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THOSE TEXAS COWBOYS

by S. OMAR BARKER
Fo WILD AND FREE THEY SEEM TO BE ... '

Oh, Texas steers have hairy ears,

And so have Texas cowboys!

They're rough and tough enough to bluff
A cattymount bare-knuckled;
With rope and gun they have their fun,
And ride their broncs unbuckled!
So wild and free they seem to be,
The devil cannot match ‘em.
They're never tame—but just the same

A lot of cowgals catch ‘em!




GHAPTER

1 The
E’D BEEN thirteen years old
when he lit out, and here, ten
years later, he had the same

look about him as when he was a lit-
tle shaver, sort of like he was going
around with a chip on his shoulder
and having fun at it. 3
He put his horse, a mcaq-lookmg,
wall-eyed, blue-nose roan, right past
the big house and up to the bunkshack
where I was sitting. He slid down
and stood there leaning against his
saddle, beating dust out of his clothes,
his blue eyes sizing me up without
appearing to be too interested.
“You're Pete Nickerson, ain’t you?”

HE HAD THAT SLOW, LOPSIDED
GRIN, AND THAT BLACK-HAN-
DLED GUN TIED DOWN ON HIS
LEG, AND WHAT YOU WONDERED
RIGHT AWAY WAS, DID RUSS
MALLORY HAVE ANOTHER GUN
LIKE THAT IN HIS SADDLE-ROLL?
AND WAS THAT A FRIENDLY
SMILE OR DID IT COVER UP A
KILLER?

Russ flipped Charlie over his head. He moved
like a panther.

No matter what Milo said, the
button had never paid any atten-
#ion. It near drove Milo loco —
you know, his own boy and all.
And Milo'd bat him, and Russ
would just lock at Milo with those
big black eyes of his. That's how
it had been before Russ ran away,
but Russ was all grown up now.
And back home again . . .

he asked, a slow, lopsided grin spread-
ing over his saddle-brown face. He
was holding his hat in his left hand
now and he stepped over and offered
to shake hands. “Sure wouldn't have
bet you'd be here, Pete.”

I shook hands with him, the old
man not being around any more. “I've
outlasted everything on the place but
an old jenny,” I said, “She’s lyin’ out
in the back corral dyin’ of old age
now.”

He chuckled and that was some-
thing different. I'd never remembered
him doing much laughing before. But
his smile went away quick when he
asked, “The old man. What about
him?”

“I take it you didn’t get the letter
then?” I asked him, and saw his head-
shake. I felt a mite uncomfortable,
not knowing how to tell a man his pa
has passed on, even when they didn’t
get along any better than Russ Mal-
lory got along with Milo; that is, the
thirteen years they was together.

“No, Pete,” he said, still shaking his
head. “I didn’t get no letter.”

“Effie sent it to El Paso,” I said.
“Effie sort of looked out for your pa
in his last days.”

“Haven't been in El Paso in two
years,” Russ said. Then his voice
became musing as he said, “So he’s
gone, eh,” like maybe he’d figured on
that. “And here me thinking all the
time he was too mean and ornery to
die just like an ordinary man.”

I was some shocked. Not at death,
having seen it first-hand a good many
times in my fifty-odd years but be-
cause even if Russ and Milo didn’t
hit it off, Russ shouldn't ought to
have thought about his pa like that.
Not any more, not with old Milo
buried now on yonder hill and the
red earth still raw on his grave.

Just about that time Effie come to
the door and shaded her eyes from
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the sup, Effie’s a nice chunk of a gal,
near six foot tall, with hair yellow as
marigolds and eyes blue as high-
wmeadow flowers. And she’s got a sight
of white skin that would make even
an old codger like me hanker to lay
a paw on it. Effie is about the pret-
tiest gal in these here parts but like I
said, she’s a tall gal and say what you
might about big men in the West, a
sight of ’em are runtier than all get-
out and she had a time finding a man
she could look up to. Most of them,
why, she could eat a bowl of soup
right off their heads.

I could see her perk up when she
seen this tall one, Russ Mallory, lean-
ing there on his cayuse, with his crisp
black hair curling around his big ears,
his hat still in-his left hand and sort
of waving his other hand around while
he told me what he’d seen in a month
of riding clean across from the High
Pecos to Oregon.

“’Scuse me, Russ,” I said and hob-
bled over to where Effie was still
standing with a hungry look in them
pretty eyes.

“Git that look off your face, gal,”
I said. “That’s Russ Mallory.”

IT WAS gone, in a minute and I
felt kind of guilty. But I
shouldn’t, because old Milo’d told
the gal a heap during the time she
looked out for him and she'd sort of
figured out just what Russ was like
before she ever laid eyes on him. It
wouldn't help Russ none, either, the
way I seen it.

“So he finally decided to come
home?” she muttered and bit her red
lips with some of the finest choppers
in these parts. She looked at me. “Ask
him if he’s had dinner.”

“Well, it’s near supper time,” I
said. “If he ain’t had dinner maybe he
can wait a little longer and combine
’em. He's looks kind ’o hungry.”

“He's lean,” she said. Then she
i)ressed her lips together, “I wouldn’t

et a mule go hungry. Go ask him to
come in like a regular man and make
himself known and get a bite to eat.””

“Yes'm,” I said and hobbled back
over to Russ,

“Who's the lady?” Russ grinned.

“She’s the gal took care o’ your
pa,” I said and got a little satisfaction

out of his interest. When he’d been a
pup he just didn’t give a doodly-damn
for anything. The old man’d bring
him a new rig from town, new boots,
pants, fancy red shirt with white
flowers on the pockets and a five
gallon hat from John B. in Chicago.
The kid would just look at them sol-
emn-like and go right on wearing his
old levi’s. Like to drove old Milo
crazy, he did. Nothing he could do
for the boy. He was some different.

“What was wrong with the old
codger, anyway?”’ Russ asked.
“What'd he die of besides meanness?”

“Well, Russ, he got a little touched
in the head. That's why Effie come
out to look for him. She’s one of them
nurse gals. She’s big enough to handle
most men.”

“That she is,” Russ said admiringly,
looking so hard that Effie went back
inside the house. He chuckled a little
bit. “What'd you say ailed the old
man?”

“Why, Russ, nothing ailed him.
Somebody hit him on the head. Right
down there in the blacksmith shop.”

The smile went off Russ’ face and
he got a cold sort of look in his black
eyes. “Killed? Why, Pete?”

I shook my head. “Ain’t no telling,
Russ. Guess Milo made a lot o’ ene-
mies in his time. When you was no
bigger than knee-high to a horny toad,
he was a mighty active sheriff. Sent
the Clayton gang up the river and
they vowed they’d get him. They got
out just last month. Or it coulda been
any one of a number o’ people who
hated his guts.”

“He had a lot of enemies,” Russ
said softly, “but they usually were
men who didn't walk the straight and
narrow, Pete.”

I looked at him, surprised, not
knowing he’d ever had a thought like
that. I saw Effie peeking out a win-
dow and right quick said, “Effie
wants to know, you hungry? And
whether you're hungry or not, get up
there and say howdy.”

“It's going to be a pleasure,” Russ
grinned, cocky and his tail feathers
all smooth again, like he’'d forgot old
Milo in a wink,

Effie met us at the door. She’d put
a fresh-starched gingham dress on and
over that a frilly little apron. She
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shook hands with Russ like a man
and said, “Welcome home, Russ.”

“It is a welcome,” he grinned.

Her friendliness and smile was gone
in a flash. I sort of wished Russ could
know she was thinking he was dis-
respectful, with his pa not buried
more than two weeks. But then she
couldn’t know really how it was with
them two, either.

“There’s something on the table,”
she said, sort of dignified and formal
like. She turned and went through the
big old parlor and into the kitchen.

CHAPTER

2

USS WENT through the par-
R lor real slow, looking at things,

especially the big picture in a
gold frame of his pa and ma. He'd
never known his ma because she died
when she gave birth to him, but I'd
seen him stand and stare at that pic-
ture of her minutes on end, his face
solemn and his black eyes big and
unblinking.

The organ was there yet, the one
the old man had brought all the way
from back East for his bride and she’d
not played it more than two or three
times. All the needlework and every-
thing she’d done and it was still there
just like she’d left it, except since
Tffie come out she'd took everything
down and washed and starched and
ironed till hell wouldn’t have it and
everything in there was slick and
shiny as a new penny.

Russ’ Adam’s apple kind of bobbed
up and down a little and he hurried on
into the kitchen, When he got in
there that eternal grin was back on his
face.

“Sure redded the old place up,” he
said and sunk down into the kitchen
chair like a big prowling cat.

I noticed then the black-handled
gun tied down on his leg. The kind a
man wears when he’s carrying another
one in his saddle-roll. And what made
it especially notable was that it was
getting around to the time when most
men left their guns home, or else car-
ried them under their coattails.

“Thank you.” She sounded real cor-
rect, She poured coffee for him. She

Charles Luttrel

turned to me with a big smile and
said, “You'd better have a cup too,
Pete.

I sat down on the other side of the
table and sugared and creamed my
coffee while Effie got me a sizeable
chunk of pie.

“I guess you're wondering,” Effie
said, “about your father.”

“Not too much,” Russ said careless-
ly. He stopped chewing and asked,
“Who got the place?”

Effie looked at me frowningly and
back to Russ with that wrinkle still
between her blue eyes. “Charlie Lut-
trel,” she said.

Russ laughed out loud. “I might
have known,” he said. He got up and
went out the back door. I could hear
the well chain clanking and knew he
was drawing water. I remember him
hanging over that well when he was
just a button. And Milo yelling, ‘Get
away from that well, boy! Want to
drop in and drowned?’

‘Whatever Milo said, the button
never paid any attention. It near
drove Milo loco. Even when he’d lose
his temper and tan Russ’ bottom, the
button wouldn’t cry or beg like a lot
of youngsters. He'd just take it and
look at Milo with them big black eyes
and go on about his business. Near
drove Milo crazy. ‘Don’t know what
I'm goin’ to do with that boy,’ he'd
say.

Effie was standing there by the
table with her hands clenched. “I can’t
stand,” she began, “I just can’t stand
a man that's got no feeling.”

“You don’t know how it was,” I
started to say. “Not with him and
Milo. They was at one another’s
throats all the time. 'Bout the blamed-
est things. Nothing at all. Milo was
as easy-going a man as I ever run
acrost, most o' the time. But Russ
could set him sizzling in a flash. All
he’d have to do was walk toward the
corral. 5

“‘Get away from them hosses,’ Milo
would roar. The boy wouldn’t even
act like he’d heard. Keep right on
walking, Milo'd be after him like a
streak o’ greased lightnin’. Bat him
on the bottom ’til I thought he’d bust
Russ’ britches. The button wouldn't
let out a sound. Just look at him with
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them big black eyes o’ his'n and go on
about his business.”

“His eyes are black,” Effie said.
“Really black.”

“Just like his ma.” I looked at her
and she looked at me and she sort of
reddened up, which was awful easy to
see because her skin’s so soft and
white.

Russ come clumping back in, water
dripping off his chin, smacking his
lips. “Haven’t tasted water like that
since I left,” he said. He swung down
astraddle his chair, reminding me
more than ever of a big mountain cat
and rolled a cigarette, never spilling
a flake of tobacco on Effie’s clean-
scrubbed floor and her watching like
ahawk.

