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New Rubber Stamp Business
Pays Beginners 4%%9.20 an hr,

=

Start at home in spare &=

time with this little
table top machine

The multi-million dollar Rubber Stamp Business—once
controlled by a few big companies—is now being taken
over by small home operators—one in each community
throughout the U.S. Men and women who have this in-
expensive machine can turn out huge quantities of Rub-
ber Stamps with special wording that buyers once were
forced to order from big cities. Material costing only 27c
makes a stamp that sells for $1.80. The machine that does
the work is simple and easy to operate and it turns out
as many as six Rubber Stamps at a time each with differ-
ent wording such as names, addresses, notices, stock num-
bers, prices and other “copy’’ needed by offices, factories
and individuals. Working full capacity, it can earn as
much as $9.20 an hour for the operator! Now you can
get into the big-pay business yourself, with your own
home as headquarters. You don’t need any experience.
We supply everything, including complete instructions
and eight ways to get business coming in fast. Start mak-
ing up to $9.20 an hour from the very beginning, Cash in
on the profitable Rubber Stamp busi-

ness in your community right away. NEw w
e

Here’s what the new
WARNER PLAN Tells You
about Making Money
with RUBBER STAMPS

1. HOW TO have fun nmow and at the \
same time provide for a secure and
prosperous future.

2, HOW TO check the advantages of op-
erating a Rubber Stamp Business in
your own community.

3. HOW TO acquire a general knowl-
edge of the business based on a brief
history of the Rubber Stamp.

4. HOW TO visualize the scope of the %
Rubber Stamp market. ll PACES
HOW TO make a Rubber Stamp (gen-

S. eral outline). MORE THAN 100

©. HOW TO assess the value of Warner PICTURES

® Equipment, h \ A
7. HOW TO get acquainted with the Now Ready to Mail

“T'ools of your Trade.”

8 HOW TO make a Rubber Stamp
(Specific procedure).

g, HOW TO mount a vuleanized Rubber see

Stamp.
10. HOW TO make ‘““Special’”’ Rubber COUPON

Tell Me Where to
Send Your Copy

11 HOW TO cut plastic Matrix Board
® for the chase.

12, HOW TO get the right price for the

Rubber stamps you make.

13, HOW TO price your complete Rub-

ber Stamp Line. i

TO figure costs so you will be

14. :J?L‘wof x?suif)smntial proﬁ}t’ on all the

15. HOW TO set up your workshop.

TAKES UP
ONLY 2
SQUARE FEET

WEIGHS ONLY 11 POUNDS! OF SPACE

® Read the complete and fascinating Rubber Stamp
story in a big 110-page Book recently published by
the Warner Electric Company. The Book is profusely
illustrated with more than 100 pictures and photo-
graphs. And you can read it for a full two weeks with-
out risking a penny of your own money!

ARNER SUCCESS PLAN

Tells How to Build —Step by Step —to
Big Profits and Personal Independence

Read This Plan for Two Weeks
ENTIRELY AT MY RISK!

In this amazing Plan you will find exact and detailed in-
structions for starting a Home Business in spare time —
without giving up your present job and without risking
the loss of a single pay check. The Warner Plan shows

you—with pictures, photographs and drawings— just
how to make Rubber Stamps just as good as those turned
- out by the big companies. It shows how to get orders
without canvassing or house-to-house selling. It shows
you how to expand, how to get others to work for you and how
to be SURE of at least twice the money you make on your
present job for a life of personal independence.

But don’t make any decision now. Read the Plan first—ep-
tirely at my risk. Then—after you have mad.e a careful inyeg-
tigation—after you have talked thingsover with your family
only then do you decide what you want to do.

The thing to do now is to get full details which I'll send you
FREE. Nosalesman will call to urge you to buy anything. Mail
coupon today—or just send a postcard—and I'll see that com.-
plete information goes out to you by return mail— postpaid.

RUBBER STAMP DIVISION, Dept. R.67.E
1512 Jarvis Avenue, Chicago 26, Illinois o

Stamps. == =N A TR D S D S N S GRS D D S S S S S G Sa
RUBBER STAMP DIVISION, Dept. R-67-E, 1
1512 Jarvis Avenue, Chicago 26, lllinois Se"d No M‘”'By
Please rush full particulars about the little machine that can get me started

in the profitable Rubber Stamp Business at home in spare time. Everything I
you send me is FREE. No salesman will call. l

16. HOW TO get the most out of War- NAME
ner’s “*Bight Tested Sources for Get-
ting Business.””

11_ HOW TO operate at peak efficiency
when YOU ARE YOUR OWN BOSS.

18, HOW TO get started on a cash outlay
so small that you can get back your

entire investment inside of two weelts,
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Reducing Specialist Says:

REDUCE

Relaxing - Soothing
Penetrating Massage

LOSE WEIGHT
ELECTRIC

y

\31 o FOR GREATEST BENTFIT iN REDUCING
e 4 by massoge use spot REDUCER with
5, NCE 2 or without electriity——also vsed o3
| 3 27 an aid in the relief of pains for which
: s’ F @ massoge s indicated.
UNDERWRITERS
LABORATORY
APPROVED

O-2 D

Don’t Stay FAT= You Can LOSE
POUNDS and INCHES SAFELY "z ik

IKE magic wand, the | fWitl} fl?EeLSAP)‘(JILgHS’gC'EI'ﬁ yﬁé can now enjoy the ben-

" ) _efits o , SOOTHI massage in the privacy

Spot Reducer” obeys your - o your own home. Simple to use—ijust plug in, grasp

every wish. Most any part halr:dlﬁ and e'l‘pply nve'r‘ mt;‘st ;ny part o; the i“"""“}',’,"

o ach, hips, chest, neck, thighs, arms, buttocks, etc. The

of your hody, where it is loose relaxing, soothing massage breaks down FATTY TIS-

and flabby, wherever you have SUEi, to;es thj musc|les and flesh and the incro;ased

5 t awakened blood circulation carries away waste fat—

extra weight and ln(‘:hes, the helps you regain and keep a firmer and more GRACE-

“Spot Reducer” can aid you in Y

acquiring a youthful, slender and
graceful figure. The beauty of

this scientifically designed Re-

FUL FIGURE!
YOUR CWN PRIVATE MASSEUR AT HOME
ducer is that the method is so
simple and easy, the results

When you use the Spot Reducer, it’s almost like hay-
ing your own private masseur at home. It’s fun reduc-
ing this way! It not only helps you reduce and keep

quick, sure and harmless. No

exercises or strict diets. No

steambaths, drugs or laxatives.

Take pounds off—keep slim
and trim with Spot Reducer!
Remarkable new invention
which uses one of the most
effective reducing methods
employed by masscurs and
turkish baths — MASSAGE!

: TRY THE SPOT REDUCER 10 DAYS

slim—but also aids in the relief of those types of
aches and pains—and tired nerves that can be helped
by massage! The Spot Reducer is handsomely made of
light weight aluminum and rubber and truly a beautiful &
invention you will be thankful you own. AG 110 voits,
Underwriters Laboratory approved.

SENT ON_APPROVAL-MAIL COUPON NOW!

iMON N0JNOJ WYL 3389 AYO 01 SIHL T0Y

: FREE IN YOUR OWN HOME! gl o
? < * Dept. B-568
il thi i 1} 1 for Sp Al P
% Postman 95,05, bita. denusricor sona 3058 il rion “actvall Pay 401 Market St., Newark, N. J,
postage prepaid. Use it for ten days in your ‘own home. Theh if not

delighted return Spot Reducer for full purchase price refund. Don’t delay!

Please send me the Spot Reducer for 10 days
trial period. 1 enclose $1. Upon arrival I wili
pay postman only $8.95 plus postage and han-
dling. If not delighted I may return SPOT
REDUCER within 10 days for prompt refund of
full purchase price.

You have nothing to lose—except ugly, embarrassing, undesirable pounds
of FAT. MAIL COUFON now!

USED BY EXPERTS

Thousands have lost
weight this way—in
hips, abdomen, legs,
arms, necks, buttocks,
ete. The same method
used by stage, screen
and radio personalities
and leading reducing
salons. The Spot Re-

[J I enclose $12.98. Send DeLuxe Model.

Address.......

CAN'T SLEEP: MUSGULAR

ACHES:

Belax with electric
Spot Reducer. See
how soothing its
gentle massage can
be. Helps you sleep
when massage can be
of benefit.

A handy helper for
transient relief of
discomforts that can
be aided hy gentle,
relaxing massage.

ducer can be used in
your spare time in the
privacy of your own
room.

ORDER IT TODAY!
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[l SAVE POSTAGE—check here if you enclose
$€.98 with coupon. We pay all postage and
handling charges. Same money back guarantee
applies.
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Bass Fishermen will

Say I'm Crazy...
until they try my method!

But, after an honest trial, if

you're at all like the other men to whom I've

told my strange plan, you'll guard it- with your last breath.

Don’t jump at conclusions. I’'m not @ manufac-
urer of any fancy new lure. | have no reels or
lines to sell. I'm a professional man and make
a good living in my profession.: But my ol.l-
absorbing hobby is fishing. And, quite by acci-
dent, I've discovered how to go to waters that
most fishermen say are fished out and come in
with a good catch of the biggest bass that- you
ever saw. The savage old bass that got so big,
because they were ““wise” to every ordinary way
of fishing.

This METHOD is NOT spinning, trolling,
casting, fly fishing, trot line fishing, set line
fishing, hand line fishing, live bait fishing, jug-
ging, netting, trapping, seining. No live bait
or prepared bait is used. You can carry all of
the equipment you need in one hand.

The whole method can be learned in twenty
minutes—twenty minutes of fascinating read-
Ing. All the extra equipment you need, you can
buy locally at a cost of less than a dollar. Yet
with it, you can come in after an hour or two
of the greatest excitement of your life, with a
stringer full. Not one or two miserable 12 or 14
inch over-sized keepers—but five or six real
beauties with real poundage behind them. The
kind that don’t need a word of explanation of
the professional skill of the man who caught
them. Absolutely legal, too—in_every state.

This amazing method was developed by a
little group of professional fishermen. Though

Eric B. Fare, Libertyville 16, lllinois
Dear Mr. Fare: Send me complete information
without any charge and without the slightest
obligation. Tell me how | can learn your
method of catching big bass from “‘fished
out” waters, even when the old timers are
reporting “No Luck.”

£V N N W O S NN O e

they were public guides, they rarely divulged
their method to their patrons. They use it only
when fishing for their own tables. It is pos-
sible that no man on your waters has ever seen
it, ever heard of it, or ever used it. And when
you have given it the first trial, you will be as
closed-mouthed as @ man who has suddenly dis-
covered a gold mine. Because with this method
you can fish with-in a hundred feet of the best
fishermen in the county and pull in ferocious big
ones while they come home empty handed. No
special skill is required. The method is just as
deadly in the hands of a novice as in the hands
of an old timer. My method will be disclosed
only to those few men in each area who will give
me their word of honor not to give the method
to anyone else. E

Send me your name. Let me tell you how you
can try out this deadly method of bringing in
big bass from your local waters. Let me tell
you why | let you try out my unusual method
for the whole fishing season without risking a
penny of your money on instructions or lures.
There is no charge for this information, now
or at any other time. Send me your name for
details of my money-back trial offer. But |
guarantee that the information | send you will
make you a complete skeptic—until once you
try it! And then, your own catches will fill you
with disbelief. Send your name, today. This
will be fun.

ERIC B. FARE
Liber{tyville 16, lllinois

.‘----------------------------------------------—-----------------1
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The Titan of Tombstone

HE CHANCES are you never heard of

Ed Schiefflin, but he was one of the most
fabulous characters that ever trod across our
plains, He left this country a wonderful
town, a great fortune, a haunting mystery
and two very choice bits of philosophy. -

A Pennsylvanian by birth, who had crossed
the country in a covered-wagon to Oregon
as a boy, Ed Schiefflin was a man who had
the prospecting fever in him practically all
his life. He was only twelve years old when
he ran away from home to look .for gold
down Idaho way. He didn’'t have any luck
there but he never went back home. Instead
he roamed all over the West, first one place
and then another, growing from boy to man
with a pick and shovel on his back and a
grim and determined dream in his eyes.

Mon of Ore

Ed barely got by most of these years, find-
ing just enough gold scrapings to keep him-
self in canned beans, salt pork and a reason-
ably workable pick and shovel. Once things
got so tough that he actually had to get a
job for awhile. He served as a scout with
- the U. S. Army in its campaign against the
Apaches in the Southwest.

Even so, there are indications that Ed
Schiefflin’s mind was on other things be-
sides redskins, even the ferocious kind such
as the Apaches generally were. Once, for
instance, the head scout of his outfit made
him dump out everything he was carrying
in his saddlebags. That was because, instead
of food and ammunition, they contained all
sorts of rocks and ore. Ed Schiefflin consid-
.ered them much more interesting than arrow
heads, Indian tracks and such as that.

One day, while patrolling the lonely hills
along Arizona’s San Pedro River, he came
upon some rock that looked unusually prom-
ising. He promptly left his post, rode to
Fort Huachuca, quit his job, got the ten dol-
lars in wages coming to him, converted it
into some grocery stuff and a second-hand
pick and shovel, swapped his horse for a
mule and set off ‘again for the rugged hills
he’s just left.

When he was warned that Geronimo him-
self, the tawny terror of the terrible Apaches,
might be loose in those hills, Ed Schiefflin
just shrugged and said, “Well, them’s just
the chance you got to take.”

“Instead of silver, what you’ll more likely
be finding is your tombstone,” he was told.

A Whopping Sirike

But this time Ed finally tapped himself a
mighty strike. It was the Tough Nut lode,
a vein of silver that was to be worth $75,-
000,000.

Remembering the grim warning that the
Army had given him about what he was apt
to find in those hills, Ed Schiefflin called the
place Tombstone. And that’s how one of the
most famous towns of the old West got itself
off to a booming start.

Digging for a great wholesale quantity of
silver is a complicated problem and Ed
wound up with two partners. But when he’d
accrued $1,000,000, although he knew he was
leaving much more silver behind, he pulled
out, offering this philosophy: “A million’s
enough for any man.” ;

Ed just decided he’d have himself a good
time from here on out. He’d heard a lot

(Continued on page 8)
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LET AUDELS AUTO GUIDE
SOLVE YOUR PROBLEMS
Every auto mechanic, helper, serv-
iceman and operator can use a ¢
copy of AUDELS AUTOMO- 3
BILE GUIDE. The information

it gives saves time, money and
worry. Highly indorsed by all
users. It presents the whole sub-
ject of auto mechanics from A to

Z n plain language and simple
terms. This Big Practical Book gives
full information with working dia-
grams covering the principles, con-
struction, ignition, service and repair
of modern cars, ttucks and buses.

Diesel engines, Fluid and Hydra-matic
drives fully explained.

1500 ILLUSTRATIONS
OF WORKING PARTS

With Full Instructions

All good mechanics, like good doctors, should know the working theory and épera-
tion of each part, and should understand what causes trouble and how fo remedy it.

73 INTERESTING CHAPYERS

Partial list of subjects on which information is
given is shown below. Ready Reference Index.

All Paris of an Aut bile—Aut ive Physics—The Gas Engine—Gas
Engine Principles—Multi-Cylinder Engines—Horse Power—Automobile En-
ginss—Stationary Parts—Moving Parts—Pistons—Pision Rings—Connecting
Rods—Crank Shafts—Valves—Valve Gear—Cams and Cam Action—Valve
Timing—Cooling Systems—Fuel Feed Systems—Dual Fuel Feed—Mixture—
Carburetors—Carburetor Service—Automatic Choke—Super-Chargers—Trang-

issi Special issi Fluid and Hydra-matic Drives—Cluiches—
Universals and Propeller Shafts—The Differential—Rear Axles—Rear and
Front Suspension—Running Gear—Brokes—Wheel Alignmeni—Knee Action
~Steering Gear—Tires—Lubricants and Lubrication—Automotive Electricity
~lgnition Systems—Magneto lgnition—Spark Plugs~Ignition Coils—Distrib=
utors—Automatic Spark™ Control—Ignition Timing—Generators—Starters—
Generator and Starter Testing—Lighting Systems—Storage Batteries—Charg-
ing and Testing—Diesel Engines and Trouble Shooting.

7 DAYS’ FREE TRIAL

TO GET THIS_ASSISTANCE

FOR VOURSELF SIMPLY

i| FILL IN AND MAIL
COUPON TODAY. ~ DI

TION. Send No

7-DAY APPROVAL

8tep up your own skill with the fast and figures of
your trade. Audels Mechanics Guides contain Practi-
cal Inside Trade Information in a handy form. Fully
illustrated and Easy to Understand. Highly Endorsed.
Check the book you want for 7 DAYS FREE EXAMINA-

oney. Nothing to pay postman.
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AUDEL, Publishers, 49 W. 23 St., New York 10, N.Y.
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MAIL ORDE

- AUDEL, Publishers, 49 W. 23 St., NEW YORK

Please send me postpald for FREE EXAMINATmﬁ bool:s
marked ) below. Ii I decide to keep them | agres to
mail n 7 Days on each book or set ordered and
further mail $1 monthly on each book or set until I
have pald price, otherwise § will return them.

[J HOME APPLIANCE SERVICE GUIDE, 800 Pages $6
(0 AUTOMOBILE MECHANICS GUIDE, 1664 Pages.

O TRUCK & TRACTOR GUIDE, 1299 Pages

[ DIESEL ENGINE MANUAL, 575 Pages . . . .

[ MACHINISTS HANDY BOOK, 1650 Pages. . . 6
[J WELDERS GUIDE, 400 Pages . . . . . . .. 3
[0 BLUE PRINT READING, 416 Pages . . . . . 3
[ MATHEMATICS & CALCULATIONS, 700 Pages 3
SHEET METAL PATTERN LAYOUTS, 1100 Pgs. 7.50
{0 SHEET METAL WORKERS HANDY BOOK, 388Pgs. 2
[0 MECHANICAL DRAWING GUIDE, 160 Pages . .
[0 MECHANICAL DRAWING & DESIGN, 480 Pages
[ TELEVISION SERVICE MANUAL, 434 Pages. .
O RADIOMANS GUIDE, 1040 Pages . . , .., . .
O ELECTRONIC DEVICES, 216 Pages . . T
O ELECTRIC MOTOR GUIDE, 1000 Pages . . . .
O WIRING DIAGRAMS (Light & Power), 272 Pgs.
[ ELECTRICIANS EXAMINATIONS, 250 Pages. .
1 ELECTRIC POWER GALCULATIONS, 425 Pages.
{J HANDY BOOK OF ELECTRICITY, 1440 Pages. .
O ELECTRIC DICTIONARY, 9000 Terms .. . .
[ ELECTRIC LIBRARY, 7000 Pages (10 Book Set) 20
[J REFRIGERATION & Air Conditioning, 1280 Pgs. &
0O MILLWRIGHTS & MECHANICS GUIDE, 1200 Pgs. 5§
{0 POWER PLANT ENGINEERS GUIDE, 1500 Pages §
) ENGINEERS & FIREMANS EXAMS, 525 Pages . 2
[ PUMPS, Hydraulics & Air Compressors, 1658 Pgs 6
[J OPERATING ENGINEERS LIBRARY (3 Books) . 12
[0 GARDENERS & GROWERS GUIDES (4 Book Set)
] CARPENTERS & BUILDERS GUIDES (4 Book Set)
(0 PLUMBERS & Steamfiiters Guides (4 Book Set)
[ MASONS AND BUILDERS GUIDES (4 Book Set)
[J PAINTERS & DECORATORS MANUAL, 450 Pgs.
] HOUSE HEATING GUIDE, 1000 Pages , . - .
[1 OlL BURNER GUIDE, 384 Pages . . ., .
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"THE FRONTIER POST -

(Continued from page 6)

about New York City, so he set out for that
place. He got himself a tall silk hat and a
store-bought suit and had himself a high old
time, living it up.

But he began to get a little bored, too. He
went to Chicago and to San Francisco and
Los Angeles. He even accumulated himself
a wife. But the feeling of restlessness
wouldn’t leave him. -

Back to the Wilds

One day he couldn’t stand it any more and
he put away all of his fancy duds and got
into his old prospector’s outfit and headed
for the wilds of Oregon. He was still a very
wealthy individual in spite of all his swank
living.

Among other things he owned a veritable
mansion in Los Angeles, which he’d had
constructed for him. But it was just that
the old prospeciing urge had taken over
again, and the only thing he could take a
keen interest in was hunting more ore.

He went te the Umpqua River, where
even as a small boy he had spent his time

panning for gold. He erected himself a.

cabin there, filled it well with provisions and
used it as a base of operations to examine
and probe for ore through the surrounding
countryside. ;

Some months later a hunter, lost and hun-

gry, stopped by Ed Schiefflin’s cabin and -

found his body.

And herein lies a haunting mystery that
Ed Schiefflin left behind. It wasn’t so much
in the death itself, as a letter he’d written
two weeks before. It said: “I have found

£
*
il ¥

stuff here in Oregon that will make Tomb-
stone look like salt. This is GOLD.”

To this day, now some 59 years later, men
trample along old Oregon trails and paths
looking for Ed Schiefflin’s long lost gold
mine.

There are some who remain convinced that
Ed had struck it rich again just before his
end came. Although his death appeared to
be a natural one—and even if you ruled out
altogether the chance that he might have
been done in by someone who’d learned of
his strike and was trying to extract the in-
formation of its location by force—it seemed
a fairly reasonable theory that the excite-
ment of coming upon another great valuable
mineral find is what might have led to a
heart attack. Moreover, if anyone knew a
good strike when he saw one it would be
Schiefflin, and there would seem to be no
purpose in his writing about such a strike
unless he’d found one.

Quite A Man

He was a rich man who really didn’t need
any money. He left a small fortune behind
for his widow. He also left behind a very
masculine-type piece of philosophy. One
paragraph of his will read:

“I have no children, but should anyone,
at their own expense, prove to the satisfac-
tion of my executors to be a child of mine,
to each I give the sum of fifty dollars.”

Quite a man was Ed Schiefflin, the dream-
er, prospector, philosopher and founder of
what became one of the liveliest towns in
the Old West.
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How You Can Master
GOOD ENGCLISH

...in 15 Minutes a day

HOUSANDS of persons make

mistakes in their everyday Eng-
lish—and don’t know it. It is sur-
prising how many persons fail in
spelling such common words as “‘busi-
ness,” “judgment,” “beneficiary.” and
“receive” ; say “between you and I”
instead of “between you and me” ; use
“who” for ‘‘whom”; and mispro-
nounce the simplest words. And it is
equally astonishing how few know
whether to use one or two “¢'s” or
“m’s” or “§’s” (as in “recommend”
or “disappoint”), or when to use
commas in order to make their mean-
ing clear. Most persons use only
common words—colorless, flat, ordi-
nary. Their speech and their letters
are lifeless, humdrum.

Whet Does Your English Say
About You?

Does your English help or hinder
you? Every time you talk, every time
you write, you show what you are.
When you use the wrong word, when
you mispronounce a word, when you
punctuate incorrectly, when you use
commonplace words, you handicap
yourself enormously. English, the
very tool you should use to improve
your business or social position, holds
you back. And you don‘t realize it,
for people are too polite to tell you
about your mistakes.

But now Sherwin Cody offers you a
common sense method of acquiring a
mastery of English in only a few min-
utes a day. It’s so easy to stop mak-
ing the mistakes in Hnglish which
have been hindering you and learn to
present your ideas elearly and force-

fully on all occasions—without even -

thinking about it.

What Cody Did ot Gary

For years Mr. Cody studied the
problem of creating instinctive habits
of using good English. Some time
ago he was invited to teach Hnglish
to all upper-grade pupils in Gary,
Indiana. Mr. Cody secured more im-
provement in - these pupils in five
weels than previously had been ob-
tained by similar pupils in two years
under the old methods.

100% Self-Correcting Device

The basic principle of Mr. Cody’s
method is habit-forming. Suppose he
himself were standing forever at
your elbow. Every time you made a

mistake, suppose you could hear him
whisper: “That is wrong, it should
be thus and so.” In a short time you
would habitually use the correct form
and the right words.

Mr. Cody’s patented 1002 Self-
Correcting Device does exactly thig.
It'is his silent voice behind you,
ready to speak whenever you commit
an error. It finds your mistakes and
concentrates on them. You are not
drilled upon  anything you already
know; and there are no rules to
memorize.

The study of English has been
made so simple that no more than
fifteen minutes a day 18 required—and
not of study, but of fascinating prac-
tice! Those who take advantage of
Mr. Cody’s method gain something
80 priceless that it cannot be meag-
ured in terms of money. They gain a
facility of speech that marks them as
educated persons in whatever society
they find themselves. They gain self-
confidence and self-respect. As for
material reward, the importance of
good English in the race for success
cannot be over-estimated. Surely no
one can advance far without it,

Write for FREE BOOK

If you .are ever embarrassed by
mistakes in grammar, spelling, pro-
nunciation, punctuation, or if your
vocahuiary is limited, this free book,
“How You Can Master Good English
in 15 Minutes a Day,” will prove a
revelation to you. It can be had free
upon request. There is no obliga-
tion. Send the coupon or a letter or
postal card for it now. No salesman
will. call. SHERWIN CODY
COURSE IN ENGLISH, 2675 Cen-
tral Drive, Port Washington, N.Y.

SHERWIN CODY COURSE IN ENGLISH
2675 Central Drive, Port Woashington, N. Y.

Please send me, without any obligation on my part5 1gour

free book, “How You Can Master Good English in 15 Min-
utes a Day.” No salesman will cali 2 =
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Readers’ Questions About the West

Q.—Just what is the monte I see mentioned
in stories of the Texas-Mexico Border coun-
try?—V.C. (Mont.).

A —Although your Spanish dictionary
gives “mountain” or “mount” as the first
meaning of monte (MOAN-tay), the word
is universally used in the Southwest to mean
timber, forest or a woodsy area. [n Texas
“the monte” is the thorn-brush country thick-
eted with mesquite, huisache, ocotillo, brasil,
agarita and a dozen other kinds of thorny
growth. Thus a vaquero del monte is a brush
country cowboy. Of course monte, pro-
nounced MON-ty, is also a gambling card
game, probably of Mexican origin.

Q.—Was James Bowie, inventor of the
Bowie knife, a citizen of the United States,
Mexico or the Texas Republic?—T.T.N.
(Wash.).

A.—All three. Jim Bowie went to Texas
as an American citizen, became a citizen of
Mexico when he married the daughter of
Lieutenant-Governor Verimendi of Mexican
Texas, joined in the Texas war for inde-
pendence as a Texan, and was among the
Texas heroes who died in the Alamo. Tex-
ans pronounce his name BOO-ee.

Q.—Are Virginia City, Nevada, and Virgin-
ia City, Montana, both ghost towns?—A.C.B.
(N.J.).

A.—Literally no, but in a sense, yes. Vir-
ginia City, Nevada, has a resident population
of about 900, Virginia City, Montana, about
400, but the numerous empty buildings and
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abandoned mines that remain as relics of the
old boom days give both towns somewhat the .
aspect of ghost towns. By preserving the ap-
pearance of its days of past glory in every
way possible, Virginia City, Montana, has
made itself noted as a tourist attraction.

Q.—1Is there any book that gives a full his-
tory of cowboy rodeos?—Bill F. (N.Y.).

A.—The best T know of are “My 50 Years
in Rodeo,” by Foghorn Clancy (The Naylor
Co.) and “Man, Beast, Dust: The Story of
Rodeo,” by Clifford P. Westermeier (Caxton
Printers). There may be others.

Q. —Who was Black Bart?—R.D.G. (Fla.).

A.—Black Bart was a somewhat mysteri-
ous California bandit and stage robber of the
1870’s and ’80’s, variously known as Charles
E. Boles and Charles E. Bolton. He wrote
doggerel rhymes to his victims and to officers
of the law and called himself “the POS8”
(poet). A full account of his career is in
“Bad Company,” by Joseph Henry Jackson.

Q.—What is the best breed of beef cattle on
Western ranches?—W.W.J. (DMiss.).

A.—Naturally cattlemen are not in general
agreement on that point. Some popular
breeds are Hereford, Aberdeen Angus, Black
Angus, Red Angus, Shorthorn, Charolais,
San Gertrudis, Brahma, Charbray, Brangus,
Beefmaster, with other crossbreeds under
development. Although they have plenty of
competition, I believe that Herefords are still
raiged in greater numbers.—S. Omar Barker.
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iNno Kid

_ Blood had been spilled in this valley, and plenty more was

due to flow—unless the Lone Wolf could pin down the mysterious Kid

= ' CHAPTER I

Two Graves

HE SMOKE pulled Hatfield toward the east, away from the break

in the hills which encircled Loving Basin. It rose in a thin gray
plume which drifted slowly south, laying flat in the still morning air.
Above it circled a black dot, drifting in a slow spiral that could mean
only one thing in this broken, lonely land.

It took Hatfield a half hour to reach the scene. He came upon the
youngster as he eased Goldy between two weathered boulders on a
slight rise of ground which dipped down to a hollow.

The boy was sitting on the slope, legs drawn up and crossed, his
head pillowed on his arms. His back was to Jim, vulnerable and
unprotected—his long thin torso showed bony against his faded cotton
shirt. The Ranger saw no cartridge belt encircling the boy’s waist.

Two mounds, piled with stones, lay at the boy’s feet; to one side

~ With gun in hand, and
‘the distance fast clos-
ing, Jim couldn’t miss
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lay a shovel. Further down, tied by the
pole gate of a stone corral, was a rawboned
sray gelding. The stock of a Sharps rifle
jutted from saddle scabbard.

The Lone Wolf’s green eyes observed
details of this lonely scene—moving from
the corral where goats moved restlessly,
across the beaten earth to the charred
remains of a stone dwelling. The roof had
fallen in and the door was gutted and
burned out. The smoke still curled up-
ward from the dying embers.

Jim waited, lookihg down at the boy
who was too absorbed in his grief to sense
his presence. It was not until the gray,
turning and catching sight of Goldy,
snorted and jingled his bit irons, that the
boy stirred.

He lifted his head and looked around.
He turned and saw Jim sitting saddle less
than fifteen feet upslope and fear exploded
in him. He lunged to his feet and Hat-
field saw then that he had an old model
Dragoon Colt stuck in his waistband.

The boy was dragging at it, jerking it
loose, when he saw the big Peacemaker
in Jim’s hand. He slumped, fear tinting
his narrow face to a coffee color.

The Lone Wolf dismounted and came
down to the youngster. “You're a right
suspicious button,” he murmured, “but
maybe you've got a right to be.”

His glance slid past the boy to the
smoke curling up from the gutted house
and came to rest briefly on the two graves.

“Kin of yours?”

The boy’s eyes had a wet shine. He
had been crying and it had left streaks in
“his thin, dirty face. He looked at Jim with
the suspicious wariness of a trapped
coyote. A rail-thin boy almost as tall as
Hatfield, his clothes hung loose on his
long-armed, gangly frame. About sixteen,
Jim judged—still growing. He had a splash
of freckles across a blade thin nose and
blue eyes under sandy brows. What hair
showed under his dirty gray hat matched
his eyebrows. >

He looked scared and lonely and Jim
felt a sudden pity for the boy. “Your
folks?” he asked, nodding toward the
graves. \

The youngster inclined his head. His
eyes were locked on Jim with that intense
watchfulness. .

Jim sheathed his Colt. “Reckon you've
done all you could, son,” he said. “Looks
like there’s nothing more to do here. You
have relatives or friends in the Basin?”

The boy shook his head. Jim walked to
him, but the youngster shrank away. He
was like a cur which expects a kick. The
Lone Wolf shrugged. He moved past the
boy and went down to the smoking ruins.

On the far side of the gutted structure
two chickens came into view. They
stopped and eyed Hatfield with the dumb
regard of their kind. In the stone corral
an old billy goat thrust his whiskered head
through the bars in the gate and bleated
across the yard. A

Jim turned and glanced at the boy who
stood eyeing him with sullen fear.

“Do you know who did it?”

The boy was silent. He kept watching
Jim like a hawk. The shock of what had
happened here was still in him, Hatfield
thought, and it would be a while before
it wore off. He thought of his reasons for
being here and he said: “Some of the
Chino Kid’s work?” and he saw the boy’s
eyes brighten and grow hard.

The boy’s tone held a savage bitterness.
“Yeah, some of the Chino Kid’s work,
mister!” -

He shuffled toward Hatfield, his runover
boots caked and cracked. There was an
air of wildness about him he reminded
Hatfield of some unkempt mongrel. The
boy seemed to view the world with the
same wary mistrust.

His Adam’s apple bobbed along the sun-
blacked column of his throat. “They never
bothered nobody,” he blurted out, and his
voice started deep and rose and broke
with adolescent shrillness. “They didn’t
have a dime. Just them goats and
chickens. But they killed them. The hard
way, mister—shot them and left them to
burn.”

He saw the horror in the boy’s eyes
then, and he pictured what this youngster
must have gone through. His voice grew
grim. “The Chino Kid’ll pay for it, son.

0
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I promise you that.”
- He saw the glitter of the coin from the
corner of his eye and it pulled him around.
He moved toward what had been the’door
and looked down at it before bending to
pick it up.

It was one of the rare moments that the
Lone Wolf dropped his guard, but he was
expecting no trouble from this grief-
stricken boy. He sensed the youngster
coming up close, but it rang only a bare

JIM HATFIELD

note of warning in him. Not until the last
split second, as he was straightening, did
some shift in the youngster’s feet alert
him.

ND THEN it was too late,
The boy’s Dragoon chopped down
across the Lone Wolf’s head and the
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Ranger pitched forward, almost across the
doorway. He lay still.

The boy lifted the muzzle and aimed it
at Jim’s back. There was fear and hate in
him, spilling over and a sob broke from
his lips. “Damn you, damn you.”

But he couldn’t bring himself to pull
trigger at Jim’s back. He turned and ran
for the gray and got into saddle. He rode
west, toward the broken desolate land be-
yond the rim of Loving Basin.

The sun moved up higher and the
shadows retreated back into the hills.

Goldy came down the slope and nudged

Jim. He stood over the Ranger, a bronzed
statue, head uplifted, ears cocked. From
the corner of the stone pen a rooster
thrust out his chest, beat his black-tipped
wings and crowed his defiance to the
morning,.

Hatfield stirred. He pushed himself up
and straightened, the hammer strokes he-
hind his eyes made him close them. His
fingers gripped Goldy’s pommel and he
hung on until the weakness left his knees.
When the ground stopped revolving he
reached up and touched the lump behind
his right ear.

Goldy shifted and turned to muzzle him.
Jim ran his hand appreciatively over the
big stallion’s sleek muzzle. ;

“I didn’t think he had the nerve,” he
muttered. “Looked too scared and beat
to do anything but run.” He turned and
squinted at the lonely, tragic scene. The
smoke still ecurled up in small tendrils
from blackened boards. “Can’t say that I
blame him, though,” he said bleakly.

Some more of the Chino Kid’s work. He
felt a cold, contained rage build up in him.
Sheriff Luke Tipton had sent for Jim be-
cause this Chino Kid, whose reputation
as a cruel, will-o’-the-wisp killer, had

spread beyond the borders of Loving-

Basin.

Goldy nudged him impatiently and Hat-
field nodded bleakly. “Reckon we should
be moving.” He turned to pick up his
dented hat and the motion brought the
sharp pounding between his eyes again.
He straightened slowly, fighting the sick-
ness in his stomach; he saw the coin at
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his feet, which he had dropped when the
boy had buffaloed him.

He bent cautiously and picked it up and
saw that it was a half dollar into which
someone had fired a .40 caliber slug. A file
had been used to smooth out the jagged
edges and time and handling had rubbed
it smooth—it looked like it might have
been worn as an ornament in someone’s
watch chain.

Thoughtfully Jim slipped the coin into
his pocket. The stillness clung to the small
hollow and the sun poured heat into it.
Hatfield turned and got into saddle and
rode back up the slope.

Get the Chino Kid.

Those were Ranger Captain Bill Mec-
Dowell’s orders. Get the Chino Kid who
was terrorizing the Loving Basin country.

Behind the Lone Wolf the sun ham-
mered the freshly turned earth over the
graves and the rooster crowed once more.
In the hills behind the hollow a prowling
coyote cocked his ears to the sound, lis-
tened, then turned on silent feet to the
faint smudge of smoke.

CHAPTER II

Drunken Deputy

BRITTLE dryness lay over the land

and the leaves of the-small aspen
grove overlooking Loving’s cemetery hung
still—in the quiet heat the measured tones
of the preacher conducting the burial fell
flat in the afternoon air.

"Big Cal Tipton, boss of the Wagon-
wheel B, stood by the open grave and
watched the pine box lowered into the
hole. His face was still and set in the
pattern of sorrow. He was a big man,
standing well over six feet, heavy of body,
but not soft. He wore town clothes, topped
by an expensive cream Stetson, but there
was an air of ruddy good health about
him and a boyish cast accentuated by
curly brown hair which, at forty, had
barely begun to gray.

Carole Bradley, his niece, stood by his
side, her head bowed. Her eyes were dry,
but there was an odd stiffness to her
posture. Glancing sidewise at her, Cal
thought he caught a faraway sadness in
her face, as though her thoughts were
gone beyond this grave and this burial to
someone closer and never to be seen again.

She was young. Her twentieth birthday
was still several months away. But there
was a maturity to this girl beyond her
years. And a willfulness betrayed by a
sullen set to her mouth. A maturity and
a willfulness, he reflected coldly, because
she owned the Wagonwheel B and didn’t
know how to run it.

Behind them, making a semi-circle
around that grave, stood the bulk of the
Wagonwheel riders. A hard, hand-picked
group. Frenchy, broad, powerful, muscle-
knotted like some gnarled, thick oak and
as unyielding; Steve Prell, Wagonwheel’s
ramrod, two guns in thonged-down hol-
sters—a rangy gunhawk with a reputation
trailing him; Cibero, Mexican-dark face
impassive; Dakota, spare, sallow-faced
man, steerhorn mustache drooping past
the corners of a weak mouth, washed-out
gray eyes that seldom met a man’s glance,
and yet a man who killed without com-
passion, with an infinite eruelty.

Tipton’s thoughts jerked back to the
intonations of the preacher. He had no
illusions about these men he had hired.
But the stakes were big, and in this violent
land there was no room for sentiment or
weakness. A man had to measure up to
his ambitions, and Cal Tipton’s ambitions
ran big—they ran beyond this Basin, to
a seat in the Texas Senate. And perhaps
some day . . .

Across the grave a group of townsmen
stood with bowed heads. They stood apart
from the Wagonwheel riders as though by
mutual agreement. They were neutral in
this gathering violence that flickered like
heat lightning across the drought-stricken
Basin.

Foremost among them a tall, white-
haired man in outmoded silk hat and black
frock coat met Cal’s eyes. A flicker passed
through the deep, electric blue of that
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man’s gaze, and then his head bowed. Cal
smiled thinly.

Apart from both townsmen and Wagon-
wheel riders stood a man and a woman.
Farmers, obviously—or seat-of-the-pants
ranchers—judging from the won\nan’s
homespun and the man’s bib overalls, his
thick, work-calloused hands, the weath-
ered bluntness of his face. His wife stood
beside him, tall and bony and somewhat
stooped, faded by work and worry, a
bonnet shading her tired features from
the slanting rays of the sun.

Beyond this group, so far away from
the mourners as not to be a part of them,
a tall, lean, blond man stood stiff-legged
under the aspens. The dappled shade pat-
tern blended him with the background so
that at first glance he might be missed,
but when he moved slightly the badge on
his shirt caught the sunlight and flashed
its semaphore signal of warning.

Cal’s head turned slowly to observe this
man, and_a sneer drew its pattern of
his thinking across his heavy face. He saw
beyond this man, through him, to a small
office in the county courthouse and to a
vacant chair in the sheriff’s office.

There was now no law in Loving Basin.
Thus did he discount the man wearing the
deputy’s badge. No law except that which
he would hereon enforce, with the guns
of the men at his back.

A rising exultation almost choked him,
and it was an odd feeling for a man to
have, for it was the body of his brother
that was being lowered into that grave.

He felt a stir behind him and he turned
and caught Steve Prell’s cold and watchful
glance, and then Prell’s head moved slight-
ly and Cal followed the angle of his gaze.
He saw the rider who pulled up on the
road below them—a wide-shouldered man
sitting tall against the reddening sun. And
though the distance was too far away to
make out the man’s features, or the quest
of the man’s gaze, Cal felt an odd tingle
cut through the sharp exultation in him.

There was something about that rider
and the big golden stallion he rode which
instantly commanded attention—a force
that sent its gathering impact up to him.

The man was a stranger, and at this
moment Cal Tipton wanted no strangers
in Loving Basin.

He turned and caught Steve’s question-
ing gaze and Tipton’s eyes narrowed
meaningly as he nodded a barely per-
ceptible yes to the gunslinger’s unspoken

query.

T WAS a day for funerals, thought the

Lone Wolf. He pulled Goldy up along
the road leading over the plank bridge
spanning Turkey Creek and the cowtown
just beyond to watch the tableau on the
small hill. In the still, breathless silence
he could almost make out the preacher’s
droning words.

A ring of horsemen stood in silent vigil
around an open grave into which a coffin
was being lowered. A girl and a big man
stood close by the preacher. From their
position, Hatfield judged them to be close-
relatives of the man who was being buried.

The hard-faced riders stood behind
them, forming a stony-faced shield. On the
otherside, across the grave, separated by
what seemed mutual inclination, stood a
group of townspeople.

It came to Hatfield, as he watched, that
there was a distinct cleavage here. Then
his attention was arrested by the lone
figure standing under the aspens. The man
was tall and slender and he wore a star
on his shirt. He stood in aloof and lonely
sorrow, and Jim reflected briefly on this
scene which placed the law apart from it.

It occurred to him that the lawman
might be Luke Tipton, the sheriff who had
written to Captain McDowell for help, and
he had a brief impulse to ride up the hill
to join him. But this slender man was
young, and Hatfield had the impression
that Luke was an old hand at enforcing
the law—he remembered this and it held
him from making his move.

And as he waited he saw the lawman
turn away and come down the hill, and a
frown built a ridge between Jim’s level
green eyes. The lawman walked with
stiff gait, he stumbled once and caught
himself with rigid control.

Jim saw the silent riders turn to eye the
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man. The girl by the grave glanced briefly
at the stumbling figure and her shoulders
stiffened. The big man beside her followed
the lawman’s progress down the hill with
a widening sneer.

