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Jane wotched the landmarks. “Two minutes—just two minutes morel” she prayed. (Page 33.).



PERIL RANGE

By

A. Corcoran and Myrtle Foster

CHAPTER ONE

“HerLp!”

4 with a start. What had
brought her so suddenly from
| sleep, her heart thumping so
dlarmingly? She listened,
every nerve tense. She was in a world
strange to her, on the isolated cow ranch
that had been willed to herself and her
sister by their uncle, James Morgan, and
since their coming to Vermillion Bluffs,
each day had brought some new doubt or
foreboding. Now, in the brooding dark-
ness of the night had come this awaken-
ing to terror.

Through the window the breeze bore
the fragrance of blossoming sage, mingled
with the spicy breath of cedars on the
high points, but to Jane’s ears came only
the song of the ceaselessly flowing Colo-
rado River, dirgelike, sinister, in that all-
enveloping darkness.

After a moment she rose cautiously, not
to disturb her sister, Fay. Jane went to
the window, but the somberness of the
world outside intensified her apprehension.
Desire swept her to be back in the security
of the small town where she had grown

up-—scores of human beings near, friends
within call.

Her gaze, straining through the shad-
ows of the yard below, became fixed, her
breath caught sharply. A narrow shaft of
light suddenly pierced the darkness. Jane
leaned forward. That bright beam could
only come from the room beneath this
one, where the two girls slept, the unoccu-
pied room that had belonged to Uncle
Jim. Who could be in there, and what was
he after?

The cook, Mrs. Pitts, and her husband
slept in the ell off the kitchen. Nothing
would take either of them into any other
part of the house in the dead of night. No
one else was living under the roof, nor
were there any cowboys on the ranch,
Whoever was in that downstairs room
must have come from outside, and rarely
did any strangers pass through that iso-
lated country. The intruder could be no
crdinary burglar. What could have taken
him to James Morgan’s room? There was
nothing of value there to steal.

As Jane watched, almost breathless, the
shaft of light vanished as suddenly as it
had appeared. Then her ear caught a tiny,
squeaking sound. The door into the liv-
ing room! She ran softly to the top of the
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stairs, peered downward. There was no
further sound, but the air stirred, a breeze
came up the open stair-well, ruffling her
hair. Then it was gone, and she knew the
front door had been opened and closed.

Turning back to the bedroom, she hur-
ried to the window overlooking the road.
The shadows were too dense to discover
any moving figure, but after a moment
she heard something like the crunching of
gravel under bootsoles, and later the thud-
ding of a horse’s hoofs. Which way that
horse was going, she could not tell, for
the rush of the nearby river blotted out
the sound.

Jane could not guess the identity of the
mysterious prowler, nor what could have
been the object of his visit. As soon as
daylight came she would go downstairs
and see if he had left any traces of his

presence. She dressed quietly, still careful -

not to arouse Fay, whom, through the long
years of their orphanage, she had always
protected.

Sitting by the window she waited im-
patiently for the blackness to yield to a
gray light. Then suddenly, along the bold-
ly etched silhouettes of the mountain
peaks, ran a thread of rose color. The
grayness blended through lavender to
pink, then yielded to gold, as the sun
climbed over the rim of the world. The
thread of rose deepened and spread down-
ward, until the rocky walls of the great
river were shaded from vivid red to rich
maroon. The fears that had whispered
insidiously from the shadows were driven
away. With the new day came renewed
courage.

Jane’s head came up. A steady light
burned in her brown eyes. Whatever the
problems connected with the heritage of
Vermillion Bluffs Ranch, whatever mys-
tery lurked in that lonely place, Jane was
resolved not to be daunted. But she knew
that it would take all her new-born con-
fidence to face the problems of the day
and combat the fears lurking in the back-
ground.

“I won’t give up!” she told herself.
“Uncle Jim trusted me enough to give me
the responsibility of running things, and
I must carry on. I'll find a way to work

things out. And I'm going to tell Boyd
Hess, once and for all, that I won’t sell
the ranch.”

Thought of Hess brought troubled lines
between her brows. Hess was their nearest
neighbor, located in a second little valley
five miles up the river canyon. He had
come to the ranch immediately after the
girl’s arrival, to tell them of his friend-
ship for their uncle, and to assure them
of his wish to aid them in any way pos-
sible. He was a rather important person
in that section of rangeland, having varied
interests and owning several ranches. Jane
had appreciated his kindness, and dis-
cussed her problems with him, until a new
element in his manner toward her de-
stroyed the ease of her friendliness. She
did not want his personal interest, and
the mere suggestion that he was looking
upon her with particular favor brought a
recoil.

As she entered her uncle’s room, she
wondered if she should tell Hess about the
mysterious visitant of the night. There
were numerous signs betraying that a
search had been made. The drawers of
the bureau were only partly closed, their
contents stirred about. The lid of the old-
tashioned desk was open. In the pigeon-
holes were a jumble of bills of sale for
cattle and horses, a few memorandum
slips, and several old letters of no conse-
quence. She discovered no clue to what
the intruder wanted, nor to his identity.
The room seemed permeated with sugges-
tions of menace. But as she went on to
the kitchen, Jane decided that she would
not yet mention what had occurred.

RS. PITTS was removing a pan of

biscuits from the oven. Her round,
motherly face was flushed from the heat,
her iron-gray hair combed back so tightly
that it seemed to pucker her forehead.

Jane smiled, and the entire kitchen
brightened. Even Mrs. Pitts’ expression
was less lugubrious.

“Good morning, Miss Jane,” she said.
“I hope you're feeling lively. This is sure-
ly a world of sorrow and trouble, and
you’ve got plenty. There’s so much to be
done., with the branding and everything,
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that Ed says he'll just have to quit if
you can’t get him some help.”

“I’ll get some cowboys—somehow,” the
girl said cheerfully, “And I'm not going
to sell—at any price.”

“I'm glad of that” The gloom went
from the woman’s voice. “Your uncle
didn’t want you girls to do that. I've not
forgotten what he said the day he passed
away.”

“That we shouldn’t sell the ranch with-
out talking to Pete?” Jane asked. “Mr.
Hess says that didn’t mean a thing—that
Uncle Jim was delirious, had no idea what
he was saying.”

Mrs. Pitts shook her head. “That ain't
so. Mr. Morgan was light-headed by spells
but his mind was clear as a bell just 'fore
he passed away—only he could hardly
talk. He grabbed hold of my apron when
1 was giving him them stimulating drops,
and says very forcible, ‘Tell Jane not to
sell the ranch without talking to Pete. He
knows.” After that he mumbled some
more, only I couldn’t get enough to make
sense. Words like ‘rocks’ and ‘on top,” and
‘blue letter.” Then he talked about some
man in Denver, a funny name like Silver—
only it wasn’t that.”

Jane had heard the story many times.
“I guess he just hated to have us sell the
old place,” she said, doubtfully. “Of
course, if Pete hadn’t quit working here,
I'd have questioned him.”

“He wasn’t much of a worker,” Mrs.
Pitts sniffed. “And Mr. Morgan wouldn’t
have told Pete Farley anything confiden-
tial, only Pete happened to be the fellow
that brought him home when he was hurt.
Miss Jane, your Uncle Jim did mean
something important. I know by the way
he spoke! He was so excited.”

Jane was thoughtful.

Fay appeared, late as usual.

“Hurry and eat your breakfast and
we'll take a ride up on the mesa to see
how the cattle are getting along,” Jane
said.

“I don’t want to. That’s all we ever do.
Gosh, Jane, I thought there’d be cowboys
around. Instead, we're here in this for-
saken place, with only Ed Pitts working
for us!” The words came tumbling petu-

lantly from the younger girl's lips; her
hazel eyes were mutinous. “Aren’t you
going to sell the ranch to Boyd Hess?”

“I've decided not to, We'll sell a few
steers and get money to run it ourselves,
You'll soon be having lots of fun.” Jane
ruffled the tumbled blond curls affection~
ately. “Come on for the ride now.”

Pretty, wilful Fay shook her head.
“Don’t want to. Maybe Mr. Hess’ll be
going to Canyones today, and he’ll stop
here and talk about the wonderful places
he’s been. He’s so smart; why don’t you
listen to him, Janie, when he gives you
advice? He says you'll lose all our money
trying to run the ranch yourself.”

But Jane was not to be drawn into
argument. She had been born on a ranch,
learned to ride as a child, though mem-
ories of those days were vague. And while
the wild beauty of Vermillion Bluffs en-
thralled her, its very loneliness sharpened
her undefined fears. For days she had
felt that something mysterious and sinister
lay beneath the surfage. Her previous
night’s experience was corroboration of
that belief.

She rode out alone and circled around
by the river. The road to Canyones par-
alleled the stream along the edge of the
ranch, and she reined in to gaze for long
minutes at the current rushing between
the grassy banks of the bottomland, down
over a series of foam-flecked rapids at the
point where the ruby walls drew in. She
watched a leafy branch that was being
borne along, marking how swiftly it
passed the smooth water, to toss here and
there in the churning foam, then plunge
on helplessly. The power of that river,
racing hundreds of miles between its tow-
ering walls, - through gigantic canyons,
thrilled and frightened her.