“Now, tell me all about it, Pete.
About the old man getting bashed on
the head.”

Effie gasped out loud and said,
“Well, I never,” and turned and
marched out of the room.

RUSS GOT up and went after her
with long strides and caught up
with her in the parlor. I could see
them standing there close together,
with the westering sun splashing light
on them through the curtained win-
dow and she was nearly as tall as him
and they made a purely handsome
pair.

“I been looking for a gal like you
all my years,” Russ was saying. His
voice was low but by straining my
ears I could hear. He had both her
hands held in his’n, and he was stand-
ing close enough to lean down his
head a mite and kiss her, if he’d been
a mind to do it.

She pulled away. “I haven’t any use
for a man who don’t care for his kin-
folks,” she said. “Such a man can’t be
trusted. A man is all a woman has and
if she can’t depend on him she’s not
got anything at all.”

Russ was laughing, with his white
teeth flashing and his head thrown
back and them black curly ringlets
bouncing over his ears and saying,
“Kinfolks are people, Effie, darlin’.
Just like anybody else. They got no
special rights just because they hap-
pen to be kinfolks.”

She jerked her hands loose and
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turned and walked away from him, out
of doors.

Russ came back in and planted him-
self astraddle the chair again, shaking
his head, “She’s got more spunk than
the law allows,” he said. The smile
went off his face and he said, “Tell
me about the old man, Pete. Every-
thing.”

“Not much to tell, Russ,” I said.
“Milo was in fair to middlin’ shape far
as everything goes but up here.” I
tapped my head, not wanting to call
old Milo crazy. “Not bad up there,
even. He'd take a notion he wanted
to cut down a tree in the front yard.
Effie’d stop him from hackin’ a half
dozen times on some days. She had
a way with him, she did. Only one
could handle him. She knew what he
could do and what he couldn’t. He
couldn’t chop down the only dad-gum
tree on the place and she’'d tell him
s0.”

“She’s got a way, all right,” Russ
said, sort of dreamy-like.

“Well, one place she let him go was
the blacksmith shop. Milo always
down there, hammering things out.
You see ’em comin’ in, I reckon.”

Russ nodded. “Wondered about it.
Fancy ironwork all over the place.
The old man must of got pretty good.”

“Sure did,” I nodded, “Well, week
ago Saturday night, we're all just get-
ting ready for the dance. Everybody
was goin’ but Milo. He wanted to
work in the smithy. I got the forge
goin’ for him and put on enough coal
to last him his fill. Me and the boys
just ridin’ off when Milo come out o’
the smithy and yelled for me t' wait.
I rode over and he said, ‘When y’
pass Luttrel’s, tell Charlie I want to
see him. Mighty important, Pete. Be
sure and tell him.’ He looked at me
and for once he wasn't off in that
world o’ his own, like he got some-
times.”

Russ had his chin on his hands,
staring down at the floor.

“I told him real nice-like, ‘Milo,
Charlie’s figgerin’ on goin’ to that
dance.””

“‘Don’t give a durn what he fig-
ures,’ Milo snapped. ‘Jes’ tell him to
get over here, Pete.'”

“And Charlie got the ranch?” Russ
asked real quiet.
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“Sure did,” I nodded. “And every-
thin,g else. An’ he'd like t' get Effie,
too.”

“Did Charlie show up like the old
man asked?” Russ wanted to know.

“Said he did. Said the old man was
talking wild, out of his head and that
he left right away. Not wanting to
miss the dance, he said.”

“What time did you all leave?”
Russ asked, his eyes cloudy, like he
was thinking hard,

“About six, I reckon,” I said. “May-
be a few minutes later, account Milo
holding me up. Within ten minutes
of past six, Russ.”

“Did you see Charlie at the dance?”

Effie spoke from the door. She'd
come back in unheard by either one of
us. “He was there, Russel. He came
about ten o’clock. I asked about Milo
and he said he left him working in the
blacksmith shop.”

USS COCKED his head at her

and his seriousness was all gone,
grinning at her like a chessy cat, his
black eyes sparkin’ and he said, “Hope
you had a good time. I guess Charlie’s
quite a dancer.”

She didn’t smile. Just tipped that
golden head and said, “The best in
these parts.” She turned away.

Russ got up and his smile was gone.
“The smithy just like it was when
Milo was there?”

“Sure is,” I told him. “We got home
pretty late, Russ. Near daylight. I
could hear the rooster crowin’. The
smithy door was open, I noticed first
off. Old Milo was hell on that door
bein’ closed when he wasn’t around.
So I looked in. He lay there by the
anvil—"

“Wait a minute,” Russ said. “Wait
until we get down there. Then tell me
some more.”

‘We walked down past the corral. A
couple of the boys was sitting on the
top rail jawing about what was going
to happen now that Milo was gone.
They slid to the ground and I intro-
duced them to Russ, noticing that
they had a plumb sorrowful air about
’em, I guessed they was wishin’ Russ
would -get the spread instead of
Charlie Luttrel.

The smithy was just other side of

the big hay barn, a building all to
itself. Milo didn’t want any of the
other buildings to catch fire in case
the smithy went up in smoke. We
used to have a full-time blacksmith
but Jed Lorenzo had died a few years
back and Milo wouldn’t replace him.
Said he just couldn’t stand the
thought of someone working in Jed's
shop, so Milo bein’ real handy with
tools did most of the backsmithin®
except shoeing bad hosses and any
cowhand worth his salt can shoe a
hoss. So we’d got along.

I told Russ all that as we walked
along.

I pushed open the door of the
smithy. It was sort of gloomy in there
and smelled like coal dust and iron
and just plain blacksmith shop smells,
like old hoof carvings and hickory
handles for posthole diggers and such.

The anvil sat right in the middle
of the board shack which is fourteen
by fourteen. I know because I helped
build it, There’s a big wooden tub
just to one side, filled with scummy
water, for taking the heat out of hot
iron.

The forge was to the left, a home-
made rig, all except for the bellows
which Milo ordered from Sears and
Roebuck when the old bullhide bel-
lows broke down a couple years back.
There’s plowshares, horseshoes, brand-
ing irons, wheel rims and wagon parts
hanging from the walls and rafters.
A couple of big wheels to be fixed
standing in one corner.

Russ walked over to the anvil and
picked up a hammer. He let it fall on
the anvil and it sang out sort of mu-
sical, Russ said, “He was working
right here when somebody cracked
him?”

I nodded and walked around Russ
to stand on the other side of the an-
vil. “He was on this side, facin’ the
door.”

Russ looked at me quick. “He must
have known who did it,” he said.
“He'd never let anybody he didn’t
know stand at his back. He'd been too
many places.” His face was sort of
grim and remembering.

I'd go along with that. I said, “The
sheriff come out. Said one o’ the men

~who'd had trouble with Milo at some
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time or other must of cracked him.
Said there was so many of them he’d
probably never find out who it was
done the killin’.”

“Who's sheriff?” Russ asked.

“Old man Tunkett. You should
know him.”

Russ said, “Yes.” And added: “The
old man had a lot of enemies.”

“All of us thought the same thing,”
I said. “There was some talk about
Charlie but fact is he showed up at
the dance. An’ accordin’ to the amount
o' coal burned down in the forge,
Milo must o’ worked ’til near mid-
night.”

“What was he working on?” Russ
asked and all the time he was asking
questions he was walking around the
smithy, poking into this, that and the
other.

“Blessed if I know,” I said, I went
over and rolled up my sleeve and ran
my hand down in the scummy water
in the tub. I came up with a few pieces
of Milo’s fancy ironwork. I looked
up at Russ and he was standing there
with a funny look on his face. He
was standing by a coal oil lantern
hanging from a nail.

“He use this for light?”

*“Sure did. Couldn’t see in the dark,
though some o’ the boys swore he
could.”

“Did you fill it with oil before you
left?” Russ asked.

I thought about that for a minute
and then shook my head. “Sure didn’t,
Russ. It was gettin’ low on oil and
kind o’ smokin’ a little and I was goin’
to fill it and Milo told me to go on or
I'd be late for the dance.”

“Uh-huh,” Russ kind of grunted and
then he went around the shop, bent
down, looking. He straightened and
looked at me. “What'd the killer hit
him with?”

“The sheriff said a crowbar,” I said,
feeling sort of uncomfortable. But
Russ didn’t seem to hear me, He was
standing there with a little piece of
something in his hand. Looked like
a little piece of wood. He sort of
absent-minded like put it in his pock-
et and went over to the forge. He
stood there looking down in the dead
ring of ashes for a long time, with his
hands behind his back. He was stand-

ing there when Charlie Luttrel walked
into the shop.
“Hi there, Russ,” Charlie said.

CHAPTER

3

USS SWUNG around, quick
R as a cat, He stood there looking

at Luttrel and I was struck by
the similarity between them. Actually,
there ain't no reason why they
shouldn’t look alike, because they
come of the same blood, Charlie’s
mother being Milo’s one and only sis-
ter, before she passed on five or six
years ago.

She had kept house for Milo after
her old man run off with Belle O'Ban-
non, a dance hall girl in town, when
Charlie was not much more than five
or six. It always sort of struck me
that maybe most of the trouble be-
tween Milo and Russ was the doin’
of Charlie and Charlie’s mother.

They stood there staring at one
another and then I saw they wasn't
so much alike after all. Charlie’s face
was kind of narrow and his eyes clos-
er together. Charlie was the hand-
somer of the two, sort of pale-skinned
which went good with that big shock
of black hair, His eyes would light
on you and then flick off some ’ers
else right quick. Always sort of
bothered me, in a way.

Russ grinned. “Cousin Charlie, I
believe.”

Charlie didn’t smile back. He said,
“Wait outside, Pete.”

“I can wait in town,” I said, nettled
by the way he was telling me he had
something private to tell Russ.

“That’ll be all right too,” he said in
that smooth, easy way of his.

I looked at Russ. Russ still had that
grin on his face and he was still look-
ing at Charlie like he was seeing him
for the first time.

“Go ahead, Pete,” Russ said softly.
“I'd like to hear this.”

I would have too. So much that I
leaned against the smithy to roll a
smoke and I heard Charlie’s quick
voice, sounding some mad, saying,
“Sooner you get out of here the bet-
ter, No place for you on the Running

Just A Hunch
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M, Russ. You kicked the old man in
the teeth once too often.”

Russ’ voice was quiet and even.
“You're all worked up for nothing,
Charlie. I didn’t know the old man
was gone until I rode in. And I'm
riding along as soon as I look into a
few things.”

“Like what?” Charlie’s question
came like a shot and his voice was up
a little louder.

“Like who hit the old man on the
head,” Russ said easily.

“Just ask the sheriff,” Charlie said,
real nasty-like. “There’s a hundred
men who'd have liked to done it.”

“Including yourself,” Russ said.

Charlie cursed. “Watch what you
say, Russ. I used to kick the stuffing
out of you when you was a kid, I
can still do it.”

“I've been wondering about that,”
Russ said, still real soft-voiced and
it sounded so much like old Milo
when he was gettin’ ready to pull a
whing-ding, I wanted to see Russ's
face.

