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How to look good to your boss

¥

7

WI‘I‘HIN the next twelve months,
someone you work with will hit the
jackpot on promotion. Overnight he’ll
jump to a key position—and everybody
will wonder why.

Chances are, he’s cashing in on a
new way to impress the boss—self
improvement on the QT

With jobs getting tighter, employers
are giving the cold eye to men who
obviously are trying to make an im-
pression without anything to back it
up. The phony eager beavers, over-
time hounds and front office pets are
due for a rude awakening.

The old tricks of ““flattery” and “*bluff’’ no longer

work—though men still

Sincerity, honest work and interest
beyond the job are getting the nod.
And top dog is the man who uses his
spare time to train for advancement.

[.C.S. sees this showing up in a
great new surge of interest in advanced
technical and business courses.

try them. Here’s a new

technique that seems to be paying off.

Men who look into correspondence
training are suddenly clipping cou-
pons and enrolling. Current I.C.S,
students include a good marny college
graduates. Also engineers seeking
courses in business management. And
men who need a quick brush-up or
refresher course,

Says James L. Morgan of the Morgan
Cotton Mills, Ine,, “We keep an eye
on our L.C.S. students. They may
study alone at home. But the results
show up in their work — and make
possible promotions otherwise impos-
sible.” Mr. Morgan speaks from ex-
perience—his own L C.S. experience.

For Real Job Security —Get an 1. C. 8. Diploma!l ... Easy-pay Plan....C.S., Scranton 9, Penna.

BOX 60276G, SCRANTON 9, P

. 'INTERNATIONAL CORRESPONDENCE SschooLs . ||(S| =

ENNA,

( Partial list of 277 courses)
Without cost or obligation, send me “HOW to SUCCEED" and the opportunity booklet about the field BEFORE which | have marked X (piys sampls |esson):

ARCHITECTURE AVIATION CIVIL, STRUCTURAL LEADERSHIP (] Television Technician
and BUILDING Aeronautical Engineering Ir. ENGINEERING (] Foremanship RAILROAD
CONSTRUCTIONM Aircraft & Engine Mechanic [ Civil Engineering (] Industrial Supervision (] Air Brakes [ Car Inspactor
Air Conditioning —Refyig. BUSINESS C] Construction Engineering [ Leadership and Organization Diesel Locomotive
Architecture Advertising C] Highway Engineering (] Personnel-Labor Relations Locomotive Enginess

(3 Architectural Interioy Bookkeeping and Accounting [J Reading Struct. Blueprints MECHANICAL ) Section Foreman

[ Building Contractor [] Business Administration (] Sanitary Engineering AND SHOP STEAM AND

1 Business Correspo

] Building Maintenance
"] Public Accounting

(] Carpenter and Mill Work

] Estimating 1 Creative Salesmanship

(] Heating [ Federal Tax

] Painting Contractor [} Letter-writing Improvemaent

L] Plumbing (7] Office Management

(] Reading Arch. Blweprints ] Professional Secretary
ART ] Retall Business Managament

[} Cartooning

() Commercial Art

(] Fashion illustrating

(] Magazine lHustrating

[J Show Card and Sign Lettering
(] Sketching and Painting

AUTOMOTIVE

(] Auto Body Rebuilding
] Auto Elec. Technician
(] Auto-Engine Tuna Up

CHEMISTRY

(] Chemical Engineer
] Cham. Lab.
(] General Chemistry
() Natural Gas Prod.

Plastics

[ Sales Management
) Stenographic-Secretarial
(] Traffic Management

] Analytical Chemistry

achnician

(] Petroleum Engineering

(] Structural Engineering

[ Surveying and Mapping
DRAFTING

[ Aircraft Drafting

1 Architectural Drafting

[] Electrical Drafting

[] Mechanical Drafting

(] Mine Surveying and Mapping

(] Plumbing Drawing and

ndence

Estimating (] Mechanical Engineering
] Structural Drafting (0 Quality Control
ELECTRICAL (] Reading Shop Blueprints

(] Electrical Engineering (C] Refrigeration
(] Electrical Maintenance
(] Electrician [] Contracting
(7 Lineman

HIGH SCHOOL
(] Commercial ] Good English

) High School Subjects

ing _
(1 Tool Design

& Trans.

[] Gas —Electric Welding
Heat Treatment [] Metallyrgy 1 Combustion Engineering
industrial Engineering
Industrial Instrumentation
Industrial Supervision

[] Internal Combustion Engines

(] Machine Design-Drafting

1 Machine Shop Inspection

(] Machine Shop Practice

[} Sheet Metal Worker

DIESEL POWER

[ Diesel—Elec. (] Diesel Eng's

(] Electric Light and Power

(] Stationary Fireman

(] Stationary Steam Engineering
TEXTILE

(] Carding and Spinning

(] Cotton, Rayon, Woolen Mig.

7] Finishing and Dyeing

[(J Loom Fixi'g [ Textile Des'ing

() Textile Eng'r'g ) Throwing

() Warping and Weaving
MISCELLANEOUS

(] Toolmaking ] Domestic Refrigeration

RADIO, TELEVISION [ Marine Engineering
(] industrial Electronics

Practical Radio TV Eng’'r'ng [] Professional Engineering

Radlo and TV Servicing
(J Radio Operating

(] Ocean Navigation

(C] Short Story Writing
] Telephony

] Automobile Pulp and Paper Making (] Mathematics
Mame i e A Ags Home Address
City a2 Tone ______ State_________

Occupaton.

Working Hours

AM toPM

Canadian residents send coupon to Internationai Correspondence Schools, Canadian, Ltd

Montreal, Canada. .

. . Special tultion rates to members of the U. 3. Armed Forces
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No Hollywood star has been more

subject to controversy and conjecture
than has Marlon Brando, rugged

Academy Award winner. In
SCREENLAND, America’s most
colorful movie magazine, the
true Brando is revealed!

For the most informative articles
about Holl ywood glamom and
romance, be sure to buy your copy of

SCREENLAND Magazine today.

On sale at all newsstands
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Lonely Fellow
Dear Editor:

I am a lonely fellow of 18, and would like very
much to correspond with girls from 15 to 18. 1
have dark brown hair and eyes, am 57", and weigh
137 1bs. My hobby 1s photography. I will gladly
exchange photos, and will answer all letters re-

cetrved.

CLIFFORD G. BRIER
102 South Pine
Emporia, Kansas

Mississippian in Japan
Dear Editor:

I am 1n the Air Force and have been stationed
in Japan for the past year. I haven’t been getting
much mail, so i1f possible I would like to get my
name in “Our Air Mail.” T am from Maississippi,
am 58" tall, weigh 155 lbs.,, and am 22 years old.
[ would like to get some mail from home, and will

answer every letter I get. Thanks.
A/lc W. L. DODD AF—14439242

84th R.S.M. A.P.O. 73 Box 160
San Francisco, California

Things to Say
Dear Editor:

I would like pen pals between the ages of 14 to
18, from all parts of the U.S. I think we could
have a great deal to say to each other. I am 16,
and like nearly all sports. I don't care how many
letters I receive; I promise to answer all of them.
. DAVID FOGG
531 Cohas Avenue
Manchester, New Hampshire

Faithful Reader

Dear Editor:

I have been a faithful reader of your magazine
for fifteen years and still think it’s the best. 1
would like to hear from as many people as possi-
ble, If you will publish my plea I promise to an-
swer each letter. I am 35 years old, 6 tall, and
weigh 180 Ibs. I like all sports. Won't some of
you guys and gals from 25 to 50 write and fill up

my mail box? Thank you.

ROB LANDERS
4432 Forest Street
Kansas City, Missouri

Going on 17
Dear Editor:

It gets pretty lonely in my small town; the only
entertainment we have is a Friday night dance. I
am 16 years old, and will be 17 soon. I have brown
hair, blue eyes, weigh 120 lbs., and 5 3” tall. 1
like all kinds of sports and enjoy all kinds of
music but opera. I'd like to hear from girls and
boys between the ages of 16 to 24, but will write

to anyone else too. 1'll also exchange photos.
COLLEEN SMITH
Route #1

Grand Junction, Iowa
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EDITOR'S NOTE: For 30 years Our Air Mail has been

linking the readers of Ranch Romances. You may write
directly to anyone whose letter is published, if you up-
hold the wholesome spirit of Ranch Romances.

Our Air Mail is intended for those who really want
correspondents. Be sure to sign your own name.
Address letters for publication to Our Air Mail, Banch
Romances, 10 East 40th Street, New York 16, N. Y.

Desert Queen
Dear Editor:

I live on a ranch 21 miles from the nearest town
and 45 miles from school. I'm 5 7” tall, weigh 110
Ibs., have brown hair and dark blue eyes, and am
15 years old. There 1sn’t any other place for miles
around, and it's kind of lonesome here in the sum-
mer time; but I like the open desert and wouldn’t
leave 1t for anything. ‘Won’t all you guys and gals

fitlll my mail box?

LINDA RUSSU
Circle Locust Ranch
Lucerne Valley, California

On a Mountain Top
Dear Editor:

I'm in the Air Force, stationed in a remote site
on a mountain in Alaska, and believe me I know
what loneliness 1s. We are about 100 miles from
any town. I was wondering if there might be some
girls in the Umted States who would care to corre-
spond with me. I am 20 years old, 6’ 2” tall, and
weigh 190 Ibs. I went to the University of Ne-
braska for two years, where I majored in Physical
Education. Well, girls, here I am; now it’s up to

you. .
JACK DOVENBARGER

AF 17402355—Box 200

744 AC&W Squadron

A.P.O. 720, Seattle, Washington

Come on, Kids!
Dear Editor:

This 1s my first try at getting pen pals. I love to
write, and will answer all letters I receive. I'll also
exchange pictures. I have light brown hair, weigh
100 1bs., am 5" 134” tall, and have blue eyes. I love
to dance, and like popular music of all sorts. I am
18 years old and just graduated from high school.

Come on, kids, write to me.

MARY McNEIL
Box 343
La Salle, Colorado



OUR AIR MAIL

Sportswoman

Dear Editor

I am a girl, 15 years old, who likes all sports,
especially swimming, basketball, skating, dancing,
and horseback riding. I have blond hair, brown
eyes, am 5 3”7 tall, and weigh 109 lbs. I also like
hillbilly music, and like to read and write letters.
8o how about filling my box with mail ?

ROSELLA WARD

Route 1, Box 207

Garvin, Oklahoma

Good Humor Man
Dear Editor:

I'm the guy who tries to make all the gals happy
when I come around with the good old i1ce cream
truck; I'm a “Good Humor” salesman. 1 just love
the girls, and would like to hear from all of them—
blondes, brunettes, redheads, or what have you.
Please fill my mail box, and I promise to answer
each and every letter I get.

ALBIN C. SYVERTSEN
Apt, 103

4065 N. Sheridan Road
Chicago 13, Illinois

Mexican Indian
Dear Hditor:

I've been reading RANCH ROMANCES for
some time, and would now like to join the pen pal
column. I have brown hair and brown eyes, am 16
years old, weigh 122 Ibs., and am 5’ §” tall. My an-
cestry is one-fifth Mexican and the rest Apache

Indian. How about writing, boys and girls?
VELARIA VICTOR
P.O. Box #1653

San Carlos, Arizona

Blue-Eyed Blonde
Dear Editor:

I am a widow with three young sons. I'm 32
ears old, have blue-gray eyes and long silver-blond
jair, weigh 115 lbs., and am 5" 414” tall. I live with
my mother on a big farm where we raise Shetland
ponies. I have four horses and ride a great deal.
[ can’t say I like sports—I'm just in love with the
outdoors and my horses. I'd like to hear from real
honest-to-gosh ranch men or cowboys, as I've al-

ways wanted to learn about ranch life.
MARGUERITE E. READY
Box 71

Kenyon, Rhode Island

GCirls Wanted
Dear Editor:

I've been reading RANCH ROMANCES for ten
years, but this is my first try at “Our Air Mail.”
['m married, am 24 years old, 5’ 1” tall and weigh
112 1bs. My hair and eyes are brown. My hobbies
are writing letters, collecting salt and pepper shak-
ers, singing. I'd like to hear from women and
girls, 16 to 60, from all over the world. I promise

to answer all letters, and will exchange photos.
MRS. VALERY THILLEN
Caledonia

Minnesota

Flute Player
Dear Editor:

I am 12 years old, have blond hair and brown
eyes, am 5’ tall, and weigh 100 lbs. I like hillbilly
and popular songs, and I play the flute. I'm in the
seventh grade at school. I'd like to hear from boys
and girls 12 to 15 years old, and will try to answer

all letters I receive.
KAREN CROSBY
63 Sandy Lane

Walnut Creek, California

Brighten Her Life
Dear Editor:

I'm a very lonely widow, and life is hard for me
now, as 1 was left with five children to raise. Writ-
ing letters helps brighten what spare time I have. |
am 40 years old, and have brown hair and brown
eyes. I make friends quickly, and am considered a
good sport. I'd like my mail box to be loaded
down with letters from you fellows and girls. I'll
answer all the mail I receive.

OLIVIA CHISM
Box 653

Burnet, Texas

Stamp Collectors
Dear Editor: -

We collect stamps, and would like to exchange
stamps with people all over the world. But we'd
like to hear from others too, even if they don't
collect stamps. Kathleen is 15, 5 4”, with brown
hatr and eyes. Judy 1s 12, 5 214" tall, also with
brown hair and eyes. Please drop us a line, and

send snaps i1f possible.
JUDY ERICKSON
KATHLEEN COTE

Dorintosh
Sask., Canada

Easily Pleased
Dear Editor:

I'm 28 years old, have naturally curly red hair
and green eyes, am 5 2” tall, and weigh 95 lbs
As I'm easily pleased, I enjoy almost everything
But my main interests are music, dancing, writing
letters, singing and playing the guitar. I'd enjoy
hearing from servicemen, and also other men and
women. I promise each and every one an answer,

COLLEEN CORPRON
406 N. D. Street

Oskaloosa, Iowa

No Rainy Days for Her
Dear Editor:

[I'm making a repeat performance at trying tc
get into “Our Air Mail,” and hope this time you'l!
print my letter. I'm a girl of 17 with dark hai:
and blue eyes, and am 5 5” tall. I like almos
everything but rainy days. I promise to answe:
all letters, so come on, boys and girls, fill my mai

box.
DOROTHY SEBBER
Box 206

Iowa Falls, Iowa



1"' 1. ’
L
. §
"y 5ot t .
: Ay
i L alh e = £
J .-“I.‘ -_ll'-nl
Ly, ks .ﬂ"f o
b .‘.‘ ‘L‘\‘ LT Rl “' v |
Ll T s B imaad O Y e
1.“‘u,‘ ! i L] R o
M ‘;" - “I - ‘..-‘.‘._' -‘:.:\.‘.:‘I‘- i L ]
\ L 1\‘. *li.'.:lr . “.:.I:} »e" N
. L [
J ‘l"l. l“'i“ y i
4 : * . :
i L] .-' .‘-I;" L ."l ‘- =“ “.‘ ‘
Lo ¥ o'y ! L ",|. ol &
e, . < RO -
. o - L Wt L
N T T\ (o) PORTR ARt
'l\"'.“'!"f . P L} \ “"‘.1 ‘t'.' 'lil'. lI \ ‘.i
NS A AR :
1} I , bl lr;.'. " ‘.‘lx llyr 5 & i
' '_”* TR T LT q simaht, o -
bt ¥ ';.Jj J;: Vige il .
II.,.I" i I_'.._- rew i ] bl' "
sufivy fRisseed = ‘:J i -0 3 ' ~
NEL _-e-"-::::::..;- AR |
e \ 't
I, r ’ ] L]
| - m 'l"

i
i b
1] :.-:-nnt-

How can you miss with a money-saving

deal like this?

® you receive 16 exciting issues of
RANCH ROMANCES for only $2.99

—25% under regular single copy costs.

Subseribe Now and Get

® you get what amounts to 4 issues free

and clear 32 | .,
_ _ s WEEKS (16 issues)
® you enjoy the convenience of having |
of RANCH ROMANCES

S e

Shoot this coupen back

copies delivered right to your home

RANCH ROMANCES 10 E.40th St. ¢ New York 16,N.Y.

Yes, enter my RANCH ROMANCES subseription for the
next 32 weeks (16 issues) at only $2.99 ... a money-
saving rate that brings me the equivalent of 4 issues as

a gift. My $2.99 is enclosed. RR-9-2 today to start
NAME RANCH ROMANCES
ADDRESS — I = -

fiee B s coming your way reguiarly

(Add 50¢ for Canadian postage; $1.00 for foreign)
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PARDNERS! Here’s an open invitation to

you to cut sign on colorful happenings of
today’s West. Send clippings to us, and in-
clude the name and date of the paper where
you found ii. We'll send you one dollar per
usable item; in case of duplicates, first come,.
first served!

BOYS in Effingham, k1., who strung ad-
hesive tape through the trees, hoping to
catch birds with it, were a little put out
later to learn that the birds were build-
ing their nests out ot the tape.

A GRAND RAPIDS, Mich., man took up an
expensive hobby because, he claimed, he
couldn’t sleep. He was fined $25 after being
found, at 2 a.m., shooting arrows at school
buildings.

