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HERE’s a letter from Phil Seabury
of San Francisco which raises some
interesting.questions: 5

I wonder if you would come to the rescue
of a fellow and help him win a bet? I got
into an argument with a friend of mine
over how some Western words got started
and the one of us who is’ wrong will be
stuck with a bill for dinner and a show.

Right here let me say that Western Ad--

ventures is a bang-up Western book with
stories that really move and at the.same
time have a lot more to them than just a

lot of shooting. My pal and I started with -

the first issue and we’ll be looking forivard
to every one that comes out.
So we know the meaning of almost all

Western words, but this bet is over how-

they ‘got started. We narrowed the bet
down to four common words and agreed to
ask you to be the judge. Will you tell me
how the following four words got started in
the West: Cowpuncher, Bronc, 1 '\daverlck
Rustler?

At first, Phil, a cowpuricher was a
hand—not necessarlly a cowboy—
who prodded cattle into a stock car
with a pole, In time the term be-
came commonly applied to all men
who worked cows in any way. Brone
is a contraction of the Spanish word

broncho which means rough—and

that, we think, is an apt meaning.

- Now for “maverick.” One Samuel
Maverick owned a spread in Texas
back in the early days.
spread and stock, among. which were
many unbranded cows. The new
owner covered considerable territory
and every unbranded cow he came
upon, he claimed it was a “Maver-

He sold his .

ick” and soon the word was used to

apply to all unbranded cattle.
“Rustle” was a word commonly

used in the West in this way: a man

would “rustle up some grub” or

“rustle a herd of cows to the corral.”
Since cow thieves sure had to do
some tall rustling ‘to escape a hang
rope, they eventually’ came to be
called rustlers.

Since we don’t know who bet how,
we don’t know who wins the argu-
ment, but that’s how the four words
.came.into being.

There’s no room for argument in

" this nice letter from Miss Eileen Mec-

"Cleary of Staten Island; New York.
Here’s ‘what she has to say about
Western Adirehtures:

I just finished reading Western Adven-
tures and I think it’s. a dandy magazine.
I'm glad all the stories are complete be-
cause lots of-times I .start-a serial in a
magazine and then if I don’t get the next

.issue I never know how the story came out.

My favorite story in this issue was LEAD
POISONING FOR A SILVER SYNDICATE by Rol:
land Lynch. I guess the reason why 1

. liked it so much was because it was so un-

usual and exciting. , When I read a long
story I'm always glad if there’s a girl char-
acter and X guess I liked Deborah almost as
much as Steve. She was such a good

, sport.
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At the end of this. story T notlced a boxv o
that ‘said you ‘conld get the next issue of

Western Adventures on December 4th and
I think that’s an awfully. long time, to
wait. Even'though I have plenty of home
work t6 do, I stnll have. time " to read quite

a few magazines and .1'd like to be “able to

buy Western Adventures more oftén. =

~Lo,ts ot others Jiked LEAVD( POISON-

TNG FOR A SILVER SYNDICATE; Eileen.
Se;if you’ll-turn to page 103 of this :
issue, - you'll find ~ BRONCBUSTER’S
LUCK, another.exciting story by Rol-
Jarid Lynch.

We thought you’d like to know
'somethmg about: this .
author; so we asked him for a.bit'of a
blography Now we know. why_ he
can write such sizzling yarns. = But
‘he can tell it better-than we. can, so
here’s what Rolland Lynch has to
say about hlmse]f

"Born in Peona, Illmms, but be-
‘came a Cilifornian at the age ‘of -
fourteen. Was baseball -and basket-
‘ball letterman during high -schiool,
and also boxed on the Los Angeles
Athletic Club team, and just missed
‘going to the 1924 Olympics at Am=-

sterdam by a clean knockout. Upon
made- my family’s .
home more o less. a base of supplies. -

leaving - school,

Got a job with the Postal Telegraph,
and gruntéd and Thiked”
throughout southern Ca]lforma, Arl-
zona and New Mexico.

“Mingled that with a little pro--
fessional baseball and boxing. Con--
struction work followed, and:then a
yen to’ go. to' sea. Dldn t' quit .salt..
'water until T’d run-out; of countries
‘with’ seacoasts. Was mnearly shang-
haied out of .Battery Park, New
York City, b

Belgian Congo River. .
made several trips there.on bétter
shipping lines.