I heard a grunt and another curse.
I went around to the door of the
smithy in time to see Charlie come
backing out, flailing his arms like a
windmill to keep from falling down.
Russ was following him.

Charlie got his balance and stood
there with a trickle of blood running
down from the corner of his lip, his
black hair hanging down in his eyes.
He cursed again and threw his head
back to get the hair out of his eyes
and went in with his arms working
like one o’ them steam engine drivers.

Russ backed away grinning but his
voice was more like a wolf’s snarl.
“Won't be easy as it used to, Char-
lie.”

Charlie swung a roundhouse that
sent up smoke signals. Russ leaned
backward and let it go by and then he
reached out his foot and put it be-
hind Charlie’s ankle and pushed gent-
ly with his hand against Charlie’s
shoulder. Charlie flew into the
ground like he’d been pitched from
a bucking cayuse. He scrambled up
and leaped at Russ and wrestled him
and they fell on the ground. Some of
the boys were beginning to gather
'round by then.

Them two rolled over and over,
punching each other every chance
they got and they wound up against
the smithy wall with Charlie on top.
Charlie had his two hands on Russ’
throat and he was bearing down, with
Russ pulling at his hands.

THE BOYS were making a few bets.

The home guard were letting
sentiment get the best of them, I
thought. They were laying even mon-
ey on Charlie. Me and couple of the
other boys who didn’t think we’d be
around much longer was busy cover-
ing it.

Russ couldn’t break Charlie’s grip
and his face was turning the color of
an old beet. He threw his legs up and
hooked Charlie’s neck and pulled him
backward. Charlie’s fingers left red
furrows on Russ’s throat. Russ flipped
him over and got to his feet. He
moved like a panther.

Charlie scrambled up and threw
himself at Russ all in the same mo-
tion. Russ back away and all of a sud-
den his fist shot out and Charlie's
head flew back fit to come off. He
whammed back into the smithy and
bounced off the wall and crumbled
on the ground, limp as a piece of
well-worked rawhide. Me and the
other boys went around collecting
our winnings and there was a flash of
color and Effie was down on the
ground on her knees beside Charlie,
wiping his bloody face with a little
bit of a handkerchief.

She looked up at Russ and her blue
eyes were full of fire and brimstone.
“You roughneck,” she blazed at Russ.
“You unspeakable roughneck. Your
father not two weeks in his grave and
you fighting your very own cousin.”

“He started it,” Russ said, with the
old reckless grin on his face. “He
started it all by himself.”

said, as though that settled i
hates fighting. Just like me.”

“That’s not the way I learned it,”
Russ said, the grin fading away. He
looked at me. “Pete, I guess you're
out of a job. Want to ride into town
‘with me?”

The fire went out of Effie's eyes
but she still kneeled there over Char-
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lie, I could see her out of the corner
of my eye, watching Russ move away
and there was a sort of regret on her
smooth face.

It didn’t take me no time to saddle
up my Sunday riding horse. And it
didn't take me that long to get my
warbag out of the bunkhouse. I'd been
expecting my walking papers ever
since Milo cashed in.

Russ was waiting, sitting his pony,
and together we struck out for town.

He’d got some broody and I let him
go, not wanting to disturb his
thoughts., He raised his Head all of a
sudden and said, “Pete, what kind of
sheriff is Tunkett?”

“Well, he’s for Tunkett first and
after that he's a pretty good sheriff.”

“That's the jasper the old man had
so much trouble with, ain’t he?”

I said, “Sure is. But they settled
their differences about the line be-
tween their property long ago. But
they was never real friendly after
that. Old man Tunkett was just plain
crazy to buy the Running Nf Used to
ride over about once a month and
make Milo an offer. He wanted Milo’s
ranch so bad it hurt. An’ looks like
maybe he’ll get it.”

Russ raised his head quick and
swung around in his saddle to look at
me. “How’s that?”

“Everybody knows Charlie’ll sell,”
I said. “All they’re waitin’ on is the
will to be probated or whatever it is
they do with them.”

Russ nodded. He sighed and said,
“The old man would hate that. I'll
bet he’d never left—" He broke off
and went back into his old brood.
That’s how it was when we reached
town,

He said, “I was planning to see
Tunkett but I guess I won't.” He
pulled up in front of the Lonesome
Cowboy.

We racked our ponies and went in
to cool off and wet down.

We had one and I asked him,
“What'd you want to see Tunkett
for?”

He studied his glass. “Just a
hunch,” he said. He rapped his glass
on the bar. “Can’t stand on one leg,
Pete, Let’s have another.”

CHAPTER
A Killer

E HAD ANOTHER and

then another and another and

then I lost track of them.

Anyway, the sun was getting real low

when I got the drift I'd had one too

many on an empty belly. Me and Russ

went out the door and I don’t know

‘who was holding up who. We wobbled

over to our ponies and a buckboard
come busting down the street.

Russ said, “Look who'sh here,” as
he followed his skittery pony around
and around, trying to get a foot in
the stirrup.

The buckboard stopped on two bits
and Effie stared at Russ. “Of all
things,” she exclaimed. “Russel Mal-
lory!”

“Sweetheart,” Russ said, finally
finding the stirrup. He swung up and
the pony did a couple of crowhops
and nearly landed him on his dusty.
He pulled off his hat and swept the
ground with it and almost didn't
come up, “Sweetheart, will you marry
me?”

Her blue eyes were shooting out
little sparks. “I wouldn't marry you if
you were the last man on earth,” she
said. “Fighting and drinking. You
ought to be ashamed of yourself!”

“Am,” he said, real woozy, his eyes
just slits, “Sure am, Effie darlin’.
But if I was la’sh man on earth you'd
be trampled in the rush.”

She slapped her reins against the
rumps of her ponies and barrelled
down the street.

Russ looked after her and suddenly
he didn’t look like a man on the moun-
tain. He said, “Come on, Pete,” and
loped down the street.

The fresh air cooled my fevered
brow and cleared my head. But I was
hungry enough to eat a steer, hide,
horns and hoofs. “I'm hungry,” I said,
when night come down and Russ kept
up that mile-eating lope. “Where we
going?”

“Just following a hunch,” he said.

“For a young feller you're sure get-
ting a lot of hunches,” I told him
and could see a flash of white in the
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dark that was his teeth. Always grin-
ning, no matter what.

We pulled up on the Running M,
must of been about nine or_ten. The
moon was just comin’ out. The bunk-
house was dark and there was one
lighted window in the big house, in
Milo’s office, But Russ didn’t head
for the house. He stopped in back of
the big corral and said, “Let’s leave
our horses right here, Pete.”

Now I'd lived my workin’ years on
that ranch but all at once it seemed
a different place with me and Russ
sneaking around like we was. “Why
don’t we just go right in?” I asked.

“Charlie started that fight this
evening,” he said, “just to keep me
from nosing around. What's he got to
hide, Pete?”

“Don’t ast me,” I said. “I'm no
range detective, Russ.”

He chuckled. “You will be before
we get through,” he said and stopped
in front of the smithy door. He went
in and pulled me in after him and
said, “Light that lantern, Pete, and
let’s have some light.”

I groped my way over to the lan-
tern and got it off the hook and went
to the corner where the big five gal-
lon can of coal oil stood. I unscrewed
both caps, one from the lantern and
one from the coal oil can and got the
durn thing filled without spilling too
much. The can was plumb full. I
dropped the cap for the lantern reser-
voir and was feeling around for it.

“Where’s that light?” Russ asked.

“In a minute,” I grumbled.
“Dropped the dad-blasted cap.”

He came over and helped me search
for it. He pushed the coal oil can
;lide and said, “Hey, Pete, this can’s

ull.”

“Yeah, 'cept for what I just took
out.”

“Did you fill up the big can since
the old man was found out here?”

“Nope. Here’s the cap.” I screwed
it onto the lantern reservoir and
struck a match and pushed up the
chimney and stuck the match to the
wick, It smoked a little and then set-
tled down. “Wick ought to be
trimmed.”

“That can wait,” he said. “We'll
just be a minute, Pete.” He took
the lantern and went over to the

forge. He used a pair of tongs to lift
up a ring of ashes that'd fused to-
gether from the heat. He put the
light down and looked and looked.

“What ‘do you expect to find?” I
asked.

“A killer,” he said and he wasn’t
smiling, his young face furrowed
with a frown, “Where do you keep the
coal, Pete?”

“Just outside the door,” I said, and
while I wondered, I didn’t ask be-
cause somehow or other he looked
like old Milo when hell was about to

pop.

I followed him outside and he
squatted there by the coal pile letting
the slack run through his fingers.
“Where does it come from?” he
wanted to know.

“There’s a surface seam up north
a ways,” I said. “Just beyond the
meadows, the place your pa and Tun-
kett fell out about. We dig it and
haul it in the wagon. Milo made us
bust it up with a sledge and water it
down for the forge. Was real fussy
about his blacksmith coal.”

“Uh-huh,” Russ grunted, squatting
there, his face real serious in the lan-
tern light. He swung his head around
to look at me, “Pete, burn the road to
town. Get the U. S. Marshal and bring
him out here fast as you can.”

“It’s kinda late,” I said.

He nodded. “But not too late. Get
him out here one way or another.”

I stood up. “I'll do my best,” I said
and started for my pony tied in back
of the big corral. When I got aboard
with my belly still thinking my throat
was cut, I could see the lantern bob-
bing toward the big house.

Well, I had one devil of a time get-
ting Toll Roberts, the U. S, Marshal,
out of bed. And I had an even worse
argument on my hands trying to con-
vince him he should go out to the
Running M. I finally did, though, and
when he heard how long it'd been
since I had something to eat, he even
scared me up a ham bone to gnaw on.
I was still chewing it when we got to
the ranch.

The light was still on in Milo’s of-
fice. We looped our reins around the
hitching rack and jangled up the
steps and Toll knocked on the door,
grumbling about a job that brought
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him out all hours and in all kinds of
weather,

Russ yelled, “Push open the door
and come right in!”

CHAPTER
Just Sore

’LL NEVER forget that room.,
I Russ was sitting on Milo’s desk,

swinging a free foot, with his six-
shooter resting on his thigh. Right in
line with its muzzle, Charlie Luttrel
was sitting in the big desk chair,
g as though he’d got a feather

in his throat and couldn’t get it up
or down.

Charlie saw Toll Reberts and he
jumped up.

“Sit down,” Russ said and waved

his gun and Charlie went right back
down in the same motion he'd used to
get up,

“What's goin’ on here?” Toll hol-
lered, his eyes going from Charlie to
Russ and back to Charlie. “Howdy,
Russ. Long time no see.”

Russ was grinning that eternal grin,
white tecth all showing. He said, “I
got a murderer for you, Toll. I
couldn’t call in Sheriff Tunkett, be-
cause Tunkett already knows who
killed my pa.”

It was funny hearin’ him say “pa
like that. He'd never used the word
in my hearing that I could remember.
I heard a strangled sort of sound then
and my eyes bugged out. Effie was
sitting in one dark corner with her
eyes as big as a Mex dollar.

She said, “Thank heaven you're
here, Marshal.”

Russ just laughed. “I'll show you,
Toll,” he said and stood up.

Toll’'s eyebrows came together and
if he'd just scraped his foot he'd of
looked like an old muley getting
ready to wreck a hoss and rider.
“Youwd a damn sight better,” he said.
“And make it good. I don’t see like
I did when I was your age.”