EVER wonder what a policeman does
when he’s sitting around the station-
house with no work to do? Then you'd
be interested to know that a New Or-
leans, La., cop was suspended recently
for literally killing time by shooting the
clock off the police station wall.

TRUE love doesn’t run smooth, even for a
parakeet in Industrial City, Mo., who show-
ers his affection on a duck-shaped salt shaker.
The real bird gets violently angry when his
girl friend fails to respond to his love.

A MOTORIST in Cedar City, Utah,
fired his rifle four times at a bobcat he
saw on the highway. He missed and
finally, out of ammunition and patience,
threw a rock which caught the cat be-
tween the eyes and killed it.

CONSTRUCTION was going on at a great
rate on the upper stories of Pocatello, 1daho’s
new courthouse while a couple were getting
married on ‘the first floor. The minister had
decided that the old courthouse, stripped and
about to be torn down, was a too-depressing
setting for the wedding ceremony.

“HAVE a father on me. I'm the baby of
an 8-1b. cigar,”’ read the birth announce-

ment sent out by a dazed new father in
Oakland, Calif.

AN 84-YEAR-OLD Omaha, Nebr., woman
has just retired from the ‘‘temporary’ job
she took in her husband’s store in 1910 to
help him out during a busy season.

PEOPLE in Colorado Springs, Colo.,
must be mighty honest, judging by the

- experience of a merchant there who puts

$1.50 in a box marked “parking meter
change” outside his store each morning.
He says he always finds $1.50—or more
—in the box at closing time.

KINDERGARTEN children in Tulare,
Calif., put their fingerprints on record in the
police department—as signatures to a letter
they sent thanking the patrolman who helps
them cross the street each day.

THEY'VE changed the menu in the
Chicago, Ill.,, jail from just bologna
sandwiches to a choice of “bologna with
mustard,” “bologna with mayonnaise,”
or “plate of sliced bologna.”

b



RANCH

FLICKER TALK

by movie editor BOB CUMMINGS

This famous top-hand of stage, screen and TV corrals the best of the Westerns

THE FAR HORIZONS

Paramount’s new Western re-creates all the perilous excitement

of Lewis and Clark’s venture into the uncharted wilderness

feather to that Stetson of his. This time

he’s the star of Paramount’s tremendous
production of the Lewis and Clark expedi-
tion. And that puts him back out West,
where we like to see him—part of the time,
at least. As Lewis, Fred actually covers a
lot of territory, and that’s what makes a
story.

It all happened more than 150 vears ago,
when Thomas Jefferson sent Lewis and Clark
to chart the newlyv-purchased Louisiana Ter-
ritory. ‘

If they could push on and claim all the
land to the Pacific Ocean, so much the better.
They did, but it took them two vears and
every minute of the time was fraught with
danger.

Paramount has gone all out to capture the
perilous excitement of the original expedi-
tion. And with Vista Vision, Technicolor,
and a cast that would be terrific anywhere,
bhow could they fail?

Charlton Heston, who is just about the
10

FRED MACMURRAY has added another

busiest yvoung man in Hollywood these days,
plays Lieutenant Clark. Donna Reed gets
my nomination right now for an Academy
Award for her portrayal of Sacajawea, the
young Indian girl who led the expedition
safely to the sea.

Then there's Herbert Heves as Thomas
Jefferson. He is the same height and weight
as Jefferson was, and even looks like him
without the help of a make-up man. Add
Fred, as Captain Lewis, to all this, and Bar-
bara Hale for a little romantic interest. and
you have an unbeatable team.

The Far Horizons was filmed in Wyoming,
where some of the most rugged and pictur-
esque scenery in the country can be found.
That was the whole idea, of course. The
terrain had to be as rough and primitive as
possible to get across the tremendous—almost
overwhelming—hazards with which the origi-
nal expedition contended.

The plan was so successful that everybody
could hardly wait to get back to the safety
of the studio.



Fred told me all about it when I saw him
back on the Paramount lot.

“Lewis and Clark thought they had trou-
bles!” he said. “They should have seen ours.
Of course you can count on a few little irrita-
tions like sunburn, mosquito bites and wet
feet when you make a picture like this. But
while we were making The Far Horizons,
everyone got soaked. In fact, it's lucky no
one got pneumonia.”

As he told me the story, it wasn’t just a case
of getting caught in a cloudburst. In fact, it
was really lucky that nobody got drowned.

“Practically the whole cast was on a barge
when it overturned,” Fred explained, “and
we all took a surprise bath in the Snake
River, which is full of tricky currents and is
icy cold.

“There were about eighteen of us milling
around in the water, and that’s pretty crowded
when vou're trving to avoid smashing into
rocks and stay afoot without punching some-
body in the eve.”

Finally everyone made 1t to a sand bar,
and one volunteer swam ashore, bringing

back a small boat which rescued the party
two at a time. '

No one was in any real danger in that
mishap, but later the director, Rudy Maté,
fell overboard and came up under the barge.
That time they were really in fast water, and
much too close to the rapids for comfort.
Rudy would certainly have been swept over
if Charlton hadn’t jumped in and grabbed
him.

Charlton, however, had no complaints
about the ruggedness of being a movie actor
—not when he considered what the real Lieu-
tenant Clark went through.

“For instance,” he said, “one other time I
was in the river—on purpose. 1 was portray-
ing a heroic feat of Clark’s, when he dove in
to cut away a.net across the river, which had
been put there by Indians to ambush the
party. The arrows whistling around my ears
made me nervous, but I knew they were
Hollywood arrows which couldn’t harm a
baby. I didn’t like to think of how Clark
must have felt-—when those whistling arrows
were real!”




Charlcon Hestomn

Always An Actor

HARLTON HES-
TON is rapidly be-
coming one of
Hollywood’s most popular
actors, and there are a lot
of good reasons why. One
is that he really never was
anything else. Charlton is the only star I
know who began his career in earnest in gram-
mar school. He was so determined that the
people back in his home town of Evanston,
Illinois aren’t a bit surprised at his success.

“They had to take me seriously,” Charl-
ton told me. “Every time the school had an
entertainment, I was right in the middle of it.
It didn’t matter to me if it was a play, a va-
riety show or a spelling bee. You couldn’t keep
me out of any of them. I was the biggest ham
in the first grade.”

By the time he reached high school, Charl-
ton was practically a veteran, so he was in
great demand for the leading role in every
production. Since the Heston policy was act
at every opportunity, he naturally accepted
all of them, gaining experience all the time.

Charlton’s devotion to duty began to pay
off in college, where he was studying his fa-
vorite subject at Northwestern University’s
School of Speech. A number of radio shows
came his way that would ordinarily be con-
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sidered impressive for a young man barely

20. But Charlton wasn’t exactly a fledgling
actor by then. He had almost fifteen years of
experience behind him, even if some of it was
in reciting nursery rhymes.

Charlton’s career was interrupted just once,
but 1t took a war to do i1t. He spent three
years in the Air Force, and,then a few iIn
summer stock. After that came Broadway,
then television, and finally, as everyone who
knew Charlton was sure 1t would, Hollywood.
12

There were a few long lean years on the
way, though, mostly right after he was dis-
charged from the Air Force. Charlton and his
wife, Lydia, who is an actress, found it pretty
hard to get back to work after a three year
“vacation.” The desire was there, but the
jobs weren'’t.

“For a while Lydia and T had three dollars
a week for food,” Charlton said. “That’s not
quite enough for beans three times a day, and
neither of us liked beans much anyway. We
hinally hit on a system that varied our diet
a little bit, though. We would make a point
of bringing cooking into almost any conversa-
tion. If we kept it going long enough, some-
body was sure to have a pet dish that we must
try sometime. Our enthusiasm was so sincere
that we almost always wound up with a din-
ner invitation. And that, of course, was the
whole i1dea.”

But things have really changed for Charlton
since then. Now he tells me he hasn’t a care
in the world. .

““There was just one thing that worried me
when I came to Hollywood—that I'd get in a
rut. Nobody wants to get typed, and neither
did 1. But instead I seem to be getting such a
variety of roles that sometimes I begin to
wonder what I'm really like,” Charlton said.

Paramount must have decided, when they
first signed Charlton, that there wasn’t a part
he couldn’t play. So it wasn’t long before he
was given a Western, and as soon as he fin-
ished that, another. You will see him in The
Far Horizons and Lucy Gallant.

But Charlton still isn’t worried about get-
ting typed, even though he made two Westerns
in succession. He has just finished T/he Ten
Commandments, in which he plays Moses.
And with that kind of versatility, it’s easy to
see why.
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Charlton’s been learning to act since he was in the first grade



POWDERSMOMKE

YOUNG JESS MacMURDY hit the trail in search of adventure . . . and

rode straight into a world full of treachery and sudden death. . . .

EAR sunset, Jess MacMurdy came from Carter’s
N livery stable and looked across the flats at the

trail herd grazing along the creek, aware of a
quick excitement. It was a feeling he’d had often lately,
an exciting restlessness, as if the promise of all his to-
morrows lay beyond the horizon.

He imagined he heard a voice in the wind calling his
name, and a strange longing swept all through him. It
seemed to him the world was passing him by, and if he
did not follow the call he would be forever lost in a
whirl of uncertainty.

He heard his stepfather’s limping footsteps behind
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him, and knew Just about what the older
man would say, before he spoke. “Stop day-
dreaming and clean those stalls.”

Jess obeyed out of habit, the excitement
flat in him now. Mr. Carter was a joyless,
taciturn man who seemed never to have
known the hunger of youth, but only bitter-
ness and regret. Jess knew this was not nec-
essarily true, but he could not help feeling
that way about his stepfather.

This was another long dull day of clean-
ing up after horses. Twilight had come by
the time he finished with the stalls and went
to the watering trough to wash his hands and
face. It was a slender eighteen-year-old face
with a sensitive mouth, and eyes that could
be both eager and reserved.

After washing, he climbed to the loft, a
corner of which he had boarded off. He had
slept there since his mother’s death. He lit
the lamp, took his clothes off, and put on a
clean pair of levis and a flannel shirt. He was
pulling his boots on when he heard horses out
front.

He went out and climbed down the lad-
der, just as three men dismounted in the
lantern light. He knew instinctively that
they were with the trail herd.

“Curry ’em and grain ’em, Pop,” one of
them told Mr. Carter. He glanced at Jess.
“What’s the name of this burg, kid?”

“Rockville.”

The other chuckled. “Another Colorado
trail town.” He built a cigarette, a rangy
man in whipcord trousers and a corduroy
coat. He had a hard, bony face, brown and
weathered. It was neither a young face nor
old, and somehow it appeared ageless. The
eyes were narrowed, as though to hide what-
ever emotion might show in them.

He rolled the cigarette with deft move-
ments of his long fingers, stuck it between his
lips, and scratched a match. Smoke curled
from his nostrils. He looked at Jess with a
thin smile.

“Where’s the best place to buy a drink?”

Jess was helping Mr. Carter strip gear
from the horses. “Try the Trail’s End.”

The tall man chuckled again. “Trail’s end,”
he repeated. “We can say that a month from
now, when we reach the valley.”

“Where’s that?”

“Wyoming.”

saddle to the rail. Wyoming! He heard

one of the other men—a lean, blond
young fellow with a narrow face and a thin
mouth—saying impatiently, “Let’s go, Kirk.
I'm thirsty.”

“Go ahead. Nobody’s holding you.”

The third man said quietly, “Better take
it easy tonight, Otis. We don’t want any
trouble.”

“Hell,” Otis said disgustedly.

“You know what I'm talking about,” the
other said in that same quiet way. He was
a stout man with a broad, leathery face and
a graying mustache that drooped at the
corners of his wide mouth. “I’'m thinking
of Bellamy. This is just about the time for
him to start trouble.”

“You worry too damn much, Oldun,” Otis
told him contemptuously. He tugged at the
two crossed shell belts around his waist. “I'l]
handle anyone Bellamy sends against us.”

Kirk looked at him. “Take it easy.”

“Hell,” Otis repeated disgustedly,
strode out into the darkness.

Oldun looked after him and said, “We’d
better stick with him, Kirk.”

“I’'m responsible for him.”

“I know that.”

“Then stop rubbing that boy the wrong
way, because one day he’ll turn on you.” He
slapped Oldun on the shoulder and started
out. “Let’s get that drink.”

Jess helped his stepfather curry the horses.
Then he climbed back up to the loft and
hitched his gun belt around his waist, his
hands shaking with excitement. From the
moment Kirk had mentioned Wyoming, Jess
had pictured the Big Horn country, and it
roused the same strange longing he’d had
so often lately.

With a sudden laugh he swept the gun
from its holster. It was a Navy Colt and
had belonged to his father. He rarely wore
it in town, but tonight was somehow differ-
ent. It seemed now as if he had known all
day that there would be a change in his life;
it was as if the whole world lay waiting be-
fore him, and he was entering manhood at
long last.

JESS took a long breath as he lifted a

and
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Jess hurried outside and walked swiftly
along the street, feeling light-headed with
anticipation. Lamplight streamed from the
windows of the saloon. Shouts and laughter
met him inside the door, and the odors of
tobacco and whisky lay thick in his nostrils.

He hesitated, looked around. The place
was pretty well crowded. He saw Otis sitting
in on a poker game, his hat shoved to the
back of his blond head, a scowl around his
thin mouth. Kirk and Oldun were at the
back end of the bar, a bottle and glasses
In front of them.

Jess approached slowly and stopped on
Kirk’s right. He cleared his throat, said,
“Mister—"

Kirk turned his head to glance at him,
and Jess knew at once that the other did
not recognize him. He saw Kirk’s gaze drop
to the Navy Colt, saw a sudden wariness
ripple across the high-boned face.

The tall man’s lips barely moved when
he said, “Yeah?” He half turned, left hand
on the edge of the bar, right hand near his
holstered gun.

“T heard at the livery stable what you
said about going to Wyoming,” Jess said.
“I’d like a job with your outfit.”

Kirk’s lips curled in a mocking smile.
“Nothing doing, kid.”

“Mister, I've worked cattle during round-
up around here. I'll do anything—ride drag,
help your wrangler, anything. Just give me
a chance. I've been cooped up in this town
all my life, and I want to get away from it.”

“Then join the Army, if you’re old enough,”
Kirk said. “But don’t bother me about a
job. T have all the riders I need.” He turned
back to his drink,

Jess looked at his profile, feeling as though

evervthing had dropped inside of him. Oldun

looked at him in a sympathetic sort of way,
and Jess felt blood rise to his face.

He touched Kirk’s arm, said desperately,
“Listen, I'll work for my grub. All I want
is 4 chance to see new country. When we
get to Wyoming I'll quit, if you want me to
I can always find work there.”

“T told you I have no jobs,” Kirk said,
annoyed. “Go on home, kid.”

“I'm only asking for a chance,” Jess said
hotly.

“Go ask somebody else,” Kirk told him,
and turned his back.

Jess walked away, dejected, shoulders
slumped. The longing, the anticipation, all
drained out of him. Join the Army, he thought
bitterly. He didn’t want to join the Army.
Nor did he want to leave town jobless. He
had seen too many saddle tramps stop at
the livery stable for handouts, and he didn’t
want to become like them.

was regarding himself dully in the bar

mirror when the door opened and two
men came inside. The man who entered first
was tall and thin with a hatchet face, and
he swayed in hali-drunken stupor as he
looked around.

The second man—a husky, bowlegged fel-
low with a barrel chest—said something to
the thin man, and then they both looked
toward Kirk and Oldun.

From the way the thin man straightened
and became still, Jess knew instinctively that
he was not as drunk as he pretended to be.
Then there was the business of the holstered
gun strapped against his thigh with a leather
thong. During his life Jess had seen only two
known gunfighters, and they had both worn
their guns that same way.

Jess felt his belly muscles tremble, re-
membering what Oldun had said about some-
one named Bellamy starting trouble. He
watched the two men move toward Kirk and
Oldun. The thin man was staggering a little
again. The other moved ahead of him and
came up beside Oldun, who turned and gave
him a quick stare.

“Lew,” he said. “I'll be damned. You're
a long wav from home, aren’'t you?”

“I'm buyving steers for Bellamy,” the husky
man said, and grinned. “How goes it with you
two? Get your herd this far?”

Oldun nodded. Kirk said nothing, but
swung his head and glanced at Otis, whose
back was turned. The thin man had stopped
at a poker table nearby. Kirk did not seem
to be aware of him.

Lew snapped his fingers at the bartender
and said, “Glass.” When it came he reached
for the bottle in front of Oldun and poured
a drink.

I IFL STOPPED and ordered a beer, and



Oldun gave Kirk an uneasy look, but the
tall man shrugged, a tight grin on his high-
boned face.

“You've been gone a long time, Oldun,”
Lew said. “Since last fall, huh?”

“We had to wait out the winter before we
could start the drive.”

“It’s a long drive, all the way from Texas.”
Lew grinned at himself in the bar mirror, el-
bows on the bar, heavy shoulders hunched
forward. “Your family misses you, Oldun.

LUTHER
BELLAMY

I saw that girl of vours in town—Natalie.
Some filly.”