“I won’t let myself be afraid of any-
thing here!” she thought defiantly, touch-
ing spur to the dappled gray horse. She
loped back toward the hills, where some
irresistible force seemed to draw her that
morning.

OT far from the house the trail be-
gan to wind its precarious way up
the rocky wall, seeming, from the lower
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level, to be a mere thread. As she ascend-
ed, Jane’s eyes sparkled with delight in
ner surroundings, and by the time she
7ode out on the high mesa, all forebodings
were banished from her mind. She wound
aimlessly between the scattered cedar and
pifion trees, turning at length into a side
draw, down which a seep spring trickled
a short distance and was swallowed up by
the dry earth of the mesa. A bunch of
cattle had recently watered there, stirring
up the mud. She permitted her horse to
drink from the tiny pools—some formed
of cow tracks—before searching for clear
water for herself. Dropping the reins, she
left the gray to nibble at the close-cropped
grass along the edge of the streamlet. A
few yards farther up, the spring emerged
from the soft bank. There she found a
place where she could manage a drink.

As Jane stretched out, face down, to
sip the cool water, there came a loud
crackling of oak brush, and a big, white-
faced bull walked out of the thicket, head
lowered, neck bowed. The beast emitted
low, threatening bellows as he advanced
toward her.

She sprang to her feet. The bull was
between her and her horse. She darted a
glance about. Several yards up the gulch,
atop a knoll, stood an old, half-dead cedar
tree. Jane made for this, so frightened
that her legs all but collapsed under her
as she ran. Continuing to emit those low,
deep bellows, the bull came on, appar-
cntly unhurried, but eating up the dis-
tance with alarming rapidity. Without
actually running, he arrived at the tree
just as Jane scrambled up the low, jutting
limbs to a point just beyond his reach.

Still bellowing, the brute sidled up to
hit the cedar with all the weight of his
massive bulk, humping his back as he gave
a tremendous heave. The tree shook from
oot to topmost branch. Jane all but loosed
her hold. With all her power she screamed,
hoping to scare the beast away.

It was useless to call for help—there
was no one nearer than the ranch, miles
away. Frightened as she was, she could
not sit there in the tree without making
some effort, and she tried to think of
some cowboy yell that might scare the

bull off. But all she could do was to
scream and call, hapelessly, “Help ! Help!”

The more clamor she made, the more
persistent the bull became. He was enjoy-
ing himself immensely, butting the trunk
with terriffic jolts, twisting the thick lay-
ers of bark around his great horns, crush-
ing the lower branches of the cedar.
Between times he pawed the earth with
first one forefoot, then the other, send-
ing gobs of dirt flying over his enormous
back, all the while bellowing rage and
defiance.

Every few minutes he ceased pawing
and again attacked the tree. His bombard-
ments were having effect, too. The cedar
was loosening at the roots. Jane realized
with a sickening sensation that the bull
also saw that. His efforts to down the tree
became more violent. She renewed her
screams, calling for help until her lungs
burned and she was forced to stop from
sheer exhaustion.

Then—surely that was a voice—some-
one was singing!

“‘Home, home on the range—’
faintly through the clear air.

There really was a singer, but he was
a long way off. He was riding on by, too;
she could tell by the drift of his voice.
Straining throat and lungs to the burst-
ing point, she screamed frantically.

“Help! Help! Help!”

Her voice broke on a sob. “QOh, he’s
making so much noise himself he’ll never
hear me!” she thought, but she persisted
in her screams till forced to pause for
Ereath.

The voice had ceased, but she could not
decide if the singer had ridden out of
range, or if he had heard her. Gathering
her last atom of strength, she uttered a
final wild series of yells. Then she heard
the heavy rumble of hoofbeats. A second
later a man and horse dashed into sight
over a ridge not fifty yards distant, and
dashed towards her at top speed.

She shouted once more.

Jane felt weak with relief. The man rode
with the grace of the cowboy, and Jane had
never seen anyone more welcome. But it
was ridiculous, being here in a tree, at the
mercy of a bull! :

” came
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CHAPTER TWC

TaE READY SIX-SHOOTER

= HE bull stopped crashing against
W the now half-leaning tree and
BEA stood with head low, body tense,
ready to take on this new intruder in his
private playground.

The cowboy instantly took in the situa-
tion. The riderless horse a few yards
away, the bull, the girl in the small cedar.
Loosening his lariat, he shook out a loop.
The bull stood his ground. He’d worked
up his fighting temper, and meant to exer-
cise it. With but a glance at the tree, the
cowboy dashed in close to the huge animal,
turned a loop over his withers. The lower
end of the rope hung in a neat hoop under
the great neck, just in front of the bull’s
feet. The beast lunged. But the cowboy
had shot his horse at a right angle when
he threw the rope that now encircled the
front legs of the bull, and the lariat had
a fine leverage.

The bull rolled toward the ground, land-
ing on his back! A moment the cowboy
held the rope taut, then eased his horse,
slacked the rope and let the bull up. The
beast stood with sides heaving, nostrils
puffing out. He was mad clear through,
" but undecided whether to charge the horse
or admit defeat.

Coiling his rope, the cowboy built an-
other loop, watching the animal closely.

“Better move on, old-timer, or next
time I'll bust you wide open!”

At the sound of the man’s voice, the
bull appeared to reconsider.

“Do be careful!” Jane warned. “He’s
ugly—and so terribly strong!”

“He’s just the right size,” the cowboy
returned, laughter in his voice. “Head-
iight, here, sure loves to roll them big
boys!” He indicated his mount, a trim-
built, bald-faced, silky brown, weighing
about a thousand pounds—every bit “all
horse.” The brown—head up, ears turned
forward—kept his eyes on the bull.

The cowboy shot out another loop,
swinging it threateningly as he went for-
ward. “Better keep moving!” he yelled.
“Here I come!” The bull “moved,” and
the cowboy ran him over a ridge, out of
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sight, and came back just as Jane, shaky
and pale, climbed down from the tree.

“QOh!” she said. “I was never so scared
m oy life!”

“What made you leave your horse to
climb a trees”’

Jane narrated the circumstances, while
Dave Hammond sized up the girl he had
run onto so unexpectedly. She wasn’t, he
knew, used to the range. Her cheeks
were scarcely tanned. She was pretty,
glowing with health—even radiant. A girl
to draw a man’s gaze, and hold it. Her
trown hair had many shades, according to
the slant of the sunlight. Although her
eyes sparkled with excitement, they held
a soft, deep look. It was her mouth he
particularly noticed—beautifully shaped,
the full red lips at once wistful and
friendly. Yet he had a feeling that this
girl could dominate most situations, if she
chose. He thought she was about twenty.

Jane saw a tall, slender, black-haired,
blue-eyed young man with a square jaw,
a firm chin and mouth. He was dressed
a little better, she noticed, than most cow-
boys, and, like most of them, had plenty
of self-assurance. There was even a
twinkle in his crinkly blue eyes as he led
her horse up for her to mount.

“Which way are you riding?” he said.

“Back to the ranch. I've had about all
the excitement I want for one day.”

“I'm headed for the river,” he an-
nounced, looking at her hopefully., “Does
your ranch lie in that direction?”

“Yes. Right off the end of this mesa.”

“Then let’s ride that way together.”
The twinkle again came into his eyes, as
he added, “You might run intp some more
cattle.”

“No chance that I'll get off my horse
again!” Jane declared. “You don’t belong
around here?”

“It’s my first trip this way.”

“Looking for a job?” Jane tried to
make her voice sound casual, but her
heart was hammering unusually hard.

“That depends,” he parried. “I—might
be.”

“I’ll give you a job,” she said, with
some timidity at offering work to one she
felt certain was superior to the average
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cowboy drifter. But she was so in need
of a cowboy, and she knew that she would
no longer feel the haunting terror of the
place if this one would stay. Hammond
delayed his answer so long, Jane feared
he was thinking of a tactful way to re-
fuse.

“All right,” he said finally. “When do
I start?”

She laughed from sheer relief. “Consid-
ering the importance of what you just
accomplished, I guess your wages had
better start from this morning.”

Then she discovered that the attractive
cowboy ‘had a fascinating smile.

“Oh, that was merely our introduction
—couldn't think of charging for that. But
I guess I'd better complete it. My name’s
Dave Hammond.”

“And mine,” she said, “is Jane Mor-
gan.”

As they rode toward the river, she told
him how she came to be boss and part
owner of Vermillion Bluffs Ranch. In-
stinctively she felt that Dave Hammond
could be trusted, and if he were going to
work for her, it was better that he under-
stand something of the situation.

He lis-.ned thoughtfully, his eyes now
resting r. now on the panorama of
vernulitos wails that gradually rose in
tront of them as they approached the
river. The tremendous ramparts, with
their slick, sheer face, gave a look of
strength and marvelous richness to the
scene. Such vitality of color Hammond
was certain he had never looked upon. It
was intensified by the even surface of the
rock, free from the roughness of the
sandstone formations he knew so well.

“There’s Vermillion Bluffs Ranch,”
Jane said, as they came to the end of the
mesa. A wave of her hand took in the
small oblong valley a thousand feet be-
neath them.

