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(The exciting experience of
Margaret Bridges, of the Lon-
don Auxiliary Ambulance service, during one
of London’s heaviest raids. Pretty, attractive
e Bridges is pare Baglish, pare
. She volunteered for the ambulance
wrvxce. reporting for duty just three days be-
fore war was declared.)

B Nacurally, the trans-
boo'

parent roof taboo’d ordi-
nary lights. Yet we hadn’t
a moment t0 lose; with

very sickening crash we
expected the roof to
splinter into a million
heavy daggers. I got out
my flashlight. In about
ten minutes I had guided
all the cars to safety .

@ “We had about 40 ambulances and
other cars stored in a building with a great
glass roof —a virtual greenhouse —when
Jerry’s bombers arrived. When they began
finding our section of London we started
gerting the cars out....

© “I was working alone in my office when the roof

finally did cave in. Only my flashlight could have

helped me find a way through that deadly, glittering

sea of broken glass....You begin to see why ambu.

lance drivers must always carry flashlights with fresh
ries!”

Your dealer may have no “Eveready” flash-
light batteries. If so, please don’t blame him—
almost the entire supply is currently going to
the armed forces and those war industries
with the highest priority ratings.

Send for “You and the War,” official O.CD.
guidebook to all vitally important war posts
available to civilians. Tms free booklet tells
exactly what there o and how to do it.

. Write Nacional Carbon c.mp.ny. Depe. DT,
30 B. 420d St., New York 17, N. Y.

NATIONAL CARBON COMPANY, INC.
30 East 42nd Street, New York
Unit of Union Carbide and Carbon Corporation

The word “Eveready” is a registered trade-
‘mark of National Carbon Company, Inc.

FRESH BATTERIES LAST LONGER....
_fGok ot the DATE-LINE




The Branding Corral

Conducted by Strawboss

X Come in and join the hands as they start
man-sized augurments about the Frontier.

ERE'S a good letter from Bob

O’Shea, of Indianapolis, recount-

ing his version of another cow-
country feud yet one that was unique in
that it didn’t follow the usual pattern
of populating the local boothills. We won-
der if any of Branding Crew around the
Corral have heard any other versions of
this story about one of the most famous
figures in the history of the cattle-coun-
try?

Dear Strawboss:

1 wonder how many of the gang know
about the famous “legal rustle” that was
committed against one of the genuine
cattle-kings of the old West—John
Chisum? T heard my grandfather, a
long-ago resident of Dodge City tell it
often. He always claimed that he had
a friend who made the ride down to
the Pecos country with R. D.
and his men to accomplish that “raid”
against the King of the Pecos. Though
I have always suspected that my grand—
father was, actually, one of the hard-

bitten gun-toters who made the jour-
ney himself.

“Uncle John” Chisum, like many an-
other cowman, migrated from Texas to
New Mexico, seeking to spread out
and find new grazing for his herds.
There, first at Bosque Grande, and then
at his great ranch-house at South
Spring, he established his famous Jingle-
Bob mark and Long Rail brand. Able
and courageous, and gifted with as
colorful a cowman’s vocabulary as ever
made a mule blush, John Chisum was,
above all, a builder. Here, on these rich
New Mexico ranges, he brought an in-
creasing number of longhorns from
Texas, across the Staked Plains, onto
his vast domain.

Time was precious, and to facilitate
his gathering cattle on the open range,
he wisely got power of attorney from
the ranchers from whom he wanted to
buy, thus enabling him and his crew
to incorporate the other brands into his

(Continued on page 127)
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RODEO RENEGADES

2=

Novel of Ari

Cowmen

By Walt Coburn

CHAPTER ONE

Though there was no more bit-
ter—or more mysterious—feud
on any range than that of Never
Swett and Ramon Rivers, cham-
pion team-tiers, they never let it
interfere with their rodeo work
. ... Until Never Swett tried to
loop a little red-headed trick
rider, and found, instead, that
he’'d roped—Murder!
8

Blood in the Arena

T WAS late afternoon of the Fourth
of July, the final day of the Prescott,
Arizona, Frontier Days rodeo. The

heavy black clouds that had piled up into
the hot blue sky from behind old Thumb
Butte now dropped their load of rain in
a heavy deluge. Lightning struck a giant
old pine behind the packed grandstand and



the frightened shrieks of women were
blotted out by the ear-splitting crash of
thunder.

Up in the judge’s stand over the buck-
ing chutes big old Dad Jackson grinned
slowly at the new yellow saddle slicker
one of the timers shoved at him and shook
his head.

“Taken the rain a long time to git
here,” he spoke, his voice a soft, lazy
growl. “I'd hate to miss a drop of it.”

He leaned out from under the roof, both
big hands gripping the edge of the belt-
high stand, his hat pulled down on his
shaggy iron gray head, to let the wind
drive the heavy rain into his weather-
stained face,

Never Swett’s catch-rope
had broken on the last

steer, o, .

His legs braced, water pouring in
a tiny river from his slanted hatbrim, he
let the wind driven rain soak his gray
flannel shirt and his best suit of town
clothes. The rain was breaking a drouth
that had lasted almost too long.

There was something symbolic about
this big, soft-spoken cowman who might
have been a statue chiseled out of the gray
granite of those Arizona mountains.
Sheeped out and fenced out by nesters in
Montana, Dad Jackson had drifted to
Arizona to gamble what remained of his
wealth against the heavy odds the cattle-
man faces every hour and day and year’s
changing seasons.

There were no fences here in the moun-
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tains and desert stretches of Arizona. No
blatting sheep lousing up his big open
range. But the long drouth had dried up
the water and parched the grass.

His puckered eyes seemed to look out
beyond the rodeo grounds, miles past the
mountains now hidden in the black rain
clouds, to his new range that was getting
its drouth-breaking soaking.

Perhaps he was making some wordless
prayer, though Dad Jackson had never
been heard to voice the name of his Maker
either in prayer or profanity. And it was
rumored that back in his younger, wilder
days he had ridden the Outlaw Trail from
the Mexican border to the Canadian line.
But even his enemies, and Dad Jackson
had his cowman’s share of them, had to
admit that he was a square dealer whose
word was as good as any man’s bond.

The sounds of a ruckus down around
the bucking chutes and corrals now inter-
rupted whatever Dad Jackson was think-

ing.

The sudden storm of small cloudburst
ferocity, had driven the cowpuncher con-
testants to the inadequate shelter of the
corrals and bucking chutes.

There were the professional or semi-
professional rodeo contestants in bright
colored silk shirts and tailored pants and
fancy topped boots, and the working
brush-popper cowhands in weather faded
blue denim brush jackets and Levi over-
all pants. But the higher paid drifting
professionals and the forty a month cow-
hands were all of the same breed of men.
The former had only graduated from the
ranks of the working cowhands.

It was a pair of the latter brush-popper
cowpunchers who were the center of the
ruckus. And even before he looked down
at them Dad Jackson’s slow grin was
flattened into a hard grim line, as if he
had been expecting for a long time the
thing he dreaded now to watch. Because
both Ramon Rivers and Harry—“Never”
—Swett both worked for Dad Jackson’s
Muleshoe outfit. He had brought them
both down here to Arizona wnth him
when he left Montana.

Ramon Rivers and Never Swett—the
fastest pair of team-tiers in the cow-coun-
try. Only by a fluke, one of those bad
luck breaks, they had this early after-
noon, missed lowering the world’s record

held by professional cowboy contestants.
Never Swett’s catch rope had broken
when he caught his last steer. Even with
his second loop he had come within a
couple of seconds of equalling that world’s
record.

Not a word had passed between the
two men at the time. And even later on,
little black haired, black eyed, grinning
Ramon Rivers had said nothing. Yet both
members of that fast roping team knew
that the bad luck had been, when you
came right down to cold facts, the bull-
headed fault of big, tow-headed Never
Swett. Unless you wanted to probe fur-
ther and lay the blame on that jug of corn
whiskey hidden in behind the corrals.
Or on that rodeo circuit cowgirl, Fay
Gol:don, who did trick riding and fancy
roping.

R 3

EVER SWETT had hit the jug a
few times. Then that little red-
headed rodeo girl had made eyes

at the big, shy Never Swett. Ramon
Rivers had seen her hand Never Swett a
catch rope. Had watched her tilt her curly
red head back to look up into the big
cowhand’s flushed face. And Ramon had
heard her silky, husky voiced request.

“Use my rope, Handscvme I want it
for a souvenir after you 've busted the
world’s record with it.”

The corn whiskey had made Never
Swett bold enough to ask, “Does the gal
go with the ketch rope, Fay?”

“Quien sabe?” she’d smiled up at him.
“Who can tell?”

That was the catch rope that had
snapped apart near the hondo. And valu-
able seconds, where split-seconds count,
had been lost while big Never Swett shook
a fast loop in his second rope and made
his catch. Ramon Rivers’ sure loop had
picked up the steer’s heels almost before
the head rope had tightened its slack
between the steer’s horns and the horn
on Never Swett's saddle.

Ramon Rivers had not spoken a word
of reproach. If there had been malice
or blame in his white toothed grin, nobody
but Never Swett noticed it.

Even with that bad luck they had won
over a score of roping teams that repre-
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sented the top ranking professionals and
range cowhands. And they’d won,some
heavy side bets. Besides the big bonus
Dad Jackson would hand them.

It was big Never Swett who did the
brooding. But not in silence or by any
audible beefing or cussing. He didn’t
cuss the broken rope, or make the hot-
headed mistake of fighting his horse. He
had tied a new hondo knot in the broken
rope and coiled it slowly, calling out to
Fay Gordon with a wide grin that had
only a faint twist of bitterness.

““That broke it, lady,” he said, his voice
a little too loud. “So-long.” And he loped
on around the bucking chutes to the hid-
den jug behind the corrals, the coiled rope
dropped over his saddle horn.

Never Swett was inclined to be loud
mouthed and roughly playful when he
drank too much. His two hundred and
twenty-five pounds was all big bone and
hard muscle and he could toss men around
like they were small boys.

Bulldogging steers was kid’s play for
the big cowpuncher. Wrestling or any
rough and tumble fight was just a game
where he never lost. But his joshing was
rough and his horseplay left smaller men
black and blue, bruised and shaken.

He never bothered Ramon Rivers;
never joshed him. He made a point of
leaving the tough hot-tempered little half-
breed Mexican strictly alone. They roped
steers together as a team and worked to-
gether on the range or at a contest with
the unfailing swift precision of a machine.
But their hatred for one another was as
strong as acid, as bitter as gall. Nobody
here in the Southwest knew why Ramon
Rivers and Never Swett hated one an-
other. Or if any one man on earth did
know the real cause of that cold enmity,
that man was Dad Jackson.

Dad Jackson saw it happen now, from
the high perch of the stand where he was
one of the judges. And he could do noth-
ing at all to prevent it.

Little Ramon Rivers was what they
called a neat dresser. His taste did not
run to fancy, tight-fitting cowpuncher
pants or gaudy shirts. But the shirt he
‘wore was always clean and he had washed
out his levi overalls until they were faded
almost white. His boots fitted his small
feet like gloves. He kept his black Stet-

son dusted and clean of sweat stains
around the base of its crown. And around
his lean brown throat he always wore a
clean black silk neckscarf. Not loosely
knotted but wound snugly and carefully
tied at the back of his neck. In the hot-
test weather, on the range or in town,
he wore it like a man with a black silk
bandaged sore throat. But there was a
glitter in his black eyes that kept men
from joshing him about it.

Now Dad Jackson looked down at it.
He saw big Never Swett fooling around
with a coiled catch rope. Throwing quick
backhand loops at the heads and shoulders
of the cowpuncher contestants standing
or squatting on their hunkers, down there
in the rain and mud. But they were watch-
ing the big, half tipsy, rough horseplaying
cowhand. One after another they warded
off the deitly tossed loop and flung it
back at him

There was a grin on the big cowpunch-
er’s square face. He shook a small loop
into shape. A wicked sort of glint showed
in his bloodshot sage-green eyes.

Ramon Rivers was squatted on his
spurred boot heels, whittling long thin
shavings from a stick of soft pine box
board. His back was towards the others
and from under the low pulled brim of
his black hat his black eyes watched the
lightning-struck pine on the knoll behind
the grandstand. The long whetted blade
of his stock-knife pared shavings. His
thick black brows met in a thoughtful
scowl, and his faint smile under his care-
fully trimmed mustache was mirthless. He
was watching that lightning-struck pine
with the fascination and intentness of a
man who is conjuring up something un-
pleasant and grim out of the past.

Never Swett’s loop flipped out silently,
dropping with skilled accuracy down over
the black hat. It tightened around Ramon
Rivers’ neck with its black silk covering.

The split-second reaction was startling.
Those cowpunchers nearby heard the
choked, startled cry that seemed torn from
Ramon Rivers’ throat. Dad Jackson’s big
hands gripped the rail until his knuckles
showed white.

Ramon Rivers was on his feet with
catlike speed. The pointed, whetted blade
slashed the rope. His other tore the noose
from his neck. The swift yank was violent
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enough to tear off the knotted black silk
handkerchief with it.

Ramon Rivers’ face was a sickly yellov
ish twisted mask. Against that paleness,
the red scar that circled his neck was as
vivid as a scarlet brand. His black eyes
glittered like the eyes of a snake. He was
gasping for breath as if the noose had
actually strangled him instead of barely
tightening around his neck.

For no more than a second or two
Ramon Rivers stood there, crouched on
half bent legs. Then he quit the ground
with a swift leap that sent big Never
Swett reeling backwards. The knife blade
glittered in the gray rain as it cut and
slashed and stabbed.

Big Never Swett bellowed like a goaded
bull in a Mexican bullring. His big pow-
erful hands grabbed desperately at the
small, knife-wielder. They went down
into the water and mud in a wild tangle
that was reddening.

Fay Gordon screamed once, then went
silent. Her gray green eyes widened
with fright. When her voice sounded it
was brittle:

“The damned little greasers got a
knife. Pull him off, Gordon

Some said they were brother and sis-
ter, as they claimed to be. The rodeo
circuit contestants grinned and winked
and said nothing. A brother and sister
trick riding and fancy roping team draw
better than a man and wife act.

Slim Gordon gave her a hard, quick
look and his thin-lipped smile was taunt-
ing. He never moved out oi his boot
tracks.

It was about a fifteen foot drop from
the judges’ stand to the muddy ground in
front of the bucking chutes. The ground
was slippery and Dad Jackson’s boots slid
and he went down on his hands and knees.
But he was up on his feet quickly, without
a single wasted or lost motion.

He grabbed Ramon Rivers’ wrist and
clamped down until the knife dropped
from the half-breed’s hand that had been
numbed by the steel-trap grip. Then he
yanked Ramon onto his feet and growled
through his gray mustache: ¢

“Git a tail-holt on yourself, Ramon.”

He squatted on his boot heels beside
the knife ripped big Never Swett and
growled up at the judges’ stand for some-

body to fetch around a rig and get hold
of a doctor. Damned quick.

x
RAMON RIVERS was mud-soiled

and his rain wet clothes smeared

with big Never Swett’s blood. He
was panting like a spent runner, his upper
lip with its thin mustache curled back
in an animal snarl.

He bent over and picked up his knife,
snapped the blade shut and shoved the
knife into his pocket. He still held the
short length of rope he had cut apart
and yanked from his neck. It was a new
brand of hard twist manila hemp rope
that had one black strand twisted with
the three natural colored strands, and
marketed under the trade name of Black
Jack rope.

Slim and Fay Gordon were the only
ones here who were using the new Black
Jack rope for their calf roping and team
tying. The short length of rope had a
new hondo tied in its broken end. It
was what was left of the catch rope Fay
Gordon had handed Never Swett to tie
his last and final steer. But Ramon Rivers
was not aware of that fact. Not yet,

He stood there watching Dad Jackson
and big Never Swett who was struggling
to get onto his feet and fight.

“Lemme go, Dad,” Never Swett was
almost sobbing, “T’ll twist his damned
head off his rope-burnt neck.”

“Take it easy, Swett,” growled the big
cowman, “You're bleedin’ like a stuck
beef.”

Ramon Rivers’ free hand went to his
bare throat. Wild panic showed now in
his eyes as his fingers fumbled to pull
his open collar together.

Dad Jackson was wearing a rain-
soaked, white silk handkerchief loosely
knotted around his neck. He untied it
and tossed it to the half-breed Mexican
who wound it quickly around the old
red scar that circled his neck. But men
were watching him and he knew that
their eyes had seen the old scar he’d al-
ways kept hidden. There was a haunted,
trapped glitter in his eyes.

Then the doctor came with a black
bag. A covered rig drove up behind the
bucking chutes. Sheriff George Ruffner
loped up on his big white gelding.
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“What's the ruckus, Dad?” drawled
the big law officer.

“Nothin’ that I can’t handle, George.
Two of my men. The argument’s done
settled.”

The rain was already passing over,
thinning to a drizzle. The doctor cut
away Never Swett’s denim brush-jumper
and shirt and undershirt and his fingers
worked swiftly as he dressed and ban-
daged the half dozen superficial knife
wounds in Heavy Swett’s burly shoul-
ders and heavily muscled back. - They
might have killed a man of slimmer build.
Even so, he had lost a lot of blood.

