Ludlow. I saw
it leave. Jimmy walked to the wagon with
one of the men helping him.”

Bill lay silent for a moment, consider-
ing what Nora had said. There was noth-
ing he could do now but hope that the
wagon had really gone to Ludlow and that
Jimmy would get the attention he needed.

“Three of Jeff Russell’s men followed
the wagon toward Ludlow,” Nora added.
““There’s no one at the ranch, now. We

can go back there when you feel up to the
ride.”

Bill shook his head.
other way.”

“Where?”
“To Ludlow.”

Nora was frowning. She stared soberly
at the ground. There was no way, she
realized, in which she could prevent Bill
Cameron from riding to Ludlow. Noth-
ing would turn him aside from the course
he had taken. This was one of his
strengths, and at the same time, one of
his weaknesses.

“We'll ride the

TT WAS an hour after dark when they

reached Ludlow. They dismounted at
the outskirts of town and left the horses
in Sam Jefferies’ barn knowing there
wasn't much chance Jefferies would come
out to the barn before morning.

“T'Il wait at Ruth Parker’s,” said Nora.
“Ruth will not tell anyone I'm there.
Don’t be too long, Bill.”

“T want to see the sheriff,”” Bill an-
swered. “There may be others in town
whom I want to see.”

“You'll-—not hunt for Jeff Russell 7’

“Not too hard.” |

Nora bit her lips, knowing she had to
be satisfied with this half promise, but still
resenting it, still wanting more of a part
in what might lie ahead. She nodded and
turned away in the direction of Ruth
Parker’s.

Bill Cameron touched the new bandage
which circled his head. The scalp wound

still bothered him. All day he had ridden
with a nagging headache. He smoothed
a hand over his forehead as though to
drive 1t away, then angled through the
town toward the sheriff’s office. He came
up behind it, moved between the sheriff’s
office and the feed store and edged cau-
tiously forward. He could soon see a part
of the street. This was a quiet night.
There were several saddled horses tied in
front of the Tiburon Saloon. A team and
wagon stood in front of the store; A man
who looked a good deal like Sam Lowry
was on the hotel porch. Two men were
in front of the saloon, talking, but it was
impossible to make out who they were.
There was a light in the sheriff’s office.
Bill took a quick look up and down the
street, then stepped out on the walk and
moved past the curtained window of the
sheriff’s office to the door. He opened the
door and stepped inside, his hand on his
gun.
Nels Underhill sat at his desk, writing.
a letter. He looked up as Bill came in and
his pen slipped from his hand, making a
blot on the paper. His eyes widened.
His mouth sagged open. “You!” he man-
aged to gasp. ‘“You—Cameron—" and
then words failed him and he was silent.
“What’s wrong, Shenff?” Bill asked
dryly. ‘“Does your conscience bother
you ?”’
The sheriff moistened his lips. He
shook his head but made no other answer.
“You haven’t been riding with the
posse, have you?”’ Bill said slowly.
“What posse?”” Underhill asked.
“The one which has been after me.”
“There’s been no posse after you.”
‘““Then you don’t want me. I’'m not un-
der arrest.”

“No.” The word was sharp, almost

violent.

Bill took his hand away from his gun.
He reached for his tobacco and papers and
started fashioning a cigarette. “Last
night,” he said. ““Jeff Russell and a crowd



30

44 WESTERN MAGAZINE

of his men made an attack on the Loft
ranch. They were after me. They didn’t
get me but in the ruckus they got Jinuny
Kemper. If there’s been no posse after
me they were acting outside of the law,
Sheriff. I want Russell arrested. 1 want
his whole crowd arrested and I want it
done now.”

Nels Underhill blinked. He moistened
his lips again. “I—I don’t believe you,
Cameron,” he said thickly. “I don’t be-
lieve Russell would do a thing like that.
I don’t believe it.”

Bill threw the cigarette he had just
made to the floor. He moved forward
until he stood over the sheriff, a sudden,
blazing anger showing in his eyes.

“Quit trying to play both sides, Under-
hill,” he grated. “You know what’s been
going on. Where do you stand? What
does the law mean in this park? You
can’t duck a decision much longer, Under-
hill. You can’t go on keeping your eyes
shut.”

The sheriff pushed his chair back. “I’ll
see Jeff Russell right away,” he said with
an abrupt show of spirit. “You stay here.
Wait for me here.”

“Is Russell in town?”

“He was a while ago. I don't think he’s
gone yet.”

Underhill turned to the wall to get his
hat and at that moment the door opened
and a wide shouldered, black bearded man
stepped into the room. He said, “Hey,
Underhill, T—" and his voice broke off
suddenly as Bill Cameron turned to face
him. His voice broke off, he stiffened, his
hand swung down to his gun.

There was no time for talk. The man
worked for Russell. He had been with

those who had chased Bill through the
Rincons and who had taken part in the
raid on Nora’s ranch. His gun came out
of its holster. It lifted toward Bill Cam-
eron and Bill clawed up his own gun and
fired and then fired again.

The bearded man’s shot was wide. He

took a step forward. His eyes were glassy
and a froth of blood showed at his lips.
His knees suddenly gave away and he
dropped to the foor.

Bill looked beyond the man’s body to
the door. He caught a glimpse of Jeff
Russell. Russell had been headed this
way but had jumped back. Bill had no
chance to fire at him.

“Cover the back door, Al!” Russell
was shouting. “Mark get the others.
Cameron is here!”

Bill Cameron jerked around and headed
across the room. He had no intention, if
he could help it, of being bottled up in
here with the doubtful allegiance of the
sheriff. He came to the back door, jerked
it open and stepped outside.

A man was hurrying along the side of
the building. Bill moved that way. He
could make out the bulk of the man’s fig-
ure against the dim light in the street. He
drove a shot at the man and heard his
high, startled cry and saw the flash of his
gun in answer.

Bill swung in the other direction. He
hurried past the feed store and around
it to the main street. Several men were
racing down the street toward the sher-
1ff’s office. Bill stared across the street to
where several horses were hitched to the
rail in front of the Tiburon saloon. He
was pretty sure he couldn’t get that far
with any degree of safety. But he really
didn’t want to. He had run long enough.
He was tired of running.

Bill reloaded his gun and then stood
there in the deep shadows of the feed
store, waiting.

CHAPTER FOUR
The Devil Collects His Due

VERYTHING would be settled to-
night. Bill had that feeling very

strongly. He could sense it just as he was
aware of the way the wind had changed,



THE HAND-GUN HURRICANE 31

turning cold with the night. He took a
look out on the street and now could see
no one. Russell's men he decided had
sifted into the shadows back of the build-
ings lining this street and were searching
for him. How many there might be he
didn’t know. He couldn’t even be sure
where they were. Some of them, like him,
might be watching the street.

He thought he heard someone behind
lum and he stepped quickly around the
corner of the building and moved along
the front of the feed store to the door.
There was a man standing in the shadows
at the corner of the saloon across. the
street. Bill could make out his figure. He
knew the man could see him, but identi-
fication by either of them was impossible.

Jeff Russell showed up in the street
and turned swiftly into the sheriff’s office.
Bill saw him clearly in the light from the
door. The man had driven Bill into the
street had edged along the side of the feed
store was now at the corner where Bill
had been standing. For a while the man
waited there, then he moved forward. He
took one step toward Bill and stopped, his
body rigid. He was holding his gun and
he suddenly swung it up. Bill lifted his
gun and fired, and then fired again.

The man swung half around, his knees
folding as he turned. Bill Cameron hur-
ried past him, rounded the corner of the
feed store and moved swiftly to the rear
of the building. There he turned toward

the sheriff’s office. A gun blasted at him
from the darkness just ahead. He dived
for the ground. He fired in the direction
of that shot and tiuen rolled to the left,
close against the building. He lay there
motionless.

Shots raked alonz the ground where he
had been and someone who had followed
him from the street answered those shots
and then ducked back between the build-
ings. The man who had been back of the
sheriff’s office edged forward, passing Bill
without a glance in his direction.

A sudden Dblast of firing ripped along
the passageway beyond the feed store.
Russell’'s men were again shooting at each
other. Bill got to his feet. He moved
quickly to the rear door to the sheriff’s
office and stood there for a moment, listen-
ing, then he opened the door and stepped
inside and covered the two men in the
room with his gun. Nels Underhill, who
was the first to sce him, choked off a
startled gasp and lifted his hands shoulder
high. Russell jerked around and stared
at him, his eyes showing something of the
shock he felt. For a moment he stood
there, rigid, motionless, then he too, lifted
his hands.

Bill Cameron closed the door. He
reached behind his back, felt for the bolt
and pushed it into its slot. He heard more
shooting outside and a dry laugh broke
from his throat. “Your men, Russell,”

he said mockingly.
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Russell moistened his lips. His jaw
moved up and down but he didn’t seem
able to speak. Perspiration glistened on
his forehead and showed around his
mouth.

Bill moved forward. He reached for
Russell’s gun. He jerked it from 1its
holster, then moved in front of the sheriff
and still covering Russell, swung his other
gun in the air and brought it down sharp-
ly against the sheriff’s head. Underhill
tried to duck but wasn’t quick enough.
The barrel of the gun caugit him across
the temple and he dropped to the floor of
the office and lay there motionless.