Hammond surveyed the scene in si-
lence. The cluster of log buildings and
corrals, shaded by giant old cottonwoods;
the green meadow that covered the entire
floor of the canyon, from where the river
emerged between two great walls a half
mile above the house, to where it disap-
peared below, in another giant crevice.

To Hammond it was the most pictur-
esque spot he had ever seen. Some giant
artist might have painted the scene,

Without turning his eyes from the en-
chanting picture, he said, “I'll give you a
million dollars for it.”

“Sold!” said Jane, with a glad feeling
i her heart because he too admired the
place. “When do I get the money?” she
asked gaily.

She detected a note of sadness in his
voice, when he answered.

“It will have to be a dollar down and a
dollar a year, I guess.”

“Nothing” doing! It must be all cash,”
Jane said.

ROM the ranch, Fay Morgan and

Boyd Hess watched Hammond and
Jane descending the trail. Fay’s eyes spar-
kled with delight and curiosity as she sur-
veyed the cowboy riding in with her sis-
ter. But on Hess’s face was amazement,
tinged with disapproval.

“Gosh, but you were gone a long time!”
Fay exclaimed, as they drew near.

Jane hastened to explain, though brief-
ly, and presented her companion. Dave
Hammond smiled, with a {riendly,
“Howdy, Miss Fay,” and a casual nod
for Hess that masked the antagonism he
felt for the man, for his keen eyes had
instantly catalogued Hess’s type.

Fay’s eyes were round with excitement.
“Oh, I wish somebody’d rescue me from
something — I never have any adven-
tures!” She pouted a little, then flashed a
smile at Hammond and went over to pet
the brown horse, chatting eagerly, scarcely
giving the cowboy time to answer her
questions.

Hess at once engaged Jane’s attention,
There was unusual warmth in his gray
eyes as they studied her glowing face.

“I've told you it isn’t safe for you to
ride about alone,” he remonstrated. “I
waited for you to come home, hoping that
you might have decided to accept my
offer for the ranch. I'm on my way to
Canyones now, and will arrange to have
the full amount ready in cash, any day
you will agree to make out the papers.”

“Thanks, Mr. Hess,” Jane returned
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gravely. “I know you are being very kind
to us, but I have decided not to sell Ver-
million Bluffs. Other women have made
good running cow outfits, why shouldn’t
I?’)

His lips were compressed to a thin,
straight line, the slaty eyes held quick
flames. “I’ve tried to explain the difficul-
ties—some of which you have already
encountered. And—"

Jane interrupted. “Uncle Jim had no
idea we would sell the ranch—that’s why
he gave me authority to run it. And I'm
going ahead—even if I didn’t have a
chance to talk to Pete.”

Hess uttered an impatient ejaculation.
“My dear Miss Jane—how can you rely
on an old woman’s garbled account of
what was spoken in delirium?”’ Noting
the coldness of Jane’s expression, he
changed his tone. “We-ell, if you take it
so seriously, I'll make a search for Pete
Farley at once—get him back here to
have a talk with you.”

“Thanks.” Jane turned to glance at the
cowboy. “I_think you’ll be glad to know
that Dave Hammond is going to ride for
US ”

“What! Don’t tell me you’ve hired a
drifter—a man you know nothing about!”

“But I do know!” Jane said crisply. “I
know that he has good judgment, that
he’s quick to act, and cool in emergency.
He’s an experienced cow puncher—I am
lucky to have found him.”

“But—" Hess bit his lip to check a
hasty speech. Now his eyes were their
natural cold, slate gray, craftiness lurking
beneath their surface. He laid a hand
gently on her arm. “I want to protect you
and your sister. Won't you believe that,
and have patience with my faultfinding?”
He leaned toward her, with an ingratiat-
ing smile. “Oh, Jane, I wish you would
give me the right to look after you—and
your interests.”

She disengaged her arm, ignoring his
last words.

“Of course I believe you,” she asserted,
in her usual friendly tone, moving toward
the others.

Had she looked toward Boyd Hess just
then, Jane would have been startled. His

jaws were clamped, his chin thrust out in
such a manner that every hard contour
of his features was accentuated, and his
eyes were like ice, a single flame burning
in their chill deeps.

Jane realized that she must at once
raise a barrier between Hess and herself,
There would be no more business confer-
ences. She hated to seem ungrateful to a
friend of her uncle—one whose motives
were kindly—but she instinctively shrank
from his personal attentions. And already,
since Dave Hammond had come riding
over the ridge to her rescue, she was
measuring other men by him—to their
loss.

Now she went to Fay’s side, and the
younger girl wound an arm around her,
exclaiming, “Oh, Janie, we've really got a
cowboy, haven't we?”

The glances of the two men met. It was
but a second’s encounter, yet like the cross-
ing of steel blades. Hammond’s expression
was inscrutable, a half smile lingering on
his lips; but actual hostility flickered in
Hess’s eyes, before the hard mask again
slipped into place.

The cowboy marveled at the malevolence
he detected in the other man. “Must be
some pretty serious reason why he’s so
peeved to have me come riding in here,” he
reflected. “There sure was no ‘Welcome,
Stranger " written on his cast-iron counte-
nance—none a-tall. He gave me the six-
feet-of-earth-for-you look, all right. He’ll
bear watching—plenty!”

Until the older man rode from the yard,
not a move, not an inflection, not an ex-
pression of his face, escaped the apparently
indifferent blue eyes of Dave Hammond.

S Boyd Hess turned away from Ver-

million Bluffs, he was seething with
anger. He had the peculiar complexion, al-
most lead color, that does not tan and rarely
shows a flush. Now a dull red spot burned
in each cheek.

He was not accustomed to opposition,
nor to defeat in any serious undertaking. At
Jim Morgan’s death he had determined to
acquire ownership of the Morgan ranch.
When he saw Jane, he had at once made
up his mind to marry her. That would prac~
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tically give him two desires, as he would
thus attain control of the property. Now it
appeared that she was going to balk him.

Jane’s rebuff only made him the more
keen to possess her. He had believed that,
through her ignorance of the cow business,
her lack of advisers, and the general isola-
tion of the situation, he would be able to
bend her to his will easily. But she had
suddenly proved difficult to manage, and
with the coming of Dave Hammond, Hess
sensed that a factor hard to combat had
entered the game.

- The need for haste was pressing. Be-
cause of certain information acquired
within the previous twenty-four hours, he
knew that at any moment something might
break that would ruin the possible chance
for purchase of the ranch, and would also
probably remove any chance of winning
the girl.

Boyd Hess had always played a lone
hand. Outwardly, he had never broken the
law, and as he took no one into his confi-
dence, most men respected him, even
though he inspired friendship in none.
Yet nobody cared to oppose him on any
business deal, for, somehow or other, Hess
always appeared to win out. Actually he
was like a person walking among quick-
sands: certain shaky spots he must always
avoid. Once he set foot on one, he might
never be able to extricate himself.

In all his experience he had never be-
fore been so determined to carry out his
own will. He was in the mood to hesitate
at nothing to gain his end.

It was dusk when he arrived in Can-
yones, and he at once went to the hotel.
As he signed the register, he hesitated,
staring closely at the name above his.

“Humph!” he said. “Damned lucky I
came in today!”

Henry Baggs was easily tempted to talk
—Hess was a good customer. But the
hotel keeper had little to offer about the
guest who had come in on the afternoon
stage.

“He signed up, went to his room, and
now he’s at supper. That’s all I know.
Close-mouthed feller—you’d think he was
beating the law.” Baggs laughed heartily
at his own wit.

When Hess went into the dining room,
he found the stranger pleasant but un-
communicative. However, the traveler in-
advertently gave him the very information
Boyd Hess wished.

“Yes,” he said, “this is very picturesque
country. Think I'll hire a horse and ride
up the river and across the desert to
Thompson and take a train from there.”

“Not going to stay long?’ Hess ven-
tured.

“No—guess I'll be moving on day after
tomorrow,” was the reply. But it was
enough. _

After supper, Hess strolled along the
short main street, dropping in several
places. In each he asked the same ques-
tion. Finally he found the man he sought,
lounging in the Crystal Palace Pool Par-
lor.

“Hello, Pete,” he said, summoning the
lean, slow-moving fellow. “How would
you like a job for tomorrow?”

“We-ell,” Pete Farley drawled, “I ain’t
been feelin® so smart this spring. I'm
kinda restin’.”"

Hess broke in with a few, crisp words,
and the other man’s manner altered.

“You only have to ride up the canyon
to old Morgan’s ranch and say a few
words to the older girl,” Hess said. “And
you'll draw good pay. In fact, I think you
can go on_resting for a year. You might
even take a little run over into Wyoming
and visit those relatives of yours.”

“Oh—all right. Fire ahead.”

- Hess explained quickly, concluding with,
“That’s all you have to say.”

“I getcha,” Pete agreed. “I'll be on the
road at daylight.”

It was always like that. Hess had a
way of paying well for any service. In this
case, he was paying a premium, for he was
taking an unusual chance. To a certain
extent he was putting himself in another
man’s power.