Never Swett refused to get in the spring
wagon. He said he’d ride his own horse
back to town. He was grinning faintly
and his bloodshot green eyes watched
Ramon Rivers. He drank thirstily when
some cowpuncher handed him the jug of
corn whiskey. The wet denim jumper
was fit to wear and Dad Jackson helped
the wounded cowhand into it and but-
toned it up across his hairy chest. He
would have stayed, but Dad Jackson told
him to get on his horse and back to town.
That he was in bad shape.

“You, too, Ramon,” he growled, and
mounted his own horse.

The cowman was riding along between
the two enemies as they started from the
rodeo grounds and headed back for
town. . ..

Fay Gordon’s face was white as she
turned to her pardner. “That knife-
slingin’ little greaser!”

“Too bad he didn’t spill that big ox’s
guts in the mud,” Slim Gordon’s thin
lipped grin twisted.

The girl slapped him hard, then turned
and walked away.

Neither of them had raised their voices.
The girl had moved so quickly that no
more than two or three of the contestants
had overheard their words or seen Fay
Gordon slap her partner’s face. Doc Par-
dee, the arena director, was announcing
the next event on the program.

“The storm’s over, folks! Fold up your
bumbershoots and come out from under
your seats. While we’re gettin’ ready for
the wild cow milkin’, you'll have the rare
privilege of watchin” in action the one and
only Fay Gordon, world’s champlon lady
roper and trick rider. . ..

The soldier band from Fort Whipple
began playing a military march. Fay
Gordon, shedding a yellow saddle slicker,
rode out on her sleek, showy palomino.
In her tight fitting white buckskin pants
and jacket and fancy boots and big cream
colored Stetson, riding with the easy
seat of a born rider, she lifted her hat
and shook out her thick mop of coppery
red curls.

The sun broke through the clouds. The
crowd cheered. Cowpunchers and cattle-
men of all ages grinned at one another.
‘Women smiled their envy and admiration.
Trick riding at breakneck speed with the
ground muddy and slippery was dan-
gerous. The cream colored palomino and
the girl’s beautiful white buckskins got
sadly spattered. Fay Gordon went through
every dangerous trick in her routine. Dan-
gerous even when the ground was dry.
Foolhardy, now, in the slippery mud.

Slim Gordon watched, his pale yellow
eyes narrowed. The twisted, thin grin
was frozen on his handsome face. Men
who had played poker with him had tried
to read those yellow eyes and see in be-
hind the mask, for Slim Gordon was a

bler.

Some called him a tinhorn gambler. He
made more money with his dice and cards
than he did from his trick riding and
fancy roping act with his partner Fay.
And they were the highest paid team on
the rodeo circuit.

But for a moment cold-blooded murder
glinted in his eyes. His trick riding act
followed Fay’s. And while hers was dan-
gerous and spectacular enough, he had
one or two or three stunts that she was
not allowed to do at the shows they
made, though he had taught her the tricks
he kept for his own act. And now he saw
Fay discarding her own easier and less
dangerous routine to steal his cat, trick
after trick.

He was helpless, robbed of the act he
had spent long, dangerous years in per-
fecting. Worse than useless for him to
go on after Fay had done his act. That
crowd did not want to watch him or any
man repeat the -performance that slim
little red-headed girl was putting on out
there. Slim Gordon was hoping almost
audibly that she’d break her beautiful
damned neck.
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The hardest, most dangerous trick of
all was to start her horse from one end
of the arena at a dead run. Quit her
saddle, crawl down and under the horse’s
belly, crawl up on the other side, twist
into the saddle again and ride out at the
other end with both hands lifted. It was
dangerous, even for Slim Gordon when
the ground was dry. He'd already decided
not to risk it in the slippery mud where
one faltering running slide of a shod hoof
meant disaster.

x

IKE Fay, he had shed his yellow
L saddle slicker. He, also, was wear-
ing white buckskins and was sit-
ting the mate to her palomino. Hatred
flared in his narrowed yellow eyes for
that slim red-headed girl who was his wife
in name only, and that for purely business
purposes to bind her to the act he had
trained her in.

Once they had been close friends. And
the friendship that had once existed had
been killed by bickerings and open quar-
rels, professional jealousy and Slim Gor-
don’s jealousy as a man when Fay openly
flirted with other men.

Until now they hated one another. But
never were they foolish enough to let
that hatred interfere with their teamwork.
And if Slim Gordon secretly loved Fay,
he took pains never to let her know it,
because that would give her an advantage
over him. And Slim Gordon wanted to
keep all advantages on his side.

Then it happened.

Swiftly, as if in answer to his inner-
most, bitter wish. Fay Gordon was going
in under the belly of the running horse
when they hit one of those mud puddles.
There was a sideways, slipping lurch.
Then horse and girl were down together
in the mud.

Hardened cowpunchers sucked in their
breath, the color fading in their faces
as their eyes stared. A woman screamed,
up there in the packed stands. Another
woman fainted. Men turned their heads
away, dreading to look at what they feared
had happened S
to 1(5 feet and stood there, blowing hard.
But the girl did not rise. She lay there

in a pitiful, soiled little heap, her bur-
nished copper curls pillowed in the muddy
water. Blood was on her chalky white
face. She did not move.

Big Never Swett had delayed their
going. Now he whirled his horse and
spurred to a run, covering the distance
across the muddy arena before even Slim
Gordon got there.

Dad Jackson followed at a lope. Ramon
Rivers tied the short length of Black Jack
rope to his saddle as he rode behind the
cowman.

CHAPTER TWO
Sheriff Ruffner’s Bear-Trap

LIM GORDON almost rode down
big Never Swett as the latter swung
from his saddle near the motionless

girl on the muddy ground. The big cow-
puncher had to make a fast sideways jump
to keep from being -knocked down and
trampled and kicked.

Slim Gordon quit his horse with a trick
jump. As he landed on both feet, Never
Swett grinned flatly and swung. His big
fist caught Slim Gordon on the point of
his lean jaw. It was like being kicked by
an army mule. The trick rider’s legs
buckled at the knees and he went down
in a sagging, senseless heap.

Then Never Swett picked up the limp
and unconscious Fay Gordon in his arms
and carried her as he would carry a small
sleeping child, into the building that
housed the County Fair exhibits. He put
her on a canvas cot and the doctor took
charge.

Never Swett stood, white faced and
awkward, mud-soiled and blood-spattered,
until the doctor mdtioned him aside and
Dad Jackson led him away.

Big, tough, Never Swett was made of
crude and simple material. A pretty cow-
girl had smiled at him and made a flirting
half-promise. He had failed her, so he
reasoned, when he failed to break the
world’s record. World Champion Harry
Swett could follow the rodeos as a real
professional, or join the Buffalo Bill
Show. But he'd lost by a bad luck break,
and he was on his way back to the Mule-
shoe ranch and his forty-a-month brush-
popper work. Then the girl had gotten
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hurt. Maybe she was dying. Or dead.
That fancy pardner of hers didn’t count.
Never Swett had handled him easily
enough when he got in the way.

“Is she . . . dead, Doc?” Never Swett’s
voice was a croaking whisper.

The cow-country doctor heard the big
cowpuncher’s voice. He looked up from
his preliminary examination and shook
his head.

“She’s still alive,” he said, and bent
again to his work.

The same covered spring wagon that
had come around behind the bucking
chutes now served as an ambulance for
the injured girl. Never Swett rode along
behind it all the way to the hospital at
the edge of town. The color had come back
into his tanned face but there was a
glazed, stricken look in his bloodshot
green eyes.

He swung from his horse when they
halted at the hospital and handed his
bridle reins to Dad Jackson.

“I'm hangin’ aroun’ here, Dad,” he said
quietly,

“Git a room here for yourself,” said

the cowman. “A hospital ain’t a bad place
for you, right now. You're bleedin’ again.”

Ramon Rivers dismounted. Dad Jack-
son scowled down at him from his saddle
as the half breed Mexican handed him
his bridle reins.

“It looked to me,” he said flatly, “like
Never Swett busted that tinhorn trick
rider’s jaw. Slim Gordon is bad medi-
cine. And he’s got friends. Me'n Never
Swett both work for the Muleshoe outfit.
I got to side him, if they start a ruckus.”

Never Swett had already followed the
doctor and the girl on the stretcher into
the hospital, so he had not heard or paid
any attention to Ramon Rivers.

The big cowman was scowling. Little
Ramon Rivers flashed him a quick, white-
toothed grin. “I got a tail-holt on myself,
Dad. I get mad quick. Then I cool off
fast. T ain’t jumpin’ Never Swett.”

“T wasn’t thinkin’ about that, exactly,”
growled Dad Jackson. “You both know
that neither of you kin afford to git into
trouble. Sheriff Ruffner’s a friend of
mine and they don’t come no bigger ner
better, but he’s the Law here. He’s under
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oath to do his duty. He dont’ scare a-tall.
And they don’t make the kind of money
to buy him off.”

“And you can’t head-off Never Swett,”
grinned Ramon Rivers. “No more than
you kin stop a bull on the prod when he
charges. That girl made a damned fool
of him, but he ain’t got the brains to
know it. If I quit him now, he’s alone.
Slim Gordon is bad medicine. Don’t ask
me to quit Never Swett in a tight.”

Dad Jackson grinned slowly and nod-
ded. “It’s your neck, Ramon, and Never
Swett’s big hide on the law fence.”

Ramon Rivers hand went to the white
silk handkerchief that covered the ugly
red scar around his neck. His eyes were
black flint.

“Keep that short, Black Jack rope for
me,” he said flatly.

Dad Jackson watched the wiry little
half breed as he turned away and walked
towards the hospital door. Then a buck-
board drove up and two men helped Slim
Gordon out and up the walk to the hos-
pital.

The trick rider’s handsome face was an
unhealthy yellow and he was holding his
jaw in both mud-soiled hands. His slit-
ted yellow eyes cut the grizzled cowman a
hard, venomous look as the two rodeo
cowboys with him led him along.

Dad Jackson growled profanely into
his mustache as he led the two saddled
horses on to town. Sheriff George Ruff-
ner overtook him. Ruffner owned the big
livery and feed barn.

“Doc says the little lady is smashed
up bad,” said the soft-spoken sheriff. “T
tried to tell her not to tackle that trick
ridin’ in the mud, but she was too game.
Or too doggoned mad about somethin’ to
listen. Somethin’ about that pardner of
hers double-crossin ’her. That big Never
Swett kinda ruined Slim Gordon’s jaw-
bone. Wasn’t that the little Mexican
lookin’ feller I saw goin’ into the hos-
pital?”

Dad Jackson nodded. “He’s bookin’
a hospital room for Never Swett. They’re
pardners.”

“And that tangle they had was just
playful?”” drawled Sheriff Ruffner.

“Ramon is hot tempered. But he cools
off quick.”

“Shm Gordon won'’t cool off that easy,”

said the sheriff. “I'm leavin’ a deputy
at the hospital. He'll jail the first hombre
that as much as talks out loud. Them
good sisters ain’t runnin’ no saloon. Let
them fellers do their fightin’ down on
Whiskey Row, and I don’t bother ‘em.
But if ary man so much as talks outa
turn in that Mercy Hospital, and I'll jail
’im and throw away the key!”

“And that goes,” Dad Jackson grinned
and finished the sheriff’s unspoken warn-
ing, “for my Muleshoe cowhands. Fair
enough, George.”

x

HEN they had stabled their

horses Sheriff Ruffner led the

big cowman into his private
office and brought out a bottle and two
glasses. When they’d taken a drink the
sheriff took out his worn leather wallet.
From it he took a twenty dollar banknote
and flattened it out on the desk.

“Law officers all over the country,” he
said, “was mailed a list of the serial num-
bers of a lot of the currency that was
taken in the Union Pacific train robber;
two years ago. This twenty dollar bill
is on the list. It’s the first of that stolen
money that’s bin put into circulation
around here. Fourth of July rodeo week
here is a good time and place to pass this
kind of money. This was put into circu-
lation along Whiskey Row last night.
I'm on the lookout for more of the same.
Too bad that tinhorn rodeo gambler is
goin’ into the hospital. I aimed to have
a man settin’ into the poker game he'd
otherwise be bankin’ tonight.”

Sheriff George Ruffner picked up the
twenty dollar bill and put it carefully
back in his wallet. Then he poured two
more drinks.

“You didn’t tell me that, George,” said
Dad ]ackson, “just to be talkin’.”

Dad ]ackmn s slow grin spread across
his granite face, but his eyes were as hard
and cold as steel.

“Git it off your chest, George,” he said
quietly.

Sheriff George Ruffner enjoyed the
reputation for being a mighty good horse
trader. And a man has to be a shrewd
judge of other men as well as an experi-
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enced judge of horseflesh to make a living
at horse dealing.

The livery and feed barn was George
Ruffner’s property. Here in his office men
of all kinds were wont to gather to whittle
and talk and swap horses. More than one
big ranch deal had been made here. Cow-
men preferred the barn to any lawyer’s
office when they were dickering. The big,
easy-mannered peace officer knew that
here, at his big barn, rather than at the
sheriff’s office over at the court house, was
the place to talk to Dad Jackson.

“Since you come down here from Mon-
tana some years ago,” said Sheriff George
Ruffner, “and bought the big Muleshoe
outfit and the remnants from the littler
spreads around, there’s bin talk. And
when there’s fellers like Ramon Rivers
and Never Swett workin’ for you, that
makes for more talk. Most of that loose
talk gits around to me sooner or later.
If T thought some of that talk was true
or had the foundation of truth, I wouldn’t
be drinkin’ with you here at the barn. And
1 shore wouldn’t be talkin’ to you like
I am.”

Dad Jackson chuckled in a low rum-
bling growl. “T'd be locked in a cell, wear-
in’ handcuffs and leg irons. I savvy,
George. I've heard that my ranch was
an outlaw way station. Go ahead with
what you got to say.”

“Doc Looney and I taken a quick look
at Slim Gordon after Never Swett hit
’im. His jaw ain’t busted. Kinda knocked
outa joint. Doc will slip ’er back into the
sockets in a jiffy. Slim Gordon’ will be
bankin’ a high stake poker game tonight
in one of the back rooms along Whiskey
Row. I'd like for you to sit into that
game.

“You've got the rep of bein’ a better
than average poker player who don’t
bother to sit in unless the chips cost real
money. There’ll be plenty of that kind
of money in sight tonight. I'll give you
this list of the serial numbers on that
stolen money. You won’t have much
bother memorizin’ ’em.

“I want you to watch close. See who
bets that kind of foldin’ money when his
chips runs low. Hang onto what stolen
money you rake in on the jackpots. Drop
around to the barn here after the game
busts up.”

“That’s stool-pigeon work, Sheriff. I
don't like it.” Dad Jackson’s eyes were
hard and bright as steel.

“You'd like it a hell of a lot less, Jack-
son,” drawled Sheriff George Ruffner,
“if some nosey range detective claimed
you'd engineered the train robbery, hid
out the train robbers, staked ’em to horses
for a Mexico getaway, and was now pass-
in’ this stolen money.”

Dad Jackson’s face was gray. “The
renegades that pulled off that train rob-
bery was a gang of two-bit, pore imita-
tions. Even a lame-brained railroad
detective should know better than to figger
me in on a deal with a sheepherder outfit
like that bunch. They was scared. Used
likker to warm the chill in their guts.
They murdered two harmless mail clerks.
Anybody knows that mail clerks don’t
pack guns. That coyote pack of mail
robbers was scared into shootin’.”

“Cowards,” said the sheriff slowly,
“kin be tricky. If they found out they
were bein’ warm-trailed they might un-
load enough of that dangerous money on
you. And while this range detective was
busy treein’ you, they’d be a long ways
gone with the bulk of the stolen money.
You and Ramon Rivers and Never Swett
might finally clear yourself, but the trial
would be long and expensive in more ways
than one. . .. Well, that’s the bear trap,
Jackson. Set and baited. I'm givin’ you
your chance to ketch a pack of coyotes
in a bear trap. I wouldn’t call that ex-
actly a stool-pigeon job, mister.”

“I still don’t like the smell of it,
Sheriff.”

“Jails and prisons have a stink that’s
worse.”

“You're workin’ in with this range
detective, George?”

“Hell, no! That pore misguided feller
has you already sleeper-marked with the
Law’s earmark, and he’s heatin’ his irons
to burn that prison brand on your hide.
And on the hides of Ramon Rivers and
Never Swett, too. I kinda got the gen-
eral idea, from his talk, that this bounty
hunter don’t like you much. Mebbyso you
recollect him from the back-yonder days.
Hatchet-faced, gimlet-eyed cuss that
makes you think of a long strip of jerky
hung on the line. He’d double-cross his
own grandmaw fer a bounty,



18 STAR WESTERN

“Jasper Rose.” Dad Jackson’s voice
was a low growl.

“That’s the feller. I couldn’t warm up
to him worth a damn.” Sheriff George
Ruffner picked up his small filled glass
and stared at its amber contents,

Dad Jackson reached for his drink.
“I'm sittin’ into that high stake poker
game, George.”

Their glasses touched before they
drank. These two men savvied one an-
other. They spoke the same language.
They came from the same big, square
mold.

Sheriff George Ruffner said that Fay
Gordon getting hurt bdd was sort of
gumming the marked cards that Slim
Gordon was stacking. And that Slim’s
dislocated jaw was going to pain him
some tonight. But Doc Looney would
give the tinhorn rodeo gambler some
pills that would kill the pain without
slowing down his poker brains.

“If Never Swett ain’t in too bad a
shape,” said the sheriff, “deal him and
Ramon Rivers into the game. They must
have won enough bets and prize money
to buy chips even in the high stake game
Slim Gordon banks. But before you hunt
up that game, drop around here to the
barn, to look at your horses. I'll swap
you some money—dollar for dollar. The
money I'm swappin’ you will be marked.”