:its “spoits editor.

first-raté.

sticks -

ut got away in'time to =
miss eight months of fever up the
However,

'WESTERN ADVENTURES - oo

“Upon ' returning. . to the beach :
dldnt ‘have enough salt water, so
_ took to swimming, and became cap-.
_ tain of the lifeguards at-Seal Beach,
California. - Have a-record there of
three years without loss of a life.

“Injured durlng a rescue, T caught
on*with  a small-town newspaper as
Graduated down
“town and became assistant sports
editor of the old Los Angeles Record
when it: was. really a newspaper.
.- Even the name:of it is gone now.
" “Bowed out of -that to go north-
and enter the entertainment field.
Led a big band, and masteér-of-c -cere-
monied some of the largest.shows in
some of the blggest mght clubs. in
the Northwest.

“Upon réturning. home, was of-
. fered a job' vhostmg for a prominent

- writer of today, and was with. him

“mnearly a‘year. This proved to be
‘the best'move I had made as. yet.
I learned plenty of writing tricks,
-and the fact that scribbling was one
of the hardest ways in the ‘world to
make a- living. Went out and
learned all I could about ranch life,

's0’I could report authentically, and

in the doing became a pretty good
rider and fancy roper, .

““Then the two greatest events in.
my life came along I got a wife,
-and made my first story sale under
‘my own name. I still travel the
deserts and plains, but have resorted
.to books for my foreign wanderings.
.Soon as all the trouble irons. out, my
wife and ‘I hope to make our North
‘Hollywood home our main base of
“supplies. '

“nght now I have two pictures
“on ‘the-screens throughout the coufi-
“try, with” prospects of more. .Am
steadlly” working toward” bettér.
~storiés and better writing; which I'm
“sure will take up the rest of my
“life i Sl
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"l hld n $13 a week Job in a shoe fac-
ory.”” Hed probably be thero today il he
hndnt rcad about the .opportunitles in

Radio and started tralning at home [for
them. S

yped Ny Foy from
@ Weok/

“‘The tralning Natlonal Radio Instilute
gave me was so practieal 1 was soon ready
to make $5 to $10 a week in spare time
servicing Radlo sels.”

1 finished tralniog 1 sccepted a fob
dio serviceman. ln three weeks I was
ce manager ut $10 to $50 a week,

ce
more than twice my shoo factory pay.

ht mnn(hs later

Department sent me to
where 1 became n:dlo Operalor Now 1 am
Nadio Engineer at Statlon WSUI and con-
nected with Televislon Station WIXIK.

T. Graduate Serv-
KWCR

N_R.T. tralning took me out of a low-pay
shoe faclory job and put me inta Nadio at
good pay. Radio has enjoyed a colorful p.
Iu wlIl enjoy an even greater future.

If you cant see a
future in your pres-

ent job, feel you'll

Es TH, never make much
Pro t more money: if
NatienslERaslol viontse inta seasonal
field, subject to lay

Est. 25 Y g IT'S TIME
NOW to investigate Radio. ’l‘ralned

Radid -Technicians make good mou-
ey, and you don’t have tu give up
your present job or .Jeave home to
lenrn Radio. 1 train you at home
mights in your spare time.

Why Many Radio Technicians
Make $30, $30, $50 a Week

Badlo broadeasting: statlons cmploy operat-
ors, technicians. Radio manufaclurers em-
Dloy testers, inspeciors, servicemen in good-
pay jobs. Hadio jebbers. dealers, cmploy in-
Stallation and servicemen. Many MNadio 'Jﬂh-
nirians  open  their own
¢ businesies and moke $:
Others lhold  thele
5. 10§10 ‘week
me. Aulnmob.le.

Radia d.

w
make
apara

Electronle

opportunities far ‘which*

ulred knowlodge of Radio.
to vpen good jobs svon.

Devlees arc other fields oﬂernw
N.R.I. gives the ;res
Television prom-

Many Make $5 to $10 a Week
Extra in Spare Time
While Learning

The day you emroll, 1 start sending you Ex-
tra Money Job Sheets—slart showing you how
to do Radio repair jobs: ‘'Mhroughout your
send plans and’directions which
have helped many make $5 to $10 a
extra in spare iime while learning.
special Radio equipment lo rmn)uct rwun—

ments and build clreuils, This 1T
m" method makcs learnlnx :u Imme Tnteres
fascinating, YOU. I.SO
(‘L’l' A MODERN, P](OI‘ESQIO\AI: ALL
WAVE, AIJL-PURPOS VICING
INSTRUMENT {o help you make muney Ox-

MITH

J..E. §

plainly. p

President, Dept. OND
National Radio Institute,

Mail me FREE, \\'l(ho\lt ohllgntmn
“Rich lken.'uds in Radio.” 4

Numo ...civercneasionaiieranannnn

“‘J,u'( ] how | TramYou at Home
to BE A RADIO TECHNICIAN

ing Itadles while Jearning and equip you for
full time work af(ce you graduate.

