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The Ruckus at Roaring Gap

Ey Amos Moore

She feared for this man who slapped Death in the face and laughed. But when the
fierce, passionate drama of two intrepid fighters who were enemies for love of her, was

over, she knew that she need never fear again while Jim rode by her side.

And

he knew that the sweetest girl in seven counties was his forever, and his alone.

CHAPTER 1

The Chestnut Stallion

PULLING his old, broad-brimmed

Stetson down over his eyes to
shield them from the slanting

shafts of the mid-afternoon sun,

Jim Lorimer stepped out through the
low doorway of Bill’'s Big Eats into
the hot, bright glare of Roaring Gap’s
main and only street.

He had just disposed of a double
portion of steak with fried potatoes,
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twe large wedges of soggy peach pie,
and three cups of a dark brown in-
fusion labeled, and almost recogniz-
able as, coffee. So he was at peace
with himself and all the world.

Whistling a plaintive little refrain,
he sauntered across the wooden side-
walk, toward a handsome chestnut
stallion with long cream-colored mane
and tail. The animal was drowsing in
the strip of doubtful shade cast by
the high false front of the Paramount
Pool Palace near the corner.
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He was a good-looking young fel-
low, of perhaps twenty-four or -five
years of age, with crisp, thick, wavy,
brown hair. He had a generously wide
mouth whimsically up-quirked at the
corners, and blue eyes that were frank
and friendly.

Tall and broad-shouldered, he had
the slim waist and narrow hips of the
athlete; but all his movements were
made with a sort of slow, easy de-
liberation that was suggestive of the
lazy grace of a cat. He wore brown
leather chaps and vest, and a fine,
soft brown flannel shirt, with a dark
crimson silk handkerchief square-
knotted about the neck.

A strand of intricately braided gold
wire of exquisite workmanship was
looped about the high-peaked crown
of his sombrero. Mexican spurs, with
big blunt silver rowels were fastened
to the heels of his expensive boots.
From crossed belts, two ivory-handled
forty-fives swung low on the front
of his thighs, the tips of the holsters
tied down with a leather thong.

An eager nicker from his horse
greeted the sound of his step on the
boards, and he promptly stopped short,
affecting grieved surprise. He had
been through the same scene hundreds
of times, but it never lost its savor
and he never failed to play up.

“Now, what’s all that for?” he
wanted to know plaintively. “Yuh had
yuhr dinner before I knew whether
I was goin’ to get any or not, didn’t
yuh? An’ yuh had a drink an’ a nice
rest, besides. Well, then, what's the
big idea of makin’ noises at me?”

The chestnut nickered again softly,
rubbed a coaxingly persuasive nose
up and down against his sleeve,

“Oh, all right, all right, if yuh’re
goin’ to bust out cryin’ about it!” Lor-
imer said in g tone of strained resig-
nation; and opened his hand to dis-
play the lump of sugar he had been
carrying concealed in the palm,

“I reckon I got to humor yuh, only
yuh sure are gettin’ awful greedy in

yuhr old age, Windy, hawss. It's get-
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tin’ so I can’t stop nowheres without
yuhr lookin’ for me to fetch yuh a
present. An’ yuh act just as if yuh had
it comin’ to yuh by rights—Ilike a girl
at a candy counter,. yuh do so! Here
—take it an’ quit botherin’ me.”

Jim stroked the arched satin neck
affectionately as he surrendered the
sweet, and then, while Windy Day
munched it contentedly, he leaned
against the rail of the hitch-rack, and
rolled himself a brown paper cig-
arette. He let his gaze rove idly up
and down the dusty length of the
street.

“So this is Roaring Gap, huh?” he
remarked, half aloud. “I don’t think
such a hell of a lot of it, do you,
Windy? I don’t reckon we're goin’
to settle down here! Kind of a dirty
little badger hole, looks like. I can
think of plenty places I'd rather be
in right now. What say we fog along
until we run across one of ’em, shall
we?

“We can pinch us off a job most
anywheres, I wouldn’t wonder, an’ we
ain’'t broke, so we don’'t have to be
in any tearin’ hurry about gettin’ one,
either. All them that’s in favor of our
hittin’ the out-trail, say ‘I’. . . . That
makes it unanimous. Let’s go, old-
timer.”

At this moment of decision, a rap-
idly moving cloud of dust approach-
ing from the upper end of the street,
resolved itself into a quartette of
horsemen, riding at full gallop. They
were pretty rough-looking customers,
conspicuously attired in concha-stud-
ded chaps and gaudily braided vests,
and all of them had apparently been
drinking rather too freely. The fore-
most, forking a big rangy bay, whose
flanks had been recently and cruelly
spur-raked, was a thick-set, chunky
individual. His hands and feet were
enormous and he had a puffily bloated
red face.

Just now this person was roaring
out the chorus of a ribald dance hall
song, to the evident vast enjoyment
of himself as well as his companions,
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and was beating time by flicking the
lash of his quirt under the belly of his
sweating horse, first on one side and
then on the other.

As he came abreast of the hitch-
rack, he caught sight of Windy Day,
showy and handsome, a thoroughbred
from soft velvet muzzle to slender-
hocked hoofs, and checked his song
with the rawhide quirt poised in mid-
air., A second glance, and he had
brought the bay to a stop with an
abrupt yank on the reins that sent the
animal back on its haunches. Then he
dragged its frothing lower jaw open
until it almost touched the animal’s
chest, which was flecked with red-
tinged foam.

Dismounting, he swaggered across
the street, amid much jingling of spur
chains and danglers. His three com-
panions, after a moment’s hesitation,
followed at his heels. As he ap-
proached the hitch-rack, he bobbed his
head in salute.

But Jim Lorimer’s face was quite
impassive, nor did he move from his
lounging position against the rail. He
nodded shortly in response to the
man’s bluff “Howdy, stranger. New
to Roarin’ Gap, ain’t yuh?” and mois-
tened his cigarette paper.

A siow, cold anger was stirring
within him. That bay didn’t need a
ring bit any more than a calf needed
two tails, and from the bloody {roth
around the beast’s jaw, it was ten to
one that the spade on the bit was
notched.
~ “This here ain’t a bad-lookin’ cay-
use yuh rid in on,” the man was con-
tinuing, surveying Windy Day with
critical condescension. “Little narrer
in the chest, mebbe, an’ a mite long
in the barrel, but he ain’t bad. Quite
a lot of hair he’s got for one hoss.
I’ll trade my bay for him, if yuh’re
agreeable.”

Lorimer shook his head.

“No, thanks,” he said, briefly. “I’ll
keep what I've got.”

- Although he had never been in Roar-
ing Gap before, he had heard of the
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town, and he was wondering if the
four before him were to be con-
sidered as representative citizens. If
so, 1t was not particularly surprising
that the place had acquired a reputa-
tion that seemed out of all proportion
to its size and importance in the
county.

“l1 wouldn’t say no too hasty-like,
stranger,” the puffy-faced one went
on. ‘“That bay o’ mine, now, he’s one
fine animal. Ain’t nothin’ with {four
legs can head him, an’ he’ll stay with
the best of ’em, too. But I've sort of
took a fancy to this feller. I reckon
he’d fix me up just about right.”

Jim Lorimer scratched a match on
the leg of his chaps and applied the
small, sputtering :-flame to his ciga-
rette.

“Uh-huh,” said he, placidly, exhal-
ing a lungful of satisiying smoke. “I
reckon he would—just about. He’d
kick the everlasting daylights outa
yuh first time yuh started to put that
damn tool chest in his mouth.”

The man’s puffy red face got red-
der; it seemed to swell as an angry
adder’s hood swells. An ugly sparkle
shone in his crafty little eyes.

“I'd, like to see him try it!” he
said loudly. “Yeah, I sure would. I'd
learn him how Beef Weller handles a
balky bronc! I ain’t worryin’ none
about bein’ able to gentle him if he
needs it—not none, I ain’t.”

“He don’t need it,” said Lorimer.

“All right; so much the better for
him. I'll give yuh the bay an’ ten dol-
lars to boot. Is it a go?”

Again the young man shook his
head.

“No,” he said, “it ain’t.
want to trade him.”

“Oh, yuh don’t. Well, then, lemme
tell yuh—"

“An’ even if I did,” pursued Lor-
imer equably, “I wouldn’t make no
dicker with you for him. I'd shoot
him before I'd see yuh get him, or any
other critter that belonged to me. Any
feller that treats hawssflesh the way
you do, had ought to be made to

I don’t
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crawl on his belly—providin’ he's let
to get around a-tall.”

The furious blood darkened DBeef
Weller’s face to the very roots of his
hair. He took a belligerent step for-
ward.

“Say, looka here, young feller,” he
rasped, “yuh’re too almighty damn
fresh for yuhr own good, sabe? We
ain’t got no use for yuhr kind in
Roarin’ Gap!”

