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' C " - A Tale of Western Glory
: By

PAUL EVERMAN

<

.} R
cmwol‘]
5

T 4




VAl
e

ERE are examples of ' %énn S YO“(

- - savings effected by l@ .

: direct maxl buying. Every article high MONTHS TO PA ”
quality —guaranteed satisfactory or money No articles sold to per- " .
refunded, ' ¢ ’ sons under 20 years

What You Do LT What We Do— o «-

Send $1.00 with name, addressand num:" °~ Open your 10-Month Charge Ac-
ber of..article desired. State: (1) How ., count and send your choice for
long at address. (2) Age, (3 Married” ' I'S-day trial. If satisfied, pay
or singlé, (4) Employer, (5) Nature:. “balance as agreed. Otherwnse,
of ,work, (6) How long return and dollar wxll be
employed. refunded.

. Everything confidential—No direct inquiries.
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- A smooth shave
depends upon the correct stroke
“Which do you use..?

IGHT out of ten Amet-
icanmenshavewitha
Gillette Razor, and prob-
ably not more than half
of them use the correct
diagonal stroke shown at
the extreme left. A
~ But they all judge a shave
on its face value, and they find
thevalue 2bere in every Gillette
Blade, no mattee what stroke
they happen to use. Gillette
has put it there — designed
the blade to meet all possible
changing conditions.
In the past ten years the
Gillette plant has invested

$12,000,000 in blade improve-
ments alone. Today the work
is done by amazingly skilful
machines — adjusted to one
ten - thousandth of an inch.
And the product of these ma-

THE only individual in history, ancient
of modern, whose picture and signature

“ are found in'every city and town, in every

country in the world, is King C. Gillette.
This pictute and signature are universal
sign-language for a perfect shave,

chines is tested and re-tested
by a long line of inspectors
who get'a bonus for every
blade they discard.
Tomorrow morning slip a
fresh Gillette Blade into its

holder. Lather well and use

the correct diagonal stroke.

‘Let the world'’s best blade in

the world's. best razor give
you the best of all possible
shaves. Gillette Safety Razor
Co., Boston, U. S.A.
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On Sale the 2nd and 4th Fridays

The Clayton Standard on a Magazme Guarantees:

- That the stories therein are cleﬂn, interesting, vivid; by leading writers
-of the day and purchased under conditions approved by the Authors’
- League of America; -

That such magazines are manufactured in Union shops by American

workmen;

That each newsdealer and agent is insured a fair profit;

That an intelligent censorship guards their advertising pages.

The other Clayton magazines are:

ACE-HIGH MAGAZINE COWBOY STORIES, WIDE WORLD

ADVENTURES, CLUES, FIVE-NOVELS MONTHLY THREE STAR

STORIES, FLYERS, RANGELAND STORIES, BIG STORY MAGA-
: ZINE, MISS 1929, ano FOREST AND STREAM.

More Than Two Million Copies Requirc? to Supply the Mosnthly Demand for Clayton Magazines.

Vol: XX1V ‘ SECONIL} SEPTEMBER NUMBER . No. 4
RIDIN’ AFTER STRAYS (APoem).......cvi v iienenne . .C. Wiles Hallock 455
COUNTRY OF THE COURAGEQCUS (A Complete Novel) ..... '. .. .Paul Everman 457
BEAUTY, BEEF AND ‘BUCKY (A Short Story) . ... ..ovv i Stephen Payne 503
SAWDUST AND SAGE (A Short Story)............. D Edith K. Norris 513
VALLEY OF VENGEANCE (A Serial Romance—Part One)....., .Marshal South '~ 525
HOW ABOUT THE GIRL? (A Short Story).....oovevivernnaeens Clark Welch 546
TEX OF THE OPEN RANGE (A Short Story).......... William Freeman Hough 555
FOR A WOMAN (A Short Story).......o.ccvveevvneenn.. ..H, A, Woodbury 568
THREE POINTS FASTER’N LIGHTNIN’ (A Novelette) . ....... A. L. H. Bucklin 575
TRAIL'SEND (The Club Page) .. o . . ittt iiininnnns .QThe ‘Wanderers 592
OUR AIR MAIL (A Speak-Your-Mind Department)........... e Our Readers 594

WHOM SHALL I MARRY? (A Horoscope Department) . . .Professor Marcis Mari 588

In the First October Issue
THE AVENGER

A STORY OF COURAGE

Single Coples 20 Cents (In Canada 25 Cents) . ) Yearly Subscription $4.00
ALBERT ROSS Issued semi-monthly by BINA FLYNN
President WESTERN STORIES PUBLISHING CORPORATION . Secretary

89 Lafayette Street, New York
This Issue Dated September 27,- 1929 -

Entered as 'second-class matter on October 10, 1924, at the Post Office at New York, N. Y., under the
Act of March 3, 1879. Title reglstered as a Trade-mark in-the U. S. Patent Office.
Copyright, 1929, by Ranch Romances ) [

=3
Member Newsstand Group—Men’s List. For advertising rates address E. R. Crowe & Co., Inc.,
25 Vanderbilt Avenue, New York, or 225 North Michigan Avenue, Chicago.




' me teach

Don’t spend your Jife waiting for $5 ralses fn @ d
Now . . . and forever . . . say good-bye to 25 and 35 do
you how to prepare for

on up to $200 & week in Electricity —NOT by corres

am [Mmaz

45y

lack of money stop you. Most of gradustion. .
the men at Coyne have no more : J L P
money than you have. That's why olso, Pagy,
I huve worked out my astonish- . Future
ag offers. !j ]gon(':e worry ab.ouit B
v ob, Coyne training
Free Employmment Bettles the job question °
@@EW@@ for lifle. ?tur eltn;}oy-
T ment departmen: ves
I will allow your railroad fare |{{ Frepare For Jobs Like ] you lifetime sersice,

to Chicago, and assist you to part
time work while trainiléﬁ. Then,

e great
roaring shops of Coyne, I train
you a3 you never dreamed you
could be trained . .. on one of the
greatest outlays of electrical ap-
paratus ever assembled . . . real
dynamos, engines, power plants,
autos, switchboards, transmitting
stations. .. everything from door-
bells to farm power and' lighting
-+ - fullsized . . . in full operation

in 12 brief weeks, in

every day!
Mo Beoks=Ne
Classes

No dall books, no baffling
charts. ... all real actual work
... building real batteries , . .
winding real armatures, oper-
ating real motors, dynamos
and generators, wiring houses,
ete., ote. That's a glimpse of
bow we help to make you

B, ©, LEWIS, Prestdent

ing way )
days! Getting into electricity fs far cssier tha

earm Withgus Books m90vars

ACK of experienco—age, or
advanced education bars no
one. Idon't care if you don’t

know an armature from an air
brake—I don’t expect you to! It
makes no difference!l Don’t let

p - H address
O N EEcont bcsioon |

to teach that makes you 2 Real

a master electrician,
teaching you far more
than the average ordi-
nary electrician ever
knows and fitting yon
to bold big jobs aftee

Here are a few of hundreds [;
of 1posu:lons open to Coyne- |3
trained men. Our fres em-
d ployment bureau gives you
q lifetima employment service.

Two weeks after prad-
uation, Clyde F. Hart
got a position as elec~
trician with the Great

0 8Wee usiness for yourself and
makeupto $15,000a year,

H. C..Lewls,

Dear Mr. Lewis:
details of your
wit

1

checking .

.| Armature Expert: Western Railroad at ov-
| Substation 025 tg $100 a Week er &00 a week. ;I‘h%gv's
al on Operator | mnothing unusual. (-]
1 up to 365 a Week | s :
| Auto Brectrician to 055 Week ||  €an point to many (G@EF
Inventor - - - « Unlimited Coyne men making up "
Maintenance Engineer to $800 a month. $60 a EEUHS
up to 375 a Week week 18 only the beginning
Service Station Oner wndup [|  ond oLy opportunicy. You FRER
| adio, battery
RadioExpert $68 Foek and up or automotive electrical

Mr. Pres.
COYNE ELECTRICAL SCH(}OL, Dentt 69-66

500 S, Paulina St., Chicago, 111,

, hopeless job.
llars & week. Let
positions that lead to $50, $60 and

ondence, but by
lectrician in 90
n you imagimel

Get the Facts

Coyneisyour onegreatchance
to get into electricity. Every
obstacle is removed. This school
in 28 years old—Coyne training
i3 tested—proven beyond ail
doubt—endorsed by many large
electrical concerns. You can
find out everything absolutely
free. Simply mail the coupon
and let me send you the big,
free Coyne book of 150 photo-
graphs . ., ; facts , . , jobs. . .
salaries . , . opportunities. Telis
you how many earn expenses

. while training and how we assist "

our graduates in the field. This
does not_obligate you. So act
at once, Just mail coupon. .

:H:::nmx:n:n:m:u:u:u::m:m

"Withoat obligation send me your big free catal%g and all

E r Railroad Fare to Chicago offer. Fr:
. plo'{lment service, Aviation, Radioand
out extra cost, and how I can ““garn while learning.”

. Free Em-
utomotive Coursen

g ang ’ ition on one
of the late type Radial Airer gines in our

aviation electrical department

State

Please mention NEwssTaAND GROUP—MEN'S List, when answering adverfisements
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- offers a real

*0Only one other man
and, I, of six takin
California State Boar:
eXamination for Ars

chitact passed. Then I
realized the thorough
and practical training
crican

1 have gone from
traoer to Chief Draftos
man, in charge -of all
arohitectural and ene
gineering work in one
of the cldest offices
here.” R.'L. WiRe
nEN, Los Angeles, Caly

“When I e
AmericanBchooltraine
igg in the Spring of
1915 I was workicg 14
houra a night, soven

started

1.83 a night. That
Fall g{f, got & Job In the
ingincering parts
ment of a large firm
mear here, Today X

. work 534 days a week
end sal i
larger n

[

began that (Soureo in

B.H.S2AVBRANG,
owth Bead, Ind.

B
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like to earn $50 or $75 or $100

these things? : :

If yon have been thinkin:g of “taking a course” but

have held back because you were afraid you didn’t
have education enough to learn better-paid work—
if you have hesitated to take the risk that it would
actually land you in the better position and ins
crease your salary — then here’s the best news
you ever heard in your life!

I want to tell you about DRAFTING, and show
you that it offers you everything in pay and oppor-
tunity that you could hope for. 1 want to show
you that a fine Drafting job is now easily within your reach.
And I want to set before you an amazing plan which we have
worked out with the co-operation of some of the biggest
employers and engineers in America, to prepare you at home,
in spare time, get you the job and raise your pay-—ab-
golutely without risk of a penny on your part.
Thousands of men—not a bit emarter than you, with no
more schooling or experience have gone from poorly paid
ositions as olerks, mechanics, building trade workers and
aborers into Drafting positions paying $50.00 to $100.00 a
week, with our help. ow. with a job and a raise waiting for
youassoon as you are ready for it, allit takes is the' CO GE
to go after it—mnow if you remain in the rut it’s because you.
choose to, not because you have to, ¢

Come Into DRAFTING!

I wish I had the room here to tell you all about DRAFT
=how it has become the most important branch of
every kind of manufacturingandbuilding construction
work—how fascinating the work is—the fine bunch
of fellows you'll work with—the big salaries paid—
the wonderful chances for advancement. How,
while Drafting is white-collar office work, it is
hooked up closely with big projects and big-men,
and offers the thrill that goes with making plans
which govern every move of thg men who do_ the
work. All this inside dope takes a 36 page book to
desoribe and I'll be glad to send you'a copy free
when you mail the coupon for my no-risk job and

raise plan, X
O, C. MILLER, Director Extension Work.

THE AMERICAN SCHOGL

" Pept. D=637.

Drexel Ave. and 58th St., CHICAGO, ILLINGIS

0 I3
a week—you’d like
to do more interesting work—you’d like to get into a line that
future—but do you know how to go about getting

‘o Drafting Lessons
Actually FREE

To Show You How Interesting and

* Simple DRAFTING s
Maybe you think Drafting is “over
your head”’—that it takes artistic
talent or some ability you haven’t got.
In that case you have a pleasant sur-

prise coming to you. For I'll be glad
to send you the first three lessons from our
home-training to show you that _the drawing of
plans is purely 'mechanical, easily learned and .

the most interesting kind of work you ever

* tackled. It takes liftle enough courage o look !

¥nio this wonderful opportunity—just mail the |

. T\ coupon and see for yourself
how you like Drafting and

our guaranteed way to get

into it.

‘The American School,

Dept. D637, Drexel Ave. & 58th St.,
Chicago, Ill.

Pl i t or obligatfon 3 Drafting
me’;z?‘:%g ;‘:g mll)too]c(“wiﬁi the‘inns?de dope sbout
Drafting and your no-risk plan and guarantee to pre=
pare me, to place we, to Taise My pay of BO cost.

‘Please mention Newsstanp Grour—MEN’s List, when answering advertisements
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Now Mohstoye Tomiditer gt
& Carfbom JEIAnuimalory | yes s cer

for all Makes of Cars, Trucks, Tractors and Engines - /9350 2o $1600 & month

ZAn amazing Scientific Humidifier has been patented throughout the [| 9 man $4,939.68 in 35 monthe

‘World that beats any ever got out. It makes engines run ALL THE || frgther $1:55%50 Jn 28 1eys

‘%‘IME ]%Rh};;he sax(lie Wondﬁlxéuéggciency é;heily do on a cool inoist. gight. another. | BIC | WONEY" can
gives an Wer, to minates hard i
AMAZING milongs  Fords Teport 28 to 42 mies per gallon, . Other makes (both | [Flteing Motoro Wieh Vi

" fy s p O n pold B first morning
Amm:nmznd F:rree:xgn) report marvelous increases of ¢ to double mileage. Some of | Do man OAS Zat Mamng

Mileo ¥ Mileo inotall
Bulelt,.,. Tord (Model T)42 Pleres Arrow. .22 glvastggn:nd :Pomo ao high ao
Cadlilae. Ford (Model A)40 Pontlao, 31 . v. .
hesei eeniio B Bt 8 g | R SRR,
ryclofr upmobile, . ackard.,.....21 StaP: v vs i uuse Bl . O iong—] ;8 )
Dodge Vlarmon, . 2 Piymouth...,.29 Studebaker. ..,29 ASTOUNDING, DEMONSTRATIONS,
Bavusovess 32 ach. .. : Ghanam-Paige.23% WiilyooKnighesd Buocossfed VIX men moks MORE MONEY

than they ever mado beforg,

,  Aaf Hondredo of Other'Wonderful Recordo on ALL American and Forelam Makeo
o = =)

E INE T 1S i TRY This New Primcipie.
Cas Saver AT MY RISK
— Try this wonderful VIX Moisture Humidifier and Carbon Eliminator AT MY RISK on YOUR
3 3 OWN CAR to prove that VAPOR MOISTURE (drawn from Rediator to Engine) gives you thab
wonderful night driving effect ALL THE TIME with MORE mileage from gas and oil—eliminates
hard carbon accumulstion—gives MORE power, a SNAPPIER, PEPPIER motor, FASTER

gcceleration, s SMOOTHER, QUIETER running engine and HIGHER top speed.

VIX will PROVE ITS MONEY SAVING MERIT on your own car by 8 DEMONSTRATIONS
—conducted by yourself AT MY RISK—the most SENSATIONAL, most ASTOUNDING,
~most CONVINCING DEMONSTRATIONS you ever saw. If you
—————===1 don'} find from your tests that it does MORE than I claim; return it and
it COSTS YOU NOTHING. [ wang wide-awake hustling, County,
State, Province and Mational Agencies everywhere, part or full
zime, ¢ make $350 ¢to $1500 per month {illing ¢the great DEMAND

for this wonderful invention wherever introduced. Write for my
FREE TRIAL and MONEY MAKING OFFER. Use coupom below.

: WALPER CRITCHLOW
Ume and Fanuiacturer 771-@ Streel, WHEATON, (LL., T, S. A,

& Piotures hero and
at top show Model
\=B” attached
ito my own New Model
‘A Ford, This car is
wonderfully improved
in g{erformance with the
VIX Moisture Humid.
ifier, Sois every Auto,
Truck, Tracter, Taxi,
Bus, Marineismtion:ary

WALTER CRIPCHLOW,
ENVENFOR and MANUFACFTURER,

;. . < 771G Street, Wheatom, I8l WS, Ao
%’;?h ﬁ;g?c:n Eggma?i - Please sendTme ‘without, obligation or %%!8
Foreign makeo, L 1 Yo gIEFEEER. fHAL,and MONEY MA

CUARANTEED TO |
SAY B Kt
or Costs Yor Nothing

;1 Name. +480000008035008000000000000080000000

1I[] Addresd..ees00000000es000s0c0sececcnsosed
i

Please mention NEwssTAND Grour—MEN’S List, when answering advertisements
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 Heres ther
PROOB

$375 One Month
In Spare Time
‘“Recently I made

$875 in one month
in my spare tlme

installing, servic-
ing, sel]mg Ra-
dio Sets.”

Earle Cummings,
18 Webster St.,
Haverhill, Mass,

$450 a Monch

“I work in what
I believe to be the
largest and best-
equipped Radio
shop in the South-
west and also op-
erate GFI. I
am. averagmg $450
a_month.”

Frank M, Jones,
9822 Guadalupe St.,
San Angelo, Tex,

"Radio offers you, and how

If you are earning a penny less than $50
a week,. send for my hook of information on
the opportunities in Radio. It’s FREE. Clip
the coupon NOW. A flood of gold.is pouring
into Radio, creating hundreds of big pay jobs.:
Why go along at $25, $30 or $45 a week when
the gaod jobs m Radio pay $50, $75 and up to
$250 a week? “‘Rich Rewards in Radio” gives
full information on these big jobs and explains
how 'you can quickly learn Radio through my
easy, practical home-study training.

Salaries of $50 to $250 @ Weels V'

. Net Unusual

The amazmg growth of Radio has astounded
the world., In a few short years three hun-
dred thousand jobs have been created, And
the biggest growth is still to come. That’s
why salaries of $50 to $230 a week are not
unusual. Radio simply hasn’t got nearly the
number of thoroughly trained men it needs.

You Cam Learm Quickly and Easily

in Spare Fimse
Hundreds of N, R. L. trained men are today mak-
ing big money—holding down big jobs—in the Radio
field. You, too, should get into Radic. You can stay

home, hold your job and learn in your spare time. .

Lack eof high school education or Radio experience

are no drawbacks,
Many Earm $15, $20, §30 Weekly

Cn the Side While Learnimg

I teach you to begin making money shortly after
you enroll. My new practical meth makes th!
possible. I give you SIX BIG OUTFITS of Radio
parts and teach you to build practically every type of
receiving set kmown. M. E. Sullivan, 412 73rd St.,
Bmoklyn, N. Y., writes: 1 made $720 while study-
ing.”’ G W. Page, 1807 21st Ave, 8., Nashville,
Tenn, *'T picked up $935 in my spare timo while
studying.””

Your Momey Back If Not Satisiled

My course fits you for all lines—manufacturing,
sellmg servicing sets, in business for yourself, operat-
ing on board ship or in a broadcasting station—and
many others. I back up my training with a signed
agreement to refund every penny of youwr money if,
after completion, you are not satisfied with the les-
sons and instructions I give you.

Act NOW—64-Page Bools is. FREE

Send for this big book of
Radio information. It has
put hundreds of fellows on
the road to bigger pay and
success. Qet it. See what

my Employment Department
helps you get into Radio
after you graduate. Clip or
tear out the coupon and msil
it RIGHT NOW.

J.E.Smith,President, Dept. IWM

National Radio Institute
Washington, D. C. .

@Mf

. Y aamz. bwild
100 @nmnﬁg with

of Radlio @@wﬁs

S
F wdmal);?mck

big cutfits
HgW@ '

Dept. 9
Washington, D.

Dear Mr. Smith:
‘“‘Rich Rewards in

Radte

| Name.

). E, SMITH, President,
WM, N%honal Radio Instltute,

on the big-money opportunities in
your practical method of teaching with six

Qutfits. 1 understand this places me
under no obligation. .

Send me your Free book
Radio,” giving jnformation
Radio and

Age:

Address

City.

State.

Please mention Newsstans Grour—MEeN’s List, when answering advertisements
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Ridin’ After Strays

By C. Wiles Hallock

JOW, Miss June Luella Vawter,
She’s th’ boss’s growed-up daugh-
ter; .
She rides a pinto pony, name of
“Blaze.” )
She knows how ¢ handle critters
(Men like her is called go-gitters)
So her an’ me goes ridin’ after strays.

E“ AIN'T no job t’ sell yer rights
fer,
"Taint a chore most wranglers fights
fer;
’Cause cattle
quite a ways.
Never used t' do it willin’,
But I finds it downright thrillin’
When her an’ me goes ridin’ after

sometimes wanders

.But, Gawd bless his hide, T love him!

s\ AUSE fer I’arnin’, She’s a wonder;
An’ she’s purtier, by thunder,
Than gals yuh see in movin’-pitcher
plays—
Calls me Bob, like I'm her fella,
An’ I'm callin’ her Luella,
Since me an’ her goes ridin’ after
strays!

EST last week, quite unintenshus,
j I got knocked unconshe-enshus,

A buckin’ hoss disabled me two days.
An’ I seen her wipe a tear once, .
An’ she whispered “Oh, my dear,” once,

While her an’ me weren’t ridin’ after

strays.

HAT there hoss—she’s fearful of

He jarred me up in a quite a lot o’

Gosh! M’ heart is jest a-jumpin’,
"Cause I'm gonna find out somepin’,
Next time her an’ me goes ridin’ after

strays!

D him;
ways!
straysi

~
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- still dominates the West to-day.

00 o' i eggj

ELLO, PARTNERS!

Has your picture appeared in our gallery? - No, not “rogues’

gallery” but the portrait gallery of the Blig Double R family.
If not, you had better get it in soon, because we want you

there. And after your picture has been printed in the maga-

zine we want to tack it up with the rest of the outfit—on the

wall in the RANCH ROMANCES office,

Every boy and girl, man and woman, who is.a member of
Trail's End Club is welcome to serid in their picture. We'll
print it and that will hogtie you sure, as a member of the
Double R family. o

No matter if you're an hombre riding alone under Western
stars without a job or a bunkhouse—when you get to the next
town you'll surely see a Trail’s End pin and that will mean a
friend. : , ' .

No matter if you're a lonely little ranch girl living away off

at the end of :a long road, where the postman scarcely ever
ambles along, RANCH ROMANCES can create friends for
you and fill that old wobbly mail box full to the brim. -
. And if you are one of those fine old-timers who, by the sweat
of your brow, made the West what it is to-day—RANCH
ROMANCES is a magazine that does you honor and portrays
truly the life you have led and the deeds you have done.

The conquering of the great American West was one of the
most colossal and romantic feats ever accomplished by man-
kind. RANCH ROMANCES keéps green the memorfy of
those men and women who first faced the huge task. RANCH
ROMANCES in song and story, represents that fine spirit that
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Country of the Courageous

By Paul Everman :

Qut on the wind-swept prairies of the cattle country life moves more swiftly—strength.
and courage are tried to the utmost, and love, when it comes, awakens in a blaze of glory,
like the rising of the Western gun.

CHAPTER 1
War Clouds

> IRK HOWIE gained his first
K view of Oro Grande Canyon in,
the moonlight. This was a mat-

ter of deéliberate choice on his

part. Two days ago he had left the
district forester’s office at San Fernan-
dez, and had ridden across a wide ex-
panse of pifion hills and malpais-bor-
dered flats toward the Cuesta Moun-
tains. The second sunset found him in
a foothill canyon of the Cuestas. By

pushing on steadily he might have -

reached his destination, the Oro Grande
ranger station, by nightfall. But he
had chosen to make camp in a secluded
cove.

At one o’clock Kirk Howie was again
in the saddle. He was a lean-hipped
wiry young fellow with quiet though

penetrating gray eyes. As he rode into
the moonlight of Oro Grande Canyon,
his silhouette showed in sharply etched
lines, making him seem taller than he
really was, He had timed his progress
so that he would arrive at the ranger
station before sunup.

The trail wound up and down along
the canyon bed. On either side rose
the tilting slopes of the Cuesta Moun-
tains—the lower portions sprinkled
with pifion and juniper, while blankets
of pine and spruce lay in dark mystery
against a skyline studded with stars.

Now there were definite reasons for
the lone rider’s traveling by night and

his intention to call on Tom Easley, the -

forest ranger, at such an early hour.
He was no coward; otherwise he would
have demurred at undertaking the mis-
sion on which the district forester had
sent him. But he was wise to the ways

457
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of the cow country; and now he chose
to exercise caution and sound common
sense—to make his entry into a strange
country nocturnal and unobtrusive, and
thus avoid any chance of being am-
bushed by a certain group of gentle-
men who nght have been forewarned
of his coming. These men, cowpunch-
“ers, were said to be promiscuous and
truculent in the handling of their six-
shooters. - Kirk planned to reach the

ranger station without being interrupt--

ed or annoyed by a hostile reception
committee. Then, fit and fresh, he
would be ready to tackle the difficult
job which the district forester had as-
signed to him. .

Before startmg on his trip, Kirk had
studied a map of the Cuesta National

Forest. He kept his eyes watchful for

landmarks. After passing through a
sleeping village of adobes—the town of
‘Rancho—he turned up a small side can-

yon and began climbing the grade to- -
A mile up this’

ward the south ridge.
canyon, he came to a small clearing:

Here sat a three-room log house. A
picket-and-wire fence formed a square
about the yard. There was a small cor-
ral and a stable. A flagpole lanced up
toward the starlit heavens. Kirk knew
that this must be the Oro Grande ran-
ger station.

He dismounted. Leaving both sad-
dler and pack horse at the gate, he ap-
proached the house.

“Easley!” he called, rappmg on the
door.

There was a sound of someone stir~
ring inside the cabin. Then a voice:
“Who is it?”

- “It’s me—Kirk Howie.”

“Howie? Gosh!” ‘

‘The door opened. “I'm sure glad to
see you, Howie,” said Ranger Tom
Easley, in a pleased tone. “The dis-
trict forester sent word that vou were

" to relieve me here. But I didn’t expect
you this time of night. Bring your
horses in.”

A few minutes later, Kirk and Easley
gettled down in the main room of the
house for a conference. Easley had

. parts.
Loco_Joe Cass who lives up in the big
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lighted an oil lamp, There was a stone
fireplace in one corner of the room.
Stretched out on the back of a door
was the hide of a bobcat. On a big pine
table lay a bunch of maps and papers,
dried specimens of range grasses, a
couple of books, the broken brow band
of a bridle. _ , N

“I sent the wife and kids on to Casa
Blanca early in the week, just as soon
as I got word I was to be transferred
there,” Tom Easley said, reddening a
bit. “That’s why the house looks so
bare.* You see, I didn’t want my fami-
ly here in case any more trouble with
the Cross R outfit came up.”

He was a sober-visaged man, not

more than thlrty-ﬁve, and he had a
habit of running his fingers up through
his thick blond hair.
" “From what Burr, the district boss,
says, this here Cross R outfit has sort
-of got you on the run, Easley,” Kirk
said, frankly coming to ‘the point at
once.

“You've said a mouthful > the man
muttered.

- “Tell me about thls Cross R layout »

“The Cross R owns a lot of good
range across Oro Grande Canyon,” Eas-
ley explained. “Aug Mulhall, a gun-
fighting bully with a couple of notches
on his gun, is foreman. He’s got four
hard cases, tough hombres every one,
riding for the ranch. The owner is

\George Padgett.”

Kirk nodded.

eastern part of the State, doesn’t he?”

“Sure. Padgett’s quite a gun in busi-
ness and state politics. He owns or:
chards and alfalfa land in Cotton-
wood River Valley, and has got an in-

“terest in a lumbering outfit that’s cut-

ting over in the Geronimo Forest, and
keeps these two cattle outfits going be-
sides. Dabbles in almost everything,
Padgett does. He used to make the

. Cross R Ranch his headquarters, but

during the 'last few years he’s taken
care to stay entirely away from these
There’s an old jasper named

“I've heard of Pad-
gett. He owns another ranch in the far’

—
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timber above this station. Seems that
in a cattle feud five or six years back,
Padgett shot and killed Loco Joe’s son.
And because he knows the old man has
sworn to kill him at sight, Padgett is
careful to stay out of these mountains.”

Kirk Howie lit a cigarette and ob-
served, “Seems funny that a rich man
like Padgett would refuse to pay his
grazing fees.”

“They say he’s always a hard one to
get money out of,” Easley returned.
“Anyhow, it’s not easy to convince
some of these rich cowmen that the
Forest Service isn’t playing Santa
Claus' to them. We've carried Pad-
_gett’s fees along to the end of the graz-
ing season each year since the slump
" in the livestock business, same as with
the little cowmen who really needed
and deserved time to make up the

money. But for the last two years, the

Cross R has paid no grazing fees what-
ever. Early this spring, Mulhall moved
close to three hundred head of cattle
over on the forest. I warned him that
until the fees were paid, the presence
of the cattle constituted an act of tres-
pass. Things came to a showdown two
weeks ago. I received orders to tell
Mulhall, who acts as Padgett’s agent,
to remove the cattle immediately.”

“And then you had your fun with
Mulhall?” Kirk suggested.

Easley gulped. “I went to him and

showed him the order. -He tore it up
and threw it in my face. Then he
cussed me to everything he could think
of. Dared me to pull my gun and fight
him. I backed down, Howie,” the ran-
ger ended bitterly.
back. I knew he’d kill me. And I
thought about my wife and kids. The
Cross R cattle are still on the forest
range. And Mulhall swears he’ll drill
the first man who tries to drive them
off.” .
- “A wife and kids would sort of com-
plicate matters in' a case like that,”
Kirk admitted. “If you didn’t want to
ﬁght Mulhall, why didn’t you go to a
justice of the peace and swear out a
warrant against him?”

“I didn’t even talk.
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Easley shook his head. “No use ap-
pealing to the local officers. If youw’ll
remember, this is part of a new county
established by last year’s legislature.
The State supreme court has declared
the act unconstitutional, and nobody
seems to be sure whether the new coun-
ty has any rights of its own or whether
it’s still a part of Baca County. There
are no county funds to run things.
The sheriff has resigned, and the
county commissioners, dominated by
George Padgett, have appointed a fel-
low named Pete Dowling in his place.
Dowlmg will do anythmg Padgett tells
him.”

“Looks like Uncle Sam will have to
do all the work himself without any
help from the local officers if he ex-
pects to oust those Padgett cattle,”
Kirk commented cheerfully. “Are
there any neighbors who might help in
a pinch?”

“There are a few little cowmen who
run their stock in this forest, but the
Cross R outfit has got them buffaloed,
and they don’t want to take sides in
this ruckus,” Easley told him. “The
Widow Logan is our nearest neighbor.
She and her daughter Becky run the
Four Springs Ranch, which joins up
with the forest boundary on the west,
this side of the Red Horse Mine. Fine
folks, and not specially fond of Mul-
hall and his tough layout. But, of
course, women folks oughtn’t be mixed
up in a mess of this kind. Anyhow,
they couldn’t help any. They only
hire one cowhand, Siesta Brown, a dis-
tant relative of the Logan family. He’s
the laziest excuse of a cowpuncher that
ever went to sleep on a horse.”

“How about the assistant ranger over
at the Sulphur Creek station?” Kirk in-
quired.

“Bud Lacey is a-good kid,” Easley
informed him. “But he’s a greenhorn,
out in the woods for his first summer.”

Kirk asked a few questions to ac-
quaint himself thoroughly with the na-
ture of the Cuesta Forest and its sur-
roundings. Oro Grande Canyon—Eas-
ley told him—had once been a favorite
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haunt of gold miners. Hence the name,
“Oro Grande.,” The old mine workings
had all been abandoned. During recent
years, however, a few prospectors had

sunk shafts and bored drift tunnels at -

various points along the canyon. One
of them, the Red Horse Mine, financed
by a ‘group of Eastern capitalists, was

located northeast of the Widow Lo-
gan’s ranch. Threé¢” men had been -

working there for some time, but had
lately departed.

“I reckon their hole failed to show
anythmg much and they probably gave
it up,” said Tom Easley. He eyed Kirk
in wonderment, exclaiming suddenly,
“Blame -it, Howie, you're a cool one!
Here you chat sociable-like to me about
this country and mines and such, and

seem to have. forgotten all about the

trouble with the Cross R outfit. And
:yet I know darned well that the dis-
trict forester sent you here to take up
the job where I left off and to try to
get those Cross R cows out of the for-
est.”

“That’s what I came down here for,
Easley,” replied Kirk quietly. “And
that’s what I aim to do.”

“You’ll have to play it alone,” Eas-
ley warned. “And it’ll mean a fight
with Mulhall and his whole tough lay-
out.
- about governmental
obedience to the law.”

“I don’t bluff,” was Kirk’s forceful
answer,
shot with a six-shooter.”

Suddenly he whirled on the edge of
. his chair, listening. _Faintly had come

authority and

the sound of exploding firearms, swept -

eastward by the wind.

Easley flung open the door.
moon had spent its beams.
streaks of mingling pink and lavender
" were stealing across the low ridges to
the east. Dawn was near at hand. °

-“Gosh!” Easley muttered, frowning.
“Wonder what that shooting means?
Sounds like it’s coming from the Wid-
.ow Logan’s ranch.”

_ “And it sounds powerful like a gun-
fight to me,” Kirk nodded. “Nobody’d

The

You can’t bluff them by talking -

“And I'm a tolerable good

A few.
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: pr‘actice shooting at a mark this time

of day.”

He carefully pmched oﬂ' the glowing
tip of his cigarette, then grabbed up
saddle and bridle, and ran to the corral.
The faint pop-pop-of guns still sound-
ed in the distance.

“Where you going, Howie?” Easley
called, following him. - -

Kirk tightened ‘up the cinch and
sprang astride his horse.

“Just ridin’,” he answered laconical-
ly. “I'm some curious to find out what
all that shootmg means. Leavin’ this
mormng, aren’t you, Easley? T'll be
back in time to tell you good-by.”

Easley stared after him, muttering,
“He’ll find out that it don’t pay to get
too curious about the thmgs that s go- -
ing on in these parts.”

Kirk Howie was in an unfamiliar
country, and the lingering darkness of
the passing night had not entirely van-
ished. Consequently he had to pick his
route as he rode. He urged his mount
toward a saddle in the western moun-
tain ridge, and found there a cow path
which ran down the far side of the ele-
vation. Cedars loomed up on either
side, mysterious blots of shadow in the
morning mists. Kirk allowed his horse
more or less freedom, trusting to the
animal to pick out its own way by in-
tuition, and taking care only that they
progressed in the general direction of
the firing.

Meantime the shots had kept pop-
ping in intermittent flurries. Kirk
could hear them more plainly now. He
crossed a rocky draw, circled a ledge,
and, beyond, found a fence. A few
rods farther, his wise pony pulled up.
at a wire gate, seeming to sense that
Kirk wished to pass through and con-
tinue in a westward direction.

They climbed a pifion hill. From its
brow, Kirk gazed down into a small
canyon. In the misty light he could
see a long stone house, flat-roofed and
commodious, sitting down there, with
a round stockaded corral and a smaller
houise looming up in the background.
Two trees—Kirk guessed them to be
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cottonwoods—spread their branches
over the dooryard. Over near the op-
posite canyon slope towered a single
huge pine.

“Must be the Widow Logan’s ranch,
the one Easley called the Four Springs
outfit,” thought Kirk, and his lips tight-
ened grimly.

Shots were rolling and echoing
through the little canyon. To the
north, down the slope of thé pifion
hill, Kirk could see orange jets of
flame licking out through the dimness.
In an instant the meaning of these
shots flashed upon him.

Shielded among the pifions of the
hillsides, skulking marksmen were
making an attack on the ranch house
‘down in the canyon. Their shots ramed
against the stone ‘walls.

Kirk gritted, “The low-down skunks!
Making war on a couple of women—is
that their game?”

CHAPTER II
“Not A-begging You”

E worked his horse down the
north slope of the hill, dismount-
ed, and then took station behind a
ledge of rock. Drawing his six-shooter,
he poured shots, swiftly down toward
the gun flashes that still streaked
through the morning mists.
Instantly the flashes.ceased. A star-
tled yell sounded. Kirk caught a
glimpse of rising shapes. As he re-

loaded his gun, he counted four men

who ran back among the trees and
hastily mounted horses. Again his six-
shooter streaked flame. He pumped
shots toward the men as fast as his
finger could pull the trigger.

His attack had been a distinct sur-
prise to the four., Evidently they had
no desire to remain here and investi-
gate. They seemed to think an army
had descénded upon them. And Kirk
Howie, who was in a mood for battle,
shrugged contemptuously as they thun-
dered down the slope and struck down-
canyon.

By now the skies were brightening.
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Kirk could see that the four .men were
wearing handkerchief masks across
their faces.

“I’d like to see just what those hom-
bres look like,” he decided.

Springing into his saddle, he gal-
loped after the retreating men. They
turned out the canyon, crossed a draw
to the left, and spurred on across a
brushy flat.
edge of the flat, and then paused.

On the precipitous slope below rose
up an immense pile of broken rock. A
small cabin was perched precariously
nearby. Kirk watched the riders sail
down- past this cabin and disappear

amid the thick evergreens below. They

were bent low in their saddles. Kirk
had failed to get a close look at them.
But the markings of the horse ridden
by the man in the lead had showed up
distinctly in the faint light. The horse
was a spotted animal, a pinto.

“I reckon I'll remember that pony if

- I see him agam,” said Kirk to himself.

He sent a curious glance at the cabin
below. A mining camp, evidently, and
it seemed to be deserted. Easley had
told him about such a mine as this, lo-
cated northwest of the Logan ranch.
The Red Horse Mine, Easley had called
it.

Kirk rode back to the ranch house.

The skies were bright and glowing™

now, and the ranch headquarters
showed singularly homelike and at-
tractive. - To the south the timbered
crest of Cuesta Peak formed a back-
ground mysterious and beautiful. The
slopes of the little canyon were green
with cedar and pifion. Along the level
bed ran a silvery stream of water fed
by the four springs which had given
the ranch its name. v

Kirk stepped down from his horse
and approached the house. A shat-
tered window, a splintered door, a tall
galvanized-iron chimney which leaned
at a grotesque angle on the roof—these
gave evidence of the withering gunfire
that had been directed by the skulkers
on the hillside.

" The door opened. A woman ap- ‘

Kirk followed them to the ‘
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.peared on the threshold. She was bux-
om, middle-aged. She gazed at K1rk
a bit doubtfully.

He bowed. “Howdy, ma’am. Seems
'that you've had a little trouble—" And
then he broke off, his attention drawn
‘to a girl who had appeared in the door-
way. - L

Now Kirk Howie had not made much
jof a study of girls. In fact, he had
never given them a great deal of
thought. But now he found himself
‘marveling over the discovery that here
‘was a girl who, in his opinion happily
rcombined the ultimate in attractiveness
.and desirability.

Kirk couldn’t -have explamed h1s

feelings had he tried. This wasn’t the.

_prettiest girl he had ever seen. She
rhad freckles—not big, bold freckles, but
‘small, unobtrusive freckles that were
.like flecks of sunshine. Her eyes were
iclear and brown and honest and un-
yafraid. Her lips were a ripe red. A
thick braid of brown hair hung down

aher back. She wasn’t very big, this

young lady wasn’t, and she wore rid-
ing breeches and high-heeled boots and
a blue woollen shirt. ~ Altogether, she
presented a picture which to Kirk
Howie was plumb fetching.

Meanwhile the girl had been ‘looking
at Kirk. She saw a square-shouldered,
wiry: young fellow with cool, gray eyes,
garbed in whipcord breeches, high-

: topped laced . boots, O. D. shirt, and

‘wearing a hat which, while somewhat

broad of brim, was ha;dly the regula-
~ tion cowboy type. - .
She spoke impulsively. “I'll bet
you're the new man over at the Oro
Grande ranger station—" She paused,
-~ and wrinkled her nose a bit scornfully
" as she added: “Another ranger!”
'Kirk sensed that forest rangers
didn’t stand exactly ace-high in the
young woman’s estimation.
“You're right, miss,” he said.
the new ranger. My name’s Kirk
Howie.”
The older woman extended her hand
cordially. “I’'m sure glad to meet you,
Mr. Howie. I hope you’ll find us good

. ing on the frontier.

“I'm

N
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neighbors. I'm Mrs. Logan and this is
my daughter, Becky. Excuse me if I
didn’t seem over-friendly when you
first rode up. You.see, Becky and me
have been treed in the house for the
past two hours, and when I first saw
you I didn’t know but what you might
be one of the gang that’s been shovel-
ing hot lead in our direction.”

Kirk laughed good-naturedly. “No. -
But I happened to see the gang you
mention. They rode northwest, toward
Oro Grande Canyon. There were four
in the bunch.” He modestly refrained
from telling that it was he who had
routed the attackers, and that he had

‘followed their retreat for half a mile.

“I reckon they got tired of shooting,
or ran out of ammunition—that’s why
they rode away,” said the Widow Lo-
gan. “Becky and I couldn’t see them,
but could tell from the flashes of their
guns that they were lying up on the
slope of that east hill yonder.” :

“You don’t have any-idea who they °
were ?”

“None at all » she adrhitted.
I don’t know what their object was. .
Becky and I were in bed, sound asleep,
when they started -shooting at the
house. I'm not a complaining woman, -
Mr. Howie, and I'm accustoméd to liv-
But if this sort of
thing keeps us, and if those varmints,
whoever they are, make another attack
like this one, I'll be ready to move out
of this country for keeps.”.

“Shucks, Mom,” “remonstrated Becky
Logan decidedly. “We’re not going to
be bluffed out that easy. It strikes me
that this night riding outfit was only
trying to scare us. Most of their shots
went against the stone walls and the
roof. I don’t believe they meant to kill
us. This is too early in the game to
talk about running out of the country.”

“But all these other troubles we’ve
had makes it look like somebody’s got
a spite at us, and is determined to clean
us out,” said her mother in’a worried .
tone, ' _

“Well, we're not running yet,” Becky
announced spiritedly.

“And -
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The Widow Logan turned to Kirk.

“You see, up until a week ago the Four .

Springs Ranch was the most peacefu
spot on earth., And then, all a-sudden,
things began to happen. First Becky
found that half a mile of ‘'our fence had
been cut. Not just in a few places, but
between every two posts. Then two

-nights ago, somebody sneaked up and

smashed the pipe line that brings water
from the springs, and filled in two of
the springs besides. I reckon the var-
mints will be stealing our cattle next.”

At this juncture, the door of the
small house standing behind the main
dwelling came open, and a man ambled
outside.

“Oh, yes,” Mrs. Logan sighed to
Kirk, sighting the man as he shuffled
around the corner. “Here comes an-
other trouble we've got here at the
ranch. We've had himl for some time.
He’s a fourth cousin of mine, though
I don’t dwell on the subject much, not
being much of a hand to complain. His
name’s Brown, and we call him ‘Siesta’
because he’s always asleep.”

Siesta Brown was a big, lumbering

man. He shuffled forward on his run-
over boots, thumbing a strap of his
overalls with one hand, while he rum-
pled his thick hair with the other.

“Don’t it beat all!” he ‘yawned.
“Who was them fellers that tried to
shoot up this ranch?” i

“I suppose you crawled under your
bed and hid as soon as you heard the
shooting,” Becky accused sharply.

“Naw, sir, Becky,” Siesta declared.
“That shootin’ woke me up. I rolled
over, an’ tried to go back to sleep, but
to save myself I couldn’t make the

grade. Dang them fellers,” he said in- -

dignantly, “if I ever ketch ’em, I'll
teach ’em never to interrupt no sleep of
mine ag'in.”

“You'll never catch any of ’em un-
less they happen to stumble over you

somewhere and wake you up,” Becky

sniffed.

Siesta took no offense at this. He
was used to uncomplimentary remarks.
In fact, Siesta Brown was a marvel to
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all who knew him. He had even been
known to go to sleep while riding a
horse. It was Mrs. Logan’s opinion
that he ‘suffered from some unknown
affliction which was responsible for this
peculiar tendency. But Becky de-
clared that Siesta’s only ailment was
laziness. And she bossed him around
and saw to it that he earned his wages
as a cowhand.
“Siesta, shake hands with Mr. Howie,
the new ranger,” Mrs. Logan said.
Siesta blinked his eyes and became
almost wide awake. ‘
“New ranger, huh?” he said. “Gosh,
mister, you've shore bit off more’n you
can chaw, if you've took Ranger Eas-
ley’s job. I don’t want to skeer you
none. But I reckon you ort to be
warned that if you try to fight Aug
Mulhall an’ the Cross R outfit, you
won’t stay in this country long above
ground.” i
“No,” Kirk returned quietly, “you
don’t scare me none, And I aim to stay

"here—above ground.”

Becky Logan struck in, “Are ‘you
really going to try to chase the Cross R
cattle off the reserve?”

“That seems to be my main job at
present,” Kirk nodded.

The girl’s brown eyes showed - ap-
proval. ’

“It’s about time the Government sent
a man who can handle the Cross R out-
fit,” she declared. “Tom Easley’s too
timid for the job. And George Padgett
and Aug Mulhall need to be shown that
they’re not bigger than the Govern-
ment.”

“Youre too set in your opinions,
Becky,” rebuked her mother. “I don't
think we ought to criticize Tom Eas-
ley for backing down before Mulhall.
He’s got a family to consider.”

“And if 'd been his wife, I'd have
begged him not to take all he took
from Muthall,” Becky asserted aggres-
sively. “I’d have told him to go ahead
and fight. I like to see a man show
some sand.”

Siesta Brown had sunk down com-
fortably against the sun-warmed wall
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of the ranch house. His head dropped A

against his chest. He was half asleep
when the clatter of approaching hoofs
startled him.” The others turned their
eyes down the canyon. A rider had
appeared around the bend. '

“Now don’t that beat all!” the Wid-
ow Logan exclaimed. “There comes
Aug Mulhall now.”

Mulhall was a short, powerful man
with a thick, hairy neck and a pair of
cold, sunken eyes. He wore a pair of

torn chaps, and carried no gun that

" could be seen. He reined over to the
ranch house, and stepped to the ground.

“Howdy, Miz Logan,” he said in a
rasping voice which strove to be cor-
"dial. “Whut’s been goin’ on here? I
was ridin’ the Oro Grande road to-
wards Rancho an’ heerd some shootin’
over this way. Thought I'd stop an’
see whut the trouble was.’

Mrs, Logan explained the attack on
the ranch house.

“Yuh say somebody tried to shoot up
the place?” Mulhall said in a surprised
tone. “That was a low-down, ornery

trick. Ef I was yuh, I'd report it to

" Sher’'ff Dowling.”
“Pete Dowling is nothing but a tin-
horn sheriff,” the Widow replied con-
temptuously., “I won’t waste my breath
carryihg my troubles to him.”

“Aw, Pete’s all right,” Mulhall de-
clared. “He’s a friend o’ mine. I'll bet
these here fellers yuh mention is Mexi-
cans from Oro Grande Canyon Did
yuh git a look at ’em?”

“It wasn’t light yet—-”- Mrs. Logan
began.

Kirk Howie took a step forward. His
cool gray eyes met Mulhall's gaze,
roved toward the latter’s horse, a big
pinto, and then wh1pped back upon the
man.

“I got a pretty good look at the coy-
otes who tried to shoot up the house,”
he stated coolly. “They wore handker-
chié¢f magks.” And one of them rode a
horse that I’ d recognize anywhere It’s
a big pinto.”

Aug Mulhall's
Jjerked back.

heavy

" lyin’, Miz Logan,” he grated.

shoulders
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“A big pinto, huh?” he rasped. “Yuh
mean to insinuate that it was my hoss

‘yuh saw—that I was one o’ the gents

that was shootin’ at this house?”

~ “That pinto horse sure fits the pic-
ture,” was Kirk’s cool answer.
you're wearing your bandanna around
your neck now, Mulhall. And you left

“your gun behind when you made this

call. I reckon you figured that’d con-

.vince these women folks of your

iriendliness.”

Mulhall’'s face purpled.- “He’s a-
“I never
had no-hand a-tall in that shootin’.”

“I ain’t so sure about that,” Mrs. Lo-
gan returned sharply. “I never did
place a heap o’ trust in you, Aug Mul-
hall, though why you and your outfit
should try to cause me trouble is a

‘thing I can’t understand.”

Mutlhall saw that Kirk Howie’s dam-
aging statements had aroused the ranch
woman’s suspicions. He whirled on
Kirk.

“Who in hell are yuh, anyhow, to
come hornin’ in thlsaway?”

“Name’s Howie,” Kirk informed him
tersely. “New forest ranger at the Oro
Grande station.”

“Forest ranger, huh?” Mulhall threw
back his shaggy head and laughed-de-

risively. “Come to take Easley’s place,
I reckon. Know who I am? T’ m Aug
Mulhall, foreman o’ the Créss R
spread.”

He stepped forward, his j jaw set pug-
naciously. “I'm foreman o’ the Cross
R spread,” he repeated meaningly. “If
yuh've got anything.to say to me, spit .
it out. We’ll have a showdown,
pronto!” ) ‘

Kirk saw that Mulhall was desirous
of baiting him into a quarrel. Likely
the man figured that by playing a
strong bluff now, he could cow him as
he had done-~Easley, and cause him to
desist from any attempt to drive the
Cross R cattle from the forest lands.
Yet Kirk sensed, too, that Mulhall
would go farther than a bluff. He had
met Mulhall’s type before. To such
men, governmental authority was a far

“T see -
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removed thing having its seat in Wash-
ington. Their attitude toward local
representatives like Tom Easley, who
had backed down in the face of threats

- and superior numbers, was one of de-

rision and contempt. Mulhall was
plainly a man who was ready to back
his employer’s game to the limit. And
the fact that he was said to carry two
notches on his gun and still roamed
abroad as a free man, was a pretty good
sign that he did not fear the conse-
quences of undertaking the activity

requisite to put still another notch 1n

-his gun,

Kirk turned to the women. “If you
ladies won’t mind stepping inside the
house a minute—" he suggested quietly.

“We’ll stay here,” Becky told him,
“Go ahead. Don’t mind us.”

Kirk caught sight” of Siesta Brown,
who stood to one side, signaling toward
him frantically. Unobserved by the
women or Mulhall, Siesta pointed to-
ward the eastern ‘slope of the pifion
hill.  Kirk glimpsed a man dodging
along the slope. This man took shelter
behind one of the bushy evergreens.
Poking out between the branches came
a dark-gleaming rifle barrel.

Kirk’s eyes narrowed. One of Mul-
hall’s men, likely. And he was lying
there in ambush, his rifle trained on
the group below.

Suddenly, Aug Mulhall removed hlS
torn black hat, flung it to the ground,
picked it up and replaced it on his
head. He accomplished this maneuver
in such a clumsy manner that Kirk was
convinced it was a signal to the hidden
rifleman. So this was Mulhall’s game!
he thought.
gun. But should a fight occur; his com-
padre -on the hillside would be ready
to aid him.

The thing looked like a trap, espe-
cially so when Mulhall continued his
attempts to bait Kirk into a quarrel.

“Let’s have a showdown!” hé bel-
lowed, shoving up against the new ran-
ger. “Tell me, jest whut do yuh allow
to do about them Cross R critters that’s
on forest range?”

Mulhall,” he said evenly.

Mulhall himself wore no

T

“I aim to move ‘em off,” Kirk an-
swered coolly. : -

“Jest listen!” Mulhall jeered. “Un-
cle Sam’s sent another one o’ his Camp-
fire girls out to run this forest!” He
laughed coarsely at his joke. “When.
yuh havin’ the next tea party at yore .
station, sister?”

“Tea parties have sorta gone out o
style at the Oro Grande station,” K1rk

_said grimly.

Muilhall reached out and wiggled a
thick finger insultingly under his nose.

“Yuh rangers ort to be in petticoats,”
he sneered. “Yuh make me sick.
Yuh're a white-livered, -yeller-backed
bunch o’ sissified houn’-dawgs.”

Kirk’s gray eyes gleamed dangerous-
ly. He measured the distance toward
Mulhall’s protruding chin. Oh, what
a joy to smash home a good sound wal-
lop on that chin! But he subdued the
impulse. He realized that Mulhall was
still deliberately baiting him into an
attack. Likely the hidden rifleman had
his sights trained on him this very
moment. If Kirk made a move toward
Mulhall, the result would probably be
suicide to himself and danger to the
women in the line of fire.

Mulhall stepped back a pace. He
dangled his hands at his sides, and
again thrust out his chin.

"“Hit me!” he begged. “I ain’t even

wearin’ a gun. C’mon, sister. Let’s see

if they’s any fight a-tall in yuh., Pull
yore shootin’-iron. Take a shot at me.
P’ll fight yuh bare-handed.”

Kirk’s mouth was white-ringed. “No,
“I'm no fool. -
We'll meet again, when the cards are
dealt in a different way.”

With a shrug, Mulhall climbed on his
horse. He rode away down the can-
yon, shouting taunts.

“Well, it all ended up without any
shootin’,” said Siesta Brown in a re-
lieved tone, again sinking down against
the ranch house wall, “Mebbe I’11 have
a chanct to ketch up in my sleep now.’

Becky Logan had walked away. She
paused under the big pine tree, and did
not even glance at Kirk Howie.
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“Don’t mind Becky,” Mrs. Logan said
to Kirk, trying to be kind. “Myself,
I'm kinda glad you didn’t try to fight
Mulhall. He’s a regular killer, they
say. Course, you had a gun, and he
didn’t,. but—well, anyhow I'm glad
Mulhall has gone.” -

It was obvious that the women knew
nothing of the marksman who had been
hidden on the hillside. The dark-
gleammg rifle barrel no longer showed
between the pifion branches.

“That hombre’s slipped away, and

will j Jom Mulhall farther down the can-

yon,” was Kirk’s thought. = .
“I ain’t a complaining woman,” Mrs.

Logan went on, “but it gives me the’

shivers to think maybe the Cross R out-

fit is behind all the troubles we’ve been _

havin’ at this ranch. And.it sure looks
like that’s the case.”

“You don’t know of any reason why
Mulhall should be trying to cause you
trouble here?” Kirk inquired quietly.

- She shook her head. And Kirk went

on, “You have a telephone, haven’t you?
In case Mulhall tries any more tricks
on your range, give me a ring at the

‘ranger . station. Maybe I'll be able to

. help you some.’

“That’s right good of you, Mr.
Howie,” said the widow gratefully.
_ “But I just wonder if any of us will
have a chance, fighting that big power-
ful ranch outfit of George Padgett’s.”

Kirk mounted his horse and rode
over to the big.pine.
© “Miss Becky,” he said. & - -

The girl raised her head and looked
at him coldly.

“I take it that you’ve decided P'm like
Tom Easley,” he said. “You think I'm
afraid of Mulhall.” ' :

“No,” she answered sharply. “Not
exactly like Téom Easley. He has a
wife and family. That gave him some
excuse for backing down before Mul-
hall.”

Kirk’s lean jaws became set.
* think I'm a coward, then?” .

“I’'m disappointed in you,” she said
impatiently. “I had thought that may-
be you would be différent from Easley.

“You

X
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But you let Mulhall call you all those
names, and you practically refused to
fight him—even though you had a gun,
and he didn’t.” _

Kirk gazed down at her. Her brown
hair gleamed richly in the morning
sunlight. Her red lips were com-

- pressed. What a little fire-eater she

was! he thought, almost angrily. Yet
stronger than the thought was a desire
to take her in his arms, to kis§ those .
red lips and make them smile for him, -
to bring to those brown eyes a light
less stormy and unyleldmg - -

“Miss Becky,” he said at last, “you
don’t understand. And I'm not a-beg-
ging you to believe the best of me. I.
reckon there w111 be other’ ways of con-
vincing you.”

He rode away toward the ranger sta-
tion. He had not explained his seém-
ing lack of courage. And Siesta
Brown; who had seen thé hidden rifle-
man on the hillside; and might have ex-
plained, now sat .against the ranch
house wall, head sunken on\chest sound

sleep BN

CHAPTER Il
Becky Sends a Warning

ACK at the ranger station, Kirk
Howie gave Tom Easley a brief
account- of his morning . adventures.
Easley could throw no light on the
reason behind the Cross R outfit’s at-

tack on the Logan ranch.

The two spent the remainder of the
morning going over the list of grazing
permits. On a map of the Cuesta For-
est. Easley- pointed out the principal
watering- places, and explained various
other topographical features of the ter-
ritory over which Kirk was to be in

charge.

. & .
“Easley,” Kirk said abruptly, “will it

‘be much of a job to round up those

Cross R cattle?”
"“No,” returned the other. “The big
job will come in driving them out of

* the forest-—for that will mean a fight

with Mulhall. I reckon Burr, the dis-

trict forester, has been determined all
_ R.R.2
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this time to remove the cattle. At any
rate, he sent me orders early in the
spring to keep them from scattering
over the forest range. As soon as Mul-
‘hall brought the critters over here, at
snow-melting, I maneuvered to keep
them -in one locality. There’s good
feeding grounds up southeast of this
station.” He pointed out the place on
the map. “Right here.” It’s called Bob-

cat. Meadow, but it’s really a small.

basin hemmed in by ridges. There’s
good water, and I've done a little salt-
ing to help.keep the Cross R cows on
that range and to prevent the other
range -stuff from mixing with them.
You’ll find the whole Cross R herd in
that basin, and it won’t take much work
to make a round-up.”

“That will make my job a lot easier,’
Kirk nodded.

“Then you're determined to go
“through with it, huh?” said Easley du-

biously, but with a whole lot of re-.
“I reckon Mulhall hasn’t bluffed

spect;
you out—yet.”

Kirk smiled queerly.
thinks he has.”
. Easley had gathered up his personal
belongings. A moment later he rode
away, bidding farewell to the job which
had been too big for him to handle.

Kirk Howie watched him go. As he
stepped back inside the cabin, his
glance fell on a large American flag ly-
ing on the pine table. It was a tradi-
tion in the Forest Service that as a part
of the celebration of all national holi-
days, the flag should be raised at every
ranger station. -

And Kirk said vigorously, aloud,
“By gosh! I reckon it's up to me to

“Becky Logan

. convince the Cross R outfit that that -

ﬂag is something more than a decora-
tion to run up on holidays. Uncle Sam
owns this forest. And, like Becky Lo-
gan says, Mulhall and his gang ought
to be showed that they re not blgger
than the Government.”

That afternoon, he rode into Rancho
and purchased a supply of foodstuffs,
mostly canned goods. Rancho was a

town of adobe houses strung along the
R.R.2

bed of Oro Grande Canyon. Its popu-
lation was preponderantly Mexican,
There were a schoolhouse, a post office,
and a few stores.

The trip proved uneventful for Kirk.
Loading the supplies on his pack horse,
he rode back to the ranger station.

At daylight next day, he was ready to
ride over to the Sulphur Creek station.
He wished to talk to Bud Lacey, the
assistant ranger. As he was saddling
up his horse, a jingling of the tele-
phone dréw him from the corral. -

“Mr. Howie ?” came a breathless voice
over the wire. He recognized it as
Becky Logan’s. ~

“Yes,” -he answered swiftly. “What
is it? Has Mulhall and his gang been
back at your ranch, trying to cause
trouble?”

" “No—not that.” There was a pause.
Then Becky resumed, “But Mutlhall
rode past the house only a short time °
ago. I saw him cut across onto the
forest—" o
- “Yes?” Kirk prompted.

“Well, I thought you ought to know!
I was ‘afraid—I thought maybe he had
some trick up his sleeve; that he might
circle back toward the station and take
you unawares and cause you more
trouble.”

“Why—thanks,” sazd Kirk.

He was a bit chagrined. He had.
asked the Widow Logan to call on him
in case they needed help against Mul-
hall’s gang at the ranch. But now the
situation was reversed. Evidently
Becky, feeling that he was a timorous
sort of hombre and entirely incapable
of coping with-mén of Mulhall’s type,
had taken pity on him.

“What would you advise?” he in-
quired, unable to restrain a bit of sar-
casm.

It seemed that Becky Logan m1S1n-
terpreted his question as evidence of
further helplessness on his part. ,

“What would I advise?” she snapped
over the wire. “Why, I think you’d
better lie low and not even stick your
head outside the station. You’'ll be
plumb safe thataway.”

467 /
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The telephone receiver slammed up.
. “Becky Logan,” said Kirk, entirely
“I reckon you've taken pity
on me. Andit’s not'pity I want—none

a-tall!”

" So Aug-Mulhall was snooping around
somewhere in the forest! .Kirk was in
exactly the proper mood to relish meet-
ing Mulhall. ‘But at present he meant
to carry out his plans of v151t1ng As-
sistant Ranger Lacey.

He struck out from the stdtion, pro-

. gressing in a general southerly direc~

tion. Half a mile on his way, he passed -

a group of cabins sitting-in the shade

* of slender pines. The cabins, now un-

occupied, were evidently summer
homes of townspeople who came to the
mountains to fish and rest.

A narrow trail, called -the Ranger
Trail, wound up along the slopes of
Cuesta Peak and, passing near the
crest, dropped down into the canyon. on
the other side. Kirk rode this trail.
The forest was cool and refreshingly
beautiful. Clean little alpine parks lay
among the yellow-trunked trees, some
of which had attained great stature.
- 'The ranger crossed a swift trout stream
bordered by aspens whose quivering
round leaves and straight wkitish boles
made them seem as fresh and succulent
as some -garden plant.

The crest of Cuesta Peak was thick

with Douglas fir and blue-needled En-

glemann spruce. As Kirk passed down
into the opposite canyon, he caught a
. glimpse of a black, wild region to the
east, so overgrown with tangles, of
brush that a mounted man would have
encountered difficulty penetrating it.

Kirk was gaining his first visual im-

pressions of the lands over which he
was to be in control, and at Sulphur
Creek, a turbulent little stream in the
canyon beyond Cuesta Peak, he met
Bud Lacey, his assistant, for the first
time.

Lacey was a freckled, 1mpuls1ve
young fellow, a'new man in the Forest
Service, plamly a greenhorn so far as

actual experience was concerned. But

he was anxious to learn.

-
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"a fight on our hands, W1th guns.

-six-shooter.

“By golly, that’s the talk, Howie!”
he exclaimed approvingly, after he and
Kirk had talked awhile at the Sulphur
Creek station. “I’ll help you. drive
those Cross R cows off the forest range,
I kept urging Easley not to let Mul-
hall bluff him out; but Tom got cold -
feet. Heck,” the young fellow scoffed,
“all we need to do is show Mulhall we
mean business. He’s just bluffing. He
don’t dare try any gunplay against a
forest ranger. We've got'Uncle Sam
backing us up.” s

Kirk smiled gently. “Bud, you’re
wrong. Mulhall and his men will dare
anything. The chances are we’ll have
Can
you shoot?”

“Not a whole lot,” Bud admitted.

Kirk pointed to a cottonwood sapling.
some thirty paces away. “See if you
can hit that sapling, Bud.”

Bud tried. Out of six shots with his
Colt’s .38 Special, he managed to hit
the sapling once. Kirk pulled his own
His first shot struck the
center of the slender target.

“Now, Bud, I'll see if I can peel the
bark on either side.” :

His gun boomed twice. Bud ran to
examine the sapling. He came back
goggling in admiration.

“By gosh,” he panted. “You done
it! You peeled the bark off first one
side and then the other. That’s what
I call shooting! Where did you learn
to handle a gun' in that :fashion,
Howie?” ~ »

“I was born on the range, and worked
for cow outfits up until the time I went
into the Forest Service,” was Kirk’s re-
ply. “It’s a pretty good idea for a cow-
puncher to know how to shoot; and the
same goes for a forest ranger. There
may be gunplay when we try to move
the Cross R cows off the forest range.
Are you ready and game for the play,
Bud? T could use your help in round-
ing up the cattle. I figure to start to-
morrow morning.” .

“I’ll be over at sunup,” said Bud
Lacey explosively. “When I went inte

the Forest Service, I didn’t figure I
' / -
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was joining the United States Army.
But I'm ready to back you to the -fin-
ish, Howie.”

Kirk rode back across the ranger
trail. Reaching the highest point of
the trail he paused and loosened his
mount’s cinch, giving the animal a
chance to blow. Again his €yes wan-
dered over toward that wild, brush-
grown region that had drawn his atten-
tion' before. Suddenly, -jerking the

cinch tight, he led his horse behind a’

shelf of rock at the trailside.

Out of the dense brush to the east
 had come a rider. It was Aug Mulhall.
He rode with his heavy shoulders
slightly bent, and carried a Winchester
carbine across the pommel of his sad-

dle.
~ “Hands up, Mulhall! Drop that
rifle!” The sharp command rang out as
Mulhall turned into the ranger trail
and reached a point only a few feet
from the shelf of rock.

"Aug Mulhall was no fool.
the rock itself, he saw the black muzzle
of a six-shooter covering him, backed
up by two cool gray eyes that warned
against delay or trifling. ' The foreman
allowed his rifle to fall to the ground.
His hairy hands went into the air.

Kirk stepped forward. Still keeping
Mulhall covered, he walked in behind
and snatched the other’s six-shooter
from its holster.

“Now, Mulhall,” he commanded in
steely tones,
and take a licking.” .

Mulhall’s sunken eyes, venomous in
their glitter, menaced him.

“Qur little Campfire girl is shore
gittin’ brave all a-sudden,” he sneered.
“I cain’t believe it—yuh havin’ nerve
enough to git the drop on me thisa-
way.’

“I want your chin, Mulhall,” Klrk
told him calmly. “Stick it out, like you
did yesterday morning. I aim to hit
it ”

“Wha-a-at?” the foreman gasped in-
credulously. “Yuh mean yuh aim to
fight me? I give yuh the chanct yes-
tiddy—"

Behind:

“get down off that horse’

.-he said deliberately.
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“The odds are even now,” interrupted
Kirk.
punchers hidden behind a pifion tree,
ready to crack down on me.”
. The other man scowled blackly.

“Mebbe yuh think I'm afeard to
tackle a effeminate critter like a forest
ranger, huh?” he jeered suddenly. “Is
that it? Take that gun off’'n yore hip,
an’ we’ll settle our little affair r1ght
now an’ complete.”

Kirk unstrapped his gunbelt and
tossed it, with the six-shooter, aside.

“The odds are even now, you skunk,”
“It’s man to man,
bare-handed. Come a-fightin’!”

Mulhall laughed savagely. Plainly
he figured that the wiry forest ranger
was no match for him. Lowering his
head, he lunged forward, his fists flail-
ing in wide arcs. Kirk dodged aside.
A sharp left hook caught Mulhall off
balance, and sent him staggering. He
whirled about, and made anothéer mad
rush. Kirk’s fist smashed out, landed
on Mulhall's chin and sent the latter
back on his heels.

“One o these,fancy-steppm scrap-
pers, air yuh?” Mulhall raged.

Again he came rushing in. This time"

he made no attempt to strike. His
powerful arms grappled outward. Kirk
had already sized. Mulhall up as a
rough-and-tumble type of fighter. He
realized the danger of allowing the
fight to develop into a roiigh-and-tum-
ble affair, in which -Mulhall’s tremen-
dous strength would show to advan-
tage. He knew too that Mulhall was
the sort of fighter who would take any
advantage possible; would kick, bite,
gouge, maim, all with best1a1 dxsregard
for fair play.

Kirk barely evaded the other’s lunge.

. His fist cracked against Mulhall’s right

eye. Again a rush! This time Mul-

hall’s hand caught Kirk’s shoulder, but °

the lighter man wrenched himself free.
“Yuh dassen’t stand up an’ fight
me !” Mulhall bellowed furiously.

“Come on!” Kirk clicked out the in--

vitation.

Mulhall rushed again. This time

“You haven’t got one of your
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Kirk made no effort to dodge. But he
summoned all his strength in a terrific
uppercut which passed under Mulhall’s
guard, crashed upon his chin and
knocked him prostrate in a grotesque
heap, unconscious.

When the battered. gunman awak-
ened, Kirk stood over him.

“Here’s your horse,” the ranger said
quietly. “You've been whipped in a
fair, stand-up fight. I’'ll keep your
guns. And now, Mulhall—there’s the
trail.”

- Mulhall swayed into the saddle

“Ancther thing,” Kirk Howie said

- grimly. “If you and your sorry outfit
try to cause any more trouble at_the
Logan ranch, I’ll try to arrange to be on

- hand with my shootin’ clothes on. Get
that, hombre?” .

“I’ll git yuh fer thls, feller!” the bat-
tered foreman mumbled between swol-
len lips. As he rode out of sight down
the trail, he fairly shrieked, “Next time
we meet, I'll be heeled ag’in an’ ready
fer yuh. I'm warnin’ yuh to come
a-shootin’!”

Kirk gathered up the guns and swung

into his saddle, preparatory to riding

to the Oro Grande ranger station.
Suddenly, a shape rose. into view
from behind a clump of brush, not more
than fifty yards away. Kirk found
himself looking at a man who wore
thorn-snagged chaps, a patched blue
shirt and Indian moccasins. The man
was beyond six feet in height, and thin
- as a ghost. He was bare-headed; his
‘thick stubble of gray ‘hair grew low

on his forechead. He leaned on a long,

antiquated squirrel rifle while his eyes,
bright, cunning and feral, gazed fixedly
at the ranger. - .
“H’le,” he said -vaguely.
- seen it all. Know who I am? I'm Joe
Cass. Mebbe you’ve heerd o
‘Folks says I'm crazy.. That’s a lie”
He repeated the words monotonously
~ over and over: “That’s a lie.” -
Kirk saw that the man was deranged.
* Tom Easley had told him about “Loco”
- Joe Cass.
‘You a ranger?” Loco Joe asked

“Hlo. I

me.
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Kirk nodded. _ .