“You can’t do this, Cameron,” Russell
said hoarsely, “You've got to give me a
chance.”

“What chance did you give Matheney ?”
Bill grated.

Russell had backed away until his shoul-
ders were against the wall. He shook his
head from side to side. His arms were
spread out against the wall, fingers out-
stretched. Bill could hear the sharp sound
of his breathing.

“We'll do it this way,” Bill said slowly.
“You'll get your chance.”

He tossed the sheriff’s gun into the far
corner of the room and tossed his own
after it and then moved toward Russell.
As he stepped forward he saw the sudden
light of hope come into Russell’s eyes and
heard a sharp cry break from the man’s
lips. Russell lunged forward.

Bill Cameron side stepped. He whipped
his fist up into Russell’s face, half break-
ing the man’s rush and he moved in then
and slammed him twice more in the face.
Russell’s fist scraped across his cheek.
Another blow caught him high on the
forehead. Bill stabbed once more for Rus-
sell’s face. He moved in again, straight-
ening Russell up with a blow under the
jaw and then staggering him with a hard
right to the side of the face.

The man turned as Bill hit him. He

swung up the gun, squeezing the trigger.
Bill heard the roar of the shot. He felt
the sting of powder burns on his face. He
twisted the gun from Russell’s hand. He
hit the puffy, bloody face of this man but
there seemed to be no power left in his
blows.

Bill stood over him, breathing heavily,
aware of the shaky feeling mn his knees
and of a dizziness which was almost over-
powering. He turned and moved back to
where his gun was lying and picked it up
and as he looked around he saw the gun
in Russell’s hand and saw it lifting to-
ward him.

The gun Russell was holding wasn’t
very steady. Its barrel wavered a Iittle,
Bill leveled the gun he had picked up from
the floor. His finger tightened on the trig-
ger and he felt the kick of the gun in his
hand and saw a blank empty look come
into Russell’s face. The gun Russell had
been holding dropped from his hand.
Blood trickled from a hole in his fore-
head and his body tilted over sideways
to the floor.

ILL CAMERON walked on up to

the livery stable with Sam Lowry.
Near it they stopped for a moment and
had a cigarette.

Lowry finished his cigarette. He
dropped it and stepped on it. He said,
“Wish me luck, Bill.”

“Get moving, you chump,” Bill an-
swered.

He stood and watched as Sam Lowry
walked forward and disappeared in the
deep shadows near the livery stable. After
a time he saw two riders move into sight
and head out in the direction of the Tibur-
on hills, They rode very close together,
Kate Banning had been waiting for Sam
Lowry.

Bill turned back down the street to

Ruth Parker’s. Nora would be waiting
on the porch,

THE END



MANHUNT FOR THE
GUNSMOKE GHOST

By
Harrison —

Matt Tobin had his pardner pegged for a woolly lamb—but he
learned that sometimes such soft white fleece may conceal the
whangleather hide of a first-class fighting gun-wolf!

ESPITE the pain and soreness of
D limbs not yet accustomed to the

battering of a hard wagon seat
across endless miles of rough wilderness
trail, Matt Tobin felt a deep inner glow
of satisfaction. In the ruddy glare of the
cooking fire, he watched his partner, the

thin, silvery-haired Texan, Ben Gaines,
his evening meal finished, produce a

battered, ancient pipe. The older man
fished a burning twig from the fire, sucked
strenuously at the stem and then leaned
back with a little grunt, pufing content-
edly.

For a moment, Matt listened to the
tumultuous murmur of nearby Hangman's
Creek plunging down the mountainside,
an insistent clamour of rushing waters

33
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against the boulders that lined its bed.
Then his eyes strayed to the pair of
Murphy wagons drawn up just within
the outer edge of the fire’s ruby circle of
illumination. His satistaction of the mo-
ment was wrapped up i1n those two wag-
ons.

He and his partner had brought these
wagons, heavily-loaded with supphies,
creaking, groaning and bumping along the
hundreds of miles of nearly impassable
trail from Benton. Their destination was
the small, but booming, gold camp of
Elizabeth City. Sometime tomorrow, if
all went well, they should have arrived,
ready to set up tent or lean-to and ems-
bark on their venture of becoming store-
keepers.

But it was not the thought of this alone
that brought a faint suggestion of a smile
to Matt Tobin’s lean, narrow-jawed face,
nor stirred sparks of pleasure in his
bluish-grey eyes. He was thinking of Jud
Lister, looking forward to the sight of
Lister’s face when the two men brought
their wagons into Elizabeth City on the
Mmorrow.

It had been Jud Lister who had been
responsible for Matt Tobin’s decision to
turn store-keeper. The whole thing had
its beginning one day when Matt had come
down from his claim on Frying Pan
Creek to get some badly needed supplies.
Jud Lister had filled his order, figured
briefly with a pencil, then announced the
amount due him,

Matt’s jaw sagged in astonishment. At
first he thought he’d heard wrong. Like
the other miners, he was used to paying
exhorbitant prices for the things he
neded. But this figure that Lister had
named was utterly beyond reason. Matt
told him so.

“That’s ten times what the stuff’s
worth!” he exclaimed angrily. “I’ll be
damned if I pay such a price for a few
measly supplies!”

Jud Lister stared at him with no ex-

pression on his flabby, heavy-jowled fea-
tures. His eyes, chilly as those of a reptile,
blinked sullenly. “Tobin,” he said ar-
rogantly, “prices are goin’ up. It'll cost
yul jest twice as much fer that stuff now
—take it or leave it!”

Matt spun on his heel and started for
the door. But Lister’s voice halted him.
“Tomorrow,” he called, “the price on
what yuh need will have doubled agin!
Don’t yuh think yuh better change yore
mind? Yuh know as well as I do, there
ain't another store fer hundreds of miles.
Yuh’ll either pay my price or go without.
Better think it over!”

MATT had thought it over—at the Last

Chance Saloon. He'd gotten very
drunk and very anhgry, and he’d made
some uncomplimentary remarks about Jud
Lister. Furthermore, he’d mentioned the
need for a store that would give the miners
a square deal instead of gouging them to
the limit. The miners who heard him
nodded their heads in agreement,

When, some hours later, Matt had
lurched unsteadily through the batwings
and started down the dark street, two
men had detached themselves from the
shadows and followed him. They overtook
him at the edge of town. Matt preferred
not to remember what had hapened then.
He had been in bed nearly a week recov-
ering from the beating he had received and
it hadn’t strained his imaginative powers
overly to figure out who he had to thank

for it.

Lying on a bunk in a friend’s cabin in
town, Matt had a chance to do plenty of
thinking. It was then he had worked out
his plan to bring in supplies from outside
an open a second store in Elizabeth City.

Across the fire, Ben Gaines sat up
straight and cocked his head slightly to
one side almost like a hound dog. He
took the pipe from his mouth. In his soft,

easy Texas drawl, he said, “Reckon
some-one’s a-comin’,”
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Matt Tobin got to his feet. He found
that his hand was resting on the butt of
the six-shooter tucked inside his belt, and
that there was a certain comfort in the
feel of the cold metal of the weapon. But
a moment later, as a lone horseman rode
out of the darkness, he grinned sheepishly
and took his hand from the gun.

The man pulled up his horse and peered

curiously at the two men beside the fire, .

Matt saw that he was a man 1n his forties,
unkempt, unshaven. His eyes were bleary
and reddened, and lines of dissipation were
heavily graven under his eyes and at the
corners of his weak mouth.

His paze shifted to the wagons stand-
ing nearby, and a sudden eagerness stirred
in his sallow, ferret-like features.

“What you got in ’em wagons?” he
demanded abruptly. “Any whiskey?”

Matt grinned. “Nary a drop,” he re-
plied.

The man made no attempt to conceal
his disappointment. He frowned, stared
at the wagons with evident frustration.
“You sure?” he persisted.

Mat said patiently, “You kin take a
look for yourself, if you don’t believe me,
There’s flour, sugar, salt, coffee and
canned goods, but not as much as a pint
of Taos lightnin’.”

The man gave a disgusted grunt, but
he stared at Matt thoughtfully. “You
freightin’ that stuff fer somebody? Jud
Lister, mebbe ?”

“*My partner and me are freightin’ it
for ourselves.”

The other’s eyes narrowed and he shot
a quick, puzzled glance in the other direc-
tion of Ben Gaines. “If I didn’t know
better, I'd say you was figgerin’ on opemin’
up a store,”

“Might be at that.”

“Not in Elizabeth City ?”

“In Elizabeth City?”

The man’s jaw sagged in astonishment.
He stared at the two men, wide-eyed.
“Course, it ain’t none 0’ my business,”

he advised, “but 1f'n I was in your boots,
I'd go mighty slow about doin’ somethin’
like that. Jud Lister ain’t gonna like it
much.”’

Anger glinted in Matt Tobin’s bluish-
grey eyes. ‘“Mebbe we don’t give a damn
whether he likes it or not!” he suggested
grimly.