Oldun’s mouth hardened, but he said noth-
ing.

“Yeah,” Lew went on, his tone suddenly
nasty, ‘“‘that little girl has more curves—"

Oldun gripped his arm and said Iin a
strained voice, ‘“Shut vour mouth, Lew.”

Lew jerked his arm loose. “Keep vyour
hands to yourself!” he roared.

There was instant quiet in the saloon. Those
nearest the disturbance drifted away at though
they suddenly remembered urgent business
somewhere else. Otis looked around, and then
half turned in his chair and dropped his hand
to the butt of his gun. Noticing this, the
thin man took a step back and stood poised

18

on the balls of his feet.

Oldun said, “Keep my family out of it,
Lew. And don’t be crowding me.”

“You’re the one that’s crowding.”

“Just keep the hell away from me,” Oldun
said gruffly, and faced the bar.

Lew laughed. He reached again for the
bottle, but Kirk leaned over and clamped a
hand on his wrist. “From now on buy your
own drinks,” he said curtly.

“Well, if it isn’t Kirk,” Lew said softly,

and looked at him for a second. “I didn’t even
see you.” He wrenched his wrist free, knock-
ing over the bottle. “Don’t do that to me!”
“Make something of it or clear out.”
Lew’s smile was crooked. “I have no quar-
rel with you.”
“You damn well will have if ycu keep
Jooking for it.” :
There was a moment of silence. Then the
thin man said in a rasping tone, “We're look-
ing, mister.”

and Kirk turned to look at the thin man.
Lew laughed again and shouldered into
Oldun, who staggered back against Kirk,
knocking them both off balance. Kirk went to

JESS saw it coming the moment Oldun

DAN OLDUN



NATALIE

one knee, and his hand swept toward his gun
as the thin man cleared leather.

It was all so sudden that afterward Jess
could not remember clearly how it happened.
He could not recall drawing his gun, but it
suddenly roared in his hand.

The thin man screamed, dropped his
weapon, and clutched a shattered wrist. Lew
turned, his gun half out of leather, a startled
expression on his tough, weathered face.

19
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Jess, eyes staring, lips taut, said harshly,
*Drop it!”

Lew cursed and dropped his gun to the
floor. Oldun went over and picked i1t up,
then went after the thin man’s gun.

He straightened, gave Jess a close look,
and said, “All right, son.”

Jess holstered the Navy Colt, feeling sud-
denly shaky and sick. He thought that, if
he moved, his knees would buckle.

Kirk took the guns from Oldun and pushed
them under his belt. He said in a con-
temptuous way, “Take your gunfighter out
of here, Lew. And when you get home you
can tell Bellamy that you didn’t earn your
pay. Now get out!”

Lew jerked his head at the thin man and
started out. The thin man followed slowly,

then hesitated and looked at Jess, his eyes-

unblinking and heartless as a snake’s. Then
he moved awayv, clutching his bloody wrist.

Oldun was shaking his head slowly, as
though to clear it. “I sure never figured it
would come to this.”

Kirk rolled a cigarette. “It was stupid, the
way they went at it.”

“T never figured they'd use my family to
start trouble,” Oldun said, still shaking his
head.

“When vou have a fight on your hands you
have to figure that anything can happen,”
Kirk said impatiently. He lit the cigarette
and squinted at Jess through the smoke, and
slowly he grinned. “Kid, that was fast shoot-
ing. Where’d you learn to do it?”

Jess swallowed. “It just happened.”

“A good thing.” Kirk grinned at Oldun.
“That thin boy was fixing to bust us wide
open. He would've, too, if the kid here hadn’t
taken a hand.” It was the closest he ever
came to thanking Jess for saving his life.

Otis came over, his face pale and set, and
Kirk looked at him and spoke with an edge
of contempt. “Here’s the son that was gonna
handle anyone Bellamy sent against us. What
the hell happened to you?”

“You know who that thin fellow was?”
Otis demanded in a shaky voice.

“Do you?”

“That was the Trinidad Kid. Lew must’ve
stopped at Cheyenne to hire him.”

“So what?”

Otis pressed his lips together so hard that
they turned white. For a second he glared
at Kirk. “This mean I'm through?”

O SR It

The blond man swung his eyes to Jess, and
murderous flames leaped in them. Without
another word he wheeled out of the saloon.

Kirk gave a thin laugh and said, “Well,
now I can use another rider. You still want
that job, kid?”

“Sure.”

“Tust how sure?”

“I told you, didn’t I?”

“Yeah, T know. But in case you don’t
know it, you made a couple of enemies to-
night.”

Jess was aware of that. He took a long
breath. “I can take care of myself.”

Kirk eyed him, an odd twist to his hard
mouth. “All right. Be out to the herd to-
morrow morning at six.”

“I'll be there.”

that he was pulling out with the trail
herd. The older man said gruffly, “All
right, boy. I knew it’d happen sooner or
later.” He paused. “But don’t spend your
life drifting. You can’t see it now, but the
yvears pile up mighty fast, and are gone be-
fore you know it. Waste 'em, and one day
you’ll regret it. By then it’ll be too late, and
vou'll be lucky to end up running a two-bit
livery stable, the way I'm doing.”
Jess was embarrassed. “You’re doing all
right.” 3
Mr. Carter’s mouth pulled in a bitter line.
“It’s a losing game, boy. All your life long
yvou're going to lose what makes living worth
while, and that takes in both people and
dreams. You might have ’em for a while,
but in the end you’ll lose 'em and wonder
what 1t was all about.”

He paused again. “But if despite that you
can still come out on top, you'll be all right.
And I figure you have a chance, because
there’s no meanness in you.” He chuckled
wryly. “If you ever come by this way again,
stop in and see me.”

He looked at Jess with deep sadness, and
for the first time it struck the boy how
lonely this stepfather’s life had been. He

'I'HAT evening, Jess told his stepfather
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had lost two wives, and his only son had
been killed in the war. Now he’s losing me,
Jess thought. And it was in his mind to say
that he would stay, but something within him
hardened with the thought that he had to cut
his own trail, come hell or high water.

“One more thing. You found out tonight
that you're fast with a gun. That might seem
like an advantage, but it won’t be easy to
to live with. Because wherever you go, you’ll
be a challenge to those that’ll want to find
out for themselves just how fast you really
are. So don’t trust folks just because you’re
taken by ’em. Every man has his little per-
sonal secrets, and there’s more to most people
than meets the eye.”

Jess scarcely slept that night, his thoughts
were so confused. But beyond the confusion
he hugged a sense of freedom such as he
had never known. It was as if something
mysterious and exciting had taken the place
of longing. For a brief second he pictured
the Trinidad Kid clutching a bloody wrist.
Then the picture faded and he fell asleep.

S THE SUN came up, they started the
drive. Jess had ridden out at dawn

on his old sorrel, and Kirk had taken
one look at the animal and had told him to
take it back to town and sell it or give it
away. Now Jess rode one of Kirk’s string, a
rangy young gray with spirit.

He rode drag and ate dust, but he didn’t
mind. The pleasure of seeing new country
was like an ache. For the first few days there
was no trouble, and then a spring storm
broke over the land, and lightning rippled
across the sky. Thunder jarred the earth,
and that night the cattle were restless. They
rose and milled, horns clashing, and Kirk
had every man in the saddle.

“Keep 'em milling! We have two thou-
gsand head, and if they stampede we’ll be an-
other week gathering 'em in.” -

They kept the herd from stampeding. By
morning, Jess was tired but elated. The rain
stopped and the sun broke through like a
promise.

They pushed on. Jess noticed that Kirk
was hard in the way he handled the crew.
Somehow the tall man stood alone and kept
his distance, never joining in the good-natured

banter, never a part of it. There were nine
men in the crew, ten including Oldun.

As the days wore on, Jess learned that
Oldun and three other small ranchers had
pooled their money to buy the longhorns in
Texas, where cattle were cheap. They had
hired Kirk as trail boss, and he in turn had
gathered the crew. Casey, the wrangler, told
Jess about it. Casey was a bandy-legged
Irishman who worked for Oldun.

“Kirk’s been a drover since the war, and
he knows his business. That’s one reason they
hired him. Another reason is that he’s tough,
and willing to fight for us.”

“Against this fellow Bellamy?”

“Luther Bellamy. He was the first man in
the valley, and he figures he owns it. He
settled there with his wife and kid close to
twenty years ago, but even his wife couldn’t
get along with him. She packed up and took
the boy East with her, and she hasn’t been
back since.”

“What’s Bellamy’s brand?”

“C in a circle,” Casey said. “It’s the big-
gest outfit in that part of Wyoming, and the
small spreads have been having a time try-
ing to buck him. There’s free graze and gun
law up there. Figure it out for yourself.”

That wasn’t hard. Jess realized that if
Bellamy’s plan to kill Kirk and Oldun had
worked, the whole business would have gone
to pot.

One evening when they met riding herd,
Oldun told Jess as much. “I haven’t said
anything, Jess, but 1 admired the way you
handled yourself in that Rockville saloon.”

“l was plenty scared.”

“So was I. Like Kirk said, that fellow
was out to plug us for sure.”

It made Jess feel close to the older man,
and nerved him to say, “Will you be needing
an extra hand when we reach the valley?”

Oldun was silent a moment. Then he said,
“I figured you would stick with Kirk.”

“He’ll be moving on, won’t he?”

“Not from what he told me. What he
wants 1s to take cattle in lieu of wages,
and start his own spread. That suits us fine,
on account of we're low on cash. On top of
that, it’ll strengthen our position to have
another man on our side.”

Jess felt an odd glow of pleasure—why, he
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didn’t know, except that he admired Kirk.
“Well, we'll see what happens when we get
where we're going,” he said.

“That’s the way,” Oldun agreed. “See you
later.” He rode away in the darkness.

They forded the South Platte and crossed
into Wyoming below Cheyenne, then headed
west toward the Green River mountains, mak-
ing good time. The country was all Jess had
dreamed i1t would be. It was sure enough
cattle country, where a boy forked a horse
before he could toddle.

It was hilly country now, with rolling
stretches of grass and cottonwoods in the
bottoms, where streams gurgled between sun-
bleached boulders. The higher slopes were
dark with timber. Down yonder, along that
rise, the quaking aspens were pale green with
spring. Come autumn they would turn golden
yellow, and along about winter their leaves
would change to silvery gray. They were like
dancehall girls changing their skirts with the
season, Jess thought, and grinned.

The older man indicated a pass in the
mountains before them.

“We're nearly home, Jess. We should push
the herd through the pass about noon tomor-
row. It’s been a long trek.”

Jess nodded absent-mindedly. Now that the
drive was nearly finished, he wondered if he
should hit Kirk up for a job. The tall man
had scarcely spoken to him this past month,
and then only to issue orders. Neither had
he mentioned pay and, for all Jess knew, he
was working only for his beans and bacon.
[t was a disconcerting stiuation, but Jess
decided to do nothing about it until they
reached the valley.

[f Kirk paid him ofi, he could always move
on, he thought. But then he remembered his
stepfather’s advice and knew he wouldn’t un-
less he had to. He realized also that he was
still unsure of himself, and that what faced
him was somehow a test that might well
shape his entire future.

The sun lowered behind the mountains and
took daylight with it. Night fell quickly.
During supper, Kirk said, “I want you all
in the saddle tonight. Check your guns and
ride with your rifles across the pommel. And

| IE TURNED his head as Oldun rode up.

if you hear riders, pass the word. I don’t want
to take any chances this late in the game.”

It was a moonless night, but the stars
were bright in the sky, and seemed close
enough to pluck. The cattle were bedded
down and quiet as Jess walked his horse along
the far edge of the herd, head cocked, ears
tuned to the night, eyes scanning the dark
wedge of the pass.

* Near midnight, he thought he heard the
sound of hoofs, but he wasn't sure. He
stopped his horse and listened hard, hands
eripping his rifle. There it came again, the
clop-clop-clop of walking horses. It was close,
too close to warn even the nearest rider with-
out firing and possibly starting a stampede.

Jess slid down and tied his horse to a bush,
then ran forward at a crouch, a wild excite-
ment clawing at his insides. There was a
slight rise up ahead, and he bellied down
below the rim. _

From there he could see what appeared
to be at least seven horsemen riding toward
him. He waited until they were less than a
dozen yards away before he rose to one knee
and levered a shell into the chamber of his
Winchester, knowing the sound of that would
reach these men.

He called harshly, “Hold it right there!
If one of you moves, we start shooting!”

The voice that answered was clear as a
bell, yet somehow throaty. “It's Natalie Ol-
dun. Is my father there?”

Jess hesitated. It was a girl’s voice all right,
but still it could be a trap. “Let’s have a
look at you,” Jess said.

“For heaven’s sake!” the girl said, and
rode forward.

Jess rose cautiously. A moment later she
drew even with him, and he saw the pale
blur of her face.

“Who are you?” she demanded.

“Never mind that,” Jess said. “You ride
on in. I'm fixing to watch these fellows until
Mr. Oldun comes back and says all right.”

“Why, you fool, these are Pop’s partners!”
she said angrily.

“Don’t give me an argument. Just do as
[ tell you.”

She leaned down. Beneath the brim of her
hat he could see a small, tanned face and
hair the color of honey., “I don't even recog-
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nize you,” she said sharply. “You weren’t
a member of the crew that left here.”

From the corner of his eye Jess saw the
other riders move forward, and he told them
to stop in their tracks. Then he looked at
the girl and said harshly, “Are you going
in or not?”

“You blamed fool,” she said, and rode on
toward the herd.

A minute later he heard her call out to
someone else, and five minutes after that
she and Oldun rode up. Oldun was chuck-
ling. 3

“My girl here didn’t take to the way you
treated her, Jess, but you did right. They
could have been Bellamy and his bunch.”
He went on to talk to the other riders, calling
out names cheerfully.

Jess went back and climbed aboard his
horse. When he turned the animal, Natalie
said, “It’s a wonder you didn’t take a shot
at me.”

“What’d you expect me to do? Let you
ride in without trying to stop you?r”

“T expected you to take notice when I spoke
up, not act suspicious as all get-out.”

“Bosh,” Jess said. “You have no business
here anyhow. A kid like you ought to be
home in bed.”

“Don’t call me a kid!” she said. “I’'m prob-
ably older than you.”

“How old?” Jess asked, grinning.

“Seventeen, that’s how old!”

“Why’d vou folks come out here?”

“To put on a show of strength. Bellamy
hired extra riders- this week, and we fear he
might trv to stop us from pushing the herd
into the valley.”

said, “You should’ve stayed home, Nat.
Didn’t your mother try to stop you?”

Jess saw the girl’s teeth flash in a grin.
“She was asleep.”

“Well, you go on back. There might be
trouble, and 1 don’t want you here. Scoot,
now.”

“But, Pop—"”

“Get going. And tell your Ma I'll see her
tomorrow.” '

The girl made a sound of exasperation,
then neck-reined her horse and trotted in

T HE others came up then, and Dan Oldun

the direction of the pass. Oldun turned to
the others.

“Pete, T think it’d be a good idea if you
and Art stand guard up there, just in case.
One of you can ride back in case you hear
riders coming. The rest of us can spread
out here and wait it out.” He turned his
head and spat. “How many men do you
figure Bellamy has on hand?”

“Fifteen, eighteen,” one of the men said.

“Then we have as many, so maybe he
won’t try anything—not tonight, anyhow. All
right, let’s spread out.”

The rest of that night seemed endless to
Jess. Though he was fully alert, his mind
kept swinging off on a tangent to Natalie
Oldun. It seemed he could still hear her
throaty voice, and he wondered how she would
look to him in the daylight. Finally dawn
spread thin across the sky, the stars faded,
and the first sunlight flamed in the east.
Coffee and bacon smells drifted from the
chuck wagon.

After a hurried breakfast, they started the
final leg of the drive. Jess was mounting his
horse when Kirk came over. “I want you
with me today, kid. I’'m thinking we’re
gonna run into trouble.” He grinned sudden-
ly. “Let’s see how fast you are.” His hand
streaked for his gun.

He had it half out of its holster when he
found himself looking into the muzzle of
Jess’s Navy Colt. Slowly he let his gun slide
back, an odd tightness around his narrowed
eves.

“Fast enough,” he said briefly, and rode
away.

The sun was at high noon when they topped
the rim of the pass. Besides Jess, there was
Kirk and Oldun and Pete Kennedy, Oldun’s
nearest neighbor, and Art Dadar and his son
Jack, and Tom Faber. Kennedy, Art Dadar,
Faber and Oldun were the four who held the
equal shares in the herd of Texas longhorns.

Kennedy, a chunky man, spat a stream of
tobacco juice. “If they show, it’ll be from
that way.” -

Jess looked where he pointed down the
long slope, but he saw only the vellowish haze
of distance. The valley—if it were a valley—
opened before them as far as the eye could
see. Low on the horizon, vaguely shimmer-
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ing, stretched a chain of mountains that, to
Jess, seemed at least a hundred miles away.
Between, the land was restless, never still,
broken here and there by series of low hills
and little parks.

Jess shifted in the saddle. He looked once
more across the slope as they rode ahead, and
saw the leafy tops of cottonwood trees ris-
ing above a depression. He could see them
quite clearly, and he looked away from them
and then back again—and saw a doe dart
from cover.