When he returned to the hotel, his face
bore its usual expression of cold self-
possession, even though he was planning
a move that only desperation would have
inspired.

“No other way to handle it,” he de-
clared, as he went to his room. “I've gone



'A. CORCORAN AND MYRTLE FOSTER 17

8o far—I'm not stopping now. Let her
hire cowboys—she won't get very far.
And the advantage will be all with me.”

Boyd Hess loaded a forty-five, twirled
the cylinder thoughtfully, then thrust the
weapon into the holster on his belt,

“All set,” he said softly, as he put out
the light.

CHAPTER THREE
A Deap MaN 1N THE CANYON

e ANE saw that Dave Hammond at
B once made a good impression on
=8 Ed Pitts. As Ed had lived all his
life on cow ranches, she respected his
opinion of cowboys. And Mrs. Pitts re-
marked that afternoon, “Miss Jane, that
fellow’s no ordinary drifter. You found a
prize up on the mesa that time.”

Exactly the conclusion Jane Morgan
had reached. She liked Hammond’s calm
self-assurance, which held nothing of
boastfulness. And the quick way he
grasped the situation on the ranch, his
grasp of the work that was to be done,
made a strong appeal to her common
sense. She decided to have a talk with
him after supper. Instinct told her she
could trust him. Then, too, as the sun
vanished behind the red walls across the
river, she felt she could not endure a
return of darkness if she had not dis-
cussed with someone the experience of the
previous night.

After supper she engaged Hammond in
conversation. As this concerned the oper-
ating of the ranch, Fay lost interest and
drifted away

“You oughta be mighty comfortable and
happy here,” he commented.

Jane seized the opening. “It would be
perfect,” she told him, “only ever since
we came there’s seemed to be something
hidden—Ilike having something behind the
door that you knew would jump out at
you any minute. I can’t explain it, but
T’ve felt it all the time.”

There was no laughter in the blue eyes
that regarded her and Jane was encouraged
to go on. Soon she had related all she
knew of the night prowler. Hammond
was interested. After he asked her a few

quick questions, he suggested that they
visit her uncle’s room. :

“I know there was no money—nothing
of real value there,” she assured him.

“Then probably whoever the prowler
was, he was looking for some paper. May-
be it was of interest only to him, or may-
be it would be valuable to anyone who
possessed it,” he said.

At first it seemed as if their search
would be fruitless. Then, as they were
about to close the desk, Jane noticed a
narrow strip from the top of a blue
envelop, and instantly remembered Mrs.
Pitts’ reference to a “blue letter.” The
fragment had evidently been torn free
when the envelop had been opened, and
it bore the name, with part of a return
address, D. W, Seever, —ver, Colorado.

Jane looked at it thoughtfully. “Mrs,
Pitts told me Uncle Jim spoke a name
like ‘Silver'—maybe that’s it. And he
talked about a man from Denver. What
do you suppose it means?”

They looked in vain for the other part
of the envelop, or the letter. And nothing
else aroused their interest save a thread
of mixed gray and blue wool caught on
the lock of the desk.

“Whoever he was,”” Hammond told her
as they left Jim Morgan’s room, “he won't
come back again, I'm sure. You did right
not to tell anybody about his visit. Maybe
if we keep quiet, we can find out who it
was and what he wanted.”

It had given Jane fresh courage to talk
to him of her fears, and she now confided
further details of the ranch business,

“You see,” she told him, “I'm really
responsible for Fay’s inheritance, and I
must be very careful. It’s been hard, de-
ciding what to do. It took all the cash
Uncle had in the bank to pay the bills,
and I determined not to go into debt.”

“Well,” said Hammond, “prices on beef
are booming. I think those steers of yours
will bring as much money now as in the
fall.”

“That’s settled then,” Jane said, with
decision that pleased him immensely. He
felt that in matters large or small, Jane
Morgan would be equally decisive, and
with a clear, fair understanding.
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“I have to go down to Canyones soon.
While I'm there, I'l try to get a couple of
riders to help gather the steers,” Jane said
finally.

AMMOND smiled to himself that
night when he turned down the
covers on the bed and discovered crisp white
sheets. It was, he thought, perfectly in keep-
ing with the neat cabin, every foot of which
spelled woman, set out by itself for his own
private living quarters. A larger cabin, sit-
uated a little farther from the log dwelling
was, he knew, the main bunkhouse.

It was a new experience, this woman en-
vironment. Hammond’s own ranch down
in New Mexico had been a strictly bachelor
affair. =

Flashing back through the kaleidoscopic
events of the day, he could hardly believe
it-was real. One minute he was riding along
through the high desert mesa country, with
no real objective in mind, just looking for
a place to make a new start. A succession of
droughts had forced him to sell his own
place for what he could get, in order not to
lose all. The next minute he was rescuing
a girl from an ornery old bull. And here he
was, in the most ideal spot he could have
imagined, with a new kind of boss over him.
A darned interesting kind, too, he reflected.
But he forced that angle of it from his mind
instantly, to consider other, graver matters
that he sensed lay beneath this surface
Utopia. There was that incident of the mys-
terious visitor the night before. What could
he have been after?

Hammond didn’t like Jane’s friend, Hess.
He knew nothing about women, but any
time he looked a man straight in the eye,
Dave Hammond had a pretty fair idea of
that individual’s make-up. Hess had failed
to click. Not that he connected Hess with
the incident of the night before. His classi-
fication of the man hardly included thief.

“But I'm sure going to like it, here,
troubles and all,” he thought as he lay down.
“Jane’s placed a lot of confidence in me, and
I’ll do my damndest not to disappoint her!”’

Closing his eyes, he permitted his mem-
ory to conjure up the radiance of the girl,
the mere mention of whose name stirred
Jhim, kindled a glow in his heart, He
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thought of the shy wistfulness he had
glimpsed deep down in her brown eyes, the
charm of her smile, and a longing never
felt before beat in his pulses. ‘It was a
miracle just to live in the same world with
Jane Morgan, To serve her would yield a
thrilling joy.

Relieved from the worry that had
recently tormented her, Jane Morgan re-
laxed in restful slumber that night. Dave
Hammond’s presence had made a great
difference. He seemed a tower of strength,
And she awakened almost free from the
nameless forebodings that had haunted
her so long.

Fay was delighted with the prospect of
a trip to Canyones the following day. And
in the interest of planning new activities
on the ranch, no intuition warned Jane
that the events ef the next week would
exceed her most fearful apprehensions.

About noon a tall, thin man rode in.

“Pete Farley, as I live!” Mrs, Pitts
exclaimed.

“Boyd Hess told me you was kinda
anxious to see me,” he told Jane, sizing
her up with considerable approval, and
deciding it was no wonder Hess wanted
to stand in with her.

“You see,” Jane said, “I don’t want to
sell the ranch, and Uncle Jim told Mrs,
Pitts that I wasn’t to sell without talking
to ‘Pete.” So I wanted to ask you what
he meant.”

“Oh-0-0h!” Farley drawled. “We-ell, [
don’t know what he meant, only he seemed
kinda worried for fear you couldn’t run
the place, not being used to a cow ranch.
Yet he hated to have you give it up. He
said if you couldn’t hang on, you'd better
see Boyd Hess about it—that he’d advise
you and mebbe buy the ranch. He kinda
relied on Hess’s judgment, I guess.”

“Was that all?” Jane was disappointed.

“Absolutely all, Miss,” Pete declared,
“He repeated them words several times,
though, as a man in pain is apt to.”

Mrs. Pitts was puzzled. “Of course,”
she said, “your Uncle Jim mighta thought
Hess would be a good man for you to
consult. But somehow, I ain’t satisfied,
Jane. Why didn’t he just tell me to hayg

Jou go to Boyd Hess?”.
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Farley said he wasn’t looking for work,
he was going to drift over into Wyoming,
where he had some relations. He did not
linger long at the ranch.

“First time I ever knew Pete Fariey to
miss a chance for a night’s free lodging
and a couple of meals,” Mrs. Pitts sniffed
as he rode away after dinner. “There’s
something queer about this business. Meb-
be he’s keeping back something your
uncle told him.”

Jane doubted this. She had hoped much
from her uncle’s supposed message, and
her disappointment was keen. Not so dis-
couraging, however, as it would have
been before the coming of Dave Ham-
mond.

OON after sunrise next morning,

Hammond brought the driving team
and light spring wagon to the door. It
required an early start to drive the thirty
miles to Canyones and have time to do
any business that day. They would stay
over night and return early the following
morning. ‘

“While you’re in town,” Hammond
said as he was helping the girls into the
wagon, “you might phone the railroad
and order the cars at Thompson on the
twentieth. If you bring back help, we’ll
be ready to ship the steers by then.”

“T’ll do that,” Jane replied, with a smile
that made Dave Hammond a bit dizzy. -

Purposely, he did not betray his feel-
ing. A man in his position could not make
a bid for favors from a girl in Jane's
place. He turned from her to banter
lightly *with Fay. But when they drove
from the yard, he felt as if all the rich-
ness had gone from the sunlight, and the
ranch lay under a shadow. For a fleeting
instant he had an impulse to call after
them, urge Jane to let him go along to
hire the new cowboys. Afterward he
wished he had done that.