“No?” shrugged Lorimer. *“Well,
that’'s all right with me, ’cause 1
wasn’t aimin’ to stay here. Windy Day
an’ me, we're driftin’ right along on
through,” Leisurely, he straightened
up, put out his hand to take the stal-
lion’s bridle. |

“Hold on, there!” exclaimed one of
the other men, shouldering forward
to the side of Weller, over whom he
towered head and shoulders. Loose-
jointed and thin to the point of ema-
ciation, he was several inches over six
feet in height. His grotesquely small
head, bald and almost perfectly round,
reminded one of nothing so much as
the knob on the top of a clothes-post.
Between him and another of the quar-
tette, whose greasy black hair strag-
gled .in matted locks over his ears and
who had a pronounced cast in the
left eye, Lorimer had seen a slyly fur-
tive wink pass.

“Hold on, there!” he repeated, his
voice raised. “Before yuh go, stranger,
we’d like to have yuh tell us how
yuh come by that hoss! Where'd yuh
get him?”

“Bred an’ raised him—if it's any of
yuhr business,” returned Lorimer
curtly. “An’ he don’t like folks foolin’
around too close to him, so yuh best
clear away from his heels.”

“Oh, yeah? He says he bred an’
raised him, Beef!” the other snickered.
“That’s a good one, ain’t it? You,
Three-Spot”’—to the fourth member
of the group, who had so far kept
more or less in the background—"just
haze yuhrself up to Frank McMahon's
office an’ tell him we’d like to have

him sashay down here pronto. Tell
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him Beef Weller an’ Squint Bishop
an’ me ’'ud like to see him.”

The man addressed as Three-Spot
looked at Weller as if for confirma-
tion of the order, and the latter nod-
ded.

“Yeah, do like Shorty says, Three-
Spot, an’ rattle yuhr spurs., An’ you,
Mister Hoss-Breeder”—turning back
to Jim Lorimer with a scowl—“just
yuh stay right where yuh are until
the sheriff gets here. Understand?”

Jim Lorimer did understand him,
rather better than Beef Weller knew.
He had met loud-mouthed bullies of
Beef’s particular type before, and he
had already begun to suspect that he
was 1n for trouble—though not with
the sheriff. But while trouble was
something that he never hunted, he
had never yet seriously exerted him-
self to go out of his way to avoid it
when he saw it headed his way. |

The good-natured little half-smile
that was characteristic of him did not
leave his face as he drawled lazily:

“Sure I heard yuh—bein’ in the
same county an’ wearin’ my ears. But
why for should I hang around here
waitin’ for the sheriff? He don’t want
to see me for anything.”

“Mebbe so he don’t,” the man with
the cast in his eye—Squint Bishop—
put in; “an’ then, again, it might just
happen that he does, huh, Shorty?”

“Yeah, it might,” smirked the lanky
individual. “They’s a hell of a sight
stranger things than that has hap-
pened before, right here in Roarin’
Gap, an’ Frank McMahon will tell yuh
so hisself.” He’ll be here pronto.

“I call to mind how once a breed
from Tres Rios claimed he'd bought
that blaze-faced roan Frank used to
ride—only Frank, he hadn’t never
sold it.”

CHAPTER II

Who's a Horse Thief?

IM LORIMER had let go of Windy
Day’s bridle and resumed his com-
fortable slouching position against the
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rail of the hitch-rack. And he still
looked as amiable as ever, but any-
one who had been watching his eyes
might have noticed that an odd, frosty
glitter had come into their clear blue
depths.

A single glance had enabled him to
dismiss from consideration the rest of
the crowd that had gathered, with
the exception of the three men of the
original four who had accosted him.
These three, he looked over apprais-
ingly from head to foot.

“You arrange with the sheriff to
carry yuhr specs for yuh?” he iIn-
quired politely of Weller. “’Cause if
that’s why yuh want him to come down
here, it ain’t nowise necessary to dis-
turb him. Any of these gents here’ll
tell yuh that my hawss ain’t branded.
I'd ’ve been glad to do it myself, if
I'd known you an’ yuhr pals was all
sufferin’ from eye trouble.”

Beef Weller glowered at him.

“We ain’t none of us sufferin’ from
it so much that we can’t see what this
hoss looked like, feller!” he growled.

“l s’pose yuh wouldn’t want to tell
me just what he does look like to you,
would yuh?” Lorimer suggested
gently.

“lI dunno why not. Though”—with a
nasty sneer—“I’d be willin’ to bet
my saddle yuh know all about it with-
out bein’ told. He looks to me like a
hoss that was stole from the Long
Diamond outfit ’long about five-six
weeks ago, that’'s what he looks like,
hombre! See?”

“Oh! That’s what he looks like!”
Lorimer appeared to meditate for a
moment over this piece of information.
“lI see. Yuh wasn’t, however, meanin’
to insinuate that I didn’t come by
him honestly, was yuh, Mister Wel-
L

Weller spat into the dust.

“I dunno how yuh come by him,”
he snapped. “All I know is that he
was stole.”

“An’ that’s a plenty, I'd say!” Shorty
- Barnes chimed in. “That’s about all
anybody needs to know to start on;
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they can likely figure out the balance
without tirin’ their brains!”

He had moved a little away from
Weller, a little closer to the edge of
the wooden sidewalk, so that he was
now on the left of the owner of
Windy Day, and separated from him
by perhaps ten or a dozen feet. Squint
Bishop had sidled off toward the
right. The result of their joint maneu-
ver was that one of them was on
each side of Lorimer. Beet Weller was
in the road, directly in front of him.

The move was not lost on the crowd,
which scattered abruptly, several of
its members suddenly remembering
that they had pressing business else-
where and hurrying off to attend to
it.

But Jim Lorimer seemed to be quite
unaware of the significance attaching
to their departure, and if he realized
that he was in the center of a men-
acingly hostile semicircle, he gave no
sign. Still lounging easily against the
hitch-rack, he appeared not to hear
Shorty’s interpolation, but continued
to address himself to Beef Weller.

“lI wouldn’t doubt that there was a
hawss stole from the Long Diamond,
if yuh say so, Mister Weller,” he
said, “but what makes yuh think this
is him?” |

“Think? I told yuh I knowed it!”
snarled Beef. “I recognized the crit-
ter the minute I set eyes on him.”

“An” yuh knew for sure he was
stolen?”

“O’ course! What d’yuh take me
for, anyways, feller?”

“Well,” Lorimer drawled lazily,
“seein’ yuh was certain sure that this
hawss was stole, minute yuh set eyes
on him, an’ then done yuhr dangdest
to trade yuhr bay for him, I'd say”’—
the eyes that were staring steadily
into Beef Waeller’s had chilled and
hardened—‘“that yuh were either a
hawss thief, or else just a fool an’ a
plain damn liar!”

The effect of that speech was elec-
trical. With a furious oath, Beet Wel-
ler went for his gun, but he never
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even touched it. One of Lorimer’s big
ivory-handled {forty-fives spat out a
stream of fire, and the red-faced bully
toppled over at full length in the dust,
screaming and writhing with the
agony of a shattered shoulder.

At the same instant, Lorimer leaped
backward. His right arm flicked across
his chest, swift as a snapping whip-
lash., There was a flash, a roar, and
Shorty Barnes’ long body jackknifed
convulsively, and sprawled face down-
ward across the wooden sidewalk.

The gun which Shorty had been in
the very act of discharging intou Lor-
imer's back, flew trom his hand, to
crash through the glass window pane
of the Paramount Pool Palace. The
bullet whizzed in through the open
doorway of Bill’s Big Eats and played
havoc with a stack of dishes piled
on the counter at the rear of the

room.
“Stick ’em up, Bishop! Quick—
I've got yuh covered!” the order

rapped out; and Squint Bishop obeyed
as promptly as he could for the
paralyzing bewilderment and dismay
that gripped him at the terrible swift-
ness with which his two confederates
had been put out of action. The
stranger, whom they had nearly sur-
rounded, and who should have fallen
the easiest of easy victims, had a
smoking gun in each hand. The left,
the one with which he had dropped
Beef Weller, was now pointing di-
rectly at the terrified Squint himself.

The right, which had accounted for
- Shorty, was swinging in a short, slow
arc that covered a drunken cowboy,
Three-Spot, and a stern-faced, power-
fully built man who had just ridden
up.

“Jest drop them guns, stranger!”
shouted the big man with Three-Spot;
but although Jim Lorimer knew that
it must be the sheriff, he holstered
only one gun, keeping Squint Bishop
cowering before the other until he
could reach out and jerk the fellow’s
own weapon from its scabbard. He
tossed it into the middle of the road,
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and with a deft flirt of his boot toe,
sent Weller’s gun after it, Then he
turned to Sheriff McMahon.

“I'm mighty sorry, Sheriff,” he said.
“I know this is a hell of a way to
dirty up yuhr main street; but if yuh
was where I think yuh were when
Beet Weller opened the pot, mebbe
yuh saw how I had to call his play.
An’ with both his pals raisin’, I reck-
on it was a dang good thing for me

that I happened to have a ace in the
hole!”

“Looked to me kinda as if yuh had
two aces in the hole,” remarked the
sheriff dryly. He disniounted and bent
over the unsightly body of Shorty
Barnes, noting how Jim’s shot had
pierced the heart through and through.
Then he strode over to the groaning
Weller, from whose smashed shoulder
the blood was pouring in a steady
bright scarlet stream.

McMahon’s crisp directions met
with a prompt response from the
crowd which, augmented in numbers,
had now gathered again as rapidly as
it had disappeared when the ruckus
started.