CHAPTER THREE

The Battle of Whiskey Row

ED chips cost a dollar apiece ; blues
were worth five, and ten dollars

was the price of a yellow chip.
Alongside the stacks of red, blue and yel-
low chips each player had in front of him,
were neatly piled twenty-dollar banknotes.
There were no twenty dollar chips.

The back room at the Palace, on Whis-
key Row, was just the right size for the
round, green, cloth-covered poker table
of the players. The shaded lamp above
and the comfortable barroom armchairs
the table shed the right amount of light
without throwing glare.

Never Swett and Ramon Rivers sat
on either side of Jackson. On Slim Gor-
don’s right and left sat a pair of hard-
eyed cowpunchers who followed the rodeo

circuit. And while neither of them had
so much as qualified for day money in
any of the events, they had money and
lots of it to gamble with.

The man on Slim Gordon’s right was
short and stocky and blunt featured, red-
dish complexioned. Slim Gordon called
him Shorty.

The man on the tinhorn gambler’s left
was tall and lean, lantern jawed and
hawk beaked. His eyes were pale blue
and his hair mud-colored. He was called
Whitey Jones.

Both wore cartridge belts and holstered
six-shooters. They might be packing
sneak guns hidden somewhere. Slim Gor-
don’s ivory handled six-shooter was in
a shoulder holster that fitted the gun low
in under his left armpit. The edge of a
small double-barreled derringer pistol
showed in the pocket of his unbuttoned
buckskin vest.

Dad Jackson, Ramon Rivers and Never
Swett wore cartridge belts and holstered
six-shooters.

Slim Gordon'’s jaw was swollen in front
of each ear. Now and then he put a
small white pill in his mouth and washed
it down with beer. Never Swett was
working on the same kind of white pills
and using whiskey to chase the pill down
his_throat.

Shorty and Whitey Jones poured drinks
from the same bottle. Neither Dad Jack-
son nor Ramon Rivers were drinking
anything stronger than beer.

The game was stud. Two other men
had played until they went broke. Shorty
and Whitey Jones had taken the chairs
that the two rodeo cowboys had left
vacant.

The high stake game was strictly pri-
vate. No visitors allowed. The waiter
fetched drinks and took away empties.
Some time around midnight Doc Looney
came in long enough to tell them that
Fay Gordon was resting easy under an
opiate.

She had some broken bones that might
leave her crippled for life so that she’d
never walk without crutches, Doc Looney
said with what seemed almost brutal
frankness. But she would live. And he
could not tell how badly her face would
remain scarred until the bandages were
removed and the facial wounds healed.



RODEO RENEGADES 19

Fay Gordon would be maimed, crippled
for life, Doc Looney finished, but she’d
live.

He closed the door and left them.

Never Swett had opened his large
mouth to say that he’d seen Fay Gor-
don’s face and that it wasn’t more than
scratched and bruised. But Dad Jackson’s
boot heel had kicked Never Swett’s shin
and shut his mouth.

Slim Gordon had been knocked cold
before he’d looked at his injured partner.
His yellow eyes cut at Shorty and Whitey
Jones. His voice was flat when he glanced
across the table at Never Swett.

“T'll throw her in, Swett, with the next
winnin’ hand you hold!”

greaser’s neck and strung ’'im to a tree
limb. Dad Jackson broke away from his
guards and cut Rivers down before he
strangled to death. The rope left a per-
manent scar around his neck.

“You figure Dad Jackson and Ramon
Rivers and Never Swett broke their
promise to the Montana governor and
robbed the U.P. train?”

“The trail leads to the Muleshoe ranch.
I collected a big bounty on ’em before.
Dad Jackson and his two men will fetch
that much and more, this time. Teach
them chicken-hearted governors that an
outlaw don’t never reform. . . . If they put
up a fight, they’re dead in their tracks.
They'll never leave that back room alive.
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If the tinhorn rodeo gambler expected
a rise out of the big cowpuncher he was
badly let down. Never Swett just grinned
and nodded and said he'd hold Slim Gor-
don to that.

ey

Sheriff George Ruffner of Prescott,
Arizona, usually kept away from Whiskey
Row on the Fourth of July rodeo nights.
He turned that part of town over to cele-
brating cowmen and cowhands and told
them to treat it right. It worked out for
the best, that way.

But tonight he leaned against the long,
well-lined bar at the Palace, worked on
soft drinks, and swapped yarns with the
range detective Jasper Rose. In the
bounty hunter’s inside coat pocket were
bench warrants demanding the arrest,
dead or alive, of Dad Jackson, Ramon
Rivers and Harry—*“Never”—Swett.

“They’re what’s left of the old Dad
Jackson gang, Sheriff. A sentimental
governor pardoned 'em after I'd tricked
’em into a trap that got the others killed.
Killed like rats in a trap, no foolin’. The
posse got a little out of hand. They put
a rope around that little half-breed

T've sworn in Slim Gordon and those two
rodeo cowboys as special deputies. My
tip-off came from Slim Gordon. I told
you that.”

“Yeah. You told me.”

Doc Looney came in. He had a drink
with them at the bar. Doc looked a little
tired but his eyes were twinkling.

“Game little lady, George. She'll be
ridin’ broncs, she says, in a month. She
might, at that. Gave the sisters a hun-
dred dollars towards the new chapel fund.
She had your deputy, Roland Mosher, get
the money out of the money belt she was
wearing next to her skin when she was
hurt.

“Mosher told her he had her money
belt. She was worrying about it. Scared
that partner of hers would swipe it. He
asked about it before he asked about the
girl when he got to the hospital. He and
his two friends got nasty when Mosher
wouldn’t give him the filled money belt.
But Mosher cooled ’em off fast. He's a
good deputy, George. They’d have to kill
him to get into Fay Gordon’s room.”

“Why,” asked the range detective,

“would anybody—"
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The sudden sound of crashing six-
shooters in the back room interrupted
the range detective. He jerked his gun
and started in that direction. Sheriff
George Ruffner’s long leg got in the man’s
‘way, tripping him. As the range detective
sprawled headlong, his head struck the
brass rail, knocking him out. It looked like
an accident.

Sheriff George Ruffner grinned at Doc
Looney. Then pulled his gun. His voice
filled the saloon, mingling with the partly
muffled gunfire in the closed back room.

“Stand back outa the way, men! I'll
do what gun-work is called for. That
game in the back room is strictly private.”

x

LIM GORDON prided himself on
his skill as a gambler. He relished
and enjoyed the sometimes dan-

gerous element of chance that spiced his
gambler’s game. And he told himself that
he had it figured out down to the last
little detail. The percentage was always
in his favor, he bragged to Fay Gordon,
when he seemed to be taking a big risk.
The dealer’s percentage, he called it. And
anybody who bucked his game was, in
Slim Gordon’s estimation, a sucker.

Practice; patient, endless practice. Per-
fecting the nimble skill of his fingers and
the sharpness of his eye and the keen
machinelike precision of his mathematical
mind and his memory of cards dealt and
those in the remainder of the deck. He
studied the faces and the little give-away
traits of the other players. Until he was
able to tell whether or not they had a
winning hand or were bluffing. Practice
made for skill and that skill paid off in
big jackpots.

And it was constant practice that had
made Slim Gordon one of the best trick
riders on the rodeo circuit or Wild West
shows. He billed himself as the World’s
Champion. Skill and an uncanny sense of
timing cut down the danger average ; gave
him his professional’s percentage of safety,
though trick riding called for cold steel
nerves, a faultless sense of timing, split-
second co-ordination of mind and nerves
and muscles. One little mistake, a frac-
tion of a second’s hesitation, and the re-
sult was disaster.

Look what had happened to Fay. Now
she was crippled for life. Finished. She’d
discarded her own percentage when she’d
lost her temper and tried to show off.
After all the long months he’d spent
teaching her what she knew about trick
ndxng To hell with her!

“Jackson’s ace bets,” he said, his voice

at.

That train hold-up, Slim Gordon
mused. It had taken months of careful
study and planning. Until one by one
the elements of danger had been cut down,
the chances of failure minimized. A hand-
picked crew of men who could keep their
mouths shut, drunk or sober, and would
not blow up in a tight. The plans figured
out to the last getaway and hideout de-
tail. Even to throwing the blame, like a
tossed ball, at Dad Jackson and Ramon
Rivers and Never Swett, if the Law
crowded their trail.

There had been only one error, one
mistake. But it was nothing that a man
could have foreseen. The black silk neck-
scarf had slipped from Slim Gordon’s
face. One of the two mail clerks was a
rodeo fan. He'd recognized the much
publicized Shim Gordon.

“Cripes!” The young mail clerk had
let it slip. “Slim Gordon!” The fool had
voiced his own death warrant, and that
of the other railway mail clerk.

Slim Gordon’s gun had roared twice.
It was cold-blooded murder.

“It was then, Slim Gordon explained
the murder to Shorty and Whitey Jones,
“or us. Weaken on me and I'll gut-shoot
you both.”

Slim Gordon hadn’t lost his nerve.
None of them had been drunk. It had
been a three man job, and had netted
them fifty thousand dollars. They made
the Cheyenne rodeo that same week. Slim
and Fay Gordon, the trick riding and
roping team, had top billing there.

Fay had met Slim Gordon there at the
hotel, where she had booked their suite
of rooms. She had showed him a news-
paper that headlined the train robbery.
She was just about the only person he
could not fool.

“Sort of stepped outa your class, didn’t
you, Gordon?”

“A woman can’t testify against her
husband in court,” he’d told her flatly.
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“That’s the Law. String your bets with
me and you'll wear diamonds. Cross me
up and I'll kill you. You'll get your
it

“I never double-crossed anybody in my
life, Gordon. I'm no squealer. And don’t
count on me passin’ this dangerous money
for you. I wouldn’t touch a dollar of it
with a ten foot prod-pole.”

But Slim Gordon, after a two-year
wait, had managed to mix in enough of
that stolen money with their rodeo pay.
He’d figured that the percentage was safe
enough. Until a hatchet faced, gimlet-eyed
stranger had showed him a crumpled
twenty dollar bill at Denver.

“Fay Gordon passed this. She’s your
wife. Where'd she get it?” Jasper Rose
had a metal badge in the palm of his
other hand.

Split second thinking. Cold steel nerves.
“I deal a little cards around the rodeo
circuit mister. I'm paid to pass that
money. I never asked where it come from.
But I'm not any man’s sucker, mister.
Deal me into the clear and T’ll tip you
off. I'm fresh out of that kind of money,
but I'm due to pick up a new load. Pinch
me and you get nobody but a damned
Patsy. If you're huntin’ big bounty
wolves, I'll help you trap ’em for a cut
of the proceeds. Do we cut the cold tur-
key together, mister. . .. ?”

AD JACKSON'S ace was betting
twenty. Shorty and Whitey Jones
and Never Swett dropped out.

Ramon Rivers was staying. Slim Gordon
slid one of the stolen twenty dollars bills
into the middle of the table and dealt three
cards with his left hand. He had a king
in sight and one in the hole but he knew
that Dad Jackson had an ace buried.
Ramon Rivers had paired the queen he
had in sight.

The game had gone just as Slim Gor-
don had planned it. He had taken enough
good, safe money in payment for chips,
to make it a big night's profit. He had
won most of Dad Jackson’s good twenty
dollar bills. And he had lost to the grizzled
cowman all but two or three of the stolen
twenties.

Now, in the dark hour before dawn,

Slim Gordon had exchanged stolen money
for good money and raked in a big profit
besides. Dad Jackson, Ramon Rivers and
Never Swett all had some of that stolen
money. Dad Jackson, the heaviest player,
had the bulk of it. When Ramon Rivers’
pair of queens bet twenty dollars, Slim
Gordon shoved in the last of the stolen
twenties.

Dad Jackson caught his ace on the next
deal. That gave him three aces. Ramon
Rivers got a third queen. Slim Gordon
dealt himself a deuce of spades and said
that put him out of the running.

He reached out to push the button
that called the waiter. The waiter would
get his order for a fresh bottle of whiskey
and a new deck of cards. Out in the
saloon the range detective Jasper Rose
would be waiting. Watching for that order
of a bottle of whiskey and a new deck.
That was the signal arranged between
Slim Gordon and the range detective.
This was the showdown.

Slim Gordon was banking on that en-
mity between Ramon Rivers and Never
Swett ; that knife-fight. And the two men,
sitting on either side of their boss, Dad
Jackson, had not spoken to one another
all night. And Slim Gordon had watched
the looks they exchanged—silent, hard-
eyed, and ugly. Anyhow, Shorty and
‘Whitey Jones would be covering Ramon
Rivers and Never Swett when that
hatchet-faced range detective opened the
door after the waiter took the order. Slim
Gordon’s thumb was almost on the wall
button when Dad Jackson’s deep growl
stopped him.

“The game is strictly private, Gordon.
In case you're aimin’ to deal in that
bounty-huntin’ Jasper Rose!”

It came without warning, like being
kicked hard in the belly by a horse with
a hind foot tied up. Slim Gordon’s faculty
for split second co-ordination failed him.
In order to reach the push button on the
wall behind him he was twisted around,
off balance.

He'd lost his dealer’s percentage. But
he’d never had it tonight. He knew that
now, for Dad Jackson had been onto his

ime from the start, and had played him
%:r a sucker. That big ex-outlaw had held
the deal and the dealer’s advantage from
the beginning. That was the belly-kick.
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Slim Gordon threw himself sideways
out of his chair as he clawed for his gun.
The gun was spewing fire before the
trick rider hit the floor. Just as a heavy
45 slug from Dad Jackson’s gun tore a
hole in his belly.

Shorty and Whitey Jones had jerked
their guns, kicked back their chairs as
their gun hands moved.

Never Swett was slow-witted and a
little clumsy. But the wiry little half-
breed Mexican, Ramon Rivers, was chain
lightning. There was a red glint in his
opaque black eyes and his teeth were
bared. The gun in his hand was spitting

fire.

Big, grizzled Dad Jackson was on his
feet. His legs spread to brace himself,
crouched a little.
in the smoke laden lamplight, his eyes
slivers of polished steel. Slim Gordon’s
shots were wild now, but the big cowman
who had once ridden the Outlaw Trail
was sending bullets into the tinhorn gam-
bler. Then Slim Gordon’s long body stiff-
ened rigidly and he rolled over on his
back and lay there, his glazed yellow eyes
staring, sightless now in death.

Shorty had gone down first under
Ramon Rivers’ swift and deadly gunfire.
One of Never Swett’s bullets had hit
Whitey Jones but he was still on his feet
and big Newer Swett was down on all
fours when the little half-breed Mexican
shot both Whitey’s legs out from under
him and sent another bullet into the man’s
right shoulder, crippling his gun-arm.

“You got me!” gasped Whitey Jones.
“Don’t shoot me no more!”

Ramon Rivers walked around the table
and kicked the gun out of Whitey’s hand.
Then he stood over him as the train rob-
ber lay groaning on the floor.

“Didn’t even spill them stacks of chips
on the table,” said Ramon Rivers. “Never
Swett’s bin itchin’ all night to git to the
hospital. Lnoks like he’ll make the trip
feet first.”

Dad Jackson stood there for a long mo-
ment, his smoking six-shooter in his hand.
Then he walked slowly to the door and
opened it.

“Come and git ’em, Sheriff. Fetch the
bounty-hunter. And I drummed up a
little trade for Doc Looney. . . . Save
Never Swett, Doc, and write out your

His face gray granite®

own ticket. Keep that Whitey Jones alive
long enough to tell it to Jasper Rose.”

“You hurt ?” asked Sheriff Ruffner.

“Me’n Ramon is bullet-proof, seems
like. Come in. There’s the cards and
chips and money. My aces win that last
pot. There’s the game, just as she was
when we pushed back our chairs. Slim
got your marked money. I got the train
robbery stuff. It'll tell the same story
you'll git outa Whitey Jones.”

CHAPTER FOUR

Team-Tied!

HITEY JONES made a full con-
fession before he died. He died,
cursing Gordon and Rose.

Jasper Rose must have felt mean and
sick inside. He would have gotten away
from there and out of town quickly. But
blg, grizzled Dad ]ackson barred his way.

“I'm sorry, mister,” growled the big
cowman, “that you wasn’t in on the
ruckus. I was thinkin’ about you when I
was shootin’ Slim Gordon. Now git to
hell gone while your luck holds!”

Dad Jackson told Sheriff George Ruff-
ner to claim what bounty there was com-
ing on the three dead train robbers. Do
what he damned pleased with it.

“I wouldn’t touch that kind of money,
George. Neither would Ramon Rivers or
Never Swett. Ner ary other real man
that’s ever heard the owl hoot.”

The big cowman went on out to the
hospital. Ramon Rivers had gone out
with Doctor Looney and Never Swett
in an Army ambulance from Fort
‘Whipple.

Never Swett had two bullet holes in
his big, burly frame but Doc Looney said
he didn’t see how a man that big and
tough could die or even feel much pain.
The big cowpuncher opened his eyes.

“How is she, Doc? I bin kinda think-
in’. Mebbyso if she’s sorta crippled . . .
or her face ain’t so purty, she’ll marry
me. Reckon?”

“She won’t be crippled,” Doc Looney
chewed his cold cigar. “She was pretty as
a picture the last time I looked at her.
She told me to lie about her condition to
Slim Gordon. As for marrying you, that’s
your job. I'm no John Alden.”



