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By T. C. McCLARY

“Cantrell,” the Kid re-
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peated softly ‘“The
v Cantrells I knew could
E‘ hold the devil by the
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He was a legend of gun-glory, a

crimson leftover from the bloody

dawn of the frontier—but before

he faded, the Red Kid’s sixes

blasted a grave for himself—in
the heart of his son!
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CHAPTER ONE
Blood of the Sundown Kid

AWN'’S first breeze drifted out of the

jet creases of the hills and the boy’s

head lifted like a shot. For a space he
huddled against morning’s chill to romp his
dog before feeling for his pants and boots.
He took his home-made .22, pausing to sniff
at the damp sage smell and to cut sign upon
the pale tide of rose and gray washing: over
the solid black line of the horizon.

“Rabbit morning,” he said to the dog. The
-

()



8 FIFTEEN WESTERN TALES

dog jumped and spun in a circle and they set
off up the steep hill behind the town.

Night still clung thick within the valley,
but morning’s sounds floated in from the
range beyond—the beat of an angle iron, two
signal shots, a cowboy’s high-pitched trail
call, the days orders and grumps and greet-
ings zigzagging from fire to fire through the
fluid shifting darkness of the hills. Smoky
yellow squares of light cut windows in the
darkness way out at Lazy E and, thinking of
tough and grizzled J. T. Emmett, the boy said
to his dog, “Geronimo, that old gila monster
don’t miss a trick! Some day we’ll have a
ranch like that.”

The dog found fresh rabbit scent and
flushed a jack, and the boy got it on his
second shot. He looked disgusted, but it
was like him that he blamed himself and not
the gun. Daylight flushed the East and ‘mists
began pearling in the valley. The boy was
taking bead on a second jack when the drum
of a fast running horse reached out of the
banks of mist down along the creek.

The boy paused and uncocked his gun and
studied the rhythm of the sound. There was
a trail down there, but it came from nowhere
and led nowhere; this line of steep pitched
low hills was used only for pasture by the
small places near town. Beyond the creek the
country turned to desert clean back to where
the range spurred in. Anyone wanting to
reach the range rode out across the desert or
took the main trail that ran through town.
But this horse had the sound of running with
a rider and running parallel to the regular
trail. The sound had another quality he
identified as the drum petered out—the rhythm
was the loose, flowing run of a horse that
had been going for hours, maybe all night.

He pondered this and then full day flushed
the rabbits out of sight. He cut down behind
MacQueen’s to the main trail edging the line
of hills. His feet caught the vibration on the
trail’s dust-coated hardpan before he heard the
steady jog of a horse coming into town. He
stopped and listened attentively, and he could
catch the difference. This horse was still stiff
with morning’s chill.

A rider formed out of the swirling gray
and slowed. J. T. Emmett called with his
dust-raw voice, “Hi there, Tim-Jim! Want
a lift back to town?”

“I'd be obliged,” the boy said, and taking
the rancher’s horny hand, swung up behind
the cantle. :

“You ain’t been out to see yore hoss,”
Emmett grunted.

“I been busy,” Tim-Jim told him, “trying
to earn me enough for a real store saddle. I
ain’t faf from it, either!”

“Bag you any jack this morning?” the
rancher went on.

“Aw, not but one, Mr. Emmett,” the boy
answered. “I got me all tangled up listening
to some rider down the creek trail.”

“The creek trail ?” Emmett grunted. “That
is a damned funny place to travel!” He con-
sidered the possibilities and then grinned.
“Mebbe some galoot was courtin’ a little late
and don’t hanker to be seen.”

“He’d been traveling a spell,” the boy
allowed. “But I didn’t get a look at him.”

The trail swamped out into the shacks and
shanties that fringed the town and Emmett
reined in his big gray to let the boy off. For
a moment, he looked at the poverty-stricken
shack, thinking that a woman who could keep
a dump that neat and raise a boy that well
was entitled to something better in life than
taking washing for a living. A handsome
woman, too, but one who kept strictly to her-
self. He had never heard of Mrs. Cantrell
attending a social, or of a man being asked
inside that house, since she first moved there
giving no information of herself except that
they had lived along the Pecos.

Emmett took a long sniff of the air and his
severe mouth eased as he looked down at Tim-
Jim. “That smells like a real bang-up break-
fast,” he grunted. “Real sausages or I'll
be damned!”

“And eggs,” the boy nodded with decent
pride. “We got us three good layers, Mr,
Emmett.”

“Dawgoned if you don’t eat better than I
do!” Emmett growled, and put his horse into
movement, considering with mixed irrita-
tion and humor that, for all that he was
rangelord, what he had just said was likely
true. For a moment, he wished he were a
younger man and considered the possibilities
of getting Mrs. Cantrell and the boy to move
out to his ranch, and then put the thought
from him with an older man’s regret.

The item of that rider on the creek trail
came into his mind again; he was still trying
to figure who it might have been when he
racked in front of the Maxwell House, and
crossing through early morning’s pure golden
light, stepped into the warmth of the lobby
and ‘met Bob Randall.

IM-JIM CANTRELL bolted his break-
fast, counted a boy’s treasures into his
pockets, and was breaking for the door
when his mother’s gently rising voice brought
him up sharp. He swung, mumbling, “Aw
gee, ma, chores on Satiddy?”
“Only one,” she told him. “Those shirts
Mr. Randall wanted special.” :
His dark expression broke. “Oh, them? I
got me some business with Bob Randall any-
way.” :
“He’s a coming man in this town,” she told
him. “I’'m glad he likes you, Tim-Jim.”
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“Likes?” he snorted. “Heck, we're regu-
lar pardners!”

She handed him the shirts, wrapped care-
fully in newspaper, but he lingered, his brown
face screwed up in thought. “My pa wasn’t
much like Bob Randall, was he?” he asked
abruptly.

For an instant, emotion caught and held
her face. There was still youth in her and
beauty too, but it was dimmed and pulled
by something more than work; she had the
taut look of a full-blooded woman who had
set herself to live without a man, and the
hard loneliness that comes of it.

After a space she said very carefully, “Yore
pa was a pack of trouble wherever he showed
up, Tim-Jim, but there was good in him for
all of that.”

“Then why did we have to move off the
Pecos?” he demanded.

“Some day,” she answered, “I will tell
you all about that, but not now.” She dropped
unexpectedly and gave him a hard, possessive
hug, and then slapped him soundly on the
backside. “Vamoose, now, and don’t you let
those shirts get wrinkled.”

“No m’am,” he told her and turned out-
side. He snapped his fingers at the dog and
scuffed out through shanty town into the
main drag of Capitan. The musical beating of
an anvil was already coming from the black-
smith’s, and he followed the sound without
lifting his head until he stood on the cinders
inside the door. He looked up then, admiring
Big Tom Billings’ corded muscles, glistening
bronze with sweat in the red glow of the
forge.

Big Tom paused to spit and eyed him. “You
want to earn fifty cents next week?” he
grunted.

Tim-Jim’s eyes grew big. “You betcha,
Mr. Billings!”

“Hard work and a heap of it,” Big Tom
warned.

“Hell—I mean heck—1I ain’t too proud to
work !” the boy told him. >

A rough grin touched the blacksmith’s solid
features. “School to supper pumping bellows,
and if you don’t lay out with a bellyache,
we’ll make the week an even seventy-five.”

“Boy, yo're a real prince!” Tim-Jim yipped.
Ducking his head in agreement, he scuffed
along his way. He passed Mr. Yardley, the
stage agent, and Yardley growled, “That oak
keg you wanted is empty.”

“Thanks, Mr. Yardley, I'll come fetch it
home thi§ evening,” Tim-Jim said.

“No thanks die,” Yardley told him dryly.
“You eartied it.”

The boy' grinned 'to himself at Yardley’s
sourness and angled across to the horse
trough to-look for whatever treasures drunks
or horses might have dropped. A shiny star

blinked at him and he fished it out, buffing it
dry upon his coatsleeve. “Gee willikins!” he
said to Geronimo. “That come off a fancy
bridle! You keep out of mischief with that no
good Hastings mutt all week, and mebbe I'li
brad this in yore collar.”

He angled back through the thick sienna
dust that filled the street and scuffed with
absorption to the hotel. He was passing the
dining room when Bob Randall’s voice sang
out at him, “Tim-Jim, lite for sinkers and
javal” ;

They had the best sugar coated jelly
doughnuts in the whole world in that hotel
and his mouth was watering as he looked in.
But then he saw Randall was at breakfast
with J. T. Emmett, and he wouldn’t bust in on
a friend. He swallowed his hunger and shook
his head. =

“Obliged, Bob, but I got me our business to
attend to.”

Emmett watched him pass from sight with
a twinkle in his sun-bleached gray eyes. “That
boy,” he allowed, “will amount to something
some day.”

“Does already,” Randall told him con-
fidentially, “That business of his is a quiet
little eight cent deal we’re pardners on!”

The men laughed and Emmett allowed him-
self the luxury of a morning cigar. After
his first deep draw of smoke, he said abruptly,
“You have got me half sold on this railroad
spur, Bob, but not all the way.” '

Randall gave a wry grin. “Until I can
ride and shoot better than now, I'm all right
to know, but still a dude, eh?”

Emmett chuckled. “Called me, eh? Well,

it is not as bad as that, although it was twenty

years ago. Times are changing and I am
taking stock of that. But frankly, the range
is not yet quite sure yo’re the man to protect
our interests.”

?l’l,andall made a gesture. “How can I prove
it ?

“Bide yore time, Bob. Something will come
up that lets you prove yoreself if you are
able.”

“In the meantime, all you ranchers are
crowding the range for want of a local mar-
ket and easy transportation,” Randall pointed
out.

Emmett made no denial and, finishing their
coffiees, the two moved outside. Saturday’s
traffic raised dust trails converging on the
town like spokes. Ranchers came by, stopping
to chat, friendly enough to Randall, but hold-
ing that slight barrier of not having reached
judgment upon him. Sunlight mixed with the
dust smoke of the busy street and formed
a pulsing golden stream; it bleached into a
lemon colored screen that blotted out the
other side of the street. Mid-day’s heat formed
and pressed upon them and Tim-Jim came
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back, rolling an old wagon tire he had found
near the creek and lugging a string of cat-
fish.

Emmett chuckled to Jay Bone, “Damn’dest
little busybody I’ve ever seen! He will own
our ranches one day if we're not sharp, Jay.”

“It is a long ways from his age to to-
morrow,” Jay Bone grunted cynically. “And
he has no pa—at least, on hand.”

“He has got as good as one in Bob Ran-
dall,” Emmett noted.

Jay Bone looked at him. “But how good
is Bob Randall?”

“Ah!” the range lord breathed, and let it
go at that.

RENTISS and Reilley came along to
Pcomplete the representation of big

ranches and stopped for gossip. In the
course of talk, Reilley growled, “I have been
raising hell with the desert bunch for stealing
cattle, but now I am wondering.”

Prentiss gave a thin snort. “What is there
to wonder? Every damned shack and corral
out there is tied together with our hides!”

Reilley’s eyes sparked. “Then you haven’t
heard the rumor that Grace Volmere is on the
range?”

The effect was satisfyingly electric. The
other three froze with their eyes upon him.
Jay Bone tilted his barrel body forward and
grunted, “Two Gun Volmere?” and held that
position while he considered. “If he’d been
rustling you, you'd know it, Reilley! You'd
be lucky to have a cow left.”

“I have been losing,” Reilley said, “just
about what it would take to keep an outfit
in fresh meat. Mebbe he is holed up and
ain’t ready to raid yet.”

Emmett recalled what Tim-Jim had told
about the creek trail rider and gave the infor-
mation, “There’d be no reason,” he pointed
out, “for anyone but a longrider or a refugee
from some old man’s shotgun to use that
trail.”

Prentiss scowled, “Damn it, I thought
things had been too quiet! And my beef is
bunched thick as sheep—I can’t scatter it and
I can’t move' it!”

Jay Bone snapped, “That railroad spur and
stockpens right here in town would look
powerful purty right now!” He cut a chew
from a black plug and poked it in his cheek.
“Well, what do we do?”

“Volmere,” Emmett scowled, “is supposed
to be up around Jackson Hole country. I am
going to send an express telegram by late
stage and check.”

The palaver went on. Heat grew harsh and
throttling, and light turned to a colorless
glare, As suddenly as a turn of tide, the
heat began to lift off the land in waves.
Evening’s softer rose and yellow light slanted

down. The sun dripped out of a wound in
the cooling molten sky, and hung like a great
drop of crimson blood at the dead end of the
street.

The ranchers had shifted down to the
Cattleman’s Supply, and were still palavering
about Volmere when Bob Randall strolled in.
He said with a small chuckle, “That pilgrim
sure picked the right light to ride in by!
On his red horse, sundown makes him look
redder than an Injun.”

For a long moment, not a man in the room
moved. Then chairs scraped and boots
pounded and stolid ranchers raced like young
cowprods for the door. Beyond the deep
stripes of sienna shade a rider was coming
smack out of the sun, following his long,
crimson-tinted shadow. He was small of build
but rode straight in a hand-tooled saddle with
his gun hand loosely balled in a fist just above
his pistol grip. His gaze moved neither to
right nor left, and careless contempt was on
his thin lips. Yet his bleak gray eyes took in
evp;‘{y face and movement and did not miss a
trick.

Emmett muttered on a harsh breath, “The
Red Kid!” and tension mixed with a grudging
respect in his tone. “What is he doing here
from the Pecos?”

“Whatever it is,” Jay Bone growled,
“somebody will regret it in the end!”

“It is almost worth the trouble,” Prentiss
murmured, “to get a good look at his hoss.
There is not another man in this country who
could ride Speedy and live—an’ him the
orniest killer that ever came out of the
llano !”

“You can say that for both of them!”
Reilley commented. “But he is riding in
clear and plain to see. There is something
brewing behind this.”

Randall listened to this brief exchange, still
surprised that in this barren country every
man was so thoroughly intimate with the
history of every other: man, even though he
ranged five hundred miles away. He looked
back at the Red Kid and the man was, he
thought, well named. His hair was fiery and
brick red color ran beneath his weathered
tan. He wore a deep red shirt and maroon
chaps and red Cordova boots. And he had
intentionally ridden that red horse out of
the blood red sun, a man could bet on that.

Randall had never seen anything like that
horse; it was something beautiful, yet mons-
trous, out of a horseman’s dream. Its coat
was not roan, but red as any cow’s, and it
had a pure golden tail and mane. Its eyes
were gold, but not with gentleness—they,
held the quality of raw molten metal, still
seething. The animal was, he judged, a full
seventeen hands, its legs long for its height,
its body long in the reach.
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He heard Jay Bone say, “Nothing this side
of hell could catch that mare!” and he could
well believe it. But it was the neck and head
that held him fascinated, the neck arched and
long with the rippling muscles of a wild
stallion, the head small and cut like a cameo,
with all the intelligence that breeding and
wildness together could give a mare.

CHAPTER TWO
The Cantrells Are Comin’ , =

HE Red Kid swung in front of the
! Star, and the crowd went pounding to

surround him. Randall watched Tim-
Jim, all eyes and excitement, go scurrying
through the crowd to find an advantageous
perch upon the stoop. The Kid saw the boy
and for a moment his gaze trailed him. There
was a faint break of humor—interest, curiosity
—some inward feeling that briefly stirred the
inscrutable iron mask of the Red Kid’s face.
\. The Kid waited for a crowd to form and
then sang out, “I am looking for a son
named Grace Volmere who was fool enough to
take my name in vain back trail.”

“So Volmere is here!” Prentiss muttered.
“This range ain’t going to be at all healthy
for a spell!”

“If that sidewinding two-gun brush mus-
tang has friends in this crowd,” the Kid went

“on, “tell him to come in and meet me face
to face by Tuesday sundown, or tote a yellow
brand from Corpus Christi to Cheyenne.”