In a very short space of time, Wel-
ler’s wound had been fairly well
staunched, and he had been moved
into the Paramount Pool Palace, there
to be laid on one of the tables to
await the arrival of the doctor. Shorty
Barnes’ body had been removed, and
Three-Spot and Squint Bishop, at-
tempting to slip quietly away in the
confusion, had been peremptorily or-
dered to wait until they were told
they might go. Then the sheriff, wav-
ing back the curious crowd that surged
about him, beckoned Jim Lorimer
aside.

“Now, young feller,” he said, “we’ll
hear what yuh’ve got to say for yuhr-
self. We'll save time if I tell yuh 1
saw the whole thing, an’ I know yuh
shot in self-defense. Shorty Barnes
was fixin’ to put a window in yuhr
back, whiles yuh were havin’ it out
with Beef Weller, who started the
muss. I saw him go for his gun be-
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fore yuh dug for yuhrs. An’ while I'm
on the subject of guns, I'll just men-
tion in passin’ that I never saw a
quicker draw than yuh made. But I
couldn’t hear what yuh said to Beef
to touch him off. What did yuh tell
him?”

“Told him his right name,” re-
sponded Lorimer with a cheerful grin.
“Mine, by the way, is Lorimer, in case
yuh want to know it, Sheriff. Weller
claimed my hawss had been stole from
the Long Diamond, but, before that,
he tried to make me trade. What made
him so mad was my givin’ him my own
version of that old sayin’ about the re-
ceiver bein’ as bad as the thief. He
didn’t seem to care about it much.

“O’ course,” Lorimer added, “I did-
n’t steal that hawss, Sheriff, an’ I
didn’t expect to have no trouble prov-
in’ I hadn’t. But that jasper I plugged
in the shoulder seemed to want him
kind o’ bad; an’ it looked to me like
he was ready to go quite a long ways
to get him—even to havin’ me fitted
for a rope necktie.” |
- “Beef’s pretty much like all the rest
of the bunch he trails with,” remarked
the sheriff. “They ain’t none of ’em
any too damn particular about how
far they go-—nor what they do when
they get there.” He glanced from Lor-
imer to Windy Day at the hitch-rack
and back again. “Just how,” he in-
quired pointedly, “was yuh aimin’ to
prove there was no truth in the charge
that that there stallion wasn’'t yuhrs,
Lorimer?”

CHAPTER III

Ordered Out!

OR answer, Jim Lorimer pursed

his lips in a low, peculiar whistle.
Instantly, Windy Day wheeled away
from the hitch-rack and cantered over
to him.

“How about givin’ somebody a little
tickle in the ribs, old-timer?” he
asked: and, like a flash, the chestnut
lashed out with savage hind hoofs.

“I reckon that’s the proper answer,
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all right, Windy. An’ now, I s’pose
yuh’re lookin’ for sugar candy?”

Windy nickered; the handsome head
with its splendid flowing mane was
lowered and raised three times.

“Or would yuh just as soon have
iron candy, mebbe?”

The sheriff could detect no differ-
ence in the tone in which the question
was asked; but either the thorough-
bred could or he knew the words. He
shook his head until the bridle chains
clanked and chimed.

“Oh! So yuh don’t want any of that
in yuhrs, huh? All right; sugar candy
it'll have to be. Do yuh reckon yuh
know where yuh might locate some?”

The horse stretched out his neck and
rubbed his nose gently against his
master’s vest pocket—on the right-
hand side. When Lorimer pretended
to reach to the opposite pocket, he
registered a vehement protest by snap-
ping his teeth together and pawing
the ground.

“He hasn’t never seemed to care
much for Bull or papers,” Lorimer ex-
plained with a grin, showing them,
and then producing a lump of sugar
uncontaminated by the flavor of to-
bacco. “Go over by the hitch-rack
whiles yuh eat it, Windy, an’ lie down
when yuh get there.”

To the unfeigned amazement of the
sheriff, the horse did exactly as he
had been bidden. Lorimer laughed like
a boy. ‘

“We could keep that sort of thing
up all afternoon, Mister McMahon,”
he said, “but what’s the use? Enough
is enough. Do yuh reckon anybody’d
stand much chance of provin’ I run
that hawss off from the Long Dia-
mond or anywheres else six weeks ago?
Sheriff, I've had Windy Day ever
since he was foaled, an’ there ain't
ary other hombre ever put a bit be-
tween his teeth or had a leg across his
back.”

“I’m satisfied he belongs to you, all
right,” the sheriff admitted. “Not that
I believed for a minute he'd been
stolen from the Long Diamond.
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“That Long Diamond bunch,” the
sheriff went on, “is bad medicine, the
whole blasted lot of ’em, an’ they stick
to a grudge closer than a tick to a
steer’s belly. I ain’t goin’ to hold yuh
for killin’ Shorty Barnes. If the say-
so was mine, I'd move to give yuh a
vote of thanks for the job—but as it
i1s, I am goin’ to ask yuh to leave
town, pronto. It’ll save a hell of a lot
of trouble, Lorimer, an’ if yuh stay
around here, trouble’s what we won’t
have anything else but. I don’t want
to see it.”

Jim was really a little puzzled at
the sheriftf’s attitude; inclined, too, to
be somewhat contemptuous. He him-
self did not know what fear was, and
he was surprised and disgusted at the
manifestation of it in the sheriff of a
county that was reputed to have pro-
duced some of the most unpleasantly
notorious characters in the whole
Southwest,

Jim Lorimer’s brow clouded.

“Sheriff, I don’t like trouble one
little bit better than you do,” said
he; “but I ain’t never taken kindly
to runnin’ away from it. When 1 can’t
look it in the face an’ lick it, I'll go to
sheep-herdin’. I've done nothin’ in
this town I’'m ashamed of. I was mind-
in’ my own business quiet an’ peaceful
as could be, when them jaspers jumped
me, an’ I shot because I had to.”

But there was no wavering or shift-
ing of the eyes that met his. Grave
they were, but steady and unflinching.
Whatever reason Sheriff Frank Mec-
Mahon had in insisting that he leave
Roaring Gap at once, must be entirely
adequate. It was perfectly obvious, at
least, that the man was no coward.

“Well, Mister McMahon, yuh’ve cer-
tainly treated me square; an’ if yuh're
really set on seein’ the last of me—"

“T am, Lorimer. I told yuh 1
wouldn’t go into it, but I'll say this
much: There’'s more than one man
been convicted on perjured testimony,
right here in this county. Do yuh get
me?”

Jim Lorimer nodded slowly.
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“I get yuh, Sheriff,” he said, “an’
so me an’ Windy will be siftin’ along
right now. I'd a dang sight rather
stay an’ show the rest of that bunch
where they head in at, but if it’s goin’
to make things any easier for you,
why, I'm in yuhr debt now, an’ I'll be
glad to oblige yuh.”

CHAPTER IV
Knight Errant

AD Jim Lorimer actually desired

to remain in Roaring Gap, the
sheriff’s request that he leave would
have had to be phrased as a direct
order before he would have complied
with it. But his first sight of the
town had left him quite unenthusias-
tic. It was unusually crude and dirty
and uninspiring; and, as he had con-
fided to Windy Day, there were plenty
of other places, more or less easily ac-
cessible, in which it would be pleas-
anter to stop. |

It was, therefore, with small reluc-
tance that Jim left the huddle of
dingy buildings behind him, and rode
out across the open prairie, follow-
ing a deeply rutted wagon track which
presently left the level and dwindled
to a grass-grown trail. From here the
trail pursued a leisurely way be-
tween sloping hillsides toward a line
of low, undulating ridges tumbling
against the far, deep blue of the hor-
1zon.

At the crest of a gentle rise, Jim
came into sight of a small, shabby-
looking ranch house, around which
clustered a number of rather dilapi-
dated stables and outbuildings. Beyond
them stretched a wide, treeless sweep
of verdant pasture land, and there
was an abundance of browse on the
lower slopes of the hills that marched
to meet it. But not a single head of
cattle was to be seen grazing, and in
the railing of the larger of the two
corrals, a couple of gaps showed, in-
dicating that the enclosure had not
been in use for some time.

A hen or two scratched and clucked
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in the gritty yellow-white dust; a kit-
ten sunned itself on an angle of the
bunkhouse wall. Otherwise, there was
'no sign of life about any of the
‘buildings, save a pair of horses, sad-
dled and bridled, that stood sleepily
switching their tails in the atten-
uated shade of a cottonwood tree near
the veranda. Handsome animals they
were, well groomed and wearing ex-
‘pensive trappings, in decided contrast
to their poverty-stricken surround-
ings.

“Looks like the feller who owns that
layout must’'ve took it on the chin
somehow,” was Lorimer’s mental com-
ment. “There’s feed enough right in
the valley here to run more’n five hun-
dred head, an’ plenty of good water,
too. It’s a dang shame to let a nice
place run down thataway, it is so.”

He had ridden past the gate and
some little distance beyond it, when a
scream rang out through the still air;
a scream high-pitched and shrill,
threaded through and through with
pain, |

“Hell’s delight, Windy! That was a
woman yellin’!” Lorimer exclaimed,
and without hesitation swung the
stallion toward the fence. “Lift yuhr
shoes, old-timer; she sounded like she
needed help in a hurry!”

