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at Ames. Pasqhe! Rico sighed mockingly, “Ai de me, if I have meore
» Then Ames knew he was about to die,



Fight, You

Wild-Horse

Gringos!

By BOB OBETS

T A DIFFERENT TIME, UN-
der other circumstances, Lew Car-
son and Pete Ames might have been
friends, for they were both fighting men.
Carmalita Santoya, a dusky-eyed girl with
hair that held the sheen of a raven’s wing,
started the trouble between them—but first
you should know something about the time,
and the circumstances . . .

A gun-totin’ Texican and a saber-swinging
shavetail—the fate of a nation rested on the
outcome of their fight for the love of a

Sonoran spitfire.

-

Those were rough, dangerous days along
the Rio Grande, when anything could hap-
pen. The Mexican War had ended and
most of the Texas men who had marched
into Mexico City under Zack Taylor and
Winfield Scott had been mustered out.
Now most of the cavalrymen on the Rio
Grande were from north of Red River,
and a real war loomed dark over the land

L)



6 FRONTIER STORIES

—a war between the States.
Under Governor Sam Houston, the Tex-

as Rangers had been built up to a formid-
able force. An aging lion with the cun-
ning of a fox, old Sam used Juan Nepomu-
ceno Cortinas as his excuse for putting so
many fighting men on the State’s payroll.
That rising Mexican chieftain, Sam said,
was a menace to Border cattlemen. Later,
it came out that Sam was up to his old
scheming, that actually he had conceived
a daring plan to save the Union from what

looked like certain disruption.

But neither the Rangers, Secessionists
almost to a man, nor the cavalrymen, who
were strong for the Union, knew anything
of this. They kept on with their own
feud, with Pete Ames and Lew Carson in
the middle of it, neither one dreaming that
he was to play a part in Sam Houston’s
bold and dangerous scheme.

Lew Carson rode the Border senderos
with his troopers, sitting his McClellan
saddle straight as the feathered arrow
which, three years earlier, had pinned his
leg to his horse. That arrow was a greeting
from the Kiowas to a young lieutenant
fresh from West Point. They took one
eager look, those scalp-loving red boys,
and named him Hair-Like-the-Sun., For
Lew Carson’s hair was a brighter yellow
than the new stripes down his breeches
legs, his eyes a clearer blue than the uni-
form he wore. And with the smooth slope
of his shoulders and his lean long-limbed
figure, Lew Carson wore a uniform well.
Even on patrol, his black Hessian boots
always were gleaming, his black campaign
hat free from dust and sitting at a bit of
. an angle on his silky head. Lew Carson,
on occasion,
smile.

He was from Boston, his voice, his man-
ners, everything about him gentlemanly
and correct. You would have expected
profane, case-hardened troopers to despise
him. Instead, they all but worshiped the
man. He was senior lieutenant of K, the
Black Horse troop, and in battle it was
“Have some tea and crumpets!” as sabers
swished or revolvers cracked. For in
[Lew Carson’s veins ran the blood of an-
cestors who had dumped tea in. Boston
Harbor, and his men were proud of that

still could flash a boyish

fact. They were proud because he was
dashing and handsome, and it was not an
uncommon sight te see a Troop K man
drinking black coffee from a mug with his
little finger poked out at an elegant angle.
But Lord help the fellow unfortunate
enough to make a wise-crack, especially
about Lew Carson.

Because some of those K troopers had
felt the mud of a buffalo wallow damp
against their bellies. They had breathed
in the sweet stink of the dead and the
dying. With hope-empty eyes they had
watched painted devils on painted ponies
whirling around them. And in their ears
the screeching, the vicious whispering of
dogwood switches. Only the cool, steady-
ing voice of Lew Carson to thrust off
hysteria.

“O’Hare. About time for tea. Scoop
up a bit of that bloody mud and dampen
your lips . . . . Collingsworth—head up
there, lad. Feed ’em some lead crumpets.
You'll live to make a trooper, yet!”

Then the keening notes of a distant
bugle, sweetest sound in all the world . . .
Then Lew Carson, wounded, stinking, dirty
as a hog, sometimes known in Boston
drawing rooms but now far from showing
it, his thin scorched lips splitting as he
grinned at the troopers able to grin back
at him.

“Something to tell your girl about, Col-
lingsworth. You’ll make a trooper.”

“I got to, now, sir.”

And to hell with all the pretty manners,
the spit and polish, the modulated words!
Hair-Like-the-Sun Lew Carson, pride of
the Black Horse troop . .

ETE AMES was another type of man

entirely, of a different breed, from a
different world. A native Texan, he rode
like all Texas men, legs thrust straight
down, booted feet in tapaderoed stirrups,
his lean rawhide-tough body so at ease
in the saddle that he seemed a part of
his horse. Many suns and winds had
burned the skin of his hands and his
hawkish face to the coffee-brown hue of
old saddle leather; and in him was the
stubbornness and the durability of leather.
His gray eyes, deep-set under heavy brows,

could grow almost black, and they had a



FIGHT, YOU WILD-HORSE GRINGOS! 7

steady, disconcerting way of staring at a
person, as if they stared along the barrel
of a rifle . . . But that was the way
you usually thought of Pete Ames. You
associated him with flaming guns, with
bright danger. The acrid tang of horse
sweat, of mesquite-wood fires, of black-
powder smoke, seemed to cling to him.

Pete Ames’ father had soldiered under
Sam Houston. As pay for the arm he lost
at San Jacinto, Bodie Ames had taken title
to a wild stretch of mesquite-covered land,
on the Nueces, started his brand and found
that he had bitten off quite a chunk. For
the Mexicans still claimed the brushy coun-
try between the Nueces and the Rio
Grande, and between them and the Indians,
life for the Ames family was far from
- dull. Pete Ames killed his first Indian the
day he turned fourteen. A vyear later,
when the war with Mexico broke out, he
rode into that land with Jack Hays’
Rangers. Ben McCulloch was there, Big
Foot Wallace and Sam Walker, who helped
design a Colt revolver that was named for
him. Pete Ames was a smooth-cheeked kid
among all those fighting men, when he
went down there. He came back a man,
with experiences behind him that he never
would talk about. |

He never even would talk about his
homecoming.

In his saddlebags a gay mantilla, for
his mother. Silver-mounted spurs for
Bodie, with rowels the size of a Mexican
peso. A jacket bright with conchas and
embroidery, a hand-tooled belt with a sil-
ver buckle—things that would gladden his
kid brother’s heart. Pete Ames was think-
ing about the kid, his own heart pounding
as he went splashing across Comanche
Creek. He struck spur to his horse, stood
up in the stirrups, and he wanted to yell.
But more than that, he wanted his home-
coming to be a surprise, It was a surprise,
for him.

He found the three graves on the black-
brush ridge, behind the ranch house. On
a weathered pine board at the head of
the middle grave, some neighbor, who-
ever had found them, had scratched out
a few words with a bit of red sandstone.
Pete Ames could barely make the words

out.