“Good thing, too,” Russ grinned.
His grin went away quick when he
looked at Charlie. “Charlie was here
the night my pa was killed. Everyone
knows that. And Charlie thought he
had an alibi.”

“I have,” Charlie said quickly. “I_

mean I can prove where I was when
Milo was killed, Me and Effie didn’t
get home from the dance til broad
daylight.”

Russ nodded. “Yeah. All this hap-
pened before.”

“Milo was still working, long after
I left,” Charlie said.

“Let Russ talk,” Toll said, real in-
terested.

Russ put his gun away, He said, “I
got my first suspicion when I was
prowling around the s;
told me the lantern IMilo
with was empty. He was goi
it before he went to the dan
Milo told him to go on or
late. He was already going to lose
some time, stopping off to tell Cha
lie that Milo wanted to see him. T
right, Pete?”

“Sure is,” I said. “Just like it hap-

pened.”

"Well Milo didn’t fill that lantern,
It was dry when Pete and I tried it
just a little while ago.”

“Milo must have filled it,” Charlie
said. “He probably filled it and it
burned cut.”

Russ shook his head. “No, Char-
lie,” he said softly. “Milo didn't fill
it. Only coal oil on the place was in
a five gallon can in the shop. And it
was plumb full, wasn't it, Pete?”

“Plumb full,” T said.

“That don’t prove nothing,” Lut-
trel cried. “That don’t prove a thing,
Russ. You're just sore because Milo
left me the ranch.”

USS STARED at Charlie with the

coldest eyes a man ever had. He
didn’t say anything, just stared, and
I swear Charlie would have slunk
away like a coyote if I hadn’t been
standing in the door with that ham-
bone in my hand.

Charlie said, “It’s crazy, that’s what,
You think you should have the ranch,
yet you never said a decent word to
your old man in your life—" He shut
up quick as Russ took one step in that
direction and then stopped, looking
at Effie.

She looked right back at him like
he was something that crawled.

Toll hollered, “Well, get along with
it” He was touchy as a two-year-old
steer with a fresh underbit.
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“We'll let that go, Charlie,” Russ
said, real quiet and low. He looked
around the room and said, “Charlie
was real smart. He doused the fire in
the forge and took out all the coal
and threw it back on the coal pile out-
side the door. You can still see some
of the ashes there.”

“It’s a lie,” Charlie screeched and
his face was white as snow.

Russ didn't pay him any heed. He
said, “Then Charlie got a burned ash
ring from the ash pile and set it in
the forge to make it look like Milo
worked until he burned up all his
coal. Only trouble was, he set it in
crooked, so it didn’t fit tight as it
should have. Another trouble was, he
forgot about the lantern.”

Effie sort of gasped and got whiter
than ever. Just two red spots glowed
on her cheekbones.

“Some dreaming,” Charlie sneered.
But there was a white line around his
mouth which was loose and his eyes
were going around from one of us to
the other like a coyote in a trap.

Toll was getting real interested, not
even rubbing his eyes and yawning
any more.

Russ leaned over and picked up a
six-gun from Milo’s desk. I hadn’t
noticed it before. “This yours, Char-
lie?” he asked.

Charlie looked at the gun. “You
ought to know,” he said. “You took it
off me just an hour or so ago.”

Russ flipped the gun over and
grabbed it by the barrel and shoved it
to the marshal, “Look at that handle,
Marshal,” he said. “See where the
wooden part is busted?”

Toll took the gun and looked at it,
nodding, “Grip’s sure split off,” he
said.

Russ reached a hand into his pistol
pocket and brought out a little piece
of wood. He leaned over and shoved
it against the handle. It fitted like a
shell in a six-shooter. “Charlie hit my
pa with his gun and busted that han-
dle,” he said. “I picked up that piece
of wood down in the smithy—"

A curse interrupted Russ. It came
from Charlie Luttrel and he crouched
there against the wall, holding a .41
derringer in his hand. He was shaking
all over except that hand holding the
gun and it was dead on Russ's belly

and steady as a fence post. He
couldn’t have missed blindfolded and
them .41’s sure tear a hole in a man’s
guts.

“You son,” he bubbled at Russ, “al-
ways in the road and by hell I'm go-
ing to drill you, right in your blasted
guts.” He was frothing at the mouth
he was so mad.

I threw the ham bone. It smacked
Charlie right between the eyes. The
gun went off but the bullet whammed
into the ceiling and then Russ clipped
him, knocking him back against the
wall, where he lay squawling he hadn’t
meant to do it.

Effie was sitting there with a look
of pure horror on her face and in her
eyes.

Russ wasn’t smiling. Not any more.
He was sitting there on the desk,
looking down at Charlie, his dark
eyes shadowed and his mouth grim.
He said, “He treated you like a son.
More like a son than he did me. Yet
you killed him—"

“He didn’t, he didn’t,” Charlie
screeched. “He was always talking
about you, how good you was and
what a man you'd turned out to be. He
was always throwing you up to me,
And when he told me he'd changed
his will, taking the ranch away from
me, I lost my head. I didn’t mean to
hit him so hard. Just wanted to
knock some sense into his head.”

Russ was standing there while Toll
pushed Charlie through-the door. He
told Russ before he left that he'd
prefer charges against Tunkett.

Then there was the three of us.

“How can you ever forgive me?”
Effie wanted to know.

Russ was grinning all over again,
“Why, that's easy,” he said. “Just
come over here.”

She went over there and stood in
front of him. Tall she was, near as
tall as him, and I could just see the
way it done her good to have a man
she could look up to. I mean really.

Russ reached out a long arm and
gathered her in and pulled her up
close. Her mouth was open and her
blue eyes wide as both barn doors
open. She said, “Russ, I want you to
forgive me but I could never trust a
man who didn’t think well of his kin-
folks.” (Please_turn to page 56)
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as look at Jessica Colidiron
and Mitch Gaines prompily

put the unfortunate fellow to
the Mitch Gaines Manhood

Jessica knelt beside Steve Buckley.

ITCH GAINES stepped into
h/l the lobby of the Plains House
almost on tiptoe, making sure
that his pointed spurs didn’t dig into
the thick red Brussels carpet and
send him sprawling across the floor
of Station’s most elaborate hostelry.
The desk clerk, a balding little man
in a starched white collar too big
for his neck, glanced up at him and
gulped. “You—you get right out of
here, Mr. Gaines,” the man said.
“Miss Coldiron said you might try
to intrude, and that I should send you
away. Now if you'll please—"
Mitch Gaines smiled, “You're fun-
ny,” he said, and strode between the
two big potted plants which framed

- Test....
FET

the doorway to the dining room. The
clerk started around the counter to
follow him, his hand raised in pro-
test. Mitch paused, settling his feet
so that his boot heels sank into the
carpet. The clerk gulped and stayed
where he was.

At the doorway, Mitch spent a few
seconds running his eyes over the
polished brass chandeliers which hung
from the ceiling of the dining room,
and then he gave his attention to the
tables. In a corner to his right, he
saw a mass of golden curls tumbling
down a woman’s trim back and for a
moment a look of tenderness settled
over his freckled face.

Mitch removed his big brown Stet-

18
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son, stared speculatively at it, and
changed his mind. He ran a bony hand
through his short-cropped red hair
and settled the hat back on his head.
He tugged at the wide brim once, as
though he were about to jump into a
canyon and wanted to make sure the
hat went with him, and began thread-
ing his way between the tables.

He stopped behind the girl with
the gleaming yellow hair and said,
“Evenin’, Jess. I was in town, so I
thought I'd say howdy.”

Jessica Coldiron turned very slowly
to look at him. Her full red lips were
drawn in a tight line, and the creamy
tan of her cheeks began to glow like
a crimson sunset. Her glance took a
long time making the six-foot-three-
inch journey from Mitch Gaines’
scuffed work boots to the top of his

ad

ead.

“Well, you might at least speak to
my friends, too,” she said coolly. “I
believe you met Steve—Mr. Buckley
—at the bank the other day.”

Mitch shifted his glance across the
table as though startled. He squinted
at the husky, handsome man in the
salt-and-pepper-suit and nodded.

“Why, I'll declare,” Mitch said.
“He’s so pale, though, I couldn’t tell
him from the tablecloth. How are
you, Mr. Buckley?”

Mitch thrust a long arm across in
front of Jessica Coldiron and grasped
Steve Buckley’s hand in his own. He
smiled as Buckley winced under the
pressure of rope-hardened fingers,

“Won't you join us, Mr. Gaines?”
Buckley smiled bravely, but the cor-
ner of his glance was inspecting his
bruised hand.

“Well, now—"

Mitch didn’t get to finish his ac-
ceptance. Jessica begged to be ex-
cused and grabbed Mitch's arm. She
pulled him away toward a side door,
and presently they stepped out into
a dimly-lit corridor. There she flung
his arm away, and placed her hands
on her hips.

“Now you listen to me, Mitch.”
Jessica’s voice was a husky, trembling
whisper. “I understand your admira-
tion for my father, and I know that
you're trying to do what's best for
me, But I've got something to say

about my life, too, I'm getting tired _

of being mixed up in a saloon brawl
every two or three weeks, and I think
it's about time we forget the Mitch
Gaines manhood test.”

ITCH RUBBED a brown fore-

finger along his pointed nose,
said innocently: “Why, I didn’t know
you'd been fightin’ in the saloons,
Jess. Why'nt you holler and I'd have
helped out.”

Jessica Coldiron gave him an ex-
asperated look from her round blue
eyes and stamped her foot impatient-
ly. “I'm not playing games tonight,
Mitch. I've been back in Station for
nearly a year, and for the last six
months I've seen you start a fight
with half a dozen men simply because
I happen to have dinner with them or
go for a ride with them. Pretty soon,
I won’t have a friend left!”

Jessica’s voice choked off and her
eyes clouded up as though tears were
close to the surface. Mitch Gaines’
craggy face turned sober, and he held
a hand tentatively toward her, letting
it drop to his side as the girl forced
her emoticns under control.

“Maybe I'm takin’ an old man’s
charge too seriously,” Mitch said
thoughtfully. “But somehow I just
can't seem to forget the way old
Hardrock Hugh Coldiron looked at
me just before he cashed in his chips.
He said, ‘Help Jess find her a man,
Mitch, and make sure he’s fittin’ to
father my grandson!” That’s all I'm
tryin’ to do, Jess, Way I figure it,
any man who can’t lick Mitch Gaines
ain’t much of a man a-tall.”

A sound of disgust came from
Jessica Coldiron’s pursed lips. “Don’t
try to make it sound so easy, Mitch.
I've known you all my life, you know.
Why I remember in school—every
day at recess—there was always in
it. That’s all you know—fighting. So
you think that's what Dad meant by
helping.”

“Maybe,” Mitch said. “One thing I
know: When a man will stand up and
match fists with you, it generally
means he’s got some guts behind 'em,
Right now you've got old man Martin
lookin® after things at the bank, but
he won’t live forever. There's people
in Station who'd like to have old
Hugh'’s bank. Maybe they’ll "i; to take
it away from you—or your husband.
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And you're a mighty pretty gitl, Jess.
Sometime a man who's got no business
grabbin’ at you might grab. It might
be nasty if there weren't a man
around.”