Find Out What Radio, Television

Offer You—Mail Coupon
Act Toduy! Malil (he coupon for my: 61-page
book, “‘Rich Rewards In Radio.”” "It points
ou. Itadlo’s spare time and full Nme oppor-
tunitles ond thuse coming in Television; tells
atiout my Course in ltadio and 'IelP\'an'
shpws more than 100 letters from men 1 have
trained, lellinz what they are doing and
curning. Rend my money hack agrecment.
MAIL l,Ol'l ON In an_envelope or paste on
a penny posicard—NOW!
. SMITH, Preside
Dept. OND, National Radio lnutlmu
Washington, D.

Washington, D. C.

your #4.page book.
(No sal an will call. Write
Age. . ..., S

..- State....




o #arhcuh;rly' designed for students of aviation,
these in the industry ‘and everyane mferesiad
* in avnohon Contains: L
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Double-page Map of U S. Air Lines—the Mon

P Ever F

As a technical, reference book for schools and
. library, as well as fascinating, valuable aid for the
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- nation's.leading experts in aviation and educators.

A limited supply has ‘been printed, so if your . ~
news dealer cannot supply you, order your
copy. today (using the coupon below.)
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In the Starlight Saloon

EN Tﬁi the smoldering trouble

2 between cattlemen and

A g lumbermen  exploded

s ﬁ g S &g 0 E savagelyinto the open!

BY PERRY -WESTLIOOD

Blasted by feud fury, the Shoshones hqd become a
blistering baftleground for warring factions until @
dauntless lawman made peace talk with smoking sixes.

THE three big freight outfits rolled Mules, wagons and drivers were
a ponderous, creaking way down the thickly coated with dust. The driv-
lone street of Eagleville and came ers, dropping stiffly down from their
to a halt before the Starlight Saloon. high boxes, beat their clothes to re-
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move, some of- the -gray . trail dn't
then headed into-the Starlight for a
much-needed drink.

Standing in the doorway of his
officé across the street, Sheriff Jim
Rideout_eyed the wagons musingly,
thén let his glance run over to a
group of saddle brones tied at the
Starlight’s hitch rail. He spoke qui-
‘etly over his shoulder.

“Better get over to the Starlight,
Drift. Three more of the lumber
outfit’s freighters just rolled in and
the skinners have gone into the
Starlight. Stinger Yates, Shad Gus-
tine, and three or four othel punch-
ers are in. there, too—have been, in
fact, for the past hour or two. That
medns they may be liquored up
some. All of which, _ plus the way
the feeling has been running lately
between the cattlemen and the lum-
ber crowd, could spell a lot of trou-
ble. Yeah you bettel get over
there, just in case.’

Drift Delaware, Rldeout s deputy,

‘stepped past the young sheriff' and

.down the low steps. ' Drift ‘was lean
and wiry, with a dark, thin, rather
saturnine face. Feared by many
‘men, he was fully understood by
on]y one, and to that one he gave a
dezthless fidelity. ~ Diift Delaware
would. have laid down his life in a
second for Jim Rideout. - -

" “Tt would be’ sort of a relief to
have an excuse to bust a few of these
mavericks, Jim,” said Drift in his
‘soft, emotlonless drawl. © “My pa-
tience is wearing awful thin. ‘When
you can’t talk sense lnto a man,

then you have to beat it in to him, .-

I reckon.”

Rideout srmled grimly.
keep on talking, Drift, Jong as we
‘can.  There is always a chance that
we might be able to—

He broke off abriptly, for, of a

'sudden, echoing from the Starlight,
came the thud o’ a gunshot, a wild,

it up!

“We'll  rough-and-tumble brawl;’

angry yell and then the sound of
riotous conflict.