“Come to take Tom Easley’s place, I
reckon,” said the other. “Tom, he was
afeard to tackle Mulhall. But you
ain’t. You whupped Mulhall with yore
bare hands. I was h1d over in the
bresh, an’ I seen you He laughed
gleefully.

“Let’s see,” Kirk said. - “You live
somewhere on this peak, don’t you,

."Cass?”

“Shore.” Loco Joe waved toward
the dense growths of brush. “I got a
shack back in there. Aug Mulhall come
snoopin’ round this mornin’, spyin’ on
me. I knowed he was lookin’ fér me.
Bu‘t I fooled him. He didn’t even.
ketch sight o’ me. I was hid in the-
bresh. I had a hundred chances to kill
Mulhall—but I held my fire.”

“Easley told me you've had some
trouble with the Cross R-outfit,” Kirk
Howie said.

{With George Padgett it was,” Loco
Joe raved suddenly. “Padgett killed

- my son. It was cold-blooded murder.

Padgett bought hisself free an’ wasn’t
prosecuted. I sent him word I'd kill
him. He quit the country. He ain’t
‘been back sence.
He’d ’a’ tried to hunt me down an’ git
rid ¢’ me, but he knows I can stand off
a army up in that bresh where I live.
He's afeard to live at the Cross R
Ranch any more. He savvies T'll slip
down some night an’ kill him if he
tries .that. T hope he does try it.
Mebbe he will. I'm a-waitin” fer him.”
Kirk looked at him pityingly.

“I like you, feller,” said Loco Joe.
“T’ll come down to the ranger station
an’ visit with you some time. I drop
down that way occasional-like -when
I'm keépin’ my lookout fer Padgett.”
With a jerky nod he glided away into
‘the brush, calling over his shodlder,
“Folks says I'm crazy, but I ain’t.”

Kitk rode on down the trail to the
ranger station. It was his opinion that
George Padgett would be wise to stay
out of the Oro Grande Canyon country
so long as Loco Joe Cass was alive.

Consequently Kirk was surprised at

He’s afeard o’ me. . .
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the appearance of the stranger who gal-
loped up to the station that afternoon.
" “P'm George Padgett,” announced the
rider bruskly, reining up to the door
of the house. “I've come to tell you
that no half-baked forest ranger can
run my cow outfit off the map. Lay
down your cards, feller. ‘This game’s
come to a showdown!”

- CHAPTER IV
Padgett Exposes His Hand

EORGE PADGETT wasa florid,
stocky man. He was garbed in a
belted suit of brown corduroy, wore a
six-shooter on his hip, and rode a pedi-
greed sorrel horse that kept tossing its
head desperately, seeking to escape the
torture of the cruel Spanish bit be-
tween its jaws.
Kirk Howie was an admirer of good

horse flesh. The sorrel was no outlaw

brute, he could see; and he was filled
with contempt for the owner, who in-

tensified the splendid and naturally.

docile animal’s torment by jerking
roughly* on the reins. But Padgett’s
features suggested that this trait of
dominance and cruelty was characteris-
tic. His face was hard and square, and
fixed in its expression. His nose,
hooked and sharp like a scythe blade,
was flanked at the bridge by two close-
set, piercing eyes. Padgett’s hair was

gray, but his close-clipped mustache -

was coal-black, and the contrast some-
how had the effect of accentuating the
implacable cast of his countenance.

Kirk stepped forward leisurely.

“You're right, Padgett,” he stated.
“This game, which you started and
which I aim to finish, has come-to a
showdown. I reckon you aim to back
up your hired man, Aug Mulhall, clean
to the hilt.”

“Mulhall will carry out my orders,

same as he’s been doing,” Padgett

snapped.

“So you take responsibility for all
he’s done?” Kirk nodded crisply. “I
reckon that includes responsibility for
the Cross R waddies hiding behind

masks and making war on the women
folks at the Four Springs Ranch.”

Padgett glared down at him. “I don’t
know what in hell you’re talking
about—"

Kirk interrupted. “What's your
game, Padgett? There’s some reason
behind the play your men have been
making against the Widow Logans
ranch.”

“You rangers is shore smart hom-
bres,” Padgett sneered. “You’ll find

“out what my game is if you try to in-

terfere with my cattle. You've made
yoreself a nuisance in this country al-
ready. You ketched Aug Mulhall un- -
awares, and gave him a trouncin’ this
morning. But I'm warnin’ you, feller!
Mulhall’s out to get even. Next time
you two meet, he 11 shoot you like a
dog.

“Thanks for the warning,’ sard Kirk .
dryly. “Tell Mulhall he knows where.
he can find me. Maybe I'd better re-
turn the favor by warning you. Loco
Joe Cass is still gunning for you. Tak-
ing right smart of a risk showing your-
self in this country again, aren’t you,
Padgett?”

“I'm not afraid of that lunatic,”
growled Padgett. But his head jerked
nervously, and he shot a furtive glance
up toward the crest of Cuesta Peak.

“I reckon you’ve got some special
play up your sleeve, else you wouldn’t
have risked coming back here,” Kirk
Howie commented shrewdly. “You're
some scared of Loco Joe, and you've
got a right to be. He’s plumb crazy,
and a crazy man is always dangerous.
Sent Mulhall up a-looking for Cass this
morning, didn’t you, Padgett? You'd
feel a heap easwr if that madman was
out of the way.”

Padgett scowled. Things were not
progressing as he had planned. He as-.
sumed a threatening attitude.

“See here, feller, you can’t scare me.
Figure to sic Loco Joé on me, do you?
Let him come. Me and my men.will be
ready for all the lunatics and forest
rangers in this country. I'm the big
boss of these parts. I jest want you to

\
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understand what you’re up against
when you try to take my cows out o
this forest.”

Kirk laughed coolly. “Your bluff
don’t go, Padgett. And your cows are
commg off this forest range, regard-
less.” .

“You ain’t got no authority—"

“I’ve got plenty.” Kirk drew a docu-
ment from his pocket. “Burr, the dis-
trict forester, went before a federal
judge and procured this court order.
‘It commands the removal of your stock <

" __from the forest on account of non-pay-

ment of grazing fees. My-job is to
. see’that the order is carried out.”
“Figger you Il hide behind the law,.
do you?” Padgett rasped. “I know all
about that court order. |
me none. To hell with the courts!
You damn fool, you’ll- get shot: full of
holes for yore meddling: And the gov-
ernment won’t erect no monument to
yore memory after you're dead.” Mebbe
you don’t savvy what you're buckin’ up
against. Mebbe you figure to get the
local officers to help you. You'll find
that I run this county, and that'every
man in office will do what I tell him.”

" “You've got me all wrong, Padgett,”
Kirk returnéd lazily. “I’'m not looking
for any outside help. I figure to play
a sorta lone hand on this job.”

“Lone hand, eh?” Padgett laughed
savagely. “Ybu actually mean you’ll
try to remove my cattle all by yore-
self?” o ’ .

“Those cattle are quittin’ this forest,
pronto,” was Kirk’s calm reply.

The ranchman whirled his horse and.

galloped away.

“I'll have a few orders to give my
men when I get back to the Cross R,”
he yelled threateningly. “They’ll be
ready for yore play, feller!”
~ He rode out of view toward Oro
Grande Canyon. But instead of con-
t’inuing in that direction and proceed-
ing immediately to the Cross R Ranch,
he cut across the ridge to the west and
dropped down into the small side can-
yon in which the Widow Logan’s Four
Springs outfit was located.

It don’t scare’
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IESTA BROWN was in a hurry.
He came tearing down the canyon
toward the Four Spring ranch house,
his huge bulk swaying with the motion
of his horse. :

“Siesta’s loping his horse,” observed
-Becky Logan to her mother, spying the
approaching rider from the doorway of
the house. “That’s plumb unusual for
him. Someone must have woke him up
a-sudden and scared him, or .else he
happened to remember it's getting
along about supper time.”

‘Becky had spent a busy day mending
the fence that had been cut by the ene-
mies of the ranch. Siesta had assisted
her. An hour ago he had ridden after
"a bunch of stock that had strayed over
on the forest range.

But Becky’s deduction concerning
the reason for the fat punchers haste
_proved wrong.

“I knowed it was comin’,” he panted
lugubriously, reining up to the door.
“It’s gettin’ so.a feller can’t get no
sleep a-tall around this doggone ranch.
I reckon from now on we’ll have to
-set up nights so’s to keep watch on
them Cross R jaspers.” -

“What have they been' up to now?”
Becky broke in.

“Plenty,” was the dlsturbmg answer.
“I found two of our young steers layin’
dead jest acrost the forest boundary. -
They’d been shot, an’, if yuh ast my
opinion, it wasn’t accidental.”

The Widow Logan paled. “Some
more of Muthall’s work, I reckon!” she
said huskily. “Becky, it seems like
we’'re at the mercy of these Cross R
,varmints. I aifi’t a woman to complain
—but ain’t it a hopeless proposition
for us to try to run’this ranch any
longer? The Cross R ouﬁt seems all
set to drive us off the map.” 7.

Becky’s . brown eyes flashed. “The
low-down snakes!” she choked angrily.
“No—Mulhall is worse than a rattle-
snake even; a rattlesnake generally
gives warning before it strikes.” '

“We can’t go on staying here,”
her mother hopelessly."

““Why, we haven’t even tried to fight

2

said
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back: yet, Mom,” was Becky’s answer.

““We won’t-give up without a fight.”
But she realized the difficulties and

dangers of attempting resistance to a
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sinister gang that attacked in the dark-

ness and carried on depredation after
depredation, guerilla-like, upon the
ranch. If she only had a sure-shooting,
nervy cowhand, instead of Siesta
Brown, to aid her, she might have a
chante fighting the Cross R crowd,

Becky thought desperately.

- She glanced over the ridge, toward
the Oro Grande ranger station. She
thought of Kirk Howie, the new
ranger. She wondered if he had fol-
lowed her advice and remained indoors
to avoid meeting Aug Mulhall.

“I promised Mr. Howie I'd call him
on the phone if the Cross R outfit
caused any more -trouble here
Mrs. Logan. - .

“We won’t call on him for help,” said
‘Becky decrdedly

“] guess you've still got a spite
against -him,” her mother observed.
*But I noticed you tried to help him
. out this morning, warning him over
" the phone that you thought Mulhall
was riding on his trail. So I guess you
feel sorta friendly-like toward the new
‘ranger, after all; Becky.”

Becky frowned. She was unable to

said

. explain the impulse that had caused.

her to telephone a warning to Kirk
Howie that morning. Had she felt
only pity for him, or had there been
some deeper feeling that had led to
anxiety over his safety? Kirk Howie
had been in her thoughts all day.

“I like that Mr. Howie,” declared the
Widow Logan.

“Maybe I would have liked him if he
hadn’t backed down before Aug Mul-
hall. But after that—"

“Well, after that—"

“Well,” said the girl in a queer, muf-
fled voice, “I had hoped he wouldn’t
back down like he did. That ends it,
I guess. Let’s talk about something
else.”

Suddenly, Mrs Logan grasped her
arm, pointing down the canyon. Over

~

>

try to drive a bargain,”

I'd
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a hill had come'a stocky rider on a
high-bred sorrel horse.

“George Padgett himself!” exclaimed )

the Widow" Logan “I haven’t seen
him in five years.

Siesta Brown, who had been shuck-
ing the saddle from his horse in the
corral and had missed the conversa-
tion between Becky and her mother,
now came lumbering back to the house.
He gaped curiously at the newcomer.
Padgett -stepped down from his
horse. :

“Howdy, Mrs. Logan,” he said
heartily. “It’s been a long time since
I had the pleasure of meeting you.”

The widow eyed him aggressively.
- “I didn’t know Loco Joe Cass was
dead,” she said.

“Loco Joe Cass?” sa1d Padgett.
“What do you mean by that?” :

“I' didn’t suppose you’d have nerve
enough to show yourself in this coun-
try if he was still alive,” replied the
Widow Logan.

“I'm "not afraid of that lunatic,”
Padgett declared irritably.

He ran his piercing eyes over Becky
Logan, and mustered a paternal smile.

“So this is yore daughter, Mrs. Lo-

gan,” he exclaimed. “All’ grown up
irfto a young woman. And a fine-look-
ing little lady, I must say!”

“Humph!” sniffed the “fine-looking

little lady,” audibly.

“Yes, indeed; a fine-looking little
lady!” the Cross R owner repeated.
“She ought to be in college, Mrs. Lo-
gan. It seems a shame to keep her
here on a ¢ow-ranch. She ought to
have a chance to develop her talents.
And say, Mrs. Logan, I've got a propo-
sition that ought to appeal to you, I
want to add a little land to my other
holdings, and I'm prepared to make
you an offer for this ranch. Since
youw’re an old neighbor of mine, I won’t
he said mag-
nanimously. -
thousand cash for the ranch—a fair

_price, you’ll have to admit.”

Becky and her mother exchanged
glances.

r

“I'll give you fifteen’
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Suddenly the girl flashed, “So that’s
your game, Padgett! That’s the reason
you sent .Mulhall coyoting around to
cut our fences, and wreck our pipe
lines, and kill our cattle and shoot up
this ranch house! You want the ranch.
And I reckon you thought it’d be ‘easy
to scare a couple of women so that
theyd'be plumb eager to sell out to
you.’

With an m]ured air, Padgett turned
to Mrs. Logan. “Yore daughter seems
to have a wild imagination,” he re-
marked. “Where did she get all these
locoed ideas about me, anyhow?”

“George Padgett, maybe you think
you're a good actor, but it happens that

your hired men have left a trail a rod

wide,” Mrs. Logan returned sharply.
“Becky’s right. You're .trying to
frighten me into selling you.my ranch.

.Now that I come to think about it,’

- you've worked such tricks before.
You've always been a range hog. Most
of your Cross R holdings have been
secured through forcing nesters to sell
out to you and by placing dummy en-
trymen on homestead lands. You tlaim
you're offering me a fair price. But
you know well enough that my ranch,
with its good range and the most de-
pendable water supply in this country,
is worth at least twenty thousand.”

Padgett laughed disagreeably. “You
ladies are getting a mite hysterical,” he

. jeered. “I've talked to Mulhall, and
he told me how.you had accused him
of causing trouble here at yore ranch.
I reckon the new forest ranger put that
locoed idea into yore heads. Be sensi-
ble, Mrs. Logan. No matter who has
been behind these attacks on yore
ranch, you two women- are in a sorta
helpless position. Assuredly this is no
place for a girl like yore daughter
Think of her—"

“Becky has a -habit of thmkmg
for herself,” Mrs. Logan interrupted.
“Still, I don’t know—maybe ?*  She
paused, and directed an anxious glance
at the girl.

“I'm offering you ﬁfteen thousand to- -
“TO' .

day,” said Padgett meaningly.

‘denly,

‘Padgett.
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morrow my price will' drop to twelve
thouisand.”

“That’s'a threat, I reckon,” said the
widow, in a worried tone. “Becky, this
is a hold-up, pure and simple. It makes
me mad enough to fight. But, after all, .
a sale at fifteen thousand might be bet-
ter than—" '

“It makes me mad enough to fight,
too!” broke in Becky Logan. “And we
will fight befdre we let a pack of range

_hogs run us out of the country!” She-

faced Padgett deﬁantly
that’s your answer.’

The ranchman glanced at Mrs. Logan. .

“Yes,” the widow exclaimed sud-
her ' spirits reviving under
the stimulus of Becky’s declaration.
“That’s your answer, George Padgett!
This ranch is not for sale.” '

Sullenly, Padgett climbed into ‘the
saddle. - -

“You've asked for trouble, and you'll
get it plenty,” he rasped. “Women
seems to have the idea that they’re en-
titled to extry favors; but you two
won’t .get none from me. Jest remem-
ber that.”

He rode away, spurrmg his sorrel
horse viciously.

Mrs. Logan found her courage ebb-
ing as she watched the ranchman go.

“I reckon

- If it wasn’t for Becky, she wouldn’t

have felt so dubious about defying
‘She was of pioneer stock.
The men-folk of her family had fought
cattle thieves and“marauding Indians.
They had won their homes out of wild
plains -and wilderness, and had fought
to defend them. The Widow Logan:
was stirred by a like determination to
defend her ranch. But, on Becky’s ac-
count, she found herself wishing that
she had agreed to Padgett’s proposal.
Wouldn’t it have been better to give
up the fight, and accept Padgett’s
terms? She didn’t want Becky mixed
up in a range war with the powerful
Cross R outfit.

Becky was speaking to her.
you a good shot, Mom?”.

“I haven’t had a gun in my hands in
years,” Mrs. Logan admitted.

" “Are

\
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“Then you’d better practice up a bit,”
Becky warned grimly. “We ought to
be ready for Padgett’s next move. If
we expect to make a ﬁght we’ll have
to know how to shoot.”

Her mother shuddered. Yet she was
proud of Becky’s courage.

“I ought to be rustling up supper,”
she said abruptly.

“Wake me up when supper’s ready,”
called Siesta Brown, collapsing wearily
on the doorstep. “I'm plumb wore out
with all the hard work I've done to-
day.” '

A few minutes later, Kirk Howie
came riding up to the ranch house. He
beckoned Siesta to his side, and con-
versed with him for a few mioments.

When Mrs. Logan and Becky ap-

. peared at the door, Kirk stepped to-

ward them, saying grimly, “I happened
to run across_those two dead steers of

., yours over on the forest range a few

minutes ago, Mrs. . Logan. Siesta
Brown here tells me you already know
they’'ve been shot. And he says that
George Padgett has been here. It looks
like Padgett has sorta exposed his
hand.”

“He aims to grab my ranch,” said
Mrs. Logan.

" “But you refused to sell?” Kirk nod-

ded.
“Becky did,” chuckled Siesta Brown.
Then, as Mrs. Logan. hurried back
into the house to see to her cooking
and Siesta Brown lumbered away to

wash up for supper, Becky Logan

found herself left alone with the new
ranger. :
Dusk was creeping upon the moun-
tains. The wind whispered softly
through the top of the big pine nearby.
There was no other sound to break the
evening’s quietude.
Kirk stepped to the girl’s side.
“Becky,” he said,
promise that if Padgett and his outfit
start any more trouble here at the
ranch, you’ll call me on the phone.”
Becky was silent.

“promise me—.

-

“I reckon you think it would be a -

waste of time,” Kirk guessed, and a

~
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peculiar smile crossed his lean face.
“You think I'm a helpless sort of hom-
bre who wouldn’t be any aid to you
against the Cross R gang. You feel
sorry for me, don’t you? I reckon I
ought to appreciate that—but I don't,
Becky.”™

“Never mind what I think about
you,” the girl said, a bit confused. “I
guess I should have kept my thoughts
and opinions to myself, the first day I
saw you. After all, even if you had
tried to fight. Mulhall, you would have
had the whole Cross R outfit to con-
tend with afterwards. T guess if
oughtn’t to be expected of you forest
rangers to try to fight a big oufit like
the Cross R.”

“But you've decided to fight the

Cross R outfit,” Kirk reminded her.
* “This ranch is my home,” Becky said
quietly. “I love it. I love these moun-
tains, Kirk Howie. I don’t want to
leave them. I reckon it does look like
a hopeless proposition—our little outfit
trying to fight George Padgett. But
we can try, and do our best. We'll
never know what we can do until we
try.”

The last sun rays had gone. High
up to the south rose Cuesta Peak, its
timbered sides stretching like a mys-
terious purple band below the horizon.’

‘Even in the fading light Kirk could see

the flash of the girl’s brown eyes, proud.
and’undaunted. “We will never know
what we can do until we try.” That
was Becky Logan’s code. It was by
this code that she had judged him. She
thought he had knuckled under to Mul-
hall without even attempting to fight.

“Becky,” he said, his voice low and
vibrant, “you’re a game little kid! T'd
give a heap to have you understand
me better. And you’re going to undet-
stand me better.”

Deliberately yet firmly he took her
hands in his. ¢

“Listen to me,” he commanded. “I
love you, Becky! No use trying to
keep it secret from you. I couldn’t if
I tried. I've loved you ever since the
first time I met you.” »
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- Becky Logan stared up at him, a

~look akin to fear in her eyes. Not that
she feared Kirk Howie. But some-
‘thing warned her to take care lest, in
spite of everything, she fall in love
with this man who was telling of his
love for her. '

“Don’t!” she half pleaded. Then, in
sudden ' desperation, she Jerked her
hands free.

“Dont ever talk to me llke that
‘again,” she . cried, at last. “Why, I
couldn’t love a man like you!”

“I hope to prove up, Becky,”. was all
sthe ranger said in reply.

He mounted his horse and rode away
across the mountains. Becky watched

him till his square-cut ~silhouette
merged. into the dusk. §
“That feller’s all. right,” Siesta

‘Brown told her, after she had come
slowly into the ranch house.

“Well, what of it?” Becky snapped
crossly.

“Gosh, yuh needn’t take my head ~

off |” Siesta grumbled. And he said no
more in praise of Kirk. But his admi-
ration for the ranger was growing
steadily. During their private conver-
sation before. the appearance of the
women at the ranch-house door Kirk
had told him that he planned to move
the Cross R cattle off the forest range
on the morrow. And Siesta opined that

if Kirk attempted a move of that sort,

it would bring him “trouble a-plenty
with the Cross R outfit.

. CHAPTER V
Ambush!

TRS. LOGAN and Becky took
A E turns standing watch through
the lonely hours of the night. Their
lookout point was a deep-embrasured
window that commanded a view of the
lower part of the canyon. Siesta Brown

had:gravely assured the women that he.

wouldn’t sleep a wink that night; that
he would stand guard at the little bunk-
house and keep his eyes trained toward
the head of the canyon to watch for
any further attempt at terrorism on
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the part of Padgett’s Cross R outfit.

But the night passed uneventfully.
If Padgett’s men were continuing their
prowling” upon the Widow Logan’s
range, they had confined their opera-
tions to some point remote from the
ranch house. . . )

« When Becky stepped from the door-
way into the sunshine of a new morn-
ing, and gave the call to breakfast, she
~-was surprised to find that Siesta Brown
had disappeared. A moment later he
came riding over a ridge from the di-
rection of the ranger station.

“Gosh, I'm all -tuckered out,”
sighed, rubbing his eyes.

“Where have you been? 7 Becky in-
quired suspiciously.
hiding out somewhere all night, trying
to keep at a safe distance from the
Cross R gang?”

" “Naw, sir, Becky,” said Siesta indig-
nantly. “I was right down in: that
bunkhouse all night long. Yessir,an’ I
didn’t shet my eyes onct. It’s hard to
believe; but it’s the truth. I'm a man .

he

" that ain’t never been bothered by in-

somny before,” he admitted. “But last
night somethin’ warned me mebbe my
life might depend on keepin’ awake.
‘If T go to sleep,” I tells myself, ‘I may
wake up to find myself-dead, with Aug
Mulhall standin’ over me a-carvin’ an--
other nick on his gun.’ But Mulhall
an’ his gang failed to show up, after
all. So, long ’bout 'sunup, I slips over
‘to the Oro Grande ranger station. I
was sorta curious to see if Kirk Howie
was_still in the mind, o’ drivin’ them
Cross R cows out o’ the forest.” '
“You mean Kirk Howie actually
,means to try that?” Bevcky gasped in-
credulously. .
“Howie has got Bud Lacey, the
ranger, from the Sulphur Crick station,
with him, an’ they’ve jest finished

- roundin’ up all the Cross R critters in

Bobcat Meadow,” was Siesta’s answer.
“That Howie feller shore means busi-
ness.’

Becky stared at him. She was be-
wildered. Kirk Howie was an enigma
to her. In appearance and speech, he

“Have you been -
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seemed a man of nerve and resolution.*

Yet, on the only occasion she had had
an opportunity to glimpse him in ac-

tion, he had submitted to another’s

taunts and declined to fight. And that
picture, graven deeply in her mind, did
not coincide with that of a man who
would dare undertake the dangerous
duty which Siesta told about. )

“Siesta,” she said unsteadily, “are
" you/ sure Kirk Howie means to go
through with that job? Why—we saw
him back down before Aug Mulhall.”

“Hey, what’s that?” yawned Siesta
sleepily.  “Mulhall?
would ’a’ been crazy to fight Mulhall
t’other mornin’. "'Didn’t yuh savvy
Mulhall’s trap? He had a sharpshooter
posted over behind a pifion on that hill
yonder. Yuh didn’t see him? An’ Kirk
" Howie didn’t tell' yuh? Well, I'll be
durned! Why, if Howie had tried to
jump Mulhall, that feller with the rifle
would ’a’ drilled him instanter. Howie
didn’t have a chanct, the way it was.”

“Siesta Brown, are you telling the
truth?” Becky cried. Half smiling,
‘half in-tears, she caught the lumbering
cowpuncher by the arm. “And Kirk
Howie never told me! Just too proud,
I reckon. He’s not a coward, Siesta!”

“Coward—huh!” said Siesta Brown
explosively. “Not him!”

Mrs. Logan, who was listening from
the doorway, smiled brightly at Becky.

“Well, Siesta’s story sorta removes
all doubts about the new ranger,” she
observed. “It seems like Kirk Howie
is the kind of a man you hoped he’d be,
after all, Becky. But you two had bet-
ter hustle in here. Chuck’s on the
table, a-waiting.”

Becky Logan had no appetite for
breakfast. After Siesta’s disclosure,
her- first feeling of relief, strangely
deep and glowing, had been swept aside,
by- disquieting thoughts concerning
Ranger Howie’s-preparations to remove
the Cross R cattle from the forest.

119

Suddenly she sprang up from the’

table. “Siesta, did you see anything
of the Cross R gang over on the forest
range?”

Gosh, Howie"

\
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" “None whatever,” replied Siesta,
draining his third cup of coffee. “But
I figger Padgett will try to stop the re-

moval of the cows if he ﬁnds out about
it in time.”

“And Padgett will 11kely be on the
watch for just such a move as Kirk
Howie is making,” Becky said anx-
iously, darting toward the door. “I'm
riding down into Oro Grande Canyon
for a look-see.”

“Yuh mean—
following her.

“Maybe I can find out whether Pad-
gett is planning to stop Kirk Howie’s
play!” -

Becky saddled up her cow-pony, a
leggy blue roan, and went flying down
the little canyon, - Temporarily revived

by three cups of coffee, Siesta Brown

chose, to accompany her. He was a
man of large curiosity, and the pros-
pect of excitement never failed to draw

‘him, though he generally managed to -

take upon himself the réle of onlooker
rather than that of active participant.

A milé down the canyon, Becky sud-
denly reined her mount over to the left
among -some pifions, and beckoned Si-
esta to her side. .

“Somebody’s coming!” she told him.
“It might be Padgett and his men.”
- They crouched behind -the pifions.
Ahead lay the broad floor of Oro
Grande Caryon. A clatter of wheels
sounded. A buckboard drawn by two
mules came spinning up out of a dry
wash. The driver was an angular, red-
mustached fellow garbed in rough, ill-
fitting clothes, At his side sat another
man, middle-aged, cleanly shaven,
somewhat spare of build, and having
shrewd though not d1spleas1ng fea-
tures. This man was dressed in a neat
dark business suit.

“Nawp, it ain’t none o’ Padgetts

crowd,” said Siesta Brown, peering -
, between the pifion branches.

“That
feller with the red mustache is a livery-
man from Horseshoe Gap. T’other fel-
ler looks like he might be a passenger.
Do yuh reckon they’re headin’ up to-
wards yore ranch, Becky?” -

” began 'Siesta‘ Brown, .
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But instead of heading up the side
canyon in which- the Four Springs
Ranch was located, the driver turned
his team to the right, and angled

through the hills on the little-used trail -

that led past the . Red Horse mine.
“Look!” " exclaimed Becky Logan,
pointing. “There’s Mulhall and his
gang.” 5o _
Beyond the bed of Oro Grande Can-
yon rose the grassy mountain slopes
which were part of Padgett’s Cross R
range. Five riders, Aug Mulhall and

the Cross R cowhands, had suddenly -

" appeared atop a pinnacle. They drew
up. their horses. Mulhall pointed
across the canyon.

" “Gosh, do yuh reckon they've seen.
us?” said Siesta Brown. -“Mulhall’s

p’intin’ our way.” ‘
Mudhall -was conyersing with his
companions. One of the men turned
back, and went galloping hurriedly
away, to disappear among the broken

slopes which hid the Cross R ranch”

house. With the other men, Mulhall
came on.. They. crossed Oro Grande
" Canyon and headed toward the side
canyon in which the ranger station was

located. . .
“I reckon they didn’t see us, after

all,” Siesta remarked to Becky. “But
it looks powerful like they've got wipd
o’ Kirk Howie’s play, an’ are gettin’
ready to block it.”

The Cross R men- had disappeared
from- view. Becky led her horse on
into- Oro Grande Canyon.
down its bed, to the east, she again
glimpsed 'Mulhall and his followers.

They had paused below the south’

_slopes of the big canyon; had hidden
their horses in a deep arroyo, and were
now stretched flat on the ground be-
hind a natural cover of rocks and

brush. :

Each man held a rifle in his hands.

They faced the outlet of the side can-
yon which held the ranger station.
“Siesta, Mulhall’'s planning an am-
bush for Kirk Howie and the other
ranger!” Becky jerked out, peering
over a boulder toward the waiting men.

< ¢
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“He figures Kirk will have to bring the
cows down that side canyon. The for-
est boundary- runs just above where
Mulhall and his men are located. And
Mulhall means that boundary to be a
deadline. The minute Kirk starts to
drive the cattle across, Mulhall and his
men will start shooting!”

“Looks thataway,” Siesta nodded.
“An’ I know Kirk Howie is headed
down that side canyon with the Cross
-R cows. They’ll show up before so
very long.” ' '

\’

“I'm going to tell Kirk—about Mul-

hall’s ambush!” the girl flung out sud-
denly- B ,

“Mulhall will stop yuh if yuh try to
go up that canyon,” warned Siesta.

“But I can go up the other canyon,

past our ranch, and then cut across by
way of the ranger station,” Becky

panted. “Maybe I can get word to Kirk

~in time.”, .
A moment later, she was racing back
toward the Four Springs Ranch.
Siesta Brown didn’t accompany her.
Hard riding had never appealed to the
lazy puncher. Besides, his curiosity
held him here. If a clash took place
between Kirk Howie and the Cross R
men, Siesta wished to witness it.

.and Becky had crouched was one of
several that lay close together, form-
ing a sort of rocky mound at the edge
of the canyon. And among-those boul-
ders was a’ sheltered nook, a place

Glancing - where he and his horse might hide’

without fear of detection. An ideal
post for observation and safety,
thought Siesta. He crept into the nook,
leading his horse, and found a fissure
through which he might peer down
‘upon the ambushing Cross R men.

- Meanwhile Becky Logan.was urging
her blue roan desperately. She left the
trail before she reached the Four
Springs Ranch. Cutting across the

" eastern ridge, she dropped down into

the canyon in which the ranger station
was located.” In the bottom of the
canyon she found fresh tracks made by
the trampling of many hoofs. They

The
red sandstone boulder behind which he -
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_cattle drift a minute, Bud.”
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told her that Kirk Howie and the Cross
R herd had already passed this point,

_and were not far from the canyon’s out-

let.

She raced on. Suddenly, roundmg a
bend, she sighted a herd of Hereford
cattle strung out in trail formation.
Driving the herd were two riders, Kirk
Howie and the freckled kid ranger,
Bud Lacey. In addition to thé hol-
stered six-shooters strapped to their
waists, both rangers carried Winches-
ters across their saddle pommels.

Plainly Kirk expected a fight, and
was prepared for it. He turned in sur-
prise as Becky galloped up behind him.

.“Becky! What are you doing here?”

“Wait!” she panted. “Hold up the

herd. Mulhall and three of the Cross .

R cowhands are 1y1ng in ambush just
ahead.”

She pointed. The leaders of the
herd were only a few hundred yards

from the outlet of the side canyon. Be- -

yond lay the broad stretches of the big
Oro Grande, with the slopes of Pad-
gett’s mountain range forming a wall
for its northern side.

. Kirk called to Bud Lacey: “Let the
" Turning
to Becky, he said slowly, “I'm sure
much obliged to you for tipping me off
about the ambush. I'd sorta expected
something of the kind, but it’'s a big
help to know just where Mulhall and
his men are waiting. Now, you ride
back home,” he commanded her. “Bud
and I will finish this job.”

The girl’s eyes throbbed mistily.
She caught his arm.

“Kirk—you aren’t going to go on
with it, are you? Don’t you see!
You’ll never be able to,get the herd
past Mulhall and his men.”

Kirk smiled queerly. “Still taking
pity on me—is that it, Becky? I hope
you won’t think I'm talking through
my hat and putting up a grand bluff
just for your benefit when I say I'm
going through with this thing. It’'s my
job. And, like you said last night, we

never know what we can do till we try..

I figure Bud and I can make a pretty
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good try, and hold our own against
Mulhall and his men.” , )

“Kirk,” she burst out miserably, “I've
been a doggone little fool! Siesta
Brown told me this morning—about the
trap Aug Mulhall tried to bait you in-
to, that first morning you were at our
ranch,” And all this time I've let my-
self think you were afraid of Mulhall!

‘Kirk—why didn’t you tell me—about

the man Mulhall had posted on the
hill?”

Kirk Howie grinned broadly. His
gray eyes devoured the slender, brown-.
haired girl at his side.

“Gosh!” he said. “So you've found”
me out! And you're glad, Becky, to
learn that I'm not the helpless sort of
hombre you first took me to be?”

“Of course, I'm glad,” she said in a
low voice. “But it makes me feel gosh-
awful sheepish, after the way I've
talked to you. .I know you think I'm a
regular fire-eater, and that I enjoy see-
ing men fight.”

“I think you're the pluckiest girl I
ever saw!” Kirk Howie declared posi-
tively.

“You're wrong,” was her disconsolate
answer. “I don’t savvy how anybody
can be as inconsistent as I am. I guess
I’'ve lost my nerve complete. All a-
sudden, I've changed my mind about a
lot of things. I’'ve changed my mind
about Tom Easley. . I've about decided
he did the only sensible thing possible
when he refused to get mixed up in a
fight with the Cross R outfit.
Government has no right to expect you
rangers to carry out its orders against
this kind of odds.”

Ahead, the cattle herd was grazing
along slowly. Bud. Lacey, who had

- been a-somewhat nervous though en-

tirely determined young man all morn-
ing, sat his’ horse near the canyon
slope, fingering his rifle and wondering
what in the dickens was behind the in-
terruption of the cattle drive. But,
Bud was too discreet a person to in-
trude on the private conversation be-
tween Kirk Howie and the girl rider
from the Four Springs Ranch.

The
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. are waiting for us.

- Kirk Howie!

Kirk reined nearer to Becky. Her
face was half averted. The sunlight -
came down out of a clean blue sky.
The wind sighed softly through the
green cedars on the slopes. From
down-canyon came the subdued shufﬂe
of the herd. ‘

“Becky,” said K1rk “you’re not ask-
ing me to fall down on my job!” -

“No, I don’t want you to do that,”
the girl confessed huskily. “And still
—TI’'m afraid for you to go on, Kirk.”

His hand closed over one of hers.

“Don’t be afraid,” he told her reso-
lutely. “But this cattle drive goes on.”

He called to Bud Lacey: ‘

“Bud, Mulhall and his cowpunchers
The minute -we
push the cows over the forest bound-
ary, they’ll probably start shootin’.”

Bud nodded. “Well, let’s go ahead
and get this thmg over thh he said
grimly.

Becky pointed out the cover behmd
which the Cross R men were hiding.

“We’ll shove the drags right up.

against the main .part of the herd,”
Kirk said. “Flatten down on the neck
of your horse, Bud. We’ll keep close
behind the drags. That way we’ll be
able to use the herd as a screen against
the Cross R gunfire.” ,

He turned to Becky. “Becky, you
mustn’t stay here. Ride on back to
your ranch.”

Becky Logan vo1ced no protest. She
reined her blue roan horse, and rode
slowly up the canyon.

.“Gosh, it’s a relief to know she won’t
be mixed up in this ruckus,” thought
Kirk Howie, as she disappeared behmd
the upper canyon bend.

And Becky, once past the bend,
pulled up her mount, and said resent-
fully, aloud, “I reckon you’re satisfied,
But if you think I'm
running away, you're badly mistaken.”

Kirk and Bud began to,drive the cat-
stle. Leaning low in their saddles, they
urged the drags of the herd onward,
and presently the leaders were again on
the move toward the forest boundary.

Suddenly the flat repoirt of a rifle
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sounded. nggg’ A bullet whistled
past the ear of Bud Lacey, who had in-
advertently raised up from the neck of
his horse. A little ball of smoke float-
ed up from a clump of brush just be-
yond the. canyon’s outlet.

Kirk Howie whipped out his six-
shooter and emptied it_into the air.
Bud followed suit. They were not re-
plying to the rifle shot. Their only ob-
ject was to make a lot of noise. And
their shots, booming and ‘echoing
through the ‘canyon, had the desired
effect. For the catle, frightened at the
tumult behind them, began a wild rush
that was almost a stampede. :

Again a rifle crack sounded. "It be-
came a forerunner of a chorus. Mul-
hall and his men were firing over the
herd toward the two rangers. But they
swiftly changed their tactics. The
leaders of the herd were now only fifty
yards from the forest boundary. In- =
stead of the rifle cracks; now came the
heavy boom of six-guns. Mulhall was
attempting to check the near-stampede
by the same sort of uproar that had
initiated it. The herd leaders, terri-
fied by the blasting tumult in their
faces, rolled their tails and attempted

'to tuin back. A moment later the en-

tire herd was milling in a compact cir-
cle between therCross R men and the
two rangers.

“Take to cover, Bud!” K1rk yelled
‘suddenly.-

He whirled his horse to the left.
Here, on a rocky point that formed one
side of the canyon’s outlet, were a few
stunted cedars. Kirk spurred his horse -
up the slope to this rocky elevation. A
‘rifle bullet snarled past him. But his
horse clambered-on. Kirk sprang from
the saddle and dropped behind,a clump
of cedars.

Meanwhile Bud Lacey had per-
formed a like maneuver, only he had
chosen to take cover behind a low ledge .
of rock at the right point of-the can-
yon. Stretched flat on the ground, the
two rangers began pumpmg shots from .
their Winchesters, aiming at the smoke
.puffs which floated up from rocks and

<
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brush behind which the Cross R men
were concealed. Mulhall and his com-
panions had again taken up their rifles.
Each smoke puff was accompanied by
a spiteful report. Bullets tore the ce-
dars and spattered the rocks which
formed the stations of Kirk and Bud.

Meantime, it seemed that the cattle
drive had reached an impasse. The
herd continued milling. A bunch of
longhorns would have stampeded wild-
ly at the continuous firing. But the
more domesticated Herefords only
milled nervously, progressing -neither
in nor out of the little canyon. So far
as the gun battle was concerned, it had
assumed the nature of trench warfare.

“That one pinked me!” Kirk Howie
muttered. ' A rock nearby had deflected
the wild shot of a hidden Cross R
marksman. The bullet: had raked
Kirk’s forehead.

Suddenly he turned, startled by a
rush of steps behind him. “Kirk!”
cried a voice. “You're hurt!”

It was Becky Logan. She came rush-
ing to his side. :

“Becky!” he burst out.
you doing here?

“What are
No, I'm “hot hurt.

Just a scratch. I told you to go home!” . -

“I didn’t go,” she retorted. “I left
my horse behind the canyon bend, and
slipped down this ridge.” She knelt
beside him. “You're sure, Kirk, that
you’re not hurt?” she whispered.

His arm crushed about her. “Plucky
Becky!” he said unsteadily. “No, I'm
not hurt. But this isn’t exactly a safe
place at present. I wish you hadn’t
come.” A bullet whipped the cedar be-
hind which they knelt. Kirk said grim-

ly, “You see, Becky? Bullets are a b1t )

“thick up here.”

“I sorta figured they would be,” h
girl admitted.

“But you came anyhow!” he ex-
claimed wonderingly. '

He poked his rifle between the
branches of the cedar and again began
pumping shots at the concealed snipers
below. Suddenly he caught sight of
two riders galloping across the bed of
Oro Grande Canyon.
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“George Padgett!” he muttered, rec-
ognizing the leader of the two. “And
that’s another Cross R man with him, I

~ reckon. They’ve come to join Mulhall -

in the fight.”

The odds seemed to.be mounting
against him and Bud Lacey. He won-
dered how Bud was coming along. Just
now, it seemed that the Cross R men
were concentrating all their fire .upon
the cedar Ywhich screened Becky Lo--
gan and himself. Bullets sang shrilly,
spitefully, on all sides about them.

- “You're all right, Becky?” he cried,
glancing down at the girl.

She smiled gamely.” “Of course.’

Again he glanced down through the

cedar branches. °

“I don’t savvy this!” he said sud-
denly.

George Padgett had crossed the Oro
Grande, and was riding openly past his
hidden men, toward the mouth of the
little side canyon. He waved a white
handkerchief above his head. H1s men
had ceased firing.

Kirk watched the ranchman narrow-
ly. Padgett came on, pushing his Way
through the compact bunch of cows.
“Howie, where are you?” he called.
“Right here,” came Kirk’s terse re-
ply. “What’s the big idea, Padgett?”

“The fight’s off I” Padgett announced
in a conciliatory, almost friendly tone.
“I know when I'm licked, young feller.
I figured I'd run a big bluff on you,
but it seems my bluff didn’t work. I've
ordered Mulhall and the rest of my
men to pull off to the other side of Oro
Grande ‘Canyon. As soon as you fin-
ish putting my cows off the forest,
Mulhall and the boys will pick them
up and drive them over to my private
range.” I won’t bother you any more.”
And he repeated his previous state-
ment. “I know when I'm licked.” -

Kirk gazed down skeptically at the
man.

“This beats me, Becky!” he rernarked
in surprise, to the girl. “Padgett’s sure
changed his tune all a-sudden. Maybe
he’s got some new trick up his sleeve,
But I reckon he means what he says
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about the cows, Bud and I will com-
plete our job pronto.”

CHAPTER VI
Siesta’s Big Sleep

ADGETT made his word ‘good.
He rode back to his men and en-
. gaged them -in conversation. A mo-
"~ ment later- Mulhall andfthe Cross R
cowhands rose from their places of
concealment, mounted their horses and
rode sullenly "away to the extreme
northern side of Oro Grande Canyon.
_ Bud Lacey joined Kirk. The two
of them -broke up the milling of .the
Cross R herd and pushed it across the
forest boundary into Oro Grande Can-
. yon. At the boundary, Padgett himself
took control of the cattle.
them across the 'canyon and turned
them over to the waiting Cross R men.
Before long the herd was disappearing
among the broken slopes which made
up the Cross R cattl€ range.
Of the entire Cross R outfit, Padgett

alone remained. He rode back to the .
forest boundary, where Kirk, Becky

and Bud were waiting. Noticing the
presence of the girl for the first time,
he gave a slight start. But as he reined "
up to the group, he ignored her en-
tirely.

“Well, that’s that Howie,” he re-
marked in a careless tone. “That ends
my little quarrel with the Forest Sers—
vice. I'll keep my cattle on their home
range after this.,” .~

“That’s that,” agreed K1rk Howie
calmly. The steady scrutiny to which

his_gray eyes subjected Padgett in- .

formed the latter that there would be
no love feast to celebrate the coming
of peace.. :

“Well, there’s no hard feelings, I
take it,” Padgett said- crossly. He
glanced at his watch.
And 1 promised to meet a man in
Rancho at ten-thirty. Adios.”

He rode away- west, skirting the
slopes that led down from the “south
wall of Oro Grande Canyon.

“By golly, we made that old bluffer

He drove’

-warned.

“Ten o’clock!-.

you.
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raise the white ﬂag 1” chuckled Bud

‘Lacey gleefully.

He accompanied Kirk and Becky as

-they. rode up the side canyon toward
the ranger station.

Suddenly Kirk
spoke.

“Becky; I'm riding home with- you.
It just came ta me that maybe Padgett
was heading for Rancho and maybe he
wasn’t. He.might have turned off up
the canyon- that leads to your ranch,
And I'm some curious to find out™if
-he’s still in the mind to carry out his
scheme of forcmg your mother to sell
out to him.”

He ordered Bud Lacey to remain be-
hind at the station and exercise vigi-
lance to detect any possible attempt of
the Cross R men to bring the cattle
back to the forest range. For. Kirk
was not at all convinced that Padgett’s
sudden change of front was sincere. "

. With Becky he rode hurriedly. over
the ridge to the Four Springs Ranch. -

. But Padgett was not there, and the

Widow Logan said that she had seen
nothing of him.

“That’s the first time I ever heard of
_George Padgett gdm1tt1ng he was

" licked,” Mrs. Logan commented joy-

fully, after she had hstened to the
story of the ﬁght between the rangers
and the Cross R men. “It sorta makes
me feel that maybe we’ve got a chance "
fighting his outfit, Becky.”

“Padgett is one hard hombre,” Kirk
“I don’t trust him none what-

ever. If he really needs more cattle

‘range, he’ll be more determined than

ever to:force you to sell your ranch to
him, now that his cows are off the for- .
est. Count me in to help you out in

case he tries any more of his coyoting

tricks on this ranch. I figure to do

quite a bit of r1d1ng over this direction

from now on.

On his way back to the ranger sta-
tion, Becky rode with him for a short
distance. They pulled up their horses"
on a cedar-topped hillock. a

“Becky,” said Kirk, after a moment’s
silence, “last mght I told you I loved

3.

i
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,These were her mountains.

stitred the cedars about her.

COUNTRY OF THE COURAGEOUS

The girl’s head was inclined. The
brim of her sombrero shaded her face
from the ardent rays of the sun.

“Yes,” she whispered, and her brown
eyes, warm and glowing, came up
bravely to meet the man’s.

“I didn’t expect you to. love me
then,” Kirk went on slowly. “And I
don’t expect you to love me now.

" You've known me only a few days.”

“And yow’re right sure you love me
after having known me only a few days,
Kirk?” Becky’s voice was barely
audible. .

Kirk Howie leaned close to her. “I
loved you the first minute I saw you,

. Becky. And I'll keep on loving you

forever!”

Her lips raised to meet his. “Kirk,
you were mistaken in thinking I pitied
you,” she whispered. “I reckon the
truth of it was that I didn’t pity you
at all—I was loving you all the time,
and didn’t realize it!”

A few minutes later she watched
Kirk wave a good-by as he disappeared
over the top of the ridge, toward the
ranger station. In the quietude of the
wooded mountains she was left alone
with her day dreams. A "cool breeze
To the
south, Cuesta Peak, a deep mysterious
blue in which light and shadow min-
gled, rose up protectingly.

The girl smiled dreamily as she
gazed at the familiar ridges and peaks.
The little
canyon ranch, its intimate surround-
ings, and Kirk Howie—all had become
a vital, inseparable part of her life.

RQOM the rock-sheltered nook,
Siesta Brown had witnessed the
fight between the Cross R men and the
two rangers. His position commanded
a clear view of the Cross R sharpshoot-

ers, but he had been unable to see Kirk

Howie and Bud Lacey. Consequently
he had missed the parley between Kirk
and Padgett. But the retreat of Mul-
hall and the other Cross R riders, and
their departure to the Cross R range

with the herd, enabled Siesta to sur-
R.R.2
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mise that Ranger Howie had come out
victorious in the skirmish.

So engrossed was Siesta in watching
the fight that he had failed to notice
the return of the buckboard that had
previously disappeared in the direction
of the Red Horse Mine. Skimming
down the trail, the red-mustached driv-
er, who now rode alone, stared curious-
ly toward the 'smoke puffs that told of
the gun battle. But without pausing
to watch or investigate, he turned his
mules to the left and drove on to the
west, up Oro Grande Canyon.

After the withdrawal of the Cross R
men with the herd, Siesta Brown ros\e\
to his feet and stretched his arms,
yawning.

“By golly, it looks like Kirk HOW1e
has licked the varmints,” he thought.

. 'He stretched for a moment, and then-
collapsed comfortably against the
smooth side of a boulder. The excite-
ment had died. The sun was warm and -
soothing. Sleep, that precious boon
which had been denied Siesta through
the preceding night, was ‘beginning-to_
claim him. He curled up, head pil-
lowed on arm, and closed his eyes bliss-

- fully.

A clatter of hoofs startled him.
Peering out from his boulder-walled
nook, he glimpsed George Padgett ap-
proaching. The stocky ranchman sent
a glance behind toward the mouth of
the side canyon that led to the ranger
station. ' Then, apparently satisfied that
no one was watching him, he reined his
sorrel horse in behind the mound of
boulders.

“Gosh, do yuh reckon he’s a-huntmg
me?” thought Siesta. He pulled his
gun. “Can’t a feller get no sleep a-tall
without. bein’ disturbed! Come on,
Padgett Dang yuh, Tl drill yuh
squar’ between the eyes if yuh come
pesterin’ me!” This aggressive invita-
tion was entirely mental on Siesta’s
part.

But Padgett made no move to enter
the sheltered nook. A few minutes
‘later, three riders led by Aug Mulhall
came dashing along the side of Oro
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Grande Canyon, from the west.
- reined to Padgett’s side. -
“You're shore them rangers didn’t
see you come here?” Padgett rasped.

hall’s answer. “We left a coupla boys
in charge o’ the cows, high-tailed it be-
hind them ridges on t'other side the
canyon, crossed 'way down to vhe west,
~an’ then swung back thisaway, usin’
that big arroyo fer cover. That was a
fine stunt o’ your’n, George,” he snort-
" ed disgustedly. “Whyn't yuh let us go
on with the fight? We'd °’ wiped
them rangers off’n the map if yuh d’a
let us alone.”
“Don’t be a fool!” Padgett sald impa-
tiently. “As soon as you sent mé word
about them two fellers heading up to
.the Red Horse Mine, I savvied I'd have
other work for you to do, pronto. Any-
how, like I've told you before, I've been
leery all the time that this gunplay idea
of yores may get me in serious trouble
with Uncle Sam. You’re shore them
two fellers went up. to the mine ’stead
of to the Widow Logan’s ranch?”

- “They went to-the mine,” returned
Mulhall. “An’ one of ’em come back
down the trail while the fight was goin’
on. He was a liveryman from Horse-
shoe Gap. I reckon the other -feller is
up to the mine now.”

_ “It must be Whitney himself,”
Padgett muttered. ‘“Listen, .all you
rannies. This is a big game I'm play-
ing. I don’t want Whitney. running
loose. We ve got to nab Jhim. "We ain’t
got no time to lose. I’want to finish
up this-deal, and get out o’ the country
pronto.”

“Afeard Loco Joe Cass may find out
yul're here, huh?” commented Aug
Mulhall a bit contemptuously

“That lunatic is a dangerous man,”
Padgett growled. “And this new ran-
ger is another one. Listen, the Logan

- girl was with him during the fight.
Did you know that? It looks powerful

like they’re sorta teamin’ up., If that’s

the case, Howie will horn in_on this
other game o’ mine. We've got to fig- |
ger out a scheme of getting him out

They
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of the way. And we've got to do it to-
day.”
"“All T ast is a good chance—" struck

e - in Aug Mulhall, his eyes glittering.
. “Naw, they didn’t see us,” was Mul- -

“We’ll try to arrange it so’s you’ll
get that chance,” Padgett promised.
“But first we've got to get ‘Whitney.
-corralled. Let’s ride.”

They galloped away, and headed up
the narrow trail toward the Red Horse

Mine.

From his __place of concealment,
Siesta Brown had listened to the con--
versation! It mystified him not a little.
‘Who was this Whitney gent, anyhow?

“I’d- kinda like to see what goes on
up to that mine,”. Siesta decided, his
unfailing curiosity whetted.

- As soon as the Cross R men were out
of sight, he dragged himself on his
horse, and started out to follow them,
But instead of traveling the trail, he

. headed up the 'side canyon toward the

Widow Logan’s ranch, and ‘then cut
across to the west. At last he reached a
brushy flat. Dismounting, he crept to
the edge of a broken slope, and peered
“down at a small cabin perched on its
sidé. . Here were the headquarters of
the Red Horse Mine.

Padgett and his men had already ar-
rived. Siesta could see them standing
by their horses in a patch of cedar be-
low the slope. At last Mulhall and the
two Cross R cowhands’ left their em-
ployer, and climbed the slope to the
cabin door. Padgett remained behind,
_hidden among the cedars. '

Mulhall rapped on the door.
body home ?” he called.

The door opened. Out stepped the
spare, middle-aged man who had rid-
den in the buckboard with the red-mus-
tached driver. o
- “Yuh're under arrest, feller!” Mul-
hall' announced suddenly, shoving his
six-shooter into the other’s stomach. - -

The than stepped back a pace. “Are
you crazy?” he asked, running his eyes
sharply over the squat gunman.

“Any_

-« “Yuh’re under arres}t ” Mulhall re-

iterated.
“On what charge?”
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. “Suspicion o’ bein’ a cow thief that’s
been rustlin’ stock over Green Timber
way,” Mulhall said glibly.

“I know you're crazy now!” said. the
man. “Do I look like a cow thief?
My name’s Whitney, and I'm president
of the Red Horse Mining Company.
Maybe you’d like to see some papers
that will prove it.” .

“Yeah?” Mulhal¥ jeered. “Yuh kin
explain that later. Right now yuh’re
comin’ along with us. We're takin’
yuh to Pete Dowling.” '

“Pete Dowlmg? Who's he?”

“He’s sher’ff o’ this county,” Mulhall
stated. “We're depities workin’ fer
him.”

“You're a bunch of chuckle-headed
idiots,” said the man in disgust. “I'm
no cow thief. And you can’t arrest me
without a warrant.””

“Can’t, huh?” Mulhall sneered. “Yuh
come along with us. An’ if yuh make
a single suspicious move, I'll blow day-
light through yuh.”

A few minutes later, he and his men
rode away toward Oro Grande Canyon.
The man Whitney was a prisoner, rid-
ing double with Mulhall. As soon as
they were out of sight, George Padgett
rose from out the cedar growths,

mounted his horse, and followed.

“Huh!” said Siesta Brown to himself.
“Looks like Padgett don’t want that
Whitney gent to savvy he was behind
all this funny business.”

He crept down to the cabm, and
prowled -around curiously. Entering,
he seated himself on a-cot and proceed-
ed to think the matter over.

What kind of a game was Padgett
playing, anyhow? What was behind
this fake arrest? And why had Pad-
gett made this remark to Mulhall:
“You're sure he went to the mine ’stead
of to the Widow Logan’s ranch?”

Siesta rubbed his heavy eyes. “I’ll
ride to the ranch right .away an’ tell
the widow about it,” he resolved.
“Yessir, an’ I'll look up Kirk Howie
pronto an’ warn him that Padgett
means to cook up some nhew mess 0
trouble fer him.”

&

‘and range supremacy.
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" A pleasant languor was creeping
over him. The cot was springy and
soft under his weight. Slowly his head
slid down to the pillow and he
stretched out gratefully. '

“I was never so tired in-all my life,”
he yawned. “Soon as I take a little
nap, I'll ride to tell the widow an’ K1rk
Howie. Yessir—jest a little nap—"

He closed his eyes. And when dark-
ness crept.upon the mountains, the
sound of snoring in the cabin told that
Siesta Brown’s little nap had become
prolonged into a big sleep.

CHAPTER VII

Gunman Versus Ranger

S the evening shadows were red-
dening the slopes of Oro Grande
Canyon, George Padgett rode down to
the little town of Rancho. He was oc-’

_ companied by Aug Mulhall and a cross-

eyed, bony gentleman who wore a sher-
iff’'s star and answered to the name of
Pete Dowling. .

In certain respects, the manner of
this trio’s entry was worthy of note.
They came secretly, “by the back door,”
so to speak; slipping down from the
north slopes, crossing.the little canyon-

_stream between trails, and coming on

cautiously through a peach orchard -
half hidden by brown adobe houses.
They took care to hide their horses be-
hind the board wall of a high corral.
Then they parted company and pro-
ceeded separately by devious routes to-
ward a common point, the post office.
Now both George Padgett and Aug
Mulhall were hangovers from the vio-
lent early days of the range country,
days when cattle barons claimed what-

~ ever land that. happened to appeal to

" them, sent their cowpunchers maverick
hunting, and engaged in vicious feuds
with their neighbors for range rights
It had been a
time when gun power- ruled.

Padgett was quite as greedy and un-
scrupulous as Aug Mulhall, but he was
more ~cautious and he possessed more
brains than did his foreman. After
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killing Joe Cass’ son in a range feud,
five years ago, he had fled from the Oro
Grande country. He was- a man of
imagination, and it made his flesh crawl
to think of Loco Joe, a wild-eyed, cun-
ning madman, keeping a ceaseless
watch for him in the vicinity of Oro
Grande Canyon. . Mulhall, on the other

hand, possessed no imagination; he

feared neither law, devil or madman.
He would not have fled from Loco Joe.

Ddring his five years’ absence from
the Cross R Ranch, Padgett had gradu-
ally come to see that conditions were
changing. The days of physical su-
premacy and gun rule were passing.
‘To meet these changes, Padgett had

strengthened his political connections -

and by adroit manipulations had man-
aged to control the offices of the new
county. . N >
But now, after the clash between his
men -and thé forest rangers, Padgett
was impressed more than ever by the
fact that the old days were gone and
that a man could no .longer defy the
law with impunity, He had talked
boldly, threateningly, to Kirk Howie at
their. first meeting.  Yet all the time,
he had secretly felt misgivings con-
cerning his quarrel with the Forest
Service, and had been dubious about
attemptihg-armed resistance to the re-
moval of the cows. He didn’t relish
trouble with the Government. Still,

.against his better judgment, he had al-

lowed Mulhall to start the fight.

Now he told himself that he had been
a fool. He realized that once people
of the country heard of the fight, his
own prestige would suffer. The popu-
lation of the canyon consisted mainly
of Mexicans who ran sheep, raised
peaches and apples,-and tended patches
of beans, chili and alfalfa. In the sur-
rounding mountains dwelt a few Amer-
ican cowmen, owners of small herds.
Apparently all thesé men had become
resigned to Padgett’s dictation in local
politics.
power, for none wished to incur the
wrath of the Cross R outfit. Yet be-
hind their submission had been a smol-

- -

None had dared questlon his -
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dering resentment, he knew. And now,
when the news of the clash between
the rangers and the Padgett men be-
came broadcast, ranchmen and settlers
would probably feel imbued with a new
spirit on account of Kirk Howie’s vic--
tory, and mlght become allied to bring
a change in conditions."

Padgett realized, too, that his poh-
tical power would soon be gone. - By
law, the new county was-abolished, and
its affairs wére legally under the juris-.

-diction of Baca County again. Sheriff .

Pete Dowling was a usurper ih office.
If the people awakened to the factand
took action, his tenuré would be of
short duration.

\. The Cross R owner saw his power,

vanishing. He must act quickly, carry
out the definite plans he had in mind,

‘and do it in such a way that the law

would not hold him accountable. With
this thought in mind, Padgett had made
a bargain with Aug Mulhall.

He came striding up to the post of-
fice, a thick-walled adobe building with
a double-deck latticed gallery. A few

Mexican residents of the-town lounged

nearby. \Padgett’nodded toward them,
pulled a cigar from his pocket and be-
gan to smoke,

. Thirty minutes later, a rider came .

jogging up the winding street of the
canyon town. It was Kirk Howie, the
new ranger. He pulled up his mount

"near the post office, and stepped to the

ground.

“How are you, "Howie,” greeted

_George Padgett in a loud voice.
“Howdy,” he said

Kirk eyed him.
briefly, and passed into the post office.

The postmaster, -a fat, amiable,
brown-skinned man, Perfecto Lujan by
name, nodded a greeting.

Kirk introduced himself.

istered letter you phoned me about.”
Perfecto Lujan stared in puzzlement.
“You are sure you not make the mees-
take?” he asked. “I no savvy what you
talk about.”
“Wasn't it you who ca]led me up'«”’

“I'm Kirk,
Howie, new ranger up at the Oro
- Grande station. I've come for that reg-

~
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“careless tone.
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“No, meester.”

“Haven’t you got a registered letter
here for me?” -

“No, no. Ees no letter for you. May-
beso somebody ees try for play the joke
on you, meester,” said Perfecto Lujan.
~ Kirk’s gray eyes narrowed. He
glanced toward the door. An hour be-
fore, he had received a telephone call
at the ranger station. A voice over the
wire had stated that it was the Rancho
postmaster speaking, and that he was
holding a registered letter marked
“Rush,” addressed to Kirk Howie. The
letter had arrived in the afternoon
mail. Would Mr. Howie call for it?
And Kirk had answered, “I’ll be right
down.”

Kirk was satisfied .that the post-
master was speaking the truth. The
registered letter mentioned by the. un-
known caller was entirely fictitious,
then. And George Padgett had been
waiting outside the post office! Kirk
had an idea that Padgett’s mind had
been behind the mysterious message.

“Sure,” he told the postmaster in a
“Just a little joke.”
But he was on his guard now. He

. shifted his gun slightly to the fore, and

stepped to the door.

The sun had dropped beyond the
western skyline. Twilight was begin-
ning to settle upon the canyon. Pad-
gett still stood outside the post office
door. He wore no gun. Kirk Howie’s
eyes roved watchfully about, scanning
the loungers closely and recognizing
none of them. Was Padgett heré

_alone?

The Cross R owner stepped up to
him.

“Say, if I was you, Howie, I'd keep

my eyes peeled for Aug Mulhall,” he

warned in a friendly tone. “He’s gun-
ning for you: I wouldn’t be surprised
if he’s over on the forest range right
now, waiting to get a pot-shot at you.”

Kirk stepped from the threshold, his
eyes boring toward Padgett. “That’s

your ranch foreman you’re speakin’:

about, Padgett. How come you to warn
me about his mtentlons?”
- e
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. “I've fired Mulhall,” Padgett an-
nounced loudly. “He disobeyed my or-
ders in a number of things. .1 was aim-
ing to put up a bluff about that grazing
fee business—but a bluff was all the
farther I wanted it to go. Jest because
Mulhall bore a private grudge towards

- you, he started that fight this morning,

all without my sanction. I'll be damned
if I let Mulhall get me into trouble
with the Government! He’s out of my
hire now, and I'm going to get me a
new foreman to take his place.”

Kirk was unconvinced of Padgett’s
sincerity. = The latter’s staterhent
seemed calculated to impress the listen-
ers of his uprightness; in short,-he was
disavowing publicly” all responsibility
for Mulhall’s future acts and washing

‘his own hands by means of an appar-

ently friendly warning.

_“That hombre’s got a wolf’s cun-
mng,” Kirk thought “I’ll give him
credit for the truth when he says that
Mulhall’s gunning for me, and I'll mark
down the rest of his talk as lies.
Which means that Mulhall’s still in
Padgett’s hire. And instead of being
over,on the forest range lying in wait
for me, as Padgett hmts, I wouldn’t be
surprised if Mulhall is close at hand
right now. There was reasons a-plenty
for that fake telephone call that
brought me to Rancho.” C

His eyes swept the opposite side of
the street. A few adobe houses lay
there in the soft tw111ght Their walls
and corners would offer good cover for
Mulhall or the Cross R cowhands, were
they planning an ambush. Or the side
walls of the big adobe post office, or
those of the adjoining buildings, might

. even now be sheltering unseen marks-

men.

Kirk decided it might be possible to
make use of George Padgett in locat-
ing the suspected trap. Two swift
steps brought him face to face with the
Cross R owner.

“Thanks. for warning me about Mul-
hall,” he said laconically. “I'll be rid- -
in’ now

His horse stood but ten paces away.
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If Mulhall or. the Cross R men were ly-
ing in wait nearby, he reflected, Pad-
gett would move in' a direction that
would enable him to €scape the line of
gunfire. Accordingly, when Padgett
began to back up hurriedly, toward the
horse, Kirk decided that there was
nothing to fear from the opposite side
of the street.

The ranger sent a glance over his
shoulder. Suddenly he whirled, -his
body tensing.

With a guttural roar, Aug Mulhall
had’ come leaping aroiind the corner of
the post office.
black-stocked six-shooter that had es-
tablished his record as a gunman. His
leap was pantherish. He caught his
balance, and whirled to face the man he
was seeking. In the dusk his eyes
gleamed with that savage light that
shows in the orbs of an infuriated
mountain cat. v

Mu'hall called-out no threats, gave no
warning. His sudden appearance
brought a gasp from the onlookers, who
drew back hastily. .

It was a swift, changing picture—-
‘the squat gunman swinging his gun to
bear on the wiry ranger who, in turn,
was whipping a six-shooter from his
own holster. ~ .

A crashing report shook the air. An
angry stripe of orange flame spewed
out ‘between the two, answered, too
late, by another. Two shots only. And
the first had come so swiftly and ac-
curately that thg second was rendered
ineffectual.

The smoke of the two guns seemed
to’ me\rge in one floating cloud. Kirk
Howie’s hat had jumped back on his,
head, its crown. bullet-torn. But he
stood erect, staring down through the
smoke fog at Aug Mulhall, who

. swayed, clawing at the air, and then_(

pitched forwatd on his face.

“Aug Mulhall ees one dead hombre,”
" one of the Mexican watchers jerked out
excitedly, after he had run to the 51de
_ of the fallen man.

Kirk backed slowly toward the door
-of the post office. His gun was still in

1

In his hand was the -

" fice,

\\
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his hand. Suddenly he snapped out at
George Padgett, who, astounded and
stunned, was staring down at the prone
figure of the gunman.

_“That trap failed, Padgett! Mulhall

“was quick with his shot—but not quite

quick enough. Any more of your men
coyoting-around here?”

Padgett shook himself together and
stepped toward the- -door.

“You ' amt got nothing to fear from,

my men,” he protested. “And T've al-
ready told you I fired Mulhall this
morning. Why, I jest warned you a
minute ago to be on the lookout for
him.” :
His eyes twitched, gleaming queerly.
He stared past Kirk, into the post of-
All at once Kirk Howie -felt a~
hard object jam into his back.

A voice behind him comrmanded.
“Hands up, feller! Drop that shootin’-
iron.’

Kirk hesitated. Then he allowed his
gun to drop-to the ground, and raised’
his hands.

“Now,” ordered the voice behind h1m,
“pbring them hands down, behind yore
back.” .

The hard obJect a gun, kept Jabbmg
into the .ranger’s back to emphasize
each word.” He detected a triumphant
glitter in George Padgett s eyes.

" “You've got me,” he said cdlmly, and
he was speaking to Padgett.

‘He ‘reached his hands behmd his .

-back, and felt the touch of cold steel - °

as handcuffs were snapped on his
wrists. He turned for a look at his .
captor, and found him to be a bony,
cross-eyed man he had never seen, be-

fore. ) .

,“I'm Sher’ff Dowling,” announced
this person, displaying his badge. “I
hereby arrest yuh fer the killin’ o> Aug
Mulhall. T’ll Parn yuh forest rangers
that yuh cain’t come into town an’ com-
mit murders promiscuous-like thisa-
Way '9)

One of the ‘onlookers rernonstrated
“But Mulhall come at him w1th his gun
out—"

“Shet up!” Dowling r_oared.

~

(‘I’m
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_rickety outer stairs.
“met, like an inverted 'V, at a door that’
opened on a small gallery above. _

- ‘Dowling.
~ goading comment, he had momentarily
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‘sher’ff o’ this county, an’ 1 aim_to en-

force the law.”

George Padgett mterposed Now,

Sheriff, don’t be too hard on this ran-

ger. It's true that Aug Mulhall was
gunning for him—"

“Don’t try to argy with me, Mr.
Padgett,” said Pete Dowling, so trucu-
lently that Kirk was led to suspect the
man was playing a part calculated to
mislead the bystanders. “Makes no
difference to me if this forest ranger

happens to be a friend .0’ yourn. I'm °

goin’ to'lock him up.”

An hour later, Dowling and his hand-
cuffed captive rode up to-a dim house_
that lay among the hills west of Pad-
gett’s Cross R cattle range. It seemed
that the Rancho jail had burned down
a couplé of months before. And Dowl-

- ing had announced his intention of tak-

ing the ranger to an unnamed place

_which offered advantages for the con-

finement of a desperate prisoner. Evi-
dently this house was the place he had
referred to. - .

The building was a long, steep-
gabled, two-story frame structure, evi-
dently an abandoned ranch house. The
windows were broken out. Along the
front, from each corner ran a flight of
These two stairs

“Git down off’n that hoss,” Dowhng
commanded Kirk roughly “This yere s
my jail.”

He prodded his gun into the ranger’s
tibs and marched him inside the house.
It was plain that he meant to exercise
all vigilance against allowing his man
to escape. N

“I’ll have to take a chance,” Kirk
thought desperately.
away from this place and go to the

‘Logan Ranch.”

George Padgett had taken great pains
to convince the onlookers at Rancho
that he had had no part in Mulhall’s
attack or in Kirk Howie’s arrest by
But, unable to restrain a

dropped his mask to Kirk.

\\things I aimed to do. prorto.