KENNY—SALLIE & BODIE AMES
Killed by border bandits
SEPE o

So it ‘was that Pete Ames rejoined the
Rangersi/CHe rode for Rip Ford. He went
from corporal, to sergeant, to lieutenant
of Captain’s Cloud’s bold fighting men.
And if he acquired a reputation almost
sinister, he had good reason for it. If some
people thought him cold and unfriendly,
they were folks who did not know him
well. For Pete Ames, as Ranger Mike
McMaloney put it, would wade through
hell’s brimstone, hock deep, to help a
friend, then turn around and wade back if
some enemy so much as said “Boo!” at
him. Pete Ames never wasted words, sel-
dom smiled, yet from deep within him, at
the most unexpected times, a salty humor
came bubbling up like water from an
alkali spring.

Like the time when he made the report
to Captain Cloud that gained him his
famous nickname,

“Well, Cap’n”— drawling— “wasn’t
much to it. Me and McMaloney and the
kid, here, stopped by that little tienda on
the River Road, aimin’ at some ca’tridges
and Mike a plug of Star. Po’ ol’ sto’keeper
was hangin’ to a rafter, th’oat cut, his cash
box stripped. Well, we follered some sign
from there till it petered out, when I sent
Mike and the kid to take a look-see around
that old mustanger’s jacal, whilst I mo-
seyed on to'rds Las Cuevas Crossin’. It
was comin’ on dark, and—you know how
that old song goes. Got sort of lonesome,
so I was singin’. ‘I wandered today o’er
the hee-ills, Mag-gee, where—""

Here Mike McMaloney growled, “Domn
yo' eyes, tell it right. You heard them
shots! You knew the kid and me had
done run into a ambush and got captured.
You knew it was Pasquel Rico’s outfif,
‘cause all evenin’ we’d been a-trailin’ ’em.
And lastly, condemn-yo’ buttons, you knew
what chance the kid and me had, because
just last month you killed Pasquel’s broth-
er. So you started bellerin’ that McGee-
Maggie stuff to let them boogers know
somebuddy was a-comin’. Just to stall ’em
off from slittin’ our th’oats from here
to——" And Mike ran a horny forefinger
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from one ear around to the other, made
a gulping sound as he swallowed.

“Don’t you never believe him, Cap’n.”
Pete Ames shook his head. “Besides lone-
some, I figgered that singin’ would stom-
pede ’em if anything could. Andyou know
what, Cap’'n? I heard a sort of echo, and
it was Pasquel Rico a-mockin’ me. ‘I wan-
der today from the heels, Moggie—’ And
then he sings out in Mex. ‘You side-
windin’ so-and-so. Shove yo’ dew-claws
past them jackrobbit ears.
come right in, Moggie,” he says. So that’s
what I done.”

“Yeah,” growled Mike McMaloney,
“that’s what he done, Cap’'n. With both
his hands up and that spare gun from his
saddlebags stuck under his shirt. When
Pete outs with that old grave-filler— But
shucks, you’d have to been in the kid and
mine’s place to appreciated it! Them four
chili-ca-peens squandered like quail. Ended
up two dead, one winged, and one still
a-runnin’. That was Don Pasquel, himself,
with the wind through his spiked bigotes
whistlin’ ‘La Paloma’. Now, gud save
you,” glaring at Pete Ames. “Say that
ain’t the paralyzed truth—Moggie.”

The kid of the outfit, Rusty Ware, spoke
up huskily. “For once, Cap’n, I can swear
Mike ain’t stretchin’ it none.”

And not a word about the rope and
the mesquite limb, the dreadful strangling
sounds, the hoarse voice pleading, “Senor,
I swear it! I was not there. I know not
the men who raided the Ames rancho.
Carmalita. Carmalita Santoya, she . .

That wounded Mexican likely would
have died, anyway. So why mention the
savage bitterness on Pete Ames’ face when

he rode from the brush? That was Pete

Ames’ affair, and he knew what he was
doing.

Why say anything about it?

Rusty Ware’s blue eyes rested briefly
on the face of Pete Ames, and a shining
glory lit them, as if they beheld the face
of a god . .. or of a devil. That was
Pete Ames. He made some big and bloody
tracks along the Lower Rio Grande, and
only his friends could call him Maggie . . .

He was at Carmalita’s place, Mike Mc-
Maloney and Rusty Ware with him, the
night he first met Lew Carson.

Step down and

!! ‘

STORIES

HIS PLACE of Carmalita’s probably

would have escaped the eye of any
stranger who chanced to ride the River
Road, for it stood off the road a piece,
with the Rio Grande convenient to its
back door, and even in broad daylight the
low adobe building was hidden by gloomy,

- rank-growing mesquite. When the night

shadows deepened, business began to pick
up. Then throaty laughter, the clink of
gold coins, passionate curses, and the
thump of gunshots.

In Carmalita’s, blue-clad troopers from
Ringgold or Fort Brown rubbed elbows
with wary riders of the Border senderos.
Sight of any Texas Ranger was the sig-
nal for a number of hasty exits. If the
Ranger happened to be Pete Ames, Car-
malita’s establishment threatened to blow
itself apart.

For that reason, as tonight, Ames usu-
ally stayed outside, under good cover, and
waited patiently for whatever son of the
Bravo the law’s long arm was reaching
for. Ames had found Carmalita’s good
hunting, and he had long been interested
both in the place and in the dark-eyed and
mysterious young woman who ran it.

Where she came from, nobody seemed
to know. The Border grapevine whispered
that her patron, real owner of the place,
was a high official in Old Mexico. It had
her the wife, the sweetheart, the mistress
of Pasquel Rico, the renegade chief. And
she was high-born Mexican, she was In-
dian, she was from an old Spanish family
—a dangerous woman who carried a dag-
ger in her garter. Carmalita Santoya,
beautiful tigress, kingpin of intrigue on the
lower reaches of the Rio Grande.

Ranger Lieutenant Pete Ames took
pretty strong stock in the -talk about the
intrigues and the dagger, didn’t doubt
some of the rest of it. Carmalita, to his
notion, was a woman a man could either
hate like sin, or love with every fiber of
his being. She could be warm as a mes-
quite-wood fire on a frosty night. She
could be as cold as winter moonlight glint-
ing on gun-steel. She held a strange fasci-
nation for Pete Ames, and he wasn’t sure
he liked the way she made his heart act
up. But he was sure of one thing. No
matter how much she stirred him, she’d
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better not in any way be implicated in the
raid on his folks’ ranch.

“ . . . Carmalita. Carmalita Santoya,
she ...” Those words, spoken six months
ago by a dying renegade, came back to
Pete Ames and brought the old savage,
bitter questions to his mind.