Easily, effortlessly, Windy Day
~ cleared the top bar and went racing
across the yard toward the front of
the house. Lorimer did not wait for
him to slacken speed, but flung his
right leg over the saddle horn and
slid diagonally to the ground in a
superb running dismount. As he
bounded up the veranda steps, the
agonized scream rang out again, and
a girl’'s voice broke in a quavering,
half-hysterical cry:

“Stop it, you brute! Stop it, I say!
Oh, oh— Stop!”

The front door was part way open.
Lorimer kicked it wide, and, with
drawn gun, strode within. He found

himself in a long, low-ceiled room °
that extended the full width of the
bhouse. A row of windows at one ¢=:rmcl1

I
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admitted a flood of bright afternoon
sunlight that brought out in clear re-
lief every detail of the scene in the
ugly drama that was being enacted
there.

In the center of the room, a frail-
looking, slightly built boy, who could
not have been more than twelve or
thirteen years of age, was writhing in
the grip of a bearded, burly ruffian
of nearly thrice his size. On the floor
at their feet was a gun that had evi-
dently been wrested from the young-
ster’s grasp. There were tears in his
eyes, and he was biting his lips in a
futile effort to keep back the screams
of pain that were literally torn from
his throat with every brutal twist
that the bearded man gave his arm.

Almost directly opposite the door,
another man, bull-necked, bullet-head-
ed, with a great fleshy nose and little
round, beady, black eyes, was guffaw-
ing with evil delight at the spectacle
of the boy’s suffering. The fingers of
one of his big, dirty hands were
splayed against the bosom of a pretty,
golden-haired young girl, holding her
pressed tight against the wall, much
as a butterfly might be pinned to a
card, helpless, despite her struggles
to free herself.

“Reach for the roof, you hombres!”
The thick dust in the yard had muf-
fled the beat of Windy’s hoofs, and
the two men were so absorbed in their
edifying occupation that the command
that snapped out from the doorway,
sharp as the ring of a hammer on steel,
took them wholly by surprise. For a
second, they merely stared stupidly
into the cold fire of the blazing blue
eyes above the leveled guns.

Twin streams of flame spouted. A
roaring detonation that was half deaf-
ening in that confined space crashed
out, and the ruffianly pair instinc-
tively dodged as the heavy bullets
whizzed past their heads and thudded
into the farther wall.

“Reach, yuh sidewinders!  Reach
quick an’ high, or yuh’ll be in hell in
a second!” Lorimer rasped savagely.
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But, by this time, the two had par-
tially recovered their scattered wits,
and their hands were promptly ele-
vated. The boy, thus released from the
cruel grip of the brute who had been
torturing him, sank to the floor, his
shoulders shaking with great wrench-
ing sobs which, try as he would, he
could not control.

With a swift, fierce little rush, the
girl was at his side, kneeling to cradle
his tousled yellow head on her breast.

“Oh, Jack—Jack—"

“Don’t—don’t worry, sis,” the young-
ster managed to gasp out uncertainly.
“I—I’11 be okay again in a minute.”
And, all unstrung and shaken as he
was, his fingers groped about on the
rug for the gun he had dropped.

“I've got 1t, Jack,” the girl said.
“It’s all right, and we’re all right, too,
now.” She released him and rose to
her feet, an erect, proud little figure,
dressed in worn, shabby riding clothes
that could not conceal the lithe grace
oi her slender body,

Jim Lorimer had had only the brief-
est of brief glimpses of her, and he
could not take his eyes from his cap-
tives to look at her now; but he was
aware that she was trembling and
frightened, and striving her plucky
best not to show it.

He had backed the two men against
the opposite wall, where they stood,
sullen and surly, their hands still
raised. One of them started to speak,
only to be snapped off short with a
curt: “Hobble yuhr yawp, feller, until
yuh’re asked to talk!

“Now, then, ma’am”—with a little
gesture toward the girl—“I reckon it’s
up to me to ask yuhr pardon for mak-
in’ so free with yuhr house; but I
heard somebody vyellin’, an’ I hgured
I best not wait to knock. Thought I'd
investigate first an’ do my apologizin’
afterward. I ain’t wantin’ to be nosey,
but mebbe yuh wouldn’t mind tellin’
me what’s the matter here?”

“The matter is that those two drunk-
en beasts came in about fifteen min-
utes ago, and tried to see how offen-
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sive they could be,” the girl replied
quietly. “I ordered them out, and when
they wouldn’t go, Jack—my brother—
took a hand. He had his gun, but Lafe
Crosby grabbed him and made him
drop i1t, I just couldn’t do anything.
I_!!'

“I reckon I was supposed to stand
still an’ let the bleatin’ little calf plug
me, huh?” growled the burly brute
whom she had designated as Lafe
Crosby. “Or mebbe kiss him when he
threatened to blast a boulevard
through my guts!”

“You got the gun away from him—
you didn’t have to keep on twisting his
arm just to hear him scream!” she
flashed spiritedly. “You'’re a coward
and a cheap bully, Lafe Crosby—
Both of you are! And you can’t lay it
to liquor, either. You're not so drunk
that you didn’t know perfectly well

what you were doing when you came
up here to insult me!”’ she finished

angrily.

“Yuh're awful touchy, all of a sud-
den, seems to me,” sneered Crosby. “A
girl that ain’t got a dollar to her name
an’ can’t pay her debts ain’t got much
license to be choosey when somebody
offers her a job. Say, lemme teil yuh
right now, Lou Wentworth, I'm a-go-
in’ to—"

“Yuh're a-goin’ to close yuhr jaw

‘an’ keep it closed, Crosby; that’s what

yuh're goin’ to do!” Lorimer inter-
rupted him grimly. “Just one more
word comes outa yuhr face to this
young lady, an’ yuh’ll remember it to
the longest day yuh live—which likely
won’t be a great while.

“I don’t know where you two crawl-
in’ varmints got the notion that yuh

could insult a decent girl an’ get away
with it; but I'm standin’ right here to
tell yuh that this is the State of Tex-
as, just in case yuh’ve made a mistake
an’ figured yuh was somewhere south
of the Rio Grande!”

“It’s you that’s makin’ the mistake,
feller,” rumbled Crosby’s companion,
“an’ a damn expensive one it's goin’
to be for yuh, too. I reckon yuh don’t
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know who I am! I’'m tellin’ yuh, yuh
better put up that gun, an’—"

“No, I don’t know who yuh are,
an’, what’s more, I don’t care,” Lor-
imer told him coldly. “One scaly side-
‘winder looks pretty much the same as
another, an’ 1s just as plumb poisonous.
What goes for Crosby, goes for you,
too, whoever yuh are. Keep yuhr
mouth shut until I tell yuh yuh can
open it, yuh hear me?

“Listen, son”’—to the boy, who,
rather white about the lips, had got-
ten to his feet and was drying his
eyes on the sleeve of his much-mended
cotton shirt. “Go over an’ pull them
snakes’ fangs, will yuh? One at a time,
an’ keep well to the side, 'cause if I
have to unravel a couple of slugs in
their direction, I don’t want yuh to be
in the way. Careful does it!”

The girl made a movement as if she
would have disarmed the desperadoes
herself, but checked it as she realized
the motive back of the stranger’s re-
quest. He had purposely asked her
brother to assist him, thereby helping
to wipe out some of the humiliation
that the boy had suffered at Big Lafe
Crosby’s hands.

Jim had guessed, shrewdly enough,
that to young Jack Wentworth the
sharp agony of that cruelly twisted
arm was now a minor thing in com-
parison with the knowledge that he
hadn’t been man enough to success-
fully defend his sister from insult.

“That’s the stuff, Jack!” Lorimer
nodded approvingly, as the boy care-
fully lifted the men’s weapons. “That’s
fine. Now we're gettin’ somewhere.
Put them cannon over on the table
where there won’t be no chance of 'em
goin’ off by accident an’ mebbe hurtin’
somebody. Then step out on the porch
a minute; there’s something else I'd
like to have yuh do' for me. . . . Miss
Wentworth, I'll just ask you to stay
inside here until I've finished up a
little job I'm aimin’ to do in the
yard.”

The girl shot a quick,
glance at him.

startled
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“Not—not, oh, Mister—"

“Lorimer’s the name, ma’am; Jim
Lorimer.”

“Mister Lorimer, you don’t mean
you're going to—"

He smiled at her with frank reassur-
ance,

“Ma’am, I'm goin’ to learn this pair
of greasy two-spots a little lesson in
geography that they'd ought to have
had a long while ago, that’s all. Where
I come from, we most generally
catches ’em younger, so they don't
grow up so plumb ignorant as these
fellers have. But there’s one thing
about it: if they're learned thorough,
after they've got to be beef, they ain’t
likely ever to forget it.”

He holstered one of his guns, and,
with the barrel of the other, motwned
the two toward the door.