“I've got to get’

Just before the ranger rode away
with Dowling,- the Cross R owner had
whispered harshly in his ear:

“Seems that you’re sorta teamin’ up
with the Logan girl, huh? It won’t be

-long till she’ll be wonderin’ what’s be-

come .0’ her han’some- young ranger,

and why he don’t show up and offer

his help. - And she’ll be needm help
a-plenty!” .
CHAPTER VIII
“Spyin’ on Me, Huh?” . )
IESTA BROWN sighed plain-

tively. A shaft of moonlight en-
tered the open door of the Red Horse

mining cabin and showed him still -

stretched out on the cot that had of-
fered such enticing possibilities for re-
pose. He yawned, and feebly pawed an
enormous hand through his hair.  His
eyes opened. Gradually he oozed into

a state of wakefulness and gazed stu-

pidly about thé room. S

“By: gosh!” he thought. - “Where in
Sam Hill am I at?”

- Then he remembered.

“Dang it,” he muttered in alarm. “I
must ’a’ overslept. An’ there was two
I was
gonna tell ‘the. Widow about those
goin’s-on at this mine. An’ I meant to

warn Kirk Howie that Padgett was ~

plannin’ to cook up a fresh batch o’
trouble fer him. I better be ridin’!”

He scrambled outside the cabin. A’

strong wind was swishing through the
black patches of cedar nearby. The
moon rode high in the heavens. In its

light, Siesta went hurrying up the.

broken slope His horse, tied to a

stunted pifion, st111 stood on the flat

above. i

Siesta swung .into the saddle. He
crossed the flat and then cut across a
series of slight elevations.. A few min-
utes later, passing up a draw, he came
into the side canyon at a point near the
Four Springs Ranch headquarters.

As he loped past the corral, he de-
tected a dim shape dodging out of
sight ‘behind a corner of the bunk-

=~
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. house. Siesta whipped out his gun and
floundered from the saddle.

“Come out from behind that bunk-
house, dang yuh, whoever yuh are,” he
yelled, dropping down behind a log
water trough. “I seen yuh. Come out
an’ surrender, afore I fill yore h1de full
o’ hot lead!”

From the ranch “house came Becky'

Logan’s voice.

“It’s .Siesta!” And 'she called,
“What's ~ the matter' down therey
‘Siesta?” . :

“I've -ketched a feller coyotin

round,” Siesta answered in a voice that
shook the mountains. “I got him treed.
One. o’ them Cross R varmints, I
reckon! I bet this ranch is plumb alive
" with ’em right now. But they don’t
skeer me none.” And he yelled threat-
emngly toward the bunkhouse, “Come
out o’ there, dang yuh!”

Obligingly, a man stepped ‘out ‘from

behind the small building. He carried
a long rifle in one hand. His thin fig-
ure was bent slightly forward.

“Don’t be scairt,” he said calmly. “

" could 2 kilt you jest now, but I held

my fire. I ain’t got no grudge ag’in
“you, Brown.
after. Have you seen him?” .

Siesta stared, fascinated, chilled by
,the man’s cunning, bright—gleaming
eyes.

“Why—it’s. Joe Cass,” he Jerked out,

Bécky Logan and her mother came
. hurrying down from the main house.
“Where have you been all day, Sies-
- ta?” the widow asked.
you mean scaring me half out of my

wits by hollermg that the Cross R men |

are snooping around again?”

“I mistook Joe Cass here for a Cross
R ‘waddy when I first spied him,” Si-
esta admitted.

Loco Joe fastened his gaze upon the .

‘two women. )

“Howdy, Missus Logan.
Becky. George Padgett’s come back to
this country I'm a-lookin’ for him.
Figgered I might find him here. Don't
be scairt,” he said reassurmgly “Folks
says I” m crazy, but I ain’t.”

'

It’s George Padgett I'm :
# has ‘come.

“And what do -

Howdy,
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His eyes roved about from one moon-
1lit slope to another. “Figgered I might

find Padgett here,” he repeated monot-

onously. ' “I seen Bud Lacey this eve-
nin’ up by Cuesta Peak. He was ridin’

about the scrap him an’ Howie had with
the Cross R outfit. Bud Lacey says
Padgett is tryin’ to skeer you into,sell-
in’ him yore ranch, Missus Logan. I
thought mebbe he’d show up here to-
night. But I guess he ain’t a- -comin’.”

Mrs. Logan shivered, whispering to

~ Becky, “Much as I hate George Pad-
. gett, it makes the cold chills run up .

and down my back when I hear this
poor, demented critter talk about get-_
tmg revenge ‘on him.”

To Loco Joe she said abruptly, “Now
see here, Joe, you just-go back to your
hangout and stay there. George Pad-
gett hasn’t been here to-night, and I

.on his way back to the Sulphur Crick =
ranger station. He done told me that .
.Padgett was back in this country, an’

3

don’t believe he’s coming. - Forget all~

these wild ideas about—"

" “Forgit?” Loco Joe laughed w1ldly
“Didn’t Padgett kill my boy? Kin I
forgit that? I've spent five years re-
memberin’—an’ a-waitin’. My chance
Don’t you worry none about
havin’ to sell yore ranch to Padgett,

Missus Logan. I'll settle my score an’

yores. I'm a-ridin’ to the Cross R
Ranch!”

He whirled abruptly, and ghded over
amorng the pifions nearby. ‘Mounted on
a Horse, he reappeared, and galloped
away down the canyon. .

“Good-by, Loco Joe!” said Siesta
Brown to himself. “And if he finds:
Padgett, it’ll be ‘Good-by, Padgett’!”

- Siesta now turned to the women and
gave an account of his day’s adven-
tures.

“I don’t know this man Whltney you
speak about,” the widow said wonder-
ingly. “Seems funny that Padgett

_wanted to capture him thataway. I

don’t see what made Padgett think
Whitney had any intention of coming
up to my ranch. Connected with the

" Red Horse mining outfit, Whitney is,
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you say? The mining engineers that
were located there last month used to
come up here to get their drink water.
But I don’t recall any man named’
Whitney.”

“Kirk Howie been here recent?” Sl-
esta inquired of a sudden.

Becky answered. “Not since noon.
I'd ‘half expected him over this eve-
‘ning, but he didn’t come.”

“I aimed to see Howie afore this,
but I sorta overslept,” Siesta admitted.
“I overheerd Padgett an’ Mulhall
hatchin’ up some kind of a scheme ag’in
him. Padgett means to go ahead with
his plan to get hold of this ranch. But
he wants to get Kirk Howie out o’ the
way first, so’s to'make shore that Howie’
won’t jine up with-this outfit in fightin’
him. I reckon I ort to call Howie on
the phone, so’s to give him warnin’ to
be on the lookout.”

But Becky, alarmed at his statement,
had already darted into the house, and
was at the telephone She rang the
Oro Grande ranger station signal three
times—three long rings followed by
two_short ones, There was no ‘answer.

“Gosh, it looks like he ain’t at the
station,” Siesta muttered, at her elbow.

White-faced, the girl turned to him.
“No—maybe it’s too late to warn Kirk
now. I just wonder if the reason the
Cross R outfit hasn’t bothered us to-
mght is because they’ve been busy try-
ing to get Kirk out of the way.’

She rushed to the door, ran to Siesta
' Brown’s saddled horse, and fairly
leaped into the saddle. Mrs. Logan
hurried after her.

“Becky,” she began uneasily.

“I’'m going to the ranger station,”
Becky told her determinedly.
1 can find out what’s happened to
K1rk ?

- Sheé whirled the horse up, the eastern
ridge and raced on. The strong windW
-howled in her ears. The moon, cold
and bright, hovering overhead showed
her the way.

“And they planned to get you out of
the way just because they were afraid
you would help us out, Kirk,” she
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thought, half in tears. “Is this the
kind of a price you've had to pay for
loving me?”

From a small cove she came down at
last intothe cleared space in which sat
the ranger station. Suddenly she pulled
up the horse and reined in behind a
clump of evergreen. -

- The moon showered its glow down
upon the clearing. The little log
ranger cabin showed distinctly. Had

. Becky ridden on, she ‘would have met

~

“Maybe

face to face with -another rider, a man,
who came galloping up the canyon.
Kirk—was it Kirk? thought Becky
eagerly. Then this hope was dashed
down when the rider approached
nearer. She recognized him. It was

- George Padgett.

Padgett dismounted, sprang over the
picket fence, and approached the door
of the ranger cabin.

“Lacey, are you there?” he called.

There was no answer. Padgett
boldly pushed open the door and .en-
tered. A few minutes later he reap-
peared, carrying what seemed to be a
bundle of newspapers. He mounted his
horse and rode up the canyon in the
direction of Cuesta Peak.

The minute he was out of sight,
Becky rode down to the cabin. She
hurried inside. . The interior was un-
lighted, but the moonbeams showering
in at the windows enabled her to make

- a swift and thorough examination of

the three rooms.
of Kirk Howie.

“Padgett knows where Kirk is,” the
girl decided. “He was afraid maybe
Bud Lacey was still here, else he
wouldn’t have called Lacey’s name be-
fore coming inside. But just from the
way he acted, he didn’t’ expect to find
Kirk here.”

And did that mean that Padgett had
succeeded in his plan to put Kirk out
of the way? The girl shuddered as ghe
gazed about the silent room. “Kirk!”
she whispered. The wind, whistling
and moaning through the trees out51de,
was her only answer.

Suddenly Becky ran out to her horse. .

There was no sign
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“Padgett knows what’s happened to

- Kirk,” she said to herself, desperately.

“Maybe I can find out 1f I follow Pad-
gett.”

She galloped up the ‘trail toward
Cuesta Peak. Padgett had gone this
way. Soon the trail narrowed. Pines
began to flash by, singly at first;. then
they came in dense growths on both
sides, rising tall against the sky, shut-
ting out the moon, so that the trail
ahead seemed but a wedge of black.

All this time Becky Logan had seen
nothing of the man she had set out to
follow. At last, reaching a clean little

. alpine park which the moonbeams pen-
etrated, she pulled up her mount. A
group of cabins lay back among the
pines. This was the Cuesta Mountains
summer resort, a favorite retreat for
townspeople during the summer season.
The cabins were now . unoccupied.

As she gazed toward them, Becky

- heard the neigh of a horse nearby
Sw1ftly she sprang to the ground, grip-

.ping the muzzle of her mount lest he

‘neigh in answer. Her eyes glimpsed a
red streak of flame.flickering in the
timber behind the cabins.

She crept forward, leading her horse.
And she found George Padgett

In a small cove behind the cabins

was a brush-grown region which was
the beginning of the heavy timber that
swept on -up to cover the sides of
Cuesta Peak. At the head of the cove.
sat ‘a single summer cabin, detached
from the main group. As Becky crept
on, she saw the red stripe of flame rise
again. It seemed to be only a few yards
- away now. Peering through the brush,
she spied the shape’of a man. He was
. crouched forward, and in his hand was
a torch evidently fashioned from a
newspaper.
- features. /
Becky recogmzed George Padgett.
He was sweeping his crude torch along
“near the ground, setting fire to the dry
brush and thick clusters of pine needles
that had heaped there. ,
“Looks like he’s trying to start a for-~
_est fire!” Becky thought incredulously.
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The ﬂames illuminated his’

“What's his game?” Drawing her gun
from its holster, she decided to find
out.

Just them, the nelgh of the horse
again sounded.- Becky reached out to

‘grasp the muzzle of her mount, but al-

ready he had- let out an answering
whinny—enough to put George Pad-
gett on his guard.

The man dropped his torch and .
sprang back into the shadows..

“Who’s there?” His raspmg voice
rose against the wind, -

Becky barely heard him. She knew
by gaging the wind’s direction that any -
sound she madé would be carried to his
ears, while if his suspicions had been
thoroughly aroused and he circled

. down through the brush to investigate, .

he might come upon her unexpectedly
without her hearing his movements.
The darkness_gave even odds, but the
wind was very much in Padgett’s favor.
Becky realized the danger of delay.

- Springing astride her horse, she
turned its head toward the alpine park.
At the same time a six-gun, boomed.
Padgett was shooting ‘at her.

Startled by the shot, the ‘horse
p]unged frenziedly to the right among
the .dense growths of trees. Too late,
Becky saw a low-hanging limb directly
ahead. She tried to dodge, and at the
same moment kicked free from her stir-
rups. The last move saved her from

being dragged to death by the fright-

ened horse. For that low-hanging limb
swept Becky Logan completely out of
her saddle. The rough ground seemed
to rise up and smite her. - '

Then she knew no more till her eyes
opened several minutes later, and she
discovered George Padgett bending
over hers

“You little fool!”
harshly.
huh?”

Becky’s head . was throbbing pain-
fully. She tried to sit up, but she

said the man
“You've been spying on me,

“found that Padgett had bound . her

wrists and ankles tightly w1th a piece
of rope.
She sank back, but her eyes blazed
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contemptuously up at George Padgett.

“And you're a little/bit afraid for
anybody to catch you starting a blaze
"in the National Forest—is that it,
George Padgett? There’s quite a pen-
alty attached to that kind of an of-
fense.”

Padgett glared down at her. Then,
without a word, he strode up the cove
a few yards and began stamping out the

fire he had started.

~ “Well, the fire’s out now,” he snarled
at Becky, returnmg “You haven’t got
a thing on me.

The fact was that George Padgett
had been greatly upset by the preced-
ing events of the day. He had planned
to have Mulhall kill Kirk Howie and
quench the young ranger’s troublesome
activities for all time. But the scheme
had back-fired. True, Kirk was a pris-
oner, and in no position to interfere
with the completion of _Padgett’s
schemes. But the latter had depended
on Miulhall for further aid, and now
Mulhall was dead.
who had been responsible for the gun-
‘man’s demise,
blind, bitter rage.

No doubt this rage had something to
do with Padgett’s attempt to start a
fire in the National Forest over which

Kirk had charge. He hoped that in
" case of a disastrous fire, the Forest
Service would hold Kirk accountable
for not being on hand to spot it. Again,

there was a chance that the fire, spread-

ing up into the thickets of Cuesta
Park, might trap Loco Joe Cass and
. remove for all time the danger of the
madman’s vengeance.

These were the wild, rage-1nsp1red
thoughts of a man overwrought. But
more rational, perhaps, had been Pad-
gett’s idea that a timber fire would
serve to draw every available man of
the community to. the forest. And
while - they were busy fighting the
flames, high up on the slopes, he would
have an opportunity to complete his
designs against the Logan Ranch with-
.out fear of interruption from anyone.
But now, his act detected, Padgett

_girl.

Against Howie,

Padgett nourished a
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told himself that it had been ill-advised
and rash. Still, he thought, though he"
had put out the fire, the attempt hadn’t
resulted so badly, after all. It had
brought Becky Logan into his hands.

“Padgett ? Becky was demanding
huskily, “what has happened to Kirk
Howie?” "

Padgett noticed the appeal in her
voice, and he took cruel satlsfactlon in
lying to her, ~

“Yore han’some young ranget’s dead,”
he said roughly. “Aug Mulhall killed
him.”

A low moan of horror burst from the -

“Shut up,” Padgett commanded. “It
won’t do you no good to shed tears over
that Howie feller.” .

He lifted Becky in his arms and
stumbled up the cove to the cabin
which sat at its head. Smashing open
the door, he carried the girl inside. A
moment later he left her, remarkmg
triumphantly :

“Yore mother ort to be plumb tickled
to sell her ranch for ten thousand dol-
lars and the privilege of havin’ her
daughter back again. Anyhow, that's
the kind of a proposition I aim to
make to her.”

CHAPTER IX“
Handcuffs and Rawhide

‘\/V ITH Pete Dowling’s gun jab-
bing into his back, Kirk Howie
had entered the abandoned old ranch
building that lay among the hills west
of the Cross R range.

“Lay down!” Dowling ordered. He-
bound Kirk’s legs with a piece of raw-
hide, and then retired into the shadows
across the room, remarking, “I'll jest
camp here, where I kin watch yuh but
yuh cain’t see me.

Stretched on the floor, Kirk sent a
rovmg glance about him. The room
was long and narrow, running across
the entire width of the house. Through
two broken front windows the moon--
light came streaming, so that the room
was half light, half shadow. Kirk lay
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Rolling
over on his left side, he was surprised |
to find himself facing another man,
Who, like himself, lay bound onthe
floor, a prisoner.

The man was a stranger to K1rk He
was not a large man, and he was not
garbed after the usual fashion of the
His features were

plainly revealed in the moonlight. He

- looked at Kirk. His eyes flashed a

warning, and he uttered a “Sh!” that
was barely audible.

Kirk Howie was mystified. There
were a number of questions he would
‘have liked to ask his fellow prisoner.
‘But * the latter’s caut1on1ng “Sht”
caused him to remain silent.
took the cue, and rolled over on his
nght side . again, pretending not to
have noticed that Pete Dowhngs im-
provised jail held another pnsoner be-
sides himself. )

A few minutes later, a thud of hoofs

announced the coming of visitors. Pete |

Dowling sprang to the door. A glance
at the bound men seemed to convince

. him that it would be safe to leave them

unattended. He hurried outside. Pres-
ently his voice sounded in subdued con-
versation with~the new arrivals.

Kirk rolled over on his left side
again, and stared into the face of the
man who lay near him.

“Now we can talk,” the man whis-
ypered eagerly. “I was afraid to start
any conversation while that fellow was
in here. Thought‘he might try to shut
us off by gagging us, Listen, is he a
real sheriff? I never heard tell of a
jail like this before. It looks to me
like somebody s framed up on me, for
some reason.’

“They. say that Pete Dowling isn’t

really entitled to office,” Kirk an-
swered. “He s supposed to be in Pad-
gett’s pay.”

“Padgett?” echoed the other. “You
mean George Padgett, the lumberman ?”

“Lumberman, ranchman, p011t1c1an—
' Padgett’s supposed to dabble in.a num-
-ber of things. He owns the Cross R -
Ranch, located not far from here.”

RANCH ROMANCES

So Kirk

“I know George Padgett,” the man
frowned. “And this sheriff is.in Pad-
gett’s pay, 'eh? My name’s Whitney.
I'm president of a company that re-
cently bought the Red Horse Mine,
across the canyon. I came here to-day
from Silver-Ledge. I've been at Silver
Ledge for a couple of weeks, looking
after another mine I hold a partnership
in. I saw Padgett only a few days ago.

'He’s interested in"a lumber company

that’s been cutting in the Geronimo

. Forest down by Silver Ledge.”

“Padgett showed up here a couple of
days ago,” Kirk informed him. :

“Do you happen to know what hes
doing here?”

“He’s been cutting some didoes with
the Forest Service, for one thing. But
I reckon his main play is to force a
ranchwoman to sell her property to ,
him.”

“A ranchwoman?” Wh:tney struck
in.;” “What’s her name?”

“Mrs. Logan. She owns the Four
Springs Ranch.”

“Four Springs Ranch!” Whitney
said excitedly “That explams every-
thing.”

‘He told Kirk about his capture by a.
gang of men, unknown to h1m

“A couple of weeks ago,” he said, “I
sent a mining engineer with a couple
of helpers to make a thorough exami-
nation of the Red Horse Mine. He
brought me his report in person only
a few days ago. Accordihg to his find-
ings, the Red Horse Mine is due to be-
come one of the best paying gold dig-
gings in this part of the country. - He
has figlired out a special type of ma-
chinery to handle the dirt. The only

“drawback to his plan is the total lack '
‘of water on the working grounds. But

he assured me that at the Four Springs
Ranch is a water supply quite ample
for the mining operations. If I can -
harness up that water and pipe it to the
Red Horse, the success of the mine is
assured. And I came down here for
the special purpose of opening nego-
tiations with Mrs, Logan for the pur-
chase of her water-right.”



- COUNTRY OF THE COURAGEOUS

“I reckon that explains George Pad-
gett’s big game!”
grimly. “I savvy now why he’s been
trying to scare the Widow Logan into

selling her ranch to him. He’s prob-

ably been tipped off—"
“Exactly! He’s got wind of the en-

) ‘gmeers report somehow. This fake

arrest is a scheme to keep me from
seeing Mrs. Logan. He doesn’t want
her to learn how valuable her water-
right is. He knows I'll be willing to
pay thousands of dollars for the water
alone. If he succeeds in getting pos-
session of the ranch, he’ 11 force me to
pay an outrageous prlce

Kirk’s teeth clicked together. “There
was more behind Padgett’s game than
he had imagined. Padgett was playing
for big stakes, and would resort to any
method in order to win. He recalled
Padgett’s threat: “It won’t be long
till that Logan girl will be needin’ help
"a-plenty.”
~ . “Whitney,” the ranger said desper-
.ately, under his breath, “we’ve got to
" stop Padgett’s game. You handcuffed,
too? That makes it bad! But we’ll
_have to take what little chance we've
got—before Dowling comes back. Roll
over toward me. See if you can do
anything .with these rawhide thongs
" around my ankles. Try to anloose the
knots with your teeth. If I can get
my legs free, T'll tackle Dowling.” |

“With your hands manacled?” Whit-
ney muttered,
fellow will kill you.”

“Hurry,” Kirk commanded. “Its a
long chance, but it’s worth trying.
Maybe I can take Dowling by surprise
when he comes back in here—rush him
and knock the wind out of him before
he savvies what’s going on.’

Whltney set to work, teanng at the _

ranger’s anl;le bonds with his teeth.
The knots were tight. They resisted
the groping, gnawing attack.
__“I'mnot getting anywhere,” Whitney
mumbled. “If my hands were loose—"
“Keep a-trying,”
He turned his head slightly, listening.
From outside had come the sound of

Kirk interjected.

“Don t be foolish. That’

" bonds.

Kirk Howie urged.
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Dowling’s visitors
“Hurry!” Kirk told

retreatlng hoofs
were riding away.
Whitney. )
But already Pete Dowling’s bony
figure was outlined in the doorway.
“What’s this?” he rasped. Stepping

~ forward, he landed a vicious kick in

Kirk’s ribs, and then repeated the as-
sault on- Whitney.

“So yuh-two fellers got real fnendly-
like while I was outside, huh? Fig-

gered yuh’d help each other git loose,

did yuh? Why, yuh pore idjits ain’t
got a chanct to get away from me! But
mebbe I'd better muzzle yuh, so’s to
make shore yuh don’t holler -or hatch

up any more cute idees between yore-

selves.”

Untying a bandanna from around his
neck, Dowlng thrust it gag-wise into
the ranger’s mouth

“Looks like we haven’t got a chance,
partner,” Whitney groaned. '

The gag stifled Kirk Howie’s answer.
He was berating himself for ever al-
lowing himself to fall in Pete Dow-
ling’s hands. The coming of those un-
seen riders a moment ago had an omi-
nous significance, to his way of think-
ing. Padgett’s cowhands, probably. |
Maybe Padgett had been with them.
Maybe they had stopped off at the old

-house on their way to the Logan Ranch.

Or it might be that they had already .
been to the Logan Ranch, had accom- -
plished- Padgett’s aims, and were now
returning to the Cross R.’

Kirk strained desperately at his
No use. Handcuffs and raw-
hide held him impotent.

Suddenly his body tensed. His eyes
were turned toward the door. Across
the threshold had glided a thin figure
of a man. He came noiselessly, cat-
like. Pete Dowling, who had stooped
to place a gag between Whitney's
jaws, had not seen nor heard him.

“It’s that crazy hombre Joe Cass!”
Kirk thought.

“Hands up there, Dowhng!” The
command was determined, harsh. Loco
Joe Cass was covering Dowlmg with
a long rifle.
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Dowhng whirled. His hands flut-
tered into the air, ;
“Cass!” he gasped.
" yuh doin’ here?”

Loco Joe cackled triumphantly.

-“I could ’a’ killed you, Dowling, but
I held my fire,” he said. “George Pad-
.gett’s the man I'm a-lookin’ for.”

“Padgett ain’t here—"” | Dowling
began. R ) “ '

“Shut up,” ordered Loco Joe omi-
nously. “I'm goin’ to tie you up, and

turn these two fellers loose.”

- And he did. A moment later, thelr
gags removed, the handcuffs unlocked
with the key which Loco Joe took from
Dowling, their ankle bonds severed,

Kirk Howie and Whitney rose from

the floor, free again\

“You’re the new forest ranger, ain 't
you?” said Loco Joe, peering closely at
Kirk. “Lucky I happened to come
here.

“What in hell
\-(\

Padgett’s back in this country.

I'm a-lookin’ for him. Rode to the’

Cross R Ranch. Couldn’t see anything
o’ Padgett. His cowhands was there,
an’ when they rode down thisaway, I
follered ’em. I figgered mebbe they
was on their way to join Padgett some-
where. They. come here. I slipped
down through the bresh an’ overheerd
’em talkin’ to Pete Dowling.”

“What did they say?” Kirk struck in.

[

“Dowling said Padgett wasn’t here. .

Seemed sorta su’prised when he learned

- Padgett hadn’t showed up at the ranch
yet. He told the Cross R waddies that
you beat Aug Mulhall in a gunfight at
‘Rancho. Said he had arrested you an’
was holdin’ you pr1soner in this house.
He advised the Cross R men to head
back to the ranch an’ wait for Padgett

_to show up there. Said he figgered
Padgett would have Work for ’em to do
afore the night’s over.”

' “So the Cross R hands have been at

their home ranch all this time,” Kirk
muttered. “If Padgett’s made any play
at the Logan Ranch meantime, he’s
done- it single-handed.”
Loco Joe caught his words. " “Logan
Ranch? I.was at the Loogan Ranch cou-
~pla hours ago. I was a-lookin’ for Pad-

: house
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gett there. Talked to Siesta Brown an’
Missus Logan an’ Becky. They said
they hadn’t seen anything o’ Padgett.”
Kirk turned to VVhltney “Maybe if
we hustle, we’ll be in time to stop Pad-
gett’s game,” he'exclaimed in a relieved
tone. b
Loco Joe had glided to the door.
“Adios,” he called. “I'm a-ridin’ to the
Cross R. I figger Padgett’ll show up
there. I'llbe Waitin" for him.” He rode

‘away.

In a corner of the room, Kirk found

his six-shooter, which Dowling had
taken from him. He handed Dowling’s
gun to Whitney. :
" “You take Dowling’s horse,” he told
Whitney grimly. “We'll ride for the
Logan Ranch.” They ran outside the -
house, leaving Pete Dowling stretched
on the floor, bound and manacled with
his own rawhide and handcuffs

Kirk led the way, pushmg his horse
at a stiff gallop through the moonlit
hills. They dashed down into Oro
Grande Canyon. R1smg against ' the
skyline beyond was Cuesta Peak, its
usual night blackness half cloaked by
an ominous, growing haze which Kirk
Howie, in his haste, failed to detect.

With Whitney riding desperately to -
keep close behind, Kirk headed up the
narrow side canyon toward the Four
Springs Ranch. Suddenly, rounding a
bend, he pulled- up, sprang to the
ground and pointed ahead.

There, outlined under 'the stars, sat
the commodious stone dwelling of the
Logans A trim, long-barreled horse,
its reins grounded stood near the door,

“That looks like George Padgett’s
sorrel horse,” Kirk clicked under his
breath to Whitney. “We didn’t get
here any too soon.”

CHAPTER X
. . Caught! ~ -
/T OTIONING Whitney to follow,
. Kirk' crept up to the ranch
The door was open. A stream

of lamplight came out into the yard.
Edging along the front wall of the
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house, Kirk paused abruptly. He had
heard George Padgett’s voice.

“I’'m giving you yore choice,” Pad-
gett was saying harshly. “I've made
my proposition. You can take it or
leave it.” '

“You sneaking coyote, you know I'd
do anything for Becky’s sake,” came
the husky answer. It was the Widow
Logan’s voice.

“Jést remember that, then,” Padgett

warned. “Don’t you try to double-cross |

me.
away.

We'll ride down to Rancho right
I'll wake up old Max Armijo,

. the justice of the peace, and get him

* wards.
to anybody at Rancho, or as much as -
hint that this sale ain’t of yore own’

to take an acknowledgment of the deed
you sign for me. I aim to make. this a
hog-tight land deal without any loop-
holes for you to slip through after-
If you try to tip off my game

free will, or try to make out that I'm
using coercion—"

The man’s voice broke off in a threat-
ening, ugly laugh. “Jest remember
yore purty daughter, Mrs. Logan,” he
said. - .

Suddenly Kirk Howie sprang into
the doorway. His six-shooter covered
George Padgett who was confronting

- Mrs. Logan in a far corner of the room.

vsn'apped.

‘and sound, Mr.

«“The game’s wup, Padgett!” he
“Raise your hands!
’em quick, and no fooling!”

The stocky ranchman whirled. His
hands sought the air.

“Howie!” he gasped incredulously.
He blinked when he caught sight of
Whitney. “Hell!” he muttered.

Kirk stepped forward. He took a
gun from Padgett’s coat pocket. Then
he forced the man to face the wall.
“Keep him covered, Whitney,” he said,
turning as Mrs. Logan caught his arm.

“It’s sure good to see that you're safe
Howie,” Mrs. Logan
said thankfully. “Becky was. scared
something had happened to you.”

“Where is Becky?”

“She rode over to the ranger station,
looking for you.”

“And Siesta Brown, isn’t he here?”

Raise
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“When Becky didn’t come back, 1
sent Siesta over towards the station to
try to find out what had happened to"
her,” ‘the widow answered. “A few
minutes after Siesta left, George Pad-
gett came sneakmg around the house
and threw a gun in my face.” She
shuddered. “Kirk, something has hap-
pened to Becky! Padgett is behind it
all. He knows where Becky is. He
said that unless I sold him the ranch
immediate, at his own terms—well, he
made threats, Kirk,” she ended, her
voice breaking. ~

One long step took Kirk to Padgett’s
side. He grabbed the man’s shoulder
and whirled him around. |

“Padgett, you skunk,” he said, his
words falling like chips of steel,
“where is Becky Logan?”

Padgett said nothing for a moment.
His close-set eyes- glittered defiance.

-“She’s at my ranch.”

“Are you lying to me?”

“No,” Padgett snarled.
ranch, I tell you.”

“You, stay here,” Kirk told Mrs Lo-
gan. . “Well see if he’s lying.”

-He marched Padgett outside and pin-
ioned the man’s arms against his sides
by means of'a catch rope. They rode
away, Padgett in the lead. The end of
the rope that bound him was tied to
Kirk Howie’s saddle horn. Kirk rode
close behind, and Whitney brought up
the rear. They headed north, toward
Oro Grande Canyon .and the Cross R
Ranch. .

Suddenly Kirk called a halt.

“Padgett,-I believe you’re lying!” he
said grimly. “According to your cow-
boys, less than an hour ago, you hadn’t
been to your ranch all evening. You’re
leading me on a blind trail. Trying to
bait me to your ranch, hoping your men
may be able to lend you a helping hand
—is that your game? And you don’t
savvy it may prove dangerous for you
to show yourself there! Loco Joe Cass
is at the Cross R Ranch, watching for
you.”

“Loco Joe—you say—" Padgett stam-
mered. He licked his lips nervously.

“She’s at my
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“He 'means to kill you. And I reckon
you deserve killing, Padgett.” Kirk
Howie learied over, his eyes blazing in-
to the ranchman’s. -“You skunk, 'I'm
warning you! If you don’t tell me the
truth about Becky Logan, I'm going to
raise that rope up arbund your neck
and drag this end over a tree limb!”

Padgett wilted. ‘

“You've got me,” he said sullenly.

“No, the Logan girl ain’t at .my ‘ranch.
She’s up at one of them summer cabins
towatd Cuesta Peak. She ain’t harmed
a mite, You've beat my game. Let me
go now. I promise I’ll quit this coun-
. try pronto and never come back.”
“Turn you loose?” And Kirk laughed
- dangerously. “No, I’'ve got a job for
you. You're going to lead the-way,
. Padgett—to Becky Logan.”
They turned their horses and gal-
" loped back up the side canyon. As
they passed the Logan ranch house,
Mrs. Loganzran out, calling for them
to stop.

. “Padgett was 1y1ng when he said
Becky was at his ranch,” Kirk ex-
plained to her swiftly.
‘we’re on the right trail now.”

“I sure hope so,” the widow groaned.
“Siesta Brown just called me on the
phone. He said he hadn’t been able
to locate Becky., He’s over at the ran-

ger station. Bud Lacey just joined him.
Siesta says that Lacey rode over
investigate -

there.
from™ Sulphur Creek™ to
some smoke he saw coming off Cuesta
Peak, and discovered a fire in the tim-
. ber near the summer cabins.”

A swift ejaculation, half smothered,.
K_irk.

broke from George -Padgett.
Howie whirled on him. 4
“And you said Becky was in one of
those summer cabins, Padgett ” the
ranger gritted. i
- “Padgett wriggled uneasily in his sad-
dle. Mrs. Logan’s story of Bud Lacey’s
" discovery unnerved him. A forest fire!
And to Padgett there seemed but one
explanation.
efforts had not entirely quenched the
blaze which he had started. A few re-

“But I believe

" suspicions. ]
. Kirk Howie at the Oro Grande station,

Evidently his trampling
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strong wind, and had ignited the dry
brush and matted pine needle anew.

“I was telling you the truth, Howie,”
he muttered. “The girl'is in one of
those cabins.”. )

Whitney broke in, “Good Lord! Do
you suppose there’s any danger that she |
will ‘be trapped in the fire, Howie?”

Mrs. Logan reached out and -caught
Kirk’s arm. “Kirk—" she faltered.

“Don’t you worry, Mrs. Logan,” Kirk
said in a dry,‘unnatural tone. “We’ll
find Becky in time.” - And he snapped,
“Padgett, you lead the way!” =~ -

They spurred their horses and-went .
dashing across the eastern ridge! ,

Kirk Howie did not feel the assur-.
ance his words had implied. A moment
later, as he topped the ridge, his fears

. were intensified by the scene that lay-
before his eyes. The fire was no trivial

blaze. It flared greedily, rising into
the sky, sending weird lights and shad-
ows upon the mountainside. The north
slope of Cuesta Peak seemed to be alive
Wlth angry flame,. .

~  CHAPTER XI ~ -
The Flaming Forest F

HEN the blaze started, Assis-

tant Ranger Bud Lacy had .
been at his home station on Sulphur
Creek. A shaft of pitch-black smoke,
shooting swiftly into the starry heav-
ens.above Cuesta Peak, had aroused his
He attempted to telephone

but his ring was unanswered. -

-So Bud rode up the: ranger trail,
crossed over the ‘Peak and hastened
down the wooded slope beyond. As he
rode, dead branches began to break un-
der his horse’s hoofs with a peculiar
crackling sound. A hot, dry wind was
sweeplng toward him, parching his lips
and causing his face to tingle. With
the wind came a low ominous_roar.
Even before he reached the summer
cabins, Bud 51ghted the spreadmg glow
of the fire.

He galloped on past heading down

maining sparks had been fanned by the . the trail to the Oro Grande station.

~

BN
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Fighting this fire would be more than
a one-man job. Ranchmen and settlers

of the vicinity, trained to ‘aid the ran-

gers in such work, must be called. Over
the Oro Grande station telephone, Bud
-began to send out the fire alarm.
Soon riders were galloping through
the night, rushing to take a hand in
fighting the flames. The ranger sta-
tion would bethe meeting point. Tools

were waiting in convenient caches of

the Forest Service. With axes and
saws, one crew of men would fell a line
of timber in advance of the flames.
This timber would be removed. A sec-
ond crew with mattocks and shovels
would dig a trench along the control
line, spreading out the dirt along the
extreme outer edges of the fires.

The fire fighters were on their way,

ready to follow the ranger’s bidding in -

checkmg the blaze, ﬂankmg it, confin-
ing it. :
But before any of these men arrived,

Kirk Howie, with Padgett and Whit-

ney, galloped past the ranger station

and turned south toward the heart of

the flaming region.

“Take charge of the fire, Bud I” Kirk
shouted as he passed. “I'm dependmg
on you for that!”

Bud Lacey and Siesta Brown were
standing in the yard of the station.

Bud jerked his head vigorously to show

he had heard the instructions.
The three riders raced on. The wind

had veered. The deafening roar of the |

fire throbbed in their ears. Even in
the thickening pines, the trail showed
clearly, illumined by the glowing sky.

At last, Kirk and his companions
.pulled up their mounts. Ahead, be-
yond a cleared space, sat the group of
summer cabins, seemingly unscathed

An exclamiation of relief broke from
Kirk Howie. He saw that the group
of buildings had escaped the fire. The
direction of the wind had saved them.

“Get down off your horse, Padgett!”
Kirk commanded. “Lead the way.
Show me—which cabin'l”

George Padgett hesitated. At last

he muttered, “The girl's not in one of
R.R.2
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. Hurry'
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these cabins. There’s one farther-back,
setting up at the head of a cove. That’s
where I left her.”
" He pointed southeast, toward a solid
red mass-of flames.

“Good God!” Kirk cried hoarsely.
“That cove is a regular furnace!” He
grabbed Padgett by the throat. ,

“Don’t!” the man croaked. “There’s.
a chance. Maybe the girl’s still all
right. That cabin sets clean at the
head of the cove. Maybe the fire ain’t
reached it yet. We can circle around
and come in from the east.”

“It's up to you, Padgett!” the ranger
gritted. “Show us the way.”

Padgett rode to the left, circled the
roaring fire, and pushed up a brush-
grown ridge. Here the three dismount-
ed, and pressed on afoot. The brush
lay in tangles. Padgett stumbled;
floundered again to his feet; stumbled
again. - ,

“Wait!” Kirk commanded him. He
swiftly removed the rope that bound
the man’s arms. “Now, maybe you can
manage better. Keep your feet.
And don’t forget my gun’s
covering you!”

Padgett hastened on. He topped the
ridge at last, and pointed down.

“There—there!” he gasped eagerly.
“There’s the cabin.” .

‘The cabin, a small log structure,

- stood on a slight eminence just beyond

the fire line. It was half hidden by a
cloud of black smoke. Long fingers
of flame darted greedlly toward it, 1g-
niting the matted pine needles that lay
on the ground.

Suddenly the smoke cloud lifted.
The cabin showed plainly now. Its.
roof was a seething mass of red. Burn-
ing brands, carried by the wind, had
fallen upon it.

Kirk Howie whirled toward Whit-
ney.

“Whitney,” he told the mine owner,
“keep Padgett covered with your gun.
I'm going to that cabin.”

He raced forward. A tongue of
flame licked spitefully across his path.
He plunged through; felt the scorch-
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ing blasts“sear his hands, his "cheeks.
His garments were ablaze. He paused,
- slapped at the burning cloth and then

hastened on. ' .

Ahead of him lay the red crested
cabin. Behind, the dense body of fire
crowded on, as if pursuing him. It
roared ceaselessly. It reached out
greedy. fingers. It ran high into the
tops of mighty trees, its siiction draw-

ing forth a pitchy gas that was turned”

into flame. -

Flfty yards from the cabm, Kirk was
blinded, half smothered by a thick
- smoke. cloud that swooped upon him.
There was no aif. For several steps
he fought his way on.- Then, gasping
- for breath, he dropped flat and began
" clawing at the turf.

“I’ve got to go on!” he thought “T've

got to find Becky.”

But he could not go far through that
- gaseous smoke. .It choked him; sapped
‘his strength. His. fingers had dug

down through the turf. He ‘breathed -

against the fresh earth; finding oxygen
that gave strength and-new life.

Suddenly he swayed to his feet. The
smoke cloud had lifted.
came the advancmg sweep of flame.
Kirk ran on toward the burning cabin.
A smoke fog met him at the doofr. .

“Becky!” he choked, plunging inside.
--He could see nothing, An ominous
‘crackle and hum sounded overhead
The heat was intense.,

Again he called the g1r1’s name. And’

then came an answering voice—in-
credulous but overjoyed: “Kirk!”

A moment later the ranger was kneel-
ing at Becky Logans\mde She lay
with her face pressed to the floor,
where there was a current of air® In

In its’ wake -
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“K1rk ” Becky faltered, “am T dream-'

ing? Are you—are you real? Padgett
told me you were dead——that Mulhall
killed you t”

With an unsteady laugh Kirk drew
her closer, and kissed her. “I’'m real,

all right, honey. Padgett lied, 1f he.

‘told you that.”

They glanced toward the cabm‘

Mingled with the steady boom of the
forest fire had come an. abrupt, crash-
ing sound. Smoke now rolled up in
a dense cloud above the cabm
roof had fallen in.

Becky shuddered. “If you hadn’t
come when you did, Kirk—

The :

“I was in time,” he answered thank- ]

fully.
-But a glance toward the timber fire

warned him that he -and the girl were

faced by a new danger. The flames had
advanced, practically encircling the
cabin. The route by which Kirk had
entered the cove was now shut off.
“We've got to run for it, Becky,” he
told the girl hurriedly. -

He grasped her arm. Together they
went fleeing toward the eastern ridge.
Here a dark. gap showed—an outlet
through the wall of flame.

“We’ll make it,” Kirk panted to

.Becky, and she nodded her head in re-

ply. But suddenly. he paused. They

had reached the gap and found it~

blocked by smoke, a thick, rolling fog

of smoke that poured in a steady wave -

from the north fire line.
. “We've got to go through, Becky!”

] Kirk rauttered desperately

this way she had managed to escape the -
“wall of fire.

smoke.
A sudden burst of red from above
warned Kirk. The fire -was. eatmg
through .the roof. He lifted Becky in
his arms and stumbled outside. Hastily
he freed her from her bonds.
_ Qutlined against, the flames, they
stood silent for a moment, gazing into
each other’s eyes. ;

\

He took the girl in his. arms. and
plunged forward. He realized that the
smoke was probably the forerunner of
a tail of flame that would presently
whip across the gap and form a solid

Groping into the’ smoke Kirk stum-
bled over a clump of brush. He caught
his balance barely in.time to escape a
fall. Already the smoke had stung his
eyes and blinded him. His burden and
the rough nature of the ground added
to his difficulties. His breath was now
coming in painful gasps.

.-
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The smoke fog seemed interminable.
Kirk felt all his strength ebbing. He
struggled on doggedly

He must keep going, he thought. But
that smoke—he couldn’t get his breath.
And fire—there was fire everywhere.
His eyes, his head, seemed afire. His
feet were heavy. He could barely lift

them. Another step—and another—he

must keep going!
Kirk Howie kept up that torturous

routine of fighting for still another step '

till at last he pitched forward, the girl
in his arms, and knew no more. :

“Kirk!” Becky’s voice was calling.
It seemed far off. ]

His eyes opened, blinking in bewil-
derment. He gulped in the pure air.
There was no longer any smoke to
blind and suffocate him; no surround-
ing wall of fire to menace him and
Becky. And Becky s throbbing brown
eyes were gazing down into his!

Kirk began to comprehend. He had
succeeded in making his blind escape
through the smoke, had reached a point
of safety without knowing it, and ex-
hausted, had collapsed.

“We're safe now, I reckon, Kirk!”

Becky Logan cried thankfully, and his’

lips crushed up against hers.

A few minutes later, as they pushed
forward through the timber toward the
main group of summer cabins, they
came upon Whitney, the mine owner.
He was wandering around dazedly.

“Oh—Howie!” he mumbled, as Kirk
rushed up to him and caught his arm.

“What’s the matter, Whitney?
Where’s Padgett?”

“You made it!” Whitney gulped.
“You got .out of that damned fire trap.
And you saved the girl, too. Good!”’
His wits were clearing now. “Padgett
got away from me,” he explained rue-
fully. “I had my eyes on that burning
cabin. I forgot to watch Padgett close-
ly enough. He took me unaware and

grabbed my gun. I guess he must have -

cracked me over the head with it.
When I woke up, I saw him running
down the slope. He climbed on his
- " horse and headed east. That’s the last
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I saw of him. It’s all‘my'own fault,”
he ended disgustedly.

“I should have
kept closer watch-on him,” -

Kirk How1e frowned. So Padgett .
had escaped! Maybe he planned to
quit the country at once, hoping to es-
cape punishment for the lawless acts
he had committed. Still, Kirk thought,
the man was a wolf in human form.
Balked in his desperate game, his ef-
forts to escape punishment might take
a form other than flight.

“We’ll have to watch out for that
hombre,” Kirk said grimly. “Maybe

'he’s still coyoting around in this tim-

ber, waiting to get a pot-shot at us—"

He broke off abruptly. A rider had
conie dashing into view from the west.

“Kirk! Becky!” he yelled. “Whoop-
ee!” It was Siesta: Brown. He was
tremendously excited.

“I've got news fer yuh,” he panted,
running up. “Gosh, sech excitement!
An’ yuh found Becky, Kirk! Dang it,
that’'s fine! Bud Lacey an’ me jest
come up thisaway with a bunch o’ fire- -
fighters. When we got to the summer
cabins, we run right smack into a feller
who was high-tailin’ it from this direc-
tion. It was George Padgett. An’
mebbe things didn’t start to happen vi’-
lent an’ unexpected! Padgett he be-
gins shootin’—" _

" Siesta paused to recover his breath.

"~ “It was the most pecul’ar thing!” he
rushed on. “If yuh’ll recolleck, Loco
Joe Cass has been a-looking fer Pad-

gett. But, at this moment I speak of,
Joe wasn’t a-lookin’ fer him a-tall.
Naw, sir! But Joe he was with our

party. He’d come a-ridin* up to the
ranger station from Oro Grande Can-
yon. He'd seen the forest fire, an’ he
jined up with us when he rode this
way. He was afeard the fire would
reach his shack up on the peak. He
was ridin’ at the head of our party, a-
hurryin’ to save his belongin’s. An’
Padgett seen him afore he seen Pad-.
gett.” ‘"
“You say. Padgett started shootlng—
Kirk broke in.

“Jest that!” was the answer. “Loco
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. ' . . i ’ . - ¢ ’ ’ ™ . .
Joe reels back in the saddle, hit bad. Leading their horses, they. walked to-
‘Then he sees Padgett. That ol’ squir- gether down the trail to the ranger sta-
rel rifle o’ his'n _goes to his shoulder tion.

and starts a-smokin’. That ended it,” © “You're tired, Kirk! And no won-
Siesta finished  abruptly. “Padgett’s "der.”
daid, an’ Loco Joe’s daid. An’ if that - .A smile crossed the ranger’s smoke-

crazy ol’ feller was alive right now, I . grimed face. He was. tired, but he was ]
reckon he wouldn’t begrudge the price content in his moment of victory, find-
he had to pay fer settlin’ his score 1ng in Becky Logan’s companionship a

with George Padgett.”” supreme reward.
A cry of horror broke from Becky “Becky, it’s all over,”~ ‘
. Logan. - Kirk’s arm encircled her. He ' She nodded eagerly. ‘“And we’ve
drew her close. . won out! The Logan Ranch is safe

“Yes, that ends it, Becky,” he said now, and so is this forest. Mr. Whit-
T quietly. “Not that we wanted things ney is down at the ranch now, offering
to turn-out that way. But Padgett was mother a gosh-awful big sum for the
playing for high stakes when he came water-right on only three of our
back to this country. A’ dangerous -springs~ He says that the Cross R cow-

game-—and he lost.” " hands must have found Pete Dowling-
He glanced toward the flaming: tim- at that old house where you left him,
ber. Dowling and the Cross R men were

-“I've still got work to do,” he told seen riding out of the country a couple
the girl. “Go back home, Becky, and of hours ago. They had warbags tied

wait for me - behind their saddles, like they mean to-
' _ leave for good. The last of the Cross
CHAPTER XII -~ R gang, Kirk—and now they’re gone.”

Sunrise . The sun’s yellow flame was begin-

. i o : ninig to burst over the eastern horizon.

HROUGH the remainder of the “Look, Kirk!” Becky pointedto the
night, the fire fighters summoned " ranger station.

by Bud Lacey fought the forest fire. From a pole in the station yard, a

Kirk Howie personally took charge. A large American flag was ﬂuttermg in

control line was established, and was the breeze.

gradually extended in the shape of a - "“Siesta Brown wanted to celebrate,”
horseshoe, so.that the fire was sur- Becky_laughed softly. “So he put up
rounded on three sides. the station flag. He said he wanted the

Thus the fire was brought under con- world to know that Uncle Sam is boss
trel. _of the forest, and that this is a free

Tired men were now re11eved by new- ~country again.,” Her brown eyes shone
comers who would watch to see that up proudly into the man’s. “Since.
the bldze did not-break out afresh. " ‘you're the one who brought about all

Satisfied that the danger was past,  these things, it looks as if the flag is
Kirk Howie~relinquished command to raised in your honor, Mr. Ranger!”

Bud Lacey. As he went to his horse, “Gosh! I don’t want any honor out
he found Becky waiting for him. . of this,” Kirk protested. Then he re-
" “Surely you haven’t been here .all considered. “Yes, I do, too,” he an-
night!” he ejaculated- incredulously. nounced. “I want you to marry me,

“Most of it,” Becky admitted. “But. Becky. And yow’ll honor me a heap
I slipped down to the ranch a while by saying that you will. ” Will you say
ago and rustled up a breakfast.” It’s it, Becky?” o
waiting, Klrli—breakfast for two—for Her lips met his. That was-his an-
you and me.’ ‘ swer. They smiled together into the

She shpped her arm through his. sunrise. N .




Seef and

By Stephen Payne

The West—-big, open-hearted and vital—will call to the soul of man and woman alike
and bring them together to fulfill a glorious destiny. . ~

UCKY” MILLER was on his
7%, way from the Pothook outfit’s
range camp to a pasture locat-
-+ ed at the north edge of Badger
Hole Flats, when he observed signs of
life at an abandoned cabin a mile or so
distant to the south. He could see a
covered wagon near the dilapidated old
shanty and two horses were either pick-
eted or hobbled near by.
“Squatters,”” said the young range
rider disdainfully. “Hum, ITke Sawter
run off the last bunch of nesters what

holed up’in that shack. I suspect he’ll.

get right up on his war hoss when he
learns that some other triflin’ outfit has
moved in.” -

Curiosity prompting him, Bucky
rode to the cabin to “have a squint at
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the squatters.” Of a certainty they
must be intending to stay, for new
window sashes with shining panes now
filled what had formerly been bleak
openings; and behind those windows
were flowered curtains through which
Bucky could not see the inside of the

_ cabin. Had he been able to do so, this

genial, happy-go-lucky yourig range
rider for the Pothook outfit would not
have spoken as he did a minute later.
For upon riding around the southwest
corner of the cabin, and thus entering
a small yard between it and a tumble-
down shed, Bucky saw a pale young
man who was ineffectually attempting
to hang a screen door to the outer edge
of a door frame which was already fit-
ted with a new pine door. .

<
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“How_do you do?” said - th1s incom-
petent man.. “Could you give me a
hand? This screen—"

“Me lend a squatter a hand?”
Bucky’s tone was scornful. “Feller,
I'm a cowpuncher, and cowpunchers

_ sure ain’t got no use for—"

He broke off so abruptly as almost
to swallow.his words. His lower jaw
dropped and his eyes opened in a wide~
stare. . For the new pine door had"

- opened even as he spoke and a girl
_stood there, framed in it.

A slim girl
in a pink dress; a hatless girl with a
great deal of wavy brown hair which
the afternoon sun was turning to the
hue of burnished copper; a girl with
the prettiest and sweetest face, - al-
though it was now deeply flushed, that
Bucky had ever seen. _

He :stammered “How do?” and in-
.stinctively reached for his hat. He felt
.like a cad and.a fool, and he would
have given his outfit, including even

/Sklp, the -steel-gray pony he was rid-

-

ing, to have recalled his scornful
- words.

“‘The girl surveyed the puncher from' -
bluexeyes that were cold and.challeng-
ing.” “‘Me lend a squatter a hand?”

. she quoted bitingly. - Evidently she
" had plenty of spunk.

“I suppose you're
one of Ike Sawter’s heroic cowboys,”
she continued witheringly. “The nasty
old rascal — I mean Ike Sawter — was
here in person'this mornmg, and he ex- -
_pressed the same sentlments which I
- just heard you express, only he did it
much more forcibly. In fact, he told
us to clear out, asserting that this was
his range and that he had no use for
squatters.” Her ‘emphasis on the last
" word showed plainly that she hated the
very sound of it.

“Ma’am, I didn’t go to—I didn’t
mean—" Bucky stammered, wondering
‘how he could square himself, and keen-
ly aware that his face and neck must
"be the ¢olor of raw meat,

“Don’t apologize,” returned the g1rl
cuttingly. “Don’t humble yourself.
In fact, the sooner you go and the less
you say the better

and Sis is Toots.
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“Say, S1s—-say, Nancy,’> expostulated
the pale young man. “There’s no need
of— You're flying off the handle. You

_should let me fight our—

“You’re too sick to fight, Welby,”
returned the girl. “And until you are
well and strong I'll talk right up to
these unreasonable cowmen. Fellow,”
she looked straight at the unhappy-
Bucky, “since you're still here, I'll tell
“you as I told Sawter, your boss, that -
we have homesteaded this land and
here we intend to stay.”

“I sure hope you do,” cried Bucky,
ﬁndmg his tongue, “Yes, sir—I mean,
ma’am, I'm for yuh.” -

The -young woman’s hostile expres-.
sion changed not in the slightest. “I'm
not forgetting what you said to my
brother,” she rephed

Two youngsters in blue overalls, one
qu1te ‘evidently a girl, the other a boy,
had .appeared fromi’ within the cabin
and around the older girl’s skirt were
gazing wide-eyed at the cowboy and

his horse.

"~ “Nice hprse, said the boy

“Nic¢e mans,” said the little glrl

Bucky mustered a smile.- “Twins,
ain’t you?” he ventured. \

“Uh-hub,” came the immediate re-.
sponse from thé boy. Pm Timmie
We’re a lot young-
er'n Sister Nancy and Big Brother
Welby. Nancy, why you scoldin—"
"“Young man, under the circum-
stances I tHink you had better go,;” said

- the pale young man, who had now be-

I

‘possible.

- Bucky

come known to Bucky as “Welby.” We
wanted to be friendly with eveéryone
in this country, which is altogether

new to us, but Mr. Sawter’s attitude

this morning showed us that it is im-
If you are one of his cow-
boys I might remind you that you are
on Welby Jameson’s . property.”

sat his horse motionless.
__Welby had been exceedingly polite.
""Bucky Miller too would be polite.
“I'm swallerin’ every mean thing I said
a little bit ago,” he announced. “And
now I. wish youd let me help hang
that screen door.”
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The small girl brushed past her elder
sister to come outside and gaze up at
the puncher expectantly. “Let me see
you swallow mean things,” she said.

Bucky laughed, but his laugh died,
for Nancy caught up the tot and said
coldly, “Your apology is not accepted,
and we do not care for any assistance
from any of Ike Sawter’s men.”

Bucky certainly swallowed hard
then. Without another word he turned
his steel-gray pony and spurred it sav-
.agely. The pony, astonished by such
unusual treatment, leaped forward to-
speed away ‘at a gallop. Bucky was
mad—mad all over. Weren't women

the perverse, contrary things? He'd
. never go back to that cabin! Never
try again to square things! Ike Saw-

~ ter could run out this Jameson outfit.

Bucky hoped Ike would do it, and Ike
would.

He was ornery enough to do ’'most

anythlng, was old lke Sawter, a can-
tankergus old bachelor who lived south
of Badger Hole Flats on Grouse Creek.
He claimed Badger Hole Flats for his
cow range, but made use as well of any
other range which he could hog. Tom
Weston, who owned the Pothook outfit
and was Bucky’s boss, did not particu-
‘larly like Sawter. But cowmen would
stick togethér when it came to ridding
the range of a nester or squatter.

“‘Squatter! *exclaimed Bucky aloud
and laughed mxrthlessly “In all my
life did I ever get in so all-fired bad?
- Nope. Huh! What do I care? But
say, that girl, Nancy—she’s got lots of
fire; spunky as a thoroughbred hoss.”

Bucky had forgotten all about his in-
tention of riding to~the pasture north
of Badger Hole Flats, where he was
supposed to look after a small herd of
registered Herefords, and presently he
found himself back at his range camp,
which was seven miles east of these
flats. He did not sleep well that night.
- Something had taken hold of him—the
vision of a girl, slim and beautiful,
with a wealth of hair that was bur-
nished copper in the sunlight. -

“I don’t ever want to see her again,”

14
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he told himself when he rose in the
morning. “Gosh, no! Not after the
tongue-lashin’ she gave me. I won’t
try to square things, not a-tall.”
Nevertheless, noon of this day found
Bucky reining up Skip between the
shed and the lonely cabin on Badger
Hole Flats. The twins, Toots and Tim-
mie, were playing in the yard. They
evidently did not share in their elder
sister’s unfavorable opinion of the cow-
boy, for they welcomed him warmly.
“Where are the others?” 'Bucky in-
quired, dreading somewhat to meet
Nancy and yet fearful that he might
not see her. No use kidding himself.
He wanted to see her the worst way.
“Took” wagon,” Timmie informed,
“and went yonder to that bunch- of
trees to get fence posts.” '
“Left you youngsters alone, eh?”
“It's only half a mile, Welby "said.

'He can’t chop much, but Sis is gettin’

good with an ax.

Bucky untied a bundle from behind
his saddle. “Trout—for you,” he said.
“Put ’em inside where it’s cool.” .

“Thank -you,” said both the twins
gravely. “You want to play with us a
while?” .

“What do you play?”

“Oh, I dunno. If we just had a little .
wagon we could have oodles of fun.”
“Gee,couldn’t you!” Bucky exclaimed
as an idea which was almost an inspira- .
tion struck him. He was getting along
with the twins all hunky-dory. He'd
make them a wagon and then maybe

Miss Nancy would—

The puncher abruptly decided he
would not wait at the Jameson cabin
for the return of' the girl and her
brother. Nancy might return the trout
to him, refusing to accept them, and he
did not want that to happen. Bucky
rode straight back to his camp, where
he at -once’set to work upon the con-
struction of a small wagon. He was
neither a’ good carpenter nor a good
blacksmith and found he had no small
job on hand, Darkness found him still
hard at work, and he was up and at the
task at daylight in the morning.

B
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' “Guess that's a pretty dad-johned

swelligant job for me,” said the punch-

er at last, pushing back his hat from
his perspiring brow and surveying his
handiwork with approval “Now.to de-
liver the do-jiggie.” -

A large gunnysack held the wagon
nicely, and Skip was a gentle pony
upon whose back almost anything
‘could be carried. Bucky arrived at the
cabin on the flats at 10 A. M. As on
the previous day thé twins were there,
alone, for Welby and Nancy were out
after more fence posts. Bucky pre-
sented the wagon, which was seized
upon with gusto and great approval.

For an hour the young cowboy played’

with the two tots, until he saw the
team and wagon load of posts coming
and decided to depart. Two gifts to
the twins should certainly do some-
thing towards decreasing pretty Nan-
cy’s hostility. On his next call Bucky
would face her boldly.

Bucky swung onto Skip, and, with
the thanks of Toots and Timmie in his
ears, rode away northward, but a dense

quaking-aspen grove at the east of the.

little home attracted his eye. He could
disappear over a low hill at the north,
then unobserved slip back into this
grove for the purpose of seeing how
his latest gift was received by Nancy
and Welby., \

Ten minutes later the cowboy was
in the aspen grove, only fifty feet
distant from the cabin but out of sight.
He saw the team with the pitifully
small load of fence posts arrive; saw
the twins greet their elder brother and
‘sister ]oyously and proudly exhibit
their prize. - .

#“The nice cowboy gave us this jim-
dandy wagon,” declared Toots.

“The same young fellow who was
here the other day, and who brought
:the fish yesterday?” demanded Welby.

“Uh-huh,” announced Timmie. “And
he played with us, and he Sald he lived
off seven miles that ‘way,”  pointing
east, “and he told me if ‘we ever got

in trouble and needed help to come for,

him.” -
-
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“Um,” murmured Welby. “He seems
to be— Well, I scarcely know what to
make of him. Do you, Nancy?”

.The girl shook her head. Bucky ob-
served with open adoration that head
and the figure below it. For a moment

'so rapt was he that the thud-thud of

hoofs sounding out of the south failed -
to distract his attention. Then he noted
an expression very negr to fear come™
into Welby’s pale face; noted Nancy’s
eyes harden, her face set defiantly, A
burly and bearded rider had reined up
a large black horse in the yard and was
glaring at the girl and her brother. In-
stinctively the twins abandoned their .
new wagon and ran to their sister for -

protection, Timmie crying out, “It’s
Mr. Sawter, the bad mans.” E
_ “‘Bad imans,” huh?” Ike Sawter

rasped belligerently: “S’pect one of
you must a-told them brats that or they
wouldn’t be repeatin’ it. Wal, I’m bad
all rlght when I get riled, anJI m
gettin’ riled ’bout you yahoos squattm
here. * See yuh’re gettin’ some posts. |
Aimin’ to fence in some of my range,
are yuh?”

“Aiming to fence our land,” returned
Nancy with spirit. “I’d just like to
ask you what you mean by letting one
of your cowboys bring us some trout;
by letting him make the twins a wagon;
and then coming around here yourself -
acting like—like I don’t know what!”

“Huh?” Sawter stared at the girl.

_“One o’ my cowboys brung yuh darned

nesters— Ho, I see what’s what. Don’t
take Ike Sawter long to catch on. Uh-
.huh, I seen a steel-gray hoss moseyin
,across these flats with a rider on ’im.
'Yest’ day I seen ’im. Wal, I'll fix that’
jasper for tryin’ to make up with squat-
“ters. I'll ix him proper.’

“Oh, you will!” cried the girl.
one of your men, isn’t he?”,

“Huh? Ye-ah, oh, ye-ah, he s one of
my men,” growled Sawter thh a ‘pe-
culiar grin.

Bucky, of course, knew the man was
lying, and he was furious; but evident-
ly the Jamesons believed Sawter, who
continued, “And he’s a dang double-

“He’s

~
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Glad I found out what he was
Wal, I warned yuh squatters

crosser.
“up to.

day afore yest’day to pull yore freight..

Yuh ain’t done it yet. I'm tellin’ yuh
agam tuh git. This’ll be my last warn-
in’. ’Nuff said.”

The rancher wheeled his horse.

path of his horse, but Sawter saw it

and with a mirthless laugh forced his’
. - mount straight at the little wagon.

Toots and Timmie both cried out in
alarm. Sawter’s . horse attempted to
leap the object in its path, but with a
savage oath Sawter yanked its mouth,
forcing it to wheel about in a circle
and thus smash the wagon with its
hoofs.

“You beast!” cried Nancy.
" A malicious chuckle answered her,
and Sawter sped away; leaving two
small children in tears, their older
sister trying to comfort them and Wel-
by shaking his fist after the rancher in
impotent fury. Welby was not the only
man present who was furious. Bucky
Miller, however, did not care to dis-
close his presence, because he would
then be accused. of eavesdropping,
about,which he had not felt right any
_ of the time he had been so doing. Now,
keeping out of sight of the Jamesons,
he rode out of the grove toward the
north, passed over the brow of a low
hill, circled back down a valley and
overtook Sawter a mile from that indi-
vidual’s ranch and ‘thus far away from
the lonely cabin.

“Hey, what’s eatin’ yuh?” demanded

The A_
new toy wagon was not directly in the”

the rancher, yanking his horse onto -

its haunches as Bucky pounded up.
“From the looks of yore mug yuh’re on
the prod.”
“Pile off, you damned cur' ’ snapped
Bucky. “I'll pound the liver outa you.’
“Huh? Yuh're talkin’ locoed. What
for are yuh after my hide?”

.“For smashin’ a wagon belongin’ to
“a couple of little kids, and you know
. what else. Sawter, if I lick you, you're
to let the Jameson family strictly
" alone. Do yuh savvy?”

“Ho! Ho! I already got wise as yuh

lowed Sawter.
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was snoopin’ round that bunch o’ riff-

raff. Yuh're one hell of- a cowboy,

Bucky Miller—a-takin’ up with squat-
ters! Good gosh, I'll let oI’ Tom
Weston know what kind of a cow"
crammer he’s got, an’ yuh'll get yore
time pronto.”

“I said,” grated Bucky hoarsely,

“you were to lay offen that family. I
aim to teach you to do it rlght now.
Pile off !” . :

“That ain’t what yuh said fust,” bel-
“Yuh said if yuh licked
me I was to let the Jameson family
alone. I'll take yuh up on that.- Yep.
If yuh wallop me I'll lay offen ’em, |
but— get this—ifI wipe up the ground

“with” you, why, I'll ride that outfit till

they pull their freight, and I'll run yuh
out, too.”

“Fair eriough, if you’ll stay by your
word.” Bucky leaped off his horse, and
unbuckling his belt, tossed it and the
holstered Colt aside. “Come on.”

Ike Sawter came. There were no
witnesses to the fight other than the
patient horses, and they saw such a
scrap as they had never before wit-
nessed. Sawter was the heavier man
and the more powerful, yet what
Bucky lacked in size and strength he
made up in superior agility. Neither

man asked for quarter nor_gave it.

Rough and tumble, hammer and tongs,
they went after each other like range

. stallions.

Twice Sawter got Bucky down, but
each time the lithe puncher squirmed

free. Once he knocked the rancher flat

and gallantly waited for him to rise.
Bucky’s face was battered almost be-
yond recognition. Sawter suffered less
in this respect, yet the puncher’s blows-
to the heavy man’s stomach and over
his heart told heavily, The breath
sobbed in the lungs of both. Théy tot-

_ tered weakly, neither flinching, until at

last Bucky landed a right swing over
Sawter’s heart which laid him flat,
knocked out.

Breathing in gasps, gory, and wobbly
on his legs, Bucky went to a small
stream nearby and brought back a hat-
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ful of water which he doused over
Sawterls face. The man revxved sit-
"ting up groggily.

“Remember what you agreed to do?”
asked Bucky.

“Uh-hub,” muttered Sawter uncer-

- tainly.
Bucky left him there on the ground-

4

tamong the sage brush, and rode silently
back to his own h’eadquarters. The
puncher knew, he had been in a real
fight, which might easily have termi-
nated -differently. He also-knew he
had backed a bunch of nesters against
a cowman, a thing which no cowboy
He was therefore on the
wrong side of the fence.

Tom Weston would of course hear
of it and doubtless Tom would fire his
range rider.  Bucky had no money; did
not know what he would do when he
was fired. Of a certainty no other cow-
man in this .country would give him a
job. What! Hire a puncher that had

. stood up for nesters and had fought a

cattleman who was trying to run out
one such set of despised land seekers!

Yet Bucky wanted more than anything -

to stay in this country—now.

It was a sad cowboy who prepared a

lonely meal that evening and washed
‘the bruises on his face. His right eye
was swollen shut, was as black around
its edges as a negro’s. One great satis-
faction, however, the young puncher
had. He had licked the bullying Ike
Sawter, and the Jamesons would now
be.safe from the fellow. Nancy would
hear about it, and then perhaps she
.would smile at Bucky. "That was what
mattered. The loss of his job, his dis-
grace as a cowboy, did not matter so
greatly when weighed against Nancy’s
favor. . Bucky went to sleep with a
smile on his bruised lips.

"At eight o’clock of the next morn-
ing he was shoeing Skip when to the
camp came galloping a hatless little
figure on a bony workhorse. It was
little Timmie on one of Welby’s work

~team, the child clinging to the animal’s

back only by holdmg to the saddle
horn.

- the cabin on Badger Hole Flats.

. Toots was visible.

-

RANCH ROMANCES

“O Bucky!” he burst out at once,
“I’'m glad I found you. Sis didn’t want
me to come.
her, and I got the saddle on old Dan
by gettin’ up on a box, and I come any=-
“how.. "Cause you said to come if we
was in trouble, and we are in trouble.”
. “Not so fast,” Bucky interrupted the
boy. "Now, take it easy. Just what is
the trouble?” : o
. “It’'s Mr. Sawter. He come and
pounded on the door and Welby got
out of bed. There was a quarter of
beef under our shed, what Mr. Sawter
said we had stolen. And then he right

‘But I slipped away from .

away went on to get a lot of cowmen

to come.
and Nance was all up in the air, ’cause,
sure enough there was a guarter of
beef under the shed. Welby hadn’t
bought it nor put it there at all, and
he was upset terrible—not knowin’
what to do. But I knew what to do
and I come to get you.” ‘

Bucky lost little time in’ saddling
Skip and ridirig with Timmie back to
When

When he was gone Welby'

he arrived, Mhalf a dozen grim-eyed

cowmen were present, Sawter and Tom
Weston among them. These men-were
grouped in a half circle in front of the
cabin, where stood Welby and Nancy.
Through the open door of the cabin
Evidently the’' cow-
men +had just arrived and called the
Jamesons outside.
ment’s silence in which Tom Weston
glanced sharply at Bucky.

“How come you here?” the rancher
demanded.
to your face? Great guns, you've got
the blackest eye ever I saw.”

“I’ll answer for that doggoned yahoo, ‘

meanin’ Bucky,” shouted Ike Sawter,
“Tom,” looking straight at Weston,
“yore puncher has been a-takin’.up
with this trash yere,” he waved his
hand at Welby and Nancy. “Ye-ah,
Bucky Miller clumb my frame yest’day
simply. ’cause I told these yere squat-
ters they had to drift. I mean, he tried
for to climb my frame. Yuh can all gee

who got the best o the argyment. .

There was a mo- -

“And what has happened '
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- Gosh, but ain’t Bucky a terrible-lookin’
sight?”

“He is,” said Weston shortly, frown-
ing at his range rider. “T’ll ask you
for particulars later, Bucky. Right
now there is something much more se-
rious to consider. Sawter says there

is a quarter of beef in that dinky little ’

shed. Two of you boys carry it out
here, will you?”

" Two of the grim-eyed ranchers
swung off to comply with this order. K
They cast wondering eyes upon Bucky
as they passed him and one said in a
low tone, “Did Sawter_really pound
hell outa yuh, Bucky?”