Carmalita and Rico, was there anything
between them? Was Rico the man he
wanted? He didn’t know. He'd had one
‘chance and let Rico get away. But there’d
be another time! ... . And in those six
months he had pretended to fall hard for
Carmalita. She had seemed to warm up
to him a little, too. |

Like that night when he trailed her,
thinking sure he was onto something. Rode
around a clump of brush and found her
laughing at him . . . and then, if he wasn't
afraid he must watch the Rio Grande with
her, by moonlight! Old river sure looked
pretty. But the night she kissed him—
great Casoose!

Him lyin’ doggo in the brush, watchin’
her back door, just like now. And there
she was in the doorway, her hair gleaming
in the lamplight like a new-blued gun-
barrel. “Pedro. Peéte. Pete Ames.” She
called so soft a man couldn’t believe his
ears. Got over there, though, and she told
him about some sinful fellers fixin’ to
waylay a po’ Ranger. “Pete—be careful,”
she begged. Then stood up on her tip-
toes and her arms reached, just like——

This time, it was his eyes Ames couldn’t
believe. Shock laced through him, violent
and wicked. For there in thé lamplight
stood Carmalita. On her tiptoes, her arms
reaching. But they were not reaching for
Pete Ames.

“You pretty-feathered son' Stand away
from my woman!” Ames shouted hoarsely.

He forgot Mike McMaloney and Rusty
Ware, patiently watching the front and
side doors. He forgot the tip that had
brought him here, just on the off chance
of bagging the biggest wolf of them all.
He headed for the back door, his boot
heels slogging the ground with authority.

The youngslieutenant, in immaculate blue
uniform, white gloves and gleaming boots
adding just the proper touch, paid no
attention to Ames. His black campaign
hat was shoved back on his bright yellow

head. His whole attitude was intense and
businesslike. He had Carmalita pulled hard
against him, and he was kissing her as if

he loved it.
Hair-Like-the-Sun Lew Carson: Bos-
ton’s drawing rooms were far behind him
. On the other hand, Pete Ames, some-

times called Maggie, never had set foot
in a drawing room. -

I1

T WAS AT A baile in Rio Grande City,
at the home of Judge .Good-by Grissom,

that Lew Carson first met Carmalita. She
wore her burnished black hair swept back,
held by a jeweled comb; her green silk
gown did wonderful things for her figure.
But it was her eyes that got LLew Carson.
They were dark and lustrous and they
seemed to hold a promise. When she
turned them on Lew, a shiver ran along
his spine. Twice, he asked her to dance—
and that with most of the other girls roll-
ing their eyes at him—but each time she
was spoken for. Lew was beginning to
think she was playing hard to get, when
Judge Grissom came strolling up. Lew
never did quite understand it. |

Old Good-by, always the politician,
merely murmured, “Ah, my dear, I see
you two have met.” And he gave her
smooth-rounded arm a fatherly stroke. “Be
nice to Lew. From what I hear, he’s
going to be the son-in-law of a United
States Senator. Got good connections.”
And he winked at her and went away
chuckling.

Her eyes, watching him, held a mocking
amusement. “Poo!” she sald And then,
with a touch of wistfulness: “What is
she like—Lew? But let me describe her.
She would live in a big white house, with
a flower garden and servants and a piano
big as—as two cows. She would have her
own moza, her maid-servant, to say “Yes,
mom,”’ and “No, mom”—with a little curt-
sey. “Her skin, it 1s white and soft as
the fleece of a lamb, and never in her life
will she be hungry or afraid or—"

Here Lew, thinking of brown-eyed, com-
petent, somewhat unruly Miss Margo Pel-
ham, as she really was, broke in with an

inelegant, “My Lord!”
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But then he had to admit that, compared
with Carmalita, Margo might seem a bit
on the tame side. He grinned and said,
“Let’s dance.”

Not until later did he wonder how come
he had to escort her home. Or how it was
 that their small talk took such a queer
turn. She had an unusually keen and alert
mind, he guessed, for she sure was inter-
ested in a lot of things . . . . The stand
Washington might take in the event of
more trouble with Mexico. The influence
Sam Houston had with the War Depart-
ment. And had he heard Senator Pelham
express himself regarding that much-mis-
understood man, Juan Cortinas? Cheno
Cortinas, she assured him earnestly, was
the strong man of Mexico. She wondered
how he himself felt about Don Juan ... ?

Lew figured, later, that Judge Good-by
Grissom’s jug was responsible. He had
taken a powerful long pull at it. Made
his toes tingle and his head spin. Cheno
Cortinas, he declared, was his type of man
—a natural-born leader, a soldier, a fight-
ing sunnuva-gun if there ever was one.
He’d like to meet Cheno, by thunder, he
would! -

She turned in the saddle and looked at
him, then. Her wonderful eyes seemed
very sober, shadowed from the moonlight
by their incredible lashes.

Lew Carson’s head began swimming
again. She said, “Somehow, Lew, I believe
you would. Your whole career might go
to smash. But, Lew this is a bigger thing
than you, or me. I believe you are a big
man. Lew, if I send for you—will you—7?”

They had reached the back door of
Carmalita’s place. Lew helped her to dis-
mount. Her young, vibrant body was
against him. He said, somewhat hoarsely,
““Carmalita—for you, I'd do anything.”

A barefooted Mexican lad brought Lew
the note. “Lew-—Please come tonight. It
is important . ., .”

And here he was, facing a man who
looked as sure and deadly as a Border
hawk . . . And Lew Carson not quite know-
ing what it was all about. Wondering if
Carmalita was making a fool of him.

For she had taken him #o a back room
where waited a young Mexican she intro-
duced as Don Carlos Galvan. “Chappo.”

 looming between the States.
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she said, and set wine and glasses on the
table and left them, closing the door be-
hind her. The mystery, the air of intrigue,
set Lew’s nerves to tingling; he was a
kid again, a buccaneer with a black patch
over his eye, playing a bold and dangerous
game, with a beautiful girl in the offing.
And this Don Carlos Galvan—Chappo—
was a most interesting fellow !

Nothing of the Border dandy about
Chappo Galvan. Although, like any cab-
allero, he wore tight breeches, short jacket
and big-roweled spurs, these things showed
signs of much contact with thorny brush.
The big sombrero that swung on its chin
strap was unembroidered. The black-han-
dled six shooters that weighted his lean
thighs were not things of beauty, nor was
Chappo Galvan, himself, overhandsome.
Brown face slightly pockmarked. Eyes
black as sin. A dangerous man, Lew told
himself ; perhaps a scoundrel. "Yet—there
was something likable about him.

He complimented Lew, told him his
Black Horse troop was the best on the
Border, and they must drink to those
brave soldier men. He spoke of the trouble
Sadly he
shook his head. A: de mi, weak govern-
ments were ruining his own native Mexico.
They needed a strong man in the Presi-
dente’s chair—a man, say, like Cheno Cor-
tinas. Or even, perhaps, a man like Don
Samuel Houston. And watching Lew in-
tently, he proposed another toast .. . to
Cheno and to Don Samuel. They drank
and somehow, then, the talk got around
to how poor a cavalryman’s pay was, how
hard and dangerous his job. Whereupon,
somewhat stiffly, Lew declared that any
trooper worth his salt put patriotism above
pay—and he got up to leave. At that mo-
ment Carmalita came back into the room.
The smile she gave Lew would have melted
a chunk of saddle soap.