She sighed resignedly. “I'm only
trying to tell you there are other
ways of finding out about people,
Mitch. Like Robert Scales, E)r in-
stance. He was a fine man and a good
lawyer, and I was getting very fond
of him, And then you came along at
the wrong time.”

“At the right time, you mean,”
Mitch growled. “He had no business
kissin’ you back there in the livery
stable, right in public you might say.
And when I told him so, he started
usin’ words I didn’t understand. So
I had to shove him out of the way a
little. And what kind of man was he?
One little push and he fell apart like
a toadstool.”

“I'm not going to argue any more,
Mitch, You didn’t push him and you
know it. You knocked four of his
teeth out. It made him so ashamed to
be seen around Station that he just
packed up and left. And he wasn’t
kissing me. I was trying to saddle my
horse, and it flicked its tail in my eye
and he was—"

“That’s a lie,” Mitch said flatly.
“He was holding you just like this
and—"

ITCH DECIDED to demonstrate.

He swept Jessica Coldiron into
his arms and pulled her close to him.
Her eyes widened and her lips parted
just enough to make the temptation
too much to ignore. Mitch Gaines
pressed his lips down hard against
Jessica’s warm mouth, and then he
drifted along without thinking until
he became aware of someone shaking
hig shoulder.

He released Jessica, and only then
did he realize his shins were stinging
where she had been kicking at him.
He ran a hand dazedly along his sun-
reddened cheek, felt the sensitive line
of a scratch there, and peered be-
wilderedly at Jessica. She looked pale
and shaken, but she was suddenly very
still,

The hand touched his shoulder
again, and Mitch turned to find
Steve Buckley frowning at him.

“I'm afraid you've insulted Miss

Coldiron,” Buckley said indignantly.
“I was disturbed by her long absence,
so I decided to look about. She was
fighting you, and I must say that
looks bad.”

Mitch grinned and rubbed his cheek
again. “She put up a pretty good
fight, too.”

“Is that all you have to say?” Buck-
ley’s blond eyebrows rose in astonish~
ment.

“What should I say?”

Buckley tugged irritably at the la-
pels of his coat. “I'd think you should
apologize to me. After all, I am her
escort for the moment. I demand an
apology for me and for her.”

Mitch Gaines chuckled. He ran his
thumbs along the armpits of his hide
vest and took a sliding step toward
Steve Buckley.

“No, Steve!” Jessica shouted. “He's
going to hit you and—"

The girl darted to Mitch's side,
tugging desperately at his cocked
right arm. “Wait, Mitch. I might as
well tell you that I'm not really hav-
ing dinner with Steve. He just hap-
pened along and sat down. I was wait-
ing for—for Davey Dawson. Steve’s
only in town for another week, check-
ing the bank’s books, and then he'll
be gone.”

“He’s been here two weeks already,”
Mitch murmured. “Maybe he could
finish up sooner if he had some en-
couragement.”

“That is none of your affair,” Steve
Buckley said sharply. “Right now
there is another matter to be settled.”

Mitch Gaines shook Jessica Cold-
iron aside as easily as he'd dust off a
cigarette ash, “It’s settled, pard,” he
said between clenched teeth, and
swung a looping left hand at Steve
Buckley’s square jaw.

The impact of Mitch's fist against
Buckley's jaw sounded like a cork
popping out of a bottle. The blond
man stumbled backward along the cor-
ridor a few steps and toppled over on
his back. Mitch took a step toward
him and then shook his head disap-
pointedly as Buckley lay still.

He turned to Jessica, opened his
mouth to speak, but he didn’t get a
chance. At that moment something
slammed into him from behind, strik-
ing him at the bend of his knees and
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shoving him forward. Even as he fell,
Mitch grinned tightly. Buckley had
merely played possum for a few sec-
onds and there was going to be a
fight after all.

As soon as he was down, Mitch
gave a fierce backward kick with his
legs. He heard Buckley grunt. He
rolled away, scrambled to his feet and
turned to meet the man.

BUCKLEY was just getting to his
knees. Mitch waited until the man
straightened, and then he jabbed him
lightly with his left hand. A spot of
red appeared under the blond man’s
nose, but he pressed in closer. He was
solid and game, but Mitch could see
Buckley was using more nerve than
skill. Suddenly, Buckley started flail-
ing with both fists, and, before Mitch
could cover up, he tcok a shocking
blow under his right eye. He felt the
throb of a bruise swelling there, and
decided things had gone far enough.

Mitch stopped backing away. He

arried with his left hand, causing
ll’iuckley to keep raising his chin high-
er and higher. Mitch ducked a wild
blow. and sighted along the length of
his own arm. He delivered his cocked
right fist a moment later, smashing it
squarely on the knot in Steve Buck-
ley's neat string tie. The blond man
spun in his tracks once, and then
wilted limply to the floor. This time
he wasn’t playing possum.

Before Mitch could catch his
breath, Jessica Coldiron darted past
him and knelt beside Steve Buckley’s
inert form. She lifted his head and

atted his bruised face and made a
ittle sobbing sound in her throat.

Mitch sighed in disgust. “He ain't
dead, Jess, so don’t carry on so, I'll
drag him out into the air for you,
and have him on his feet in no time.”

He started toward her, but at that
moment a hard, cold object pressed
against his back and a soft voice said,
“This {sn’t the Easy Aces Saloon,
Gaines. Before I'll let you wreck my
place I'll shoot you.”

Mitch knew that voice and he knew
the man behind it. He turned slowly
and looked into the face of John Cur-
tin, owner of the Plains House. The
diamond stickpin in the lapel of his

black coat, the only remnant of his

gambling days, looked dull compared
to the bright sparks of anger in Cur-
tin’s dark eyes.

Curtin was not a man to underesti-
mate, but neither was Mitch Gaines.
Mitch stared absently at the snub-
nosed derringer in Curtin’s hand and
let his own hand caress the butt of
the heavy sixgun on his leg.

“Why don’t you carry a man’s gun
like everybody else, Curtin?”

“Maybe it’s because he deals so sel-
dom with real men,”

The answer came from the man who
had accompanied John Curtin into the
corridor. Mitch had been only vague-
ly aware of the man’s presence, but
now he gave him a penetrating glance.

He was big and dark. He stood like
a man braced for a challenge, his arms
folded calmly across a massive chest.
His neck was thick and short, but his
craggy face and pale blue eyes seemed
full of good humor.

Mitch Gaines’ fists balled auto-
matically at his sides. Speaking be-
tween clenched teeth, Mitch addressed
his question to John Curtin, but his
slitted eyes still probed at the dark-
haired man’s face.

“Now I wonder what he meant by
that?” Mitch asked.

The dark one chuckled, said, “Some-
times you see a man who hasn't
grown up yet—who still fights over
the marbles he's lost.”

The fellow wasn’t talking sense, as
far as Mitch was concerncd. He
shrugged and shook his head sadly
from side to side.

“I wonder if you'd mind steppin’
aside just a minute, John,” Mitch mur-
mured quictly. “It looks like this fel-
ler and me have got somethin’ to talk
over.”

Jessica Coldiron was suddenly in
front of Mitch Gaines again. She had
left Steve Buckley propped against
the wall, groaning groggily, and had
been listening anxiously to the new
conversation. Now she wagged her
finger under Mitch Gaines’ nose.

“Now you go on and get out of
here, Mitch. You've had your fun for
tonight, Davey—Mr. Dawson—made
a special trip from Denver to see me,
and I'm going to have dinner with
him even if I have to let Mr. Curtin
kill you first.”
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'OHN CURTIN took a grip on his

derringer like he would be glad to
oblige, but Mitch only gave him a
disdainful look. An enlightened
gleam danced in Mitch’s eyes, and he
glanced from Jessica to Dawson and
then back again.

“Now what kind of grizzly bear
whelped him for you, Jess?” Mitch
asked patiently.

Jessica tilted her nose in the man-
ner of a woman wearing a crown.
She said, “If that’s your crude way of
asking where I met Davey, I might
say it's none of your business. But
since you'll probably worry about it
all night, I'll tell you. I met him
while I was going to school in Den-
ver. He was in the sporting business
there.”

“Well, I'll declare,” Mitch said. He
looked Davey Dawson over again, tak-
ing in the swell of his shoulders and
the easy, graceful way the man car-
ried himself. “I'd guess offhand he
was one of them foot-racers. In fact,
I bet he can outrun—"

Mitch was easing his way closer to
Dawson, but he ran into the barrel of
John Curtin’s derringer again.

“I mean it, Gaines,” Curtin said
tonelessly. “I want you out of here,
and I don’t aim to wait while you
play games.”

Davey Dawson moved half a step
away from John Curtin’s shoulder,
his heavy brows pulled close above
his eyes.

“Let him come on, Curtin. I don’t
care for his insinuation that I'm
afraid of him. We might as well set-
tle it.”

“Yeah,” Mitch said eagerly. “He's
right, Curtin.” '

John Curtin shook his head, his
pale lips thinning. “Not in here. You
take Miss Coldiron and go on back
to the dining room, Mr. Dawson,
There’ll be no more brawls at the
Plains House.”

For a brief interval, Dawson hesi-
tated. Then he reached for Jessica
Coldiron’s arm and turned away with
her.

“Now hold on there, Jess,” Mitch
said hotly. “I don't reckon you got
any business with that gent. You
come along with me.”

“What?” Jessica’s voice was @&

screech of unbelief. “Are you giving
me orders now, Mitch?”

A flush crept up Mitch’s freckled
face and he shifted his feet uneasily,
“Not exactly, Jess, but I thought we
could talk about some things that
ought to be discussed.”

“Like what?” Jessica asked bluntly.

Mitch couldn’t find an answer right
away. He moved his lips frantically
a time or two and then stammered,
“Like—like that colt I'vé been raisin’
for you. The one old Hugh bought
last summer and sent out to the Bar
G for you to ride when you was in
town.”

“What's
Mitch?”

“Nothin’. Nothin', except that I
don’t aim to have him hangin’ around
my place another day if you go galli-
vantin’ around tonight with that—
that foot-racer!”

A deep breath of anger swelled
Jessica’s full breasts and she tossed
her golden curls defianty. “All
right,” she. said, “I'll be out to pick
him up tomorrow about noon.”

She turned quickly and went away,
holding Davey Dawson’s arm and
walking very close to him.

His fists clenched tightly at his
sides, Mitch watched them open the
door and disappear into the bright-
ness of the Plains House dining room,
It took him several seconds to relax,
and then he let his breath out very
slowly with a husky, “Damn!”

He'd forgotten John Curtin's pres-
ence until the hotel man spoke to
him. Curtin said, “I like to be friends
with folks in Station, but I didn't
come here with too good a rep. I've
got to run my place straight and clean
to live down some things. What's
eating you, Gaines?”

Mitch waved his hands despairing-
ly. “Her old man asked me to look
after her, that’s all.”

“Take a favor pretty seriously don’t

ou?”

Mitch looked at Curtin in surprise.
“I owe everyth‘mé I've got to old
Hadrock Hugh Coldiron. My old
man died when I was sixteen. The
Bar G was mortgaged to the hilt and
1 didn’t know it. Instead of closin’
me out, Hugh Coldiron lent me more
money, He hired hands to run the

wrong with the colt,
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ranch and taught me how to make it
pay. It's mine now, worth almost as
much as old Hugh’s bank, I guess. I
paid him all the money I owed him,
but some things you can’t pay back.”