He leaned forward, eves squinting, and
saw the head and shoulders of one rider come
in view, then another. “Is that them?”’ He
pointed. “There in that draw?”

Oldun shaded his eyes, muttered. “I
couldn’t miss that black gelding if I tried.”

Luther Bellamy came forward at a trot,
flanked on either side by two riders. Art
Dadar, a grizzled oldster, spat and said, “It
isn’t like him to come without all his crew.
Do you reckon he’s just feeling us out?”

“We’'ll find out soon enough,” Oldun said.

They turned to meet the five riders.

A minute later, Jess saw that one of them
was Otis. He glanced at Kirk. Kirk ap-
peared to be looking straight ahead, but he
must’ve caught Jess’s inquiring glance from
the corner of his eye, for he nodded.

“The cub changed sides.”

The rider to Bellamy’s right was the
Trinidad Kid, and the next man was Lew.
The fifth man, an ordinary cowpoke from the
looks of him, was a stranger to Jess.

ELLAMY reined in and sat stiffly in the

B saddle, his eyes ranging from one man

to the next. “Loaded for bear, I see.

A regular ripsnorter of an outfit! Four brands

and a mangy herd of longhorns. You figure
they’ll fatten enough to sell?”

He was an enormous man, thick-bodied,
with a heavy face and meaty lips that were
stretched now in a cheerful grin. Salt-and-
pepper hair grew low on his neck. His small
eyes were set close together, close to the thick
bridge of a nose that had been broken. His
black serge trousers were taut at the thighs
and, despite the mild spring weather, he wore
a black-and-white cowhide coat buttoned to
the throat.

Oldun said, “We figure they’ll fatten.”

“On my grass, huh?” Luther Bellamy’s
laugh rumbled in his chest. Then, suddenly,
he looked straight at Jess and pointed at him
with a thick finger. Is that the snotnose that
spoiled my party? Speak up, one of you!”

The Trinidad Kid had a bandage around
his right wrist. He glanced at it and said
sullenly, “That’s him.”

“What? A schoolboy, still wet behind the
ears! I'll lay odds on it! And you mean to
sit there and tell me you let him take you?”

Lew cleared his throat. “We didn’t know
he was in it, boss.”

Bellamy threw his head back and let go
a short burst of laughter. “I’ll be damned!”

Kirk said softly, “It isn’t that funny, old
man. And you were wrong about there being
four brands. There are five.”

“Five, is it? And where do you fit in,
friend? Where do you aim to settle?”

“The old Larner place.”

“Oh?” Luther Bellamy said. The cheer-
fulness vanished from his lips, and they
pressed firmly together. “I'll remind you,
friend, that when Larner pulled out I took
over his graze.”

Kirk took tobacco from his shirt pocket
and rolled a smoke before saying quietly,
“He had title. to a quarter section, and I
bought it from him. On top of that, I'm
taking what free grass he claimed as his.”

“Damn the quarter section! And damn
the law that says vou own it.” Luther Bella-
my jabbed his chest. “Around here I'm the
law, and don’t any of you forget it! Keep
to vour side of the creek or I'll run the
bunch of you out of the,country. If I ever
catch one of those mangy longhorns in with
my Herefords, he won’t live to reach market.
And longhorns aren’t all I'm talking about,
if you get my meaning.”

“We got it back in Rockville,” Kirk said
flatly. “And I for one didn’t take to it.”
He glanced briefly at the fifth man. “Next
time make it stick, or I'll come gunning for
you, old man. Not for your tinhorn gun-
slingers, but for you. Is that clear?”

“Ah!” Bellamy breathed, and reached for
his reins. “I can feel the way the wind’s
blowing, and there’s a storm coming for sure.
Lightning’ll flash and thunder’ll roar! And
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sure as hell 1'll be riding a bolt of that
lightning, so when the time comes, either get
your feet wet or stay under cover.”

He stared at Kirk with cold violence, then
shifted his gaze to Jess. “You made a mistake
coming here, snotnose. Neither man nor boy
bests me or mine, and I'm not forgetting. If
you want to live to reach voting age, clear
cut.”

Jess, his heart hammering, said, “Old man,
you talk too much.”

Blood darkened Bellamy’s face, but again
he laughed. “You're fast on the trigger In
more ways than one, huh? But just remem-
ber that the Kid’s arm is about healed, and
there’s plenty of room left in Boot Hill for
the likes of you.” He lowered his voice.
“Yeah, remember it—all of you remember
it.” He wheeled his horse around. “And
don’t ever forget it!”

He rode back the way he had come, the
others strung out behind him.

HEY pushed the herd onto Oldun’s grass
Tby nightfall, and next morning early they

started to take tally, to split the herd
four ways. Kirk collected his cut of thirty
head from each man, and when it was all
finished the trail hands were paid off. Na-
talie rode out from the ranch house late that
afternoon, as the men were getting ready to
head for town.

Jess, every inch of him covered with dust
and sweat, was surprised when she rode
straight up to him and said soberly, “I'm
sorry for the way I snapped at you the other
night. I didn’t know then what I know now
—that you saved Pop from getting shot.”

Jess’s heart pounded queerly. “It’s not
worth mentioning.”

“Pop’s life is too worth mentioning!” she
flashed. Then she grinned. “There 1 go,
snapping again.”

She was even prettier than he’d made him-
self believe. And though her pert face was
still that of a mischievous girl, the way she
filled her dungarees and cotton shirt showed
that she was ripening to healthy womanhood.

She smiled at him and continued, “You’re
really kind of shy, aren’t your”

She was not badgering him, or anything
like that, but just quiet and friendly. It

made him feel callow and at a loss. He said
lamely, “I ain’'t—haven’t been around girls
much.”

She pursed her lips. “Would you like to
come to supper tonight?”

Kirk rode over before Jess could answer.
The tall man grinned slowly at the girl and
sald, ‘“Well! You sure grew up while we
were gone. Next thing you know I'll be around
sitting on your front porch.”

“I’ll bet!”” she said, and wrinkled her nose
at him.

“Why, sure,” Kirk said softly. ‘“Then on
Saturday nights we’ll attend the dances round-
about and have ourselves a time.”

“You’re joking,” Natalie said. “I don’t
like men who make jokes.” She turned to Jess.
“Well?”

“Not tonight, honey,” Kirk said, having
obviously overheard her invitation. “The kid’s
coming to town with us. Bellamy said he was
still wet behind the ears, so we have to do
something about it for sure.”

“I can imagine,” she said, sniffing. Then
she turned her horse and rode away.

Kirk looked after her. “Nice,” he mur-
mured. ‘“Real nice.” He smiled mockingly
at Jess. “Would you rather have supper with
her, kid?”

“I'd as soon go to town.”

““Then get over there to the creek with the
rest of the boys and wash the scum off. T'll
be waiting.”

Washing, Jess had a moment of regret for
not having spoken up at Natalie’s invitation.
Then he thought of town and felt a stirring
of excitement. Tonight he’'d ask. Tonight
he’d know for sure if he would make a top
hand on Kirk’s crew.

cow towns they had passed along the

trail. There were the same false-fronted
frame buildings and saloons. Jess sat at a
back table with a glass of beer He had thirty
dollars in wages in his pocket now, but he
hadn’t yet asked Kirk for a steady job. Talk
flowed around him, and somehow he felt out of
it. Most of the crew were veterans of the trail,
and he guessed that now they’d been paid off
they would drift on to other jobs.

Cash Corey, a lanky man with a pock-

PIN E was no different from many of the
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marRked face, said, “I sure ain’t going south
this summer—it’s too hot. I might try it out
Montana way. I'll buy an outfit and do some
prospecting for a change, maybe strike it
rich.”

“This 1s the place to strike it rich,” Kirk
said. from where he was playing poker. He
flipped a silver dollar into the pot. “That
business of squatting - beside a stream and
panting for dust isn’'t for me. I'll sink my
money in beef every time.”

Minor Dow, a stocky man of fifty, said
in a dreamy way, “There were times during
the war when I'd’ve shot my best buddy for
a slice of beef. It’s hard to believe now.”

“Remember how it was in Texas right
afterward? Everything was shot to hell. Me
and a couple of other bovs made a living
running mavericks across the border. Man,
those senoritas! Have you ever been in old
Mexico, Kirk?”

“Let’s of times. I fought in one of their
revolutions. General Kirk, and that’s a fact!”
He laughed. “Man, that was when I ate high
on the hog.”

“You really aim to settle here?”

“That’s right.”

“You haven’t much of a start. You're
gonna be powerful hungry before ever you
drive a load of beef to the railhead.”

“I'll make out.” Kirk glanced at Jess, his
orin crooked. “Yeah, T'll make out,” he
repeated. “A railroad will be coming through
here one day, and when it does I aim to fill
those cattle cars full of Target beef.”

“That vour brand?”

“That’s my brand,” Kirk said.

Minor Dow and Cash Corey glanced at
each other. Then Dow said, his voice low,
“That’s rubbing shoulders with C in a circle,
isn’t 1t?"”" He looked at Kirk.

“Is it?" Kirk shrugged. “I never gave it a
thought. Funny, isn't it?”

Jess idlv dipped a finger in his beer and
drew a C in a circle on the table. He looked
at it a second, then made a circle of the C,
so that now he had a circle within a circle.
He rubbed it out absently, wishing he had ac-
cepted Natalie’s invitation to supper. It was
an hour later that Kirk pushed his chair back
and wandered over, the stub ot a cigar between
his teeth.

“Did Oldun offer you a job?"”

“J\TO.”

“All right. If you want a job, I'll give
you one. Thirty and found, and more if things
work out.”

=1 take. it.”

“Tomorrow’s Sunday. Better go buy some
new duds for yourself before the stores close.”
Kirk headed for the bar.

The big mercantile was still open, and
doing a brisk business. Jess made his pur-
chases and was ready to leave, when he saw
Natalie Oldun at the dry goods counter. She
had tossed a length of flowered pattern ma-
terial over one shoulder and was studying
the effect in a mirror, her head cocked to one
side, when she saw Jess coming up behind
her. |

When she turned he smiled and said, “How
was supper?’”’

She regarded him coollv: “Do vou carer”

He frowned. She was snapping at him
again. “Sure I care. I was wishing just a
while ago that I'd accepted vour invitation.”

“You could have said so instead of jump-
ing through a hoop when Kirk made up your
mind for you.”

He flushed. “You have it all wrong. [ was
half thinking of going in with the boys in
the first place, because 4 wanted to ask Kirk
for a job.”

“Did you ask him?”

“He just got through offering me one.”

“That’s nice.”

- He shook his head at her. “You sure like
to jump on people, don’t you?”

“l just didn’t like the way he planned
your evening,” she said. Then she smiled.
“You can come out tomorrow if you like.
Dinner’s at one.”

“I'll be there.”

When he got back to the saloon, he told
Kirk about it. The tall man shrugged and
said in an annoyed way, “All right, all right.
[ figured we'd push the herd to my place
tomorrow, but [ guess Cash and Dow and [
can handle it.

“Did you hire them, too?”

“Yeah.”

“Seems like a lot of men to handle a few
cows.”’

Kirk regarded him with narrowed eyes.
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Then he sighed. “Look, sonny, I'm paying
the wages, so suppose you also let me do
the worrying, huh?”

“I didn’t mean—"" Jess began.

“Yeah. And if you don’t like it you can
quit before you start.”

Jess stared at him. He said hotly, “I don’t
want to quit! All I was saying—"

“Forget 1t,” Kirk told him. He grinned
suddenly, punched Jess playfully in the belly.
“Maybe a home-cooked meal’ll do you good
after all those beans. Come on, I'll buy you
a drink.”

HEN JESS arrived at Oldun’s next
day, he learned that the dinner was

in the order of a celebration. There
were other guests—Kennedy with his wife and
two children, Dader and his son, and Tom
Faber and his family. Jess met Mrs. Oldun,
a large, pleasant-faced woman, and he took
to her right away. Natalie, in a green print
dress, her golden hair in braids and laughter
on her lips, seemed like no other girl Jess
had ever seen, and he couldn’t take his eyes
off her.

During dinner, Oldun said, “Nat tells me
yvou hired on with Kirk.” '

“That’s right. He hired Cash and Dow,
too.”

Faber laughed. “One man could run that
spread of his. He’s setting his sights mighty
high.”

“T reckon he’s remembering what Bellamy
said,” Kennedy remarked. “Alone, he wouldn’t
stand a chance against the big fellow.”

Oldun put his fork down on his plate. “That
isn’t the way to look at it, Pete. The bunch
of us have to stick together. Here’s how I look
at it: Art here’'s on Bellamy’s south boun-
dary, and if the man makes trouble for him
we should all jump in and back Art. Isn’t
that what we’'ve been saying all along?”

“I guess I wasn’t thinking about Kirk being
one of us,” Kennedy said. “But you're right,
Dan. If T know Bellamy, he isn’t finished
with us by a long shot, and if we have to fight
him we’d better stick together.”

“T agree with that,” Jack Dader said. Art
Dader’s son was built stocky, like his father,
square-faced and with a head of curly brown
hair. He was about twenty, deliberate and

slow-moving, and Jess had liked his looks at
first meeting. “If we stand by while the other
feller’s getting it, we're done for.”

“Well, we all have twice the beef now that
we had,” Oldun said, “and that’s gonna make
a difference. It’s money in the bank, boys,
Let’s drink a toast on it!”

After dinner, while the women washed
dishes, the men went out and pitched horse-
shoes and the children romped and played.
Jess asked Oldun the way to the old Larner
place. Then he thanked Mrs. Oldun for hav-
ing him as a guest. He was saddling his horse
at the corral when Natalie came up.

She smiled and said, “Did you have a
good time, Jess?”

“You bet,” he said, grinning.

“I’'m glad you’re going to stay in the val-
lev. Could you come again next Sunday? We
could go riding after dinner. I know where
there’'s a cave that has all sorts of Indian
writing on the walls.”

“Where’s that?”

“Up a canyon in the hills.”

“I'll sure make it if I can.”

She moved closer to him. His face felt
flushed and his hands were clumsy as he
leaned over to tighten the cinch.

“Jess?” she murmured, and when he raised
his head she kissed him quickly on the side
of his mouth, then stepped back, smiling un-
steadily. “That’s because of what you did
for Pop.”

He swallowed, his face red. “Best reward
I ever had.”

They walked slowly across the yard, Jess
leading his horse, his boots scuffing at the
ground. Shouts and laughter came from the
men pitching horseshoes; the women hushed
their gossip on the veranda as Jess and Nat-
alie came in sight.

“Well,” she murmured, “I hope you can
make it Sunday.”

“1H sure try.~

They smiled shyly at each other. Finally
Jess said, “I'd better get going.” He swung
into leather. “So long.”

“Bye, Jess.”

EAR sundown, he found Kirk’s cattie
grazing in a glade, one slope of which

abounded in live oaks, while well along
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the down slope cottonwoods and willows bor-
dered a shallow creek.

The smell of woodsmoke was in the air.
On a bench in the trees he saw the house,
a pole corral and a lean-to-shed. The house
was a box-like structure of unpainted boards
and a crude fireplace, from which smoke rose
and vanished in the twilight breeze. Kirk
came to the door to say that supper was on
the stove.

“We're eating and hitting the hay. There’s
lots of work staring us in the face tomorrow.”

There were only two bunks in the house,
and that night Jess spread his blankets on
the floor. Next morning, early, the four men
rode out and scouted Kirk’s domain to check
fences, water and graze. Kirk went to town
in the afternoon and bought a work wagon
and a team of mules, and he drove back with
a load of lumber, wire and tools.

Jess and Dow built two extra bunks before
dark, and Cash cooked supper. They talked
of this and that while they ate. Jess said,
“According to Bellamy, he took over this
spread. How come we didn’t see any of his
cattle today?”

Kirk explained that Bellamy had moved
most of his beef to high country the previous
week. “All his longhorn stock, that is. That
fipures close to eight thousand head. His
Herefords he keeps in a pasture by them-
selves, but he has no more than maybe three
hundred head of ’em.”

Jess mentioned the talk at Oldun’s table,
about the small ranchers sticking together.
Kirk listened, his face oddly impatient.

But all he said was, “Good idea. Bellamy’s
due to make a move sooner or later. Wonder
who he’ll hit first?”

It seemed to Jess that Kirk’s attitude was
somehow mocking. But then maybe that was
Kirk's way of meeting a situation. It was hard
to tell. If he was in sympathy with the
others, he had a strange way of showing it,
Jess thought.

They spent three days fixing fence, and on
Friday were hard at work enlarging the cor-
ral, when a voice hailed them. A rider
splashed across the creek, leading what ap-
peared to be a pack horse. Kirk tugged at
the brim of his hat to shade his eyes.

“That’'s Andy,” he muttered. Andy was

Dader’s hired man. “That’s no pack horse
he’s leading. There’'s a body across the
saddle!”