‘The puncher made no reply He
gazed at Nancy and saw her blue eyes.
upon him with an expression of rather
bafled wonderment in their depths.
Doubtless she had many things to
puzzle about this bright morning.
For one, Sawter had said yesterday
that Bucky was one of his men. Now
the bullying rancher had just refuted
that statement. No one‘said anything
at all until the two men returned with -
a large quarter of beef, which they de-
posited on the ground in front of the
half circle of riders. In Bucky’s ear
little Timmie whispered fiercely,
“Welby don’t know nuffin’ about that
beef, as I has already told you. 'It’s
funny

“Queer, you mean,’
iA a whisper and to himself. “Sawter
found that beef early this mornin’.” I'll
bet he’s gone back on his agreement
with me. Uh-huh, there’s a nigger in
the sticks, but my knowin’ it won’t help
a dad- johned bit unless I get the goods
on that nigger.”

“Let’s get to the business on hand,”
said Weston, taking charge of the
meeting, simply because he was the
prominent cattleman present. He gazed
sternly at the thunderstruck Welby,
who was plainly bewildered and help- -
less since he knew not what to do in
this crisis. Bucky’s heart was torn
with pity for him. What a frail little
fellow he was! How greatly he needed
the invigorating and pure air of this

gr’owied Bucky

" expected,”
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mountain climate to restore his shat-
tered health. A year of it and he would
be another man. How plucky Nancy
was! She also was both bewildered and
perplexed, yet she held her head high
and there was fire in her eyes. v

“You two there by the shanty,” Tom
Weston continued sternly, “what have
you got to say for yourselves? Ike
Sawter has brought us here to'act as
a jury, as you might say. How do you
explain the presence of this quarter of
beef, Jameson? I’'ve been told that is
your name.’ ~ .

“I don’t explain it,” said Welby
evenly. “It was not in the shed when

we went to bed last night and it was

there this morring. That is all I know
about it.” -

“Ho! It is, hey?” bawled Sawter.
“Gosh, feller, I should think you could
think of a better-lie'n that.” - ,

“I'm askin’ the questions, Ike,” Wes-
ton said pointedly.

“I'm not lying,” said Welby, red
spots glowing suddenly in his pale
cheeks. “You men will all have to be-
lieve me when I repeat-we know noth-
ing about this beef.”

“That right, glrl?” Weston looked at
Nancy.

“We had nothing to do with putting .
it under the shed,” she replied, “and
we do not understand how it came
there.”

“Men, these two make a flat denial
of any knowledge of this quarter of
beef,” 'said. Weston. .

“Which is prezactly what might be
spoke up one of the
ranchers. b

“What's your testimony, Sawter?”
inquired Weston. :

“I got up early this mornin’,” Ike be-
gan, “and I rode by this dump yere, on
my way to gather a bunch of hosses
what range further on to the north.
While ridin’ past this shed I seen
a-hangin’ under it this quarter o’ beef.
Wal, knowin’ squatters like I do, and -
knowin’ how they always live offen
honest cowmen, I thinks I better 'vesti-

‘gate a'little.”
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_duck’s back.”

J
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To himself Bucky Miller whispered

. privately, “The ornery cuss has got his

speech down pat; has larnt it by heatt.
Rolls off his tongue like water off a

“Gentlemen,” Sawter continued, “I

‘found some tracks of a man on foot;

" was ’bout the same size as Welby’s:

these tracks leadin’ out to a little gully

west of here and back again. Them
tracks was made by afeller wearin’ flat-
heeled shoes—shoes what I would say
He paused a moment, while everyone
present , looked at young Jameson’s
feet. Nearly all cowmen wear- high-
heeled boots. Welby’s. feet, however,
were encased in flat-heeled shoes.
“Welby,” shouted Bucky Miller un-

expectedly, “what do you do w1th your
shoes at night?” '

Sawter glared at the puncher “But
ton your lips!” he bellowed. ‘

“Why I leave miy shoes out here on
the doorstep every night,” Welby made
answer to Bucky. “Don’t know why I
do it. Just a habit, I guess.” .

“And you left ’em out last night as
usual ?” came Bucky’s question.

The pale little man nodded. “Point

one for the defensé,” shouted Bucky.

“Go on with your story, Sawter. Care-
ful what you say, for I don’t mind
“warnin’ you I'm out to nail your hide
on the fence.”

An oath came to Sawter s lips, to be'

smothered there as Weston frowned at
him, saying quickly, “Lady present.”
“And a dang meddlin’ cowpoke what
ain’t needed is present, too,”
Sawter. “Tom Weston, why don’t yuh
send that da— that lunker ’bout his

work ’stead o’ lettin’ him stick round
yere and badger me?” ‘

“Go on with your testirriony,

snapped the gnzzled owner of the Pot-

hook outfit. -

“All right, all right!” rasped Saw-
ter. “Wal, the ground out in that little
gully is mighty rocky and I couldn’t
find no tracks there, exceptin’ only
them of the man in shoes. But—men,
there was a "dead two-year-old steer
a-lyin there, butchered and bled - all

)
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-proper.

snorted

It was partly skinned out and
this hind quarter was cut off the car-
cass. The rest of that carcass is there
yet. My brand is on that butchered
steer’s hide. Yuh can all-go and see
for yourselves.”

Welby gasped. Nancy turned pale
for the first time. With one accord
the ranchers, including Tom Weston
and Sawter, rode to look at the carcass;

" and at the man tracks, which led from

the cabin to that carcass, thence back
again to the little shed south of the
cabin. Bucky, too, iooked the situa--
tion over and whistled softly to him-
self. When the men had finished all .
returned to their former positions. One
of them announced, “It’s all jus’ as
Sawter said "twas. Ain’t no doubt a-tall
of who kilt his steer and packed that,
quarter in here.”

“I don’t think so either,” Bucky sang
out cheerfully. “Pull off one of your
shoes, Welby, so these boys can make
sure it fits them tracks.” ‘
" The homesteader stared at him. “I:
had been almost sure’ you were our
friend,” he said reproachfully. “I was
mistaken. We have no friends.” Never-
theless, he removed one of his shoes,
which was speedily found to fit the
tracks exactly. - There were even a few
drops of dried blood on it.

“Looks very bad for you, sir,” said
Weston with a dubious shake of his
head. “I had sort of hoped it would
turn out ctherwise.” -~ '

“Hoped we would stick him, yuh
mean?” boomed Sawter. *“Wal, we've
done it! Done it proper. Even that
no-count jackanapes of a cowpuncher i
of yourn, Weston—by that I'm re-
fertin’ to Bucky Miller, thé squatter’s
friend—has announced there ain’t no -
doubt as to who kilt my steér and
packed that quarter o’ beef in yere.”

#Now-I ain’t minded to prosecute,

”

‘Sawter continued, in-a tone denoting
: that he considered himself most mag-

nanimous. “All I want is to rid the
range o’ such riff-raff as thlS yere
tribe.”

“Sportin’ of you, drawled " Bucky.
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“They’re scarcely an asset to any com-
munity, are they, Sawter?”

Nancy’s eyes were_ riveted on the
young puncher. These eyes were
stormy and yet there was in them a
baffled expreéssion as if the girl couldn’t
understand how But¢ky could bring the
friendless homesteaders a mess of trout
and make for the twing a wagon; ex-
‘press friendship in other ways, such as
engaging in a fist fight with Ike Saw-
ter; and then abruptly right-about-face
and to all appearances be won over to
Sawter’s side. .

“I'll say they ain’t,” Sawter rumbled.
“Why, they ain’t worth two whoops for
nothin’. Bet they can’t even plow like
nesters is s’posed to, to say nothin’ of
bein’ able to handle cattle. . We'll be
well rid of ’em, I tell yuh.”

'Bucky nodded emphatically. “You
said ,it, Sawter,” he shouted “This
Welby feller now—I figger he’sa plumb
counterfeit, don’t you? Bet he can’t

" ride nor rope nor brand.” -
- Weston was plainly puzzled, opening

his lips as though to remonstrate with

Bucky and then closing them without
saying anything.

“Say,” exclaimed Sawter, “Bucky
yuh’re a-showin’ sense since yuh got
yore eyes copened by them ‘tracks and
all. Huh! I reckon yuh've took a
tumble to yourself an’ are a-tryin’ to
kinda square yourself with yore boss
and with me. Welby a counterfeit?

Yuh said it, cowboy. Him? That
jasper ride or rope or brand? Good
gosh, it’s a joke, men.”

“Damned ironic joke, too,” drawled

Bucky, while the other cowmen all
stared at him. “Men,” he suddenly
boomed, the lazy drawl all gone from
his voice, “this case ain’t closed yet.
I'm aimin’ to brmg out a few points
yuh seem to ’a’ overlooked.”

Without giving anyone a chance to
interrupt him Bucky continued: “We
all agreed that the steer out yonder
was not killed by a rifle- or a six=
shooter shot. The man that killed it
roped it, threw.it and cut its throat.
_Could Welby Jameson have done that?

511

Sawter has Just admltted he could not
have done it.”

For a moment Bucky paused to enjoy
the sudden hunted expression which
had come to Sawter’s face.

“That’s the truth, Bucky,” shouted
one of the ranchers. “Why, Welby
can’t ride or rope good enough to—
Say, you just trapped Sawter into
makin’ a statement to the effect that

‘Welby couldn’t do a cowboy’s work.

Hop to it, Bucky.”

“I aim to,” returned Bucky. “The

- ground where the steer carcass lies is

rocky. No tracks there except those

left by Welby’s shoes—the shoes which

were left on his doorstep last night.
Men, if we ride around that steer car-
cass in a wide circle we’re bound to
find the tracks of the cowman that did.
kill that steer. _
“The same man who did that took
off his boots, walked in sock feet to this
cabin, where he put on Welby’s shoes.
Back to the carcass he walked and
packed in this quarter of beef. He was-
careful to leave plenty of tracks. Too
damned careful. That man was not

- Welby Jameson and I’ll prove it.”

“Hey, what the blue blazes yuh tryin’
to get at?” bellowed Sawter, finding his
tongue at last. “You’ll prove Jameson
didn’t pack’ that beef in yere an’ hang
it under his shed? Yuh will, like hell!
It’s cinclied onto him a’ready. Weston,
I'm gettin™—"

“Be quiet!” roared old Tom. “Bucky,
prove your point—if you can.”

“Welby Jameson,” Bucky’'s voice
snapped like a whiplash, but his eyes
were on Ike Sawter, watching that in-
dividual with catlike intensity, “step
out here, pick up that hunk of beef and
pack it under that shed.”

Jameson stepped forward in the
midst of a-tense silence. Ike Sawter’s
Adam’s apple jerked up and dowd. His
face was wolfish.  Welby Jameson
tugged at the quarter of beef lying on

the ground. He got hold of the leg

and lifted with all his-strength. Blood
suffused his face. The heavy piece of
raw beef did not come off the ground.
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“Thunder!” cried a rancher. “That
fella will have a hemorrhage. He can’t
lift that beef.” I'll help yuh” '

“Stay on your horse, Billl” Bucky
roared. “Welby, pick up that meat.

‘Yuh packed it in from that-carcass,
‘full three hundred yards.

Tke Sawter
says yuh did.”
" “Bit I can’tlift it!” cried Jameson.
“I can’t get it off the ground!”.
- “I see you can’t!” Tom Weston ex-
claimed. “Let it be. Men, do I need
to explain the significance of this? "I
see I don’t! All four of you get out
to that carcass and start looking. for
the real butcher’s tracks. It was a
strong man- that carried this: beef in
here,”

“And his name ,was Ike Sawter!”
shouted Bucky.

Sounded then a lurid oath from Saw-

ter’s lips, followed instantly by the

savage bark of a Colt. Sawter had
drawn his gun and raised it to fire at
Bucky. But the punchers six-shooter
spoke first and his aim was true. Saw-
ter’s wéapon, struck by Bucky’s bullet,

"spun from his hand, while the man

cried out with the pain in his suddenly -

shocked fingers.’

“No need of lookin’ for tracks now,”»
called Tom Weston.. “Sawter, you're
convicted of tryin’ to put over on these
homesteaders the meanest,
frame-up I ever heard of. Yes, and it
was the cleverness of a cowpuncher
that defeated you. Good work, Bucky!
Good work! I'm doggoned proud that
you’re a Pothook cowboy.”

Bucky threw his boss a grateful
look; then glanced at Nancy. Her eyes
were shining and now there was some-

thing in them very pleasant for the

- ——

nastiest
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puncher to see—warmth and gratxtude,
and even something more.

Sawter started to curse. “Shut. up!”'
commanded Bucky. “What are we go-
ing to do with this ornery hound, Mr
Weston?” he inquired.

“Find somebody to buy h1s/ ranch
and stock and give him twenty-four
hours. to leave the country,” returned
Weston instantly. He let his eyes rest
on Naficy and Welby, and the twins,
who were now close to their brother
and sister! “I think you folks will be -
a real credit to this neighborhood,” he -
said. “And I'm going to do all I can
to help you make a go of it. Well,
come along, men, and you, too, Sawter.
Since Bucky disarmed yuh so dog-
goned neatly I reckon you won’t give
us any trouble. We got some business
to straighten up. You comin’ with us,

Bucky?” -

“Uh?. No, if you don’t mind I 11 stick
round here for a little bit,” said Bucky.
“You see, I got to explain a few things
to Miss Nancy, and I got to repair a
broken wagon for the kids.”

“No, I don’t mind,” Weston smiiled,
and he rode away after the other
ranchers, who were escorting Ike
Sawter. A

\ Bucky gazed into Nancy’s bright
eyes “And do, you mmd if I stay?”
he asked.

“I would mind if you didn’t,” she
returned with a smile. “Which,” she -
went on, “is a rather peculiar way of
putting it, but you know what I mean.’

Bucky knew all right what she
meant, if the way he grabbed Nancy
and kissed her was any proof. And
when her lips met his, Bucky knew

that he found all that his heart desired.
o/



Sawdust and Sage

By Edith K. Norris -

Cupld certainly uses queer agents—once in a blue moon, even a mountain lion may
throw a man in the way of discovering his heart’s deslre

-

- ORD of a prowling mountain
\ ; & / cat came in to Mr. Kale
¢ Perry’s place, where Rufe

Larkin worked as top-hand.

.« A couple of riders had glimpsed him
on the low, wooded ridge that marked
the northern boundary. of the ranch.

“It’s crack horses we’re aiming to
raise here,” mused Rufe. “It ain’t
likely that a side line of hungry cat
stock will mix in without trouble.”

So midnight found the cowboy’s tall
frame folded into an ambush of brush,

- upon the low ridge, with a pistol and
knife at his belt, and a rifle to hand.
Quite ready—except for what hap-
pened. *

For the hours wore wearily toward
dawn, while the inconsiderate moun-
tain lion appeared to be keeping some
other appointment. And Rufe, cramped
and fuming, grew impatient of watch-
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ing the drowsmg groups of horseflesh
on'the rolling plains below.

Failing was doubly galling, because
admirers in the bunkhouse, on the
strength of his sharpshooting skill, had

bet very heavily on his chance of suc- %

cess. Tough, having to let them down,
after that pretty show of confidencel,

But it was just as he was giving up
in disgust, that Rufe’s keen eyes made
out the cautiously moving rider, now

_threading in and out, between the scat-

tered groups below.

“Too snoopy, for right intentions!”
he concluded. And then, within him,
little bubbles of excitement exploded
into the delightful conviction that
some of the county’s late horse-steal-
ing mysteries were about to be solved.

“With a little luck,” Rufe told him- .
self, “I won’t have to face those bunk-
house jokers empty-handed, after all!
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A rustler in hand might make up for
a lion in the bush!”

Those same -prickly ~ bushes, and
those long hours of waiting, had cer-
tainly put an edge on his appetite for
battle. So Rufe Larkin’s big muscles
tensed, as he bided his time.

With what seemed an uncanny in-
stinct for the best values, the stranger
was singling out two splendid blacks
that had come into Kale Perry’s pos-
session, only- a few weeks before.
Bought at auction, when a big tent

show went broke, and disbanded in a | A
master—and we’re both stranded here, \ . .

-

southern Utah town.

Lithely,-the intruder now rode’ one
huge horse, while the second followed,
‘as though closely roped. . And Rufe
Larkin noted with satisfaction that the
direction they had taken would bring
them within easy range of his hiding
place, on the ridge.

. As a matter of fact, he had hardly

squirmed to the edge, before the trio

was just below;-and he gave a quick
leap that stopped the first horse, while
he’ pulled 1ts much startled rider to
the ground. -

Then Rufe braced hlmself for the
vicious struggle he had expected. But
there was only a ‘shivery heaving, in
the figure his powerful hands pinned.

Disgruntled by so easy a victory,
Rufe gave a quick snort of contempt.

“Some heluva horse, thief! Youngster,
better leave throwin’ the long rope to

a chap with backbone—" . N

“I wasn’t stealmg' Oh,
please! You hurt—"

"The sound of that low, frightened
voice, sent Rufe back with a. jerk,
against his heels, so!that the fading
moonlight might play on the face of
his captive. Then it was his turn to
gasp, for ill- ﬁttmg masculine garments

were swathing the daintiest of girls!

I was—

" “You see,”—her’ voice was _still
shaken—"Jim and Barry are my good
pals, We did circus work together,

till our show went broke—"

_Still on his knees, Rufe bent forward .-

to study her sweetly rounded face.
Then he jumped up.

. little bareback Trider,
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“Gosh sake! If you're not that cute
Princess Flor-
ette!”

-
The girl scrambled to her feet
“Im just plain Flora Jones, now—
Out of work.”

“Plain is not the right word. But

-1 saw your last show. Went up to'the

auction, with Mr.  Kale Perry. That
daredev1l act of yours gave me such
a‘kick, I ought to havé recognized you,

even in that baggy coat, and those

rolled-up pants!”

“They’re my brother’s. He was ring- -
till we can see hew a new business
venture of his is-going to turn out.” " .

Rufe was to remember this refer-
ence to a “business venture” later.

“We're stopping up at the lake—
Paulin’s hotel,” the gifl went on, “and ‘
when I heard my pets had been brought
to a place that was so close, I' got so
lonesome for them, I just couldn’t
stand it! So I hired a pony from
Paulin’s son, that big, lean fellow they

. call ‘Ferret’— .

T

. breath.

“Because his long nose is always
ferreting into other folks domgs—I
know him!”

“But this ranch is so big, I was an
endless time locating my poor home-
sick chums—"

“And you never ﬁgured on a b1g
lummox dropping on you, as soon as”
you found them.” Rufe submitted,
contritely.

. The girl laughed, and pulled off her
tight cap, so that the cooling breeze
might loosen the heavy masses of her
short, dark hair, -

“I'm asking your pardon, for spoil-
ing your fun” Rufe drew a deep
“I'm Rufus Larkin—I love
horses too, and I know how you feel.”-

“Thén you won’t think me silly.”

Lovingly, she patted the dark heads
that came nozzling against her. Then,
with a sigh of reluctance, turned to go
back to her deserted pony.

Immediately, the girl's fellow per-
formers. fell into line, to follow. But
at her gently spoken word of com-
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mand, they came to an obedient stand-
still, under an overhangmg brow of
the ridge.

. Rufe felt suddenly glad, as he cut
his big stride to keep pace with Flora

Jones, that he had not been born a

horse. There was such.a glamor in be-
ing permitted to walk beside this flesh
and blood version of the dream of
spangled charm that had thrilled him,
at the tent show. Queer, that they
should meet like this, after the tan-
talizing way the memory of her had
disturbed and haunted him.

~ “It makes me sick,” he finally blurted
out, “to think I handled you so rough!”

She laughed, impishly, as she was
about to mount,

“Those bruises may remind me to
practice more caution, hereafter—"

She had glanced back at Jim and
Barry, and the swift change in her ex-
pression made Rufe turn to find the
cause of her sudden alarm.

Docile to her command, the black
beauties still stood almost rigid.” But
crouched on the jutting rock above

- them was the mountain lion for which
Rufe had so futilely lain in wait.

The girl’s low groan betrayed a sense
of hopelessness, in face of that hide-
ously impending doom. But there are
times when a man’s practiced trigger-
finger seems to. move more quickly
than his conscious brain. As Rufe saw
that tawny body leap in a graceful arc
toward the broad backs right below,
aiming and firing were an almost
mechanieal response.

Shot in midair, the lion’s huge body
first jerked, and then convulsed, with
a spine-chilling outcry. Then it
plunged against the flank of one of the
blacks, to send both horses into a fren-
zied lunge for safety. :

- The wounded wild creature still
writhed and clawed the air, as Rufe
ran forward, But by the time he had
put an end to its mad threshing, he
turned to find that a sefious peril had

sprung up, on the plain. At the first
vibration of the lion’s cry, every animal

within hearing had gone into mstmc-
R. R. 2 ¢
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tive panic, augmented to a milling
stampede, by the aimless gallopmg of -
the fear-ridden blacks.

“Princess—Qh, Miss Flora!”

There was no answer. The faint
light was dimmed by the swish of
rushing bodies, and moving clouds of
hoof-swirled dust. "

Under the big cowboy’s sturdy ribs,
there came a sharp contraction. What
if the girl had been bowled over—
trampled?

Risking life and limb, to-gain height,
Rufe fairly leaped to the back of a
passing sorrel, and cried out again:

“Here I—am! Had to run over this
way—" The answer.to his call came
in dust-strangled gasps. But in a few
seconds, Rufe had reached Flora Jones,
and swept her off her mount to the
comparative safety of -a seat before
him.

One arm around his prize, h1s knees
controlling - the sorrel, Rufe tried to
fend off rough contacts, as he strove
to reach the outskirts of the mélée.
Outwardly calm, he knew that ‘his
blood was racing in a hotter stampede
than ever could be produced by pound-
ing hoofs. It'was like forest fires, this
surging heat of desire—this longing
to go on like this, endlessly, with the
slender, panting form of Flora Jones
clinging against his breast, trusting to
his protection—.

Wrapt in- glowing thoughts, it al-
most shocked him when the girl sug-
gested, after a time, that the horses -
were quieting down. Under his steady
-look, her color deepened, as though
through the tender rose-light of the
oncoming dawn, and when she slipped
to the ground, it was with an uncon-
scious little sigh.

“What a night it’s beenF’ And what
a marksman you are, to have caught
that lion. in the  very midst of his
spring!”

“A night to remember—” Rufe’s
voice was a little unsteady. “But as
far as the shooting goes—” His even
teeth flashed briefly. “Well, that little
old gun just happens to fit my palm.”
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Then he added. soberly, “Every-
-thing’s sure made for a purpose.” If
that liori hadn’t lured me out heré, and

kept me markin time, I might never .

have met you.”

Her laugh mocked him gently.

“Is that flattery balm for'my bruises?”
she teased.

But his flushing face shamed her.

“That was ‘mean of me! As if you
hadn’t made up for that, saving my
chums, and then rescuing me,*on top
of it!”

“I’ve thought of another way to make
. -it up to you. Maybe I can fix it so
you can see Jim and Harry right often.
Even praetice on them, to keep your
hand in, while your waiting—"

“Oh, could you?” The question was.

an upwelling of ' delight. “Secretly,
I'm banking .on' buying those horses
back, when our ship comes”in.’ '
" “Hope he don’t put faith in these
. hills; if he s diggin’ gold, this brother
of yours.”

“His faith is in the hills, but only
as a hiding place,” she laughed. “But
you needn’t tell that to people. His

success sort of depends on the thing-

‘being kept secret. Help me catch my
pony, won’t you? My brother, Conk-
lin’s away, but I want to get back to
the hotel before anYone is stirring to
discover my escapade.”

_When she refused to let him accom-
pany her any farther than the road,
Rufe informed Flora Jones that he
was booked for the dance and shoot-

ing contest, that was to be given ‘at

Paulin’s hotel, on the Saturday nlght
of that week.

“Reckon you’ll spare me a dance?”
The question was frankly eager. It
brought an_odd look to her eyes. . But
her lashes corralled the glance, as
- Rufe stooped to read it.

. “Well—maybe P Wlth that she was
off. !

It was when Rufe retraced his way,

- to retrieve, his deserted rifle, that he

picked up the paper-that was to cause

him so much distress. It was torn,
soiled by grass and dirt, and very much

¢
§
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trampled. But it had evidently been
a note, and the few .words still deci-.
pherable suggested a curious meaning;
to the cowboy now reading it.
“‘_faith in these outlaws—mxghty
well hidden—" ‘We'll round up a for- °
tu’—’ ‘Hustle out—cans’.” »

Rufe stared at the thing uncomfort-
ably; had his frequent experiences as
deputy under Sheriff Watson made
him too sharply suspicious? . -

“Well hidden outlaws, plannmg to
round up a fortune—if that note fell
from Conklin” Jones’ coat pocket, when
I yanked ‘his little sister down, it’s no.
wonder he’s making her promises of
better times! Wonder what ‘cans’
stands for?” N

Rufe pondered the thing, bringing
in his kill, until he suddenly rémem-
‘bered that Flora Jones seemed fully
aware of what kept her brother in the
hills, S '

“If there was anything crooked
about it,” he decided, loyally, “a girl
like her wouldn’t stand ‘for it -

. The thought brought distinct relief.
And Rufe was no sooner in his bunk,
than-he fell into open-eyed dreams.

No wonder his heart had persisted
in keeping the picture of that wisp of
lavender daintiness! Nothing lovelier
had ever stood on tiptoe, to throw
kisses from brightly rouged lips.

“They’re even prettier — plumb
clean!”

Then he added tenderly “Steady,

-too, when there’s danger—but sweet-
est when they tremble over being sep-
arated from her four-footed pals!
Would a feller ever have-the*nerve to
—nerve to—Gee!” Rufe’s eyes closed,
and his heart began to thump. Boldly,
imagination was bringing the tremu-
lous magic of that mouth so near—so
near—

- “She’d never be w1111ng"’ he groan--

.ed. “She’d be distant and cold as a
snow-crowned peak!”

And yet, even the snow-topped
peaks sometimes warmed rosily, to re-
flect the flaming worship of the pas-
sionate sun. What if the fever in a
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man’s own breast could work some
miracle like that?

T the Paulin’s Hotel Contest, that

Saturday night, Rufe
watched the door more’ attentively
than he did the target.

At last, desperate in his disappoint-
ment, he asked Ferret Paulin if the
circus folk never joined in the general
fun.

His long body hunched, the young
man squinted along his gun, and
wrinkled the nose that had helped to
earn him his nickname. Then he spat,
and replied: “That damn high-flutin’
brother of-her’n, rode off, last evening,
into the hills, with a’ bumpy lookin’
sack on his saddle. More’n likely, he’s
left orders she’s not to mix with us
‘scum.”

Rufe’s eyes narrowed.

“Does that mean you got kinder too
fresh, and he warned you off ?”

Ferret’s watery eyes took on a sin-
ister cast.

“He’s t,he one needs warnin’,” he
confided, with a knowing sneer. “Why
should a man just stay long enough to
get his sister settled, and then make
off, into the wilds? In this part.of the
country, where everything on four
legs is like as not to be strayin’, it
looks better for a man to tell where he
spends his nights—”

Rufe’s face flushed uncomfortably,
as Ferret signaled that it was his turn
to shoot. It was with some difficulty
that he steadied his hand, and managed
to graze the bull’s-eye.

“Wish you’d lend me that gun,”
begged Ferret. “Truest little fire iron
I ever see.” ’ )

“I never lend it.”
meaning of Flora Jones’ tantalizing
“maybe,” had filed the big cowboy’s
temper.

“T’ 11 buy 1t—pay double what you
gave.”

“Not for sale.” '

But as Rufe turned to the door, Fer-
.ret followed, insistently raising his
offer. :

\

Larkin _

The apparent
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“Say, can’t you understand?” Rufe
opened the door with a jerk. “No

money in the world will buy that gun,
Ferret Paulin—"

He stopped. He was almost shout-
ing at a slim figure approaching the -
shooting gallery. ‘

“Miss—Flora!” he stuttered. No
spangles, now. No baggy, shapeless
garments. A soft, clingy kind of dress,
delicately girlish, wholly fascinating.

“Sure thought you weren’t coming!”
beamed Rufe. Then as the strains of
a violin came from the dance hall, he
hastily forestalled Ferret Paulin, inan
invitation to dance.

As Ferret brushed by them, 'and
through the porch door, Flora shiver-
ed a little.

-“His look was like ‘a dart of yellow
venom.’

Jealousy, said Rufe. “Did your
brother have to jump him?”

“Warned him he’d wring his neck,
if he bothered me, while I was here
-alone.” . :

‘*He shouldn’t have left you. Old
Paulin’s a good scout. But I wouldn’t
trust Ferret the length of a lasso.”

“Conklin’s business was urgent.”
There was resentment in her tone, at
his implied criticism.

“She worships her brother,” thought
Rufe. “Be terrible, if .anything was
wrong—" Then, as they reached the
‘dance hall his arms went around her,
and rational musings ceased. -

“Shortest dance ever!” he complain-
ed, when the music ceased. “And if
‘we stay here, some of these hungry-
eyed punchers will be gobbling you
up—"

Rufe was walking on air as he led
her down to the pine-sentineled shore
of the lake. Meshed in its ripples, the
stars twinkled no less intimately than
the countless fireflies that lent ro-
mance to the darkness. ‘

“The world is so lovely,” sighed the
girl. “Why -does it have to be marred
by people like Ferret? He hates Conk-
lin. I may be foolish, but I have a sort
of secret foreboding— )
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“Ferret is sore. He feels he’s being

cheated out of a fair chance to make .

love to you. A man like that can work
himself into a dangerous mood. That’s

why I'm going to make you a. present

of this gun of mme, when I go to-
night.”

“You funny cowboy ! Do you think
I'd accept it? Didn’t I hear you refus-
ing to part with it, even for a very
handsome offer?”

“I want to feel you've got somethmg

to depend on.”

~ “But where,” she demanded, teas-
ingly, “would you ever find another, to

fit the hollow of your palm, so per-

fectly?‘”

“Where,” he flashed back, “could I
ever find another girl, to fit so snugly,
. into the hollow. of my arms?”

“Now—you’re impertinent.
thought we 'were to be friends!”’

“We are. I'm aiming to build on
that.” . o

" * “Pm going back to those ‘hungry-

in° the dance hall.

[ Rd

eyed punchers,
They’re probably more mannerly
_She swung off, but in three great
strides he had reached her and caught
her elbow.- o
“I forbid you.to follow me"’ ‘

“That’s what you did to Jim and-
Hatry. And it pretty nigh proved bit-

ter medicine for them, Flora. It would
for me, too. I'll just naturally keep
following you, ag long as my strength
holds out, And for the same reason
those blacks .do it—because they
love—" -

“You're eanperating!”

“Just honest.”

“Then TI'll be just as ‘honest with
you: If I weren’t broke, I'd not spend
. ten -days in this wild old West of
yours. I hate its dull prairies, and
bleak, rocky hills! - If only Conklin
gets the break he’s looking forward
to, I'll buy Jim and Harry, and go
back .to the gayety, and color, and ap-
plause, and the smell of fresh saw-
. dust!”

Rufe winced. But he had lived too
long among the hills to miss their les-

-
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son of patience. And, with all he most
longed for at stake, the prospect of a
struggle did not make him flinch.
“This big tent over our heads,” he
said softly, “sure has it all over any
canvas top!" And, oh, Flora! If you

could ever just let yourself feel about-

me, like I'm feeling for you, this min- -
-ute— you’d know that life holds lots

bigger thrills than you'll ever corral
bareback-ridin’!” -

She stared at his earnest face, as if
swayed, in spite of herself.

Then, suddenly releasing her, Rufe
twitched. a spring from the sage bush
at- his feet, and pressed it into her soft
palm.

“If ever you want a whlﬁ of some-
thing good, cuddle that under your
pretty nose!” ¥

She accepted the challenge with a
half-resentful lough.

“Sawdust, and the life it stands for,

“will always be sweeter to me,” she de-

clared, with defiance.
“Maybe sawdust stands . for——-some-

one you’ve left behind? I remember

noticing that dark-haired trapeze per-
former, lingering to walk out with’
you.”

“You are observant!
has booked’ with another show, and
he's worknig to get us in there. He’s
so clever in his line!” :

“Better. line for monkeys than it is

for men, by the look of it. Still, if you

*

Well, Alonzo

like him, and that life—the battle is

between sawdust and sage.”

“There’ll be no contest. I'm not go-
ing to see you again.”

“'Fraid youw’ll have to, when you're
ready to buy. Jim and Harry.”

“Indeed!”

“Mr. Perry had a good offer from an
outsider, this morning. "I had planned
to get hold of the horses, anyway.”

(*You bought them—to save me from
disappointment—" )

“And for ‘purposes of brib’ry,” he
supplemented, boldly. “Waednesday,
I'm taking them to a bit of .smooth

ground, where it will be just right for
‘you to give them a bit of exercise.”

,

7
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“So they won’t be out of practice,
when Alonzo lands my engagement?”

“Damn Alonzo! Flora, will three
o’clock be all right?” )

“It’s very unlikely, Mr. Larkin.” At
the steps of the porch she sent back
a distinctly cool, “good night!”

T was not.until early Wednesday

morning that Rufe recollected
having failed to give Flora Jones the
peculiar note he had picked”up on the
scene of the stampede. And it was
while examining the tracks of the in-
solent rustler who had worked on the
property of Sheriff Watson himself,
that Rufe recalled the fact.

Ferret Paulin, known for making
mysteries his hobby, was right on the
spot, to offer the benefit of his conclu-
sions,

- “A one-man job, plam enough And
done by a stranger. No man in this
part of the country ever owned boots
. that made prints like them—see the

flat, wide heel? Queer lookin’ mud

here, too. Redder than any place I
know of. Kinder drizzly last night.

Wonder if they’ve looked for tracks?”
‘He disappeared, to return in triumph

with the announcement that he had

discovered a few reddish marks, point-
ing toward the lake, and the hills.

That afternoon, as Rufe rode up to
the hotel, with an extra horse for
Flora, Ferret met him with smothered
excitement.

“Come see what I found—" Some
distance down the road red mud like
that on Sheriff Watson’s place, had
apparently been scraped from a man’s
boots, against a prone tree trunk.

Rufe felt his fingers tingling with a
mad itch for Ferret’s throat, as he saw
a meaning smile grow on his thin-
lipped mouth, when they returned to
the porch.

, “That circus feller vis'ted his sister,

aw’ile, last night. Went off late—"

“You damned weasel! You'd like to
* break this girl’s heart, and tie this onto
her brother, just in dirty revenge, be-
cause he—"
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“What a notion! No, solvin’ crimes
jest natch’ly interests me. Well, there
comes Miss Jones up from the lake.
Aimin’ to go ridin’ with her? Have a
good time!”

Ferret’s eyes, darting- jealous ha-
tred, belied the oily pleasantness of
his tone, as he disappeared toward the
woodland trail. Through the big cow-

‘boy’s strong frame, a wave of chival-

rous tenderness surged, anew. Some-
how, no matter at what personal cost,
he must warn and protect Flora. Yes,
and even though it was against his
principles, protect her brother, if he
were guilty. No telling how bitter
the ranch and townspeople might
grow, against these aloof strangers,
with Ferret’s ever increasing clues to.
goad them into action!

"“Good evening!” Rufe stepped for-
ward, and took the gifl’s hand.

“Oh, is 'this Wednesday?”

Rufe’s heart bounded, at the little
pretense that betrayed she had been
watching for him, -

“Lucky you’re dressed for riding.
Jim and Harry are right impatient.”
He dangled his temptation. .

“Oh, but I'm not—I mean—" A sud-
den laugh broke the restraint she had
raised between them. “I've got to bring
my proper ‘bareback’ slippers,” she
capitulated. “They are in our costume
trunk. It’s in Conklin’s room, and the
lid is so heavy, I'll have to ask you
to raise it for me”

In obliging her, Rufe Larkin got the
ugliest jolt of misery his young heart
had ever experienced. -

In the top tray of the trunk lay a
pair of heavy patent leather boots, The
heels were broad, and quite flat. There
was every evidence that red mud had
been recently, but carelessly, scraped
from their soles.

“Your brother must have worn those
boots in last night's rain—" Rufe’s
tongue had gone almost dry. It was
hateful to have to acknowledge that
Ferret’s shrewd reasoning was per-
fectly capped by the chance discovery
of this last link of evidence.
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"Conk only wears.those boots in the
arena.” The girl glanced toward them
carelessly, as she rummaged.

Rufe swallowed hard.

‘“Theré’s mud on them!”

“So there is! How funny!”

It wasn’t a bit funny to the man
whose soul was sick at the thought of
the shock the near future must hold
for her. To him, it was tragic proof
that her brother’s business in the hills

was a ruse, by which he pulled the.

wool over her-eyes.

“In doing a néighborhood job,”
thought Rufe. “Jones was . cautious
enough to use a foot covering.that no
one around here had ever seen him
wear, or knew he owned!”

“I’'ve got the slippers at last—-why,
whatever are you do1ng7’” )
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exercised much: I mustn’t overdo it.”
Nodding, Rufe turned hastily to giv-

ing the horses his attention. Warmly

flushed, _and‘alluringly breathless, the

little circus princess filled him with a.

longing all hlS strength could barely
subdue.

During the ride back, Flora was still
glowing with the memory of her gay
practice. . .

““After all)” she admrtted, after a
long breath of the cool twilight breeze,
“these big open spaces you brag about,

_do’grow on a person!” "Then she ad-

Rufe colored hotly. He had been .

trying to wipe the boots clean, with
his handkerchief. By

“Please don’t bother, they won’t soil
anything else. Besides, I want to scold
Conk, for throwing them in, all messy.
Slam down the '1id, and let’s start. No,
there’s no-key: It seems to have been
lost out of the lock smce we came
here.”

“I’ve got to tell her,” thought Rufe,
miserably. But he put the grim task
off, because it seemed cruel to cloud

" the light that illumined her face, at
the mere prospect of a rendezvous
with her circus pets.

Later, while Jim and Harry circled
to permit a rehearsal of Flora’s well
remembered performance, Rufe con-
trived to hide his unhappiness. But
his heart was as heavy as the glrl’
gymnastics were buoyant.

“Only natural, she wants to get back
" to the gay admiration,” he sighed; “too
much to give up, for the love of a lum-
bering 'sagebrusher! Likely as not,
there’s an understanding, between her
and that handsome trapeze dude, that
keeps the scent of sawdust sweet in
her nostrils.” ]

“Had I better s'top?” :
skipped from Jim’s flank to stand be-
“The horses haven't been

ded, ruefully, “I’ll be liking them, by
the time I have to leave!”

Rufe looked up quickly. .

“I've had a letter from Alonzo.
There’s an opening for me, if I can
come on, right off. I wish I'd known
of this' last n1ght It may be days

before I.can get in touch W1th Conklin,

to discuss it.” :
Rufe stared hard at his horse s head.

-It was like a knife-stab, to think of

Flora’s going out of his life! A ran-
kling jealousy tore him, till his strong -
teeth gritted. And yet—wasn’t this a
heaven-sent opportunity? If he could
get her away, before Ferret Panlin
succeeded in his ruthless determina--
tion to expose her brother’s villainy,
the girl would be saved the agony of
open disgrace. What did his own suf-~

~ fering matter, in comparison?

The girl _

“If you're anxious to go,”-he made
an-effort to speak in a commonplace
tone, “I can lend you what you’ll need,
in the way of cash. - And if you need
Jim and Harry, I'll be satisfied to let
you take them. Maybe they’ll make .
you remember—your visit here

“You are/certainly genérous.” Her
words were polite. But they held more
of a faint resentment than of grati-
tude. :

Rufe felt her eyes on hrm, as he
went on, “I’ll .undertake to - explain
things to your brother—"" He stopped,
to frown. It was bitter, this thing of
flinging her into another man’s arms!

For a time, they rode in silence:
Then Flora said, rather crisply, “Nat--
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urally, I’m not acceptmg your offer.
T’'ll wait for my brother’s advice!”

- “If she stays,” thought Rufe, “I've
“got to warn her. It would kill her, to
have the bolt come from ‘the blue—"

Three times he failed to get started.

But when they dismounted, and Flora

insisted upon his coming in to spend
the evening, Rufe saw an openmg for
his hateful task.

“I can’t,” he said.
duty, to-night. Watching our land,
- from the ridge, on the boundary—"

“Another lion?”

- “Worse. Guess you heard about
Sheriff Watson losmg two of his best
horses? The whole county is getting
to see red, over this rustling. Keep-

ing secret lookouts, in a general cam- .

" paign to catch the man, or men. Oh,
I keep forgetting to give you this pa-
per; picked it up, where we first met.
Looks like it must have dropped, from
the pocket of the coat you had on—"
He studied her expression, furtively.

“It’s from one of Conklin’s friends,
his partner, in fact.”

.“His partner in—?”

“In this secret enterprise.” His cur-
iosity seemed to surprise her. “I'm in
the know, but since I've promised not
to tell—"

“I don’t want you to tell!”

Something clutched at Rufe’s throat.

“If you love your brother, for God’s

sake warn him that the chances are -

strong he'll be invited to jail, or a
necktie party. With the rough ele-
ment, resentment runs flaring and
high, around here. Get a message to
him,” he blurted, “clean that mud off
his' boots, or let me sneak ’em out, and
bury em.’

In spite of the gathering rage in
the lovely, indignant eyes before him,
he blundered on:

“Burn that letter! It’s rotten evi-
» ~dence, against a man who’s suspected
of stealing horses, and hiding them
with a.confederate in the hills—"

“Stop!
—you believe my brother is just—a
common thief?”

“I’m on patrol .

Are you trying to tell me
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“Flora, Flora—this is worse than
snake-bite, but there just doesn’t seem
any.other way to figure—"

“Then—" her eyes flashed on hxm,'
“your reasoning will probably go on to

.the discovery that I’'m dishonest, too!

Wouldn’t it be sensible to conclude
that I was trying to get away with Jim
and Harry, that first night? That after.
you’d caught me, I played off inno-
cent, and tricked you? Oh, this is what
your object was, vall along' Just to
find out—" ’

“Honey, please! Can’t you see how
being forced to warn you has hurt me?
I've had no thought, except for your-
brother’s safety, and trying to save
your feelings, because I love you—so
hard 1”

“Love?” She flung back the word in
disdain, .“Your susp1c1ous brain
doesn’t even know the meaning of the
word! I won’t do a thing to imply..
even a single doubt of my only broth-
er's honesty! I won’t clean those
arena boots, nor destroy that note

‘“Please, dear!”

“Don’t touch me! Don’t even dare
to speak to me again!” A smothered
sob, then: “Oh, I never dreamed I
could hate a living soul—as I'm hatmg
you now, Rufe Larkin!”

He saw her run from him, and shiv-
ered, as if under the chill of doom.
This was the end of all his protective
hopes. Disaster hung over her,. and he
was powerless to help. Even his duty
to the community had been 1gnored in
the effort to shield her from misery.
She had misunderstood. He had been
too clumsy to put his warning in a
softer light. Only the insult seemed
plain to her!

And she had flung his declaratlon of
love back into his teeth, with the un-
belief of contempt. That was what
hurt. Hurt, until the ache in his breast
was like a festering wound— ,
. Rufe mounted, stiffly, and rode slow-
ly off.

“Had a nice afternoon?”

Férret’s lean form loomed through
the gathering darkness. Instinctively,
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Rufe guessed that he had been down:

to tell Sheriff Watson of the mud on
the fallen tree trunk.. By morning,
the sheriff .would probably come hunt-
ing for clues of his own. And then—

“Nothing left to Jive for?” rasped
Rufe to” himself. “What about the
satisfaction of strangling this weasely
skunk of a tale-bearer?”

The mere thought lightened- his
gloom. But before he could act,an-
other hobbled it. Selfish as was the
cause of his - incentive,” this love-
thwarted half-wit was a better citizen
than a man whose 'love weakened him

to protect' an unknown rascal! -
" “Yes. A nice afternoon.” Rufe’s an-
swer was mechanical,
down the road, with the second horse
" following.

“Both of us'fools,” he thought; “dog-

- gonest kind. He, trying-to trap Conk-
lin Jones, because he thinks he killed
. his chances with his sister, .I, risking
everything to warn Jones, to save her
. worry. And all the time, she doesn’t

give a damn for either one of us, and -
is all for the sawdust, and- that gym-
nasticating monkey, in his pretty blue

tights!”

It was with his chin sunk against a
aching breast, that Rufe sat in ambush,
on guard, en the ridge, that night.
And because his thoughts were all of
Flora, the sight of her riding toward

him, at midnight, seemed a product1on v

of his’ brain.
“Rufe Larkin!”

. She peered up, unable to discover "

his hiding place, till he abandoned it,
and slipped down to her.

“I said I hated—never wanted to

speak to you again—" her voice. was
trembling pitiful, “but the momert I
had to face trouble, somehow—you
were my first thought.”

Gratification thrilled him as he gent-
ly demanded what had happened.
.~ “Sheriff Watson has been to the ho-
‘tel, questioning me. I couldn’t an-
swer most of his questions; without
breaking my word to Conklin. But he
.made me see how queerly Conk’s ac-

as he started -

“what we can, and beg his advice.
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tions have impressed some people.
Why, -he’s going to send a posse out,
to hunt for him, in the morning! 1
felt so alarmed, after the sheriff left,
I decided to take your advice about
the boots, but I was too late; I'm afraid
the sheriff seized them!” _

Rufe hid his dismay; and .soothed
her hand, unrebuked. o
- “The posse will be expecting to find
him h1d1ng a string of horses, and as
long as they don’t—"

“But they will, that’s what frightens
me. There may be wviolence, before
proper explanatiohs can be made. Oh,
if only I hadn’t promised to keep
silent—"

There were hnes of perplexity on
Rufe’s face, as he mounted, and so-
berly motioned herto follow.

“T'll take you to the ranch house.
Mr. Perry’s head is longer than mine,
and his heart’s a nugget.  We'll tell
i
send another man out to ride guard.”

But the journey to the ranch house
was oddly interrupted. In skirting a
shallow stream, they passed behind a
line of gaunt tree trunks. And.to the
last of these, a pa1r of colts had been

" tied.

Rufe had bare]y drawn Flora’s horse
into .the shadow, when a figure, lead-
ing a third colt, came over a knoll, be-
yond.

“A rustler!” Swiftly, they .dis-
mounted, close to the screen of tim-
ber. ‘“Probably planned his getaway,
through the bed of the stream—"

“If this is the man the sheriff is af-
ter, and you capture him, Rufe, it will
prove Conk’s innocence, instantly.
Don’t you see?” Her faint whisper
ceased, as his fingers softly brushed
her iips. - .

“He’s as good as caught!” Just a
breath, against her ear.

Elation tingled along the cowboy’s
veins. He was to be Flora’s cham-
pion, after all! Life was good—But
the marauder was coming nearer. Al-

"mighty heaven, what was he wearing
on: his feet? ¢ :
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Swaying, in dismay, Rufe forced
Flora into better hiding.

There was not a doubt in his soul,
but that the girl’s brother had slipped
in and out of the hotel uhseen,” and
was up to his usual tricks. As he
watched, it was plain to Rufe that the
man was printing his boot marks with
careful deliberation. Making evi-
dence, no doubt, with the intention of
getting rid of the boots, when the hunt
for their owner had started a wild
goose chase!

sDon’t get hurt!” A cautious wraith
of .a whisper, from Flora.

‘Her alarm for him was sweet, but
Rufe shuddered. Better be killed,
than have to face her withytlie an-
nouncement that he’d ruined her life,
by bringing her brother to justice. The
bitterness of this duty! Had chance
ever brought a man face to face with
anything uglier? After the work now
before him, how would he ever dare

come to the woman he loved, and plead ,

for her kindness? )

“This time,” thought Rufe, “her hate
will be real!” His teeth clamped. “But
I've got to go through with it!”

Instantly, he leaped into the open,
toward his objective. But the shot he
fired was very low, for the fear of
killing the intruder dominated his de-
termination to effect.his capture.

Almost immediately, the rustler
lunged toward the colt, now straining
wildly to avoid the gunplay. But Rufe,
dodging the stranger’s return fire, ran
closer, and with a careful shot, severed .
the rope that held the colt.

Unwilling to lose so speedy a means
of escape, the man made a sharp move
to recapture the excited animal. But,
unfortunately for his scheme, the
great boots he wore impeded his prog-
ress. And when they finally tripped
him into sprawlmg, it was to catch in
his breast the bullet Rufe Larkin had
aimed to check the motion of his legs.

Aghast, Rufe bent over the man’

upon whom he had apparently inflict-
- ed a mortal wound. How diabolically
Fate had trapped him! The mere

L.
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thought of him, after this, would bring

a spasm of resentment and pain to the

heart he had so longed to win!

“Take the handkerchief from across .
the man’s face, Rufe.” ,

The cowboy trembled, at the touch

of the fingers on his shoulder. Flora
had come to him, confidently, to ask
for help in protecting her brother, and
his answer was this!
- “Let the sheriff, or the doctor be
the first t¢ unmask him!” To have her
discover his deed, at that'moment, was
more than .lufe felt he could stand.

“But the man must have air, he’s
hurt!” she bent over them, insistently;
then suddenly gasped, “Look what
he’s wearing—Conklin’s arena boots!”

“Yes—damn them! If they hadn’t
tripped me — I wouldnt ’a’ been
caught!”

At sound of those oddly familiar
tones, Rufe’s fingers suddenly found
strength to expose his captive’s fea-
tures.

“Ferret Paulin!” What surgmg re-
lief! -

“Yes, you've done for me—"

Rufe blew a shrill signal for help,.
while the wounded man raved fever-
ishly.

“Damn you! How should 1 know
you’d be riding guard?”

“You sneaked those boots once too
often, Ferret. They tricked you ‘to
your ruin; spoiled your careful plot
to lay a crime on the shoulders -of
an innocent man. To-morrow, you
planned to let the sheriff find them, in
Conklin Jones’ trunk, I suppose. That
would have about cmched the evi-
dence!”

“I wanted to drag h1m down off his
high horse.” Paulin broke into groan-
ing oaths, before adding, “He can’t
run me round in circles, at the crack
of his whip, like he does circus
beasts!”” -

A half dozen riders came hastening
' to investigate Rufe’s signal, and the

big cowboy turned his prisoner. over

to them, with the ‘necessary explana-
tions.
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“I can’t help_forgiving poor Ferret,”
Flora admitted, when she and Rufe
were -alone. “You were right, about
his being half-witted.” -

S“T'm half crazy myself,” he said,
huskily, “crazy with love for you,
Flora.
lieve that sage will ever be half as
sweet to you, as sawdust.”

Tense silence. Then, in a tone ‘that
fired his blood, she said, “Do you think
. your big fingers could find what’s hid-
den in the pocket of my blouse?” '@

Every vein tingling, Rufe proved
they could, and drew out the sprlg ‘of
sage he had given her.

“I grew. to treasure it—for - your
sake.” She laughed happily, as his
swift ecstasy engulfed ~her. “After
that night, sawdust lost half its charm.
The thrills I’'d know under a canvas
tent seemed cheap '

“Lord knows I didn’t want to lose

you!” he told her fervently.
~ “I feel you've earned my conﬁdence,
too, about Conklin’s business venture,
You see, Conk and one of the trainers
from our disbanded show, picked up a
batch of wild horses, in Southern Utah.

But not crazy enough to be-

“tions.”

Up there in the hills, they are ,e_ducat-
ing them to be top notch buckers. If
any go through the coming rodeo
season, unridden, the investment will
pay high. . Outlaw horses are in big
demand.”

“But all this secrecy ?”

“To keep prospective riders from
spying out their bucking styles.”

“And that letter?”

“It was brought down by a boy, sent

to gulde 'Conklin {0 the place his part-
As well as I re- -

ner had picked out.
member, it read like thisr ‘I've faith in
these outlaws to prove a sensation.

- Will keep them mighty well hidden.

We’'ll round up a fortune on exhibi-
Bustle out with those cans.’”
“So that was the mysterious bundle
Ferret saw your brother lug into the
hills! Tin caifis, to jangle from their

- saddles, and make ’em buck all the

harder!” Rufe laughed, then sobered,

to say, “Talking of horses—how soon

are you going to let me give Jim and
Harry, to my little wife?”

“As soon as Conk comes in—that 1s,‘
if you marry the girl you're just try-

ing _to kiss!”
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CHAPTER I
The W hite Terror

IM BRANDON stopped with a
startled jerk and faced round in
his tracks. The thing was still fol-
lowing him !—over his shoulder, as

he glanced back, “he had seen ‘it again. .
And this time it had been much closer.

Brandon was no craven—in all of his
twenty-eight years of life he had never
been accused of cowardice—but as he
stood there in the gloom of, the thick-
ening dusk and strained his eyes back

into the shadows that cloaked the

lonely desert trail over which his plod-
ding footsteps had carried him, he was
conscious of something that was un-
comfortably like terror.

The spectral, silent shape that for
the past mile had trailed him through
the shadows of the creosote bushes, was
uncanny. Each time that he had
glanced back hé had caught a fleeting
glimpse of it—yet each time when he

o -

- Valley
 of Vengeance

A SERIAL ROMANCE

By
Marshal South

PART ONE

The man from Jacumba
came straight into the
horror that hung over

to face whatever befell.
In the midst of haunting
terrors and belching
guns, he found a girl
who was one in a thou-
sand, and fought his
‘Wway out to happiness,
side by side with her.

had halted and stared. into the &ark-'

ness of the back trail it was gone. Still
he was certain that he was not mistak-
en; the flash glimpses that he had had

Terrible Valley, ready -

o

of ‘it were sufficient to convince him -

that ‘his eyes were playing him no
tricks. The thing, whatever it was, was
ghostly white. It moved without sound
of footfall.

Brandon stramed his ears, listening.
But no sound came to him through the
thickening night. The silence of the
desert was absolute. And “once more,
as it had done so many times already,
the queer, pale shape that followed him
had melted and vanished again into the
blotting cbscurity of the mesquites and
creosotes that bordered the sandy road.

~ In spite of himself Brandon felt
shaken and unnerved. Had it been”

daylight—had it been any other section
of California—had he had a horse un-
der him even—he would have laughed
at_the strange fear which, since the
coming ‘of evemng, had begun to lay
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hold upon him, a fear which had
reached a climax with the discovery of
the pale, persistent shape that was dog-
ging his footsteps. At any other time
or place he would have dismissed
his apprehensions without a second
_ thought. But now, however, he felt far
from sure of his nerve.

The toilsome tramp through the foot-
hills and the waterless misery of his
all-day plodding through the. sand of
the seemingly interminable trail that
led up the valley, had sapped his phy-
sical endurance to the point of exhaus-
tion. His feet, swollen and blistered
from the. torture of walkmg in high-
" heeled( boots, gave him misery with

_each “step, and His body still ached

dully from the bruises he had sustained
that morning when his pony had fallen
crashing into the canyon.

Added to all this was the agony of a
bqrmng thirst. Jim Brandon was near
the point of physical collapse and it
did not help his thin remnant of re-

" sistance to remember that this desolate
" desert valley under the black shadow

of the towering Laguna Mountains had
a sinister reputation. Wild tales were
told about it. Many of the old-timers
who knew -its hlstory avoided it and
the few surviving Indians of the Te-
" gion, dwelling now on reservations
high up in the mountains that bordered
the valley to the westward, steadfastly
refused to descend into it. '
Swaying unsteadily on his weary feet
and peering uneasily into the bulking
gloom of the shadows from which the

- white sandy ribbon of the trail emerged

wanly, Brandon cursed himself for a
fool. Why, he asked himself, hadn’t
he gone on direct to Yuma? That was
where he’d been headed for until the
" tales of that .old fool, Seth Ross, in
Jacumba had fired his curiosity. Once
back in Arizona he’d have gotten a job
easily enough. Why had he been idiot

enough to abandon a certainty for the-
~ slim chance that this one-horse Tru-

man outfit, towards which he was head-
ed, might need a cowhand? They prob-
ably didn’t anyhow—even that old liar
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Ross had warned him as much. And
now, just for a fool curiosity—ijust for
a fool romantic notion—he had lost his
horse and everything that he had in
the world. And it began to look
mighty like he might also lose— i
With a savage mustering of his re-
maining will power, Brandon thrust
this last grim thought from him, and,
turning resolutely, plodded painfully
on. The whole valley ‘couldn’t be de-
serted, surely, he told himself. True
he had fpassed' no sign of habitation
since heé had been following this trail
up the wash, but it stood to reason he
must come to something soon—some
ranch or some shack. People must live
here somewhere, or else why.this road?
California had settled a lot everywhere
since tpe days when the old Butterfield
stage route had first traced out this
desolate .desert trail. There must be
houses or ranches somewhere. The
Truman outfit couldn’t be so far off.
now. -And there was.the old Vallecitos
stage. station .that Ross had told him
,about—that must be close now. If only
'heé could get somewhere, if only his six-
shooter were in his belt now instead
of in a San Diego pawnshop. If only
he could get some place before that
damned white steer, or whatever it was,
caught up with him! If only—
. Brandon involuntarily quickened his
pace, driving his aching limbs frantic-

~ally, What was that yarn about the

Ghost Rider that. old Ross had told
him? That was another lie—it must be
—the ghostly White Horse and the

‘phantom rider that haunted the vicinity

of the old stage station—a man would
be crazy to believe that! Still—?
The grip of a great fear was closing
relentlessly on Brandon. He was run-
ning now, weaving, and staggering
drunkenly through the cumbering sand
of the trail that dragged at his boots
and hampered his every step. Creosote
bushes whipped against his face as he
reeled past them; mesquite branches
slashed at him thornily, tearing at his
clothes and hands. He ran headlong,
His breath was coming in great gasps.
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His knees shook under him. A cold’
.sweat seemed to burst suddenly from
his every pore, It was galloping after
him!—with each step he took it was
gaining on him! Without looking, he
could feel it, could sense its sudden,
whirlwind approach. He plunged on
madly.

~  In spite of, himself—forced by a
dread impulse against which he strug-
gled vainly—he glanced over his sh. ul-
der. God! ahoarse, choking cry bri ke
from his lips. The Ghost Rider! T1e
White Horse! It was there! ” Almo it
upon him! It was rearing over him!/
In the gloom, he caught one flash of a
pair of glaring, flame-lit eyes, red and
terrible—heard all at once the thunder
of beating hoofs—a dreadful cry—

Sick with terror he swerved blindly
aside from the trail and plunged fran-
tically into the bordering tangle of
shadowy bushes. As he did so his feet

‘struck suddenly against a low ridge of
piled stones. He stumbled and fell
sprawling into a long shallow depres-
sion in the sand in which something
pale gleamed wanly.

And as he fell the great white shape
at his heels leaped upon him, crushing
him, beating him into the sandy earth.

CHAPTER II
- Flame

OR the fleeting fraction of a sec-

ond, as he went down with a
crashing thud, half blinded in a sud-
den tempest of whirling sand and
gravel, Brandon’s senses blurred. The
fall . and the hurtling impact of the
thing that had leaped upon him had
driven the last remaining gasp of
breath from his lungs. His eyes spun
in a sudden blinding whirlwind *of
shooting sparks; the blood roared in
'his head; his ears were filled with
a dreadful snarling and, as in the blind,
automatic instinct of self-preservation
he flung up an arm to protect his face,
he was conscious of stabbing pain; of
dreadful fangs tearing and slashing at
him—of something that was snarling

[
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and roaring in its efforts to reach his
throat.

An instant only the hideous tempest
beat upon him. Out of black chaos a’
voice cried suddenly from close at
hand. A light flamed. Dimly, as he
fought madly against the snarling hor-
ror that pinned him down, Brandon was
aware of another shape that struggled
in the sudden light-glow about him—
a. figure that dragged and panted and
cried out in frantic commands.

And then, sudden as it had launched
itself, the white terror leaped back and
away.

Shaken and gasping Brandon tot-
tered to his feet. Half blinded in the
beam of a small electric torch that was
turned full upon his face, he found
himself confronting the shadow-hazy
figure of a girl. And by her side, red-
jawed, glowing-eyed and terrible, stood
the most gigantic white hound he had
ever seen. -

“Who are you’ What are you doing
here?”

The girl’s voice was crisp and clear
and as searching as the light in her
hand. She swept the torch ray over
him deliberately. Dazed as he was, he

-seemed to feel the sharp hostility in

- her shadow-masked eyes.

For a moment, still breathless, Bran-
don made no reply. He struggled out
of the shallow trench into which he
had fallen and shook his head and face
clear of the clinging particles of twigs
and gravel that had been hurled upon
him. Though shaken and panting, he
was conscious of a vast relief that
eclipsed, for the instant, his amazement
at the girl’s sudden appearance. The -
marrow-freezing horror of fear was
gone from him. He had missed death
by a fraction, he realized, but the dread- .
ful fangs that had driven into his arm
and torn furiously in their efforts to
reach his throat had not been those of
any ghost-beast. The slavering jaws
and huge, gleaming teeth of the great
white dog before him were real enough.
Their very reality and physical menace
seemed to give him a new flood of

. !
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strength and courage in spite of his
exhaustion.

The girl repeated her questxon sharp-
"ly. For the first time Brandon was
aware that behind her, half hidden in
the shadows, a saddled horse stood
waiting—obviously where she had left

it when she had sprung to drag off the -

dog.

“My name’s Brandon, m:ss——Jlm
Brandon. I was headed for—"
" The girlcut him short with an angry
exclamation: .

“I don’t care about that. What I
want to know is why you were digging
"here in these graves.
" looking for?” She swept the light
beam across the ground at his feet with
an imperative, questioning gesture.’

Brandon jerked back, startled. In

the flooding radiance of the torch he
realized suddenly that it was indeed a
grave into which he had fallen; an 61d
. grave that, plainly enough, had been
recently opened., Splintered gray-
white fragments, half concealed in the
gravelly earth, showed gruesomely here
and there on its bottom. The piled
rocks which had originally covered the
mound .had been flung aside by the dig-
i gers. It was these scattered stones,
Brandon saw now, that had tripped him
and caused him to fall headlong into
the grave. The realization gave him
~ a chilling shock that for the instant
" robbed him of speech.

“What were you digging for?” the
girl demanded again, angrily. There
was a hard, metallic click in her voice.

She swept the light in a swift arc over

-the ground just beyond. A startled ex-
clamatlon broke from her:
—all of them! So you opened all
. four of them? What for? Quick now
—and don’t lie to me!”
Brandon found his tongue with_an

“You're mistaken, miss. Your hound
‘took after me and I tripped and fell in
there. I didn’t know till this minute
what I'd fallen into.” His eyes fol-
lowed the path of the light, With an
unpleasant shock he realized that there

" was more than one grave.

What were you -

.coul
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Spaced at
short intervals from the first were three
others. They were  evidently all old
graves—and all of them had been
opened.

The girl stamped her foot. Her tem-
per was mounting. -

“Don’t try to spring those bedtime
stories on me, stranger' You're lying!
You're the Second four-flusher that’s

" blown into these parts within two days

and I'm about fed up. If you can’t talk
up straight I've a notion to—" :

She left the words unfinished, but
touched the hound beside her with a
meaning - gesture. The great beast
tensed and gathered himself. His eyes
flamed over Brandon hungrily.

“All’ right then—set your dog on
me!” Brandon flared in exasperation.
In spite of his weakness and the fact
that he could scarcely force speech
through his thirst-parched throat, he
was conscious of 'a sudden fierce re-
sentment. The tone and bearing of .
this unknown girl, with her suspicion
and accusations, maddened him. He
couldn’t see her clearly. Her outline
in the shadows behind the glow of the
torch told him only that she was slim
and not much over five feet tall. ‘She
was bare-headed and as nearly as he
d_make out she was dressed in a
shirt, boots- and a short riding skirt.
And, .even though he could not dis-

.tinguish her features clearly, the sharp

ring of her voice told him that she was
quite capable of carrying out her un-
spoken threat and setting her monster

‘hound at him.

Brandon was conscious of a surge of
fury. He squared himself. “Set your
dog on me if it'll do you any good,” he
repeated defiantly. “I guess you just
don’t want to believe anything. I've
been hoofing. it through this blasted
wilderness since an hour after sunup
this morning. I’'m fed up, too!”

He thrust forward a step, reckless of -
the deep, coughing snarl of the menac-
ing hound. “Look at me!” he chal-
lenged savagely. “Do I look like T've
been amusing myself robbing graves?”
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The girl moved the light a fraction
so that the beam beat full -on his face.
For at least a half minute she studied
him without speaking. Though no
model for a collar advertisement Jim

Brandon was far from bad looking.
~ Tall and lean and resilient and with an
athletic strength that spoke from every

line of him despite his weariness, his -
keen, clean-shaved face, sun-mellowed

and graved in self-reliant lines by the
suns and winds of the open range, was
by no means unattractive. The seas-
oned blue eyes were clear and level
looking, and the crisp crop of dark
brown hair, brought into view by the
fact that his battered Stetson had been
knocked off in the struggle, did noth-
ing to spoil the picture.

The girl, studied him deliberately.
She lowered her torch suddenly.

“Maybe you aren’t lying,” she admit-
ted a trifle grudgingly. “I guess you're
half dead from thirst.
come from? And where’s your horse?”

“I headed down here from Jacumba,
miss,” Brandon answered, his anger
cooling with the realization that at
Jeast the edge of dangerous hostility

_had passed out from the girl’s tone. “I
tried to take a short cut through the
hills.”

“Through the gorge?” the g1r1 de-
manded sharply, suspicion flashing
back again into her voice. “That trail’s
1mpassable

“It is now,” Brandon admltted “—at
least it is in one place. The ledge
round the shoulder above that deep
canyon crumbled and went down under
me. That’s where I lost my horse. He
went over into the canyon, and I all
but went with him. 1 reckon it's a
good two hundred foot fall there.”

“Three hundred,” the girl corrected

coolly. “I guess you were born lucky,
cowboy—that’s if you're telling me the
truth. You walked from there here to-
day—in those boots?”

“Yes, miss.”

A half-audible exclamation escaped
the girl—whether of sympathy or dis-
belief, Brandon could not determine,

Where’d you’
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But the light swung away from him as
she stepped swiftly back towards her
horse and began to untie something
from her saddle. The big white hound
growled and lurched towards Brandon.
“Midnight! Behave!” There was
sharp authority in the tone as the girl
checked the dog’s threatening move
She came forward and handed Brandon
a small canteen.
“Hére’s water,”

she said. “Go easy

now—no more than a mouthful to start - .

with.”

The water was warm, but Brandon
gulped it gratefully. He needed no
warning, however. A, scant swallow
and he forced himself to lower the ves-
sel from his lips.

“That’s right,”—the girl’s voice was
a trifle more fnendly—“I guess you’ re
no tenderfoot, anyhow.”

She took the canteen from his hands
“You were real thlrsty, right enough,”
she admitted. “I’ll give you some more
pretty soon. And maybe you are tell-
ing me the truth. Midnight did slip
away from me awhile. He went on
ahead. I guess he’d scented you. It’s
lucky I caught up with him when I did.
You’d have been hash by thls time if
I hadn't.”

Her fingers were busy replacmg the
stopper of the canteen. Closer.to her
and with his nerves and eyes steadied a
little.by the swallow of water, Brandon
could see the outlines of her face more
clearly. He wondered who she was.
That she was still suspicious of him he
sensed plainly enough. He sensed also
that it was not only himself—it was

something also in connection with the

opened graves beside him that had
roused her suspicion and hostility.
Who was she? Her face was exasper-
atingly veiled by the dimness behind
the torch-glow. He wished he could
see it clearly. In spite of his exhaus-
tion he felt the surge of a burning cu-
riosity, a curiosity that all at once
flashed a sudden thought to his mind,
Could she be—?

The half-formed question was an.
swered almost before it had leaped to
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his brain. sudden twist of the girl’s
wrist as she) fumbled at the canteen
with both hands flung the beam of the
little pocket torch full on her face.
Brandon took an involuntary step back,
_his suspicion startlingly verified. The
face, that for an instant had flashed up

before him in all its details, was that’

of a,young girl of not over twenty; a
face the like of which an inspired

painter might create once in a lifetime;

a face dazzling almost in its delicate
molding; clean, golden-tinted outdoor
beauty and deep blue eyes—and about
it, like a halo, flashing back the light
like a glowmg mist of glorious red-
gold fire, was a great clustering bob of
tumbled, wavmg curls. Brandon caught
his breath'in a gasp. It was Flame—
- Flame Truman—the girl from the Tru-
man ranch, towards which he was head-
ed; the girl whose face and wonderful
red hair old Seth Ross had described
to him so minutely—the girl, tales of
whom, more even than the old pros-
" pector’s yarns, had been the urge which
had drawn him aside into this gnm
. wild country.
- It was Flame—Flame of Terrible
Valley !

CHAPTER III
Mystety

UT Brandon was given little time

for astonishment. The beam of
light which had fallen on the girl’s
face as she replaced the canteen stop-
per, passed in an instant and left her
features again veiled in shadows.

“You haven’t told me yet where you
were going?” The question came ab-
ruptly, but the girl’'s voice had lost
much of its raw harshness. As she
swept the light over him again Brandon
realized. that, busied for the moment as
she  had been, his involuntary start of
surprise at recogniticn had passed her
" by unnoticed.