“He ain’t been in town or I'd have knowed
him!” old Gabby Flint put in.

“He is on this range,” the Red Kid stated.
“But he will not leave it if I ever see him!”

“The devil has got his arrogance, but he
can back it!” Emmett grunted. “He is a
bad hombre, but damned if you can help but

respect him !” He put his gaze upon Jay Bone.

“How does that story set with you?”

“There was bad blood between them on the
Pecos,” Jay Bone said. “It may be true. At
least, those two mustangs will not be in
cahoots.”

Randall moved away, wedging into the
crowd, drawn by a dude’s fascination at see-
ing his first real badman. The Red Kid was
wicked and there was no doubt of that; the
cold and implacable pride and arrogance of a
gun king was etched upon his wild face like
a brand. For all -that, there was something
decently human to him—he was hard, but he
was not a toigh—and it showed as he looked
back at Tim-Jim.: :

“You, littlebit,” he called up to the boy.
“What do they call you—Red?”

The boy turned scarlet at this attention
and had difficulty finding voice. He answered
shrilly, “ Tim-JinYs my handle, Mr. Red Kid.”

The Kid laughed. “Well, I'll call you
Red!” he sang back. “And us reds ought to
hang together. How would you like to guard
my hoss?”

Tim-Jim’s eyes grew big as saucers. Ex-
citement knocked the self consciousness clean
out of him. “You mean you’d let me do that,
Mr. Red Kid?”

The school bully broke in hotly, “Why,
hell, Kid, that little half pint ain’t dry behind
the ears yet! He ain’t even got a hoss and
saddle I”"

“I’ve got a hoss!” Tim-Jim growled trucu-
lently. “And I’ll soon have me a saddle!”

The bully let out a sneering snort. The
Kid laid his flat gaze on him. “I reckon you
mean you'd be a better man to mind my
Speedy ?”” he asked the bully.

The bully was a big, overgrown boy named
Hastings, already heavy in the chest and

shoulders, and now he strutted with a
swagger. “I’ve done held the best of ’em
at rodeo!”

The Kid swung out of the saddle and stood
there flexing the trail soreness from his
muscles. “Well, let’s see if yo’re good as you
think. You hold my Speedy thirty seconds and
the job is yores.”

Tim-Jim’s face fell and the bully swag-
gered forward as the Kid ducked under the
rail and drew out a gold turnip watch. But
Speedy watched the Kid turn his back and a
sudden wicked look was in her eye. Her
ears twitched, and there was a quiver in her
upper lip as Hastings put his hand forward
toward her bridle.

The boy got a sudden attack of buck fever,
but there was the crowd and his prestige
was at stake. He reached once and missed
the reins, and turned crimson under the
crowd’s hoot. He moved in belligerently with
dutch courage and caught the reins hard and
short this time. He ran his hand close beneath
her jaw and gave the jingle chain a half
twist to make doubly sure.

The Kid said without even turning,
“Speedy, I wouldn’t take that off nobody!”

There was something in that the horse
understood and it was all she needed to go
into action, Her neck stretched forward
where it should have pulled; her head dropped
where it should have jerked. She flung it
sidewise, catching Hastings full upon his
stomach, and then flinging her head, she
burned the reins through his fist. He sprawled
and she let out a bugle as fierce as any stal-
lion’s and, rearing, pawed air right over his
head.

Hastings turned putty gray and ripped out
one frightened scream and rolled, and catch-
ing his feet in the same movement, lurched
wildly through the crowd. The crowd guf-
fawed and the Kid quieted the horse and

NG
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jerked his head at Tim-Jim. “You still want
a try, Red?” he grinned.

Tim-Jim nodded because he could not speak.

“Scared?” the Kid asked.

. “N-no-no,” the boy stammered. “N-n-not
much, that 1s.”

The Kid chuckled and moved a step from
Speedy’s head and put the reins in the boy’s
hand clear for her to see. “She gets spooky
you tell her plain she can’t get away with
that with us Reds,” the Kid said. “And hold
her easy.”

HE crowd cleared a path for the Kid,

I but one man blocked him. Randall

stood on the edge of the walk with his
face tense and outrage in every line of it. “You
don’t mean to leave that little shavetail alone
with that killer ?”” he demanded. “Why, she'd
fling him clean across the street!’

The Kid stopped dead and sundown put
a savage light upon the angular hardness of
his face. “Just what is it to you?” he
grunted. i 2

Randall darkened at the tone but held his
place. “Tim-Jim Cantrell is a friend of mine,”
he said. “I don’t want to see the boy hurt
for the amusement of the crowd, is all.”

“Cantrell, eh?” the Kid repeated softly and
looked back at the boy. “I knew some Cant-
rells once and they could have held the devil
by his tail. And damned if he don’t look like
he’d make a right good try!”

“Man, he only weighs sixty pounds,” Ran-
dall persisted. “What's going to happen if
he gets in trouble?”

The Kid turned back with the deadly speed
of a rattler’s strike. He laid a flat stare
straight on Randall. “No man or boy with
guts gets in trouble,” he stated metallically,
“If he has the good sense to mind his own
business, friend!”

Randall looked earnestly around the crowd
for moral backing but found nothing but
amusement floating on men’s eyes. The Kid
rolled a smoke and put a light upon its tip.
He said then with ripping scorn, “Mister,
you are standing in a powerful unhealthy
spot.”

Randall opened his mouth to speak; he
saw the silver lights splintering from the
Kid’s eyes, and closed it quickly. He dark-
ened and swung back through the crowd with
its jeering laughter following him in a scald-
ing wave. The Kid did not even bother to
look after him. He moved with his stiff, yet
always balanced gait into the Star, contemptu-
ous, and yet demanding the homage of the
crowd that followed him,

The boy watched all this and felt kind of
sick that Bob Randall had been put out of
face that way, but still doggone sore that
Bob had stepped out of place to make him look

just like any ordinary boy. Against these
feelings he was conscious of the manhood the
Red Kid’s trust had placed on him. And the
horse. ...

A boy’s natural fears surged up through
him fresh and he turned, expecting with
every inch to be busted down or half chewed
up. It was horse country history that no

“man could get near Speedy, and what she had

done to Hastings was still clear in his mind.
But the horse had watched the Kid give him
the reins and understood, and now she had
her long neck stretched out and twisted and
was sniffing him up and down. After a ques-
tionable space, she lifted her head and let it
hang at shoulder level.

“Gee willikins !” the boy mumbled to him-
self, and felt pride and adventure warm his
blood. “I think she kinda likes me—uh,
some.”

He raised his small hand slowly and the
horse sniffed at it and let him stroke its nose
three times. Then with a true queen’s hauteur,
she simply lifted her head out of reach. She
didn’t spook and she didn’t get ugly, and a
laughing cheer rose from the crowd. There
were calls and compliments, and men grinned
at Tim-Jim with respect.

That was with the sun splashing its last
gold and crimson glory beyond the deep blue
hills and with the tide of purple dusk racing
down across the town. It being Saturday,
most of the stores were open anyway, but in
the Red Kid’s honor, there was not a window
that was not lighted up along the drag. Her-
mits who had not been seen for three months
were drifting into town, and men who had
been planning to take their womenfolk home
sent them home alone. Carnival spirit swept
like a strong smell, but there was something
more than just excitement at a possible gun-
fight; there was that strange and unexplain-
able hero worship of the crowd for a gun
king. Men jostled for the privilege of stand-
ing within the circle of his immediate con-
tempt, and there were fights over precisely
what he had said. The tough element had
formed a guard of honor without the ask-
ing, and men who had talked directly to
him, or bought him a drink, swaggered in
his reflected glory. But most of all, his
glitter spread over Tim-Jim. This was the
boy who had caught his fancy, the one he
trusted with his horse, and the one he had
renamed Red. . .. This boy was close to the
gun god.

It was two hours before the Red Kid came
out wiping his mouth. From the horse’s
temper he formed a good picture of how Tim-
Jim had acted and, pleased, he flipped him a
five dollar gold piece.

The Kid said, “That ain’t nothing! What
I figure you've really earned is a ride home
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on Speedy—and Red, you know what this
ride is going to make you?”

“It is sure going to make me might chesty!”
the boy admitted.

The Kid laughed. “And you’ll have reason!
It is going to make you the only man on
earth or in hell, barring me, ‘who ever stayed
on Speedy more than thirty seconds!”

He swung into leather and put down his
hand, but he didn’t draw the boy up behind
the cantle. He swung him over the pommel
and let him hold the reins and do the pacing.
Letting him down outside his house, he said,
“Well Red, I aim to see a heap more of you,
mebbe more than you’d guess!”

Tim-Jim said, “That is sure swell of you!”

The Kid chuckled. “You feel minded, come
by in the morning,” he said. “And you can
earn ten dollars giving Speedy a scrub-
down !”

“Ten dollars!” the boy gasped. “Why, I
ought to be giving you ten dollars for the
privilege, Mr. Red Kid!” _

“Just call me Kid,” the gun king told
him and turned his horse along. “That is
good enough for a real pardner to use, Red!”

IM-JIM was later than he’d ever been

for supper, but too filled with excite-

ment and rush to notice the graven
stillness of his mother’s face as he told the
story. He couldn’t gobble fast enough to get
back out; this was one of the biggest nights
Capitan had ever had and, though it was
late, she let him go. -

The Red Kid watched him leave on the
run and then came forward from the deep
shadows of a pine. He came in the shed door
without knocking and without taking off his
hat. The woman was at the sink, and her
hands stopped movement at the drag of his
spur upon the floor.

Without turning she said, “So you finally
dropped by, Kid?”

He pulled the shades and poured himself
a cup of coffee and sat down at the table.
“Why the harshness, Matty?” he grunted.
“It was you who ran out on me, I recollect.”

“That was five years ago,” she murmured.
“And you've known where we were.”

“What did you run for?” he demanded.

She turned then; her gaze laid upon him
with a molten glow. “The boy was getting
where he could understand,” she told him. “I
didn’t want those talky neighbors hurting
him.”

His eyes splintered icy fire. “They’d not
have talked ‘behind my back but once.”

She shrugged. ‘ “The harm would have
been done,’” she said.  She searched the swift
violence surging beneath his contained ex-
pression. ' “¥You did not come to Capitan just
to see us, Kid.”

“No,” he admitted. “I came on business.
But that was before I saw the boy. He has
got my heart and blood and pride in him,
Matty. I aim to take you two with me when
I ride out Tuesday night.”

Her hands gripped the sink until the
knuckles stood out white. “Why don’t you
leave us alone, Kid?” she breathed heavily.
“He’s got friends in Capitan and a chance
to amount to something—you can’t bring him
anything but harm.”

“Harm my own boy?” he growled. “Are
you loco? Give me ten years and I'll make
him the greatest rider in the West!”

“Longrider,” she corrected.

“Every ranch in the southwest was built
on rustling!” he bit out. “Why play games?
If it is a ranch you want, I’ll give it to you.”

“No,” she murmured. “I want him clean.
I don’t want him hunted and hiding from
posses to feed his glory, Kid. I want him to
earn his way honestly and know just where he
stands.”

“Why argue?” he demanded irritably. “We
ride out Tuesday and this is one thing where
the law would back me.”

Her head lifted and she gave a long breath
of scorn. “He will hate you when he finds
out what you are!” she said. “You could not
take him without force!”

“Is that so?” he rasped at her. “I reckon
you mean he’d pick some milksop like this
dude Randall, strictly as man to man?”

“I think he would,” she nodded. She made
a woman’s sudden bitter gesture. “Whatever
you touch is hurt and poisoned, Kid. What
do you want to do that to him for?”

He came to his feet and stood there teeter-
ing on his heels, with a solid silver blaze
firing in his eyes. “Did I ever hurt you?” he
rasped.

Emotion tore the quiet beauty of her face.
“I reckon you didn’t mean to, Kid!” she
choked. “Mebbe it isn’t you—it’s yore life
and you just can’t help it! But wherever you
go there is trouble. Leave the boy alone!”

“No,” he snapped on a flat metallic key.
“I will win him, and without telling him who
I am or why.”

For a long space her eyes fought him, until
his ruthless power licked her, She sat down
hard, suddenly limp and spent. “I can’t
fight you,” she told him with a toneless mur-
mur. “But you will hurt him, and that will

‘be its own punishment when you understand.

Kid, you will wish the good Lord had struck
you dead when you had glory, because it will
drag you in the dust and leave you crawling,
as you did once to Grace Volmere!”

His eyes dilated and the chill containment
of a gun king dropped back over him. “I
have given it out that I am on his trail,” he
told her,
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She looked at him with weary disillusion.
“What is it, another cover?”

He nodded, watching her. “Tuesday,” he
said, “and don’t try to turn the boy against
me!”

“You will do that yoreself!” she said
bitterly. ;

The Kid turned and swung out through
the deep mottled shadows, and someone
watching might then have realized the reason
he wore red color. In shadow he scarcely
showed at all, and in the moonlight, he formed
an uncertain blob.

CHAPTER THREE

Too Big to Fight

HEN Tim-Jim left the house he
moved busily toward the main drag,
and six men stopped him to ask ques-
tions about the Red Kid before he reached the

main street. He was coming conscious of
himself and the figure he cut; for the first

time in his life he felt the demanding thirst

of vanity, and pride bugled shrilly through
him. His head was up and he walked with a
truculent swagger, his mind occupied with
thoughts of how long it would take him to
save enough to buy a real six-shooter.

He came upon Bob Randall unexpectedly.
Randall was leaning back in the deep thick
shadows of the blacksmith door. The boy
stopped dead, as if he might turn through the
alley, but Randall had already seen him, and
he hung his head and jammed his hands into
his pockets and came doggedly on.

“Good evening, Tim-Jim,” Randall greeted,
and the boy answered a shade gruffly. He re-
fused to look up, not wanting to- see the
friendliness of Randall’s eyes,

Randall said, “I don’t want a falling out
with you over today, pardner.”

Tim-Jim stared down at his dog. “There’s
nothing to fall out about,” he said glumly.
“You stuck yore nose out of place and got
told off proper is all.”

Big Tom came scowling from the forge,
with a red hot piece of metal in his tongs.
“If you used that tone to me,” he grunted,
“T'd blister yore little backside! Yore riding
too high for one day’s luck, chipmunk!”

The boy looked up stubbornly then. He
said, “I made me five dollars today, and I am
getting ten tomorrow for a job the Kid
wouldn’t trust anyone else to do!”

“That’s no earning,” Big Tom scoffed. “It
is a common tip !”’

Tim-Jim felt the heat flush up into his
face and anger glossed his eyes with a damp
shine. “What’s wrong all of a sudden?” he
demanded shrilly. “I been minding my own
business and doing all right. You scared you

might have to pay decent wages after this,
Big Tom?”

The blacksmith took a step forward and
drew back his leg to land a well placed boot.
Then something struck his thoughts and
stopped him; he put his foot down carefully.
“Don’t,” he warned on a thick, harsh tone,
“come in here again until you've learned to
hold a civil tongue !” He turned back through
a wedge of deep shadow and came clear again
in the deep red glow of the forge.

Randall said quietly, “Freshness has cost
you a good friend, Tim-Jim. Don’t let yore
luck go to yore head!”

“I reckon I'll take care of myself all right!”
the boy mumbled and scuffed across to the
water trough. He stood there, near to bawl-
ing at his sense of loss, but behind that
terrible hurt, something else was perking.
Big Tom had meant to kick him and it was not
kindness that had prevented him. Then light
blazed through the boy’s perplexity—tough
and unyielding as he was, Big Tom was
afraid of how the Red Kid might take that if
he heard about it. The Red Kid’s power and
glory were already spreading to the boy and,
clasping that fact as a guard against his
inward ache, Tim-Jim told himself, Al right,
let ‘em think what they want! The Red Kid
likes me and thinks I'm worth good money,
and he’s worth every man in this damned
sand tank anyway.