Instantly both sheriff and deputy
were racing across the street, but
before they could get halfway to the
saloon the swinging doors of the
place crashed open and 2 tanglé of

fighting, cursing men burst into the
“clear.
‘into. the lower end of the street,

‘At the same moment, rolling

came a buckboard with a rider jog-
ging along beside it, talking to the
two occupants of the rig. Rideout
saw neither buckboard nor rider, for
his eyes were fixed on the struggling
knot of men shead of him:
‘For a moment, so tightly tangled

were the fighters, it was hard to tell

one. from the other. Then, in the
wider space of the street they spread
out slightly and it was possible: to
pick out “individuals. The' mule
skinners were outnumbered, two to

_one, but were giving a first-rate ac-

count of themse]ves particularly a
big, rawboned, 1ed ‘headed fellow
whom Shad Gustine and Stinger
Yates were after. They closed in
on him, swinging and mauling.” But
the redhead tore loose, set himself,
and knocked both his assailants

_down in two successive punches.

"Thinking Gustine and Yates both
disposed of, Drift, who was 4 couple

_of strides ahead of Rideout, flung

himself into the midst of the rest of

"the brawl, trying to pull fighters
_ apart, shove them back, all the time

srmppmg out his cold order: Bleak
Break it up!”

But ‘Gustine and Yates were not
through,” and now, what had- been
for' a moment nothing worse thaii a
“was  sud-

denly covered with a cold “and

. deadly ‘shadow, for both' of the rid-

efs, ‘as théy came back from those
l\nock-downs, were dragging at their
guns. Gustine flipped his iron-high,

‘ready to chop down with a shot.,
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THERE was only one way Jim

L Rideout could stop that shot. .

He took one more long, leaping
stride and laid everythmg he had
into a swinging punch His fist,
backed by all the power of his rush,
smashed full on the angle of Gus-
tine’s snarling jaw.

Shad  Gustine was a° powelful
thick-shouldered . man,

this time, when he hit the dust, he
lay there—knocked. cold. " -

Jim went right on over the falling
Gustine.and drove a charging shoul-

der into the side of Stinger Yates,
Yates’-

leaving his feet in the dive.
gun snarled, just-above the sheriff’s
head. Then they both . hit the
ground -and Jim worried his man
savagely, rolling up over him, hold-
ing him down,
wrist of Yates’ gun-carrying hand.
He nailed it and twisted ruthlessly.
Yates squalled. with pain, let go of

the gun arnd drove his free fist up .

into Jim’s face. Jim reared back;
hammered his fist home to Yates’
jaw and felt the fellow go limp.
Then Jim leaped up and charged
in to help Drift with the rest of the
melee. But his deputy had pretty

well settled matters, except with the

craggy, red-headed mule skinner,

who seemed to have gone berserk.,

In his fury, the redhead had taken
no notice of the badges Jim and
Drift wore, evidently thinking they
were just two more riders to be dis-
posed of. At any rate, he whirled,
spat a_curse and staggered Jim with
a flailing punch.

which made the reédhead’s knees
buckle and quiver, and.followed it
up with another chunk of thunder
that put the big fellow down for
good.

Things stopped . then

heavy and.
tough. But the drive of that punch .
almost lifted him off his. feet, and ~

grabbing for the

Jim shook his
head and came back with a smash

but the ;

ruckus had 'gttracted a lot of .atten-
tion, and men came running from all
over town. It was easy to see that
their sympathies were all with the
cowboys and against the mule skin-
ners.

"“Get these skinners over to the
office, Drift,” ordered Jim. “Hurry
it up before this crowd gets to feel-
ing lts oats and a b]dger brawl
starts.”

Drift grabbed the two skinners
still on their . feet, shook them.
“Grab your partner and help him’
over to the office,” he spat. “Hurry
up! If this crowd gets stalted they
might try and lynch you.’

The skinners needed no other en-
courac'ement They hoisted the
groggy. redhead to his feet and hus-
tled -him across the, street, ‘with
Drift moving along to protect them.
Some of the crowd made as if to,
follow, but stopped when the deputy
turned upon them savagely. -

“Git!” he rasped. “Shake along
about your business pronto!” His
eyes were like little flecks of black
fire, and after one look into them
the crowd decided to obey. °

Jim_Rideout was watching Shad

- Gustine and Stinger Yates crawl

slowly and shakily .to their feet.
Crimson was seeping from Yates’
nose, .and Gustine spat a mouthful
of clotted blood into the dust. The
other cowboys stood about, sullen
and uncertain.