“I was headed for your ranch, Miss
Elame,’—flustered as he was at’ dis-
covery, of her identity, Brandon un-
consciously used the g1r1 s ﬁrst name,
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a name that had soméhow rung in his
head incessantly since he had first
heard it from the lips of old Ross—*I
was headed up there. I thought thst
maybe—" '

“How do you get that—!” Sharp as
the .crack of a whip, the girl cut him
short. “How do you get that stuff ?” she
demanded. “I’ve never seen you before
in my lifé] How do you know who I
amp’)

“I—I met an old timer named Seth
Ross. in Jacumba, miss”—Brandon was
staggered a little by the sudden fury
of suspicion in her voice—“he told me
about you an’ I recognized you just
now when the light flashed on your
face. Ross said your uncle had a cow
ranch up here a ways in a little side
valley to the west of this one, right up
at the foot of the mountains—Terrible
Valley I guess they call it. I'm hunt-
ing a job and I thought maybe .your
uncle might need a good cowhand.” -

“Oh, so that’s it!” Vast relief was
in the_girl’s tone, a relief that was
shadowed by annoyance. “So it was
old Ross who started you down here.
That’s about what he would do—he’s
got no more sense than to do that!
It's too bad, but you’ r€ out of luck.

" We don’t need any hands—outfit’s too

small. We do all our work ourselves.
And besides—" -

She broke off, as though checking
something that had almost slipped her
tongue. -Let’s see how bad you're
hurt,” she “said abruptly. “Did Mid-
night chew you much?”

“Only my arm, miss—and that don’t
amount to anythmg He didn’t have
time.”

“Let’s see it.” -

Obediently Brandon extended his
right arm for her inspection.” She ran
the light over it. -

“I guess you were born lucky, all
right,” she said in relief. “He’s ripped
your shirt up pretty bad but he missed
your arm mostly. There’s only a few
toothmarks and they’re not dangerous.
I'm glad it’s no worse. Midnight’s a
queer dog—he’s almost human—and I
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guess he suspected that you were—"

Again she checked herself sharply as
though once more her tongue had al-
most betrayed her. She handed Bran-
don the canteen. “You can have an-
other swallow or so now. I guess
you've got sense enough not to drink
too much. It’s too bad that you came
all the way down here on a fool’s er-
rand. Now you've lost your horse and
got chewed up into the bargain, and it
might have been much worse. Old Ross
ought to have warned you. He must
have been crazy to give you the idea
that we needed help. He knows bet-
ter.” '

She flashed the light away from him
to the row of opened graves and, as
though on a sudden impulse, stepped

quickly towards them, followed in-’

stantly by the big white hound. Mov-
ing swiftly from one to the other she
paused a moment by each and inspected
it carefully under the searching rays
of the torch. ‘

‘Brandon gulped a mouthful of water
and, canteen in hand, followed her, his
weariness displaced for the moment by
an overmastering sensation of excite-
ment and mystery. Prepared as he had
been by the voluble description of the
girl’s striking, almost unearthly beauty,
which old Seth Ross had poured into
his ears, the actuality had stunned him.
He still felt a bit dazed by the memory
of that flash glimpse he had caught.
He was suddenly not at all sorry that
he had come, notwithstanding the loss
of his pony.-and the punishment of
Midnight’s fangs. It was worth it all,
even for a glimpse of her.

" And there was more,
sensed mystery. A sense of something
strange and grim was suddenly upon
him. As strongly and unmistakably as
the grimness of the-valley had pressed
upon him, he now felt this new and
closer thing. He realized that the girl
was laboring under a strain, a feverish
anxiety which the easier friendliness
that had followed upon her first suspi-
cions of him could not wholly conceal.

The opened graves were obviously the
R.R.2
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cause of her uneasiness. - It suddenly
flashed on Brandon that Seth Ross had
told him something of those graves.
But there had been nothing in his story
to connect them with the Trumans of
Terrible Valley. '

The girl was already standing beside
the farthest open trench when Bran-
don reached her side. Her excitement
and uneasiness had increased. The
light of her torch, streaming down into
the long, sandy pit, revealed in star-
tling distinctness the crumbling human
fragments that lay on the bottom of it.
But it was evident that it was not this
that was responsible for her nervous-
ness. o

“There was a gang of them,” she said,
half to herself, flashing the torch about
on the trampled earth on the edge of
the. pit. “And it must have been done
some time to-day—I went by here yes-
terday -and they hadn’t been dug into
then. Say{”—she wheeled suddenly
on Brandon—“did anyone, any car, pass
you to-day while you were walking?”

Brandon shook his head. “No, miss.”

The girl darted out into the sandy
road. Her light searched the ground.
She gave a cry. :

“But they did come by car. They
must have come from the other direc-
tion—down from Mason Valley. And
they went back the same way. Here's
where they backed their car round.”
She pointed to the crushed sand and
broken bushes on the side of the road
where the backing tracks of a big auto- -
mobile were plainly visible. _

“I reckon it was a bunch of city folks.
down here hunting souvenirs,” Bran-
don suggested, studying the marks.

. “By the look of the tire tracks they—"

“Souvenirs!”—the girl’s interruption
was scornful—“who’d want souvenirs -
from here?” ,

“Some folks have queer notions,”
Brandon persisted. “These are the
graves of the Morgan gang, aren’t they
—the bunch that murdered Captain
O’Hara way back in fifty-nine and got
wiped out themselves the next day try-
ing to hold up the stage?”
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The.light came. up on hls face again
with a startled jerk. “You-must have
wasted a lot of time gabbing with Seth
Ross,” the girl said dryly. “Yes, this
is where the Morgan outfit was buried
—where they fell.
do with souvenirs?”

“Some folks like to collect skulls an’-

things,” Brandon answered.
got queer ideas and—"

“Then it’s a pity they took all this
trouble and then left all the skulls be-
hind ’em after all!” the girl interrupt-
ed sharply. “Every one of ’em is still
-there—what’s left of them! Look for
yourself!
here wasn’t looking for that sort of
souvenirs. I'll bet they were looking
for—" Her teeth clicked shut abruptly
over her unfinished words. '

“Looking. for what?” Brandon de-
manded.

“Nothing!” the glrl snapped short]y

She turned abruptly, switched off her
light and began to walk swiftly back
towards her horsé.

“Come on!” she called over her
shoulder, “I've got to get back home.
I'm late now.”

Aware that again, by his incautious

“They’ve

question, he had trodden upon danger-

ous ground and aroused the flare of the
girl’s temper and mistrust, Brandon
followed her. He found her fumbling

with nervous haste at the saddle of her

horse. ‘ \ ‘

“Here!” she said, thrusting a stirrup
leather into his hand, “quick! Alter
’em to your. length and let’s get out of
here.”

“But I'm not going to take your
~ horse!” Brandon stared at her, aston-
ished. “I'm not that— . _

“Don’t waste time!” the girl snapped
angrily, breaking.in upon his amazed
stammer. “Fix those stirrups and shut
up. I can’t leave you here, and we
won’t make any time if you walk—be-
sides you're too footsore. I'll take you
along with me and leave you at old
Gus Weidner’s shack—I've got to pass

- there on the way home. Monte can
carry double for that far. Gus is away

What's that got to .

No, the gang that dug in:

-selfsinto the saddle.
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in Julxan to-day but he’ll be back to-
morrow., He won’t mind you staying
there to-mght—I’ll leave a note for
him. But you're going to ride in front.
I'm not fool enough to let you sit be-
hind me. Here! give me that canteen

. —I'll tie that while you're fixing those

stirrups{” -

Brandon dragged at the leathers in
silence. He was begmnmg to realize
that Ross had spoken trdly when he
had said that Flame Truman had a gun-
powder temper. But there was more .
than temper and distrust behind her
mood now. There was something else
weighing upon her—something which

~he could not fathom. Brandon judged

it was a deadly fear of something—fear
mixed with rage. But if it was fear,
it did nothing to improve her irritable
mistrust of him. '
Brandon  finished with the second
leather. In silence, and a bit stiff from
sore and aching muscles, he swung him-
Scarcely had he
touched it than with-catlike agility, and
scorning aid, the girl was up behind

_him.

_“Just give Monty his head,” she said
crisply; “he knows the trail. Come on,
Midnight!” -

She gave a low, short whistle. With

* the huge white hound flitting ahead

l1ke a pale shadow, they swung away
into the darkness.

CHAPTER IV
A Trail of Shadows

A OR a mile they rode in silence,
the stillness of the desert night
broken only by the sand-muffled thud
of the horse’s hoofs and the ghostly
rustle of a thin, cold wind that had be-
gun to gust down from the blackness
of the western mountains. Flame'spoke
suddenly : .
“There’s springs to the left' here, up
near the foot of those hills. You
weren’t so far from-water after all, if
you'd only known it.”
Brandon made no answer. Close
upon the heels of his amazement over
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the happenings of the last few minutes,
a feeling of depression had settled
upon him. In spite of the easing of
his thirst, his fatigue had begun to re-
assert itself and, in addition, he felt
keenly the hostility of the girl.

" He revolved all the facts in his mind
as he remembered them  from Seth
Ross’s rambling yarn about the murder
of Captain Terrence O’Hara, discoverer
and first owner of the now lost and al-

- most legendary Lucky Ledge mine, and
the spectacular attempt of his murder-
ers, a day later, to hold up the Butter-
field Stage. An attempted hold-up
which had resulted disastrously for the
Morgan gang, every member of which
had been slain, owing to quick shooting
on the part of the stage guard and pas-
sengers.

But-what had the killing of Captain

O’Hara and this frustrated hold-up of
the late fifties to do with Flame Tru-
- man? Seventy years had passed since
then! The thing was absurd.

And yet, from the girl’s own actions,
he felt convinced that there was a link
somewhere. Who were the Trumans,
anyhow? he asked himself. Even Seth
Ross, it appeared, hadn’t known very
much about them—no one seemed to
know much about them. Old Abe Tru-
man and his niece, according to report,
had come from no one knew where
three years ago and had bought the
Terrible Valley ranch, a run-down

property which had long stood aban-

doned. They had stocked the place and
improved it, according to Ross’ ac-
count, but had kept pretty much to
themselves. “A likeable kind o’ feller;
old Abe Truman is,” Ross had said;
“for all that he’s so powerful close-
mouthed about hisself. - He’s an old
hand at the cattle business, plain
enough. But the girl—there ain’t an-
other like her in all California, I reck-
on, Prettier'n a picture an’ gentle as
a cooin’ dove if you tread careful an’
don’t crgss her. But when she gets
mad she goes off like dynamite an’ acts

as amiable as a basketful o' rattle--

_ snakes.”
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Such had been Ross’s description and

. it had been quite enough to fire Bran-
don’s naturally adventurous nature
with a burning curiosity. Now, as the ~
horse beneath him followed the wind-
ings of the lonely road up the silent
valley, Brandon admitted to himself
that the description was accurate.
Flame’s clear, clean beauty had dazzled
him. The touch of her hand, where it .
rested upon him as she steadied herself
as they rode, thrilled him oddly. Some-
how, strangely, powerfully, he felt
drawn to her.

But stronger than every other feel-
ing-was the sense of her bitter hostility.
It chilled him. There was a hidden
reason for it, he felt sure., He recalled
that the girl, in her first anger, had de-
clared him /to be the “second four-
flusher within two days.” He wondered
who the first had been, and what he
had done.

Somehow, of a sudden, it seemed to
Brandon that all the romantic glamor
which had lured him down into this
desolate region had evaporated. More
than ever now he seemed to feel the
grim menace of this lone, dead desert
pressing upon him. He had blundered
headlong, he realized, into a mystery,
and it was plain that the girl resented
his presence. She -had not had the
heart to leave him afoot on the road,
but she was anxious to be rid of him.
The realization galled him. Jim Bran-

. don was_the last man in the world to
elbow in where he was not wanted. He -
determined to drop off at the first
chance. He could back-track to the
main highway and reach Yuma some-
how. He had had enough of this ghost-
ly desolation, already. .

The trail up the wash seemed inter-
minable. The chill of the desert night
was setting in; the air was growing
cold. The blaze of the stars as the
darkness deepened seemed only to ren-
der blacker the grim bulk of the sierras
that towered above them in jagged out-
line to the west; the shadows of the
creosote bushes seemed denser; the
mesquites, looming up darkly from the
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pale sand of the wash, appeared menac- -

ing and fantastic. Away off, along the,

summits of the mountains, the stars

were slowly blotting out behind gath--

ering masses of cloud; there was an in-
termittent flicker of lightning above
the distant peaks.

. The wind had increased. Already it
was swirling and-skoofing down from

the higher slopes, whistling through -

" the wiry-leaved bushes in sudden,
mournful, chilly gusts that caught up

™ the sand raised by the horse’s plodding

hoofs and flung it pattering against the
cactus and dry-leaved yuccas which
grew thickly among the shadowy ranks
of the tall creosote bushes lining the
road. The wide sandy wash had be-
come a black sea of heaving shadows
through which the pale ribbon of the
trail, blurred by the wind-tossed tops
of the waving bushes, seemed to twist
and writhé in phantom uncertainty.
And ahead, loping silently, like a white
wraith through the shadows, the spec-

tral shape of the great hound led the

way onward.

The trail swung presently to. the
right ‘and struck suddeanly into the
shadows of a gloomy tangle of tall mes-
quites. The wind came down the val-
~ ley in clearer sweep. Brandon’s senses

caught the soughing rustle of tules and-

the damp breath of water. - Underfoot,
Monty’s hoofs beat all at once upon a
crackling crust of alkali. To the right,
upon a little hillock close beside the
track, gleamed something® sharply
whxte, the shape of which proclaimed
it unmistakably a gravestone. As they
emerged from the fringe of mesquites
a hulking adobe building with blackly
gaping doors and windows loomed up
.- suddenly before them on the right of
the trail.

“The ;0ld Butterfield stage station,”
I‘lame said bneﬂy “Thxs is “Valle-
citos.”

Brandon remed in the horse.
guess I'll stop here, miss,” he said.

“What!” The girl checked his mdve-
" ment to dismount with a sharp hand
and sharper voice. “What’s the idea?”

. I‘I
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she demanded. “There’s no one here.
This place has been deserted for years
and years—don’t you know that?”
“Yes, miss, but there’s water here-
abouts, I guess. ' I’ll camp here to-night
and back-track in the morning. There’s

'no sense .in me going farther with no

chance of a job.”

- “That’s all right, too,” the girl ad-
mitted, “but you can’t camp here. It’s.
not so awful much farther up to Gus’s

_mining claim now. You can camp in

his shack: And maybe when Gus gets
back to-morrow he can take you at least
part of the way back. He’s got spare
horses and he’d do that. He knows me
well enough. I'll leave a note for him.”

“I reckon I can start just as well
from here,” Brandon said stubbornly.
“I'm kinda used to taking care of my-
self and I don’t aim to be—"

“Dammit! . Sit still—and let’s get
moving!” There was venom this time
in the way the girl checked Brandon’s
movement. He felt something round
and hard jabbed suddenly into his back.

“Just you try and get off and I'll blow
the daylights out of you!” she stormeéd.
“Monty! Get'a move on!” ‘She struck
the horse with her heel so sharply that
it leaped forward with a bound that
almost unseated both of them. , The
dark bulk of the old adobe building féll
back into the darkness behind them as
they sped up the trail.

Of a sudden, with an unexpectedness
that was startling, the girl burst out
laughing. She clung to Brandon for
support and choked with explosive
mirth..

_“I'm sorry,” she sputtered presently,
when she could gain her voice; “I
didn’t mean to get mad and stick a gun
in your ribs. But you’re so darn stub-
born. If I wouldn’t leave you on the -
road it’s likely I'd leave you to camp
at that old station—it would have been
real nice of me, I’'m sure. You’ve heard
so much from Ross—didn’t he tell you.

anything about that place?”

“Yes, miss. But I thought that may '
be—"

“Well, you've got another think com-

4
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ing,” the girl cut in. “The story about
‘that old ’dobe is no lie, whatever else
is. That old station’s haunted. It's
not healthy to camp there. Geel but
you made me mad for a minute. It’s
a wonder I didn’t plug you. I'm half
Irish and I've got red hair. You ought
to have more sense than to be obstinate
- with anyone that’s got a make-up like
that.”

Her volcanic outburst seemed to have
steadied her nerves. Brandon sensed
a change in her. In great measure her
icy antagonism was suddenly gone.
For the moment the tension of hostility
vanished. Brandon’s spirits rose a lit-
tle. He ventured a question.

“So you reckon it’s true, the yarn
about Captain O’Hara still riding his

big white horse around the old station,

miss?”

. “I don’t know if it’'s Captain O’'Hara
or not,” the girl answered soberly;
“there’s more_ than one opinion as to
who it actually is. But Captain O’'Hara
was riding a white horse that day when
" the Morgan outfit ambushed and shot
him. And it is a white horse that
haunts the station—I've seen it myself.
I wouldn’t camp in the front room of
that old building for anything. I tell
you it isn’t healthy to sleep there.
Whenever anyone goes— Ugh!” She
broke off with a little shiver.

Brandon felt a little startled. He
was gripped suddenly with an eerie
conviction that Flame was utterly sin-
cere.

The whole thing gave hxm a queer,
. uncanny chill.

“Whenever anyone does sleep there
they wake up scared to death and find
the white horse rearing-over them,” she
said grimly. “That front room used to
be the bar in the old days. The horse
comes right in through the doorway.”

“It don’'t sound hardly pos51ble,
Brandon protested.

“No, it doesn’t,” the girl admitted.
“But there’s lots of ‘impossible’ things
that are more than possible in a place
like this. This whole valley’s haunted,
I think—haunted by the spirits of the
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dead. Lots of queer things happened
here in the days when the Butterfield
stage was running—gunfights and mur-
ders and hold-ups. The valley’s dotted
with graves, lost and hidden among the
mesquites, most of ’em. . Terrible Val-
ley, where we live, to the west of here,
got its name from the way the Indians
used to murder every white man that
strayed in there. But it’s no more ter-
rible than this main valley, I guess. If
yow're sensitive, you can feel things in
the air here. It crushes you.” A faint,
involuntary shiver ran through her, and .
she lapsed into silence. As though un-
consciously, her hands, resting against
Brandon for support, tightened a little.

The pressure, slight as it was, sent
a queer thrill through Brandon’s veins,
This was a new Flame that he had just
glimpsed in the girl’s sudden change of
mood. For an instant the mask of will
power and self-reliance had slipped
aside. There had been revealed to him

-a girl more than a little lonely and

crushed by the grimness and solitude
of her environment; a lonely -spirit
craving companionship—a girl who was -
infinitely tender and human despite her
fighting spirit. And he did not tell her
that she was not alone in her secret
dread of the valley. The omen of it
hung over him also.

Following the flitting white shape of
the loping hound, Monte swung aside
presently into a side trail that led off
to the left. They crossed the bed of
the wash, threading once more through
a whispering sea of low, wind-waved
tules and squelching in muddy earth a
moment as the track led across the
seepage from the springs.

The road led up into the hills. The
sandy dreariness of the wash gave place
slowly to the grimmer desolation of
barren rocks, piled in knolls and ridges
and ghostly in the shadows with a scat-
tering of the towering dead flower
stalks of Spanish bayonet. In spite of
the fact that the girl had said that the
shack of Gus Weidner was not far off,
it seemed to Brandon that they were
a long time reaching it. The trail ap-
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peared to wind endlessly among the
rocky hillocks and gullies. Glancing
back a moment as they crested the sum-
mlt of a long, barren ridge, Brandon
Was surpnsed to find how far they had
already risen. The black gloom of the
wash lay far below them, a vast lake

-of shadow that, in the distance—some-

where, he judged, beyond the old stage
station—was broken by a tiny ﬂare of

- flickering light.

The glowing light-bead held Bran-
don’s glance an instant. It looked like
a distant campfire—or perhaps it was
a lighted window. A camp, or some
homesteader’s shack, he concluded.

"But he wondered that he had not no-

ticed it when passing the stage station.
‘It was seemingly not far from that. If
it had been"in existence when they had
passed, it must have been screened
from sight in a hollow somewhere. He
wondered if Flame had noticed it. ~

But before he could draw her atten-
tion to it, the girl uttered an exclama-
tion that brought Brandon’s eyes back
sharplyfto the frail in front. In the
darkness at the foot of the slope, less
than two hundred yards ahead of them;
a lighted window glowed sharply. As
they cantered down towards it, he saw
the shadowy shapes of trees and the
dark outlines of a shack.

“You're in luck!’ Flame exclaimed
“This is Gus’s place
—and he’s home, I guess he didn’t go
to Julian after all. Now I can explain
things to him myself and I won’t have
to leave you there with just a note.”
She whistled sharply. “Gus! Ho,
Gus!” she called. S

The door swung open as Brandon
reined the horse in-before the little
shack. A lean, slightly stooped'ﬁgure,
holding a rifle, appeared in silhouette
upon the threshold. Thére was a sud-
den exclamation of astonishment.

“Why! Evenin’, Miss Flame. You
kinda startled me.” The rifle disap-
peared. The old man shuffled forward.

“I thought you were in Julian, Gus,”
Flame said.. “Uncle told me you’d-be
away to-day.”
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“That’s what I told him yesterday
mornin’, Miss Flame, but come noon
yesterday I put in a shot in the tunnel
an’ uncovered some likely lookin’ rock.
Reckon I'll stay now a coupla days till
I see how it’s comin’. Where you head-
in’ for this hour o’ night?”

Flame explained the situation briefly.
Old Gus’s deep-set steely- eyes ran over
Brandon—a deliberate, appraising scru-
tiny that seemed to satisfy him. -

“You couldn’t have brought him to
no better place,” he declared heartily.
“Come right on in. There’s coffee on

“the stove an’ th’ finest pot 6’ beans you

ever seen. I just brought up a fresh
bucket o’ water from th’ spring-~you’ll
prob’ly ’preciate that. An’ I reckon I
can fix you up all right with a bunk,

pardner. Come on in. An’, Miss
Flame, you better have a cup o’ coffee,
too, afore. you start home. It won’t:
take but a minute.” :

CHAPTER \'4

“Hoss Thieves an’ Chmamen

N Gus’s tiny cabin, lit by the glow
of a flickering oil lamp and warmed
by the almost stifling heat’of a wood-
crammed cook stove, Brandon got his
second good look at Flame. As he
quenched the fag-ends of his thirst

.with spring water and hungrily at-

tacked the steaming plate of beans that
had been set before him, his eyes fol-
lowed her, fascinated. '

A trifle to his surprise, though great-
ly to his satisfaction, she had accepted
old Gus Weidner’s offer of the coffee.
It would probably be the last time that

‘he would ever see Flame, Brandon re- .

flected dismally, and he wanted at least
to see all he could of her. - -

- Somehow, in the last mile or two of
their ride, since she had dropped for-
a space the hard, almost savage, mask
of speech and action _and given him a
glimpse of her real self, his heart had
gone out to her with a queer sense of
tenderness—something different, deep-
er and more gripping than the luring
glamor of curiosity with which her

11
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gtrange name and Ross’s description

had first filled him. Brandon was con- |

" scious now of a curious, uncomfortable
feeling ; he was aware suddenly that he
was sad and dejected.. Mysteriously,
in as short a time as he had known her,
this girl with the clear blue eyes and

. hair of golden flame had gripped his

heart as no other girl had ever done..

And he would probably never see her
" again. She had made it plain that she
wished to get rid of him. - Life seemed
to Brandon suddenly unutterably bleak
and lonely.

And, studying the gu'l as she sat by
the little board table waiting while old
Gus rustled the coffee, it seemed to
Brandon that, for all her will power
and self-reliance, Flame at that moment
was more than a little lonely—and
scared—herself. The conviction came
to him that it was for this reason that
she had accepted the offer of the coffee
before going on. There was a sense
of strain and fear about her which she
did her best to‘conceal. Her eyes were

restless and her face was drawn with’

anxiety. He noticed that two buttons
of her khaki shirt were open, and an
instant later he realized why. The
cloth of the shirt bulged suspiciously
beneath her left armpit. It was there
that she wore her gun in a shoulder
holster. It was not by any accident
that those two buttons were left un-
fastened. And it had not been lost
upon him that, in her explanations to
Gus, Flame had carefuly avoided mak-
ing any mention whatever of the
“opened graves.

Old Gus was moving pots about on
the stove and shoving more wood into
its already overheated fire box. He
paused a moment to glance over his
shoulder with an abrupt remark:
~ “You might tell your uncle he better
keep an eye on that Mex you got work-
in’ for you, Miss Flame. That hombre
ain’t no good.”

Flame sprang to her feet.

“Did he go past here?” she exclaimed
excitedly, “did you see him? He’s not
working for us! He’s a horse thief!

- ~

 fence.
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He’s stolen Wings, the thoroughbred!”

“The hell you say ” A chunk of fire-
wood still in his hand, Gus straight-
ened round in open-mouthed consterna-
tion.

“But he did!” Flame cried breathless-
ly, her uneasiness for the moment for-
gotten. “That’s where I've been to-
day—way down to Davidson’s at
Smoky Springs, looking for him.”

“Well, I'll be damned! If only I'd
a’ knowed it!” Gus was still struggling
with his astonishment. “How come,
Miss Flame, that he got hold o’ the
hoss?”

“That Mexican four-flusher turned
up at the ranch last night,” Flame ex-
plained heatedly. “He said he was
walking to Julian and'he’d tried to save
time by using the old trail—you know,
the old washed-out one that runs past
our place and cuts through to Banner.
He said he’d somehow lost his way .
back in the hills and had been all day
without water. We fixed him up and
gave him a meal and a bed in the barn.
Daybreak this morning he was gone—
and Wings, too. The trail’'s stony
around our place, you know, and we
couldn’t be sure of the tracks. We
didn’t know which way he’d gone. So
uncle went up the old Banner road and
I came down this way. .And you say
you saw him?”

Gus nodded. “I had th’ cuss right
under my hand,” he said regretfully,
“an’ I let him go, not knowin’ anythin’
was wrong. Y'see, it was this way.
Just a bit after daybreak I seen a feller
come gallopin’ over the rise, comin’
down th’ trail from your way. I could
tell it weren’t you nor your uncle, but
I rec’nized that little bay thoroughbred
o’ yourn by his action. I suspicioned
somethin’ was wrong, so I run inta th’
shack an’ got the thirty-thirty, an’
slipped out an’ hid behind that big cot-
tonwood where the trail crosses th’
crick between them two short lines o’
Well, in a minute or so, here
comes this feller a tearin’ an’~I seen
then that he was a Mexican, so I steps
out an’ hollered an’ throwed down on
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him with th’ rifle. He stopped pronto,
all right—almost atop o’ me. “Where
yuh goin’ with that hoss?” I says.
“Well, sir, Miss Flame, that greaser
was a cool hand. He jest grinned—

which didn’t help his looks much, ac-

count o’ that old scar that runs clear
across his cheek—an’ reaches in his
pocket an’ pulls out a letter. ‘I get
job Truman ranch yesterday,” he says.
‘Sefiorita send me with this an’ say to
* hurry. You think I steal caballo—no?’
An’ he grins some rhore.

“Well, Miss Flame, I squinted at th’
envelope an’ I rec’nized your writin’ all
right. An’ when I seen that it was ad-

dressed t’ young Ted Dav:dson, well I

nach’rally thought—

Flame'’s amazed éxclamation cut him

short. “Why—the dirty thief!” she ex-
ploded angrily. “I wrote that letter in
- the kitchen last night, while he was
eating his supper at the other end of
the room. I got through before he fin-
ished, and I sealed it and stuck it up
on the shelf behmd the clock. I was
going to get Tom Hadden to take it
down to Davidson’s next time he went
past our way. Then I went out of the
room for a minute—that sneaking coy-
ote must have taken it then. This
morning, in the excitement, I forgot all

about it and didn’t notice it was gone—

It was a letter Uncle wanted me to write
to Ted Davidson about some cattle he
was going to buy.” - There was a trace
of confusion in her voice as she added
this last bit of unnecessary informa-
tion. Glancing at her, Brandon sensed

that her embarrassment and the sudden .

rush of color to her cheeks was due to
something else besides anger.

“Oh, o’ course, I don’t know what
was in it!” old Gus hastened to assure
her. “But I knowed th' letter was
genuine enough an’ th’ hombre’s yarn
sounded square an’ honést. Nach’rally,
bein’ a born fool, I let him go.”

Flame clenched her hands and

stamped her foot in impotent vexation.

“Oh, if you’d ‘only known! But it
wasn’t your fault, Gus, that you let him
. by. Anyone would have been fooled

“on you had a rough trip.”
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by a bluff like that. I wonder where
he went. It wasn’t long after daybreak

-that I lit out after him. He couldn’t

have had much start.”

“You didn’t come this road, did you,
Miss Flame? I never seen you go
past.”

“No,” the girl said b1tter1y, “like a
fool, I didn’t come past here. I was
sure you weren’t home anyhow, so I
turned off just behind the rise and took
that old cut-off trail that strikes across

the west end of your horse pasture. I

was so dead certain that he’d got a good
start and that he’d naturally go in the
direction of Smoky Springs that I
thought my only chance was to get in
ahead of him 'somehow. That short
cut saves a lot of distance.”

“It do, but it’s hell t’ travel. I reck-
There was a
glmt of honest admn'atxon in the old
man’s eyes.

“I sure did! You'll notice I didn’t
come back that way,” Flame said dryly.
“But after all I lost him somewhere.
He didn’t go past Smoky Springs at all.
Old man Davidson and Ted were away

in Brawley ‘'and there was only Ma Da-

vidson and old Joe at the ranch. But
they were both certain that no one had
gone past. The trail goes right by
their house, you know. No one could

‘have got by without their knowing it.”
ruminated’

“That’s plumb peculiar,”
Gus. “Th’ greaser musta doubled back
towards Mason Valley or somewheres.”

“I guess he must have,” Flame agreed
wearily. - “Anyway, there wasn’t a
thing I could do at Smoky Springs.

. Ma Davidson said she’d send old Joe

right off to notify Bill Watson, the
deputy, and that she’d have old man
Davidson and Ted come up here to help
us search as soon as they get home,
which’ll be either to-night or to-mor-
row. SoI came back. I wasted a lot of
time searching side canyons on the

.way, but I'd told Uncle that maybe I'd

stay at Davidson’s to-night, so I took

‘my time—I knew he wouldn’t be wor-
‘ rying if it got late and I didn’t come
back. But there wasn’t a trace of that
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Mexican anywhere—he’s just vanished.
I guess, though, the officers will pick
him up somewhere. I've given his de-
scription, scar and all, and Wings is
too cepspicuous a horse for anyone to

hide out long.” -Her voice held a forced-

note of hopefulness.

Old Gus shook his head.

“I dunno,” he said dubiously. “I
hate t’ sp’ile your hopes, Miss Flame,
but I reckon your chances. o’ seein’
Wings again, is slim. I’ll tell you why.
When I seen that greaser this mornin’
I kinda thought his face looked fa-
miliar. But I couldn’t place it. But a
coupla hours after he’d gone by, it
come back to me in a flash. That Mex
is Pedro Martinez—that’s why I start-
ed in to warn you agin him.” '

“Who?” Flame eyed the old man in-
quiringly.

“No, you wouldn’t ha’ heard o ’him,
o’ course, seein’ as you ain’t lived in
these parts more’n three years. But
he’s one o’ Slant Galloway’s men an’,
moreover, he comes o’ a bad stock. His
grandfather used t’ be hoss wrangler
at the old stage station down here—he
was workin’ there the time the Morgans
tried t’ hold up th’ stage. He never
had no flatterin’ reputation, so I've
heared tell.”

Flame’s eyes widened with a sudden,
startled look. But she shook her head.
“I've never -heard of Slant Galloway,
cither.”

“You would. have, if you 'd lived
across th’ Border any,”—Gus shrugged
and shoved the chunk of wood he had
been holding into the stove— *“Gallo-
way’s a high light in th’ gamblin’ an’
smugglin’ society down in Baja Cali-
fornia. He’s a no-good crook. He was
Jake Templeton’s main lootenant in

th® Chink smugglin’ business, years

ago. You've heard o’ Jake Temple-
ton, maybe? He was th’ smugglin’ king
they used t’ call ‘Red Beard’ account

o’ his face bein’ smothered in a brush -

o’ red whiskers. I never had th’ luck
t’ see Jake myself, but I’ve heared a-
plenty. He had to skip out fer parts
unknown about nine years ago, account

RN
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o’ th’ Chinese secret societies gettin’
sore at him fer somethin’ he done.”

As he talked the old man had been
fumbling in a rough little wall-cup-
board, producing three chipped and an-
cient cups and saucers—his cherished
“company china”—which he set out on
the table. The sudden whltemng ‘of
Flame’s face at his words passed him
unnoticed.

But Brandon was startled. All at
once the girl had gone pale as death.
The momentary excitement which had
held her as she spoke of the horse thief
was wiped out utterly. All of her pre-
vious uneasiness and fear, which for
the moment she had apparently forgot-

ten, seemed to have returned upon her,’

and with tenfold intensity. Her lips
had gone white. Her hand, resting
against the table, clutched the edge of
the rough boards for. support.

Gus was punching a hole in the top
of a can of condensed milk.

“An’ that’s why, since 1 rec’nized
that Dago what stole Wings, I kinda
think you ain’t got much chance o’

‘gettin’ th’ hoss back, Miss Flame. He'll

be across th’_Border into Mexico afore
th’ officers even get started.”

He reached for the coffee pot.
hope this here coffee ain’t too strong
fer you, Miss Flame,” he said, as he
started to fill her cup.

The girl shook her head. Watching
her face, his eyes held with a strange,
compelling fascination, it seemed to
Brandon that the action was automatic
—that she had not really heard the
question. She had subsided in her seat
once more but her eyes were full of the
vacant light of some inner fear. The
fingers of her hand that lay upon fthe
table were twisting nervously.

“It’s kinda queer, too, that Pedro
Martinez is roamin’ round these parts
again,” Gus ruminated garrulously as
he methodically filled each cup with
the boiling, coal-black, molasses-thick
coffee. “Mebbe he’s got a hunch where
the O'Hara gold is cached. Might be.
From what I’ve heared there was al-
ways a suspicionment that his grand-

((I ‘
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father and Si Slade, who used t’ be
station tender at ‘that time, knowed
more'n they told about th’ murder o’
Captain O’Hara. But if they did no
one ever found out nothin’, because
they was both killed thexrselves in a
gamblin’ row th’ day after th’ Morgans
was wiped out.. So there ain’t no know-
in’ where that cache o’ gold or th’ mine
“is. Lot’s o’ people has looked for it.
I’ve heard rumors that even Jake Tem-
pleton hisself come up once from
Lower California an’ tried t’ find it.
- But I reckon that’s jest a yarn—1I never
met no one that actually seen him up
here, But if he was, he never found
nothin’. Th’ gold won’t never be dis-
covered, I reckon. But th’ ghost o’ th’
old cap’n gets uneasy over it every
once in’ a while. Th’ last month he’s
been ridin’ round th’ old station pretty
. regular. I seen him three  different
times—ridin’ through th’ mesquites at
night—plain as I see you settin’ here.”

He set the coffee pot back on the
stove and stooped to get more firewood.

Opposite each other across the rough
little table made from the sides of pack-
ing cases, Brandon and Flame sat si-
lent. Brandon drank his coffee and fin-
.ished the-last of his beans. Absorbed
as he was in watching the face of the
girl before him, he had not paid par-
ticular attention to Gus’s remarks.
They did not seem to him especially
important and most of the.facts con-

.cerning the lost O'Hara mine he had-

heard before from the lips of Seth
Ross. But what gripped and startled
him was the change that had come over
Flame; the way in which—utterly un-

noticed by old Gus—her -agitation had

- seemed to increase with every word,
White as a sheet she sat now, staring
at” Brandon with unseeing eyes and
mechanically sipping at her steaming
coffee, apparently utterly unconscious
of the fact that her hand was shaking
so violently that she could hardly hold
the cup to her lips. Outside, the wind,
tearing in sudden gusts down the creek,
snored through ‘the cottonwoods.
., There was the sound of old Gus grub-

'jumped.

‘old man’s surprised stammer.

‘nothin
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bing around in the wood-box. The fire-
door of the stove clanged. Midnight,
his huge length stretched out on the
warny floor, lifted his head and whined
uneasily.

“All right, dawg,” sald Gus tolerant-
1y, stooping to pat the big brute’s head,

. “I got somethin’ fer you, too. There's

a beef bone here you can have.”

He opened a wire-screened box that
hung on the wall and felt about in its
interior. “Reckon I'll have t’ buy Mid-
night offen you, Miss Flame, an’ keep

him here t’ pertect me if traffic on this
. perie

road keeps up like t’-day,” he said jok-
ingly. “Hoss thieves passin’ in th’

"mornin” an’ a ottermobile load o’ China-

men in th’ afternoon!”

 There was a sudden crash. Brandon
Meat bone in hand, Gus
wheeled Tound, startled. Midnight was
on his feet, bristling—the cup of coffee
had slipped. from Flame’s fingers and
shivered to pieces on the floor. The
girl had risen from her chair. She was
standing with clenched hands, the
spilled coffee widening in a dark stain
over the rough floor boards at her feet.

“W-why, Miss Flame!”

“I—I'm sorry—my coffee burned
me!” the glrl gasped, cutting short the
She
stooped and made a pretense of collect-
ing the shattered fragments of the cup.
“W-what was that you said about Chi-
namen?” she asked faintly.

“Them?—Oh, that didn’t amount t’
n’ "—the old man's startled sur-
prise subsided-—"just a car” crammed
full o’ Chinks that went by here late
this afternoon—some more smugglin’,
I guess, from th’ look o’ their car. It
was a big one with a extry reserve tank
o’ gas on behind. They was headed up
your way—mebbe they think they kin
dodge th’ officers by travelin’ that old
road t' Banner that goes by your place.
Or mebbe they got a system o’ scatter-
in’ into th’ canyons and crossin’ th’
mountains on foot. Tom Hadden told
me he seen a lone Chink sneakin’ in a
gully this side o’ your place a ways.
"Tain’t none o’ our business; anyhow, I

r
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reckon:
coffee, Miss Flame. You're white as a
sheet. You got burnt pretty bad, I
reckon. I got another chiney cup up
here an’ I’ll kinda cool it off for you
this time.” He reached toward his cup-
_board. ' ,
“No—no, I've had plenty!” the girl
gasped. She drew her breath sharply.
Brandon could see that she was fighting
to control herself. “I’ve got to go now.
I—I shouldn’t have stayed at all. I'm
late and— '
She caught her breath again and
pushed her chair aside. “Thanks for
the coffee, Gus—and I'll see you to-
morrow.: Good night, Mr. Brandon.
Come on, Midnight!” She started
hastily towards the door. ‘
“Hold on! Hold on jest a minute!
I gotta give you a spec’men o’ that new
rock from th’ tunnel—I want your un-
cle ¢’ see it! Hold on a minute. I got

a piece all ready. It’s settin’ out back!”

0O1d Gus blundered away. - There was
the sound of the back door opening and
banging windily shut as he went out,

Brandon snatched the opportunity
afforded by the old man’s absence. He
touched the girl’s arm.

“Miss Flame,” he blurted impulsive-
ly, “I—I don’t want to butt in or any-
thing, and it’s none of my business, of
course. But. there’s something wrong
—1I can see that with half an eye—and
I'd sure like to help you if I can. You
hadn’t ought to go home alone like this,
worried an’ upset like you’re feeling.
You better let me go up with you to-
night. I can come back here first thing
in the morning -and—"

He broke off hurriedly, checked both
by the sound of Gus’s returning foot-
steps and by the quick leap of suspi-
cious hostility in the girl’s eyes—a flash
of distrust that, of a sudden, died and
was succeeded by something very like

gratitude. ‘

“Here’s th’ spec’men—an’ it’s a
dandy! Ef you hold it up t th’
light—" '

Flame snatched the bit of rock from
the old man’s fingers and thrust it into

Lemme - give you some more.
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_her shirt pocket, cutting short his ex-

planations. “Gus,” she said hurnedly,
“I've changed my mind. I'm going to
take Mr. Brandon up to the ranch with
me to-night. He’ll be able to help us
hunt for Wings for a day or so. Can
you lend him a horse to ride up on?”
“Sure—sure!” Obviously astonished
but evidently used to Flame’s sudden
changes of plan, the old man nodded
vigorously. “There’s th’ buckskin in
th’ corral out back—o’ course he’s the
poorest o’ th’ three. Ef you’d set an’

“wait *bout half an hour I'll walk up t™-

th’ pasture an’ get one o’ th’ others.
The white an’ th’ pinto’s up there.
Either o’ them would be better'n—"

“The buckskin’s all right,” Flame in-
terrupted hastily, moving towards the
door. “We’ll help you saddle him—I
guess we'll have to borrow your spare
saddle, too, Gus.” \ _

She pushed open the door, stepped
out into the windy darkness and darted
away into the shadows, Midnight and
Brandon at her heels and the slightly
astonished Gus bringing up the rear.
“Let’s hurry!” the girl cried breath-
lessly; “it’s cold and I'm tired! Let’s
hurry! T've got to get homel”

But as he followed her to the gloom-
shrouded little corral benecath the cot-
tonwood trees, Brandon knew that it
was neither cold nor weariness that was
responsible for her suddenly chattering
teeth and for the trembling nervous-

‘ness that had laid hold of her.

CHAPTER VI
The Tong Strikes

O Brandon it seemed that the few
moments needed to saddle the lit-
tle buckskin horse passed in a blurred
scramble of frantic haste. Almost be-
fore he knew it, the little shack and
the breathless Gus were behind them
and he found himself galloping madiy
into the night at the heels of this
strange girl whose goading, unnamed
fear had suddenly become his own.
For, in spite of himself, and why he -
could not have told, Brandon was con-
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scious of the crushing, chilling fear of

some unknown, deadly peril; a fear so

real and poignant that, for the time, it
seemed to have banished the last traces
of his fatigue.
gling with a strange, uncanny sense of
impending disaster. The night seemed
darker; the raw, gusting wind, swoop-
ing down upon them as their hard-
pressed horses clattered round the
winding turns of the rough mountain

trail, had a grimmer and more ominous .

snarl to it.
The night was darker. Glancing up
‘Brandon saw that the cloud rampart

along the summits of the sierras was .

spreading—a ragged scud was driving
eastward and forming a swiftly thick-
ening 'canopy overhead. Already half
the stars were blotted and the black

shadows of the mountains into which .

‘the galloping girl and the pale, loping
-hound ahead were -leading him were
'stygian.and impenetrable. He had been

on the point of asking Gus for the loan

of a gun before he left the shack, but
he had checked himself. In face of the
fact that Flame had been careful to
conceal her fears from Gus, the request
would have seemed queer and suspi-
cious.

The trail writhed and twisted mad-
‘deningly as they pushed into the hills.
A straight line could have covered the
distance in a fraction of the time, Bran-
don realized. But apparently anything
like a straight trail that horses could
travel was out of the questlon in this
rocky country.

They rode without speaking, in a si-
tlence broken only by the clattering
‘hoofs of the galloping horses and the
snarling whistle of the wind. Indeed,

even had Flame been in the mood to™

speak, speech, except in loud shouts,
would have been out of the question,
for, as Brandon soon discovered, Gus’s
little buckskin pony was no match f_or
Monty. It was only constant urging
that kept him labormg in the wake of
‘the speeding horse in front:

At length, rounding the steep shoul-
.der of a hill, Flame reined to a halt.

His nerves were tin-
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As he forged up. alongside of her and
checked his -panting mount, Brandon
saw that ahead the country fell away
into a lake of inky darkness that was
evidently a little hill-walled valley.- In
the distance, on the valley floor, a glow-

" ing point of light shone up through the

blackness.

“That’s the ranch,” Flame’s voice was
breathless - with mingled dread and
hope as she pointed; “someone’s there.
Uncle must be home. Or—or—"

Her words died in her throat. She
jerked - her horse back with a sudden
involuntary cry of terror. “Look!” she
gasped, “look! Oh, my God!—we're
too late!”

But Brandon had not needed her
choking cry ‘nor the sudden clutch of
her hand upon his arm. He had al--
ready seen—and the thing that had
happened had brought him erect in his
saddle with a galvanic jerk.

Theé light in the valley had gone!
Of a sudden, before his eyes, it had
winked out with startling abruptness.
But, as it vanished, the black darkness
that blotted it was pricked with a half
dozen scattered and momentary flashes,

. sudden and transitory as the snapping

gleams. of monster fireflies. Faintly to
his ears in a lull of the wind, came the
unmistakable crack’ crack! of dxstant
shots.

“They've killed mm' Oh, God—

" they’ve killed him{” /The cry broke

from the girl in a strangling, half-ar-
ticulate sob. From a split second of
stunned horror'she woke suddenly to
furious action. As though fired with
a gust of blind fury she leaned forward
and struck spurs to her horse: Before

' Brandon could lift a finger to prevent

her, she had shot away and, at break-
neck speed, was tearing madly -down
the trail into the valley. B
Brandon whirled in pursuit, his
startled surprise blotted in sudden ap-
prehension as he realized the girl’'s mad
purpose.- What had happened in the
valley below them he could only guess
—but he needed no guess as to what

would surely come to pass if Flame’s -
N
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furious, grief-blinded charge could not
be halted. His blood went suddenly
cold. He hurtled down the steep trail
at breakneck speed, urging the winded
buckskin with merciless desperation.
And somehow, lifted almost, it
seemed to Brandon, by the sheer force
of his own frenzy, his tired, gasping
little pony achieved the impossible. At
the foot of the long slope his stretching
muzzle reached Monty’s flank—passed
it. As the two horses raced neck and
neck across the clattering stones of the

wash, Brandon reached out and
clutched the girl’s bridle reins with an
iron grip.

“Flame! you're mad! Where are you
going?” Above the smashing beat of
-the hoofs and the rush of the wind, his
voice was a shout.
horses to a sliding halt, side by side.

“Let go those reing! Let me go!”
The girl beat at him with her fist and

_struggled furiously to break his grip
of the leathers. “Let me go!” she cried
hysterically. “Let me go this minute or
ria—- )

“No, you won’t!” With a lightning-

like movement Brandon released his
own bridle reins and pinioned both her
hands in his. “You won’t do anything
of the sort!” he said sternly. “Listen,
Flame, I don’t know what’s just hap-
. pened down there, but I do know that
I’m not going to let you ride down like
this and be murdered. I'm going to
stop you—if I have to fight you and
your dog both.”

The girl gasped. As though the

_ harsh determination in his voice had

startled her and broken the. spell of
blind madness she seemed of a sudden
to go limp. He felt the steel spring
tension of her muscles relax. ‘

“I—I guess you're right,” she stam-
meted huskily; “I was crazy to act that
way. But I must go—I must go on and
find out what’s happened. Maybe he’s
still alive—maybe they’ve got him pris-
oner. Don’t you see I must go—I must!
We're wasting time! If you won’t
come I—Oh, God!” Her voice broke
in a pitiful sob.

He dragged both

-But there was no need.

3
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“I’d come with you to hell, girl,”
Brandon said impulsively; “I stopped
you so you wouldn’t commit suicide,
that’s all—you couldn’t have done any
good to anyone, heading in like you
were.”

He released her hands. “Who are
they, anyhow?” he demanded. “What
are we up against?”

“The Tong—it’'s the Tong!”
voice came in a chattering gasp.

“The Tong?” For a moment the sig-
nificance of the word was lost on him.

“Yes—yes!” the girl panted. “The
Yellow Dragon Tong from San Fran-
cisco. For nine years they’'ve—"

Realization broke suddenly wupon
Brandon. . “You mean those Chinks
that Gus said he saw this afternoon?”
he cut in sharply. “You mean they

Her

- were—1?"

“They were Tong gunmen!” she
choked breathlessly. “Oh, 1. did hope
that Gus was right—that they were just
smugglers. But they aren’t; they'’re
the Tong. Oh, hurry! for heavens sake
hurry! 1If they've taken him alive
they’'l1—"

She twisted her hands in an agony of
horror and did not finish the sentence.
Brandon
jerked upright in his saddle, tensed
with purpose. o ,

“I reckon we’ll hurry,” he said, his
voice of a sudden hard with grim un-
derstanding. ‘How far’s the house
from here?” ' '

“About a mile—straight down this
trail.”

Brandon listened an instant, strain-
ing his ears. No sound came to him
from the blackness in-front, save the
gusting moan of the rising wind. The
pall of darkness was unbroken.

“Come on then,” he said. “You bet-
ter let me go ahead—I've scouted be-’
fore. Go easy now—if they see us first
we won’t have a chance. And there’s
only your. gun between the two of us.
Where’s the dog?”

“He’s gone on in front somewhere.”

“That’s bad—he’s-too easy to see.
If they spot him they’ll be on the look-
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out.
on ")

He touched h1s pantmg horse and
moved off into the darkness, the .girl
following obediently at his heels.

As swiftly ‘as he dared, Brandon led
the way forward. The trail was stony
and the hoofs of the horses beat upon
it with a clatter that was dangerously

" loud in spite of the muffling rush of
. the wind. Brandon’s every sense was
strained into the night ahead. Only
too well he realized the foolhardy-thing
they were doing in venturing thus
blindly into what was probably a nest
of waiting gunmen. But there seemed
no other course. The girl was right;
they could not retreat before they had
at least attempted to discover what had
occurred. Qutside of old Gus Weidner
there was no chance of securing help.
And, even if they were to waste the
precious time necessary to ride~back
and get him, his presence would not
materially alter the hopeless odds
against them. No, there was nothing
for it but to go forward and find out
for themselves what had happened.
And if it should turn out as the girl

But we can’t help it now. Come

seemed to fear, that Abe Truman had,
. low to walk under.

been taken prisoner—
Brandon snapped off his speculatxons
on this point abruptly, conscious that

some of the chilling horror that had

—filled Flame had transferred itself to
him also. Vaguely all the disconnected
scraps and hints that had been accumu-
lating in his mind began to arrange

themselves, fitting together in a sort of. -

mosaic. The pattern of it seemed hope-
lessly tangled as yet, but he was begin-
ning to have a glimmering suspicion.
He found himself all at.once hoping
fervently that Abe Trurhan had not
been taken alive.
Eyes and ears keyed to the limit,
Brandon picked his way ahead. The
" windy blackness seemed to mock him;
there was something vast and uncanny
in its apparent emptiness. Almost he
- began to.doubt his senses—to doubt
that the hghted window and those omi-
,nous gun flashes had ever been any-

-
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thing other than imagination. -Why
was there now no gleam of light any-
where? Where had the attackers gone?

The soughing whip of wind-tossed
branches and a blacker mass of shadow
blotting up -suddenly at his left, told
Brandon that he was skirting a dense
clump of large mesquite trees. Flame
urged her horse up beside his.

“The house is just beyond this
clump,” she whispered. . “It’s on bare,
open ground, right at the edge of the
canyon. This is the last shelter. We’d
better tie our horses here.”

Without waiting for his answer, she
swung silently from her saddle and led
her mount cautiously into the denser ~
obscurity. \

Brandon followed her example..

‘ There was wisdom in the girl’s sugges-

tion. If the ground about the house .
was bare of cover, then their only
chance was to make their way stealthily
forward on‘foot. .

Silently, working by the sense of
touch alone, they tied their horses to
stout branches of the swaying trees.
The blackness in the mesquite clump
was impenetrable and almost every-
where the waving branches were too
Except for the
wiry whistle of the wind and the

-scrape and, thresh of the trees there was

nothing to be heard.

Brandon reached out and found the
girl.

_ “How wide’s thls clump?” he whis-
pered,_ :

“Not so very—only a few yards —
her lips were pressed close to his ear,
“—and the house is about thirty yards
beyond the edge of it. This way—"

She faced him in the right direction

with her hands.

“Come. on then,”
“Keep close behind me.’
" He dropped on his hands and knees
and crept swiftly forward under the
thorny tangle. It was black here, black
as the inside of a coal mine and, in
spite of the wind above, it seemed
strangel} silent. Suddenly, and with-
out warning, out of the darkness at his

he whlspered
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side, something cold and damp reached
out and thrust against Brandon’s cheek.
As he jerked back, stifling a startled
cry, a-great dim shape of white ma-
terialized silently from the gloom,
" snuffed at him with<tolerant acceptance
and slipped past towards Flame. With
a throb of unspeakable relief Brandon
‘realized that it was Midnight. But his
hand, brushing over the huge white

form as it passed, told him that the'

dog’s hair was bristling.

Brandon resumed his crawling. ad-
varice through the low, trailing
branches. From the stealthy move-
ments behind him he could tell that
both Flame and the dog were following

him closely; he caught the sound of

the girl’s guarded whispers and Mid-
night’s gusty sniffing. This sudden re-
appearance of the big hound puzzled
Brandon; he did not know what inter-
pretation to place upon it. But the
dog’s bristling tenseness was ominous.

Above the soughing “whistle of the.

trees a new sound came all at once to
Brandon’s ears—the creak and slam of
an unlatched door swinging backwards
and forwards in the wind. He found
himself suddenly at the outer fringe
of the mesquites.
savagely -down and whipped the thorny
branches against his face. Straight
ahead of him, looming up blackly in
the gloom of the night, he saw the
house.

In the belt of inky shadow beneath
the outer trees Brandon crouched lis-
tening, Flame and the quivering dog
at his side. The rushing gusts of the
wind and the beat of the branches
seemed to fill the night with a lifeless
emptiness. Rayless and desolate, the
dim bulk of the ranch house hulked
before them.
creaked and banged mournfully with
a hollow, empty sound.  The place
seemed utterly deserted.

“They’ve gone,” Brandon whispered.
“Wait here. T1’ll make sure.”

“Not that way!” “The girl checked
him as he moved. “Keep away to the
right and go round the corral.”

The wind gusted

‘the house.

The unfastened door
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Before he could stop her, she had
slipped from the cover of the trees and,
pistol in hand, was leading the way.
He followed her swiftly. Together,
the pig dog slinking warily beside
them, they picked their steps stealthily
across a bare, stony space. The shad-~
owy, uneven posts of a small corral

-loomed suddenly out of the dark.

Brandon stumbled all at once and fell
sprawling upon something -large and
hairy. His hand struck in a little pud-
dle of sticky wetness, a puddle that
was still faintly warm. He heard the
dry scrape of leathers. Flame uttered
a faint, gasping cry. :

“My God! It's Wings—and dead!”

“How do you know?” Brandon’s
hands were already traveling in swift
exploration over the prone body of the
still saddled horse.

“By the saddle,” the girl whispered;
“this is the saddle that Mexican stole
this morning. Besides, I know Wings
by the feel of him—by the feel of his
head- and mane. How did he get here
outside the corral like this? And why?

“Wait!” She darted towards the -
fence.

Brandon sprang after her. But al-
most before he had realized where she
had gone the girl reappeared, slipping
out like a shadow from between the
rails of the gate.

“They’ve killed Uncle’s horse, too!”
she whispered breathlessly. .

Brandon caught her arm.

“You stay here!” he commanded in -
a tense whisper, “I’m going across to
Give me your flashlight.”

“I won’t!” Despite her fear-chatter-
ing teeth, there was stubborn defiance
in the girl’s voice. “I'm going with
you. There’s no one there now. And
if there is—" .

- She left the words unfinished.
“Come on!” she breathed suddenly. .

With a swift movement, the girl
wrenched herself free of his grasp and,
with Midnight at her heels, darted
recklessly through the windy shadows
towards the dark shadow of the house.

. (To be continued in the next issue.)
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purple flowers grew on the range.

By Clark Welch

He didn’t take her to the fiesta. He didn't notice her mew dress.
It sure looked as though they’'d pretty nearly lost each

He forgot that little

other, but then they called a new deal in the game of love.

NUT, Gail, that’s not what you
said!”

“If’s what I'm saying now.”

“You told me—"

“I’'ve changed my mind.”

“Why, you promised that. by the
time the spring round-up was over,
and I made the last payment on' the
ranch I'mn buying for us, you’d let me
get the license and the minister. If
it’s not going to be this fall, when will
you marry. me?” Bruce McKay’s gray
eyes clouded with puzzled surprise.
His lean young shoulders tensed under
his flannel shirt.

Gail Verity put her two hands oh.his
shoulders and pushed herself out of
his arms. She did not answ“er at once,
but gazed off at the distant mesa with.
its high rimrocks outlihed against the
deep blue of the sky. There was a de-
fiant tilt to her russet-crowned head.
When ‘she did speak, her words,
though seemingly irrelevant, came
with studied deliberation,

“Did you notice if t_hé pentstemon

"had come into bloom as you drifted

the cattle by the upper springs?”
" “You mean them purple weeds you

were talking about this morning—or.
were they yellow? Well, to tell you
the truth, I didn’t notice, Gail. T was
anxious about finding that bunch. of
heifers your dad said had headed that
way. And I wanted to ride back by
the dam and see how. the work there
was coming on. Lafe More said the
whole Méxican population of the val-
ley was up looking at the big.fill we're
making. The Mexicans don’t like to
see that dam going in.  When this
country ‘is green with alfalfa, folks
will fence their land and the greasers
will have to find some. place else to run
their stock. But, Gail, you and me—"
His thoughts bridged back to her bro-
ken promise and he tried to take her
hand.

“I asked you to look for the pent-
stemon. Did you know I went to-the
dance last night with Dan Baker?”
She shoved her hands deep into the
pockets of her sweater, flippantly
tossed her head and drew her lips to
a rebellious line.as he frowned and
caught up her words. -

“With Dan Baker?”

“Yes, of course. I was all dressed
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and ready to go when you sent word
you couldn’t take me because,” her
"voice lifted with resentment, “you
wanted to talk beef prices with some
buyers from Denver. The buyers came
over this morning to talk to Dad;
they’re going to be down here for
three or four days.”

“I dldnt know they were staymg
over.” Bruce McKay was not apolo-
gizing, he was simply stating a fact.
Then his frown deepened. “I don’t
liké you to be running around with
Dan Baker. Of course I'm glad you

didn’t miss the dance if you wanted to.

go. I'm not saying anything against
Dan, either. Dan’s all right in his way
but he drinks more than is good for.
him and he don’t know what respon-
sibility is. If anything should happen,
there’s no telling what he might do.
Did you say you wanted to go some-
wheres to-morrow evening, to another
dance, or was it a basket social at the
schoolhouse? I’ll take you, Gail. I'll
take you wherever you want to go.
Don’t be riding over these hills with-
Dan Baker.”

“But you promised to take me to
the dance last night and into Cabezos
on Tuesday and you didn’t do either.
Dan was lovely to me. He borrowed
Lafe More’s car ‘and we had a won-

derful ride to the dance and back. I

haven’t had such_a good time all sum-
mer. He likesto dance with me. He
likes the way I dress, he says, and the
way I look.”

“I've heard Dan talk that fool way
~ to girls before. He’d better be 'tend-
ing to his ranch or he’s liable to lose
it by the time we get the water down
here.” N
““So, you think it was foolish of Dan
to say nice things to me. You, who
haven’t noticed—Oh, Bruce, did you
notice that I have on a new dress? I

sewed all morning so that I could

wear it just to please you. And you
will take me to the social to-morrow,
won’t you?”’”  Wistfulness broke
through her resentment. She was at
his side again.

HOW ABOUT THE GIRL? - ¢
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He -.noothed her wind-tossed hair
and s ailed into her brown eyes; then
surveyed the soft folds of green -that
enhanced the white transparency -of
her skin. “Sure, I'll take you, Gail.

You're my girl.” His arms circled to

hold her. “I can’t say- I noticed the
dress, though. You always look nice
to—"" o

His arms closed about empty air.
The girl was flying down the path to-
ward the ranch house.

When Gail reached her own room
she snatched off the green dress and
threw it across the chair; then flung
her slim young body on the bed, buried
her face in a-pillow and wept. Bruce
McKay didn’t love her—he couldn’t.
It was better to break off with him
before it was too late. They had noth--
ing in common—nothing. She had

~ fought against the realization, but it

had been forced upon her. Why, only
this morning, when she had said what
a glorious day it was and how sharp
the jagged mountains cut into the sky,
he had answered that it was hard wea-
ther for the cattle business; not
enough moisture for the spring of the
year, ‘
He thought of nothing but cattle or
ranches or water or dams or ditches!
The lovely things of life never touched
him. The tall spikes of pentstemon
were only weeds. He had even for-
gotten to notice if it was blooming,
and she had asked him to notice.- And
the new dress, and the dance last night.
He never wanted to take her anywhere.
When' they were married it would be
even worse. He would expect her to
turn at once into a staid, hard-working
rancher’s wife. Always at home, cook-
ing for the-hay hands or a round-up
crew. In the winter, sewing, mending
through the long evenings while he
buried his head in the stockmen’s
papers. No dances, no gay little
pleasure trips to town, no fun. Not
even an appreciation of the beauty all
around them. She couldn’t stand a
life like that. It might be all right
for a'man, but what about a girl? Not
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for .her! She'd stick to what she’d
said; end things now and forget him.
She gave the pillow a rebellious punch
-and burst into a more. violent flood of
tears.

By the time old Juliana, the Mexi-
can cook, called her to supper, Gail
had straightened out her thoughts.
She leaned over to kiss her father on
* the bald spot that he insisted was worn
smooth by her kisses. She pulled her
chair up to the table with a flourish.

But she had not been able to eradi-
cate all traces of her tears. Her father
eyed her over his glasses speculative-
ly. “I saw Bruce McKay ride in this
afternoon. I suppose you told him
you were out with Dan Baker last
night.” He ventured a guess at the
cause of her troubled face.

“Yes.” Her eyes were measuring the
coffee as she poured it into his cup.

- “Bruce is as fine as they’re made,”
" her father went on. “We’d never have
gotten this dam proposition put
. through if it hadn’t been for him. I'm
glad you picked out a man like Bruce;
he’s the kind to make a good husband
for a woman, and he’s the best ]udge
of cattle in the state. Everybody rais-
ing beef ’round here, takes his opinion
for gospel, and when it comes to pick-
ing out horses—" - )

“There are ‘'other things in-the world

besides live stock!” Gail tossed” her .
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her that he loved her. They had
planned to be so happy all their lives
together. Perhaps, after -all, she was

- being unfair to him. He was wonder-

head and her red curls glowed in the .

soft candle light, a defiant banner.
“Yes, there’s other things, but Bruce
is in the ranching business and he
sticks to his line. Now take this dam,
for instance. Bruce has—"
"Gail listened in respectful silence

while her father enumerated a com-’

plete list of Bruce -McKay’'s virtues,
but the food on her plate remained

untasted. At last she excused herself;-

she couldn’t stand any more. She left
her father and went out 1nto the cool
evening air. A soft breeze, carrymg
the scent of lilacs, drifted around her;

a nighthawk circled high against &

darkening sky. It was on just such
a night as this that Bruce had told

—

/

from the house at meal time;

ful as her father had said. But then, so
is a grain separator wonderful, but
who’d want to be married to one?

Still, there was the Social to-morrow
evening; he had promised to take her.
She could keep away from the subject
of their marriage.
to understand after all, if he saw how
happy she was and what a good time
they could have together. She loved
him; she would try to make him see.
Her heart gave a little throb as it al-
ways did when she remembered how

she Ioved him. Yes, she would give *
him another chance—to-morrow. But ~

that was the_last. She would know
then. : \

The next evening Gail stood on the
porch and looked anxiously down the
road for her father. He had been gone
since morning. He was never away
she
could not understand what was keep-

ing him.

At last she answered Juliana’s per-.

sistent calls and went in to eat alone.

The supper was almost spoiled with

waiting, but Juliana was not only wor-
ried about the-pollo and arroz, she was
fretting to get the meal over and the

dishes cleared away. She wanted to

get to the baile in good time, she ex-
plained to Gail.

“All the Mexicans, even Juan Gar-
cin’s cousin, from across Rio Plateado,
are to be there. And the prizes—
Madre de Dios, such prizes for the
best dancing! My poor little Beatriz,
who threw herself away on that worth-
less Juan Garcin, did not_think to com-
pete, but Juan consented to let her

~dance when I offered to buy the new

‘slippers.

Ah, but Beatriz, she will
show™them. You should see her whirl
in the danza and shake the castafieta.
But ‘it will be late when the dance is
over, sefiorita. 1 can not come back
to-night, but to-morrow early. I will
spend the night at the house of

He might be made

]
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Beatriz. She lives but a throw of the
stone from the dance hall. Your fa-
ther will be here soon. The Sefior
McKay is coming; you will not be
afraid?” Juliana prattled on as Gail
ate. -

The girl did not linger at the table.
Bruce McKay was coming early to
take her to the schoolhouse. She
must have plenty of time to dress;
look her very best, for this was to be
the test. . If she failed now— But she
would not fail, she must not, she
"~ warned herself and brushed her shim-

mering ha1r for the twentieth™ txme, ’

smoothed her silken bodice, twisted
her bouffant skirt into place and
quirked her head from side to side un-
til a perky little rose was pinned at

exactly ‘the right angle on her shoul-’
Then she went to the porch and :

. der.
stared into the night,

A swollen red moon was bulgmg
over the horizon. She sank into a chair
to watch the road that showed faintly
in its eerie light and listen for the car
that Bruce would bring to take her to
the schoolhouse. The moon hung for
a- long moment over the mesa, then
started to climb the sky and grow
small and silvery, as though the effort
was sapping its strength,

Twice Gail crept into the house to
be sure the striking clock was. telling
the truth. Eight, it sounded. Bruce
had promised to come for her at seven-
thirty, but then her father was not
there either. They would come to-
gether. Half past eight. " The ringing
gong sent a shiver across Gail’s shoul-
ders. Nine! She started to her feet
.and leaned against the porch railing,
listening more intently. An owl called
. from the branches of the cottonwood
by 'the reservoir. A lone coyote sent
a plaintive yowl across the hills. The
faint clop,
sounded along the road. Nearer and
nearer they came. That must be her
father, but where was Bruce?

Two riders turned into the lane to-
ward the house. Two men drew rein
near the ranch house door.

clop of horse’s hoofs -
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“Dad, supper is over.
gone and—" .

“I ate with Lafe More at the dam.
I'm all tuckered out. Been in the sad-
dle all day.” Her father staggered up

Juliana has

the steps and paused to pat her shoul- ‘

der reassuringly. “I'm going to turn.
right in, Gail, 'fore I fall asleep in
my boots. Drop by, to-morrow, Bruce,
and let me h’éar how things at the dam -
are going,” His voice trailed behind

him as he went into the house.

Bruce McKay did not answer; he
was already speaking to Gail. “I'm
sorry, honey. I wanted to take. you
to-night; honest I did, but I promised
Lafe to go back to the dam.”

“Bruce! You're not taking me?
You're going back to the dam, when
you promised? Why?” '

“Business, Gail. That'’s why - It
ain’t anything a woman could under-
stand. The next time—"

Gail’'s arms were clamped tight to
her sides. A cold numbness enveloped
her. She stood rigid; too proud to
argue; too proud to plead; too proud
to answer. She only half felt Bruce’s
quick pressure of her' cold hand; only
half heard him walk to the door, speak
to her father, say good night to her
and run down the steps to his waiting
horse.

But with each receding hoofbeat
along the hard-packed road, her
dreams grew evanescent, and when her
straining ears could no longer catch
the faintest sound, she told herself
that she was awake at last,

The moon sailed higher. The sky
splashed with stars. Still Gail stood,
starmg into the luminous night with
unseeing eyes.

A car came to a rattling stop at the
gate. She started. A quick fire of joy
swept over her. He had come back!

“I just met Bruce McKay,” called
Dan Baker across the yard. Gail grew
curiously cold. “He said you’d passed
up the doings at the schoolhouse.
Told me there was no use my asking
you to go, so I didn’t tell him the -
social’s called off anyhow. Doc Wales
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says the older Bains girl may have
diphtheria. Forbid any meetings at
the schoolhouse till he had time to
find out.” Dan had reached the steps

and stood looking up at her with ad-

miring eyes. “You’re dressed to step
out and I've borrowed the flivver from
Dad. No use our letting the evening
go on the rocks. Come on, let’s drive
over and. dance with the ‘Mexicans.
They’ve got the real . mus:c at, thls
baile. Be a sport; come on.’

Gail twisted at the handkerchief in
her hand. So Bruce McKay had told
Dan Baker not to ask her to go to the
. social; told him there was no use ask-
ing,
necessary to explain why he was going

back to the dam. A ‘'woman couldn’t -

- understand; that was what he had
said. Well, Bruce McKay would un-
derstand quite a few things after to-
night! :

. “Sure, I'll go. Wait till I tell Dad.”
With a flutter of skirts, she was in the
house and out again. She had told her
father where she was going; if he

- hadn’t heard her, she couldn’t help |it.

¢ Too bad to wake him up, anyway,
after'he’d said he’d had a hard day.

She let Dan Ba‘ker take her arm and
swayed toward him as he guided her
across the yard and helped her into
the place beside the wheel.
recklessly satisfied to think Bruce did
not wantsher to be with Dan. And
if he dreamed that she was starting to
a Mexican baile with Dan— But what
~ difference did it make after all? She
was through with Bruce McKay for-
ever. ‘

The baile was in full swing when
they parked théir car by the conglom-
erate assortment of saddle

dance hall. Dan held her close as they
swung on the floor. Evidently there
had been a liberal supply of mescal
and tequila passing around. The men
were hilarious or sullen, as the drink
.affected them. Even the women had
been taking surreptitious nips at the
bottle. Loud talk and laughter rever-

horses,
buckboards, and flivvers circling the
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And .yet he hadn’t thought it '

She felt

.

berated through the dead air of the
packed place.