The Red Kid stabled his horse at Mulli-
gan’s and took the only suite at the hotel, and
lay down for a time to smoke and have his
black private thoughts. Not in five years had
he really missed his son, but now he would
miss him like the devil. He thought of Matty’s
harsh claim that the boy would hate him and
tried to puzzle out her viewpoint.

He scowled and felt violence fluting through
him, and then mashed out his cigarette and
brought his rising temper into check. She’s
a woman and afraid of danger and insecurity,
he told himself. But the boy is a man, and he
will see things my way. Hurt him! God, I'd
chop off my right hand first! That boy has
what 1t takes!

He shaved and changed his shirt and
went back to the Star. The crowd elbowed
in to buy his drinks but he was still moody,
and it showed up in his drinking. He was
edging on nastiness when Randall came
into the bar in company with J. T. Emmett
and Jay Bone again. :

The bar was crowded and noisy and thick
with movement and the group moved almost
against the backs of the men lined along the
bar. As they passed, the Kid lurched back,
coming up hard against Randall’s elbow. He
turned with a curse and then saw who it
was and his body went cold sober. Liquor
showed only in the wicked deviltry floating
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hot upon the surface of his hard gray eyes.

“Why, damn you, Randall!” he exploded.
“You are the pushingest hombre I ever met
on any trail. They tell me you pushed into
town and into local business and then tried
to push a railroad through; this afternoon
you were pushing yore big nose in the boy’s
business, and now, by God, you are pushing
me with yore elbow! You need cutting down
to size, mister,”

ANDALL paled slightly and licked his

lips. With fists he might have stood a

chance, but no real gun king would
stoop to dirtying his hands that way. He
could feel Emmett and Jay Bone standing
aside and watching him; they might have
said a word to help, but they wanted to see
how he handled this. He was surprised more
than frightened and had no idea himself, and
out of his surprise murmured thoughtlessly,
“It was an accident,” and hoped that was a
decent way out of things.

The Kid poked his hat back upon his
fiery mane and leaned his elbows back against
_ the bar. He lifted a loud derisive snort

through the dead quiet. “Like hell it was! I
smashed plumb into you!”

This threw the fight square at Randall and
anger at the damned foolishness of the whole
affair was kindling in him slowly. He said
now, straight and clear, “If it is the boy you
are mad about, you should be mad at your-
self. In one afternoon you did him more
harm than any beating you could give him.”

The Kid was taken aback and slowly stiff-
ened at the bar. This put a wrong upon him
in public, but worse, one privately close to
his heart. For a moment, he had the crazy
notion that Randall must have been listening
to the conversation down at Matty’s. The
deviltry left him and his eyes turned chill
as old gray ice.

“What I did was give the boy some pride
and manhood !” he rasped out.

“And easy money,” Randall told him. “So
that never again will he be satisfied with what
a boy can make honestly !”

“Mebbe he was worth it!” the Kid growled.

Randall shrugged. “A young boy can’t
always get what he is worth, and now you’ve
spoiled his pleasure in making his way up.
If you really like him, you have done him a
terrible injustice, Kid; you have brought
him trouble and cost him friends and put a
fresh chip on his shoulder that he never had
before.” -

Small squares of red mottled the Kid’s
cheeks. He said with stubborn temper, “A
boy needs a ‘little roughness in him, and
I'lf be the judge of what I do for him. But
you give me a wide trail hereafter, Randall,
and keep yore big nose in place or I will put

it there for you. I will put it two feet deep
right out on Boothill mister!”

For an instant longer, the Kid 'laid the.
silver fire of his killer's gaze straight on!
Randall, but he was held in check, for by now
doubt beat at him. Matty had said it and now
this damned weak-gutted dude had accused
him of it. . . . what in hell was going wrong |
with the world? He pivoted back abruptly to|
his_drink, but his mood was explosive and
dark; a gun king could be bad and not give
a damn, but it was not within the vanity of a |
man who meted out death to be wrong. He!
could not tolerate a reflection or a doubting
of his judgment, particularly from this man,

Randall moved on by, face flushed with|
anger, and yet conscious that nothing had been
settled. His jaws hardened as he saw Enm-:
mett and Jay Bone avoid his eyes and fol-.
lowed them back to where Prentiss and !
Reilley were waiting at a table. Emmett
signaled for a bottle and cards and sat chew-
ing at his iron gray mustache without a word
until they came. In a way, Randall had stood |
up to the Kid, but it was not the rough and!
tumble, four-square way of the range.

It was Randall who broke the taut silence,
demanding, “Well, what should I have done,
then?”

Emmett lifted his glass and studied the
deep red color of the liquor and then tossed it
neat. Wiping his lips he grunted with sus-
pended judgment, “You should not have made
a play this afternoon, Bob, which you could
not back.” ;

“Damn it, 2 man can’t stand by and see
harm done!” Randall scowled.

Emmett shrugged. “If he can’t stop it,
then he has to. You put the Kid in the wrong
just now and stood him off with that. But
if he sticks around, he will find ways to make
you crawl and squirm, and the toughs will
not forget it. Yore life will be miserable until

_you’ve had some kind of showdown. The

whole range is here tonight and you've left
this hanging as unfinished business, Bob.”

Randall made a wry face. “In the mean-
time, I have lost what respect I had with you
gentlemen ”

Jay Bone said fairly, “Nobody is accusing
you of being yellow; yo’re no gun hand and
it was a tough case to handle. But a man can
sometimes do more harm than good trying to
do the right thing, Randall, and a smart man
has to figure those things in advance.”

Randall murmured almost to himself,
“What I am really most concerned about is
the boy. I don’t want to see him get in
trouble.”

Jay Bone blew against his upper lip with
cynical thought and said, “Ten trigger-happy
kids will grow out of the Red Kid’s visit to
Capitan—unless Grace Volmere comes in and
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drops him dead. Tim-Jim would not be the
first case where a burst of gun glory has
turned a young boy’s head.”

Emmett poured another shot and said
philosophically, “This is deeper than just
you personally, Randall. In a way, this is a
test of whether the country has really changed
or not—a showdown between good and bad.”

“With bad taking the pot,” Randall gri-
maced. “Well there is still time to use my
head.”

He nodded and got up and left the party,
and the men watched him move through the
thick blue tobacco smoke that waved in layers
down the bar. Emmett scowled, “Feeling the
way he does, I'd have no use for him if he
had not stepped out today and breasted the
Kid. Yet he has made a fool of himself.”

Jay Bone growled, “The trouble is, you
want that railroad but you ain’t sure enough
of Randall.”

Emmett gave an irritated grin. He said,
“Remind me not to play poker with you,

J’ay !"
AT SUNDAY breakfast, Mrs. Cantrell

said very carefully, “You know, when

I was yore age, Tim-Jim, this was
still outlaw country. Every man took what he
could any way he could and held it only as
long as he was able by his gunhand. Nobody
thought of what was right or wrong, and
nobody gave & hoot about building the coun-
try up, and it was not unusual for a man to
rob his best friend.”

The boy’s eyes had been sparkling, but
they went wide and indignant at that. “That
was pretty low and rough!” he muttered.

“Then men like Mr. Emmett cleaned things
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up,” she said, “and later, a new crop of young
men began to come along, men who wanted
to build the country and make it prosperous,
so there would be enough work for everyone
—men like yore friend, Bob Randall.”

The boy hung his head and pushed a potato
around his plate. “Bob’s all right,” he con-
ceded. “But he bit off more’n he could chew
last evening.”

“Doesn’t everyone do that sometimes?” she
asked.

“T bet the Red Kid don’t!”

“He is mighty brave, they say,” she told
him lightly. “But how about the bunch that
hang around him, Tim-Jim?”

“The toughs?” he grunted. “Shucks, ma,
he treats 'em like dirt! They don’t mean a
thing to him.” He forked his potato and held
it in a ray of sunlight. “He’s like those
knights you used to tell about—he’d fight
anything, I'll bet, but he wouldn’t mess with
a dirty trick.” He' looked at her suddenly,
wanting her to believe him. “Why, gee
willikins, look how he rode in here to bust up

Volmere! The way the ranchers figure that’s
all that can save ’em from a heavy raiding.”

“You don’t think the Red Kid would pull
anything like that?” she asked.

He colored with indignation. “Why, heck,
no! He's got too much pride to stoop to
thieving.”

She smiled then and the tight fear at the
corners of her pretty eyes eased out. “Don’t
ever let yore honesty go, Tim-Jim. It is a
mighty solid thing to have.”

“You betcha!” He nodded. “But I’'m learn-
ing something—a man needs real guts to
back it.”

“Yes,” she answered. “And often that kind
of guts don’t show.”

He looked at her curiously, but her mind
had gone off on something else and he busied
himself at small chores until ten o’clock. The
Kid wasn’t down yet and he told the clerk at
the hotel he’d wait, but the clerk said with
curious, wide-eyed respect, “He left special
word for you to go right up.”

That was the way the day began and with-
in the hour the word had spread and he was
right on top. The Kid took him to second
breakfast and then around to the stables and
let Tim-Jim bring the horse out by himself
and give her a morning warmup with a halter
rope. He started him off with the scrubbing
just to be sure Speedy would not act up and
then, leaving him to run the show, told the
stable boss and all and sundry, “Anyone Red
thinks is bothering Speedy, he can say so
and they better damn well shove off I”

He left then, and Tim-Jim got his first
real fill of pride and glory. He was no longer
just a friend of the Red Kid’s, he was the
man who could handle Speedy, who could
scrub her and lift her tail and hoofs and, with
nothing but a halter rope, make her pace off.

He was a celebrity on his own and to
wranglers came in to hang around and tal{:
seriously with him about Speedy’s mouth and
hoofs and spirit, and the endless things
horsemen give great importance to and talk
about. He had to tell two boys out of the
stableyard for fooling and making Speedy
nervous, and arrogant authority rose through
him as he did it, and where they had meant
to mimic him, they felt the sting of a full
man’s force and got. He swaggered a little,
surprised at himself, but liking it, and no
grown man who drifted back there gave him
any lip or accused him of sass. They accepted
the fact that he was boss and paid attention
to his wishes, and there was no hazing or
horseplay, and no ill will that he forbid it.

What with talk and all, the job took most
of the day. The country was shaking out of
its glaring sea of haze when the Kid drifted
back. He noted that even Speedy’s hoofs
were polished, and he grunted with honest
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admiration, “Red, that is a damned good job!
If she would let you do that, she’ll let you
ride her.”

Tim-Jim swallowed hard. “You mean,
alone?”

“Nothing else but,” the Kid nodded.
“Break out her bridle and saddle.”

He cinched her himself, but he let the boy
put on the bridle, and his only help was to
lead Speedy through the alley after the boy
had hit the saddle. Tim-Jim took her for a
walk and then a canter, and at a signal from
the Kid, rode her a mile out and back at a
hard gallop. The Kid watched the boy’s
handling, a real amazement mixing with his
pride and humor. “There ain’t nobedy, man
or boy,” he vouched twice, “who could ever
make her behave that way before Red!”

The boy was darned near choked with self
importance when he went home, and feeling
the respect due his new status at school next
day, he took offense at a rib from Hastings,
and built a fight out of it. They had fought
before and Tim-Jim had come out the worst
of it, but today he gritted his teeth and
fought with a spirit he’d never had. The
bully felt it with surprise, but he had nearly
double years and weight and had Tim-Jim
flattened out and gasping, when anger rose
through the smaller boy in a blinding flame.
He saw a loose picket from the fence, and,
squirming loose, ran and grabbed it and
slammed the bully on the head.

It laid Hastings out cold, and not even
Miss Spriggs but was secretly glad. But it
showed a new side to Tim-Jim, something
never before suspected, and solidly behind him
as their hero, the other schoolboys were still a
little shocked. He felt the distance that it
put between them and in that moment it came
to him that never again would their relation-
ship be quite the same. They might respect
him more, they might follow like a herd and
lick his boots, but the days of close and inti-
mate and careless comradeship was gone.
From here on, he would walk not only in the
glory of the mighty, but also in the solitude
that held them from the crowd. In that in-
stant, he knew the full importance and the
vast loneliness of kings.

He felt kind of bad, when his temper
cooled, to think he’d taken a weapon to Hast-
ings, but the other boys were giving him a
new and rather awed respect. He was still
" uncertain when he drifted into town and found
the news had proceeded him.

Bob Randall stopped him on the street and
said with quiet dlsapproval “F hear you beat
Bully Hastings, Tim-Jim.”

“Yeah,” the boy 'admitted and glowered at
the boardwalk. “He got out of turn and he
had it coming anyway, I reckon.”

“But you should not have struck him with

a club,” Bob Randall chided him. “He is a
lot blgger and needed a good lambasting, but
that isn’t fair play, Tim-Jim.”

The boy moved awkwardly in his boots and
grunted harshly, “But damn it, he asked for
what he got!”

“But not with a club,” Randall insisted.

“No,” the Red Kid’s metallic voice cut in
on them. “You should have taken a hoss and
ridden the damned bully into the dust!”

CHAPTER FOUR
Rustlet’s Range

HEY looked up and the Kid was

lounging against a post upon a stoop,

a hard and unyielding approval in the
glance he shot at Tim-Jim. “When a man
rides you or crowds you or throws around his
weight,” he said, “you catch him any way
you can, except the back, just so long as
you win, Red.”

The boy’s face lighted eagerly. “You don’t
think I done wrong, then?”

The Kid gave a snort of derision. “What
did yore school chums think?”

“Well, they were kinda surprised but awful
glad,” Tim-Jim told him,

“Then there’s yore answer,” the Kid said.
He put his gaze on Randall and arrogant
mockery floated in his eyes. “You've got to
beat respect into the world,” he said. “There
is only one thing worse than losing, and that
is a man who won’t fight at all!”

Randall said, “When the reason is there, a
man! fights and fights fair and does the best he
can

“The reason is there when any other man
breasts you or doubts you or says be damned !”’
the Kid grunted.

Randall darkened but his jaw line was
hard. He turned to the boy. “What do you
say, Tim-Jim?”

The boy squirmed with discomfort at this
veiled feud between two friends, but he felt
the Red Kid’s eyes- upon him and the Kid
had spoken clear enough and made it stick.
He said, “Well, gee, Bob, I’m the smallest
fella in school and I been taking an awful
hazing and got no respect for it. But today
they were all for me, no matter how I won!
’Course, I wouldn’t do a trick like that ex-
cept with a bully !” :

The Kid chuckled, and Randall’s jaws
gripped harder. He murmured stiffly, “A man
picks his own' trail,” and moved along his
way. The Kid asked confidentially, “Sorry,
Red?” and the boy raised his head and swal-
lowed some part of his youth mto the past
and shook his head.

“No,” he muttered,

“] aim to win from
now on, Kid!”’- I et e
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The two spur-dragged along the clapboards,
the Kid with his stiff, truculent gun king’s
gait, the boy unconsciously doing his best to
copy it. They came to Merritt’s alley where
the blaze of sun slashed through, and Ger-
onimo stopped dead with ears forward and
hackles rising and gave a deep throated growl.
The Hastings dog was down the alley, a big
dog with big bones and big muscles, and the
light of an unchallenged bully in its eyes.

“Geronimo, you stay close now!” the boy
commanded.

The Kid stopped and sized the two dogs up
and murmured, “Why don’t you let Ger-
onimo clean him up and make it a full day
with the Hastings, Red?”

The boy moved awkwardly in his boots
and his face grew a little tense. “Geronimo
is awful small,” he answered.