The lawman came down the rutted road,
scuffing in the powdery earth. He saw
Jim watching him and he straightened his
back and held himself stiffly erect. Close
up Jim measured the lean and reckless
look of the man’s narrow, handsome face.
The eyes slanted up to meet his gaze had
a defiant glaze.

He walked past Jim, his hand brushlng
down over the butt of his Colt in a gesture
either of warning or challenge, Jim wasn’t
sure which. The strong reek of whisky
that reached Hatfield affirmed his judg-
ment that the man was drunk. He took
his gaze from the lawman and glanced up
the hill. Against the fading agquamarine
sky, the wagon drawn up by the grave,
the figures around it and the horsemen
behind, began to silhouette as dark, unreal
shapes.

The Lone Wolf turned then and put
Goldy to the bridge. He rode past.the
weaving lawman, across Turkey Creek
which ran dry beneath the booming
planks, and onto Trail Street which be-
came the main business thorofare of Lov-
ing.

Loving was not an old town, but it had
been settled long enough to have shed the
raw, unpainted ugliness of the usual cow-
town. Most of the buildings were painted
—there were several stone and brick
buildings, one of them being the STOCK-
MAN’S NATIONAL BANK—and a siz-
able sprinkling of clapboarded private
homes on the rise of ground behind the
courthouse.

The courthouse was a big, barnlike
structure painted white. It stood at the
apex of a small square and on what had
been a small front lawn, now burned
brown by the long drought, was a field
piece flanked by two small pyramids of
cannon balls.

A board sign was propped against the
undercarriage of the field piece, its legend
a tribute to “the brave men of Loving who

went forth to join the Texas Volunteers.”

Jim considered this with grave and un-~
hurried concern, then he rode Goldy
around the front of the courthouse and his
gaze caught the sign which read: SHER-
IFF’S OFFICE. He swung Goldy in to the
short rack under a huge pepper tree and
dismounted.

The door to the sheriff’s office was
closed, but not locked. Jim pushed it open
and stepped into a darkening room. He
hesitated only briefly before moving to
the wall lamp and lighting it.

The flickering light showed him a clean-
swept, tidy office. A side door led to the
cell block, tenantless and quiet in the
shadows. Jim made his swift inspection
and came back to the small office to face
a decision of waiting for the sheriff or to
return later.

There was a poster on the desk and the
boldly printed name, THE CHINO KID,
caught his attention. He walked around
the desk and leaned over it and read with
frowning interest that the Chino Kid was
wanted for murder, robbery, rustling and
arson. Five thousand dollars was being
offered as a reward for the Kid’s body by
Mr. Calvin Tipton, Manager, Wagonwheel
B Ranch.

There was no picture of the Kid on the
poster, and the description attributed to
him was meager and general. Slim, young-
ish, between 20 and 25 (the description
read) and a deadly killer.

IM tried to place the outlaw. He knew

most of the wild ones still on the loose
in Texas, and he knew by reputation most
of the bad ones who rode outside the
Texas borders—but he couldn’t place the
Chino Kid. A new one, he thought weari-
ly, riding a fast, hard pace to hell.

He heard the step on the walk outside
and he turned just as the slender lawman
lurched through the doorway. The man
stopped and pulled himself erect. He
braced himself against the door framing
and his right hand dropped threateningly
to the walnut butt on his hip.

“The Wagonwheel B’s ten miles outta
town,” he rasped. “That way.” He jerked

s
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his thumb over his shoulder.

“Glad you mentioned it,” Jim said drily.
“I happen to be looking for the sheriff. He’s
expecting me.”

The deputy laughed shortly. He lurched
across the room to the desk, pushed the
poster off with a careless sweep of his
hand, and sat down heavily. He was drunk
and he obviously didn’t care who knew it.
There was a defiant glint in his eyes as
he measured the Ranger.

“That’s too bad, mister,” he said. “You
have come a little late. You won’t find
Luke Tipton this side of hell—or the other
side, either.”

Hatﬁeld watched the man take a bottle
out of the bottom drawer and tilt it to his
lips. He waited until the deputy took a
breather.

“Might be a good idea if you explained,”
Jim said. “Sheriff Liuke Tipton sent for
me. I'm Jim Hatfield, Texas Ranger.”

The deputy’s head came up sharply
then, and a touch of respect came into
his eyes. He licked his lips, brooding.

“Jim Hatfield? The Lone Wolf?”

Hatfield nodded slightly. “I thought
you'd be expecting me. Or didn’t Luke
let you know?”

“I knew about the letter,” the deputy
answered slowly. “I—I didn’t think you'd
come.”

He reached for the bottle again, some-
thing dark and deep troubling him and
Jim felt a sharp impatience prod him. He
reached down and picked up the poster
the deputy had swept off his desk and
placed it in front of the man. He leaned
over the desk, his hands palm down on
the dodger, his eyes levelling coldly on
the deputy.

“I saw you at the funeral on the hill,”
he said. “Was Luke up there, too?”

“Liuke?” The deputy wiped his lips with
the back of his hand. He made an effort to
meet the Lone Wolf’s gaze. “Yeah—Luke
was there, Hatfield. Guest of honor.” He
shoved the bottle toward Jim. His voice
lifted with bitter resignation. “That was
Luke Tipton they buried, Ranger. He was
killed yesterday morning. Shot in the back
riding from Welker’s Bar W spread.”

L ]

Hatfield took this without too much
surprise. He pushed the poster toward
the deputy. “The Chino Kid?”

“So they say,” the lawman sneered. -

Something in his voice irritated Hatfield.
“What do you think?” he asked sharply.

The man’s head came up, caught by the
contempt in Jim’s voice. But his gaze
broke away from Hatfield’s regard. £“What
I think don’t count, Hatfield. I'm just Lew
Channing, drifter. The stray dog Luke
picked out of the street and pinned a
badge to. Nobody gives a damn what I
think.” He settled back and ran sinewy
fingers throush his shaggy blond hair.
“Only man who did was Luke Tipton. And
Luke’s dead, Hatfield.”

The Lone Wolf tried to understand the
feeling behind the man’s bitter self-con-
tempt. As he waited Lew reached for the
bottle again, and it touched off a sharp
anger in Hatfield. He reached across the
desk and yanked the bottle from Chan-
ning’s hand and some of the whisky spilled
across the deputy’s chin and down his
shirt front.

Channing lunged for the bottle and Jim
shoved him back into his chair.

“Quit sopping this up and feeling sorry
for yourself,” the Lone Wolf snapped. “I
want to know what happened to Sherift
Tipton. I want to know why you're in
here, guzzling cheap rotgut, instead of out
riding after the man who shot Luke.”

“Maybe it’s none of your damn busi-
ness,” Lew muttered sullenly. He eyed the
bottle in Jim’s hand. “Luke’s dead. What
happens now don’t concern me.” He
paused and slid his murky gaze from Jim’s
taut features to the door. The thud of
boots on the walk were heading this way. A

Jim ignored the approaching men. I
see a badge on your shirt,” he said flatly.
“A man has‘a responsibility to that
badge.”

“That respon51b1hty ended when Luke
was killed,” Channing snarled. “As for
this hunk of tin—" His fingers reached
up, fumbling.

“What in hell’s going on in here?” A
harsh; authoritative voice called suddenly.

“Who is this hardcase, Channing?”
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IM turned slowly, stepping away from

the desk. He put his cool, measuring
glance on the big beefy man crowding into
the office, and then held it on the two men
just behind him.

One was big, about Jim’s own height,
but there was an enormous thickness to
his body—all muscle and bone. A brown,
tightly curled beard hid the outlines of his
cheeks and jaw and the eyes appraised
Jim with a lively expectation. His big
hands were fisting instinctively.

The man with him seemed slight in com-
parison. He was a rangy man with a
smooth-shaven, hawk-nosed face. The gray
eyes that checked Jim held nothing. He
wore range clothes and two bone-handled
guns, and the way he wore them told Hat-
field this man knew how to use them.

In the crowding, appraising silence the
big man suddenly pointed a thick finger
at Jim. “You!” he said coldly. “What do
you want in here?”

Jim studied. the man with cool deliber-
ateness. He stood well over six feet—a
beefy man, well dressed, with a tanned,
outdoorsy look about him. The cream
Stetson cocked back on his curly brown
hair must have cost him fifty dollars. He
didn’t look his age, at first glance, but Jim
placed him around forty. There was a
cold and demanding authority about this
man and a bleak irritation showed in the
Lone Wolf’s green eyes. '

“I’m in here minding my own business,”
he said curtly. “It might not be a bad
idea if you did the same.”

The big man frowned, studying Jim.
He saw a man not easily cowed, and his
judgment warned him that this tall, wide-
shouldered individual with a gunslinger’s
cold and confident appraisal was not a
man to be pushed. He took a check on
his tone, but there was anger when he
finally spoke. :

“What goes on in this office from now
on is my business. If you’re a friend of
this—this drunk—" he emphasized with
deliberate contempt—‘you can get the
hell out of here right now. And take him
with you.”

Lew Channing stumbled to his feet, his

face whitening. “Just a minute,” he said.
He ripped the badge from his shirt, tossed
it at the big man’s feet. “I quit, Cal. No-
body fires me. But I'll get out of here
when I'm ready. Not when some loud-
mouthed—"

The big man took a quick step to the
desk and backhanded the deputy across
the mouth. The blow dropped Lew back
into the chair and the big man reached
across the desk and grabbed a fistful of
Lew’s shirt. He yanked the deputy up
over the desk and slammed his balled fist
into Lew’s face.

Channing fell against the chair and over-
turned it. He sprawled in a limp, un-
protesting heap and the big man came
around the desk and stood over him, draw-
ing his leg back to boot the defenseless
man.

Hatfield caught him by the shoulder,
whirled him around and shoved him
across the desk. Out-of the corner of his
eye he saw the two men start for him,
the big man with his hands, the rangy man
reaching for his gun.

The Lone Wolf’s peacemaker made its
sudden appearance in his right hand, its
cold and deadly muzzle stopping them.

“That’s enough!” he yelled. “We’re quit-
ting this right here.”

The big man pulled himself up off the
desk. He shifted his angry gaze from the
gun in Jim’s hand to Jim’s face and a
murderous patience settled over him like
a cold mask. He pulled his coat back into
shape and glanced down at Channing who
was sitting up, rubbing his palm across
his jaw.

“No druken bum is going to insult me,”
he stated flatly. “I don’t know who you
are, stranger, or why you're here. But
I want him out of this office, and out of
town, by tomorrow night. And if you're a
friend of his, the same applies to you.”

“I don’t know what you’ve got against
him,” Jim said. “But if anyone runs any-
body out of town, I'll do it. And before
we go any further with this, I'll ask the
questions. Who are you? And what gives
you the right to come in here and tell the
sheriff’s deputy to leave town?”

{
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Jim hit him a solid
smash on the jaw

“I'm Cal Tipton, Sheriff Tipton’s broth-
er,” the big man answered grimly. “I run
the Wagonwheel B, biggest spread in the
Basin., When there was trouble in the
county my men backed Luke—now that
my brother’s been killed we’ll take over
the law.” He reached over for his Stet-
son, lying on the floor by Channing; he
ignored the dazed deputy as he straight-
ened, brushed the Stetson against his
pants leg and cocked it on his head.

“Now maybe you’ll tell me who you
are?” he asked harshly.

Jim told him.

Cal Tipton started. He had drawn a
cigar from his vest pocket, and now held
it half way to his lips, his eyes darkening,

_ searching the Lone Wolf’s hard face.

“The Ranger they call the Lone Wolf?”
he murmured.

Jim shrugged.

HE big man caught himself, his lips
quirking with doubting smile. “Luke
never mentioned he was sending for help.”

He finished lifting the cigar to his lips,
slid a hand into his vest pocket for a
match, and thumbed it into flame. “You’re
a big man, and you’re wearing two guns,”
he said, blowing the match out after light-
ing his cigar. “But I'll believe you're a
Ranger after I see your credentials.”

Jim reached in his boot for his badge.
In the guttering lamplight the narrow
circle of silver enclosing the lone star had
a cold and uncompromising gleam. He
laid his paper credentials on the desk, in
front of Tipton, and his smile was meager
as he saw Cal’s brows furrow.

Tipton nodded. “So you're the great Jim
Hatfield!” he said coldly. “Well, I didn’t
send for you. We don’t need Rangers
meddling in business Wagonwheel can
handle.”

“Your brother thought he needed help,”
Jim said, reminding him. “He mentioned
a killer named the Chino Kid—"

“Luke was a fool, even if he was my
brother,” Cal said. “He kept holding me
back, tying my hands. And look what it
got him! If he had let me turn my men
loose—” :

“We’d have had a range war in the
Basin,” Channing mumbled. He had pulled
himself to his feet; he stood now, sway-
ing, eyeing the big man with ugly hate.

Tipton whirled, his face darkening and
21
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Channing’s hand fell to his gun. Jim
stepped swiftly between them, his voice

cracked grimly. “I'm making the next’

move here, gents.
me, try me.” )

Tipton caught himself. He stepped back
slowly and glanced at his men who were
eyeing the gun in Jim’s hand with sullen

If you don’t believe

abeyance. “All right, Ranger,” Tipton
agreed thickly. “Just keep that bum
quiet.”

Channing lifted a hand to his cut lips,
his eyes blazing. “I'll—" He stiffened at
the look in Jim’s eyes, but he closed his
mouth.

“I came here because of a letter your
brother wrote to Captain Bill McDowell,”
Jim stated, turning to Tipton. “He didn’t

explain much. Just that he was having -

trouble with a killer named the Chino
Kid.”

“You got here a day too late,” -Cal
sneered. “The Kid killed my brother
yesterday.”

“So I heard.” Jim nodded. “I can’t help

" him now but I can get the man who killed

him. A little cooperation from you would

help.” He paused and saw Tipton’s broad

features settle into an uncooperative mask

and he felt a dislike for this big, pushy
man. :

“T told Luke what I wanted to do.”
Cal said. “I wanted to hunt the Kid down
and kill him, even if it meant gutting
every small spread on Young Turkey
Creek. I told Luke that was the only
way to stop the Kid, but he wouldn’t listen.
Even after he got the note from the Kid,
threatening him.”

“What note?”

The Wagonwheel boss reached in his
pocket and brought out a folded piece of

. paper. He handed it to Jim who unfolded
it, read the pencilled, block-letter message:
“Tipton, I gave you five years to straighten
out what you did to me, Now I’m going to
kill you.”

Jim lifted his gaze from the message
and Tipton said, “Luke got that note just
four days ago. It was slipped under this
door during the night, he showed it to
me the next morning.”

Jim was frowning. “Looks like your
brother knew the Kid. Do you?”

Cal shook his head. “Not before he came
into the Basin. Haven’t even laid eyes on
the murdering son. But he’s been raising
hell for almost a year now. I guess he
had something on Luke, though. My
brother kept warning me off the Kid.
The law, he kept telling me, would take
care of the Kid. Well, Luke’s dead. I
didn’t send for you, Hatfield. But I’ll give
you this much. Ill give you forty-eight
hours to get the Chino Kid. After that I'm
turning my men loose in the Basin. We'll

_ get the killer if we have to wipe out every

thieving nester who’s back of him!”

CHAPTER III

“Forty-eight hours!”

HE SILENCE crowded into the of-
fice after Tipton and his men left.
Jim Hatfield picked up the badge Chan-
ning had discarded and tossed it on the
desk. He watched Channing sink slowly
into the chair which he had straightened,

saw him brush blood from his cut lips

with the back of his hand and eye the
red stain with brooding gaze.

“Better pin that on your shirt,” Jim
said bluntly. “We've got work to do.”

Channing lifted his gaze. There was a
dark and bitter lack in him that shocked
the Lone Wolf. After the manhandling
he had received, Jim had expected some
fight from the deputy. He saw instead a
deep and twisted shame in the man’s face.

“Cal was right,” Channing mumbled.
“I'm a-drunken bum. I was Luke’s dep-
uty because he wanted me. But Luke’s
dead, Ranger. And I don’t give a damn
about the Chino Kid, or the Basin’s trou-
bles.”

“The Kid killed Luke Tipton,” Jim re-
minded him sharply. “Doesn’t that mean
anything to you?”

“That’s what Cal Tipton says,” Chan=
ning muttered.

it
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“Is he right—or wrong?”’ Jim’s voice
held a probing edge. “Who killed the
sheriff?”

The  deputy reached for the bottle.
“That’s your job, Ranger. Not mine. I'm
getting to hell out of Loving!” He tipped
the whisky bottle to his lips again.

Hatfield started to take it from him,
then changed his mind. His eyes held a
cold pity for this man. “I reckon Cal
Tipton was right about you,” he said.
“Too bad about Luke, though. He sure
picked the wrong man to pin a badge on.”

Channing wiped his lips. He said, bit-
terly, “You’re tough, Hatfield. I've heard
it everywhere. The Lone Wolf, they call
you. The toughest Ranger in Texas.”

- His voice lifted shrilly. “All right, damn

you, you buck this Chino Kid! You find
out who killed Luke.” He lunged for the
badge on the desk and flung it spitefully
toward the door. “Just leave me out of
it, Hatfield. Leave me alone!” :

Hatfield eyed him silently, unable to

keep the bleak contempt from his eyes.
Then he nodded without comment and

left,

Lew Channing finished the bottle after
the Lone Wolf had gone. But the edge
was gone from him—he sat there feeling
neither anger nor resentment, only a
vague and depressing irritation with him-

- self. After an untimed interval he got up

and "walked to the door and stood silhou-
etted in the lamplight. He looked with
unseeing eyes into the dark shadows un-
der the pepper tree. A hundred feet be-
yond, the deep-shadowed cut of Turkey
Creek curved away from town. A faint
jingle of bit irons drifted to him in the
still, hot night and he thought he saw a
mounted shadow move along the rim of
the creek, then it was gone. :
His interest dragged. The whisky

. deadened him. He shrugged and walked

back into the office. He picked up his
hat and his brush jacket from a hook on
the wall and he dropped the jacket across
his left arm. These items, plus the steel-
dust mare in the livery stable, were all
he owned. But he had drifted into Loving
with less.

He blew out the light and went out
and locked the door carefully behind him.
He looked at the key in his hand then,
and a hurt bubbled up in him and he
turned and flung the key away into the
night. He was through here. He wouldn’t
be back again.

He leaned against the veranda support
and stared up at the bright, unblinking
stars and felt the parchness on his lips.
Three months of drought—almost a hun-
dred days of dry, sapping heat. He
thought of the violence building up and
he felt a detached pity for the small
ranchers along Young Turkey Creek.

Then a wave of self-pity came over him
and he clung to the porch support and
felt a little sick. When it passed he turned
away and walked around to the front of
the courthouse.

Light streaming through an open win-
dow made its yellow pattern across the
boards. He saw Henry Olvig, county
clerk, hunched over his ledger at the high
table and the old and familiar sight knot-
ted his stomach with its pangs of loneli-
ness.

He wasn’t drunk any more, although
he had finished two bottles of whisky in
less than five hours. He felt dead, without
give to him, and down deep flickered the
constant small voice of self-pity.

He walked across the small square, and
coming up Trail Street, he noticed the
horses bunched up before the Overland
Saloon. Without getting any closer he
knew that most of those horses bore the
Wagonwheel brand.

Channing paused against the side of a
darkened building. He saw the carriage
wheel up the street, and recognized the
Wagonwheel B driver. He followed it
with his bitter brooding gaze and saw it
pull up by the hotel. The lanterns brack-
eting the glass-paneled doors flared across
the walk. Channing saw them open and
Cal Tipton and his niece, Carole Bradley,
came into the murky glare and paused by
the carriage.

Two riders wheeled up out of the night
and fell in behind the carriage. These,
too, were Wagonwheel B men and Chan-
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ning’s lips curled bleakly. They guarded
her well, too well.

He wanted to leave and yet he re-
mained, knowing he wanted a last glimpse
of this tall, straight-backed girl he was in
love with. A strange and helpless feeling
churned deep inside him, but on the sur-
face he was inert. He watched Carole
turn and seemingly protest her departure
with Cal Tipton who shook his head
firmly.

- “Get out of town,” Channing told him-
self. “She’ll never mean anything to
you.” She had smiled at him a few times,
and once, at a dance in town, he had held
her in his arms. He had built a dream out
of this and now it was fading, and inside
him a small voice cried.

He started to turn away just as Carole
stepped up to the carriage seat. He saw
Cal Tipton step back, into the lantern
light, and then the heavy Sharps rifle
rammed its heavy echoes through the
town. Channing saw the red gun-flare
lance from the alley across the street and
he flattened himself instinctively against
the dark wall and his right hand came up
fast with his Colt.

He stared with hard and unblinking
eyes into the alley shadows, but there was
a thin and bitter satisfaction on his lips.
He saw the shadows move and a rider
broke out of them and turned sharply
down the street, and still he didn’t lift his
Colt.

IM HATFIELD had ridden Goldy to

the livery stable up by the bridge
after leaving the sheriff’s office. He
turned the big sorrel over to the man
who had shuffled up to him and waited
by the barn door, feeling a gathering dis-
satisfaction making him irritable.

He was in no hurry to get anywhere,
and so he paused here, building himself
a smoke.

He was a man used to long and lonely
trails and he was not easily depressed.
From the time he had chosen the Texas
Rangers as a-way of life he had lived in
barracks, dingy hotel rooms or under the
sky—he claimed no place as home, but
felt all of Texas was home.

He fashioned his cigaret and lighted it,
and his eyes reflected the growing frown
in him. He had come to Loving Basin on
what seemed a routine job. Get the Chino
Kid. But the situation he had just en-
countered annoyed him. There was a
pattern of trouble here which extended
beyond the Kid and whose outlines
evaded him.

The man who had written for Ranger
help was dead—killed by the Chino Kid.
Or had the Kid killed him? Luke’s dep-
uty had seemed to hint otherwise, but
Channing seemed to be a mixed-up man.
Luke’s brother, the big boss of the Wag-
onwheel B, was sure that it was the Kid
who had killed his brother, and the note
he had given Jim to read seemed to prove
Tt

Jim took a deep drag on his cigaret
and turned slightly as the hostler came
out of the barn shadows. The man was
about sixty, he had a spare man’s spry-
ness. He came up into the lantern glow
and fished a clay pipe out of his overall
pocket and stuck it between stubby teeth.
His eyes took in the badge Jim had pinned
to his shirt.

“Another week of this weather an’
Loving’ll dry up and blow away,” he
said. He sucked on his pipe and his
voice came quick, curious but not prying.
“You just passin’ through, Ranger?”

“Not right away,” Jim answered. “I'm
here to get the Chino Kid.” :

“Oh!” The hostler looked out into the
night, evading Jim’s glance. “A bad one,
the Kid,” he said.

“You know him?”

“Uh-huh. He don’t come to towsn.”

“Anyone around here know him?” Jim
asked. “Is there anyone that can tell me
what he’s like?”

“Some of the ranchers up by Young
Turkey Creek might, Ranger,” the man
said cautiously. “They say the Kid is
right friendly with them folks—some even
say the Kid was hired by them to fight
the Wagonwheel spread.”

“Why?” Jim asked levelly.

The hostler squinted at the cloudless
sky. “Bad summer,” he mumbled. “Most

(]



5

THE CHINO KID ~ 25

every waterhole’s dried up. Wagonwheel
needs water for its beef, and right now
Young Turkey Creek has the only avail-
able water. Can’t hardly blame Cal Tip-
ton for wanting some of it.”

Jim nodded thoughtfully. “Depends
how a man goes about getting what he
wants.” '

He dropped his butt and stepped on it
and the hostler asked, “Will you be need-
ing him in the morning?”

Jim shrugged. “In my business it’s
hard to say. Just keep my saddle handy.”

He stepped down the short ramp and
for the first time today he felt a wind
rising, touching his face with the faint
trace of dampness. He walked out to
Trail Street and paused on the corner
and the wind came stronger now, moan-
ing softly among the dark buildings. He
heard the leaves rustle in the trees bor-
dering the creek and he put his gaze to
the plank bridge and measured the dark-
ness beyond. The low hills drew a dark
and uneven line across the horizon and
he saw the clouds piling up over them
and he knew then that the long-awaited
rain was coming.

He turned and started uptown and in
midstride he stopped, as though the heavy
report of the Sharps blast up ahead was
a wall into which he had collided. He fell
into an immediate, lax-muscled alertness
and his eyes searched the uptown dark-
ness. '

He could make out some sort of activity
two blocks away. Then he saw the rider
break from the shadows and come down
the middle of the street, heading for the
bridge. And behind that rider a couple
of shots exploded and then a man’s harsh
voice carried loud and clear:

“The Chino Kid! He just shot Cal Tip-
ton.” ' -

The Lone Wolf took three long strides
which brought him out into the ankle-deep
dust of the street. A Peacemaker nestled
in his right hand—at the rapidly closing
distance he could not miss the rider
pounding down on him.

He had a moment’s brief relief that his
job would terminate thus quickly—that

the outlaw he had come to Loving Basin
to get was even now twisting around in
saddle, lined up before the uplifting muz-
zle of his Colt. :

His voice rang hard on the night. “Hold
it Kid:?

And then he saw the rider’s face—the
thin, sallow face, dark, frightened eyes—
saw it and recognized the youngster as the
lonely, scared boy he had run into this
morning, and his finger froze on the trig-
ger.

The rider swept past him, kicking dust
into Hatfield’s face, then faded into the
shadows by the bridge and the hollow
sounds of his passage drifted back to mock
the big Ranger standing stiffly, gun up-
raised, in the middle of the street.

He was still there when a half dozen
riders, led by the rangy hawk-faced Steve
Prell, swept up. The Wagonwheel B fore-

- man gave Jim a strange, hard look as he

rode by—then they were gone, thudding
over the plank bridge.

{LOWLY Hatfield holstered his Colt.
This was the Chino Kid he had
passed up. Yet somehow he couldn’t rec-
oncile that gangly, frightened boy with the
reputation that went with the name.

Turning, he walked with long strides
toward the hotel. There was a crowd col-
lected about the buggy. But in the shad-
ows of an unlighted building just beyond
the glare of the hotel lights he saw a figure
move, shuffle close to the outer edge of
that group and pause and Jim recognized
the man as Lew Channing.

Something about the way the ex-deputy
approached the group roused a thin anger
in Hatfield. There was a sulky, detached
attitude in the man he found irritating,
and he wondered what Luke Tipton had
seen in the man to have hired him.

The girl he had seen at the burial was
kneeling by Cal Tipton when Jim pushed
through the group. Cal’s face was streaked
with blood. He lay on the steps of the
hotel, breathing harshly. His eyes were
closed and in the murky glare of the hotel
lanterns his face had an oddly crumpled
look.
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Frenchy’s huge bulk loomed over the
group from the vantage point of the hotel
veranda. He saw Hatfield and his eyes
glittered brightly and his lips parted.

“Ah—the Ranger!” he said, sneeringly.
“Under hees nose the Keed shoots my
boss.”

“Under your nose, too,” Hatfield said
shortly. He crouched down beside the girl
and eyed the bullet gash above Cal Tip-
ton’s right eye. There was blood matting
the rancher’s hair, but he judged the slug
had glanced off the bone. It was the blood
which made it look bad, he thought. Cal
groaned then and his eyes flickered.

The girl breathed a heavy sigh of relief.
She turned and looked at Jim, something
in her seeking assurance from the strong
man beside her. “Is he badly hurt?”

“Not as bad as the man who shot him
wanted,” Hatfield said quietly.

‘“I'm Carole Bradley,” the girl said then,
straightening. She brushed her hair from
her face and there was a tired, drawn look
to her. “You’re the Ranger who'’s come to
town—Mr. Hatfield?”

Jim nodded.

“Uncle Cal told me about you,” she said.
“He said you’d come to get the Chino
Kid.”

“Those were my orders,” Jim admitted. .

A haunted look came to the girl’s eyes.
She started to say something and then de-
cided against it.

Someone in the ecrowd said, “Here’s the
doc.” A burly man with muttonchop whis-
kers came through, dropping his small
black bag on the step beside Tipton and
kneeling over the wounded man.

He grunted, and probed at the cut over
Cal’s right eye. Tipton cried out and
pushed the doctor’s hand away and tried
to sit up.

Doctor Baker turned his head. “Take
him to my office. He’s all right, he has a
bad cut—maybe slight concussion. But I'll
have to treat Mr. Tipton in my office.”

He straightened and glanced expectant-
ly at the men surrounding him. No one
offered to help. Frenchy shoved men out
of the way and came down the steps. “By
gar,” he boomed, “I’ll do it.” He picked

Tipton up in his arms and started through
the group.

Cal said weakly, “Put me down, v-u
fool.” Anger edged his voice as he repeat-

ed the order. Frenchy reluctantly eased
Tipton down. -Cal swayed weakly and

held on to the big Wagonwheel rider.

He sought out Jim in that group in the -

light of the hotel lanterns and his eyes,
dark with pain, met the Lone Wolf’s gaze.

“Forty-eight hours!” he said. His voice
was a harsh whisper. “Then I’'m turning
my men loose in Loving Basin.”

He let Frenchy swing a thick arm under
him and half carry him to the way to the
doctor’s office.

The girl hesitated briefly, indecision
crowding her. “Mr. Hatfield,” she began
quickly. “I must see you. I was about to
return to the ranch, but now—I think
we’ll remain here for the night. Perhaps,
tomorrow morning, if you are still in
town.”

. Hatfield nodded.
Bradley.”

He watched her hurry after her uncle
and noticed, then, the range-clad man who
fell in behind her. He.dogged her steps, a
lean, gunned individual who might have
been her bodyguard.

- Watching this man, the Lone Wolf did
not.see Lew Channmg ease back into the
shadows. Nor was he aware.of the
strange, twisted jealousy that had knifed
through the ex-deputy.

“I'll. be here, Miss

CHAPTER IV

Returning Posse

HE WIND pushed through the night,
piling up clouds in the sky, dimming
the stars.
Jim Hatfield went into the hotel and
signed for a room. - The desk clerk eyed

the badge on his vest and his tone was

respectful.
“Glad to have you with us, Mr Hatfield.
I hope you get the Chino Kid.”

A
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“That’s what I'm here for,;’ Jim said
shortly, and went up to his room. The
heat of the day lingered here and the odor

* of a hair tonic used by a previous tenant.

Hatfield went to the lone window and
raised it. He stood by it, looking down on
the dark alley. The limp curtains stirred
as a breeze came in. Jim turned to the

“bed. He shucked his gun belts and peeled

his shirt off and then, standing in the mid-
dle of that small room, he located the lamp
on the small table by the head of the bed
and lighted it.

He found water in the pitcher and he
washed and shaved the stubble on his face.
In the small mirror over the dresser his
reflection had a strong, deeply-tanned
cast his green eyes looked back at him
with level appraisal. A touch of iron gray
at his temples—he saw this and a smile
pulled his mouth upward. :

Tempus fugit—a man grows older, he
thought, but there was no regret in his
mind. The years behind him had been
full ones, and those ahead promised to be
as rewarding.

He heard the hesitant knock on his door
and he turned away from the dresser, a
towel bunched in his right hand. He was
six feet from the bed and his guns, and he
had lived too close to danger to be care-
less. He said distinctly, “Come in,” and
crossed the room in two long strides, his
right hand slipping one of the Colts free
just as the door swung open.

The girl came in and shut the door
quickly behind her and turning to face
Jim, she caught the glint of the gun in his
hand. She pressed her back against the
panels and her gasp was audible in the
room. :

Hatfield frowned. He still held the
towel in his left hand; he lowered the gun
in his right.

Carole Bradley took a deep breath. “Do
you always greet your callers this way,”
she asked tremulously.

“Only when I'm not expecting them,” he
said quietly. He placed his Colt down on
the dresser and reached for his shirt. His
muscles bunched across his shoulders as
he pulled the shirt over his head and

started tucking the tail into his trousers.

“You’re a big man, Mr. Hatfield,” the
girl said, and there was a quick, admiring
interest in her voice, S

He turned to face her. She was still
pressed against the door—a long-legged,
rather tall girl with a boy’s slim hips and
figure. She was wearing fawn-colored rid-
ing breeches and a pale blue silk blouse
and there were faint beads of perspiration
on her upper lip. Something about her
at this moment struck Hatfield as oddly
familiar. But he knew he had never seen
this girl before.

“You didn’t come here to flatter me,”
he said drily. “What do you want?”

“Help!” She uttered the word quickly,
pleadingly. “I want to get away from
here. I must get away.”

“Away from the hotel?”

“No, no.” She came away from the
door, toward Jim. “I've got to get out of
Loving Basin. I'm afraid, terribly afraid.
I must get out before—"

A man’s heavy fist banged on the door,
and then it was flung open before Jim
could answer. Frenchy’s powerful figure
filled the doorway. He smiled hugely,
nodding to himself.

“By gar, Miss Bradley, I theenk I find
you here. I theenk—if I was a pretty girl
—where I go? But of course, to see the
big, dark stranger who has just come to
town, non?” Frenchy slapped his knee
and roared. “Just like I theenk, you are
here. But you remember your uncle’s
orders.” He shrugged and came into the
room and took the girl by the arm.

Jim stepped forward. “Just a minute,”
he cut in coldly. “Miss Bradley is my
guest.”

“Ah!” Frenchy murmured. He shoved
the girl gently behind him and balled his
fists. “You weesh to stop me, Ranger?”

“No—no!” the girl cried. She pressed in
between them. “I was about to go. I
merely came to thank Mr. Hatfield.”

Frenchy’s grin turned to lopsided sneer.
“Ah, too bad, Ranger. But perhaps, some
other time, mon? They say you are a
strong man. But I, Frenchy Duval, can
break you in two—like a matchstick. So.”
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He made the motion with his big powerful
hands.

The girl tugged at him. “Come on, be-
fore Uncle Cal gets too upset.” She turned
at the door, a mute appeal in her face.
Then she was gone and Frenchy, still
sneering, closed the door behind them.

HE LONE WOLF was frowning as he

turned, picked up his gun belts and
buckled them about his flat waist. He took
the Colt off the dresser and slid it thought-
fully into holster.

Some men are always spoiling for a
fight, and Frenchy Duval evidently was
one of them. Sooner or later he’d have to
tangle with the man.

The hotel walls were thicker than most,
but he heard the rumble of angry voices,
muted and indistinct from beyond his
partition. He thought he heard Carole’s
voice, then a door slammed and a moment
later another door banged sharply.

It was quiet in the hallway when Hat-
field stepped out of his room. He glanced
down the dimly lighted hallway. Two
doors down and across the hall a hard-
faced gunslinger came out of the room.
He had a chair in his hand which he set
up by the door directly across from the
room he had emerged from. He shifted
his gunbelt and sat down and stared at
Jim with bland regard.

Hatfield guessed that the door the gun-
ster guarded belonged to.Carole Bradley.

The girl’s mute appeal, and her strange-
ly familiar features, lingered with the
Lone Wolf as he walked down into the
lobby and out into the main street. He
had seen that girl somewhere before—but
he eouldn’t place her, and the thought
nagged at him.

Finally he dismissed her from his mind
and cut across the street to WATTLE’S
CAFE. It was a small, untidy place and
almost deserted as Jim sat down on a
stool at the counter.

The lunchroom was run by a tall, angu-
lar woman with heavy, masculine fea-
tures. “Supper hour’s over,” she told Jim
nasally. “Ain’t nothin’ left but hash. Take
it or leave it.”

“Hash it’ll be,” Jim agreed. He was on
the stool next to the window and he
turned and stared through the dirty glass
into the cowtown’s main drag. The wind
was rising and dust devils whirled in the
street.

The woman came and banged a filled
coffee mug at his elbow and sniffed loudly
and went away. Jim started to put his at-
tention to the coffee when he saw a spring
wagon turn sharply toward the walk in
front of the cafe. A man and a woman
rode the seat and he heard the woman’s
protesting voice as the man wrapped his
reins around the whip handle and start
to climb down.

“Buck, listen to me! It'll do no good to
see him.”

The man ignored her. He stumped
across the planks and into the lunchroom,
leaving the door open behind him. He
went® directly to Hatfield, who swung
around to face him.

The man put his thick, calloused hands
on his hips and stared with direct belliger-
ence at the Ranger. He was a thick, blunt

‘man with light gray eyes under shaggy

wheat-colored brows. Hatfield judged him
as barely thirty, but he looked older—he
was a man weathered hard by sun and
wind and cold and he had paid for the
years of toil with his youth. He wore a
shell belt and a Colt in a holster, but he
was obviously not too familiar with it.

“T heard a Ranger had come to town,”
he said loudly, his gaze on the badge on
Jim’s shirt. “Glad Luke finally listened to
reason before he died.” He thrust out a
horny hand. “I'm Buck Welker. I own
the Bar W out on Young Turkey Creek.”

Jim took his hand.

The rancher came directly to the point.
“You're here to get the Chino Kid?”

Jim nodded. He was aware of the two
men at the small rear table listening, and
he wondered at Buck Welker’s loud tones.

“Ranger Headquarters received a letter
from Sheriff Tipton,” he said. “The sheriff
wrote he was having trouble with a killer
named the Chino Kid.”

“Luke was a blind fool. I told him so,
the morning he was killed.”

{8
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Jim frowned. “You saw Luke before he
was shot?”

“He came out to see me,” Welker said,
nodding. “He was shot on his way back to
town.” He turned impatiently as his wife
- called. “T’ll be right out, Sarah.”

The angular cafe owner slid a platter
in front of Hatfield and walked around
the counter and slammed the door shut.
She eyed Welker with tight-mouthed con-
tempt. “Some people live in barns,” she
sniffed, but Welker ignored her.

A TALL TEXAS TALE

He caught the woman eyeing him an-
grily from behind the counter and he

smiled faintly and shut the door as he

went out. Jim heard Buck’s wife talking
loudly. :

“It won’t do you any good, Buck! He’ll
only bring us trouble.” Then the wagon
swung away from the walk and wheels
churned in the soft dust of the street.

Jim settled back on his stool and turned
his attention to the hash. He ate slowly,
letting his thoughts wander.

HEAD-HUNTER

IM, a confirmed Easterner, was having difficulty
holding his temper during a visit to Texas at the
ranch of a friend who was a catile raiser.
“Jim, you should know,” said the friend, ‘“just how"
big everything is here in Texas.
instance, we drove five thousand head of cattle across

Take the day, for

a deep canyon, and there wasn’t any bridge. Well, sir, we just cut
down a blg hollow tree that was standing by the sule of the canyon,
dropped it right across the deep gap and drove the whole durn
herd through that hollow tree. When we got to the other side, we
went on with the drive, and what I mean, forty-five hundred cattle
can sure raise a passel of dust! Why—

“Just a minute,” spoke up Jim. “You first said that you drove
five thousand head into the hollow tree. Then you went on with
forty-five hundred. What happened to the other five hundred
head ?”’

“Oh, those,” replied the rancher, “Jim, those other five hun-
dred cows must have strayed off into some of those hollow branch-
es. We never did find them but didn’t spend much time looking,
of course. After all, what’s a mere five hundred head to a Texan?”’

—James V. Burneiie

“Ain’t got time now, Ranger,” he said
to Jim. “But if you want to know about
the Chino Kid and where to find him,
come out to my place in the morning.”

Hatfield started %o get up. “Wait a
minute, Buck.”

“Ain’t got time now,” Welker repeated
“Sarah’ll be screaming in a minute.” He
walked to the door, opened it, and looked
back. “If that badge means more than
just a bright hunk of silver, ride out to
my place.”

A

“Get the Chino Kid!” Captain Bill Mc-
Dowell had said. But the assignment
which had seemed simple enough back in
Houston no longer appeared that easy.

He finished the hash and the wedge of
apple pie which followed it, and drained
his coffee. He paid for his meal and went
out. The sky overhead was dark, blotted
out by clouds, and the wind moaned in the
street. It was a warm wind, but there was
the smell of rain in it.

The desk clerk was settled back in a
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chair reading a paperback thriller when
Jim entered the lobby. He didn’t look up
until Hatfield breasted the counter and
put his palm over the desk bell.

“Oh, yes, Mr. Hatfield?” the clerk’s tone
was respectful. .

“Who runs this town?” Jim asked level-
ly.

The clerk frowned. “Runs the town?”
he repeated. “Why, I think—well, Luke
Tipton was the sheriff.”

“Luke’s dead. His deputy’s just re-
signed.” Jim’s voice was patient.

The clerk knuckled his jaw. ‘“Reckon
Cal Tipton pulls the most weight,” he said.
“The Wagonwheel B is the biggest spread
in the Basin, and Cal runs the ranch.”

Jim shook his head. “You have a mayor
in town?”

“Oh!” The clerk seemed to see the light.
“Judge Gavite.” He shrugged. “Real
name’s Leon Gavite, but he used to be a
lawyer and—well, you’ll know why he’s
called Judge when you see him. He’s the
mayor.” :

“Where can I find him?”

“The Judge lives in the white house be-
hind the courthouse,” the clerk answered.
“But, you'll find him in the Green Widow
Bar tonight. Sits in a poker game with a
couple of his cronies every tuesday
night.”

“Thanks,” Jim murmured. “Reckon I'll
pay the Judge a visit.”

UT in the darkness beyond Loving
Steve Prell reined his rawboned
oray to a stop and threw up his right hand.
‘The others pulled up around him, waiting.
“Reckon we’ve chased him far enough,”
the Wagonwheel ramrod said bleakly.
“We’ve made it look good. It’s time we
got back.”

Cibero, wanted for a half dozen crimes
across the Mexican border, said, “Maybe
this time we should not stop, Steve. This
time, maybe, he keel Meester Tipton.
Maybe we should make sure.”

“Cal’s got a hard head,” the ranch boss
said callously. - “I checked him before we
rode out. He ain’t dead. But the Kid came
close this time. Mighty close.”

“Time we got rid of the Kid,” mur-
mured a voice beyond Cibero.

Prell glanced swiftly at the frail- lookmg

rider with the oversized, balding head and
the weak, sad face. “I reckon Tipton’ll
decide that, Dakota,” he said coldly.

“Might be a good idea to tell him the
time is now,” Dakota persisted. He nib-
bled absently at the ends of a scrawny
brown mustache. “That Ranger is no
fool.”

Prell sneered. “I’ll take care of that
badge toter, Dakota. I got a bone to pick
with that big bad Ranger who calls himself

‘the Lone Wolf. I'm anxious to find out

just how big and bad he is.”

“He ees bad!” Cibero said. “Lissen to
me, Steve. I know. You are-quick with
the pistola, si. But do not try to fight thees
Ranger.”

“You talk like a man with his head in a
barrel,” Prell cut in sharply. “Sure, I
know his rep. But how do we know he’s

Jim Hatfield? He had the Kid in front of

his gun, yet he let the Kid ride by. I'm
going to ask him why. Cibero. And then
I’'m going to kill him.”