RODEO RENEGADES 23

“Never heard of no rodeo cowpuncher
called John Alden.” Never Swett called
to the ambulance driver to whip up, then
closed his eyes wearily.

“She’s been askin’.” Deputy Sheriff
Roland Mosher told Ramon Rivers when
they had wheeled Never Swett into the
operating room, “for you, Rivers. It's
somethin’ about a rope. Go on in.”

Ramon Rivers went into the hospital
room. The first slanting rays of the sun-
rise came in through the window. Its
light turned Fay Gordon’s curly hair into
burnished copper.

“I know what you’ve been thinking,”
she smiled faintly at the little breed Mexi-
can. “I saw you keep that Black Jack
rope. Broke at the hondo. But before
it broke and spoiled your time, when
Never Swett used his second loop, the
black strand and another had been cut.

“It was my rope. I gave it to Never
Swett to use. For good luck. I hoped
he’d ask me something, like he did, about
me going with the rope. Slim Gordon
and I had split up for good. I was going
to make him give me a divorce. I'd told
Slim that if Harry Swett asked me, I'd
marry him after my divorce.”

“So that's why Slim Gordon cut the
rope when you wasn't watchin’ him. I
figgered the two of you was in on it.”

“You saw Slim cut the rope?”

“And watched you give it to Never
Sivett,” grinned Ramon Rivers.

“You let your pardner use a rope you
knew would bust when that steer hit the
end of it? When you had the world’s
fastest time there on the platter for you?”

Ramon Rivers nodded, flushing a little.
“It looked to me like you and your pard-
ner Slim Gordon was in cahoots. Never
Swett was so damn’ fool silly about you
it was sickenin’. I aimed to call his atten-
tion later on to the cut rope. Wake him
out of it with a jolt.

“Never Swett is kinda dumb. He never
suspicions nobody of anything. Chances
are he’d have tore me apart if I'd showed
him why that ketch-rope of yours busted.
But he roped me and I went hog wild.”

“A rope around my neck sets me off
thataway. I was strung up one time—
hung. You all got a look at the rope
mark that hangin’ left around my neck.”

“And I called you a greaser. I'm sorry,
Ramon.” She shoved out her hand.
Ramon Rivers took it almost shyly.

“T’ll tell Never Swett about the rope
deal. There’s times when I hate that big
josher’s guts. I can't stand joshin’. He
says it's the Mexican in me, But mostly
we git along. We’ve always bin pardners.”

Ramon Rivers told her briefly about the
shooting on Whiskey Row. That Slim
Gordon was dead. That Never Swett
was wounded but would be back on his
feet about the same time Fay Gordon was
riding a horse again.

“Never Swett will never git up the
nerve to ask you. Dumb or not, he al-
ways manages to shift this kind of a job
onto me. He wants you to marry him,
Fay? What'll I tell him?”

“You and John Alden,”
a lltt[e shakily.

“Doc_Looney mentioned that Alden
gent. What outfit does he work for?”

“He repped for Captain John Smith.
Bidck in the early days. He was a sky-
pilot or somethin’. But he got the girl.
I always figured she was a washout, or
she’d have grabbed Cap Smith.

“You're all right, Ramon. You're aces
in my deck—best man at our wedding.
Tell Never Swett to limp in here and do
his own askin’. And have you got a hun-
dred bucks in your jeans? Good. Give it
to the sister that ramrods the hospital.
Swap it for the five twenty dollars bills
I gave her. I wasn't trying to gyp the
holy sisters, savvy, when I gave her
money from that train robbery. I was
paying off Slim Gordon for that busted
ketch rope. Puttin’ salt on that hombre’s
fine feathered tail, so a man named Jasper
Rose could snare him. Bend down,
Ramon. T'll gwe you a kiss to take to
Never Swett.

oo

Down at the livery and feed barn,
Sheriff George Ruffner and Dad Jack-
son watched heavy black clouds gathering
behind old Thumb Butte.

“That busts Ol' Man Drouth’s back-
bone,” Dad Jackson grinned slowly, “It’s
goin’ to be a great year.”

Sheriff George Ruffner nodded. His
voice was a lazy soft drawl. “You got
it a-comin’, pardner. You earned it.”

Fay laughed

THE END



HOSS GREER—
BONANZA BUSTER!

When a greenhorn land-agent bid up at
the rate of a thousand dollars a minute for
Hoss Greer s lorqoﬂen land, !hen sla'ned a

the Tres Alamos boss, Hoss lmew he'd
have to hunt the answer in the remote fast-
ness of Porphyry Buttes—from
where he had exactly one
chance in a thousand of riding
out alive!

Hoss heard the thud of a bullet
as his mount lurched and fell. , ..
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Colorful Frontier Novel

By Harry F.
Olmsted

CHAPTER ONE
Ten Thousand Dollars a Minute

OST of Hoss Greer’s fighting

trouble stemmed directly from

2L an invasion of his rights. But

occasionally it slipped out of darkness,

like a thief in the night, leaving him in
doubt up to the instant of gunfire. Such
was the Porphyry Butte affair.

It started when the overdressed rider
came riding to Tres Alamos, standing in
the stirrups as if galled. Always amused
by tenderfoots, Hoss watched this one
rein up to the rack, dismount lamely and
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limp to the porch, where Hoss fought the
heat with a busy fan and an iced drink.
The man’s temper was ragged.

“You Hostetter Greer?”

Hoss grimaced, instantly disliking the
overbearmg dude. “Hoss Greer’s the
name.”

The man chuckled, eased into a chair
and fished a card from his fat wallet. It
read:

T. Riley Rossiter
Agent

Lands—Mines—Cattle—Loans
Madison & Center—Phoenix, Ariz.

“Hope we can deal, Greer.” His fat
hand came out. “It's a long way out
here.”

Hoss ignored the hand, called his Or-
jental servant. “Cool glass, Hung Soon.
You say deal, Rossiter. Such as what

Rossiter avidly seized the glass from
the Chinaman, drained it and put a palm
fan to work. “Greer,” he “you
own Section 31, Township 3 North,
Range 5 E\st Squaw Peak Base and
Meridian.”

“Fme, scoffed Hoss, “Where the hell
is it ?”

The agent looked startled. “You .
you don’t know ?*

Hoss snorted. “I own land in every
county in Arizona but one. I'm dickerin’
for a ranch there now. Township an’
range stuff I leave to lawyers an’ sur-
veyors.”

“This is in the Mazatzals—nosth end.”

“H’m-m-m, near my Teepee Outfit, on
Tonto. Pop Cane squatted there in the
seventies, broke ground, fought off
Apaches an’ danged near lost it to a lousy
homesteader a few years ago. I bought it
for him, with scrip. When he cashed his
chips, the old man left it to me. But it
ain’t in the Mazatzals.”

“And it is not the place. The piece I
mean’s at the junction of Trout and Buck-
horn Creeks, in the Forest Reserve.”

Hoss shook his head. “I don’t own
nothin’ there.”

“Records show townsite of Porphyry
Butte and Hobbled Mule Mine are yours
by way of tax title.”

“Ah-h!” That reminded Hoss of a
forgotten deal and a pitifully brave little
man. His mind turned back to the day

Will Dunaway come riding to Tres
Alamos—a cadaverous man with a golden
smile, a hacking cough and quiet cour-
age. Ravaged by a fearsome disease,
facing a frightening and inhospitable wil-
derness, he had come from the Middle
West for his health. Fate put him on the
trail to Tres Alamos, where he quizzed
Hoss on a place to stay while he awaited
nature’s cure.

Approving Dunaway’s courage and hu-
mility, Hoss fixed a cabin for him, ad-
vised Hung Soon regarding his meals and
set about testing his own ideas regarding
the cure of hemorrhages. It was quite a
system. Healing Indian tea and strong
medicine from the creosote bush; rare
steaks, two inches thick; a beef-juice-
and-whiskey tonic. And, most important,
regular periods in the saddle.

For six months Will Dunaway held his
own, even seemed to be winning his fight.
Then came winter, and a hard lung cold.
He failed rapidly, and finally knew he had
lost. Then he asked only to be taken to
the train, so he could see his family before
he died.

Hoss took the game little man to
Phoenix in the buckboard bed, hired the
best lung man in the Southwest to look
Dunaway over. The medico’s verdict was

m.

“He’s got less than a month, Greer.
Never did have a chance out here; too
much lung tissue lost. Damn ’em, why do
those Eastern doctors wait till their cases
are lost before sending them out to us?”

Dunaway took it quietly. He asked for
a lawyer and Hoss called his own. Then,
expressing his gratitude for all the cow-
man had done, he assigned to him a piece
of mountain land he had bought at a tax
sale, the first day he arrived in Phoenix.
He had been on his way to the property
when a branch trail led him to Tres
Alamos.

Hoss protested vainly, turned the title
business over to his lawyer, saw the
lunger on the train, bound East, and re-
turned to Tres Alamos to forget it. And

now he remembered. . . .

“I talkin’ about,” Hoss muttered,
though he had never been within

miles of it.

KNOW the property you're
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“Good, Mister Greer. I have a client
who might put some money there and
build up a resort proposition. How much
do you hold the property at?”

Hoss shied. “That's right in the middle
of my leased Forest Service range. I
don’t know why I should sell it even if I
liked the idea of fool tenderfoots hellin’
through the timber, shootin’ at everything
that moves, beef critters an’ cowboys in-
cluded. No, I wouldn’t think of darin’
some feller to put a resort in there. Suits
me the way it is.”

“I am empowered to offer you twenty
thousand—a thousand cash in hand as
earnest money and nineteen thousand
when you sign the papers, my. client to pay
all incidental costs.” Rossiter drew a
thick sheaf of bills from his wallet and
thumbed them over, wetting his thumbs
and counting audibly.

Hoss was astounded. Except for its
value as summer graze, the land was
quite valueless in Hoss’ book. While he
had never been right to the old boom town
of Porphyry Butte, many of his cowboys

ad.

The buildings still stood, thanks to
there being no road. The old highway,
along which millions of dollars worth of
ore had been hauled by ten-mule-team
wagons and trailers, had followed Buck-
horn Creek, in the bottom. Always costly
to maintain, it had been washed out al-
together once the mines were abandoned.
Now there wasn’t even a good trail to the
sight, else homesteaders from the lower
country would have wrecked the buildings
for the lumber.

The one real paying mine—The Hob-
bled Mule—had been forced to discon-
tinue operations because of an inability of
the management to control the water. For
many years the diggings had been flooded,
hopelessly flooded.

Where then could Rossiter’s client see
that kind of money in the remote holding ?
Surely not as a site for a summer resort.
It would cost that much more to build a
road to the place, half that much each year
to keep it in repair. The buildings were
too decrepit to be usable; even the warped
and weathered lumber had outlived its
usefulness.

Hoss was puzzled and showed it. And
Rossiter, watching like a hawk, misread

his doubt. As Hoss said: “I think you're
crazy as—" the broker held up his pudgy
hand.

“Don’t say it!"” he commanded. “I came
to buy that property, Greer. How can I
face my client if I return empty-handed?”
He gazed at Hoss, as if to read what was
in his mind. Then he snapped: “Thirty
thousand I

That took all the wind out of Hoss’
sails. Again he started: “If you came
here, Rossiter, to play me for a sucker—"

“Forty thousand!”

That clinched it. If Rossiter had stuck
stuck to his first figure, Hoss would have
been inclined to the belief he represented
some fool rich man who didn’t know the
value of money. He might even have sold,
figuring Will Dunaway’s heirs would be
delighted with such a return on a hun-
dred and fifty dollar investment. It never
occurred to the cowman that because it
had been given to him he had any right to
the proceeds from its sale. But when,
without pressure on his part, the agent
upped the price ten thousand and then
ten thousand more, his very eagerness was
a tipoff that there was an angle to this
which needed sunlight turned upon it.
Hoss rose, his face like granite.

“Excuse me, Rossiter, but I've got to
look at some stock. I'll eyeball that prop-
itty, and then let you know soon as pos-
sible.”

“Wait . . . . just a minute!” Rossiter
was begging now. “If only I knew your
price—hell, say the word now and Il
offer fifty thousand.”

“Generous, but I ain’t got time, Rossi-
ter. T'll give a look an’ let you know.”

“I’ll await your convenience if you'll
put me up.”

“Sorry. I might be two-i three days,
mebby a mnnth I never know.”

There was no changing him. Rossiter
was fuming as he rode back up the trail.
Hoss grinned a little and winked at the
bland Chinese cook. “Hung, throw a
bottle, some jerky an’ socks into my bag.
I gotta know why the hell a ghost town’s
gettin’ valuable at the rate of ten thousand
dollars a minute.”

He bowlegged off the porch to saddle
a horse, and was halfway to the corral
when an angry hornet hummed past his
face. He heard Hung yell a warning and
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then the Tres Alamos bowl was echoing
and re-echoing to the blast of a rifle shot.
Crouched and cutting a crooked course,
the cowman ran for the cover of the cor-
ral. His gun was in his hand but he held
his fire, for the bushwhacker on the ridge
was timber hidden and the range was too
long. Quickly he saddled a fast horse and
dared death in a dash to the top. A
search turned up nothing. And though
Hoss rode fifteen miles along the south
trail, he got not so much as a whiff of
Rossiter’s dust. A saddle-galled tender-
foot had damn’ near murdered him and
then had neatly outrun him!

That brought up something equally if
not more puzzling than the huge offer for
the worthless boom townsite. Why would
Rossiter want to kill the only man who
could pass title to him? On the way back
he wondered if he had entertained a
‘maniac.

CHAPTER TWO
“Pm Only the Owner. . .

ATE next day, Hoss paused where
Buckhorn Creek debouches from
the Mazatzals, debating whether

to ride to his Teepee spread for supper.
Deciding that Archie Bunch, his foreman,
and the boys might be overly curious as
to his visit to Porphyry Butte, he took an-
other reef in his belt and turned up the
cany

The “trail, leading up the firm, sandy
streamway, showed nothing amiss until
Hoss was suddenly confronted by a fresh
slide that all but dammed the watercourse.
Putting his pony up this, Hoss topped out
on a rough grade of a roadway blasted
from the rock. And suddenly he seemed to
see through Rossiter’s amazing offers. A
road built across the Mazatzals, tapping
Porphyry Butte. Yet even with that start,
fifty thousand dollars for the abandoned
mines and townsite didn’t make sense.

Reaching for further answers, Hoss was
suddenly conscious of hoof echoes behind
him. Recalling that missed shot, Hoss
was pulling into the brush when Archie
Bunch came galloping up. Archie, fore-
man of Hoss™ Teepee iron, was twenty-
five and looked younger. He was good-
looking and romantic, had undergone a
lot of joshing about writing poetry and

seemed too gentle for boss of a cow out-
fit. But Hoss knew him for a damned
good cowman and had reserved judgment
on the poetry angle.

Archie was flabbergasted and Hoss
spoke the first word. “You lost, An:hle>
An’ all spruced up like you was goin’ to
yore own weddin’. Neck an’ ears warshed
an’ spurs let out to the town notch.
H’; mmmm What s the occasion son?”

. I was headin’ up to
the camp

“What camp ?””

“Road outfit’s up here a short piece.”

“Who’s buildin’ this road, Archie?
An’ to where?” .

“County, I reckon. I ‘never asked,
Hoss. Hear the old mines at Prophyry
Butte are gonna open. Now I'll ask one.
‘What you doin” up thisaway ?”

They rode along together. Hoss said:
“Ridin’ to my Porphyry Butte propitty.”

“Didn’t know you had any up there,
Hoss. Which is it?”

“All of it.”

“All of what?”

“Everything, Archie. I own Porphyry
Butte hide, bones, guts an’ feathers.”

“No!” Archie seemed startled. “Every-
thing but the mines, mebby ?”

“Mines t0o.” Hoss chilled. “What you
know of them mines. Any good?”

Hoss sensed a strain as Archie studied
the question. “Could be, Hoss, if a feller
pumped ’em out. Pumps has improved a
lot since them mines was abandoned.”

“Yeah, but engines?” argued Hoss.
“You wouldn’t cut pine to make steam?”

“Not if I could get "lectricity. No more’n
I'd let a crook sell me Phoenix town.”
Cutting scorn in Archie’s tone roused
more curiosity than anger in Hoss.

“How you mean that, Archie? Figger
somebody stretched my pelt for me?”

“No less. I heard from OI' Pop Cane
how Preston Tanner laid out Porphyry
Butte an’ developed the mine. Town lots
went to some five hundred people. *Tain’t
likely you bought ’em all out, includin’
the dead. So howcome?”

“Fair question, son.” Hoss told him
of Will Dunaway and his parting gesture.
It seemed to depress the young foreman.

“Somethin’ funny,” he muttered, and
they rode in silence until, rounding a
point, they came suddenly upon the road
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camp, set back under a line of cotton-
woods, near a spring. Canvas cookshack,
commissary and office, with numerous
smaller sleeping tents. Scrapers, wagons
and grading tools were scattered about.
A mule corral, flanked by baled hay and
sacked grain. Archie reined in. “If you
don't like ghost towns of a moonlit night,”
he said, tartly, “come down to the ranch.”
Then, feeling an explanation due: “We
run outa tobacco. I rode over fer a few
caddies.”