Gail’'s feet flew through thé dance.
She' listened smilingly as Dan poured
compliments into her ears. But all

the same she felt safer when she
. glimpsed old Juliana~gsitting against

the wall, her occasional teeth exposed
by an ench,gnted grin, her fat body
swaying in rhythmic time to the blare
of the music. . -

Dan left Gail by Juliana’s side when
the music stopped. She wanted him-~
to stay with her, but he was gone be-
fore Juliana could shift her weight to
another chair. The old woman broke
into ecstatic chatter, “It was as I said,
Beatriz won the prize! But Juan, the
worthless cochino, left her before the
poor child danced! The alimento is
good, but if they bring more tequila—"

Gail divided her attention between
Juliana and the door through which
Dan had disappeared. She should not
have let Dan leave her. He came
across, the floor at last, and when she
stood up to dance with him, she knew
he had been drinking.

Just a taste; no more for me,” he
reassured her. “That stuff would burn
a brand on an army mule.” But he left
her once more, and Gail sat by ]uh-
ana’s side to worry again.

Two—three dances:'passed before he
appeared and looked dazedly around

" the room. Seeing her, he staggered in

her direction.” There was a bleary film
over his half-closed eyes; his voice
cracked with excitement. He had
something to say to her that he did
not want the others to hear. .

Gail pulled him into a side entry
where she pieced his story together
bit by bit. )

“The sheriff’s been here! Didh't
want anyone to see him! Raised hell
about the drinking. Grand cusser, the
sheriff. Sore about everything. Bone-
head.”

“But, Dan, what dxd you- want to
tell me? You've heard something.
Why was the sheriff here?”

" “Sheriff didn’t want to talk, tell you.




~~,

HOW ABOUT THE GIRL? : 551

Lookin’ for someone. Offered him a

_ drink, but he knocked the bottle out

of my hand. Get him for that! No
way to treat—"

“Yes, yes, Dan, but who did he want
to see?” -

“Asked for Mexicans. Don’t remem-
ber names. Trouble at the dam. Some-
body killed—" His own words cleared
his befuddled brain.
away. Mexxcans were leaving ’fore I

" came in)

Gail didn’t need to be told what to
do. She pulled Dan after her, back
into the strangely empty dance hall.
The last stragglers were hurrying out
of the room. Juliana was gone.

The girl helpEd Dan across the floor,
got his hat and ‘her own things and
started for their car. She felt be-
wildered as they plodded across the
uneven ground. A killing at the dam!
Bruce had said he was going there.
It might have been— She shuddered
and forced her thoughts back to Dan
and ‘their _urgent need to get away.
The Mexicans had already scattered
like a covey of prairie chickens at the
report of a gun. Horses, cars, buck-
boards had vanished. She must get
home and find out who—

She stopped and stared about help-
lessly. Where was their car? Dan
had parked it right by this cottonwood
stump; she remembered because she
had warned him not to drive too near
it as they came up.

" She left Dan standing in a maudlin
“stupor and ran around the building
and down the road. Th: whole world
seemed deserted. With distracted
steps, she hurried back to try to make
Dan understand that their car was
“stolen.
Dan called down maledictions upon

. the thief, but his clouded mind could

not suggest a remedy. He patiently
followed Gail back to the dance hall.

With her hand on the door, Gail
turned to him. - “There’s no use going
in; nobody’s there.” She paused to
sthink, “We must find Juliana; that’s
the thing to do. She’s staying with

«

“We’'d better get -

_ Gail!” She pounded again.

.

Beatriz and Beatnz llves near here
Juliana will help us,”

‘Half running, she- started down the
road. Juliana had taken the buck-
board to get home in the next morn-
ing, but Gail would make her drive
them back now. She wouldn’t start }
out alone with Dan Baker again to-
mght‘ Why hadn’t she thought of
Juliana before?

A light flashed for a second in the
window of a low adobe house near the
road. That_must be where Beatrig
Jdived. Thank heaven they were still
awake. . In her excitement, Gail
pounded on the door with her fist.

A dead silence answered her. But
they must have heard. “Juliana, it’s
“Our car’s
gone. Come to the door!” ‘

There was a sharp oath inside, fol-
lowed by a quick scuffle. Then a faint
light glowed through a high window.
The door creaked open an inch or two,
and Juliana’s round face was pressed
against the crack.

Gail explained why she was there
and what she wanted. “Come on; we
must start right away,” she finished.

But Juliana’s black eyes grew large
with fear. Her lips clamped shut. She
shook her—head with scared glances
over her shoulder.

“You mean you won’t go with me?”
Gail put her foot on the doorsill.

Juliana barred her way. Her head
wagged a vehement negative “Sefior-
ita! Me no can go— Her whispered
words, scarcely more than a frightened
gasp, were cut off. A hand grasped her
shoulder and jerked her back into the
room. The door swung wide and Gail
stepped across the 11fted sill into the
house.

[A sputtering candle sent a glow of
yellow light across a table in the cen-
ter of the low room. Gail could barely
discern the dark- figures of two.men
just outside the radius of light. “I
haven’t any way to get home and you’
‘must take me, Juliana,” she insisted.

One of the men, the one who still
kept a tight grip on Juliana’s arm,
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answered her. “The woman does not
leave this place to-night! The buck-
board stays here. There are horses in
the corral back of the house; you can
take two of them and go!”

“But Juliana has got to go with me,
I—" Gail stopped short. She stared

" in a fascinated horror at “a small,

innocent-looking object that glistened

in the arc of light on the ‘table; an .

' engineer’s small clinometer.
“Where—where did you get it?”
She pomted as she turned to the men,
an accusing challenge in every word.
Why, Bruce McKay had proudly
shown that clinometer to her only last
week. Lafe More, the engineer at the
dam, had given it to him. How had it
come here! .
“It’'s none of your damn business
where I got it. You get out of this
house, queek! Before I make you!
Go!” .
The speaker loosed Juliana and took
a menacing step toward Gail.” But/
the other man pulled him back. They
argued together in low tones, paying
no attention to Juliana’s staccato ob-
jections.
But Gail was not listening to them
She picked up the clinometer. Yes,
there was Bruce’s name scratched
along the bronze rim. His name and
the date—only last week, and now—
But it couldn’t have been Bruce who
was killed. "~ She wouldn’t believe it.
Dan had been drunk when he talked
to the sheriff. Perhaps nobody had
even been hurt. She must get those
horses, though; ride home as -fast as
she could and then to the dam. She
must know what had happened.
' The men stopped talking and stood
staring at her, their beady eyes shin-
ing in the darkness like the eyes of
wild animals ready to spring. But they
mustn’t think she suspected anything.
She assumed an indifferenice that be-
lied the hammering of her heart.
“We’ll take the horses. I must get
home.” She started for.the door.
Juliana sprang forward and clung to
her. “No—no, sefiorita! You must
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not go now! Stay with me!” She made
a frantic gesture toward the man be-
side her, “This Juan Garcin, he—"

The man gave a quick snarl and sent
Juliana sprawling to the floor with a
heavy blow.. As he shoved Gail from
the house in front of him, she heard
dry sobs punctuating Juliana’s prayers

to the Mother of God.

Around the house and back to the
pole horse corral they hurried, Gail,
Dan Baker, Juan Garcin, and the other
Mexican whom Juan called Nanchez.

Gail shrank from the Mexicans and
‘edged nearer to Dan:

“Help them get
the horses saddled as fast as you can,”
she begged him. '

An unintelligible grunt was.Dan’s
only answer. Heshad drunk too much
mescal to sense anything that had hap-
pened. Gail knew she couldn’t depend
on him to help her.

The horses were roped and ‘saddled,
but when Gail started to mount one of
them, Juan interfered. “Not yet.”
His laconic command made her _turn.
She saw Nanchez leading two more
horses from the shed that backed up to
the corral. o

“There’s no useé your going with us.
Dan can ride and I know the way
home. /I'm sorry to have caused- all
this trouble. I’ll see that you get the
horses back to-morrow.”

Juan did not answer. He let. Gail
take one horse and watched while Dan
struggled into a saddle. Then he and
Nanchez mounted and the four turned
into the road.

‘Gail roweled- her horse ahead. She
had urged him to a stiff gallop, when
Juan passed her and stopped. They
had reached a fork in the road.
Straight before them was the way to
her home, but the road to the right
wound through the mesas, lifted over
El Sangre Range, and finally took a
tortuous course to the Mexican border.

"“We turn here.” Juan’s
crowded Gail’s mount to a standstill.

“But you are mistaken. This way
leads home.” She pointed down the
road ahead.

horse -

i




* HOW ABOUT THE GIRL?

With a swift swing to one side, he
caught her bridle. “We all turn here.”
There was finality in hlS tone——dan-
gerous ﬁnahty

' Rising in her saddle, Gail swung her-
- self about to look at Dan, but he had
already followed Nanchez toward the
mesas.

“Dan! Dan! That’s hot the way!”
Gail called in - helpless desperation.
.. But Dan paid no attention. He was
slouched forward in his saddle, lost to
the world. '

.. Again Gail tried.to pass Juan.
was still holding her bridle.

He

started after the others.

With-a voice made steady by great
necessity, she tried to persuade Juan
to let her turn back. She spoke tense-
ly of her father’s worry about her.

She might as well have pleaded with:

the towering black peaks that loomed
above them. Juan rode stolidly,
silently, beside her.

It was not until her control hroke
and ‘her voice shrilled with fear that
he whirled on her. “Shut up!”, The

"words sent her crouching low in her

saddle.

Higher and higher they climbed.
Twice the man, Nanchez, turned back
to ride beside her. Each time Juan or-
dered him to take his place ahead. But
the third time Nanchez hung back of
them. Before she was conscious of
his nearness, he reached out and
grasped her hand. -

She recoiled with a sharp cry. In

an instant the two men were brawling

back and forth. They spoke in broken

~ Spanish; Gail caught only-a part of

their meaning. - ' .

“Keep to your place! This is no
time for the making of love!”

“But you give me the promise I get

her—

“Cara]o' ‘Get back! Later comes the
time!”
- Gail shrank close to the rocky wall
of the trail as Nanchez _reluctantly
obeyed the whiplike orders.

The moon hung spent and pale in.

He -
forced her horse around and they
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the. western sky. A phantom gray
light spread along the eastern horizon.
Gail's thoughts went back, days—-—
weeks—to her talks with Bruce Mc-
Kay. It seemed as though she could
remember everything he had.ever said
to her. The cool wind of the higher
country blew across her cheeks. Bruce,
with his steady clear voice, his quick
unerring- judgment—if he were only
there. The rocks, trees, the road, be-
gan to take shape. One moment she
felt the stifling néarness of disaster,
the next a hope born of her love.

A faint chirping came from the trees
and hillsides. The sound grew and in-
tensified. The  world was waking up.
Still Juan and Nanchez urged their
prisoners persistently ahead. They
had quitted the main traveled trail and
were crossing arid, rock-strewn,
wastes. At last they turned into a
blind canyon and drew rein before a
tumbled-down shack, well hidden by
towering pines and heavy .under-
growth,

Juan and Nanchez made no explana-
tions, but ordered Gail and Dan to dis-
mount. Dan had been’ groaning out

sullen complaints -for the last half .

hour. Now ‘he flung himself full
length under the trees and lapsed into
drunken sleep.

Juan motioned Gail to follow him

into the cabin, and when she hung

back, took her arm and pulled her
after him. She stood trembling by the
window while he built a fire, rattled a
grease-blackened frying pan across the
rusty stove, and spread thick slabs of .
saltside in it.

He left her to get more wood and
Nanchez appeared at the door. His
red-rimmed eyes leered at her from
under bushy brows; his grinning lips
stretched narrow across yellowed

k4
teeth.

-Gail’'s frail thread of composure
snapped at the sight of him. “Don’t
look at me that way! Don’t!” She
presscd her open hand, palm out,
against her eyes and cowered against
the wall.
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“Huh!” Nanchez's héavy _ boot
‘scraped on the doorsill. He was

-crossing the room.
“Cochino! -Fool!l-
alone!” B
Gail's hand dropped to hér side. She
.ran to the door, leaned against the
- casmg and looked out with wide star-
ing eyes. Juan had dragged Nanchez
into the open. They were rolling back

Let the woman

‘and forth across the rocks and earth, -

gouging viciously at each other. Nan-
chez’s face was toward her. A sinister
light flared into his eyes. His hand,
grasping a knife, pulled slowly. free
from Juan’s straining hold.” With a
sudden wrench his arm swung out. In
an instant the knife was buried in
Juan’s shoulder.

Gail screamed. A gun cracked at
the -side of "the house.

snarl, he dragged her from the door-
way and flung her from HKim. Her
body crashed against a tree. She fell.
A deafening roar sounded in her ears;
then blackness, merciful oblivion,

Consciousness came back slowly.
Faint sounds, far-off voices, raised in
sharp . recrimination. ‘Her eyelids
flickered—light—a ﬁood of remem-
brance, e

She made a mighty e&'ort to sit up.
Arms were around her, holding her
close. Someone lifted her to her feet.
She was looking into the scared face
‘of her father. -

- “Gaill”
thousand agonized questions.

“I'm all right, Dad.” Suddenly she
was only his helpless little child again,
clinging to the comfort of his arms.
“Oh, Dad! Where ‘are those men?
How did you find me? And Bruce—
Bruce—?"

“Don’t be scared any more, honey
He smoothed the héad buried in his

Nanchez -
whirled on her accusingly. With d -

That one word carrled a

" RANCH ROMANCES ' -

shoulder. Juan Gafcin and Filipe Nan-
chez are being tied up now. Before
they rode off with you they ordered--
Juliana to drive home in the morning
and tell some long lie about where
you’d gone; thought they’d throw us
off their track that way. But Juliana
didn’t wait for morning. She ’most
wrecked that buckboard getting home,
and blurted out the truth ’fore she had
time to get into the house.”

“But Bruce—Bruce is dead,

killed him, and—
_ “No, Gail. Juhana told us about
finding the clinometer, but Bruce had
handed it back to Lafe More to be re-
paired. Bruce is here.” It was poor
old Lafe them skunks shot when he
caught them trying-to dynarmte the
dam.

Gail rode. close beside Bruce Mc-
Kay on the way home, They walked
their horses and soon lost sight of
Gail’s father and Dan Baker, far ahcad
with the prisoners.

Bruce was silent, strangely -silent.
At last he leaned nearer and took her
hand in his. “I haven’t been playing-
fair with you, ‘Gail. I haven’t’ been
seeing things straight. I've learned a
good. many 'things to-night about—
about us.’

Gail sighed, but did not—~pull her
hand away. After a moment she said
slowly, “I'll marry you, Bruce. Any.
time you say; right away if you want

they .

° me to.”

He tightened his hold on her hand.
“I’'ve been blind, Gail, but you won't
ever have to depend on Dan Baker
agaih to take you places.” Then, as
she suddenly held a smiling face close
to his, he went on. “And - do you
think, dear, if I took ’em up and

~moved ’em careful, we could get a

clump of them purple flowers to grow

“out by our front steps?”
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‘Tex of the Open Range

By William Freeman Hough

Mexee sure do hate to miss a revolution, and ‘this bunch of range-snakes hadn’t taken

.part in one for ages.

They made up for lost time on the S-Bar-S, but did this ranny,

Tex Roan, and his girl give them the worst of it? We’'ll say they did, folks!
N <

7\ UT of the serpentine canyons of
@ the Border hills a huge dragon
was winding its way north-
ward. It swayed at both ends,
buckled at the middle, threw out ten-

tative feelers into feeding coulees and
breathed a cloud of stifling dust. At

times, as it crested a hill, the head .

seemed to rise and inspect the terri-
tory ahead, with racing antennae feel-
ing the way. Devastation followed in
its wake; the earth fairly shook to its
ponderous tread; and its advance was
a threat no cattleman dared overlook.

Some miles to the north, lodged be-
hind a boulder at the crest of a hill,
stood a man and a girl. Both were
watchir.g the approach of the dragon
with similar emotions. The girl, tall
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and well formed but with a frown of
worry creasing her otherwise pleasing
features, placeg a pair of binoculars to
her eyes and gazed steadily. The man,
grizzled and burnt from long years on
the range, squinted down the slope and
estimated the' coming damage.

“How many do you say there are,’
Epp?” she asked.

“Well, my eyes ain’t so attlettick as
they used to be, but I’m figurin’ there’s
close to ten thousand critters in that
herd.” .

“Ten thousand!” she breathed.
“Why, Epp, they’ll ruin our range!”

“Run over it like a flock o’ chickens
over a back porch,” he noedded.

“And we can’t stop them?” ‘

“It’s free range, Lucile; we can’t
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stop ’em. So long as Uncle Sam lets’em
cross the Border we got to stand ’em—
while ‘they’re here. Heret’fore, when
the Mex got to fightin’ among ’em-
selves, the cattle went to the best side.
Now, with this revolution, them ranch-

ers down south are beatin’ the game.

If they c¢’'n get their stock across the
‘Border afore either side nabs ’em,
they're safe. You can’t blame ’em, in a
" way, but it makes it dang. tough fer
us.” ~

“We’ll have to keep our stock sep-
arated.”. -

“If we can,” he nodded. “I've warned
all the boys an’ they been shuckin’ 6ur
cattle back into the hills. But ten thou-
sand Mex beef ain’t goin’ to stay in
one spot. It means an extra round-up,
Y reckon. That means a fight with them
hombres, too. Like as not they’ll try to
drive twenty thousand back, which
ain’t no lawful increase-whatever.”

The winding herd of cattle were now
sloping down a steep hill and, scenting
water at the bottom! broke into a stam-
pede which the too few riders were
powerless to stop. The dragon broke

into a thousand fragments, joined and.

separated again as the thousands of
thundering hoofs pounded down the
slope toward the valley: Left far be-
hind were two black dots, that the pair
on the distant hill knew to be the
chuck wagon and a. camping outfit.

“I can’t make out the brand,” com-
plained Lucile Stokes., “There is some-
thing burnt ofn the side of the first
wagon, but I can’t read it.”

“I ain’t much good with Mexes
‘m’self,” said Epp. “Like as not them
cattle have got a dozen brands on 'em.
Well, I'm hopm the S-Bar-S don t get
mixed in with ’em.’

- “If they would only swerve off to,the
west,” she said. “In that way they
would miss our ranch.”

“Huh! Them yahoos can smell a
ranch diggin’s fer miles. ‘Gosh. I wisht
that revolution hadn’t spread thisa-
way— Look at them critters in the
" creek! They’ll soak up every drop of
water there.”"

Slowly the head of the dragon lifted

from the muddied stream and, reluct- -

antly, headed up the opposite hill.
Once over the next low range and they
would be on the S-Bar-S Ranch. Fran-
tic ponies weaved in and out, urging
the leaders out of the creek so that

. they would not be crushed by the vast

mountain of - beef behind. It was a
heartbreaking task, but the riders
knew their business.

Thirty minutes later the lunging ser-
pent spread out and swept past the two
watchers. The cattle were thin and

wild-eyed. Brands - were very plain,

now, and varied. Epp was of the

. opinfon that several outfits south of the
Border had joined together for the

drive to safety. The wing riders were
Mexicans—dark, swarthy men who
rode recklessly and with skill. They
were all well armed. The girl counted
ten men within the scope of her sight.

" Ten men! Not half enough to handle

such a herd on foreign territory.
© “We might as well git back to the
raiich,”
to lock up everything valuable.” _
“Wait,” she commanded. “I think I
see a white man down there.”
“If he’s with this spread he ain’t no
white man even-if his skin ain’t so
dark,” grumbled Epp. “Yore plumb

‘right, though; he’s got white blood in

him. Comin’ up this way, too.”

The man’ in- question loped up the
side of -the hill and pulled to a halt
some thirty yards from them. Wheel-
ing his horse about, he gazed down at
the passing herd. Lucile saw that he

sat straight in the saddle. His shoul-

ders were very broad and square. The
face berieath the broad-brimmed som-

brero was deeply tanned and distinctly

marked by a jutting chin. He wore the

plainest of range apparel—a wide con- -

trast to the bespangled riders who rode
near the herd. The black butts of two
guns jutted from his hips and a rifle
was tucked beneath the skirt of his
saddle, .

“He looks dangerous,” murmured the
girl,

said Epp at last. “We’ll have -
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“Plumb outfitted fer trouble,” husked
old Epp. “Wonder what he’s dom with
this outfit.”

“Some kind of a boss,” she answered.

“He dont know we’re here, said
Epp.

As though to disprove this, the man
swung his big bay about and rode di-
rectly up to the huge boulder ‘behind
which they stood. His eyes, the girl
saw, were pools of blackness—smol-
dering beneath straight-lined brows.
They fastened upon her as he swung
around the edge of the boulder and
stopped.

“‘Mornin’, ma’am,” he said evenly.
“Howdy?” greetmg Epp. “This yore
range here?”

“Yes!” snapped Epp.

“That is, we use it,” said Lucile.
~ “I see no cattle on it.”

“We was warned in time to git our

stuff back in the hills a ways, * grunted’

Epp.

“A good idea,” nodded the man, “The
S-Bar-S, ain’t it?”

“That lS rlght I am Lucile Stokes,
the owner.”

_The wide sombrero came off at once.
The dark eyes sparkled with sudden
charm and a set of very white teeth
showed as stralght lips lifted in a
smile.

“Pleased to meet you, ma’am. I'm
Tex Roan.”

“Yore beef down yonder ?” asked
Epp. -

“No; I'm ridin’ as a rep.”

“Huh! Plenty of brands in that out-
fit. What one you reppin’?”

“None of them. It’s supposed to be
one outfit. The different brands—well,
- you know how they do things beyond
the Line.”

“Then if it’s just one outfit, how do

you come to be a rep?”
“The U.S. A. hired me to ride high

on this spread—to see that they didn’t -

break any more laws than was neces-
sary. I met ’em at the Border an’ will
stick till the revolution is over.”
This bit of news changed the com-
plexion of the situation. Epp reached

. Roan.
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for his plug and genially offered Tex
a chew. Lucile brightened visibly.

“Kinda picked yoreself a job, didn’t
you?” grinned Epp.

“Plenty,” agreed the young man.

‘“Mexes is pecoolyer critters,” went
on Lucile’s foreman. “Ain’t got no
range kult’r whatever, Apt to run a
rannie on you any time. I ’low you
know the roodymints of them guns
yo’re a-packin’.”

“I've handled em some,” smiled Tex

“You'll have need of ’em continooal,
I'm thinkin’.. A Mex shore does hate to
miss a revolution, an’ these jaspers you
got is goin’ to make up fer it some-
how.”

“The ones w1th this spread are sup-
posed to be sympathetic with the Fed-
erals. The owner is, I know. That'’s
why Uncle Sam let him come over. But
they change with the breeze, y’know.”

“Do you expect to hold them here be-
low the Santa Ritas?”

“Ma’am, I ain’t expectin’ too much at
no time. I’'m goin’ to do my best with
’em, I ain’t trustin’ ’em out of my
sight. You all had better ride close

_herd on yore stuff keep ‘em back as

far as you can.’
“We're doin’ Just that,” nodded Epp.
“Any snakebite in them wagons?”
“The patrol went through the mo-
tions of a search at the Border, but a

- Mex is slick. Like as not there’s a jug

or two of poison along.”

"“And you are going to live with
them?” asked Lucile. :

“Well, I don’t see no way out of it.
I ain’t exactly goin’ to live with ’em;
just sorta be aroun’. I'll throw a camp
of my own off to one side.”

“We woulé be pleased to have you
visit the S-Bar-S once in a while,” she
invited. “Come over and get a good
meal.”

“I'm right much obliged, Miss Lu-
cile. Mex truck don’t fit my innards
too well.” »

“You'll be welcome, I'm sure—Epp,
we’d better get back.”

“Yeah, we’ll mooch along—Keep a
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sharp eye on them fellas, Tex. Dog-
gone, I wouldn’t trust ’em noways.”
“I'm ridin’ ’em heavy,” smiled the
dark-eyed man. “S’long, see you later.”
He dropped over the lip of the hill
and joined the stringing herd below.
But his visit had not gone unnoticed

by the dark-skinned riders from across

the Border. Two of them joined him
presently, their white teeth showing in
disarming smiles.

“Sefior T'ex have found the Sefiorita, .

¢h?” said one. -

“She runs this range,” said the rep
shortly. “They’ve moved their cattle so
that we could have this valley Wwe'll
stay here, too, savvy?” -

“Seguro. Very fine grass. The
rancho of the sefiorita is near?” -~

“I don’t know. It don’t make no dif-
 ference to us. Remember that.”

“Si-Si. We shall make the campo-

Isoon. But remember, Sefior Tex, that
1, José, am the boss here. I have the
. permission to range thees cattle where
“there is feed, You are but to watch,
. eh? Seguro.”
“Watch—you bet,” said Tex, staring
t at the dark man steadily.

Lucile and Epp remounted their

"horses and swung away from the
boulder, They paused briefly for one
more look at the vast herd. Tex.Roan
. was talking to two of the Mex riders
and old Epp’s nose wrinkled with a
sudden thought.

" “He never showed us no creeden-
tials,” he said suddenly. “How do we

/know he’s reppin’ fer Uncle Sam?”

“From his appearance I'd be willing
to take his word for it,” said Lucile.

H“Yeah—" skeptically. “Y’know, girl,
. we're mighty close to the Border here.
| If that feller wasn’t on the square it
-might turn out awful tough fer us.
Things can be done here suddent,
There’'s a war goin' across the-line.

' Supposin’ we lost a lot of beef? Time

we got the Guv’'ment on the job it'd be
_too late to do anythin’ about it.”
“I believe he’s honest,” she repeated.
“Le’s hope so.
At best it was an uncomfortable in-

RANCH ROMANCES

vasion. The fact that one man had
been delegated to supervise the herd
helped a little; but one man could do
but little against ten men and as many
thousands of cattle. It meant that the

S- Bar-S herds must be kept higher, -

back in the hills—and feed there should
be saved until later in the season when
the valley was burnt up. And if the
war ‘continued for long, the invading
cattle would be pushed higher, which
meant a mingling of the herds.

" Lucile was thinking these things
over when they rode into the S-Bar-S
ranch yard. There was but little life
about the place now that her five hands

were up in the hills with the herd. Her

cook had deserted some weeks before

" to join up with the rebels, and.while
- Epp declared that it was a good rid--

-dance, it did throw the burden of the
home codking on Lucile. \ Epp had
planned to join the boys, but with the
rumor that herds were crossing the
-Border he decided to stay behmd to
guard the ranch.

He was thinking about. huntmg up
his spare Colt and oiling up his rifle
when he saw a strange horse standing
near a side door of the house. From

‘the looks of the trappings he needed -
no second guess as to whom it be-

longed.

“One of them lousy bums has found
us a’ready,” he growled. “I reckon
they’ll be as much bother as a gang o’
gypsies. Wonder where the beggar is?”

“Leaving their own mounts at the
barn, they walked rapidly up to the

- house. The rider of the strange horse

was nowhere in sight. By a silent sig-
nal Epp indicated that they would go
in by separate doors. They met in the
main ranch room and stopped to look
about.
from the rear, and like -a flash, Epp
made for the kitchen. ‘

“What'r you doin’ here?” Lucile -

heard him ask,

“Ah, sefior, I have but look for my
brother »

“What brother?”

“Somewhere on the Amer:cano

Suddenly a slight -noise came -
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rancho I have the brother who cooks.”

The girl stepped through the door

and saw a short, bespangled man fac-

ing heér foreman. It was plain to her
that he was more Indian that Mexican.
His small, black eyes were darting
about as though seeking a means of es-
cape.
“Your brother never Gcooked_/ here,”
she spoke up. “I don’t like to have peo-
ple going about my house.”

“A thousand pardons, sefiora—or
sefiorita, eh?—mos’ likely. I shall de-
part pronto.”

“You with ‘that trail herd that just.

came in?” asked Epp, barring the way.
-~ “But yes; I am the poor vaquero.”

“Who sent you out grub rustlin’?”

“Eh? Rustlin’? I do not under-
stand.”

“Huh! Plumb dumb, eh? How about
that -side o’ bacon you got hid under
yore coat? Give it here, you robber!”

The man made as though to remove
the purloined bacon, wh1pped out a
knife instead, and lunged at Epp. The
“tip of the blade caught in the old man’s
shoulder, sank in and tore open a six-
inch slit. Epp slipped back, one
handed fumbling for his gun. The
Mexican darted past him, shoved Lu-
cile up against the door frame and sped
on to his horse.

He was out of the yard by the time
the girl had seized her rifle from a peg
on the wall and raced to the door. She
sent three shots at the fleeing figure
but missed each time. Returning to the
kitchen she found her foreman cursing
vividly and trying to bind up his bleed-

. ing shoulder. Lucile Stokes was very

white, but it was not from fear or the
sight of blood. Deftly she dressed
Epp’s shoulder, -
—“You stay here,” she commanded.

- “Where you goin’?”

“To tell Tex Roan. I won’t have any
more of this happen.”

“Please, Lucile, don’t go ridin’ over
‘to that valley alone.”

“I'm not afraid. I'm going to put a

" stop to this sort of thing right at the

start.”

Before the dazed Epp could think up
any more protests, she left the house,
mounted her horse, and went loping
back toward the valley.

The big herd was spreading now; a
restless blotch upon' the bosom of the
valley. Stringers left the main portion
to browse into small canyons; two or

-three small bunches, finding the for-

ward movement halted, turned back

~ and were racing-for the distant creek

with several riders in hot pursuit. Lu-
cile topped the hill and rode on toward
the east side of the herd. A little to
her left was drawn up a chuck wagon
about which several men stood talking.

“Buenos dias, sefiorita.” The voices
came from just behind her. .

Lucile twisted in the saddle to gaze
down upon a swart Mexican who had
apparently been hiding behind a rock
at the crest of the hill. His dark face
was twisted into a smile which dis-
closed a double row of white teeth. His
eyes, dark and roving, took in every
item of her appearance. Lucile felt as
though she had suddenly come upon a
rattler, only this fellow looked more
oily and less apt to give a warning.

“I am looking for Sefior Tex Roan,”
she said without answering his saluta-
tion. “He is here?” .

“The sefior is everywhere. Dios. He
ees what you say—beesy. Si—that is
the word. Perhaps _]'ose Hachita would ®
serve as well?”

“I wish to see Sefior-Roan,” she re-
peated. .

The Mexican shrugged and waved a
brown™ hand over the valley. “The
Sefiorita has but to search among the
cattle. That ees where he belongs.”

“Kind of- back-handed compliment
that,” said a voice behind them.

Tex Roan sat his big bay easily. How
he had arrived at the hill crest without
being heard, occupied the Mexican’s
mind for the instant. It caused his
beady eyes to narrow. “I have but the
sefior’s word for it,” he explained.

“What was it you wanted, Miss Lu-
cile?” asked Tex.

“I wanted to tell you.that one of this

~
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yman’s riders has been to the ranch. Epp
‘and I found him in the house. Epp
‘questioned him and the man lied. We
found he had stolen a side of bacon—
had it hid under his jacket. Instead of
.giving it up he pulled' a knife and

: stabbed my foreman.”

Slowly the man upon the bay turned
his smoldering glance back to the
Mexican.

“Is this so, Jose ?” he asked.

“Madre di Dios! Such a fellow is not
of my following.”

_“He said that he belonged with the
herd,” accused the girl.

“And I ain’t doubtin’ it,” put in Tex.
“All right, José, move down to the
wagon, When we get there you call in
your nders and let this lady’ 1dent1fy
the man.”

“But, sefior—.”

“Move!”

“St—seguro, but I-tell you thees man
is not here.”

This statement was dxsproved before
they reached the chuck wagon. Lucile .
spoke suddenly and pointed to a short
rider who lounged against the side of
the wagon. Attention being called to

" him, the fellow tried to slip away, but

" was halted by a command from Tex.

“That is he,” Lucile ‘said, pointing.

“But no,” protested José Hachita.
_“Pedro is Jone of my best men. It could

> not be so.” ‘

“Save that soap for’ the court,”
warned Tex. Then to the man, “Step
out here, hombre. Stand there with
your hands away from yore hips.
Bueno. - Now, where is the lady’s
bacon?” -

“No savvy, sefior.”

Tex dismounted and walked to the
wagon, ‘It took him but a moment to
uncover the side of bacon; it had been
hid beneath a sack of beans.

"~ “I thought so. Pedro, you are under
arrest, savvy? Take that gun off yore
“hip and drop it on the ground. Careful
how you do it.”

"“He has a knife,” warned Lucile:

“I'm comin’ to that,” said Tex.
shet of that blade, too. Maybe there’s

~

RANCH ROMANCES

-ticular.

“Get.

. N

two? Shuck ’em out, fella. Good! I
had a hunch there was two Now stand
away from the wagon.” -

The thief was scowling darkly as he . - '

obeyed all the commands. Once he sent
a pleading glance at José, and Lucile
thought she saw an answer in the Mex-
jcan’s eyes. Under his breath Pedro
muttered a string of very uncompli-
mentary oaths, mostly directed at the
girl who had caused his trouble.

.Though Lucile did not undertand

them, Tex Roan did. Like a striking
snake he leaned forward and slapped
the man across the mouth. The force
of the blow sent Pedro sprawling back-
ward. ) )
Instantly the hot air about the wagon
grew brittle. The other’'three Mexicans
present stepped clear and reached for

guns. Tex swung upon them, his black
eyes blazing. A gun was in his hand,

though none of them saw the motion
which drew it. Pedro’s hat had tum-

bled off and he was fumbling for it as-

he sat upon the ground. -

« “Tex!” Lucile’s cry spun the tall
puncher around. Pedro had recovered
his hat and had extracted a small pistol
from the crown.

There came two crashing reports.
Tex’s hat left his head with a small
bullet hole in it. Pedro doubled up like
a-bent twig, then slowly began to

straighten. His swart body quivered

once, then lay still.

There was something suggesting a
smile about the stern lips of the
puncher. Lucile marked it as anythmg
but ‘humor.
Colt about to cover the men before him.
Wlde-eyed they hoisted their hands
high."

“Kx_nda lousy _w1th guns an’ knives,
this outfit,” said Tex to no one in par-
“José, remember this: I can
understand yore lingo perfect Don’t
try any more tricks like this:” )

“You have kill Pedrof” choked the
Mexican leader.

“Shore have; an’ he’s only number

one if things don’t go straight in this.

camp.” Savvy? I'm not foolin’ with

p

N

She saw him swing his
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yore crowd—AIll right, Miss Lucile,
we’ll be movin’ along. I'll bring the
bacon.”

“Perhaps you’d better stay here, Mr.
Tex; I wouldn’t turn my back on these
men if I were you.” -

“I'm seein’ you back to the rancho,”
he stated calmly. “A’s far as my back is
concerned—well, let any of ’em try to
put a hole in it!”

If two hours of the invasion could
bring so much strife, what would days
and perhaps weeks bring? Lucile spoke

- of this as she and Tex reached the hill

top and dropped down the other side.
“It ain’t unnatural,” he said. “Those
- hombres are in a new country, a place
plumb rich with spoils an’ opportunity.
When they leave they’ll take every-
thing they can get away with. I'm not
sayin’ that all Mexes are that way, but
this crowd is such. I figured ’em out
on the way up here. An’ I got my or-
ders, same is perfect to my notions o’
law an’ order. I'm carrym 'em out.”
“But they are all enemies of yours,
now.”
“Which same don’t bother me a whole
lot. I'd have to watch ’em close any-
how. I hated to give it away that I

savvied Mezx, ‘cause I'll lose out over-_

561

“It’s somethin’ they call policy,” ex-
plained Tex. “I ain’t in sympathy with

* it m’self, so you can bet I'll hold that

gang close.” Abruptly he changed the
subject. “How come you run this ranch
by yoreself? Meanin’ no disrespect,
o’course.”

HYFather was killed in a stampede ten
years ago. I was left to do the best I
could. Old Epp has been my right
hand man all these years, but he s get-
ting old.now, and—" ~

“Yeah; was he hurt bad with that
knife ?”

“Just an open cut; not deep, but pain-
ful. He'll be all right in a week or so.
There he is now, standing outside the
door waiting for me.” She waved'a re-
assuring hand.

Tex Roan did not accept Lucile’s ur-
gent invitation to stay for a meal, ex-
plaining that he was needed back in the
valley. Even now, aroused by the trou-
ble, José might be scattering his herd
northward into the hills, and, once they
were joined, they would never be sep-
arated without a battle royal.

Lucile watched him as he rode back

. toward - the trouble-filled valley. With

the afternoon sun beating down upon
him, he looked like some bronzed

hearin’ a mess o’ plans now. But I’ve /statue being born along on a charger.

heard things already ; they aim to work
back into the hills, mess their herd up
with as many of yore beef as they can
and get away with ’em when they
leave. I'm the thorn in their bosoms
when it comes to that, so they’ll try to
put me‘ away before leavin' time
comes.”

“Oh, Tex!” she cried.

“Pshaw, don’t worry about that none,
girl. T’ve been up against worse games.

All I'want is the promise of help from

yore outfit.”

“I promise that,” she said hastily.
“My men are upin the hills with my
cattle. They have orders to hold off any
-Mexican cattle that come up there. Of
course it is open range, but I think the
Government has overstepped the open
range law when they let Mexicans herd
large bunches of cattle on it.”

'

He fairly radiated efficiency and-confi-
denice; there was a set to his shoulders
and a grace of bearing that fascinated
the girl. She thought of her first im-
pressions of the coming herd; how it
reminded her of some great, winding
serpent, riding along on a sea of heat
waves, bound for her range, to tromple
and wither it. Was Tex Roan acting
the knight errant in thls too-real fan-
tasy?

At dawn the_next morning Lucile
scribbled a note, left it where Epp
would " find it and, packing a bit of
lunch, rode from .the ranch. She in-
tended to ride up into the higher hills
to give her men furthér warning, but
first she would circle above the valley
to see how the Mexican herd had spent
the night. Though Tex had full charge :
of the situation, she was grateful that

e
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-~ he had not requested her to stay at
home. Most men would, have warned
her seriously to stay at the ranch, and
would have lost her respect in so do-
ing. But Tex, evidently, gave her
- credit for some ability.

But things had happened-in the four-
" ,mile-wide valley the night before. It
was physically impossible for one man
to watch a herd of ten thousand half-
wild cattle. -Add.to this the intent of
the Mexican -herders, and you have a
combination hard to beat. Lucile in-
stantly saw- that the herd was depleted
by nearly half. A few stragglers fed

at the mouths of canyons—an indica-

tion of the avenues of ascent to the
hills. Within the entire scope of her

vision she saw but three men. Where .

were the other six? And where 'was
Tex?

Following a- rldge, she worked north-
‘ward, gradually getting into rougher
country. To her right the ridges
sloped off step by step to smooth out
into the valley of the home ranch. To
her left the walls grew steeper, fingers
of canyons beneath which led from the
river valley back into the. hills. Miles
above her a green strip showed where

the forests spread a band of shelterand

furnished feed nourished by snow-clad
peaks.

For nearly two hours she wended her..
way upward. The ridge she was ‘on
formed the cattle trail to the hills. But
there were countless trails in the can-

» yon pits for cattle to use. Were those

narrow runways filled with the invad-
ing cattle? But she saw no indications

of this yet. A trifle higher up the can-:

yons converged, came to a common
point like a fan. Clustered about this
natural handle was a group of boulders
around which the too-infrequent rains
poured streams into the various maws.
It was here that the S-Bar-S cattle had
t6 be handled carefully to keep them
from diverging on the -home trip.from
" the hills,

She was reaching behznd her saddle
to secure a sandwich when a bullet
flicked a rock before her and went hum-
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ming off to the right. Startled, she
glanced up. A man with a rifle in his
hands was waving to her from behind
one of the boulders at the head of the
canyons, She saw that it was Tex. But
why had he shot at her? At first she
was indignant at the greeting, then, as
she thought swiftly, it came to her that
the shot was in the nature of a warning.
And his hand was. waving earnestly,
too; waving her back from the ridge.
With one movement she lifted her
pony from the ledge and down-to the
sheltering side. Here she spent two
mmutes debating.

Tex Roan breathed a sigh of rehef as
the girl disappeared. He turned back
to the terrible task before him. Three .
of the canyon mouths were choked
with dead cattle—tribute to his swift

and unerring aim. Behind the dead .

pile other beasts surged, their eyes
wild with fright and their tongues
hanging out from thirst. They could
not turn back for the simple reason
that Mexican punchers were behind.
Now and then a steer would try to leap
the barrier of quivering flesh, only to

add to the mounting pile of dead ani- . °

mals.

From the side of a canyon two hun-
dred yards below, a fresh spurt of
flames leaped. The bullets struck Tex’s
shelter and caromed off into space. Tex
did not waste any shots on these men;
he was-saving his ammunition for the
final rush of cattle and men up the can-

yons. And his ammunition was grow-
ing very scarce. He hoped that Lucile

would round the ridge, find her own
men and bring them down to lend a
hand. Would she do this or would she
turn back to the ranch?

“Tex?” The call came from behind
and he spun about.
v “Lucile! You shouldn’t come down
here. How did you make it?”

“Circled the ridge, left my horse hid-
den and crawled down behind the
boulders, Oh, Tex, all those steers
dead. What does it mean?” B

Again the bronzed puncher smiled
that unhumorous smile. “The Mexes
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went loco after that deal with Pedro
. last night. They split their herd a
thousand ways and headed ’em up the
hills. The best thmg I could do was
beat ’em up here an’ try to hold ’em
out.”

“Won’t José listen to reason?”

“I tried that, and the. confab ended
up with- me knocking him cold with
my bare hands. They nicked me twice
before I could get to my horse.”

“Oh—! Where? Badly?”

. He shrugged. “Not so bad, but the
wounds get stiff once in awhile.”

“Let me see. I’'m pretty good with
wounds.”

He submitted to her ministrations,
all the time keeping his eyes fastened
on the canyons. .

“They are not so bad,” she announc-
ed. “I'll go get my canteen.”

“Bring all the ammunition you got,”
he said. “I’m runnin’ low.”

“Tex—" pausing, “don’t you think it
would be better to get word to the au-
thorities? The Government will never
stand for this.”

“Which same would be admittin’
that I failed to make them greasers be-
have. Naw, sir—I mean ma’am. Ill
“stick it out an’ turn ’em back. They
" had strict orders not to try this. Take
it easy goin’ back, ’cause they'd just
as soon draw down on you as not.”

As she hurried back up the hill she'

wondered why she had not heard any
shots as she came up the ridge. Possi-
bly all the cattle killing had been done
before she came within hearing dis-
tance. This, then, was just a lull, and
peaceful moments in any battle were
the worst. What were the Mexicans
planning?

The question lent speed to her steps.
From her saddle she lifted a canteen
and a belt of cartridges for a thirty-

thirty. She couldn’t remember if Tex’s

‘gun was that caliber, so she took her
Marlin along also. Halfway back a
movement almost at her level, caught
her eye. She saw just the tip of a
black sombrero as it dodged from rock

“to rock. And that hat was above Tex!
. R.R.2

cattle.
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One of the gang was working in be-
hind him, to pick him off.

She was very calm as she set down
her burdens and pumped a shell into
the gun barrel. Resting the weapon
against the side of a rock she waited
until the hat again appeared. Came
the crown, a part of the upturned brim
and then a dark face. Slowly she
squeezed the trigger. Even as the ex-
ploding gun jolted her shoulder, she
saw the hat fall. A dark-face fell back
against a rock and slowly slipped
down. The sight gave her no feeling
of exultation; if she had killed a man
it was in the defense of her rights, If
she' had killed a man—? And-suddenly . .
a sense of elation did come. If she had
killed a man, she had saved Tex Roan!

She had no desire to see the results
of her aim; but the way down to Tex
led past the boulder which hid her
target. Arriving there she could not
help but look. But no hat, no man was
there. A trace of blood on the side of
the rock was the only sign she saw.
Then he had been only wounded! As
she paused in surprise there came a
swift swish. Something -tighténed
across her chest and dragged her arms
to her sides.

“So0-0,” hissed a voice behind her. .
“I have caught the sefiorita! You are
what they call the cat, eh?”

Lucile ‘twisted around to face José
Hachita. The Mexican’s eyes glowed
triumphantly, revengefully, for his
cheek lay wide open ‘where her bullet
had plowed across it. “Turn me loose!”
she panted.

“Not so queeckly With a swift
turn of his wrist he made another loop
about her. “Now, I, José, shall say
what shall be done. Dios! That
gringo behind the rock has kill many
You shall pay.”

Lucile expanded her lungs to the
utmost and gave one cry, “Tex!”’

Tex Roan spun about to find himself -
facing a gun. Where had that cry
come from? But the man covering him.
was not of the Mexicans.

" “Hell,” grumbled old Epp, lowermg
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“his gun
them—
o “How did you get here?” demanded
the puncher.
“Come up over the ridge. Was trall-
- in’ Lucile” ;
“Did you see her?”’
“Saw her horse, that’s all. She left
a note this mornin’ sayin’ she was com-
in’ up here, so I took her trail.”
“Did you hear that cry just now.’
“Cry? No; but then my ears ain’t

K g thought you was one of

- so. attlettick as they used t’be Some-
orie yelp?” :
“It sounded like Lucile. She went

" back for more amunition.”

“What'’s all this mean? Them Mexes

tryin” to run a rannie?”
. Swiftly Tex told him what had hap-
pened. “Can you stick here an’ hold
‘em off a while?” he finished. “I gotta
go back an’ see what that yelp meant.”

“Shore can,” grunted Epp. “Leave
me that rifle o’ your'n an’ I'll hold
them -buzzards till the cows come
home. Watch out fer a trap, though;
them hombres ain’t t'’be trusted none
whatever.”

Zigzagging up along the sheltering
line of boulders, Tex finally came to
the spot where José had slipped his
riata over Lucile. The puncher saw
the red on the rock, swore roundly
and stooped to pick up the girl’s can-
teen—the only remammg part of her

- burden.

“If some greaser has nicked her I’ll
kill every damn one of ’em,” he swore.
Bending down, he set his dark, angry
eyes to the task of picking up the trail.

There was sign of two pairs of boots,

faint, yet to his eyes plain enough.
They straggled back up the hill and
bore off to the west. Now and then
the smaller ;marks showed where Lu-
cile had braced against captivity. This
proved to Tex that she was not badly
Jhurt.

While old Epp had plenty of con--

fidence, his ability to hold back the
horde was far short of his words. The
Mexicans below -sensed some change
in the program and immediately began

~

- toward the barrier.
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to crowd. the sweltering cattle back
Epp shot wildly,
using five precious shells to knock
down three steers. And then he dis-
covered that the magazine was. empty.
And his wounded shoulder was throb-
bing’ from the jolting of the gun butt.
Swearing earnestly he began a retreat
up the draw. One steer cleared the
plle of dead animals and came charg-
ing toward him. Epp threw up his
old Colt and knocked the animal to its
knees. But others were coming now,
and Epp, realizing what would happen
were he caught beneath a’ stampede,
scrambled wildly for higher ground.
Tex saw the break come. Hundreds
of clawing hoofs mauled the pile of
dead critters back and gradually open-
ed a narrow lane. They were through!
Somewhere higher up his' own horse
stood waltlng, but his chances of

-reaching the saddle were very poor. It

was too late, now, to head the herd, so
he increased his pace toward the west
on Lucile’s trail. -He dipped into a
narrow canyon and began toxhng up
the far side.

Epp was about to give up hope of
reaching safety when, out of the north
and riding like devils, came five men.
Through the haze of dust he.recog-
nized them as his own boys, and his
old throat lifted in a jubilant Apache.
yell. The S-Bar-S hands had listened
to the distant firing for almost an
hour, then, unable to. restrain them-
selves longer, they left the home herd
and came boﬂmg down from the tree
line.

One glance at the scene was enough
for them. ‘With shrill yells they
headed into the coming charge of cat-
tle and, shooting some and heading
back others, managed to stem the up-

ward rush.” Five of them converging .

on the canyons’ heads halted the strug-
gle upward .and turned -a thoroughly
crazed mass of Mezxican cattle back the
way they came. The ‘herders below
turned and fled for their lives, with
forked hoofs beatmg out a death tempo
behind them.




Epp du;c,r the dust out of his eyes and
stared at the scene about him. Dead
and dying steers lay about. “’Nough

beef here t'feed -all them Mexican

armies,” he muttered. “But I bet it’s
so dang tough nobuddy but a rebel
could chew it. Man, oh, man, wait till
- that stampede reaches the valley! I'm
bettin’ the Border sees this spread
- afore dark.” He reached for a con-
soling plug. “Wonder what became of
that Tex feller? An’ where is Lucile?”

José had dragged Lucile to the last
canyon on the west. He had come up
that way in order to be as far from
Tex’s sight as possible. His scheme
was to get in behind and shoot the

\., Government puncher'down. This would

:open up the way for the cattle. Once

" those rangy steers were back in the
hills, getting them out without taking
- other brands along would be difficult.
It was a very profitable idea, if it
worked. But the Tex hombre was
proving a hard man to deal with.

However, now that hé-had captured.

the sefiorita, José’s plans were materi-
ally aided. He would.use her as a
leverage to get his stock into the high-
er ground. There had actually been
no limit set for the herd except those
designated by Tex. And the fact that
the gringo had killed Pedro would be
an argument favorable to the cause in

case anything unpleasant followed the

invasion.

A quarter of a mile down the’ canyon
was the Mexican’s horse; he would load
the sefiorita on to the horse, climb on

“behind and ride back to where Tex was

holding forth. With the girl as a
shield he could get near enough to ex-
plain his purpose and desires. Let
the gringo shoot, if he dared. But
stumbling along, holding back, delay-
ing in any- way she could, Lucile
caught a glimpse of a well known som-
brero cresting the ridge to the left,
She began to limp painfully and at

last sank down with an angry excla-

. mation. “My boot is cutting my foot,”
she said. “Untie my hands so that I
can take it off.”
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José’s teeth flashed in a knowing
smile.

-“But there is no hurry. Your steers
are clear of the canyon.”

“So? You heard the shots, eh?”

~“Yes; and they were too many for
one man to make, This deal will be
tough enough for you without tortur-
ing my feet.”

“It cannot be said that José was un-
gallant,” smirked the Mexican. “But
the ropes? No. I shall remove the
boot. Or would it not be better to
carry you?”

“Take it off,” she sald abruptly, the
thought of resting in the swart man’s
arms being too much.

José looked carefully up and down
the canyon, then knelt before her.
Lucile bit her lips as he grasped her
right boot and began to pull. There
was nothing the matter with her foot
but the delay in removing the boot
would help Tex. She wondered just

*where he was, how much nearer he had

gotten to them. She had tried to leave
a plain trail for him.
Tex was coming: Taking advantage

“Untie the hands? But no; I
_bare no cat’s claws.to my skin.” :

365
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of any and all cover he was working

along toward the last ecanyon of the
group. Just once he saw the pair he
was trailing, and it whipped up his
flagging spirits.’ He tried to think of
some plan whereby he could get at
José without hurting Lucile. If it was
José who had her—and he was not
sure—he had a crafty enemy ahead.

. Suddenly the Mexican looked up to

see the girl’s eyes fastened upon a .

boulder midway up the sloping wall
of the-canyon. Still fumbling with
her boot, he drew a gun and brought
it around carefully. They were parti-
ally hid under a ledge. Tex’s eyes
were scorched with the heat—having
carried his hat the last one hundred
yards to prevent the crown from be-
traying his position. He thought he
saw a darker spot bélow him but was
not sure. Slowly he raised from his
temporary shelter and craned his neck
downward.
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José’s guin was up and covering Tex’s
breast when Lucile lowered her eyes.
The -open wound on the Mexican’s face
was widened as his jaws set. The ex-
pression told her that he was looking
at Tex. Her next movement was in-
stinctive rather than planned. Her

doubled right knee straightened with

a jerk. Her heel struck José squarely

- in the chest and sent him sprawling

backward,

How swiftly the shots came' It
seemed . to the girl that the space be-
tween them could not be measured.
José’s body jerked twice. He doubled
over and rolled ten feet down the trail.
But he ended up on his knees and with
his gun crashing spitefully. Two more
shots came from above and he lay still:

Lucile leaned back-against the wall and'

half closed her eyes.

“You all right, girl?” -‘Tex’s drip-
ping face appeared before her.

. She nodded. .“I held him back by
saymg my foot hurt.”

“Yeah? Oh, I see, now, how he hap-
pened to go bouncmg out of here; you
kicked him! My gosh, Lucile, I've
made a mess outa this deal. If it hadn’t

. been for yore men comin’ when they

did, this Mex outﬁt would have been
all over yore range.”

“My men? They came? ?”

“I reckon it was them. Came down
outa the timber like a pack o’ wolves.
I saw ’em meet the steers at the canyon
top an’ turn ’em back. That was my
job, but I shore fell down on it.”

“You were coming after me.
couldn’t be in two places at once.”

You

“I shouldn’t of let José sneak up
" behind. If you hadn’t of seen him I'd

of been buzzard bait by this time.
Yeah, I shore did mess up the deal.
Poor ol’ Epp. I wonder how he got
out of it?” :

“Epp? Up here?”

“Come a trailin’ after you. I left
him to hold the steers back while I
run down that jasper layin’ there. I
reckon he got stomped t'death.”

» Lucile Stokes ‘leaped to her feet.

+“Come,” she cried. “We must find him.

.

‘one of my mistakes.,”
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If he’s buried. umder those cattle he
may still be alive.,” She pulled on her
boot and throwing off the riata Tex
had cut to bits, grasped him by the

hand and led him swiftly back up thei

canyon.
Arriving at the spot where Epp had

"been left, they saw plenty of evidence

of what had taken place. Dead steers
were at least a hundred yards above
the boulder where Tex had hidden.
They looked beneath the animals but

saw nothing of the old foreman, Lucile
was very near to tears when they be-

gan tearing at the mass of dead ani- .

mals at the canyon héad.

“He’s been like a father to me,” she
choked. “T’ll never forgive myself if
anything happened to him.”

Tex strained at the stiff.- leg of a
steer. ,
stay; here;” he panted. “Just another

" “Hush, Tex you were doing your
best.”

“Hey!” came a sudden voice from -

above them. “What you two rannies
doin’ down there? Tryin’ t'ind a de-
cent steer in that Mex pile?”

“Epp!” cried Lucile.

-earth have you been?”

“I might be askin’ you the same
thing,” answered Epp. He slapped
his horse’s neck and moved nearer.
“I rode down the ridge a ways t'see
what happened >in the wvalley. Lord
a-mighty, I never saw. such a stampede
in all my born days. An’ the boys are
still razzin’ ’em.  They ain’t nothin’
left in the valley but a busted chuck
wagon. Steers is bogged down in the
creek, what ain’t headin’ fer the Bor—
der hills.”

“Where are the Mex herders?” asked

Tex.
_ “Search me. I can’t see such small
critters at that distance, Man, you
shore gave that layout a short stay in
this here country.”

“T didn’t do much,” said Tex bitterly.

“Well, you had the right idee,”
grinned Epp. “I reckon you’d make
a right smart -foreman, if you tried.”

“Where on

L
3

:i:

“It’s my fault for askin’ him to

o
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“I'm huntin’ a reg’lar cow job pron-
to,” said Tex. “When it comes to
herdin’ Mexes, I ain’t so good.”

“It all depends how you look at it,”
said Epp. ‘“Me, I'm plumb satisfied
the way things have gone here. It’ll
teach ’em buzzards a lessomn.
behave the next time they come
across.” Epp scratched his grizzled
thatch and surveyed the .pair below
him. “Speakin’ o’ huntin’ a cow job,
how’d you like to tie up with this out-
ﬁt?” .

Tex glanced at Lucile but did not
answer. His hesitation spurred the
old man on. “I’ll resign my foreman
job fer you if you’ll take it,” he said.’
. “You’ll do nothing of the sort,” ex-
", claimed the girl. “What would Father
" think if I let you resign?”

“Huh. I bet he’s been lookin’ down
‘fer quite a spell an’ wonderin’ how

long his daughter is goin’ to keep an-

o’ gent like me as foreman. Why,
I'm plumb siove in; ain’t attlettick a-
tall no more.” He grinned and reached
for his plug.

Lucile stared up at the old man
without speaking. She saw that his
gray eyes were twinkling with hidden

They'll

mischief. There was something be-
hind all this talk of resigning. Quite
suddenly she suspected what it was_-
and the blush that crept across her
face 'tickled old Epp. .

“You ride along,” she ccommanded

-“I’'ve got a better plan in mind. You

are still foreman of the S-Bar-S.”

“Just as you say,” grinning. “If

" you got-a better plan, why, I'm dead

sure it’ll suit me.”

At the ridge he pulled up and
looked back. Lucile was pouring
water from the canteen over the two
wounds in Tex’s shoulder, He saw
the tall young man reach back and
wipe his grimy hands on his chaps,
then they came forward to circle her
waist. Lucile drew back slightly and -
Epp frowned. Was she going to balk?
But‘no, she had drawn in again and
her finger tips were touching the
square jaw above her. Epp sighed
when she at last relaxed in the pun--
cher’s arms.

“Doggone,” he breathed. “I thought
fer a minute I hadn’t guessed her plan |
right. Foreman! Huh! Ketch mé re-
51gn1n But, dang it, I had/t say that
t'git ’em to thinkin’ about ’emselves.”

\

MEMBERS OF TRAILS END

Whose pictures appear on pages 592 and 593
PAGE 592 i —
First Row—left to right—F. Barnes, Woodburn, Qre.; Dorothy E. Bates, Hal- .
lowell, Me.; Tex Kinley, Pittsburgh, Pa.
Seconp Row—left to right—Hattie Hillegars; Peakiomenville, Penn.; Aaron.
McMeekin, Colorado, Tex.; ]Ea_rl_ﬁqudson_,\ Rocky Mouni, N, C.
THRD Row—left to right—Walter Farrington, Rapid City, S. D.; Eva Wool.

ridge, Mattoon, 1ll.;

Audie M. Armstrong, Decker, Mont.

PAGE 593

First Row—left to right—Norman A. Borgen,

Minneapolis, Minn.; Howard

Zehn and father, Seattle, Wash.; Henry U. Bauman, Bird Island, Minn.
SeconD Row—left to right—Anna Ayers, Yonkers, N. Y.; Hazel C. Mills,
Ottawa, Canada; Miss Domaestes, Peoria, Ariz.
Tump Row—left to right—Viola Hartberg, Welcome, Minn.; Mrs. S. J. Here
’ man, El Paso, Tex.; Norman Hull, Miller’s Falls, Mass.
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P@f a W@man

By H. A. Woodbury

It’s doggone queer the - way a g:rl who's never been in love before, will fall with a crash
" for a man and believe in him even when the cards are stacked against him, and never
even ask for the proof of his innocence,

HEN Ginger Marston was

sixteen, her father had shaken

his head over her and s:ghed
“It’s high time, you young

\roughneck that you was growin’ up

an’ bein’ a lady. Do you know what I
heard, to-day?”

Ginger had cocked her head on.one
side and had obsetved him studiously.
She was an exceedingly trim young
creature, lithe and slender as a young
boy, in blue jeans and boots. Her
brown eyes twinkled in mischief. And
her sunburned nose wrinkled as she

\

N

twisted her very charming features
into a grimace.

“I reckon,” she drawled meeting his
gaze stoutly, “that them danged Eng-
lish sparrows has-been tellin’ you how
I was throwin’ ‘rocks at Spud East-

-land.”

Her father nodded “An’ they went
on to say that you knocked his brand
new Sunday Stetson off in the dirt!”

“It was an accident,” said Ginger.

“Accident!” -

“Yeah. I meant to get him in the
jaw,”

568
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- Her father blinked. Spud was some-
thing of a local potentate.  People
might accuse ‘him of  sharp practise,
sometimes, but still he was better off
than most neighboring ranchers.

“He tried to kiss me at the dance
the other Saturday night,” Ginger
went on, “and I slapped his face for
him. Told him if he came near me
again, he’d better watch out. Well, he
thought I was kiddin’, that’s all. An’
I wasn’t. Why, the old grasshopper’s
old enough to be my father.”

“There’s worse men in Hopl county,
though,” suggested her father. For the
cowman couldn’t forget his ambitions

‘for the girl.

“I dare say,” smiled Ginger, “but I

~ haven’t any use for any of 'em.. Men
—gosh, they give me a pain in the

neck. They go .gettin’ that fool love
light in their eyes, an’ then they're
plumb useless.”

“Reg’lar man-hater, ain’t you?”

“I am,” said Ginger determinedly.

Her father sighed rather softly. And
for a moment, he regarded the gaudy
sweep of desert and sky.

- “Well,” he said finally, “I only hope
when you do fall, you’ll fall for the
right one. Your kind loves jest as un-

reasonably as it hates, Ginger. A-

man’ll come along some day, an’ you’ll
worship him without askin’ no ques-
tions. I—well, girls like you need a
guardian angel.”

“Applesauge,” said Gmger “T've got
too much sense to fall in love.”

But her father was right, and Gin-
ger was wrong. Of course! Although
for a time it looked the other way
round. That is, Ginger broke hearts
all over Hopi county, and gave no sign

- of being affected, herself, until she met

Steve Cheyne,

She had just passed eighteen, and she
was riding very slowly out of Mesquite
Gulch, one morning, wearing the new
red inlaid boots and the fringed leather
skirt her father had given her for her
birthday, when the stranger, coming in
the opposite direction, hailed her.

He sat a chunky little blue roan very

~

erectly, and she noticed especially the
lean alertness of his bronzed face and
the broad expanse of his well built
shoulders.

“How much farther to town?” he
asked her.

She set up her buckskin beside h1m,
and noted in addition the bulges of
muscle under his frayed blue shirt.

“’Bout an hour,” she told him. Then
she added. “You lookin’ for a Job?”

He nodded.

She was never able, afterward to de-
cide what had made her so impulsive,
that morning. Fate, no doubt. At any
rate, she had smiled at him warmly,

“Then why don’t you come on back
with me? Dall’ll give you a job.”

The stranger did not answer her for
what seemed an age. She felt his keen
blue eyes taking her in minutely, but
in a way she couldn’t possibly resent.

-They were rather sad eyes for a man

so young. He couldn’t have been more
than twenty-two. There was a shade
of wistfulness in his glance. He looked
at her as if he had beheld beauty which
he could admire in reverence, but
which he dared not touch. :
“Thanks,” he said finally.
reckon I'd better not.
in town.” .
Again there was no offence in his
manner. . '
After-he pushed on, Ginger held her
own pony still, and watched him as he
jogged through the yellow dust. He
did not look back. He kept on until

“I—I
I 11 look around

 he’ finally disappeared in the green

featheriness of a mesquite clump.
Ginger frowned. It was - the first
time in her life that a man had refused
to be utterly enthralled upon mere
sight of her. In a measure she was
justifiably annoyed. In a measure,
,also, she was intrigued. This was
something a little new in masculine be-

.havior. .

Could Ginger have had, at that mo-
ment, some sort of magic X-ray instru-
ment to see into the young man’s
breast, she would have discovered that
it was nothing new, after all. Steve
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Cheyne s heart was palpltatmg just as
wildly as any other man’s.

If he managed to conceal it, that was
his own affair. .More 'secrets than one
were hidden in that breast.

In the next, two weeks, she saw him
at neither ‘of the Saturday night
dances. This implies, of course, that
she looked for him. She thought pos-
sibly that he had drifted straight
through Mesquite Gulch. But he
hadn’t, as she was to discover.

On the third Saturday, she had gone

out to the Bar Diamond soda springs,
- fifteen miles the other side of town in

the blue foothills to the North with a -

" group of her high school friends.

It was a hot, lazy, Southwestern af-
ternoon, and the sun’s rays curled up
visibly from the rocky, yucca-covered
hillside. Most of the group decided to
sit around the springs and chin. "Not
Ginger. -~ She was more adventurous.

" They had come out by automobile,

so that she had no horse, but she de-
termined, nevertheless, to climb the
steep slope at whose base they were.

She set out, alone, picking her way
up the rocky incline ‘with the nimble-
ness of a mountain goat. She arrived
presently at the top, sat down for a
brief moment. to thrill in ecstasy at
the view of the far-flung desert valley
" behind her, and then continued on
down the other side toward the cool
trickle of Cedar Creek.

The brush was thicker, here—the de-
scent more precipitous.
onto the sheer edge of a sharp drop
into the canyon before she quite real-
ized where she was. Then, while she
was still laboring with her footing, she
saw the men down below, and the men
caught sight of her.

There was a shout. Then a burst of
obscenity, and she saw a man fling him-
self into a saddle. She struggled to

climb back up the steep slope, away

from this camp of desert rats, but she
_ realized in a flash that the man was
going to cut her off. -Through the-
brush up above, a rider came loping to-
ward her. She looked up to see Steve.

She stumbled .

RANCH ROMANCES

- The, next few moments were a rev-
elation in riding and roping and battle.
The broad-shouldered cowboy whose
“name she.did not even know was every-
where at once. He let fly with his rope .
and yanked the advancing ruffian out
of his 'saddle. Then he charged on
down the trail into the camp of the
others. He shot an automatic out-of
the hands of one man. The rést put
up their hands.
- In a moment he had the whole group
rounded up. Ginger scrambléd down
to join him in.a second. ' .
“Brady “fired these punchers a week -
ago,” ‘he explained, “an’ since then
they’ve been stickin’ round, raisin’ hell

. all .over the ranch. Smashin’ water

troughs, runnin’ cattle, an’ otherwise
ventin’ poison. I' asked Brady if I
could round ’em up, an’ I been hot on
their trail fer two days.”

He spoke of it all modestly—as if
it were nothing but sheer routine in a
puncher’s life. Ginger .stared at him
with eyes wide with admiration.

“Well, I'm sure glad you happened
along,” she sighed.

- The two of them exchanged signifi-
cant glances.

Ginger added in a second, “You'd
better let me help you into the sheriff’s
office with them.”

It seemed only .natural, after that,
that she should at last persuade -him to .

attend a Saturday night dance. But it
took a little pleading, even so.
. “You know.” said Ginger, “you act

plumb scairt of me.”

“Maybe I am,” he suggested

“Why? I won’t bite you.”

“Well—” He met her glance frankly,
“it ain’t quite safe fer an’ unbranded
cowpoke like me to be exposed to such
attractiveness. I'm danged' 1mpress1on—
able.”

Ginger saw no sin in that. ;

Neither did Steve, apparently, by the
time.the evening got under Way They
danced on'the torch-lit, open -air pavil-
ion, out under the stars, and they‘sat
out the long intermissions in the little
cottonwood grove, beyond.:
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Ginger introduced him to her father.
* The old cowman ‘liked Steve. Brady,

Steve’s employer, was there, too, and .

this rancher was in a genial mood over
the afternoon’s exploit. 7

“Steve, here, come a-driftin’ in outa
nowhere,” grinned Brady. “Couldn’t
git it outa him where he’d been er what
he’d done. Mighta thought he’d been a
road agent he was so danged secretive.
But blamed if he ain’t won his right to
stay here. Them rats he cleaned out
this afternoon weren't jest sneakin’
bums.” They was desperate killers.”

Ginger was standing at Steve’s side
when the man’ uttered his words of
praise, and she gave her cowboy’s hand
a tiny, very pleased squeeze. Steve re-
turned it, and glanced down into her
admiring eyes.

“You know,” he sa1d “it means a lot
to me if that-there’s true. I've come
a long ways to find a home.”

After that, he was even more at ease,
more natural, the rest of the evening.
When he and Ginger laughed, out un-
der the stars, it was as if the two of

. them, just he and she, had been laugh-
ing together all their lives.

Just before the evening was over,
though, a man on the edge of the crowd
"called to Steve as he was standing
alone for a moment. Only—he didn’t
use the name, Steve,

“Hey, there, Gyp.” The tone was im-
perious. Steve tried to ignore it, but
the man was insistent.

Steve came over slowly, “Well, What
do you want? Trymg to shake me
down?”

The man shook his head. He was a
considerably older man, about forty,
probably. “Nope,” he said, “you’ve got
me wrong, Gyp. This ain’t blackmail.
I jest want to talk to you after the
dance. I've got a little proposition.”

Steve’s face flushed angrily.

“I'm through with jobs like that ” he
said.

The ‘man srmled “Gomg stralght?”

Steve nodded. “Going stra1ght And
I mean it.,” :
. “Well—" The man’s smile became a

his head sadly.

probed each other deeply.
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shade warmer, “this here’s ot the level.
It won ’t hurt you to talk it over, any-
way.”

Steve d1d not answer. As he left the
man to walk back to Ginger, cold beads
of perspiration were crowding to his
forehead.

The dance was just breaking up.
Ginger asked him as tactfully as she
could, whether he was seeing her home
or whether she had better go back with
her father.

“You’d better go with your dad,” he
said. Then, suddenly, impulsively, he
took her hand in a brief squeeze. “I'm
sayin’ good-by, Ginger, good-by for
good.” '

“Good-by?” the girl gasped. “But I

‘thought you jest said—"

“That I'd found a home?” He shook
“Nope. Reckon I was
jest kidden’ myself. I got to be drift-
in’ along.”

“Where?”.

He pomted vaguely off toward the

“shadowy horizon. “Somewhere in them

blue hills. I dunno—

They stood therewery close together
in the pale’ starlight. Their eyes
Ginger
thought for a moment that Steve was
going to-kiss her. He seemed to waver
unsteadily. He wanted to, but he
didn’t. A

Steve Cheyne left the dance alone,
that night, his 'mind made up. Any
sort of proposition this stranger was
offering him was not to his liking. He
was off that stuff—for good.

He had walked out of San Quentin
three months before, not only a free
man, but a changed man. He had had
three long years to think and to think
deeply.~ Father O’Hara had been a con-
stant inspiration to him during those
dark days behind gray walls. All the
old, wvacillating weakness had been
seared out of his soul.