The mounted man drew in his breath
sharply and a loook of apprehension flitted
across his whisker-stubbled, haggard fea-
tures. “‘I don’t figger you gents are actin’
very smart,” he warned. “I haven’t been
in these parts long. But I've been here
longe enough to find out one thing—it
ain’t healthy to buck Jud Lister! If you
want advice—"

“Look, mister,” broke in Matt. “When
I got this idea of settin’ up a competin’
store in Elizabeth City, 1 never figgered
that Lister would turn any handsprings
about it. And I don’t reckon 1t’ll make
him any happier to find out the prices we
intend to sell the stuff for. They'll be
fair prices—fair to the miners, fair to my
partner and me. Just enough to give us
an honest profit on our time and money,

mo more.”’

He paused, then added as an after-
thought, “It’ll mmean an end to gougin’,
hold-up prices in Elizabeth City. Lister
will be forced to sell at reasonable prices
or go out of business.”

For a moment the horseman didn’t say
anything. Then he gave an indifferent
shrug of his shoulders. “I’d say what you
was figgerin’ on doin’ amounts to diggin’
your grave and carvin’ your name on the
tombstone. However, if you hanker fer a
nice quiet spot in Boothill, jest go ahead:”

ITH that word of warning, he swung
his horse away from the fire, dug in
his spurs, and sent the animal off at a
gallop in the direction of Elizabeth City.
Matt watched the shadowy figure until 1t
was swallowed up in the darkness and

only the fading sound of hooves on the
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road remained echoing in the night.

Ben (Gaines stood beside him, still peer-
ing into the blackness after the departing
rider. Turning suddenly, Matt surprised
an odd expression on the man’s face, Then,
instantly, it was gone, and Matt was won-
dering whether his imagination was play-
ing him tricks.

“Accordin’ to that gent, yore friend
Lister jest about runs things to suit hisself
up 1n these parts,” commented Gaines.

Matt nodded. “He has—up to now!”
He gave the older man a caretul glance.
““I told you what we might be up against.
You still feel the same way about goin’
ahead with this scheme of ours?”

Ben Gaines’ face was expressionless.
He drawled softly, ““Ain’t seen nothin’ to
make me change my mind so far.”

Matt frowned slightly, studied his part-
ner’s saddle-colored features with nar-
rowed eyes. He was still puzzled by the
strangeness in the man’s face a moment
ago. Had fear been behind that look? Or
had it been something else?

He knew litttle of Gaines, having met
him for the first time about a month ago
at Fort Benton. It had been the older man
himself who had suggested the partner-
.ship. To Matt Tobin, at the time, it had
semed a good i1dea. It had meant buying
two wagons instead of one, doubling the
amount of supplies he would be able to
bring in to the little Montana mining camp
from Fort Benton, the head of navigation
on the Missouri.

But now, suddenly, he began to have his
doubts. Ben Gaines seemed mild and
easy-going. Mebbe he was too mild and
easy-going to be mixed up in this kind of
business. The sallow-faced stranger had
been right about one thing. This invasion
of Jud Lister’s domain wasn’t likely to
prove healthy. Even after he had turned
in, these disturbing thoughts lingered in
his mind. Despite his weariness, they kept
him from dropping off to sleep immedi-
ately.

The two men were out of their blankets
before dawn next morning. By the time
the first pink glow had begun to color the
rim of the eastern sky, they had finished
breakfast, hitched the mules to the wagons
and were ready to pull out. Matt forgot
his foreboding of the previous evening and
felt almost cheerful as he climbed onto the
seat of the first wagon and sent the mules
jogging forward along the road.

They were withim five miles of Eliza-
beth City when it happened. The three
men had been waiting behind a tall out-
cropping of rock at one side of the road.
As the wagons came up, they urged their
horses into the trail. Their faces were
masked by bandanas and each man held
a leveled Winchester in his hands.

Matt pulled up his mules. His voice
had a queer, strained sound to it when he
spoke. “What’s the meanin’ of this?”

One of the men gave a loud, half-
contemptuous laugh. He snarled, “It
means we're takin’ over these wagons o’
yours. (Got any objections?”’

Matt felt an emptiness at the pit of his
stomach. He had expected trouble once
they reached Elizabeth City. But this
sudden and unexpected turn of events had
caught him flat-footed and unprepared.
Once again Jud Lister had gotten the best
of him. At the thought a white-hot rage
within him,

For a moment, despite the odds, Matt
Tobin had a wild impulse to reach for the
gun at his belt. Only the thought of the
silvery-haired Texan at the reins of the
second wagon restrained him. Any rash
move on his part would endanger his
partner’s life. In the trio of masked riders
before him, he recognized hardened gun-
men and killers. Men who would not hesi-
tate to cut down the two men in the wag-
ons if it suited their purprose. He eyed
the leveled Winchesters, said tersely,
“Since you put it that way—no."

“You got good sense,” chuckled the
masked man. “Now git yore paws in the
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air an’ git down off’'n ’em damn wagons!”

A minute later, having allowed them-
selves to be disarmed, the two partners
stood helplessly by the side of the road
and watched their wagons being driven
off. One of the outlaws remained behind,
his rifle trained on the pair, until the
wagons moved out of sight. Then he put
spurs to his horse and galloped swiftly
atter them. |

For a moment or two. neither man
spoke. Then the Texan’s rueful drawl cut
through tht silence. “Reckon that gent
who visited our camp last evenin’ did
some talkin’ when he hit town.”

Matt nodded grimly. “Looks like he
didn’t lose much time in huntin’ up Jud
Lister and warnin’ him we was comin’,
I’d admire to get my hands on that hombre
for just ten minutes!”

Ben Gaines said nothing, He just
looked thoughtful.

IT WAS near mid-day when the two

partners reached Elizabeth City. A
short distance outside of town they en-
countered a stocky, red-bearded miner
leading a burro. He stared at the two
men, surprise and bewilderment plain on
his grizzled features,

““What the hell ?”’ he exclaimed loudly.
“Whar’s yore wagons?”

Matt gave him a glance of quick suspi-
cion. “How did you know we were
bringin’ in a couple of wagons?”
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“How did I know?” The man’s jaw
sagged. “Why, hell—everybody in town
knows about that! I was at the Last
Chance last night when Lafe Stevens rode
in. Said he’d met you on the road an’
you was bringin’ two freight wagons full
of supplies. That’s why I come out here.
Thought mebbe I'd get first crack at ’em.”

A moment later, when Matt had in-
formed him what had happened to the
wagons, he shook his head soberly, re-
marked, ‘“Reckon the boys’ll be plumb
disappointed to hear that. They’re mighty
tired o’ payin’ the prices Jud Lister’s been
askin’ lately. You got any idea who the
men were that hi-jacked yore wagons:?”

Matt frowned and shook his head glum-
ly. “Never saw ’em before, so far as I
know. They didn’t look much like miners,
I got 2 hunch them gents never panned
an ounce of gold in their lives. ILooked
more like cowboys, hired gunmen.”

Red-beard rubbed his bristly cheek
thoughtfully. “What you figger on doin’
now ?”’ 7

Matt looked over at his parther. “Ben,”
he said, “I've been thinkin’. Those wagons
are pretty heavily loaded. They ought to
leave deep wheel-marks where they leave
the road.”

The Texan sagd, “But we’ll need a pair.

of horses if we're gonna get on the trail
of the wagons. And a few shootin’ irons
might come in handy, too.” i

“I don’t think there’ll be any trouble
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about that. There are quite a few people
in town who don’t like Lister anv better
than I do. They'll borrow us what we
need.”

“Hell, yes,” said the red-bearded miner.
“Yuh won’t have no trouble there, 1
cuarantee it.”’

Elizabeth City was a city in name only.
Beside the large square frame building
that was Jud Lister’s general store, there
was a livery, several saloons, a hay and
feed store, a rough log two-story hotel
and an assortment of miners’ cabins,
shacks and tents. These were scattered
in indiscriminate fashion along the slop-
ing sides of Shirt-tail Gulch.

As Matt and his partner and the red-
bearded man picked their way along the
muddy stretch that passed for a street,
word of what had happened preceded
them. Men stared at the newcomers in
silence, their disappointment plain in their
faces.

When Matt and Ben Gaines, mounted

on borrowed horses and armed with bor-
rowed weapons, galloped out of camp a
short tume later, half a dozen volunteers
accompanied them. It was a dejected, dis-
couraged group of men that rode back
into town that evening. A night chill was
in the air and the sun had disappeared
behind the dark barrier of mountains to
the west. As they rode past the Last
Chance Saloon, Ben Gaines said, “Reckon
I could stand a drink. Fow about you,
Matt?”

They dismounted and pushed through
the batwings and Matt became aware that
a sudden hush had descended upon the
room. A group of miners standing by the
bar turned, staring at them curiously.
Matt recognized the red-bearded man
among them. He said, “Reckon you

didn’t have much luck?”

Ben Gaines said ,“This am’t the kind
of country where yuh kin follow a trail.
Too much rocks and shale.
hundred of places where they mighta

There were

turned off the road and never left a trace.”

Matt Tobin’s eyes happened to be rest-
ing on the bartender while his partner
was speaking. He saw a faint flicker of
satisfaction stir in the man’s eyes. It
puzzled Matt. Why should the man act
relieved to find out that they had failed to
pick up the trail of the wagons?’

ATT TOBIN felt a sudden excite-

ment. He was remembering that it
had been i1n this same saloon, with this
same man tending bar, that he had made
those remarks about Jud Lister on that
earlier occasion—on the occasion when
two of Lister’s men had waited for him in
the dark street to admminstered a savage
beating. . ..