The fresh team stepped along smartly.
To Jane and Fay the trip was an adven-
ture, and every foot of the road through
the canyon held its thrill. On their left,
the high wall ran up sheer, with scarcely
a crack ar break, while the river paralleled
their course on the right, rarely more than
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fifteen or twenty feet from the road, often
less than half that distance. Close on the
side of that swift water rose the other
wall of the canyon.

“Gosh, it’s kind of scary herel” Fay
exclaimed, when they were more than half
way to town.

“Is it?” Jane said absently. Pulling the
team to a slower gait on a bad stretch,
where a rock had fallen in the road, she
imagined she heard a horse ahead of them,
traveling toward Canyones, and going at
a gallop. The canyon bent sharply several
times along there, obstructing her view.

“Nobody’s passed us,” she thought,
“and no side roads come in. I wonder
who it could be. I didn’t think anyone came
this way ahead of us.”

At that moment they rounded the bend.

“Oh! There’s a horse!” Fay exclaimed,
pointing to a saddled, riderless animal
between the road and the river, its reins
trailing.

Both girls glanced about for the owner,
but the canyon seemed empty except for
themselves. A few yards farther on, Fay
uttered a sharp cry, pointing ahead. Jane
had already seen and was pulling in the
team.

“Don’t stop! Oh, Janie, go on!” Fay
gasped.

“At the edge of the road lay a huddled
figure, and into the ruddy sand oozed a
dark red stain,

“We must stop,” Jane said, her voice

]Calm, but her cheeks white, “He has been

hurt—we couldn’t pass him by!”

Fay held the reins, under protest,
watching as Jane sprang -to the ground
and went to the side of that ominous-
looking figure. She stooped over it, going
even whiter as she got a close look at him.

The man lay almost on his face, blood
coming from a bullet hole in his back, and
from a wound in front. His pockets were
turned inside out, and from marks in the
dust, she readily understood that the body
had been moved about after the man fell
from his horse. Undoubtedly he was dead.

She could do nothing for him, but she
hesitated. It seemed terrible to leave him
there in the dirt at the roadside, stranger
though he was. Something, possibly the
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fineness of his features, tugged at her
heart.

“Oh, Fay!” she cried. “The poor man!
Somebody shot him—and robbed him, It’s
dreadful!”

She recovered her self-control when the
younger girl began to sob in terror.
“Janie! Let’s drive on quick! What if the
murderer is around here?”

“Oh, he’s gone—far away by now,”
Jane said, reassuringly. “I thought I heard
a horse galloping ahead of us. But we'll
drive fast, so as to give the alarm in
town.”

So busy was she calming Fay that a
rider came quite close before they saw
him. Jane glanced up and recognized Boyd
Hess.

“Oh, but I'm glad we met you!l” she
exclaimed, plunging into quick explana-
tion of what they had found in the road,
now a couple of miles behind them.

“Is that so?’ Hess said, giving her a
grave look. “I'm sorry you had such an
experience. But you go on to town and
forget about it. Report to the sheriff.
He'll take care of things.”

Jane nodded.

“Wh-what about the man that—that did
it?’ Fay said. “He must be ahead of us,
on the road.”

“Probably he ducked into some trail
out of the canyon,” Hess said easily. “I
didn’t see a soul, and I just rode out from
Canyones.” He came close to the wheel
and leaned toward Jane. “It’s a pretty
tough country for girls to be fighting their
way alone,” he said significantly. “I've a
good mind to ride back to Canyones with
you!”

“Oh, no,” Jane told him, lifting the
reins. “That isn’t necessary—we’re quite
all right. Thanks for—for everything.”

Hess smiled. He stood there, staring after
the girls a moment. Then he rode on.

When Boyd Hess came to the spot
where lay the dead man, he dismounted,
carefully blotting certain tracks in the
dust. Then he remounted and went on up
the river road without a backward look.

“Worked out pretty well, after all,” he
said to himself. “And now I've got things
in my own hands!”
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CHAPTER FOUR’
MoreE COMPLICATIONS

R FTER reporting to the sheriff, the
W girls went to the hotel for dinner.

When they were leaving the din-

‘ing room, Henry Baggs halted them.

“Say!” he said. “I just heard about you
finding that feller killed by the road.
From the description you gave the sheriff,
he’s the man that stopped here the last
two nights. Nice sort, but awful close-
mouthed. Name of D, W. Seever. Came
from Denver.”

“Seever!” Jane gasped.

“Yes. Know him?”

“N-no,” she replied, trying not to betray
her excitement. “Who was he, really?
What brought him here?”

“Dunno. He left early this morning on
a livery horse, and said he probably
wouldn’t come back this way.”

Jane scarcely knew what she said, but
she lost no time in going to the office of
the lawyer who had drawn up Jim Mor-
gan’s will. “We'll look up some cowboys
afterward,” she told Fay.

Her mind was a maelstrom of ques-
tions and conjectures, What had been the
link between her uncle and the murdered
man? Had the mysterious D. W, Seever
been on his way to Vermillion Bluffs when
he was killed ?

“His death can’t have anything to do
with whatever business he had with Uncle
Jim,” she tried to assure herself. “He was
shot by a robber—maybe followed from
here by somebody, because he appeared to
have money.”

She wished Dave Hammond had come
to town with them—then scolded herself
inwardly. “I haven’t known him but two
days,” she reflected, “and now I act as if
I can’t get along without him.” But she
knew it would be a relief to tatk with the
cowboy, whose judgment seemed so sound
and whose understanding was so comfort-
ing.

Bald-headed, keen-eyed Pat Welch, the
lawyer, greeted the girls kindly, but could
give Jane little information,

“I never did a thing for Jim Morgan
but draw up his will and fix up a land
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paper or two. And he didn’t talk over his
business with anybody. Honestly, I be-
lieve he was more confidential with that
old desert rat Shadscale that he went off
camping with sometimes, than he was with
anybody in town.”

Fay laughed. “That’s a funny name for
a man—‘Shadscale’!” she exclaimed.
“Isn’t that the name of a desert brush?”’

“Sure—that little gray slatweed. And
he’s a funny old fellow,” Welch told her.
“Hangs around here, works a little some-
times, but mostly pans for gold along the
river bars, or goes prospecting up in the
hills. He has a shack in the hills back of
your ranch somewheres. Just came back
from a long trip in the LaSals, the other
day, and was surprised to hear about your
uncle’s death and you girls being on the
ranch. Said he’d be around to see you
pretty soon. I must say he isn’t much of
a caller for young ladies.”

Pausing only for a chuckle, the lawyer
returned to the former subject.

“That ranch was the apple of Morgan’s
eye. Come to think of it, it’s strange you
should be cramped for money to operate.
He told me, when he signed the will, that
he was getting old enough to take things
easier and could afford to. Then he says,
‘and Jane will love Vermillion Bluffs,
when the place comes to the girls. I've
been to see her in Laramie a couple of
times, and know her pretty well. Being
easy fixed ain’t going to ever turn her
head’.” ‘

“We-ell,” Jane commented, “the ranch is
valuable. It’s just that we’ve been short
of ready cash.” She was on the point of
mentioning Seever and the “blue letter,”
but on second thought, remembered that
she did not wish to tell Fay of the night
prowler at the ranch.

Welch himself brought up the subject
of the dead man, just as they were leav-
ing. When Jane answered his questions,
she put a hesitant one herself. “You don’t
suppose he was coming to our ranch, do
you?”’

The lawyer gave her a penetrating look,
sensing something back of the query, but
shook his head.

“I talked with him yesterday, He was

quite interested in this country—told me
he was going up the river and out that
way. I mentioned the ranches he would
pass, and—umph!” Welch stopped abrupt-
ly, pursing his lips. “I remember now, he
did look sort of odd when I spoke of Jim
Morgan dying recently, and a couple of
nieces from Wyoming inheriting the most
picturesque ranch on the river.”

“Maybe he knew uncle,” Jane sug-
gested.

“Maybe so,” Welch granted. “But that
has no bearing on who shot him—which
is not a pleasant topic to discuss with
pretty girls.” He smiled at Fay.

“By the way,” he added, turning back
to Jane, also with a smile. “If you’re look-
ing for cowboys, John Currie’s son Pike
is out of a job, and you could probably
get Kid Nolan, too. Have an idea they’re
both around at the livery stable—and
they’re good riders,” :

Jane thanked him, relieved to have
direct information regarding cowboys she
might hire. And it was as the lawyer had
thought, both young fellows were at the
livery. She noticed that they seemed to
have a self-assurance similar to that of
Dave Hammond, but their eyes were bash-
ful when they rested on the two girls.

“Then I can count on you?” she asked.
“You’ll be ready to ride out in the ‘morn-
ing ?”

“Sure!” They spoke quickly, as one
man, both pairs of eyes going to Fay, who
regarded them under demurely fluttering
lashes.

“We'll go right along with you,” Pike
declared.

“We'll have your team hitched up and
at the hotel whenever you say,” Kid
Nolan contributed.

“Why, it isn’t a bit hard to get cowboys
—even if our ranch is a long ways off in
the wilderness,” Fay said, as they walked
back to the hotel. “I guess Boyd Hess’ll
be surprised.”