“Outside!” he said. “You first, Cros-
by; go down into the yard. Yuhr hand-
some pal can sit on the bottom step
until I'm ready for him. Yuh’re goin’
to get individual instruction this after-
noon; the same, I've heard tell, bein’
the best way to impart knowledge to
backward pupils. Move along, now, an’
stop when yuh get to that little patch
of grass 5

If looks could kill, Jim Lorimer’s
life span would have been finished on
the spot. But he paid no heed to the
murderous glances of the pair, smiling
cheerfully as he sauntered up to Jack
Wentworth by the railing and held
out his gun.

“You take this big drumstick, old-
timer,” said he, “an’ keep it pointin’
right square at that fat hoptoad squat-
tin” on the step. If he gets up or
moves, or opens his mouth just once,
drill him—an’ do a good workman-like
job of it, sabe? I'm relyin’ on yuh to
see to it he don’t try to interfere
whiles I’'m learnin’ Lafe Crosby his
geography lesson.”

“You can count on me, Mister Lor-
imer,” the boy said, drawing himself
up proudly. He was all aquiver with
excitement and delight over the re-
sponsibility with which his strangely
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made new friend was entrusting him,
“1 won’t let you down, no siree, sir,
I won’t!”

“Good; I knew it!” Lorimer said,
and patted his thin shoulder encour-
agingly before stepping down into the
yard.

“What the hell’s all this fool non-
sense?”’ - snarled Crosby. “What do
yuh think yuh’re goin’ to do, any-
ways, felier?”

Lorimer slipped his arms out of his
vest, laid the garment on the ground
under a cottonwood tree, and dropped
his sombrero on top of it befrnre he
answered the question.

“Do?” he then drawled coolly.
“Why, I'm goin’ to learn yuh Texas
manners, so that next time yuh meet
up with a lady, yuh’ll know how to
talk to her. /uh’re due to get the
damndest lickin’ yuh ever heard tell
of, Crosby. I’'m goin’ to lam yuh from

hell to camp-meetin! Get ready to hol-
ler!”

CHAPTER V

Lessons in Geography

VEN as Lorimer spoke, his left
arm flicked out, and his doubled
fist struck squarely on Big Lafe Cros-
by’s nose. It was not a hard nor a
disabling blow, but there was a smart
sting in it that brought a trickle of
crimson from the wide, flaring nos-
trils.

With a bellow of rage, Crosby
charged forward, his great fists flail-
ing. Had either of them landed, the
affray would probably have ended
then and there; but with the quickness
of a cat, Jim sidestepped; and as Cros-
by, carried along by his own momen-
tum, plunged past him, his right fist
drove with terrific force against the
big fellow’s jaw.

Crosby did not go down, but his
knees bent under him. He staggered
and shook his head to clear away the
mists that swam thickly before his
eyes.

“Come on, come on!” Lorimer’s lazy,

RANCH ROMANCES

mocking drawl goaded him. “Take
yuhr feet outa the cement, Crosby. I
can’t stand round here all day waitin’
on yuh!”

Crosby lowered his head and rushed
again, only to receive a smashing blow
over one of his eyes. He screamed out
a vicious curse, and ‘struck again and
again, smiting with all his tremendous
strength, at the tall, brown-clad figure,
which, somehow, was always mysteri-
ously just out of reach. His eye was
rapidly swelling shut; his cheek was
cut, His nose was flattened and bleed-
ing so that the drops ran down his
beard. And he had not been able to
land a single blow!

“Ain’t so jolly to get hurt yuhrself,
1s 1t?” Lorimer taunted. “Ain’t near
so much fun as twistin’ a kid’s arm
an’ frightenin’ a lone woman. Here,
take this one an’ carry it home with
yuh,” he added, and the thudding im-
pact of his fist on Big Lafe’s open
mouth wrenched loose a couple of
teeth.

Almost insane with pain and fury,
Crosby spat them out; spat out, too,
the blood from his lacerated lips. As
strong as an ox, if he could once have
gotten his huge arms wrapped around
his antagonist, he could have crushed
Lorimer’s ribs in as easily as he could
have squashed a gnat. But he was slow,
unwieldy on his feet; and every at-
tempt he made to come to close quar-
ters brought him only fresh punish-
ment, The younger man, panther-switt,
went around him like a cooper round
a barrel.

Blows rained on him-—blows which
he could not parry, which he could
not even see, but which stung and
bruised and slashed wherever they
struck. Lorimer hit him absolutely at
will, cutting him to pieces with scien-
tific precision, while deliberately with-
holding the blow which would count
the most. From the ground, the young
man caught up his hat, set it at a
jaunty angle on his crisp brown hair.

“Shucks, Crosby!” he drawled.
“What ails yuh? Can’t yuh even keep
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me warm enough so’s I won’t ketch a
cold in my head?”

But Crosby couldn’t keep him from
anything. He was getting groggy. His
bull-like rushes weakened. He reeled
blindly as he moved, virtually “out on
his feet,” and still the terrible, mad-
dening tattoo of fist against flesh went
on.
It was not a pretty sight to see.
Nevertheless, there was about i1t a
primitive, barbaric justice that grip-
ped Louise Wentworth with irresis-
tible fascination. From the doorway,
she watched breathlessly, repelled by
its stark ruthlessness, yet, somehow,
unable to look away.

She could not, as her young brother
did, actually applaud the stranger’s
almost uncanny skill and dexterity.
But her heart beat faster as she re-
alized that it was in her cause he had
enlisted, and she followed his every
move with tense admiration.

Young Jack was so excited that ‘he
could scarcely stand still. However,
he had not forgotten Lorimer’s ad-
monition, and he kept the muzzle of
the gun in his hand trained on Cros-
by’s companion, who crouched on the
lowest step of the veranda, his face
fairly livid with rage and hate. The
man’s brown, hairy arms, hanging be-
tween his knees so that his fingers
almost touched the ground, clenched
and unclenched spasmodically.

- “Had enough yet, Crosby?” Jim
wanted to know, and deftly closed Big
Lafe’s other eye with a quick, power-
ful jab that rocked the man like a
tree in a gale of wind. “Think yuh’re
liable to forget another time where
yuh are an’ who yuh’re talkin’ to?
Yuh ain’t? Well, treasure this one:
it’ll mebbe help to remind yuh just
in case yuhr head might get confused
sometime. . . . Now go lay down an’
rest yuhr mind, whiles yuhr pardner

absorbs a little useful information.”

The impact of that final blow would
have been audible at the other end of
the yard, and Big Lafe went down
before it like a poleaxed steer. Simul-
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taneously, Louise Wentworth’s voice
rang out in a frantic cry of warning.
Only for the fraction of a second had
Jack taken his eyes from the man on
the bottom step; but that was enough.
The brown, hairy fingers flashed down-
ward, scooped up a handful of sand
and gritty dust from the yard, and
hurled i1t full in the boy’s face. The
other hand darted inside the ornately
braided vest, and jerked a small der-
ringer from a concealed shoulder hol-
ster. The rays of the westering sun
glinted on the blunt barrel of the
wicked-looking little weapon—about
the last in the world that a cattleman
would be suspected of carrying.

Jack’s gun exploded, but the young-
ster had been completely blinded by
the shower of grit and dirt in his
eyes, and his shot went wide of the
mark. Nor could the report possibly
have warned Jim Lorimer of his
deadly danger in time. It was the
girl’s scream that saved him. He did
not know what the threat was, but
he realized intuitively whence it came,
and he acted without hesitation. For-
ward and downward he flung himself
across the unconscious Lafe Crosby,
and his gun belched flame as he fell.

The roar of its discharge blended
with another, sharper report, and was
followed by a hideous shriek that
choked off suddenly into a hoarse,
gurgling moan. Like a bundle of old
clothes, the desperado slid off the step
and slumped in a huddled heap in the
dust, his life blood gushing from a
severed artery in his throat.

Lorimer picked himself up and
strode toward the veranda, stooping
to retrieve his sombrero, which had
been sent spinning from his head. A
small, round black hole, drilled neatly
through the middle of the peaked
crown, marked the course of the bullet
from the derringer, and bore eloquent
testimony to the narrowness of Jim’s
escape. There was no shadow of doubt
as to what his fate would have been
had he been standing upright at the
time.
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Louise Wentworth stared at him with
dilated gaze.

“Yeah, he’d have nailed me plumb
center, all right, hadn’t yuh yelled
just when yuh did, ma’am,” Jim said
soberly. “An’ it would've served me
dang well right for bein” such a dumb
jackass as not to search him for an-
other gun!”

“It—it was all my fault, Mister Lor-
imer,” gulped Jack, his handkerchief
to his smarting eyes. The boy was al-
most weeping, less from the sting of
the sand and dirt than from mortifica-
tion at having, for the second time;
failed to measure up to his responsi-
bilities. |

But Lorimer would not listen to his
stammered, shamefaced apologies. He
‘put a kindly arm around him.

“Yuh done the best that yuh could,
kid, an’ yuh wasn’t to blame a-tall for
his playin’ a trick on yuh that yuh
wasn’t noways expectin’. Like I told
yuhr sister here, they wasn't no
earthly excuse for me givin’ the snake
a chance to bite. But I had him figured
for a ranchman, an’ I never thought
~about him packin’ one of them little
snub-nosed can openers. Mostly, they
~ain’t nobody but professional gam-
blers an’ tinhorns goes heeled with
- them.”
~ “But he is—he was—a professional
- gambler,” Louise Waentworth  said.
. “His brother owns one of the worst
'dives in Roaring Gap—the Here’s
How.”