Matt reached into his vest pocket for
the ten-dollar gold piece that was the
extend of his present wealth. He tossed it
carelessly on the mahogany bar. “Bar-
tender,” he directed, “give me an’ my
partner a bottle and a couple glasses. We
got a lot of drinkin’ to do!”

The white-haired Texan gave hin an
astonished look. ‘“‘Hold on, Matt! We
got better uses fer that imoney than
drinkin’ it up!”

But Matt ignored his protests. He
picked up the bottle and glasses and
headed for a table along the far wall.
When Ben Gaines, a worried frown on
his face, took his place beside the younger
man at the table, Matt leaned close, whis-
pered, “Play up to me, Ben. I'm not
bein’ such a fool as you might think.”

The Texan frowned. “I wish I knowed
what this was all about.”

“It may be a damn fool idea of mine.
And again, it might possibly force Lister
to show his hand. Anyhow, I figger it’s
worth tryin’. Look, Ben, here’s what I
want you to do. . . .”

For awhile the two men sat drinking
quietly. Then, to all appearances, a vio-
lent argument broke out between them.
Their voices rose loudly. Suddenly the
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older man jumped to his feet and stalked
angrily out into the street. Matt, left
alone, seemed to be drinking steadily. At
least the amount of lhiquor in the bottle
was shrinking appreciably. Several times,
out of the corner of his eye, Matt caught
the bartender staring at him across the
room.

Matt filled his glass, lifted it, said sud-
denly, “Here’s to Jud Lister and thievin’
prices!” He said it loudly so that every-
one in the room could hear. The miners
in the room fell silent and stared at him
sharply. When Matt flicked a swift glance
at the white-aproned man behind the bar,
he saw that he was frowning in annoy-
ance.

A moment later, in an equally loud
voice, he remarked, “This is a poor coun-
try for road agents. An honest road agent
would starve in these parts. Ain’t no dust
left to steal after Jud Lister gets through
sellin’ folks what they need !”

A muner growled agreement. ‘“‘Drunk
or not, the lad’s speakin’ the truth!”

Matt staggered to his feet and gazed
around the room. “What’'s the matter
with you miners?”” he demanded. “How
long you gonna let Jud Lister wipe his
feet on you? Weren’t any of you in Vir-
ginia City a couple of winters ago when
a couple of merchants cornered all the
flour in town? LRemember what hap-
pened? A muiners’ committee called on
the merchants, give 'em a choice o’ two
things—sellin’ the flour at a reasonable
price or hangin’. Ain't any of you men
got guts enough to organize a committee
to buck Jud Lister?”

Matt let his eyes move across the faces
of the miners, noted with a sudden quick-
ening of his pulses that the bartender had
vanished from his place behind the bar.

Matt sat down heavily and let his head:

drop forward onto his arms 1n a simulated
drunken stupor.
The miner who had spoken earlier said,

“1 think he’s got somethin’ there, boys.

Why shouldn’t we organize a committee?
Seems like a damn good idea to me!”

While the miners talked, Matt kept his
eyes on the saloon’s back door and waited.
Soon he’d know if Lister had actually
risen to the bait. He saw the bartender
suddenly slide through the door. After a
moment he came across the room to Matt’s
table.

Your partner’s waitin’ fer you outside,”
he said. “Says he’s got to see you. That
it’s important.”

Matt lurched to his feet. “My partner?
You sure?”

The man’s dark eyes held a nervous,
impatient gleam. “Yes. He’s waitin’ fer
yuh out in the street. Better go see what
he wants.”

Matt continued his pretense of unstead-
iness as he headed for the door. A moment
later, as the batwings swung closed be-
hind him, he paused, staring up and down
the dark, deserted street. A rising moon
cast a pale glow over the grotesque huddle
of buildings.

He turned and started to walk along
the street. As he passed the corner of the
saloon, two dark shapes materialized out,
of the blackness and rushed him, thetr
boots thudding heavily across the plank
walk. He spun around, caught the glint
of moonlight reflected from the barrel of
a descending six-gun. He threw up an
arm and tried to duck away. Then the
night seemed to explode into a million
pleces. . . .

The next thing Matt remembered was
a coarse voice beside him saying, “I think
he’s comin’ to already, Zeke. You couldn’t
of give him a very good rap.”

MATT LAY for a while listening to

the rumble of wagon-wheels beneath
him before it dawned on him that he was
sprawled in the jolting bed of a wagon
moving along a rough, boulder-strewn
trail. His hands were securely tied behind
him, and it was a minute or two before he
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got around to wondering how he had
gotten here,

But he knew the answer instantly when
lie opened his eyes and saw the big man
sitting on a wooden crate beside him,
grinning down at him. His face was hard-
ly more than a black mask against the
cold glitter of the star-riddled heavens,
but Matt felt rather than saw the evil
intent in the narrowed eves. The big man’s
hand rested almost carelessly on the butt
of the six-shooter in his belt.

A deepening sense of alarm shot through
Matt’'s body. Something had gone wrong
with the plan he had outlined to Ben
(Gaines. Where was the silvery-haired
Texan? Why hadn’t he stepped in at the
moment of attack? What was he waiting
for?

He began remembering things about his
partner. Ben Gaines’ gentle eyes and easy
drawl were hardly the indications of a
fighting man. Suddenly the thought came
to him of the time he had surprised the
odd expression on the Texan’'s face. At
the time, he hadn’t known whether fear
lay behind it. Now, remembering back,
Matt could not see how it could have been
anything else. A black despair settled
over him,

Presently Matt heard the man beside
him call, “All nght, Zeke. You kin pull
up-here. I reckon this 15 as good a place
as any.”

The driver called out to his team and
the wagon ground to a halt. Rough hands
swung Matt down from the wagon,
dumped him unceremoniously beside the
road. The two men stood over him like
huge vultures in the night. The big man
had drawn his six-shooter,

Matt said bitterly, “So Jud Lister gave
you orders to kill me? How many others
has he murdered to keep his hold on
Elizabeth City?”

There was a cruel grin on the big man’s
face. ‘““Mister,” he said, “you talk too
much. But I aim to cure you of that bad

habit right now.” He leered as he spoke.

Matt made a last despairing effort to
frece his wrists from the rope that bound
them, then realizing it futility, desisted.
He watched the gun in the big man’s hand
slowly come up.

It was at that moment that a voice
drawled from the darkness, “Lift ’em,
gents! Make a move and they’ll be
plantin’ yuh in Boothill by mwornin’!”

Even in the gloom, Matt could make
out the astomshment in the faces of his
two captors. The big man ripped out a
savage curse and tensed as though in-
tending to whirl around. DBut then he
seecmed to think better of it, for he let his
six-gun slip through his fingers and raised
his arms reluctantly.

Matt saw that a slender figure had
moved from the pine thicket close to the
road. He felt almost as surprised by the
Texan’s sudden appearance as Lister’s
men had been.

“You all night,
Texan.

Matt said, “I reckon T am. But why’d
you have to wait so long before hornin’
in? 1 figgered something had happened
to you or else you'd plumb forgotten
about the whole thing and gone off to get
yourself drunk. If my hair hasn’t changed
color, there’s no thanks due you!”

“Sorry about that,” said Ben Gaines.
“Fact was, these two hombres jumped
you so quick back in town I didn’t git a
chance to do nothin’ about it. Then when
I saw that you were out cold and that they
were tym’ you up, showing that they
didn’t mean to harm you night away, I
decided it might be better to wait a while
and see what they were up to.”

Ben moved to his partner’s side, slipped
a knife from his boot and sawed apart the
rope that bound his hands. Matt climbed
to his feet, rubbing his bloody, chafed
wrists to restore circulation.

The Texan nodded at the two men.
“What you figger on doin’ with these

Matt?” asked the
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gents, Matt?” He gave the two a nudge.

“I have an idea these two know where
our wagons are hidden. Mebbe they could
be persuaded to do some talkin’. How
about it, gents? ”’

Both the big man and Zeke stood stolid
and silent, with no hint that they had
even heard the question. They stared sul-
lenly at the partners, an air of stubborn
defiance in the set of their shoulders.

Matt Tobin said, “I’'m not sure about
the smaller feller, but I'm sure this other
1s one of the men who beat me up. I've
always been curious to know what would
have happened if I hadn’t been drunk and
if there hadn’t been two of them. Seems
like this is my chance to find out.”

In the moonlight, the big man’s brutal
features held a surprised expression as
Matt moved toward him. His eyes flicked
to the gun in Ben Gaines’ hand. “You
wouldn't be so brave if yore partner
wasn’t holdin’ a gun on me!” he snarled.

“Ben,” Matt directed, “you’re not to
interfere between me and this gent. Our’s
1s a purely private and personal matter.”

The Texan frowned, but he said, “Jest
as you say, Matt.”

The big man gave a belligerent laugh.
“l1 think I’'m gonna enjoy this,” he
growled. He made a rush at Matt, his
huge fists swinging wildly. But Matt
ducked low and drove a blow to the man’s
mid-section that doubled him up. Slowly,
deliberately, all his pent-up rage and
frustration of the past hours lending sav-
agerly to his blows, he smashed both hands
to the other’s jaw, sent him reeling across
the road.