She was sorry, she said, but a man out
front must see Don Carlos on urgent busi-

ness. Besides, and she took Lew’s arm
and murmured low in his ear. “I want
you to myself for a little while.”

Don Carlos made his excuses. Such a

pleasure . . . he would see Lew again.
His spurs jingled briskly as he went out
the door.
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Lew never quite knew how the rest of
it happened. He found himself beside
Carmalita, in an open doorway, looking
out into the night. The faint perfume of
her, the feel of her so close to him, hit
him like a slug of the Colonel’s best bour-
bon. And then she breathed “Lew—you
are so much a man . . ..

HELL OF a time to be interrupted !

Hair-Like-the-Sun Lew  Carson
shoved Carmalita away from him. He
stared at Maggie Ames, already beginning
to hate the fellow with a black unholiness;
and Ames stared back-at Lew, quiet and
ready, with never a muscle moving.
Trouble was their business, and both of
them were looking for it. Lew Carson
smiled.

Through his teeth, Ames said,
blue-bellied diddler !”

“There’s a lady present,” said Lew. “But
then you must be one of those gallant
Rangers I've been hearing about.”

“You ain’t heard half of it,” said Ames,
wondering if he’d have to kill the cock-
sure coyote.

Lew Carson lifted a silky left eyebrow.
“Maybe,” he suggested politely, “you’d like
to tell me the rest of it.”

“Show you,” Ames grunted.

“Try it,” said Lew.

His lip curled in a deliberate, taunting
way. His blue eyes, watching the hawkish
face of Pete Ames, were as bright and
menacing as the saber that swung parallel
with the stripe on his breeches leg. But
it was the smile that caused Ames to
blunder. He took a good look at it and
went for his gun, intending merely to lay
the barrel across Lew’s head. He couldn’t
know that, at West Point, LLew had been
considered more than handy with his fists.
He learned about Lew’s fists the hard way.

Several things happened about then.
Mike McMaloney, from the cover of the
brush, came up with his gun in his fist,
just as the wiry figure of Chappo Galvan
eased out the side door. Far from heeding
Mike’s bellow for him to surrender,
Chappo whirled, quick as any cat, and went
back the way he had come, with Mike
hard after him. |

“By then,” as Mike described it later,

“YO'II

“you’d of thought somebuddy twisted a
tiger by the tail. Gents runnin’ and a-
cussin’, divin’ out winders and me
askeered to shoot. Wimmen was screechin’
and cussin’ some, too. That Chappo run
right through a door. Left it antigodlin
on its hinges, and Carmalita, unbeknowin'st
I was right behind him, yellin’ at Chappo
to run the other way. It’'s Gawd’s truth!
And there was po’ ol’ Moggie, with Lew
Carson with his sword waitin’ for him to
git up, flat of his back a-gazin’ up at the
flyspecks. Thinkin’ they were stars, he
was, and sayin’, ‘Oh, how beautful !’ ”
That was Mike’s version, exaggerated,
of course. Actually, Pete Ames hit the
floor rolling, and he came up with his gun
in his hand. He caught a flashing glimpse
of Chappo, dashing through the room.
Then Chappo was outside and Ames and
Mike McMaloney both were in the door-
way, Ames cursing himself as Chappo ran

for the near brush.

Ames shouted, “Stop right there, Chap-
po!” And sent a warning shot over the
man’s head. When Chappo kept running,
Ames leveled down. Ames could put a
bullet where he wanted it to go, and he
picked out the spacec between Chappo’s
shoulderblades. He was dropping hammer
when Lew Carson shoved a shoulder
against him, knocked him to one side and
spoiled his aim. He straightened himself,
holding bitterly silent, watching the waving
brush where Chappo had disappeared.

A horse started up. A mocking voice
yelled, “Adios, Moggie. See you from
some more time.” Came a splashing sound,
and that was Chappo’s saddler—probably
a stolen one—hitting the Rio Grande.

Ames turned slowly. “Damn you, Mike.
You never popped a—"

Ames saw the gun, then. Its barrel was
about as long as his finger. It was poked
against Mike’s ribs, and Carmalita was
doing the poking. She saw the look 1n
Ames’ eyes and she took a step backward,
still holding the little silver-mounted gun.

“He got away,”’ she said, “and on my
knees I will give thanks. Pete Ames, if
you had killed him—"!”’

She was beautiful enough to turn any
man’s head. There was a fire about her.

There was everything. But in this moment
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a savage anger was roiling Pete Ames’
mind, and the thought that she had made
a fool of him—Carmalita and that young
jack-legs of a cavalry officer, who had
caught him by surprise—did nothing to
ease Ames’ feelings. He took two slogging
strides. His hand clamped her wrist, and
squeezed, and the pain brought a little
sharp sound past her lips. That as her
gun struck the floor.

“He got away, all right,” Ames said
harshly. “Thanks to you and yo’ lord and
master, here, that you was huggin’ and
kissin’. Carmalita, I ought to whip hell
out of you, and I’'ve got a mind to do it!”

“I wouldn’t. I don’t believe I'd lay a
hand on her.” And there was Lew Carson,
not three steps away, his gloved hand rest-
ing on the hilt of his saber, his blue eyes
glinting, and no hint of a smile on his
lips.

Mike McMaloney claimed, later that right
then he wasn’t a bit worried about young
Rusty Ware. Just knew it was bad busi-
ness for any Ranger to kill a cavalryman,
and he’d seen that look in old Pete’s eyes
before. Opened his mouth, natural-like.
Words came out.

“Rusty! Rusty Ware! Come on, Pete,
he’s in trouble! All this commotion, he’d
of been here sure!”

Mike went running, with the rest of
them following him. The moon was up
and full. They had no trouble locating
young Rusty. He was lying in the brush
where Ames had posted him, not twenty
yards from the front door. The blade of
the dagger didn’t show much, but the
handle was in plain sight, sticking up from
the back of Rusty’s faded blue shirt.

Rusty Ware would never make the
Ranger Pete Ames was. Gone the glory-
shine of his eyes, the impish grin. For
Rusty Ware the long trail, away from
Pete Ames, who had been his god.

For long moments Pete Ames stood,
staring down at the lad, perhaps with some
of those same thoughts running through his
head. Then he turned, slowly and stared at
LLew Carson. He spoke slowly, his voice
flat-toned.