“You have got fifteen dollars you've done
made,” the Kid allowed, “and there is a
classy saddle and outfit down at Stamms for
fifty, You let me do yore betting for you
and get a good dog fight started here, and
we’ll make us that saddle and give yore dog
some pride besides.”

He’s game,” the boy mumbled. “But look
at his size, Kid!”

The Kid grunted, “Look at my size along-
side some of the hombres I've humbled!”

The boy looked white, but he pulled his
fifteen dollars from his pocket and gave it to
the Kid, and the Kid turned and ripped out a
high pitched trail call that quickly gathered
the loafing crowd. “Red Cantrell,” he said,
“aims to back his dog agin that big Hast-
- ings maverick, and I am with him. Where is
a man that says two-to-one on Hastings’
mutt ?”

“Why, Kid, that Hastings dog is cock of
the walk in town!” some loafer said. “I got
me ten dollars says so, but I didn’t ever hope
to see the day I'd be taking money off the
Red Kid!”

“You ain’t taken it yet,” the Kid told him
and put the stakes in old Buzz Neidler’s hat.
Others came forward and the two Reds finally
had laid out a hundred and five dollars. The
Kid said to Tim-Jim, “All right, sic that half
pint of dynamite on that big yokel, Red!”

The boy said on a tight, sick note, “Sic
him, Geronimo!” and then at the dog’s fast
glance of surprised glee, he came excited and
yelled shrilly, “Rush him and rip the guts out
of him and make him crawl!”

Geronimo filled the alley with his bark and
dove in fast, getting the advantage of sur-
prise, for Hastings’ dog was used to smelling
fear instead of fight, and was not fully ex-
pecting this. The crowd yelled and whooped
it up, and, the dogs knew they had an audi-
ence and gloried in it. The fight spilled out of

the alley into the street, and the. thickening

crowd jostled and one of the Beedler boys
crashed through Jane’s Hardware window,
raising a laugh, and giving an opportunity for
pilfering that cost Jane close to fifty dollars.

Tim-Jim was following the fight with the
intent excitement of a trainer. He was un-
conscious of his crowd, his face deep with
color, his shrill voice hoarse as he yelled en-
couragement and orders. Both dogs were
covered with blood, and Geronimo’s strength
was ebbing under the other dog’s driving
weight. But he was smaller and cooler in his
fighting spirit and, watching his chance,
finally dove in under the big dog’s guard and
got a real hold on his windpipe. The big dog
went berserk and threw his weight around,
intent now on nothing but freeing himself of
that tightening hold. Geronimo’s small jaws
did not have the strength to close, but every
throw of the big dog’s head acted on his teeth
like a hammer. Suddenly, the Hastings dog
leaped high in the air with a convulsive mo-
ment so hard it knocked Geronimo loose, and
the boy’s face fell, but the Hastings dog did
not come back at Geronimo with killing
temper. It dropped in its tracks, and wheezed
a pitiful yelp, and crawled a way, and then
fell with its legs under it grotesquely, blood
bubbling from its throat and its eyes glazing.

Geronimo walked in a circle around it,
stiff of leg, and proud, truculence in every line
of him. He stopped suddenly and then lifted
a bay of victory to the skies.

The Kid said, “That Hastings mutt is good
as dead,” and looked around the crc wd. No-
body moved for a moment, and he snapped
out his gun and put a shot into its head and,
looking at one of the toughs who formed his
court, grunted curtly, “Get the carcass out of
sight.”

IM-JIM stood there trembling and

wide-eyed ; he hadn’t meant the fight to

end like this. He dropped on his knees
and saw to Geronimo’s wounds and some of
them were pretty bad, and he picked him up
and took him to the horse trough for patch-
ing. But this was automatic; that last piti-
ful look in the Hastings dog’s glazing eyes
filled him as a cold storm wind fills the moun-
tain valleys. Death, even a dog’s death, had
no place in the golden sunlight of late after-
noon.

The Kid came over with the winnings in
his hand and the grinning ccrowd following.
Geronimo squirmed loose and licked himself;
he was spent, but he was proud and he knew
the crowd was admiring him, and from time
to time he let his wounds go and took a
stiff, truculent walk around as if looking for
another battle. :

The Kid said; “That.dog. ot yoes . will

. never be chased again, Red!”., ;.
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The boy murmured, “Yeah,” and gave a
hard grin to cover the terrible feelings in
him. What he wanted to do was go find that
big dog’s carcass and take it home to Bully
Hastings, and blubber right out to him that
he hadn’t meant this to happen. But the Kid’s
ruthless mettle lay upon him, and the crowd
was watching for some sign of weaknesses
and, vaguely surprising to the boy, Geronimo
was more friendly than he ever had been. He
couldn’t let the Kid down and mope out on
this, and the only way he could keep from
busting wide open was to get up and swagger
and talk rough, which he did.

Just once he caught sight of Bob Randall’s

face, and Bob’s expression was concerned and
hurt as if it had been Geronimo, or even the
boy himself, in the big dog’s place. For-that
instant their glances met, and Randall’s gaze
drilled him, and the boy felt something heavy
jump and thud inside of him, and thought he
was going to crack. But right then the Kid
told the crowd boastingly, “Well now, I
reckon Geronimo’s finished up what Red here
couldn’t do to them that crosses him! That
leaves it to me to clean up that skunk Vol-
mere if he comes in, or else trail him and cut
off his hide!”

Somebody called out, “What do you aim
to do about him, Kid?”

“I aim to wait in town until full dark to-
morrow night,” the Kid sang back, “He is a
skunk, and his friends can tell him I said that,
but he claims he is not yellow, and if he
isn’t, I have a hunch he will ride in to meet
me about sundown.”

Excitement ran through the crowd like a
driving sandstorm., The crowd’s high temper
would show in its drinking before night, and
there would be fights and general hell and
mayhem, and out of the hell and racket and
high liquor, there would be damage and
thieving and maybe worse things the town
would remember for a long time after he had

one.

2 On the edge of the crowd, Wyatt, the
banker, turned away with Bob Randall and
Tom Billings, scowling thoughtfully, “If that
gun king stays around another week, every
small depositor in this country will be busted.
Men who can’t afford fifty dollars for vittles
or building have been in town all week-end,
guzzling and gambling twice that!”

Billings growled, ' “The toughs will be
night-riding for ‘a leng: time after he has
left. It has been fifteen years since they had
Vigilantes here, but I am thinking it may
come again.”-} hur il

Randall’s face''was gray and set like iron.
‘The boy’s bravado and swagger over the dog’s
death were still on his mind, Now it struck
him the Red Kid’s effect upon the boy was the

same as his effect upon the -whole town, ex- -

“wild horses couldn’t stop ’em.”

cept that in Tim-Jim’s case it was clearer cut
and sharper.-

Out of his thoughts, he said aloud, “Damn
it, he just doesn’t get the picture! He has
never shown any signs this way before.”

Big Tom Billings looked at him and
scowled, “The Kid has gone to his head, Bob
and you might as well forget him. A thing
like this is like a rotten apple—once it has
touc,}’led another, the other one grows rotten
too.

“No,” Randall answered stubbornly. “Any
woman will tell you you can cut out the bad
spot if you catch it soon enough. There is a
way to make the boy see things clearly some-
how, and I will find it.”

“Be careful,” Wyatt warned, “that in the
doin%, we don’t get to see daylight through
you.

Randall gave him a bleak look and then
nodded and turned off on some business.
Watching him go, Big Tom grunted, “I
dunno if he is brave or a damned fool, but
if he is set to do something about the boy, he
will have to bring it to a showdown before
the Kid lights out, or he will never rate in
this town after.” :

Wyatt said, “He is real liable to be fertiliz-
ing boothill by then,” and shook his head.
“It is too bad he hit the wrong country. He
is a man who would build a country instead
of leeching on it, but I am afraid this range
is too tough for him.”

HE dog fight had started the crowd’s
blood lust hammering and row liquor

added to it; there were fights and rob-
beries that night. One man crippled, and two
men held up and frisked right in Merritt's
alley. In the midst of this roaring hell and
mayhem, the Kid preened his vanity and
found amusement; he got two young bucks
fighting with lasso rope wrapped around their
knuckles, so that they finished the fight with
flesh shredded clean to the waist in ribbons,
Intermittently, he dropped a word that kept
alive the idea that Grace Volmere would ride
in to meet him tomorrow sundown.

Out of the liquor and gab, this story grew
of itself, until suddenly the town was elec-
trified with the statement from somewhere
that Volmere had sent word in he was coming
and would shoot onsight.

The Kid’s hard gray eyes glossed with
arrogant amusement, and he said carelessly,
“I will be waiting when he gets here!”

That story ran out onto the range, and
the ranchers heard it with curses, Emmett
called in his foreman and growled irritably,
“You'd best take the boys in town in a
bunch and whip ’em back tomorrow night.
They will sneak off for that fight anyway—
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“What about you?” the foreman asked.

“It is my spread,” Emmett told him sourly.
“So I will be the one stuck with watching
1A

Bully Hastings did not come to school next
day, and the boys kept darting glances of
profound respect at Tim-Jim, but at recess
and lunch, their old friendliness was missing,
They strutted for him, they followed him,
they tried to impress him, and they hung on
every cocky boasting word he said. But
the old days were gone—he was something
aloof and beyond them as a star, now, and
they would follow his light, but never again
would they approach him intimately.

He missed their wild colt closeness, he even
missed their hazing, and would have changed
things back, but now he knew there was
nothing to do about it. Nobody fell in with
him after school. Three of the boys hung
around, awkwardly suggesting they might all
go fishing, but that put him conscious of his
new position and -he swallowed his hot, crowd-
ing loneliness and told them arrogantly,
“Naw, I got to see the Kid on business!”

He moved into town and found nearly every
man on the range there. But the Kid wasn’t
taking part in the fun today; he moved alone,
his mind occupied, face hard and contained,
every thought and movement concentrated
upon the business in the offing.

He relaxed at sight of the boy, but he was
still distant when he said, “I will be riding
out tonight and Speedy needs a warm-up to
oil her joints. How would you like to ride
her out to Emmett’s and bring in yore hoss
so we can get the right fitting on that bit and
saddle ?”

The boy was torn between the pride and
glory of taking Speedy out alone, and
' thoughts of missing the big fight.

The Kid gave a short laugh. “Volmere will
come in after sundown, if at all,” he grunted.
“He will hope to get me trigger nervous with
the wait. You ride fast and don’t dally and
you’ll have time to see the fireworks, Red.”

Tim-Jim muttered, “Sure,” and they moved
around to the stables. “I'll ride out a half
mile and walk back in,” the Red Kid told
him. “I need the air.”

Riding around from the stables, the Kid
stopped to call in, “If Volmere shows, tell
him I am coming back to riddle him.”

He put the horse into motion up the long
liver colored grade, and from the hump looked
out at the horizon and saw dust trails cutting
from every direction. A faint smile touched
the corners of his thin lips. “There ain’t
going to be many hombres left on the
range,” he commented. “That is Emmett’s
outfit now, ain’t it, Red ?”

“Yeah, every one of ’em!” the boy said,
“But I reckon old man Emmett stayed.”

The Kid swung out of leatlier and said a
word to the horse to behave. The boy asked
suspiciously, “You ain’t just shoving me out
of town for the trouble ?”

“For the fun, you mean?” the Kid chuckled.
“You be back by dusk and it will be time
aplenty.”

He wigwagged and started back down the
hill past the grove of cottonwoods. Tim-Jim
put the horse into movement, and was riding
with fair self-assurance when he came up with
the Emmett outfit. They stopped to grin and
ask the gossip, and give their whole hearted
admiration of the horse.

When he told them what he was after, the
foreman said, “Hell, Tim-Jim, we done moved
yore pony out of the pasture with the other.
two-year-olds, out to Clover Mountain.”

The boy’s face came sharp with worry and
he asked, “Reckon I can make it there and
back to town, leading, by sundown??”

“You cut across Flat Valley about a mile
above South Saddle and you’ll make it,” the
foreman nodded. He suddenly grinned. “You .
see Two Gun Volmere loping around out
there, don’t stop to chat with him. He'd take
a mighty big fancy to the Red Kid’s hoss!®

“He’ll have to ride some to catch me,”
the boy answered boastfully, and they nodded
and passed along their separate ways. The
hills were full of riders coming in. Only two
dust smokes plumed outward from the town,
the boys’, and a solitary rider far back of him,

CHAPTER FIVE
The Testing of Sundown Kid

E PUT Speedy in a long-legged, easy

run and cut down across the valley

looking with interest at the scattered
bunches of cattle, breaking out of their fan
into little herds and drifting. It was going to
cost a couple of days’ real hard work to make
up for the fence riders going off to town that
way, but a cowboy would let the whole range
go to the dogs rather than miss a big first
rate shooting.

He found the cavvy of two-year-olds about
where the foreman had said, and cut out his
pinto pony. He cornered it and, after some.
difficulty, dropped a loop upon it and, fixing:
a halter knot, began the ride back in. He
saw a rider along the ranch side of the valley,
and was vaguely surprised any of the bunch
had stayed on range, and then twice, saw
riders on the other side of him, o

What surprised him more was their activ-
ity; every once in a while he could hear
them let out a wheop or shout, and there were
bursts of faint drumming on the air as they
gathered small herds in a bunch, ’

But most of his thoughts were on the
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excitement that lay ahead, and he pressed
the horses to get back for the gun battle.
When he thought of it, something hard
pressed in his throat and his heart rattled
and stood still. The picture of the Hastings
dog lying in its spreading blood was still
sharp in him, and this picture mixed with a
picture of a fallen man and chilled him—
but it would not, he told himself, be the Red
Kid.

The sun was lowering and the long shad-
ows crept out as he reached his turnoff from
the valley. South Saddle lay due ahead and
to his right, a rocky pass into the maze of
canyon country that lay south, a country so
torn and eroded and rough that when cows
drifted down in there, nobody ever bothered
much to find them. It had been used as a
hideout in the old days by rustlers, and a
stronghold by Apaches, and it was probably
where the Grace Volmere bunch had holed up.

The valley bottled in at this point, and
twisted, and he saw the rider on his left
again, riding back of him and parallel. Some-
thing in the man’s ride struck him and he
could have sworn it was Bob Randall. He
squinted hard, but the rider was against the
sun and it was hard to see. At the same
time, he was dimly conscious of a hard and
growing drumming sound, and then he caught
the wild, berserk bawl of stampeding cattle as
the head of the wedge tore around the bend
in the valley.

He looked back and saw the low, charging
level of horns ahead of the boiling cloud of
dust and a boy’s fright filled him. A high
pitched yell suddenly ripped out of the hills
running down into the saddle, and a call
slammed at him across the valley, “This side,
Red, and cast that lead pony free!”

Speedy’s head was high and her movements
growing nervous; she was sucking deep lung-
fuls of air and listening to that growing
noise and her eyes were spooking. The boy
didn’t know who had called, but it was from
the far side of the valley, and he reined up,

torn with indecision, trying to figure the
reason for those orders.

Behind him, the full width of the stamped-
ing wedge suddenly crowded the valley. He
heard the yell again, but couldn’t understand
it, in any case, he didn't want to leave his
pony. -He tried to put Speedy into a gallop
for the near wall. But Speedy spooked and
suddenly fought him and, impatient at his
attempt to rein her, threw him. She did it
deliberately, knowing just how to do it, and lit
out for the far side of the valley.

The boy lay for a moment, dazed with the
impact, still clutching the lead rope of his
pulling pony. He heard another yell, a dif-
ferent voice and nearer, but the words were
lost in the booming drum of those berserk
dogie’s hoofs. A figure came racing down off
the near side of the valley, angling against
the oncoming wedge of noise and dust.