The big man went down, and when he
arose a moment later wiping blood from
his cut lips, there was a mingled fear and
rage in his eyes. He was more cautious
now, but 1t did not avail him much. Matt
rocked his head with short, well-aimed
smashes. One of the big man’s eyes was
closed now, and his nose was smashed to
a pulp. But there was nothing the matter

with the man’s courage. Four times, Matt
put him down and each time he staggered
up again and lunged forward. But after
a vicious right to the face that drove him
to the ground for the fifth time he lay
still, making no effort to get up.

For a moment Matt stared down at the
bloody, battered bulk of the man. Then he
turned, walked over to where Zeke was
standing, grabbed him roughly by the
shirt. He said, “You decided to tell us
where those wagons are? Or do you want
a dose of the same your partner got?”

In the pale moonlight, Zeke’s face had
a greenish tinge. He swallowed hard,
staring at the sprawled figure a few yards
away.  “I—1TI’ll tell you what you want to
know,” .he gasped. “The wagons were
taken to Bearcat Canyon. So help me,
mister—that’s the truth!”

Matt knew that the man wasn't lying.

“The fear that lay in his eyes, the palor of

his features, was assurance of that. Matt
said, “If I was you, hombre, I'd get the
hell out of these parts and 1 wouldn’t
come back. The same goes for your part-
ner. If I ever see either of you again—"’

He left the threat unspoken, turned to
Ben Gaines, “Come on, Ben. We got
work to do.” As they drove off in the
wagon, Matt saw Zeke staring aiter them,
the frightened look still in his eyes.

DAYLIGHT was breaking when they

reached the entrance to the canyon.
Leaving the wagon, the two men moved
forward carefully on foot, guns in hand.
They moved between steep walls of rock
that shut away all but a narrow strip of
blue sky overhead. Stepping around a
peninsula of rock that jutted out into the
canyon, they came suddenly on the stolen
wagons. A man squatted by the fire,
cooking his morning meal,

He looked up, a startled expression
flitting across his face. Then his hand
stirred into swift movement. The gun in
Matt’s hand blasted, and he saw the man
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tumble forward onto his face. It wasn’t
until Matt saw the white curl of smoke
drifting from the muzzle of the gun 1in
Ben Gaines’ hand that he realized his
partner had fired at the same moment.

Matt watched the Texan, a tense, alert
expression on his sun-darkened features,
step forward and, with tie toe of his boot,
turn the sprawled figure on his back, He
stared down at the bloody smear across
the man’s face. “This is one road agent
ain’t gonna practice his trade no more,”
he drawled. “Yuh got him square between
the eyes.”

Matt started to .protest, then thought
better of it. There was an odd uncertainty
in his mind. Ben Gaines and he had fired
at the same instant. One of them had
missed. If it had been Matt’s bullet that
had felled the outlaw, 1t had been sheer
luck. He had amed for the man’s
body. . ..

Matt looked around. “There are the
wagons. But what do you suppose they’ve
done with the mules?”

Ben Gaines nodded at the timbered
slope of the canyon beyond. “You might
take a look up there. Meanwhile I'l be
fixin' up a little breakfast.”

Presently he came across a grassy clear-
ing among the trees and found the mules
enclosed in a crude brush corral the out-
laws had erected. He turned and started
back to camp to acquaint his partner with
hts discovery.

A moment later, stepping from the
timber some distance from camp, he
glimpsed something that brought him up
short, jerked an astontshed oath from his
lips. Suddenly he started to run desper-
ately down the gradual slope towards the
camp, clawing his gun from his belt as he
did so.

A party of horsemen had swept around
the jutting rock that shut away a view of
the lower valley., Matt recognized Jud
Listet’s ample-girthed figure among them,

saw that another was the bartender of the
Last Chance. The other two were hard-
visaged gunmen, undoubtedly the two
outlaw companions of the man left to
guard the wagons.

At sight of Ben Gaines, they pulled up
their horses sharply, evidently as sur-
prised to see him as he was to see them.
It was this moment of surprise that gave
the Texan a chance to straighten up.

Crashing echoes of the blasting gunfire
bounced between the narrow walls of
rock. ‘It seemed that the whole canyon
was filled with the thunder of guns. And
then, suddenly, it was quiet.

The three huddled shapes on the ground
lay very still. The bartender alone re-
mained mounted. He held his arms high,

and his face was gray with the {ear oi
death.

ATER, as Matt and the Texan fAnished

hitching the mules to the wagons, the
younger man said, “l1 thought you said
you were a rancher down there 1n Texas.
Are all Texas ranchers as handy with
their six-shooters as you arer”

The thin, silvery-haired.man looked at
him with a ‘faint twinkle in his eyes.
“Ranchin’ wasn’t all I done back there,”
he said. “I tried my hand at a number
of different jobs afore I become a rancher.
I was a sheriff fer about ten years an’
afore that I was with the Rangers a spell.”

“After what I just seen that don’t sur-
prise me none,” said Matt. He shook his
head soberly. “You know—up ’til now
I had you pegged for an easy-goin’, gentle
kind of man!”’

The Texan grinned, and his eyes seemed
very soft and very mild, “That’s the queer
part about it, Matt. I reckon that’s the
kind o’ man I allus figgered to be. But
every once in a while I meet up with some
varmints like Lister and ’em others.
That’s when I fergit the easy-goin’ side
of my nature!” ., ...




COME BACK

IN CHUNKS!

By Roy Vandergoot

When John Searls tangled with that roaring grizzly, he’d rather

HEN in the searing summer heat
‘Vof 1864, John and Dennis Searles

prospected the Mojave Valley and
discovered the mammoth salt deposit, 1n
the strange lake that bears their name
little did the brothers dream that they had
stumbled across a multi-million dollar 1n-
dustry. Still, they hoped that this white-
encrusted saline lake might some day be
worth something, and so they put up their
monuments and filed location notices.
Some time afterward, they sold out tor
enough to set each of them up 1n business.
John Searles bought himself a ranch 1n the
Sierra foothillls.

John Searles was a man of frontier
caliber. One time a band of Shoshones
stole a bunch of John Searles’ horses.
Single-handed, John trailed the Shoshones
across the desert into the Panamint range
flanking Death Valley on the west. There,
with his Henry rifle, John gave battle to
the horse thieves. He killed four of them,
wounded several others, and drove the
rest into panic-stricken flight.

That fracas aroused awed respect for
John among all who knew him. But his
toughest fight came in March of 1870,
when, in the High Sierras, John started
out on a deer hunt. |

John’s weapon was a Spencer rifle. He
had two boxes of ammunition with him,
but when one box was nearly exhausted,
he discovered that the other contained the
wrong caliber cartridges. Only by trim-
ming the lead could he force the cartridge
in the Spencer’s breech. And even so, it
took at least two pulls on the trigger to
dent the cartridge rim sufficiently to make

it fire.

have picked a buzz-saw!

That didn’t daunt John Searles in the
least, Confidently he set out to bag him-
self another buck. However, the first thing
he flushed was not a buck, but a bear.

Two of the good cartridges settled the
silvertip’s hash. But hardly had he fallen,
then back of John an angry roar fairly
shook the mountains. John whirled. A
second grizzly was upon him. Jqhn fired.
In his haste he missed, although the bear
tumbled back, pawing its eyes, blinded by
the powder flash. f

John hurriedly forced a fresh cartridge
in the Spencer’s breech. The way that
bear was carrying on showed that he
wasn’t dead yet by a long shot; nor would
he ever be by the one John was frantically
trying to press off. The cartridge happened
to be one of the misfits. Three times John
Searles pulled the trigger—and then the
grizzly was upon him.

John poked the barrel in the bear’s
mouth. The grizzly slapped it aside, He
bit John’s face. He bit his throat to lay
the jugular vein bare. Then he bit John's
shoulder, tearing out a mouthful of flesh.

John fell and rolled over. The grizzly
bit him again, this time tearing away a
mouthful of coat.

John lay still. The bear, thinking him
dead, ambled off, growling fiercely.

It was freezing weather, that high up in
the Sierras. And that saved John Searles.
The cold sealed up the veins of his horribly
torn and mangled flesh. He managed to
get up and walk to his horse. His jaw was
broken, his throat torn, his left shoulder
and arm ripped and useless. In that con-
dition he traveled three days to Los
Angeles, the nearest medical help.
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Ride Back To Hell!

Whang-Leather Epic of the West
By Wayne D. Overholser

Cole’s shot took the rider just
as he was drawing down for
another shot at the girl.

I

That proddy kid, Cole Rigdon, wasn’t one to beat about the bush.
It was his ranch and his range, but the more he got to know the
ramrod his aging father had hired, the greater the stink became.
And that gunslick segundo savvied. ... Secure in the knowledge
that his bloodstained relgn was backed by more cold-deck
killers than Cole could ever hope to chouse into a boothill corral!
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CHAPTER ONE

Return to Hat

FTER four years Cole Rigdon was
coming back to Hat, four years
that had been a vacuum without

news froin home, for old Sam had never

Wi P /> - ’
/ P 17 &

The girl began to fall from
the borse. lfiille had been

been one to write. Now, with the years
and most of the time behind, uncertainty
became a great pressure within Cole. He
leaned his head back against the plush
seat, Stetson tipped forward, and it seemed
to him he had never been on a slower
train.