They ran forward as Andy pounded up the
slope at a trot. “It’s Jack, they got Jack!”
Andy yelled. He pulled rein, an expression
of stunned dismay riding his creased face.
“Three of ’em jumped us at Bellamy’s south
fence. It was that fellow Otis. He put the
barb in Jack, calling him names and cussing
him and his old man until Jack couldn’t take
any more. He slapped a hand to his gun,
and Otis shot him out of the saddle.”

Jess looked at the body and felt sick, re-
membering that only last Sunday he had
sat across the table from Jack Dader. He
said, “Where’s Art? Wasn’t he at the house?”

“He went to town this morning. That man’ll
o0 crazy when he finds out.”

“So Bellamy drew blood,” Kirk said softly.

“Maybe it was just Otis,” Jess said, not
certain. “Maybe he saw a chance to rile
somebody, and he did it.”

Kirk made an impatient gesture. “It still
goes back to Bellamy, regardless. Hitch up
the wagon, Dow. I never did like the sight
of a man face down across a saddle.”

small crowd surrounded the grave, silent

and grief-stricken. Art Dader, his face
chalky, emptied the first shovelful of earth
onto the coffin. Then he turned away blindly,
mounted his horse and rode toward the hills.
Just as silently, the others turned from the
grave and went to their rigs and horses.

Oldun spoke in a low, angry voice. “There
was a time, when I was set against shooting
and killing. But the way I feel now, it'd be
a pleasure.”

His wife took his arm. “Stop that sort of
talk! Only the mean ones take pleasure in
killing.”

Jess walked with Natalie to their buck-
board. She had cried, and now she looked
at him with swollen lids, but he noticed
sparks of anger in her eyes.

She said, “They called it self-defense, but
[ don’t believe it. Jack was good and kind,
and Otis was just the opposite. Stay away
from Otis, Jess. Pop says he has a grudge

'I"HEY buried Jack Dader next day. A

‘against you, and he’s not to be trusted.”
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“l never was one to look for trouble.”

She squeezed his hand. “You be careful.”

He helped her to the seat and walked to
his horse. Kirk, Cash and Dow had already
mounted. As Jess swung up, Kirk said casual-
ly, “He’s over at the saloon.”

Jess glanced at him and said nothing.

“Drinking and bragging,” Kirk went on.

Otis fired from a crouch,
a snarl of defiance on his face

‘“He isn’t alone, though.” He paused, looked
from one man to the next. “Did I hear one
of you say that we ought to get us a drink?”

“I’'m not in the mood,” Jess said shortly.

Kirk grinned tightly, and mockery edged
his voice. “Maybe it’s best. Like Bellamy
said, ‘Get your feet wet or stay under cover.’
I don’t blame you, kid. You'd better wait
at the hotel while we wet our tonsils.”

Jess flushed. Eyes blazing, he said, “I'm
not ducking for cover, if that’s what you’re
getting at.”

He glanced at Cash and Dow, but all he
saw in their faces was impassive curiosity.
Anger flickered in him, knocking aside the

B,

barrier of Natalie’s words. He touched his
horse with a spur.

“Let’s go!”

In town, Jess looped reins around the hitch
rack, he decided that after one drink he’d
leave. He wanted no trouble with Otis; he
had only wanted to prove to Kirk that he was
not afraid. They went inside. There were
half a dozen cowpokes at the tables, and Jess
guessed they were Circle-C men. They studied
the newcomers, glanced at each other,; then
looked toward Otis, who was at the -back end
of the bar.

Otis turned his head and gave a short, hard
laugh. “Look, who’s here!”

His face was flushed and his eyes had a
reckless shine to them. He had killed a man
and was feeling cocky, Jess thought. He saw
Otis’s gaze settle on him, and he looked
away.

“You boys been to a party?” Otis jeered,

and started along the bar toward them, bhis
gaze still on Jess. “Well, if it isn’t the son
who plugged the Trinidad Kid when he wasn’t
looking!”

Jess caught Kirk’s brief glance in the bar
mirror, but he didn’t know what to say, so
he kept silent. No one else had spoken or
made a move. He wished he had stayed out-
side, for he sensed suddenly that, if anything
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happened, it would be between him and Otis.
[t was almost as if this meeting had been
planned.

“Yeah, this son was damn lucky, and now
he has everybody thinking he’s fast with his
gun. But I've been wondering just how fast
he really 1s, and if at bottom he has a yellow
streak.” Otis laughed again. “Look at him,
drinking whisky like a man.”

Jess still said nothing. He knew why Otis
hated him. It was because, back at Rock-
ville, Otis had backed out of tangling with
the Trinidad Kid. He had been afraid, and
had as much as admitted it. Then Kirk had
fired him, and that must have stung. But now
that he had killed a man, and had a few
drinks under his belt, he felt courageous
enough to try to wipe out the memory of
his cowardice.

But Jess didn’t want trouble with him. He
felt certain in his mind that he was faster
with a gun than Otis, but that didn’t mat-
ter. It seemed he had always known in-
stinctively that he was fast on the draw,
from the time he was twelve and play-acted
at being a gunfighter with other kids around
town.

“Yeah, yellow,” Otis jeered. He stood about
ten feet away, and as Jess glanced at him
now, he crouched and slapped his hand against
the butt of his gun. Then he laughed.

Jess didn't move. He sensed that Otis
wasn't set to draw—not yet, anvhow. He
ﬁnished his drink and turned his back.

“Look at him,” Otis said contemptuously.
And then, with a sudden burst of rage, “Damn
it, look at me when I talk to you!”

Jess eased away from the bar.
he said to Kirk.

Otis came around to get between him and
the door. He said in a nasty way, “I want
you on your knees before you go, sonny.”

Kirk said sharply, “You gonna take that
from him?” _

Jess flushed. “I'm not looking for trouble.”

Someone laughed. Kirk said, “I'll be
damned.” He walked away, Cash and Dow
behind him.

Jess started to follow, and just then Otis
again slapped his hand against his gun butt.
But this time he drew it. “l said on your
knees!”

“Let’s go,”

He stood with the long barrel of his gun
pointed down, and sneered at Jess. “You
yellow sidewinder, what does it take to rile
you?”’

Jess suddenly had had enough. As he
turned, his arm blurred. Otis had only to
raise his gun, but he was too slow. The bullet
ripped it out of his hand, and he stood there
slack-jawed, blinking at Jess.

Jess holstered the Navy Colt. “Pick up
your gun and get out of here.” He turned
back to the bar.

Otis moved slowly to where his gun lay,
near the door. He glanced at Jess’s back
then bent to pick up the gun.

“Jess!”

Jess’s sinewy body twisted as Kirk shouted
the warning, and the Navy Colt appeared in
his hand as Otis fired from a crouch, a snarl
of defiance on his face.

The bullet tore through the bar near Jess.
Before Otis could fire a second time, Jess
shot him through the forehead.

Someone swore softly in the stunned sil-
ence. Jess, feeling sick at his stomach, took
a trembling breath as he holstered his gun.

He scarcely heard Kirk saying, “That does
it, kid. From now on Bellamy will know
where he stands.”

day. He knew he was shamed to face

them, and he had half a notion that he
wouldn't be welcome. He remembered what
Natalie had said about keeping away from
Otis, what her mother had said about only
the mean ones enjoying killing. He'’d had no
alternative but to shoot Otis in self-defense,
yet he somehow felt guilty about it just the
same.

The men spent Sunday working around the
ranch house. Kirk said he wouldn’t be sur-
prised if Bellamy showed up with his crew.
“He can’t afford to take this sitting down,
and he knows it. From now on we’d better
watch ourselves, and stick together.”

Jess began to notice a difference in the
way Cash and Dow regarded him. Before
this, they had treated him in an off-hand sort
of way, but after the shooting they showed
him a certain wary respect devoid of real
friendliness. It was as if at any moment they

JESS did not go to Oldun’s for dinner next
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expected him to turn against them.

Only Kirk didn’t change. And if he were
worried about what Bellamy would do in re-
taliation for the shooting, he didn’t show it.
For all that, Jess often caught a bemused
expression on Kirk’s high-boned face, as i
the tall man were wrestling with thoughts
too secret to divulge.

At noon on Wednesday, Art Dader rode
into the yard. His face was weary and drawn,
his voice toneless as he spoke to Jess at the
corral.

“I heard about the shooting, and I reckon
it’s worth a vote of thanks. I've been camping
in the hills, trving to make sense out of going
after the fellow myself.”

“I didn’t kill him on purpose.”

“You gave him a chance, which is probably
more than he gave Jack,” Dader said. “I don’t
think I would’'ve done the same.”

Jess stared at the stocky man. He under-
stood suddenly that Dader thought he had
gone to the saloon with the idea of killing
Otis. “I meant it when I said I didn’t go
looking for trouble.”

“He’s dead, and it makes me feel easier,”
Dader said, as though he hadn’t heard. With-
out another word, he turned his horse and
rode away.

It was the next day. They were stringing
wire across the mouth of a box canyon when
Luther Bellamy and his crew rode out of
the trees toward them.

Kirk dropped his hammer and said softly,
“This’ll be it, boys—a showdown, if 1 ever
saw one.” Excitement was in his voice, as if
he had been looking forward to this moment
eagerly.

There were twelve of them, Jess saw. He
recognized the Trinidad Kid, and saw that
the gunfighter no longer wore a bandage
around his wrist. Thev came on riding stir-
rup to stirrup, Bellamy a little in the lead as
though his pride demanded it, and there was
nothing cheerful now in his heavy face.

“There he 1s.”” He drew rein, his hard eyes
boring into Jess’s face. “The same snotnose
that spoiled the broth before! Kill one of
my own, will you? Snotnose, your grave’s
been dug, and you’ll be in it by this time
tomorrow. Stand to one side and drop your
gun!”

Jess didn’'t move. He looked carefully
along the line of men, then fastened his gaze
on the Trinidad Kid, who, at a nod from
Bellamy, swung out of the saddle and handed
his reins to Lew.

Kirk said harshly, “Hold it!” And then,
“What’s your beef, old man? You had one of
ours killed, and we evened the score. Isn't
that about the size of 1t?”

“You haven’t changed your talking ways,
have you?” Bellamy said. “Now I'll tell you
the size of 1t! From now on I'm running this
show, and vou’ve camped on my grass long
enough. You have an hour to pack your gear
and clear out, hear me? Now get on your
way, or get packed out of here across a

.saddle!” His eyes flashed to Jess. “And that

doesn’t include you, snotnose!”

Jess ignored him. He was watching the
Trinidad Kid, who had circled behind the
line of horses and now stood looking at him
from a distance of ten feet away.

The men were quiet now, and Jess could
feel their eves on him. He knew then that
nothing could stop it, and something within
him trembled and then became still. He
looked carefully at the Trinidad Kid.

There was nothing much to see on that
hatchet face. Then Bellamy said suddenly,
“Blast him!” The hatchet face tightened, and
a corner of the taut mouth jerked.

It was a small sign, scarcely discernible,
but 1t was enough. Jess saw the other’s shoul-
der dip, saw the Kid’s hand blur as he him-
self went for his gun. He felt the Navy Colt
buck against his palm, at the same moment
that something smashed his chest. His world
spun. He tried desperately to stay erect. He
thought he heard a hoarse roar of rage, and
then another shot, and then he slipped for-
ward into darkness.

and for a panic-stricken moment

thought he had gone blind. He tried to
move, and felt the bandages tight around his
chest and shoulder. Then he heard someone
rise from one of the other bunks, and then
light from a lamp brightened the room. He
blinked at an old man whose face was covered
with white beard stubble.

“Where am I?” Jess said weakly.

I IE WOKE up to darkness and to pain,
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“Don’t you know, boy?"

“T can’t remember.”

“You're right in your own bunk, boy,” the
old man said. “You got shot up a little ves-
terday, but you’ll make it. Now go back to
sleep.”

It scemed to Jess that he fell asleep before
the old man had finished speaking. For five
days and nights he was caught in the stupor
of sleep, and was aware only in a vague way
that at times he woke up and the old man fed
him. Twice someone changed his bandages,
hurting him, but even the pain seemed far
away and unimportant. He lay unmoving and
uncaring as time passed over him.

On the sixth day he felt the sun on his
face, and his mind cleared. He turned his
head and watched the old man puttering at
the stove.

He said, “Who are you?”

‘“Call me Koller,” the old man said.

“What happened?”

“I wasn’t here.” |
- “You must've heard,” Jess said.

“I heard,” Koller admitted. “You Kkilled
that feller. Got him plumb center, just as he
shot you.”

Jess stared at the ceiling as it all came back
to him in a rush. “What else?” he asked.

“Kirk killed Bellamy.”

So that was the shot he had heard before
he passed out. Bellamy was dead. Neither the
old man’s nor the Trinidad Kid’s death seemed
to mean anything one way or the other.

“What happened after that?”

“Kirk sent for the doc,” Koller said gruffly.
“A bullet caught you high in the chest, but
it was a clean wound, and didn’t touch the
lungs.”

“I mean, what happened? Where’s Kirk?”"

“He’ll be back in a day or so, most likely,”
Koller said. “Ask him what happened.”

Jess saw that Koller had no mind to talk
about it, so he didn’t press his questions on
the old man. But if Kirk was gone, so were
Cash and Dow, and Jess couldn’t help but
become restless with wonder.

Three days later, around noon, he awoke
and found Kirk sitting watching him. Kirk
hadn’t shaved lately, and his face was drawn,
his eyes red from lack of sleep. He said,
“How’re you feeling?”

“Pretty fair. Where’ve you been?”

A hard grin stretched Kirk’s mouth and
then was gone. “Working day and night. Did
the old man tell you what happened?”

“He said you killed Bellamy.”

Kirk rolled a cigarette. “That’s right. He
almost busted a gut when you dropped the
Trinidad Kid. He went for his gun, so I put a
slug in him.”

“Then what? Didn’t the rest of 'em put up
a fight?”

“Not after that. Seeing Bellamy drop took
all the fight out of 'em. So I had a little talk
with ’em, and all but two finally saw things
my way.’’

Jess frowned. “What way is that?”

Kirk studied his cigarette. He said care-
fully, “When a man sees his chance he has to
take it, kid. I saw mine and I took it. That
crew of Bellamy’s were only working for
wages. So, since it’s no skin off their noses as
to who pays 'em, 1 got 'em to work for me.”

“All of 'em? But you don’t have the cattle.”

“Didn’t have,” Kirk interrupted impatient-
ly. “What do vou think we’ve been doing all
week, playing leapfrog?”

“What kave you been doing?”

Kirk grinned. “You don’t know much about
cattle country, do you, kid? Listen. When
something happens to a fellow like Bellamy,
it’s each man for himself. Who owns those
cattle of his now that he’s dead?”

“His kin.”

“What kin?” Kirk said, annoved. “The wife
and son that might well be dead themselves,
as far as anyone knows? Now you listen. He
had three big herds up there in the high
meadows, and we're getting ours like every-
body else. Already the nesters up there are
cutting into his beef, not to mention the star-
vation spreads that are getting fat.” He blew
a stream of smoke and squinted through it at
Jess in a mocking way. “Get what I mean?”

Jess was bewildered. “Yeah,” he said un-
easily, “but it doesn't seem right.”
“Doesn’t 1t?” Kirk said shortly. “You'd

better think twice about that, kid. This past

week we put my brand on over a thousand
head, and tomorrow we’re driving half of 'em
across the county line, where I have a buyer
waiting who'’s willing to pay thirty dollars a
head. That’ll come to fifteen thousand, kid.
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Now do you see what I mean by grabbing
your chance? Any other way, it would’ve
taken me ten years to get where I am now.”

“That doesn’t make it right.”

“What are you, a Sunday school kid? What
do you think would happen to my cattle 1f I
got killed? I'll tell you what—every man able
to fork a horse would be out taking his cut.
You think those cowpokes of Bellamy’s didn’t
have it in mind when I popped the old man?
They did. And they’re getting their cut, too.

“That’s the way it goes, kid—dog eat dog.
If you don’t get it, someone else will. And
once you’ve got it and are in the driver’s seat,
you can give the orders.” He paused. “Take
you. A couple of months ago you were clean-
ing stalls. Now you’re worth something.” He
grinned. “Yeah, that’s right. I’m seeing to it
that you get your cut, too. So don’t worry
about a thing.”

Kirk went out after that, and Jess heard
him riding away from ‘the house. He tried to
think over what he had learned, and he had
to admit reluctantly that in a way Kirk was
right. Still, it was wrong for a man to take
what didn’t belong to him, and he felt sure
that a man like Oldun, for instance, wouldn’t
have touched a head of Circle-C beef. But he
felt too tired and disinterested to worry about
it now. A minute later he was asleep.

T WAS another week before Jess felt strong
' enough to sit in the sunshine. Then he

stayed an hour, and returned to bed thor-
oughly exhausted. Kirk came in with part of
the crew the following morning, but the men
stayed only long enough to wash and eat be-
fore heading toward town.

It was not yet noon when Oldun, Kennedy,
Dader and Tom Faber rode in. Jess was sit-
ting up in bed. He heard Koller saying gruff-
ly, “He isn’t here.”

“Is Jess inside?”

“Asleep,” Koller said.

Jess called out, “It’s all right, Mr. Oldun.
Come on in.”