The Mexican shrugged. He glanced into
the darkness where the Kid had vanished

‘and a swift foreboding chilled him. Maybe

Dakota was right. Maybe it was time the
Kid was killed—before the big Ranger got
to him.

In the cedar break upstream the Kid
eased his weary mount to a walk and final-
ly to a halt. The wind rustled through the
dry leaves, touching his hot face with
feathery pressure.

The Kid raised a trembling hand to wipe
his mouth. Got him! he thought over and
over, but there was no exultation in him.
He felt bone-tired, used-up, empty of feel-
ing. His thin shoulders shook.

It was over now, the long, bitter wait-
ing. He reached in his pocket for a hand-
ful of jerky and tried to chew on it, but
gave it up almost at once. He turned his
cayuse down to the creek bed and under
the cutbank he found a damp spot. He
dug in the sand and when the water
cleared in the pocket, he drank, noiseless-
ly, ears alert for sounds of pursuit.

(4]
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There was none. He climbed back into
saddle and set out across the rolling range.
It was past midnight when he slacked his
gangly frame out of saddle, picketed his
tired cayuse in a grassy pocket behind a
low hill and made his way to the top.

He took a pair of battered field glasses
with him. He settled down and lifted the
glasses and trained them on the dark
buildings below.

This was the Wagonwheel B. He studied
the outbuildings, the bunkhouse, the gal-
ley, and the rambling stone ranchhouse
with old familiarity. ' The big house was
dark. He waited while the stars wheeled
in the sky and were smothered by the pil-
ing clouds. He kept his glasses trained on

the road from town, waiting for the Wag- -

onwheel riders to come home. He wanted
to see if Cal Tipton was with them.
Down in the yard a dog barked excited-
ly. From a ridge east of the Kid a coyote
answered the dog with insulting bravado.
The Kid waited, feeling cold and lone-
s . .

CHAPTER V

: With Fists and Guns

HE Green Widow Bar was a small,

intimate establishment which served
liquor, beer, a free lunch and was con-
ducive to quiet card games. It had a plain
walnut-stained bar and a droopy-mus-
tached bartender named Hank who spent
his spare time winding up an old Vietrola
and listening to scratchy ballads.

A melancholy song about a cowboy who
had lost a girl named Sue was emanating
from the talking machine when the Lone
Wolf came through the slatted doors and
paused to survey the gathering. His gaze
ranged over the three men at the bar, sip-
ping moodily at their beer, and then
swung to the tables.

He picked out Judge Gavite immediate-

~ ly. The man was dressed for the part like

some ham actor. He was a tall, spare-

bodied individual with a mass of white

‘hair on which was perched a high-

crowned black hat. A black frock coat
dragged its tails on the floor. From boiled
white shirt, string tie and carefully clipped
iron gray mustache and Van Dyke the
judge looked the part—but the bulge of a
shoulder holster under his left arm was
slishtly out of character.

Jim noticed this as he walked to the

- table and stood over it; the five players

raised their eyes for a meager, preoc-
cupied appraisal. The judge kept his eyes
on the deck. He discarded two and placed
his remaining three cards face down in
front of him. Then he glanced up at Jim.

“Good evening; Mr, Hatfield. Care to
join us?”

Jim shook his head.
me, Judge.”

“I was informed, almost as soon as you

“I see you know

‘arrived in town,” the judge said. His tone

was neither friendly nor hostile—nor curi-
ous.
- “Then you know why I'm here?”

The judge picked up the two cards dealt
to him and placed them on top of the three
in front of him without looking at them.
He shuffled the hand idly. and finally
studied them, one by one. His thin, aes-
thetic face held no more expression than a
stone.

“Luke was a mighty fine sheriff,” he an-
swered. His eyes were searching the im-
passive faces of his companions, following
the play. “But he lacked judgment.”

“And now he’s dead,” Jim said drily.

“Quite so,” the judge agreed. “I told
Luke the Kid would get him if he insisted
on playing along with those out-at-the-
seat nesters on Young Turkey Creek.”
The judge picked out a blue chip and
tossed it into the pot. His eyes never once
met Hatfield’s. “The Kid did,” he added
casually.

A bleak impatience stirred in the big
Ranger. Gavite sounded too unconcerned,
it seemed, over a dead man who had been
a good lawman, by the judge’s own ad-
mission.

“I've come a long way,” he said coldly,

“to help out.”
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“I don’t recall sending fox you,” the
judge replied acidly. His eyes lifted then
and met Jim’s with cool disinterest. “Luke
did.”

“I reckon I owe Luke something,” Hat-
field nodded. “He asked for Ranger help
and he’ll get it.”

Judge Gavite’s smile was a thin, frozen
twist of his mouth. “Nothing’s going to
help Luke now, Hatfield. As for your help-
ing—" he paused, his words weighted—T
heard that the Chino Kid almost killed Cal
Tipton tonight. He rode into town and
rode out again—right under your nose,
Mr. Hatfield.”

“Right past his gun, Judge! Like he was
never there.” The voice ripped into the
room, cold and vicious. “Ask him why,
Judge. Ask him!”

The voice came from the direction of the
door, from Hatfield’s back. Jim took his
time turning. He stepped away from the
table and the men nearest him got up and
moved away. In the stillness the plain-
tive ballad issuing from the wide-mouthed
horn of the old Victrola seemed slightly
inane.

Steve Prell stood with his arms draped
over the top of the slatted doors. There
was a bit of the swagger in the gunman, a
tendency to strut when he was on the kill.
He pushed the doors open with deliberate
slowness and walked into the room, spurs
jingling faintly.

Behind him a half dozen Wagonwheel
B riders followed. Frenchy Duval came
in last, hat tipped back on his shaggy hair,
blue eyes bright with arrogance and ex-
pectancy.

The needle reached the end of the re-
cording and began to scratch its monoto-
nous refrain. Hank ignored it. He walked
to the cash register in the middle of the
bar and put his hands very pointedly
under the counter. His eyes were stub-
bornly angry.

“Not in here, Prell
here.”

Steve Prell kept his eyes on Hatfield.
But his voice had a vicious edge. “Hank
—get your hands up on the bar. Keep
them there, or I'll kill you first!”

No gunplay in

ANK stiffened. The color washed

from his face slowly. He brought

his hands up and placed them on the coun-
ter.

“I asked a question, Ranger.” Steve
Prell’s voice held a reckless proddmg
“Are you gonna answer it?”

Jim’s smile had an iron quality. He put
his gaze on the Wagonwheel men who had
fanned out along the wall. They were
making it plain they were not going to
interfere. This was the ramrod’s play and
Hatfield had a surge of anger at being cor-
nered this way.

They were a tough bunch of hands,

these Wagonwheel riders, and he would .

have to measure up. There was no way to
escape this, and he set himself, knowing
that he would have to make it fast . . .
that he would have to kill Prell.

The man was pushing him, gaining con-
fidence with his words. “I asked you why
you let the Chino Kid ride past your
gun,” Prell repeated. “Was it because the
great Jim Hatfield was afraid of the Kid?
Or because, maybe he ain’t Hatfield. May-
be you're just another two-bit gunslinger
who’s thrown in with the Kid.”

“You’re riding too many maybes,” Hat-
field said and cut him short. “Why I let
the Kid ride by is my business.”

Prell was'close enough to Hatfield now
to measure the tall man facing him. There
was a merciless quality in the still brown
face, a bleak waiting in Hatfield’s green
eyes. Cibero’s words suddenly echoed in
his ears and a chill went through. He ran
his dry palms down his pant legs.

“You didn’t come here to find out why
I let the Kid by,” Jim said thinly. “You
don’t care about the Kid, or you’d still be
out there, hunting him. You came back

because you wanted to prove something to

yourself.” There was a bleakness and a
waiting to Hatfield now, and his voice cut
with a steely contempt.

“Get on with it, or get out of here.”

Prell drew. At the last fear broke across
his face in a thin oily sweat. But he had
come too far and there was no turning
back. He drew and his thumb found the
hammer—then Hatfield’s bullets smashed

(4
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into his chest, lifting him up on his toes.

He managed to get one shot off, into the
floor, before he died.

Jim Hatfield moved to the bar, got the
counter edge against the small of his back.
His eyes were narrowed slits as he judged
the temper of the men lined against the
wall. <

Cibero shifted restlessly and went still,
sighing softly. Dakota nibbled at his
straggly mustache, but his eyes had a neu-
tral look. The others avoided Jim’s gaze
—all but Frenchy Duval.

The man came away from the wall,
shambling like some jovial Alaskan brown
bear and with the same deceptive destruc-
tion. He paused by the judge’s table and
unbuckled his gun belt and dropped it
among the poker chips.

He turned to Hatfield. “With the gun,
monsieur, you are the boss.  But with the
hands, Frenchy Duval will break you in
two.”

The Lone Wolf measured the big man.
This, too, needed settling. The Frenchman
would never stop until he had pitted his
strength against him—he was like Steve
Prell, he had to know. And knowing this,
a hard and contained anger rode Hatfield.

Slowly he unbuckled his gun belts. He
turned and pushed them along the bar to
Hank. Then he turned to face the huge,
grinning Wagonwheel B man.

“You’ve been wanting this since we met,
Frenchy,” he said softly. “Let’s get it over
with.”

Frenchy put his head down and charged
in. He was a rough-and-tumble fishter—a
dirty figshter using every trick he knew.

Hatfield broke the man’s nose in that
first vicious exchange by the bar. The
splat of his fist was audible throughout
that still room. It smeared Frenchy’s face
a gory crimson and the Wagonwheel B
man never quite recovered from that ter-
rible blow.

He brushed his sleeve across his face
and closed in, trying to thumb Jim’s eyes.
Failing at this, he stepped back and aimed
a quick kick at Jim’s groin which the
Ranger caught on his hip. Frenchy used
his thumbs, elbows, and knees, he tried to

pin Hatfield against the bar, use his mas-
sive weight and strength to beat down his
lighter opponent.

Threugh it all the Lone Wolf weaved
and ducked. Lighter than Frenchy by for-
ty pounds, he hit harder and faster—he
kept hitting the big man, spinning him
around, keeping him off balance, battering
him. He never gave Frenchy a chance to
get set, to use that enormous strength, and
in the end he had Frenchy helpless, a bat-
tered, bleeding hulk of a man, barely able
to see. :

He hadn’t won without absorbing some
punishment, however. Some of Frenchy’s
efforts had gotten through. There was a
livid thumb mark along the side of Jim’s
neck, a swelling on the left side of his face.
Two of his knuckles were broken and
there were welts on his side and chest that
would stiffen in the morning.

Frenchy stood swaying, hands at his
sides, his huge chest heaving like a bel-
lows. But there was no quitting in the
man. He lifted his hands with terrible ef-
fort and his neck tendons swelled with
the effort of speaking. “By gar,” he said
weakly, “I get you yet.”

He lunged forward. Jim set himself,
summoning the last of his strength, and
hit the man a solid smash on the side of
the jaw. Frenchy stiffened, then fell, slow-
ly, like some giant timber.

O ONE moved as Hatfield turned and
walked tiredly to the  bar. He
buckled his gun belts about his waist and
found his hat where it had fallen. His eyes
had a bleak, hard look as he surveyed the
Wagonwheel B men lined up by the far
wall. :

“Anyone else have questions they want
answered?”

No one did, apparently. But the judge
rose and came forward to stand beside the
Lone Wolf. He gave blunt orders.

“Steve Prell’s dead. You boys better
get his body over to Murray’s Parlors.
And—" he paused, smiling gently—*“bet-
ter break the news to Cal Tipton easy.
First his brother. Now his foreman—"

Frenchy was crawling to the bar. He
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pulled himself up along it and when he
was erect he sagged against it. He brought
his hand up to wipe blood from his eyes,
then he turned and stared dazedly at the
men bending over Prell’s body.

Judge Gavite pointed a finger at him.
“Better take Frenchy along, too. And
stop in at Doctor Baker’s with him, he’s
going to need some patching.”

Frenchy stood against the bar, a sham-
bles of a man. He didn’t protest as one of
the men took his arm. “Let’s go,” the man
muttered. “Let’s go, Frenchy.”

The others picked up Prell’s body and
left.

Hatfield turned to the man at his side.
“I think I'd better have a talk with you.”
. The mayor of Loving nodded. “A de-
serving idea:” He walked up to the bar.
“A bottle of that bonded Bourbon you
keep in stock for me, Hank.” He slid
money over the counter and took the bot-
tle Hank put in front of him.

He walked back to his table. “Cash my
chips for me, Charley,” he said. “We’ll
finish this next week.”

He joined Hatfield at the door. “My
house is on the hill, behind the court-
house.”

It was a big house with windows that
looked down on Loving. The judge led
Hatfield through a wide hallway to a big
room lined with books. Some of the ham-
miness of his appearance faded in - that
atmosphere. Turning to face the big Rang-
er, he seemed a courtly figure, at home in
these surroundings. But the bulge under
the judge’s ceat bothered Hatfield.

“You’ve come a little late to help Luke,”
the judge said, waving to a chair. “Two
davs too late.”

“I came as soon as I could,” the Lone
Wolf replied curtly. “I had orders to get
one man, the Chino Kid.”

The judge nodded. “You had a chance
to get him tonight. Why didn’t you?”

Jim hesitated. Why hadn’t he? Be-
cause the Kid didn’t look like a killer?
Only a scared boy?

“Because I don’t think he’s the man I
want,” he answered bluntly.

The judge’s eyes widened briefly. Sur-

prise made its imprint in his face.

“You said you had orders to get the
Kid.” :

Jim shrugged. “If he’s the Chino Kid,
then the Kid isn’t the killer .he’s been
cracked up to be.” He told the judge about
the meeting in the broken country north
of the Basin.

“A seventeen year old boy, crying. An
old Dragoon pistol in his trousers he
couldn’t draw fast enough to beat a stiff-
jointed saloon bum. I can’t believe it,
Judge. If he’s the Chino Kid, then some-
one’s built up a fancy front for him.”

“You sure the man you saw tonight was
the same man?” Judge Gavite’s voice was
low, he was frowning thoughtfully.

“It was the same boy,” Jim corrected.

The judge turned to the lowboy against
the wall, found glasses, and poured Bour-
bon. “You want yours with water?” Jim

shook his head and the judge smiled. “I’

don’t fancy cutting good Bourbon myself.”
He took a swallow of his drink. “If it
wasn’t the Kid who shot Tipton tonight,
then who was he?”

“You're the man with the answers,”
Hatfield said. “There’s a reward out for
the Chino Kid, but I notice that reward is
being offered by Cal Tipton. Luke Tip-
ton’s letter said he was having trouble
with the Chino Kid, but he mentioned
something which puzzled me. He said
there was a range war brewing and that
the Kid was part of it. But I can’t make
out what he meant by the last line.”

He took the dead sheriff’s letter from his
pocket and handed it to the mayor.

Judge Gavite opened it. He read the
fast paragraph with care, his eyes with-
drawn.

“If something should happen to me be-
fore your man gets here.” the paragraph
read, “tell him to get the Chino Kid. Get
to the Kid first, before anyone else does.
Get him alive!”

HE judge folded the letter and handed
it ‘back. “Luke was mighty close-
mouthed sometimes,” he commented. His
tone was flat and faintly disapproving.
“His brother was after him, pushing him

(4
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to do something about the nesters along
Young Turkey Creek. And the Kid. Cal’s
convinced that the Turkey Creek ranchers
brought in the Kid to fight Wagonwheel—
and it appears that way, although Buck
Welker seems too honest a man for that
kind of dealing. About the others, I don’t
know. They'’re a pretty clanny bunch up
there.” He shrugged, shook his head.
“Cal’s a big man, Hatfield. I think you
found that out. Bigger than in mere bulk.
He took -over Wagonwheel when his
brother-in-law, Frank Bradley, was killed
in an unfortunate accident five years ago.
I believe Frank and his twelve year old
boy, Edward, were blasting along the up-
per bed of Turkey Creek—anyway, both
of them were buried under a rock fall.
Cal was living at the ranch, then. He had
married Frank’s sister, and when Frank
and his boy were killed it left only Frank’s
girl, Carole, to run the spread. Cal took
over for her. She was only sixteen then.

He’s been having trouble with the Young'

Turkey Creek nesters since then. Cal’s
always suspected that they were respon-
sible for that pre-timed blast which killed
his brother-in-law and nephew.”

Jim frowned. “Then you think the Kid
is a gunslinger hired by the Turkey Creek
ranchers to fight Wagonwheel?”

The judge refilled the glasses. “That’s
the prevalent opinion in the Basin.”

“What did the Kid have against Luke?”
Jim asked.

“Luke never said. Only once, I think,
he mentioned having had a run-in with
the' Kid down on the Mexican Border.
But he didn’t say when, or why it was he
feared the Kid.”

“Then the boy I saw tonight isn’t the
Chino Kid,” Jim said flatly. “I understand
Luke had been sheriff here at least five
years, if he knew the Kid on the Border
then this boy would have had to be a but-
ton of twelve or thirteen, no more.”

The judge sucked in his upper lip.
“Sounds reasonable,” he admitted.

Jim got to his feet. “Luke’s deputy,
Channing—what do you know about
him?”

The judge’s contemptuous sneer told

more than his words. “Luke and I had
words over him. I’ve never trusted Chan-
ning. A saddle bum who got into trouble
in the Wild Aces Saloon one night, about
a year ago. Luke picked him up and jailed
him. Next morning Luke came over and
said he wanted to hire Channing, he felt
sorry for him and wanted to give him a
chance. Luke’s deputy, Tobey Wilson, had
just quit. He was a month married, and
his wife didn’t want him holding down
what she considered a dangerous job. I
tried to argue Luke out of it, but—" the
judge made a gesture—“Liuke could be an
almighty stubborn man when he wanted
something.” -

Jim nodded. “Cal’s been making big
talk about taking over the law here. Just
to make things legal, I want you to issue
a proclamation, appointing me temporary
sheriff. And I want you to issue a re-
straining order to the Wagonwheel B. I
don’t want them on any manhunts of their
own. I want that order to confine every
Wagonwheel B rider to the ranch until I
lift that restriction. I want that order put
out tonight!”

The judge stiffened. “That’s pretty high-
handed, Hatfield. Cal’s just been shot by
the Kid, or someone who wanted to kill
him. Whoever he is, he’s dangerous, even
if he does cry over graves. He seems al-
mighty anxious to fill a few himself.”

_ “That’s why I want Tipton and his men
on the spread,” Jim repeated bleakly. “I’ll
get the Kid. But I don’t want a dozen gun-
men riding after me. I don’t want Wagon-
wheel to have an excuse to start shooting
up the spreads along Young Turkey
Creek. Once it gets that far, no one can
stop it.” Pt

The judge’s lips were a bleak line.
“You’re the boss, Hatfield,” he said grudg-
ingly. “I'll put out that restraining order.
But I don’t like it, and I'm not sure how
Cal and his men will go for it.”
~ “Put out that order,” Jim said grimly.
“I’ll worry about how they’ll take it!”

' He turned to go, then remembered
something he had almost forgotten. He
put his hand in his pocket and brought out
the silver dollar with the bullet hole.
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“Ever see this before, Judge?”

The mayor handled the coin, but his
eyes were bland as he shook his head.
“No. What is it, some kind of an orna-
ment?”

“Yeah,” Jim answered shortly. “An
ornament, and a key, perhaps. Good night,
Judge.”

CHAPTER VI

Souvenir for Dakota

ATFIELD paused in the shadows by
the courthouse. He had one more
chore to do before turning in. He walked
uptown until he saw the light in the win-
dow. Letters painted across the glass
read: JOB PRINTING.
A stoop-shouldered man in his late
thirties, wearing spectacles, was hunched
over a type case. He turned as Jim entered

and sat up on his stool. He wiped ineffec-

tually at an ink-stained chin.

“I want two dozen handbills,” Jim said.
He borrowed a pencil and a sheet of paper
and blocked in what he wanted. “Can you
have these ready for me by morning?”

‘The printer nodded. “Ill set the type
right away.” He read the copy and glanced
at Jim. “Yes, sir. I’ll have them for you
in the morning.”

Jim stepped out into the night. The
town was quiet and a crescent moon hung
in the western sky. The wind seemed to
have died down and the clouds remained
crouched along the eastern horizon, reach-
ing dark tendrils across the stars.

He started for the hotel and crossing
the street he sensed someone move in the
shadows. But the night was dark and he
could make out nothing. He smiled tautly.
No man was impervious to a bullet in the
back—a thin fatalism shoved caution from

* his mind. He turned and walked with the
deliberate stride of a man without fear
and he reached the lobby without inci-
dent.

The Wagonwheel gunman was still

guarding Carole Bradley’s room, two
doors from his, he saw. The man stirred
and stared sleepy-eyed as Jim loomed up
in the dimly lighted hallway. He came
alert at once.

Jim grinned. He had not locked his door
but he made a show of fitting his key in
the lock and turning it. He pushed his
door open and stepped inside. And then

“his amusement faded swiftly to the real-

ization someone was in his room, wait-
ng. | .-

He heard the quick indrawn breath
first, then the bed springs creaked and a
faint rustling. He closed the door behind
him with a quick shove and a Colt was in
his fist. A shape moved in the darkness
by the bed and he lunged for it.

His hands came in contact with a soft
shoulder and softer contours. A girl cried
out in muted pain, and then he was relax-
ing his hold, knowing that this was Carole
Bradley in his arms.

She was pressing close and he could
feel the warmth of her strike through his
shirt. “Jim—" she said, and her body had
no resistance. He let her sink down to
sitting position on the bed and took a deep
sharp breath.

“How did you get in here? Why?”

She made a motion toward the window
and he saw then that it was still open. He
walked to it and looked down into a dark
alley that fed into Trail Street, and
thought for a moment he saw someone
move down there but he wasn’t sure.

He closed the window and pulled the
shade. The darkness was thick and he felt
his way to the small table by the bed.
Then he struck a match and lighted the
lamp.

Carole seemed to shrink from the sud-
den glare. She looked small and mussed-
up on the bed. He saw that he had torn
her silk blouse at the right shoulder—a
small tear and a scratch showed on her
flesh. He remembered he still held his
Colt in his hand, he holstered it and came
to stand over her, his eyes concerned.

“I'm sorry, Miss Bradley. I didn’t
know who—"

~ “Carole, Jim. Please call me Carole.”

#
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8he smiled at him and he noticed the fine
spray  of freckles across her nose, her
warm gray eyes and her figure full against
her blouse. He saw this and he straight-
ened up, nodding stiffly.

She said, “I had to come back, Jim.” _

Her voice had raised and he put a finger
to his lips and crossed to the door and lis-
tened. There was no sound from the hall-
way. He slid the bolt on his door and then
turned, pushing his hat back on his head.

Jim frowned. “Why?”

“Uncle Cal says it’s because of the Kid.
He says it’s for my protection. But I hate
it, all of it. The killings and the suspicion.”
She smiled sadly. “I used to love it when
dad and my brother Eddie were alive. My
mother died shortly after Ed was born,
but Aunt Clara, she married Uncle Cal,
was very kind. The Wagonwheel was a
nice place to live then. I never dreamed
I’d want to leave it.” :
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“Something must be wrong with the air-conditioner.”

=

“How did you get here? With that
guard at the door?”

“I didn’t come past Whitey,” she whis-
pered. “I used the ledge, outside. I'm only
two windows away.” She got up and
walked to him. “Jim,” she said huskily.
“I have to get away from here. I can’t
stand it any more. I'm watched, guarded.
I'm a prisoner on my own ranch. I can’t
ride anywhere without one or two of the
riders, assigned by my uncle, with me. At
the ranch I have to stay in the house, a
guard is set up outside my room.”

She was standing close and again Jim
was struck by the sense of familiarity—
she rang a chord of recognition he could
not place and it irritated him.

“Things changed after Aunt Clara died.
She and Uncle Cal had gone for a ride,

. Uncle Cal brought her home, dead. She

had fallen and hit her head on a stone.
And less than six months later my father
and brother were killed. Uncle Cal wanted
me to go to his sister’s home in St. Louis.
But I didn’t want to go, then. I didn’t
want to leave the only home I'd known.
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“But now, with this Chino Kid, it’s been
terrible. Uncle Cal has changed. He’s
suspicious of everyone, and he has a vio-
lent temper. I've asked him to let me
leave, but he refused. He says that as long
as this killer is alive, he won’t let me
leave.”

She started to cry.

IM felt a stir of impatience with her.

She was in trouble, but coming here

had only made things worse. If anyone

found her in his room, he’d have a devil
of a time explaining.

“Maybe your uncle is right,” he said
quietly. “Maybe he is only trying to keep
you from being hurt.”

“I’'m tired of being a prisoner,” she said.
“I’m not going back to the ranch. You've
got to help me.” Her fingers went out and
tightened on his hard arms, her face lifted
up and the tears brimmed in her eyes. She
was a woman, helpless and pleading, and
he nodded slowly.

“You’ll have to get back to your room,”
he said. He cupped her chin with his fin-
gers. “I promise that you’ll leave the
Basin, if that’s what you want. But g
back to your room tonight.” :

She smiled. There was wonder and
trust in her eyes. “I locked my door from
inside. And I couldn’t go back, with
Whitey sitting there.”

“You'll go the way you came in here,”
he said. “T’'ll help you.”

In the alley between the hotel and the
darkened bulk of the harness shop Lew
Channing was a shapeless shadow. The
crescent moon cast enough light to paint
the upper half of the hotel in a pale glow.
He was standing there, half sleepy and
sodden now from the effects of the whisky
he had drunk.

Some unconscious impulse had turned

him into the alley after he had followed
Hatfield from the judge’s house back to
the hotel. He had no purpose except some
strange quirk of impulse to watch Hatfield
—to see what this big Ranger would do
against the trouble in the Basin. He was a
jackal dogging a lion’s steps.

The thin squeal of a window being

raised caught his attention. He looked up
at the hotel wall and he saw a man’s leg
thrust across the sill. The man balanced
himself on the tiny wooden ledge that
made a line of demarcation between the
first and second floor.

Hatfield!
dered mind ran first of all surprise, then a
swiftly gathering suspicion.

He watched the Ranger crouch on that
precarious ledge and reach a hand inside.
He inched over and a girl came through
the window and stood beside the Lone
Wolf. She looked small beside him, her
pale blouse showing up in the moonlight,
torn at the shoulder, and Channing’s
world suddenly exploded and a sickness
ran through him.

He sagged against the harness shop wall,
his mouth working soundlessly, a small
and pitiful voice pleading inside him.

Carole Bradley! Coming out of Hat-
field’s room. Being smuggled out, like
some—

He fumbled at his holster and drew his
Colt and only a shred of reasoning held
him from pulling trigger. If he shot Hat-
field she would fall, and even in the bitter
shock of disillusionment he had no wish
to hurt the girl.

He stood pinned against that dark wall,
his tortured gaze watching the figures on
the ledge. He saw Hatfield ease the girl

Through Channing’s disor-

along the ledge to the dark window be-

yond and on to the next where she became

a small, huddled figure for an instant be- °

fore she disappeared inside.

Hatfield was a plain target then. But
some of the blinding anger had drained
from Channing. When he roused himself,

Hatfield had gone back inside his own

room.

Channing remained in the alley for a
long time, his mind torturing him with the
implications of what he had seen. And the
cold sick knot in him began to dissolve. A
dark and terrible hatred for the big
Ranger began to crawl rapidly through
his veins.

He had never killed a man before. But
he would kill Hatfield before he rode away
from Loving Basin.

&
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'UDGE GAVITE sat unmoving in his

deep leather chair, his face a gray
image of inward despair. He heard the
bell of his front door, but he let it jangle.
Then he heard his manservant, Jason, go
down the hall to open it.

The footsteps were quick and urgent
and a moment later Nels Krutch, a Wag-
onwheel rider, clumped into the library.
He halted, a scowling look of impatience
on his broad, weathered face until Judge
Gavite waved to Jason to leave.

Krutch waited until the manservant had
disappeared somewhere in the back of the
big house.

- “Mr. Tipton wants to see you,” he said
bluntly. “Right away!”

Judge Gavite’s eyes hardened, until
they were two cold gray chips of stone.
“Tell Cal he knows where I live. If he
wants to see me, he’ll have to come here.”

Nels was taken back. “He won't like it,
Judge.”

“I don’t expect he will,” Gavite agreed.
“But tell him.” He waited after Krutch
left, feeling old and futile. He had en-
meshed himself in a game here which had
taken a bad turn. He no longer wanted
any part of it—but he knew Cal and he
knew that he could not back out now.

" He got up and walked to the books lin-
ing his shelves and stared at the socber
bindings. These books were all he had re-
tained of a life which once had held intel-
lectual and professional promise. He had
come a long way down the ladder from

the young barrister who had passed his

bar exams and hung his shingle out in
Philadelphia. A long way down, but he
had come down the rungs, one by one,
himself. What was he now? A whisky-
drinking, poker-playing ham in a one-
horse cowtown, a man elected mayor on
a whim by citizens who were half amused,
half taken in by his intellectual preten-
sions.

These were his own bitter reflections
and self-evaluation, and his hand shook
and he turned and poured Bourbon into
his glass.

Easy money. He had always had a
weakness for it.

He lifted his glass and a poem, author
forgotten, came to mind—"“forget not that
the world owes you a living, remember
only that a woman’s smile is pleasing, and

. hard work is for fools . . .”

He sank back in his chair and waited
and his thoughts turned now to the tall,

hard Ranger who had been here. The

Ranger was no fool, and he had been a
witness to his capabilities. Steve Prell had
been rated the fastest man in the Basin,
and his reputation had been built in an
even wider arena. And Frenchy—he took
a deep brea‘?g at the memory of that beat-
en, bloody hulk. .

It was time to quit, he thought grimly.

He heard the bell jangle and this time
he went to the door himself, dismissing
Jason with an abrupt wave of his hand
as the manservant appeared in the hall-
way. ;

Cal Tipton’s face was flushed as he came
in. His head was bandaged and his breath
smelled strongly of raw whisky. He said
harshly, “You’re getting mighty independ-
ent, Judge. I said I wanted to see you—"

“Lift your voice any higher,” Judge
Gavite cut in coldly, “and they’ll hear you
down at the courthouse.”

“The hell with you.” Tipton snapped.
But he lowered his voice and sullenly fol-
lowed the older man into the library. He
stood by the library table and watched
Gavite close the heavy double doors.

“You saw what happened tonight?” he
asked, lowering himself into a chair.
“Frenchy won't be of any use to me for a
week. And Steve—”

“I was there,” Judge Gavite said. “Don’t
go into the details.”

Cal reached for the bourbon bottle and
looked around for a glass. He saw Hat-
field’s on the table and put out a hand for
1

Judge Gavite said, smiling coldly, “I
don’t think you’ll want to drink from that
glass, Cal. I gave Hatfield a drink in if
just before you came.”

Cal swept the glass to the floor. “He
was here?” :

“One reason why I didn’t come to see
you,” the judge answered sharply. “He
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was here, getting information. I'm the
mayor of this town, or have you forgot-
ten?” He laughed without humor at Cal’s
sneer. “You won’t laugh when I tell you
what I have to do, Cal.”

The Wagonwheel boss narrowed his
gaze. “Do what?”

“I'm going to hand you a restraining or-
der in the morning. To keep you and your
men on the ranch until Mr. Hatfield,
whom I'm appointing temporary sheriff,
deems otherwise.”

“What?”

. Judge Gavite nodded, secretly pleased
at the outrage in Tipton’s face. “He’s onto
something, Cal. He’s smart, and he doesn’t
frighten. He came here to get the Kid, but
he’s no fool. And your brother didn’t
help.” He told Tipton about Luke’s letter.

“You know what that means,” the Judge
went on, relentlessly. “If he gets hold of
the Kid—"

AL TIPTON lunged to his feet. The
movement sent his head spinning
and he sagged back, snarling. “He won't.
I promise you that.” He closed his eyes.
“T should have told Dakota to kill Luke
a week ago. Right after he came to see
me. Luke knew then, I think.” He opened
his eyes. “Dammit! Get me a glass!”

The judge complied. “I’ve been drink-
ing this stuff, too,” he said wryly, “but it
doesn’t help, Cal. If that Ranger gets to
nosing around the Young Turkey Creek
ranchers—"

“He’ll get a bullet in his back,” Cal said
harshly. “And who’ll get blamed.” He
took a long slug of the bourbon. It made
him feel better. He smiled as he answered
his own question. “Why, the Kid, of
course.” :

Judge Gavite frowned. “That’s risky.”

“You know any other way?”

The judge sat down in the chair across
from Cal. “I don’t want any part of killing
a Ranger,” he said. “I didn’t want any
part of it when Luke was killed. I told
you_—”

“You wanted in before,” Cal inter-
rupted. “Ten thousand dollars worth—
after I got the ranch.”

“I don’t want the money,” the judge
said.

“That was the deal,” Cal said angrily.
“That’s the way it will be.”

Judge Gavite said nothing. After a
while he shrugged. “How are you going
to do it?”

“Buck Welker.” :

Judge Gavite frowned. “What’s Buck
got to do with it?”

“Hatfield will ride out to see Buck
Welker in the morning,” Cal said patient-
ly. “Buck was fool enough to invite Hat-
field out in the presence of some ears who
came to me with the information. I'm
sending Dakota out tonight, with Cibero.”

Judge Gavite sighed. He lifted his glass.
“Dakota. I hope he doesn’t miss. Hatfield
has a souvenir for him, something Dakota
dropped when he and Cibero paid their
visit to the Mex shack out in the north
country.”

Cal shrugged. “Steve Prell was the kind
of fool who had to stand up to a man like
Hatfield. But Dakota—well, you know
Dakota.”

Judge Gavite nodded. “To my sorrow.”
He drank from his glass. “There will be
others coming, when the news gets back
to Houston. Captain McDowell won’t take
the killing of his ace lieutenant without
one hell of an investigation.”

“Let him come,” Cal replied brusquely.

“I’ll be boss of Wagonwheel by then.”

“And Carole?”

“She’ll be dead,” Cal answered brutally.
His face was flushed. He saw the look on
the judge’s face and he said with ugly
finality:
vestigation comes, Hatfield will be out of
the way and the Kid will be blamed for
everything. But the Kid won’t be around
to talk. That, too, will be taken care of.”

“And me? What do you want of me?”
the judge asked softly.

“You're mayor of Loving,” the Wagon-
wheel boss pointed out coldly. “And you
were a lawyer. That’s your job, to cover

up"’
Judge Gavite nodded, his thoughts bit-

ter. “To cover up,” he echoed softly.

“Why stop now? When the in- -

i
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CHAPTER VII
Angry Nesters

HE SUN burned in the sky and leaves

hung motionless again and the dust
stirred by passing vehicles and the iron
hoofs of horses clung like a brown ground
haze, settling slowly.

Jim- Hatfield felt the heat of the sun
- against his face as he crossed the street to
the Cafe and the thought occurred to him
that it would be another hot and sultry
day. The clouds which had promised rain
lay on the flanks of the Basin, ready to
move in when the wind rose again. There
was still the possibility of rain.

He went into the Cafe and settled on the
nearest stool and waited while the angular
woman with the sleep-wrinkled eyes
moved sluggishly to him and took his or-
der.

The events of the night had spread the
parts of the puzzle before him. He had
the feeling all the pieces were there, in his
head, but he lacked the key to put them
togther.

He drank his coffee while waiting for
his ham and eggs and potatoes, and his
jaw felt a little stiff and he was mildly
surprised for he had not remembered
Frenchy getting in a lick there. His neck
ached and so did his ribs, and he had to
set himself against a tendency to limp.
- Frenchy’s kick to his hip had produced
a dark bruise.

He shrugged thoughts of the fight from
him. His left hand was paining him now,
and there was a swelling across the
knuckles. He thought for a moment of
having Doc Baker take a look at it, but
soon forgot it.

He went over his conversation with the
judge, and his talk with Carole. It filled
in the picture here, but it gave him noth-
ing to work on. He had a hunch Cal was
pushing the trouble between Wagonwheel
B and the Turkey Creek ranchers for his
own concealed reasons—and it was possi-
ble that the ranchers, in their desperation,

J

had sent for a killer named the Chino Kid.
But the boy he had twice encountered was
not the Kid, not the killer the Basin
feared. Of that he was certain.

~ Then who was he?

The judge had been of no help, and Tip-
ton seemed convinced that the man who
shot him was the Kid. He remembered
Buck Welker’s invitation, and he knew
he’d have to ride out to see the Turkey
Creek ranchers.

His thoughts came around to the girl
and he felt the press of an unbidden hun-
ger. A line of restraint made its hard pat-
tern across his mouth. She was young and
in trouble, he told himself, and what she
had done was because of it. Yet the mem-
ory of her lingered and held its mixture
of pain and loneliness in him.

He was through with his coffee when he
saw Channing come into the Cafe. The
deputy stiffened just inside the door when
he saw Hatfield, and for a moment he
seemed about to turn on his heel and walk
out.

“Buy you a cup of coffee, Lew?” Jim
said pleasantly and waved an invitation
to the stool next to him.

The deputy put his glance on Hatfield

.then, and the hackles rose on Jim’s neck

at the blazing hatred in the man’s blood-
shot eyes.

“The hell with you, Ranger!” the deputy
spat out, and walked stiff-legged to the far
end of the counter. He sat heavily, staring
morosely ahead of him.

Wonder what’s eating him? Jim thought

. bleakly, and then he put it out of his

thoughts. Channing was a weak reed up-
on which Luke had leaned and at the first
need Channing had broken.

Jim put silver on the counter, picked
up his hat, and left.

There was activity in front of the hotel
as he came back across the street. A
bright-wheeled" gig was drawn up by the
door and riders made a mounted guard
behind it.

Hatfield came up the boardwalk, a tall
man moving deliberately. The sun was
hot and perspiration darkened his arm-
pits and made a bead on his upper lip.
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The riders were Wagonwheel men. He
counted four of them. Frenchy wasn’t

" with them. Nor was the bigheaded, bald-

ing man with the drooping brown mus-
tache and mild eyes, nor the dark, quick
Mex. Jim noted this, but it could mean
merely that they had left earlier for the
ranch.

A pine box, cover nailed shut was in
the back of the gig, a third of it hanging
over the tailgate. Steve Prell?

HE girl turned on the seat as Jim

came up and a quick smile played
across her face. Her uncle was just com-
ing down the stairs to join her. He stopped
by the gig, facing him.

Carole said happily, “Jim, I'm leaving
the Basin. I'm going back to the ranch to
pack. If I can get ready in time, Uncle
Cal says he can get me to the stage when
it stops at the Turkey Creek Station—"

Hatfield’s attention centered on Tipton.
The man seemed to have recovered quick-
ly from the effects of the bullet which had
come close to killing him.

“Thought it over last night and decided
that my niece would be better off out of
the Basin,” he nodded. “Keeping a close
herd over her wasn’t making her happy.
But I was only concerned about her
safety.”

It was a smooth and plausible explana-
tion, and Carole’s delight was apparent in
her eyes. “I—hope you get the Kid soon,
Jim,” she said, putting out her hand. The
contact sent color through her face and
her eyes darkened. “I—I think it’s best
that I leave.”

There was a sort of plaintive question-
ing in her tone as she said it, and in the
silence that came between them Cal Tip-
ton wedged his harsh voice.

“Judge Gavite was in to see me this
morning. I’'m not going to say I like it,
Hatfield. That restraining order.” His
voice was loud. “It’s mighty high-handed
of you. But I'll play along with the law.
I'll keep my boys on the ranch. I don’t
know how long I can do it, but I'll try.”

“Do that,” Jim said. “That’s all I want,

now.”

Cal Tipton stepped up to the seat and
his weight tilted the gig. He took up the
gelding’s reins.

“Will I see-you before I leave, Jim?”
Carole said, uncertainly.

Hatfield shrugged and touched hxs hat
brim. “I doubt it, but have a good trip,
Carole.” S

Jim went up to his room. With the in-
stinctive knowledge of weather gained by
a thousand nights in the open he knew it
would rain before the sun set.

. He washed and went back down and out
to Trail Street. The gig and the Wagon-
wheel riders had gone. He walked to the
print shop and picked up his posters and
he tacked the first one on the side of the
couirthouse wall where it faced the small

.square. He put the other on the hotel wall.

Then he went to the livery and saddled
Goldy who was glad to see him. He rode
out of town with the remaining posters
tucked in his shirt.

Behind him men began to -cluster
around the posters. Comments had a puz-
zled edge.

“What in hell does he think he’ll gain
by that?”

The posters read:

THE CHINO KID

I WANT TO TALK TO YOU. TILL
MEET YOU WHEREVER YOU SAY. I

PROMISE SANCTUARY.
Jim Hatfield,
Texas Ranger

HE wind freshened and the storm

clouds rolled up. A smell .of rain

pushed over that dry and brittle land. A

sigh seemed to come from the parched
earth in anticipation.
_ Hatfield rode southwest, toward low
ragged hills which flanked Young Turkey
Creek. Cal Tipton’s easy acceptance of
the judge’s restraining order bothered
him. And Tipton’s about-face on Carole.
The joker in the woodpile was the Kid—
the boy who had been given a reputation
as a vicious killer. The youngster had
tried to kill Tipton last night. Jim knew
that. Perhaps he was the one who had
killed the sheriff, but Jim was beginning
to doubt that. The pencilled scrawl Cal
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had shown him, he remembered, had been
unsigned. 'And it had been directed to
Tipton. That threat could have been for
Cal Tipton as well as his brother.

A thought occurred to him now and its
implication brought him erect, a hard light
in his eyes. “Might be,” he muttered, and
Goldy pricked his ears. “She does look
like him—"

Goldy tossed his head, but Hatfield did
not elaborate on his musing. Goldy settled
to the ground-eating pace he like best.

A small TEXAS TALE

LIGHT LOVE
90 HE ranch hand
§ showed up one late
e ‘ evening at his employ-
~ . er’s door. “Mind if I
borrow a lantern?” he

asked. “I'm going
courting.”

“Well, young feller,” said the
rancher, “when I was youmng and
went courting my wife, you can bet
I didn’t take along a lantern.”

“Yes, sir,” said the hand, “but
look what you got.”

—E. J. Ritter, Jr.

o

It was an hour later that Hatfield knew
someone was following him. He didn’t see
the man, and though he stopped and wait-
ed, no one showed on his back trail. But
he knew—he had lived to long with dan-
ger and the feel of someone back there
was definite.

He smiled and accepted it, knowing he
would deal with the man when the time
came.