The twisting loops of Marshal Pass.
The swift waters of the Gunnison and the
pressing walls of the canyon. Then the
Uncompahgre, the barren ’dobe hills that
lined the eastern side of the valley with
45
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brown and Ilifeless rows, the lofting sky-
line to the west, and Cole’s pulse beat
faster, Beyond was the San Miguel, and
Hat.

Cole sat upright, Stetson pushed back.
The train was slowing for Montrose. He
pulled a suitcase down from the rack and
moved along the aisle, There was a crowd
by the depot. Jay Bellamy, Hat’s ramirod,
was there, but old Sam Rigdon wasn’t in
sight.

He was on the ground then, the train
banging to a stop, and Bellamy was bull-
ing his way through the crowd the way . he
always did, dark taciturn face expression-
less.

“"How are you, boy:r” Bellamy held
out a big hand.

“Smooth as a bull’s horn.” Cole took
the foreman’s hand. “Glad to be home.”

Bellamy’s speculative gaze swept Cole’s
hard-muscled figure and came back to his
wide-jawed face. “You growed up, kid.
You look a hell of a lot like the old man.”

“He didn’t come?”

Bellamy shook his head. “Sam’s stove
up some. Didn’t he write?”

““No. Reckon nobodv on Hat kngqws
how to write.”

“No, reckon none of us do at that.”
Bellamy jerked his head at the end of the
. depot. “Leave your valise in town. Old
Billy’s coming in with the buckboard in a
- few days. He'll pick it up.”

Two horses were at the hitch rail, one
a big black that had beer: a colt when Cole
had left. “That’s my horse,” he’'d told
old Sam. “His name’s Africa, and if he
ain’t here the day I get back, I'll gutshoot
the man that took him.”

Now Bellamy motioned to the black.
“There’s your horse, kid. The old man
kept him for you like you said.”

There was an edge of anger in the fore-
man’s voice. Cole shot a glance at him.
Jay Bellamy knew horses and he knew
cows and he was loyal to Hat. That was
enough the way old Sam saw it, but Cole

had never been sure. Even when he'd left,
brash and loud-mouthed, a kid at twenty-
one, he’d had his doubts, and he had them
now, but there was no reading the heavy-
boned face.

‘““Anything wrong, Jay?"

““The old man just kept the best horse
on the ranch for you. That’s all.”” Bellamy
stepped up. “Let’s ride.”

Leaving Cole’s suitcase at a hotel, they
took the Dave Wood road out of town.
Cole turned his gaze southward to the
San Juan range that lifted a long row of
granite peaks to the sky. They had always
reminded him of a giant’s snaggle-toothed

grin when he was a kid. He said now, a

little reverently as a man does when the
familiar sights of childhood are pressed
back upon him, “I’ve seen a lot of moun-
tains since I left here, Jay, but nothing

that can top them.”

“Yeah,” Bellamy grunted sourly.
“You've been around, ain’t you, kid?”

A FINE blade of anger knifed Cole. He
wanted no trouble. There had been
enough in the four years, smoky trouble
that had made a man out of a kid. Before
he had left Hat he had gone out of his
way to seek it; he’d winked at death and
reached for his guns. It had been his way
to let the flame and singing lead settle any
quarrel either big or little. Now he wanted
nothing to mar his homecoming, for these
moments were meaning more to him than
he had dreamed they could when he’d
left home.

Cole held his silence for a long time.
The valley was summer hot. Then they
were out of the cedars and pinons and in
the close growing aspens. The air was
windy cool and scented by mountain smells,
The wind’s passage made a low rumble;
leaves danced in trembling rhythm. These
were the sights and smells and sounds that
Cole Rigdon had missed, that he had pic-
tured a million times in memory. Now,
when he should be enjoying this day above
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all days, he found himself stirred by a
violence of anger that he could not explain
and had no tangible cause.

It was a feeling between him and Bel-
lamy. He realized now that it had been
there before he’d left. He hadn’t taken
time to understand it, for in those days he
had never taken time to understand any-
thing. The world was to be enjoyed by
the minute, not to be worried about, and
cach day had contained as much whiskey
and cards and women as twenty-four
hours could hold.

Four years had taught Cole to rein
down his temper, but it had taught him,
too, that anger 1s dynamite with a slow
fuse, that things had better be brought into
the open and looked at than allowed to
spread like a slow, killing cancer. He
satd now, his voice held even, “Some-
thing’s eating on you, Jay. Let’s have it.”

Bellamy turned his dark eyes on him, a
frown creasing his forehead. “What makes
you think anything’s eating &n me, kid ?”

Bellamy was thirty, and the five years
between them did not give him sufficient
seniority to call Cole kid. The pressure of
growing rage thinned Cole’s lips. Bellamy
was baiting him. He didn’t know what the
purpose was, but he’d find out, and there’d
be a day of settlement later.

“It’s a bite in the air, like a fall frost,”
Cole said. He saw that Bellamy’s right
band had dropped to gun butt, that his
eyes. held a bright wicked light, “Let it
go, Jay.”

“If you've got anything on your mind,
spit it out,” Bellamy grated. “And while
we're at it, we'd better get one thing
straight. I'm rodding the outfit. Don't
figger that because you’re the old man’s
kid, you’re gonna call the turn.”

Bellamy had never talked that way to
him before because old Sam had insisted
that Cole be given the right of way. “He’ll
grow up,” old Sam used to say. “Every
man sows his wild cats. Why, when I was

a kid I was a regular hell raiser.”

The point was that a kid was supposed
to be a man when he was twenty-one, only
that twenty-first birthday hadn’t worked
any miracle on Cole Rigdon. He’d have
fought then if he’d heard hali of what
Bellamy had just said, and Bellamy was
thinking he’d do it now. Cole laughed
softly. That was where Jay Bellamy was
wrong. He said, “You’re the boss, Jay.”

“T wish to hell you'd have stayed in
Montana,” Bellamy pressed, “or wher-
ever you was. Your coming back ain’t
gonna do nothing but get the old man
stirred up, and if anybody deserves the
right to die in peace, it’s him. ['ve ridden
for him ever since I could fork a horse.
He's the nearest thing to a father I ever
knew, and I reckon I've been a hell of a
lot nearer a son than you have. So help
me, if you get into another jam, I'll gun
whip you off the San Miguel.”

That should have done it. Bellamy still
sat turned in his saddle, right hand
splayed over gun butt, his fury a dark
shadow across a dark face. Cole saw then
that Bellamy wanted to kill him, but he
had to have an excuse.

“All right, Jay,” Cole breathed, and
put his gaze straight ahead.

BELLAMY cursed. Slowly he straight-

ened in the saddle, hand falling away
from gun butt. They rode in silence until
they reached the canyon of the San Mi-
guel ; the road curled along the wall like a
motionless twisted serpent. Then Bellamy
sald sourly, ‘““The old man got bunged up
last spring when a horse piled him. He
ain’t been off the place since.”

Cole nodded and said nothing. Jay
Bellamy was playing a game of his own
making. He had always been popular with
his men. Now, with the old man laid up,
there would be no question of the riders’
loyalty. Bellamy would have fired the men
he didn’t trust.

They came down to the river, the growl
of it a never dying sound here at the
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bottom. The ranchhouse was exactly as
Cole had remembered, the corrals and
barns, the huge cottonwoods. Superfici-
ally everything was unchanged, but Cole
knew that under this pacid surface,
nothing would be the same.

It was dusk now, the canyon rims black
lines above them, blotting out the last of
the sunlight. Old Billy Romaine came
from a corral in his rolling walk, a gnarled
hand outstretched. “Cole. Damn my eyes
if 1t ain’t Cole.”

“(Good to see you, Billy.”

The old man’s grip was tight and friend-
ly. He stepped back, hand 'rumpling his
white hair, faded eyes sweeping Cole.
“You're bigger, son. Still packing your
iron. Forget how to use ’em?”

““Reckon not.”

Cole shot a glance .at the glowering
Bellamy and brought his eyes back fo
Romaine. The old man had been a gun-
figchter in his day. He’d been in Dodge
City and Abilene and the rest of the trail
towns when hell had been dismissed for a
holiday. He’d known Hickock and Master-
son and the rest, and he’'d taught Cole all
he knew about gun craft. If there was
anybody or anything on Hat still un-
changed, it would be Billy Romaine.

“Then you'll get plenty of chance . ..

“Get a move on,” Bellamy snapped.
“Take theshorses and quit the palaver-
ing.”

More of the same. Bellamy knew what
Billy and Cole thought of each other, but
he was cutting it short. Cole swung to-
ward the house, a2 rambling ugly structure
designed for use, not beauty, for it had
always been a womanless place. Cole’s
mother had died before Sam had brought
his herd across the Continental Divide and
settled on the Miguel.

The house was built of logs, the office
and living room making the whole of the
front. Now, pacing slowly across the bare
dirt yard, Cole wondered why Sam was
not out here to greet him.

’y

Bellamy went in. He called, ‘“Madge,
light a lamp. Where’s Sam?”