“Come to think of it, seems to me I
remember passin’ a place that said—
Hello! Looks like our friend Crosby
yonder has finished his nap!”

The battered hulk that was Lafe
Crosby stirred and groaned, and dazed-
ly dragged himself to a sitting po-
sition. He was a sorry object, smeared
from head to foot with dirt and blood.
From under blackened, swollen lids,
he peered uncertainly about him, his
hazy senses gradually clearing to the
realization of where he was and why,
and what the meaning was of that hud-

dled, still heap at the foot of the
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steps. He blinked at it in a sort of
sodden stupidity that refused, for a
time, to take in its significance. At
last, groaning and blaspheming, he
lurched to his feet.

“That’ll be about all from you,
Crosby!’” Lorimer admonished him
sharply. “Yuhr cue is to walk soft an'
sing small around here, from now on,
sabe? The quicker an’ quieter yuh
give us yuhr room instead of yuhr
company, the better it'll be for yuh.
S’pose yuh fetch this feller’s bronc
over here, an’ pack him outa Miss
Wentworth’s yard.”

Big Late appeared to be about to
refuse; but all the fight had been taken
out of him by the terrific beating he
had received. He hadn’t, however, lost
any of his venom. He limped sullenly
over to the hitching-post and unfas-
tened the horses.

In silence, Lorimer helped him to
lift the limp body of the dead man
and prop it across the saddle of one
of the beasts. Crosby mounted the
other, and headed the animals toward
the gate. At a little distance, he turned
in his saddle, his malignant gaze
slowly sweeping the little group on
the veranda, and rested on Lorimer.,

“Yuh’ll pay for this, feller,” he
promised, in a hoarse, croaking whis-
per, “an’ yuh'll pay high. Afore Sam
Bolton gets through with yuh, yuh'll
be wishin’ to Gawd that Dropper had
drilled yuhr head instead of yuhr
hat.” .

“Oh, yeah?” drawled Jim. “That
SO?“

“Yeah, that’s so. We'll get yuh, 'fore
yuh're twenty-four hours older, or my
name ain’t Lafe Crosby. An’ when we
do—" He did not finish the sentence,
but put spurs to his horse, and gal-
loped out through the gateway.

CHAPTER VI
“We’ll See It Through!”

* FJHEN Jim turned again to
Louise Wentworth, it was to
find the girl staring straight before
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her, her face pale and troubled, her
hands clasped tightly together, as if
to keep them from trembling.

“Shucks, ma’am, yuh ain’t goin’ to
let a little hot air outa that busted
balloon upset yuh, are yuh, now?” he
said, with a tentative attempt at light-
ness. Of course she was upset—small
wonder! She’'d just been through a
scene that would have stretched most
girls out in a faint or sent them into
hysterics.

She’d been mauled by a drunken
brute; she’d seen her brother delib-
erately tortured, one man beaten to a
pulp, and another shot to death at her
very feet. And she’d kept her nerve
and acted like a trump all the way
through. It wouldn’t do to let her go
to pieces now.

He laid his hand gently on her arm,

“Listen, little lady,” he said, “that
‘Just you wait an’ see what happens
to yuh’ stuff don’t mean a thing. Why,
bless yuhr heart, Lafe Crosby wouldn’t
tackle me again for a million dollars,
cash money! If I know the breed, an’
I reckon I do, he wouldn’t tackle any
grown man. Makin’ faces at women an’
children is about his limit, an’ even
then, he has to have a pal along to
help him! He’s yellow, clean through.”

“I know,” the girl nodded. “Just
the same, it’s true, what he said.
They’ll get you for killing Dropper.
I—I hadn’t realized what it meant
until just now. You want to get away
from here as quick as you can, Mister
Lorimer.”

“I don’t want to do no such a thing,”
Jim contradicted flatly. “An’, further-
more, I ain’t aimin’—"

“Oh, but you must!” she exclaimed.
“You don’t understand. It isn’t Lafe
Crosby you’d have to go up against;
it’s the whole gang! He’ll ride straight
back and tell them what’s happened,
and they’ll be after you to a man. You
wouldn’t have a chance on earth.

“You must go; don’t you see that
you must? It won’t make any dif-
ference to them that Dropper tried to
get you from behind—they’ll shoot
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you on sight. Don’t waste time, please,
Mister Lorimer! Get your horse and
ride! Make straight for the hills,
where you’ll—"

“Hold on a minute, ma’am,” Jim
cut quietly across her growing excite-
ment. “Who’s all this ‘they’ yuh’re
talkin’ about?”

“Why, Sam Bolton’s outfit—the
Long Diamond bunch. You don’t know
them as 1 do. They—"

“Whew-w!” Jim gave vent to a long,
low whistle. “The Long Diamond
bunch, yuh say? Well, mebbe it’s a
fact that I don’t know ’em as you do,
but I know some of ’em, all right.
Had a little argument with four of
‘’em just before I rode up here, an’
when the sheriff broke it up, we wasn’t
none of us lovin’ each other much.”

“The sheriff ?” The girl was startled
anew., “Why—"

“He told me the line formed on the
right, goin’ out, an’ I took the hint an’
left, Now, it kinda looks like I’l]
have to go back an’ tell him I've
crowned another Queen of the May,
it does so!”

“Another— Good heavens you don’t
mean you killed another one of them
in town, too?”

“Sure did. Had to. Not because I'm
bloodthirsty, ma’am—honest. Shootin’
a man when he’s got his back turned
seems to be one of their favorite pas-
times, an’ I don’t cotton to it much.
Just by good luck, McMahon himself
come along when the music was start-
in’ up, an’ he gave me a clean bill. But
I reckon I'll have to ask you an’ yuhr
brother to help me out this time. Yuh
wouldn’t mind ridin’ back with me
an’ tellin’ him how it come about that
I_!!

The girl struck her hands together
in a kind of fierce impatience.

“Oh, you don’t understand!” she
cried. “You can’t go back to town—you
can’t, do you hear me? Sam Bolton’s got
twenty-five or thirty men who do just
as he tells them. He owns half of Roar-
ing Gap, and runs it all to suit him-
self.
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“The sheriff’s honest all right, but
he's just a figurehead. They’ve got him
buffaloed. They’'d kill you—murder you
in cold blood—and neither he nor any-
body else could do a thing about it.
They’d have a story, and every last one
of 'em would swear to it. Don’t you see?
You've already shot one of the crowd,
and when Sam hears about Dropper,
he’ll go raving crazy. He—"

“This Dropper feller bein’ one of his
especial pets?”

“His brother! I thought I told you.
Sam owns the Long Diamond and the
Here’'s How, both, and Dropper al-
ways—

“I reckon yuh did mention something
about it, but I didn’t get the names just
rightly straightened out in my mind,”
Jim explained. “So I've pitched off the
brother of the town’s lead steer, have 1?
H’'m-m-m.”

The shadow of a frown clouded his
eyes for a moment, as he remembered
what McMahon had said. Then an odd
little smile tugged at the corners of
his mouth. “Mebbe I'll have to enter
that contest, after all,” he murmured
grimly to himself. “Kind o’ looks so,
from where I stand.”

The girl was watching him anx-
iously, pleadingly.

“You’ll go now, won’t you?” she
begged. “Please! Every minute that
you stand there talking, may count.
Get your horse and head for the hills.
It’'s your only chance!”

Slowly Jim shook his head.

“Nope. I'm sorry to disoblige a lady,
but I can’t do it, ma’am. If runnin’
away’s my only chance, well an’ good.
I ain’t takin’ it.”

“But“"—'"

“It means goin’ on the dodge for
doin’ something that’s no crime. Ain’t
a jury in Texas wouldn’t turn me
loose, an’ I ain’'t goin’ to turn myself
into an outlaw for forty Dropper Bol-
tons—an’ that’s flat. Please don’t urge
me no more, ma’am, ’cause it’s no use
whatever. I ain’t runnin’ away, an’ I

am goin’ back to Roaring Gap to have

this out with Sheriff McMahon. If
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yuh don’t feel like ridin’ along with
me, why—"

“Of course we'll ride along with
you, Mister Lorimer!” Jack burst out.
He had kept silent as long as he
could. “And I think you're right about
it, and sis is wrong. Maybe when the
sheriff hears what Dropper tried to
pull off up here, he'll find a way to do
something! If he can’t, perhaps some-
body else will. Sam Bolton may own
the town, but he doesn’t own all the
men in it. And even if he did, there
are some things even a bunch of
scared rabbits won’t stand for!” .

Jim turned grave eyes from the
boy’s heated face to that of the girl,
which had flushed a sudden indignant
crimson,

“An’ just what was it that Dropper
tried to get away with up here, Jack?”
he asked. “If yuhr sister dont mind,
I'd like to have yuh tell me.