Mid-morning found him following a rut-

ted wagon road down toward the creek
bottoms. He heard a cock crow before he
came into sight of the small wooden shack
in the clearing.

A woman was washing clothes in a gal-
vanized iron tub, scrubbing them over a

washboard. She was short and dumpy and
her damp red face lifted as Jim came into
view and he saw fear wash across her face.

A young man appeared in the doorway
of the shack, a shotgun, bound with raw-
hide, in his hands. At the same moment
an older, weazened man came away from
the ruins of what had been a barn.

The small man eyed Jim’s badge with
bright interest, but his mouth was pinched
and his tone unfriendly.

“You visitin’?”,

Jim nodded. He took in the small
spread and saw that the corral had been
knocked down, as though cattle had been
stampeded through it. The barn had been
burned. A truck garden was trampled and
ruined. y

“On official business,” he said quietly.
“I want information.”

He saw the look the older man cast his
son—a warning, silencing look. “We mind
our own business here,” the man said. “We
don’t know anything.”

“What about the Chino Kid?” Jim
asked. “Does he work for you?”

The boy sneered. “The Kid doesn’t
work for nobody.”

“Does he bother you?”

“The Kid? Hell, Ranger, it ain’t the Kid
who’s giving us trouble. And it wasn’t the
Kid who—"

“Shut up!” his father snapped. He eyed
Jim with a stubborn scowl. “We don’t
know anything about the Kid.”

Hatfield shrugged. He could sense the
fear in the man, and in the woman. ' The

- boy was suddenly silent.

“Whose place is this?” he asked.

“Mine. Joe Pruitt’s the name.”

“Where is Buck Welker’s place?”

The older man hesitated. Young Pru-
itt’s voice was dogged. “The Bar W is up-
creek, past the Collins place. About seven
miles.” ' :

Jim nodded his thanks. He took one of
the poster from his shirt and handed it to
the boy. “Just in case you see the Kid,”
he murmured. He rode out of the yard:

Joe Pruitt eyed his son with bitter res-
ignation. . The boy said defiantly: “He’s
the law, paw. He oughta know.”
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“He’ll get what Luke got—a bullet in

the back.” There was a gray tiredness in .

the older man’s voice. He shook his head
and. retraced his steps to the gutted barn.

HE Collins place was more sprawling
and untended and there was no visible
damage Jim could see. Several dogs
barked heatedly as Jim rode up, and a
rail-thin, stoop-shouldered man who could
have been seventy stopped rocking in the
shade of the sagging veranda. Two small
youngsters were crawling on the boards
in front of him and an older one was ham-
mering on a board in the dust of the yard.
The old man turned and cackled some-
thing through the open window at his
back, and a buxom woman appeared in the
doorway, frowning as Jim pulled to a stop
by the stairs.

“Get yore paw,” the old man said to the
boy hammering on the board and the
youngster scooted off, heading for the
thickets along the creek.

Jim said, “Howdy.”

The oldster’s eyes brightened on his
badge. He chuckled. “Ranger, eh?”

Jim nodded. “I’'m looking for informa-
tion concerning the Chino Kid,” he said
evenly.

“The Kid?” The oldster cackled. “Yo're
wastin’ yer time, Ranger. The Kid ain’t
done nothin’.”

Hatfield frowned. “That’s not the way
I heard it, grandpa. The Chino Kid’s a
killer. He shot Luke Tipton in the back,
and last night he tried to ambush Cal Tip-
ton. He’s a one man army—a rustler, kill-
er, stage robber.”

“The Kid ain’t dry behind the ears yet,”
the oldster chortled. “Just a scared button
hiding out in the brush. Been living with
the Gamales, some Mex goatherders—"

“Paw—hold yore tongue!” the woman
snapped. “We don’t know anything,
Ranger!” Her voice was sullen as she
looked at Jim, “My husband, Joad, will be
here shortly. He’ll talk with you.”

She shaded her eyes against the glare
of the sun. “Here he comes now.”

Joad was a stocky, red-faced man with
slow, blue gaze and a dull voice. He shot

a look at his father-in-law as his wife re-
peated what Jim Hatfield was after.

“Don’t know anything,” he said. “Kid
never bothered me.”

“The Pruitt’s barn was burned recently.
His corrals are down.” Jim’s voice was
patient. “Who did it. The Kid?”

Joad licked his lips. He glanced at his
wife and saw the cold tight fear in her and
he sighed and looked away. “Could be,”
he muttered.

“Dang it, tell him!” the oldster said
shrilly. “Tell him the truth. Kid is being
blamed for everythin’ what goes on in the
Basin. Tell him about them Wagonwheel
B night riders.” ]

His daughter shoved him violently and
he fell out of his chair. He banged his
head on the wall and a dazed look came
into his eyes. A thin line of blood, from
his bitten tongue, oozed down a corner of
his mouth.

One of the children began to cry. The
woman bent over the old man, suddenly
terrified. “Paw, I didn’t mean to hurt
yuh.” :

Jim took a poster from his shirt and
dropped it at Joad’s feet. The man didn’t
look at it, nor did he meet Jim’s gaze.

He didn’t look up until Hatfield had
ridden away—then he looked down at the
poster, read it, and slowly ground it to
shreds beneath his heel.

A mile out of the Collins place Hatfield
knew that his follower was close. It was
brushy, hilly country with numerous gul-
lies leading to the creek which was on his
left.

The Bar W was just ahead. Jim studied
the cottonwood grove which screened the
small valley. He had the sudden hunch
that the man who had dogged him all the
way from Loving would make his try soon.

But he rode as though he was unaware
of the man behind him. He hit the grove
and the road twisted through it and just
before it broke out into the clearing and
Buck Welker’s place, Jim dismounted. He
slapped Goldy sharply on the rump and
whispered, “Keep going,” and then slid
down into the ravine just off the road.

He waited less than three minutes. A
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rider came up fast now, a gun in his hand.
Jim stiffened with surprise. Lew Chan-
ning!

The man’s intentions were obvious, al-
though why he had waited until Hatfield
was almost at the Bar W before closing in
escaped the Ranger. He let Channing
pass, and then he came back to the road.
He was behind Channing now, walking
swiftly toward the clearing when he heard
the shots.

CHAPTER VIII

“A Lot of Killing!”

AKOTA stared pensively at the floor

boards, at Buck Welker’s sightless
eyes. A fly crawled over the dead man’s
face and paused to wring his hands on the
dead man’s lips.

The woman lay slumped over the table.
She had bled a lot from the knife slash
and flies were thick over her body. Dakota
stared absently at them, his drooping mus-
tache making him look sad and futile.

Cibero kept pacing the kitchen floor. He
had worn a path to the window which
faced the cottonwoods. “Muy diablo!” he
said impatiently. “Perhaps he does not
come. We wait here—how long?”

“Till he comes,” Dakota answered sleep-
ily. He leaned back in his chair and tilted
his hat over his pale eyes. “When you
hear him, wake me.”

The Mexican choked back an oath. He
knew better than to cross this man. He
knew the strange, unpredictable quirks of
temper that made Dakota the most feared
and disliked man at the Wagonwheel B.

He went to the stove and poured luke-
warm, acrid coffee into a dirty cup and
drank it, spitting out the grounds which
got between his teeth. He was jittery.

He heard the horse then, coming down
the road. He didn’t go to the window,
but said sharply, “Dakota, he comes.” He
was at the door, gun in hand, as Dakota
stirred and came to his feet.

He stepped out and his gun was up and
a sharp exclamation-burst from him.
Dakota came up behind him and pushed
him aside and stared at the big golden
stallion which came down the small slope
toward them.

“It’s his horse,” Dakota grunted, and a
faint puzzlement was in his tone.

Cibero ran to meet Goldy. He caught the
sorrel’s bit and led it back toward the
house. “Turn him loose. Hatfield’s some-
where around. We’ll have to root him
out,” Dakota said. He chopped his words
clean, wheeling to face the rider who
broke through the grove.

Lew Channing had ridden with the re-
solve to kill Hatfield. He rode with an
odd mixture of hate and urgency; he
wanted to get it over with now.

He remembered Luke Tipton saying,
“You’d be all right, Lew, if you'd leave -
the bottle alone.” But Luke had never un-
derstood why he drank. He had never told
Luke about his past, the miserable Mis-
souri shack, the numerous brothers and
sisters who- were not really his brothers
and sisters, for most of them had a differ-
ent father. He didn’t tell Luke about the
smothering hate in him as he remembered
the men that visited his mother.

But it was the girl, Carole Bradley,
which had channeled his hate against Hat-
field. She was distant. He had always felt
small and dirty when he thought of her.
But he had loved her.

He had not tried to catch up with Hat-
field at first. He didn’t need to. He had
known that Hatfield was headed for the
Bar W. He had built up his courage with
the miles dropping away behind him, and
now, as he burst through the cottonwoods
he was ready.

But instead of Hatfield and Buck Welker
in the yard he saw Dakota and Cibero.
Cibero was holding a big sorrel stallion.
Dakota had wheeled around to face him.
In the misting sunlight he saw the sur-
prise take up slack in Dakota’s eyes.

Lew’s throat constricted as he wheeled
his cayuse broadside, ten paces away.
“Where’s Jim?” he said in a high, scratchy
voice and his hand came up, and only then_
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did he realize he was holding his Colt.

Dakota shot first. Cibero’s shot; a split
second later, knocked him out of saddle.

The shock of running into these men
and not Hatfield was with Lew as he fell.
The pain in his chest burned, but his eyes
were clear. He made no effort to move.
He saw Dakota step toward him, then stop
and look beyond him.

The pain came sharper now and Lew
closed his eyes. The racketing explosions
which broke over him seemed far away.

HE LONE WOLF came to the clear-

ing in time to see Dakota walk to-
ward Channing lying on the hard earth.
Cibero was still holding Goldy who was
trying to jerk away from him.

The sun was misting now as dark ten-
drils of racing clouds obscured it. In the
dimming light Dakota stopped, jerked his
hand up to face Hatfield. He wasted no
words.

Jim’s shots spun the killer around and
dropped him before he could thumb back
his hammer. Cibero got in one raking shot
across Jim’s shoulder before making a
break for the corral behind Goldy’s shield-
ing bulk. Jim broke Cibero’s leg before
he reached it. He fell and started dragging
himself toward his cayuse, then he stopped
and lay still, seemingly unconscious.

Jim stepped around Channing and
glanced at Dakota and knew the killer
was dead. He started for Cibero and the
Mexican waited until Hatfield was close,
then he played his last card. He rolled
over and his hand whipped up and his
knife glittered. It fell out of his limp hand
as the Lone Wolf’s Colt exploded and the
slug smashed through his hand.

Jim turned back to Channing. He saw
that the deputy was not yet dead and he
picked the man up and brought him in-
side the house. He saw the bodies of
Buck and his wife and his stomach almost
revolted, and then a hard satisfaction
eased him. The two responsible for this
lay out there in Buck’s yard.

- He put Channing down on the bed in
the side room and Channing’s eyes opened.
Jim poured some black coffee into a cup

and held it to Channing’s lips, but he knew
the ex-deputy was dying.

“Came to—kill you,” Channing mut-
tered. “Didn’t expect Dakota and Cibero.”

Jim asked softly: “Why?”

Channing’s face twisted. “Damn you.
Saw Miss Bradley—Ilast night. Leaving
your room.” He said it painfully, his eyes
bugging, but the bright and terrible hurt
was there and the confusion. “I hate you,
Hatfield—from the moment you walked in.
Big man—know what you want—sure of
yourself. Hate you for it.”

Pity was a brief emotion in the big
Ranger. He asked a question he wanted
verified. “Who is the Chino Kid, Lew?”

Channing’s head rolled. “Ask — the
judge.” A shudder ran through him and
then he was very quiet, very still, and
there was peace in his eyes.

Jim Hatfield went out and whistled for
Goldy and when the big stallion came
he swung aboard. The rain was just be-
ginning as he headed back for Loving.
It felt good in his face.

Judge Gavite watched the rain through
his window. He was not surprised when

he saw Hatfield turn up the road to his .

house. He had known from the start that
Hatfield would be back.

He answered the door himself. His féce

was a stiff mask, fashioned in the shape °

of welcome.

“You're back early,” he said.” “Did you
see Buck Welker?”

Hatfield glanced around the room. He
loomed big alongside Gavite. He was
soaked through and his shirt clung to his
wide shoulders, outlining the long hard
muscles. He looked at Gavite with a hard,
compelling look,

“Buck’s dead,” he said flatly. “So is his
wife.” ;

Judge Gavite’s face held no sorrow.
“So?” he asked softly.

“Two Wagonwheel men killed them.
They’re dead, too. So’s Channing, who
rode after me to kill me.”

Judge Gavite sighed. “A lot of killing,
Hatfield. A lot of killing.”

“Why?” Hatfield’s voice was insistent.

Judge Gavite’s head came up and there
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was fear in him. “What do you mean?”

“Channing talked before he died,” Jim
said. “He said to ask you who the Chino
Kid is.”

Gavite turned away from Hatfield. He
walked to the small cabinet and poured
drinks and came back, holding out a glass.
“Channing was an odd one,” he said drily.
“How should I know who. the Kid is?”

“I think you do,” Jim said. “I think
you’'ve known all along. So does Cal Tip-
ton. But I want you to tell me.”

And when I get to him, he’ll talk. Rest
easy, Judge. I’ll be back.”

The judge waited until Hatfield had gone
and the rain drummed long against the
windows. It was no day for traveling.
But he knew he had to leave. He had
played his part here in Loving, and it had
come time to exit. He wanted to be a
long way from Loving when Hatfield came
back. : :

Hatfield left the judge’s house and rode
Goldy through the downpour to the livery.

“Pardner, if that’s your life’s savings you haven’t
lived long enough.”

The judge shook his head, an amused
smile on his lips. “I don’t play guessing
games, Hatfield.”

“The Kid’s Edward Bradley, isn’t he?
Carole Bradley’s kid brother?”

There was nothing in the judge’s gaze.

“I thought Edward Bradley was dead.”
Jim shrugged. “All right,” he said, ad-
mitting defeat. “I think Cal Tipton knows.

He had run the big sorrel hard and Goldy
deserved a rest. He came out to the walk
and his attention was caught by the stage
standing in front of the office. The driver
was hunched up on the seat, waiting . . .
and Jim suddenly remembered Carole’s
words, and the last sharp edges of the
grim puzzle fell into place.

He cut across the street, sloshing

2
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through the puddles, and his voice stopped
the agent as he came out with the mail
bags. The man waited until Jim stepped
up beside him.

“Can you hold it up until I get into
some dry clothes?”

The man hesitated. But the badge on
Jim’s shirt had authority—he nodded.

“We'll wait,” he said.

CHAPTER IX

Stage Ambush

HE STAGE from Loving took the

northern route out of the Basin, skirt-
ing the ragged bluffs that hemmed in the
valley. The rain came down in.torrents,
making up for the long dry spell—it
whipped and beat against the land with
sullen fury.

Hatfield lay back against the horsehair
rest and closed his eyes. His body ached
and the cut across his shoulder was a re-
minder of the ambush which had awaited
him at the Bar W. The pieces of the puzzle
had fallen into place.

The rain turned sections of the road into
muddy quagmires. The stage slewed and
skidded and the driver’s swearing beat
against the pounding rain. It was full dark
when the coach finally rolled into the way
station yard under the bluffs skirting Tur-
key Creek.

The driver dismounted and said: “Twen-
ty minutes layover.” :

Jim stepped out.” The rain pelted him
as he started across the yard to the stone
shack under the bluffs. The door was open
and a lanky, oldish man wearing a slicker
over his shoulders came out to meet the
driver. A young Mexican was with him.

Jim made the shelter of the station and
stepped aside to let the two drummers
crowd in. He watched the Mexican un-
hitch the horses and take them away.
The driver and the station agent came
back to the station.

“Lena’ll fix yuh up with some hot grub,”

the lanky man said to Jim. Then he no-
ticed the badge on Jim’s shirt and he
frowned.

Jim looked over the long, dingy room.
Two overhead lamps cast a fitful glow.
A long board table flanked by two benches
were the only furniture. A slatternly
woman, obviously Lena, was already set-
ting coffee mugs on the table.

“Cal Tipton’s niece was due to pick up
the stage here,” he said. “Have you seen
her?”

The station man shook his head. “Ain’t
likely, in this storm.” He watched Jim a
moment, then drifted over to the small bar
and went behind it. He took a bottle from
under the counter and poured two drinks
and set one up before the driver. They
conversed in low familiar tones.

Jim remained in the doorway, eyeing
the rain glittering in the spill of light. He
had not counted on this. He was sure that
Cal Tipton would go through with it.

He turned and joined the driver at the
small bar. The agent filled a shot glass
and placed it before Jim, and the driver
said, “Bad road up ahead. We climb those
bluffs about five miles up.”

Jim faced a difficult decision. He was
riding his hunch that Cal Tipton would
see that his niece boarded this stage. It
fitted in with the pattern of the man’s
thinking. Somewhere along this dangerous
stretch of road there would be an acci-
dent.

The driver had his drink and went to
the doorway. The Mex came in, dripping,
showing his teeth in cheerful grin.

“Ready,” he said.

The driver lifted his voice. “All right
—let’s roll!”

The two drummers left their beans and
side bacon and made a dash for the coach.
Jim followed them. The driver swung up
to his seat and gathered his reins.

“See you in a couple days, Tod,” he
called to the station agent. The lanky man
lifted a hand and nodded.

The miles ground out under the jolting
wheels and worry began to sharpen the
impatience in Hatfield. If he had guessed
wrong, a girl would die—
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He heard the hailing voice above the
jolting stage and then the driver was
jamming on his brakes. The stage slewed
around and stopped. In the darkness of
the coach Jim eased back, his hand on his
Colt. One of the drummers muttered,
“What’s he stopping here for?”

Then Jim heard Cal’s voice, hard and
strong: “Have a passenger for you. We
couldn’t make it to the Turkey Creek
station in time and decided to head you
off here.”

The driver’s voice was noncommittal.
“Baggage up topside.”

Something heavy was flung on the roof.
Then the door opened and Carole came
into the coach.

Behind her Cal Tipton said, “Write as
soon as you get there, Carole. Good-bye.”

She echoed his good-bye and groped
around for space to sit. Jim took her arm
and eased her down beside him and she
turned to look at him. He was a dark
shape against the cushions, yet she recog-

nized him. She sucked in her breath.’

“Jim!”

“Yes.” His voice was a warning whisper.
“Don’t talk, don’t say anything now.”

She remained mute, trusting him. Cal
Tipton’s voice lifted against the night.
“Fasy on that road tonight, driver.” Then
the sound of buggy wheels grinding in
mud came to Jim. And behind the buggy
was the clatter of mounted horses.

The stdage lurched into motion again,
heading upgrade.

She turned to him now. “Jim, I thought
you were staying in Loving.”

“I changed my mind,” Hatfield said. He
glanced at the two drummers, shapeless
bulks across from them. “Are either of
you armed?” His voice was sharp.

Neither man was.

Jim shrugged. He opened the door and
leaned out into the rain.—“Hold it!” he
yelled to the driver. ‘“Pull up!”

The puzzled driver obeyed. Jim stepped
out. He didn’t want to worry the girl, nor
did he see where it would help to let the
two unarmed men in the coach in on what
he expected would happen.

He conferred briefly with the driver and

his conviction carried home. The driver’s
face was taut as he chmbed back onto
the seat.

Jim settled back beside Carole.

“What is it?” she asked. “What’s wrong,
Jim 272

“I’ve got a hunch we’re going to be
held up,” Jim answered grimly. “Some-
where on that bluff trail.” He looked at
the two drummers. “This is what I want
you to do. When the stage stops—even
before it stops—get out. Fast. Get out on
the inboard side, and then get down on
the ground. If you want to stay alive, re-
member that. Get out and get down fast.”

In the cold, tense silence that followed
Carole’s voice was a broken murmur:

“Why ?”

HE RAIN slacked off. The stars came
out, slipping from behind the hurry-
ing clouds The wind that blew throughk
the hills was cold after the long dry heat
Cal Tipton sat in his buggy seat, wait-
ing, a Winchester across his knees. He
had stopped the vehicle across the narrow
stage road which at this point was flanked
on the right by the sharp rise of the bluff
and on the left by a sheer drop of over
one hundred feet.

Five Wagonwheel riders, the nucleus of
his gun crew, flanked the buggy. They
waited in stolid silence, suffering the rain.

“The stage should be coming around
that bend in another five minutes. Kill the
driver first. Then make sure the team
stampedes over the cliff. Remember, we
want no witnesses!” Tipton said.

The men nodded. They were hard men
who had hired for this sert of work. It
was just another job to them.

From the bluff a tiny rock fell and
started a small slide. The sound startled
the riders, it made the horses skittish.

Tipton glanced upward. He saw nothing
other than a patch of clearing sky. A
prowling coyote, he thought, and turned
his attention back to the road ahead.

His gelding was blowing hard. He had
almost killed it in the race to get here
before the stage. Below him and to the
left was the vast expanse of the Basin.
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His Basin! After tonight it would be his.
First Wagonwheel B. Then the land along
Turkey Creek. And then . . ..

He caught at his soaring flight of am-
bition, remembering Judge Gavite’s reluc-
tance. He needed the judge now. With
Hatfield dead, he:would need the judge’s
legal knowhow in the investigation that
would be sure to follow. But as soon as
the judge’s usefulness was over—

The run of his thoughts ran dark as the
night. He had killed his brother-in-law
to get the Wagonwheel B. He had had his
own brother killed when Luke threatened
to expose him. Only Carole stood in his
way, and in a few minutes she’d be dead.
And another holdup and killing would be
chalked up to the Kid.

The Kid! Young Bradley who had some-
how escaped the falling rock in the prema-
ture blast he had so cunningly contrived.
He had not known that his nephew had
survived until much later—not until the
Kid had made his attempts at vengeance.

He had wanted to wipe out the Kid at
first. Then he had seen in the Kid’s free-
dom an opportunity to smash the Turkey
Creek ranchers without involving Wagon-
wheel B. He had built up the reputation
of the Kid, given him a name, tagging
Wagonwheel’s own crimes to the Kid. He
‘had even put out that reward, and at first
it had fooled Luke.

He had not fooled the Turkey Creek
ranchers, but he had scared them into
submission. All except Buck Welker, who
had told Luuke Tipton the truth. That was
when he knew Luke had to die.

He took a cigar from his pocket and
lighted it, and in the red- glare of the
match his face had a cruel and unrelent-
ing cast. After Carole there would be only
the Kid—

Another small rock slide rattled down
from the bluff. He started and one of
the riders said, “I don’t like it, Cal.”

Then the rattle of iron tires on the
rocky trail caught his attention. He leaned
forward in the buggy seat.

The stage came around the bend. The
driver saw the dark shape of the buggy
across the road, and the loom of the

mounted men, and he jammed on the
brake and left the seat:

The move caught Tipton by surprise.
The stage had swung in toward the bluff,
offering him no target as he lifted his rifle.
He slammed a shot into the team.

From the bluff top a Sharps ripped the
night apart with its heavy muzzle blast.

IPTON was knocked back over the

buggy seat, into the small bed. The
gelding reared as the Sharps flared again
and the bullet scoured a deep gash across
its haunch. It went mad then, wheeling
and kicking among the milling, cursing
riders, clearing a path through them. It
tried to make a turn on that narrow trail
and one wheel slipped over the edge. The
buggy tilted way over and Tipton slid
against the side, clawing with his good
arm to keep from spilling over the cliff.
His voice lifted in a terrible scream.

The Sharps blasted again and the geld-
ing fell back, dead on his feet. The weight
of the buggy pulled him over.

The driver held the frightened stage
animals while Hatfield cut down at the
cursing Wagonwheel killers. The Sharps
on the bluff helped him. Between them
they emptied four saddles—the fifth rider
managed to wheel his animal and head
back along that narrow trail.

The Sharps on the bluff stopped him.

The rain made its soft patter in the
night. The driver got the animals under
control. The two drummers got up from
the mud and climbed back into the coach.

Carole clung to Jim, her face white.

Stones rattled down from the bluff on
the trail ahead. Jim waited. A shadow
moved down the steep pitch of the slope
and made the trail. A gangly figure car-
rying a Sharps rifle came toward them.

It occurred to the Lone Woif as he
watched that boy walk toward them, half
defiantly, that Edward Bradley, alias the
Chino Kid, had finally paid off his debt.

Back in the rain-swept darkness below
them was a ranch that belonged to this
boy and this girl.

Jim turned to the girl at his side, and
said, “Carole—meet your brother . . .”

"
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With a brutal savagery
Foster raised the man high

HERE had been one bad moment the

night before when he had seen the
sharp distant flicker out on the valley
floor below. Cook fire, Wes Foster had
guessed, rousing his tired body from un-
der the wheels of the wagon and hunching
there in the dark. Too big for Apaches,
he thought. Parras, maybe, or some of
his troops.

Or someone .else.

He’d heard uncomfortable tales of
strangers recently coming down across
the border. In pairs they rode, silent,
bearded men bearing strange papers in

Man thof Gun

By WARREN KUHN

their saddle bags. Papers that offered
good pesos for ugly, wet circles of hair—
Apache hair.

But if it was Parras— The thought
bothered him. Why should the soldados
be this far north of San Gordo? The Ya-
quis, blood-brothers to the Apache, were
at peace, and there had been none of the
blood-letting Chiricahuas in the region
for almost two years, not since 1857. Fos-
ter found the worry gnawing at him. Once
he had lived with danger as a constant
brother. He had learned long ago to al-
ways worry about the new and unex-

Foster lived for but one thing — to find and kill the scalp hunters
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plained changes in the routines of men.

Then he thought of home and crawled
back into his blankets. Apaches or Mexi-
can soldiers, it made no real difference.
Stocky Capitan Parras of the San Gordo
presidio was the godfather of his own
little girl, Glorieta, and as for the Indians
—well, Foster’s wife, Rosarita, bore her
strains of Yaqui blood with beautiful dis-
tinction.

Wes Foster lay back and shook his
head. How the old wary habits cling to a
man even after five years of peace and
good living, he thought. He let his head
rest on his arm, but his mind danced back
over the past. Tommorrow he would be
at his ranch and the supply hauling would
be finished for another month. And so
Wes Foster had slept, his dreams full of
the fine flavor of his home.

Now it was the dawn and he sat mas-
sively on the hewn-wagon seat, slapping
the reins on the team with a rhythm all
his own. His strong mouth opened and
his white teeth gleamed and he sang hap-
pily, the words spilling out into the crisp
mountain air.

The road was crude, but it was clear

and well-kept. Capitan Parras and his
men had seen to that for it was a military
supply road through this section of north-
ern Sonora. Two years ago, Foster re-
membered, the detachments from Mexico
City had roved unceasingly, protecting
the outlying settlements against the mar-
auding Apaches that wailed down like
cruel night witches from the border. Now
this valley had quieted and the only In-
dians that remained were the friendly
Yaquis, once as deadly as their Chiricahua
brothers, but quiet now and friendly.
- And Foster thought of Rosarita. Her
dark eyes, the obsidian gleam of her bone-
combed hair and the cleanliness of her
crisp bright skirts carressed his mind.
Even here, still miles from the ranch and
the mine, he could picture her welcome
with Glorieta running beside her, laugh-
ing and hopping toward the wagon.

Foster rubbed his bony jaw with a big
hand, feeling the old scar tissue ridging

down along his neck. Five years back, he
remembered, too, her hands had sewn
that wound for him, her soft voice mur-
muring over his pain, even as he tossed
and moaned in delirium, a victim of the
harsh life he himself had asked for, a man
whose gun had been for hire to the highest
bidder. That once he had bid too high and
others had driven him like a hunted wolf,
until he had found himself bloody and
alone in a lonely hut in the Mexican
mountains.

Rosarita had given him back his life.
And some of her own and Foster had
taken his empty holsters and burned

-them among the rocks. Thinking, his

hands brushed his thick, muscular middle
where the broad belt drew tight. In five
years, no gun had even hung there and
he had learned to chew back his quick
anger and swallow the heavy surge of
violence in him when it rose. Wes Foster
had gone through the hell of it, but he had
conquered it finally and himself as well,
and in the years that followed, his name
had become respected by the people of
this valley, his words like the words of
the good padre, Brother Felipe. And if it
was said that he and the padre were in a
way almost like brothers, then it was said
as of a truth.

The wagon wheels bounced and shook
as he started down the long switchbacks
that led out of the high coldness and down
toward the green forests below. Through
the trees, a mile or more at the most, and
he would roll into the grassed level where
his house stood and where, looking-up, a
man could see the irregular black mouth
of his small mine on the hillside above.

LAPPING the reins harder, he urged

the team downhill, the wagon rocking
beneath him. The road eased out to a level
stretch and abruptly twisted into a for-
ested quarter-mile. Foster shook his head
angrily. These supply trips, he thought,
are for younger men. I should be home
with a full belly, watching my daughter
grow up and my wife smile from beside
the fireplace.
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And then the trees were gone and be-
yond lay his home. His shoulders relaxed
at the sight of the corrals and the hondo
oven and the adobe house beyond. A light
breeze pulled at the stubby grass and all
was peaceful and quiet.. ,

“Rosarita,” he sang out, feeling glad
again, happy to be back. “Esposa—I am
home.”

The team, seeing the corrals, stepped
up the incline lightly and Foster drew
rein watching for the telltale flash of
bright clothing that would be Glorieta
racing to meet him. Dust swirled from
under the wheels and he kicked the brake,
swinging down in the same motion.

Only there was no flash of clothing, no
happy laughter. Closer now, the house
bore a strange, empty look. The door was
open and he realized suddenly, with a
sharp twinge of worry, that there were
no sounds. Rosarita’s chickens were her
playthings. Now none of them scratched
the dusty yard. Nothing moved save the
stubby grass. i

“Rosarita?” ;

His own. voice came back to him hol-
lowly. In two quick strides he was on the
wooden porch he had built, standing on
the threshold of his home. He called his
wife’s name again. There was no answer
and he stepped inside. Underfoot his high
boots crunched on drift sand that had
blown in through the open door.

In minutes he covered the entire flouse,
calling again behind it and then he was
back in the kitchen by the corner fire-
_place. The ashes were cold. The wind had
blown them out onto the floor to mix
with the sifting grit. Rosarita’s kitchen
had been as clean as she could keep it,
always. The stab of fear came into his
belly then clearly.

He was on the act of turning when he
heard the rattle and clank of mounted
men approaching. Foster was at the door
quickly, face hard. Outside the first of a
column of Mexican cavalry came at a
weary trot into his yard. At their head
rode a stocky, moustached officer, whose
hand flung up at the sight of Foster. An

orderly swung forward to grab the ofe
ficer’s mount and then Parras was coming
toward him. ;

“You are back, amigo,” Parras greeted,
but the mouth under the black, stringy
moustache was grim. “My scouts saw you
from the mountain.”

Foster saw the hidden answers in the
man’s eyes.

“Where is she?”

Parras watched him silently. The troop
watched, too, in tight silence.

The stab was sharper than ever across
Foster’s belly. No, he thought, the black
shock of it filling his throat. Suddenly, he
clutched Parras’s collar. There was a
murmur among the men. Parras made a
slight effort to free himself and then just
stood there, and Foster released him, hot-
ness filling his face.

“I am sorry, amigo,” Parras said softly.

Foster began to shake his head. “Not—
not Glorieta, too.”

“They are with God,” Parras said. “It
went quickly.”

Slowly, Foster turned away and went

past Parras, going to the wagon and stand-
ing there, hands clenching the sideboards,
staring out at nothing. Parras came to
him, saying nothing. i

Foster made himself ask it. “How?”

Parra’s tone was flat. “We do not know
much. Only that it was quick. Many
others died as well, old friend.”

And then Parras told the rest.

“The strangers, two of them, came with
a wagon of kettles and stoves. And the
Yaquis came down from their village to
trade.” He paused, the words coming
raggedly. “They traded and drank until
it was dark. The strangers had much
whisky.. And then—” Parras stopped.

Foster swung about. “Then?”

“Ambush. Barrels of powder hidden in
the wagon. There were fifty dead, almost
all the Yaquis.” :

“And Rosarita.”

“She and the little one had come to
trade. They were near the wagon.” Parras
broke off. When he spoke again, his voice
was harsh. “The strangers left the kettles

i
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and the dead. When they ran, they took
only one thing.”
The word hung in the dusty air of the

yard.
“Scalps!”

HE room was hot, dark and airless.

Foster brought his head up from the
table, feeling the sick pains in it. His
elbow knocked against the bottles and
they toppled. One rolled to the edge and
fell, clanking dully on the earthern floor,
and by the wall a sleeping form muttered
and moved in its sleep.

You're lucky, Parras, he thought. You
can sleep. Especially with all the brandy
that your dead relatives, the ricos—the
rich ones—had left you. -

Wearily Foster got up and went to the
heavy barracks door, pulled it open. The
night was cold, the stars bright. He
stepped outside, sucking the coolness into
his burning throat.

Death was strange, he thought. To Par-
ras it had brought good wines and new
horses and a promise of a better commis-
sion from the capitol. Parra’s relatives
had left the officer a good life, and Parras
had lived richly in the week since news of
their passing had come from Mexico City.
News and their gold.

Foster had never envied anyone. All

he envied now was Parra’s rich uncles.

They were dead now and they could no
longer think or feel or suffer. Or remem-
-ber, Foster thought.

His muscles were raw strings in his
legs and there was only a dull blankness
in his back. Three days and nights in the
saddle had worn the skin from his thighs.
He was sore, worn, burned-out, and he
hardly knew it.

They had circled the mountains twice.
Every pocket, every possible place where
a man could hide had been trampled by
booted feet and -searched with drawn
sabers. Runners had gone north and
gsouthwest on the main roads, sounding
the word of the ambush that had happened
just days before. Detachments had long
since blocked the valley’s exits. Nothing

alive would move from San Gordo.

Or nothing dead—for in ‘the high rocks
the Yaquis made their own searches, driv-
ing away even the troops.

And still it does not bring you back,
esposa. Foster rubbed the back of his
neck with his hand. His eyes traveled the
dark shadows of the hill rims. Somewhere
in them two huddled figures sat patiently,
forted and hidden. And in their packs,
the wetness caking dark and thick upon
the matted hair, was their bounty.

And one would be smaller than the
others. Bearing a child’s softness.

Foster felt the cold sweat on his hands
and he started across the dusty barracks
ground, wiping his palms on his thighs.
In the wagon he had hidden a doll which
he had brought along from Chihuahua on
the supply trip. A rag doll. for little Glori-
eta.

Now she lies unmovmg—-hke that doll,
he thought. And the thought that crowded
in on him made him reach out in the dark
and his hands found the logs of the stables.
Unconsciously, he pounded the wood with
his fist, desperately. A small doll with the
top of its—

“Quien?”

The stable sentry’s challenge was
frightened. His face came from the shad-
ows, then recognized Foster.

“A dark night, senor,” the man mum-
bled, and Foster went on into the stables,
not listening or hearing.

HERE was flickering light beyond
the church gate and Foster dis-
mounted, finding his way through the
small garden within the patio. Brother
Felipe had worn a small trail in the rocks
underfoot to the spring below the mission,
bringing water in a wooden bucket for
his roses. Even now, in the darkness, their
heavy fragrance crowded in around Wes
Foster and in passing his hand raked an
unseen thorn, and the sting made him
draw it to his mouth. And he thought,
She played here.
The candle was poor tallow and gut-
tered as he opened the door. The thin-
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faced man looked up from his book. Bro-
ther Felipe’s eyes were hollowed and
drawn. He rose, his hand going out to
Foster’s shoulder, his eyes searching Fos-
ter’s face.

“You need sleep,” he said, gently.

Foster shook his head. “Time enough
later.”

“Pity them,” the padre said. “Pity those
two strangers and their act.”

“Let the devil pity them!” Foster said.

Brother Felipe placed the book on the
crude table by the straw mattress and
watched him. Then his eyes traveled down
to where small red beads oozed from
Foster’s knuckles.

“Where does Rosarita and—where do
they lie?” Foster asked.

“By the church.” Brother Felipe was
watchful. “And what will you do now?”

he asked.

To Brother Felipe, Wes Foster had al-
ways seemed like a part of the earth—a
tree in the wind, a seamed rock, out of
place in rooms and behind doors. Yet,
simple things hurt him, Brother Felipe
considered. Not pain, but lies. Not physi-
cal hardship, but the fact that he had
lost the ones he most loved. A shudder
passed over the padre. There would be
no mercy for those two if Foster found
them first.

“Later,” Foster said, “I will leave the
valley.”

Brother Felipe saw the cold purpose in
Foster’s eyes. He fought against it.

“Perhaps they are gone now. If the
soldiers couldn’t find them—"

“I'll find them.”

Brother Felipe made a final effort. He
nodded at the empty belt that Foster wore.
“And the promise—to Rosarita about the
gun?”

“I will not use a gun.”

“You cannot kill them, amigo.”

“Who then? The soldiers? All their
stumbling—"

Brother Felipe shook his head in pro-
test. “Soldiers are good men,” he said.
“Look here.”

He tugged at a small, battered box by

his bed. In it, Foster knew, were kept the
worn pesos, chipped coins, the few items
of value that from time to time bought
new bells for the mission, and new vest-
ments for the altar. Brother Felipe opened
the box and reached in. He held up a thick
and solidly-minted piece, a Mexico City
real. It was gold. ‘

Wes Foster frowned.

“No soldier left that.”

Brother Felipe smiled. “Capitan Parras
gave it two days ago. He has come, as you
know, into a goodly inheritance. He is a
good man, and his men are good.”

Foster shrugged. Parras had not
bragged loudly of his sudden wealth. The
officer was a good friend. But it was no
time to talk of such small things as gold
pieces when a man’s family was gone.

“You may be right,” Foster said and
stepped to the door. “Buenos noches.”

“Where do you go?” the padre asked.

Foster shrugged, his face black. “The
ranch,” he said. “The main. Quien sabe?
Who knows?” :

“Wait,” said the padre. “I ride with
you.”

AWN had come up on its ghost-gray.

feet while they rode, the big man
on the horse, the robed padre on the mule.
The shadows were still thick among the
trees, but on the higher ground the rocks
caught the first fresh light of morning.
The mine entrance was an irregular black
mouth on the hill, some of the old timbers
showing in the rising. slanted rays of the
sun.

Together they reined in by the house,
made their way inside. More dirt had
blown in with the past days, and rolling
sagebrush skeletons clogged one corner
of the main room. :

They stood in silence, surveying the

empty desolation of the place. Then Foster
pushed into the kitchen. Brother Felipe
watched him from the doorway. Blown
ash and sand lay thick underfoot and
strewn over the fireplace rocks. The padre
stepped forward and smiled a bit.
“Remember, amigo,” he said to Foster,

(e
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_and he slapped a brown hand on one tri-
angular rock chunk above the hearth.
“Together, we dug this.”

His hand jerked away. The rock was
hot. The truth came suddenly and he
flicked his glance at Foster. Slowly, he
forced himself to put his hand back the
heat burning him.

“Si,” he said, feeling the pam “Thls
one was somethmg to carry.”

Foster was staring at him. B}'other
Felipe’s forehead glistered with effort,
and then Foster’s eyes fixed on the padre’s
hand. With a savage lunge, he moved for-
ward, shoved the man’s arm aside and
pressed his own fingered against the rock.
He swore and pulled it back, flexing the
fingers angrily. Then he put the hand
along his belt, rubbing it back and forth,
his eyes turning to the door.

“This morning,” he said, and his hand
came up, the one that had felt the rock,
and he looked at the thin, dried beads of
blood left by the scratching thorn on the
back of it.

“The mine,” Foster said flatly then, as
if telling it to himself. “We didn’t search
here, for the dead slept here.”

Brother Felipe anxiously caught at hlS
arm.

“No, amigo. Come away.”

Foster pushed the padre’s hand away
with a patient slowness.

“Stay down here,” Foster sald “They
will have guns.”

And scalps, he thought. And death, for
them, or me.

The mine entrance was as tall as the
upper chest of a medium-sized man. Fifty
yvards below it and to the right, Wes
Foster moved himself into the first sham-
bles of the tailings that his own labor had
poured from the bowels of the hillside.
From here the entrance seemed smaller
and further away than ever.

Brush was thick here, growing in pro-
fusion. There was no sign of footprints.
What the rocks didn’t hide, he guessed,
they brushed clean behind them.

His eyes went up again. Nothing moved.
Sunlight streamed into the mine hole,

showing the twin timbers he’d hewn from
logs and dragged uphill years before. The
entire tunnel was well-built, much of it
rock-walled. But here at the entrance only
the timbers held back the rubble above.

They’re in there, he told himself. Let
them know you’re out here.

He gathered himself and dove forward,
running bent, his big legs digging into the
tailing and shoving himself uphill. Thirty
yards. Forty.

The gunshot was loud in the stillness.
The report cracked along the hill and he
threw himself, arms outspread, feeling the
hot whine of the bullet.

Lying there, panting, his muscles still
taut from the past days of the search, he
judged the remaining yards. Fifteen to
the left and he was out of range. They
were waiting for him inside, but strangely
now he didn’t care. He had an urge to
leap up to meet the bullets.

Easy, man.

Suddenly he heard a weak shout. Turn-
ing, he saw Brother Felipe coming uphill,
scrambling.

No, he thought. No.

Half-rising, he flung a warning arm.

“Get back. Lay down.”

FEHE shot ripped rock splinters and he

L put his hands flat, shoved and was
up, running again, darting and twisting.
A third shot whined out. This one boomed.
Sharps, he thought. A buffalo gun, and
enough lead to blow a hole as big as that
tunnel into a man.

Then he was in the sidebrush, the mine.
entrance a few yards off, almost level
with it. They couldn’t reach him here, he
knew, and he turned his quick attention
downhill. Brother Felipe was making a
sad attempt at ducking and climbing.
Again Foster waved in warning, swearing
bitterly, then gave it up.

He swung his eyes back at the tunnel
and saw a rifle barrel protrude a few
inches, drawn back and then come out
still further. A head followed, lank hair
matting it down, hair that matched a thick
and greasy beard. Foster had a vision of
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his wife and child going down in flame.
It was too much. A roar broke from him
and he was going in, clutching and swing-
ing.

The man in the tunnel mouth yelled in
panic, swinging the gun. Gunpowder
signed Foster’s face and then he had the
piece and was flinging it out wildly. The
scalp hunter grappled and Foster swept
the man’s arms aside and picked him up
by the middle. His arms tightened and he
felt the man’s breath gush out, the man’s
jaw opened convulsively, and with a
brutal savagery Foster raised him bodily,
turning there in the mine entrance, and
threw him out and downward. The man
spun, somersaulting, his back smashing
the tailings, head snapping back. Dust and
rocks fell in a small avalance, and the
body with it, rolling down into the brush
below. It lay unmoving and Brother Felipe
crouched over it.