'URTIN blew dust from the barrel

of his derringer and slipped it
into a shoulder holster. “A man gets
sentiment and business all tangled up
sometimes. You paid the old man in-
terest and you ought to forget it.
One day you'll tangle with somebody
who'll kill you just because you think
you're doing a favor.”

“Maybe,” Mitch said. “But old
Hugh sent for me when the doctor
said his ticker was givin’ out on him.
I sent word to Jess in Denver, but
he was gone when she got here. He
asked me to see that she either went
back to school or found a good man,
I aim to do that.”

An old grin played over John Cur-
tin's tight lips. “I'd say that's just
about settled, Gaines. I hear you've
got your own set of standards for a
man to meet. Well, this time I figure
Miss Coldiron has picked her a man
who can pass the test. If I was still
a betting man, I'd lay odds on Davey
Dawson to drive you into the ground.”

Mitch’s hard chin jutted belliger-
ently, “As soon as I get a chance I'll
prove how wrong you are.”

A dry laugh rattled in Curtin’s
throat, “If I know much about women,
you'll get that chance tomorrow, Miss
Coldiron will come for her colt to-
morrow, and Davey Dawson will come
with her.”

“I'll be there,” Mitch said thought-
fully, and started to leave. His glance
touched Steve Bucley’s battered face
where the blond man still sat against
the wall.

“I'd like to see that,” Buckley said
surlily.

“You'd better get out of town, fel-
ler, while you've still got them pretty
teeth,” Mitch said.

He stalked past the man and went
out the side door, gulping at the cool
night air. A sickness he did not under-
stand was churning at his stomach.

They came the next day at noon.
Mitch  Gaines had watched them
from far out on the ribbon of road
which wound across the plain toward
his place, knowing long before they

were close enough to recognize that
it was Jessica Coldiron and Davey
Dawson.

Mitch leaned nonchalantly against
the corral fence until Jessica brought
the rig to a halt a few feet away, He
strode toward her then, his arm reach-
ing to lift her to the ground. But
Davey Dawson was there before him.
Dawson leaped down and swung Jes-
sica to the ground as easily as he'd
drop the reins.

Jessica shoved her slender hands
deep into the slash pockets of her
doeskin riding skirt and squinted her
eyes around the neatly kept ranch
buildings.

“I hope you have the colt ready to
be tied on for a trip back to town,”
she said tautly.

Mitch smiled to himself. “Not ex-
actly. I figured you'd bring Dawson
with you, so I thought maybe he
could rope the colt for you.”

“He’s no cowboy, Mitch,” she said,
avoiding his glance. “If you'll toss a
loop on him, we won’t waste much of
your time.”

“There’s a world of time, Jess.
That’s all we've got on this place, is
time. I'll show you around some, and
then maybe I'll hunt up that colt.”

ITCH STARTED off toward the

new barn he’d built since Jes-
sica’s last visit to the Bar G, and the
girl fell in step beside him. He felt
her watching him from the corner of
her eyes, but she seemed strangely
wary and withdrawn. He was almost
on the verge of apologizing for tan-
gling with Steve Buckley, when
Davey Dawson interrupted his
thoughts.

Dawson said, “I don’t believe Miss
Coldiron would care for a stroll,
Gaines, Why don't you fetch the
horse and let us be on our way?”

Mitch glanced over his shoulder at
Dawson’s perspiring face. The man’s
white silk shirt was soaked with
sweat and his square, hard-featured
face was beet red.

“Why don’t you mind your own
business?” Mitch asked quietly.

Dawson’s head lifted quickly, He
took a step forward and thrust his
chin within an inch of Mitch’s nose.
“Get the horse, Gaines.”
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This was better than Mitch had
hoped for. He had been stalling for
time to develop an issue, never dream-
ing that it could come so easily.

“After a while,” Mitch said, his
voice low.

“You'll get it now,” Davey Dawson
said, and Mitch knew the man had
come here for a fight.

Mitch gave it to him. He shoved
Dawson roughly away from him, and
brought up his looping right hand
like a shot out of a sling. It was a
punch which should have piled Davey
Dawson up against the corral fence
twenty yards away.

But it didn’t. Dawson wasn’t there.
Mitch blinked in surprise, and then a
thunderbolt hit him high on the right
cheek. There was a tender spot and a
blue bruise already there as a result
of his tussle with Steve Buckley the
night before. Sharp, jarring pain
bounced through Mitch’s head and
then he bounced through the air.

He hit the ground hard, rolled over
on his shoulder and sat up. Davey
Dawson was waiting for him. Mitch
dived at a stocky leg, meaning to
drag the man down. But Dawson's
feet were like heat waves, dancing and
shimmering in a deceptive little
dance. Mitch grabbed only air, and
then Davey Dawson was holding him
by the shirt collar, dragging him to
his feet.

Mitch ground his teeth together and
made a growling sound in his chest.
He reached over his shoulder and got
a handful of Dawson's thick black
hair. Holding on, he ducked his head
and yanked fiercely. Dawson came
sailing over Mitch’s head, sending up
a shower of dust as he thumped solid-
ly against the ground.

Aware that he had a different kind
of opponent, Mitch wasted no time.
He plodded toward Dawson, but the
man was already on his feet, waiting.
Dawson ducked, feinted with his left
hand and danced away. Mitch stood
still and watched the man groggily.
He let him repeat the maneuver
again, but just as Dawson started to
duck Mitch slammed his right fist
into the man’s face.

DAWSON went stumbling back-

ward, his nose spurting blood.
Far off somewhere Mitch thought he

heard Jessica cry out in alarm, but
he didn’t have time to be sure.

He waded in on the man again, sure
of himself now. But Dawson didn’t
even fall. He wobbled drunkenly a
moment, caught his balance, and
came to meet Mitch Gaines.

Mitch grinned wickedly and swung
his old-dependable looping right hand.
But once again he flailed only at air,
and suddenly Davey Dawson was in-
side the arm. Mitch could not see the
blows; they came too fast to count,
and after the first one he was too
stunned to care. He felt his face being
bruised and pounded, and he was
aware of tasting dirt in his mouth.

But he kept getting up to hunt
Davey Dawson, and finally he began
to dream that a horse had thrown him
and that a rockslide was covering him
up with thousands of tons of rubble.

A splash of cold water in his face
brought him to his senses, Mitch sat
up, spluttering. He felt the earth rock
around him, and then he felt the burn-
ing sensation in his face and remem-
bered where he was.

He had a hard time focusing his
eyes through the swollen lids, but at
last he managed to make out the im-
ages of Jessica Coldiron and Davey
Dawson. Jessica was holding an emp-
ty water pail and Davey Dawson was
grinning smugly.

“Well,” Jessica demanded, “what
have you got to say now, Mitch
Gaines?”

Mitch wanted to lie back down and
go to sleep. Jessica was crying, he
realized, and he knew it was his fault.
He had hounded her and bossed her
and embarrassed her, and now it
seemed sort of foolish. Davey Daw-
son had passed the only test Mitch
had ever required of any of her suit-
ors, but now it seemed completely
inadequate.

His long silence was too much for
Jessica. She hurried to his side and
shook his shoulder gently, “Can you
hear me, Mitch? Say something,
please—"

“I'd say he's a pretty good man,”
Mitch murmured doggedly.

Davey Dawson’s big shadow fell
across Mitch and he saw the man
pulling at Jessica’s arm. “Let’s go

(please turn 1o page 56)



STRANGERS IN HIS HOUSE

by L. D. GEUMLEK

HE EAST slope of Lobo
Mountain was a desolate
stretch of burned-out timber,
and even after four years the rotting
ashes smelled like death. The forest
that had once held back the thawing
snow was a graveyard of charcoaled
stumps and the soil that had been an-
chored by grass was eroding down to
the bare rocks. Lobo Creek was a rag-
ing torrent at the first runoff, but
later, during the thirsty summer, the
springs went dry and the creek be-
came only a bed of white pebbles.
Joe Hobben had worked doggedly
all winter building a dirt-fill dam at
the place known as The Narrows.
Skidding logs from the other side of
the burn, he had chopped and blasted
and dug and shoveled and hauled,
finishing just before the first thaw.
Late in March, the snow was going
fast, so he rode up to check on his
work. From the high point of the
trail, he could see the long narrow
lake like a rippled silver sheet behind
the dam. Enough water surged over
the spillway to fill Lobo Creek from
bank to bank.

The brands were unfamiliar and
the three horses were unsaddled
as if the riders meant to stay
awhile. And Joe Hobben hadn't
been hankering for any company...

By turning in the saddle, Joe could
also see a corner of his ranch where
the dark soil already showed a veil of
green from fall-seeded alfalfa. He had
bought the abandoned place from
Matt Carmichael. It was a wedge-
shaped bench between Mount Harness
on the north and the burned slope on
the southwest. Lobo Creek flowed
along the upper boundary before fall-
ing noisily into a ravine to join Big
Bear river.

Below the bench, the land dropped
sharply to the dry sage-gray valley
floor. Across this flat, a web of roads
led to Sandrock, hidden by distance.

Satisfied the dam would hold, Joe
touched his heels to his bay mare’s
flanks and started down the trail.
Buster, his shaggy black dog, trotted
ahead sniffing out range gossip on
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the brush and leaving sign that he,
too, had passed this way.

As they rounded a point of rock,
Joe sighted his cabin. Black smoke
poured from the chimney—someone
was stuffing the stove with pine—
and there were five horses in the cor-
ral: his work team and three others.

_“Damn!” Joe snorted irritably. One
reason he’d bought the ranch was its
isolation. “We got some fool com-
pany, Buster.”

Carmichael had left a two-room
cabin with a small shed that Joe used
for storage of meat, seed and dyna-
mite, There was only an open shed in
the corral for the horses, but almost
enough logs for a barn were piled on
the bank of the creek.

Buster squatted beside the corral
gate as Joe looped a rein over a post
and studied the three strange horses.
The brands were unfamiliar and they
had been unsaddled as if the riders
meant to stay a while.

Joe scratched the back of his head,
tipping his dusty black hat down over
his forehead. “We'll tell 'em to move
on,” he said and Buster’s tail thumped
agreement.

Then Buster began to creep for-
ward, teeth bared and a snarl rasping
in his throat.

Joe whirled. Mort Dankle had come
noiselessly around the shed. Mort was
a heavy man with a swarthy, lined
face and Joe knew him by sight and
reputation as a quarrelsome, trouble-
making hanger-on at the Sandrock sa-
loons.

“What're you doing here?” Joe de-
manded.

Mort drew one of his two guns,
pointing it at Buster’s head. “Call off
that brute.”

“Come here, Buster,” Joe said. The
dog halted but did not retreat and his
gnarl became more threatening.

“Back!” Joe said. The dog turned
reluctantly and came to Joe's side.
Mort holstered his gun.

“Now get off the place,” Joe or-
dered. “Saddle up and start drifting,
you and your pals, whoever they are.”

Mort’s thick lips twisted in a nasty
grin. “If anybody gits, it'll be you,
Joe-boy. Only we ain’t letting you go,
either.” He jerked a thumb toward
the cabin, “Inside.”