“I’ll tell you myself,” Louise sa:d
“It—it’s nothing to be proud of, but -
it—well, it explains why I was so up- .
set about your killing Dropper. When
I remembered who he was, and re-
alized what it was going to mean—
what it will mean if you'’re determined
not to hit the out-trail—" She shud-
dered involuntarily, then controlled
herself, and went on quietly:

“A year or two ago, Sam Bolton
took a notion that he wanted to—to
marry me. I’'d always disliked him, and
I said no. He didn’t want to take that
for an answer, and I had to speak out
pretty plainly. Then he let me alone
for a while, and I thought he'd given
it up. But right after Father died, he
started coming over here again. Jack
and I were trying to run the ranch,
but there wasn’t much money; and
after the bad drought we had last sum-
mer, there wasn’t any.,

“We couldn’t hire help to care for
our cows—couldn’t pay ‘em—and it
was lean and scrawny stock anyway.
We had to take what we could get
for most of it. Bolton knew we were
in a hole, of course—we’'re poorer than
poverty, Mister Lorimer—and he used
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that to try to make me change my
mind.”

“She means the dirty skunk threat-
ened her!” threw in Jack. “I wasn’t
around every time he showed up here,
so I didn’t hear all of it, but I heard

enough!”
“So did 1,” said Louise; “more than
enough!” Her eyes—they were

strangely beautiful eyes, Jim noticed,
a clear, soft brown, with tawny golden
lights in themm—flashed as he had seen
them flash when Lafe Crosby was
twisting her brother’s arm. “I told him
to clear out and not come back, or
he’d get a warmer reception than I'd
ever given him before. He started to
put up an argument, but I was wear-
ing a gun, and I pulled it on him.
Then he went; but he stopped long
enough to tell me that he thought too
much of me to see me sold up, as I
certainly would be before the summer
was over. He was going to find me a
paying job, so that I could make
encugh money to live on.”

“He was goin’ to find yuh a job?”

She nodded, her lip curling scorn-
fully; and Jim noticed that her hands
were clenched into tight little fists.

“Thoughtiul of him, wasn’t it? He
said that after I'd tried i1t awhile, 1t
I found I didn’t like it, maybe I'd
change my mind, after all, and decide
to come and keep house at the Long
Diamond for him!

“That was last Sunday morning. To-
day, Dropper came in with Lafe Cros-
by—both of ’em drunk-—and told me
Sam had sent him to say that there
was a fine job open and waiting for
me, ‘entertaining’ at the Here’s How.
He said it was just the sort of thing
1 was fitted for.”

“What?” ejaculated Jim Lorimer,
scarcely able to believe his ears. He
hadn’t been inside the Here's How,
but he knew what a cowtown honky-
tonk was like, and Louise had said
that Bolton’s place was the worst dive
in Roaring Gap. No more foul insult
could have been offered to any re-

spectable girl.
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And to a girl like this one! The
beauty and the charm and the fine,
clean spirit of her were things that
one might search for all one’s life and
fail to find. There was something
about her that, from the very first
glimpse he had had of her, had told
Jim Lorimer that here was the one
girl, the only girl, in the world for
him.

He stood looking at her for a mo-
ment, without speaking. Then his nar-
rowed gaze went past her, to the
slowly settling dust haze that marked
Lafe Crosby’s passage down the road.
His lips set in a straight, hard line.

“I reckon yuh’ve told me enough,
ma’am,” he said in measured tones.
“Jack, what say we go ketch up them
hawsses of yuhrs now? It’s gettin’
late, an’ I got a little more business
to 'tend to in town than I'd been
figurin’ on.”

CHAPTER VII
Big Medicine

HERIFF FRANK McMAHON sat

in his ancient swivel chair, his
feet propped on the corner of his
stained and battered desk, and frowned
down on the dented tin cuspidor on
the floor beside him.

Through the half-open doorway of
the office drifted the blurred medley
of sound that was the voice of Roaring
Gap. It was a voice that was ever
changing and yet, paradoxically, al-
ways the same. A composite voice,
blending a hundred different notes
into a harsh, throbbing dissonance that
rose and fell and rose and fell again
in ceaseless reiteration.

But this afternoon a new and dis-
turbing undertone threaded through
its familiar monotony; and Sheriff
McMahon heard it with growing un-
easiness. He knew that it boded trou-
ble for him—maybe big trouble. Sam
Bolton would want to know why he,
the sheriff, had let the young stranger
who had killed Shorty Barnes go
free. Sam would ride him hard and
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long for that, might even haze him out
of his job. Probably would.

And yet, the more the sheriff
thought about it, the more certain he
was that he had done not alone the
right, but the only thing. He might
not be sufficiently strong to buck the
Bolton gang in the open, or break the
power they flaunted so brazenly, but,
at least, he was man enough to re-
fuse to allow them to use him in
their scheme to frame a man who had
committed no crime., Unless it was a
crime to defend your life and lawful
property.

Bolton would consider it a crime,
of course, because to him the only life
or property which was sacred was his
own. And Bolton would do his un-
scrupulous best to square accounts for
what he had already proclaimed to be
a gross dereliction of duty on the part
of the sheriff.

McMahon could, of course, and plau-
sibly enough, have set up the law as
an excuse and taken refuge behind the
letter of it. And nobody could reason-
ably have criticized him when Sam
Bolton and his cutthroat crew took it
into their own crime-stained hands
and wreaked a bloody vengeance on
Shorty Barnes’ executioner,

But, in that case, he, Frank Mc-
Mahon, would never have been able
to look at himself in a mirror again
without g feeling of contempt and dis-
gust for the craven weakling that the
glass reflected. He preferred to take
what was coming to him and keep his
self-respect.

Whatever happened to him he would

not be an accessory to a murder, any-
way; the death of the chestnut stal-
lion’s owner wouldn’t lie at his door,
as it most certainly would if he had
not done his best to persuade young
Lorimer to be sensible, and take him-
self and his handsome horse out of
town.

With a clear conscience, but a trou-
bled mind, the sheriff of Roaring Gap
swung his squeaky chair about as
light, quick footsteps sounded on the
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wooden walk outside, and someone
ran up the steps and rapped on the
half-open door.

“Come in, come in!” he called.
“Door’s open, ain’t it? What yuh wait-
in’ for? An engraved invite, mebbe?"”
His irritation changed to confused
embarrassment when he saw that his
caller was Louise Wentworth, and
then with gaping, open-mouthed dis-
may, he recognized her escort.

“What in the name of the holy
three-toed calf are you doin’ here?” he
broke off in the middle of an apology
to the girl to roar at Lorimer. “Didn’t
yuh give me yuhr word no longer than
three hours ago that yuh'd leave
town?” -

Jim nodded, dusting off a chair for
Louise and motioning Jack, who had,
of course, accompanied them, to a
stool in the corner.

“I did, Mister McMahon," he ac-
knowledged, “an’ I kept it. I high-
tailed it right out, an’ I kept goin/,
too, as far as Miss Wentworth’s place.
Then I waltzed into a little nest of
sidewinders, an’ had to step on the
neck of one of ’em. I let the other go,
but he allowed he’d be back again with
more of his tribe, an’ I thought Miss
Wentworth hadn’t ought to be there
next time he rattled, so we all come
down here to tell yuh about it.”

Rapidly, he outlined what had taken
place at the Wentworth ranch, both
before and after his arrival, omitting
no essential detail. _

“O’ course,” he concluded, in a tone
that was meant for the sheriff’s ear
alone, “I’d have had myself an’ nobody
else to thank if Dropper Bolton had
cashed in my chips for me. As it is,
I've got Miss Wentworth to thank
that he didn’t. An’ whiles I wasn’t in-
tendin’ to plug him—just only to land
him in the hospital for three-four
months—I'm mighty glad he made the
play he did with that derringer. He

gave me the excuse to polish him off
complete. He needed killin’, McMa-

hon—layin’ his filthy paws on that girl!
What’s the matter with the men in
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this part of the country, anyways,
that they let varmints like him run
loose?”

The sheriff’s flush was not ot anger,
but of deep and honest mortification.

“Sam Bolton’s the matter with ’em,
I reckon, Lorimer,” he said. “Him an’
his bunch of bandits up at the Long
Diamond have got a regular strangle
hold on us here. We hardly dast call
our souls our own. He’s a killer, an’
proud of it. An’ he’s got folks so
scared of what’ll happen to ’em if
they cross him that they’ve plumb lost
their nerve where he or any of his
particular crowd’s concerned.

“Case in point: matter of six months
or so ago, a rancher by the name of
Crane, over Spring Valley way, got
into a little jam with him. They had
it back an’ forth, an’ then Bolton
brings in a bunch o’ slick-ear outlaws
frorn another county, sets fire to one
of his barns, an’ shoots up the ranch.

“Crane come to me, an’ we oOr-
ganized a posse. Went up into the
hills around Spring Valley an’ scouted
around for a couple of days. An’
when we got back, Crane’s house had
been burnt to the ground, an’ another
rancher’s that was out with us.

“There was notices tacked up all
over town that if we didn’t disband an’
quit, there was plenty more buildings
to go—an’ a3 match ’ud be set to Roar-
ing Gap itself some fine night. We
couldn’t prove nothin’, of course, but
we knew who was responsible.

“Well, after that, there just didn’t
seem to be nobody a-tall cravin’ to
lock horns with Sam Bolton. Crane
evén withdrew his complaint. He
swore he’d made a mistake when he
claimed he’d recognized some of the
Long Diamond bad hats, an’ hasn’t
never opened his mouth since. If he
was hauled up as a witness, he would-
n’t testify against Bolton; nobody
would.