Foster swung back to the mine. “Come
out,” he yelled.

His voice reverberated in the close con-
fines. There was no answer. His eyes

_darted about, seeing the battered Sharps
fifty yards below, and then he saw the
mine timbers. Five years had been hard
on the wood. He had been too anxious
then; using too green wood and the dust
and sun and pressure had dried them into
warped shapes, cracked and splintered.

“Come out,” he yelled again, and this
time a shot gave reply. The bullet richo-
cheted in the tunnel. The man had drawn
too far back to be able to pick a clear tar-
get for himself.

_Foster lunged then at the timber on the

right, his powerful body slamming into it.
It shuddered. Again, he lunged. It shook,
creaking, and earth tremored. Dust and
small rock cascaded down in streams and
far inside the tunnel he heard a man cry
out in surprise.
_ He saw a shadow come forward, crouch-
ing. Heard the shot whine out. And just
behind him, a voice grunted, and the
shadow darted back.

Foster spun about. Brother Felipe was
on his knees by the entrance to the mine,

fingers pressing his side. Wetness already
stained the brown robe.

Foster saw it and turned like a brute
bull, his massive chest and legs carrying
him forward and he threw his entire
weight into the timber. This time it shud-
dered violently, shifted and more dirt
came down. Then it splintered along the
base, long shards breaking off and sud-
denly it cracked, collapsing. Foster drew
back, the dust thick about him as the
whole mouth crumbled along its length
and dissolved into falling rock.

Not even noticing, he scrambled back
toward the padre. Brother Felipe was
sitting among the rocks, hands kneading
his ribs, his mouth open a bit. He looked
surprised, and Foster pulled open the
robe. The lead ball had torn flesh along
the bones, making an ugly mess where it
had emerged, but the ball was out.

And only then did he see Brother
Felipe’s hand raised in the air. And the
round edge of the coin protruding from
the bloodied brown fingers. A round and
golden real.

Felipe nodded downhill at the still form
of the scalp hunter in the brush below.
The sunlight was high enough now - to
find the glittering reflections that lay
around the crumpled body.

Brother Felipe faced the darkness in
Foster’s eyes. 7

“Two are dead,” he said. “No more.”

Wes Foster said nothing. He only
reached for the coin and took it, holding
it in his palm. Slowly, he closed his fin-
gers about it, the gold lost in the hugeness
of his hand. Then he put his free hand
under Brother Felipe’s armpit and raised
him. :

“Lean on me,” he said, and they made
their way down the hill.

HE sun had reached the summit of its

climb and hung like a ball of fire
overhead when Wes Foster rode through
the old stone arch and into the barracks
yard. Soldiers squatted in groups, talking
and smoking ropy tobacco. Several
watched him ride by, their dark, high-

L
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boned faces betraying their ancestry. San
Gordo had been a military post in the
Yaqui country for long years; when the

scap hunter’s wagon had blasted skyward, *

many of these men had lost their own
wives or relatives.

The man who betrays these men, Foster
told himself as he rode, that man would
die quickly. Mexico City and discipline
were a long way off. But still he felt the
tightness in his stomach.

Not even the padre could help him now.

He drew up at the adobe structure
that served as office and living quarters
- for the commandant. Last night he had

left it unseen. Now he drew open the
door with one big hand and let the hot
- brightness of the day outline him in the
doorway.

Parras sat before his noonday meal,
clay dishes greasy with food, a wine bottle
a quarter empty. An orderly blinked at
the sudden sunlight and Capitan Parras
looked up and started to smile, one hand
bending a tortilla into a scoop for his
frijoles. Then Parras’ eyes caught the
glitter of the object in Foster’s fingers
and the hand froze above the plate, the
. sauce-drenched beans dripping from the
flat tortilla. :

Then there was no time for food or any-
thing. Not even time for Parras to scram-
ble upright and reach for the saber hang-
ing on the wall behind him. There was
time only for Foster to reach him and drag
him kicking and struggling across the
table. Dishes toppled and broke, the or-
derly was flung aside and Parras sprawled
out through the door into the dust of the

parade ground. ;
- Men bounded forward, guns rising,

}\-@_

hesitating at the sight of the wild-eyed,
huge man who towered above their grov-
eling commandant. Then their muttered
question found its answer, their eyes see-
ing the matted tangle of grisly trophies
the big man threw at their feet and with
it a golden coin that rolled in the dust
before it fell to its side. Then the mutter
turned cold and they crewded forward,
their rifles turning, the butts rising over
Parras’ trembling body.

Only suddenly Brother Felipe was
there, limping in under the upraised
weapons. And the padre was telling them
of a more certain justice, one that waited
in the military courts of Mexico City, a
justice that would be a warning for all
men like Parras and the ones at the mine.

The butts lowered, the dark soldiers
drew back and Brother Felipe turned
slowly to the last man remaining. Wes
Foster watched him turn, his hands want-
ing the throat of Capitan Parras, and
Brother Felipe waited as the terrible
blackness went slowly out of Wes Foster’s
face and the big hands moved away from
Capitan Parras to rest along the broad,
empty belt.

And Wes Foster’s eyes met those of the
brown-robed padre and each knew he un-
derstood the other.

And later, as the jingling, sabered de-
tachment turned south toward Mexico
City, the three rode with the column. The
big man guiding his solid-buttomed horse,
his chin drawn strong and high, and be-
side him the slumping figure in the ripped
and dusty uniform, and behind them both,
in the slow rising dust of the small col-
umn, came the one in the brown robe,
riding the balky mule.
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HE Sioux were tremendous fighters.
The Apaches were a scourge and a
terror. Comanches made Texas and the
Southwest echo with their fierce yells,
but of all the Western Indians the little
known and vastly misunderstood Modocs
of Northern California and Southern Ore-
gon made the most impressive battle rec-
ord against the United States Army.
The Modocs fought the Army to a stand-
still, fighting white-man style. Standing
up and slugging it out toe to toe. They
also fought Indian fashion, from ambush,
from their lava-bed hideout, from the hun-
dreds of vantage spots across ‘“Mowatock-
nie,” their homeland—their heartland.
The Modoe War was fought in a land
little changed from that day to this, where
Nature wrenched up a country, slathered
it with molten lava, then cooled it into
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anguished spires, wild jumbles of razor-
sharp black rock, and left it like that, tor-
tured, twisted, misshapen. A fitting place
for the bizarre Modoc war where fifty—
never more than sixty—Modoc warriors
fought the United States Army, five hun-
dred strong.

Casualties? Five Modocs killed in ac-
tion, two hundred American killed, in-
cluding Rock Indians and other volun-
teers. Among these casualties was Gen-
eral Canby, the officer who very effective-
ly stopped the Texan Column under Con-
federate General Sibley, when it made a
desperate strike toward California and
gold, the Confederacy’s last hope for buy-
ing an overseas alliance. General Canby
—Civil War hero, West Pointer, national
figure, national hero—might have lived
had the knowledge of the fate of twe bar-
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rels of whisky been properly evaluated.

This occurred during the long truce
period when the Army was trying to cajole
the Modocs into laying aside their arms.
There was much wrangling, much distrust
and hatred on both sides, and while the
time hung heavily on the 'fighting men on
both sides—inside the labrythinine caves
of the lava beds and outside them, where
the Army was in uneasy bivouac—the
younger Modoc warriors were bored.

There was no longer any novelty in
slipping past the soldiers, stealing a few
horses, driving them back into the Strong-
hold for food. Even the water-fetching
details from the nearby lake palled. The
soldiers, for one thing, weren’t eager to
find Modoc scavening parties in the night
or in the morning fogs. £l

Modoc restlessness drove a small band
of warriors around to the east side of the
lava beds and there, to their delight, they
saw an Army caravan of one wagon and a
light cavalry detachment of guards, mak-
ing its leisurely way toward the Army’s
camp some miles ahead and around to the
north.

The warriors watched the wagon and its
escort until they had determined its route
and probable course of travel, then they
slipped down closer and waited.

The teamster was just about asleep on
the box of the wagon, which was bringing
in supplies, including two sturdy kasks of
whisky. His soldiér-escort was drowsy.
The day was hot, the pace slow, the land
still and brassy.

The Modocs had bows and arrows with
an occasional gun, but they never did have
enough ammunition and thus used what
they had very sparingly. In this instance,
when they finally leaped up and raised
the yell, they fired arrows only. Naturally,
the little Army caravan was thrown into
confusion. The teamster almost lost con-
trol of his team, the cavalry escort hauled
up short with the cry, “Indians!” bursting
from a dozen bronzed throats.

But the warriors fired their arrows then
dropped flat behind brush, rocks, stunted,
shaggy little junipers. One minute there
was a blur of movement, an arrow on its

way, the next moment there was nothing
to be seen at all.

During their attack the Modocs kept
up their howling. It had the unnerving
affect on the soldiers of great numbers of
Indians. As though of one accord, the
cavalrymen turned their horses after fir-
ing a few ineffectual rounds, and fled. The
teamster abandoned his wagon and rode
away behind a trooper’s saddle. The near-
est white-man town was Linkville (today,
Klamath Falls, Oregon). Beyond Link-
ville nearly another hundred miles was
Fort Klamath, where the Army’s Modoc
War headquarters was maintained. The
soldiers made both places in record time,
and in so doing concocted a story to cover
up their abrupt flight and abandonment of
the supplies—and the two kegs of whisky
—thirstily looked forward to by the men
at Fort Klamath and beyond, where the
firing-lines were.

In old military department records is
the brief report of how a small supply
party with an inadequate detachment of
protective troopers was ambushed and
forced to flee by an overwhelming war
party of Modocs with a resultant loss of
valuable supplies—including two full kegs
of whisky. Heroically, the soldiers said
they’d taken the two kegs with them until,
close pressed by murderous and pursuing
Modocs, they’d been forced to abandon
the wagon and bury the whisky along the
banks of Lost River. For years there were
innumerable pot-holes along the river
bank at the supposed site of this poignant
burial, left by dry-throated aspirants who
longed to drape a fang over a cup of real
hundred-proof, aged forty years and more.

But what actually happened to the
whisky and the rest of the supply outfit
was altogether different from what the
Army’s records say. After the soldiers
had fled, Peter Schonchin, leader of the
warriors, took his little party down to the
wagon. They plundered the supply goods
to their hearts contents, then built a fire in
the wagon-box and lashed the team over
the trail taken by the now completely
vanished soldier-escort and the teamster.

(Concluded on page 113)
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John Dekker had come fifteen hundred miles to kill two men,
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M ontana By W. J. REYNOLDS

and no mealy-mouthed deputy, nor any girl, was going to stop him

I

OHN DEKKER came at a steady trot onto the bare flats that stretched

for fifteen miles in front of him, but was the last approach to Pinal City.
He was a big, flat-bellied man with a red-brown weather stain on his whisker
shagged face while his bleached blue eyes held new squint wrinkles at the
corners against the Arizona sun. They took a bitter shine each time he
lifted his gaze to stare at the forbidding ramparts of the Pinal range rising
beyond the doll houses of the town.

Fifteen miles ahead, and fifteen hundred behind, he thought with a pa-
tience that had become grimly stolid in the weeks past. This dry and hostile
land was beyond his experience and if LeGrone and Lukas had already gone
into the Pinals—as they probably had by now—he’d never find them. He
would need local experience as they would. The wind whipped his own dust
about him and John Dekker cursed and thought of his green Montana valley
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where the grass grew high and the water
ran cold and clean.

He thrust the thought away, turning his
attention to his mission, the reason for the
long hard miles behind him. LeGrone and

Lukas would be as alien here as himself. .

They could not get local help without
leaving a memory behind them, he too,
would pick up a guide and go on.

He rode into Pinal City at mid-after-
noon. It wasn’t a large town, and was of
about equal in the number of adobes and
plank structures. A half a dozen busi-
nesses and a scattering ¢f dwellings. At
the western end, a creek came out of the
Pinals to slice off one coraer of the town,
and noting the warped and shoddy appear-
ance of that part of Pinal City, Dekker
knew what would be found there and the
character of its occupants.

Dekker turned into the livery, a low
adobe wall flush with the sidewalk and on
the far side, a long adobe with attached
corrals. As he entered and dismounted, a
flurry of hoofbeats sounded from the
street and a rider pulled into the entrance
of the livery on past Dekker.

The horse was a rangy sorrel, sweat
crusted and tired, silently bespeaking hard
miles used up in a hurry. Dekker gave its
rider a sour glance.

The glance became a stare. The rider
was a woman in a leather skirt and tough
brush jacket. She met Dekker’s glance
and sat partly hipped in the saddle as she
had prepared to dismount. As her glance
ran over him and over his big northern
horse and rig, her eyes flared in instant
and solid anger.

Three men who sat in the shade of the
building, whittling and spitting, were sud-
denly motionless, watching Dekker and
the girl, sensing something between them
that might break the monotony of their
day. >

Dekker looked at the girl another few
seconds, then mentally shrugged, turning
back to his unsaddling. He had never set
eyes on the girl before so whatever female
fit she was about to throw was misfounded
in him and of no concern to him. He
hooked a stirrup on the horn and loosened

the cinch.

He was just pulling the rig off when he
heard her step behind him. Her low and
furious voice sounded behind him.

“You dirty, north country scum!” Twin
streaks of fire burned across Dekker’s
shoulders while one prong of the quirt was
a brand against the hinge of his jaw.

He dropped the saddle and whirled,
flinging up a protective arm just in time to
ward off another savage lash of the quirt.
His hand instinctively grasped the heavy
leather handle close to her hand as anger
burst like a bomb inside him. He wreched
the quirt with a hard muscled strength,
hauling her violently against him while
his right hand clutched in her thick pale
hair, hat and all, and held her brutally
against him while her slender throat was
bared, a pulse hammering violently in it.

“What the hell’s the idea, you wildeat,
you?” he snarled.

He was aware that the three men had
come to their feet, but they stood frozen
gaping at them. Still another man came
across the compound from the street in a
lunging run. Dekker ignored them, his
angry face inches from that of the girl’s.

. Her eyes that he had thought black were

a dark blue. They had lost some of their
anger and were dilated, staring into his
own.

“Turn that girl loose, damn you,” the
man running into the compound bawled.
“Turn her loose!”

The man skidded to a halt, a big man
with a red and angry face. He wore a
deputy sheriff’s star on his vest, and held
a pistol in his hand. But in his anger or
excitement, he had come too close and was
unaware of the savagery built up in John
Dekker over fifteen hundred miles. Still
raging, Dekker used his hundred and
ninety pounds of slabrock muscles to hurl
the girl in a headlong plunge into the
deputy. s

HE watching men shouted senselessly
along with the deputy the second that
the girl hit. Both piled up on the ground,
the deputy’s pistol going off in a harsh
blast, the bullet narrowly missing the girl.

"
v
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Dekker moved the instant he hurled the
girl, and put them all on one side of him
in a wide are, his sixshooter coming out.

“Move!” he said to the three men. “Get
over there!” They jumped to place them-
selves nearer the upscrambling deputy
and the girl. :

“Drop that pistol,” the deputy shouted,
his face red with fury and humiliation.
“You're under arrest. Jump a girl will
you? I'll show you what happens to hard-
case tramps in my town. Drop that pistol!”

But in spite of his rage, the deputy
wasn’t a complete fool. Dekker’s six-
. shooter was leveled, the deputy’s slanted
toward the ground and it was kept that
way, stiffly held. His voice was thick but
more quiet as he repeated, “I’ll take that
pistol, mister.”

Fury still rode Dekker with the sting of
the quirt still on him and the deputy’s
raunchy way. ‘“Then come take it, you
mouthy tramp,” Dekker said.

For a good half minute it was a frozen
tableau, their eyes staring at Dekker, see-
ing the will and the intent in his bleach-
eyed stare. Dekker could see the desire
in the yellow-brown eyes of the deputy
but he did not see the last ditch guts to
carry out his desire.

“Put it up or start shooting,” Dekker
said. “I'm going to.”

The deputy could knuckle down when
he had to, and he had to now or get killed,
no matter how it galled him. He let his
six-shooter sag then slid it back into the
holster.

“T want the straight of this, mister,” the
deputy said, and his voice matched his
hatefilled eyes. “Right now. IfI still think
you're guilty you’re going to jail. Dead or
alive. Start talking!”

Dekker nodded to the girl who still sat
in the dried manure dust of the compound.
“Ask her. She jumped me.”

The deputy’s face was ugly with his
knuckling down rage. “By God, are you
laying it to a woman now? To Amy?”

“He’s right, Joe,” the girl said. She
got to her feet, brushing her clothes. “It's
my fault. I did jump him. With my quirt.
I—mistook him for someone else. I never

saw him before. Let it drop.” But in spite
of her words, there was no give in the hard
glance she sent him she wasn’t through
yet. “Sorry, stranger, please accept my
apologies.” : :

“All right,” Dekker said just as hard.

“He manhandled you,” the deputy
shouted. “You want to drop that?”

“Y‘es.’?

The deputy glared at Dekker. “Well, he
pulled a gun on the law, I ain’t ready to
drop that.”

“I said let it go, Paul,” she said, then
added bluntly, “If you hadn’t come barrel-
ing into this spouting off at the mouth, you
wouldn’t have had a gun on you! What
could you expect?”

“She’s right, Joe,” one of the three men
said. “The stranger was minding his busi-
ness, and Amy jumped him with her quirt.
You can’t hold it against him.”

The deputy, unless he wanted to appear
even more stupid and vindicative, had to
let it go, but the promise was in his eyes.
He wasn’t done with Dekker and the blunt
contempt of the girl hadn’t helped any.

“All right,” he said grudgingly. He gave
Dekker his hate-filled stare. “I'll want to
see you later, mister. Just don’t ride out
till I do, savvy?”’

John Dekker looked at him then delib-
erately holstered his gun, spat in the dust,
and turned to pick up his saddle and carry
it inside. There were hurried steps behind
him that brought Dekker around. It was
one of the idlers.

“T’ll take that, stranger,” he said quick-
ly. “I'm the hostler.”

Dekker allowed the man to take the
saddle and noted the pleased gleam in his
eye. That was for the deputy, he guessed,
with the lawman’s way he could not be too
popular. He might not like the way Dek-
ker had treated the girl, but then, Dekker
thought with a sour grin, the hostler might
be a married man. :

“I'll want a good feed of grain for the
bay,” Dekker said. “Then hay.”

“T'll see to it.” He went back out with
Dekker after racking the saddle, and took
the reins of the big bay. There was ad-
miration in his eyes. “Are all the horses
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up north big as this one?”

“Some are bigger,” Dekker said. He
nodded toward a two story building down
and across the street. “Is that the hotel?”

“Yeah. Pinal Hotel. Only one we got
unless you can call some of those places
across the creek hotels. You just met the
owner of the Pinal, stranger. Amy Clif-
ton.”

Dekker looked at him then said, “You
ain’t got a dirty stall I can use, have you?”

The hostler laughed. “Oh, Amy will put
you up. Especially if you’ll listen to old
Tip Clifton’s tall stories. He’s Amy’s dad.
Usually Amy is a calmish sort of woman,
don’t know what bit her today.” He
looked questioningly at Dekker but re-
ceived no help there. “I'd keep an eye out
for Joe Paul. He ain’t one to forget how
you used him today.”

“Thanks. I’ll do that.” He went back to
his saddle and got his saddlebags and his
Henry rifle, and as the hostler brought in
his horse, he thought, now is as good a
time as any. -

He said, “I'm looking for two fellers.
One is big, over two hundred, redheaded
with Indian eyes, missing finger on left
hand. The otheér is small, partly bald. Are
they here?”

1§

hostler looked at Dekker a mo-

ment then shrugged. “They were here

last week. Left day before yesterday, no,

the day before that. Loaded up a pack

horse and headed into the Pinals, pros-
pecting, I reckon. You a lawman?”

“No. I aim to kill them.” He shouldered
his saddlebags. “Thanks again,” he said,
and headed for the street.

“You're welcome,” the hostler said, and
stared thoughtfully after Dekker’s wide
back before he shrugged and turned back
to his duties.

As Dekker left the compound and start-
ed toward the hotel, he saw the deputy,
Joe Paul, standing in the doorway of a
squat adobe across the street. The build-
ing had barred windows of criss-crossed
wagon tires riveted together and the word

JAIL painted in faded letters on the front.
They exchanged a solemnly hostile stare,
but neither spoke.

The hotel was a two story plank build-
ing erected hard against an adobe which
served as lobby, dining room and kitchen.
Dekker went in and found the air a little
stale but much cooler than outside. He
stopped at a desk and a gimp legged man
hurried up to turn the register to him and
proffer a pen. Dekker signed his name,
and Montana after it.

“Dollar a day,” the oldster said. “For
two bits more, you can have two kettles
of hot water and the use of a tub.”

Dekker laid out a dollar and a quarter.

He was given a key. “Upstairs.”

Dekker turned into the wide doorway
that led into the lower rooms of the plank
structure, and gave onto the stairs. As he
started up, Dekker glanced back into the
lobby and saw the girl, Amy Clifton,
standing just beyond the desk, silently
watching him. Dekker went on up to his
room, :

“A man would think I’d stole her god-
damn paper dolls,” he muttered sourly.

The hot water arrived shortly, brought
by a Mexican woman, and Dekker dug his
razor from his saddlebags and shaved
then bathed in the cramped confines of the

washtub. He donned clean clothes and:

dragged the tub outside his door. Shortly,
he heard it being carried away. The help
around here was sure well-trained, he
thought, and looked again at the sparsely
furnished room. It was spotless and neat.
Amy Clifton might be given to violent ex-
plosions but she ran a good hotel.

He didn’t hear the door open but he
heard it click shut then he heard another
sound that froze him still; the cocking of
a gun hammer. He turned his head cau-
tiously and stifled a bitter curse.

Amy Clifton stood against the door, a

leveled six-shooter in her hand. The hand
didn’t shake, he noted without surprise.

Her lips were pressed hard against her -

teeth, and freckles showed against her

white face. Her eyes looked black again

and held a violence ready to burst.
“Now what?” Dekker asked.

-
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: “We re going to hnd out what, Mr. Dek-
ker,” she said. “Or I'll kill you in your
tracks.” The very calmness of the state-
ment bespoke her strain, and utter sin-
cerity. She went on in the same tone, “I
went back and talked to the hostler again
and know you’re looking for Pinson and
Luten, if that’s their names. Now tell me
what your friends have done with my fa-
ther, or you’re just as dead as six bullets
can make you.” Her voice rose the merest
bit. “Start talking, Dekker.”

There was death in the girl and the
knowledge sobered Dekker. The thing
riding this girl wasn’t a mere female tan-
trum. She was deadly serious and capa-
ble. She had smoothed over the difficulty
at the stable herself. She would probably

have a good reason for doing that too.-

John Dekker needed to talk fast and
straight.

“Look, ma’am, why you’re swarming all
over me, I can’t say. I know nothing about
your father. I just got in here when you
saw me. It’s true I came here looking for

two men, their names are LeGrone and .

Lukas, but they probably didn’t use those
names. They are not friends. I aim to
kill them.” He described LeGrone and
Lukas. “That’s all of my business here.”

“You know them. You ride a northern
rig and horse, like them. You may be ly-
ing and you’d better make some more talk
—fast and convincing.” Her lips were
tight and unreleniing. “That’s a poor way
to find a man, start asking right out.”

He had nothing to lose by telling her,
and it might save his life. “I know they’re
here and it don’t matter if they know I'm
after them. We own a small ranch in Mon-
tana. My father, and brother and me. Le-
Grone and Lukas murdered my father and
eleven year old brother, tortured them to
death.” '

“Go on.”

“We'd just sold a hundred head of
steers. I'd gone to bank the money, but
LeGrone and Lukas probably thought it
was still there, they weren’t familiar
around there. They tortured Dad and
Jimmy to death.” His face was suddenly
drawn by a bitter and terrible memory,

and his eyes burned savagely at her.
“Miss, how would you feel to come
home and find your kid brother dead, his
young face registering the horrible way
he had died, both his legs and arms bro-
ken, and the imprint of a big hand that
had a missing middle finger imbedded in
the flesh? How would you like to find
your father tied to a bedpost with his feet
stuck in the stove and burned off? Then
shot to death? That’s why I came here
and why I intend to kill them. And if you
think to stop me, start shooting now.”
The pistol had sagged in her hand and
was pointed at the floor, her face had gone
even whiter and her eyes dilated with

horror. She could not doubt the passion -

that rode him and drew his face tight with
a terrible grief and determination. “I'm
sorry, Dekker, I—” She broke off and the
gun came up again. “How did you know
where to come?” :

FEYVHE violence had run out of John Dek-
ker and he sat wearily down on the
bed. But he felt a faint stir of admiration
for her. She wasn’t missing any bets. “Le-
Grone and Lukas murdered two . pospec-
tors the day before. They tortured them
too. They were left for dead, but the doc-
tor managed to revive one for a few min-
utes. He was partly out of his head, but
he talked enough to identify LeGrone and
Lukas. It turned out they weren’t pros-
pectors but the last two of a gang who had
robbed a train down in this country. These
two got away, after caching the gold from
the train. LeGrone had made him draw a
map of its location here in the Pinals. Or
so the sheriff thought from the man’s dis-
jointed talk. He mentioned the Pinals and
Pinal City. We figured they’d hit for here,

-it was all the lead we had.”

The pistol had sagged again, and now
she lowered the hammer and stuck the
weapon in the waistband of her leather
skirt. “I’'m sorry, Dekker. I think you’re
telling the truth.” He gave her a bitter
smile that she seemed not to notice. “I'm
half crazy myself with worry over Dad.
Those men kept talking to him, drawing
him out about his past exploits as a scout
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and prospector and how nobody knew the
country hereabouts like he did. Then Dad
disappeared yesterday morning. This
morning I was worried enough to track
him. Two men had grabbed him at the
barn and I tracked the horses to the Pi-
nals. They came back after a fake start,
and grabbed dad. That's why I think
you're telling it straight, Dekker. They
came back for Dad to make him show
them the loot’s location by that map you
mentioned. Before, I could see no reason
for them taking him. But it makes sense
now.”

“I guess you got it figured, all right.”

Her eyes were sick with conviction as
she looked at Dekker. “They’ll murder
him, won’t they?”

He could see no use in denying some-
thing she already knew. “It seems to be
a thing LeGrone enjoys. Didn’t you re-
port it to the sheriff? Get a posse out after
your father.”

Her face tightened. “You saw Joe Paul,
the deputy. The sheriff is seventy miles
away. Then the Pinals are in the next
_ county, the creek is the line.”

“What difference is that, in an emer-
gency?”

“Nothing that doesn’t profit or further
his ambitions is an emergency to Paul. He
thinks he ought to be sheriff. Paul would
be more hindrance than help with his
_bossy ways. Besides, I didn’t know for
sure what had happened, and I just got in
from tracking them to the hills. You can
imagine what will happen now. I'd have
to explain and when they found out about
the loot—well LeGrone could hear the
gang coming for forty miles and kill Dad
for sure. There was thirty thousand in
gold in that loot.” She looked at Dekker
levelly. “It will have to be done quietly,
in order to come up with this LeGrone.
And you’re going in, aren’t you?”

“Yes. Now hold up miss. Besides, I'll
have to have a guide, too.”

“T thought so. I’ll guide you.”

“Now look, Miss Clifton, I—"

“Dekker, you’ll not find anybody

around here who knows the mountains.

and desert like my father. There’s anoth-

er who can come mighty close though,
isn’t that what you want? An expert?”

“Yes. Who, and where?”

“Here. Me.” 3
Dekker scowled at her then had to give
her his meager smile. “I'll say this, Miss
Clifton, you smoke a pipe till the ashes

boil!”

“My father,” Amy Clifton said soberly,
evenly, “spent thirty of his fifty years in
the mountains and deserts of this end of
the state, as a scout for the army, as a
deputy sheriff and as a prospector. From
the time I was ten until I was nineteen, I
went with him. I know the country too,
Mr. Dekker. Well, very well.”

“You know what LeGrone is. What if
he kills me?”

“That’s a chance that has to be taken.
If you don’t let me go with you, you'll
never find him, and I'll go anyway. I'll
just have to take someone else not as
tough as I think you are.” It was calmly,
decisively spoken.

John Dekker shrugged. If she was as
good as she claimed she would be invalu-
able to him, and if she were going any-
way— He stood up. “It’s your funeral.”

Her eyes suddenly brightened, a bright-
ness close to tears. Suddenly, she stepped
forward and flung her arms around his
neck and kissed him on the mouth, Dek-
ker found his arms around her, his own
lips pressing hers, and for a warm and -
breathless moment a weakness ran
through John Dekker before she pulled
away.

“Thank you,” she whispered. Then she
was at once all business again. “Your
horse is tired, and you’ll need another
more used to the desert country. I’ll take
care of that. I’ll have two horses and food
and water ready two hours after dark. Go
to the creek and follow it a hundred yards
toward the mountains to a nest of rocks
and brush. I’ll be there with the horses.”

“All right,” he said dryly. “Bring a
couple of boxes of .44 shells.” He stood
staring at the door as it closed softly be-
hind her. Then a grin pulled at his lips as
he remembered thinking how he’d have
to pick up a guide here in Pinal City. “I
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sure as hell picked one,” he muttered. “I
sure did.”

11

EKKER slept until six-thirty then got
up, washed up at the basin on the
bureau and went down to the dining room.
He ate a leisurely meal of steak bolstered
by two eggs and potatoes and a wedge of
pie. It was a good meal and Dekker was
feeling more mellow toward Pinal City
as he finished his pie and started his fourth
cup of coffee. But the mellowness left him
when he saw Joe Paul enter the dining
room, glance over the nearly empty room,
and then walk in his heavy footed way up
to Dekker.

“Mister,” Paul said in his pushy way, “I
said I wanted a talk with you. You didn’t
show, so now you will. You be in my
office five minutes after you finish that
coffee.”

“That sounds like an order,” Dekker
said. .

“That is an order,” Paul said flatly. “Be
there.”

“All right, sheriff,” Dekker said with
just a slight emphasis on the sheriff.

Joe Paul gave Dekker his hating stare.
“I'm a deputy sheriff, Dekker, so watch
that big mouth or it'll land you in jail
Make no mistake, I can give you trouble.”

“T’ll bet you can,” Dekker said. He gave
Paul a rank stare, that plainly offered fight
if that was what the deputy wanted. “Now
get the hell out of my sight before I get
sick.”

Joe Paul went, his eyes glaring, and
Dekker tensed for action, but then some
inner and secret thought seemed to hold
the deputy as his eyes moved to dart a
glance past Dekker.

A pleasant voice said, “Evening, Joe.”

Paul muttered thickly. “Howdy, Har-
ry.” Then giving Dekker a furious glance,
he wheeled and stalked out.

The man who had spoken to Paul,
passed Dekker with a courteous nod,
seemed to remember something with a
small, sharp gesture of his hand, and
turned and walked out behind the deputy.

69

Dekker looked after him thoughtfully.
The man had locked like a gambler with
a black suit and white shirt and slender
white hands. He was also a good actor.
His presence had been too pat, and in spite
of his pleasant voice and quiet manner,
he had dashed cold water on Joe Paul’s
temper. :

Dekker finished his coffee, paid for the
meal and walked outside to lean against
the front of the adobe. He smoked two
cigarettes through while he stood in plain
sight of the sheriff’s office where Joe Paul
stpod in the lamp light from the office
doorway.

Then Dekker shrugged a little guiltily
at his own stubbornness. His dctions were
about on a par with the deputy’s. Paul
had to salve his pride at Dekker’s expense,
and he might as well get it over. If the
deputy had the sense to not use the spurs
he’d try to stand it. He had another three-
quarters of an hour till he was to meet
Amy.,

He flung his butt into the dark street
with a shower of sparks and started
toward the sheriff’s office. Joe Paul turned
and went back into the office, and this ac-
tion brought a sour smile to Dekker’s lips.

He was still two buildings short of the
jail, and passing the dark space between
two buildings when a voice said, hard and
quick, “Hold it, mister. This is a shotgun
I got. Just do like I say, or I'll blow you
apart.”

Dekker stopped, his back muscles
crawling. The voice said, “Get his gun,
Juan.” Dekker heard the slither of mocea-
sins and felt his gun lifted out. The hard
voice said, “Now, Dekker, just step this
way, and real careful like.”

Dekker did. “Just what the hell is this?
A holdup?”

“You'll find out. Keep walking. Circle
behind the hotel and across the creek.
Don’t make no quick moves.” ;
" With a shotgun at his back, there wasn’t
much else to do except as he was told, and
directions from the shotgun man took him
across the bridge into Helltown but skirt-
ing all but thé outermost shacks, and
eventually to a shack with its back in the
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brush. Dekker was told to go in.

A lamp burned in the shack and a lean
blond man opened the door for them.
“Here he is, Bill,” Dekker’s captor said.
“Is Harry here yet?”

Harry, Dekker thought, the smooth-
faced hustler he had seen in the dining
room.

“Not yet, Boyle, but he’ll be along any
minute.”

Dekker’s hands were tied in front of
him by Boyle, a chunky ruffian with a
brick red face. He kept looking at Dekker
and grinning with a strange eagerness.
He fastened a length of rope to the bind-
ings around Dekker’s wrists and threw
the other end over a rafter. He licked his
lips, his grin growing and suddenly he
hauled Dekker upward to the limit of
Boyle’s lesser weight. Dekker knew then
what the grin was for. Boyle enjoyed this
kind of work.

“Just so you'll know we want some an-

swers,” Boyle said. He tied the rope, with
the squat and beady-eyed Juan’s help, to
a built-in bunk’s stanchion.

Boyle came back to stand in front of
Dekker, licking his lips and grinning.
Dekker had his teeth shut against the pain
of his rough treatment, now his temper
was boiling. He feet touched the floor but
with only part of his weight on them.
Enough for some traction. Suddenly, Dek-
ker drove a booted foot forward against
Boyle’s shin.. Boyle’s leg flew.from under

_him as he squalled with pain, and Dekker

kicked savagely at his head, but the blow
was short. Then Boyle was up, bawling
curses and swinging sledging blows into
Dekker’s belly and chest.

SHARP voice said, “All right, Boyle,
don’t kill him.

The blows ceased and Dekker saw the
well dressed man Paul had called Harry.
He stopped in front of Dekker but out of
reach of his feet. “Well, Dekker, now that
you have met the boys, let’s get to busi-
ness. Just answer my questions truth-
fully and quickly and you will be free that
much sooner.”

“You're doing the talking,” Dekker said

through his teeth. “You and your back
alley hoodlums.”

Boyle pushed up, his face red with an-
ger. “Let me knock some of the sass out
of him, Harry.”

Harry held up a white hand. “In a mo-
ment, Boyle. Now, Dekker, let me fore-
stall any hedging. We know that you're
here after a pair known as LeGrone and
Lukas, to avenge your father and brother.
We know they also murdered two pros-
pectors who turned out to be the remain-
ing two of the train robbers over west of
here, the two the posse didn’t kill. We al-
so know that one of them drew LeGrone
a map to locate the hidden loot. We might
be able to trail him but Tip Clifton knows
these mountains like the palm of his hand
and, consequently, we have no time to
waste. Reading between the lines at my
source of information I can only assume
that the train robber did a great deal of
babbling. You were there, you knew
where to find them. So again, I assume
you are familiar with the babbling. Now,
Dekker, tell us every word, every word,
remember, that this dying train robber
said. Even a single word might give us a
clue where to go to. Do you understand?”

“I understand, you smooth faced bas-
tard,” Dekker said. “Go ask your deputy
sheriff friend Joe Paul. He showed you
the information he got, let him tell you
where to go.”

Harry stepped back. “All right, Boyle.”

Boyle stepped forward and hit Dekker a
looping blow in the stomach. Dekker’s
breath exploded out in a whoosh of sound
and Boyle hit him again, in the same spot.
Dekker hung there gagging for air, his gut
numb and sick.

“Let him get his wind, Boyle,” Harry
said. “Perhaps his memory has improved.”
Harry’s eyes were black and seemed not
to set deep enough in his head, and had
a peculiarly flat appearance. He was star-
ing steadily at Dekker. “Better spit it out,
Dekker, save yourself plenty of punish-
ment. We intend to find out what you
know.” He smiled pleasantly. “We might
even cut you in on a share.”

“To hell with you, you—"
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A rifle slammed from Helltown, then
again. Men shouted and women screamed
then the rifle began a steady pounding,
and the screams and shouts rose to a peak
of panic.

The men in the shack had gone tense.
The one called Bill said, “Harry, that’s at
your place. Somebody is shooting it to
hell and gone.”

“Boyle,” Harry said, “stay here. The
rest of you come on. I’ll gut some drunken
sot!” They rushed out and Dekker heard
the pound of their running feet fade to-
ward town.

Boyle stood in the door for several min-
utes, listening. The rifle had stopped, ap-
parently after emptying the magazine, and
the shouting was still going but excited
and angry now. Boyle turned back into
the shack and came to stand slightly be-
hind Dekker. He was grinning again.

He hit Dekker over ‘the kidney then,
and kept hitting him there slowly, me-
thodically. The pain was an excruciating
numbness that seemed to be tearing Dek-
ker to pieces. He swore, however, that he
wouldn’t give Boyle the satisfaction of
‘hearing his groan, but he knew that be-
fore long he could not hold it back.

Suddenly, Boyle stopped with poised
fist, his head twisted toward the door.
Dekker looked too, and saw Amy Clifton
standing there. She held a rifle in her left
hand, and a leveled six-shooter in her
right.

The six-shooter blasted deafeningly in
the small room as Dekker looked. Boyle
cried out a wordless shout as the slug
knocked him down to huddle against the
bunk, his hand grasping his broken shoul-
der. Amy’s face was dead white, but she
wasted no time on words. She came for-
ward and Boyle threw up his good arm
and opened his mouth for a shout. Amy
slammed the barrel of the six-shooter
alongside his head, and Boyle flopped to
the floor senseless.

Amy had changed her leather skirt to
denims and she wore a belt and holster.
She holstered her gun, and pulled a knife
from its sheath on her left hip and cut
Dekker down, then cut his bonds.

Dekker grabbed his six-shooter from a
shelf where the man Juan had placed it, -
and then Amy thrust the rifle at him.

“Here, this is yours. It’s empty. Follow
me.” She ran out with Dekker on her
heels. £

Dekker was hard put to keep up with
her. She went through the brush like a
Texas cottontail. She hadn’t been lying
any at the hotel, he thought with increas-
ing admiration. She was a salty gal and
no mistake!

HE went up the creek in the direction
she had told him she would be, and
shortly, they arrived at the horses. “Take
the dun, Dekker,” she said as she mounted
a rangy roan. In another minute they
were lined out toward the forbidding bulk
of the Pinals.

After a good ten minutes they were a
distance from town. Amy pulled up then,
and silently, Dekker dismounted and
walked back a ways, listening, then he
lay down to press an ear to the ground.
There was no sound, he went back to the
waiting girl.

“Not. a sound, Amy. Thanks, they had
me stretched. How’d you know?”

“I had taken the horses to the brush,
and was going back to change into these
clothes. I saw them herding you around
the hotel. I only had my six-shooter, so I
changed and got your rifle. You know the
rest.”

“You'll do, Amy,” he said. “You'’re a
handy partner to have around, but I sure
hate to expose you to LeGrone.”

“Thanks, but it’s something I have to
do. You can understand how I feel. What
was Harry Julian sticking his nose into
this for?”

“A little matter of some thirty thousand
in loot.”

“How did he know you could tell him
anything?” : .

“That’s what I wonder. Of course, he
didn’t actually know, but he knew a devil
of a lot, Amy. That information went to
the law, but I don’t think it would be made
public until the law had done what it
could. Is Paul a crook, Amy? He must
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have got that information from Paul, and
Paul must have got it in the last day or
two.”

“Today,” Amy said. “The stage only

runs once a week here. He could have
gone for the smell of that money. Paul is
a jealous and bitter man, Dekker. He’s
been defeated for sheriff twice, badly, and
it galled him. He just can’t get along with
people, as you know. There have been
whispers of a few shady deals he’s been in
on. It could be.” He felt her steady gaze
in the darkness. “I hope you do know
something, Dekker. We need to move fast,
to save Dad’s life.”

“Yes. I'll tell you every word I can, all
the sheriff told me—and I quizzed the man
until he was ready to shoot me.” He re-
peated his story to her carefully, then
started on the dying train robber’s bab-
bling. When he came to a word that the
man had repeated several times, and
which Dekker pronounced as the sheriff
had, dogelo, “Wait!” Amy said.

Dekker looked at her.

Amy said, “Was there anything else
with that word ?”

“Yes, but the sheriff couldn’t get it. Just
dogelo. Does that mean anything?”

“Deguello, Dekker, Deguello Spring! Or
No-Quarter Spring. Deguello is a Span-
ish bugle call meaning no-quarter. Dek-
ker, that might be it. But go on.”

“That’s about it, Amy. But that’s a start
and that’s something.”

Amy Clifton was silent, and John Dek-
ker sensed her hesitation, her uncertainty.
His sympathy went out to this slender girl.
He thought he knew why she was torn
with uncertainty now. They could hurry
to this spring and if the guess was bad
then Tip Clifton was dead. There was
nothing Dekker could do but wait.

Finally, he said gently, “There isn’t
much choice, Amy. With a two-day start
we could never trail them. LeGrone is
part Indian, he can hide a trail.”

“Yes, you're right. Dad is stubborn as
a mule when pushed. He'll use up all the
time he can winding around. I can only
hope he doesn’t carry it too far. LeGrone
might kill him. We'll try the spring, it’s

our only chance, isn’t it, Dekker?”

“That is my opinion, Amy.” He was
stuffing shells into the Henry rifle. “How
far is it?”

“About twenty miles. We can make it to
Nugget Canyon tonight. Then we’ll have
to wait until daylight. That will take us
to the summit, then another six-seven
miles to No-Quarter Spring. We should
be there late tomorrow afternoon.”

“You said you tracked them a way.
How did they go?”

“They came to the mountains just
ahead, then came out—they probably
showed Dad the map—then went east
through the foothills.” The worry crept
into her voice again. “That’s what worries
me. It’s in the opposite direction. I can
only hope it was Dad’s stubbornness.”

“As long as we’ll have to stop at this
Nugget Canyon, is there a chance we can
follow their trail a way then double back
to throw Julian off? They’ll be along at
daylight, or maybe with lanterns if they
can pick up our trail.”