Oldun came in, followed by the others. He
asked Jess how he was feeling, and Jess said
all right. Jess grinned, happy to see these men
again, but he sensed soon enough that they
had something on their minds. After a while
Oldun mentioned what it was.

“We came to have a talk with Kirk. We
know he’s been cutting into Circle-C beef, and
that’s his business, and we want no part of
it. But, with Bellamy gone, we have a right
to share what grass and water he claimed as
his. Did Kirk say anything to you about it?”

“NO-” .

“Well, Art here started moving some stock
across, and Kirk’s boys. were there to stop
him. It isn’t right. It’s no more right than
what Bellamy did when he was alive.”

Jess didn’t know what to say to that. He
thought perhaps Kirk meant to hold a meet-
ing to decide who should get what graze, be-
fore letting any beef cross the boundary. That
seemed logical.

He said, “I don’t know what to tell you,
Mr. Oldun. So I guess you’d all better wait
and talk to Kirk.”

Oldun grunted. “Well, then, we might as
well get going.” The others went out to their
horses, but Oldun lingered. “Nat asked me
to give you her best. She’ll be glad to hear
you’re feeling better.”

Jess swallowed. “That’s nice.”

“She was kind of upset because you didn’t
come around that Sunday she invited you.”
He paused, then added abruptly, “Did you
stay away because you shot Otis?”

“That was it.”

“I figured so. You were wrong, Jess. We
heard what happened, and how you tried to
keep from fighting him. But a man can only
take so much without branding himself a
coward. And if you hadn’t stood up to him,
you would never again have been welcome in
my house. You can believe me when 1 say
that.” He touched Jess’s shoulder and went
out.

When Kirk returned after dark, Jess told
him of the visit. Kirk grunted and pulled off
his boots. “All right, so what?”

“Did you tell the crew to keep Art’s stock
across the line?”

“That’s right.”

“But why?”

Kirk said irritably, ‘“Because if I let one
move in, they’ll all move in. Next thing you
know they’ll be squatting on my doorstep.”

“That’s not so, and you know it,” Jess said.

“I figured you first wanted to hold a meet-
ing'ﬂ
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“All right, all right.” Kirk tossed his shirt
and jeans on a chair and crawled into his
bunk.

“Isn’t that what you had in mind?” Jess
asked.

Kirk yvawned. “Look, kid, I haven’t had a
good night’s sleep in a week, so kindly shut
up.” He turned his face to the wall.

Jess lay in silence until Koller came inside
and went to bed. He didn’t like his thoughts,
and he dodged justifying them. But still, he
had to admit that Kirk had changed.
Troubled, he fell asleep. When he awoke next
morning, Kirk had already gone.

Two days later the doctor came for the last
time. “It’s healed nicely,” he said. “You're
young and healthy, and that makes a dif-
ference. Another week ought to see you up
and around. But don’t fork a horse too soon.”

It seemed to Jess that he gained strength
with each passing hour. He was hungry most
of the time, and had Koller grumbling,
“You've been eating more than any three men
I ever cooked for.”

Jess grinned. “You know your way around
a stove. Where'd you work before this?”

“Why, I was with Bellamy. Didn’t you
know?”

Jess looked at him. “No.”

“Well, you needn’t look at me like I stole
your last dollar,” Koller said gruffly. “A man
has to work in order to eat, even an old feller
like me.”

Jess hesitated. “Didn’t Bellamy ever men-
tion his family?”

“Nope. And don’t be asking me about
what’s none of my business.”

Jess realized then that Kirk had probably
been right about Bellamy’s crew. They had
probably thought little of the old man to be-
gin with, and had changed their loyalties with-
out any qualms. Jess went out and walked
slowly around the yard, thinking it over.
K hour later, wearing new clothes and

driving a spanking new buggy behind a
team of matched chestnuts. There were two
men with him. One was a red-faced man in
a stiff collar and a town suit, The other was

pudgy, and wore a black suit that had a star
pinned to the lapel.

[RK came from the direction of town an

Jess was sitting on the top corral rail as
they drove up. He saw them all looking at
him, as Kirk said something. The three men
entered the house, and came out about a halt
hour later, laughing at something one of them
had said. Kirk drove them back toward town.
He returned about dark.

“Was that the sheriff?” Jess asked.

“That’s right,” Kirk said. “He came out
from the county seat with the lawyer who
handled Bellamy’s affairs.”

“How come the sheriff didn’t question me
about the shooting?”

“I took care of that,” Kirk said. “Anvhow,
that man doesn’t give a damn one way or the
other.”

“What’re they going to do about Bellamy’s
ranch and cattle?”

“Did you say ‘ranch’?” Kirk asked mock-
ingly. “Bellamy didn’t have title to a foot
of that grass. He’s been squatting since he set-
tled here.”

“What about his cattle?”

Kirk grinned. “I bought ’em, kid. The
lawyer knew where Bellamy’s son lives, back
East. He sent a telegram saying the old man
had been killed, and suggested the fellow sell
out. Young Bellamy went for it, and the
lawyer and I made a deal.”

“What kind of a deal?”

Kirk pressed his lips tight together. “That’s
my business, kid.” He turned away, then
looked back. “You might pack your gear.
We're moving to Bellamy’s place in the
morning, lock, stock and barrel.”

It was a long, low log house with galleries
at front and back. The bunkhouse could sleep
twenty men, and there were three large cor-
rals and an enclosed pasture dotted with fat
Herefords. There was a cooking shed and a
stable, as well as a blacksmith shop and a
large tool shed.

Kirk showed Jess around. saying, “What
do you think, kid? Ever see a better layvout?”

“NO.H

Kirk gave him a brief glance of annoy-
ance. “Is that all you have to sav?” he
asked sarcastically.

Jess shrugged and kept silent.

“If a man were to hand you a hundred
dollars,” Kirk went on, “I reckon you’d throw
it back at him. What’s wrong with you, kid?
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You have the world by the tail, and you
don’t seem to realize it.”

“I was just thinking how many years it
took Bellamy to build this up.”

“What of it?” Kirk demanded.

“Nothing, I guess.”

Kirk laughed. “Well, cheer up. Put your
gear in that back bedroom and get settled.
As my foreman, you rate a room all to your-
self.”

“Fofeman?”

“That’s what I said. T made Cash range
boss, but you and I'll be working mostly to-
gether. You have a lot to learn, kid, and I'm
the man to teach you. All right?”

Jess hesitated. “All right.”

“We’ll be branding all next week, but you’d
better stick around here and get plenty of
rest. You still look like you need it.”

But Jess was restless, and felt he was well
enough to fork a horse. So next morning, aft-
er breakfast, he saddled a gentle mare and
rode in the direction of Oldun’s ranch, secret-
ly hoping for a glimpse of Natalie. He stopped
on the wooded rise above the house and
looked carefully around the sunny yard, an

odd feeling in his stomach, and an ache where
his heart should be.

HERE wasn’t a soul around the place as
he started down slope. Then, as he came

up to the porch, Natalie came outside
and studied him soberly.

“Hello.”

“Hello.”

There was an awkward silence, during
which he took his hat off and fumbled with
the brim, hoping she’d ask him to light down.

“You still look peaked,” she said. “How
do you feel?”

“All right.” He cleared his throat. “Are
vour folks around?”

“Mom’s visiting, and Pop’s out on the
range.”

“Everything all right?”

She hesitated. “I suppose.”

“What’s wrong, Nat?”

She looked straight at him. “Don’t you
know?”

“Would T be asking?”
“All right, T'll tell you,” she said, an edge

of anger in her voice. “It’s Kirk. I know you
admire him, and that he’s your boss, but I
have to say this about him: he’s no better
than Bellamy was, and maybe even worse.”

Jess frowned. “How do you mean that?”

“Pop and the others finally talked to him,
and he said there wouldn’t be any sharing of
what he now claims is his grass.”

“That’s hard to believe.”

“Is 1t?” She gave a short laugh. “Listen,
let me tell you about your boss. He had some-
thing like this planned right along, only we
were too stupid to see it. He had his brand
registered even before he suggested taking
cattle in lieu of wages, and he already had
title to Larner’s old place in his pocket.

“And then there’s the business of his brand.
I don’t know if you ever gave it a thought,
but he can cover the Circle-C with his Target
and no one will ever know the difference. On
top of that, the sheriff and Bellamy’s lawyer
were in town,”

“They were at the other place before we
moved.”

“Did you talk to the sheriff? Did he ask
you anything about the shooting?”

“No. Kirk said he took care of that.”

“I can imagine,” she said in a flat voice.
“Well, Pop tried to talk to the sheriff about
the graze, because he wanted it settled with-
out trouble, and the sheriff brushed him off
like he was no-account. But Kirk had the
sheriff and that lawyer eating out of his
hand.”

“Kirk bought Bellamy’s cattle through that
lawyer.”

“We know that. And we’re also pretty sure
Kirk paid him a nice bonus to settle the
deal.”

“What'’re you getting at?”

“You sure are dumb, Jess MacMurdy!”
she said hotly. “How many head of cattle
did he pay for? Maybe he paid for the Here-
fords, but we’re willing to bet odds that the
money he used he got from the sale of Bel-
lamy’s longhorns.”

Jess shifted in the saddle and stared at the
ground. All the doubts he’d had of Kirk
rushed once again through his head. But he
kept silent, feeling that his loyalty still be-
longed to Kirk,

“Well, that’s about the size of it,” Natalie
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said crisply. “And don’t think we’re going to
take it lying down. We have as much right
to that free grass as Kirk has. Who does he
think he is? First he claims to be on our
side, and then he turns around and steps into
Bellamy’s boots. T think it’s awful.”

“T guess I'd better get going,” Jess said.

“A good idea. You don’t look well enough
to ride.”

He thought he saw the beginning of tears
in her eyes, but before he could be sure she
turned, with a rustle of skirts, and entered the
house. :

ning about a week later. Jess had

worked around the corral after dinner
and, feeling tired, had gone to lay down in his
room. He fell asleep, and awoke hearing
voices. When he went out to investigate, he
found Kirk talking to the men on the front
gallery.

“Have you been riding?” Kirk asked him.

“A little.”

“That’s good.”

Kirk rolled a cigarette as Jess looked
around. He recognized some of the faces, but
was surprised to see Lew there. Lew grinned
at him.

“How goes it, kid?r”

“All right.”

“That was some shooting,” Lew said. “I’ll
bet old Trinidad’s in hell right now, wonder-
ing how it happened.” He guffawed. ‘At
least he won’t ever have to worry again about
being cold.”

“All right, all right,” Kirk said, annoyed,
“let’s stick to business. Oldun and his bunch
moved Dader’s stock across the line yester-
day.” He glanced at Jess. “Did you know
about it?”

”NO.H

“Well, T figure they knew we were in the
hills, and they tried it to see what we’d do
about it. And we’ll do plenty.”

“Why?” Jess said sharply.

Silence closed down on-him, and he felt
eyes staring, but he kept his own eyes steady
on Kirk’s face.

“What was that?” Kirk asked.

“We have more grass than we need. Why
not let the others share it?”

KIRK returned with the crew, one eve-

Kirk said flatly, “We’ll never have enough
grass. And I told you once why I'm not let-
ting anyone share it. If I let one man crowd
me, they’ll all be squatting on my doorstep.
Is that enough reason to suit you?”

“No. Because that’s the way Bellamy used
to feel.”

Kirk grinned briefly. ‘“Maybe he was right,
kid.”

Eyes flashing, Jess said, “You hoped for
this all along, didn’t you? Right from the
beginning. With Bellamy out of the way, you
could take over.” He tcok a deep breath.
“I’ve been a fool, believing in you, having
faith in you. I can see now that you even
used me. You wanted me to fight Otis. You
kept goading me, hoping I'd go in that saloon
and kill him, because you knew that if I did
kill him Bellamy would be forced to act.”
He stopped, his face flushed, his breath com-
ing sharp.

“Anything else, kid?” Kirk asked softly.

“Yeah,” Jess said angrily. “I think now
that you saw your chance and killed Bellamy
on purpose, not because he was going for his
gun. It was what you were waiting for, wasn’t
ite”

He saw Kirk’s eyes narrow to shts, saw
the mouth tighten, and he knew then that
he’d spoken the truth.

The tall man said in that same soft way,
“T made a mistake, kid. T don’t need you.
You’d better pack and clear out.”

Lew said quickly, “He’ll warn ’em,” and
looked at Jess. “I'll stop him.”

Jess stood there, feeling naked without his
gun. He saw Kirk eyeing him in a specula-
tive sort of way. “No, forget it,” the tall man
said finally. “I don’t give a damn if he does
tell ’em that at about this time tomorrow
we're taking over Dader’s place.” He grinned
flatly. “That’s where Bellamy made a mis-
take, kid. Maybe he was getting old. But he
sat back and waited for things to happen, in-
stead of acting. If he’d been smart, he would
never have let us push those longhorns into
the valley.”

“Let me take him,” Lew said, standing up.

“I said forget it. T owe him something, and
now I’m paying it back. You understand me,
kid? If you didn’t leave here alive, there
would be no one to wonder what happened
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to you. But I'm letting you go anyway. So
the score is evened, kid.”

Jess said nothing. He knew what Kirk
meant. The tall man had never forgotten that
Jess had saved his life.

Jess said, “It stuck in your craw all this
time, didn’t it?2” Then he looked at Lew. “If
you still want to take me after T get my gun,
you're welcome to trv.” He waited a second,
then went to his room for his gear.

T WAS dark by the time he reached
I Oldun’s place. Jess hailed the house.

Oldun’s ficure appeared in the doorway
at once, as if he had expected something like
this. Lamplight shone on the rifle he held in
his hands.

“If vou're here as vourself, vou're wel-
come. But if you’re talking for Kirk, you'd
best pull stakes.”

“I’'m through with him, Mr. Oldun.”

“Then light down and come in. Supper’s
still on the table, and the coffee’s hot.”

“I left before supper, so T can eat a bite.”

Natalie brushed past her father and waited
for Jess, with a tremulous smile around her
mouth. “You talked to Kirk?”

“T’'ll tell you all about it when we get in-
side.”

Jess talked while he ate. “Kirk wasn’t

funning,” he finished. “I guess he’s pretty

confident, and he means to take over Dader’s
place. I doubt if wanting that grass is his
main reason, though. What he really wants
is to make you people realize that he’s top
man, and to make it stick. He said as much
when he told me what he thought had been
wrong with Bellamy.”

Casey was there, and Oldun turned to him.
“Saddle up and warn the boys,” he said
grimly. “Tell ’em all to be here in the morn-
ing. If Kirk wants a fight, he’ll get one.”

Casey went out. Oldun said heavily, “Tt
isn’t what we want, but there’s no help for
it.”’

Mrs. Oldun spoke, her face creased with
worry. “Isn’t there, Dan? Men’ll be killed.
Is it worth it? Can’t we think of something
else?”

“Not and call ourselves men,” Oldun said
gruffly.

Jess strolled around the yard with Natalie

that evening. He said, “I never did get to
see that cave you were telling me about.”

“There’s time.” She hesitated. “Jess, I'm
proud of you for breaking with Kirk. It
wasn’t easy, was it?”

“T keep remembering what my stepfather
told me before I left home,” he said. “I guess
I'm just beginning to understand what he
meant about losing what makes living worth-
while, and how there’s more to most men than
meets the eye. I'd never before met anyone
like Kirk, any man with the confidence he
has. It’s hard to believe now that at bottom
he thinks only of himself. But I can recall

' things he said that should have warned me,

long before this. I guess I'm pretty dumb.”

“You're young, but you're learning. Folks
aren’t all that way, Jess.”

“T reckon not.”

“There’s good in most people. Do you be-
lieve that?”

“Sure.” He took her hand. “Let’s go to the
house.”

He was restless that night, and found it
hard to sleep. The thought of what Kirk had
planned stung him again and again. Now that
there would be a showdown, he slowly real-
ized that the tall man had made no idle boast
when he had told him his plans. Kirk had
come this far, and he would not chance spoil-
ing what he had.

Kirk was thinking wrong. Nor was it right
that others should suffer because of him.
When the men gathered next morning, Jess
had made up his mind.

The men had brought their families, and
the women and children would stay at Oldun’s
while the men were protecting Dader’s herd.

Oldun said, “There’ll be no shooting unless
they start it, remember that. If that man has
an ounce of sense left, he’ll act reasonable.”

The women listened with worried faces, but
kept silent. The reek of trouble had been
with them all during the time Bellamy lived.
Now that Bellamy was dead, another, strong-
er man had taken his place, and trouble faced
them in all its raw violence.

They ate an early noon meal, and then the
men saddled their horses and rode out. Jess
held back when he saw Natalie coming up.

She said, “You shouldn’t go, Jess. You're
not well enough.”
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“I’ll make out.”
“Please come back,” she said.

But once out of sight of the house, he

dipped below the rise of a hill and
worked his way north, taking his time. Two
hours later, he traversed a wooded slope and
tied his horse below the rim. Then he moved
forward at a crouch until he looked down on
Kirk’s holdings.

Three or four men lounged on the back
gallery. Two cowboys came from the bunk-
house and joined them. Before long, Jess
counted eleven men. Kirk came out and
talked to them for a while, then went back
into the house.