Tim-Jim clambered to his feet and saw
now the wedge was almost on top of him, and
pulled desperately at his pony’s rope. Bob
Randall raced up and pulled short and
snatched him from the ground and, riding
alongside his pony, plopped him on its back.
He shot the bog' a grim smile of confidence.
“Can you stick ?” :

Tim-Jim nodded and threw one look back,
and then didn’t want to look back again. The
lead of the wedge had seen the motion of the
horses and veered as stampeding cattle will
to follow any movement, and was galloping
down atop of them. There wasn’t time to
angle back across the front of the herd; there
was no time for anything except to light up
the valley fast. Randall put his horse into
full gallop, gradually bending toward the
near side of the valley. The boy saw then
why the other rider had called him; the
valley wall was pitched at a steep angle in a
high footledge for a full mile. A horse could
slide down it, but getting up would be pure
luck.

Randall was actually leading the crazed
stampede now, and he thundered on past the

.. 178 QUALITY



22

FIFTEEN WESTERN TALES

entrance to South Saddle, to where the valley
suddenly spread out into a plain, broken and
gouged with big ravines and drybeds. They
were near the slope of the other wali now, and
he charged up; wheeling out onto a shelf.
The boy followed, and the head of the stam-
pede went by him near enough to touch. But
the herd had not followed up here; dust and
the rough land that lay below had confused
and broken it; most of it went galloping off in
a dozen splitting bunches, losing itself and
before long, running its fright out in those
gulches.

Randall was breathing hard, but forced a
grin and said, “We made it!”

Tim-Jim was regarding him with big eyes
and a somewhat shamed expression. “When
did you learn to do that?” he asked.

Randall chuckled, “Well, just between the
two of us, I didn’t know what to do, Tim-
Jim! 12

“You mean you risked yore neck jist to help
me if you could?” the boy asked.

Randall made a negligent gesture. “What
would you do for a friend?”

“Whoever was across the way didn’t try
nothmg,” the boy muttered. “He just sang
out to come over there and let yore pony go,
Red.”

Randall’s gaze snapped across the purple
shadows deepening in the valley. “He called
you Red?” he muttered thoughtfully. “And
Speedy took out that way, didn’t she?”

“She was spooked up with the stampede,”
the boy said. “Gee, the Kid will give me the
devil, won’t he?”

Sundown was still bright upon the crests
. of the hills across the valley, but no horse-
man showed a silhouette. Once Randall
thought he made out movement in the saddle,
but dusk was rapidly filling the hollows and
it was hard to tell. There was a vague pulsing
of the air that might have been galloping
hoofs, but the cattle were still mlllmg and
bawling, and some were spooking up in fresh
bursts of stampede, and the sound was un-
certain.

Randall said, “Well, we better be getting
back,” and moved his horse along. They came
abreast of Emmett who reined up to ﬁ)l,'ld out
what the racket was, and they told him, and
Emmett scowled, “Those damned cows can
get flooded out in those drybeds if there’s a
cloudburst! But at least, they’re safe— I’ll
lr)idi 1;1 with you and help to bring the crew

ack:

IGHT lay black and velvet all around
them. Due ahead, the town cast its
carnival glow upon the dust cloud
‘hanging overhead. They racked and the boy
scampered away to find the Kid, and found
him hard-breathing and red of eye in front of

the Star. He had the smell of dust and fast
hard riding about him, and the boy noticed
that, but lost the thought in his sense of guilt
and shame.

He started to talk, but the Kid grabbed
him by the shoulders and looked at him
attentively and muttered, “So yo’re all right,
Red?”

“Why, yeah,” the boy answered, puzzled,
“But how did you know ?”

Emmett and Randall had drawn nearby and
were talking in low voices as they looked at
Speedy, ground-hitched where the smoking
yellow light slanted out in an oblique sheet
from the Star. Wildness was still in her, and
she gave off the heat of a hard run.

“She drifted back alone,” the Kid grunted
on a sudden flinty turn of voice. “I was down
trail scouting to see if that skunk Volmere
was sneaking in when she come along.”

Yardley spotted J. T. Emmett from down
street and sang out at him, “J.T., here is
that express telegram you been waiting for!”

Emmett laid a hard and piercing glance
upon the Kid, and then moved by to get his
telegram. Something in his look brought
Lazy E’s foreman up sharp, and he grunted
at a cowprod, “Round up the bunch, Larry.”
. The Kid’s face hardened, and balance came
into his whole body. The boy was blabbing
out the story of the stampede, and the Kid
could feel the town’s good will reach out
like a tide around Randall. This was the kind
of thing the town had wanted to think of
him and not been able, and the friendliness
and pride of him it brought out had a solid,
rooted feeling.

Emmett stood on the express platform,
reading his message in the light from the door.
Now he turned and called to Randall and
there was a sharpness, but a note of respect
too, in his voice. The crowd came aware of
mystery and cross tides moving under the
surface of things, and in its suspended curi-
osity, took much of its attention and worship
from the gun king.

J. T. Emmett marched back upstreet, and
said, clear for all to hear, “Grace Volmere
ain’t on this range at all, Kid. He has been
seen riding south this side of Jackson Hole.”

The Kid’s face turned inscrutable as lead.
“Then I will ride north and meet him,” he
rasped.

Emmett looked around for the men who
would side him, but could not find them. He -
had not reached a full decision yet, but he"
said, “It is damned funny I had a bunched
stampede down the valley this ‘evening, and
just at sundown. Those herds were scattered
and somebody bunched'’em, and would have
been sweet raiding if they had turned up
through the saddle, which they would have
done, except for Bob Randall.” ?
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He let his gaze linger speculatively upon
the Kid a spell, and the town read what lay
in his suspicions. The Kid had been missing
a good bit of that afternoon, and come in hot
and fast after he claimed he’d found Speedy.
This fight with Volmere would have been a
good play to draw hands in off the range,
while his outfit made a raid and got the rustled
stock moving. And the Kid would have been
in the clear, with Tim-Jim out on his horse—
it would have looked as if Volmere were there
and rather do some rustling than fighting.

Everyone had known the Kid had rustled
in his time. Suspicion of him drifted sharply
through the crowd, and with it, the inbred
hatred of cattlemen for rustlers gathered like
heat pools through the town.

The Kid felt that, but knew he was in the
clear for now. Emmett was his greatest
danger, but Emmett would not move without
the other big ranchers, and there was as yet
no real proof against him. He looked at the
boy, and the boy was kind of white and tense
with things he felt but did not understand.

A hard smile traveled across the Kid’s
lips. He said, “Well, it was lucky and no
harm was done, Red.”

ANDALL'’S eyes pierced the Kid with
his thoughts. “Red,” he repeated slow-
ly, and turned his attention on the boy.

“Does it have a familiar ring when he calls
you that, Tim-Jim?”

The boy’s face was working, and his jaws
were set, and the shine of dampness was
bright upon his eyes. He shook his head vio-
lently. “Not what you mean, Bob!” he blurt-
ed. “The Kid wouldn't stoop to rustling—
would you, Kid?”

Something hard and metallic slipped into
place within the Kid and his eyes turned
bleak. “I don’t get what yo're driving at,
Randall,” he stated on a flat, cold note. “Un-
less you aim to say I was the one who called
Red out there at the stampede.”

“When Speedy spooked, she moved in the
direction of the call,” Randall answered. His
voice was high; it held a crackling edge,
but his jaw was determined. “And wherever
you caught her, you rode Speedy back in
town.”

The Kid hitched at his belts and his eyes
grew deadly. Affront came out of him like a
strong smell, and fight was up in him like a
trumpet sound. He said harshly, “Mister, I
don’t like that kind of talk! Get out in the
street, Randall, and back it with lead!”

Randall turned white, but he had his gun
on and he had spoken out_thinking just this
might happen. He turned. with unflinching

determination, and walked straight out into
the dust. The Kid moved after him, stiff and
truculent as a bulldog facing an enemy, filled
with killing hate, yet contemptuous of Ran-
dall for all that.

Emmett muttered, “Good God, this is
murder ! But what can you do about it?” half
to himself.

Tim-Jim heard him, and it galvanized him
into action. He went running out, busting
between the two men, and sobbing with great
wracking breath. He flung his arms around
Randall’s waist, “This ain’t fair, Kid!” he
called out shrilly. “He can’t even use a gun
proper !”

The Kid stopped dead and his full atten-
tion riveted on the boy and the way he had
thrown himself into Randall’s defense.
Against the back of his mind, a stream of
thoughts were smashing. . . . Matty’s words,
that he would hurt the boy . . . the fact
that it had been his fault Tim-Jim was nearly
killed that afternoon . . . what Randall had
said about the harm he’d done him . . . Ran-
dall saving him at the risk of his neck.

He raised his head, but did not look at Ran-
dall. He stood there as if listening to some
distant sound. He sensed the waves of feel-
ings drifting off the crowd—the friendliness
for Randall, the grim suspicion of himself,
the sudden draining of his popularity. Worst
of all, he felt the bitterness mounting in the
boy as he began to figure things—

He shook his head clear and looked around
the circle of grim, shadowed faces, and only
on the faces of the toughs did he find a spark
of approval, or the least remaining shred of
homage. This was no longer an arena fight
between two professional gun kings; it was
something that touched the homely, daily life
of the range and town. It was something that
could happen to any of them, something per-
sonal, and part of each of them was right out
there with Randall. It was not Randall alone
who would be killed for this—it was some-
thing solid and human and good that was in
all of them and was ready to die rather than
see mischief done.

But the thing that touched the Red Kid
deepest was that bursting disillusion in the
boy. The boy had fathomed him and knew
now that he’d been the one to call him.
Maybe the boy didn’t understand that hearing
her master’s voice when she was spooked,
Speedy would not have gone the other way,
and that was the reason he had taken the
chance of the longer crossing. But the boy
did know he had been on range somehow, and
had been set to rustle J. T. Emmett, And now
he saw the Kid as the monster of fast gun
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play who would coldly shoot down the best
friend he’d ever had and the man who had
saved him, risking his own neck, and the
only man in that town who had the nerve
to speak straight out to the Kid.

The fact smashed him, and turned like a
hot knife in his guts, and he sucked a long,
whistling breath between his teeth. He
couldn’t have the boy hating him, and it
struck him hard that Matty had been right,
and his life had been wrong all along.

He said sidewise to Emmett, “Take the
boy,” and over the sound of the boy’s wild
bawl and struggle, he said metallically to
Randall, “Now draw yore gun and shoot,
mister, and show the color of yore liver!”

Randall licked dry lips and the veins stood
out like black cords along his temples and his
throat. His jaw locked suddenly and his hand
raced to his gun, and his finger was tighten-
ing on the trigger. The Kid had not moved
a muscle yet, but now he did. His gun flashed
and barked in the same instant, and before
he could fire, Randall’s gun went clattering
from his hand. He stood there gripping hard
to his forearm, and out of his pain and daze,
came conscious that he had not been shot—
the Kid had simply shot the gun out of his
hand,

HE KID was blowing smoke from his

barrel and, snapping the chamber open,

popped in a fresh shell. He booted his
gun and looked across at Randall, and some-
thing decent won for a moment over the
arrogant hatred in his leaden eyes.

He said grudgingly, “Any hombre can get
out and shoot when he don’t know how, and
knows it, and is scared stiff, and knows that,
has got guts—if he ain’t got good sense,
Randall. It will carry you a long way that
you stood up and breasted the Red Kid!”

He swung at right angles on the heel of
one boot, and looked at the suddenly silent
and amazed boy as he passed. He said, “How
do I stand with you, Red?”

“Gee, Kid!” the boy sobbed afresh, know-
ing fully what had happened. “Yo're a real
gent at that!”

The Red Kid gave a hard grin touched
with bitterness. “Remember that, Red,” he
murmured. “I want to recollect you thinking
of me like that!”

He put out his hand, and felt tears fall
upon it as Jim-Tim shook it, and then he
turned and swung up into his saddle. He let
out a savage, ear-splitting yell, and Speedy
went from a dead stand into full gallop in
five steps, and the town stood silent and
watched the Red Kid sink into shadow.

Randall came over and laid a hand on the
boy’s neck, and told him gravely, “That was

a pretty good friend of yore’s, Red, and not
all bad.”

It was the first time that Randall had ever
called him that, and he realized that he used
the nickname out of respect to the Kid. That
made things a little better with him and he
stopped sobbing. s

Emmett looked down at the telegram he
still held, and crumpled it and stuck it in his
pocket. “Well,” he grunted, “I didn’t lose
no cattle, but I reckon it’s a lesson on crowd-
ing the range, Randall. I'm sending for
Prentiss, Bone and Reilley, and I reckon we
better get down to brass tacks about that rail-
road spur real fast.”

“Seems like,” Randall said, “Red here
ought to get a little piece of that stock when
we get to it.”

The boy moved awkwardly and hung his
head. He was fishing for something amidst
the confusion of his pockets. He drew it out
and held it out to Emmett—a silver star off
a fancy bridle. He said, “I reckon I better
get myself straight here and now and fast—
ain’t this yore’s, Mr. Emmett?”

Emmett’s bleak eyes crinkled at the cor-
ners. “Why, yes,” he murmured. “And there
is a bridle that goes with it. I was figuring
to sell it for about seventy-five cents.”

Tim-Jim darted a furtive glance around
the crowd, and found Big Tom’s gaze upon
him with an expression that was not all un-
friendly. He mumbled, “Mebbe I could make
that in a week or so, Mr. Emmett, if Big Tom
would just give me a chance to get my job
back.”

Big Tom grunted, “Why when a man
shows he needs a job that way—"" and chuck-
led at him.

That was Tuesday and exactly a week later
at the same time, Bob Randall rode out to
Mrs, Cantrell’s to read the message. The Red
Kid had met, and died at the hands of, Two
Gun Grace near Denver, but he had lingered
long enough to gasp a message to the sheriff,
He wanted Tim-Jim to have his horse Speedy
if he wanted it, and he was leaving his pistol
to Bob Randall.

Her face tightened and shimmered with
emotion and then grief shook her for a long
period. He took the boy’s hand and then
went outside to wait, and after a long spell,
she came out and invited them back in for
coffee. She had washed and tidied up, and
emotion had cleared through her, and when
she went out of the room for a space, the boy
said to Randall with ‘amazement, “Bob, I
never seen her pretty. like that before! She
don’t look like she’s "worked to death no
more !” < :

Randall darkened and tousled the boy’s
head. “Mebbe,” he told him, “we can see
that she stays this way, Red.”



“Sometimes a man stumbles into

a place where, if he’s a man, he’s

got to show it—but you don’t
show a Ranger more’n once!”

Sonora turned an’ slugged
him.

and swung down from the saddle in

front of the Chuck Wagon. He wore
a high Mexican hat and a pair of tight Mex
pants that flared over his boots. Shorty Duval
started to open his mouth to hurrah this
stranger when the hombre turned around.

Shorty Duval’s mouth snapped shut like a
steel trap and you could almost see the sweat
break out on his forehead.

One look was all anybody needed. Shorty
was tough, but nobody was buying any trouble
from the drifter in the high crowned hat,
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HE RODE into town on a brown mule
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He had a lean brown face and a beak of a
nose that had been broken, some time or other.
There was a scar along his cheekbone that
showed white against the leather brown of his
face. But it was his eyes that gave you the
chills. They were green and brown, but there
was something in the way they looked at you
that would make a strong man back up and
think it over.

He was wearing two guns and crossed belts.
They were not Peacemakers, but the older
Colt, the baby cannon known as the Walker
Colt. Too heavy for most men, they would
shoot pretty accurate for well over a hundred
yards, which wasn’t bad for a rifle.

He wore one of them short Mex jackets,
too, and when we looked from his queer getup
to that brown mule that was all legs we
couldn’t figure him one little bit.

Not many strangers rode into White Hills.
I’d been there all of two months, and I was
the last one to come. This hombre showed he
knowed the kind of a town he was in when
he didn’t look too long at anybody. In fact,
he didn’t even seem to notice us. He just
pushed through the doors and bellied up to
the bar.