Hoss muttered: “Be seein’ you,
Archie,” and kept on up canyon. Archie’s
lame excuse made no account of being so
spruced up. Fox-trotting past the camp,
Hoss noted the curiosity of the idle work-
ers, saw three men come to the office door
to stare. One of these drew a rough breath
from Hoss. The distance was long, the
light failing, but he couldn’t be mistaken.
That man was T. Riley Rossiter. Sud-
denly Hoss changed his mind about going
right on to Porphyry Butte.

When he was around the bend hiding
him from the camp, Hoss reined up in
a gloomy draw to tie his pony and return
to the main gulch, secreting himself be-
hind huge boulders. He hadn't long to
wait. Spurring savagely, three riders
flashed around the bend, their eyes riveted
up the canyon, their saddle guns across
their laps. And leading those riders was
the astounding Mr. Rossiter. Nor was

there now any of the lameness and inepti-
tude he had shown when posing before
Hoss as a tenderfoot agent from the big
town.

When they had passed, Hoss drew a
deep sigh, once again grateful for that
seventh sense which touched him with
life-preserving hunches. He moved down
canyon now and, with night glooming the
Mazatzals, entered the peaceful camp.
Through a ventilator at the rear, he looked
into the commissary.

Men drank at a short bar.
lively at the few gaming tables. At the
merchandise counter, Archie Bunch
stowed his purchases in a sack. Corn
meal, canned milk and peaches, lard and
hard candy. And when he left, Hoss fol-
lowed. He couldn’t believe Archie was
out of food at the ranch. That he was
right, was proven when Archie mounted
and turned up canyon. Deeply puzzled,
Hoss turned toward the lighted office,
pressing into the shadows as two men
emerged, talking. One said: “What ails
Rossiter. Way he yelled for horses an’
guns, you'd think he seen a bear.”

“Can’t figure that man,” complained
the other. “He's like an eel. I'm gettin’
fed up tryin’ to hold a crew together with-
out any pa}da)s Gaddis Lupton’s due
tomorrow, an” it'll be too bad if he don’t
fetch money. Let’s get a drink.

They drew away, leaving Hoss with a
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flicker of enlightenment. This was not a
county camp. And Gaddis Lupton, a get-
rich-quick Phoenix promoter, was prob-
ably the client who wanted Porphyry
Butte and the flooded diggings. Lupton!
Hoss snorted. He was all hot air, full of
unbacked confidence. This road work
proved he hadn’t even considered Hoss’
refusal.

Now Hoss moved to where he could
look into the office. There a man worked
on a stool, under a bright Rochester lamp.
His hand close to his gun, Hoss entered.
The man, an engineer, to judge by his in-
struments, paled under Hoss’ direct gaze.
“What—what do you want?”

“Plain talk,” said Hoss. “Who's build-
ing this road . . . . an" why?”

“Gaddis Lupton and Riley Rossiter.
You'll have to ask them why.”

“Where's the road going?”

“You better ask them that too.”

“I'm asking you, son.” Hoss jabbed
a pistol into his midriff. “Use a civil
tongue an’ you won't get hurt. Play
smart-alick an’ you'll sweat with other
crooks. Nice map you're draftin’ here
¢ HSksee. s

X

HE MAP was easy to read. The

roadway was plainly shown, wind-

ing up Buckhorn Creek to Por-
phyry Butte. Around the townsite were
spotted the mining claims. Surprise lay
to the west. Along the plotted course of
the Verde River was located the Lupton
Dam, at Muleshoe Bend. Hoss recalled
hearing of such a power enterprise, and
put it down as a stock selling enterprise

for suckers. But here it was shown and,

more interesting to Hoss, the details of a
power transmission line from the dam to
Porphyry Butte.

That line recalled something else Hoss
had read. An old feud with the Securities
Commission had cost Lupton any chance
of distributing his power unless he built
his own lines. His answer was this—to
pump out the watered Hobbled Mule and
refine its ore. A craggy smile lit Hoss’
rugged face. He had the bug in Rossiter’s
offer. Fifty thousand was peanuts. Lup-
ton was looking towards millions and he
was beaten without title to the Hobbled

Mule. Well, he’d write one big check to
get that.

Hoss could now grin good humoredly
at the engineer, who was shabby and
looked down at heel. Hoss laid a yellow-
back bill on the map. “Thanks for the
info, son. Buy yourself some smokes.
What's your name?”

“John Dawson, sir.”

“Civil or mining?”

“Mining, though I've had to take what
I could get. Haven't done well, so when
Lupton pays me, I'm heading home to
owa.”

“Hang an’ rattle awhile, fella. Things
will pick up an’ you won't lose if you're
around when Lupton goes bust. He thinks
he’s buying the Hobbled Mule. He ain’t.
‘When the mine opens, you'll be engineer
if you want it. Interested?”

The man’s eyes glistened. “Plenty.”
Then as he looked Hoss up and down,
doubt rode him. “Interested, but not
banking on it. Who might you be?”

“I'm only the owner of the Hobbled
Mule. . . .” Hearing approaching boot-
steps outside, Hoss cut off, gliding to the
door and out. The moon had come up,
bathing the canyon in an eerie orange
light. Through the shadows of adjoining
tents, Hoss spotted the movement of two
advancing men. He was caught in the
light and there was little chance of his
slipping away unnoticed. So he chose
the more direct way, and moved toward
them.

Their talk fell away as they studied
his unfamiliar figure. His face gloomed
by a drooping hat brim, Hoss thought he
would succeed in passing them. He mut-
tered, ‘Hi yuh, boys,” and stepped aside
to let them by. The one nearest him de-
liberately barred the way, sticking his
bearded face almost in Hoss’ own. Hoss
caught the reek of sweat, then the fetid
breath as the man bawled :

“Hey, this is that feller who rode past!
The feller Rossiter said he’d pay that
hundred dollars fer, dead or alive!”

Two powerfully muscled hands caught
Hoss’ arms. The cowman spun his body,
tore loose. His gun flashed out and he
struck. The arcing muzzle took the big
man between the eyes, dropping him like
a shot beef. Striving to avoid the second
man’s rush, Hoss tripped over his victim’s
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legs, went down. The second man
swerved, fell on him, clubbing with his
fists. A blow crashed off Hoss' jaw,
stunning him, robbing him of strength.
He tried to club the fellow with his gun,
but the effort was easily brushed aside.

An inner voice was warning Hoss that
he was as near death as he’d ever been in
his violent career. For some reason—one
that seemed a contradiction; Rossiter
wanted him rubbed out. If this fellow
subdued him, which he as good as had al-
ready, they would kill him mercilessly.
Fingers were already at his throat when
he got the muzzle of his Colt around, drew
back the hammer and let fly.

A roaring detonation. A moan. All
fight went out of his foe, who collapsed, a
dead weight atop him. Hoss rolled off the
grisly burden, found his feet, reeling
groggily. The camp was rousing with
raucous cries. The earth gave back the
swift echoes of pounding boots. Hoss
whirled and ran for the shadows of the
big cottonwoods. They spotted him as he
tore through a beam of lamplight and
pursuit gathered like a river. Somebody
discovered the two prone men, raised a
cry of murder. Men were yelling for
horses and guns and already bullets were
slashing the brush Hoss smashed down in
his mad try for his horse.

CHAPTER THREE

Ghost-Town Ghost

ETAILS of that desperate dash
D through thorny, clutching brush

and over treacherous rocky foot-
ing were never clear to Old Hoss. He fell
and rolled, filling his left arm painfully
with cactus spines. He got up and tore
on like a stampeding steer, falling again
as a stone gave under his foot. Winded
and spent, every muscle aching and all
but out on his feet, he wobbled up the
black gulch and found his pony. Heaving
himself into the saddle, he reined to the
mouth of the tributary, there to pause as
pursuit straggled recklessly up the can-
yon.

Lust, born in the heat of excitement,
cools rapidly under the threat of the death
that sleeps in a gun barrel. Before long,
the silent construction-camp posse came

riding back in a body, passing Hoss who
swearingly picked cactus spines, while
hidden in a thicket of willows.

‘Waiting a reasonable time, against the
possibility of there being others yet to
come, Hoss continued his interrupted trip
up canyon. Riding slowly, his ear cocked
to the first threat ahead. But all was
peaceful. Moonlight filled the canyon
with pools of light and shadow. Bullbats
croaked as they fed on the winged insects
of the night. The echoes of his own pony’s
hoofbeats bounced hollowly off the rocky
hillsides. An overpowering sense of lone-
liness touched Hoss, and then he had his
first glimpse of Porphyry Butte.

The canyon suddenly opened up like
the padm of a hand, with long fingers
reaching up toward the ridge. The fingers
were hogbacks, warted with decrepit shaft
houses and mine dumps. In the palm, like
a frightened covey of quail huddled to-
gether against a common danger, were
the buildings of Porphyry Butte. And,
overlying all, was the monolith from which
the ghost town had inherited its name,
frowning down like some grim old hen
over a nestling brood of chicks.

For long minutes, Hoss sat his saddle,
looking at that somnolent scene. The
ravages of time, the weathering, the de-
cay of bul]dmgs long untenanted, these
things were softened in the deceptive
moonlight, turned to bronze and gold,
glorified. The spell of the place got into
Hoss. A twisty little breeze played about
his face, like ghost fingers, stirring goose-
flesh along his spine. Half angrily he
tried to shake off the mood, and failed, as
a faint flush of light blossomed somewhere
in the town—like a spectral wisp of yellow
vapor.

Little prone to superstition, Hoss
jabbed his pony with the spurs, sent the
outraged animal leaping toward the town.
He had to rein down to let his mount pick
a fearful way across a rickety, loose-
floored bridge. A few rods farther on, he
dismounted in the shadow of a fragile
walled structure, tied the pony to a
sagging rack and began a measured, nerv-
ous advance along a boardwalk that
creaked and teetered at each step.

The rattle of his spurs, the clump of his
heels, seemed weirdly loud, and the crazy
fronts gave off multiple echoes, Danger
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seemed to press in, an unseen danger, a
danger immune to worldly means of de-
fense. Hoss drew a long breath, dropped
his hand to the butt of his gun and felt
comforted.

Now he came to an abrupt halt and his
gun flashed out. Across the untracked
street, deep under the overhang of an
infirm awning, a pallid figure seemed to
float. Holding his breath, Hoss watched
it float away from him, until it hovered
motionless, not a great way from where
the flickering of some ghastly light played
upon the street. A hollow, horrible voice
ro!led through the stxllness

“Go-0-0 ba-a-a-ack, sinful me-e-en.
Let us re-e-est.”

Hoss whipped his gun level, shivered
and let it down again. He had never be-
lieved in ghosts; maybe he had been
wrong. Ghost or not, that voice belonged
to a woman. And there had not been a
woman here for twenty-five years. He had
heard fool talk that a bullet is harmless to
a ghost. If that creature was flesh and
blood, a woman, surely she could do him
no harm.

In fearful doubt, Hoss stood there
staring. He heard a terrible, tremulous
moan, followed by the clanking of a chain.
Then the pale figure seemed to float
through the wall of a building and dis-
appear. And Hoss realized with a start
that the building was a steepled church,
behind which he could see the wan shafts
marking burials, “I'm a damned ol’ fool,”
he muttered, angrily, and forthwith
doubted his judgment as the steeple bell
began to toll—weakly, as if rocked by a
feeble, phantom hand.

The sound died away. A gust of wind
whirled along the street, starting up the
ancient dust in a miniature cyclone. Hoss
reached for his hat, missed it and chased
into the street. The effort seemed to clear
cobwebs from his mind. With courage
that was normal to him, he moved toward
the church, his jaw set stubbornly, his
eyes slitted.

The church door stood open, swaying
creakingly in the night breeze. Hoss stuck
his head inside. There was a reek of ani-
mal waste and decay. Trade rats gnawed
and squeaked. Hoss thumbed a match. A
bat, alarmed by the light, whisked past
him, extinguishing the flame. But Hoss

had seen the wreckage of dust-bathed
benches and an overturned altar . .. . and
something else! A frayed rope end
dropping from the belfry, swaying, sway-
ing. Was that a chuckle that mocked him,
or was it some trick of his suddenly over-
wrought nervous system?

Hoss took refuge in a growing anger,
mostly against himself. And he might
have investigated that church except for
the sudden impact of voices against his
ear drums. The ghostly, quivering re-
flection of light seemed to have grown
stronger in the street. Hoss walked toward
it. He might, he reflected, be up against a
rendezvous of ghosts, here in this for-
gotten town. But damned if it wouldn’t
be worth it to prove the lie that ghosts
can’t stand light.

Silently he slid along the walk, until he
reached the corner of a leaning building,
past which the glow persisted. He paused
there, all thoughts of haunts gone from his
mind. He was looking at men, angry
men, men with few spiritual qualities in
that moment. They stood grouped beside
a fire, in the wreckage of what had once
been part of a boom prosperity, now col-
lapsed and a tangle of fallen timbers.
Three of the men held guns upon a fourth.
One of the three was T. Riley Rossiter.
The fourth was Archie Bunch—looking a
little incompetent against that raging trio.

*

(€4 O HELL with the ghosts,”
barked Rossiter. “I invite em

in to bear witness we're being
more than fair with a human mule. You
work for Greer. Yon can’t explain why
you're up here, with a sack of groceries.
That’s all the evidence I need that the old
gun-wolf is here somewhere. Now where
is he? Talk up. I’'m going to get him, if
not here, then somewhere else. Where’s
he at?”
“I tell you I don’t know.” Archie was
pale, tight-lipped. “I left him at the
camy

“For the last time, where is Hoss
Greer?”

“If T knew, I wouldnt tell you, yuh
grass-bellied coyote.”

With a snarl, one of the trio whipped
out a knife, made a pass at Archie’s throat.



HOSS GREER—BONANZA BUSTER! 33

Rossiter struck the weapon down. “Don’t,
you fool! Kill him and we’ve wasted all
this. Throw a rope over that beam,
Skeeter. Ramon, you Whlp it below his
wrist joints. He'll talk.”

“Like hell T will,” snapped Archie.

Hoss didn’t interfere right then. Know-
ing some deception was being practiced
by his soft-spoken foreman, he had
nursed sudden prejudice against him. In
fact, he had come within an ace of offering
him his choice between coming clean or
quitting—back yonder at the camp. When
Hoss turned against a man, that man
looked bad all over. But Archie’s gritty
defiance was reinstating him. Hoss only
wanted to see what he’d do when they
trussed him up. So he waited while they
built the knots and hoisted Archie a foot
off the floor.

“When you've got enough,” barked
Rossiter, “tell us where Greer’s at.”

“Go to hell!” It came savagely through
the foreman’s clenched teeth.

Hoss’ gun flashed out and he stepped
toward them. But his challenge died un-
born on his lips. The-sharp, rapping echo
of a shot tore through the stiliness. The
one called Skeeter, who held the hitch
in the rope, sighed, reeled violently and
fell. Archie, dropping on his feet, made
a fighting pass at Rossiter. The swart
Ramon was turning on him with bared
gun when Hoss roared: “This way, Ra-
mon!” The man, a breed, whirled, his
gun swinging. Hoss shot him dead.

Archie, fighting mad, had closed with
Rossiter and was trying to loop his
manacled arms over the fellow’s head.
Rossiter swerved from the embrace,
sledged the foreman down with a cruel,
clubbing blow, whirled and vanished be-
hind tumbled wreckage. Hoss, tearing
after him, found the way cluttered and was
slow in getting to the alley at the rear of
the buildings. He paused to listen. Hoof
echoes lifted, yonder in the darkness. Hoss
sent three bullets screaming down the
alley. But Rossiter was gone swiftly,
sounds of his escape diminishing abrupt-
ly as he gained the sandy canyon bottom.

Sore and irritated, framing the lec-
ture he aimed to deliver to a duded-up
foreman who had to all intents and pur-
poses lied about his presence in the can-
yon, Hoss made his way back to the low-

burning fire. Rossiter’s two fallen saddle
mates lay where they had dropped. But
there was no sign or Archie. Thinking
maybe he had gone to get his horse, Hoss
waited with patent impatience. Five min-
utes. Ten.

Then, becoming suspicious, Hoss took
stock. The sack of provisions, which had
lain beside the blaze, was gone. So were
the cartridge belts and weapons of the
dead men. Again that sense of fearful
loneliness haunted him. “Archie!” he
bawled. Only echoes came back to mock
him.

Gun in hand, vowing no good for
Archie Bunch when he caught up with
him, Hoss strode up the middle of the
street to the edge of town, where he had
tied his pony. It was gone, and Hoss
cursed savagely. Again that grisly chuckle
taunted him. And, seemingly down from
the sky dropped a frangible voice, trem-
bly and labored:

“You-0-o disturb my re-e-est. I ha-a-
ave le-e-ed your pony across the
bri-i-idge.”

Hoss tried to locate that voice, failed.
Disgruntled and a little shaky, he crossed
the bridge to test the accuracy of that
ghostly information. And there he found
his roan, calmly cropping grass. Hoss
mounted and discovered his saddle car-
bine was missing. He laughed scornfully.
Damn little use a ghost would have for a
rifle, which proved the wraith to be very,
very human.

More bewildered than when he had ar-
rived, sensing currents he could not begin
to breast without more knowledge, Hoss
turned his pony toward the crest of the
Mazatzals.  Southward, toward Four
Peaks, was a Ranger station and a tele-
phone. In Phoenix were the lawyers he
paid by the year to answer just such an-
noying riddles as this.