It was time. Jess worked his way down the
slope, keeping the barn between him and the
house, striding softly. He reached the pro-
tection of the barn and heard Koller busy
with his pots and pans in the cook shed. He
waited.

A door slammed. Looking past the edge of
the barn, Jess saw Kirk on the gallery, rifle
in hand. He said something, and men rose
and headed for the corral.

As Kirk came down the steps last, Jess
moved into view. He came forward slowly.
“You’re not leaving here alive, Kirk.”

Kirk whirled, his eyes set and staring. The
two men ahead of him stopped, saw who it
was, and called softly to the others.

“You’re doing wrong, and I won’t stand for
it,” Jess said. “And since the score’s even,
let’s get this settled.”

“Why, you damn crazy kid! What chance
do you think you have?”

“I’'m not worried about that. It’s you,
Kirk, the way it was Bellamy before you.
If I stop you, maybe the rest of these boys
will get some sense.”

“Sense is what you need.”

“Don’t talk so much. That was Bellamy’s
trouble, remember?”

Blood rushed to Kirk’s face, throbbed in
his temples. But he grinned. “Kid—" he be-
gan. Then he jerked the rifle up, one-handed,
and fired.

Jess had seen it coming, and he moved and
drew even as the barrel leveled on him. His
bullet took Kirk in the body. The tall man

I IE FOLLOWED the others at a walk.

swayed, still holding the rifle, still grinning.

“I’'ll be damned if you didn’t mean it,” he
said.

He suddenly levered a shell into the cham-
ber of his rifle. Jess said, “Don’t try it!” But
then he saw that Kirk was looking past him.
Jess turned at the slam of the shot, throwing
himself to one side.

At the corner of the barn, Lew dropped his
gun and pitched forward to the ground.

When Jess looked back at Kirk, he saw
that Kirk was down. He ran over, shouting,
“Kirk!”

Kirk’s face was gray. He looked up at Jess
and tried to hold onto the grin. “I haven’t
been the best, but T never did like to see a
man get shot in the back.” He took a ragged
breath. “You did mean it, didn’t .you? And
you'd do it again?”

Jess felt suddenly older and wiser. He had
learned what Kirk had never learned, what
the tall man had lacked, and he was the bet-
ter for it.

“T'd do it again if 1 had to,” he said.

There was the sound of hoofs, but Jess
didn’t notice. He was watching Kirk’s eyes
grow dim. '

“You won’t have to,” Kirk said. “Kid,
don’t think too badly of me.” The light went
out of the eyes, the jaw grew slack, the body
limp.

Jess rose. Something wrenched sharply in-
side him, and his eyes felt moist, so that he
had to blink before he could look around.

Oldun was there, and Kennedy and Dader
and the others, and they were watching Kirk’s
crew. But there was no hint of violence in the
air, nor would there be again in this valley,
Jess thought.

Oldun rode over. “It’s finished,” he said.
Then he added, out of deep worry, “You
crazy fool! If Nat hadn’t seen vou ride off
by yourself, if she hadn’t followed vou and
warned us—"

“Forget 1t.”

He saw her then, riding down the slope
leading his horse. “Jess!” she called. “Jess!”

And the promise of all their tomorrows was in
her voice.
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by TEDDY KELLER

CHUCK MOWBRY COULD easily get

romantic about Ellen . . . but a

man learning to be a cattle

rustler has no time for girls

step and built a smoke. Watching the

men dismount, he knew what was on
their minds, and he knew the decision that
faced him. Actually, the decision had been
made. He had only to justify it to himseli.

Burt Styles ducked under the tie rail. A
short, wiry man, his black stubbled face was
set in a baked-in frown. Close-spaced eyes
mirrored a dark, malicious soul. Waiting for
the other three men, he hunkered down at the
foot of the steps and spat tobacco juice be-
tween his boots.

“Any luck?” Chuck asked.

Burt cursed. “From the looks of it,” he
said, “your cows have had no calves. We've
been all over hell and gone. And if you think
your law-abiding neighbors aren’t helping
themselves to your beef, you’re plumb loco.”

“What’s the size of our herd?” Chuck
asked, watching the three punchers sit and
squat near Burt.

“We figure if you sold out every cow,” Burt
said, “you could just about pay our back
wages.”

Chuck’s match flared along the leg of his
Levis. Pulling smoke, he said, “Maybe that’s
what I'd better do.”

40

CHUCK MOWBRY sat on the top porch

Dangerous Decision

“Like hell.” Burt glanced toward the house
and lowered his voice. “Your sister still
herer” : |

Chuck shook his head. “They left three
days ago. I'd’ve ridden out to find you boys,
but the bank wanted to talk about money,
and a cattle buyer hit town, and I couldn’t
get away. I was In the corral saddling up
when I saw you boys riding in.”

“You know what you said,” Burt muttered.
“You said if we found out folks were stealing
from you, that we’d steal right back. Wages
aren’t enough, after waiting as long as we
have. We have a bonus coming.”

Chuck looked at each of the other men. Ed,
Shorty, and Jud nodded in agreement. Chuck



shrugged. What was the use of arguing?
Sure he could sell the cattle, but then what
good would the ranch be? He’d never had
such a run of luck. First there was the busted
leg that had laid him up most of the winter
and spring.

Then Nancy had showed up with little
Tommy. She’d been ready to go to pieces
because of big Tom’s sudden death, and she
needed a lot of attention. In the three weeks
they were there, Chuck had hardly been out
of the house.

“Well,” he said finally, “even in the Bible
it says to fight fire with fire.”

“Sure,” Burt said, “but you should have
started a long time ago. I figure some of the

calves that were stolen ought to be about
market size by now. Hell, I'll bet the Double
Deuce’s been stealing your beef for years.”

Chuck flipped away his cigarette and
grinned. Picturing the situation, stealing from
thieves, he felt mirth warming him. And he
realized he hadn’t done much laughing lately.
Oh, he had laughed a lot for Nancy’s benefit,
but that hadn’t come from deep inside. He
chuckled then, feeling good, feeling a return
of some of the old recklessness, the old happy-
go-lucky attitude.

“Well,” he said, “I guess we owe it to our-
selves to get back what’s ours. We can’t hang
any higher for rustling a hundred head than
for stealing one calf.”

41
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The three punchers whooped. Burt’s frown
relaxed to as near a smile as it would ever get.
And Chuck grinned. He wasn’t certain what
combination of events had decided him to
turn rustler, but now that the decision was
made, he regarded it with enthusiasm.

EARS ago. Chuck’s father had told him,
Y"Whatea—'er the job vou have to do. it'll

be twice the fun if vou do it with a
laugh.” And Chuck had laughed through
cood vears and bad. through Indian scares
and range disputes, through the Civil War and
storms and drought and a dropping cattle
market. It was onlv in the past few months
that this light-heartedness had deserted him.
He was glad now to welcome it back.

“Reckon we’d better have some running
irons,” Chuck said.

“We alreadv have e'm,” Burt told him.

The sound of a rattling buckboard cut him
off. He whirled around. Chuck stood and
peered down the road.

“Who’s that?” Burt rasped, pulling his
gun.

“Put vour gun away,” Chuck said. “We
haven’'t done anvthing vet.”

Burt turned, holstering the .45. ‘“Mavbe
we’d better pull out.”

“What're vou scared of?” Chuck asked.

“It doesn't look good,” Burt said. He
turned and stared at the approaching buck-
board. “This time of vear vour crew ought to
be out on roundup. It doesn’t look good for
us to be here.”

“Maybe not,” Chuck admitted.

“Hey,” Burt velled suddenly, “It’s the
kid.”

Alarm tingled up Chuck’s spine. He fixed
his gaze on the buckboard. That mop of
blond hair could belong only to Tommy.
Chuck stepped off the porch. Burt swore vio-
lently. They all ctood and watched the buck-
board clatter off the road. up the drive and
into the vard.

“Uncle Chuck,” Tommyv cried, jumping
down.

He ran to Chuck, eyes brimming. and threw
his arms around Chuck’s middle. Pushing his
face against Chuck’s belt, he began sobbing
heavily. Chuck picked him up and carried
him back to the buckboard. A storekeeper
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from town sat in the wagon. He flapped the
rems nervously.

“What happened?” Chuck asked.

The man cuffed his hat back and mopped
at his brow. Then he stared at his hands,
avoiding Chuck’s gaze. Finally he said, “It
was in Beaver Canyon, two days ago. The
stagecoach busted a wheel. Evervthing but
the horses fell five hundred feet to the river.
It killed the driver and two passengers. The
guard and the boy were the only ones who
came out alive, and the guard’s all busted up.”

“Nancy?” Chuck breathed.

“That’d be vour sister? They buried her
yesterday over at Twin Forks.”

Chuck swallowed hard and found his own
vision misting. He held Tommy tighter. The
bov’s sobs welled from deep inside, racking
the small body.

“That’s a brave boy,” the storekeeper said.
“It’s the first tear I've seen out of him.”

“Thanks for your help,” Chuck said.

The storekeeper nodded and smiled. “Take
care of that button. He’s a spunky one.”

The buckboard wheeled and rattled up the
drive.  Ignoring the men, Chuck moved
around the house, stopping at the corral.
Tommy’s sobs eased. The boy straightened in
Chuck’s arms and rubbed at his eyes. He
sniffled. Chuck handed him a red bandana,
and the boy blew hard.

“It’ll be a while till supper,” Chuck said.
“How would you like a ride on the buckskin
mare?”

The boy’s face brightened.
Chuck,” he said.

Chuck set him on top of the corral fence,
climbed up beside him, and helped him down
on the other side. Together they saddled the
horse. Tommy swung up eagerly eyes shining.
Chuck opened the gate, and Tommy rode out.

“Don’t go far,” Chuck shouted.

Tommy waved, then clucked to the horse.
The buckskin shook her head and leaned into
an easy lope. Chuck closed the gate. Leaning
there, he watched boy and horse gallop to-
ward the foothills.

YOIT’RE gonna have to get rid of the kid,”

“Gee, Uncle

Burt said sullenly.
Chuck turned. Burt stood near him,
looking after Tommy. Chuck shoved away
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from the fence and headed for the house. He
said, “I'm afraid this changes everything.”

“It don’t change anything,” Burt said,
moving after Chuck.

Chuck circled the rambling house and sat
again on the front steps. He took out the
makings. Burt and the others watched close-
ly.

“No use stalling,” Burt said, moving to
stand directly before Chuck. “You have to
get rid of that kid. Tt’s too risky having him
underfoot. He might see too much. He
might talk.”

“I'll take care of Nancy’s boy,” Chuck
stated. Staring blankly ahead, he whipped a
match along his pants.

Burt cursed bitterly. “Your sister had no
business getting herself killed.”

“That’s enough,” Chuck snapped. He
pulled deeply at his smoke. “I said this
changed everything.”

“And I said it didn’t,” Burt insisted. “You
owe us money.”

“I'll sell what I have to.”

“Maybe we want interest on what you owe
us.”

“I’ll sell more.”
“How are you gonna support that kid if you
sell everything?”

Chuck inhaled smoke and said, “I don’t
know.”

“There’s no way out for any of us,” Burt
sald, hunkering down, “except what we fig-
ured out.”

“No,” Chuck said.

Burt glanced back to the others, then faced
Chuck. He said, “You gave us your word.”

Chuck stiffened and stared at Burt. Then
he flipped away his cigarette and paced the
length of the porch. He tried to remember
what he had said, but Tommy’s arrival and
the tragic news had blotted out recollections.
Finally he stopped and regarded Burt for a
long moment.

Then he said, “If T gave my word, T’ll stand
by it.”

“Okay,” Burt said derisively, “vou stay
here and play nurse maid. We'll handle the
rest.”

The four men mounted and rode around
to the rear of the house. Chuck heard them

moving about the storeroom. In a few min-
utes they pounded toward the hills. Chuck
sat on the steps and smoked. Only now did
he let himself think about Nancy.

Again the lump swelled into his throat. His
eyes misted over and he buried his face in
his hands. A thousand bitter-sweet memories
flashed through his mind—Nancy’s pigtails
and rag dolls, their scraps, the way she han-
dled a horse, her stiff backbone when their
mother and father had died, her first beau,
and her last.

“Uncle Chuck.”

He stood and saw Tommy and the buck-
skin heading for the corral. The boy walked
the horse, remembering his lessons. He rode
well. Already his cheeks glowed. And Chuck
found consolation in the fact that Nancy had
not lived to see her brother turn outlaw.

Together Chuck and Tommy unsaddled the
buckskin and rubbed her down. The boy bub-
bled with enthusiasm. Chuck, who couldn’t
have talked, didn’t need to. Tommy praised
the horse, and told where he had ridden and
what he had seen.

“You like the buckskin, don’t you?” Chuck
asked as they walked to the house.

“Oh, yes,” Tommy said. “She’s beautiful.”

Chuck hesitated only a moment, wondering
where the idea had sprung from. He said,
“You know that school is still going on?”

“Yes, sit.”

“Tell you what. If vou'll go to school and
help your old uncle around the place, you
can have the buckskin for your own.”

“Uncle Chuck!”

Tommy hugged Chuck and squealed with
delight. Then he broke away and ran to the
corral. He stood there gazing in awe at the
buckskin mare.

IDING into the schoolyard next morn-
R ing, Chuck tried to shake off the feeling
of guilt. All night he had told himself
that Tommy should be in school, that he
should meet other children his own age. But
now Chuck could think only that he was get-
ting Tommy out from underfoot. Nancy’s
boy was in the way.
They swung down from their mounts at the
tie rail. Chuck watched while Tommy loos-
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ened his cinch. Then they turned toward the
school house as a bright voice asked, “Which
cne of you is to be a student here?”

“Me.” Tommy called.

Chuck blushed. The color deepened when
he saw the girl standing on the school steps.
She was small, and she stood with hands on
hips, smiling. Brown hair fell in waves to the
shoulders of her simple gingham dress. A
spark danced deep within her dark eyes, and
the smile widened her generous mouth.

“I’m Ellen Harkness,” she said. “I don’t
believe I know either of you gentlemen.”

Chuck halted at the foot of the steps and
swept off his hat. “I’'m Chuck Mowbry. This
i1s my nephew. Tommy, say hello to Miss
Harkness.”

Tommy dipped his head in a slight bow
and said, “I’'m glad to meet you, Miss Hark-
ness.”

“On second thought,” Chuck said, “mayvbe
Tommy’d better run the ranch and I'll go to
school. His manners are best.”

Miss Harkness laughed as tf she meant it
and said, “Tommy, vou run inside and meet
the others.” She paused until he had disap-
peared. Then she said, “Please tell me about
him.”

Twirling his hat nervously, Chuck began
to tell about Tommy. He blurted the story
awkwardlv. Then abruptly, the teacher’s in-
terest calmed him, and he finished with ease.

“How terrible,” she said: “It’s a tragedy
for a bov so young to have gone through so
much. But I'm glad he had someone like you
to care for him and love him.”

The word “love” set Chuck to twirling his
hat again. He realized with a start that he
had never been in love. And he knew that
it wouldn’t take much to put him in that con-
dition about this teacher.

“Miss Harkness,” he said, “I—7”

“Please.” She smiled again, and glanced
behind her. In a lowered voice, she said, “It’s
all right for the children, but don’t you call
me miss. It makes me feel old.”

“Ellen,” Chuck said. “I don’t know much
about Tommy’s schooling, but I figure if any-
body can take care of him, you can.”

“Thank you, Chuck,” she said. “I’m sure
we’ll get along fine.”

She hurried into the school then, and Chuck
mounted and rode out. The vision of her
smile moved before him. He began picturing
her on picnics in the hills, in a buggy beside
him along the river. He was unsaddling in
the corral before he remembered. He was a
rustler now. FEllen Harkness was forever be-
yvond him.

The thought jolted him. Things had hap-
pened so fast that he hadn’t had time to reck-
on the consequences of his decision. Now he
wondered how he had ever let himself be
swayed, even for a moment. He knew of no
outlaw in this part of the country who had
ever escaped justice. The most vivid memory
of his childhood was the sight of three cattle
thieves hanging from the limb of a cotton-
wood.

Through a long morning, Chuck paced the
porch, the long living room. Had he given
Burt his word to turn rustler? He remem-
bered saying something about fighting fire and
about running irons. But when had he prom-
1sed to steal?

The more Chuck thought about it, the
more he was certain that he was in no way
bound to be anything but honest. If Burt had
misinterpreted something, then Burt must be
straightened out. The sooner Chuck told him,
the better.

He saddled, wondering where he would find
the men. He could-start with the high mead-
ow. He hadn’t ridden up there for so long he
couldn’t remember the last time.

When was it? There’'d been the broken
leg, and before that he had been busy around
the corral all the time, keeping the horses fit
for Burt and the men. It must have been
almost two years since he had ridden up to-
ward the high meadow. Burt had met him
there. They had been about to ride on up
when they heard gunfire. They had inves-
tigated and found nothing. And then it had
been too late in the day to head for anywhere
but home.

HUCK swung into the saddle. Even if
C he didn’t find the men it’d be good to
ride his range again. He had just closed
the corral gate when he heard a hard-pushed
horse. He hipped around in the saddle. The
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buckskin pounded toward the house. A horse
and a wildly bouncing buggy followed close
behind. Chuck dismounted.