“I don’t know how much you’re mixed
in this business. I do know you saved
Chanpo Galvan from the slug I had aimed
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between his shoulders. And for yo’ in-
formation, if you don’t know it, Chappo
Galvan is Juan Cortinas’ right bower. Just
like his right hand. I was tipped off that
Chappo or Pasquel Rico—maybe Cheno
Cortinas, himself—was comin’ here to-
night. Thought it unlikely and only
brought two men, but we had all the doors
covered. Yet, somehow, Chappo got in.
And now one of my men is dead . . . .
Now you better do some talking.”

For perhaps the first time in his life,
Hair-Like-the-Sun Lew couldn’t talk. A
Texas Ranger lay dead at his feet. Chappo
Galvan might have killed him. He, Lew
Carson, had talked with Chappo—about
things he maybe shouldn’t have, in a place
where he should not have been. A sense
of guilt washed over Lew. It hobbled his
tongue.,

He almost stammered.

“I—believe me—really! I’'m sorry about
your Ranger lad. This fellow, Galvan, I
know little—"

“My Ranger lad is dead.” Ames said
savagely. “If I find that you—I'll kill
you.”

Lew Carson straightened himself. He
said, “It’s your privilege to try. Any time.”
He turned on his heel and walked away.

Carmalita caught Ames’ arm. Fiercely
intense, she cried, “Pete—you don’t
think—? Chappo never did this!”

“I think one thing,” Ames said bitterly.
“I saw you lovin’ up to that soldier. 1
know you done yo’ dead-level best to help
Chappo get away. I think you’re a Jezebel,
with yo’ bread buttered on both sides.”

And he turned away, sharply, ignoring
the pleading of her eyes, and said to Mike
McMaloney, “Git his legs, Mike. I'll take
the hands.”

111

THEY BURIED Rusty Ware on a low
- hilltop, beside the Rio Grande. They
all took off their hats, and Captain Cloud
said, “He was clean and honest and happy
in his work. He would have made a good
Ranger. 1 can’t say more for any man.”
He stood a moment, his sharp eyes staring
at the blue hills, across yonder in Old
Mexico. Then Jim Allers, someone, said,
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“We can’t help him here. Might as well
git on back to camp.”

That was all there was to it. A stranger,
not knowing the ways of these men, would
have thought them callous, to say the least,
A stranger, hearing. Pete Ames make his
report, a few minutes later, would have
thought there was no heart in him. And
after that report was finished, the men or
Captain Cloud’s outfit got the surprise o
their lives. ;

Most of them had still been in their
blankets when Ames and Mike McMaloney
came bringing young Rusty in. Rusty had
no kin. In this hot land a funeral couldn’t
wait overlong. So they got the thing over
with, and now Captain Cloud was ready
for Ames’ report.

He set a match to his pipe, his gray
eyes watching Ames over his cupped hands.
“How was it?”

“Knifed,” Ames said tonelessly. “In the
back. Had him watchin’ Carmalita’s front
door, Mike the side, myself the back. We'd
been there two, three hours. Looked like
it wasn’t any use. I went in the back
door—might say I was baited to come 1n.
Somehow, Chappo Galvan had got inside.
He give me the slip—clean. When we
went to look for Rusty, he was dead.
That wasn’t my fault., Lettin’ Chappo get
away prob’ly was.”

“Ames,” Captain Cloud said, “you’ve
been with me quite a time. You haven’t
made many mistakes, but you've made
some—Ilike tonight. Howsoever, that’s not
the point. I've got reason to believe you're
putting personal business above Ranger
business. When a man does that in my
outfit, he’s through. I'm sorry Ames.”

It was like a bombshell, as unexpected
as if the earth had begun to shake. Pete
Ames met the stare of those gray eyes,
and not a muscle of his dark face moved.

Jim Allers said violently, “Hell no,
Cap’'n! Pete’s the best damned man in
the outfit!”

“You’re damned right,” Mike McMal-
oney growled. “Cap’n, by guddel-
mighty—"’

Cloud’s glance raked them. “I do the
hiring . . . and the firing. I usually have
good reason for my actions.”

He started to turn, stopped. “Ames, I

brought out some mail last night. There’s
a letter for you.”

“Obliged,” Ames said, and his eyes were
bright and wicked. “Maybe, Cap’n, I can
do you a favor sometimes.”

And without a further glance, a nod,
a word, for these men he had ridden with
and fought with, he stepped past them and
began readying his bedroll.

He was saddling his horse when Mike
McMaloney growled. “Here’s yo’ letter,
Pete.” _

Ames barely glanced at the envelope. He
stuffed 1t 1n his hip pocket, said, ‘“Thanks.”

“By guddlins, Pete, I never thought I'd
see the day when I'd quit ol’ Cap’n Cloud,
but this time—by Gawd, a lot of the boys
feel just like me! You just say the
word—"

“No, Mike.” Ames shook his head.
“Cloud was right. There’s a matter or two,
personal—but I never thought he’d fire
me.”’

His eyes softened the least bit. “Maybe
we’ll ride a few more senderos together
yet, Mike.”

“Yeah, but Gawd knows, when,” Mike
said huskily, “First Rusty, then you.
Pete, I ain’t had many friends—"

Ames slapped him lightly on the shoul-
der. “I ain’t dead yet, so don’t cry in
your beer. You’ll have me doin’ it.” And
he stepped in saddle and rode away, his
hawkish face softer than any Ranger had
ever seen it.

Then he saw Captain Cloud watching
him. His lips thinned into a straight line;
black bitterness seeped into his eyes. Al-
though he would not admit it, the Rangers
had meant a lot to him. He had respected
and admired Captain Cloud. And, as Mike
had said, in this world a man had few
friends . . .

He was riding into Rio Grande City
when he remembered the letter stuffed in
his hip pocket. Without much interest, he
got it out, smoothed the wrinkled paper
and began reading it. The letter was brief,
a note, really, and Ames read it over a
second time.

“Now what,” he asked himself aloud,
“would he be wantin’ with a feller lke
me?” Then: “But he don’t know 1 been

fired from the Rangers. Expect that’ll



14 FRONTIER

change things. Still, right now I've got no
place else in particular to go. Hoss, git yo’
head up. We're takin’ a pasear to San
Tone,”

HREE NIGHTS later, Ames stepped

out of one of the cafes that bordered
San Antonio’s plaza. Before him the open
fires of coffee and tamalie vendors glowed
brightly in the dusk. Past him moved cow-
boys, cattlemen, caballeros with flat-
crowned hats, blue-clad cavalry officers,
and senoritas with combs in their hair and
a promise in their eyes. Robert E. Lee
had been sent down to take command of
this military district, war was in the air
‘and old San Antonio was all bustle and
excitement. More than one promenading
senorita tossed a smile in Ames’ direction,
but he noticed none of them.