“Yes, we'll do that.”

1AY

N THE next two hours, John Dekker’s
admiration for Amy Clifton grew
steadily. The darkness was relieved only
a little by a first quarter .moon that sank
far too rapidly. But Amy used the time
like an expert. She was an expert, Dekker
thought, no doubt about that.

They followed the trail that Amy had
picked up that day, and they rode fast
considering the kind of broken terrain,
then without seeming to think about it,
Amy left it at a rocky slope and they
doubled back. Dekker didn’t think that
an Apache could have done any better in
the darkness. Julian and his trackers
could unravel the trail, but they’d surely
lose some time doing it.

At midnight, Amy pulled into a wide
and rocky gap in the mountains, and
pulled her horse to a stop. “This is Nugget
Canyon. We'll have to wait till daylight
now.”

They made camp simply by picketing -
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the horses with a small ration of oats Amy
had brought, and spreading their blankets.
They were soon asleep.

Dekker was up before daylight, careful
not to awaken Amy, and gave the horses
the rest of the oats. He had coffee boiling
over a small fire and bacon frying when
Amy sat up.

“You'’re an Indian yourself, John Dek-
ker,” she said.

He grinned at her in the growing light.

“I didn’t have the heart to wake you, :

Amy. You were snoring.”

She gave him an indignant glance. “I
don’t snore!” She smiled then as he
chuckled. “Thanks, John, I'll saddle up
while you finish burning the bacon.”" At
daylight they were riding, and Dekker
saw at once why Amy said they had to
wait for light. The canyon was dry now
but with cloudbursts in the Pinals, it
would become a raging monster as evi-
denced by the stunted and uprooted brush,
the jumbled rock and huge boulders
tossed about, and the potholed and treach-
erous footing. Even daylight riding re-
quired constant attention to prevent in-
jury to both horse and rider.

By mid-morning the canyon was a fur-
nace, and they stopped often to blow the
horses, there was no such thing as cooling
them. Once, while stopped, John Dekker
wiped a stream of sweat off his forehead
with a crooked finger, and Amy smiled at
him, the heat not seeming to bother her.

“You won’t sweat as much soon now,”
she said. “You’ll be too dry.”

“That’s something to look forward to,”
he said wryly. “Amy, did you ever dream
of a green canyon, wide and lovely with
the blue-gray curl of buffalo grass, bunch
and foxtail, and hollowjoint and other
grass to your stirrups? The greenest of
green, and mixed in it a riot of color with
lupine and columbine, globe flowers and
paintbrush asters and—”

“You're a sadist, John Dekker.”

He grinned at her. “And water, Amy,
a mountain stream rolling through it all,
running cold and clean. Did you ever
dream like that, Amy, while you baked in
this devil’s playground?”

For a moment she seemed to forget
their grim mission, and her eyes went soft
and dreamy and eager. “You’ll never
know how often, John. I used to carry my
pockets full of pictures of just such places.
Dad used to threaten to take me north and
let me freeze one winter. He claimed I'd
be glad enough to sweat a little then.”

Their glances met for a breathless and
shaky moment before Amy looked quickly
away, the color running in her cheeks that
wasn’t all heat from the weather. But the
moment’s results were not gone, and Dek-
ker drew an uneven breath, and knew, as
she must know, that the world would nev-
er be the same for either of them.

“I know where there is a valley like
that, Amy,” he said softly. “Our summer
pasture, and three thousand feet lower is
another, our winter holding and hay land,
where the ranch house is. I'd like you to
see it, Amy.”

Her eyes were soft, shy. “I'd like it too,
John.”

But there was a grimmer thing to think
of, and John Dekker shook off his mood,
and said, “How much more of this can-
yon?” ,

“Another hour or two, nearer two.”

“Is there a place where I could get a
look at our back trail?”

“Yes, another mile, and you can climb
the side and see several places below.”
She rode on then and Dekker followed.

After awhile, Amy pulled up. “I think
this is the best place,” she said.

He left his saddle, and made his slow
and sweating way up the canyon’s side.
Eventually he attained the rim, and stood
there, gasping back his breath, looking
back down the torturous trail. But from
his height, he had several looks in differ-
ent places along the canyon. He watched
with searching glances. Then he saw
them, and was surprised to note their
closeness, before he remembered the slow
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pace and let his tautened nerves relax.
Still, they were less than two hours be-
hind, and were pushing their horses hard-
er than he and Amy were. 3

TE‘HEY disappeared for a good ten min-

utes before they came into view again,
and Dekker recognized Harry Julian’s
black dress and the white patch of his
shirt. There were four riders and five

_horses. Dekker studied the fifth horse and
decided it was a saddle and not a pack on
it. Something had happened to the fifth
rider, but why were they bringing’ the
horse? A spare?.

He climbed back down to the waiting
Amy. “They’re coming. Five horses and
four men.”

“Five horses?” He saw her eyes darken
and dart rapid and searching glances at
the rim. “Could you recognize any of
them?”

“Julian and maybe Paul”

“Did you notice a short, chunky man.
Juan Inez?”

“No. They seemed all ubout the same
size. No, that squat character wasn’t
there.” He looked at her sharply. “What
are you getting at, Amy?” .

“Juan Inez is half Apache, and all
Apache in the mountains. An Apache can
outdo a man on a horse in the mountains,
John. He might be trying to head us.”

“I'd say we'd better get moving, and
keep our eyes peeled.”

They rode on, and pushed the horses as
fast as they dared. Once in the next hour,
Dekker thought he caught a flash of move-
ment on the rim, but he didn’t see it again.
When Amy pulled up finally to blow the
panting horses, he said, “How much far-
ther to the end of this canyon?”.

“Less than a mile. The canyon plays
out in a series of washes and eroded rock
and earth, and is covered with brush on

the high spots. It would be a good place

for Inez to nail one of us if he’s got past.”

“If he can get along up there, so can
I,” Dekker said. “He’d be less apt to be
watching there than in the canyon.” He
studied the trail ahead. “He can’t get
many glimpses in here, Amy, if he’s

bushed up.”

“No, and soon he won't see me at all,
he’ll have to go by the sound of the
horses.” Her eyes were concerned, dark
with worry. “John, an Apache isn’t any-
thing to fool with. You’d never sneak up
on him, and he’ll be watching the place
where we’d come out.”

“Neither are the Crows anybody to play

"~ with,” Dekker said. “And we have no

choice. I'd rather try it than walk head on
into a bullet.”

He dismounted, rifle in hand, and passed
Amy the reins. He removed his spurs and
hung them on the horn.

Amy said, “I'll come out on the left side,
John. There’s a tall, red, wind-eroded
spire with a sort of flat top. I'll come out
almost at its base. He’ll be along there
someplace.”

She held out her hand, and Dekker
took it in his own; and again that breath-
less moment hung between them. “Good
luck, John,” Amy said softly, then leaned
down to kiss him quickly. She kicked her
horse forward with Dekker’s trailing, and
from the stiff set of her back, Dekker
knew she was not going to let herself look
back.

Dekker turned for the canyon’s side and
ten minutes later he was on the rim, his
breath raw and gusty in his throat. But he
didn’t pause this time to let his breathing
ease. He pushed on, scrambling over rock
and cross reefs, forcing his way through
serubby and stiff brush, in and out of
washes and rock fields that were broken
and eroded.

But finally, he saw close ahead, the red
rock spire Amy had mentioned and the
terrain ahead flattened somewhat. He
soon found the flatness was deceptive,
merely a general flatness and the rough
going was unabated.

Then as he slanted up a wash that had
ground rock and earth in its flat bottom,
he suddenly stopped, staring at the freshly
made moccasin tracks. They had guessed
correctly, Juan Inez was ahead of them.
Waiting up there, maybe no more than a
stone’s throw from John Dekker, his black
Indian eyes alert, ready over a cocked

)

\4

i
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rifle to do murder.

" Below in the canyon and slightly behlnd
Dekker, he could hear the crack of shod
hoofs on stone. Shortly now, Amy would
be appearing near the red spire. Dekker
was more cautious now, and eased up to
study the lay of the terrain.
~ The spire was a hundred yards farther
and to his right, and Dekker moved cau-
tiously, with no more sound that Juan
Inez would make, and closed the distance
to fifty yards. He could see the opening
now where he thought Amy would
emerge. He dared not go any closer, yet
he was in a sweat of worry that the half-
breed might shoot Amy even as his reason
told him that his own absence when Amy
showed, would hold the breed’s fire until
he had located Dekker.

Carefully, Dekker soaked the sweat
from his face and eyebrows with his shirt
sleeve, and waited, his eyes searching mi-
nutely for the halfbreed.

Then the horses and Amy appeared

with startlingly suddenness in the open-
ing, and Amy pulled to a stop to blow the
horses. Dekker had to admire the cool-
ness of the girl, sitting relaxed in the
saddle and glancing back occasionally as
though she expected or was watching Dek-
ker somewhere still out of sight.

‘Then not twenty yards in front of Dek-
ker and almost directly between him and
Amy, the top of a black head appeared,
moving, searching. Juan Inez. And the
man was obviously taking alarm over
Dekker’s absence. Dekker dared not risk
a shot that might kill Amy. Then Inez
was gone.

Dekker cocked his rifle, his glances
moving but there was no sight of Inez, or
any sound. Dekker felt the tension build-
ing in him and he had to force himself to
relax, loosen his muscles for whatever was
to happen now.

\4

T HAPPENED so quickly that he had
no warning. One moment he was
alone, the next Juan Inez dropped into the
wash not ten feet from him. They were

face to face for a ticking second and Dek-
ker’s only advantage was his ready and
cocked rifle while Inez’s rifle was out of
line from his jump into the wash.

Dekker fired, and Inez's shot was only
a piece of a second behind. Dekker never
heard Inez’s bullet in the sound of the
shot, but he saw the breed stagger, then
he was going out of the wash like a huge
cat. Dekker fired again, and saw the breed
jerk in mid-air. He dropped his rifle,
caught at a jagged rock to steady himself
and Dekker drove a third bullet through
his neck and saw the blood spurt, and
then Inez slid off the rock out of sight.
John Dekker didn’t bother to go look at
him, but was out of the wash and headmg
toward Amy and the horses.

She met him on foot, and didn’t hesi-
tate, but came on to rush into his arms.
He held the suddenly trembling girl tight-
ly, and finally tilted her chin to kiss her
gently. She kissed him back with a pas-
sionate relief and bared emotions.

“It’s all right, Amy,” he said gently.
“That part is over.”

She kissed him again, then briefly
pressed her cheek to his. “John Dekker,”
she said shakily, “you’ve made a softy out
of me! You and your darn valleys! Tell
me now that you’re married or you've got
a woman waiting, and I'll shoot you my-
self!” :

He kissed her, smiling. “Only . you,
Amy. But if we want to see that green
valley, we’d better be traveling.”

“It’s easier now, soon as we start down.
Another hour and a half.”

“How many approaches to that spring?”

“Three. This way, the flat beyond it,
and a narrow canyon coming in from our
left. That will be the way Dad will take
in—if he led them the way I think he
has.”

They went back to the horses and
moved on, and soon she led them into a
narrow wash that became a canyon that
dropped away before them in a far steeper
slant than the one which they had come
up. As Amy had said, the going was easier
and they moved at a brisk pace.

The canyon grew steadily wider and
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Amy kept to the left wall. Dekker was
getting a look at open country ahead, and
thought they must be getting close to the
spring. Finally Amy pulled up close to a
jut of the wall, forming a shoulder.

“Deguello Spring is just around this
shoulder, John.” Her voice held a nerve-
deep strain. “Will—will you look, J ohn?”

He knew and sympathized with her
reason; she was afraid LeGrone had beat
them here and that she would find her
father’s body. “I'll take a look,” he said
and dismounted.

He moved to the point of the shoulder,
and gained a position where he had a
clear view. Here, he was still a few feet
higher than the spring. The spring had
its source from the base of the wall and
had furnished a seep of water to cause
willows and other brush to form a quarter
acre of growth, appearing green and rest-
ful in the surrounding desolation.

HERE was no sign of LeGrone or a

horse, and more important, there
were no buzzards. He called to Amy, “No
sign, Amy. I'm going for a look.”

He traversed the uneven ground and
dodged sizeable boulders, working his way
around the clumps of brush. When he was
close enough to see birds flitting among
the willows and other brush, he moved
faster.

He studied the damp ground as he
neared the spring itself but he saw no
sign of horse tracks. There were numer-
ous tracks of deer, and smaller animals,
but none of horses. When he was con-
vinced that LeGrone had not yet arrived,
he started back.

Suddenly he stopped, head canted, lis-
tening. Then he heard it again. The faint
crack of a horse’s shod hoof against stone.
The sound came from a narrow split in
the wall some fifty feet from the spring,
and no more than twenty feet wide. He
remembered Amy’s telling him that this
was where she expected LeGrone to come
from, under Tip’s guidance. Amy was still
figuring with a sharp pencil.

Dekker hurried on then, gaining a point
some thirty yards from the opening and

with a clear field of fire but for scattered
brush and smaller rock. He took up posi-
tion behind a rock reef, then turned to
look at Amy.

He could see her at the shoulder point.
Dekker put his hand to his ear, then
pointed up the narrow canyon and fol-
lowed the gesture by putting his hand to
his mouth.. Amy gave him a quick wave
to indicate understanding.

Dekker turned his attention back to the
opening, and made sure the mechanism of
his rifle worked freely. He cocked the
piece and waited. The sounds grew louder
and louder and set up echoes until it
seemed a regiment was coming out of
there. Must be solid rock, Dekker thought.

Abruptly they appeared, two riders and
three horses. Dekker’s stomach tight-
ened and, momentarily, the rifle shook in
his hands as he got his first look at the
man he had come fifteen hundred miles
to kill, the murderer of his father and
brother.

He knew LeGrone instantly. He was a
big man, well over two hundred pounds,
and he had flaming red hair. His face was
shagged with a beard of the same red,
while little, quick Indian eyes moved
alertly.- He carried his rifle in his right
hand, reins in his left.

The second rider was an old man with
white beard stubble. A tuft of white hair
poked through a rent in his dilapidated
old hat, and he kept tightening and loosen-
ing his toothless jaws in a cranky indigna-
tion. His hands were tied to the saddle-
horn. Tip Clifton. ,

The third horse was riderless, and Dek-
ker felt a jolt of apprehension. Had Lukas

- sneaked ahead on foot? He thrust the

thought away. If he had, he, Dekker,
would already he dead. He would take
care of Lukas when he came to him; right
now he had LeGrone, the main torturer.

Dekker’s lips peeled back from his teeth
and he lifted his rifle. He would like for
LeGrone to know who was filling him with
lead, but the man was tough and mean,
and it was senseless to take chances.

“LeGrone!”

LeGrone acted instantly. He threw him-
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self on the opposite side of his horse in
the old Plains Indian trick, and hooked the
animal with his spur. But the horse was
tired and LeGrone was heavy. As the
horse leaped with a pained grunt, it lost
its footing and went to its knees. Dekker
put a bullet through LeGrone’s knee
where it hooked over the cantle.

LeGrone hit the ground with a grunt as
his horse scrambled away, then the big
breed had his rifle slamming and rock
splinters flew off the reef in front of Dek-
ker.

Dekker moved quickly a few feet and
shot LeGrone again. The slam of the
heavy slug knocked LeGrone on his back
but he recovered to work the lever of his
rifle. Dekker noted that the bullets were
less accurately aimed now. LeGrone was
hard hit.

Clifton wheeled his horse with the first
shot, using his knees to guide the animal,
and LeGrone turned his rifle to snap a
shot at Clifton’s back. But Dekker’s hasty
bullet spoiled his aim and Clifton was gone
back into the canyon.

Dekker waited a moment, then called,

“How does it feel, LeGrone, to be on the
other side?”

A short silence followed. Then LeGrone
called, “Who are you?”

“Name is Dekker. I'm the son of the
man you tortured to death in Montana. A
brother to the eleven year old boy. You're
going to die, LeGrone.”

“I'm bleeding to death now,” LeGrone
said.

“That’s fine, I'll wait.”

EKKER moved then, a good fifteen

feet and peered cautiously out. Le-
Grone was coming for the reef, his chest
was bloody, his left arm all but useless,
and he was dragging his right leg. Dekker
took careful aim and fired.

The six-shooter in LeGrone’s hand was
jerked away and flung ten feet away. The
big man looked at it, then toward Dekker,
and hung propped there on his bloody
hands. Dekker got up and walked up to
him, his cocked rifle menacing LeGrone.

LeGrone stared at him from black, emo-

tionless eyes. “You don’t take no chances
do you, Dekker?”

“Why the hell should I?” John Dekker
asked. “Why should I give you a chance?
How would you like some of your fire
treatment?”

“Not a chance, Dekker. You lose there.”
He sank down, then turned to stare up at
Dekker’s set face, and his blood ran out in
diminishing spurts from the severed ar-
tery under his arm.

The bright eyes dulled and slowly
closed. Dekker felt sick as he watched
LeGrone die and he could feel none of the
satisfaction he should feel, only a bitter-
ness and sadness as he remembered the
young life LeGrone had taken, and that
of his father. All so useless and without
reason. ,

He didn’t even look up as Amy Clifton
came past with a rush, shouting, “Daddy! .
Daddy, it’s Amy.”

LeGrone was dead, and Dekker was sit-
ting twenty yards away on a boulder when
Amy returned with her father. They both
dismounted near Dekker. “John, my fa-
ther. Dad, John Dekker of Montana. I
told him about you, John.”

Dekker stood up and gripped Tip Clif-
ton’s hand. Clifton said, “I'm right much
obliged, John Dekker. Figured I was a
goner this time. Then you near scared me
to death when you hollered at that feller.”

“Where’s the other one? Lukas?”

“The baldheaded one? He got snake bit
the first day out. You know what LeGrone
did? He just up and cut Lukas’s throat
from ear to ear. Said he’d need the horse
to carry the gold anyways!”

“It sounds about like LeGrone, all
right,” Dekker said.

“What now?” Amy asked.
Look out!”

Dekker and Tip Clifton followed Amy
in a lunging roll as rifles opened up from
the canyon floor near the shoulder. Dek-
ker snapped two hasty shots as Clifton and
Amy made the reef, then Amy was firing
her six-shooter as Dekker made the reef
with only a bullet burn on his left ribs.

“That was a hell of a time for us to
take a nap!” Tip Clifton said sourly. “Now

“Can we—
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here I stand like a fool without a gun.
Dekker, lend me your pistol.”

Dekker gave him the six-shooter, and
looked at Amy. Her rifle was still in the
saddle boot. Two six-shooters and a rifle
against four tough men with rifles.

“Our tails are in a crack, looks to me,”
Dekker said.

“It don’t look no different from here,”
Tip Clifton said. “Did you see him? The
damned doublefaced—" He burst into a
flood of curses.

“Who?” Dekker asked.

“Joe Paul! Our fine deputy sheriff!
Him there big as life with Julian and Bill
Sherwood and that damn Rass Bulls.”

“Amy and I figured that’s where Julian
got his information,” Dekker said. “From
Paul. I guess we figured right.”

“Hey, Dekker!” Julian shouted.

{Say 1t

“Give us the map and you can go.”

“T believe that,” Dekker said.

"Take your choice. It’s that or we’ll kill
you.”

“There’s three of us, Julian, better think
of that.”

Julian laughed. “I have. You have one
rifle there and two, or possibly three,
pistols. Better think it over yourself, Dek-
ker. You ain’t got long.”

“Go to hell, you snake-eyed bastard!”
Tip Clifton roared. “The map is in the
dead man’s shirt pocket, soaked to pieces
with blood, but come and get it if you feel
lucky.”

“We’ll get it, Tip,” Julian said. “I guess
we can find the money now anyway. How
about the small caves behind the spring,
Tip7

“You’re doing the guessing,” Tip said,
but the watching Dekker saw the old
man’s indignant spit and figured Julian
was guessing close. Those men had been
in a hurry and were hard pressed when
they hid the gold.

“Paul,” Dekker shouted, “are you back-
ing Julian in murder?”

“T hope I get the first shot at you,” Paul
snarled.

Tip scowled at his daughter to hide his
worry. “Baby,” he said, “when they come,

you run like a rabbit for the canyon
mouth. Me and Dekker will cover you.
They’ll never get you once you’re away.
Hear me?”

“I hear you, Daddy,” she said. She
looked him straight in the eye, jiggled her
six-shooter and gave a passing imitation
of her father’s spit. “But I won’t do it.”

“Now listen here—"

VI

BURST of fire came from the spread-

-out men, and rock splinters flew
from the reef and the bullets howled
away. No one returned the fire. Dekker
moved to a spot where he could get a
view of one man’s cover through a split
in the reef, and waited, rifle cocked and
ready. Finally he was rewarded by the
point of a shoulder showing. He fired.

The man jerked, went too far the other
way and Tip Clifton’s pistol roared. The
man reared up then, Bill Sherwood, and
Dekker shot him again. He sprawled
limply. Dekker and Tip grinned at each
other.

Another burst of fire from the rocks,
and Dekker said, “Tip, who'd you say was
the other man? Bulls"”

“Yeah, a bum that's been hanging
around town for months. Does odd jobs
for Julian to get whisky money. Why?”

“That’s him on the left wing. He fires
right along with the others, but if you’ll
notice the smoke when he fires, squirts up
at an angle that’ll put a bullet ten feet
over the reef! He’s either the world’s
worst shot or he’s not trying.”

“Don’t take no chances with him.”

Sherwood’s death had made Julian cau-
tious and only sniping fire came now and
they remained low and well covered. The
three at the reef waited grimly.

Suddenly a rifle bellowed out there, and
a man shouted high and hurt. Then before
Dekker’s amazed eyes, Julian reared up,
a hand clutched to his side, then fell in
a loose sprawl.

Joe Paul bawled a surprised question,
then shouted a furious curse. His rifle
blasted and rock splinters flew from the
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rock behind which Rass Bulls was hidden.
Bulls’ rifle blasted again, and Dekker saw
part of Paul’s back as he scooted around
his rock. Dekker fired.

Paul shouted, raised up a little. Bulls’
rifle fired and Joe Paul was slapped down.
He tried to crawl behid the rock but Tip
Clifton’s bullet stretched him out.

“Dekker!” Bulls shouted, “Clifton!”

“Speak up,” Dekker shouted.

“Hold your fire, I'm coming out! I'm
a railroad detective.”

“Come out then,” Dekker said. “Leave
your rifle.”

Rass Bulls stood up instantly, hands
lifted and came toward them. He was
grinning. “I hope there isn’t any more talk
of shooting for that damn map.” He
stopped as they cautiously stood up. “In
my right boot lining are my papers, gents.
I'd be pleased if you’d look at them.”

“We’ll look, don’t doubt it,” Tip said.
“And we might have taken even more
convincing but Dekker noticed you wasn’t
shooting straight. At us, that is.”

ULLS grinned, his teeth white in his
dirty face. “Something you might
not have noticed. I was close enough to
jiggle Sherwood’s arm on that first volley,
or one of you wouldn’t have made it.”
Bulls’ papers seemed to be in order, but
Tip Clifton growled, “Maybe you’re all
right, Bulls, but we’ll just sort of watch
you anyhow.”

. “Suits me,” Bulls said. “Soon as we get
that gold back to the railroad I'll likely
be a director, and above such as you and
your suspicious ways!”

Tip glared at him, but Bulls’ grin was
so wide and happy that Tip had to doubt
the fierceness of his scowl and spit twice
to keep from grinning back.

Tip knew, from LeGrone’s map, where
the gold was hidden and it was soon
lugged down from the small cave behind
the spring and stacked ready to be packed
on one of the spare horses.

Tip, more from stubbornness than suspi-
cion, was still keeping an eye on Bulls.
The detective grinned at Tip. “Now, old
timer, I'm going to see that you get enough
of the reward to buy you a set of store
teeth, and maybe a pair of dime store
specs so you can read about my big job
in the papers.” _

Tip snorted, and refused to be dragged
into such small-time squabbling. Bulls
chuckled, and Dekker grinned at the smil-
ing Amy. “Maybe it’s just as well, Amy,”
Dekker said, “that Tip doesn’t go for store

teeth. That cold Montana water would -

just crack them wide open anyhow.”
“What Montana water?” Tip snarled.
“Arizony water is good enough for me.
And any daughter of mine too, I reckon.”
“Not any more, Daddy,” Amy said.
Tip’s mouth dropped open for an out-
burst at this open rebellion, then he saw

the way his daughter’s eyes were glow-

ing at John Dekker, and the way the big
Montanan was looking at Amy. Tip's
mouth clamped shut, and he transferred
his scowl to Bulls. Tip spit indignantly,
then slowly his toothless gums were ex-
posed in a wide grin.

“I'Il be darned! Always had a hanker-
ing to see that Montana country!”
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By FRED GROVE

Naves hit the Indian with
his gun, and then kicked
at the dogs crowding in

Tom Worth couldn’t believe his father would play along with outlaws

OM WORTH reviewed his instruc-
tions in detail as he took the beaten
path toward town. He wasn’t to linger
after he left Landow’s store, which meant
passing up Simon Rolling Thunder and
his dogs outside Rhiner’s butcher shop.
He wasn’t to stop more than a minute
at the express office, and not at all in
front of the Palace pool hall where. the
roughnecks collected.
“You will,” Kathleen Worth had said,

80

her blue eyes fixed on him, “march
straight home. Remember, I won’t have
you trailing that dirty old Indian. You’re
almost eleven now, Tom. Old enough to
do as you’re told. Understand?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll roll my wheels.”

“You’ll what?”

“Hurry, I mean,” he amended, already
moving and realizing once again that
women didn’t savvy freighter’s talk. Im
his, haste, he neglected to shake the

74
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screen door two-three times to ward off
the flies.

Only this was early June and the
scrubby blackjacks beckoned, cool and
green, and it came to him that it wouldn’t
hurt none to prowl some on his way.
Like yesterday, when he’d saved that
wagon train of ‘poor, helpless women-
folks, bug-eyed kids and greenhorn men.
When Red Cloud himself, after he’'d
given up, admitted just one man could
have done it—and that was Texas Jack.
Other times he might be Yellow Hawk,

chief of the Osages, smoking up a war -

party against the Pawnees, because he
ranged mighty far once he got stirred up.

Angling off the path, he held a dog-
trot for several minutes. Shadows formed
black patches under the crowded trees;
and where sunlight trickled through, the
sandy earth looked yellow as California
gold. Not far distant the new oil field
grumbled, making noises he’d grown to
listen for in the few months since his
family had come here. A steady, com-
forting sound, beating good in your ears
after you’d shifted around so much, from
town to town.

He came to a wagon road, rutted and
twisting. Across it the timber massed.
Smoke smell hung in the morning air.
It grew stronger as he legged ahead and
he stopped half curiously.

He spied the hobbled horses first; they
looked tuckered, their saddle-marked
backs caked with dried sweat. One, the
bay, had a fine blazed face. The other
was all mouse-colored, just plain horse
in Tom’s appraisal. Two men squatted
back from a low-smouldering fire, built
between sandstone chunks which sup-
ported a blackened coffee pot. Emptied
cans, unwashed tin plates, flung-down
saddles and horse blankets completed the
careless clutter.

A hurry prompted Tom. He started on,
but the nearest man jerked to attention.
He rose smoothly and Tom checked up,
at the same instant fighting a sudden
desire to run.

This man was rawboned, with small,
quick eyes and a black forest of beard

stained yellowish brown by tobacco juice.
His pistol wobbled as he straightened.
His pouched-out jaw worked briefly.

What’s the matter, kid?” he asked in
a liquid drawl. “Ain’t you ever seen
white men before?”

. Tom didn’t like the amused tone. “Most
folks don’t camp in here, that’s all.”

“Any law against it?”

“Nope, but the freighters like it along
the road. Water’s closer.”

“We ain’t freighters. A man can bed
down where he takes a notion, can’t he?”

“Guess so,” Tom replied.

“Vamoose!” It was the second man,
growling and inclining his head town-
ward. He was blocky as a true stump,
scowling and cranky. The wide beaded
gunbelt circling his vast middle strained
to the last notch. His blunt fingets tapped
a gurgling pipe, its strong stench fouling
the clean woods, causing Tom to draw in
his nostrils.

When Tom hesitated, the man growled
again, “I said vamoose!”

At once Tom turned, jogging fast, re-
lieved to go, and yet annoyed that stran-
gers should pitch their dirty camp here.

Coming presently up the wagon road,
he found Rocky City before him. A sort
of funny, no-where place to move to, he
figured, though not minding. These scrub
buildings everybody called a city; what
was really just a boom town sprung up
around Landow’s old trading store. But
his folks sensed a longing within his mo-
ther when she talked of Reedville.

A right nice little town, she said.
Clean streets, neat store buildings, pretty
houses and gentle elms shading the
walks. Yellow grain fields rolled like
waves in the summer wind, instead of
blackjacks and lonesome prairie. The
town where Tom and his mother had
lived while his father was away from
home so long that time.

E WAS slowing, fascinated by the
sights and greasy smells, his ears
throbbing to the din of heavy machinery
pounding in the oil field. Yonder more
wooden derricks than he could count
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reared toward the clear, bright sky. ‘At
night they looked on fire, like torches,
which his father said was just waste gas
burning. :

He gave them one more scanning and
trotted between slow-moving freight
wagons to the supply yards, so loaded
down with stacked pipe, bull-wheels, rig
timbers and such you’d think the ground
would bust, and across to the express
company office on the opposite corner.

Going in, Tom saw his father behind
the long counter, in vest and black sleeve
guards up to his elbows. He did not Took
around and Tom’s interest strayed to the
squatty iron safe. He knew it held plenty
of money, having watched his father open
it, and there was an old single-action .45
clese in a drawer.

His father kept gazing stiffly out the
murky glass, as if he hadn’t heard. You
could see he was just faced that way,
gazing into space, his face troubled.
Then he turned and his face smoothed.

“What is it, Tom?”

Although he was given to leanness,
he had the strong wrists and capable
hands of a much larger man. Carried his
head good too, Tom thought. But his
face was too old for a man his age, and
his hair, white as cotton along the tem-
ples, and his slate-gray eyes, sometimes
showing a stored-up bitter caution, made
you wonder if maybe he’d lived and done
things he’d never tell a boy, not till he
got man-size, anyhow.

“I’m going to the store,” Tom told him.

“Well, tell your mother I won’t be

home at noon.”

Tom eyed him with disappointment.
“Y’mean Mister Hines—"

Tom!” His father shot him a warning
glance. “See you at supper.” He turned
to the counter, his curt movement a dis-
missal, as Adam Hines, the company
agent, entered briskly.

He had a long, unsmiling face. Now
he nodded in his precise manner to Tom.
Folks said one sure thing about Mister
Hines. He never wasted words or money
and he wasn’t the easiest man to work
for.

Mumbling a greeting, Tom went out
and walked slowly past the Palace and
the noisy oil field workers around the
door, smelling the damp, close odors from
inside.

Long-eared hounds whined before
Rhiner’s butcher shop. By that, Tom
knew Simon Rolling Thunder was in
there. Tom’s father said you could set
your watch by the time Simon bought
meat, since he came to town every day
to feed his dogs. Even on Sunday, when
Rhiner’s was closed, he loafed on the
plank walk, soaking up sun.

Tom eased through the pack, ducked
into Landow’s store. Afterward, leaving
with his groceries, he found Simon out-
side Rhiner’s. About him his dogs wran-
gled, leaping for the chunks of meat
Simon tossed.

Tom took a long look, for Simon was
no ordinary Indian. Maybe the richest
in the world. Leastwise, the way Tom’s
father told it, all the oil in the county
belonged to the Osages. Not that you
could tell Simon was rich. He wore a
bandana around his broad head, his red
flannel shirt hung loosely, the tails flap-
ping and his trousers were rusty with
age. :
Of a sudden two dogs lunged together,
snarling, their sharp cries over-riding all
other sound.

The next thing Tom knew Mister Lan-
dow appeared in his doorway. “Simon!”
he called sharply, gesturing. “Can’t you
feed those dogs somewhere else? They’re
raising an awful racket.”

Simon’s mahogany eyes blinked. He
nodded good naturedly and dangled red
meat above the dogs. Instantly, they
leaped after him, and Tom’s curiosity
carried him after them. Between the
Palace and the express office Simon
halted, turned and pitched, and the pack
rushed in.

In front of the Palace one man stood
apart. If there was any expression on

‘the dark, craggy face, it was one of sullen

boredom. Tom noticed him mainly be-
cause he wore a gun on his hip. Also,
fancy like, a wide-brimmed hat, yellow-

-
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topped cowboy boots with Levis tucked
inside, and a dirty blue shirt, instead of
oil- spattered clothing and hlgh laced oil
worker’s boots.

It happened swiftly, as Simon lobbed
a piece of meat. A scrambling dog struck
the stranger’s yellow boot, throwing him
off balance. He caught himself, quick as
a cat, and wheeled on the dog.

Tom read a sheen of touchy anger in
the large, bulging eyes. He saw the pistol
flash upward. - There was one shot, an-
other, and Simon’s hound howled and
tumbled.

OM NEVER remembered running,

but he was, his arms loaded. With a
sense of shock, he bent down. One glance
was enough. His skin went cold, prick-
ling. He was flinching, hurting inside
while his stomach turned. He swiveled
his head and ran. against Simon’s gaze,
the coffee-black eyes glinting danger-

~ously.

“Tom Worth! Get away from there!”

It registered on Tom that his father
was shouting somewhere, but he couldn’t
budge for the life of him. Couldn’t rouse
his wooden body or tear his fixed eyes
from the man’s bulky pistol.

“You shot my dog,” Simon said dis-
mally, which wasn’t how Tom expected
a real fullblooded Indian to talk when he
got stirred up. Not pounding his chest
or making signs. Then Tom felt power-
ful arms grasping him, and his father
was pulling him back.

“Ran into me, didn’t he?” Tom heard
the stranger say.

“You shot him.” Simon’s persisting
voice rose a notch, stronger. “You pay
me.’

“Pay—for that ﬂea-blt mutt?”’ Sudden-
ly it became a crude joke. The stranger’s
laughter rolled, except it lacked any fun-
ning. Until now, Tom hadn’t noticed
the closeness of the bulging eyes, how
thin and mean the mouth curled.

“Now,” Simon muttered and extended

- the broad platter of his hand. “You pay

me now.”
In return, the stranger mocked him

with his eyes, while keeping his pistol
level, as much as telling Simon to collect
if he was man enough. The crowd stayed
put, not coming any nearer.

Simon moved forward one stubborn
pace. The stranger waited. All at once
Tom knew nobody was going to stop it.

“No, Naves! No.”

Tom heard his father’s tight voice. He
saw him in fast stride, as a man might
rush in before he thought, the skin
around his mouth white as he stepped
between them. “Don’t be a fool, Simon,”
he ' said, the words piling out. “Better
get out of here. ‘Take your dogs.”

“But he ain’t paid,” Simon protested.

“And he’s got a gun—you don’t. Go
on, I tell you!”

His father gripped Simon’s shoulder.
For a moment Tom wasn’t sure what
the Osage would do. Simon stood erect
and unmoved, glaring. At length his
glance, centered on the pistol, lifted
grudgingly. With a reluctant slowness,
he stooped and gathered up the dog’s
body, cradling it, and shuffled into the
street.

But it wasn’t finished. Tom realized
that darkly as his father turned.

“You had no call to butt in,” the stran-
ger said coldly, holstering his weapon.
“I wasn’t gonna shoot him. Pistol-whip
him, maybe, if he climbed me. That’s
all. Way I see it, I did the town a big
favor. Got rid of a public nuisance.”

“No more nuisance than your loose
g.un'n

“Loose gun?”

“Yes. You’d have shot Simon. Same
as you did the dog.”

“That’s mighty strong talk,” the stran-
ger said. “And I'll show you’re wrong
Look, my gun’s up. I won’t use it.” He
shlfted his feet, suddenly raising his fists.
“Come on. You an’ me.”

Tom’s father kept his arms down, but
his hands were knotted.

“What’s the matter?” There was no
answer and the baiting voice came again,
harsh with contempt. “I know, you’re
afraid to fight. You're all bluff. You're
yellow. Hear me? You're yellow!”
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Still, his father said nothing. He stood
there tight-lipped, stiff, his chest rising
and falling.

Tom felt himself shrinking to an inner

numbness, unable to understand, and all .

the while it deepened that his father was
backing down and the entire town could
see.

Without a word, his father made a sud-
den movement and shouldered through
the crowd. As he followed behind, Tom
couldn’t miss the stilled faces of the men,
Mister Hines’ among them. And, last of
all, he saw some look aside in embarrass-
ment.

“Tom,” his father murmured when
they reached the office door, “never mind
telling your mother. I will tonight.”

Boots striking the walk drew Tom’s
eyes to Cab Morgan, who ran the black-
smith shop. A bushy-browed man,
friendly and massive. Looking broad in
his leather apron, and unaccustomed to
running.

“John,” he asked, breathing fast,
“what’s this all about? Anybody hurt?”

Tom’s father spoke in a few crisp
words.

“Wouldn’t have happened if we had any
law in this town,” Morgan said. “Wait'll
we get ourselves incorporated. Hire us
a marshal.” He was peering at the milling
crowd as he spoke. “So that’s the gunny
in the blue shirt, big hat? Don’t place
him around here. You know him?”

“Never saw him before.”

Not until he was lengthening his
strides toward home did it occur to Tom

that his father had called the stranger’s

name, this man nobody knew.

URING supper his father appeared
to have forgotten the morning. He
talked little, frowning while Tom’s moth-
er spoke of the railroad spur being built
to connect Rocky City with the main line,
of more families moving in. It was old
news, yet tonight her enthusiasm made
it take on added importance.
Tom squirmed in uncomfortable sil-
ence.
“Rocky City misht be a real good

town,” his father agreed. “If the wells
don’t play out and the market holds.
A lot of things can happen to a boom
town, Kathy. Not many last long.”

Undaunted, she held her pleased, mus-
ing expression. “Why, only yesterday
you were talking about the new wells
west of town,” she reminded him teasing-
ly. “How they extended the field. I'm
just thinking of what might be and what
it means to us.”

“I know;” he said without expression.

“If the town grows, Tom can go to
school regularly like other boys. Not just
a few months each year.” She paused and
Tom caught the earnesteness in her long
sigh. “We’ll have church buildings.
There’ll be paved streets like in Reed-
ville, new stores, a bright red depot.
We can stay here—grow up with the
town. Be somebody.”

“Kathy,” he began and the frown
edged into his face again. “I hope every-
thing works out. But let’s not count on
it too much, just in case.”

Her face darkened and, for several
moments, Tom saw the same uncertainty

between them. She rose quickly to clear .

the table.

Dusk fell. His father lighted the hall
kerosene lamp, his face unreadable as he
turned up the wick and a yellow glow
filled the room. Later, John Worth dried
the dishes for his wife and you could hear
them in the kitchen, speaking of every-
thing except that morning.

By late evening Tom decided his father
had no intention of telling. He carried
the realization to bed and was still awake
when a knock sounded at the front door.
Cab Morgan’s voice boomed through the
house. His heavy body made the floor
creak.

“John,” he said, “we’ve called a special
meeting of the merchants Sunday night.
Eight o’clock sharp. Over Landow’s
store.”

“Meeting?”

“Don’t you figure it’s time we organ-
ized?” Morgan shot back. “This morn-
ing showed that. Why, you might've
been killed, John. Aw, I know how you

LY
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feel, eatin’ crow in front of a crowd, even
after he put up his gun. But I don’t care
what people say, you had good reasons
or you'd have fought him,” he finished
with some sympathy.

A stillness followed. Tom found him-
self upright in bed, straining to hear.

“Who had a gun?” His mother’s words
were half swallowed, dragged up from
her throat. “John, you didn’t tell me.”

“I was going to, Kathy. Later. I didn’t
want to worry you.”

“Sorry, Mrs. Worth,” Morgan inter-
rupted hastily. “I thought you knew. I’ll
run along. Can we count on you, John?”

“I guess so, Cab.”

Morgan clumped out. His heavy boots
rapped across the yard, faded in the
night, before Tom’s father spoke again.

Tom heard his father’s voice.

“Duff Naves is in town. He had the
gun.” :

“Naves? Oh, no!”

“He came to the office this morning.
Hines was out. Later, he shot one of
Simon’s hounds. That’s how it started.”

“That old Indian!”

“Wasn’t his fault. I thought Naves was
going: to shoot him. Then, when Naves
offered to fight me, I backed down.”

“He’s caught up with us, just when we
thought—"

She did not finish and Tom’s father,

pacing back and forth on the creaky
floor, said with a firm gentleness, “You
quit fretting about it. He can’t send me
back. I served my time for mixing with
his bunch.” :

Without a sound, Tom slipped from his
bed to the door. His mother was slumped
in a chair, her hands wadding a hand-
kerchief. What held him rigid, though,
was the sight of her face—the sickened
shock there.

“What did he say?” she persisted in a
voice much dimmer than Tom had ever
heard.

“Just passing through the country.”

“That all?”

“He didn’t say much.”

“He wants something,” she said, an
ancient knowledge within  her.

“Why :

else would he come here? Remember,
he fixed it so you took the blame before.
Oh, John, why can’t you turn him in? -
He’s an outlaw. He’s killed men.”

Tom’s father stopped, in the grip of
a powerful emotion. “And have him tell
Hines that an ex-jailbird is handling
company funds?” He shook his head
savagely. ‘“No, I can’t do that. Besides,
there’s no law in Rocky City.”

She stared up at him, her face white.
“What can we do?”

“We’ll have to wait and see, Kathy.
But I know one thing for certain, I'm
mighty tired of running.”

On numb legs Tom went woodenly to
his bed. Drawn tight, his mind spinning,
he lay awake long after the house dark-
ened and there was no sound save the
wind off the blackjacks. He pulled
tighter, loaded with an overwhelming
fear and shame for his father. He beat
his balled fist into the pillow, wet against
his face.

A knot began to form in the pit of
his stomach, and it was still there in the
morning when his mother called him to
breakfast.

ATER, Tom straggled behind as they
walked through glassy sunshine to
the open-air church, no more than a
short row of seats shaded overhead by
a framework of blackjack brush. Sitting
on the rough bench, he was soon aware
of the Reverend Mather, long-haired and
showing need of a week’s board some-
where, warning of Rocky City’s increas-
ing wickedness. There was a rough ele-
ment drifting in, he shouted.” Decent
folks would have to stiffen their back-
bones . . . :

Tom’s mind wandered. He was sud-
denly alert as the preacher, waving his
scarecrow arms at the climax of his ser-
mon, called on everybody to have cour-
age when enemies camped around. And
to Tom, the Reverend Mather’s penetrat-
ing glance appeared aimed straight at
his father.