Bill Riding was in there, and some four or
five others. Being a right curious hombre, I
walked in myself. If this gent did any talkin’,
I aimed to be where I could listen. I saw
Riding look around when I come in. His eyes
got mean. From the first day I hit town we'd
no use for each other.

Partly it was because of Jackie Belton’s cur
dog. Belton was a kid of fourteen who lived
with his sister, Ruth, on a nice cattle spread
six or seven miles out of White Hills. That
dog ran across in front of Riding one day an’
come durned near trippin’ him. He was a hot
tempered hombre, an’ when he drawed iron,
I did, too.

Before he could shoot, I said, an’ I was
standin’ behind him, “You kill that dog, Rid-
ing, an’ I’ll kill you!”

His face got red, an’ then white. His back
was half toward me, an’ he knowed he didn’t
have a chance. “Some day,” he said, his
voice ugly, “you’ll butt in at the wrong
time !”

Jackie saw me, an’ so did his sister, an’
after the way they thanked me, I figgered it
would have been cheap even if I'd had t’ kill
Riding.

White Hills was an outlaw town. Most of
the men in town were wanted somewheres, an’
while it wasn’t doin’ any deputy much good
t’ come in here, the town was restless now.
That was because the bank over t' Pierce had
been stuck up an’ ever’body in White Hills
figgered the rangers would come here lookin’
for him. That was why they’d looked so
-suspicious when I rode into town,

It didn’t take no fortune teller t' guess that
Harvey Kinsella had put Bill Riding t’ watch-
in’ me. Kinsella was the boss o’ that town,
an’ he knowed everythin’ that went on around.

Riding wasn’t the only one had an eye on
me, I knowed that. Kinsella had posted two
or three other hombres for the same reason.
Still, T stuck around. And part of the reason
I stayed was Ruthie Belton.

The hombre with the high crowned som-
brero leaned against the bar an’ let those slow
green eyes of his take in the place. They
settled on Riding, swung past Shorty Duval,
an’ finally settled on me.

They stayed there the longest, an’ T wasn't
surprised none. We were the two biggest men
in the place, me an’ him. Maybe I was a mite
the bigger, but that hat made him look just
as tall. His eyes didn’t show what he was
thinkin’, but knowin’ how a man on the dodge
feels, I knowed what it was.

He had me sized up like I had him. Me,
I growed up under the Tonto Rim, an’ when I
wanted t’ ride the cattle trails, I had t’ ride
east t’ git to 'em. I'd punched cows an’ dealt
monte in Sonora, an’ I ain’t braggin’ none
when I say that when I rode through New
Mexico an’ hung around Lincoln an’ Fort
Summer an’ Santa Fe, not Billy the Kid nor
Jesse Evans wanted any part of what I had t’
give. Not that I wanted them, either.

There wasn’t no high Mex hat on me. Mine
was flat crowned an’ flat brimmed, but my
guns was tied down, an’ had been for more
than a little while. My boots was some down
at heel, an’ I needed a shave, but no man in
that place had the power in his shoulders I
had, an’ no man there but me could bust a
leather belt with his chest expansion.

him I was ridin’ a lone trail, either.
They never cut my hide t’ fit no Kin-

sella frame. Anyway, he looked at me, an’
then he says, “I’ll buy you a drink!” An’ the
way he laid that “you” in there was like
layin’ a whip across the face of ever’ other
man in the saloon.

Bill Riding jerked like he’d been bee stung,
but Kinsella wasn’t there, an’ Bill sat tight.

Me, I walks over t’ the bar an’ bellies up
to it. Amigo, it done me good t’' look in that
long mirror an’ see the two of us standin’
there. Y’ can ride for miles an’ never find two
such big men t'gether. Maybe I was a mite
thicker'n him through the chest, but he was
big, amigo, an’ he was mean. :

“They call me Sonora,” he said, lookin’ at
the rye in his glass. . .

“Me, I'm Dan Ketrel,” I said, but I was
thinkin’ of what the descriptions of the bandit
who robbed the bank at Pierce said. A big

HE DIDN’T need no second sight t’ tell
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man, the descriptions said, a very big man,
wearin’ two guns.

Sonora was a big man, an’ he wore two
guns. For that matter, I did, too. There was
even another big man in town who wore two
guns. The boss, it was, Harvey Kinsella.

We looked at each other right then an’
neither of us was fooled a mite. He knows
what I was here for, an’ I knowed what he
was here for, an’ neither of us was in friendly
country.

Bill Riding didn’t like me bein’ here. It was
chokin’ up in him like a thunderstorm chokin’
‘up a canyon with cloud. It was gittin’ in his
throat, the meanness of him, an’ I could see
trouble was headin’ our way.

For that matter, I'd knowed it was comin’,
soon or late. I knowed it was comin’ because
I knowed I was goin’ t’ butt into somethin’
that wasn’t rightly my business. It had been
buildin’ for days, ever since I got the lay of
the land, hereabouts.

I was goin’ t’ tear down the fence that
kept Ruth Belton’s cows from grazin’ in
Reefer Canyon, where the good grass was.

You'd think, maybe, that tearin’ down one
fence wouldn’t do no good. You'd think maybe
they'd put it right up again. You'd be wrong.

If'n I tore down that fence once, it was
goin’ t' stay down, because after I tore it
down I'd have t’ kill Harvey Kinsella an’
Bill Riding.

They was the ones out t' break Ruthie
Belton. When her old man was alive they
- left him strictly alone. He was old, but he
was a ring-tailed wolf on the prowl, an’ they
knowed it. Then he got throwed from a bad
hoss, an’ they started t’ move in on the Bar B.

It wasn’t none of my business. Me, I was
up here for a purpose, an’ rightly I shouldn’t
think of anythin’ else, but sometimes a man
stumbles into a place where, if he’s a man,
he’s got t' show it. An’ me, I was a fixin’ t’
tear down that fence.

It would mean shootin’, an’ Kinsella was
poison mean, an’ Riding damn’ near as bad.
That was sayin’ nothin’ o’ the rest of that
outfit. But I had me a plan now, an’ that
plan was buildin’ around a certain tall hombre
in a high crowned hat, a man that rode a
brown legged mule and packed two Walker
Colts.

Bill Riding got up an’ walked over t’ the
bar. He was spoilin’ for trouble. As big a
man as Kinsella in weight, he was a mite
shorter than either of us, but nearly as broad
as me. A big handed man, an’ a dirty fighter
in a rough an’ tumble.

“Stranger,” he says, starin’ at Sonora, “y’
seem kind of limitin’ in your offer of a drink.
Maybe y’ think you're too durned good t'
drink with us!”

Sonora had his elbows on the bar right

then, an’ he didn’t straighten, he just turned
his head an’ let those cold eyes take in Riding,
head t’ foot, then he looked back at his drink.

Riding's face flamed up an’ I saw his lips
tighten. His hand shot out an’ he grabbed
Sonora by the shoulder. Bill just had t’ be
top dog, he just had t' have ever’body be-
lievin’ he was a bad hombre, but he done the
wrong thing when he laid a hand on Sonora.

The man in the high crowned hat back-
handed his fist into Bill’s unprotected mid-
section. It caught Bill unsuspectin’, an’ he
staggered, gaspin’ for breath. Then Sonora
turned an’ slugged him. Bill went back into
a table, upset it, an’ then he crawled out of the
poker chips with a grunt an’ started for
Sonora.

Just then Harvey Kinsella stepped into the
room, an’ me, I slid back two quick steps an’
palmed a six-gun. “Hold it!” I said, hard
like, “anybody butts into this scrap gets a
bellyful of lead!”

Kinsella looked at me then, the first time
he ever seemed t’ see me. “If you didn’t have
that gun out,” he said, “I'd kill you!”

Me, I laughed. If'n it hadn’t been for
Sonora, who was goin’ t' town on Riding,
I'd have called him. :

Bein’ around like I have, I've seen some
men take a whippin’, but I never saw any man
get a more artistic shellackin’ than Sonora
give Bill Riding. He started in on him an’
he used both hands. He cut him like you'd
chop beef. He sliced his face like he had a
knife edge across his knuckles.

Me, Dan Ketrel, I slug 'em, an’ Pap always
said I had the biggest fists he ever seen on a
man, but Sonora, he went t’ work like a doc.
He raised bumps all over Riding, an’ then
lanced ever’ one o’ them with his knuckles.
Riding wanted t’ drop, but Sonora wouldn't
let him fall. He just kept him on his feet until
he got so bloody even I couldn’t take it. Then
Sonora hooked one, high an’ hard, an’ Bill
Riding went down into the sawdust.

Sonora looked over at me, standin’ with a
gun in my fist. “Thanks,” he said, grinnin’ a
little. We understood each other, him an’ me.

Harvey Kinsella looked at Riding lying on
the floor, then he looked from Sonora t’ me.
“T’ll give you until sundown,” he said. Then
he turned to go.

“T like it here,” I said.

“T’ve told you,” he replied.

ONORA an’ me walked outside. Me, I
S figgered it was time t' talk. “There’s
been talk,” I said, “of a ranger comin’ in
here after that hombre what done that Pierce
bank job. Don’t let it worry you none. Not
for right now.
“Down the road a piece there’s a girl, name
of Ruth Belton. -Her old man was a he wolf.
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He’s dead. This here Kinsella, he’s tryin’ t’
run her off her range. Scared t’ tackle it
when the old man was alive. He’s done put up
a fence t’ keep her cows from the good grass.
I aim t’ cut that fence.”

He stood there, his big thumbs in his belt,
listenin’. Me, 1 finished rollin’ my smoke.
“When I cut that fence, there’s goin’ t’ be
some shootin, but I aim t’ cut it, an’ aim t’
kill Harvey Kinsella. He’s got word out that
ary a hand on that fence and his guns talk
loud. :

“T aim t’ cut it. I aim t’ kill him so’s he
won’t never put it up again. But he’s got a
sight of boys ridin’ for him. One or two, I
might git, but I don’t want nothin’ botherin’
me when I go after Kinsella.”

“Where’s the fence?” he asked quietly.

“Down the road a piece,” I struck a match
on my pants. “I reckon if'n we was t’ ride
that way, Ruthie would fix us a bait o’ grub.
She’s quite some shakes with a skillet.”

Me, I walked out an’ swung onto the hurri-
cane deck of that big blue horse o’ mine.
Sonora lit his own shuck, an’ then boarded his
mule. He went down the street an’ took the
trail for Ruthie Belton’s place.

Neither of us said no words all the way
until we got up to Ruthie’s place an’ could
see the flowers around her door, an’ Ruthie
waterin’ ’em down.

“I reckon,” Sonora said then, “that ranger
could hold off doin’ what he has t’ do ’til a
job like this was over. Don’t reckon he’d wait
much longer though, would he?”

“Don’t reckon so,” I said, grimly. “A
man’s got his duty. Still,” I added, “maybe
this ranger never seen the hombre he’s lookin’
for. Maybe he ain’t sure when he does see
him, so maybe he rides back without him?”

“Wouldn’t do no good,” Sonora objected.
“Too many others lookin’, an’ he’d be follered
wherever he’'d go.”

Ruth looked up when she heard our horses,
and then turned to face us, smiling. She
looked up at me an’ when I looked .down into
those blue eyes, I figgered what a fool a man
was t' go lookin’ into guns when there was
eyes, soft like that. :

“You're the man,” she declared, “Who
protected Shep!”

Me, I got red around the gills. I ain’t used
t’ palaverin’ with no womenfolk. “I reckon,”
I said.

“Won’t you get down and come in? We
were just about to eat.”

We got down ‘an’ Sonora sweeps off that
high-crowned hat an’ smiles. “I’ve heard some
powerful nice things about the food you cook,
ma’'am,” he said, “an’ thank you for a chance
to try it.”

We went inside an’ purty soon Jack come
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worried. It didn’t take no mind reader t’
figger why. Those cows we’d seen was lookin’
mighty poor. It wouldn’t take much time for
them t’ start dyin’ off, eatin’ only the skimpy
dry, brown grass.

When she had the food on the table, Ruthie
looked at me an’ I could feel my thick neck .
gettin’ red again. “You boys just riding, or
are you going some particular place ?”

Sonora looked over a forkful of fried spuds.
“Dan here—he figgered there was a fence up
here needed cuttin’, an’ he ’lows as how he’ll
cut it. I'm just sort of ridin’ along—in case.”

Her face whitened. “Oh no! You mustn’t!
Harvey Kinsella will kill anybody who touches
that fence—he warned us!”

“Uh-huh.” I picked up my coffee cup. “We
ain’t got much time here, ma’am. I got a little
job t’ do, an’ I reckon Sonora has, too. We
sort of figgered we'd take care o’ this an’
Kinsella, too. Then when we rode off up the
trail you'd be all right.”

When we finished, I tipped back in my chair.
It was right homey feelin’, the sort of feelin’
I ain’t had since I was a kid, me bein’ a
roamin’ man, an’ all. I got up after a bit, an’
saw Sonora look at me. That mule-ridin’ man
never had a hand far from a gun when we
were t'gether. For that matter, neither did I.

It wasn’t that we didn’t trust each other.
We both had a job t’ do, him an’ me, but we
were the cautious type.

I walked over an’ picked up the water bucket,
then went t’ the spring an’ filled it. When I
come back I split a couple of armsful of wood
an’ packed it inside. Sonora, he sat there on
the porch, sleeply like, just a watchin’ me.

The door had a loose hinge an’ I got me a
hammer an’ fixed it, sort of like I used to
when I was a kid, an’ like my pa used t’' do.
It gives a man a sort of homey feelin’, t’ be
fixin’ around. Once I looked up an’ saw
Ruthie lookin’ at me, a sort of funny look in
her eyes.

Then I picked up my hat. “Reckon,” I said,
“we better be ridin’ up t’ that fence. -It’s most
two mile’ from here.”

Ruthie, she come t’ the door, her eyes wide
an’ her face pale. “Stop by,” she said, “on.
your way back. I'll be takin’ a cake out of
the oven.”

“Sure thing,” Sonora grinned, “I always
did like fresh cake.” :

That was a real woman. Not tellin’ y’ ¢’
be careful. Not tellin’ us we shouldn’t. That
was her, standin’ there shadin’ her eyes again’
the sun as we rode off up the trail, me loungin’
sideways in the saddle, a six-gun under my
hand. ST ’

“You'd make a family man,” Sonora said,
half a mile further along. “Y’ sure would.
Ought t’ have a little spread o’ your own.”

meidint, made he logic g, itotbaeipese the
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trail o’ my own thoughts. “That’s what I
always figgered on,” I told him. “Me, I'm
through ridin’ rough country.” -

We rode on quiet-like. Both of us knowed
what was comin’. If'n we came out of this
with a whole skin there was still the main
show. I should say, the big showdown. We
both knowed it, an’ neither of us liked it.

In those few hours we'd come t' find we
was the same kind of hombre, the same kind
of man, and we fought the same way. We
were two big men, an’ when we rode that
last mile up there t’ the fence I was thinkin’
that here, at last, was a man t’ ride through
hell with. An’ then I had t’ do t" him what I
had t’ do because it was the job I had.

HE fence was there, tight an’ strong.

“Give me some cover,” I suggested t’

Sonora. “I'm goin’ t' ride up an’ cut
her—but good !”

The air was clear an’ my voice carried, and
then I saw Bill Riding step down from the
junipers, a rifle holdin’ easy in his hands. His
voice rang loud in the draw. “Y’ ain’t cuttin’
nothin’, neither of you!”

Me, I sat there with my hands down. My
rifle was in my saddle boot an’ he was out of
six-gun range. I could see the slow smile on
his face as that rifle came up.