The buckskin slid to a stop, and Tommy
hit the ground running. Puffy eyed, tear
streaked, he dashed to Chuck and threw his
arms around him. He whimpered and choked
and held on. Chuck tousled the boy’s hair
and watched Ellen climb from the buggy.

Taking Tommy in his arms, Chuck walked

“Why can’t you be Davy Crockett
like the other kids?”

to the tie rail. He said, “Looks like school’s
out early today.”

“T dismissed at noon,” Ellen said, eyes
snapping. “We almost had a riot.”

Another crisp gingham dress molded her
slender, supple body. Chuck was torn between
admiring her and finding what the trouble
was. He led the way to the porch.

“Uncle Chuck,” Tommy said, his voice
small, “they said at school that you aren’t an
honest rancher. They said you hired gun-
slicks instead of cowboys.”

Shock tightened Chuck’s lean frame. Ab-
sently, he motioned Ellen to a chair, then put
Tommy down and sat on the steps. A tremor
ran through his fingers as he built a smoke.

“Is that what people think?” he asked.

)

“They’re only children,” Ellen said.

Chuck fired up his smoke. “Kids usually
say what their folks say.”

“Is it true?” Ellen asked.

Tommy stamped a foot and said fiercely,
HNOIH

Over his cigarette, Chuck caught Ellen’s
sharp glance. He dug a hand into Tommy’s
hair. “You rode in here awfully hard,” he
said to the boy. “Don’t you think you’d bet-
ter take care of your horse? Go for a ride.
You have all afternoon.”

“Sure,” Tommy said, smiling. He moved
quickly away, then halted and regarded his
uncle soberly. “It’s not true, is it?”

“Tommy,” Chuck said, laughing, “do I
look like a bank robber or a rustler or some
other hardcase?”

“Nope,” Tommy said. Then, grinning, he
hurried to his horse.

Chuck watched boy and horse out of sight.
Then he faced Ellen. Her expression gave him
a start. She was all serious, and maybe even
just a little mad, and some peeved, too.

“Chuck, I'm not accustomed to letting
school out at noon,” she said coldly. “I want
to get to the bottom of this.”

“What happened?” Chuck asked.

“I introduced Tommy to the other chil-
dren,” she said, “and told them he was your
nephew. You never heard such whispering.
It went on all morning. Then, at noon, the
minute Tommy stepped outside, the others
began tormenting him. They said what Tom-
my told you—and a great many worse
things.”

Chuck shrugged. “Where do they get such
ideas?”’

“As you said—from their parents.” Ellen
paused. Then she continued, “Tommy start-
ed fighting them, but they ganged up on him.
I couldn’t stop them. All T could do was get
him to his horse and then follow him home.”
“He’s a fighter,” Chuck said, grinning.

“He has enough spunk and raw courage for
ten boys,” Ellen said. “And he’s smart, too.
It didn’t take long to see that. He has a
good head, and he’s mature beyond his years.”

“He had to grow up fast,” Chuck said,
thoughtfully.

Ellen sat rod stiff in her chair. “He’s been
through a lot. He’s not going through more.”
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“What do you mean?”

“I mean Tommy’s had his share of trag-
edy,” Ellen said heatedly. She jabbed a finger
at Chuck. “No uncle or anybody is going
to cause that boy more heartache. If what
those children said about you is even close
to the truth. I'll steal Tommy away from you.
He deserves better than being brought up with
a gang of toughs.”

Chuck ground his cigarette under his boot
heel and gazed at Ellen for a long moment.
Determination locked her jaw in a firm line,
and spunk and courage flamed deep in her
eyes. She would do what she said. Suddenly
Chuck knew what he had to do.

Standing, he said, “Tommy will stay here.
After today he and 1 will be alone on the
place.”

“Then you do have outlaws working for
you.”

“No, I don’t think so, ma’am,” Chuck said.
“They may be mean, but they’re good hands.”

others, about his broken leg, about
Nancy, about his diminishing herd.
Only as he talked did he begin to realize to
what extent Burt had run things for almost
two years. When he had finished, he sat and
rolled another smoke. Ellen left her chair
and strolled the porch.
“Your father must have been an honorable
man,” she said.
Chuck nodded.
“And most of the people vou know are
honest, aren’t they?”
IIYES?m'H

B RIEFLY he told her about Burt and the

Ellen faced him and smiled sympathetically.

“Chuck, you’re a trusting fool. Because of a
broken leg, and things to do here, and busi-
ness in town, you haven’t seen most of your
range for a long time.”

“Just the low meadow,” Chuck admltted
“That’s where what stock we have left is
rounded up—maybe a hundred and fifty
head.”

“And you’re perfectly willing to take Burt’s
word for it that your neighbors have been
stealing from you.”

She walked to the end of the porch and
stood gazing back to the hills. When she
turned, Chuck said, “There’s no reason for

him to lie. If T have no cattle, nobody gets
paid.”

“What if he had lied?” Ellen asked, turn-
ing. She sat on the porch railing and said,
“Suppose he’s been lying to you all this time.
Suppose he’s crooked. What then?”

“But he isn’t,” Chuck insisted. “A cow-
poke doesn’t cheat the man he works for.”

“But suppose,” Ellen repeated. ‘“What
then?”

Chuck pulled thoughtfully at his cigarette,
then stomped it out. Something knotted
in his stomach. He glanced sharply at Ellen.

“Why,” he said, “if Burt were a no-good
sidewinder, he could’ve becn stealing from our
neighbors all this time. And he’d’ve tried to
talk me into this rustling deal just to get his
money—Dbecause he couldn’t sell the beef any-
where close without folks getting suspicious.
But, as a ranch owner, I could sell it.”

“And maybe then he’d kill you,” Ellen
said, “to get all the money.” She paused,
then asked, “Could that account for the fact
that your cows haven’t calved?”

“Sure,” Chuck said. Anger pushed him to
his feet. “The high meadow—that must be
where he’s been keeping the cattle he stole.”

Ellen turned to lean on the railing and peer
toward the hills. “I didn’t think any four
men could rustle that much beef overnight.”

Chuck ran to her. Cattle streamed from
the timber and out across the low meadow,
and he could make out even more in the trees
stretching far up the high meadow trail.

“If T were you,” Ellen said, “I’d ride for
town and get the sheriff.”

“I can’t leave you here. You go to town,”
Chuck said.

“Neither one of you is going anywhere.”

Chuck wheeled. Burt stood in the living-
room doorway, his gun in his hand. Smirking,
he stepped onto the porch. Jud followed him,
carrying Tommy. The boy was securely bound
and gagged.

“Too bad you had to go and figure every-
thing out,” Burt said, moving warily to the
end of the porch. He snatched Chuck’s gun.
Backing to the edge of the porch, he leaned
his shoulder against a post and laughed deri-
sively. “Now I’'m gonna have to watch you.”

“You can’t keep Elleen here,” Chuck said.

“Don’t worry about me,” she said. She
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took a step forward. “Tommy, are you all

right?”

The boy nodded vigorously, and kicked
back at Jud. The man rapped knuckles on
Tommy’s head. Chuck strained forward.

“Hold it,” Burt snapped. “You sit down
and relax. None of you is going anywhere
till tomorrow. Then Chuck and T are gonna
ride to town and get a cattle buyer to come
out here. After I get the money, then T'll
figure what comes next.”

“You'll kill us,” Ellen said.

“I'll kill you and the kid if Chuck tries any-
thing.”

Ellen held herself erect. “You’ll kill us
anyway as soon as you get the money. Why
don’t you do it now and get it over with?”

“Aw, now,” Burt said, then broke off. A
cold hght ghnted in his eves. He glanced to
his companion and laughed.

“Maybe that’s a good idea,” he said. “It
might look suspicious if all three of you died
together. Cover ’em, Jud.”

Jud set Tommy down and pushed him

awayv, then whipped out his gun.

C him. Then he turned to the tie rail.
Burt was on the off side of the buggy.

He tinkered for several minutes, then came

back to the porch.

“Git in, ma’am.,” Burt said.
for a little ride.”

“No,” Chuck said.
that

“Shut up!” Burt shouted. He pulled out
his gun and snapped a shot into the floor at
Tommy’s feet. He rasped, “Schoolmarm, if
you aren’t in that buggy in ten seconds, I'll
shoot the boy.”

Chuck sagged helplessly against the rail-
ing. Futilely, he remembered his father’s
loaded guns—the Sharps .50 and the cap-and-
ball Colt—which still hung over the mantle.
But he could only watch Ellen.

She kissed Tommy’s forehead, smiled
bravely to Chuck, and went down the steps.
Burt moved beside her. He made a grand
bow and handed her up. As she seated her-
self, he sprang up, swinging his gun. It
sliced down across her head. She slumped in
the seat. Burt whacked the horse’s rump,

HUCK pulled the boy close and untied

“You’re going

“Burt, you can’t do

yelled, and fired his gun into the air. The

horse reared and bolted.

Chuck gripped the porch post in blind fury.
He saw both Burt and Jud slapping their
legs, roaring with laughter, watching the
flight of the buggy.

He muttered, “C’mon, Tommy,”
the railing, and raced to the corral.

Chuck had the gate open before he looked
back. Tommy was trving to get up from the
ground, but Burt sprawled on him from bhe-
hind. Tommy must have fallen while jump-
ing from the porch.

“Go on!” Tommy screamed.

“Stop or I'll kill the kid!” Burt velled.

The gamble flashed through Chuck’s mind,
and instantly he weighed the odds. If he got
through, Tommy would be Burt’s only hos-
tage. If he didn’t make it, both Tommy and
Ellen were doomed anyway.

Leaping to the back of a roan stallion,
Chuck yelled and dug heels into the horse’s
flanks. The roan lunged for the gate. Knee-
reining. Chuck guided a wide circle past the
porch. Guns exploded. A bullet sripped a
bit off the roan’s mane. Another slug tugged
at Chuck’s billowing shirt. |

Then he was clear. The horse pounded up
the drive and onto the road. Chuck bent low,
urging the roan on. The big animal length-
ened his stride. Ahead, the buggy bounced
crazily along the rutted road. -

Now the road swung along a creek. Wet
rocks glistened under the bright slanting sun.
Chuck could see a buggy wheel begin to wob-
ble. He yelled to the roan, slapped its rump,
and praved.

Slowly the gap closed. But now the buggy
was lurching with the violent wobbling of
the wheel. At any moment the wheel might
fly off, pitching Ellen onto the rocks of the
creek.

Chuck cried out to the horse. The roan
lunged, and its head came abreast of the rear
buggy wheels. Then the horse was even with
the buggy, and Chuck saw Ellen’s limp body
jerking from side to side. Once more he
shouted to the roan. The big horse surged
forward. Chuck kneed him in close, and
jumped.

He got a leg over the buggy horse. For an
instant he fought for balance, groping fran-

vaulted
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tically for the reins, missing, then catching
them. Bracing, he hauled back hard. The
horse slid and then stopped. At the last turn,
the buggy wheel dropped off.

Whistling for the roan, Chuck jumped
down and darted to the bugey. Ellen stirred.
Her eves fluttered open and fright flooded
them.

“You’re all right,” Chuck said. He helped
her to a sitting position in the crippled buggy.
Then he said, “I hate to leave you, but T have
to get Tommy out of there.”

He turned, sprang onto the roan, and
smiled down at Ellen. She was holding her
head groggily, but she managed to muster a
smile. Her lips formed the words, “Thanks.”
Chuck spoke to the roan, and the horse
leaped into an easy gallop.

Halfway back to the ranch, Chuck veered
off the road and into timber. He dismounted.
Then, pointing the roan toward home, he
slapped its rump. The horse swung around the
timber at a lope. In a few minutes he’d be at
the corral. Again Chuck was gambling. Burt
might figure the horse had gotten away from
Chuck. But he also might think Chuck had
been thrown, might even guess that Chuck
and Ellen had died together. If so, it would
make him relax his guard.

OVING through the timber, Chuck
halted at the opposite edge. Only

now did he realize how wide a hun-
dred yards of open ground could be. He had
a clear view of the house, but those in the
house could spot him as easilv. He would
have to wait till it was dark.

The sun dipped behind the hills to the
west. Bits of clouds absorbed the fleeting rays
of sun and turned from white to pink, then
red and orange. Slowly the cloak of night
pushed across the sky from the east, gently
snuffing light from the clouds.

Chuck lay on his belly and watched. Shor-
ty and Ed rode wearily to the house. Jud sat
on the porch steps with a Winchester across
his lap. Burt checked with Jud repeatedly.
And always Burt had a handful of Tommy’s
hair and was dragging the boy after him.
Chuck fought down the desire for a smoke.

Abruptly, full darkness lay over the land.
Lamps came on in the house. Voices drifted

from the porch, and Chuck knew the guard
had been changed. He gathered himself in
a crouch and slipped silently from the timber.

Already the eastern sky glowed with the
promise of a full moon. Chuck woula have
little time. He quickened his pace, but
paused from time to time, ears straining,
heart pounding. At one stop, as he crouched
in the grass, his hand closed over a rock. He
picked it up and carried it along.

The darkness had become a thick, almost
tangible curtain. He pushed on through it.
Then the black hulk of the house loomed
against the skyline. He dropped to hands
and knees. A lamp flared in the house,
splashing light almost at Chuck’s fingertips.
He backed and circled it.

Suddenly his boot scraped over a patch
of rock. The guard stirred. He stood and
towered almost over Chuck’s head. Chuck
held his breath. The guard took a step.
Chuck leaped, swinging the rock in his hand.
The guard groaned and slumped forward.
Chuck had snatched rifle and sixgun almost
before the man hit the ground.

“Shorty?” Burt called from inside.

Chuck peered wildly into the dark. He
took a step toward the house, then froze. An-
other figure loomed out of the darkness.

“Hey, Burt!” It was Jud’s volce. “It’s
Chuck!”

Jud’s gun stabbed fire, and a bullet seared
across Chuck’s ribs. Boots pounded inside
the house. Chuck snapped a shot and jumped

aside. Jud’s gun answered.

Again Chuck weighed his chances. Jud
blocked his escape around the house, and his
chance of dropping Jud, in the dark, was
small. In a moment three men would face
him. He wheeled and raced toward the drive.

Running, he held the .45 behind and fired.
Then he swerved sharply, trusting to instinct.
He dived headlong, and rolled behind a low
bush just as Burt and Ed burst from the
house.

“He was headed for the road,” Jud shout-
ed. Pointing, he said, “He took a shot at me
from right there.”

‘“He’s all through,” Burt said, wheeling to
the door.

In a moment he reappeared, dragging Tom-
my by his hair. He crossed to the steps and
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shouted, “All right, Chuck, we know you’re
out there. You have ten seconds to give your-
self up, or I start hurting this kid.”

“Don’t do it,” Tommy cried. “Don’t sur-
render.”

“Shut up,” Burt grated, and slapped the
boy. Then he shouted, “You heard me,
Chuck. Ten seconds.”

Chuck rolled to his side. Facing the drive,
he cupped his hands to his mouth and called,
“I’'m coming. Don’t hurt the boy.”

The men still peered to the drive. They’d
expect Chuck to come from there. He
crouched again.

Putting down the Winchester, he loaded the
sixgun full. He stepped out quickly. He was
within almost spitting distance before they

spotted him.
S Burt heaved around, cursing. In that

moment, Tommy broke from him and
ran toward the door.

Ed and Jud threw lead at Chuck. Burt
whipped around, bringing his gun to bear on
Tommy. Chuck jerked a shot, then another.
Burt’s hat darted from his head. He turned
from Tommy.

Guns blasted. A bullet grazed Chuck’s
neck, another ricocheted off his cartridge belt.
On a dead run, he fired three times before
the gun clicked empty. Jud staggered back,
folded in the middle and went down. Ed threw
down his gun and raced to the end of the

porch. He jumped, and his heel caught the
railing.

NAPPING a shot, he lurched into a run.

Then Chuck was across the yard, taking the
steps at a bound. A bullet gouged a fiery
gash across his belly. Then he bent, scooped
up Tommy and, hunching, crashed through
the screen door. Tossing the boy aside, he
reached above the mantle as he raced past.
His hand closed on the rifle. Wrenching it
free, he sprawled headlong. He got himself
turned around just as Burt sprang trhough
the door.

The rifle cracked, kicking, spewing fire and
death. The heavy slug took Burt in the chest
and flung him back through the door. His
body thudded onto the porch.

Only then did Chuck hear hoofs pounding
into the yard. He sprang for the mantle
again,

His hand had closed on the cap-and-ball
Colt when Ellen came through the door. The
sheriff was right behind her. '——m

Chuck sagged against the mantle. Ellen
and Tommy reached him at about the same
time, and he wasn’t sure which one hugged
him with more enthusiasm.

“Looks like we’re too late,” the sheriff said.

From outside a voice called, “There’s two
of ’em out here knocked plumb cold. And
two more that won’t even get a trial.”

A little cry came from Ellen’s throat, and
her arms tightened around Chuck’s neck.
Dimly, he heard the sheriff say, “That school-
marm sure doesn’t act like she’d just <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>