“They’d all split their tongues tell-
in’ the world that he was an honest an’
unright citizen, an’ a big asset to the

the community, because they know
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dang well that if they had anything to
say against him, he’d collect damages,
an’ it wouldn’t be in court, either.”

“H’'m-m-m,” contributed Jim; and
McMahon went on:

“I haven’t got an’ I can’t get a dep-
uty—not one single solitary stinkin’
one—that I can trust an’ that don’t
get the shakin’ palsy when Bolton’s
name’s mentioned. Oh, Sam’s the big
medicine in this town, all right, take
it from me! That's what’s the matter
with the men hereabouts, Lorimer:;
and”’—with a shrug that was half bit-
ter, half self-scornful—*“I've got a dose
of the same disease, I reckon.”

Jim merely looked at him, saying
nothing, and he added:

“But I haven’t got it bad enough to
see anything happen to Lou Went-
worth. She’s one fine little girl, an’
I’'d cut off my right arm before I'd see
her get into Sam Bolton’s clutches.
He’s crazy about her——has been for
years. An’ she never could see him
with a spyglass, which made him
plenty wild. -

“I’'d ought to have kept an eye on
her; made sure Sam wasn’t pesterin’
her. But she’s independent as a hawg
on ice, not askin’ no odds of nobody.
An’, rotten as Bolton is, I never sus-
picioned he’d got so snake-belly low
as what yuh’ve told me. That Here’s"
How honkytonk—"

“Yeah; I know all about it,” Jim
helped him out.

“Well, then, o’ course, something
will have to be done. Just what, I
don’t know yet, but I’'ll figure it out.
Meanwhiles, yuh done just right bring-
in’ her off that ranch. She wouldn’t
be safe there a minute, any more’n
yuh’re safe in Roaring Gap. But she’ll
be all right an’ well looked after at
the hotel here. Ma O’Brien will see
to it that she is, an’ I'll take her
round there myself an’ put her an’
Jack in the old lady’s care whiles
yuh’re beatin’ it.”

Leaning forward, McMahon stuck
out his hand.

“Yuh’re a fine feller, Lorimer,” he
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said earnestly; “a mighty fine feller,
an’ I'm goin’ to rest a whole lot
easier when I know yuh’ve got clean
away. I'm advisin’ yuh not to lose any
more time gettin’ that circus hawss
off the main street; he’s as good as a
steam calliope for attractin’ atten-
tion. Good-by, lad, an’ good luck to
yuh.”

But although Jim shook the prof-
fered hand warmly enough, he made
no move to leave.

“I'm right obliged for the kind re-
marks, Sheriff,” he said, “an’ for the
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good wishes; likewise the advice. But

I can’t see my way clear to followin’
the last named—not this time. I took it
once to-day, but that was when I had-
n't no special attachment for this
town, an’ I couldn’t see no reason for
hangin’ around it, just for the sake
of mixin’ into a mess of trouble.

“Now, things is different. I've sort
of took a likin’ to the place, an’ I been
figurin’ on stayin’ awhile—mebbe quite
a considerable spell. Fact is, I would-
n’t wonder if I decided to settle down
here permanent.”

“That’s a matter will be decided for
yuh, an’ mighty quick, if yuh don’t
start poundin’ leather!” the sheriff put
in grimly. “Bolton’s crowd is in town
right now, an’ beatin’ the war drum.
Unless yuh’re just hell-bent on dancin’
to his music, why, yuh’ll—"

“I don’t reckon I'm goin’ to have
an awful lot of time for dancin’, Mis-
ter McMahon,” Jim said, with a twin-
kle in his blue eyes. “I'll be lookin’ for
a job, an’ when I find it, I'll be busy
holdin’ it down. I was thinkin’ mebbe
you could recommend me to somebody
who’d start me in right away.”

“Huh!” grunted the sheriff. “Only
thing you’ll ind to hold down will be
the bottom of a six-foot pine box—
always assumin’ there’s enough of
yuhr remains to be identified. I've giv-
en yuh my recommendation, Lorimer,
to get the hell outa here. I'm stickin’
to it. If yuh hadn’t blew up in Sam
Bolton’s face first steer outa the chutg,

I could’ve sent yuh to a dozen men.
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Now, it 'ud be the same thing as ship-
pin’ yuh direct to the cemetery.”

“You couldn’t arrange to use me
yuhrself, I s’pose?”

“Me use yuh? How? For what?”

Jim made a little deprecatory ges-
ture.

“Why, from where I stand, yuh look
to have a mite more on yuhr hands
than yuh can rightly tend to alone, an’
I figured I could mebbe be some help
to yuh. How much do yuh pay yuhr
deputies, anyways?"

Sheriff McMahon’s bushy eyebrows
went up.

“How much do I pay my deputies?”
he echoed. “Why, yuh've certainly got
a_!l

“I’'ve got a couple of guns, Sheriff,
an’ I ain’t altogether ignorant as to
how to handle ’em. An’ I've got a pret-
ty well grounded notion that a few
doses of lead medicine, properly ad-
ministered, might go a long way to-
ward curin’ up this disease that’s af-
flictin’ yuhr town. Likewise an’ also,
I've got this.”

He drew a somewhat creased and
dusty envelope from an inside pocket
of his vest, took out the folded letter
sheet which it contained. He extended
the paper to the sheriff, who took it,
glanced casually at it, and then, with
a muttered exclamation, read it
through with patent surprise and in-
terest.

When he had perused it for the sec-
ond time:

“Well, I’'ll be the seventh son of
a gopher with the blind staggers!” he
ejaculated, letting the paper fall to
the desk and staring at Jim as if he
had never seen him before. “So that's
how the land lays, is it? Why, durn
me for a thick-skulled old fool! I
ought to have known right away when
yuh told me yuhr name, but I never
took a tumble. Not even when yuh
beat Beef Weller to the draw an’ put
out Shorty Barnes’ light— Yes, an’
him behind yuh an’ reachin’ for his
gun before yuh so much as moved!
Well, I’ll be eternally—"



THE RUCKUS AT ROARING GAP

He broke off and spun around in his
swivel chair to face Louise Went-
worth, who had been an intensely in-
terested, if silent, spectator of the
scene,

“Say, Lou, yuh know who yuhr boy
friend here is?” he demanded, with
more excitement than the girl had
ever before seen him exhibit. “Nobody
but ‘Smilin’ Jim' Lorimer—the ga-
loot who busted up the Fly-by-Night
gang over in Oklahoma—at Rio Hed-
iondo, remember? An’ this here’s a let-
ter from the governor, thankin’ him
personal for ‘the signal service ren-
dered this great commonwealth’! Well,
in the name of the holy jumpin’ three-
toed calf, can yuh tie that, Lou?”

The girl’s eyes were shining.

“I'm not surprised,” she said
simply.

“Yuh ain’t? Well, I am! I'm so
plumb flabbergasted, I reckon I
could—"

“Do I get the job?” inquired Jim
placidly.

“I’ll say yuh get the job! That is, if
yuh’re really serious about wantin’ it.
Ain’t ary hombre I ever heard tell of
I'd rather have ask me for it. Yuh
ain’t stringin’ me, Lorimer? Yuh ac-
tually mean that yuh want to—"

“I never was more serious in my
life,” Jim assured him. “So, both of
us bein’ agreeable, what say we settle
it right now?”

“Then hold up yuhr right hand,”
said Sheriff McMahon, and he rattled
off the form of the oath, which Jim
repeated after him. “I got a badge
knockin’ round here somewheres. You
put it on, an’ then I'll take Lou an’
the kid around to Ma O’Brien’s, an’
explain the situation to her. After
that, me and you’'ll—"

Without the slightest warning, the
door was suddenly flung open with
such violence that it went crashing
back against the wall, loosening sev-
eral patches of plaster. A man, bull-
necked, bullet-headed, with a great
fleshy nose and little round beady
black eyes stormed into the room.
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His hectoring, domineering manner,
quite as much as the almost startlinge
resemblance he bore to the rufhan
whom Jim had shot down at the Went-
worth ranch, told the new deputy that
he was in the presence of the evil
genius of Roaring Gap—Sam Bolton!

CHAPTER VIII
A Challenge

N any ordinary occasion, Sher-

iff McMahon would probably
have made haste to rise from his chair
on the entrance of this so important
visitor. Among Sam Bolton’s other un-
pleasant characteristics, was a habit of
exacting an exaggerated courtesy
which, in all essentials, amounted to
servile obsequiousness from those: to
whom he contemptuously referred as
“them white-livered rabbits down to
the Gap.”

But this was no ordinary occasion.
It wasn’t every day in the week that
a famous two-gun fighter came to
Roaring Gap and ranged himself on
the side of law and order. The sheriff
felt like g prisoner who, having been
condemned to spend the rest of his
life behind the bars of a cell, had un-
expectedly received a full pardon. He
did not get up, nor did he wither: be-
fore the blast of vituperation and
abuse which the Long Diamond owner
loosed before he had fairly crossed the
threshold of the room.

Bolton was beside himself: his voice
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