- As always, his lean, dark face was
expressionless, yet in him was a new bit-
terness. For he was a proud man, he had
been fired from his job, and now the
whole State knew about it. While inside
the cafe drinking coffee, he had read the
brief item in a local newspaper. Texas
Ranger Lieutenant Pete Ames dismissed
from the service, One of the most widely
known and efficient men on the force. Cap-
tain Cloud refused to make a statement.
According to rumor, some tie-up between
Ames and group of Border bandits. To
be regretted that such a man would betray
his State and his oath of allegiance to
1lexas, but . . . .

Yonder in the middle of the plaza old
Crazy McKillian’s freight outfit was load-
ing up, the big tarp-covered wagons limned
in the red glow of the open fires that rimmed
the plaza. Ordinarily, Ames would have
been interested in all this, in where McKill-
ian was heading, in what freight he was
carrying. But now he turned away, almost
violently, muttering, “Ah, damn Joe
Cloud!” He turned and came in solid,
jostling contact with a young woman.

He did not say anything, did not remove

his hat. Caught up in his own bitter

thoughts, he simply stared at her, hardly
seeing her.
She said, “Well! You almost knocked

me down.”
“Sorry,” Ames said, then,

- Menger
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“You don’t sound like it,” she
snapped. “And just when I had you picked
for a Southern gentleman, full of hospital-

= 3

ity.

“Most likely, Ma’am,” gravely, “what
I'm full of 1s iniquity. But could I buy
you-all a demitasse—a mint flip, say, a
good ol’ suhthen julep?”

Ames was beginning to notice that, even
in the dusk, her eyes looked brown and
steady ; and somehow they gave her a pert,
almost impudent look—but maybe he gath-
ered the impudent part from the perky hat
that pointed an ostrich plume at him, or
from her short, practically snubbed nose.
She had on what he took to be a traveling
suit—very neat, too—and damned if he
wasn’t beginning to like her! When she
grinned at him, he knew he did.

She said, “So you have got the instincts
of a gentleman. And you’d better not dis-
appoint me! Soldiers trying to—to pick
me up. Mexicans jingling their big spurs
all around. I almost ran this far from the
stage station, and now I don’t know where
I'm gomg. I mean—"

“Young lady,” Ames said with some
severity, “San Antone ain’t no place for
you to be alone in. Especially when you
don’t know where you’re a-goin’,”

“But I do know! I'm going to the
Menger House. 1 just don’t know where
it is. My—My—fiance was supposed to
meet me at the stage station, but he wasn’t
there, and all those—"

“I know,” Ames said solemnly. “Spurs
a-jinglin’ at you. Soldiers tryin’ to eat
you—big mouths those soldiers got.” He
took her arm in a firm grip. “To the
'!!

It wasn’t far and he went right on in
with her. He watched her write in a firm,
almost boyish hand, “Miss Margo Pel-
ham . . . Boston, Mass.” He explained to
the proprietor about her escort, told him
to send a boy for her luggage, then added
with a gray-eyed stare, “And see that you
look after Miss Margo, proper. Come
mawnin’, I'll be around to see if you have,
sure ‘nough.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Ames!” the rotund pro-
prietor said hastily. His eyes dropped to
the brace of Colts that hugged Ames’
lean thighs, and he added, “You can bet
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yeo’ life I'll look after her, Mr. Ames. Any
friend of yours.” |

Miss Margo Pelham was frowning a
little, her brown eyes favoring Ames with
a somewhat doubtful scrutiny.

“Well—Mr. Ames,” she said, “you seem
to have made quite an impression around
here. My fiance has written me about
Texas. gun-fichters and badmen and
Rangers. I'm wondering which—"

“Why, he’s the fastest damned—" The
proprietor coughed delicately, behind a
hand the size of a Texas ham. “Beg par-
don, Ma’am, but I thought—don’t you
know—? Why Pete Ames is the best
Ranger—er, that is, he—Pete—"

“That’s right—was,” Ames said. He
nodded to the girl. “Miss Pelham, if you're
interested in Rangers, and badmen, per-
haps the hotel will furnish you a copy of
today’s newspaper. I'll bid you adios now.
Have to go meet a man.”

“But I haven’t even thanked you! I
hope I haven’t caused you—"

“No, Ma’am”—gravely. “I just have a
date to kill a feller, is all.”

He went away with the little sharp
sound her breath had made still lingering
in his ears. He didn’t grin, never grinned.
But he felt like it.

Who, now, he wondered, could her

fiance ber’

HE COURTYARD of the Vergara
house, that was the place. An old

Mexican, with courtly manners and a skin
as brown and wrinkled as a prune, led
Ames around a roofed inner porch, to a
stone bench in the open courtyard. A pale
moon rode the sky and here the air was
fresh, with the scent of growing things.
Ames, puzzled, wondering, made up a cig-
arette, got it going, then flipped it away
and rose to face the huge figure moving to-
ward him through the blue darkness.

“Governor Houston, suh, I am hon-
ored.” -

“Ames! I thought you’d come.”

Sam Houston shoved out a big hand.
His grip was warm and strong.

“T reckon there’s something you don’t
know, Governor,” Ames said. “I’'m out of
the Rangers. Captain Cloud gave me my

walkin’ papers—"

Sam Houston chuckled. “Ames, there's
not much goes on in the Rangers that I
don’t know. Not much about you that I
don’t know, either. Yo’ father was a Texas
man and a fighter, You come from a
family of fighting men, of loyal men.
That’s why I picked you for this job. Sit
down here beside me. We’'ve got quite a
lot to go over. Smoke if you like—but
give my words yo’ most earnest attention.”

They settled themselves on the stone
bench. Ames still was puzzled, but inside
warmth was spreading and he felt better
than he had in days. This was Sam Hous-
ton, the man his father had all but wor-
shipped, the man who, almost lone-handed,
had brought Texas’ ragged army through
the muddy riverbottoms, to heroic victory
at San Jacinto. This was old Sam, here
beside him, still holding faith in Pete
Ames.

Yonder, in a hackberry tree, a pair of
doves were talking plaintively. Small frogs
chirped in the darkness, and Sam Houston
seemed to be listening to these sounds.
Finally, he sighed.

“Ames, I need not tell you how dark the
outlook is for our land. States’ rights.
Slavery. That’s the talk you hear, on
every hand. It looks like war is sure to
come, and the South i1s confident she can

- win. Ames, I tell you she can’t. In the

event of war, the South will go under.
Economically, perhaps morally and every
other way, she will be set back fifty years.
And all a war can accomplish is bitterness,
bloodshed. Ames, I have been called a
Unionist, an opportunist, an adventurer.
Right now my Pacifist Policy 1s the talk
of the State. I don’t care, Ames. All I
want is to do my best for Texas and for
the Union. If I can prevent war I intend
to do so, no matter what else happens. I
have a plan, Ames. A desperate one, I'll
admit. But it 1s the only way—and I need
your help.”

“I think, suh, you can count on that,”
he said quietly.