For his fault in the old days had
never been more than weakness. He
had been mixed up in a couple of jobs
of the Black Mountain Gang, but only
as a sort of tagger-along. The others
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had planned; the others had struck.
He had accompanied them simply be-
cause he had lacked the gumption to
say no.

That side of him was gone, now—
definitely and forever. He knew it as
positively as he knew he was ahve His
present actions bore it out, the more,

He was leaving Mesquite Gulch and -

the  temporary hospitality it had
granted him, not so much because he
feared this stranger would expose him
as a one-time outlaw and ex-convict,
as for another more powerful reason.
Exposure would doubtless soon come,
wherever he went. He ‘would be man
enough to live it down. He was flee-
ing out of strength; and not weakness,

RANCH ROMANCES

‘which had led him thus far.

Steve frowned nervously. He was
impatient .to be on his way. It was
only this talk of helping a woman
He was
chiyalrous, Steve.

“It's a matter of some letters,” the
man .went on. “My daughter’d like to
get ’em back before she gets married.
And this guy that has °’ em threatens
to get nasty with ’em.” .

“He’s hlackmailing you, in other
words ?”

_“Holding the letters for ten thou-
“sand dollars,” said Jones. “Now I’l1- ‘pay
you a thousand if you.can get ’em.
You see I've got to go to a man like
you: I can’t put the sheriff onto the
job without telling him why. If I tell-

for he had read Ginger’s eyes, and he—him—well, that’s no help to Alice.”

had read his own' heart. o

He must drift before the spark in
-each was kindled into an unruly flame.
He and the girl were in love. It was
impossible, considering her loveliness.
He must vanish before it made a dif-
" ference.

He strode over to the hitching-rail
and flung himself heavily into the sad-
dle. He would stop by the Bar Dia-
mond and pick up his duffle. “Then the
long, dusty trail again.-

The stranger who had called his old
monicker, there at the dance, had fol-
lowed him, and now the man hailed
him again.

“Won’t you listen—jest for a sec-
-ond?” the man begged.

Steve frowned. “Make it snappy.”

“It’s for a woman,” ‘the man said.
“Come on, we’ll slip into. this all-mght
lunch, where we can talk.”

Steve followed.. The man ordered’

cigars and coffee for the two of them,
and they put their heads together.’

~ “I-didn’t spot you, myself,” the man
went on.  “I’m a lawyer. Jones is my
name. 1 was over at the sheriff’s office
to see about bail for some of those fel-
lows you fan 4n, this afternoon. One
of ’em recognized you from San Quen-
tin, and I don’t mind saying he gave
me your name hoping to do you dll‘t
But that isn’t the reason I called you.”

Steve studied his man carefully,

“Why don’t you pull the robbery,
yourself?”

Jones laughed nervously. “Suppose
I were recognized? I'm pretty well
known around here. Also—well, to tell
you-the truth, I'm scared to death of
the job. It’s so outside my line.”

Steve thanked him for the implied
tribute to his own courage. Abruptly,
he stiffened. “It doesn’t interest me,”
he said.

“Two thousand, then?”

“It’s not the price,” said Steve, “it’s
the principle of the thing. I'm through
Understand?” - .

Jones did not at once press him fur-
ther., He smoked thoughtfully and
stared at the table. Then he lifted a
saddened face,

“If you want to talk principles,” he
said, “listen to me.- You don’t know
what it is to be a father., But maybe
you've loved a girl ‘at some time or

_other in your life.” ~

Steve felt a sharp stab at his heart.

“If you have,” Jones went on, “then
maybe you’ll realize what it would
mean to have that girl suffer.
you see it?”

It was Steve’s turn, now, to stare at
the table top.

“You know the hang of thls robbery
business,” the man went on; “Heaven

Don't -
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itself, must have sent you over here.”

Steve looked up. Yes, he knew what
it was to love, and_what it would mean
if the loved one were to suffer.

“Pll do it,” he said grimly, “but I
won’t touch a cent for it. Understand?
Not a cent. Now tell me about it.”

Jones at once explained.

“The letters are in a desk drawer,

olit at this man’s ranch. Sealed up in

two large Manila envelopes. I know,
because I saw him put them there,
yesterday. _I'd gone out there with five
thousand dollars but we couldn’t come
to terms, and he put them away again.”

“And the ranch is where?” o

“South of town a piece. I’ll take you
out there, to-morrow night. Things
oughta be quiet, Sunday. Tl wait at
the gate while you go in.”” -

Steve agreed, silently. Jones arose
and wrung his hand in gratitude. Steve
felt a warm little shiver go through his
body. If his knowledge of evil could
at last be turned to good—he smiled—
then he didn’t mind the risk he ran.

Jones advised him to pack a gun,
but he shook his head.

“That’s one thing I won’t do.”

Yet in spite of the risk, it was a calm
enough Steve Cheyne who left his
pony in the shadow of a saddle shed,
late the following night. And an equal-

ly calm Steve who crossed the patch

- of pale moonlight to the house.

Windows and doors were all locked
as Jones had said they would be. Natu- |

ral enough if the man were suspecting
such an attempt. ) ‘
Steve worked .quietly. He chose a
door, preferring to jimmy wood than
to shatter glass. The latch yielded, but
a loose chain still held. He could not
reach far enough inside to slip it, but
he had come prepared. A few minutes
with a hack saw, and he was in the

room. He knew .his layout, because

Jones had drawn him a floor plan. He
walked straight to the desk.and re-
peated under his. breath: “Second
drawer—right.” This, too, was locked,
but the lock yielded in its turn.

Steve smiled a little grimly. It was

r
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‘the first job he héd ever really pulled.

In the dead days of the outgrown past,
he would have been simply a nervous
prowler. Now, his nerves were calm.
Three years’ time to think and the
kindness of Father O’Hara had done
that. He was a man, now—a man for
good. The surety of it overwhelmed
him, N . .

He paused, however, as he put his
hands on the Manila envelopes. Some -
sixth sense told him that he was no
longer alone! N

Trapped—without a rod!

As he stood there absolutely still for
a long, long moment, nothing hap-
pened. He was more or less in the

"moonlight which streaked in the win- -*

dow. He would have been seen had his
sixth sense told him correctly. So
therefore, when all remained calm, he
took it for granted that this premoni-
tion had been a false alarm.

He slipped the two envelopes into
his shirt and tiptoed out. He waited

‘another long moment in the shadows,

before he went to his pony. Still no
movement from the house. He did not
know_ that the door on the other side
had opened noiselessly. He was in his
saddle, in a second, but it became evi-
dent, almost immediately, that he was
being pursued. He heard the tattoo of
hoofs hard upon him, and without look-
ing back, he hunched lower over the
horse’s neck. :

Then came the shot. Hot fire seared
his leg. Convulsive pain shot up t¢’the
groin. He felt himself falling—faint-
ing. , _

Steve Cheyne came to, a few minutes
later, with his head in a girl’s lap. Soft
fingers were stroking his forehead.
Ginger’s voice was saying, “Steve, why
did you do it?” Before he could an-
swer, she was going on, half sobbing.
“We—we -all knew you’d been an out-
law, of course. Brady told us, to-day.
He’d been suspicious of you, you see.
Afraid you were a recruit for the tough
gang on his ranch. He’d started to
look you up before you distinguished
yourself, and the answer te his letter
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arrived to-day, sent by specxal delivery.

“But—but we’d all decided, Dad and
Brady and I, that it didn’t matter.
Father O’Hara wrote so glowingly of

you. And you’d been so wonderful,
here.. We-—-we thought you were a
man, now.’

Weakly, he struggled for words
which failed to come. _

“If -you need some money, Ginger’s.
soft voice went on, “why dian’t you
tell me'f‘ Dad would have lent you
some.’

,“Money?” he managed to stammer -

—Gmger ripped open one of the
Manila envelopes. “Here,” she said,
presenting him a couple of large bills,
“take what you need. And—and if
you’re not hurt too badly, maybe I can
hide you till you can get away. 11
tell Dad the other fellow was workmg
alone.”

For a second, Steve felt giddy. Love
like this was not given to every man
—that she should feel for him and try
to-help him even when she thought he
was an outlaw, was too much.

He managed to push the bills aside.

“Where—where is the other fellow?”
he demanded, suddenly trying to rise.
His mind surged wildly with the ‘de-

-sire to get into the saddle, to ride, to

bring the smooth-spoken Jones back to
justice.

“He’s over there,” aid[Ginger She
pointed to a prone figure, face down in
the sand. “I got him,” she said, “just

.as he shot you. A second too late to

save you a]together, but in time to
spoil his aim a little.” /
Intelhgences were coming almost
too fast for Steve to comprehend them
all.
“You got him,” he repeated dully,
“jest as he shot me.” - -
““Got him with a rock,” sa1d Glnger.
“You see when I trailed you out of the
house, I didn’t stop for a gun. I-—-I
didn’t want to have to use one on you.”
He began to understand 1t all, now.’

et
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He understood it better when Ginger
rolled his double-crossing partner over,
and took a look at his face.

“Spud Eastland,” the girl gasped. “I
—1I see now why he paid Dad in cash
instead of a check for those cows he
bought. And why he waited till after
the bank had closed, Saturday noon, to
give him his money. Hé was planning
all the time to rob it back.”

Steve saw it, too—saw that the man
had doubtless made arrangements, first,
with the gang in Cedar Creek Canyon,

-and that when they had béen run in, he

had used their information to tackle
" Steve. .

He realized then, also, why the man
had shot. He had recognized Ginger

“in pursuit, and had striven to save his

own face, to appear a rescuer in the
nick of time.

Ginger was studymg him mtently

“Steve,” she challenged, “there’s:
something queer about this. You didn’t
set out deliberately to rob us, I know.”

Her faith thrilled him, but it fright-
ened him, also. He struggled to get
to his feet

“I—I reckon I'd better be driftin’,
he said., .

As he said it, he fell back. The leg
was useless. Ginger gathered him into
her arims. T

_“By the looks o’ that wound,” she

said, gently, “you won’t be driftin’ any-
where for a long time., If——if you
don’t feel strong enough to tell me
about it, now, you can wait.”

He opened his mouth to say some- -
thing before it. was too late, before her
loveliness rendered him completely
helpless, but Gmger cautioned him to
silence.

“Not now,” she said,”“I can trust
you. Don’t you know, Steve, your eyes
are all the proof I need?”

Then as those eyes of his still wor-
shiped and wondered at love so great,
she bent her face to his, and kissed
him. '




Three Points Faster’n
- Lightnin’
- By A. L. H. Bucklin

A cowboy who shoots with both eyes open will sometimes refrain. from squinting whén
love comes his way, And this one just shut both eyes and opened his arms plumb wide.

CHAPTER I
A Cowboy Afoot

OWARD sundown Flash Dur-
ll kin jingled along the pitch-
spewing board sidewalk of Main
Street. He carried a heavy stock
saddle in one hand, bridle slung over
the horn. A 30-30 rifle was snuggled
in the crook of his free arm; from
a tied-down holster at his right hip
the worn walnut butt of a six-gun
protruded. In the high crown of his
- alkali-gray ten-gallon hat one bullet
hole gaped. o
From head to foot he was'covered
with powdery dust. The grime of his
face was streaked 'by. trickles of
“perspiration, His every movement at-
tested that he was dog-tired. Appar-
ently he had walked a long way. He
came into Sagebrush from the direc-
tion of the Badlands, a region seldom
traversed afoot. '

‘asked, “What’s happened,
. 575

A cowboy afoot! -

Czar Lumley, tilted back in his chair
on the porch of the Brunswick House,
peered hard at the approaching cow-
poke, spat a nicotine jet, scowled and
rumbled, “It’s him all right. Squeaky
musta got tangled up somehow.” He -
broke off suddenly at the sound of
heavy feet, .

Sheriff Amos Biggs who had just
dined well, it seemed, strode to-the
porch, picking his teeth with the small
blade of his knife, ‘ :

Flash clumped up the hotel steps,
put down his saddle and rifle, wiped
perspiration from his face with the
back of a work-calloused hand, then
glanced at Czar Lumley and the
sheriff.

The.silence throbbed. The sheriff’s
eyes took in the saddle, the rifle, the
bullet hole in Flash’s hat. He half
closed the blade of the knife and
stranger?

-
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- I’'m the sheriff so you're talkm to the
© law.” .

Flash smxled good- naturedly and his
cold eyes returned Czar Lumley s hos-
tile stare.
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Czar’s lips snarled away from yellow
teeth. “Course I know how it is. It's
kinda nice to be able to believe what a
purty gal says; ch, Sheriff?”

“How far is the Lazy J from here?”

“Over Devil’s Canyon way some  “Flash asked.

jasper cracks down on me as I was
ridin’ along peaceable. Shore got to
be thankful to the gods of poor
" shootin’. First shot plunks through
my hat. The second kills my hoss. My_
buckskin was a right good hoss, too,
Sheriff. Best cuttin’ hoss I ever
owned, s'fact.” ’

‘The_  sheriff stopped p1ck1ng his
teeth, flipped the blade shut and
pocketed his knife. “’Pears like some-
one was anxious to keep you from ar-
rivin’ here.”

“Strikes me thataway. But I don’t
see why anyone would bang away at
me in these parts. Never been here;
haven’t an enemy so far as I know.
- Course Old Man. Freeland told me as

how some of the range riders would

likely throw lead at me, soon as they
“knew I-was the new foreman of the
"Lazy J. But shucks!”

Czar Lumley laughed gratingly.
“This country seems right hot for
Lazy J foremen. Last feller, name of
"Miller, was potted by rustlers.”

The sheriff_said, “I investigated that
killin’ and as near as I can make out, .
it wasn’t rustlers got Miller.”

“Huh,” Czar grunted.

“How come?” "Flash asked.

“Just can’t say offhand who or what
or why. But it wasn’t rustlers,” Biggs
persisted. He amphﬁed “That Pifion
Mesa country is plumb lawless. Just
here the other “day the sheepman’s
daughter, Helen Peters, come a-fog-
gin’ in_ for protection for her dad.

" Seems like his life and his sheep have
been threatened. Cowmen want the
range, she says.”
. “I wouldn’t put no stock in a fright-
ened gal’s story, Sheriff,” Czar rum-
bled. “Likely she just went loco and
said things that ain’t true at all.”

“Must of been somethin’ behind her
story,” Biggs asserted.

“Maybe ¢ighteen or twenty miles,”
the sheriff opined.

“Sixteen: by the . short cut
stated.

“This here is Czar Lumley and he
runs a bunch of cows up thataway,
Turkeytrack Z. He can probably tell
you what you want to know about the
layout,” the sheriff vouchsafed

“Know anything about myxgytﬁt?’"
Flash asked the cowman.

“Plenty,” Czar said, his eyes narrow

Czar -

slits. “And none of it’s good,” he
‘added. S )
Flash shifted - weight from one

booted foot to the other. “Reckon
yore information checks against mine.
I hear they haven’t had a calf crop in
two years and that rustlers are plumb

"bad and—" .

“Can’t say as to them thmgs,_ Czar
declared. - -

Flash seemed not to hear the cow-
man’s words. “The dope I get is that
rustler spies are in the bunkhouse.”

The conversation broke off as a tow- -
headed freckled-faced youngster, per- .
haps fourteen_or fifteen years old;
came up the steps to the hotel porch.

“By cracky, the sheriff ejaculated,

“you’re in luck, stranger. This here is
Paul Freeland, son of the old man. He
come in with a buckboard for supplies,

' 8o you- won’t have to walk out.”

€X-~

“Hello, Paul,” Flash greeted,
l‘I,m

tending his hand to the boy. -
Flash Durkin.”

“Glad to meet you,” Paul said and
little flickers of admiration danced in
his eyes. “Dad wrote you were
comin’.” :

Paul’s eyes appralsed the new fore-
man. He was tall and lean and slim-
waisted, his face bronzed by sun and
wind, his hair faded by hot sunlight,
eyes cool and steady, chin firm and
square. '
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“You shoot any at the hombre who
waylaid you?” the sheriff inquired
casually, tugging at his mustache with
a lean hand. _

“I threw a little lead his way, but he
was crouched down behind a boulder
up on the rimrock and he wasn’t much
of a target. Besides, he was purty far
away for a six-gun and. this rifle was
under my dead hoss.”

“Did you get a look at the feller?”
Paul wanted to know.

“Reckon I could spot him again,
sonny. He was purty chunky and he
wore black woolly chaps.”

“I wouldnt be describin’ no one
promiscous,” Czar said. “That descrip-
tion might fit several hereabouts and
it’ll make bad feelings.”

“No one has to put it on less’n it fits
him snug.”

A silence hammered at the group on
the porch. Czar pulled out a sack of

makings and built a cigarette, stuck
it in his mouth, lighted it on the flare
of a match.

“Durkin, you’re headin’ for a coun-

try of trouble,” the sheriff said. “If
- you aren’t fast on the draw, it’s no
place for you. Killin’ and fightin’ and
rustlin’ and plottin’; Violence Range,
that’s what_ it is. I'd take charge up
there personal, only there’s a lot of
matters needin’ my attention down
here.” .

“Thanks, Sheriff, but I dont figure
to need yore help.”

" Czar laughed gratingly.

Flash turned to Paul. “When can
we hit the trail for the outfit, son?” he
asked. “If things are as bad as they're
plctured we oughtn’t to lose any
time.”

“We’d better stay in town to_-mght
and get goin’ at dawn to-morrow. I've
got the supplies loaded on the buck-
‘board.”™

The sheriff spoke again. “You don’t
aim to go up to the mesa without some

of the Lazy J rannies ridin’ with you?”"

“Shore, why not?” -
“Don’t do it. That country’s plumb
pizen to a Lazy J foreman.”

missed one meal, a’ready.”
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Flash’s eyes rested on Czar, bored
into him, then shifted to the sheriff.
“Me and Paul’ll go ahead with our
original plan,” he decided.

“By cracky,” Amos Biggs exclaimed,
“another job for the coroner.”

Flash wasn’t sure what the sheriff’s
attitude meant. He didn’t want to

> leave any doubt as to where he stood.

“Jus’ so there won’t- be no misunder-
standin’, I'm a-tellin’ yuh right now
that I come in to run the Lazy J, not
to be run out of the country. I aim
to raise a few calves and to stop the
rustlers raidin’ Lazy J critters.”

“You've tackled a stiff job, stranger,”
Czar said, puffing hard on his cigarette.

Flash held the cowman with cool
eyes. “Tough jobs is my meat,” he
said. “Looks like I'm goin’ to enjoy
myself huge.” Then to Paul he said,
“Come on, sonny, let’s turn in.  If it’s
goin’ to be as bad to-morrow as our
friends point out, we'll need some
sleep to steady our nerves.”

Man and boy turned in at the dining
room door. “Feel real gaunt,” Flash
opined. “Come to think her over, I

, CHAPTER II
_ °  The Killer on the Cliff

N the gray dlawn Paul swung his
frisky broncs in toward the Bruns-
wick House while Flash clumped down
the steps and piled into the buckboard.
He slung his .30-30 rifle at the back
of the seat and laid his six-gun be-

.tween Paul and himself, then gathered

up the lines and clucked to the iron-
hard range horses. They broke into a
wild run, tugging the mountain wagon
by the bits. Careening, bumping, the
buckboard tore along the twisting rib-
bon of dust’ that wound up and ever
upward- toward the tip-top of the
world. Behind the rig swirled a bil-
lowing cloud of choking dirt. They
quitted the low country and climbed
into a region of mesa land over which
hung a penetrating chill. Snow-capped
peaks loomed ahead.
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With Paul giving directions, they
forded a river, swollen to flood with
melting snow waters. In mid-stream
the water boiled into the box of the
buckboard.
fear and tried to tangle up the harness.
Flash drove them masterfully and
presently brought them into shallower
water ; the wild horses struggled up on
the farther bank. Scraggly cedars
grew along the road. After a time
these gave way to aspens and oaks and
clumps of sarvus brush; in turn these
were replaced by stately pines and
symmetrical spruce trees. The new-

born sun touched their evergreen with -

glory.

The broncs slowed to a walk now as
the road climbed straight up through a
canyon of jagged rocks. Creak of har-

'ness, rattle of buckboard, clop-clop of
hoofs, and an occasional word broke
~ the mountain stl}lness
scented with aromatic balsam. Below,
in the valley, a surging creek raced on-
ward. A magpie mocked the two
humans from the security of a tree. On

a lava ledge rattlesnakes sunned them- .

selves and as the Lazy J rig creaked
by they reared ugly diamond-shaped
heads atop their coils, rattles vibrating
a warning.

Suddenly Flash’s six- gun seemed to
leap from the seat to his hand-and it
spouted fire. Bang! Bang! Bang!
Three snake heads flew off. ‘

The broncs reared. and pitched, be-
gan to run. Flash laughed at the
frightened horses, wrapped the' lines
around his hands, and after a time
tugged the bolting animals to a slow
pace. He handed the “ribbons” to Paul

_and reloaded his gun.

- “May need her, later he explamed

to the boy. X
Flecks of admiration danced in
~ Paul’s eyes. “Gosh,” he said, “I didn’t

sce you_pick up that gun and shoot.
Why—why you re. just three points
faster’n llghtnm’ ”  Amazement was
on Paul’s face as he went on, “You
didn’t close your eye to aim, did you?”

Flash  laughed  good-naturedly.

Y

d

The broncs plunged .in .

The wind was_
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“Nope, \never do, Paul. That squintin®
of an eye is plumb waste of time.”

The deeply rutted road traversed a
mesa land of verdant grama grass..
Here sleek cattle grazed. As the buck-
board rattled by, some of the cow
brutes lifted ugly heads to sniff the
air and gave expression to their dis<
turbed feelings by raucous bawlings
that seemed to shake the mountains to
their very’ foundations. For a space
the road dropped down into a gloom-
shrouded canyon. On both sides great
cliffs of red sandstone reared. Flash
glanced up a bit apprehensively.-

“Shore ain’t a good place to meet up
with an enemy,” he muséd aloud.

The staccato rat-a-tat-tat of fast
running horse’s hoofs beat out. Then

-around a bend raced a rangy sorrel. A

girl, with masses of blue-black hair fly-
ing back of her in a cloud, sat the
saddle. She drew her.horse to a skid-
ding stop. as the buckboard came
abreast, and raised her hand.

Flash noted in a quick glance that
her white cheeks were stained a delec-
table red by the action of wind and the
exercise of riding., Her lips were- warm
and crimson; her eyes were deep and
mysterious. This girl was alive, radi-
ant, glowing, ' o

He tugged the broncs to a stop. But
they wouldn’t stand still. They pranced
and jumped, strained at the harness.

“Hello, Helen,” Paul greeted

“Hello, Paul.”

Flash stra1ghtened in his seat. The
girl’s voice held the quality of music.

The girl burst out, “Don’t go any
farther.”

“But we gotta be gettin’'to the Lazy
J,” Flash protested, his eyes held
strangely by the eyes of the girl whom
Paul had called Helen.

“If you plan to get there sound turn
around. Someone is skulking up on
the rimrock a mile ahead. T couldn’t
see the man, but I saw his horse hidden
in a thicket.” ) ‘

“Maybe yo’re just imagining things.
At any rate we gotta travel this road
to the outfit.” /
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“There’s an old little-used road that
winds through Sunshine Valley and
finally reaches the ranch. It’s a good

deal farther, ‘but maybe we’d better

take.it,” Paul volunteered,

Helen looked at Flash, dropped her
eyes and said, “I suppose you're the
new foreman for the Lazy J.” -

“Yeah, reckon that’s my job,” he said
and smiled.

She nodded .hér head understand--

ingly. “That explains the.sniper on
the cliff, then., Czar Lumley won’t let
you take charge if he can help it.”

“I met him last night in Sagebrush,”
Flash said. “He didn’t seem overly

- cordial, s’fact, but that don’t mean a
thing.” L

“Yes,” Helen went on, “it’s all plain
now. The black horse I saw in the
thicket just now is the top horse of
‘Squeaky Phipps. He’s Lumley’s fore-

-man, does his dirty work, mostly.
Phipps drilled Miller from behind,
though of course it can’t be proved.”

“Just why would Lumley and
Phipps want to keep me from reach-
ing the Lazy J?”

She flung out her arms, imploringly.
“These men want Pifion Mesa for the
Turkeytrack Z. They’re bent on des-
troying other cow outfits. They plan
to kill my father’s sheep.”

“We better be gettin’ along, Paul,”
Flash said calmly and took a firmer
hold on the lines. “If these jaspers
want to keep me from the outfit this
bad, there must be a good reason for
me gettin’ there, pronto.”

“But Phipps’ll have the drop on us
if we drive along this road,” Paul ob-
jected. -

“When the shootin’ starts, you drop
off the rig. I'll come back and pick
you up when I finished the little
fracas with the gunman up above.”

Flash loosened the rifle from the
back of the seat, saying, “May need it
for long-range work.”

“Please Mr.—Mr.—" -

“Call me Flash,” he suggested.

““This Phipps is a -.cold-blooded

killer. He won’t give you a chance.
R.R.2

-matter.

_two weeks.
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Turn around and take the old road.”

Flash considered this advice for a
long minute. He thrilled to the evi-
dent concern for his safety in the girl’s
voice. Of course it wasn’t a personal
But Helen’s voice did strange
things to him.

He took off his ten-gallon hat and
scratched his head reflectively.
“Reckon ‘'maybe yo’re plumb right.

“Ain’t playin’ square to let Paul in for -

a gunfight. Anyway, I promised his
dad to ride herd on him a bit.”

 An insect buzzed in the grass to the
side of the road. :

“How’s Mr. Freeland
along?” Helen asked.

“Figures to be out of the hospital in
He’s mendin’ right fast.
But he was shot up bad,” answered
Paul. ' )

Helen’s face sobered. ‘“That was
more of Czar Lumley’s dirty work,”
she charged.

Flash smiled and rubbed his big
hand across his forehead. “Me—I'm
a-goin’ to like this country fine,” he
enthused. “It'll be-a right good range
when we break up these rustlers and
say a purty little piece to Lumley and
his gunman Phipps. I always says no
country’s perfect, but we-.can do our
best to make it nice.” .

For the first time - Helen saw the
bullet hole in Flash’s hat. She leaned
forward in the saddle, biting off her
words sharply. “They’ve tried to am-
bush you already,” she cried.

Flash fidgeted with the ends of his
neckerchief. “No, ma’am, I wouldn’t
go so far as to say that. Might have
been just a stray piece of lead, floatin’
around, static-like.”” His face .grew
animated as if a new idea struck him
hard and pleasurably. “Where yuh
livin’ up here, Miss—" . .

“My name is Helen,” she explained
and color touched her cheeks. “My
dad’s sheep camp is about five miles
west of the Lazy J.” _

“Country ain’t bad  a-tall,” Flash
opined and smiled up at Helen boy-
ishly. “We’re neighbors. Won’t be

getting
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no trick a-tall for me to ride over and
say howdy now and then, that is if
sheep folks dont hate cow waddies
plumb venomous.”

Eagerness was in her expression.
Then she regarded the gravel of .the
,road, her face sobering. “I'd love to
have you ride over, but Dad—Dad is
queer. He hates cows and cow-
punchers.”

“Maybe I can convince him that a
cowboy is almost human. I'd do a heap
of talkin’ so I can see you regular.”

Jamboree Creek murmured a sooth-
ing lullaby. The high country seemed
to hold its breath under the smarting
heat of noonday.

Flash said after a time, “I’m thankin’

yuh, Helen, for tippin’ us off about

this feller on the rimrock. Shootin’ at
me, he might have hurt Paul bad.”

For a long moment FIa{.h and Helen
looked into each other’s eyes. Then
Helen touched her horse with gentle
spurs and _Flash swung the broncs
around and headed back for the old
road.

CHAPTER III
Agaiqst Rustlers, Alone

IDING circle, Flash drew up his
horse and gazed down the trail.

A cayuse was tearing at him on a run.
Atop the horse was a girl. Before she
came within his vision range distinctly
he sensed that Helen was the hurrying
rider. He spurred forward toward her.

Her color was high and her long

blue-black hair trailed behind her on
the wind. -

She drew up and-cried, “There are -

four men branding calves in the box-
canyon to the east.” She indicated
with a graceful arm.

Flash’s lips gripped each other hard.

“Reckon the stuff was once Lazy J.”
“T'm, afraid so,” Helen admitted.
“Thanks, Helen, I'll see yuh later.

Just now I got business in that box-

canyon.”

He whirled his horse and set out on

'a high run. :
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For a moment she could not compre-
hend what he planned to do. It was
suicide to ride into the canyon against
the rustlers, alone. He’d be killed
without mercy. She tried to cry out
to halt him, but no words came from
her lips. She sat her horse paralyzed
by the thought that harm would come
to Flash. She raced her horse toward
the Lazy J, her plan being to gather
as many riders as possible and hurry
to Flash’s help. It never occurred to
her that the waddies would be out rid-
ing range.

Flash, as he neared the box-canyon,
perceived a little spiral of smoke waft-
ing straight up in the still air. That’'d
mean a branding fire. Pell-mell he
rode, literally hurling his mount’ for-
ward, as he passed several Lazy J cows,
bawling mournfully.

“Lost their calves,” he summed up.

He decided to approach the box-
canyon from the top where he could
ride to the lip of the granite wall, then,
afoot; ease down the cliff, and surprise
the rustlers at work. An inspection of
his six-gun in its tied-down holster
was made. As he felt along his car-
tridge belt he grinned, assured that his
smoke-wagon was in first-class order,
and that his belt held plenty of amuni-
tion.

Flash came out at the top of the
canyon, stepped to the ground, and his
eyes swept the gorge below. Four
men were about a fire. Two were
throwing a calf down, a third picked
up a running iron and laid it on‘the
critter’s hide. A high-pitched bawling
sounded, almost like a human scream.
Faintly, words drifted up--to him,
Quickly he tied his horse to a sapling,
walked to the edge of the drop and
began crawling down. It was slow
work and dangerous. In his progress
down the cliff it was necessary to sac-
rifice speed in the interest of silence..
He must not apprize the rustlers of his

approach. A rolling stone might. dlrect

a volley of lead at him as he hung be-
tween earth and sky. Much of the
way he clung grimly, supporting the
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entire weight of his body by one arm
while he hacked with his knife a little
toe hold or a hand hold. Once a small
bush gave way and he went tumbling
down, grasping an outjutting ledge
and barely saving himself from death
on the boulders below.

After as grueling a few minutes as
he had ever lived he gained the canyon
floor and paused to catch his breath.
Cautiously he struck out toward the
branding crew. He took care that he
should not snap a twig, nor swish
.against a tree or bush by keeping be-
hind a fringe of sheltering trees as
best he could. Within a hundred yards
of the rustler quartet he stepped into
the open and charged them at a run,
his six-gun in his hand, ready

His quick eyes took in the scene,
Czar Lumley was in charge of opera-
tions and if the description held true,
one _of the rustlers was Squeaky
Phipps.

the day he was set afoot in Devil’s
Canyon.

Czar glanced up, saw Flash, and bel-
lowed, “Get him, Squeaky In that
instant the chunky man’s hand flashed
down and up. A gun gleamed in the
light. But Flash’s six-gun barked rau-
cously and Squeaky’s gun Went clat-
tering to the ground while the gunman
clapped his uninjured hand to his
bleeding wrist.

Wild rage rioted in Squeaky’s voice
as he yowled, “I'll get you for that,
you coyote. What right you got to
crack 'down on a feller who’s brandin’
his calves?”

Flash laughed good-naturedly. “Yuh
needn’t get so peeved, Squeaky. It’s
kinda tit for tat. You had a shot com-
in’. Yuh took a pot-shot at me as I
rode into this here country. No way
to welcome a stranger.”

Flash kept the four men covered
while he invited, “If any of yuh crave

busted wrists just go for yore guns..

Seems like yuh made a right grave
mistake. Can’t yuh figure, none of
yuh? Must be plumb loco. These

At all events he had seen this
chunky man of the black woolly chaps °
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here critters yo’re brandin’ is Lazy J
stuff.” |

“That’s a lie. We come upon some
of our own calves here and we—"

“Save yore breath, Czar. Quite a few
Lazy J cows is lamentin’ up thataway,
and I never heard a cow brute bawlin’
’cause some other cow lost her calf.”

Czar’s hand streaked for his gun.

“Wouldn’t do no rash thing,” Flash
warned. “Course I can bust your wrist
complete, too.”

The cowman, his face twisted by in-
sane rage, drew his band away from
his gun butt. “You’ll get paid for this.
T'll get you if it takes ten years.”

“Wouldn’t shoot yore mouth off
thataway, Czar. A rustler’s promise
ain’t worth much.”

“Who says I'm a rustler?”
rumbled. 3

“I say yuh are. It can’t be proved.
Yuh say these here calves are yore
stuff. I say they’re Lazy J. Neither
of us can prove nothin’ in court.- Just
the same, I know yuh for what yuh
are.”

“If you didn’t have a gun on me,
I’d make you eat your lyin’ words.”

Flash didn’t reply. Instead he or-
dered, “Yuh jaspers get aboard yore
hosses and drift, pronto. First though,
yuh unbuckle yore gunbelts and drop
’em on the ground.”

Snarls, growls, threats went up from
the four. But they complied with the
command. Apparently no oné of them
wanted to hear Flash’s gun bark again.

Flash went on, dominating the situa-
tion by his gun and by his flaming
courage, “So we won'’t be elbowin’ one
another in our departure, yuh jaspers
drift down canyon. I know it’ll take
yuh over Lazy J acres, but yuh can
pass this once. Howsomever, all of
yuh better come a-shootin’ if yuh ever
ride back.”

Czar and his gang mounted, headed
down the canyon., Czar turned in the
saddle and said, “You got us this time,
foul, but the play ain’t run out com-
plete. You’ll despxse the day you
tangled with us

Czar
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- “Drift,” Flash spat hlS gun empha-
s&zmg his order.

JThe quartet rode away.

Flash called, “I'll’ send yore guns
over to yuh later.”

Scarcely had Czar and his men dis-

appeared from view when two horses
pounded up the canyon, bee-lining for
Flash. Helen rode one, Paul topped
the other. .

Helen seemed to go weak at sight
of Flash. A vast relief was in her face
as she said, “They didn’t kill you.”
A caress was in her words and a sus-
picious moisture was in her eyes.

“Seems like you could count me in
on any excitement. You go ridin’ away

and never say a word—" Paul began.

“Sonny, the jaspers I've been talkin’
to ain’'t fit for yuh to-meet up with.
Tell yuh what yuh can do to help me.
Haze these calves down to the corral
by the house.” -

Helen’s lips were trernblmg as she
exclaimed, “You drove off Czar and
Squeaky and the rest, alone, smgle-
- handed.”

Flash’s eyes and Helen's met and
held. )

“Well, not me alone,” he said, ill at
ease “Me and my gun, yuh mlght
say.”

Later, burdened with an odd assort-
ment of gunbelts -and six-shooters,
Flash climbed slowly up the cliff to
his horse, Paul shoved the calves to
the home ranch corral, while Helen
spurred for the sheep camp of  her
father. ’

.CHAPTER IV
A Plot Is Cooked

S Flash rode down the trail ‘to
- the camp of Woolly Peters he
“heard voices raised high in argument;
a gruff voice that seemeéd to slice
. thyough the cool night and a voice that
spoke a strange admixture of English
and Spanish. '
“You're fired right on the spot,
Pedro. I've been watching you, sneak-
/ing around with the cow crowd, plot-

'
/

.Castilian.

tmg w1th em, and helping ’em out in
their devilment.”

“The sefior ees wrong Eet ees these
sheep what I love.”

“You're a dirty Mex, Pedro You'd

‘take. my money and slit my throat for

the fun of it.,”

“But no, eet ees not the ‘Mexican
blood that flow in my veins.
As for thees throat slit, I
herd the sheep faithful.” ‘

“Dry up and get out. No fellow who
talks confidential with Czar Lumley
and his hired killer is on my payroll.”

“Eet ees true that I speak with this
men, but only of a private matter. You
were not discussed, sefior. I call upon
the saints to bear me witness.” -

“Private matter, bah! Likely you
were’ dickering with those crooks to
drive the woollies over a cliff. You're
so full of hiooch right now, you’d kill
the sheep or me for a dollar.”

“Eet-ees the cruel word you speak
sefior. Still I go, only you have pald
me less than half what I have earn by
watching the sheep. As for the aguar-
diente I have thees two little drink.
So you see—"

“Get out or I'll throw you out.”

At this precise moment Flash clat-
tered into the yard, jumped down,
threw the reins over his horse’s head,
clumped. to the door, spurs ]mglmg
musically, and knocked.

Helen opened the door and stood
very still, drawing in her breath. Her
eyes were upon Flash’s face and they
were warm and glowing. Yet in them
were little pin points of fear. She
managed to say softly, “You shouldn’t
have come.’ \

“Ah, T'1l explam things to yore
father.”

Peters, evidently having terminated

the interview with his one-time herder,
Flash and Helen. =

appeared beside
Slowly he looked Flash over, from the
dented crown of his ten-gallon hat to

- the toes of his fancy-stitched boots.

“Cowman, huh?” he snorted. “And
what brings you here?” In his tone
was bitter hostility.

t is pure -
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“I’'m Flash Durkin, foreman of the
Lazy]. Twice your daughter has done
me a service and I thought—

“She did you a service, eh?” Peters
shot out. “Then, sure enough, she
didn’t know you were a cowman.”

"“But, Father, Flash is different.
He—" :

“Oh, that’s it,” Peters rasped. “All
right, that bein’ the case you just turn
around and make tracks out of here.
A cowman doesn’t have business in a
sheep camp.” He sniffed the air con-
temptuously, wrinkling up his bulbous
nose. “Thought the air was polluted,”
he insulted. !
live up to your name, moving away.”

Flash hooked his thumbs in his belt.
_He seemed to choose his words care-

fully, holding his hot temper in check.
“Listen, Peters, I didn’t come over
here to. start trouble. I'm here as a
friend. I'm forgettin’ that I run crit-
ters or that yuh herd sheep. I came
over—"

“Don’t care how or why you come.
$hat I'm interested in is your leav-
ing and leaving fast.”

“Father, Flash is a friend,” Helen
- said warmly. “He’s lined up against
the same enemies you are fighting. In-
stead of abusing him you should throw

in with him, work together.”

" Peter’s lips curled, “I don’t have to
call in cowfolks to fight my battles,”
he said surlily.

" An uneasy pause fell. Off in the
mountains a wolf boomed its chilling
call.

The sheepman saw Flash’s gun in
his tied-down holster. “Cocky, ain’t
you? I see you come on this friendly
visit, heeled.”

Peters stepped lnsxde the cabin. A
chain rattled, a catch snapped and
then he was at the door again, holding
a 3icious growling dog by the collar.
The beast was a fearsome sight, seem-
ingly gone mad, lips-slathering, and
teeth, as sharp as needle points, set
off by red-bordered drawn-back lips.

The sheepman seemed to catch the
‘dog’s mood: “Get off the place fast

“Now you make tracks,

or I'm turning Pluto loose.
straight for the throat. You may be
fast with a gun, but you haven't a
ghost of a chance. Get off and don’t
come back ever.” .

Flash took things calmly. He said,
“Peters, I love -dogs. I'd hate plumb
bad to have to kill that hound of yores.
For Helen’s sake, I'm goin’.”

“Stop dragging her name into this,”
Peters shouted. “She’s my daughter
and not to be spoken of by you, a cow-
poke. Savvy that? You ain’t fit to
speak her name.”

“Reckon yo’re plumb right about-

that. I don’t claim to be much only—
“I'm countmg three,” Peters inter-

_vrupted “and then I turn Pluto loose.”

The vicious animal, a horrible growl
welling from its ugly throat, strained
to leap free, body trembling, eyes film-
ed with madness.

" “That’d be murder, Dad, plain mur-
der,” Helen suggested. “You know
that Pluto will kill.”

- “Any cowpoke messing in a sheep-
camp ought to be killed. He’s .a cat-
tle spy in. here to get the lay of
things.”

For a moment Flash lost his good
nature. “If I was yul, Peters,” he said,
and hxs words crackled with feeling,
“I wouldn’t threaten folks ’cause yuh
might cross the wrong jasper and yuh’d

" step in the way of a hunk of hot lead.”

Peters fairly foamed in anger. He
loosed Pluto’s. collar. The beast leaped.
free—almost. As he sprang, Helen’s

.quick hand darted down, seized the

dog by the scruff of his neck, and held
on. She clamped her other hand
around the collar. Into the yard the

- dog dragged her, but, exerting every

ounce of her strength she finally
brought the beast to a stand, a scant
two feet from- Flash.

The Lazy J foreman was already
striding toward his horse. “Sée yuh
some other time, Helen,” he promised,
and swung up in the stirrup. He sent
his horse down the path to the moun-
tain trail. '

For a few moments he rode, dizzily,

He jumps -
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his -head throbbing with a chaos of
thoughts. Then his chin came up and
his eyes probed the night. The sound
of galloping hoofs came to his ears.
Not far ahead a horseman spurred at
top speed. Flash tried to identify the
lone rider, but the moonlight did not
fully reveal him. The shadows .of the
pines lay across the way, making. the
rider tall, then short, thin, then fat.

~ At any rate, Flash concluded, the
horseman was a cowpoke. He sat the
saddle as an integral part of his mount.
Flash unconsciously shifted his hol-
ster so that the worn walnut‘butt of
his gun would be ready to hand should
any occasion to use it arise.

the rider ahead in sight. As he

-watched, another horseman swung in

beside the first. _
For a time Flash studied this second

cowpoke. This feller ain’t used- to

peelin’ a bronc.” - -
Words drifted back to Flash.
“Sefior, he ees very cruel to Pedro.

. He ees refuse to pay thees money I
work so hard in the hot sun for."-

He
say I talk to you, so no more am I
worthy to herd the sheep. Also he say
I am what you call, intoxicate.”

“The old tarantula,” the first rider
rumbled. .

In that instant Flash knew who the
horgsemen were. Only one man in the
range country had a rumbling voice

‘that could compete with the thunder.

This man was Czar Lumley. The other
rider of course was Pedro, the herder
Woolly Peters had discharged a few
minutes ago.,

- Czar rumbled, “You and me’s got
work to-night, Pedro. Hum, so he
wouldn’t pay you.”

“I swear by the saints—"

“Mex, how’d you like to grab five
hundred bucks, easy, by settlin’ your
own grudge?”.

“The five hundred duros of the Es-
tados Unidos! Si, sefior, Pedro do a
lot for thees money. Eet ees life to
me. I am, what you say, uno pobrecito.
Eet ees the gran’ fortune for .me.

- A

-lero, muy fino.

~ minutes ago.
He kept

“He don’t set his saddle like a'
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Weeth thees oro 1 become the cabal-
No?”
Czar suggested, “Don’t talk so loud

out here. We’'ll ride over to my house.

Plans have a way of leaking out on
this mesa since that damned .Flash
Durkin started proddin’ the Lazy ]J.

- He’s another we’re goin’ to take care

of in our little deal.” 4
“What do I have to do, Sefior Lum-
ley?”

“Right simple when you get the~

drift of things. I happen to know
that Flash threatened to bump Woolly
off—or ‘about the same thing, a few

do—” The voice trailed off.

-A small boulder crashed down the
mountain with a Wh1rr1ng and roaring.
Flash’s brows wrinkled in concentra-

tion, “What yuh s’pose them jaspers
are cookih’?” he demanded of his
horse. He rode slumped forward in

- the saddle, giving his horse his head.

Presently he drew rein, took off his
ten-gallon hat and scratched his head.

Now all you have to.

“Hoss, we’re goin’ to sashay round -

a bit. I'd bet every last dime I ever
expect to have that Pedro’ll come
poundin’ down this trail purty soon
and he won’t be travelin’ for no good.”

CHAPTER V
On a Gunman’s Trail

AIN slashed at the earth, thunder

rumbled from peak to peak while "

white-hot lightning zigzagged sizzl-
ingly along the horizon. The night
grew ominously black with trees and
cliffs a deeper dark, sinister in their
outlines. High wind ripped at tree

-branches, howled shrilly through can-

yons and gorges. Under the impulse
of the storm Jamboree Creek went

P

wild, swelling to débris-laden flood in’

a few short minutes.

Flash took some cover from' the
storm under a pine tree, dismounting,
and leading his horse to the sheltered
side. At the very height of the storm
he made out a rider sloshing from the
direction of the Lazy J outfit. Who
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could this rider of the storm be? What
vital business would take him out on
. the rangeland on such a mnight? The
cowboy hoped that a streak of weav-
ing lightning would disclose the rider.
Lightning here and there burned holes
in the night, but no flash illuminated
the unidentified horseman.

All that Flash knew was that the
fellow sat his horse awkwardly, jostled
to this side and that, and bounced up
and down. The horse’s hoofs drum-
med above the shrieking of the wind,
the rustle of swaying branches and the
sibilant tapping of the rain. Why was
this rider hurrying so and where was

. he bound? .
The horseman left the main trail and

headed down the path to the Peters’

sheep camp. This was signal to Flash -

to leap into the saddle and send his
horse running toward the Peters’
cabin.

Events crowded fast one upon an-
other. )

The mysterious horseman was at the
Peters’ door, hammering. He set up a
hallooing, “Peters, oh, Peters.”

Presently the door was flung open
and Peters stood there, clearly out-
lined by the blazing lightning.

Bang! Bang! A six-shooter in the
mysterious rider’s hand barked, spat
fire, and Peters leaned forward, clutch-

ing at his chest, swayed back, and

crumpled at the knees. He fell head-
long, a crimson smear spreading on his
nightshirt.

The horseman raced to his mount,
swung up in the stirrup and lashed the
animal out of the yard. -He tore along
the trail, bobbing up and down, peril-
ously near to being jostled off.

Flash, tearing toward the sheep camp
saw a racing smudge in the night. He
dragged his six-gun and poured lead,
both eyes wide open.
of the two horses, the darkness, the
rain, the disconcerting sheets of light-
ning, all served to upset his sure
marksmanship. Every shot was a clean
miss. For a minute he was undecided
whether to follow the fleeing gunman

But the speed_
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or go to Peters’ aid. Helen would per-
haps need him. He sent his horse
toward the sheep cabin, reined to a slid-
ing stop, and jumped down. Through
the open door he saw Helen drop to
her knees beside her father, trying to
lift his head, calling his name. Then

-Flash, six-gun in hand, stood in the

doorway. '
With a quick movement of her head,

‘Helen glanced up and saw him. Her

eyes seemed riveted on the gun in
Flash’s hand; her face blanched.

. She exclaimed, “You—you?” Agony
was in her ‘tone,

Flash - understood what she was
thinking. “Gosh no, I didn’t shoot yore
dad. I tried to wing the feller who .
did as he was makin’ his getaway.”

" “You couldn’t—you're not that sort,”
she said with assurance.. “Forgive me.
You startled me with the gun and”
father béing shot and all.”

Flash examined the
Woolly Peters’ chest.

“Let’'s get him on the bed,” Flash
suggested and picked up the uncon-
scious sheepman in his arms as if he
had been a little child. He laid him
down on a cot, gently. o

“We’ll have to have some hot water,”
Flash told Helen -and she went to heat
it.

wound in

Flash worked, cleansing the bullet-
wound, trying to restore consciousness
to Peters, doing all things to make
him easy. His hand, swift to streak
to his gun, of a sudden turned soft
and comforting. He had the touch of
a woman, - From his face it appeared
that he was suffering with Peters, felt
the throb of his wound, and was racked
by his pain.

Flash straightened up \t‘rom the bed,
as he said awkwardly, “Reckon yore
dad’ll live. Me—I'm headin’ after the
dirty crook who potted him.”

“You have an idea who fired at
Dad?”

“I'll run him down right soon.”

Helen came close, and touched the
Lazy J foreman’s arm. “Don’t take
any chance with this killer. I—I don’t
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seem able to face these things alone.”
His Adam’s apple worked up and
down. “Yuh’ll never have to face a
thing alone after this. Yuh—" He
gulped, choked, sputtered. He couldn’t
express the thoughts that crowded his
mind. His rush of emotion made him
dumb. He clumped to the door.
Once outside he broke his gun and

reloaded. Then he examined the hoof- .

prints in the yard and pxcked out al-
most at once, those of the horse the
would-be killer had ridden.

“Hum,” he.said aloud, “this’ll make
it plumb easy. The rain’s softened the
ground a bit and this here outflaring
calk on the left hind hoof’ll be plain.”

~ He ran to his horse and chmbed
aboard.

The sudden fitful storm qu1etﬂd as
quickly as it had swept the rangeland.
The rumble of thunder gradually died
away; the lightning had spent itself,
and the snarling wind was now a soft
whisper. The moon struggled from a
cloud bank A few intrepid stars
twinkling, glvmg,an illusion of near-
ness.

Slowly Flash trailed.the outflaring
calk. He shook his head and told his
horse, “Headin for Czar Lumley’s out-
fit, shore is.” _

A confusion of tracks crossed and
recrossed at the forks of the trail just
before reaching the Turkeytrack Z.
He dismounted here and studied the
hoof marks in the mud. The outflaring
calk went up to Lumley’s ranch, but
here was_a fresher print of the dis-
tinctive calk, he judged. It was going

- the other way. He bent over the tracks
- and trailed them into the south

- branching of the path. . The kilier,
then, had gone to Czar Lumliey, but
had immediately turned around .and
high-tailed it south in the direction of
Mexico and safety.

In memory Flash saw Czar and
Pedro riding the trail, and heard their
suggestive words. The Czar had of-
fered, “Mex, how’d you like to grab
five hundred bucks, easy, by settlin’
your own grudge? I happen to know
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that Flash threatened to bump Wootlly
off. He’s another we’re goin’ to take
care of in our little deal.”

What did it all mean? :

“No use wastin’ time trailin’ this
calk to the Turkeytrack Z,” Flash de-
cided aloud. “The feller I'm lookin’
for is headed south and ridin’ fast.
Me—TI'll take a little breeze down that-
away myself.”

He swung south. Sometimes he lost
the calk prints, but always after some
search he took up the trail again. In-
stinct seemed to guide him, for, de-
spite the semi-darkness and stretches
of rock that took no hoof imprints,
he carried on. The wind sighed in the
pines. Jamboree Creek roared through
a gashlike canyon, frothmg white,
beating itself into lather in rock-stud-
ded rapids, whirling wildly in pools.

A mountain lion howled ‘and the
night shuddered.

Dawn touched the east with deli-
cate pink and old rose. The outflar-
ing calk marks, more easily discerni-
ble now, held south. Flash urged his .
horse to a faster pace. Worry lines
creased his forehead. This would-be
killer, from the stride of his horse,

- was traveling fast, much faster than

Flash could. It was necessarily slow

“work following the outflaring calk: On

the other hand the fugitive was burn-
ing the wind. This would-be murderer
should not escape, for Flash resolved
to keep after him doggedly until he
ran him down, if it took the rest of
his natural lifetime. The Lazy J fore-
man thought it odd that he should be
so concerned about catching a man
who had taken a shot at Peters. Fight-
ing words had passed between Peters
and him. Still, there was Helen to be
considered.

Wild flowers grew in a riot of color
along the trail. The evergreens were -
a blaze of splendor as the first rays of
the rising sun touched their rain-
splashed fronds. But Flash had no
time nor inclination to enjoy the beau-
ties of -nature. He was tracking-a kil=
ler. ' ’
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The trail to1led up the steep slopes

of a mountain range, now and again

twisting back upon itself, but in the

main going forward, gaining altitude.

Flash’s heart pounded wildly at this

extreme elevation. After an intermin-

able time, the cowboy and his lathery
mount reached the top of the world.

He drew his horse to a stop and gazed

off through the blue haze to the valley

floor far below. On that valley floor
- a dot appeared.and moved. His eyes
probed the tiny shape. “Yep, hoss,
that’s a rider, goin’ somewhere in a
hurry. Reckon he’s our man.”

He twisted around in the saddle,
looked back the way he had come!so
arduously, and deftly rolled a cigar-
ctte.
thousands of feet below. “One, two,
three, four, five,” he counted. “Five
men ridin’ thisaway. Wonder. what’s
up? Maybe it’s, a posse after the jas-
per who threw lead. Right funny,
though. Cow folks don’t bother a lot
about a sheepman.”

Flash touched gentle spurs to his
tired horse and clattered south after
the speeding dot in the valley below.

The morning wore on. Flash judged
that he was gaining on the rider ahead.
He studied the hoof marks in a stretch
of loose sand and concluded that the
killer’s horse was far spent. The ani-
mal was slowing down and wobbling
in its stride. "He caught sight of the
fleeing rider for a brief moment. Then
the horseman was hidden again by a
twist of the trail. But in that short

horse, nearing exhaustion, and the
panicky rider who lashed with quirt
and gouged with deep-biting rowels.
The fugitive wore a high-crowned
wide-brimmed Mexican style som-
brero. It was Pedro who fled the law.

Flash spoke to his bronc, urging ad-
ditional speed

The region was a jumble of piled-up
boulders where heat waves danced gro-
tesquely. The waste was barren of
growing vegetation. After a time
Flash came out int\o a lower valley.

Dots sprang up on the back trail,

glimpse Flash noted the hard-ridden
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Even here, barrenness held sway. It
was a desert region, dottéd by sage-
brush and greasewood. A vulture
wheeled in the white-hot sky.-

The expanse was settled by prairie
dogs. Their towns were everywhere—
clusters of small burrows. The yel-
lowish brown dogs sat beside their
burrows, bolt upright like so many
little posts, chattering metallically. It
was dangerous going for horse and
rider. The ground was honeycombed

‘with prairie dog holes. To miss a bur-

row Flash now and again reined his
bronc aside. A horse’s leg plumping
down in a dog hole would be broken
like a pipe stem in a strong man’s
hand. The rider would be hurled down
to serious injury.

Despite the menace of the prairie
dog holes Flash jogged along at a fast
clip. Pedro must be overtaken. He
felt a little pity for Pedro as he judged
him to be a poor ignorant Mexican,
desperately hard up, tempted, and per-
haps made crazy by liberal potions of
Czar Lumley’s moonshine liquor.

He rounded a shoulder of the moun-

"tain and saw ahead that a horse was

down with a broken leg, trying vainly
to rise; and farther off, evidently
hurled over the animal’s head in the
fall, was Pedro, sprawled unnaturally,
without movement. In that instant.
Flash forgot that Pedro was a poten- .
tial killer. He saw him now as a suf-
fering human being, badly hurt, not as
a fugitive fleeing the law.

The cowboy put spurs to his bronc
and dashed up to Pedro, stopped, and
got down. He rolled Pedro over, and
saw with a cursory glance that the man
was stunned; perhaps he had suffered
a slight concussion of the brain as his
head battered into the rocky ground.

The injured horse tried to pull its
leg from the prairie dog hole, squeal-.
ing in fright and pain. Its left foreleg
dangled. So quickly that eye could
not follow the movement, Flash’s hand
went to his gun and the weapon belch-
ed fire. He scarcely seemed to aim.
Both eyes open, he pointed his gun
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and shot from the hip, The horse sank
down, mercifully out of its misery.

To the north side of the trail a
clump of willow trees bordered a trout
stream. Flash looked at the trees with
their inviting shade, at the uncon-
scious man, then gathered Pedro up in
his arms and leading his bronc, made
for the greenery. At the clump he
tied his horse by grounding the reins,
then ran to the creek and dipped up
water -in his ten-gallon hat. "Return-
ing to Pedro he set to work over him,

- bathing his temples, his wrists, and
forcing a little water between his lips.
The Mexican seemed to be out com-
pletely, but Flash persisted in his ef-
forts.

After a time Pedro’s eyelids twitch-
ed; he groaned; his body seemed to be
racked by a convulsion; finally he
opened his eyes and stared at the blue
sky, unseeing. Consciousness came to
the sheepherder when he turned his
head and saw Flash, 7

Terror was in his face as he mouth-.

ed, “Mercy of God.” He checked his
words, tried to sit up, fell back and
groaned in a wailing tone.

“Take her easy, old man,” Flash-

counseled, “Yuh’ll be as good as new
in a jiffy.”

Puzzlement twisted Pedro’s face.

“Why the Sefior Flash try to help

. me?”

“No special reason. Yo're hurt plumb
bad. Here take a drink.”
i+ The Mexican sipped the water.

“Gracias, sefior. God attend you.”
He paused, clinging to consciousness
with a great effort of will. “You are
the-vaquero and I, a sheepherder I
do not understand why you give me a
drink.”

“Aw, that’s all hooey. What differ-
“ence does it make what you or I do
for a livin’? Yo’re maybe human like
a cowpoke and me—maybe I'm pretty
- much like a sheepherder.”

*“The sefior have the heart of or0.”

“Yeah,” .Flash agreed, not under-
standing that oro is Spanish for gold.

Again Pedro tried to sit up and this

-was in his hand.
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time, with Flash’s assistance, managed
it. :
The vulture in the sky floated just
overhead, waiting.

A trout leaped clear of the creek
and, sides flashing in the sunlight, feil
back with a splash and plop.

Pedro pointed with a shaking arm at
the trail while his. bulging eyes were
wild with fear. “Horsemen ride thees
way, sefior, Czar Lumley and Sgqueaky
and the ‘sheriff.”

The sheepherder tned to scramble
to unsteady feet. But he fell back,
fists clenching and unclenching.

CHAPTER VI ,
A Little Fancir Shooting

ED by Sheriff -Biggs, the posse

4 rode straight to the two men un-
der the cottonwoods. Of course they
sought Pedro who had tried to kill
Woolly Peters. He’d be arrested and
brought to trial for the attempt upon
the sheepman’s life. He should be
punished for his lawless act. Think-
ing thus, Flash marveled that he
should concern himself with a matter
that did not affect him one way or the
other. Yet Helen somehow stood’in
the . foreground of the picture.

Amos rode up, drew rein. His gun
“Stick ’em up, -Dur-
kin,” he ordered.

Flash had an impulse’to go for his
gun. However, there was no need to -
shoot his way out of this predicament.
There was some mistake. A few words
of explanation and the matter would -
be smoothed out; apparently the sher-
iff thought he had tried to kill Peters.
The mistake was laughable. Pedro

- puts lead into Peters and the blunder-

ing sheriff accuses Flash of the crime.
From his experience this was about
as straight as a sheriff got things,
Flash considered. The old six-gun
was the best means of dispensing jus-
tice. This new-fangled law thing made
ridiculous mistakes.

“Reckon yo’re grabbin’ the wrong
feller,” Flash said.
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“Do your protestin’ to the jedge,
Flash. We got you dead to rights.”

The thoroughly frightened Pedro
stood up now at cost of much pain
and huddled close to Flash as if for
protection.

Czar stepped off his horse and walk-
ing to Flash, collected his gun.

Flash asked, “What yuh want me
for, Sheriff?”

“You know damned well what I
want you for. No need of that inno-
cence gag. You cracked down on
Woolly Peters.”

. “How is he?”

“Seems like he’s goin’ to live. Doc
Blaine from Sagebrush is attendin’
him.”

“Plumb glad to hear Woolly ain’t
beefed,” Flash said.

“You ought to be,” the sheriff said
sourly. “It’ll make your term less.”

At the sheriff’s confident words
Flash lost his temper.
yuh think I drilled Peters, and how
come yuh get on the trail so pronto?”

“Don’t know that it's any of your
business, but just to relieve.your curi-
osity, I'll tell you. First off you had
a run-in with Peters, Threatened to
kill him. Next thing—bang, he’s

potted. =~ All right, I get a phone
call—"

“Reckon Czar Lumley tipped you
quick.”

“That don’t make no never mind at
all. Fact is, he did. He wants to stop
these killings on the mesa. We come
high-tailing to the sheep camp. At
Peters’ shack we see your hoss’ hoof

" marks and we picks up three car-
tridges from your forty-five gun in the

yard. They’s yours.”

“Yeah, I ejected the shells in the
yard all right and reloaded. But I shot
at the would—be ‘murderer, not at
" Peters.”

“Maybe so, but you wouldn't expect
me to believe it,” Amos snapped.

“What happened, Pedro?” Czar
asked. “Did you try to put your rope
on him and he charged you?”

“But no, sefior. Mi caballo fall down

“What makes
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and I am hurt. Thees so good Flash
come to my aid. He bring me back
to life when I am die. Tell me, the
sheriff take him to the carcel?”

“We‘re puttin’ him where he won’t
have no chance to mess around Pifion
Mesa agam

“But, sefior, he ees innocent.. He
have the heart of oro.”

“And a damned wicked shootin’ eye,”
Squeaky said, unconsciously feeling of
his bandaged wrist.

At this precise moment a lone rider
spurred up to the group. His horse

_was sweat-lathered. The man—he was

scarcely that—dropped with fatigue.
His eyes were bloodshot from gazing
long hours against the sun’s glare and
his lips were cracked by alkali dust.

Paul tumbled off his horse and ran
to Flash.

“You never wait for me where there’s
any excitement. You act as if we
weren’t+pards—" He broke off, and
looked at Flash’s empty holster.

“Why, where’s your gun?” he asked in

surprise.

“They took it away from me,” Flash
said and smiled good - naturedly.
“Sheriff claims I shot Woolly Peters.”

Paul whispered, “I've got a gun, You
make a break and I'm with you, shoot-
ing all the way.”

Pedro reeled as he realized that
Flash was being arrested for the at-
tempt upon the sheepman’s life. The
Mexican, battered by life, kicked and -
cuffed, mistreated, held by the Pifion
Mesa dwellers to be less than a dog,
suddenly felt a glow of gratitude for
the Lazy J foreman.

When Pedro lay injured Flash had
picked him up.and had ministered to
him with tenderness; he had spoken
the first kind words the Mexican had
heard in long years.

A new man was born in "Pedro
Gonzales.

“The so good Flash, he ees a little
innocent. I am plug Peters,” the Mex-
ican confessed. “Eet ees this way. I
meet Czar and he say do I want to
make five hundred duros and I say of
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a surety. And he say, eet ees so easy,
all I have do ees kéel the sefior of the
sheep. T have fight with thees man
Peters. He, what you call, discharge
. me and he not pay me all that I have
earn. I am muy bravo towards him.
Thees Czar he gave me the American
aguardiente to drink and I am fit to
keel even my amigo.
not tonto, so I say, but if I keel heem,
the sheriff bag me, no? Then how am
I enjoy thees money? Czar say, ‘The
crime we put on Flash. For long time
- I want heem out of way. Now you do
thees thing and it’ll look—""

“A dirty lie,” growled Czar and his
hand streaked for his gun. It came up,
pointed at the Mexican. His finger
nursed the trigger.

Quicker than the eye could follow
Flash’s hand swept down to Pedro’s
holster and came up with a blazing six-
gun. He shot with both eyes open.
The weapon in Czar’s hand went spin-
ning through the air, knocked out of

his gr1p Blood trlckled down the

cowman’s fingers.

At the same moment, it scemed,

But Pedro ees

~
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A deputy clapped steel bracelets on
Czar, then helped him into his saddle
and thereafter tied his feet together
under the stirrups.

Pedro, too, was bhoosted up behind
Flash. “Think yuh can stick on all
right?” Flash asked.

“Of a surety. I ride to clear amigo
mio, the one hombre who have treated
Pedro as if he have the soul.”

The sheriff handed back the Lazy I
foreman’s gun.

Paul’s freckled face was wreathed
in a wide grin. “We’re all set again,
pard,” he told Flash.

The little cavalcade got under way,
spiraling up the mountain range that
lay between it and home country.

CHAPTER VII
Flash Takes a Detour

£3\ high country. Jamboree Creek
fretted madly at the boulders in ‘its
rapid course.

A deputy sheriff led the way, fol-

lowed by Czar and Squeaky, .nggs,A

Flash turned the gun on Squeaky who. Flash, Paul and the others.

had his weapon half out of the holster.

"“Put her back, Squeaky,” Flash sug-
gested. . ‘Yore wrist must be plumb
sore as it is.

Squeaky drew his hand gmgerly
away from his’ six-shooter.

Flash turned to the sheriff. “B1ggs,
yuh've listened to the confession of
the Mex.
kid. Shore, he. cracked down on
Peters. - But the real murderer is Czar
Lumley. He’s loosed murder and cow
stealin’ and other crimes on the mesa
and it’s time he was took into custody.”

“It’s a frame-up The Mex is lyin’,”
Czar growled in his bass rumble.

_“Why would he lie to put himself
into a mess?” Flash asked. ‘I can
verify .most of the kid’s story. I was

" - waitin’ round, figurin’ there’d be some

hell loosed.”
“By cracky, that’s right, too,” the
 sheriff conceded. “Likely the Mex is
tellin’ the straight of it.”

He’s just a poor misguided .

“This case stands cleared up,” the
sheriff mused aloud. “Wish I could
get a line on Miller’s killin’ and the
shootin’ up of Old Man Fre¢land.”

““Czar’s arrest may clear up them
mysteries,” Flash said.

“When I get him in I'll give him
the third degree. Maybe he’ll know
somethin’” They rode in silence for
-a space. A little cool breeze, pine-
scented, blew down the valley, temper-
ing the heat of the rocky expanse. .

“You don’t think Pedro had a hand
in those other cases?” the sheriff asked
Flash.

“Nope, he didn’t have a thing to do
with ’em, Pedro ain’t a killer,” Flash
replied. "“He was used by Czar this
one time.”

" “Who you figure pulled those other
jobs?”

_“Can’t rightly say. Feller was seen
near the Lazy J bunkhouse awhile
afore the killin’® of Miller, feller who

A FTERNOON sun beat upon the -
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hadn’t no business round there. Name
of Squeaky Phipps.”

Squeaky’s hand poised over his gun
butt, but he did not draw. Covermg
him was a steady-held snx-gun in

Flash’s hand.

“I wouldn’t get plumb nervous that-

away,” Flash told the gunman,

“Yo’re tryin’ to ride me,” Squeaky
snarled.

“Aim to do just that, ’til I put yuh
where yuh belong.” .

' “Meanin’?”

“The pen, of course.”

Their glances met and fenced.

Czar rumbled, “I’ve busted sheriffs
afore and it’s your turn now. You
can’t hogtie me and my waddies.”

Amos tugged at his mustache.
“You're goin’ where the only bustin’
you'll do is bustin’ big rocks into little
ones.” _

A magpie called tauntingly.

The sheriff rode up to Squeaky -

Phipps and flipped the :six-shooter
from the gunman’s right hip. “Just a
little precaution,” he said. “I'm ar-
restin’ you as a material witness in
this Peters case. When Czar gets
- through talkin’, likely I'll put another
charge ag’in you.”

In that instant the strength seemed
to ebb out of the Turkeytrack Z gun
wizard. ‘

The horses slowed their gait, heads
drooping wearily. Human bodies ached
dully from long hours in the saddle.
The party came to the forks in the
trail beside a -tumbling river. One
branch led to Sagebrush, the other to
the Lazy J Ranch and the sheep camp
of Woolly Peters.

Flash said to Paul, “Sonny, yuh can
ride on with the posse. I'm detourin’
a little, want to find out how Peters
lS ” .
©  Paul grinned knowingly. He asked,
“You'll catch us later?” -

“Maybe so,” Flash said. He clat-
tered away, a dust cloud swirling
around him.

The sheriff shifted the holster at his
belt and announced to the party in

_ him is said against me, too.
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general and to Paul in particular,
“Flash is a plumb fool.”

Paul blazed. His idol was being at-
tacked when he wasn’t on hand to de--
fend himself. The boy’s freckled face
was stern, his little chin outjutted .
belligerently. Excitement accentuated
his cow country vernacular. )

“Flash ain’t no fool. Those that
figure him one are the fools. I sup-
pose you believe he’s foolish ’cause
he’s ridin’ to Helen. I tell you, she
is—you know, a glorious g1r1 She’s
plumb nuts about Flash and—

To further taunt the lad Amos said,
“She’s sheep folks, ain’t she?”

“Sheep folks or not, she’s a lot finer'n
any gal on the mesa. I’'m- backin’
Flash’s play. What you say against
Savvy?”
He swept the riders with hot eyes,
spoiling for battle.

The sheriff chuckled. He hastened
to explain; “I wasn’t castin’ no asper-
sions at Flash. Gosh no. And this
matter of love-makin’ is plumb per-
sonal. What I was a-gettin’ at was the
plumb foolish way he rides into danger
with that gun of his. Others got the
drop on him and he pulls his six-
shooter and fights it out. Rides lone-
handed into a bunch of rustlers. Goes
high-tailin’ it along a trail he knows is
watched by a man on the cliff above:”

“Huh,” snorted Paul, “that ain’t
foolishness. Listen, Sheriff, he ain’t
foolish a-tall, bumpin’ into danger
thataway. Ever notice how he shoots?”

.“Nope,._can’t follow his draw.”

“Well, I'll tell you. He don’t have
to close his eye to sight.when he
shoots. Keeps his eyes wide open. Got
the advantage of the feller who takes
time to squint. So—so that makes him
gosh-awful fast—makes him just three
points faster'n lightnin'.”

As Flash clattered intdo the yard of
the Peters’ sheep camp Helen rocketed
out of the door and ran pell-mell at the
fast-traveling horse. Flash jumped to
the ground, and then man and girl
seemed to melt suddenly into each
other’s arms.
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OUR AIR MAIL is running daily between the editorial office of RANCH ROMANCES and its readers
throughout the world, The Editor wishes to' establish a definite understanding with every reader
and. be in a position to know what you want and why. RANCH ROMANCES is not published for
anyone but the reader, and we want-you to look upon this magazine as something distinctly your own.
Take a personal interest in its future. Write and tell us exactly the kind of story that you think ought to
go into it. And we want to help make friends for our readers. We want to help you to know [riends
who are thousands of~miles away or within a stone’s throw of your own town. OUR AIR MAIL will
be glad to forward and exchange letters. The Editor reserves the right to read and turn over to the
Postal_Authorities, i} necessary, anything that is not in keeping wlt} the clean, outdoor spirit o] RANCH

ROMANCES. Be sure to enclose postage for letters sent by OUR \AIR MAIL.