CHAPTER FOUR

The Devil Takes Vegetarians

HE CRACK of dawn caught Hoss
on the Skyline Trail, with a vast
panorama spread out below him,
north, east, and west. Southward rose the
timbered wall to the crest of Four Peaks.
Eastward lay the Tonto Valley, with the
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fair valleys of the Grimm-Tuxbray feud
stretching beyond. Northward, like a
ﬂxardian, stretched the bulwark of the

ogollon Rim. And to the west rolled the
breaks of the Verde River. Yonder, like a
scar pointing directly at him, ran a brushed
defacement which, he knew, was the pow-
er line from the Lupton dam. Gaddis
Lupton wasn't fooling.

Hoss found the ranger away from his
station, but the cabin was open and the
telephone working. Thus he got District
Ranger Bill Foss, at Mesa City, a friend
of long standing. Even so, he had to talk
like a good one to get a personal call
through to Phoenix. In due course he got
Cash Carteret on the wire—junior part-
ner of Ambrose, Brewster and Carteret,
who for years had handled Hoss business.

“Greer,” he shouted, and Hoss caught
the urgency in his tone, “Where in the
devil have you been? We’ve been moving
heaven and earth to run you down. You
been drunk again?”

“Pull in your neck, Cash,” rapped the
old cowman. “Can’t a man tend to his
business without you fearin’ he’s gone on
a brannigan?”

“Not the kind of business you've been
up to, Hoss. If we've told you once, we've
told you a hundred times : When you have
any legal business to transact, let us at
least put our stamp of approval on it. Oh,
I know all about your fool ethics. A
man’s word is as good as his bond and a
handshake is better insurance of honest
intention than a signed contract. Poppy-
cock. Someday you'll learn other men
don’t believe in those range ideals. Gaddis
Lup(on especially.”

upton?” Hoss was surpnsed
him T called you up about.”

“I'm afraid you're calling too late, Hoss.
The paper you signed has been put on
record here. It's carried in the Title
Record—out yesterday. Hang on . . . .
it is right here. Yes, let’s see . ... all
right, title and interest to that certain
piece and parcel of land described as Sec-
tion 31, Township 3 North, Range 5 East,
Squazw Peak Base and Meridian, including
all rights to each and several the following
mining properties . . ..

“Follows then the names of about
twenty-five mining properties. It's the
property you got from William Dunaway,

“Ips

several years ago. If you didn’t get cash
from Lupton, Hoss, I hope your contract
hasn’t holes in it. Lupton’s a cute one.”

Hoss hardly heard what the lawyer was
saying. Now he had his finger on the last
bug in that deal Rossiter had proposed.
Figuring to have the key property one
way or another, they had forged and re-
corded an instrument of transfer before
sending Rossiter to see Hoss. If Hoss
signed, well and good ; there was nobody
to challenge the fake signature. Whether
or not he signed, he was slated for slaugh-
ter ; that was about the plainest thing Hoss
cauld make of it.

Very weakly, he said: “But, Cash, there
wasn’t no deal. T didn’t sign nothin’.”

“You mean this deed is a forgery?”

“If there is a deed, it sure ain’t nothin’
else but. Rossiter came out to the ranch,
representin’ Lupton, an’ offered fifty-
thousand for the property. I refused it,
pendin’ a look at the layout. Figgered if it
was worth that much to him, it was mebby
worth more to me. Ten minutes after
Rossiter left, T was shot at. On my way
to Porphyry Butte they tried to get me
again. A road an’ a power line are bein’
built onto the propitty right now.”

“Whee-ew!” Cash Carteret whistled.
“That T. Riley Rossiter?”

“The same.”

“Another crook. The deed’s signed be-
fore witnesses. It will be very difficult to
prove it a forgery, Hoss. Maybe a long
court action, which we might lose. In the
meanume they’ll have possession, and
then. . .

“No way to euchre ’em except by
provmg they forged my name?”

“Well . .. .er.... there are certain
legal angles which mlght be employed.
First, is this property valuable?”

“Yes and no. If we can use power
from—"

“Valuable enough to spend say a hun-
dred thousand lawing Lupton?”

“His heirs,” said Hoss, crisply “Lup-
ton won’t be around too long, T figger,
after the way he’s jumped on me. I think
Lupton’s lookin” at millions, in the Hob-
bled Mule Mine. Does that answer yore
question.”

“Yes. Remember that Dunaway’s title,
your title and Lupton’s title, such as it is,
are all based on the original county tas
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sale. But the mine was originally in the
hands of a Preston Tanner, whereabouts
now unknown. If we could secure quit-
claims from Tanner, attack the tax titles
prepared to pay Lupton’s costs, I'm cer-
tain we could win. Any chance of ousting
Lupton’s men and takmg possession >

“Lupton’s men ain’t got possessmn
Ghosts are m charge right now. ¥

“Ghosts ?

“You heard me right, Cash. Ghosts
that moan an’ rattle chains, ring bells an’
collect firearms, not to mention shootin’
almighty straight. And, between us, I
don’t think them ghosts like the Lupton
crowd much.”

“You're joking.”

lieving it only a trick of his imagination.

Sometime later, he rode into a street
smacking less of ghost at this hour than
of abandonment and loneliness. His
nerves, always sore where his safety was
concerned, throbbed to a sense of danger.
Not spooky danger, but something far
more worldly—as if hard, unfriendly eyes
stared at him.

Hoss was thinking about Archie Bunch
when he spotted smoke wisping across the
street, yonder. As he reined in, he heard
something whop into his pony. The ani-
mal shuddered, lurched and fell. Hoss
shook the stirrups off and stepped free.
He pulled and threw down on a plume of
gunsmoke at a building corner, but failed

“MISSION ACCOMPLISHED”
Those are welcome words when the big bombers come back, leaving behind
an enemy war-plant in flames or a wrecked U-boat base. . . . Don’t forget,
however, that we still have a long way to go before the last such report is
in. And it’s your money, loaned at fair interest to the government, that
helps to make possible those hard-hitting missions of our fighting forces.
Sign up with the Third War Loan, and—buy a War Bond Every Pay Day!

“Yeah, the way a undertaker jokes
while he works. Nope, I'm dead serious.
If possession’s important, then we'll take
it over. I'll ride down there now, to
transact some unfinished business with
them ghosts tonight. You get word to Gil
Pastime at Tres Alamos. He’s my Bell-
clapper foreman. Tell him to hightail to
Porphyry Butte with plenty rifles an’
men who savvy triggerin’ same. I'll meet
him there unless them ghostses have got
me. Anyhow, they’re to take over things
an’ hold ’em.” The lawyer was warning
him about too direct action. “Leave that
to me, Cash. You see can you get in touch
with that Tanner feller.”

x

T WAS the time of day when
shadows ran well ahead of Hoss as
he moved eastward down one of the

fingers, toward the palm where the town
of Porphyry Butte lay. As the town took
shape in the haze, it looked to benign to
harbor last night’s realities. So peaceful,
in fact, that Hoss drawing rein when he
thought he heard distant gunfire, con-
tinued on when it was not repeated, be-

to shoot. The bushwhacker seemed sud-
denly unimportant as a rush of armed
men swarmed into the street.

Overmatched, caught in the open, Hoss
clawed back dirt getting to cover. He was
crossing the walk when a door swung
open and he looked into a carbine muzzle,
backed by a feminine face pleasing despite
its grimness and the two pools of ice un-
der arched brows. “This way, Greer-man,
to the bald-headed row. Front and center.
Step in, says the spider to the fly, before
they shoot off your suspender buttons.
Easy now ; don’t point that hardware, Mc-

Duff. Wheres your boasted Westem
chivalry?”

"Chwalry hell!” rapped Hoss, puzzled,
but he didn’t wait on the order with bullets
already splintering the walk at his heels.
He ducked inside, the woman backing be-
fore him. He slammed the door. She or-
dered: “Bar it”, which he did. Then he
was looking at her, fascinated.

She was neither young nor old, life not
time having pencilled her face. Admir-
ingly, Hoss noted her curly hair of vivid
auburn—a color he associated always with
outstanding character. Her eyes, half hu-
morous, half desperate, were dusky pur-
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ple, like the evening haze of the hills.
Levis accentuated the curves of her body.

His grimness softened the temper of her
courage. “Don’ don’t think such
thoughts, cow-] person Don’t make me
hurt you. Ellen! Come out, Ellen, and
prompt this heavy. I'm scared he’ll steal
the scene.”

A light step. From an adjoining room
came a tall, slender, denim-clad girl. There
were circles about her purple-hazed eyes
and she looked tired. But her lips were
tight and her carbine was level, cocked and
ready. A carbine familiar to Hoss.

“Ah-ha!” The cowman punched his
iron. “The bell-ringing ghost that steals
men’s rifles. Lady, I'm obliged for some
timely and straight shooting last night.”

“Not Ellen, Mister Beef Baron,” said
the redhead. “She’s been sheltered where
killing is something denied by the Com-
mandants. I've been selling her on the
dog-eat-dog idea, with the Devil taking
the vegetarians. Your applause is sweet
and Penny will take the bow. Somebody’s
got to look after Ellen’s interests. Having
accepted the part, I'll take my cues till the
curtain call.”

Hoss chuckled at this spice of the foot-
lights. “Lady,” he said. “You're plainly
an actress trying to make an act out of
life. Is it to Ellen’s interests to drag her
here to face a pack of human coyotes?”

“Drag her?” Penny laughed. “She
dragged me, Mister Hotspur. The loving
aunt she’s bossed since cradle days. Her
interests are under our feet, where her
dad took out the millions he squandered in
Wall Street.”

Hoss started. “Tanner?”

“Preston Tanner’s daughter—Ellen. All
of us had forgotten the Hobbled Mule un-
til one Gaddis Lupton came east to try to
strongarm a quit-claim from Ellen. Our
lawyer judged we had rights if we could
secure possession. You, Mister Beefsteak
Tycoon, are three months too late to clinch
your tax title, thanks to the help of. . ..”

“A moon-eyed calf-'rangler, ma’am,
who fell fer a purty face, which I don’t
blame him. Young lady, my rights are
yores. Archie, come out from hidin’ an’
resign yore cow-nursin’ job honorable, be-
fore I fire yuh.”

“A pretty speech, Greer-man.” Penny
beamed upon him. “And I'll try to rise to

your act. Speaking for my niece, I offer
an undivided fourth of Hobbled Mule—if
you'll fight for it.”

“Fight?” Hoss grinned.
middlen ame, eh, Archie?”

The Teepee foreman, appearing in a
connecting doorway, nodded sheepishly.
“Id uh told yuh, Hoss,” he mumbled,

“only I thought mebby you'd get mad
at e evaty ” His eyes went to the
girl who was shy before him.

“I sayvy,” grunted Hoss, and stiffened
—listening. “Our friends start to disturb
the ghosts of Porphyry Butte.”

A heavy-voiced command was echoing
through the town: “Scatter out, you gun-
throwing sons! You split ten thousand
if you rub em out before daybreak. Rake
the walls with lead. If that don’t smoke
’em out, use a torch, fire this tinder.”

“Lupton,” gritted Penny. “The same
voice, the same rage he brought east to
browbeat Ellen. He’s offering ten times
for our lives what he offered for the
mine.”

“Nice neighbor,” growled Hoss, then
snapped: “Down. Their bullets will sieve
this place like a bat through a moonbeam.
Dows

“Back“' countermanded Penny. “This
is the old mine office. It backs up to a
mine entrance. Come on.”

She led the way through deepening
gloom. Outside the first rifle thundered,
the slug slashing through the front and
angling out the side. Gunfire rose to an
ever quickening storm of detonations, a
smashing, tearing sleet of lead.

CHAPTER FIVE
Hot Lead Fodder for the Hobbled Mule

&- T THE rear of the building, for

“That’s my

the moment beyond the reach of
renegade lead, Archie lit a lantern.
Penny threw open a door and a gust of
damp, musty air hit their faces. The door
gave directly into the hillside, against
which the building backed. Ahead reached
a cold corridor that presently eld into a
vaulted chamber where water seeped, and
was1 ditched into a drain along the tunnel
wall.

The stopping here ascended sharply
toward the open hillside, and up its irregu-
lar steps they clambered toward its jagged
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ceiling. At the top, Penny led the way
into a small tunnel. Light showed faintly
ahead. Where the tunnel broke out of the
hill, its mouth was covered by a lush
growth of sumac. At first glance, Hoss
knew what this tunnel was. Here, in the
palmy days, a rifle guard had watched the
offices, against the forays of lawless-mind-
ed men.

The afterglow was fading fast and soon
it would be dark enough to spot the gun
flashes, and the coverts of the murderous
Lupton gun hirelings. And while they
awaited darkness, they talked over a plan
of action. They were four and there were
at least twenty against them. The women
insisted on doing their part, so it was
agreed they would hold down the tunnel
mouth, retreating deeper into its belly in
case the entrance was discovered by some-
body who did not give the password
“Lupton”, a name sure not to be spoken
by his hirelings.

Archie volunteered to hunt cover to the
right of the entrance, Hoss to the left.
Archie went down and brought up a sack
heavy with ammunition. They had several
hundred rounds, yet Hoss argued for slow,
deliberate firing, taking time to ferret out
the target and giving the renegades little
chance to locate them. And so night came
to Porphyry Butte, with the roar and
smash of rifle fire contriving to make the
darkness hideous.

The lantern was out and they could not
see faces as they shook hands all around.
But Hoss read more in those handclasps
than he could have in faces. Ellen was
trembling, frightened, yet desperately de-
termined to fight to the bitter end for what
she considered her only heritage from a
wastrel father she could barely remember.

There was an eagerness in Archie’s
handshake that suggested less concern re-
garding the coming test than gratitude
that Hoss had not been difficult about his
deception. But it remained for Penny to
prove the expressiveness of gnppmg
hands. She took his big, gnarled hand in
both her chubby ones, clung to them with
a fierce exaltation.

“Curtain’s about to go up, pardner,”
she whispered. “Hope I don’t forget my
lines. If I miss my cue. . .. well, it’s been
fine just knowing a man that isn’t the least
bit afraid of danger. Hope we . ... we

lay ’em in the aisles, Mister Cowman.”

There was something so feminine about
her, something that seemed to add an inch
to Hoss’ stature.

Hoss chuckled mirthlessly when they
had parted and he was feeling his way
among the rocks, in the blackness that
precedes moonrise.

“Like hell I'm not scairt,” he muttered.
“This hillside ain’t slated to be no Sun-
day school picnic.”

Then, within a rod, he made out a d1m,
kneelmg figure and croaked: “Hey

The gunman whirled: “Who’s that"'

Hoss said: “A ghost,” icily, and shot
him dead. A moment later he was moving
through deep shadows toward the street,
where Lupton was bawling a stop order.

“Silence! Quit firing!” A hush fell.
“You, Greer! You and your mates have
five minutes to choose between surrender
or fire. Not a second more.”

“Five seconds is enough!” That was
Penny. Her voice seemed to come from
the mine office, but Hoss gave her credit
for better sense and gave ear to Lupton’s
savage judgment.

“Throwing your chance away, eh? All
right, fools. Mac, take two boys and move
the ponies back. The rest of you fire these
crummy shacks. Burn ’em down. Wipe
the slate clean and rub out their chalk
marks!”

Stealthily Hoss moved toward that
voice, hearing the slogging boots as they
leaped to his orders. Hoss was halfway to
the street, between two leaning walls,
when that low, desperate challenge came:

“Fill your hand, Lupton!”

“Archie!” Rough breath gusted from
Hoss. A cry. Lupton’s satisfied, “Nice
work, Riley. It’s Bunch, Greer’s Teepee
foreman. Not dead, eh? Good. Fetch
him in here, where he won’t see the bon-
fire till it smashes in on him. Hurry.”

Pressed against a wall, Hoss felt Lup-
ton’s tread shake the building. A rod
away was a paneless window and Hoss
went through it. A thumbed match showed
he was in a littered ancient barrel room.
He crossed it before the match died, paus-
ing at a door showing cracks of lantern
light. Thinking of rusty hinges, Hoss
worked slowly, lifting, pressing out-
ward. . . .

The panel gave, complainingly, slowly



38

STAR WESTERN

edging open till Hoss could see into the
dilapidated barroom. A lantern, on the
dusty bar, lighted Lupton and Rossiter
as they tied Archie’s hands behind him
with his neck scarf, knotting it then to the
tarnished top bar-rail. Archie hung there,
white and limp and sick.

HE sight fanned Hoss’s rage into

swift flame. Discarding caution, he

kicked the panel in and ripped at
the renegade pair. “Injun business comes
high, Lupton. You an’ Rossiter start pay-
in” now!”

Before they spun to glimpse his charge,
his deadly purpose was plain to them.
Their draw was for life, and they knew it.
Lupton, faster than Rossiter, whipped his
gun out and up. Cocking it was his last
conscious act. Fire lanced from Hoss’
thigh, smashing Lupton back. Strength
held him up. Reflex sent his slug into the
floor. A vengeful cry ripped from him
and he fell.

‘What should have discouraged Rossiter
only filled him with fearful desperation.
He drew, swung the old fashioned “lift”
and was throwing down when Hoss shot
him. Light winked from his eyes. He
moaned, dropped his pistol, and sank to
the floor.

A man came smashing through the
shaky swing doors. “You all right,
Lup—?” He fell silent, eyes big, round,
unbelieving. Rallying, he clipped out a
curse, leveled the carbine. Hoss dropped
him across the threshold and caught up his
saddle gun as he flashed outside. He was
a killer now, mouth a grim slash, eyes pin-
points of vengefulness. Every inch the
ravening wolf his enemies pegged him.