Mort wore two guns and Joe wore
none. Joe went toward the cabin and
Buster followed.

THE CABIN door was opened by
" Luther Hobben, Joe’s no-good cou-
sin. Luther was tall and rangy like
Joe and they were the same age—
thirty-five—but Luther’s mouth was
hard and his dark eyes wary.

The third man was Shorty Garms—
potbellied and smelling like a dirty
goat. His mouth and chin receded un-
der a clawhammer mustache and his
forehead slanted back from a sharp
nose.

“Howdy, cousin,” Luther said
heartily. “We're visiting you for a
few days.”

“You're riding out right now,” Joe
answered. Then he saw the empty
rack where his rifle and shotgun had
been. His gunbelt was gone from its
peg.

“That’s no way to greet a cousin,”
Luther said. “Especially since there
ain’t nothing you can do about it.”

Joe shrugged. “Have it your way,
then. I hope you brought some grub.
I ain’t fixed for company.”

Luther turned to the others. “I told
you he wouldn’t make any trouble.”

“He better not,” Mort growled and
his fingertips brushed his guns.

‘With a sigh, Buster dropped heav-
ily in a corner and rested his head on
his front paws. The men were in the
cabin, so he accepted them, but he
kept away from them.

Joe picked up the coffeepot. It was
almost empty, so he rinsed it and
filled it with cold water from the
bucket. He ground a handful of cof-
feebeans and stirred them into the
water. “I'll go out and look after my
horse, then fix a bait of supper,” he
said.

“Shorty’ll take care of your horse,”
Mort énarled. “You ain’t getting out
of sight.”

Joe's face hardened. “I look after
my own stock,” he said coldly.

“Let him go,” Luther advised. “Joe
don’t like trouble, but don't push
him.”

“What can he do?” Mort asked.

On his way to the corral, Joe
looked back to see Mort standing in
the door, hand on his gun, making
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sure that Joe didn’t ride down the
road toward Sandrock.

“On the run, them three,” Joe ob-
served to Buster as he threw the sad-
dle over its rack in the shed. “It’s no
skin off our teeth, though, long as
they don’t stay here too long. Let the
law take care of its own business, I
always say. The law and everybody
else.

Joe mixed biscuits, fried salt pork
and made water gravy with the fat.

Mort looked at the food with di
gust. “This the way you always eat

“I'll cook up some beans tomor-
row,” Joe said, “and that’s the size of
it. If you don’t like it, I didn’t hear
anybody coaxing you to stay.”

“It’ll be fine,” Luther said. “Forget
your belly, Mort, and look around.
Could you find a better place? No-
body can come up that road without
we see him. We can pick 'em off like
that” He snapped his fingers. “An
army can’t get us out of here if we
don’t want to go.”

“You talk too much,” Mort growled,
glaring at Joe for hearing.

“Cousin Joe won’t talk,” Luther
said, and something in his voice made
the hair prickle along the back of
Joe’s neck. Yet it was hard to believe
that Luther would actually kill him.
They had been raised together as
ragged; hungry kids, then Joe had
taken to hard work and single harness
while Luther had hit the owlhoot
trail.

FTER SUPPER, the three visi-

tors started a poker game without
asking Joe to sit in. The cabin floor
was of beaten earth, not quite smooth,
so the table was unsteady. The jiggle
bothered Mort, and with an annoyed
curse he went to the woodbox for a
stick to wedge under the table leg.

The three took the narrow bunks in
the bedroom and Joe spread his bed-
roll on the kitchen floor. That was all
right with him—he didn’t like to
sleep in a crowded room. Buster, curl-
ing up at his feet, didn’t crowd.

The weather turned chilly and
damp, and the three men stayed in-
side, playing cards and keeping a
watch on the road across the flat. Joe
suggested they could get some exer-
cise by helping him build the barn,

but the only answer was a sneer from
ort.

As their caution relaxed, Joe
guessed from scraps of their talk that
they had held up the Sandrock bank
and knew the sheriff wouldn’t expect
them to hole up right under his nose.
‘When the law had given them time to
get clear out of the country, they
would ride out behind the pursuit.
Once Joe overheard Mort say, “If
that buzzard died, Shorty, it’s your
neck.” And Shorty answered in his
chipped crackling voice, “They got to
take me first.”

There was no objection to Joe's
working at his irrigating as long as
he kept in sight. As he worked, he
ronfided to Buster, “I could make a
break and turn ’em over to the sher-
iff, but I don’t see any sense in our
getting shot up over somebody else’s
money, do you, Buster? It's only sil-
ver. Let the law look after it.”

The dog’s mud-draggled tail waved
a brief acknowledgement of Joe's
voice.

Joe leaned on his shovel, eyeing the
dog thoughtfully. “I sure don’t like
the way they took my guns. Mort—
he’s a mean cuss and that Shorty's a
killer. Never says a word, hardly, but
I bet he does a-plenty scheming. I
don’t think we'd better be around
handy when they light out—because
they’'re probably going to want to
make sure I don’t talk too much.”

He moved a chunk of mud and the
water trickled down through the al-
falfa, glinting in the mist-dimmed
sun. The alfalfa was growing fast and
it looked like he’d get a crop to sell.
He needed one, too. His last cent had
gone to buy the valve and conduit
pipe for the dam, so the water could
be let out when the lake got low.

Once Luther rode with him to the
dam, viewing it critically. “If that
thing ever goes out, you'll be washed
right into Big Bear River. Your cab-
in won’t hardly stand up under a good
heavy rain, as it is.”

“If the dam did ever go, the main
force of the water would miss the
cabin,” Joe said.

“Buying this worthless place,” Lu-
ther snorted. “You always was a suck-
er, though. Don’t you get lonesome
stuck way off up here?”
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Joe sniffed the air. The breeze was
coming up over the fields and carried
the scent of spring instead of the
fetid smell of the burned timber. A
mountain bluebird flew low over the
creek and paused on the other side to
warble a few short notes. Why would
a man get lonesome when he had all
outdoors around him? Winter nights
when the stars were close and the
fretful yapping of the coyotes rang
through the frosty air— Summer
when he could almost feel the life
around him—

“I like to be alone,” Joe said. “Bus-
ter’s all the company I want.”

Luther gave a short coughing
laugh. “You ain’t hinting for us to
leave, are you?”

Joe didn’t answer.

The salt pork ran out and they ate
beans, biscuits and coffee for two
days, then Luther and Mort an-
nounced they were going after a deer.

Joe agreed reluctantly. “I don’t like
hunting in the spring, but maybe one
buck won’t matter too much. Only be
sure it.is a buck.”

In spite of an intermittent drizzle,
Luther and Mort started before day-
light, knowing they would have to
ride high into the timber to the south,
because the burn had killed all browse
for game.

WHEN JOE came in from the wet
fields that evening, the cabin
was blue with smoke of frying veni-
son. The meat was tough and dry, but
filling. “Must’'ve been a real skinny
old buck,” he said.

“He was skinny, all right,” Luther
admitted, “We dressed him out and
hung him in the shed. What're you
doing with all that dynamite?”

“It's left over from the dam,” Joe
said. “I'll get a refund when I take it
back.”

Shorty’s eyes met Mort’s across the
table. Shorty’s mouth puckered in an
open “O” under his mustache and his
tongue made a lump in his cheek, as
if they shared a thought they
wouldn’t voice in front of Joe.

After that, the three men spent a
lot of time with their heads together,
arguing in low voices, making lines
with their fingers on the tabletop.
The way Joe read the signs, there was

going to be another robbery some-
where, but it was none of his busi-
ness. All he wanted was to be left
alone.

The drizzle turned to a beating rain
that lasted all week. The outlaws
cursed and paced the little cabin like
caged cats. Luther asked uneasily,
“Ain’t this putting a lot of pressure
on that dam?”

“It’'ll hold,” Joe said.

“Only a fool would build a dam up
there,” Mort growled. “I don’t think
‘we better wait. This cabin’s no strong-
er than a wickiup. Let's get out.”

“That’s right, the dam might not
hold,” Joe said quickly.

Then the next morning, the clouds
split to show a washed blue sky and
an apologetic sun.

“Wait another day,” Luther said.
“Let the mud firm up a little and
we'll make better time.”

They began to plan again, but Joe
did not want any part of it—not even
to listen to it. “I'm going to ride up
the hill and spot some more logs,” he
said. For once, there was no objec-
tion to his riding out of sight.

Tt was a relief to saddle up and go
slogging up the mountain away from
the musty cabin where the air had be-
come thick with dampness, smoke,
grease and the goaty smell of Shorty
Garms.

“One more day, Buster,” Joe exult-
ed. “Just one more day.”

Buster answered with a frantic
barking at a clump of brush. Riding
over, Joe found the body of a fawn.
He searched further and found the
head and hide of a doe lying beside a
stretch of black-burned grass nmear a
ledge of rock.

Immediately and furiously, Joe
knew what had happened. The doe
had hidden the fawn for safety while
she went for food or water, but Mort
and Luther had killed her. The wait-
ing fawn had died of starvation.
Looking down at the death-swollen
body of a fawn, Joe raised his fists.
Although he could be pushed and
pushed without fighting back, de-
spoiling the wilderness was the push
that went too far. Killing a doe in the
springtime— Leaving a campfire
burning— Only the rain had prevent-
ed this south side from turning into
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the desolation of the east slope.

RIDING down again, his slow anger
smoked and smoldered and began
to blaze as his mind churned the ques-
tion of how to handle the outlaws. He
was making them his business now.
He had no gun— Of course, there was
the dynamite, but murder wasn't his
way.

He reached the pile of logs on the
creek bank and a gopher disappeared
under them as Buster sprang and be-
gan to dig.

“Leave it alone,” Joe said. “If them
logs roll—"

He stopped abruptly. He saw the
answer to his problem.

He spent the afternoon getting the
logs poised just the way he wanted
them—if the men in the cabin looked
out, they’d only think he was getting
ready to move them down to the barn-
yard.

Before he turned in that night, he
threw a halter on his mare and
hitched her in the shed. He forked
hay to all the horses and pumped the
trough full of fresh water, With
those chores done, he knew the out-
laws wouldn’t bother coming near
the corral.

He waited that night until all three
outlaws were snoring; then, carrying
his spurs to muffle the jingle, he
touched Buster’s nose in a signal for
silence and opened the door only
enough to squeeze through.

He led the mare down the moun-
tainside road for the first couple hun-
dred yards, edging her toward the
grassy bank to avoid the clink of shod
feet on stones. At a safe distance, he
strapped on the spurs and swung into
the saddle, Darkness and mud made
the steep road hazardous, but he went
as fast as he dared. At the foot of the
mountain, he stopped again. Sandrock
was twenty miles away, a ride of for-
ty miles before dawn. Buster could
never make it!

Joe unbuckled his saddlebags and
dropped them beside the road.
“Watch that, Buster. Don’t let noth-
ing touch it until I get back.”

He heard the dog’s whuffing breath
search out the bags, then saw him, a
black shadow darker than the night,

settle down to wait Joe’s return. Joe
spurred the mare into a lope that
would cover ground without kiiling
the animal. ..