That moro 0’ mine never lost a rider no
quicker in his life. I went off, feet first, an’
hit the ground gun in hand. I'd no more than
hit it before somethin’ bellowed like a young
cannon, an’ out of the tail o’ my eye I saw
Sonora had unlimbered those big Walker
Colts.

My six-shooter was out but I wasn’t lookin’
at Riding. He was beyond my reach, but
there was a movement in the junipers close
down, on our side of the fence, an’ I turned
and saw Harvey Kinsella there behind us. He
had a smile on his face an’ I could almost see
h}i]s lips tighten as he squeezed off his first
shot,

When I started burnin’ powder I don’t

know. Somethin’ hit Kinsella an’ he went
back on his heels his face lookin’ sick, an’
then I started walkin’ in on him. It helped
me keep my mind on business t' walk into a
man while I was shootin’,

Somebody blazed at me from the brush an’
when I tried a snapshot that way, I heard a
whinin’ cry an’ a rifle rattled on the rocks.
But T was walkin’ right at Kinsella, an’ his
guns were goin’. I could see flame stabbin’
at me from their muzzles, but when I figgered
I had four shots left I kept walkin’ in an’
holdin’ my fire.

Behind me them Walkers was blastin’ like
a couple of cannon from the war atween the
states. I wasn’t worried about Sonora takin’
out on me. He was an hombre t’ ride the
1'i\(r1er with—besides, we each had us a job
t’ do.

Then Kinsella was down on his face, the
back o’ his fancy coat stainin’ red. Two other
hombres were down, too, an’ I could hear the
rattle of racin’ hoofs as some others took off
through the bresh.

Then I turned, thumbin’ shells into my
guns, an’ Sonora was there, leanin’ on a fence
gost, one o’ those big guns danglin’ from his

st.

Me, I walked over t' the fence haulin’ the
wire cutters from my belt, the pair I picked
up at the girl’s ranch. My head was drummin’
somethin’ awful, like maybe there was still
more shootin’. But it wasn’t that—it was
deathly still. Y’ couldn’t hear a sound but the
loud click o’ my cutters.

When I finished I turned toward Sonora.
He was slumped over the fence then, an’ there
was blood comin’ from somewhere high up on
his chest. I took the gun out of his fingers
and stuck it in his holster. Then I hoisted him
on my shoulder an’ started for his mule.

That mule wasn’t noways skittish. I got
Sonora aboard an’ then crawled up on the
moro. When I was in the saddle again, I
looked around.

Riding was dead, anybody could see that.
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He’d been hit more than once an’ half his
head was blowed off. There was another
hombre close beside him, an’ he was dead, too.

As for Kinsella, I didn’t have t’ look at him.
I knowed when I was shootin’ that I was killin’
him, but I walked over to him.

Three times on my way back t' Ruthie’s I
had t’ stop an’ straighten Sonora in the saddle,
even with his wrists tied t’ the horn.

Before I got through the gate, Ruthie was
runnin’ down toward us, an’ Jack, too. Then I
must’ve passed out.

When my eyes cracked to light agam it
was lamplight, an’ the room wasn’t very
bright. Ruthie was sittin’ by my bed, sewin’.

“Sonora?” I asked.

“He'll be all right. He’d been shot twice.
You men! You're both so big! I don’t see
how any bullet could ever kill you!”

Me, I was thinkin’ it might not take a
bullet, but a rope.

Kinsella got me once, low down on the side.
Just a flesh wound, but from what Jack told
me it must've bled like all get out.

When it was later, Ruthie got up an’ put
her sewin’ away, then she went into another
room an’ to sleep. I give her an hour, as
close as I could figger. Then I rolled back the
blanket an’ got my feet under me. I was some
weak, but it takes a lot of lead t’ ballast down
an hombre big as me.

Softly I opened the door. Ruthie was lyin’
on a pallet, asleep. Me, I blushes, seein’ her
that way, her hair all over the pillow like a
lot of golden web caught in the moonlight.

Easy as could be, I slipped by. Sonora's
door was open an’ he was lyin’ in Jack’s bed,
a chair under his feet t' make it long enough.

Well, there he was, the hombre that meant
my ranch t’ me. I'd strapped on my guns, but
as I stood there lookin’ down, I figgered it
was a wonder he hadn’t shot it out already.
That reward was dead or alive.

Suddenly, I almost jumped out of my skin.
Only one o’ them big Walker Colts was in its
holster! Why, that durned coyote! Lyin’
there with a gun under the blanket, an’ the
chances was he was awake that minute.

Hell! I'd go back t’ bed! It never did a
man no good t’ run from the law, not even in
the wild country! Soon or late, she always
caught up with him.

water on my face when I looked up an’
he was leanin’ again’ the door post.
“Howdy,” he said, grinnin’, “sleep well ?”

My face burned. “Well as you did, y’
durned plossum playin’ maverick!”

He grinned. “Man in my place can’t be
too careful.” He looked at me. “Ready t’ ride,
or is it a showdown?”

Sonora had his guns on an’ there was a

IN THE mornin’ I'd just finished splashin’

quizzical light in those funny eyes o’ his'n.

He was a big man, big as me, an’ the only
man I ever saw I'd ride with. “Hell,” I said,
“ain’t y’ goin’ t’ eat breaf’st? I'll ride with
you because you're too good a man t’ kill!”

Ruthie was puttin’ food on the table, and
she looked at us queerly. “What's between
you two ?” she asked, quick like,

“Why, Ruthie,” I said, “this here hombre’s
a Texas ranger. He figgers I'm the hombre
what robbed the bank over t’ Pierce!”

She stared at me.
oner ?”

“Ma’am,” Sonora said, gulpin’ a big swaller
o’ hot coffee, “don’t you fret none. I reckon
he aint no crook. Just had a minute or two
o’ bein’ a durned fool! I reckon that bank’s
plumb anxious t’' git their money back, an’ I
know this hombre’s got it on him because
last night—” he grinned—“when he was
asleep, I had me a look at his money belt!”

Before I could bust out an’ say anythin’, he
adds, “I figger that bank’s goin’ t’ be so
durned anxious t’ git their money back they
won’t fret too much when I suggest this
hombre be sent back here, sort of on good
behaviour., I'd say he’d make a good hand
around a layout like this.”

Then I bust in. “Y’ got this all wrong,
Sonora,” I told him. “Y’ been trailin’ the
wrong man! Rather, y’ trailed the right man,
an’ then when y’ walked into the Chuck
Wagon, y’ took too much fer granted.

“I didn’t rob no bank. I'll admit I got ¢
thinkin’ about ownin’ a ranch, an’ I rode into
town with the money in mind. Then I heard
the shootin’ an’ lit out. The man who robbed
the bank,” I said, “was Harvey Kinsella. I
took the money belt off him. His name’s
marked on it!”

He stared at me. “Well, I'll be durned!”®
he said.

Ruthie was lookin’ at me, her eyes all bright
an’ happy. “Man,” I was sayin’, “I figgered
you fer the bandit, first off. I was figgerin’
on gittin’ you fer the reward, needin’ that
money like I was, fer a ranch.”

“An’ I was tryin’ t’ decide if I should take
y’ in or let y’ go!” Sonora shook his head.

Ruthie smiled at me, an’ then at him. “I'm
going to try an’ fix it, Sonora,” she said, “so
he’ll stay here. I think he’d be a good man
around a ranch—some place where he could
take a personal mterest in things!”

There was a tint o’ color in her skin,

¥ Just what I think, ma’am.” Sonora shoved
back his chair. T got up an’ handed him the
money belt. “An’ Ruthxe,” he continued, “if
I was t’ ride by, y° reckon it’d be all nght
t’ stop in?”

She smiled as she ﬁlled my cup. “Of
course, Sonora, an” we’ll be mighty glad ¢
see you!”

“Then—you're a pris-
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By HALLACK McCORD

(Answers on page 88)

Western quiz questions listed below. Try your hand at answering them, and if you can

TIME to cool your saddle a spell, compadre—rein up and take a look at the twenty

call the turn correctly on as many as nineteen of them, it’s obvious you're no bill show

cowboy. Answer seventeen or eighteen, and you're still no dude.
than fifteen—well, don’t get any callouses patting yourself on the back. Goo

1. The term “alforja” is used in reference
to: A type of hay upon which horses are
generally fed? A kind of saddlebag? A place
where horseshoes are made? A low, rambling
ranch house of the type found in southern
Arizona and New Mexico?

2. In the slanguage of the Westerner, the
expression ‘“base-burner” means: A drink
of whisky? A fire used to keep cattle warm
on the open range? An especially vicious and
halrd?-to-ride bucking horse? A cowboy bed
roll

3. In the old days in Texas, the boys used
to refer to the annual list of badmen and fugi-
tives, published by the Texas Rangers, as:
The “bill show?” “Bible two?” The “Police
Gazette?” The “swindle sheet?”

4. “Brown Gargle” is the slang term for
what well known item on the range?

5. In all probability, from what Spanish
word did the cowboy term, “wrangler” evolve ?

6. What is “cheeking?”

7. According to the Western meaning of the
term, a “fence stretcher” is: A mythical
instrument invented by the cowboy, and spoken
of only when there was a tenderfoot around?
A tool used to pull fence wire tight? A nester
who keeps extending his territory. A wealthy
stockman who somehow manages to expand
his holdings noticeably from year to year?

8. True or false? “Gun wadding bread”
is the cowpuncher term for light bread.

True or false? A “lazy” brand is a
brand which has some letter or figure which
is “lying down.” €

But if you answer less
({ luck, compadre !

10. If a Westerner friend of yours said he
was going to “mug,” he would be planning
to: Get down on his hands and knees and
drink from a spring? Have his picture taken?
Bulldog a calf?

11. True or false? A “mule-hipped horse”
is a horse with too sloping hips.

12. In the slanguage of the cowpuncher,
a “leather slapper” is: A gunman? A tender-
foot? A camp cook? Any person who owns
a large spread of cattle.

13. What are “hair pants?”

14. When a cowpuncher refers to “final
horses,” he means: The last bunch of horses
to be ridden in a rodeo? The last group of
horses to be sold during an auction. The
horses ridden at the end of a wagon train?
Horses which are ridden in the Eastern part
of the United States?

15. True or false?
cowboy term for necktie.

16. If a Western friend of yours told you
he was looking for a ‘“chaparral fox,” you
would know he was: Planning to go fox
hunting? Planning to go coyote hunting?
Planning to go road runner hunting ? Planning
to go hunting for an extremely tricky human
being ?

17. True or false? A “brush hand” is a
cowpuncher with extremely rough hands.

18. What is a “bill-show cowboy ?”

19. True or false? A “bayo coyote” is
generally extremely fond of meat.

20. When might a cowpuncher be said to
be “all horns and rattles?”
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“Choke strap” is a



The Singing Troop feared neither death nor
NN ihe devil—until the day they had to choose

between them!

McElroy watched the fight with

1!-"‘:“‘“

/s

N LATE morning, the quartermaster mule

train left the bald, scorched crests of

the Dragoons sinking into the molten
cauldron of the sky. Within the hour, it was
heaving through a sea of silver-gray alkali,
that closed in from all sides with a wall of
blazing white-hot glare. The light stole all
32

a return of that bleakness to his

face « o »

slightest shadow and perspective; there was
no sky, no horizon, no indication of grades or
hills or hollows, and shortly it became ap-
par_eint that they had lost their narrow strip of
trail, o Tiee :

The command to halt, ran back along the
column, raw and strident with a junior offi-



cer’s high temper at an obvious mistake.
The wait was worse than the raw discomfort
of lurching movement. Heat bit at the men
and glare blinded them and they turned into
grotesque gray phantoms under the sifting
filter of fine powdered dust.

From the lead mule of the six team of
wagon nine, Quartermaster Corporal Stedder
cursed with dust raw grittiness. “Boxed!”
he said. “And we will roll these damned
coffins out with our shoulders again while

TRAIL

PATROL

that jughead Yates is having a laugh on the
new lieutenant!”

The man on mule six wore the two-toned
blue-and-yellow of the cavalry and the pride
of it was about him like a light. Not even
nineteen days unvaried mule-pace had
cracked him; he still rode stiff as a ramrod,
tunic hooked tight to the jaws, aloof and de-
tached from this quartermaster truck as a
god. He turned his lean, high-boned face
toward the corporal and his red-rimmed eyes

33
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held a contemptuous fire in the gray dust
mask of his face, -

“Is this a quartermaster sergeant’s idea of
fun?” he asked.

Stedder bridled  at the arrogant tone and
growled, “What would you call it in the
almighty cavalry?”

“Break, and sixty days double sentry with
full pack!” McElroy snapped.

But he made no taunt, no issue of it. The

thought came and passed as he spoke, strik- -

ing but a bare spark of consciousness off the
deep-and burning anger that had filled him
since he. first looked out across Yuma from
the Army transport’s deck and caught the full
impact of what it meant to be transferred
from a crack headquarters post on the gentle,
green Potomac to this raw and desolate firepit
of the Southwest.

He returned his molten gaze to the beat-

_ing silver glare. “Damned savage country,”
he muttered. “What would you expect?”

Stedder twisted in the saddle and studied
the cavalry trooper with curiosity deeper

_than his anger. “You've not figured yet what
brought about your transfer ?”” he inquired.

The trooper shrugged broad, sloping shoul-
ders and made a bare gesture toward his
lance stripe. “If it had been discipline, or
even an officer’s bile, they would not have
left me that,” he growled. “It is the injustice
of it that is curdling me.” =

“You will get used to the country soon
enough,” Stedder grunted. “There is noth-
ing else to do out here.”

“You can hate it,” McElroy growled. “I
will stick it, and I will hold my lance stripe,
but I will never stop hating the country or
the man who sent me here while I live !”

“You'll never trace the transfer order,”
Stedder told him. “You may be cavalry, but
it is still Army, and the Army makes damned
sure of that!”

“Tll find out,” McElrey answered grimly.

The corporal’s lips pulled out in a tough
grin. “You can’t buck the whole cavalry,
laddie !”

McElroy’s head tossed and breath ripped
through his high-bridged nose. “It was no
cavalry officer did this to me!” he said. “It
is not in the cavalry to pull a trick like this—
it would have been some damned fool area
headquarters staff brass!”

Ironic humor crossed the corporal’s weath-
ered face.- The trooper was young for that
lance stripe and he had worked like hell to
get it. He had held the traditions of his
corps with feelings akin to reverence, and
now the injustice of his transfer had hurt him
bad. But he was burying his disillusionment
in pride of corps, and he was in for a rude
surprise in that.

Fort Bowie had its points for pride, but

they were not things readily understood ex-
cept from experience on the frontier. There-
was a story, and it held a grim seed of truth,.
that the Bowie garrison was beyond higher
discipline for the single reason that the in-
spector general had never figured out any
discipline as harsh as daily duty there.

Y HIGH sun, the train fought clear of
the alkali and, mounting out of the moil
of choking dust and blinding glare, was

instantly gobbled by the throttling heat of
Apache Pass. All day long, sweat had been
a constant dampness in the creases of their
bodies and the alkali had penetrated, raising
sores-from their armpits to their toes.

Now the heat raked across them like an
oven blast. Good man were going foggy and
berserk, and Sergeant Yates expected it of
the damned cavalry greenhorn, but jogging
up-column, he found McElroy still stiff in his
long back and high of his blunt chin, riding
with the grim esprit of Custer’s sergeant-
major.

For a moment, the sergeant had passing
wonder where a pink-cheeked bluejay from
an Eastern parade post got a veteran’s tough-
knit fibre. That kind of toughness marked
a man either for glory or for slaughter, de-
pending upon how he carried the arrogance
that went with it. A stiff neck could cause
a lot of trouble at a small, isolated frontier
post, with nothing to occupy men except their
grievances—at a post like Bowie, it could’
even end in murder.