There was the tap of a woman’s heels on
the floor. A match came to life, the light
bursting into the gloom of the hiouse. She
held the flame to the wick, slipped the
chimney into place, and Dblew out the
match. She looked up at Cole then, trying
to force a smile onto her lips.

“You’re Cole, aren’t you? Welcome
home.”

“In case you haven’t guessed it,” Bel-
lamy said dryly, “this 1s your step-
mother.”

It would have been the same if Bellamy
had slugged Cole in the belly. He labored
with his breath for a moment, eyes switch-
ing from the grimly watchful foreman to
the woman and back.

“Come on, kid,” Bellamy said. “She
welcomed you home. Why don’t you wel-
come her into the family?”

The woman came around the table and
held out her hand. “Sam should have
written, Cole, but he never got around to
it. We were married at Christmas time.”

Cole took her hand and dropped it al-
most immediately. “Glad to know you,”
he muttered. :

Bellamy laughed softly., “Kiss her like
a son ought to. Call her ma.”

“Please don’t, Cole.” Her smile was
like a bright moon rising suddenly into a
black sky. “I'm just your age. Call me
Madge.”

She was pretty in a sultry kind of way,
blue-eyed with chestnut hair pulled hack
and knotted loosely on her neck. Almost
as tall as Cole, she was shapely and per-
fectly-proportioned, and she moved with
an easy flowing grace as she turned and
walked to the kitchen,

“The men have eaten,” she said, “and
Sam’s sleeping. I'll get something for you
two.”’

She was gone then. Cole heard her heels

tapping across the kitchen floor, heard the
stove lids rattle as she dropped wood into

)
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the fire box. Cole turned to Bellamy. The
foreman’s saturnine face was as unread-
able as a sandstone cliff. He said in a low
tone, “Nobody writes on Hat, kid, but
you heard the leaves whisper, didn’t you?
You knew the old man was about to cash
in his chips, didn’t you?”

It was the same old prodding. “No,
I hadn’t heard,” Cole said.

“I think you’re lying, but it don’t make

any difference. Madge gets the outhit, kid.

You wasted your time coming home.”

.CHAPTER TWO

Double-Crossing Ramrod

HEY ate in the kitchen, the only sound

the tap of Madge’s heels as she waited
on them, the rattle of dishes, the chomping
as both men ate hungrily. Hostility lay
upon them like a heavy, unseen blanket,
A dozen questions prodded Cole’s mind,
but he put none of them into words. This
called for a waiting game, so he'd wait it
out. When he had a chance he’d learn
from Billy Romaine what was going on.

Madge slipped from the room before
they were done eating. Cole finished his
pie and rose to pour another cup of coffee
when Sam pattered into the room. He had
pulled on his pants, but his shirt was only
half buttoned, his white hair was sleep
rumpled, and his feet were encased in
slippers. He was still stocky and wide-
chinned as he had always been; his eyes,

pinned on Cole, were as ruthless and bold
as Cole had remeimbered them, but there
was something else about the old man, a
sort of hesitancy as i1f he had to turn to
Bellamy for directions, that made him
entirely different than the Sam Rigdon
Cole had known.

“Hello, Dad,” Cole said, and waited
at the stove.

Sam ran a big-knuckled hand through
his hair. “Howdy, son.” He paused at
the table beside Bellamy and motioned to-
-ward Madge who had come into kitchen
behind him. “I reckon you met Madge.”

Cole nodded. “I met her.”

“Now you’re gonna give me hell, ain't
you?” Sam asked challengingly.

“No. She’s mighty purty, Dad.” Cole
grinned and moved toward his father,
hand outstretched. “It’s your business.
I’m just glad to be back.”

“Well now, that’s fine.” Sam’s gtip
was firm, a small smile touching his meaty
lips. “I faiggered you'd say I was an old
fool, getting married after all these years.”
He pulled back a chair and sat down.
“Pour me a cup of coffee, Madge.” He
rubbed his eyes. “Damn it, don’t know
why I have to sleep all day and all night,
too. Sorry I wasn’t there to meet the
train, son, but I just don’t get around
much no more.”

“That was all right, Dad. Jay was
there.”

“Yeah, Jay’s always around when he’s
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needed. Trouble is there's just too much
to do any more, I set out to build an
empire, Cole, and damned if I didn’t do
it.”” Sam shook his great head. “You'll
fiind Hat beef anywhere from the San
Juan range to the La Sal country, all
over the Horsefly country and plumb
past the Cone. Don’t even know how
many cows I've got.”

“You're making money,” Bellamy said
qinetly,

“Making money and working you to
death.” Sam drank his coffee. “Glad
you're back, Cole, if you're aiming to set-
tle down. No more hell raising. You
sowed -your wild oats and raised a
damned good crop.”

“We're still harvesting 'em,” Bellamy
said significantly.

“What's behind is behind.” Sam
pushed back his cup. “Now what I want
to know 1s this. Cole, are you ready to
take on a man’s job?"”

Cole sat down. He said quietly, “I’'m
ready.”

“Ah, that’s fine.” It was the old Sam
now, big fists on the table, great shoul-
ders bent forward. *I made this outht
for you, son. It’s cattle country. Never
be anything else. The grangers can plow
up the plains, but they ain’t gonna plow
up our mesas. I’ll kill the first damned
son that sticks a plow into the ground.”

““There 1s such a thing as the Home-
stead Law,” Cole said.

““Not on the Miguel there ain’¢,”” Sam
beliowed, his fist pounding the table until
the dishes jumped. “Get that straight
now, Cole. There’s plenty here for you
and Madge both. I ain’t gonna be around
much longer. Never live through another
winter. I'm glad you're back while I'm
still alive so I can see what kind of man
you turned out to be.”

Cole leaned back in his chair, fingers
twisting a smoke. “I can take care of
myself,” he said.

“Hell, you always could. Women, hq-

uor, and guns. Tough when you were
fifteen, and I let you go because you was
so spoiled I didn't know what to do.
Then you killed that gambler and 1t took
some dinero to fix it. I told you that was
the windup, so you lit out. Best thing that
could have happened for either one of
us.”” He waggled a big finger at Cole.
“There’s talk that the Flagg bunch is
holed up on the Dolores. Maybe so. Hat
stomps its own snakes and Hat will han-
dle the sod busters. Oh, we've got a few
little outfits around, but that's different.
No grangers. That’s the law. I made 1t
and you're gonna help entorce 1t."

Cole struck a match and held the flame
to his cigarette. He didn’t like this. Four
years of wandering had taught him sev-
eral things, and one of them was the ir-
resistible power that stemmed from the
nesters” dogged courage. One would die
under a cowman’s gun, or a dozen, but
still they would come, and only the coun-
try 1itself could beat them.

Bellamy was watching, attention fixed
on the old man. Madge had come to stand
beside Sam. Now he reached out and
putting an arm around her, drew her to
him.

“You can find Hat cattle a hundred
miles from here. That’s what I'm leaving
you and Madge, half of it's yours and half
of it's hers. That's fair, ain’t 1t, son?”’

Cole nodded. *“That’s fair.”

“Just don’t forget omne thing. If 1
wasn’t for Jay here,” he motioned toward
Bellamy, ‘“Hat wouldn’t be what 1t 1s
today. Long as he wants a job its here
for him. If he gets a hankering to start
his own outfit down the river on a spot
he’s got picked out, Hat'll give him a
boost. Understand that, Cole?”

Cole nodded. Jay Bellamy had done hie
job well, but Cole’s return had messed
everything up for him.

“You're a white man, Sam,” Bellamy
said.

“White snorted.

hell,” Sam

man,
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“You’ve earned anything you’ve got while
my own kid was out getting an educa-
tion.”” He looked up at Madge. “No fool
like an old fool. Never thought I'd have
a woman around . . .” He rubbed his
jace. “Guess I'll go back to bed.”

“I'll be there in a2 minute, Sam.” She
waited until he had pattered back across
the room and closed the door. She said
then, “Your old room is ready, Cole. I
cleaned 1t up today, but I didn’t change a
thing. If there's anything you want . . .”

“There -won’t be.”

She nodded and turning, left the room.
Cole rose and started toward the door.
Bellammy called, ‘“Where you going, kid?”

**None of your damned business,” Cole
grated, and left the house.

HE SKY was cloudless and set with

stars. A half moon had cleared the
canyon nim, its hight washing the bottom
with a vague whiteness. The night was
still warm, the canyon husbanding the
day’s heat. Lamplight from the bunk-
house windows and open door made its
yellow patches on the earth, Cole, paus-
ing under the cottonwoods, heard the
murmur of talk, the whisper of cards,
and made up his mind. They would be
Bellamy’s men, not Sam Rigdon’s. All
but old Billy Romaine.

Cole eased his gun in its casing and
turned toward the bunkhouse. His ap-
pearance might start a fight. It depended
on Bellamy’s orders, and there was* no
way for Cole to determine the way the
ramrod aimed to play it until s acts
pointed the direction.

Moving swiftly and silently, Cole
ducked under the bunkhouse windows and
stepped through the doorway. Four men
were playing poker at a table in the mid-
dle of the room. The air was thick with
smoke and whiskey smell was a stench
in the room. The hands did their drink-
ing in town when Cole had left four years
ago, not in the bunkhouse.

his great size.