Flames were already licking hungrily
at tinder-dry walls, lighting the street
where gunmen came at a fast run, their
guns drawn, profane queries spilling
across their curled lips. Hoss took it in at
a glance, and his brief breather was over.
This was what he had waited for. He
knelt, leveled the carbine and aimed. At
his first shot, a man faltered in swift
stride, leaped high, shrilled a death scream
and died. A renegade, quartering from
out the deep shade of a teetering awning,
offered greater risk than the rest, and

Hoss chose him. But before he could fire
the man reeled dizzily and spilled.

That astounded Hoss until he saw the
two women in the doorway of the church,
both firing. Hoss wailed an order for them
to take cover and really heated the barrel
of that .30-30. Caught in a crossfire of
death, such renegades as didn’t go down
drew up, fiddle-footed a moment and then
bolted with yells of fear.

A bullet wailed past Hoss and he spun
to find himself flanked by the trio who had
led the renegade horses away. A slug
clipped his hat. Another splintered the
walk, stinging his face. Raging, Hoss
emptied his magazine, then went to his
holster, downing one and scattering the
others.

The flank attack rallied the others, who
returned to battle, holding cover and
spraying lead at Hoss and the women in
the church. In flame-glow, grown bright
as sunlight, the leaderless renegades might
have staged a wipeout except that they
heard, as Hoss heard, that thin, wild,
ribald yell striking through gunfire and
holocaust.

Wind, whirling smoke down the em-
battled street, seemed to blow in a reck-
less cavalcade, shooting as it spurred.
Chunky Gil Pastime in the lead, howling
his Bellclapper boys to wipe the slate
clean. Lead whined along the street. Gun-
blasts caromed off the smoke-wreathed
fronts. Hoofbeats roared high, then di-
minished as the cowboys chased the law-
less Lupton hirelings out.

Hoss, a prideful smile on his lips, re-
loaded his cutter and went inside for
Archie. The youngster had rallied and
the terror of smoke made him forget pain
as he struggled with his bonds. Hoss
freed him, made sure he could locomote
and sent him toward the open. Then he
sought the church, where the bell tolled
mournfully.

Hoss found Ellen weeping hysterically,
Penny pulling at the bell cord. “Coo-coo,”
he muttered. “The weaker vessel ain’t
built to stand gunplay.”

“Weaker vessel, my Aunt Minnie!”
snapped Penny. “We put over our act
without calling on big, rough man. I toll
the bell for a dying town. It's sad, Mister
Hoss.”
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“Sad,” agreed Hoss, “fer centerpeeds,
scorpeens, triantlers an’ vinegaroons.
Otherwise, Porphyry Butte’s bin dead
twenty-five years an’ is now gettin’ decent
cremation of its bleached bones. Which
we'll get the same if we don’t stir a dust.”

“I can’t go,” wailed Ellen. “Archie’s
dlsappeared P'm afraid he’s. . . .
Dead?” demanded Hoss. “You can’t

kill that hairpin. Hurry yonder. . .” he
pointed, “an’ you'll find him hipperin’
down street, nursin’ a bullet scratch. He'll
be needin’ some sympathy, ma’am.” And
he smiled as Ellen gasped, ran outside.
Penny came to him then, staring up into
his dusty, stubbled face.

“A gentleman,” she scolded, “would
shed a tear for a woman losing her ram-
shackle humble home. But, alas, no tear.
How—" she pressed her face against his
chest, sobbing “—can we hold possession
with o . . . . no place to stay?”

“Pshaw, Miss Penny,” Hoss embraced
her awkwardly. “Don’t you carry on an’
don’t worry. Nobody’s left to contest
your rights, but me. An’ I'm yore pard.”

“Lupton?” She asked, lifting hcr facc

“A stroke,” he murmured. “Hi
Rossiter was took sudden. Now, about
yore comfort, I'd admire if you was to
make my Tres A]amos home till we get a
power contract an’ pumps installed an’
ore rolling.”

“Any strings on that, Mister Hoss?”
Her purple eyes were dancing.

“One,” he chuckled. “Hung Soon, my
Chinee cook, needs a woman’s discipline.
The blasted heathen’s lazy an’ insolent an’
I lack the proper touch.”

“A pleasure,” she laughed, "to play
Simon Legree. Lead me to him.”

Under a sky vivid with flame and
sparks, they moved down the smoky
street. Behind them Porphyry Butte was
dying as all ghost towns die—by fire.
Ahead, Ellen stood holding Archie, dab-
bing at his creased skull with a tiny hand-
kerchief. Gil and his men were riding
back with the renegade horses. In the
east, a rising moon smiled wearily at the
pitifully transient man-made glow in long-
dark Porphyry Butte.

THE END
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Up there the guns wer
still roaring. . . .

When Thad Carmichael rode back to the Forks of the Llano with his pack of
gun-wolves, the local ranchers huddled together for mutual protection, for well
they knew that Thad had declared open war against all honest cowmen, and
in that deadly game, he who shot first lived longest!
40
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CHAPTER ONE

Outcast Cowman

A Vigorous Novel of
ALE LANGTRY had miscalled Texans On the Prod
the turn. He could see that the
moment he topped the rise and

rode his bay down the rocky slant toward By Fred Gipsou
41
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the Figure 8 headquarters under the
spreading live oaks. For this wasn’t an
invite to visit with Martha Russell on the
day she’d returned from school back East.

He couldn’t tell yet just what it was,
but it couldn’t be that. There were too
many saddled horses standing slack-hipped
along the hitch rail. There were too many
booted and spurred riders grouped on the
front gallery or hunkered down in the
shade. There was too much of a tense ex-
pectancy about the place.

The realization made him a little sick
and he cussed himself for a fool. Martha
Russell hadn’t written him a letter in over
a year now. Not since he'd told her he
aimed to stick with that little old greasy-
sack cow-spread of his out on the South
Llano. She’d wanted him to cage himself
in old Irv Russell's bank as a clerk—
make a town man out of himself.

They'd pulled a big argument about
that, worn it down to a draw, and called
it off, unsettled. That’s when he’d crossed
her off in his tally book and put her out
of his mind.

Or that’s what he’d thought.

But today that Spur rider had come by
with the information that he was wanted
at the Figure 8. The rider hadn’t en-
larged upon the news and Dale Langtry
had been too startled and pleased at what
he thought was an invitation from the girl
to ask questions. Tickled as a patch-
seated kid with a new red wagon, he’d
shaved and bathed and come at a high

lope.

“Love-sick as a spotted heifer,” he told
himself with a grin.

He eased his bay off into the wagon
road that led to the house. He felt foolish,
riding in all dressed up like this. At the
same time, he was disturbed at the gather-
ing of Llano River ranchers and what it
might portend.

He rode up to where a group of cow-
hands squatted on their spurs out from
the house apiece. Hopper Taylor, a stoop-
shouldered little old peeler for the Spur
outfit came to his feet with a wide grin.

“That’s him,” Hopper said to the bunch.
“That’s the bird that lets a jug-head bronc
throw him so far under a corral gate I
have to lift the thing off its hinges to git
his head out. And yet then he claims he
can’t use a rider!”

Hopper Taylor slapped his leg in up-
roarious mirth and the rest of the bunch
whooped.

Dale Langtry grinned sheepishly.
“Howdy, Hooper,” he greeted, then mo-
tioned to the ranchers gathered on the
gallery. “What's in the wind?”

Hopper Taylor’s face sobered instantly.
“Damned if I know, Dale,” he said.
“They're close-mouthed about it. But
from the best us boys can gather, they’re
sure fixing to make a big medicine. Find
out and tell us. We got an itch to know.”

“From where I set,” observed Ty Ak-
ker with a sly grin, “it looks like Dale has
it figured for a preachin’ or a kissin’ party.
Look at thet b'iled shirt and the taller on
them boots. Sprinkle a little smelling wa-
ter in his hair and be dogged if the gals
won't be hammerin’ on his doorstep come
midnight, cryin’ to be let in.”

x

IDERS in the forks of the Llanos

liked this tall Dale Langtry. They

liked his slow, easy grin, his mild
blue eyes, his quick appreciation for any
small favor shown him. They liked the
plain guts it had taken for him to quit the
security of a good job and start himself
a little old shirt-tail spread of his own.
Start it and hang with it. And they showed
their liking and respect by rawhiding him
every chance they got. That was their
way of letting him know that he was one
of the bunch.

He took time to hand out a little hoo-
rawing of his own brand, shook hands all
around, then stalked toward the ranchers
on the gallery.

Grizzled, lean-flanked old Irv Russell,
owner of the Figure 8, met him at the
steps and stuck out a hand in greeting.

“What's in the pot, Irv?” the young
rancher questioned.

“Plenty,” snapped Irv Russell. “We'll
wait, though, till old Wiley Rex and
Harve Dillon show up before we spill it.
It’s too bad to tell more’n one time. Head
for the kitchen if you're hungry as com-
mon. There’s barbecue and bear sign for
the taking. Hot coffee on the stove.”

Dale Langtry looked down the long
gallery toward the kitchen.

Henry Wilder, rawboned, hard-jawed
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owner of the Spur was there. So was
short, ruddy-faced Bill Fikes who ran an
outfit over on Dove Creek. Lean, hungry-
looking old Ples Thompson, with his ludi-
crous nose. Farther down was Mark
Nunn, owner of the Mill Iron ranch and
his younger partner, Ben Corder.

Mark Nunn was medium-sized, gray-
haired with a thin, shrewd, predatory-
looking face. His partner was slightly
swarthy, with sleek black hair, bold eyes
and a mouth cut about the corners with
lines of fast, hard living.

Dale Langtry shook hands with the
first group. He merely nodded curtly at
the Mill Iron owners as he walked past
them. They nodded at him, equally formal.

Two people were in the kitchen. One
was old Coffee Smith, hipshot and crabby,
forking doughnuts out of a kettle of smok-
ing grease. The other was Martha Russell.

Dale Langtry stopped in the doorway
and caught his breath. Martha Russell
seemed more slender and beautiful than
ever, standing there in starched gingham
and making room on the table for the new
batch of doughnuts.

For a wild second, Dale Langtry hoped
that after all, maybe the girl had sent for
him. Then she turned and saw him and
said, “Oh, hello, Dale!” and he wanted
to cuss himself again. That voice had been
too cool and impersonal. It didn’t mean
anything.

Dale Langtry said dryly: “They tell me
this is where a man comes to fight off
starvation. How about it, Coffee!”

Coffee Smith twisted his head and
glared at the newcomer. The old pot-
wrangler packed a perpetual grudge
against all riders with appetites, and he
wasn’t bashful about showing it.

“Have at it!” he snapped. “If you
don’t git it, the next "un will. Damned if
they’ll let it lay on the table long enough
to cool !”

He turned to his frying and Dale Lang-
try grinned. Martha Russell handed him
coffee and doughnuts and said quietly:
“How are you, Dale?”

Behind him, Ben Corder swaggered in-
to the room. The girl didn't wait to get
Dale Langtry’s answer, but turned and
greeted the newcomer with a warm smile.
Dale Langtry’s appetite left him. Care-
fully, he put down his cup of coffee un-

touched, and laid the doughnuts beside it.

“Much obliged, Coffee,” he said and
walked out. He felt a little sick again.

Wiley Rex and Harve Dillon had rid-
den up now and were swinging down out
of their saddles. Wiley Rex was a wiry
little man, wrinkled and sun-dried as a
piece of old cowhide, but there was a lot
of snap and fire in his little puckered blue
eyes. Harve Dillon was thin, slightly
humped, with a long, sad face and pale
fearful watery eyes.

The two of them came onto the gallery.
Old Irv Russell greeted them and then
turned to the others.

“I reckon we can git down to cases
now,” he said. “Called you men in to tell
you that Thad Carmichael’s back in the
country. Holed up in that rustler hangout
the other side of Seven Hundred Springs.
Th|at ought to give you something to gnaw
on!”

It did. They stood there on the gallery,
too stunned for a moment to speak. Then
Harve Dillon exclaimed in a high, shrill
voice, “Thad Carmichael! My Gawd,
men. That means trouble!”

“Plenty of trouble!” agreed Irv Russell.
“And he’s done served notice!”

“Served notice!” snapped Wiley Rex.
“On who?”

“On Mark Nunn and Ben Corder. Thad
and his bunch rode past the Mill Iron last
night hollerin’ and shootin’. They throwed
a rock through a winder. Had a note
wropped around it, signed by Thad Car-
michael.

It told Mark and Ben to clear out.
Claimed they was done. Claimed he aimed
to run Mark and Ben out of the country
if he had to wipe out every outfit in the
forks of the Llanos to git the job done!
You know what that'll add up to!”

“Can’t say that I do,” spoke up old
Wiley Rex mildly. “Just what the hell
does it add up to?”

“It means,” said Irv Russell bluntly,
“that there’s a killer wolf loose in the
forks of the Llanos. It means we all have
got to git together and whip it out of the
country.”

“But you said Carmichael give notice
to the Mill Iron,” Wiley Rex pointed out.
“Where does the balance of us come in?”

Irv Russell wheeled on old Wiley Rex
impatiently. “Don’t be a confounded fool,
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Wiley! Thad Carmichael’s an outlaw and
a killer. The John Laws has been trying
to run him to ground along the Nueces
River for the last ten or twelve year.
Reckon they’ve finally run him out, So
now he’s back on his old stomping
grounds, trying for a foothold.

“Let him git it, and you think he’ll
just stop with one outfit? Hell, he’ll hog
all the range between the Llanos! He’s
bound to have a big pack of gun-dogs
backing his play or he never would have
threatened the Mill Iron. That’s how come
T called this meeting. We got to form us
a cattleman’s association to starid agin
him. What I want to know is who'll throw
in with us agin Thad Carmichael and his
wild bunch?”

x

The red-faced rancher shrugged.

“What I've got ain’t much,” he said.
“But it represents a lifetime of hard work
and I'll fight to keep it. I can’t whip Thad
Carmichael and his bunch in a lone fight.
Count me in.”

“Fine!” said Irv Russell. “You got a
head on your shoulders, Bill. How about
you, Henry?”

Henry Wilder nodded. “I'm in,” he
said.

“I want to sign up,” said Harve Dil-
lon nervously. He was plainly frightened
at what lay before them.

“Ben ain't here right now,” spoke up
Mark Nunn. “But I'll speak for him. We
think it's the best thing that can be done.”

“I'd a-bet on that!” said old Wiley Rex
dryly, “seein’ as how it’s your hide Car-
michael aims to peg down, Mark. But
me, I'd druther be a little more sure for
certain what Carmichael’s got on his mind
before I jump him and his wolf pack. May-
be it’s like Carmichael said in his note.
Maybe he ain’t after all us fellers.”

Old Irv Russell’s quick temper got the
upper hand. “What the hell!” he lashed
out at Wiley Rex. “This is all open range,
ain’t it? You figure Carmichael will stop
to read the brands and cut out everything
but Mill Iron stuff when he makes a cow
steal? Dammit, Wiley! A cow’s a cow
to a cow thief. What does he care about
what iron she’s wearing?”

IRV RUSSELL looked at Bill Fikes.

Wiley Rex nodded. “Maybe you're
right,” he said calmly. “And then maybe
agin you ain’t. I'll mull her over. But
don’t try to stompede me into nothing,
Irv. T been used to killin’ my own snakes
and lettin’ the other feller kill his. When
Carmichael shows me he’s out to trim my
range—or yours—same as he is the Mill
Iron, then maybe we'll talk turkey. But
like she lays at present, I don't figure I
owe Mark Nunn and Ben Corder a damn
thing!”

Dale Langtry grinned at the look of
murderous hate that flashed into Mark
Nunn's eyes at this last. Cagey old Wiley
Rex had reminded the crowd of something
Mark Nunn would rather they had for-
gotten.

“Do as you please, Wiley,” Irv Russell
said irritably. “But looks to me like you're
way off in your calculations.” He turned
to Dale Langtry. “You willing to join,
Dale?”

Dale Langtry shook his head. “I've got
no quarrel with Carmichael,” he said. “I
don’t aim to have as long as he don’t hit
at anybody he don’t feel he’s got a right
to. When he starts spreadins his loop
too wide, there’ll still be time.”

A harsh, jeering laugh interrupted him.
Ben Corder had come around outside and
stepped up on the gallery. “Thad Car-
michael’s got a half-sister living with some
nesters down on Johnson’s Fork,” he
sneered. “You can’t expect a man that's
sparkin’ her to buck her brother!”

Dale Langtry didn’t” know he could
move so fast. He was across the gallery
and had Ben Corder knocked flat of his
back out in the yard before the man could
draw a gun.

Ben Corder came up on his all-fours, his
battered lips bleeding, his sleek greased
hair dust-streaked and falling down over
his hate-filled eyes. He reached back,
clawing again for his gun.

This time he got it. But Dale Langtry
was on him again. He kicked the gun out
of the man’s hand. Then he grabbed Ben
Corder’s long hair and yanked him to his
feet. A solid right into Ben Corder’s
belly bent him over with a grunt. A
smashing left up under his chin straight-
ened him, rocked him backwards, off bal-
ance. Dale Langtry hit him again and
then went to the ground with him, beat-



PISTOL PASSPORT FOR LLANO INVADERS

45

ing the man’s face with uncontrollable
rage.

Irv Russell got hold of him first, but
couldn’t drag him loose.

“Get away, Irv! Let me alone,” Dale
Langtry cried. “T'll fix the snake till he
can't never tell another lie!”