His own face reddening, Tom stole a
sidelong look. His father had that far-
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- away expression, like in the office. He
wasn’t even listening. And as the people
filed out after the services and his own
family’s turn came to shake hands, Tom
thought the Reverend Mather took extra
long today.

Once home, his father shed his coat
and went to the woodpile behind the
house, snatched up the double-edged ax
and began chopping so fast you figured
he had a hate against the scrubby logs.

“Tom,” he said, after a minute, breath-
ing deeply, “I know you're wondering
about yesterday. Wondering why I didn’t
fight.”

“I'm not—a bit.” Tom tried to make
it sound right. The moment he blurted
it out, however, he knew he’'d failed.
Loyal, that was all, and miserable.

The gray eyes studied him. “Honest,
now?”

“Yes, honest,” Tom declared in a loud
voice, too loud for conviction.

“You wouldn’t be much of a boy if
you didn’t wonder why,” his father said
and buried the blade halfway. He left
it there, his knuckles like white knobs
around the handle. “I’'d do the same in
your place. Just remember this, some-
times it’s harder not to fight.”

Afterward, he labored without letup,
making the chips fly, splitting and sizing
the logs into stove-length pieces, cutting
enough to cook Sunday dinner all sum-
mer. At intervals he rested and gazed
off in his detached way.

. Called to dinner, he ate slowly, linger-
ing over his meal. At last he stood and
took up his hat.

“Working today?” Tom’s mother pro-
tested. :

“Big week coming up.” He smiled dry-
ly. “And you know how Mister Hines
is.”

“Too well. But he won’t be there—
it’s not that.” Into her eyes edged a
gleam of fear.

“It’s nothing unusual. I worked last
Sunday. Remember? Tom, you stay
within call.” :

Upon reaching the screen door, his
father slowed his steps and he looked at

them with an intentness that was ap-
proving and also curiously sober. Some-
thing fast ran across his face. He was
gone, then, and glancing through the
window, Tom could see him striding up
the path toward town. :

Not long afterward Tom drifted out-
side, into the warm, still afternoon. He
stood a moment. And when the woods
called, as they always did if you watched
good, the branches seeming to wink and
signal all at once, he made tracks.

Inside the shadowed coolness of the
black-boled timber, he was Texas Jack
once more, this day on the Santa Fe
Trail. Sure enough, what looked like a
whole tribe of screeching Pawnees
dusted up on their painted ponies, all
raw to fight. So he tended to that busi-
ness right off and rolled his wheels, in
no great hurry now. He chased antelope
and shot himself one buffalo whenever
the fancy struck, which was anytime,
because Texas Jack did as he pleased.

Somehow, though, the game lacked its
old appeal today, and for the first time
the thought began in him that maybe
he was growing up. His mind kept going
back to yesterday morning.

He was dog-trotting, circling, when he
made out the flutter of movement along
the road. A hat and next a tall shape.
A few steps further he turned motion-
less, his mouth dropping open, watching
his father stride down the road from

town.
Tom started to call out. But the im-
pulse died almost as it welled up,

squeezed down by a peculiar unease that
thinned to caution, formless and vague.

His father stepped to the timber’s edge
and peered in uncertainly, as if he ex-
pected somebody but wasn’t sure. He
gave a sharp, plaintive whistle.

Time dragged. Tom’s heart tugged at
the wall of his chest, thumping high, and
he realized it wasn’t right, spying this
way. Yet, when he thought of leaving
or calling, he could not act. Meanwhile,
his father fidgeted, thrusting hands in-
side his pockets and kicking his boots at
the ruts.
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T THAT moment dried branches

snapped. His father straightened,
stiffly waiting, and Tom saw horses in
single file, bulking high. In front rode
Duff Naves.

Everything in Tom seemed to tighten.
Behind ' Naves came yesterday’s surly
campers, still dirtier and unshaven in
daylight. The bony, quick-eyed man
astride the fine blaze-faced bay, which
irked Tom deeply, and the cranky, thick-
bodied man aboard the dun. The pol-
ished handles of their pistols cast greasy
glimmers above the worn holsters.

For no reason at all, Tom caught him-
self remembering the Reverend Mather’s
sermon. About enemies camped in close,
and he called on the strength he needed
suddenly and did not have.

Naves’ swarthy face shone with a
brittle satisfaction. He growled at Tom’s
father, who nodded heavily and turned
up the road. The horsemen followed.

Something warned Tom to stick to
cover as he trotted behind, drawn by a
mixed urgency of fear and puzzlement.

- When the timber scanted out to prairie

and Rocky City loomed, he took hesi-
tantly to the road. From a distance back
he saw Naves dismount and walk beside
his father. Together they went past the
storage yards. The campers, leading Na-
ves’ horse, reined out of view at the
corner.

Tom stared a moment, in relief. Noth-
ing was wrong. The campers were riding
off. Scattered wagons and people marked
the street. Not so many on Sunday after-
noon; nevertheless, they provided a com-
fort, just the sight of them. Everything
looked in place, even Simon Rolling
Thunder hunkered on his heels in front
of Rhiner’s butcher shop, which was
closed for the Sabbath. His restless
hounds ranged the walk, again and again
sniffing hungrily at Rhiner’s door. Simon
seemed to be dozing on the sun-drenched
street.

The next instant Tom froze, his gaze
pinned to the express office, watching his
father unlock the door and enter. Press-
ing close behind was Naves.

A sense of wrongness stabbed Tom as
his skinny legs carried him to the supply
yvards. Heaving for breath, he scrambled
to the end of a rack of pipe, scanned
the street, then pulled back instantly.

There, in the mouth of the alley, the
campers slouched in their saddles. And
yvet Tom sensed an unmistakeable vigil-
ance beneath their indifference. Some-
thing in the way their attention kept
swinging to the corner.

The fear that Tom had almost driven
from his mind moments ago stirred again,
growing. He dreaded to look at the ex-
press office, and when he did, quickly,
the feeling seemed to surge and swell.
His dry throat contracted as understand-
ing crashed through him.

His father was letting Duff Naves rob
the office; while Naves’ men waited with
the horses!

Sound erupted without any warning.
There was a gun booming, its deep-
throated roar hanging muffled along the
quiet street and turning Tom cold.

He saw Simon’s head perk up, saw
him jump to his feet and break into a
lumbering run for the express office, his
hounds racing playfully with him. Just
before he reached the door, it jolted out-
ward and a man sprang through.

Tom recognized Naves. He carried a
lumpy sack. His pistol glinted in his
hand. He half spun on the closing figure.
Simon grabbed.

Naves’ gun hand rose swiftly and
chopped, -the barrel taking Simon across
his upflung arm before his face; and as
Simon reeled backward, he shrilled to
his dogs. Naves was free, only to come
against the lean shapes crowding under-
foot. He kicked and -cursed.

Now Simon, crying out in Indian, lun-
ged like an aroused brown bear. Naves
slued around with his pistol, this time
to kill.

Tom flinched at a single ear-splitting
blast and waited for Simon to buckle,
Instead, Naves jerked strangely. His sack
dropped first and his pistol right after,
making a hollow whap on the plank walk.
Then he clapped both hands to his chest,

L3
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twisted back and fell.

Tom stared. He was scared to death
and sick. Movement pulled his eyes side-
ward.

His father stood swaying in the
powdersmoke doorway, gray-faced, that
old .45 still leveled on Naves. He flicked
Naves a quick look and limped toward
the corner of the building.

In an instant Tormh remembered, even
before he heard the pounding racket and
glimpsed the blaze-faced horse eharging

- forward. There came a flash of flame
from the rider’s pistol, but Tom’s father
didn’t go down. His own gun was buck-
ing and suddenly the horse swerved off,
riderless, and the third man was swap-
ping directions, racing his mount out of
town.

T WAS over by the time Tom ran

across. His father stood hard as a post
for several moments, still defiant, strung
tight. And that was the part Tom always
remembered best, better than the gun
battle. Him rooted there, kind of gaunt
and great, with a terrible light in his
eyes, with blood sopping high along his
trouser leg and powdersmoke blooming
around him.

All this before he clawed suddenly for
the support of the building, missed, and
crashed into the arms of Simon Rolling

Thunder. 2
"~ An awkward hurry seemed to come
over Cab Morgan and Adam Hines after
a minute in the cramped lamp-lit room
that smelled like a doctor’s medicine case.

“You won’t run in any Fourth of July
sack races, but you’ll be there,” Morgan
boomed and started to go.

“Let me know if there’s anything I
can do,” Hines murmured.

From his station by the foot of the
bed, Tom saw a frown crease the lean,
_pale face on the pillow. “Wait a minute,”
his father said curtly.

They halted. :

“There’s something I want you to hear.
_Especially you, Mister Hines.” He swal-
lowed and Tom suw the sudden search

!

of his glance upon his mother, then felt
it himself, as if his father needed
strength.

Morgan and Hines eyed each other. “It
can wait,” Hines replied agreeably, turn-
ing.

“No, it can’t.” Tom’s father raised
himself so abruptly that pain pinched
his face. “You’re going to have to hear
this!”

Hines regarded him a moment, once
again the old Mister Hines. All business,
brisk, disapproving.

T see you're determined to talk, John.
However, there’s nothing you can tell us
about the holdup, or why Duff Naves hap-
pened to pick an off-trail place like Rocky
City. We know because Naves’ wounded

3 friend has been talking his head off.”

Surprise built in his father’s eyes, then
plain dismay. “So you already know?”
he said.

“Most of it—enough. Naves’ price to
keep still to me was for you to let him
rob the office. So you played him the
hard way. Even took his insults in pub-
lic. And now you want to tell me the
very thing you fought to stop.” In the
next moment, the long, strict face of
Mister Hines switched to a surprising
meekness. “Good heavens, man! Maybe
it mattered once, but not now. Come
along, Cab. We'll be late for the meet-
ing at Landow’s store. Let’s get up there
before some fool passes an ordinance
against loose dogs.” -

And - suddenly they were gone from
the room.

For a time nobody spoke. Then Tom’s
mother * said, “Everyone’s been asking
about you, John. Simon Rolling Thunder .
was here.” ,

“Sorry I missed him.”

“You were sleeping. I—I told him to
come back.”

Her tone quickened his gaze. :

“Tomorrow,” she said. “On Sunday,
too. He’s coming to dinner.”

“Why, that’s fine, Kathy,” Tom heard
his father answer. “We’ll be here. We're
going to be in Rocky City a long time.”
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“Sometimes,” he said, “like today,
| have no feel for drawing a gun.”
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WHEN A MAN DIES

By PETE CURTIS

HE girl’s lap was a warm, soft pillow
for Dan Tice’s head. The lilty song of
the thrasher high in a tree, the drowsy
sibilance of the creek and the silent, hot
Texas day all but lulled Dan into as
pleasant a sleep as a young man could
want. Yet he knew that he should be get-
ting back to the house, for practice time
was drawing mighty near.
He opened his eyes and saw Nancy
Thame’s sweet, oval face tilted above his
own. An amused smiled made her lips

petal-smooth. %
“Qld sleepy-head,” she whispered.
Dan Tice reached up and traced his fin-

gers over the soft flesh of her neck. “I'll

have to get back, Nancy. Lew will be
waiting.”

A sulky disapproval appeared in the
darkening expression of her eyes, and her
voice held a plaintive note.

“Why can’t you miss just this once?
We're having such a fine time.”

On the heels of her complaint sounded

His old man raise;l him to be a killer — and so a killer he became!

&



WHEN A MAN DIES 91

a flat, echoless gunshot. The saddle ponies,
drowsing in the shade of higher ground,
stirred restlessly with the sudden noise.
Dan pushed slowly to his feet. He lifted
his arms, Indian-style, and stretched away
the last delicious laziness of this drifting
time. He smiled rather sheepishly at
Nancy Thame, gripped the up-reaching
hands and helped the girl lightly to- her
feet.

Nodding to a questioning look, he said,
“That was Lew. I've let the sun slip by.”

“He’s such a mule-headed old devil. He
knows you’re with me today. I’ll bet he
did that on purpose,” Nancy said.

Dan burst out laughing. “Practice time,
honey. Doesn’t make any difference who
I'm with or where. Practice time, that’s
all.”

Her depthless sulkiness could not en-
tirely conceal worry. “Dan, what’s Lew
trying to do, anyway? Why does he make
you work at it so hard?”

“‘I’m a Tice. In Lew’s mind that’s rea-
son enough.”

“Don’t you ever get tired of it?”

“Sometimes,” he answered. “Like to-
day, for instance. I have no feel for it.”

“Seems to me Lew’s been much more
strict since that trouble in town,” she said.

His stare was scolding and critical. “Oh,
come right out and say he killed John
Henley Smith, Nancy. There’s nothing
wrong about that.”

“I can’t bring myself to say it so matter-
of-factly. After all, Lew’s your father.”

A trace of iron came into Dan’s tone.
“He shot John Henley Smith in self-de-
fense. When he said John Henley was
carrying a gun and made a move for it, I
believed Lew. When he said one of John
Henley’s followers sneaked the gun out of
John Henley’s waistband and ran off with
it, I believed him again.” He paused, the
anxious, bitter time of that affair sweep-
ing back keenly. “Even with witnesses to
back his story, there’s too many John Hen-
ley Smith kin around Buckhorn for Lew
to have kept his town marshal job.”

An instant, apologetic light touched his
eyes. “That didn’t mean you or your fam-
ily,” he said.

“Oh, I know that, Dan,” she said, assur-
ing him. “Heavens, we were so distant in
kinship to John Henley Smith that it
practically means nothing. Even so, I'm
certainly not proud of having been even
remotely related to a man who had killed
over thirty men. Why John Henley was
ever paroled—well, goodness, they might
have known he’d eventually violate his
parole.”

Dan mused, “I figure the tip Lew got
that John Henley was packing hardware
came from one of the man’s enemies.”

“Well,” said Nancy. “It’s all over.”

“Not for Lew, it isn’t. He thinks we
Tices are fair game in this Buckhorn coun-
Ty

A twinkle broke through the sober cast
of Nancy’s expressive eyes. “Well, T know

’)}

one Tice who’s fair game for me!

VAN chuckled and twitched her pert

“F nose, and helped her up the bank,
made slippery by weeds. His eyes trailed
over the firm roundness of her body, ap-
preciating the sweet ripening of woman-
hood, the graceful, gentle movements.

They swung to saddles, and Dan said,
“T'll come calling.”

“Don’t stay away too long.” She cocked
hér head and her dark blue eyes studied
him with intimate amusement. The tip
of her nose and the skin over the cheek-
bones were faintly sin-dusted, her hair a
shiny, silky black. H~ grinned at her, his
brow lifting quizzieally.

But without further word she turned
her pony’s head in the direction of her fa-
ther’s ranch. Dan watched her ride off,
the strong pull the girl had on him was a
kind of sweetly troublesome one. He drew
in a long breath to ease a tight feeling in
his chest, and jokingly reproached him-
self. “You dansg fool. You'll be getting
love-struck.” He touched spurs to the
horse’s flanks and rode for home.

His father was seated in a rawhide-bot-
tomed chair in the porch shade. Lew

. Tice’s eyes followed him about as he un-

saddled and turned the horse out. When

he crossed the yard to the house, Lew |

was standing spraddle-legged and with

\r
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long arms akimbo, clearly upset by Dan’s
tardiness. Lew Tice was a Texas fighting
man, a tall one, his eyes piercing and fiery-
lucid as a hawk’s, his mouth grim-lined in
an unnoticeably thin and tough-hided
face.

“Off with the Thame girl,” Lew’s rough

voice boomed, “when you should be at-

your practice. I seen you out there. She’s
got Smith blood in her veins.”

“So has half the population around
here,” Dan replied tersely. “She didn’t
know John Henley Smith any more'n I
know an Eskimo.”

“Still no excuse for you to reneg on
your practice stint.” Lew’s voice became
intense. “Now, you listen. I been watch-
ing this sort of easy way come over you.
You been slacking, boy. Your practice
comes first, no matter what. It’s the most
important thing in your life, and you dang
well remember it!”

He turned swiftly to the chair and
snatched up the gun rig. He shoved it at
Dan. “Get out there and go to work.”

Dan unbuckled the belt and strapped it
on. He stooped to tie the toe of the holster
to his thigh, and voiced lamely, “Awful
hot today, Lew.”

“Get out there,” snapped his father, mo-
tioning with impatience.

There wasn’t an inch variation in their
heights. Lew was broader and heavier,
for Dan had not yet reached full maturity.
A few more years would lessen the dis-
crepancy.

Dan drank from the water bucket, then
moved rather listlessly into the yard, his
shoulders hunched more than usual. He
halted with legs braced comfortably apart.
And his movement, then, was so swift as
to be past before the eye could register it;

.the gun in his hand bucked and roared
five times, a slight pause between the
fourth and fifth shots until the sight could
be lined up on another target.

The targets were tin cans scattered in a
certain area of the yard; cans battered,
punched, jagged and twisted from count-
less bullets. There was a thick, heavy

~ plank Lew had erected, six feet high from

ground to ton. braced with timber at the -

back, all of it sunk deeply and solidly into
the earth. Lew also had painted on its
surface the crude silhouette of a man.
Dan called it the Black Ghost. The por-
tion of the shape which represented a
man’s chest was splintered and chopped
by many a round of target practice. An
irregular hole, where daylight showed
through, had finally been bullet-chewed
into the wood. It was a perfect effect,
however, because the bullets had punched
through where the heart of a man would
normally be located.

Dan went through the paces—draw and
shoot, draw and shoot—until his - eyes
stung and his mouth and nose were bit-
terly dry from gunsmoke. Sweat trickled
down the planes of his young face and
sweat made dark patches on his shirt.

His father stood watching critically
from the porch. Now and then Lew Tice
shook his head with disapproval. During
a reloading pause, he shouted sternly,
“Put some grit in that shootin’, boy. Put
your mind to it!”

Dan’s motions were strictly instinctive
this day—mechanical. It was too all-fired
hot to be sucking in acrid gunsmoke, the
dust under his boots giving up heat as a
kitchen range would when baking bread.
His shooting was near perfect, though.
The lead sang true, and it sang often.

HEN came the third phase of this

ritual. Lew strapped on his own gun
and stepped into the glare of the sun. With
guns empty of cartridges, they faced each
other across thirty yards of ground, Lew
as grim and foreboding as though he were
about to make a kill, motionless until his
hand jumped to gun. Dan tried to match
the draw of his father. It was not an easy
thing to do.

This simulated gun duel was performed
over and over, alweys dragging on until
it seemed to Dan pointless in result. Yet
he knew there was sound reason for it,
simply because it was part of his father’s
planned routine, a part of the way his fa-
ther forged a top gunhand.

Lew Tice had the battle scars and savvy
of an old wolf. His gun had brought him
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through, in one piece, many a tight and

bloody fracas. He’'d ridden with the Texas
trail crews to the northern cattle markets,
and he’d operated his own gaming pits in
those wild and woolly towns. He’d been
a Texas lawman off and on, the same as
he’d been on the night he shot and killed
John Henley Smith. Now he was a part
time rancher, and faro dealer for the
Alhambra Saloon in Buckhorn, living on
in a country where many feared him, and
hated him because they chose to believe
that he had shot down a drunk and un-
armed man.

He and Dan could have departed from
the Buckhorn country when ill feeling
turned against Lew, but it was their home

- too, and Lew was not a man to fade out of

the picture when things went bad. It only
sharpened his fangs.

He called this day’s practice session to a
halt, and Dan transferred water from the
bucket to a basin and rinsed off. As he
was toweling himself, Lew said, “Reckon
you're far enough along to start your brag.
Don’t back down from any man. You're
as good as the best.”

Dan was surprised by the compliment
and not a little pleased. He remarked
lightly, “When it comes to shootin’ at tin
cans and painted boards, maybe.”

Lew’s stabbing look was deadly serious.
“Don’t think of a man with a gun as any
different. Just another target.”

“Easy to say,” Dan drawled, grinning
wryly. “That dang Black Ghost out there
can’t shoot back.”

There was a long moment in which Lew
Tice stared at his son with rankling dis-
pleasure, and then he murmured; “Your
easy banter has a yellow smell to it.”

Dan’s face instantly sobered and his

‘eyes showed hurt and resentment. “You

know me better than that, Lew.”

“Then watch your tongue,” his father
replied surlily. “A Tice doesn’t make
loose talk.”

The incident was passed over soon
enough, forgotten by supper time. Later,
Dan saddled a pony and rode to Buck-
horn, a taste for cold beer at the end of
this hot day and a few hands of stud a

pleasant inducement. Before he had left
the house, though, Lew had told him im-
pressively, “Remember, don’t back down
from any man. There’s nobody in these
parts who can touch your draw-and-
shoot.”

Dan racked his horse among a string of
others in front of the Square Deal Saloon
and entered that playhouse with light-
hearted anticipation. An out-sized bunch
of cowpunchers, representing the two
largest ranches in the Buckhorn country
and about evenly divided, were by chance
in town and in the same establishment,
and their noisy camaraderie made the
Square Deal an unlikely place for silent
and museful drinking.

Their rough, spirited antics did not un-
settle Dan Tice; he liked the noise, the
smells, the bright and obviously carefree
atmosphere. He took his beer at the bar
with a feeling of solid contentment and
then made himself the sixth member of
a stud poker game already in progress.

Dan was bucking a losing streak when
the inevitable fight broke out between the
two factions of boisterous riders. In mo-
ments the Square Deal was a blast box of
turbulence. -

AN TICE stepped away gingerly to

place his back against the wall, a
rolling excitement building within him as
he watched the sea of bobbing heads and
flailing arms. No man was immune from
“the pummeling. He shoved and pushed to
keep himself free of the pressing edge of
fighters, but at last his own suppressed
and youthful recklessness spilled over and
he jumped into the swirl of grunting, craz-
ily struggling bodies.

There was no space nor time for finesse.
He was hit from the side and butted from
the back, and he commenced pumping his
fists willy-nilly into anybody who gave
him fight, having the peculiar sensation
of his feet being mostly off'the floor, that
he was riding the crest of a swift race of
flood water.

It had flared quickly and was dying al-
most as fast, like a bolt of lightning strik-
ing and fading statically. There was no



malice, no urge to hurt fatally. Many men
in the melee were laughing, but when the
bill for damages reached .their respective
bosses, that laughter no doubt would be
echoed with mournful wails.

Dan finally made it to the swinging
doors and was propelled through to the
walk. His chest rose and fell with heavy
breathing, a trace of a grin was on his lips,
his eyes were bright and flashing. He took
out his bandanna and dabbed at a trickle
of blood coming from his nostrils and a
fair flow of it from a cut cheekbone. His
right eye was swelling, the flesh a wicked-
ly inflamed hue, and it had a tight, numb
feeling. The knuckles of his fists stung
now, two knuckles on his right hand
scraped raw, and he sucked at the burn-
ing sting and then shook the hand.

The racket inside gradually diminished,
but it was late now, time he should be rid-
ing. With the blood flow from his nose
and cuts checked stopped, he forked sad-
dle and rode out of Buckhorn with the
good feeling inside him of an evening well

.spent.

His father was asleep when he got home.
Next morning, as he came into the kitchen
for breakfast, Lew Tice saw his face and
stared as though thunderstruck.. Rage
suffused Lew’s sharp features, strikingly
pronounced as it broke through his nor-
mally sullen morning expression. Dan had
been on the verge of throwing out a casual
reference to last evening’s free-for-all, but
the words stuck in his throat. He was
startled when Lew loomed toward him
like a cranky bear and snatched up his
right hand.

Lew intently examined the hand with
his fiery eyes, pressing fingers roughly
over the knuckles. He awoke pain in the
barked and somewhat swollen hand, caus-
ing Dan to wince.

Lew exploded, “You. crazy maverick!

Never use your fists on a man.”

The heat ‘of his truculence swirled
around Dan, and wildness that was an'ex-
treme rareness for Lew Tice. Dan mut-
tered dazedly, “Nothing to fret about,
Lew. Be as good as new in a couple days.”
He tried to pull the hand away. :
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“A broken bone could maybe stiffen a
finger for life! Don’t you know that?”

Dan shook his head in confusion, and
Lew stormed on, “Enough batterings and
the knuckles swell and stay that way. The
hand loses its quickness, its—its limber-
ness. I thought you had better savvy than
to use fists. By damn, I never do!”

And it was true. Lew Tice had never
been in a rough-and-tumble brawl. He
settled arguments with his gun.

Anger began working through Dan’s
bewilderment, and he jerked his hand out
of Lew’s grasp. “I'm not going to shoot a
man for throwing a haymaker at me.”

“Use the barrel of your gun on his
head!” Lew ranted. “Listen to me, boy.
There’s damn few gunfighters who can
draw and shoot the way you do—maybe
none. I ain’t ever seen the man your
equal, and that includes me. You're a
diamond, boy. A real diamond. You can
be the greatest Tice in a line of top gun-
hands. Don’t throw these years of train-
ing to hell by mixing in barroom brawls.”

“How many have I been in?” Dan chal-
langed sarcastically. “Not enough for you
to snort around like a wild bull.”

Lew’s long arm swept out and the palm
of the hand cracked sharply against Dan’s
cheek. Dan stepped back with the shock
of the blow showing in his expression. His
eyes blinked and watered and his hand
reached up quickly to caress the stung
flesh.

Lew warned hoarsely, “Don’t ever use
that tone on me, boy.” e
BYHE sound of Dan’s breathing was

harsh and quick, his chest swelling as
fury smote him momentarily. His jaw
muscles rippled as he clenched his teeth
together. He pivoted and slammed out of
the kitchen.

Lew’s raking. voice bounded into the
outdoors. “Come back here, you sass-
mouthed maverick! I ain’t through telling
you a few things.”

But Dan kept going, his bootheels goug-

ing the earth of the yard. In moments he

had a horse saddled and himself in leather,
pounding hell-bent for nowhere.

L]
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Lew stood in the doorway watching the
dust marker recede. Maybe I shouldn’t
have cuffed him, he thought. He ain’t a

- . kid no more. He’ll ride around till his

mad wears off, then wind up over at the
Thame’s ranch.,

Lew’s surmise was correct. Two hours
later Dan was sitting down to a man-sized
breakfast in the Thame’s kitchen. Nancy’s
mother discreetly left the two young folks
to themselves, and busied herself in an-
other room of the house. Thame was out
riding with his crew. The mother and fa-
ther had nothing against Dan, but they
were always a little chary, a little uncer-
tain of him. He was a Tice, and it was
common knowledge in the Buckhorn
country that Lew was moulding him into a
fighting Tice.

He explained his cut and bruised face

and told of the ruckus with his father.

Nancy remarked, “It should be clear
now what Lew expects of you.”

“Oh, I've known all along,” Dan an-
swered shortly, his anger blunted but still
riding him. “It’s not what he wants that
rowels me, but the way he goes about it.
If he’d use a little horse sense about all
this, there wouldn’t be any reason for a
flare-up. But he’s always preaching to me
about it, eyeing me and keeping me close-

. penned like I was some prize stag.”

Nancy’s face was solemnly pretty as
she watched Dan fork food into his mouth
with absentminded briskness.

“You’re different from your father, Dan.
You’re easy-going where he’s rawhide
strict. You're—well, you’re fun-loving
where he’s tough business. And you've
got a warmth, a feel for things, for life and
Lew’s heart is cold and icy and unforgiv-
ing. Dan, Lew’s god is his gun.”

“That last sounds like one of your old
man’s sayings,” he said thoughtlessly.

“Well, whose ever it is, I don’t care,”
she retorted, her black hair jouncing when
she snapped up her chin. “It’s the truth!”

Dan’s eyes blinked slowly, meditatively.
“What’s a man without a gun in this coun-
try? I'm a Tice. I like to look at guns, to
handle them, to shoot them.”

Nanecy was silent a long moment, then

~

she intoned softly, “Dan, you haven’t got
your ‘man for breakfast, as the shying
goes. Have you ever thought how it would
be to kill a man? Could you do it so easily
as Lew?”

His eyes swung cuttingly to her with
surprise, then faltered to gaze at his plate,
a scowl forming on his brow. He became
so enwrapped with inward thoughts that
he did not hear the approach of a horse
in the yard until Nancy remarked, “Some-
one’s coming.”

Lew Tice’s voice sounded his name.

Dan and Nancy exchanged puzzled,
wondering looks, and Dan pushed his
chair back and went out to the gallery.
Lew was sitting a horse with that stern,
commanding demeanor of his, but in his
right hand he held two cane poles, and
the hardness of his face and the unyield-
ing burn of his eyes had retreated to some
reservoir of his crusty being.

“Let’s go catch a mess of panfish for
dinner, boy,” he said roughly. Embarrass-
ment flickered across his features when he
saw Nancy come through the doorway to
stand next to Dan.

Lew was apologizing for the slap, Dan
knew, the nearest thing his father could
extend openly. Dan slowly felt the scorch
and moodiness of the morning flow out of
him. He let an easy, forgiving grin show
his feelings. :

“Sure, Lew. We haven’t been fishing in
a long time.”

“Nancy,” Lew invited with awkward
generosity. “You come along.”

The unexpectedness of it flustered the
girl. “I—I can’t, Lew. I'm needed here
today.” i

“Well, then,” he mumbled heavily.
“Some other time, maybe.”

Before Dan stepped out to his pony, he
half turned toward Nancy and said in a
whisper, “You think that heart is all ice
now?”

{ HE next day Dan resumed practice

on his draw-and-shoot. Nancy’s talk
of a ‘man for breakfast’ had not com-
pletely stilled itself in his mind, and at
the practice session’s end he inquired
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hesitantly of his father, “Lew, you never
told me, and I never asked before, but—
well, how does it feel to kill a man?”
Lew Tice was actually startled. The
flash of his eyes betrayed him. Yet in sec-

onds he was pushing a long, measuring

stare against Dan.

“A man with a gun don’t sort his feel-
ings. Don’t let such notions enter your
head.”

“TI was just wondering, that’s all.”

Lew was silent for a time, then said
almost viciously, “Killing a man is no dif-
ferent from killing an animal. Remember
that, boy. No different from killing an
animal.” :

It was something new to preach to Dan
in the weeks that rolled on. Dan was ripe
for his first gunfight. Obsession for it
gripped Lew in the end, for with the pas-
sage of time the rancor and fight of John
Henley Smith kin or others in the Buck-
horn country did not formulate in fact as
it did in imagination. The hate was there,
Lew felt, but not the fight. No one wanted
to face the business end of a Tice firearm.

This dearth of initial combat for his son
greatly disturbed Lew. He, himself, had
been two years younger than Dan when
he had shot and killed his first man in a
draw-and-shoot. He knew that the first
kill was the important one, the one which
gave those following a nerveless familiar-
ity.

So he watched and waited, keeping Dan
at the daily practice stint, an insistent
anxiousness riding him to the point of ex-
asperation. These days found him all the
more snarly and surly as he waited for
the first break which would start his son
following in the footsteps of his and other
fighting Tices.

The break came with the visit to Buck-
horn of a young gunman of artificial self-
importance and arrogant mannerisms—a
dandy who called himself the Lightning
Kid. What brought him to Lew’s atten-
tion was the round of talk that had the
Kid entering a Buckhorn saloon and, with
soft kid gloves, flouting his challenge by
slapping each man’s face.

Lew keenly surveved this foppishly at-

tired gunman for a few days and decided
that here was ripe pickings for Dan. The
Lightning Kid naturally made his pres-
ence known in every saloon and gambling
hall in town. He made the rounds of the
tables with scornful airiness. His number
came up the night he sat at Lew’s faro
layout.

Lew, his insidious scheme giving him
perverse amusement, said to the Lightning
Kid, “You know my boy, Dan, don’t you,
Kid?”

“I’'ve seen him around,” replied the
high-pitched, haughty voice.

Lew’s thumb slowly riffled the corner of
a pack of playing cards; his hawk eyes
shone harshly. “Dan says your brag with
the gloves that first day in town was a
fake. Says you were lucky he wasn’t in
the place at the time. Dan says you're
pure bluff.”

The Lightning Kid knew the signifi-
cance of those words—the fight or run
meaning of them—and he was no fool. His
thin face had blanched from the pro-
nouncement, but he kept a good front
when he murmured, “Lew, you must hate
your boy, to want him killed.”

Lew shrugged. “Just passing on what
he wanted me to tell you.”

“Is he too yellow to face me with them
words in his own mouth?”

“You ask him,” Lew voiced softly, nod-
ding toward the swing doors. “He’s eating
over at the cafe, but he’ll be along soon.
Why don’t you wait for him outside, Kid?”

The Lightning Kid stared at Lew Tice.
The brilliant cast of his eyes could have
been interpreted as anything from wicked
kill-lust to freezing fright. He stood up
then, slowly, and turned to the doors.

A grim smile curved Lew’s rigid mouth.
He started the word of the impending gun-
fight with, “The Lightning Kid is gunning
for my boy, Dan. Come out and get your
look at the fastest Tice to ever draw a
gun!”

He stationed himself in the next door-
way east of the Alhambra, his eyes piere-
ing the early shadows and diffused glows
of the street, swinging from the Lightning
Kid who seemingly waited so unconcerned
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to traverse the wide thoroughfare where
beamed the brightly, half-steamed window
of the cafe. An excitement he hadn’t felt
in years swayed him, and intenseness of
anticipation to view the fighting product
of his arduous training campaign, gave
Lew a hollowness of belly which he had
never known in his own gunfights.

ARK shapes of men flitted yonder,
blending with the shadows, and
then Lew saw his son come out of the cafe.
Dan began the diagonal cross-street walk
which would bring him to the Alhambra’s
doors, so wholly unaware of what was
coming that Lew felt a little sorry for
him, a little apprehensive that maybe the
startlement would unnerve him too.much.
But it would be a good lesson, a good way
to break in.

When Dan Tice reached the middle of
the street, the Lightning Kid’s falsetto
voice sounded from beneath the overhang
of the Alhambra, oddly shallow as its
challenge ran out to halt Dan in his tracks.
“Dan Tice, I got your war-talk. I’'m throw-
ing it back in your face!”

Dan was a still, arrested shape in the
dusky light. “Who’s that? Who's talk-
ing?”

The expensively dressed figure of the
Lightning Kid became a second entity in
that light and Dan Tice, his eyes peering
with the utmost of perplexed intensity,
rapped sharply, “What’s your game, Kid?”

But a second voice, a hoarse baritone,
reached Dan from the recessed shadows
on his right. It was Lew speaking.

“He’s just another Black Ghost, boy.
Just another target.”

Dan had not stirred with the sound of
his father’s voice. He threw his words at
the now motionless shape down-street.
“I’ve made no war-talk against you, Kid.
What’s your game?”

The Lightning Kid made his move then,
a fatal move—for him. Dan Tice’s gun
was jumped.from leather and roaring its

_ death talk even before the Kid could com-

plete his throw-down, and Dan was a
little shocked by the slowness and clumsi-
ness of the Kid, so at variance with the

smoothly liquid action of his father in
their simulated gun duels. And in the
Precise moment of triggering, it had been
like shooting at ‘just another target.’

Yet the cold, objective feeling was not
in his breast now, for the Lightning Kid
was rolling in the dust, his legs thrashing
feebly. With a kind of stiff-legged walk
Dan moved toward the downed Kid, and
with the interval half closed his father fell
in beside him and laid an arm across Dan’s
shoulders.

Lew said keenly, “That was shootin’,
Dan boy. Pure beauty to watch.”

Men had converged on the Lightning
Kid. They formed a ragged circle, their
faces oddly void of emotion. Some fell
aside and made passage for Dan and Lew.

Dan saw the Kid lying on his back, un-
moving except for his eyes. His gun and
stetson lay in the dust near him. His yel-
low hair appeared vivid against the dust.
Blood trickled from his mouth corners
and his breathing was a sawing rasp.

The Lightning Kid’s eyes found Dan
Tice—eyes shiny with the fear of death,
poignantly ‘expressive with deep hurt.
“Like a little kid, scared and alone,” Dan
whispered. No one heard him.

“Somebody help him,” Dan voiced,"
glancing up and running his eyes along
the peculiarly stoic faces of the crowd.

“In seconds he’ll be dead,” said Lew.

Dan stared down at the dying Lightning
Kid. His lips compressed bitterly. Sud-
denly his hands moved to the buckle of
his gunbelt, his fingers worked swiftly
and he jerked off the rig. He slammed it
against his father’s belly.

“What’s this you're doing, boy?” As-
tonishment showed on Lew’s face.

“I'm riding. I'm getting Nancy Thame
and riding away from this Buckhorn
country. I never want to shoot a gun again
as long as I live.”

It was the only way, Dan Tice knew.
His father would never understand; there
could be no living with the man after giv-
ing up the gun. He walked away.

Lew Tice stared down at the gun rig in
his hands, a man shocked to absolute still-
ness, standing as a figure of granite.
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The young Reverend unbuttoned
his frock coat and moved along
the bar toward the outlaws

PARSON

When all else failed, Reverend James Enright bought a gun

UMMER heat smothered the town of
West Bend under a blanket of op-
pression unlike anything the Reverend
James Enright had known back in Ver-
mont. A haze of red dust hung almost
constantly over the town. The odor of
well-sweated horse flesh was ever present.
Occasional flies of enormous size and a
particular relish for the taste of consecra-
ted flesh harrassed the young minister.
Stopping in front of Clayton’s general
merchandise store, James Enright pulled
a handkerchief from his pocket. Taking
off his black, wide-brimmed hat, he wiped
the perspiration from his forehead. A tall
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man, thin of chest and narrow. of hips, his
hair was black and neatly trimmed. Deep-
set eyes and prominent cheekbones im-
parted a lean, ascetic look to his youthful
face.

Replacing his hat, the Reverend Enright
entered Clayton’s. Inside the store the
heat was even more intense. An unceiled
roof concentrated the sun’s rays, turning
the store into a veritable oven.

“Howdy, Parson,” Henry Clayton said,

greeting the young minister cheerfully.
“Nice weather for July.”
“Hot,” James Enright replied tersely.
“That’s what I said,” Henry rambled on.
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“Nice weather if you like it hot.”
“I don’t,” the clergyman answered.
“Wouldn’t be near so hot if you took
that coat off,” Henry said, and appraised

~ the man.

The Reverend Enright shifted uneasily
on his feet. The frock coat he wore, though
woolen, was as much a mark of his office
as the collar about his neck. In Vermont
a minister dressed as a minister, regard-
less of the weather. In three brief months
the unorthodox social standards of West
Bend had not yet shorn him of his Ver-
mont-bred instinct for propriety.

“Got to get rid of some rats,” the min-
ister said, changing the subject. He was
much too hot for an inspired defense of
his wearing apparel. *®

“Got just the thing,” Henry said, dig-
ging about in a counter heaped up with
door locks, bridles, buggy whips. ‘“Latest
trap on the market,” he said proudly,
holding up a contrivance similar in size
and construction to a wire wastebasket.

“Too small,” the minister commented.

“Too small?” Henry questioned appre-
hensively. “Just how big are these rats
vou aim to get rid of?”

“About six feet tall and approximately
a hundred and eighty pounds—on an av-
erage.” There was no trace of humor evi-
dent on the Reverend Enright’s face.

“Six feet! Why, Parson,” Henry scoffed,
“you know what the Good Book says
about joshing.”

“What does the Good Book say about
joshing, Henry?”

“Well, now,” the storekeeper drawled,
his face reddening slightly, “I can’t ex-
actly quote book and verse, but it appears
to me that you're exaggerating just a mite,
Parson.”

“Exaggerating?” the minister asked.
“Just how tall would you say Slade Johns-
ton is?”

“Slade Johnston!” Henry Clayton
laughed. “Why, Parson, you’ll have a
deuce of a time getting Slade Johnston
into a trap.”

“I came in to buy a Colt revolver,
Henry,” James Enright calmly informed
the storekeeper. “I intend to run Slade

_the counter.

Johnston and his gang out of town at the
point of a 51xgun

“You ain’t beenwalking around in the
sun with your hat off, Parson?”

“I have complete control of my facul-
ties, Henry,” the minister replied. “I am
suffering from neither sunstroke nor de-
lusions of grandeur. The law, unfortu-

- nately, has failed to rid West Bend of

Slade Johnston and his men. As a self-
respecting man, I feel obliged to do some-
thing about it.”

Henry Clayton stared at the minister
with incredulous eyes. “Why you wouldn’t
stand the chance of a snowball in—in—
Don’t you know that Slade Johnston is the
fastest man on the draw in the whole
blamed Territory? Even the sheriff thinks
it'd be pure suicide to try and arrest
Johnston.”

“The sheriff could deputize sufficient
men to help him,” the Reverend Enright
commented. ‘“The Johnston gang couldn’t
fight the whole town.”

“Maybe not,” the storekeeper admitted,;
“but they’d make a powerful lot of widows
and orphans in a big hurry. They’re pro-
fessional gunmen.”

“I am well aware of that,” the minister
said. “I saw them practicing their trade
on Ben Richards the day before yester-
day.”

James Enright walked to the showcase
in which Henry Clayton kept his stock of
revolvers. Lifting the lid of the showcase,
the minister tested the balance of each
gun. He selected a bone-handled forty-
five. He also purchased a gunbelt, a hols-
ter and a box of cartridges. Reluctantly
the storekeeper began wrapping the min-
ister’s purchases in an old newspaper.

“Just one question,” James Enright
said.

“Shoot, Parson,” Henry replied, inter-
rupting his wrapping chore.

The minister picked the sixgun up from
“Just how do you load this
contrivance?” he asked.

Henry Clayton shrugged his shoulders
resignedly, took the Colt in his hands and
demonstrated the loading technique. “It
holds six cartridges,” he explained.
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“That’s why they call it a sixgun.”

“Looks relatively simple,” the clergy-
man admitted.

“This end,” the storekeeper said, indi-
cating the muzzle of the Colt, “is the end
you point at Slade Johnston.”

“T’ll try to remember, Henry,” the Rev-
erend Enright said.

% ITH the bulky package under his

arm, James Enright walked through
the dusty streets of West Bend. The pas-
tor’s residence, a small, white cottage,
stood beside the community church on
the outskirts of town. After a quick ap-
praisal of the effect the heat was having
on his roses, the minister entered his
home. Taking off neither his hat nor his
coat, he strapped on the gunbelt. He
slipped the Colt into the holster and
walked over to the full-length mirror
which stood in the parlor.

An hour later he was still before the
mirror when a frantic knock sounded at
the door. Turning away from the mirror,
he opened the door. Before him stood his
fiancé, Julie Bachman. Her flushed face
glistened with tiny beads of perspiration.
Several of her golden curls hung awry.
Beneath her high-necked dress her bosom
rose and fell with her rapid breathing.