“No wait! Before you make any prom-
ises, I want you to know just how big,
how hard a thing I’m asking you to under-
take. Ames, you've heard of Juan Cor-
tinas, of course. Have you ever met the

man? Talked with him?”
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“T’ve tried,” he said dryly. _

“He would surprise you, Ames. He is
a strong man, capable. He has a small
army of men behind him. To accomplish
his chief aim, all he needs i1s a bit of help
from our side. Ames, I intend to give him
that help.”

“Help Cheno Cortinas?” Shock laced
through Pete Ames, almost savagely. It
put harsh edges to his voice. “My Lord,
Sam—Governor! That damned bandit
don’t need no help. He’s got Chappo (Gal-
van and Pasquel Rico, and he’s stealin’
the Border blind. Yeah, and Carmalita,
Santoya’s a helpin’ him!”

“Ames,” Sam Houston said soberly,
“you’re partly correct. Cortinas has, un-
doubtedly, driven off a few head of cattle.
But he’s not near the brigand he’s painted,
nor is Pasquel Rico connected with him
in any way. Ames, listen to me!”

And there in the cool darkness of the
courtyard, Sam Houston outlined his bold
and desperate plan. On this side of the
Rio Grande, each county would organize
a company of minute men, these to rein-
force the thousand Texas Rangers already
in the field. The Secretary of War, in
Washington, had been requisitioned for
percussion and Sharps rifles, for three
thousand Colt revolvers, for a thousand
cavalry accouterments. “Because,” Sam
Houston wrote, “Texas must be ready to
repel invasion, both from the Indians and
Mexico.” Yet, actually, old Sam’s grand
scheme called for the use of both Indians
and Mexicans!

“T’ll invade Mexico,” he went on, his
voice strengthening as he visualized that
daring accomplisment. “I’ll have an army
of Rangers, Mexicans and Indians. I’ll
establish a protectorate over Mexico, open
up that rich and fertile land for settlement.
There’ll be a bigger rush than there was
to California, in ’49. Can’t you see i,
Ames? Factional quarrels will be forgot-
ten. I’'ll save the Union!”

“Tt just—might work,” Ames said slow-
ly. And he was thinking that if such a
plan could succeed, Sam Houston was the
man to push it through. A statesman, a
soldier. Governor of two States and twice
President of the Texas Republic. A born
leader, Sam Houston might make this plan,
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this bold scheme go through. Ames asked,
“Just what do you want me to do?”

““The whole thing, Ames, pivots around
Juan Cortinas. He stands ready now to
start moving. All he lacks is guns. Where
I got hold of them is beside the point, but
I have enough guns for the present. I
have the ammunition to go with them.
The difficulty lies in getting those supplies
to Cortinas. You will understand that, at
this stage of the game, I must remain
strictly in the background. I want you,
Ames, to deliver those guns for me. You
will not carry any bill of consignment, any
papers. I am sure you already see the
danger in the job. Before you give me
an answer, think it over, ask me any ques-
tions you have in mind.”

“Suppose,” Ames asked, “the Rangers
catch me with those guns?”

“You know how they work,” Sam Hous-
ton said grimly. “If you made any fight,
you’d likely be shot. If they captured you
and held you for trial, I might be able to
help you. I might not.”

“Suppose I got captured by some cav-
alry detail ?”

“Son, that would be worse than the
Rangers. For there, certainly I couldn’t
help you. The best you could hope for
would be to stand trial for running con-
traband. You might even be tried for
treason. I couldn’t help you, whichever.”

“Yes, and whichever.,” Ames said with
a touch of bitterness, “my name in Texas
would be mud. I'd be considered a
traitor.”

“Worse than that, son. But the choice
is yours. I want your whole heart, or
nothing. You say the word and I'll give
you a note—for Captain Cloud.”

They both were standing now, and
Ames took a sharp step forward. “You
had me fired!”

“It was the only way, son. I had to
have a good man, not connected with tne
Rangers. You are that man, out of the
entire State. Before I go into further
detail about the job, I want your decision,
one way or the other.”

Ames took three strides away from the
big man, then turned to face him. “I’ll
take the job, suh.”

“T was sure you would,” Sam Houston
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said. “Else I never would have talked so
much. You see, Pete, I know Texas men.”
Again he thrust out his huge hand. “We'll
seal the bargain. Shake.”

IV

HE SIX BIG TARP-COVERED

freight wagons on the plaza were
ready to roll out, looming ghostly gray
in the dawn. Pete Ames rode up just as
Crazy McKillian, standing beside the lead
wagon, got his whisky jug up and neatly
balanced across the bend of his elbow. The
old man’s gray goatee waggled in time to
- his swallowing. The fiery stuff slid down
with a faint gurgling sound. Ames really
couldn’t help it. Recalling an event from
the old freighter’s dim and distant past,
he said in tones of cold authority, “There
the damn horse thief stands. Take him,
men.”’

“Oomph! No! Not guilty, by Gawd!”
And the old man dropped from under thie
jug. He hit the ground flat, rolled over
twice and came out with a gun.

“Hold it, you old gamecock !” Ames said
sharply, jumping his horse to one side.
“Didn’t know you had that much of a
guilty conscience. Besides, yo’ likker’s a-
spillin’.”

“Noo!” The old man was up, spry as
any squirrel. Tenderly he lifted the jug,
squinted one eye at it, then put both eyes
on Ames.

“Condemn you, Pete Ames! I got a
mind to th’ow so much lead in you they’d
need a block and tickle to h’ist you to the
saddle. Any man ’ud play sich a trick, I
plumb hate his insides. Eternally, perdi-
tiously, an’ with malice aforethought.
Why, dang yo’ checkered britches, step
down from there and we’ll both take a
drink. Me fust, you suckin’ the hind tit!”

Ames almost smiled. “Where at 1s my
wagon and my hardware goods?”

The old man’s eyes suddenly were alert.
“Yo’ wagon was loaded last night, dead
in the dark. Hit’ll be waitin’ at the Medina
Crossin’. Pete, what’s plumb peculiar to
me, yore hardware is all packed in them
long, slim boxes—boxes a dozen rifies,

say, would fit into.”
2—Frontier—Fall

“Uh-huh. Just like yo’ skinny neck
would fit a loop at the end of a rope.
With a stout mesquite limb on the other
end of it. All right! Let’s get rolling.”

“Nup. 'Twouldn’t be polite. Because we
got comp'ny on the way south, and yonder

"1t comes now !”’

Old Crazy McKillian’s smile was a
thing of wicked glee. As Ames swung
around in the saddle, he crowed, “Mebby
now, b’Gud, you’ll worry about yore own
neck awhile!”. But it is doubtful if Ames
heard him. Ames was watching eight cav-
alrymen move toward him, their black
horses at a smart trot.

“Escort detail from the Black Horse
troop,” Crazy McKillian informed him.
“Be’cuse these here wagons is carryin’
supplies for the quartermaster, at Ring-
gold. And 1n case you don’t know it, my
laddie-buck, the Black Horse troop is the
hell-raisin’est, hard-fightin’est troop on the
Border! But we’ll pick up yo’ hardware
wagon at the Modina—and where would
you puh-fer to be planted ?”