Checking rein, the sergeant fell abreast
of McElroy as the corridor straightened and
shelved toward the blistering swells of Simon’s
Plain ahead. “Well,” he grunted, “take your
last smell of a friendly mule and human beings
and fresh water, trooper! From here on, the
only smells you'll know will be an empty can-
teen and Chiricahua and rattlesnake.”

The sergeant nodded off ahead. “Yonder is
your new God-forsaken post, with the bar-
racks buried window deep in sand. When
you sign in, the garrison will number exactly
forty-eight, if fever, malpais, Injuns and plain
saber-orneriness have kept it up to strength.”

McElroy squeezed the water from browne
black eyes not yet accustomed to the thick
lemon-colored glare, and for the first time
since Yuma, the inflexible setness left his
face. Bitterness and anger would be a long
time leaving him, but from within those dark
feelings he looked out with a young buck’s
eager hopes; there was in him a desperate
need to pin his pride upon his new guidon
as a shield against the sense of injustice cor-
roding in him.

“There is a rumor,” Yates went on as they
lurched upgrade, “that the Fort Bowie gar-
rison oils its saddles with Chiric livers and
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soles its boots with their hides. It is a fact
that the Singing Troop will travel as far as
redskins without rations, living on raw lizard,
rattlesnake and cactus juice . . . or taking
water from a wild horse’s bladder when need
be.”

Something violent ripped through McEl-
roy and beat against the wall of his cool
self-containment. “The Singing Troop?” he
repeated, as a question.

“You didn’t know?” Yates grunted with
surprise. “The hardest riding, toughest fight-
ing, sweetest warbling troop in the whole
cavalry, they say! Albeit, they have not been
boasting overmuch since they lost Llewellyn,
their tenor, the man you are replacing.”

The trooper’s violence erupted and then
settled into an expression like frozen lava
on his face. Doubt had rioted through him
and now conviction came with the hard,
metallic impact of a tumbler settling in a
lock.

Yates peered at him curiously and grunted,
“Now what is there in that to get your Irish
u ?”

“Enough!” McElroy grated, figuring the
long chain of intrigue that lay behind his
transfer. “I was rated a middling good tenor
on the Potomac. For want of a voice, these
damned cannibals would break a man’s
career !”

“Ah!” Yates grinned with mixed appre-
ciation and rough humor. “I have got to
hand it to Mock—he was not Sheridan’s
orderly for nothing!”

They topped the grade and Yates jogged
up ahead to swing the column into formation
before the fort. The supply train came to a
halt and they sat there with the dust settling
about them, and in that first good look at
the post, McElroy found no solitary thing to
ease the roughness of his temper.

Bowie was a fort only by virtue of its
name; it had no fortifications, no symmetry,
no sign of martial order. It was simply a
bunch of buildings, sheds and corrals, flung
cut carelessly upon a barren shelf of sand-
stone, and built of logs, plank, brush and iron
sheeting, as necessity and supplies arrived.
The buildings were dust-soaked, scarred and
warped by fiercely blazing suns; loosened,
twisted, and scraped raw by violent sands and
winds. A weather-stained flag hung listlessly
to a log pole nobody had bothered to skin,
and a line of officers’ wash hung in open sight
between the gatehouse and a post outside
headquarters. His feelings were more than a
personal distaste—the post was a shock to
all of his ingrained sense of military order
and morale.

His attention switched to the half-clad men
of the garrison gathering at the gate, as
tough and weathered and truculent a band of

fighting men as he had ever seen. Their
beards were unkempt, their hair long upon
their necks, what could be seen of their clothes
were sloppily work-stained. But a temper that
drifted out of them caught and held him—
an unholy absence of all human softness, with
a ruthless and scarcely buried violence in its
place.

There was no torture or violence or act of
mayhem they had not seen and learned to
stomach, he sensed, and it was like a smell
about them that there were not many brutali-
ties they would not practice with little goad-
ing. There was no martial pomp, no wish for
glory, in the lot of them. They had the feel
of men who would as soon kill as eat, and
every thought and action of their lives was
bent to that harsh end without a single
softening relief.

cELROY looked at First Sergeant
Gow with bitterness smoldering be-

hind the black temper of his eyes.
The sergeant stood just outside the gate,
tough of body, muscular of gut, a man half
as thick both ways as he was tall, and not
a strip of fat on his solid beef and bone. He
had lost an ear and three scars cut crimson
channels in his iron gray handlebar mustaches.
His Irish eyes held the emotionless blue of
a November sky against a square face, burned
to the color and texture of hot charcoal.

He had picked out McElroy’s yellow ban-
danna and leg stripes, and now he grunted
from the corner of his mouth, “Well, there
is yer new man, Mock. From the spread of
his back and the good Irish temper in his
eyes, I am thinking he may curry that flea
nest of yer’s if ye get overbearing, which
you will.”

Mock was a black-fleshed, heavy fisted
giant, with a huge, matted chest showing
through a tunic opened to his belt. That he
wore tunic and belt showed he was on duty,
which gave McElroy a fresh shock. He wore
the stripes of a platoon sergeant.

“Ha!” he blasted back at Gow. “It will be
a day when any wild Irishman curries my
beard! It is seventeen years you've been try-
ing, Gow, and I have not even felt the sting
of your blarney yet!”

“Pssh!” Gow hooted with humoring trueu-
lence. “I have only been encouraging you
out of yer thick Dutch stupor in the gentle
manner of handling a sick man, or an idjit.
But I can see one of these days I will still
have to push my whole boot down that blath-
ering mouth of yer’s to teach you civility.”

Mock struggled to find something malicious
enough to say, and was saved the worry by
the arrival of Captain Beal and a junior
officer. The sergeants both straightened to
salute, a fantastic show of respect in view of
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their general sloppiness. The captain was tall
and gray and flat, and thoroughly Western
cavalry, abrupt, harsh and unfathomable, His
sharp, sun-bleached eyes picked McElroy out
with instant attention.

He said, after a brief inspection, “Mad as
hops, but I don’t know if it is the transfer
or the laundry that is galling him. Assign
him to my patrol in the morning, Gow, and
we'll find out if we made a mistake.”

The junior stood with his boots spaced and
his horseman’s sinewy hands locked behind
his back, head jutted forward a little with
instinctive, core-deep truculence. His flesh
was burned to a permanent black hue and
authority had become an unconscious quality
ringing him, for all that he was a junior.
He was quick of decision, quick of action,
a tough, fighting officer of tough, fighting
men,

He put a bright black gaze upon McElroy
and said with immediate conviction, “He has
been taught his tricks and they are full of
guard mount and parade. It is too late to
break him right, sir, and he is not the kind
to bend. It is a mistake to bring in these
Eastern men; I will lay a half month’s pay we
bury him or transfer him within two months.”

“You are too damned lucky or too damned
smart,” the captain grunted and gave the
junior a sharp, thoughtful look. He swung

is head on to his first sergeant. “Gow, what
would you bet?”

“Well, I am swayed by sentiment, sir,”
Gow said, “I am waiting to hear his voice
and take the sting of his fist.” He blew
thoughtfully against his upper lip. “But he
has set himself against the West, and now
he feels we're an insult to the cavalry. The
smell of pomp and polish and parade is soaked
into him, sir, and I agree with the lieutenant
it may not sand off.”

A rough humor pulled at the corners of
the lieutenant’s lips. “I would leave the sand-
ing to Mock’s gentle hands right off!”

The captain caught the instant forbearance
that masked Gow’s square, blunt face. He
made note of his silence, as he noted the many
small items that flowed beneath the surface
and set the fighting current of his garrison.
He felt no censor in the sergeant—and Gow
was not above censoring an officer—but a re-
mote detachment had settled over him. The
leather-faced veteran had a point of reserve
at which he did not condemn Lieutenant
Ramsgate, but did refrain from giving him
full confidence. Put into the violent, sudden
action of an ambush or a skirmish, that small
hesitation of full confidence in an officer
could mean the difference between victory and
massacre,

It was a small thing, but it changed the
captain’s humor. He scowled out at the
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scorched horizon, forming clear with eve-
ning’s slanting light and grunted gruffly,
“The Apaches have taught me one great les-
son, Mr. Ramsgate—nothing is lost by wait-
ing if you stay awake.”

He moved out brusquely to meet the quar-
termaster, a man on whom the advancing
frontier had laid its experience—both the
harshness and the understanding that comes
of it, Shortly he turned back to his own
quarters, giving Gow a nod to get moving
with the supplies. Gow’s roar broke like a
clap of thunder through the fort and the post
filled with bustle and cursing and commotion.

The captain’s orderly was laying out a
pouch of mail. Beal slit open a form letter
from Battalion headquarters, knowing that
it requested recommendations for junior offi-
cer advancement, just as similar forms had
for a year past. He moved to the window
and stood there tapping tlfe stiff paper slow-
ly upon his brown-splotched hand. He had
three juniors and no first lieutenant and he
needed one badly.

From length of service and point of rec-
ord, Ramsgate was entitled to advancement.
He was a top fighting officer in battle and,
potentially, a great deal more than that. There
was no pettiness, no damnfool vainglory, no
intrigue in the man; he was what too few
officers were beneath the surface, honestly
and wholly devoted to the service, with the
makings of a really brilliant career. But he
had that fatal quality of snap judgment and
impatience. If he won advancement now, the
mold would set and sooner or later that
quality would be the barrier that stopped his
rise.

“Bailey,” he growled at his boot-worrier,
“when you have two choices and both are
bad, what do you do about ’em?”

“Wait, sir,” Bailey answered philosophic-
ally. “It saved me bigamy and kept me a
bachelor, once!”

“Yes, wait, of course,” the captain bit out
savagely. He wheeled to his file and dropped
the letter in, but it gave him no sense of
certainty, no surety of fairness, to dismiss it.
Who was an aging, sick and frontier-buried
captain, passed for promotion four times now,
to decide what would be best for Ramsgate?
This stayed upon his mind, pulling his face
strained and gaunt and harsh.

He finished reading dispatches and had a
cup of black and bitter Irish tea, and turned
to his doorway to look out. Sundown’s light
was slanting in broad shafts from the sky but
the heat clung as to a bed of ashes. His men
moved, stripped to the waist, sweating bodies
gleaming like animated bronze through coats
of dust, black of face and sullen of temper at
the common work of hauling supplies—a
necessary duty, yet beneath a fighting man’s
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sense of dignity and pride. Gow and Mock
moved among them, lending the conviction
of a hard boot or calloused hand to their raw
orders, secretly glorying in the test of their
authority. Ramsgate was back and forth at
double between wagon line and commissary,
cursing the quartermaster and his own men
equally as thieves, and right in both cases.

HE greenhorn drifted into the captain’s
gaze, stiff and grimy from his long
ride, but holding himself with a smart-
ness and deportment in sharp contrast to the
laxity of the post, for all that he had been
. on trail nineteen days. The captain’s eyes
narrowed and filled with a sharp speculation
and withheld judgment. The man’s anger at
his unmerited transfer was natural. What
the captain had not been prepared for was a
man who set his guidon before him with the
reverence he would an.altar and who regarded
any laxity of deportment as heresy. It was
bad enough to have a martinet in an officer;
it was fatal for a small frontier post in the
ranks.

Close by, Mock was invigorating a tiring
trooper with a boot that put him sprawling
and cursed him to his feet and on his way
again, He turned, taking a fresh chew from
a black plug, and met the hot contempt of
the greenhorn’s gaze. ;

Mock’s teeth came unlocked before he had
his chew and he held the plug before him.
With soft, inviting truculence, he growled,
“I don’t suppose they would treat a trooper
to a boot in the Eastern cavalry?”

“They don’t have to,” McElroy answered
thinly, and left the insulting implication hang-
ing in the air.

Gow’s bellow lifted from barracks for
McElroy, and the man pivoted and moved
with military precision toward the call. Mock
stood there with a molten glow creeping
through his black, bearded face, and turning
a jagged scar on his neck crimson.

Captain Beal scowled and blew against his

austere lips and turned to his desk for more
work than he ever caught up with. The light
filled with crimson and yellow and dusty
maroons, and shortly, without warning, the
trumpet crackled Retreat upon the air, Only
the guard, the officers and sergeants stood
attention wherever they happened to be, the
supply lines never slowing. It was not usual
procedure, but it was common enough not to
cause comment, and attuned to every slight-
est sound and feeling of the post, the captain
caught some indefinable instinct of McElroy’s
reaction to this laxity and it was severe.

Bailey put the coal oil lamp burning over
the desk, and shortly Ramsgate came in with
a hard step, a circle of dust and sweat and
horse smell moving with him. There was a
look of savage satistaction on his face. Throw-
ing off his tunic, he grunted, “Well, the
greenhorn has managed to cut his future yard
of trouble without waiting!”

Captain Beal sat back and looked at his
junior’s naked, iron-muscled shoulders. “With
Mock?”

“With the whole post,” Ramsgate said.
“Being relieved of duty until sweated in,
he used the time to take a scrub!”

The captain glanced out at the endless
chain of red-faced, puffing, sweating men and
gave a flinty grin. “Maybe he needed it after
that trail,” he commented.

“He scrubbed at the Aravaipa; it was on
him like a calendar!” Ramsgate said. “But
what he will need now is a damned tough
pair of fists, Those boys would like a cool
bath: themselves right now, sir—and they

_don’t like his lance stripe to begin with.”

“Pomade and polish wear off fast in a hot
country,” Beal reproved his junior mildly. His
eyes turned a shade harder as he tapped a
pile of papers. “Battalion headquarters is on
us for not trapping Yellow Hand.”

Ramsgate came up from a pan of water
and rubbed hard with a towel to cover the
redness of his neck. “We damned near had
him cornered,” he growled.
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“If you had sent back for water and waited
at the pass,” the captain pointed out dryly,
“he’d have walked right into you, coming out.
He put you on a merry-go-round and got
out first.”

The younger man glared over his towel,
“My orders were to engage in action if pos-
sible, sir. I pursued him with that end in
mind.”

“And out of choice, Mr. Ramsgate,” the
captain grunted more sharply. “Some day
you are going to ride into ambush where a
little patience would get your quarry.”

The junior officer held his answer, but there
was no agreement in the hard line of his
jaw. He had been ambushed three times and
turned it to good advantage. All he asked,
and all that he had found necessary in this
hostile country, was the opportunity to en-
gage and fight. He took a long pull of whiskey
and, freshened, returned to his duties.

purple tide when the orderly brought in

McElroy, spick and span, brushed and
shined as if he were ready for parade. Cap-
tain Beal studied him inscrutably, sensing that
the man had fathomed the somewhat irregular
teason for his transfer. Private dispatches
had already assured him the trooper had been
the best tenor on the Potomac.

The captain took his papers and tossed them
in a drawer without glancing at them, his
gaze quiet, almost negligent, as he looked at
him. He said easily, “McElroy, there are a
few things different about the Western
cavalry.”

“Yes sir,” McElroy answered respectfully,
but there was a rock hard resistance in his
voice. He had set himself not to accept any
differences of deportment, and he would rub
his Eastern parade post standards in their
faces.

“One difference,” the captain said with
sudden sharpness, “is that some men have
been in this troop four hitches and still not
rated the lance stripe you’ve come with.”

“I will serve out my hitch with every effort
to retain it, sir,” McElroy said, and without
slightest disrespect, showed precisely how he
felt and what his mind was. The black bit-
terness in him was a violent and abiding
thing, but he meant to contain it without
yielding to the things of which he disap-
proved. Capt. Beal cursed silently. He would
rather have a man’s temper blow off and clear
the anger out of him.

“You will find there are reasons for cer-
tain laxities of deportment,” the captain went
on. A faint, cool humor threaded his sun
bleached gaze. “For instance, McElroy, you
can bathe too often out here. A clean skin is
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