“Henry’s been spreading the vilest ru-
mor about town,” she gasped. “As soon
as I heard it I rushed right over.”

“Come in, Julie,” the minister said. He
led her into the parlor, then resumed his
place before the mirror. “I’ve been prac-
ticing. Look.”

With a suddent movement, his right
hand swept aside the skirt of his coat and
disappeared from Julie’s sight. Moments
later the hand reappeared, clutching the
Colt. Sighting the gun on his own image
in the mirror, James Enright squeezed
the trigger. The hammer of the revolver
clicked sharply. There was no resultant
shot.

“Not loaded,” the minister explained,
smiling. “Not a bad draw for a begin-
ner?”’

“So it’s true,” Julie said angrily. “You
are going gunning for Slade Johnston,
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Are you completely out of your mind?”

“West Bend has no room for the likes
of Slade Johnston,” the Reverend Enright
declared soberly.

“But you're a man of God,” the girl
cried. “You have no right to go strutting
about town with a Colt on your hip like
some drunken cowhand.”

“And Slade had no right to shoot down
Ben Richards,” the minister retorted.
“It was cold-blooded murder.”

“But it wasn’t murder,” the blonde girl
protested. “Ben drew first.”

“T saw it, Julie,” James Enright said.
“Slade deliberately provoked Ben into
drawing his gun. Ben was drunk, he
hadn’t a chance.”

The young minister paused, gazing
hopefully into his financé’s eyes for some
hint of sympathy. He saw none. Obvi-
ously she had no comprehension of the
motives which were driving him to pit
his life against Slade Johnston’s.”

“This morning I visited Emmett Pear-
son,” James Enright continued. “They
told me it was Emmett. I would never
have recognized him after the beating
Slade and his men gave him last night.”

“Emmet Pearson was a fool,” Julie
Bachman cried.

“Does hitting a lucky streak in poker
make a man a fool?” the young man
asked.

“Playing poker with Slade Johnston
makes him a fool,” Julie replied.

“Granted,” the minister agreed, “but
no fool deserves the beating Emmett got
last night.”

“Maybe he didn’t,” the girl replied, de-
fiance still crisp in her voice, “but does
that give you an excuse to appoint your-
self a committee of one to make this
town safe for drunks and fools?”

““I’'m a man, Julie. A self-respecting
man. I want to be able to hold my head
up, to live at peace with my conscience.”

“At peace with your conscience,” the
girl scoffed. “How are you going to rec-
oncile that Colt with your conscience?
How will you ever be able to mount a
pulpit again and preach submission to
the will of God, or patience in time of
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trouble, or forgiveness of enemies. If you
go through with this madness you’ll lose
your parish, and—" she added slowly,
with obvious regret—‘“me.”

For a moment he said nothing. His
hesitation was not an attempt to gain
time for a decision. He had no decision
to make. Though he loved Julie deeply,
he knew what he had to do—even at
the risk of losing her love.

“Without self-respect, a man is noth-
ing,” he said slowly. “I lost my self-re-
spect when I stood by and watched Ben
Richards die. I intend to get it back.”

HAT evening, as he passed the
white, clapboard church on his way
to the Silver Dollar, James Enright con-
sidered the ironic turn his life had taken.
Believing in the basic goodness of man,
he had left Vermont intending to bring
salvation to the frontiers. Now he was
on the verge of losing the very faith which
had brought him West. The foundations
on which he had built his life were
crumbling. He had come to preach love
of God and of fellow man. But now the
only fire that was burning in his heart
was one of hatred. He was no longer a
man of God, a man of peace. Slade John-
ston had turned him into a man of vio-
lence.

The Reverend Enright pushed his way
through the swinging doors of the Silver
Dollar. The glare of the many gas lights
temporarily blinded him. As he accus-
tomed himself to the brightness of the
room, he sensed a change of mood sweep-
ing through the saloon. The piano play-
er glanced up and saw the minister stand-
ing in the doorway. His fingers continued
striking the keys of the piano, but the
tune was suddenly bereft of its gaiety.
The uninhibited laughter of the men and
women gradually died away as they
turned to gaze on him with apprehensive
eyes. The card and dice games continued,
but the actions of the players became
wooden and heavy.

Slowly the young clergyman started
down the aisle between the bar and the
gambling tables. As he walked he sensed

the men behind him moving aside, out
of the line of possible gunfire. Slade
Johnston sat at a poker table in the far
corner of the Silver Dollar. His back was
to the wall. At his right sat Sonny Wil-
liams. Behind these two stood Rex Lov-
erich and Jake Mason. These four men
comprised the Slade Johnston gang. Each
a reputed killer, each rumored to be
sought by sheriffs from a half-dozen
States and Territories, yet they openly
walked the streets of West Bend. Their
contempt for the law of the town was
obvious. Sheriff Ridgeway, an adequate
lawman under ordinary circumstances,
was too old to match his gunhand with
any one of Johnston’s killers. :
At the outlaws’ table Johnston shuf-
fled a deck of cards, apparently unaware
of the minister’s entrance. Slade was a
large man. Bulky of chest and shoulder,
his hands were, nevertheless, slender, his
fingers exceptionally quick. He wore a
several-day growth of beard. His lip was
curled in a perpetually insolent smile.
“Johnston,” the Reverend Enright said
sharply, “I want words with you.”

The outlaw did not look up. He slapped
the deck of cards on the table. “Cut,” he
muttered to the man on his left.

“I said I want words with you, John-
ston,” the minister snapped. As he spoke
he unbuttoned his frock coat. The car-
tridges lining the gunbelt shone in sharp
contrast to the black clothing he wore.

Johnston leaned back in his chair. Look-
ing up at the clergyman, he worked his
lower jaw wordlessly. Finally he spoke.
“Make it short, Parson,” he growled. “I
just lost a flush to a full house. Losing
makes me irritable, Parson.”

“Johnston,” James Enright said, sur-
prised at the calm strength of his voice,
“I'm giving you until tomorrow sundown
to get out of town. Let the sun set on
you here in West Bend and I'm coming
after you.”

Slade Johnston spat on the floor, picked
up the cards and casually began dealing
them,

“Johnson, I said—"

“I heard what you said, Parson,” the

L
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outlaw leader interrupted angrily. “We’ve
got a poker game going here. You've
had your words, now get.”

The disinterested manner in which the
outlaw had received the threat infuriated
the young minister. He had expected any-
thing from Johnston—anger, insults, con-
tempt—but not indifference. Had he been
spat upon he would not have been more
enraged.

In two quick steps James Enright stood
beside Slade Johnston. Surprised, Slade
looked up. His hand went for the butt of
his gun, but before he could draw, James
Enright had raised his right foot. Pin-
ning Johnston’s shoulder to the chair with
his boot, the minister pushed with all his
strength. A shower of playing cards fol-
lowed Johnston’s path as he skidded
along the floor. :

The Reverend Enright turned and
walked to the door of the Silver Dollar.
The blasphemous curses of Slade John-
ston followed him. But the bullet James
Enright expected at every step did not
come.

T DAWN the next morning James

Enright awoke and crawled sleep-
ily from his bed. He dressed, walked to
the kitchen and pumped up a basin of
cold water. The water stung his face,
driving the wispy remnants of sleep from
his eyes. Briskly he rubbed his face with
a coarse towel. Deciding against a shave,
he kindled a fire in the wood stove and
put the coffee pot on to boil.

Later, with two cups of hot coffee
warming him and his collar turned up
against the chill, early-morning breeze
sweeping down from the snow-capped
mountains to the west, the Reverend En-
right walked down the alley past the
livery stables, past the blacksmith shop
until he hit the wagon trail that led north
out of town. Before him stretched the
vast prairie, countless miles of gently
rolling hills, scrub grass and sage. With
a long stride, the young minister walked
steadily until he reached a point where
the trail passed Ed Lorimer’s sod hut.
Here the minister paused to pick up a
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discarded tin can. He also picked up an
unwanted companion in the form of Ed
Lorimer.

‘“Hi, Parson,” Ed said, hailing the young
man from the front of his hut. “Travel-
ing light, ain’t you?”

“Not traveling far, Ed,” the minister
replied. Again picking up his stride,
James Enright walked on.

Unabashed by the somewhat less than
warm answer he had received from the
minister, Bd trotted along behind the Rev-
erend Enright until he was walking be-
side the minister. “What you aiming to
do with that can, Parson?” Ed asked.

“Going to use it for target practice, .

Ed,” the young man replied.

“Well, that’s all right then,” Ed Lorimer
said, obviously relieved. “I use that old
can for fishworms and I sure wouldn’t
want nothing to happen to it.” :

Turning off the trail about a quarter of
a mile past Lorimer’s place, the Rever-
end Enright found the spot he was look-
ing for. A large boulder jutted up from
the earth to a height of several feet. Be-
hind the boulder was a claybank of ade-
quate height to serve as a stop for the
practice shots he meant to take.

“About the right height,” the young
minister observed as he set the can on top
of the boulder. Stepping back from the

rock ten paces, he planted his feet firm-

ly in the sandy soil. Then' he drew his
Colt, raised it to eyelevel, and fired. The
bullet ricocheted off the rock. The can
did not even tremble.

“No, no, Parson,” Ed Lorimer said in
exasperation. ‘“You got to fire from the
hip. Why, Slade Johnston could of rolled
a cigarette, lit it and still got in the first
shot.”

“From the hip?” the minister asked.

“Right, Parson. From the hip.”

Twenty four practice shots later the can
was still in prime shape for use as a fish
worm can. :

“You’re improving, Parson,” the old
sodbuster encouraged. “Couldn’t of missed
by more than a foot that time.”

“I seem to be getting the hang of it,”
the minister said, smiling wanly.

”
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“Wouldn’t surprise me none if you
made a right passable gunhand,” Ed re-
plied, encouragingly, “say in a year or
two.”

“It’s suicide, plain suicide, that’s what
it is,” Ed Lorimer informed Cy Wheaton
as they stood at the bar of the Golden
Horseshoe, sipping tepid beer.

“Tell me the part about the shooting
again,” Cy shouted, cupping a hand to
his ear. “And speak up, drat it.”

“I said,” Ed Lorimer repeated in a
louder voice, “that the parson stood off
ten paces shooting at an old can and didn’t
hit nothing but that rock once.”

“Only once,” Cy gasped. “You sure,
Ed? Only once?”

“T swear it, Cy,” Ed repeated vehem-
ently. “I may be old but my eyes ain’t
give out on me yet.”

“It’s a fact,” Cy Wheaton told a dumb-
founded Hugh Barrows. “The parson
was out practicing this morning and put
nine out of ten shots through a tin can
at twenty-five paces. From the hip, too.”

HE rays of the afternoon: sun slanted
down through the high window
above the bar, etching squares of sunlight
on the green cloth of the poker table at
which Slade Johnston sat. “You lie
through your teeth,” he said, angry at
Sonny Williams.

“Tt’s a fact,” Sonny repeated, a trifle
apprehensively at this time. “The whole
town’s talking about how this sinkiller
used to be a trick shot in a circus before
he give it up for sinkilling. He can shoot
a ten dollar gold piece out of your hand
at twenty five paces. Blindfolded.”

With dusk still an hour off, James En-
right began preparations for shaving. He
poured scalding water from a kettle into
a basin which lay in the bottom of the
kitchen sink. He washed his face care-
fully, then over his moist skin, he lath-
ered thick suds. With the tips of his long,
sensitive fingers he worked the lather
into his skin. He felt the wiry toughness
of the stubble on his chin wilt before the
warm tide of soap.

He held his straight razor with a steady
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hand. He was devoid of fear—almost
devoid of feeling. Reality in life seemed
gone. Slade Johnston, the six gun which
now hung heavily at his own hip, the ul-
timatum he had delivered to Johnston—
all these seemed like part of a tormenting
dream. He tried to convince himself that
he would awaken momentarily. He want-
ed to awaken to his life as it had been.
He wanted the security of his beliefs
which had brought him West; he wanted
to know that the love of Julie Bachman
was still his. :

But the razor in his hand scraped sharp-
ly on his cheek. The Colt was at his hip.
He was not dreaming. He was awake—

‘awake and-disillusioned.

After shaving he changed into a clean
white shirt and slipped on a fresh clerical
collar. Slipping into his coat, he had
nothing to do but wait. He walked into
the parlor and sat by the window over-
looking the street. It was almost deserted.
The empty street seemed an omen. He
sensed, bitterly, that he was being left
to face Slade Johnston alone, that West
Bend was turning, as if in shame, from
what he was about to do.

Then Julie hurried up the walk. In a
white dress she was crisp and fresh on a
hot afternoon. Through the window James
Enright saw that she was meticulously
groomed. KEach golden curl was pinned
neatly in place. A starched bonnet shield-
ed her face from the sun; about her neck
was a black choker.

James Enright did not answer her first
knock. Nor the second. At this moment
he had no desire to speak with her. He
knew why she had come. But nothing she
could say would keep him from walking
down the street to face Slade Johnston.
Seeing her would only make it more dif-
ficult. Finally, after the third, insistent
knock, he opened the door.

Quickly she walked past him into the
parlor. There she turned to face him. Her
face was almost colorless, the hollows be-
neath her eyes shone dully with the rem-
nants of brushed-away tears.

“You’re going through with' it?” she
asked.
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“T am,” he answered simply.

Without another word the girl slipped
off the ring she wore and handed it to
him. '

“Giving back this ring doesn’t take
away your love for me,” he said.

“I loved a different man,” she retorted.
“I loved a man who came to West Bend
with love in his heart, a man who be-
lieved in the dignity of men. I didn’t fall
in love with a man who believed that
justice can come from the muzzle of a
Colt.” :

“Seeing a man shot down in cold blood
can change a man’s beliefs,” the young
minister stated flatly. :

Suddenly Julie was in his arms, sob-
bing. Holding her, he felt her body trem-
ble with pain. He tried to share that pain
with her, but he couldn’t. Vainly he
sought the words which would alleviate
the hurt she was experiencing.

“For my sake,” she pleaded, almost
hysterically, “can’t you give up this mad-
ness. He'll kill you. If it’s pride that’s
driving you to do this, we can leave here.
We can live someplace where they never
heard of West Bend or of Slade John-
ston.”

“If I give up now,” he said determined-
ly, “I wouldn’t be a man worth living

1. »

with.

The girl stepped back and stared at
him with uncomprehending eyes. She
drew a deep breath, seemingly on the
verge of another desperate plea. But she
bit her lip and held back her words. Then
she walked quickly to the door and left
him alone.

&T DUSK James Enright pulled on
his hat and walked from the house.
His path to the Silver Dollar took him
past the church. He had not intended
to stop. There seemed nothing inside that
could help him now. What he was about
to do was a negation of all the church
stood for. The plain wooden cross which
‘hung above the pulpit was the symbol of
a meek man’s triumph over the perversity
and injustice of men. But the triumph of
the cross was not a victory that James

105
Enright was capable of sharing. He knew
that he could not look upon that cross.
Not with the forty-five holstered at his
side.

But neither could he pass the church.
Drawn by some force he could not resist,
he moved up the walk and entered the
chapel . . .

Ten minutes later the Reverend En-
right re-appeared on the street. He
walked quickly now; all hesitation was
gone from his step. Boldly, confidently
his boots struck the boards of the walk.
His arms swung loosely at his side; de-
termination shone in his dark eyes.

As he passed the jailhouse, the sheriff
stepped from the doorway to walk beside
him. “You’re dead set on facing Slade?”
the sheriff asked.

“Dead set,” the minister replied tersely.

“T'll stand with you,” the sheriff replied
unhesitantly. “Ain’t much of a gunhand
any more, but I’'ve got a tough hide. Take
a good shot to put me down permanent.”

“Thanks, sheriff,” the young man re-
plied.

A block from the Silver Dollar, Henry
Clayton fell in behind them. No words
were exchanged. The sixgun Henry
wore spoke adequately enough.

Outside the Silver Dollar they were
joined by Sam Delaney, Swede Olsen and
Johnny Lopez. Not a good pistol shot in'
the bunch, but these were good men with
no hint of fear in their eyes. James En-
right was happy to have them stand be-
side him.

The six men filed through the swinging
door of the Silver Dollar. The saloon was
almost deserted. A few tough cowhands
from the ranches of the valley stood
drinking whisky at the bar. Several
poker tables were occupied—one by four
of the more prosperous men of the town.
At none of the tables, however, was there
a game of poker in progress. The men
sat talking and smoking.

Slade Johnston was at the same table
he had occupied the night before. With
him were his three men. A whisky bot-
tle, partially filled, stood on the table.
The four men were in a cheerful mood.
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Several raucous laughs rose from their
table. ,

James Enright unbuttoned his frock
coat and started down the bar toward
the outlaws. The men standing at the
bar seemed to ignore his approach. But
unlike the previous night, they did not
melt away as he passed. He heard the
shuffle of their boots as they moved along
behind him. In the mirror hanging behind

the bar, the Reverend Enright saw the

men at the poker tables rise. Every man
in the saloon was intent on standing with
him when he faced Slade Johnston.

“Johnston,” the minister said sharply,
“T see that you chose to disregard my
warning.”

Johnston looked up at James Enright.
His lower lip twitched nervously. “I like
this town, Parson. The air’s good for my
lungs.”

“] can’t breathe the same air you
breathe, Johnston,” the Reverend En-
right stated. “I'm counting to three. By
the time I get there, either draw your gun
or head for the door.”

“T like counting games, Parson,” the
outlaw said, pushing his chair back from
the table and getting to his feet. “Wouldn’t
miss one for the world.”

His men stood with him. They moved
to stand with their backs to the wall. The
four stood against twenty.

“One.’7

“Slade, we ain’t got a chance,” Sonny
Williams, the baby-faced, tow-headed
killer, cried.

“Shut up,” Slade commanded. Then,

looking directly into the minister’s eyes,
he asked coldly, “Where do you want it,
Parson—in the head or in the guts?”

“TWO.”

The hushed silence in the room was
disturbed by the labored breathing of
many men. James Enright flexed the
fingers of his gun hand. His eyes were
fixed on the right hand of Slade Johnston
which hung tensely, four inches below
the butt of his Colt.

“Wait a minute, Parson,”. Slade John-
ston cried suddenly.
“In a minute you’ll be dead,” the min-

ister replied.

Slade Johnson swore as he kicked
away the chair that stood in front of him.
“I'm heading for the door,” he muttered.

N HOUR after James Enright had ‘

watched Slade Johnston and his
three gunmen ride out of West Bend, he
knocked on the front door of Julie Bach-
man’s home. The girl opened the door to

his knock. Her expression was stony,

her blue eyes were void of emotion.

“I heard the news,” she said. “I con-
gratulate you. I imagine you’ll be run-
ning for sheriff next.”

“No political ambitions;” he replied,
smiling warmly at her. “Only romantic
ones at the moment.” He put his hands
on her shoulders and attempted to pull
her into an embrace. Her body stlffened
under his hands.

“So you drove Slade Johnston out of
town without getting yourself filled with
lead,” she said cooly. “Now you think I'm
going to welcome you back with open
arms. But you’re wrong,” she stated
sharply, her indifference melting away
under rising anger. “You carried a gun
against a fellow man. With that one act
you denied your whole life as a minister
of God. I loved you because you stood
for justice and truth. I'll never marry a
man who has to resort to ithe Colt for
justice.”

“Before I went to the Silver Dollar,”
James Enright said, “I went into the
church. I didn’t go to pray. I couldn’t

‘pray—not with a sixgun strapped to my

side. I just stood there, in church. And
as I stood there I realized that I was
fooling myself—that I really couldn’t draw
a gun on Slade Johnston. -All my work,
all my training in the ministry made it
impossible for me to carry a weapon
against Slade. I just couldn’t hate him
enough to overcome all that.”

“But you did carry a weapon' against
Slade,” she protested. “You're still car-
rying it.”

“Is this a weapon?” he asked, drawmg
the gun from his holster and ‘handmg it

to her. (Continued on page 114)

[
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The CHALLENGE

ROM the window of his second floor

office he watched Curly Bratcher
cross the rutted street below and swagger
into the Border Pride Saloon. It was
stifling hot in the small room, but the
sheen of sweat on his flat-planed face was
chill. There was no use denying the fear,
he knew; it knotted too tightly in his stom-
ach.

He turned from the window and stood
quite motionless for a long moment—a
tall, heavy-shouldered man in a black suit,
high wing collar, and black string tie. At
twenty-seven, Jesse Hammond was very

by JONATHAN CRAIG

young for a cow country doctor, but al-
ready his straight black hair was silvered
at the temples and there were tired lines
at the corners of his eyes.

He glanced at his watch again. It was
ten of six. Ten minutes till his showdown
with Curly Bratcher. He sank down at
his desk, vaguely conscious of the sounds
swelling up from Main Street, trying des-
perately to think of something, anything
besides the coming trouble. But the fear
was there to stay; he could not force it
from his mind.

He folded his hands before him. They

The young doc was no gunfighter — but not for any lack of guts!
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were slender hands with long tapering
fingers; the sure, slow hands of a surgeon.
He thought about Curly Bratcher’s hands.
Curly’s hands were equally skilled, but
the skill had been limited to the use of a
sixgun—the only skill Curly’s short, thick
hands had ever needed.

There was an urgent knock at the door
and Jesse Hammond started nervously.
“Come in,” he said and ran his tongue
across dry lips.

The door swung inward, and Hammond
felt a little of his tenseness wash away.
“Hello, Marshal,” he said. “Come in and
sit a spell.”

Marshall Walt Carmody was big-boned
and loose-skinned. His flat-crowned Stet-
son was pushed back on his head and his
pale eyes bored directly into Hammond’s.
He closed the door behind him and leaned
back against it.

“I'm not letting you go through with
this, Doc,” he said.

“It’'ll be a fair fight, Marshal.”

“Fair fight, hell! Curly Bratcher’s fast-
er'n greased lightning. Faster'n anybody
else I ever saw.”

“So I've heard.”

“But you aren’t, Doc. Hell, you haven’t
even packed an iron in four years.”

“Speed isn’t everything.”

“It is when two men come up against
each other in a pitched gun fight.”

“I asked for this,” Hammond said quiet-
ly. “I’'m seeing it through.”

Carmody pushed away from the door
and crossed to the desk. He took Ham-
mond’s shoulders in his big hands and
shook him. “You listen to me, you damn
fool. I've watched you and Curly since
you both were pups. Him and his helling
and his gunfighting, and you studying
every night, trying to make something out
of yourself. You think I'm going to let you
get yourself killed by the likes of Curly
Bratcher? Is that what you think, Doc?”

Hammond took a deep breath and let it
out very slowly. “I know how you feel,
Walt. But—" '

“But, helll” Carmody interrupted him,
his face dark. “Sulphur Bend don’t need

the likes of Curly Bratcher. But it sure’n
hell does need a good sawbones. I'm not
letting you do it, Jesse, and that’s final.”

“You thinking of arresting me, Walt?”

Carmody’s pale eyes narrowed. “Don’t
think I wouldn’t, if I could. There’s no
way I could do it, under the circum-
stances. If there was, I'd have you in the
hoosegow right now.”

Hammond looked at his watch, and then
stood up. “It’s almost time, Walt. I guess
you'll want to get over to the saloon a little
before me.’

The marshal’s shoulders sagged. “Jesse.
For God’s sake—"

“I'm sorry, Walt. This is somethmg that
has to be.”

HE marshal studied Hammond’s face
carefully, the way a man will do when
he knows he is seeing a good friend for the
last time. Then he shrugged and looked

away. “I guess there’s no reasoning with

you. But I'll tell you something, Jesse.
I'm a pretty fair hand with a gun myself,
but I wouldn’t want to be the one that
stood up to Curly Bratcher. If it was me,
I'd let him wait in that saloon till hell froze
over.” He paused. “The man that meets
Bratcher is as good as dead.”

Hammond smiled grimly. “Not quite.
I'm going to make a play, Walt. It’ll be a
fool play, maybe, but it’s the only one I
can make.”

Carmody shook his head and walked to
the door. “There’s no play in the world
will do you any good against a man like
Bratcher, and you know it.” He opened
the door, then took one last look at Ham-
mond. “Hell,” he said shortly, “I've spoke
my piece.” The door slammed behind him.

Hammond waited a full minute, and
then he locked his office and went down
the stairs to the street. His shoulders were
straight, his long arms hung straight at his
sides, and he wore no gun.

He stood for a moment on the board-
walk, staring across the white dust of the
street toward the motionless batwings of
the Border Pride. Inside, he knew, men
were waiting for the coming slaughter.
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THE CHALLENGE

There would be the usual bets, of course,
but the bets would not be on who would
win the fight; the winner was already
certain. The bets would be on whether
Hammond would show up for the fight in
the first place. And there would be much
talk of Bratcher the gun-fighter, and of
Hammond the doctor—and of Elaine Rob-
erts .. :

Elaine had come to Sulphur Bend four
months before and opened a millinery
shop. Both Hammond and Bratcher had

been suitors for a while, but it had not’

taken Elaine long to show her preference
for the doctor. Her warm, dark-eyed
beauty had become the talk of the county
by then, and everyone had thought that
she and Hammond would make the perfect
match.

But Curly Bratcher had thought other-
wise. When  he’d heard of Elaine and
Hammond’s engagement, he’d stayed
drunk for a week; and afterward he had
missed no opportunity to provoke the
peaceable. doctor into a fight. Both Ham-
mond and the town had laughed Bratcher
off—at first. But Bratcher’s jealous hatred
had festered day by day, until he had al-
most forgotten the original cause. Last
night in the Border Pride he had called
Hammond a killing name; and as an aft-
erthought, he had insulted Elaine Roberts.

Hammond had challenged Bratcher to
take off his gun belt and fight with his
fists, but Bratcher had defied him from
behind his .44. Then Hammond had done
a rash thing; he had promised a gunfight
with Bratcher if the gunman didn’t leave
Sulphur Bend within twenty-four hours.
He had realized his folly as he spoke the
words, but he had been unable to rein his
tongue.

And now the twenty-four hours were
up. Behind yonder batwings, waiting for
the kill, was the gunslick no one else could
beat.

Hammond’s mind jerked back to the
present. He glanced up and down the
street. People had stopped where they
were, turning to stare at him, studying
him curiously. The piano music from the
saloons had stopped almost the instant his
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boots touched the boardwalk.

Sulphur Bend was waiting.

Hammond stepped off the planking and

crossed the street toward the Border
Pride.

HERE was only one man at the long
bar. Curly Bratcher. Everyone else

had crowded to the rear of the room, out

of any possible line of fire.

Bratcher turned from the bar slowly, a
hulking, wedge-shaped man in a red silk
shirt and California pants. His hair was
the color of wet sand and almost as long
as a woman’s. His hooded green eyes, set
deep in a triangular, short-chinned face,
were expressionless. A .44 in a tied-down
holster rode low against his right thigh. -

“Well, now,” he said. “I figured you'd
be wearing a gun, Doc. What happened?
Did you turn yellow?”

Hammond shook his head. “I wouldn'’t
have a chance with a gun, Curly,” he said.
He let it hang there, watching Bratcher’s
eyes. '

Bratcher took a short step forward.
“You're right,” he said. “You wouldn’t
have no chance at all. But you’d better get
one, just the same.” ,

“I thought you might be good enough to
loan me yours,” Hammond said, and some-
where in the crowd a man snickered.

Bratcher’s eyes seemed to darken. His
right hand lifted an inch toward his gun,
then dropped away again. “That kind of
talk don’t make a hell of a lot of sense,”
he said. “Go back and get your gun, Ham-
mond. They’re waiting for you over on
Boot Hill.”

“Maybe,” Hammond said. “And maybe
not.” He turned to face the crowd of men
and percentage girls at the rear of the sa-
loon. “Folks,” he said, “Bratcher here has
been goading me for as long as I intend to
take it. I'm going to make him a proposi-
tion.” His eyes swung back to Bratcher.
“You’re pretty long on gun speed, Curly.
But I don’t know how long you are on
guts. I intend to find out.”

“Don’t let it sweat you,” Bratcher said.
“But what good’ll finding out do you,

“when you're dead?”



“We’ll see,” Hammond said. “You've
forced me into this, Curly. You made me
challenge you. But this isn’t going to be
just another gun duel. We're going to
change the rules.”

Bratcher laughed softly. “What inter-
ests me most is when you’re going to start
talking sense.”

“Shut up a minute, When I said just
now that you might loan me your gun, I
meant it. One gun is enough—if we take
turns with 1t.”

Bratcher’s lips peeled away from yel-
lowed teeth. “What the hell are you talk-
ing about?”

An excited murmur went through the
crowd and everyone pushed a little closer.

Hammond saw Marshal Walt Carmody
in the front row and motioned to him. “I'm
going to ask Bratcher to give you his gun,
Marshal,” he said. “You’re to shuck out
all the shells—all except one.”

Bratcher’s face twisted. “I don’t know
your game, pill-roller, but I ain’t playing!
Stand back, Marshal.”

“Just hold on a minute, Curly,” the
marshal said. “Let’s hear what the Doc
has to say.”

“Damned right!” a mule-skinner yelled.
“Let the sawbones talk up.”

Hammond waited for the crowd to quiet
‘down. Then he said, “What I propose is
that we leave just one bullet in the gun,
spin the cylinder; and then take turns
pulling the trigger on each other. It would
be a fair fight that way.” He looked
straight into Curly Bratcher’s slitted eyes.
“m even willing for you to go first,
Curky

There was a moment’s stunned silence,
and then the crowd let loose roar of
shouts and cheers. There wasn’t a man or
woman in the saloon who didn’t hate
Curly Bratcher, and few who hadn’t been
forced to swallow his insults. But now
they had a champion in Jess Hammond,
and they were letting him know it.

AMMOND watched the surprise in
Bratcher’s eyes change to indecision
while the bigger man struggled to regain
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the traditional, expressionless mask of the

gunfighter. The mask came on, finally, but
before it was firmly in place Hammond
thought he saw another emotion in those
green eyes. It was the emotion he had
been counting on, had been praying for.
But he couldn’t be sure.

“Well?” Hammond said. “How about it,
Curly? You game?” .

Bratcher looked back at the crowd.
Sweat studded his-upper lip. A tiny pulse
ticked beneath his left eye. Suddenly he
shrugged contemptuously, lifted the .44
from its holster, and extended it to Mar-
shal Carmody.

The marshal took the gun, and abruptly -

there was silence in the big room. These
men and women had seen violence and in-
stant death many times, but this was
something different, something more cold-
blooded than anything in their experience.
They held their breath and waited.

The marshal broke the gun and shucked
five of the bright copper shells into the
sawdust that littered the rough pine floor.
Then he looked from the gun to Jesse
Hammond questioningly. “What now,
Jesse?”

“Spin the cylinder, Walt,” Hammond
said. “That is, if it’s all right with my
opponent.”

Bratcher wet his lips, and then nodded
almost imperceptibly.

The marshal spun the cylinder three
times, handed the gun to Bratcher, and
stepped back. “There won’t be any cheat-
ing,” he said as he took out his own gun.
“T’ll make damn sure of that.”

Hammond felt the blood pounding in
his temples. He watched Bratcher step
back and cock the .44, and for an instant
he cursed himself for a fool. He could
have avoided this, he realized. He could
have taken Elaine and run away. They
could have built a life together in some
other town. No, he thought. No, I could
never have run away. I might have run
away from Sulphur Bend and Curly
Bratcher, but I could never have run
away from myself. There would have

- been too many years to remember, too

many years to face Elaine, and myself.
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He saw Bratcher’s finger curl around
the trigger. He watched, not breathing, as
Bratcher’s knuckle whitened. The ham-
mer plunged home—on nothing.

Bratcher mouthed an oath, slid the gun
along the top of the bar toward Hammond.
Hammond lifted the gun without looking
at it. He was searching Bratcher’s eyes,
probing for the thing he thought he had
seen there a moment ago. But the green
eyes were guarded now. Bratcher re-
turned his stare, and he was almost smil-
ing.

Hammond raised the gun, trained it just
to the left of the second button on Bratch-
er’s shirt. He triggered. And once again
there was only the sharp click of metal on
metal.

Hammond put the gun on the bar and
shoved it away from him, toward Bratch-
er. Two chances gone now. From the cor-
ner of his eye he saw Marshal Carmody
swing his gun toward Bratcher. The law-
man was ready, waiting for the first wrong
move.

From the loading pens at the far end of
town a cow bawled, and then another.
Here in the tension-charged saloon a man’s
boot heel scraped against the floor. That
was all. There was no other sound.

Bratcher pulled the trigger. The ham-
mer clicked harmlessly.

Hammond looked up. Bratcher hesi-
tated for a moment, then reluctantly
pushed the gun along the bar. The pulse
beneath his eye beat rapidly now. Sweat
stood out on his sharp-featured face and
turned the red shirt to black beneath the
arms and across the chest.

ESSE thumbed back the hammer and
levelled the gun, feeling the cold
weight of it, the death it held. He tried
again to look into Bratcher’s eyes, but
the gunfighter was staring at the floor. “I
don’t want to kill you, Curly,” he said.
“If you’ll leave this town for good, we’ll
call it off.”
Bratcher said nothing.

Hammond waited. His throat was dry
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and his tongue was thick against his teeth.
“Curly.”

“Go to hell!” Bratcher said. “Pull that
trigger and be damned.”

Hammond felt the skin tighten across
the bony structure of his face. He pulled
the trigger.

Nothing. :

He slid the gun back toward Bratcher,
breathing rapidly, calculating the odds
that were so rapidly running out on him,
numbly waiting for the impact of Bratch-
er’s bullet. He heard Bratcher jerk back
the hammer, and he heard the harsh,
ragged breathing of the crowd, but some-
how his thoughts were all of Elaine Rob-
erts. He thought of the way she had
looked that day he saw her for the first
time: the soft, white oval of her face and
the blue-black hair that caped her
rounded shoulders; the way her eyes had
laughed, and the impossibly tiny waist
above the curving swell of her hips . . .

“Damn you, Hammond!” Curly Bratch-
er’s voice was shrill. “Damn you.” He
jerked up the gun and trained the muzzle
on Hammond’s belt buckle. “This is the
one, Hammond.”

Marshal Carmody edged forward. “One
shot, Bratcher,” he warned. “There’s two
chambers left in that gun, but only one of
them is yours. You try anything, and I'll
drop you where you stand.”

The hammer blurred forward. There
was no explosion.

Above the gun, Bratcher’s face worked
spasmodically. He stared down at the gun
with disbelief; and then, suddenly, a sob-
bing noise welled up from his throat and
he dropped the gun to the floor. His whole
body shook, and his hollow sobbing filled

the room. 4

Hammond picked up the gun, thumbed
back the hammer, and looked at Bratcher.
There was no thought in him now, no emo-
tion of any kind. He looked into Curly
Bratcher’s eyes, and now, at last, he saw
the thing he had prayed to see there—
fear.

The fear crawled from Bratcher’s eyes
and out across his face. “No!” he
screamed. “Don’t do it, Jesse! Don't.” He
sank slowly to the floor, his hands raised
to Hammond. “Jesse, for God’s sake, don’t
kill me.”

“Get up, Curly,” Hammond said quietly.
“Get up and get out.”

Bratcher struggled to his feet, glanced
about wildly at the crowd, and then bolted
for the batwings. Seconds later a horse’s
hooves pounded along the street. Then,
for a long moment, there was no sound at.
all, either in the street or in the saloon.

Hammond knew it was over, but the,
chill of death was still inside him, still
knotting his stomach like a cruel fist. He
tossed the gun to Marshal Carmody and
strode quickly from the saloon.

Outside, he strained his eyes into the
red glare of the desert sun and watched
the racing silhouette of Curly’ Bratcher
and his horse as they topped the rise be-
yond the cluster of shanties at the far
edge of town.

And then the click of high heels brought
him around and he saw something else—
the beautiful, dark-haired girl running
along the boardwalk toward him.

Suddenly a strange warmth flooded
through him and the chill of death was
gone forever.

He breathed deeply, smiling, waiting
for Elaine.
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A COUPLE OF KEGS OF WHISKY
(Concluded from page 61)

Elated and anticipating what was to
come next, the Modocs lugged the two
whisky barrels all the way back to the
Stronghold. With ear-splitting laughter
they recited how they’d come by their
prize and in due course the Army sentries
out beyond the lava beds in the stillness
of the black night, heard the most hideous,
scalp tingling shouts and cries, screams
and songs, they’d yet heard during the
Modoc War.

Word was passed back to the bivouac
that the Indians were up to something.
More soldiers were rushed up, a veritable
cordon was thrown around the Strong-
hold.

The soldier camp was roughly two
miles away, far enough to discourage
Modoc infiltration. This wasteland was
filled with videttes. The Army was posi-
tive the Indians were organizing a do-or-
die charge which would take them out
through the Army’s surround.

All night long the soldiers stood to their
guns, the cavalrymen with their reins in
their hands. All night long the wild
shrieks resounded from deep within the
broken, twisted, lava beds. All night long
the Modocs were staggering, stumbling,
blind drunk. Men, women and children.
By dawn the two kegs of whisky were
empty.

Peter Schonchin said later that the
Army could’ve sent in a corporal’s guard
and taken the whole fighting force prison-
er, as the warriors, their women and chil-
dren, were totally incapable of putting up
any defense they were so drunk.

But the Army didn’t know, didn’t try to
get close enough to find out, and didn’t
grasp the single opportunity that would
have ended the Modoec War in its early
stages, long before several hundred men
were killed and others maimed for life—
and General Canby was assassinated in
cold blood while trying to work out a
peaceable settlement to the differences be-
tween the two races.
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THE SIXGUN PARSON
(Concluded from page 106)

Julie took the gun, turning it slowly
in her hands. Suddenly her eyes widened
her mouth fell open in amazement. “Why,
it’s not loaded,” she cried.

“I took out the cartridges in church,”
he said quietly.

“But how did you know that the oth-
er men would be there to back you up?”
she asked excitedly.

“I didn’t,” he replied. “In fact, it hadn’t
even occurred to me that they would be
there.”

“But you practically committed sui-
cide,” she gasped. “What good would
that have done?”

“How long do you think Johnston and
his men would have lived once it was
discovered that he had gunned down an
unarmed minister?” he asked. “His life
wouldn’t have been worth a lead nickel
anywhere in the west.”

“Then you intended to sacrifice your-
self for—for—"

“For my sheep,” he answered. “The
good shepherd lays down his life for his
sheep.”

Then Julie was in his arms, her head
resting on his shoulder. Gentle sobs of
joy shook her body. “How can you ever
forgive me for not believing in you?”
she asked.

With his left hand cupped under her
chin, James Enright held her head up.
He kissed her. “It shouldn’t be difficult,”
he said.

READ OUR COMPANION
MAGAZINE>—

RANCH ROMANCES
ONLY 25c PER COPY!

114



with Patented

PTURE-EASER

T.M. Reg. U.S. Pat. Off. (A PIPER BRACE TRUSS)

Pat. No.
2606551

OVER 1,000,000 GRATEFUL USERS

495

RIGHT OR
LEFT SIDE

Double

NO FITTING REQUIRED

Just give size and side— i e, meoumemen

A strong, form fitting, washable support designed to give
ou relief and comfort. Snaps up in front. Adjustable back
acing and leg strap. Soft flat groin pad—no torturing
steel or leather bands. Unexcelled for comfort, invisible
under light clothing. Excellent as an after-operation sup-
port. Wear it with assurance—get new freedom of action!

NO STEEL OR LEATHER BANDS

You get effective, scientific relief without those dreaded

steel and leather bands that make hernia affliction such

torture. RUPTURE-EASER support is firm, gentle—you'll

realize a new lease on life with the comfort and assurance
RUPTURE-EASER brings you!

BLESSED RELIEF DAY AND NIGHT

RUPTURE-EASER is just as comfortable to sleep in and
to bathe in as it is to wear! Soft, scientific pad pressure
keeps you safe, awake or asleep. Those who need constant
gsupport welcome RUPTURE-EASER’S blessed relief.

THERE'S NO SUBSTITUTE FOR PROVED
PERFORMANCE . RUPTURE-EASER

#~ 10 DAY TRIAL OFFER

(Mail Orders Only)
Money back if you don't get blessed relief!

DELAY MAY BE
SERIOUS —MAIL
COUPON TODAY D>

Be sure to give size and side when ordering)

PIPER BRACE CO., Dept. TF-57
811 Wyandotte Kansas City 5, Mo.

(Note:

GROIN PADS

INVISIBLE UNDER LIGHT CLOTHING
Wear RUPTURE-EASER with new confidence und
lightest clothing. No more visible than any usurelxle;r{doel:
garment—no revealing bulk to hide. Even worn under
girdles and corsets comfortably!

WASHABLE AND SANITARY

Yefs,lyou can watsi]h you\éRUPTURE-EASER as easily and
safely as your other undergarments. A quick sudsi <
RUPTURE-EASER just as fresh as ne{v. Bl

NO STEEL OR

SOFT FLAT

PIPER BRACE CO.
811 Wyandotte, Dept. TF-57, Kansas City 5, Mo.

Please send my RUPTURE-EASER by return mail,
Right Side [] $4.95
Left Side [ $4.95
Double O $5.95

Measure around lowest part
of my abdomen is

. . INCHES.

We Prepay Postage Except on C.0.D.'s
Note: Be sure to give size and side when ordering.

Enclosed is: [[] Money Order [ Check for $........ [] Send €. O. D.

Name. . .
Address. . .

city and State



A HEARING AID
WITHOUT

CORDS '

THE NEW

ONE-PIECE CORDLESS
HEARING DEVICE

\\\’/, <Q

RM 400
ACTUAL SIZE

fheaf mg MIRACLE EAR is powered by this
famous Mallory RM ENERGY CAP-
SULE . . . smaller than an aspirin

tablet, yet it provides many hours

HEAR AGAIN WITH CONVENIENCE AND :
COMFORT NEVER BEFORE POSSIBLE. \ faryos”” '~ o oo oo oo

No clothing noise. No wires. [~ THE SAHIBERE COMPANY — oert. 17 |
No separate ear button. I Golden Valley, Minneapolis 27, Minn.
Nothing to wear in hair or Please send me free booklet on MIRACLE-
clothing. Nothing will show. EAR . . . The new transistor hearing device
You'll hear again naturally! without cords.

Find eut how easily Mir- Name ' |
acle-Ear can help you Addiess |
hear. Write for Booklet City prra

SINOLS NYILSIM
_NOIDY. 1538

SHIONVYYE SVYXalL

(8]
a

LS61 AVW

|