“He said you had to pay top wages—
and we didn’t have enough money till I
planned to sell the steers,” Jane explained.
“He said that it was hard to keep riders
so far from town. Maybe these cowboys
won’t be contented to stay.”
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“Oh—I guess they will,” Fay said, with
a little smile, trying to see her reflection
in the store window they were passing.

Jane gave her younger sister a quick
glance tuat held a trace of anxiety, but
her eyes were soft with pride and affec-
tion,

The girls were about to go to bed when
Mrs. Baggs told Jane that Pat Welch
wanted to see her a moment. Fay twisted
her pretty features into a little grimace.
“I don’t see how you can stand any more
business talk!’ she exclaimed.

When Jane went into the parlor, the
lawyer offered apology.

“I’'m sorry to bother you,” he said, “but
I’m the District Attorney, and I wanted
a word or two more about Seever. They’ve
brought the body to town. He was shot
from behind, and them soft-nose forty-
fives certainly do tear a man up. It was
a brutal murder, and I'm not so sure now
that a regular robber did it. His gold
watch was on him, and the sheriff found
a big wallet thrown over in the nearby
willows. Baggs said it was full of papers
when Seever was here—but those papers
are gone. Funny for an ordinary thief to
throw away the wallet and keep a bunch
of papers. Now, my dear Miss Jane, I
want to know what you had in mind when

you asked me about Seever today. You

held something back.”

Jane told him at once.

Pat Welch questioned her closely, end-
ing with the advice, “As you've talked it
over with nobody but Hammond, I
wouldn’t mention it to anyone else. We'll
try to get at the bottom of this mystery.
And you might tell Hammond to drop
into my office when he comes to town.
Seever may have been acquainted with
your uncle, but they didn’t have any com-
mon business interest. A message to Den-
ver brought the information that Seever
was a noted metallurgist, interested in
various mines and quite wealthy. Jim
Morgan was a cowman, first, last and
always.”

“But—the blue letter—" Jane began.

“If you search the pockets of your
Uncle Jim’s clothing, I have an idea you
will find it,” Welch asserted. “Now run

along up and get your beauty sleep—not
that you need it!” he chuckled, his keen
eyes approving her. “You have a level
head, Jane Morgan, and your uncle knew
what he was doing when he gave you
charge of Vermillion Bluffs.”

Even with Pat Welch’s reassuring
words fresh in her ears, Jane doubted
this. She felt inadequate to the situation,
lonely and anxious to get home. -She
wanted to see Dave Hammond, to hear
his low-pitched voice talking in that un-
derstanding way he had; to look into
those laughing blue eyes that sometimes
turned so serious when they met hers,
making her tingle with confusion.

ORNING brought more confidence.

The two new cowboys were as
good as their word, arriving before the
girls had breakfasted, with their equip-
ment all shined up and the general ap-
pearance of young men aiming to appear
at their best in feminine eyes—which eyes,
Jane was amused to note, were evidently
the hazel eyes of the curly-headed Fay.

They reached the ranch in time for din-
ner, and there was much hubbub of talk
about the murder. Jane had opportunity
for but a word with Hammond.

“We’ll talk things over this evening,”
she said, and he nodded understandingly.

Mrs. Pitts was much interested that
afternoon in what Jane told her of her
conversation with Pat Welch, but resented
the reference to the old prospector.

“Huh!” she sniffed. “Your uncle may
have made camp with him when he hap-
pened to be riding way out on the range,
but he never wasted no time with Shad-
scale Pete!” '

“With Shadscale who?” Jane said,
startled.

“Pete—that’s what they call him. It’s
all the name the old desert rat’s got.”

An amazing idea had seized Jane. Her
thoughts were racing, remembering her
uncle’s dying message to her—the law-
yer’s information that Jim Morgan was
confidential with Shadscale, whose name
was also “Pete,” and the murdered man,
Seever, had said he was soon coming to
the ranch to see her. She said not a word
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of this. She would wait, see if it meant
anvthing—but she would tell Dave Ham-
mond that night,

Pike and Kid Nolan went to the bunk-
house directly after supper. And Fay, un-
accustomed to such early rising and long
rides, was asleep before the last light of
day faded from the ruddy walls of the
canyon.

Jane gave Dave Hammond a detailed
account of everything from the moment
of finding Seever’s dead body, to Welch’s
final words at the hotel.

“lI don’t agree with that lawyer,” the
cowboy finally said. “Looks to me as if
your uncle and this Seever mighta been
corresponding about some mine business.
And that Shadscale fellow knows about
it. Somehow I don’t figure he was the
one broke into the house that night—I
can’t dope that out yet. Well, anyhow, it
looks like you oughta have a talk with
Shadscale Pete. If he doesn’t show up
after we get these steers shipped, I'll
round him up for you.”

“You—you're awfully kind. And you
always understand,” Jane said impulsively,
stars in her dark eyes as .she looked up at
him.

"Hammond started to leave the house
and go to his cabin. His hands closed
hard. Answering light had sprung into his
eyes as he met her gaze, and he knew he
must go quickly, or he would be drawing
her into his arms, pouring out the love
with which his heart was all too full.

“I'm not doing a thing but earn a top
hand’s wages,” he said lightly.

Jane followed his lead, not wanting to
betray her own feelings, which were
rather disturbing to a girl naturally shy
about her inner emotions.

“If you keep on,” she laughed, “you
may earn a bonus!”

She followed him to the door, watching
him as he crossed the yard in the moon-
light—a tall figure, finely posed, moving
with the rhythmic grace characteristic of
the true cowboy, bred to life on the range.

“Oh,” she thought, pressing her hands
against her throat to suppress the cry
that would summon him back, the cry
she must not utter, “Oh, if he should take

me in his arms and hold me close—" The
sentence was unfinished, even in her mind,
but her lips quivered with longing for
Dave Hammond’s kiss. . . .

CHAPTER FIVE
STAMPEDED!

Yy HE Morgan range lay on the high
y mesas that ran back from the

' river. A rimrock, cedarbreak
country that makes for wild cattle, as
Hammond soon discovered, for the Mor-
gan cattle were about as easy to round up
as native deer. But the two new riders,
Pike Currie and Kid Nolan, proved to be
real rough-country hands, and with Pitt
and himself, Hammond had a fair enough
working crew. Gradually he got the steer
herd together.

The last day of the round-up, Fay was
astir unusually early. In fact, she was
already in the lamplighted kitchen when
the cowboys appeared for breakfast.

“Oh, Dave!” she exclaimed excitedly,
purposely avoiding Pike’s eager gaze,
“Jane and I are coming up on the mesa
to help you today.”

“Golly, that’s great!” Pike broke in,
grinning wildly. “I’ll saddle a horse for
you, Miss Fay.”

“Thanks.” She gave him a fleeting
glance from eyes that tantalized. “But if
you don’t give me a pretty horse, I won’t
ride him.”

“He’ll give you a safe one,” Hammond
said, with good-natured firmness. “The
boys are going to be much too busy to
ride around the range picking you up, if
you happen to get spilled.”

“You're an old bear!” she pouted. “If
I get spilled, I'll expect all of you to come
pick me up!”

It was a gay outing for Fay, but to
Jane the day on the mesa had a business
side that took most of her attention. Dave
Hammond improved the opportunity to
explain many points to her as they talked
over the shaping of the herd that was to
be shipped. The small crew had their
hands full with the wild cattle, cutting
out steers and getting the herd down to
even carloads of picked stuff,
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Fay saw it as an amusing game and
added no little to their labor, as she rode
here and there, €énjoying the wild racing
about of the cowboys, regarding them as
playmates, rather than men engaged in
exacting work. It was a strange experi-
ence to see Pike not heeding her lightest
glance. When Jane was giving close at-
tention to Hammond, Fay edged off, lop-
ing her mount here and there after the
lively steers.

A few minutes later she was amazed
to have Pike come tearing past her with
a shouted, “Keep back, Fay—back/!” She
reined in, staring after him as he raced
madly around the fleet-footed bunch she
had, in her ignorance, pinched off from
the herd.

When he had turned them, he again
rode past her, reining in sufficiently to
call, “You better keep outa the way—these
cattle are plumb spooky. Flighty as they
come, feather-brained as hell. They don’t
appreciate women—not even awfully pretty
girls,” he concluded with a grin, as he
whirled to flash after another bunch that
‘broke for liberty.

Fay tossed her bool
-said aloud. “Well-: '1 at least be
polite! Ordering mic t  <eep out of the
way like that! Just wait, Mister Pike
Currie—you’ll find I can keep out of your
‘way—a lot!”

Nor did she pay any further attention
to the eager-eyed cowpuncher, though he

lanced her way anxiously, every time he

d a second’s chance. She stayed close
to Jane, riding at her heels as they fol-
lowed the great bunch of steers when they
were carefully headed down the narrow
trail leading to the ranch. They would be
corraled there, for an early morning start
on the long march to the railroad.