For a2 moment Cole stood motionless
just at the edge of the bright core of light
from the wall lamp; making his study of
them. Three were run-of-the-mill cow-
hands, all strangers to Cole. The fourth
was a stranger, too, but he wasn’t
run of the mill. Big, meaty-nosed, and
pale-eyed, the {ellow was as tough looking

- as any hardcase Cole had ever seen.

The big man was the first to see Cole.
He was shuffling, thick fingers moving
easilly and gracefully. He would be fast
with gun or knife, Cole thought, for all of
Suddenly aware of an-
other's presence, he raised his eyes. He
sat motionless for a dozen seconds. Then
thick lips pulled away from yellow teeth.
The two top front ones were gone, Cole
saw.
“The kid,” the big man rasped. “The
old man’s kid come back to rod the out-
fit.”

“You all the boys that’s here?” Cole
asked.

“Yeah, we're all. Ain’t we enough?”’.

“Plenty,” Cole answered, and stepped
back into the darkness. He waited until
he was sure they would not follow, then
he moved away from the bunkhouse and
through the cottonwoods toward the river.
Billy Romaine should have been there.
The old man’s absence both puzzled and
worried him.

Cole hunkered at the edge of the river,
the smooth liquid rush of the water a
dimly heard refrain., The last hour had
multiplied the questions in his mind
rather than lessened thein. A sense of
frustration washed through him. He was
like a blind man beating his head against
a solid wall. He couldn’t prove anything
against Bellamy or the woman. If he
could, Sam wouldn’t believe it.

The minutes slid into an hour and then
two, but ponder the things he had seen
today as he would, he could find no an-
swers. Only one thing was clear. Jay
Bellamy wanted him dead. Perhaps
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Madge did, too. The safest thing to do
was to saddle up Africa and ride out, but
taking the safest way had never been
Cole Rigdon’s habit. He rose, tossed his
cigarette stub into the river and turned
toward the house, a sprawling black shape
before him. He had almost reached it
when he heard Bellamy say sharply,
“What’s the matter with you? The old
devil’s asleep, ain’t he?”

Cole stopped in a cottonwood’s thick
shadow. It was Madge and Bellamy, two
vague figures at the corner of the house.

“It 1sn’t right, Jay. I married him. I'll
be his wife as long as he’s alive.”

“Oh hell,” Bellamy said indignantly.
“You ain’t getting a conscience, are you ¢”

‘“Maybe. He’s a good man, Jay. The
best man I ever knew, and I think Cole 1s
like him.”

“Cole won’t live long enough for you
to see what he’s like.”

“You can’t do that, Jay. We'll play
it out the way it is.”

Bellamy laughed shortly. “For half?
Not me, Madge. We'll take it all. Now
quit being so damned good . . .”

“TJay. Go on back to the bunkhouse.”

Cole saw her move away from the fore-
man, saw Bellamy grip her and pull her
to him. It had been in Cole’s mind to let
time give him the answers, to push no
fieht until he knew what he needed to
know. Now he forgot that, for anger,
,building in him from the moment Jay
Bellamy had met the train, exploded into
violent action.

Bellamy was kissing Madge, her fists
futilely beating at his back. Cole crossed
the yard in quick silent steps. He said,
““So that’s the way it is, Jay."”

- Bellamy pushed the woman away, and
began to curse Cole in a hard rasping
voice. Cole hit him then, a wicked right
that exploded on the ramrod’s chin with
the impact of a mule kick. Bellamy
sprawled on the ground, rolled over, and
coming to a sitting position, grabbed for

his gun. Cole fell on him, and knocked
him flat, knees driving wind out of him in
a yeasty sigh.

Bellamy’s shoulders dropped back to

" the ground, fists slashing upward at Cole,

but they were wild blows, without sting
or purpose. It was involuntary action
the same as his twists and turns ‘and
kicks, the instinctive acts of a cornered
animal. Cole was steadily pounding the
foreman’s face into a bloody pulp. He felt
the meaty nose flatten, the turn of the big
man’s head as a fist caught him on one
side and then the other.

Cole heard Madge scream, a man growl,
“Shut up.” Cole came to his feet, hand
gripping gun butt and turned. Then the
sky dropped on him and he fell, full out.

CHAPTER THREE

Granger Invasion

T WAS still dark when Cole came to.

He {felt his head, the bandage around
it, the hard crust of blood that had drib-
bled down the side of his face. He was
in bed. The door of his room was open,
a hint of light showing from the hall.
Somebody was talking, The words at first
ran into a meaningless blur of sound.
Then, as Cole’s head cleared, he recog-
nized Bellamy’s voice.

“You won’t kill him tonight, T said.”

“You were aiming to drill him on the
way here from Montrose,” the other said.
“What the hell’s the use of waiting?”

“That was different. The old man
hadn’t seen him. I could have explained
it, said somebody drygulched him. Now
we've got to play it eut. Cole will get
drunk and the old man’ll be finished with
him. Go on back to bed now. The next
time he tackles me, get there a little
sooner,”’

Footsteps faded along the hall, The

light died. Cole tried to think of what
he had heard, but he could not force his
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mind to focus his thoughts, and present-
ly he dropped into an aching sleep. It
might have been a minute or an hour. He
had no way of knowing. The squeak of a
loose floor board woke him. He reached
for his gun, turning on his side so that
he faced the door. Then he relaxed and
lay still, for a _vagrant beam of moonlight
showed him that it was Madge.

The woman knelt at his bed. She whis-
pered, “You all right, Cole?”

“Just a headache.”

“You've got to get out. I'll get a horse
for you.”

“I just got home.”

“But you can’t stay. Bellamy will kill
you i1f you do.”

“Maybe you’ve got your own reasons
for wanting me to drift,”” he said sharply.
“Like working on Dad to change the will
so you'll get all of Hat, Isn’t that Bel-
lamy’s game? Then you and him can get
hitched.”

He heard her long breath, saw her fists
clench on the side of the bed. “It’s Bel-
lamy’s game, Cole. Not mine. You think
I'm no good. Maybe I haven’t been, but
I want to be now. Living here with Sam,
having decent clothes and enough to eat
and all the money I need without having
to beg a man for it has changed me. I'd
like to return 2 little of it.”

“Like getting me out of the way?”’ Cole
prodded.

“I want to save your life. Can’t you
believe me?”

“No, I sure as hell can’t,” he said
brutally. “I’ve got you pegged right down
to a gnat’s eyebrow.”

A sob broke out of her throat. “I can’t
help you if you don’t -believe me,” she
whispered, and slipped out of the room.

He slept again, bright daylight beaming
at him through the window before he
woke. He took off his head bandage and
went down stairs, wondering 1f Bellamy
was around and how he’d explain his
bruised face to Sam. But Bellamy wasn'’t

in sight. Sam sat in the kitchen watching
Madge peel potatoes. She smiled brightly
at Cole and said, “Good morning,” in a
warm friendly tone. Sam grunted a greet-
ing, his wide face dour, eyes suspicious.
Cole said, “Howdy,” and went on to the
back porch.

A hell of a homecoming, Cole thought
sourly. In the old days he’d had a iree
rein to come and go as he wanted. Work
when he felt like it. Spend all the money
he could. As far as Sam went, he could
do nothing wrong. Now it was different.
Everything was different. Cole could un-
derstand Bellamny and Madge; he couldn't
understand his father.

Cole washed his face, rubbing away the
dried blood on his cheek. When he
stepped back into the kitchen, Madge
said, “Your breakfast will be ready in a
minute. Coffec’s on the table.”

“Guess you ain’t changed much,” Sam
growled. “You used to sleep till noon.”

“Looks like you've changed more'n 1
have,” Cole said as he sat down.

“What do you mean?” Sam bristled.

“You didn’t exactly get the band out
to welcome me home. Billy was happier

‘to see me than you were, I guess.”

Sam choked. “Damn it, boy, what do
you expect? You left home, didn’t you?
Lit a shuck just when I needed you. I
spend my life building up thé outfit for
you, and what do I get? A kid who rides
off and stays for four years.”

OLE drank his coffee, eyeing Sam over
4 the rim of his cup, wondering what
caused the old man’s truculence and find-
ing no good reason for it. Madge was
standing at the stove frying bacon, her
eyes on him. She said now, “He’s home,
Sam. It’s like vou said last night. What'’s
behind is behind. I don’t want to feel
that I’ve come between you.”

“Hell, you ain’t,” Sam growled. He
rubbed his head as if he was tired. “It’s
just that my pup turned out to be a house
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dog. Go ahead and eat, Cole.” He rose
and lumbered into the front room.

Madge brought Cole’s bacon to the
table. “You’ve got to overlook some
things. Sam isn’t well and he’s worried.”

“What’s he got to worry about?”

“Nesters. There’s been trouble on the
river and on the mesa south of here.”

Cole ate quickly, the desire growing in
him to throw his saddle on Africa and
ride out. Hostility was a pressure around
him. He pushed back his plate and rose.
Madge said softly, “Bellamy got marked
up last night. He didn’t want Sam to see
him that way, so he rode out. You won’t
have any trouble for a day or two.”

“Where’s Billy Romaine?”

Her lips tighened ; her breasts rose and
fell with her breathing. “I ... I'm not
sure, I haven’t seen him since you got
here.”

Cole turned into the front room, a
premonition of disaster sliding down his
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