“BLONDY” WANTS LETTERS
Dear Editor:

1 have just been reading Ranch Romanees for &
month and like them first-rate. It ‘is. the best mag
- going, I think. The only matter is, we only get tt
twice @ month and I'd like it every week. Here iz
my description, I am 15 years old, blond hair, hazel
eyes, and love all clean outdoor sports, also dancing.

1 would like to hear from everybody that would
care to write to a lonesome city girl. Remember, sailors,
soldiers, cowboys, cowgirls and anjcme

I remain,
An R, R. Readsr,

Miss Ireme Sordet, ’
64 Pine St., Torrington, Conn.

A TEXAS COWBOY

“BLONDY.”

Dear Editor:

I am a regular reader of R. R. and am hungry for
pen pals, I tell you, and I want ’em bad, especially
pretty girls! I promise. to answer every letter and

exchange snapshots.

I am 17 years of age, have black hair, brown eyes.
1 work on the Circle X Ranch about two miles from
Hext, Texas. .

Now all of you pretty girls dow't be bashful. just
pick up your pens and write.

Wishing the R. R. good luck,

Yours truly,
MENDAL KEITH

Hext, Tezas. =

WHAT ABOUT IT, AMIGOS?
Dear Editor:

Here are the threc coupons and the ten cents neces-
sory for the pin. Kwow what? I've .been a recader
of Ranch Romamnces for about four years and right
now am wondering why I didn't become a Trail
Ender sooner. But here I am .and have at lost made
up my mind that of all. the magazines that 1 have
read, Doudle R is wvoted into the “Hall of Fame.”

Felt so good after reading the lalest R. R. that 1
made up o little song called “A Trail Ender” which
you Sing to the tune of that cowboy ballad, “Baed
Companions.” (Whoa! there’s mo connection what~
ever between the titles.)

Wait a minute! I'm mot throuph. You guessed, it.
1 want pen pals galore! Cean do, Double R cowpokes?
Great, the pleasure is all mine. .

Now all of you cowgirls, city girls, eowboys, Uncle
Sam’s boys, aend others who like the real outdoors
and hope some day to live out in a little home tucked
tn God's own valley, where the leaves and wind soy,

“Goodnght” and the birds and stream say, “Good-
morning’ —wnte

Here’s a deseription: Am 1814 years, have dark
brown hair (that won't behave), blue eyes (that
dream), and have just gradualed from a Commercial
High" School. I love to hike, also to drive in the
country, like to sketch a bit, to embroider a little,
to collect poems of Friendship- and inspiration, and
love to read Western, air,” and other adventurs stories.
My favorite mstrument is a guitar, though I can play
none.

The case rests with you and pwmtiﬂ’ pleads guilty
of a longing—what's the werdict?

A Trail Ender

Oh, I am a Trail Ender,,

~ One of that great outlay,
Where riders of the Double R
Find rest and joy alway.

“I'd roamed from mag to mag,
he best of all'to find,

Until my weary eye-nag

Was almost left stone blind.

At last I found the only,

That took away the blues,
Took me on_a cow-pony

Out where the irail is through.

"There to a Trail's End outfit,
OF people near and far,

Who love the true-blue spirit
That rules in Double R.

Adios and Luck,
“GYPSY HEART.”
Helen Jouget, '

1258 E. 14 St., Cleveland, Ohio.
P. 8.—Please, FEditor, shut your eyes and wmiss the
waste-basket, 0O-0-0-0-h, thank you.

" A LONELY SAILOR BOY
Dear Editor: .

I have been reading your wonderful mag ever sines
I joined the Navy three wears ago. Wherever I go,
whether in o foreign country or in the good old
U. 8. A., I have always been able to get the Double R
mag. And [ think that that alone is a pretty high
recommendation for your magazine.

I surely do hope this letter brings me just “‘gobs
and gobs” of pen pals as I sure do find lots of time
on my hands down here in Cuba aund 1 promise to
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answer each and every letter that I receive. 1 will
be more than glad to exchenge snapshots with anry-
one who cares lo.

Come on all you readers of the good old Double R

and write to a lonely gob who is just twenty wears .

of age. I ean write lots of interesting letters as I
?\;we traveled & good deal since I have been in the
avy.

I believe that 1 ean safely say that half the Nawy
reads Ranch Romances, 80 why not give a lonely bdoy
a chance to give his pen some exercise.

Wishing Ranch Romances the best of success in the
future, I remain,

Yours truly, .
RUSSELL TRUMP.
U. S. 8. Montcalm,
Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.,

HAS LOTS TQ TELL .
Dear Editor:

I just finished reading “The Lure of the West”
by Dorrance and I enjoyed it immensely, in fact few
stories have entertained me and impressed me as that
one did. Although I thought the part about the edu-
cated Indian reverting back to the primitive was just
a little bit exaggerated. However, the story kept me
guessing clear to the very end and it was brimful of
suspense and excitement. It was typical of the vivid
clean outdoor Ranch Romances stories. I always enjoy
reading the Ranch Romances, and may it live forever.

1 like your idea of making friends between your
readers and may I too be one of the fortunate ones to
appear in “Our Air Mail”’? 1 am 28 and a native of
California. I have been in the theatrical business some
and in one or two movies and I have promoted o
number of amateur dramatic clubs; also, I have trav-

clled over the West a great deal and I shall be very-

happy to tell anyone who cares to write, about Cali-
fornia. I guarantee to answer all letters. And if thers
is anyone who is thinking about coming to California
to break in the movies, believe me I can give them
some good straight-from-the-shoulder adwvice.

With best wishes to the R. R. I will elose.

Sincerely,
- . WILLIS SLATER.
e/o Calif. Highway Comm. :
Camp 14, Paynes Creck, Celif. -

COME ON, YOU ARTISTS
Dear Editor: i
I have @ hunch that this is my lucky day. I hope it
is, maybe youw will print this, my third plea for pen

pats. -

In, the last two years I hawvn't missed a ecopy of
Ranch Romances. I think it is a wonderful magazine
and enjoy all of the stories but 1 always turn first to
Our Air Mail. :

Pm going to describe myself first and then I'm
voing to ask all of you to write to me and PU
promise teo answer every one who writes me @ line.
I am twenly years of age, have brown heir, blue
eyes and a fair complexion. My hobbies are painting,
reading and receiving letlers,

If I should be lucky enough to have this printed,
please don’t any of you fail to 1qﬁte mie, Lellers from
artists will be es lly appreciated

Hopefully yours, J
Box 643, Besville, Texas. BLANCHE BESTE.
R.R.2

NW:Y)
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REAL WESTERN FOLK, HERE
Dear Editor:

You published my letter in the sccond edition of thé
February Ranch Romances.
wrote—four hundred and fifty of them—not only for
writing me but for the interest they showed in this
part of the country where the West i8 not dead by
any means. I've answered as many letters os timeé
permitted, and will endeavor to send to each ore just
a line of acknowledgment. And I want to say for
your Air Mail gang that they're mighty fine folksy
and I’ll be glad to hear from them egain.

We are wvery happy in our mountain home, hubby
and 1. I lived in the city all my life, been accustomed
to society and the pleasures that the city offers. 1 never
dreamed I could be satisfied so far away from Broad-
way. But I am. We are very busy folks during the
day, but when night comes we surely enjoy the peace
and quiet, the low murmuring of the wpines, the plain-
tive coo of the mourning dove, the call of the owl
in the top of the old lone pine beside the house, the
song of birds; all help us to forget the cares of the

s

Right now we're interested in baby chicks and
turkeys. They surely are cute little fellows. And
soon _we’ll have some wild mallard ducklings. We set
the eggs. under a big Plymouth Rock hen, and ,when
those ducklings make their appearance she'll be one
surprised hen. She’ll sure think we put somcihing
over on her.

Writers of Western fiction ean find plenty of ma-
terial here. If any of them are interested and will
write us we will be glad to give them the details
and, if they come, introduce them to some of the
old-timers who can relate thrilling tales of the early
days when bad, bold bandits roamed through here.

- Again thanking wyour readers for their intcresting
messages, I am,
Sincerely yours,
FLORENCE A. BRUNKE.

Lone Pine Ranch, . ‘

Star Route,
Coalinga, Calif.

BLUE-EYES FEELS LIKE WRITING

. Dear Editor: .

Looks like I'm the only one who has ever dared
to write from the Jayhawlk State, so I hope my lctter
will be published,

Ye story writers! Let’s have some more slories like
“Tiger Tim” and the “Man of Saddlehorn.”

Like Katchy Kate, I too am just achin’ to wrile to
some of your readers, egpecially cowboys dand people
who live out where the West begins, so eome on and
write me a few lines while you are resting in the
bunkhouse. Oh, I've seen some cowboys but never have
written to ome. |

Guess I'd better read my pedigree so, hear ye, one
and all, I am eighteen years young, and have blue
eyes, brown bobbed hair. I am good-natured and
love all out-of-door sports plus town life, as my real
home i8 in town. At the present time Pm visiting
on ¢ 160 acre farm. X

Well, here's to Double R's success.
for all favors in advance.

Adios Amigo,

Box 85, R. R. No. 4
MeCune, Kansas,

Michas gracias

RUTH LAWSON.

I want to thank il who’
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B THIS GAL LOVES HORSES
Dea,r Editor: )

I am feelmy p'retty good this evening, and having -
lots of time, I thought [ would write to you.

The R. R. pins sure are great, All the girls at
school asked me where I got-it. Of course I told
them, so you had betler pet a lot more of the R. R.
ping on hand, *

[ have vead ¢very magazine on the market and
Ranch Romances is the best. My one end only hobby
15 horses.
~ Now when & person writes a letter to some of the
readers, who wants pen pols, why doesnt he or she
answer?

I am not lonssome or lacking in friends. I want
pen pals and lots of them. FEvery letter will be
answered.

I dan’t care where or who they come from, I mt
want . pen pals.

Cordially yours,

, 488 Mdton Ave., Janesville, Wis.

EASY TO LOOK AT

ANN CLARKE.

Dear Editor:

Come on R. R. readers and lets make -lots of
whoopee. I have recently become an ardent lover of

Ranch Romances, and they sure are the best of -all
Western romances.

And say, dear Editor, here i3 a t:p to the boys
and girls, especially the girls, who want to hear from
the West. 1 come from the far, far West where
ranches are ranches and its romances are reul. And
say, I was lerribly disappointed mol to find my state
represented by letters im our last Air Mail.

Now, friends ond future letter pals, I am from
Idaho, and can tell and relate to you many of th'e
true romances of the pood old Western days. Let's
have lots of letters, dear pals.

As for myself, I am mearing fwenty-one years of.
age, have raven black hair, and dark brown eyes. My

college pals kid me about being: the best looking man -

on the campus, but I can’t always believe them. Now
as 1 finish | surely hope that all Our Air Mail boys,
and especially the girls, will write and be: willing to
ezchange snapshots with me.
Yours always,
“POWDER PUFF.”

Carl Lemrd. )

Ridenbaugh Hadll,

Moscow, Ida

P, S.—Please, dear Editor, print this letter so that
my state will be represented in Our Air Mail.

SNOWED UNDER s

Dear Editor:

I hope yow'll print this letter in Our. Air Mail as I
want to thank all those who wrote to me but I've
received so many letters I find it absolitely impossible
" to reply to all and the fact that I'm working long
hours dow’t help matlers any.

I received & regular shower of letters and heartily
wish to-thank Our Air Mail Editor and all those
who even considered writing to me, and I'm sorry
I've got to disappoint so many, bul such is -life, eh?

Please print this so those who don’t receive. an

answer will understand the reason.

More -success to everyonc and Double R.,

BILL SHILLHORN

Atwood, Ontario, Canade.

SHE’S IN EARNEST

Dear Editor:

Your maegazine is & “wow’! More power to Ranch

Romancea! And may we have more stories of John-
ston MeCulley’s like the “Love of Sefior Cowpoke.”
it takes o good maguzine t~ wake me write o letter
like this, but vow've got “it”!
' I hope to see this wn priat real soon and I also
wann'e round up a few pen pals. Anyone want to
swap letters and pictures with a little Speniard?
Either sex. If sr, write soon. I em tall, slender, have
black eyes and hair and love all_ sports, art, music
and well—write and find out what I lLike!

Wishing the Clayton Magazines the best of success, *
I remain,

> : Truly yours,

(MISS) RITA VASQUEL.
General Delivery,

Saint Louis, Mo,

RANCH ROMANCES

WRITE TO VIOLET
.Dear Editor: '
Here's just another girl who i3 o constant reader of
the Double R and who gets a great kick out of it.
1 love treasure hunts and at the time- being I am
looking for loads of pen pals. Are you going to help
me out? Thanks a lot! I won’t be satisfied until
I find them. I ecan play a banjo, dance anything
from the Tango -to Colleginte and Like all sporis. I

7 am a steno. and will be nineteen years old scon. I'll

answer. all letters, so come om you lomesome boys and
girls ‘and fll my mail box.
Cheerto!
. YIOLET.
. Violet Larsen,
3615 W. North Ave.,
Chicago, IU.

LOOKING FOR A PAEDNER
Dear Editor:

I have been reading your' splendid Rdnch Romanees
;for over a year and have never found anything better.
Am planning: @ moter camping trip to Washington,
.down the coast, through the Southern states and up
“the Atlantic- Coast to Mass., then home by way of
Niagara Falls. Would like to hear from people who
are interested im campmg, and in return will tell them
of my two winters in Texas and one in Florida. Also
28 other states. So far my travels have been some-
what lonely| as I have mever taken a pardner but if
I ecan find the right party who wants to take a trip
with me, am willing to_have a poardner. Am especially
interested in hearing~from people in the states this
trip will take me through and will answer all in-
teresting letters and perhaps pay you e call while

on my irip.
BILL SHILLHORN.
¢/o Our Air Mail.

PAGING LONELY YOUNG MEN °
Dear Editor:

By chance 1 came across an August edition of your
~wonderful magazine, Ranch Romances, and I was very
interested indeed, and wondered if you would give an
English girl a chanca in your Air Mail. Would any
of your lonely young. men care to become a pen pal .
to me? It ~seems terrible to me, whose life is one
round of - e, that should be lonely. 1
should thmoughly enjoy writing to all the lonely young
men who care to write to me, and promiss to -make
my letters as interesting and emjoyable as possible. .1
should love to hear the personal romances of those
who live in the Wild Weat. Male sex is preferred,
but I should have the greatest pleasure in writing to
any lonely girls. I am willing to exchange photos, as
I like to write to peopls whom I know. I had thought
of amswering ome of the letters in the Air Mail, but
thought if I did it this way I would get a chance to
write more.. Won’t somebody be a brick, and awrite?

Now for a description of myself. I am sweet seven-
teen, have dark brown, wavy hair, hazel eyes, rather
round face, and a fairly plump figure, in fact, am
-an all-round, fifty-fifty’ Englzsh grrl proud of my
little Mother-country, Will

Please, Editor, make them wnto quickly, as I'm dy-
mg to, answer thm—r letters,

Thanking you in anticipation,

Yours sincerely,

ELSIE.

P. S.—~I have puassed on, ae one passes on all good
things, your wmagazine, Ranch Romances, to my best
.chum, who is also writing to you, hoping you will give
us a chance, and favor us with ¢ place in your Air
Mail.

Miss K. Sorrell]” -

41, Fulham Park Gdnas.,

F’ulham. Londtrz S.W.6
STAND BY FOR ENGLAND
Dear Editor:

This is Derby, England, calling. I am real wild about
R. R. I just can’t wait for it coming out; it’s the
best West mag. I've read, and Pve read a good many.

Now I want some pen pals. I am mnineteen, fond
"of sports, dancing and outdoors and comping, 8o don't
disappoint me. 1 expect piles of letters, I will promise
to answer all.

Letters from oll parts of U. S. A. welcomed, boys or
girls. So here’s to the best may., the Ranch Romanees.

. JOHN-O-ENGLAND.
J. G.. Allsop, .

- 39 Westbury Street,
Derby,
Derbyshire,
England.
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OUR AIR MAIL

" HURRAH FOR RANCH!

Dear Editor:
Pleuse try ond find space in the Air Mail of your

ul R. R., for e Scotch Canadilm
who would like to ecorrespond with boys and girls
who have a longing for the days to eome when they
can strap on their pack and look for mew trails to
conquer,

I am planning a irip to the province of New
Brunswick where I first eame across the R. R. maga-
zine in an old deserted lumber camp while on @ hunt-
ing trip for big game. I didn’t do mueh hunting
next day as 1 read the mag through that night, and
who will blame a ehap for that? -

1 have mnot missed but three or four copies sinee
then, you ean bet.

Well. here’s hoping for contmued success for your
excellent mag, R. R.

Yours sineerely,
RAY BROWN.

1717-12 St., - . -
. Detroit, Mich.

SHE HAS A LARGE MAIL BOX
Dear Editor: -

I just flew over your air mail and thought I would
drop o letter for the first time. I do hope I get many
letters. 1 sure boost your magazine enough. I havo
been reading it ever gince I ean remember. Please have
some more stories like, “Pals of Pleasant Valley.”

.1 sure would enjoy hearing from some sailors, ma~
rines, of U. 8., from Heawaii and all foreign countries,
cowboys (not drug store cowboys—real he-men), and
college boys. That ought o include all.

1 can play the violin and piano. OR, yes, I forgot
I cun play the phonograph. I love dancing, and all
winter and summer sports. 1 can write shorthand and
type.

I have @ large mail box, so don't be ufraid of over-
filling- it. ‘Wil answer all letters. Also exchange
snapshots. .

Everyone write,

c/o Our Air Mail

BETTY LOU.

GIVE HIM A SQUARE DEAL
Dear Editor:

Would you please favor a lonesome Tezas boy who
would like very much to have some real interesting
pen pals, by ingerting this letter in your truly
wonderful Atr Mail Dep’'t? And that’'s not servile
flattery in the least. Do you know that part of R. R.’s
tremendous “‘sales appeal”’ s the Air Mail Dep’'t? 1
have taken this from several readers’ -attitudes? So
keep on printing the friendly, interesting lettera,

I would like to have some boys end girls writs to
me. I have answered about twenty letters that ap-
peared in the A. M. Dep't. and I have received only
one reply to date. Are they giving us e square deal?
I am 19 years old, have dark hair, dark-complexzioned,
light brown eyes. 1f you want to krnow enything -else
you will have to write to me. 1 will exchange photos
with any who so desire. I sincerely promise to answer
each and every letter received.

So come on everybody and write and then wait for
a sure answer.

Waiting for the day when R. R.’s & weekly mstead
of u semi-monthly,

Sincerely yours,
RAY C. TUTTLE.

Humble,

Texas.

ey
FROM A FOREST RANGER
Dear Editor:

1 have read Ranch Romances for a lang time cnd
like it very much. I have made regular readers of
many of my friends, just by giving them a& copy_that
I hed read. In my opinion it would be wise if ol
friends of Ranch Romances would do the seame. It
would acquaint other follks with a good elean maga:
zine.

I would like wvery, very much to have some pen
pals. I em a forest ranger, living in the heart of
the Blue Ridge Mouniains, Am fond of fishing, hunt-
ing and hiking. In fact, I love, “My Blue Ridge
Mountain Home,” and everything cbout it. but I get
lonesome eometimes. Won't some of you girls twrile
to me end send snapshots? It gertainly would make
the skies bluer and the sunshine brighter. 1 promise
to answer all letters and send smapshots, tf you wish

e to do so.
Respectfully, .
e/o Our Air Xail,

BUCK.

~
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MORE PRAISE FOR R. R.
Dear Editor:

I am one of your faithful readers—atway over here
in England. This will show you how your grand little
mag, circulates. I enjoy the stories in it tmmensely,
they are 8o different from our English ones. Well,
reckon you know what I'm after, 1 want to ask you
if yov’ll please introduce me into the Our Air Mail
page. I would just like to make friends with some
other R. R. readers over in your country or Canada.

'l be a real pen pal to whoever Likes to write— .
boys or girls over 21. Il just tell them what I'm

like. I have brown hair and darker eyes, fresh com-
plexion and rather slim, have e bright ouilock on
life, so bright letters promised to whoever wants

cheering up. Well, Editor, here’s my best respccts to
you, and 1 shall be more than grateful if pow'll squeeze
this in the Our Air Mail page at.your leisure. I'm
patient enough to wait in the line. No need to wish
the R." R. success—it already has it,” but tf it wants
any more praise—everybody give it one big “Hurrah!”

So kindest regards,

From a faithful reader,
ROSITA ALLICE.

Apthorpe,

Weston Rd.,

Bath,

Somerset, Englend.

SHE’S RARIN’ TO WRITE
Dear Editor:

Looking through Our Air Mail in the first April
Number, 1 find there isn’t any mail from Colorado,
so I have decided to try my luck.

Your magazine is wonderful! There isn't enother to
eome up to ils standards, and I'm sure everyone en-
joys reading it as much as I do.

But I'm very lonely, and want some pen pals. Do
you think you ean help me? I'm a girl, but 1 hope
tt won't stop any boy from writing also, I like to
dance and do everything that is o lot of J'wn I’m e
brunette.

Here's hoping you will print my letter, and find

me some pen
Boosting for R. R. .
VILMA RAY.
Aguilar,
Colorado.
P. S—Won't Henry Faucett, Julwtte Charbonneay,

" and Forget-mo-not please write to me?

SHE'S RAVIN' TO WRITE
Dear Editor:,

This is ebout my fourth or fifth letter to Our_
Air Mail department, and every time Ive written, I
have mot had the pleasure of seeing my letter in
print, so please don’t disappoint me this time if you .
can help it. -

I am a girl and although I am not twe'ntJ-one, 1
am free and white and cighteen and just rarin’ to go,
8o everybody please write to me end I’U promise to
angwer all letters and also answer any questions Lhat
you care to ask, §0 get busy everycne.

I am making a collection of cowboy songs and poems
ao if anyone will kindly send me some, 'l be very

grateful,

And before I close I'll give my desoription.

I am 18 years old, black hair, brown eyes,
fair complexion.

And_again before I close, let’s all get together amd
give three rousing cheers for the best kitle mag. on -
the market, Ranch Romances. :

Adios, Hasta Luego,

and

BABE.

Miss Estelle H. De La Torre,
427 Quarantinia St.,
Sante Barbare, -
Calif.
TWO FARMERETTE SISTERS
Dear Editor:
We have been reading your wonderful Ranch

Romances for some time and hope to read it for somse
time to come,

We are two farmerctte sisters who Lke to hear from
people in all parts of the world, especially airmen and
cowboys, aboul .our age. We are 21 and 17 years
old respectively and have brown hair and eyes.

Here’s hoping -that Ranch Romances will be printed
forever and that we will receive bushels of letters.
We promise to answer each one.

We will always remain,

“PEPPY” ond “SNAPPY.”

Irmd and Betty Strey,

. R. No. 1, Necnah, Wisconsin.



By PROFESSOR MARCUS MARI
N - SEPTEMBER
\ LIBRA

= act like those by whom they are Strongly impressed. They have a fine aptitude for

mimicry, and as actors or actresses they show remarkable talent and seem to live the parts
they portray.

Their first impressions are usually correct, and they should guard against yielding to the

-opinions and decisions of others. - ] . ' . .

In matters of friendship they disregard social position and money, only the personal quali-

ties of mind and temperament of othersjare of importance to them. They are so devoted to

friends that a disparaging comment or an indignity offered one they love is regarded almost
as a personal insult.

- Libra people love excitement and they are apt to.act on the spur of the moment. They
always find it difficult and disagreeable to give reasons for what they do and say, and when
they are associated with people who demand reasons and explanations for everything, the
resulting discord makes them angry and unhappy. They are quick-tempered, and, when angry,
their remarks are cutting and right to the point, leaving little doubt as to the real state of
their feelings. R . ' :

The sense of personal freedom is so strong in Libra people that they should not marry
unless they are willing to give as well as take. - Libra and Virgo people, if they practice fore-
bearance and respect the rights and individuality of each other, often make a happy marriage.
. Professor Mari will give a personal reading to any reader who wishes to fill out the
coupon. . . \

L T 1 S
Address .......... . ... i e, U e e e
Exact date of birth: Year......... [T Menth...........ovvvvnn. Date........ eheean s
Always use this coupon and enclose stamped envelope. ) . 9-27.297
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- IBRA governs after September twenty-second. The people of this sign are gifted with’
great foresight and intuition. They are very susceptible to the influence of others, and

Y
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READ THIS:

A.E.L.,an Oregon jeweler
and watchmaker, is one of
many jewelers who ane
4 swered theso ads.and pure
.chased a 21-Jewel Studee
baker Waztch for their
personal useatourregular
catalog prices. Hewroteus
recently :*“TheStudebak
. Watch Ireceivedfromyou
some time agois far more
than I expected for the
money and asatimekeep
eritis the official. The
foreman of alarge factory
here getshistime frommy
Studebaker, even though
he has awatch that cost
him TWICE the price at
which you sell the Stude-
baker. Words cannot exs
press my appreciation of
this fine watch."
AR

THIS new method of selling watches at factory prices
L direct-to-the-customer hasmerited remarkable popular-
ity everywhere. Imagine being able to purchase the mag:
nificent 21-Jewel, 8-Adjustment, thin-model Studebaker Watch \y
at factory prices—the lowest prices ever named for similar '\

quality! The Studebaker Watch Company, directed by members
of theStudebaker family,whose name has meantsquare dealing for three-
quarters of a century, manufactures and sells DIRECT to the customer.
You can buy on very liberal credit terms or for cash. You can actuall

ownaStudebakerwatch out of your presentincome. TheStudebaker W atc

is insured for the lifetime of the purchaser. 100 exquisite styles in Pocket
‘Watches, Strap Watches and Bracelet Watches. A beautiful 6-color catalog giving particulars
of this unusual watch-buying opportunity will be sent: FREE and without obligation. Simply
mail the coupon to us TODAY! .

Because lis The Greatest
Watch Value in America! rmas

WHY do thousands of thrifty Americans answer these ads and DBC[D (]D €
become owners of Studebaker watches every month ? There is NO
only one reason for it: The Studebaker 2i-Jowel watch offers the greatest swatch - .-
walue of all time! It js one of the most practical timel i hani ever Thousands of America’s business
perfected. By eliminating jobbers’ and dealers’ profitayou obtain factory prices, leadersendorse Studehaker Watchee,
.. You have the manufacturer’s own guarantce of satisfaction. Let us send you The coupen will bring yom de“"‘f; of
one of these remarkable watches—you are under no obligation tokeepit. The the most interesting money-taving
‘?"\\ coupon helow will bring you details of this interesting money-saving offer. oPportunity in the h’“"‘.’y."‘f“;lCh
&l\ﬁ It will bring you our colorful book of newest watch styles FREE and will  ¢elling. Fill it in and mail it Todey!
",

4}\;}\ ehow you how to own the watch youselectineasy monthly __ _ _ _ ——— o o e v
.%g‘. &Y, Payments.. Investigate! Mail the coupon TODAY! [y === === -1
v STUDEBAKER WATCH CO. || STubEBaKER waTCH CoMpany !

3 Watches :: Diamonds :: Jewelry || DePtNQ-87 South Bend, Indiana 0]
R4 Dept N 7S h Bend, Indi 1 Please send mayourffree cata- Elease send me free )
3y N pt NQ-87 Sout. end, Indiana tog of Advance Watch Styles caulof of Jewelry

2 Iy Canadian Address: Windsor, Ontario : and detailsof yourwatch offer. and Dlamends. :

= §|| Name. oo nem e e « I
I - 1
pl] Strestor RAF.Dueo e ]

3
! Lo 51ate e ecomecmecawa - e

e e S e P T

Please mention Newsstaxp Group—\EN’s List, when answeéring advertisements



At the Dances
—=RAre Y@u a Wall Flower?

Are you a poor, spineless wretch,
dreading to ask a girl to dance with
you? Are you afraid to talk to her?
Do you stand by, watching the other
fellows dancing and lsughing and
making a big hit? You lack nerve.
You lack manly courage. WMen faugh
at your weakness. Women sneer at
you! Your company isn’'t wanted.
Your timidity bars you from social
enjoyment and even makes you unfit
for marriage.

Take Heart, Young Ran
STRONGFORTISM wili give you
manly strength, Strongfortism will
build up that body of yours in such
& way as to mske a brand new fel-
low out of you. At the dances and

Ry. Maxl Clerk

[ ( ) Steno-Typist

{ ) P. 0. Laborer ( ) Immigrant Inspector

( ) R. F. D. Carrler ( ) Seamstress

{ ) Spectal Agent { ) Auaditor
(investigator) (.) Steno-Secretary.

( ) City Mail Carrier () U. 8. Border Patrol

() Meat Inspector () Chauffeur-Carrier

()P Clerk { ) Watchman

()T ila Clerk ( % Skilled Laborer

{ ) General Clertk  { } Postmaster

( ) Matron ( ) Typist

INSTRUGTION BUREAU, 112-B, St. Lonis, Mo.
end me FREE articulars "How To Qualify for pos
locations, opportu-

Ong mal
nities, etc

Name .ceeevess.
Address

aries,
ALL 'SENT FREE

essrssereranesenan

parties you'll be a most popuiar chap
—one sought after and admired by

In business you’ll command success.
STRONGFORTISH

will show-you how to develnp all your
muscles and bring your body to its
highest efficiency. A new(day dawns
for you when you.take up STRONG-
FORTISM. Let mse tell you about
it. You can’t afford to be without
this knowledge if you have wasted
your vitality in any wsay and lost
your energy and strength.

Send For My Free Boold.
“LIFE’'S ENERGY THROUGH
STRONGFORTISM’—a revelation of
inside facts about the human body
that makes it priceless to men seek-

women, and played up to by men, v

THOUSANDS of ambitions men
are earning more money today
because they know Accounting.
Send for our 80-page book, “How
to Learn Accounting,” &nd the
first lesson. Both will be sent free.

Intemauona.l Accountants Society, Inc.
. A Division of the. :
Arexanoes Hamrron Instrrurg

Depta 66, 3411 So. Michigan Ave., Chicago, Ik

ing to banish vitality sapping ail-
ments, wealkness unfiiting them for
marriage and consequent mental de-
pression. WRITE TODAY for your

copy. . L
STRONGFORT (NSTITUTE

. . Newark, N. J.

- o= — - Send this Consultation Coupon — — =

MR. LIONEL STRONGFORT,

STRONGFORT INSTITUTE, 4

Dept. 947, Newark, N. 1. K
Please send me, without obligation, my copy of your book,

“LIFE’S ENERGY THROUGH JSTRONGFORTISM.”* This

.Goes not place me under any obligation. N

 Name
 Age.

- STRONGFORY
Builder of Men

Occupation

Agents$O a

Made By Our Sales Agents

Sell new line Insured Heostery for men,
women, children. All styles and eolors.
Guaran to wear and satisfy or replac-
ed. Finest line silks. All at lowest prices,

Silk HoseGiven fifzss %

Writs today for new eelling plan. We deliver or

you deliver -- snit yourself. No expenence need-

Boin. ‘We. Farnich bar prodeciug. acents with
ar; our ¢ ugan

no'l‘r::' Fu:d CBnr. Wn': forum[rlgpl

WILKNIT mosxlmx <0,
No. 2607 . Greentleld, Ohkle

Street.
CitF i . :

A
State.

&ND PAY ¥OU g19 A DAY BESIDES

DIRETC'& FROM MOVIEI§AND
LOVE'S PSYCHOLOGY S LOVE LAY PSYCHOLOGY

LOVE DROPS

PERFUME TRIPLE EXTRA
New Creation, an powe-fnl
eroma, with that mysterlous nlﬁmng blend
that stirs the soul of -rich and puor old and
gounx to surrender to n:s churms ih .60 size,
1.00 post nmd or $1.27 ingirucs
tions for use, Also Free ou: 2 ‘new books of
pages witl
TARILLING LOVE

bnmlng love eplstles of rmany of hxstory's fa.
mons characters, also § t of wine
Bing tho One You Love vith tho orlgmul R R A

cessfu] plans for winning m\d hol e love of the cne yon love.

Wons Co. Dept. No11 - Box 1350, Hollywood, Calif,

Fundreds of men wearlng Tnylor Wool Felt and
Belgian For Felt Hata, end making big money too.
Amazing’new plan pays $19 daily even to men without
ex erience. I'put you in business, furnish all stock,

start you in spare time.

Rush Name Sor Samples

I prove whatI say! Don't ssnd a genny Write
name and adiress oo card and bl
nd my complete aampln ontﬁc nnd FREE Hat
Plan Absolutely FREE,
I'ilalso sendlyou FREE comvlete line
showing N-PROOF, MADE.TQ-
JEA.s’bRE CAPS. o0 mewest styles
and colors 3. W. Taylor, Pres.

’I‘AYILOR HAT ©® CAP MFRS,
Desk M-40 Cincianati, @,

AGENTS WANTED
to represent old_established firm d take
orders. Maks $10.00 to $25.00 iy g
complete lino direct ‘ess
Shirts, Work Shirts, Hosiery, Underwear
Pajamas, Overalls, Coveralls, Panta,
Swestsrs Riding Breeches and ‘Plays\uts
Everything guarante Experience un:
nocessaryl  BIG OUTFIT FREE! Write

NIMROD SHIRT CO., De t- 75
4922.. 28 Lincoin Ave., ' P hicago

Wonderful, new device, guides ¢our hand; corrects your

writing in a few days. Big xmprovement in three .
hours. No failures. Complete outline FREE. Write
C. J. Ozment, Dept. 87, St. Louis, Mo. B

SUBSTANTIAL ADVANCE ROYALTIES ARE PAID

on’ publisher’s acceptance. Write for J‘ree Booklet
on developing ideas for song words or mubic required
by Talking Pictures. NEWCOMER ASSOCIATES,
1674 Broadway, New York.

Please mention NEwSSTAND GROUP—MEN’S

List, when answering advertisements



ANON YMOUS—

but it changed her entire life

Her charm and good looks twerens getting her any- -

where. She found kerself on the shelf at 33—and
unable to account for i,

Then, one morning she received that bleak white
envelope with its anonymous enclosure—a national
advertisement across which was written in bold
masculine hand,"Wake up.” .

She took the bint. And it brought her bappiness
and poprularity,

y - 4 v

Halitosis Cunpleasant breath) ig the damning, unforgiv-
able, social faule. It doesn’t announce its presence to-its
victims. Consequently it is the last thing people suspect
themselves of having—buz it oughs to be the firse,

For halitosis is a definite daily threat to all. And for
very obvious reasons, physicians explain. So slight a

matter as a decaying tooth may cause it. Or ad abnormal
condition of the gums. Or fermenting food particles
skipped by the tooth brush. Or minor nose and throat
infection. Or excesses of eating, drinking and smoking.

Intelligent people recognize the risk and minimize it by
the regular use of full strength Listerine as a mouth wash
and gargle.

Listerine quickly checks halitosis because Listerine is
an cffective antiseptic and germicideX which immediately

strikes at the cause of odots. Furthermore, it is a power-

ful deodorant, capable of overcoming even the scent of
onion and fish.

Lambert Pharmacal Co., St. Louis, Mo., U. S. A.

Y 4 7 14

Full strength Listerine is so safe it may be used
in any body cavity, yet so powerful it kills even
the stubborn B. Typhosus {typhoid} and Staphye
lococcus Aureus {pus} germs in 15 seconds.

LISTERINE

Please mention NEWsSTAND Grour—MEN’s List, when answering advertisements
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Now you can get into AVIATION quickly and easily! My new,
practical, amazingly easy home-study course prepares vou gquickly
to fill any ecne of the thousands of aviation jobs now open.
Earn $50 to $250 a week—in a fascinating ground job or gs a
skilled flygr. I help you find your place m Aviation—I train you
to succeed gquickly.

Lezrn the Pn-incnpnes at Home
THEN FLY IN DAYTORN

If you want to learn actual flying, come right along to Dayton
and I'll teach you at one of America’s finest air ports. - Start to
learn at home in your spare hours. Your age makes no differ-
ence. = Experience not needed. Aviation—the world’s fastest
growing industry—is calling you now! Take the first easy step——
Rush name and address for my BIG FREE BOOK

MAJOR ROBERT L. ROCKWELL
THE DAYTON SCHOOL OF AVIATION

Desk Kb, Dayton, Ohlo -

SELL FROM A
MILLION DOLLAR STOCK

Shirts, Neckwear and Underwear, o
No Substitutions. 4 Hour, Shipping ‘fcb\)
Service. Highest Commissions,

Bonuses., Profit Sharing, f/>
Biggest Company. // <<,
Mail Coupon, A /

CARLTON MILLS ¢/ @@
- B4 FIFTH AVE, s o
NEW YORK IQV g
" Dept, 100-P e}‘

BLANK CARTflRlZDGlE PBS‘EO]L

JThis wall 1Blank
made and ¥
effactivef
pistol fa}
modelled on

pattem
of the lnﬁ:t 3 O Lot
of Re- Shipped by
volver, the preas
appearance Onl g
ol b c| with
alona — =34
enoughto scare a burglar, whilst, when e e P Order
lo ed, it wﬂl probably prove just as Vi 5 Only

active as o revolver with real bul-

latn without the danger to life. It W\

tn.kes Lhe standard .22 Cahl::t? Blanlz
0

eve
lty lnnk Cx.\rtr lséo 100 Bla.nk Cartridges
X tal

$0-page D &)
E‘JIK.SOA %hm d by express only.\ Ci
tira Blank Cartridges 50C per 10
ARy e e "}°°°mm°1d§o NG “5"[') §hipmenta
v (o 'y o
OIN: S 083 0 ms& ¢ Dept. Racine, Wlsconsin

A Magazine of
Detective Stories

‘BEGIN o

TRIPLE M@RDER
By Carolyn Wells

~IN SUBSEQUEI\_JT ISSUES
READ THE WORK QF

CHARLES FRANCIS COE

- LEMUEL DE BRA

'ELLIS PARKER BUTLER
OSCAR SCHISGALL
ARTHUR B. REEVE

EDGAR WALLACE
AND OTHERS

IN EVERY ISSUE
BE ASSURED THAT

Detective Story Writers
in America and England

CLUES
IS ISSUED TWICE A MONTH

ON THE
SECOND and FOURTH FRIDAYS

ON SALE AT ALL NEWSSTANDS
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2 Yom-dm getting the Best\

Pledse m¢ntion NEeEwsstand Grour—MEN’s List, when answering advertisements a




7 Mode] Boiler
Rlade of EXTRA STRONG,

heavy pure copper, with
@ 5-inch Solid Brasg

No burningof hands
no trouble in taki

be put on or taken
off in a gecond by a
simpla twist of the
thumb-serew on the
top. Safe,practical,
simple and durable,
No article of such
quality and uatility
ever soldatsuch low
price.It’salowpres.
sure boiler and pas-
rizer. An ideal
cooker forthe home,
Nothing better for
eneral usages, It
asts a lifefime and
gives real gervico
and satisfaction,
Above are strictly
. easbs;méh order l;’%ctm:y
prices. Send money order or
ehock, Prompt chipment in plain, strongz box, i
worth having. HOME RIANUFACTURING CO.

18 E.. Kinzie St Dept. 5350 Chicago, Iilinois

W

i
¥,
t

i
AT

% One device makes ow washing
\\ 75% easier. Washes, dries, polishes
2 wi: dows in a jiffy. Women wild about
=\ it! No more ladders to climb, no
mussy rags nor sponges tO0 wring,
Hands never touch water, ]
RMAKE $90 A WEER EASY
Bvary housewife wants it, Fascinating demon-
strator. Sells fast. Make 100% profit. No
‘experience needad, We show you how. Send for
7 bi of this and 47 other fast-selling Quality
hber Products. Direct Wh!{l"lr" Al th ber

il Rul
City. FRER: Outfit to bnstlern, E QUICK.
RISTEE WFG. CO., 1069 BAR ST., AKRDN, OHIO,

Multitudes of persons with defective hearing
and Head Noises enjoy conversation, 7

go to Theatreand Church because they
Use Leonard Invisible Ear Drums wkich
% resemble Tinv Megaphones fitting

¥ «n che Ear enucely out of sight &
No wires, batteries or head piece |
They are inexpensive. Wrnite for %
bookler and sworn statement of
the inventor who was himself deaf, ¥

DEAFNESS 1S MEISERYY

A. 0. LEGRARD, Ine., Snite 683 7@ 5th Ave., New Yerk

Or Sauff Habit Cured Or No Pay

Enpecha Tobaceo Remedy destroys all eraving for Cigarattes, Ci%arua
B

Pipe, Coewing or Snuff.” Original and only remedy of its kind,
by over 500,000 Men and Women. Perf

ment sent on trial,
Write today for complete treatment.

SUPEREA C0.  Dept. N-57

actly barmliess, Full treat-
Costs $1.50 if it cures. Costs pothing if it fails.

BALTIMORE, MD.

MORNIEY FOR YOU

Men or women can carn $15 to $25 weekly
in spare time at home making dispfay cards.
ugfi. pleasant work. No canvassing. We
instruct you and supply you with work.
— Write to-day for full particulars. &
7] The MENHENITT COMPANY Limited

T

o] 245 Dominion Bldg..Toronto, Can.

R O T U O T L

&

T

“UNCLE SAR
PAY
|

RAILWAY POSTAL CLERK

Railway Postal Clerks get $1,900 the first year, being paid
on the first and fifteenth of each month. $78.00 each pay
day. Their pay is quickly increased, the maximum being
$2,700 a year. $112.50 each pay day.

TRAVEL=SEE WYOUR COUNTRY

Railway Postal Clerks, like all Government employees,
have a yearly vacation of 15 working days (about 18
days). They travel constantly and see the country, When
away from home they get extra allowance for hotel.
When they grow old, they are retired with a pension,

CITY MAIL CARRIERS

POSTOFFICE CLERKS

Clerks and Carriers now c¢ommence at 31,700 a
year and automatically increase $100 a vear to
$2,100 and_$2,300. They also have 15 days” paid
vacation. Many examinations will be held during
August, City residence is unnecessary.

GCENERAL CLERK-FILE CLERKX
{Open to men and women 18 to 50)
Salary $1,260 to $2,500 a year. Pleasant cler-
ical and filing work in the various government de-
partments at Washington, D. C., and other cities
throughout the country. .

CGET FREE LIST OF POSITIONS

Fill out the following coupon. Tear it off and
mail it today—uow, at once.

DO IT NOW-—this investment of two cents
for & postage stamp may result im your get-
ting a Government Job. i
D D o D e R D e G D R B ) e R e

FRANKLIN INSTITUTE,
Dept. W269, ROCHESTER, N. Y.

Rush to me, free of charge (1) a full description of the position
checked below; (2) Free Copy of 32-page book, “How to Get &
U. 8. Government Job’'; (3) A list of the U. 8. Government Jobs
now obtainable; (4) Tell me how to get the position I have checked.

[] Railway Postal Clerk.!........ . ($1900-52700)
[} Pestofiice Clerk. ...

[ City Mail Carrier.

01 Rural Mait Carrier......

I General Clerk—File Clerk

[J Prohibition Agent......

Name .ovvveeenrennonn.s

Address ..

Use This Coupon Before You Mislay It.

Please mention NEwssTAND Group--MEN’s LIst, when answering advertisements
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Yo pledge
yourself to secrecy
we will teach you
the secrets of
reqal projessionad

$250 to $I000 @ Momnth
For the first time in the history of Magic the
age-old sacredly guarded secrets of the Mystic
Art are being revealed. Now at last you can
learn to be a  Real Professional Magician.
Yes, and you can learn this wonderful art easily and
quickly AT HOME. You are taught the guarded secrets

of the Magic Profession. But before you study, you
must sign Magician’s Solemn Pledge of Secrecy.

ﬁE’EE Send for Details?

v ¥ Send today for free literature tell-
ing all about amazing NEW Course in Magic. Get our
Low Prices, Easy Terms. Write today stating ycur age.

Tarbell Systems; Efc.; Dept. 15-60
1§26 Sunnyside Ave., 15-6¢ Chicago, 5

Send me your name and I'll show you n quick, easy way to
et Plenty of money to pay all your grocery billa and $8 to

10 Van %Ien reporis $100 a week profits. 5

Mra. }}Ilndges $I8 to $20 a day, And right now I offersyoufthe

same chance. |

Ford Tudor Sedan FREE

You don’t need capital or experlence. 1 give you my
gersonal belp. I show you how to make big money--
iull time or spare time. And I offer you a new
Ford Tudor Sedan without cost--as an extra bonus.
SEND. NO MONEY--Just your name,
today--SURE., .

Albert Mills, Pres., American Products ég.
2215 Monmonth Ave., Cincinnati, 0.

=4 The rare, valuable secret book
which kas astounded the world.

E il Reveals the secrets of hypnotism,
telepathy, personal magnetism,

mesmerism, clalrvoyance, mind-reading, ete, ‘This
boek—called the wonder of the 20th Century—
“! worth $3, but sent Free to you if you order our
‘remarkable. course in Practical Hypnotism—

} teaches you how to control others—make every-

n a day besides.

¢.{ body obey your every wish and desire—conquer
S bad habits, enemies, win success in lfe and
Love, ovtain power, wealth, social ti. Explai| o force In the
hizs?sry of man, ' ie n]xogt p"tfh“t"f!omphtse nﬁd easily letamted _::’ystemﬁ Pay only

. on_ arrival nciuaing e notic od t .
Bt AT oR PRESS, 19 Bark Row. Row York City, ctost uid top begingers;

BROWHNIE NAME CARDS

Latest Handy Size

50 Perfect Name Cards and Case 335c.
Size 1%x2%.
or Seript type. .
- Address
Telephone - - = « - « - .

With Novelty case and Fancy box. Send
Stamps, Coin, or Money Order. Satisfaction
Guartaex‘llteed or Money refunded. Agents

anted.

BROWNIE NAME CARD CO.

Write ,

Cheice of old. Engiish, Plain
= = = - - - - - 10cExtra -
o

105 Main Sireet, Coventry, R, 1. -

=) e o o
ok e

: > Here’s an oppor- o /gugw
tunity for every- [V}
one to develap
big muscles and ° :
obtain great strength by
using this heavy-tensioned
PROGRESSIVE EXER-

CISER, adjustable from 20
200 1lbs. resistance. Complete

" to

_instructions with each exerciser.

Qet 1id of those aches and pains, indigestion,
Build up your body

Simply pay the postman $2.00,
tus a few cents poatage, for
ve - cabled exerciser or 34.00
plua a fow cents postage, for ten-
cabled exerciser, MKVI&M/ back in

five davs if dissal ad., K

Progressive ExerciserCo.

Dept. 5009, Langdon Building

Duaase Street and Broadway
New York City

“SSHARE
PROFITS OFA NEW =

DU-TEX Tablecloths Sellon Sight,
. Look Jike Irish Linen. Stain proof.

Dept. 2P Wice for FBEE Sampten,
DUTEY CO. 116 FIFTH AVE,

—

- A new magazine for you. In it you'll ind the
stories, articles and subjects that you want to
read. Look-—some of the current features are:

The Girl I Want to Marry. .. ....Glenn Hunter

Love’s Theme. ... .Hlustrated by John Held, Jr.
Golf for Girls. .......eve....Maureen Orcutt

The Tee That Binds......Octavus Roy Cohen

Keep in modern step and buy the magazine
that represents) you. You'll find it in Miss 1929
~~the magazine for the Modern Girl.

ALL NEWSSTANDS—-25c.

Please mention NEwssTAXD GrROUP—MEN’s LisT, when answering advertisements



‘No craving for tobacco in an \
form after you begm taking Tobacco ¢

Redeemer. Don’t try to quit the tobacco
. habit unaided. It’soften a losing fight against heavy
odds and may mean a senous shoci to the nervous
system, Letushelp the tobacco habit to quit YQU.
It will quit you, if you will just @ Tobaeco Re-
deemer according to directions. .Itis marvelously
quick and thoroughly reliable,

Not a Substitute

Tobaceo Redeemer containa ne habit-forming
of any kind. It is in 1o eense & substitute
for tobaceo. After finishing the treatment yon
have absolutely no desire to use tobacco again or
to eontinue the use of the remedy. It makes not
@ particie of difference how long you have been
using tobacco, how much you use or in what form
you use it—whether you smoke cigars, cigarettes,
pipe, chew plug or fire cut or use snuff, Tobacco
Redeemer will positively remove all craving for
tobacco in any form in a few days. This we abso-
lutel guarantee in every case or money refunded.
for our free booklet showing the
dendly eﬁ‘ect of tobaceco upon the human system
and positive proof that Tobacco Redeemer will
quickly free you of the habit.

Newell Pharmacal Coznpamyo
Dept, 793 Clayton Station, St. Louis, Mo.

Size 16x20 inches
Sn.me price for full length or bust E
form groups, lnndscapen orpet ani- g3 N
msls, etc., enlargements of any part
nf group picture Safe retutn of V69!
ur own original photo guaranteed. &7 Q25
SEND No MONEY Just mail photo oF snap.
shot {any size)and within
a week youwill receive your beautiful hfe.hke
enlm’gemant size 16x20 in, guaranteed fadelesa,
T e e E e o SR CIAL
writl ar and we pay pos
With_each enlargement we will
send FREE uhsnnargtmtedmimaturn FREEOFFER
reproducnnn olphol. cadvantaze now

‘today.
UNITED PORTRAH‘ COMPANY
1852 OgdenAve, BDept

NEW AND §)IMPE.R DH‘SG@VIRIRY

We prove it to you WRER., SEND N@ MONIEY.
Write today for PROOUF and full details of our libera)
prepaid FULL SIZE TRIAL PACKAGE,

GUARANTEED FOR ALL SKIN TROUBLES
Quickty ends Pimples, Blackheads, Whiteheads, Coarse
Pores, Wriokles, Oily Shiny Skin, V¥reckles, Chronic
Eczema, Stubborn Pscriasis, Scales, Crusts, Pustules
Barbers Itch, Itching Skin, Scabbies, softens and whitens

. the skin. Just send us yoar mame and address.

ANDRE & CO.. 751 E. 42nd St., Suito 72, Chicago

@@E@?- ’
g Your NOSIE 5

Thousands have used tho Anita Nose Adjuster
to improve their appearance. Shapes flesh and
cartilage of the noso—quickly, safely, painlessly,
“while you sleep. Results are mating. Doctors
praise it. Money back guarantee. Gold Medal
winner. Write for 30-Day TRIAL OFFER and
= FREE BROQKLET.

ANlTA INSTITUTE ®-42 Anita Bldo., Newark, N. J.

Only 28 vears @H@ and

carning $15,000 a year

W. T. Carson left school at an_early age to take a “job” in
a shoe factory in Huntington, W. Va., at $12 a week He
worked hard and long and under great handicaps, but he re-
fused to quit. He made up his mind that he would get ahead.

qW . Carson is owner and manager of one of the
1a:g5t battery servxce statlons in West Virginia, with an
income of $15,000 a

He gives full it for hxs success to the International
Correspondence Schools.

If the I. C. S. can smooth the way to success for men like

Carson, .and help other men to win promotion and
larger salams it can help you.

At least find out by marking end mailing the coupon
printed below. It won’t cost you a penny or obligate you in
any way, but that one simple little act may be the means
of changing your entire life,

Mail the Coupon for Free Booklet
Ao TR TS T W e D ST SO
INTERNATIONAL CORRESPONDENCE SCHOOLS
2117-E, Scranton, Penna, -
Without cast or obligaﬁon., pleass send me & ¢opy of your booke
let, “Who Wins and Why,’ full particulars about the course

R before which I have marked X in the list below:

TEGHNICAL AND JNDUSTRIAL COURSES

] Architect

uilding Foremsan .
Concrete Builder
ClContractor and Buflder
Structural Draftsman
Structural Engineer
ﬁEIectrgcul Xngineer

ﬁﬁrcmtecturm Draftsman *

Electrical Contractor

Reading Shop Bluaprj,nts
Telegraph Englneer
LlTelephone Work
[ Mechanical Engineer
[JMechanical Draftsman
[OJMachine Shop Praoctics
Toolmaker
Patternmaker
Dglvil ]i;nglnged Mapnt
urveying a ap!
ﬁBriﬂgc Engineer g
Gas Engine Operating

[JAutomobile Mechanie
Aviation Engines

Plumber ang Steam Fm.er

[ Plumbing Inspector

[ ] Foreman Plumber

[ Heating and Ventilation

[]Sheet-Metal Worker

[]Steam Fm;meer

I Retriseration Bngin
efrigeration 080

[]R. R. Positions

[ Highway Engineer

[1Chemistry

[ 1 Pharmacy

[ 1Coal Mming Engineer

[ 1Navigation {] Assayer

[ )Iron and Steel Wnrket

[} Textile Overseer or Supt.
[]Cotton Manufacturing
[]Woolen Manufacturing
[]Agriculture [] Fruit Growing
‘Poultry Farming -
[JMathematics [JRadio

BUSINESS TRAINING COURSES

[JBuginess Management
[ClIndustrial Management
Personnel dManagement
Traffic Management
] Accountlnr' and
P. A. Conching
thosL Accounting
{]Bookkeeping
Secretarial Work
Spanish [] French

[JBusiness Correspondence
[1Show Card and Sign Lettering
| 1Stenography and Typing
Tnglish

Civil Servies

[ |Railway Mail Clerk

[[Mail Carrier

[1Grade School Subjects

[ JHigh School Subjects

[ Cartooning

Salesmanship [ INustrating
] Advertising [ 1Lumber Dealer
NEDIB. v iieceiiiceirtrsree s ieses s saassaasesebarans essassueacn

State.

City

Occupation...
If you res in
Oorrespondence Schgozs

end Mis coupon to the Internatwnal

Limited, Montreal, Canada

Please mention Newsstanp-Grour—MEeN’s LisT, when answering advertisements

“
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66 The greatest detective
‘story ever written?

“Thg MALTESE FALCON”
By Dashiell Hammett

- is in every respect the most remarkable, and the greatest,"
detective story ever published in any magazine or
book form. We make this statement deliberately: we are
willing to stake our reputation on it. You will find ft—

In the SEPTEMBER issue of

Dashiell Hammett is the greatest writer of detective sto;
ries. He is an absolute genjus with a pen; and five years”
experience as a Pinkerton Operative gave him Xnowledge
of criminal methods, ~police methods and the work of
private detectives that no other writer has. He writes
exclusively for BLACK MASK; and his stories are being
republished in book form by Alfred Knopf, in itself a
mark of great distinction, -

BLACK MASK i3 actually one -of the two or three finest
fiction magazines published today. We urge you to get
this September -issue. You will find in it six other detec-
tive, adventure snd western stories. of superlative merit.
You will enjoy” them all greatly.

Got'd copy today (any newsstand) and prose it to
yourself.

VUV vvvvvvvvvﬁv.vvvVvvvvvvﬁr—vvv_v;v.,vvvvvvvvvv A
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Common School-
ing All You Need
Men between 16
#i{ and 60 with very
j little education are
becommg Garage
Owners, Superin-
tendents, Foremen,
Whether you have
had years of Auto
xperience, or never
touched a car before,
send 10! ? s Erea
Book

Saygoodb eto low
pay. Get into the
Auto Business,
where big pay— {
extra money—rajs~
es come quick! A_
brilliant  futore [
ewaits you in the |
World’s. Biggeat

Business] Earn 2
up t0 $100 atifeek |

Send coupon for
Free Auto Book!
Seehow I train yon
right at home, in ev-
ery branch of auto

- c‘g in l?ne for raal
succees fn the (Auto
Businesal

- Get the IFacts! !

about my Em.

re ar you, xguckl’ 2
Learn
ployment Service—

unslly l’or eBiﬁ b

n s.iﬂy
_ 8 weel mor- Uonsuttation Service.
“Open Auto Shop e rond ol By
My-Free Book tells or this rem yrkable
how men make extra Free bool lip ¢ou-
money while f.rmmni pop paw}
and tnen go into b
neng with no further B.. W..COOKE

”3’?8‘&“""“:“«’“ JTe

¢ INS

Rty Tii o
Motor Institute

Eg., Dept.2356
vanston 118

;}npltul It's t.haTr:i:é

ng
ft is complete traine
ing that I give you.
ﬁmtlon (.‘.‘ourss
. ma other
valuahla features in-
cluded free of extra
charge to yun NOW

ou quic
Alnu Wtithenmonu
back’ agreement.

UOKE

Br '? Y] nglneer
imATI- EH @otor Insgt‘%gs&nﬂ‘g: ';:efn%r.ng;%:g

Send at onco REE book, “*Auto Facta.’ Also
fulll particalars of “Jobo yo%rr"l;mg b?g obligation on my part -
whatever, -

Name
Address

Only 4 RAotions used in playing this fascinatin F mstm& KN
ment. Our native Hawaiian instructors teach‘you to

master them quickly. "Pictures show how Every. .8
thing explained clearly.

Play in Half Hour
After you get the four
easy motions you pia
harmonioun ¢hords wi
very little practice, No

Easy l.essons
Even il you don’t know
one note from another,
the 52 printed lessons
&nd clear pictures make
previous musical knowl. it easy to Jearn quickly.,
edge needed, Pay as yon pln!

HAWAIIAN GUITAR, Carrying

CIVEN _uim i toned |

Playing Cuelit—
Value Si8 to $20
No extras-everything ineluded

OTHER Tenor Banjo, Violin, Tiple, Tenor Goitar, Ukulele,
COURSES Banio Ukulele. Under weli known instruetors,
FIRST HAWAIIAN CONSERVATORY of RRUSIC, Inc.
8th Floor, Woglwonh Bdldg. Dept. 269 New Vorh} H.Y.

d Sehool Under t
Amer st Nt Heme SolBot e Siae o

WRITE AY ONCE for aitractive offer
and easy terms. You have everything
to gain. A pmucard will do, ACT!

EARN UP TO $256

Por Momnth
Expences Pald

i Trained men.sre nuded in thi; lmwmnt rofession.
Fg‘oau;::;a‘m . Faacinating work; plentv ?‘{ '“.b _1 co8 _to

trave

por!tohixh officials. W { spos
upon graduation, Winx irom $120 toz mont.h
and expenses, or refund oney.

mos. Bpare time home atul 53 mudcnxe
for froe boaklet now.
Standard Bumeb 'I'mnms Tostitate

DIV, 13 BUFFALO, N. Y.

MYSTIC DREAM
BOOK Talls what all sorts of

dreams mean, Inter-
pret dreams for your friends, Tell
them when they will marry and whom,
and othe: interesting phenomena, Tells

‘‘fortunes’’ by carda, teacup, palmistry. etc.
Lists "h‘lc and orelucky’’ days. More amuse-
;nem hlxdt.hb 3 200- nﬁk N))‘d! !‘}ocl‘iwn g:ag

&L $J val

onl‘;?& cu:g ac:ly;vor :mmpg.utbat ’s al g Batie-

faction Guarante
FREE L UCKY COIN FROM
CHINA with every order
AGNUS WORKS, Box |2,
Varlek Sta., New York, Dept, NSE-9

FRENCH
LOVE DROPS

An enchanting exotic perfume of irre-
sistible charm, clinging for hours like
.lovers loath to part, Jusi a--few
drops are enough. Full size botile
$1.20 prepald or $1.39 C. O. D. plus
postage, Directions for use and ever-
lasting Oriental Passion-Flower free.
D'ORO CO.
Box 90,” Varick Station, New York
Dept. NSG 9

Aviation and Airplane business.
apportunities now open and how we prepare you at home, during
spare time, to qualify,
Alrplane industry also sent free

Dept.

STUDY AT KOME

Become'a jawyer,

men win bigh positions and big suc-

eess in business and public life. Be

lnds ndent. Greater o nomnideu
gem ever before. Big conlam-a-

tums nte headed by men with

"’?i .ooo to sug,ooo Annually

We gulde you step by step. Yor cant.ruin nthamu

nx spare time, Degree . B, rred.

LaSalle_students found among practlcmg atm rneye ol even

it.:mUbWa inlrzmh n\g text m: at.ermG| tlnclns:m: ‘b('%usrdtun-wlgs

y terma et our =]

Guida'" and *‘Evidence’ books FIEE.  Send for th

LaSalle Extension University, Den2.978'l. Chicago
The World’s Largest Business Traimifig

Send us your name and address for full information regarding the

Find out about the many great

our new hook Opportunitios In the
if you answer at once,
AMERICAN SCHOOL OF AVIATION

GHIGAGO

reg 3601 Michigan Ave.

Please mention NEwsstaxp Grour—MEeN’s List, when answering advertisements



\C ust your Ability fo

i

R Bt

r You may have artistic ability that when \{
/ properly trained, would insure your success

as a commercial artist, Send for our Art
7/ Ability Questionnaire which tests your natural
Y sense of design, proportion, color, perspective, ete.
/ Learn if your talent is worth developing. Your
Questionnaire will be graded by Federal instrue-
tors, and you will be frankly told what your scoreis.

Federnl Studemts Klalte
Good. Incommes

This fascinating free test has been an eye opener
to many Federal School students who are now
making $2000, $4000, $5000 and $6000 yearly. |
Learn-at home in spare time. The Federal Course !
contains lessons by leading artists,
gives you personal criticisms, and
leads rapidly to practical work. By
Q) all means get this free test—send
)} now for your Questionnaire. State

. age and -occupation,

Federal School
of Commercial
Designing
1715 Federal Schools
Building

&

Secret Service Operator 38 is

OLLOW him through all the excitement of his chase

: of the counterfeit gang. See how a crafty operator
works. Telltale finger prints on the lamp stand in

the murdered girl’s room! The detective’scigarette case
is handled by the unsuspecting gangster, and a great
mystery issolved. Better than fiction, It's true, every
wordof it. Noobligation, Just send the couponand get=

: 1Y/ , The Confidential Reports
el\ﬂaa“_l‘(f m” taking m_ctures. Prepare quickly du spore time.  Atso N@o 3@ M@@@ ﬁ@ l}ﬂﬂﬁ @Hﬁﬁ@g

e you learn. No experience necessary. hod - N .
Nothing efse ke -E: Send at once for free bock, "Opportunities in And the best part of it all is this. It may open your eyes .
hioc Dtography, and wll particutars. i to the great future for YOU as a highly paid Finger Print
merican School of Photography, Dept. 1185, 3601 Hlichigan Ave., Chicago, U. S. A. Expert. More men are needed right now. This school

, Lot Us Help You :‘ﬂfgtﬁw“‘mf‘%ﬁ‘t htlf‘;dgf;‘i.‘“ﬂm%iw“;s
1B £ @ UHT ?@BA@@@ . eXxcil eme_n .-, 1 aries. ewal 3
Canyou mmeet Ghis test?

We give free information how to .

. . . Canyouread and write? Are youambitious? Would you
conquer the tobacco habit easily. give 30 minutes a day of your spare time preparing your-
Permanent results guaranteed. self for this profession? Would you like a life of excite-
A . T b L - Pox A meéxi;ltlhlglhng ad\gentu{es atm;l hllg]h ay? Answer “yes"”
nti- ox an show you how to attain all this.

0bacco L€agUE omaba, Neb. Send the coupon and I'll send the Free Reports—also a

wonderful illustrated book telli f the fut: itin,
Buchstein’s [Fibre Limeb || voussaFingrbrnt brpert, oo

is soothing to your stump—strong, cool, Y. €. COOKE, Prep.

neat. Lielt.  Guarantoed 3 yoars. Eaey INSTITUTE OF APPLIED SCIENCE
bayments, Fas
1920 Sunayside Ave., Dept. 15-66 Chicago, UL
SEND FOR i
arms, and braces &g C%ggl;\c‘){e Institute of Applied Science
for all deformities. 1920 Sunnyside Ave., Dept. 15-66 Chicago, .

. O v . - , Gentl : — Withont bligati hete th
N. 5. BUCHSTEIN CO. 610 3 AVE., SO., MINNEAPOLIS, MIKN. | & Qooerimct Goorato oo, s sor Mussiatad Ficg Hovk on
Finger Prints and your low prices and Easy Terms Offer.

fa =T e

Ughts the road to suceess. It banishes for-

ever the clouds of financlal worry. i Address

As soon as you become an eleotrical expert Ef

BIG PAY, BIG_ JOBS, BIG BUSINESS are .

yours, Write today and learn how it’s done. g . , .

THE NEW YORK ELECTRICAL SCHOOL 5 ol B e e et A et mme
New York City

IBYI TR 1IEARNGTNG

Please mention NEwsSTAND Group—MEeN’s List, when answering advertisements



HERE'S a devil inside of you. He's try-

ing to kill you. Look out for him! He
tells you not to work so hard. What's the
use?  The boss only piles more work on you.
He tells you not to bother "with your body.
If you're weak—you always will be weak.
Exercise is just a lot of rot. Do you recognize
him? Of course you do. He’s in us all. He’s
a murderer of ambition. He's a liar and a
fool. Kill him! If you don't he will kill you.

Savead

. Thank your lucky stars you have another

" man inside of you. He's the human dynamo.
He fills you full of pep and ambition. He
keeps.you alive—-on fire. He urges you on
in your daily tasks. He makes you strive
for bigger and better things to do. He makes
you crave for life and strength. He teaches
you that the weak fall by the wayside, but
‘the strong succeed. He shows you that exer-
cise builds live tissue—live tissue is muscle——
muscle means strength—strength is power.
Power brings success! That’s what you want,
and gosh darn your old hide! You're going
to get it. o v -

Whick Man ﬁﬂﬂ B¢ Bel

It's up to you. Set your own future. You

_“want to be the Human Dynamo? Fine! Well,

let’s get busy. That’s where I come in. That’s
my job. Here's what I'll do for you:

In just 30 days I'll increase your arm one

full inch with real live, animated muscle. Yes,

and I'll add two inches to your chest in the

same time. Pretty good, eh'?‘\Ttht'S nothing. 7 - EARLE LIEDERMAN, The Muscle Builder
I;I}OWldcome -tl}}lel v&éorks. I bulldh up y‘i‘,llr Author of “"Muscle Building,”" *‘Stierice of Wrestling,””
shoulders. eepen your chest. 1 *'Secrets of Strength,” “'Here's Health,' *‘Endurange,” Etés

strengthen your whole body I'll give you

arms ‘and legs like pillars. T'll literally pack ) -

muscle up your stomach and down, your back. Meanwhile T'll work on those inner muscles surrounding

your vital organs. You'll feel the thrill of life shooting up your old backbone and throughout your entire

system. You'll feel so full of life you will shout to the world, “I'm a man and I can prove it.” .
Sounds good, what? But listen! That isn't all. I'm not just promising these things. I guarantee them$

It’s a sure bet. Oh, boy! Let's ride. ' . -

Send for my aec TS

|
City... swe.... | BEARLE LIEDERMAN

(Plcase writs or print plainty) _] DEPT. 1709, 305 BROADWAY, NEW YORK CITY
Please mention NEWSSTAND GrOUP—MEN’S List, when answering advertisements

-

- .new 64-page
o %
“book FREE
— What do you think of that? I-don’t ask onme cemt. _And it’s the
] EARLE LIEDERMAN . . . Deppiest vieco of reading you ever laid your eves on. 1 swear you'l}
| - Dept. 1709, 305 Broadway, New York City e ik an orclash tll you've turned tho last corer, And there’s
. full-page photos of myself and some of my prize-winning pupils.
l 'Dear er.‘ Pleqse §end me, absolutely FREE and - This is the finest art gallery of strong men ever assembled, And every
without any obligation on my NFart whatever, a last one of them is shouting my praises. Look them over. If you don’t
I copy of your. latest book, “‘Muscular Devefop- get & kick out.of this book, you had better roll over-~you're dead.
ment.** . Come on, then. Take out the old pen or pencil and sign your name
I . and address to the coupon.  If you haven’t a stamp, a postal will do.
NaME oereernrnoesesnoeeronssseean, Ageovi.., But snap into it. Do it now. Tomorrow you may forget. Remember, it’s
- l something for nothing and no strings attached, no obligation. GRAB IT}
l SEPEEE 4vvaivaner ettt i
L

|
l
|
l
|
!
I
!
I
|
|
|




PauL WaITEMAN—conducting

The OLD

10P. M. .

0ver the radw .« o

WHITEMAN HOUR.
Over Columbia netwoik,
every Tuesday night, 9 to

light Saving Time. Ted
Husing, aunouncing,

GOLD-PAUL

.« Eastern Day-

Part of Paul Whiteman’s own 33- -piece orchestra which the ng of Jazz leads in every OLD GOLD llour

Old Gold

’AS]_(_S Nation to compare the 4 lead_ing Cigarettes

Here are the first returns, as audited by certified public accountants

‘OLD GOLD
Brand X
Brand Y
Brand Z

How 17,972 smokers voted

We certify that we have audited reports received
from radio fans, showing how 17,972 smokers
voted in comparing the 4 leading cigarettes, and
that the following summary of the vote is correct.

1st CHOICES
8812
3879
3103
2178

TOTAL 17,972

(Signed) WIEGNER, ROCKEY & CO.

Accountants and Auditors

RESULT
49%
229,
17%
129,

1009,

© P. Iorillard Co., Est. 1760

'moother

and Better . .

*NOT A COUGH IN A CARLOAD”
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‘' © 1929, R. ). Reynolds Tobaceo
Company, Winston -Salem, N. C.
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