“In-deed!” she

LTHOUGH the flood peak of the

Colorado had passed, the river still
ran high, making the crossing with cattle
a dangerous procedure. When the herd
had been shoved into the big pole corral
at sundown, Hammond remarked to the
towboys, “The river’s twenty feet below
the bank in front of the ranch, so we'll
have to haze em upstream about a quarter

of a mile. The bank slopes there and the
current swings toward the opposite shore.
We'll start at daybreak.”

Immediately after supper the cowboys
disappeared in the bunkhouse, and even
Fay made no protest against going to bed,
after the long day in the open.

Perhaps Dave Hammond was the only
one on the ranch who did not fall asleep
instantly. Even though he was more than
usually tired, he was haunted by anxious
thoughts. He felt the burden of respons-
ibility and knew that Jane relied implicitly
upon his judgment, and his ability to han-
dle the situation. Yet he constantly had
the feeling that he was dealing with un-
seen forces, that something lurking in the
background might disorganize all his
plans. He recognized Boyd Hess as a
menacing factor, yet could not figure out
what Hess would be apt to do. That he
did not want Jane to succeed in operating
Vermillion Bluffs was clear, yet Ham-
mond doubted if the man would risk any
active move in opposition.

“I haven’t a mite of use for that hom-
bre,” Hammond thought, turning in his
bunk for about the hundredth time. “When
he’s around, I'm always imagining I smell
rattlesnakes.”

It was nearly midnight when Hammond
sank into a heavy sleep. Shortly after-
ward, the stillness was shattered by a
fusillade of shots, followed by the crash
of breaking timbers. His startled senses
brought him to his feet as the thunder of
a thousand hoofs roared through the night,

Scrambling into his clothes, Hammond
grabbed his forty-five and headed for the
horse corral at a high run. As he passed
the bunkhouse he yelled, “Come on! Come
onl”

But the boys were already tumbling
through the doorway. The pandemonium
had aroused everyone on the ranch, and
it was but'a few minutes until all hands,
including Jane, were in the saddle, racing
after the stampeding herd, which had
headed straight toward the river.

The early risen moon had passed be-
hind the high ramparts of rock, leaving
most of the valley floor veiled in shadow.
Here and there were darker blotches rep-
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resenting rocks or brush, or the charging
bodies of terrified steers. The weirdness
of the scené was accentuated by the swish-
ing and moaning of the flood-high water.
Hammond, riding in the lead, yelled,
“Look out!” as his horse raised over the
black, struggling mass on the ground.
Jane, following close, saw the pile-up of
steers as her mount dodged around them.

“They’ll all be killed!” she thought in
a flash of terror.

As they raced for the river, they en-
countered cattle running in all directions,
lunging against each other, floundering
before the horses and bellowing madly.
Some had gone over the banks and were
struggling in the current that swept them
relentlessly downstream., Others were
swimming desperately for the opposite
shore. Hammond gave quick orders.

“Follow along the bank, Pike, and head
off all of them you can. I'll go up stream.
Kid, you and Ed round up the flats. We'll
have to let the ones that went across the
river go until daylight.”

He turned hurriedly to Jane. “Better
go back to the house,” he said. “It’s too
dangerous riding for you out here in the
dark. Try to get some rest. There’s noth-
ing to do now but round ’em up. What a
fool I was not to set a guard!”

“But you couldn’t know they would
break through the corral,” she tried to
comfort him, “I know that you do your
best—all the time.”

“Thanks,” he said huskily, “See you in
the morning.” He refrained from telling
her what he had known at once: that the
herd had been deliberately scared into the
stampede. He was quite sure he knew
who was responsible, but he wanted proof.

“Couldn’t move a step against that bird
without plenty of proof,” he thought dis-
gustedly. “That Hess hombre is sitting
pretty, on a kind of pinnacle. But when
he takes a tumbie——.gosh, what a long ways
he’s going to fall!’

The riders did not return to the ranch
until breakfast was on the table. Their
clothing was heavy with the fine red dust
of the canyon, tlieir faces streaked with
sweat and dirt.

“Gosh, what a night!” Pike exclaimed,

as he slid into his chair and attacked a
plate of steaming hot cakes.

Fay gave him merely a cool glance;
her solicitude was spent on Dave Ham-
mond, whose darkly circled eyes testified
to the strain of the night he had spent.

“Wasn’t it exciting?”’ she asked, her
eyes sparkling. “It was better than a
Fourth of July celebration.”

But Hammond had not, as usual, a gay
word for her. “Pretty costly celebration,”
he said drily. “Got to gather the herd all
over again.”

FTER breakfast he had a serious
talk with Jane. “The corral gate was
opened and two panels of the fence torn
down. There’s not a doubt that the steers
were deliberately stampeded. The noise
waked me even before the cattle bolted,
but I was too late to see a thing. But
somebody wanted to make it hard for you
to ship those steers. Have you had trouble
with anyone since you came here?”’

Jane shook her head. “No, and I haven't
heard of uncle having any enemies.”

“Well, it surely wasn’t any friend that
did that,” the cowboy asserted, his eyes
smoldering.

“Oh, dear!” Jane sighed heavily. “It’s
awful to think of anyone doing such a
thing deliberatelyt I wonder if Boyd Hess
was right? If a girl will never be able
to run this ranch?”

“Nonsense” Hammond said. “Hess
wanted to buy Vermillion Bluffs, didn’t
he ?” .

“Oh—TI don’t believe he really wanted
to buy it. He thought I'd have to sell, and
was trying to help me——on account of his
friendship with Uncle Jim.”

Jane wasn’t anxious te discuss Boyd
Hess with Hammond, because she had
begun to believe Hess’s offer to buy the
ranch had really been made because of his
personal interest in herself. She changed
the subject. “How long will it take to
gather the steers again?” :

“Maybe three or four days. A lot of
them crossed the river, and some got back
on the mesa,” He seemed preoccupied, He
had nothing further to say about the
stampede, and soon after rode out.
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The day seemed interminable to Fay
and Jane. And when Boyd Hess rode
down in the afternoon, Fay smiled a warm
welcome, innocently helping Jane to avoid
any conversation alone with him.

He appeared greatly disturbed by the
accounts of the stampede. But as he
talked, Jane was contrasting him with
Dave Hammond. It wasn’t only that Hess
was some years older; he seemed like a
man from a different world—one that
Jane had no desire to enter with him. Her
aversion for him was unaccountably in-
creasing.

Still, something in his appearance held
her unwilling gaze. He was markedly well
dressed, as usual. The finely knitted jacket
of gray, intermixed with dark blue,
matched his gray trousers and wide-
brimmed sombrero, with the heavy silver
cord about the crown. But Jane decided
that the color made his face appear more
than ever the color of lead, and empha-
sized the coldness of his eyes,.

“Hammond should have been watching
those steers!” he said sharply.

“Why should he?” Jane said crisply.
“They were in the corral—not far from
the house. How could he have guessed
that anyone would deliberately stampede
them ?”’

“We-ell, that’s true,” Hess agreed, with
apparent reluctance., “Pardon me—but I
dislike to think that your interests are
indifferently protected. I know how diffi-
cult it is for you to operate this ranch,
and—well, you know how I feel.” He
smiled wryly. Then he sighed, and added,
“Guess I'll be going. I just dropped in to
say ‘hellol’ Days when I don’t see you
girls are pretty lonesome.” |

Jane’s farewell was friendly, but lacked
warmth. She was still puzzling over what
it was about him that suggested something
unpleasant to her.

Fay walked across the yard with him,

“Miss Jane is very clever,” he re-
marked, “but it really is too bad that she
has full control of the ranch. It’s far too
much responsibility for a young girl, par-
ticularly as she controls your interest until
you are twenty-one, And that will be three
years more, t00.”

“Or until I marry,” Fay laughed, with
a little toss of her head.

Hess’s eyes narrowed. “Oh,” he said
slowly, “or until you marry, eh?” He
studied her in silence a moment, then he
laughed. “Probably that won’t be three
years, Fay. Do you know that you are
an unusually pretty girl?”

Fay blushed. There was a pleased,
flattered light in her eyes. “Do you really
think so—Mr. Hess ?”

“I certainly do,” he returned with em-
phasis, looking at her with frank admira-
tion. “So pretty—and charming—that I
could forget how many years older than
you I am.”

“Oh, Mr. Hess!” Fay exclaimed and
laughed and bobbed him a little curtsy.
“That’s the nicest thing anybody’s ever
said to me—I'll always remember it.”
She was thinking how much more interest-
ing it was to receive compliments from
men like Boyd Hess than from young,
clumsy cowboys. And—if she wanted to,
Hess’s attentions could be used to tease
Pike.

While Hess continued to watch her
thoughtfully, she chattered with anima-
tion, flitting from one topic to another.

“We had a grand time in town,” she
told him, “and Mr. Welch told us about
the funniest old man, Shadscale Pete,
Uncle Jim used to go camping with him,
and he told Mr. Welch he’s coming to
see us soon. Jane says if he doesn’t come,
Dave Hammond is going to hunt him up.”

“What in the world does she want of

that old desert rat?” Hess asked, frown-
ing.
“I don’t know,” Fay giggled. “I heard
them say something about his knowing
what Uncle Jim meant—some stupid busi-
ness. It was when they were talking about
a blue letter—and that poor man being
murdered on the road along the river.”
Thought of that crime brought a shiver,
and Fay veered to subjects more enter-
taining to herself.