It took Bill Fikes and Irv Russell and
a couple of others to tear the raging young
rancher loose from Ben Corder. They
backed Dale Langtry against the house
and held him there, struggling and crying
with helpless rage. Ben Corder lay where
he had fallen, wallowing and moaning.

Mark Nunn ran down the steps and
lifted Ben Corder’s battered head. Be-
hind him came Martha Russell. She
dropped beside the fallen man and took
his limp head in her lap.

Sight of her stopped Dale Langtry cold.
The tearing rage inside him quieted, his
muscles relaxed. He felt suddenly
ashamed.

“All right,” he said hoarsely to the
men holding him. “We'll let it go at
that—now !””

They released him. He stepped down
upon the gallery and got his hat and put
it on his head. Then he headed for the
hitching rail, without looking to one side
or the other.

Martha Russell looked up at him as he
passed. She spoke in a whisper, but it
was clear and distinct to him, and con-
temptuous: “You brutal, savage beast!”
Her pretty face was flushed with anger.

He checked his stride abruptly and
stared down at her till he saw her eyes
widen with sudden fright and the blood
drain out of her cheeks. Then he laughed
harshly and walked on to his horse.

A moment later, he’d hooked spurs to
the bay and was hitting for his cedar-pole
cabin on the South Llano at a faster
pace than he’d come.

CHAPTER TWO

Renegade’s Home-Coming

OPPER TAYLOR was riding a

half-broken bronc with a hacka-

more and he came close to run-

ning the young jug-head off its feet be-
fore he caught up with Dale Langtry.

“If you're aimin’ to kill that-there

horse,” he shouted, “use a six-shooter.
There ain’t no sense in running the pore
devil to death!”

Dale Langtry swore and hauled the
running bay down. “Hopper,” he said
savagely, “I'm the biggest damn’ fool in
the forks of the Llanos.”

“Sure!” agreed Hopper Taylor. “Ain’t
I told you that plenty of times? But what
happened? One minute, you’re hoorawin’
a bunch of us boys. The next, you've done
beat hell out of Ben Corder and wind-
broke a good horse. I ain’t curious, you
understand, but I'd listen, in case you're
horsin’ to talk!”

Dale Langtry told him and added with
a short laugh: “And then she had to turn
out and hold his damn head and tell me
what a savage brute I turned out to be!”

Hopper Taylor chewed at one corner
of his wide mouth to hold off a grin. He
rode silently for a moment. Then he pulled
up on his blowing bronc and hauled it
around. “Come on,” he invited. “We're
heading for town. What you need is a
sweetener !”

Dale Langtry halted the bay and a
slow grin began to smooth the harsh lines
from his face.

“You buying?” he wanted to know.

Hopper Taylor looked crestfallen, “If
you're the kind,” he complained, “that’ll
drink whiskey off'n a pore devil fresh out
of a job, I reckon I can do the buying.”

Dale Langtry’s eyebrows lifted. “How-
come? I thought you were taking up the
slack in the salty ones for Henry Wilder.”

“I was. But that was before I won a
bet off myself yesterday.”

“A bet?”

“Yeah,” said Hopper Taylor, eager to
tell it. “I bet myself I could drag the paw
and beller out of Henry’s ramrod. And
I won ’er.”

“You're bragging,” said Dale Langtry.
“Rod Sanders’ll make two of you.”

“Sure I'm bragging,” said Hopper Tay-
lor. “Why not? I crawled that loud-
mouth thing’s hump, whittled him down
to my size, and cleaned his plows. I got
a right to brag.”

“And old Henry give you your walking
papers for that?”

“Henry Wilder,” said Hopper Taylor,
“thinks Rod Sanders is somethmg on the
big end of a stick. He don't like for any
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of us little fellers to pick on Rod Sanders.”

All the tension was gone out of Dale
Langtry now. He laughed and swung his
horse around. “If you can show me a
mark on Rod Sanders’ face,” he said, “I'll
buy the drinks.”

“If he’s in town,” said Hopper Taylor,
“T’ll show you what a man looks like when
he’s just shook hands with a wildcat. You
ain’t’ the only scrapper in these here
parts.”

On the way to town, Dale Langtry told
the braggy little old bronc-twister about
Thad Carmichael and his warning to the
owners of the Mill Iron.

“Mark Nunn and Ben Corder’s daddy
run the Carmichaels off the Mill Iron
fifteen years ago,” he said. “They made
an outlaw out of Thad. Now Thad comes
back, hell-bent to even up, and Mark
Nunn and Ben Corder figure to drag the
rest of us into Thad’s private war. Me, I
can’t see the percentage.”

Hopper Taylor nodded. “Let "em comb
the burrs outta their own tails,” he agreed.
“Damned if I lose any sleep over it.”

They rode quietly for a moment, with
Hopper Taylor studying the younger man
with calculating eyes.

“I ain’t curious, you understand,” he
probed cautiously, “but what about the
Carmichael gal?”

“She was a baby by old Dobe Car-
michael’s second woman when Mark
Nunn and old Ike Corder run the Car-
michaels out of the country. Old Dobe
died with a bullet in his back. His woman
went back to her nester folks out on
Johnson’s Fork. She died a couple of
years later with a fever. Nina growed up
on a hard-scrabble dry-land farm, like the
rest of the nesters.”

“T knowed all that,” said Hopper Tay-
lor impatiently. “What I mean is, what
about you and her?”

He saw Dale Langtry’s body tense with
sudden anger and he was quick to take
backwater. “Now, hold on a minute,” he
pleaded. “I ain’t no gossipy old woman.
I just asked.” .

“The hell you're not!” flared Dale
Langtry. “Damned if I hadn’t just as
soon holler everything T know from a tree
stump as tell it to you. Well, put this
down in your tally book:

“There ain' a thing to tell about me

and Nina Carmichael. I caught Ben Cor-
der in Junction one night with the girl
hemmed up in an alley and pawing her
around. She was crying and trying to
get loose. I kicked Ben Corder’s tail bone
a foot up his back and told him I'd beat
him half to death if T ever heard of his
fooling with the kid again. And that’s all
there is to it.”

Hopper Taylor said dryly, “I wouldn’t
put no heavy bet on that!”

“What d’you mean?”

Hopper Taylor ignored the question.
“Did you ever see that little thing purtied
up in a dress, with ribbins in her hair?”
he asked.

Dale Langtry jerked his head around
to stare at the little old stoop-shouldered
rider. “No,” he said. “Why?”

“Well, I'd like to bet a quart of drink-
ing whiskey she wouldn’t need no four
years of back-East book-learning to show
up in "em like a new dollar in a mud-hole.”

It was Dale Langtry’s time to ride
silent for awhile. Finally, he said, “I
reckon we both need a drink.”

Hopper Taylor grinned. “Ain’t it a
fact?” he agreed.

X

HE town of Junction lay in the

forks of the North and South

Llano Rivers, the sprawling build-

ings amply shaded by towering pecan

trees, burr-oaks, live oaks and monstrous

elms. A ragged line of ceniza and catclaw

hills formed the third side of the triangu-
lar valley.

The two riders swung down in front of
Tom Ball’s saloon and went inside. The
place was empty, except for the gloomy
Tom Ball standing behind his polished
bar and a stumpy cowboy sleeping off a
drunk on a cot behind the poker tables.

“Set out a bottle, Tom,” ordered Hop-
per Taylor. “Dale’s bile is spilling over
and he needs a good sweetener.”

“I don’t reckon,” the pot-bellied Tom
Ball said dolefully, “that your complaints
are giving enough trouble for a drink.”

“No,” said Hopper Taylor. “But Dale’s
buying, so T'll load up to fight off any
ailments that might show up later.”

They were taking the third drink when
two riders pushed through the batwing
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doors and came clanking toward the bar.
One was Rod Sanders, ramrod for the
Spur outfit. He was a big heavy man
with red jowls and eyes that stood too far
out of their sockets. One of those eyes
was purple and swollen now and the thick
lips were battered and puffy. His big
nose was one raw, skinless sore.

The second man was a swarthy, lanky
rider, with a hatchet face, coarse black
hair and yellow-brown eyes. This was
Gringo Lorenzo, a half-breed Mexican
rider for the Mill Iron.

Hopper Taylor waved a whiskey glass
at Rod Sanders and said proudly: “Didn’t
I tell you, Dale? Now ain’t he a purty
sight? Look where I gnawed the hide
off that big nose!”

Dale Langtry paused a moment out-
side the saloon, then led the little bronc
rider toward Sod Mercer’s general mer-
chandise store. Inside, he asked to look
at a couple of new .45-70 Winchester
rifles.

The storekeeper handed a pair across
the counter. “That’s the fourth one of
them rifles T've sold today,” he said.
“What's stirring?”

“There’s coyotes in the brush,” said

Dale Langtry. He jacked open the
breech of a rifle, then examined the
cartridges,

“Well, them guns’ll reach out yonder
and lay ’em down,” said Sod Mercer.
“They’ll pack lead close to a thousand
yards.”

If you like the thread of romance woven about Dale and Nina in this hell-

for-leather Texas yarn, you’ll go all-out for our companion magazine

RANGELAND ROMANCES. Take a look-see at “The Angel, With Silver
Guns,” by Art Lawson in the current issue—on sale TODAY!

Rod Sanders’ snarl cracked a battered
lip and he cursed hoarsely. “When the
sign’s right, Taylor, I’ll show you how
to jump a man when he ain’t lookin’!”

Hopper Taylor set his glass back on the
bar and stepped quickly toward the big
Spur ramrod. “If you ain't satisfied, Rod,
what’s wrong with the sign now?” He
was licking his lips with eagerness.

“There it goes agin,” said Tom Ball
plaintively. “Every time I buy a new
piece of barroom furniture, somebody
wants to break it up into stovewood.
Why’n the hell can’t you boys ever take
it outside.”

Dale Langtry followed Hopper Taylor,
reached out and caught him by the elbow.
“You win,” he said. “I'm paying for em.
You don 't have to prove it on him all over

ain,”

Rod Sanders had backed off, a hint of
fear showing in his good eye. Hopper
Taylor let Dale Langtry lead him out of
the saloon, but he was complaining.

“I was aimin’,” he said peevishly, “to
bite a swaller-fork in one of them beet-
red ears.”

“We’ll take ‘em both,” said Dale Lang-
try. “And plenty of shells.”

He handed a rifle to Hopper Taylor.
“You don’t know it,” Dale Langtry said,
“but you got a job, Ho r. Dunno what
the wages'll be yet, but there’ll be plenty
of whiskey nioney.”

Hopper Taylor sobered. “Hell, you
don’t have to hire me just because Henry
Wilder fired my tail. I can make out!”

“Yeah, but I can’t make out,” said Dale
Langtry. “The way things is shaping up,
there’s liable to be hell among the year-
lings here in the forks of the rivers for a
spell. You'll earn more wages than I can
ever pay you!”

The gratefulness in Hopper Taylor’s
eyes made Dale Langtry look away. Hop-
per Taylor was barely forty, but old for
a bronc-buster. Mighty old. And while
he’d kept it well covered, getting fired off
the Spur had been a nerve-shattering blow
to a stove-up rider of his age.

He shoved cartridges into the magazine
of the new rifle to hide his emotion. “We'll
eat,” he said, “as long as we can buy
shells for these new guns.”
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They met Wiley Rex outside the store.
“Henry Wilder's looking for you,” he
told Hopper Taylor. “He says your job’s
open for you on the Spur again.”

Hopper Taylor’s little rawhide body
straightened. “You tell Henry Wilder he
can go to hell,” he said indignantly. “You
tell him here’s one peeler what don’t
backtrack!”

““Hold on,” said Dale Langtry. “Hen-
ry’s a good man to work for, Hopper. And
he can pay better wages than you'll ever
draw from me!

Hopper Taylor snorted. “You said I'd
earn mine, didn’t you?” he asked bel-
ligerently.

“You'll earn ’em,” said Dale Langtry.

“All right, by Gawd, I'll earn 'em!” he
said with finality. “If it ain’t doing noth-
ing all day long but lifting gates off your
damned neck after some fool bronc snaps
you out of a saddle.”,

Wiley Rex grinneu and winked at Dale
Langtry. He eyed the new rifles. “Looks
like you boys are putting on your war
paint,” he observed.

Dale Langtry said:
the:r association ?”’

“Yeah. An’ elected Irv Russell the
head of it,” Wiley Rex told him.

“Well, I'll be damned!” exploded Dale
Langtry. “Didn’t think Irv was that big
a fool.”

“Mark Nunn’s work,” asserted Wiley
Rex. “Mark can wrangle words like a
jackleg lawyer. Sold old Irv a bill of
goods he’s liable to have a time paying
for. Got him and the others to where
Thad Carmichael will have to stomp all
over ’em to git at the Mill Iron. Tried to
tell Irv, but the hot-headed old fool
wouldn't listen.”

He paused and grinned. “They got
Ben Corder in bed with a busted jaw and
have sent off for a special nurse. What'd
you hit him with—a pole axe?”

“There’s some scissorbills in the forks
of the river here,“ observed Hopper Tay-
lor importantly, “that’ll 'arn not to run
off at the head when me’n Dale Langtry’s
around.”

DALE LANGTRY'’S little two-bit

“Did they form

outfit lay mostly in a wide-sweep-
ing bend of the South Llano. The
couple or three hundred acres of valley

land against the river were good grazing.
The rest reached back into cedar-brake
hills, where, as Hopper Taylor put it, “It'd
crowd a possum to find enough grass for
a bed.

However, by supplementing his cows
by Angora goats that he ran back in the
hills and hogs that did well on the pecans
and acorns along the river, Dale Langtry
was sitting pretty as a rancher, so long as
he didn't try to spread out too much.

He'd built a good two-room cedar-pole
cabin on the bank of the river and all the
corrals and chutes and dipping vats a
man needs to run an outfit single-handed.
Seven years of hardship and heartache
and sweat had gone into building that little
spread. And now at thirty, he was proud
of it, as only a man can be proud when
he’s started with nothing but his bare
hands and built up something he’s wanted
all his life. All it lacked now was a woman
to make a home of it.

When he thought of that, Dale Lang-
try’s face became craggy. He kept seeing
Martha Russell running out to cradle Ben
Corder’s head in her lap. He kept hear-
ing her contemptuous whisper as he'd
walked past her. He cursed the memory,
but Martha Russell had been a dream of
his too long for him to keep such thoughts
crowded out of his mind.

He and Hopper Taylor rode in at sun-
down, both a little drunk from nibbling
at a bottle Hopper had managed to get
hold of before they left town.

“Just checking on my wage account a
little,” he grinned at Dale Langtry when
he’d produced the bottle.

The young rancher had a couple of
wormy calves in the big corral and he told
Hopper Taylor they’d doctor them before
they ate supper. Hopper roped a calf,
threw and held the bawling creature down
while Dale worked on it.

They had the second calf down when a
horseman rode up out of the river on a
big roan stud and halted in front of the
corral gate.

He was a tall man, sitting long in a
Mexican-built saddle. He wore goat-hide
chaps decorated with big conchas of ham-
mered silver. His shirt was black silk and
the two silver-chased six-shooters at his
belt had black handles. Cold gray eyes
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stared out from under a flat-crowned,
narrow-brimmed hat.
“Howdy, gents!” he said quietly.
Hopper Taylor stared, but Dale Lang-
try recognized the man instantly. “Howdy,
Carmichael,” he said.

CHAPTER THREE
Dale Rides the Bushwhack Trail

HAD CARMICHAEL'S thin-
lipped mouth hinted of a smile.
“You got a good memory, Lang-
try,” he said. *“Been clost to fifteen year
since we wolf-hunted together, amt it?
Didn’t figure you'd recollect me.”
“I heard you were at Seven Hundred
Springs,” said Dale Langtry.
Carmichael’s bony face hardened.
“Nunn scattered the news and started
squalling for help, did he?” Then he
laughed harshly. He dragged out a sack
of tobacco. He twisted up a smoke and
lit it unlicked, Mexican style, before he
said: “He better tuck his tail and head
for the tall timbers. I come to git him,
Langtry Him and old Ike Corder’s pup,

Dale Langtry felt a chill run up his
spine at the cold hard finality in the voice
of this man with whom he’d wolf-hunted
as a boy. He built himself a smoke.

“Thad,” he said, “I can’t blame you for
anything you do to Mark Nunn and Ben
Corder. But had you ever considered the
grief you're liable to load onto people who
never done you harm?”

“Them that keep out of my way,” said
Thad Carmichael thinly, “has got no call
for worriment. Them that throw in with
the Mill Iron bunch will git bad hurt. 'm
out to git Mark Nunn and Ben Corder.
And come hell or high water, I aim to git
‘em!”

Dale Langtry studied the hard face of
his boyhood friend for a long moment.
“It’s none of my business, Thad,” he said,
“but what can you do with the Mill Iron,
once you get it? You don’t figure you
can stay on it, do you?”

Lines of bitterness grew deeper in the
outlaw’s face. “No,” he said. “There’s a
price on my head. I can’t stay anywhere
long. I got Mark Nunn and Ben Corder’s

daddy to thank for that. But I got a kid"

sister. You know her. She got robbed of
her rights, same as me. I'm turning the
Mill Iron over to her when I git it. And
I'm hiring men to hold it for her—men
the law can’t touch.”

He paused and sucked savagely on his
cigarette, then flung it aside. “Nobody but
a bunch of ignorant sod-bustin’ nesters had
the guts to t<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>