Joe found the sheriff at home. The
lawman came to the door barefooted
and shirtless, but he had pulled on his
paats and left the suspenders dan-
gling. Yawning and stretching, he
snapped instantly awake when Joe
mentioned Luther, Mort and Shorty,

After Joe talked, the sheriff said,
“I'll have a posse rounded up in a
couple hours.”

Joe said, “They been bragging how
an army can’t get them out of the cab-
in. If you don’t want to take a week
coming over the mountains, you have
to come up the road, and they’ll get
you just as you top the rise.”

“Maybe we can nab them when they
ride out.”

Joe shook his head. “They’re going
back in the mountains and I don’t
know just where they’ll cross over. It
could be almost anyplace. I wish I'd
heard what bank they expect to blow
up, then it would be easy to set a
trap.”

'HE SHERIFF searched the fioer

for his socks. “I'll try to take 'em
at the cabin. It's what I'm paid for.”

Joe said, “When we were kids, Lu-
ther used to kill gophers by pouring
water down the holes and when they
come out another way, he popped
them off.”

The sheriff looked up questioning-
ly. “What's that got to do with any-
thing?”

“You and your men come up and
T'l1 have the rats out in sight for you
to catch. Let me take a gun; they got
mine. A good rifle would be best.”

The sheriff got him a rifle and a
box of shells. Then, “Hey, you're not
thinking of going back up there
alone?”

“Don’t let your feet drag following
me,” Joe said. “So long!”

It was gray dark when he reached
Buster and the saddlebags again, but

s could smell the dawn. He forced
the mare into a dead run up the last
stretch of road and Buster, enjoying
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it, raced alongside, barking until Joe
scolded him to silence.

He rode up on the bench without
trouble, but as he neared the corral,
he saw a pinpoint of light through
the bedroom window—someone was
awake and had lighted a match. He
figured it would be a few minutes be-
fore they saw his empty bed in the
kitchen.

Stopping at the storage shed, he
hurriedly filled the saddlebags with
explosives, then rode up the moun-
tain. He guessed the outlaws would
expect trouble when they missed
him, but they would fort up in the
cabin instead of wasting time hunt-
ing him.

He waited until daylight at the
point overlooking the cabin, and no
one rode away from there. Then he
went to the dam.

“We get water for breakfast, Bus-
ter,” he said.

He crimped detonator caps on the
fuses and set them in the dynamite
and measured a long fuse by hand-
span to allow him ten minutes. Ty-
ing the explosives to a pole, he
shoved it back into the conduit pipe
under the dam, then went to the high
point of the trail.

A black patch was moving along the
road. That would be the posse and he
knew the trio in the cabin must have
spotted them. His eye gauged the
place the horsemen must reach be-
fore he went into action. He didn't
want them too far away, nor yet close
enough to be caught if the water
wagshed down there.

He did not let himself look at his
growing fields. It was funny, you
thought you didn’t care about any-
thing or anybody else, but when it
came to the test...

The posse reached the spot he had
set and he went to the dam. His
hands were unsteady as he split the
fuse and he fumbled two matches be-
fore he could light the third.

Then he whirled his horse into a
belly-down run toward the pile of
logs. The rope he had tied to the key
log stretched along the ground. He
dallied it around the saddlehorn and
said, “Pull.” The tired mare pulled
but nothing happened.

At the sound of the blast, Buster
barked furiously and the mare
jumped in terror and the key log
gave way and the pile rolled into
Lobo Creek. The wall of white water
roaring down the creek bed hit the
logs, lifted and floated them, but
they turned most of the force of the
flood toward the cabin.

Safely above the flood with the
rifle across his saddle, Joe watched
the water slam against the cabin. The
cabin slewed around, pivoting on one
corner, then began a slow, crumbling
movement toward the bench rim.

The three men came out fighting
waistdeep water. A new wave hit
them and one man disappeared, then
came up again with flailing arms and
finally righted himself. All three
made it to the corral as another wave
engulfed them.

The cabin was a slanting, sagging
wreck when the water began to go
down and the three men clung to the
corral poles like bugs plastered
against a window.

Joe sent one warning shot to let
them know they’d better stay where
they were. He was out of six-gun
range.

Down on the flat, the five-man
posse watched awe-stricken as the
water streamed over the bench and
the corner of the cabin appeared.

When the water began to subside,
one man asked, “D’you think we can
get up that road? It's sure washed
out.”

The sheriff slapped his saddlehorn.
couldn’t, but a horse can. We'll make
gor

They heard the rifle shot and said,
“Trouble,” but water was still pour-
ing down the rozd.

After a while, the man said, “If Joe
turned them in for the reward, he
sure won't be ahead much by the
time he pays for the damage to his
place.”

The sheriff slapped his saddlehorn.
“By golly, I plumb forgot to tell Joe
about that reward! Well, he’ll nced
it.” He tightened the reins. “Come
on, boys. We can go up now.” @ END



THE TERRIBLE COWBOY

CHAPTER

Ceabbl,

1 Hero

WAS ATOP Old Baldy Hog-
back before noon of that never-
to-be-forgotten February the sec-

ond; the day the cattle and Walt

had burned my father's
home, and they'd killed my Uncle
Seth. Sure, that was fen years
ago, but my folks weren't forget-
ting, and | knew that the only
welcome they'd want to give this
new cowboy would be the Win-
chester kind!

A BiG HEARTWARMING NOVEL
by STEPHEN PAYNE

The day Walt Larkin rode up to the E Bar
marked a new life for all of us.
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Larkin came to my father's E Bar
farm; the day that marked the be-
ginning of a new life for Dad, Moth-
er, June and me...

With other kids, I'd often explored
this big ridge standing west of Dad’s
homestead on the Wyoming plains.
And the world as I knew it as a boy
of thirteen was all mine to survey.

Northward, I saw the smoke
plumes of trains rolling east and
west, and sheep wagons, small and
lonely, in the vast distances. East
and south, grassy plains ran away to
meet far horizons, expanses as level
as Mother’s pancake griddle, spot-
ted with other stretches that were
cut by small alkali-encrusted ponds,
shallow valleys and treeless hills.
This was a dry land, free of sage-
brush, and swept bare of snow by
relentless winds; a land of spider-
legged windmills, crisscrossed by
barbed wire fences, and widely scat-
tered sets of buildings.

The white frame schoolhouse stood
like a landmark near the highway
leading from Bixton to the moun-
tains; mountains standing aloof
against the western skyline, massive,
pine-clad shoulders blue-green
throughout the year, though even in
mid-summer the far-off higher peaks
shimmered whitely.

We could see the mountains from
our yard, too, and I recalled how
June would gaze toward them with
longing eyes and wistfully say, “I
don’t really like wind and dust, nor
vile alkali water, nor a dairy farm,
but I know I'd love those mountains,
if only—" At that point, June's voice
would always fade away.

We dry farmers of the plains had
nothing in common with cowmen,
and in the mountains big cowmen
grazed their thousands of beef cat-
tle. Every autumn their beef herds
trailed past our schoolhouse, enroute
to the schipping pens at Bixton,
Chuck wagons, horse cavvies, cattle
and cowboys, all fascinated me. Here
was something big and exciting, col-
orful, and so letely romantic

ertheless whisper, “Oh, to be a cow-
boy!”

But I'd never dared to mention
this to Mother or Dad, or to Sam
Downs, our closest neighbor on the
east, who was going all-out to con-
vince June she must stop teaching
summer ‘school and become a farm-
er’s wife. His wife.

Today, February the second, how-
ever, I'd been counting off the days,
seven of them, since Tom Graham,
owner of the T G outfit, had come
to Father’s farm, and said they were
having a hard winter in the moun-
tains. He and others were desperate-
ly short of hay, but he had heard in
Bixton that Mr. Eastman had a big
pasture which might rough a herd
through until May.

Neither Dad nor Mother liked
dealing with a cowman, but here was
a chance to make money out of what
had so far proved a worthless in-
vestment. So Dad had shown Mr,
Graham the grazing land and Gra-
ham had then given him a two-thou-
sand-dollar check for a three-month
lease on the pasture.

WAS HOT and cold with excite-

ment, thinking this a real miracle,
I believe June felt much the same,
and I'll always remember Dad and
Mother staring unbelievingly at the
check and Mr. Graham's saying,
“About fifteen hundred young steers
’11 be here February second. I'll leave
one cowboy to ride herd. You folks
can board this rider and feed his
saddle horses? I'll pay whatever's
right for the accommodation.”

Followed a moment of tight, tight
silence, Dad’s and Mother’s eyes
meeting; Mother’s face turning a lit-
tle bit white. But as Dad fluttered
the check, she said low, “All right,
Mr, Graham.”

From this land’s west boundary,
the hogback, it spread out below me,
a stretch two miles wide and four
miles long, extending eastward to
Mel Stonehouse’s farm. Dad’s own
): d lying south of Mel’s, with

that I was filled with strange de-
sires and yearnings. Forgetting how
I'd been told over and over that cow-
boys and cowmen were all tricky,
greedy, ruthless and wicked, I'd nev-

a low hill definitely separating the
two farms, didn’t actually touch the
great pasture. Yet by one means and
another Dad had acquired title to all
of this block, causing Mel Stone-
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house to jeer that Harry Eastman
was a land-poor dreamer. “You'll
never make a dollar off it, and it'll
eventually be sold for taxes.”

In all probability Mel would have
been right if this cattle deal had not
come up to save my father. We were
so desperately hard up it had taken
June’s entire salary to provide this
winter’s grub supply. Mel Stone-
house, however, because he had quite
early filed on the water which came
form the springs rising on our land
and used it to irrigate his hay
meadows, had the best farm in the
neighborhood. From the hogback
summit I could see his buildings and
stacks and were for that reason
obliged to buy hay from him, Our
rfx'eighhor Sam Downs was in the same

ix.

Thinking how all-wise and over-
bearing Mel was, and how he bossed
our tight little group of dry farmers,
I felt helpless anger against both my
father and Mel. If only Dad'd stand
up to him and tell him off!

In the next moment, however, I
forgot Mel Stonehouse, for as I
looked southward once again, I saw
coming—the cattle! It was chvious
they had been travelling the main
road from the mountains toward Bix-
ton, but had now turned and were
pointing north. Like a stream, they
were gently flowing across the wide
open plain, a dark river at least one
mile long. At point was a lone rider,
behind him along the swing rode an-
other cowboy, and then another, and
finally through the dust that shroud-
ed the drag, I glimpsed a fourth man
and a few head of loose horses.

'HRILLED from ears to toes, I

rode down from Old Baldy at a
reckless pace to meet the herd and
the cowboy on point, who, to my joy-
ful satisfaction, was young, his
weather-darkened face clean-shaven.
Black cowhide chaps, with patches
of the hair worn off, showed hard
wear; lightweight overshoes neatly
fitted his boots; a big white hat, a
checkered green and blue Mackinaw
over a red sweater, and heavy gaunt-
let gloves, completed his attire.

When he said, “Hello, Button,” his
friendly grey-blue eyes and his

pleasant grin got right into me. “We
must be close to the E Bar ranch,
Have you come to pilot us in?”

“Sure,” I stammered. “I'm Bob
Eastman... This is Tom Graham's
T G outfit?”

He nodded. “That’s right. 'm Walt
Larkin,” holding out his hand. I
shook it, feeling great yet sort of
wicked, too, and he