Hess exerted himself to amuse her for
a few minutes, then mounted and rode
back to the ranch where he made his head-
quarters. His eyes had gone steely cold.

“Shadscale Pete!” he muttered. “I never
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thought of him! 'Twasn’t Farley at all.
Well, Shadscale Pete isn’t much of a
problem—if that damned Hammond
doesn’t beat me to him!”

CHAPTER SIX
SHADSCALE PETE

P FTER the excitement and action
of the immediately preceding days,
life seemed very tame around the
ranch house. Fay was eager to ride out
every day with the cowboys, yielding pout-
ingly to Jane’s restriction that they must
go only once in a while.

“We're in their way,” Jane explained.
“We don’t know how to handle ourselves
well enough yet, and they have to look
after us.”

Jane herself was restive, Since the
mysterious stampeding of the herd, she
was again troubled by the feeling of some
sinister force lurking among the shadows
of Vermillion Bluffs. Her former terrors
did not return, for Hammond’s presence
continued to give her confidence. But she
was even more anxious to locate Shad-
scale Pete than she had been to talk with
Pete Farley.

“T believe he can tell me something,”
she thought, repeatedly, and asked both
Ed Pitts and his wife numerous questions
about the old prospector.

The second day after the stampede,
when Hammond rode in to dinner, he
announced, “We'll finish up down here
this afternoon, and go up on the mesas
tomorrow. We won’t be able to start for
* the railroad till the next morning.”

Jane was thoughtful. “Then,” she
asked, “it'll be about a week before you
finish shipping the steers and are free?”

He nodded. “Just about.”

Her next suggestion was put a bit
hesitantly. “I wonder if the others couldn’t
manage without you this afternoon?”’

Hammond gave her a sharp look.
“Why, I guess they could.”

“I keep thinking about that old man,
Shadscale Pete,” Jane told him. “He
hasn’t come over to see us, and it seems
to me I can’t wait a week to hunt him up.

T thought we might try to find his cabin

—Ed Pitts has told me about where it is.
I believe there is some connection be-
tween him and uncle, and that man who
was killed. It’s begun to worry me—I
don’t know why. Probably I'm foolish.”

Hammond regarded her seriously. “I
see. Kind of think it might be a good
idea myself,” he agreed.

There were a number of conjectures
and conclusions that he had not yet di-
vulged to the girl. Since the stampede, a
certain suspicion had crystalized in his
mind, but he was not yet ready to speak
of it. Upon two points, however, he was
decided. The murder of Seever had direct
connection with Jim Morgan’s affairs,
and the person, or persons, involved in
that and the night search of Morgan’s
room, must be capable of the most des-
perate acts. Shadscale Pete might cast
some light on the situation.

Also, Dave Hammond had an intuitive
feeling that it would be better to clear up
some of the mystery, if possible, before
he went away for several days, on the trip
to the railroad.

“You're right,” he said. “Let’s go pay
a call on Mr. Shadscale.”

Fay had come out on the veranda where
they were talking, to keep a surreptitious
watch for Pike.

“Mercy!” she exclaimed. “What do you
want to hunt up that old desert man for?
Mrs. Pitts says he’s queer and grumpy—
and dirty. And Mr. Hess thought it was
awfully funny you wanted to hunt him
up.,)

“Mr. Hess!” Jane exclaimed, startled,
“How did you happen to say anything to
him about Shadscale?”

Hammond gave the younger girl a keen
glance, as she replied vaguely, “Oh, I
dunno. We were just talking and I was
telling him things that happened. I guess
he likes to talk with me,” she ended coms-
placently,

“We-ell,” Jane said slowly. “I'd rather
you wouldn’t talk over my plans with him,
honey. He wants to be kind to us, but
we don’t see things the same way, and it
isn’t pleasant for me to be criticized.”

“I didn’t tell him anything important,”
Fay said, indifferently.
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“Let’s eat—and be on our way,” Ham-
mond urged, the lightness gone from his
tone. He felt unaccountably disturbed by
the fact that Fay had discussed Shadscale
Pete with Hess.

At the table he was preoccupied. A
grave expression settled over his face.
Later he had the two saddle horses at the
steps with incredible dispatch.

“My goodness!” Jane exclaimed, as she
appeared on the threshold, cheeks and eyes
glowing, and very distracting in her rid-
ing outfit. “Who’s in a hurry now?”

He laughed. “Guess I musta caught it
from you,” he said as they mounted.

VEN with Ed’s directions, they rode

for some two hours before they

located Shadscale Pete’s camp. Several

burros, grazing near, drew their attention
to it.

The place was enveloped in silence. As
they dismounted, the only sound was the
scolding of a cedar bird that immediately
flew away, leaving a greater sense of
desertion and loneliness. Chunks of yel-
lowish rock were piled here and there. A
pick and shovel lay as if they might just
have been dropped from their owner’s
hands, yet seemed to have been there for
some time.

Unconsciously Hammond and Jane low-
ered their voices. They dismounted and
he tied the horses, then both moved
toward the cabin. Jane caught herself tip-
toeing.

“The door is open,” she said. “He can’t
be very far away. It seems deserted be-
cause the place is so terribly isolated.”

Crossing the hard-packed dirt floor of
the porch, she peeped into the one-room
interior. Her gaze traveled from the bunk,
over the handmade table and stools, and
on the rusty cookstove. Her eyes widened
and she exclaimed excitedly, ‘“Oh, Dave,
look !”

She ran across the room, pointing at
the stove top. The fire was burned out. In
a frying pan were blackened strips that
might once have been bacon, and the
coffee pot had evidently boiled dry. A
kettle contained beans, now hard black

pellets,

“Humph!” Hammond ejaculated. After
glancing over the stove, they went out-
doors. “You could tell this was a pros-
pector’s shack,” he commented. “See those
samples of yellow rock? He's probably
getting a little queer, as most of those old
desert rats do. This stuff looks to me like
nothing but sandstone.”

“Don’t you think it’s awfully strange,
his going off and leaving his bacon and
beans to burn up like that?”’ Jane asked.

“Yes, I do. His pack outfit’s all here,
and we saw his burros up the gulch as we
came in.” Hammond gazed thoughtfully
about. He even bent to examine the
ground about the cabin. “He might have
fallen into the old shaft over on that
knoll—I've heard of such things happen-
ing. Guess I'll stroll over and have a
look.”

As he walked toward the rise of ground
he kept his eyes on the ground. Jane was
close at his side.

“Oh, I hope he hasn’t!” she cried,
anxiously. “What a dreadful thing to
happen to a man alone up here! He—he
might never be found. And if he’s fallen
in, he may be dead.”

More of the yellow rock was piled about
the shaft, and a pole ladder lay a few feet
back from the hole. Hammond leaned over
and peered down in the darkness. Then he
lay flat, lowering his head as far as possible.
From down in the black pit came a long,
sighing moan.

“Listen” Hammond exclaimed. “He s
down there, sure as shootin’! I heard him
groan.”

Grabbing the ladder, he lowered it into
the hole. It just reached to the bottom. “It’s
a shallow shaft,” he smiled reassuringly
back at Jane as he started down. “I don’t
believe he’s hurt so much. I'll have him up
in a jiffy.”

She knelt and watched him tensely. In
a moment he had the inert figure in his
arms, and was back up the ladder, lowering
his burden to the ground. The old man’s
eyes were tight shut, but he mumbled to
himself, continually passing a gnarled,
withered hand over a slight cut on the side
of his head.

“I don’t believe he’s hurt very bad, We'll
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take him down to the cabin.” Stooping, the
cowboy gathered the small, dried-up figure
in his arms and struck out.

T the cabin they laid him on the bunk,

bathed his head, and bandaged the
wound. His mumbling ceased after a time,
and he dosed off a few minutes. When he
awoke, he looked at the two strange faces
with a frightened expression in his faded
eyes, the only live feature of his gray,
whiskered face.

“Hello,” Hammond said, cheerfully.
“How do you feel ?”

Shadscale Pete raised up on an elbow and
looked around. “Damn him!” he yelped in
8 cracked, squeaky voice. “He pushed me
in on purpose, then pulled the ladder out.
I'll get him!” The papery old lips shut
tightly.

“Pushed you in? Who did ?”

The old man made as if to answer, then
stopped. “No, I won’t tell just yet. Want
to deal with him myself, the damn, murder-
ing scoundrel ! Pretending to be my friend!”

And no amount of questioning could ex-
tract a hint of his assailant’s identity.

“He came along here, when I was getting
breakfast. Made a great fuss about the
mine, wanted to see it. We went over and
was settin’ there on the edge, when he
jumped up right quick, knocking me into
the shaft. He might claim it was an accident
~—but how about his leaving me ? Pulling the
ladder out ?”

“Must have meant to kill you, sure
enough,” Hammond ventured.

Realizing that they were strangers to him,
Jane said, “I'm Jane Morgan, Jim’s niece,
and this is Dave Hammond, my foreman.”

Shadscale’s face brightened. “Well,
wellI” he said, as though trying to connect
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