Ames muttered something that sounded
like, “Go to hell.” Then, in the next
breath: “Great god on a mountain!”

For a livery stable buggy had pulled up
so close to Ames that he could have flipped
his cigarette between the red spokes of its
near front wheel. A young cavalry lieuten-
ant, beside the buggy, stepped smartly
from saddle as Ames watched. Holding
the bridle reins in his gloved right hand,
he offered his left to the young woman in
the buggy’s back seat. With such gallant
assistance, she stepped down, laughing.
Then she saw Pete Ames and abruptly she
sobered, her brown eyes watching Ames.
Ames was staring at the girl’s escort, his
hawkish face as dark and forbidding as
a thundercloud.

Hair-Like-the-Sun Lew Carson. He was
smiling, his left hand holding the girl’s
arm. He took one step, saying, “What's
the good word, McKillilan? All ready
to—?” That was when his eyes fell upon
Pete Ames. “You!” he said.

For perhaps two seconds their eyes
locked, then Ames removed his hat and
nodded to the girl.

“Mawnin’, Miss Margo,” he said grave-
ly. “I trust—I hope the gunfiah last night
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never disturbed you.”

She took a sharp breath. “I thought you
were joking !”

“No’'m,” shaking his head. “I never
joke. But don’t you worry yo’ pretty little
head. He was a skunk, Ma am. Hahdly
worth wastin’ powder on.’

And not a hint that gunfire was as
much a part of this town’s life as eating,
drinking, or sleeping. Not a suggestion
that ever before had he set eyes on Lew
Carson. .

“Miss Margo, by any chance—this
couldn’t be yo’ fiance? The man sup-
posed to meet you, and wasn’t there.”

His thin lips at a slight, sardonic angle,
he watched the dark crimson flush creep
up Lew Carson’s neck. Somewhat stiftly,
Miss Margo Pelham' introduced them.
“Mr. Ames, this most certamly is my
fiance. Lieutenant Lew Carson.”

“We've met,” Lew said. “But I can’t
Say_ll

“Ah!” Ames cut in wickedly. “Now 1
remember. You were with that Mexican
oirl, with the crow’s wing hair and them
- come-to-me eyes. Carmalita Santoya,
wasn’t it? With the dark and all—but the
whole thing comes back to me now.” His
eyes were hard.

Lew Carson, still holding the reins of
his big glossy black, stepped past the girl,
pulling the horse along behind him. He
put his left hand on his hip, his eyes, blue
as gun-steel, stared up at Ames, and he
spoke through his teeth.

“It comes back to me now, too. Those
threats you made. Well, you've got a
saddle under you, and now’s as good a
time as any. We’ll ride out a piece and
settle this whole business. That is, if
you’ve got the stomach for it—now that
you’re no longer a Ranger.”

Ames’ chuckle was a masterpiece of
indulgence. “Mr. Carson, Mr. Carson.
Not in the presence of a lady! Besides,
we 've got plenty of time for you to plck
yo’ crow with me. You see, I'm going
south with you. Clear to the Rio Grande.
Got some hardware goods and going to set
me up a store. But for now—

Again he nodded at the girl. “If you’ll
excuse me, Miss Margo, I've a briet
matter to talk over with this crazy old—

STORIES

with our wagon master. Then we’ll roll
out. Step back here, Mack.”

He walked his horse toward the back of
the wagon train, with Crazy McKillian
trailing him, his white goatee wig-wagging
his opinion of the whole blasted business.
Ames heard Lew Carson, behind him,
making his excuses. “Sorry, Margo. Fel-
low simply rubs me the wrong way. Sup-
posed to be dangerous, too. But some
day . . ..” A wry and humorless smile
touched Ames’ dark face briefly, then was
gone. He led the way around the end
wagon of the train, stepped down and
faced Crazy McKillian.

“Listen to me now, Mack,” he said al-
most savagely. “I know I can trust you
when you’re sober. But drunk or sober,
if you breathe one word about what you
know or what you think’s in that wagon
waitin’ at the Medina—" He caught a
handful of the old man’s shirt front, shook
him quite gently. “You know what I
mean, don’t you, Mack?”

- Crazy McKillian swallowed. Those gray

eyes seemed to be staring right through
him. He said, “Oh, my gawd, yes! Pete,
I allus did say wasn’t nuthin’ to squench
a man’s thirst like pure-D plain water.
From now on, brother, I even aim to
bathe in it!”

HEY reached the Medina shortly

after noon. Ames’ wagon was wait-
ing—a heavy wagon,«ts high wooden box,
from the driver’s seat to the tail boards en-
tirely covered by a heavy tarp that was
securely lashed down all around. Beneath
that tarp rested twenty cases of rifles and
quite a bit of ammunition, all packed in
wooden boxes and labeled “Hardware.”
They might as well, Ames told himself,
have been labeled “Hope.” For in those
boxes, and in the others Sam Houston in-
tended to send after them, lay all of oid
Sam’s hopes for the land he loved and for
the land a lot of men loved—including
Pete Ames.

And as Ames rode around the wagon,
inspecting the .lashings, he made a silent
promise. This plan of Sam Houston’s
was a desperate, last-chance plan. The
presence of Lew Carson and his troopers
made the whole deal a much bigger gamble.
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But if life held in Pete Ames, these guns
would go through. No one, nothing, was
going to stop them .

At Ames’ shoulder a voice said, “Mister,
I'll have to know what’s in that wagon.
Orders from Colonel Clendennin. This 1s
a government supply train. Any wagon
carrying other than government goods
must be inspected.”

Ames swung half around in the saddle.
Lew Carson, altogether the cavalryman,
sat his black horse stiffly erect. His blue
eyes seemed to mock Ames.

“Soldier,” Ames said quietly, “you’re
making a mistake. This isn’t a government
supply train. McKillian doesn’t even have
a government freight contract. He’s simply
hauling the goods, in this wagon, for me.
You’ve got no authority to inspect my
goods. You’re not going to.”

Lew Carson stood up in the stirrups.
“O’Hare!”

The big sergeant and his seven troopers
came down the line of wagons with their
mounts at a brisk trot. They pulled up
beside LLew Carson, wheeling into line so

that they faced Pete Ames. Each mother’s

son wearing an expectant look. In each
pair of eyes little wicked devils dancing.

“O’Hare, take two men. Go through
that wagon with a fine-toothed comb.”

“Nour authority, Carson?” And Pete
Ames sat relaxed in his saddle, and only
God and the Texas Rangers who had
ridden with Ames and a few men who
would never ride again, anywhere, knew
how fast the man could move, or with
what deadly precision.

But Lew Carson smiled. He dropped
a hand to his revolver.

“This is my authority, Ames. All the
authority I—"

The sound came from the dark live oaks
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