“Get out of town, all of you > or-
dered . Jim Rideout, harshly “You
ought to know.I won’t stand for any
of this kind of rough stuff. Hit
leather and travel. And don’t come
back until you can ‘behave " your-
selves. I should: throw the whole
kit and caboodle of you into the
cooler.”

Gustine g]ared “You- dii‘ty tum-
coat!” he blurted thickly. “Cowmen

elected you an’” now you turn against
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’em an’ favor that damned lumber. -

outfit. Before this thing is settled,
Rideout, you’l be run out of thxs
county Jike the coyote you are’
Jim Rideout’s eyes were suddenly
very. cold. “Shut your jaw and get
out of town, Gustine.
ing you a third time.”

The rider: hesitated, cursed -and

shuffled off, still weaving slightly on-

his feet. . Stinger Yates made as if

to speak, decided not to, and fol-.

lowed Gustine. The others, all ex-

cept one of them, named Bob Arbo—'

gast, went alono"

“Sorry, Jim,” said Arbogast.
“Don’t know why I mixed in that
mess. Must have lost my head. Or
it might have been the three drinks
I had.”

Jim Telaxed slightly. “Forget it,

Bob. - But you’ll ‘have to shag .along

with the rest of those boys.””

“TI know,” nodded Arbooast. “But
I wanted you to know.”. =

Jim watched the lot of them until
they were clear of town, then went
into the Starlight. He was gone but
a short minute, then reappeared,
heading back for his office. Not un-
til then did heé notice the buckboard
which- had pulled in to the rail be-
fore the office, or the rider who had
accompamed the rig.

PAT FRAZIER still sat on the
buckboard seat, his grizzled head
stiffly - upright,

drawn In a scowl.

his 'bJunt_ features
Jim’s glance went

swiftly past the cowman to the other.

cccupant of the buckboard, a slen-

der girl in khaki blouse and divided.

skirt, her bared, auburn head shin-
ngin-the waning afternoon sunlight.

The hard planes of Jim Rldeout s
lean: face were softened as he smiled
at the girl. “Hello, Anne,” he said.

“I -didn’t know .you- had a front-

row seat to that ruckus. Some
of the boys got liquored up a little,

. <leaning forward in his saddle

I'm not. tell— -

- shaken hands with him..
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and I had to send ’em home to think
it over. Howdy, Pat—hello, Mott.”
“You make it. sound simooth
enough; Rideout,” said Hugh Mott,
“But
from where I sat I'd hardly say you
played-an unbiased game. You give
our boys a floater and you take
those blasted skinners into your of-
fice. What for—to glve ’em sym-
pathy?”
Jim Rideout never had been able:
to stomach Hugh Mott, not from
the first moment he had ever laid
eyes on the man. He had met Mott
four years ago for- the first time,
when Mott had bought out old
Henry Fair’s Half Diamond - Cross
brand. He had met Mott then and
And de-
spised him. - It went that way some-
times. It was something which
came up from inside you, something
mstinctive. 3 ;
- “I settled that row the.best way
I could, Mott. And for your in-
“formation, I just. asked Micky
Shrader who starjed the fuss. Micky
wouldn’t lie. Gustine and Yates
started it, Mott—deliberately—and
the rest of those fool punchers tried
to help ’em. Now you know.”
“Yeah,” growled Frazier. “Now
we know. _But I still don’t like it,
Jim. This is cattle country. It was
_cattle country long before any lum-
ber company ever thought of edging
in and spoiling our summer range up
in the Shoshone Mountains. -You
were born and raised to the cattle
business yourself. . -All of your
friends are cattleinen—the folks who
elected you to your office. It ain’t.
right that you should - take sides

- against ’em.’

Jim Rideout shrugged a tuﬂe

wearily. “I’m not taking sides for or
against anybody, Pat. We' ve- been
over all that before. You know

where _I stand,

where I’ve got to

<
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stand. The law is impartial; it has
to be. When it isn’t it’s no Jonger
law. It’s persecution. TI've got to
play my hand the way the cards
look to me, Pat. Won’t you and
Anne come in and visit a while? T'll
get those skinners out of the office
and on their way, now that the
crowd has scattered.”

“No, thanks,” growled the old cat-
tleman stubbornly. “You and me
ain’t seeing things the.same any
more.” :

He urged the buckboard team into
‘movement, turned the rig and
headed over to Johnny -Whipple’s
store, farther along the street. Hugh
Mott rode after it.

Jim went into his office. The red-
headed skinner was hunched in a
chair, probing a reluctant forefinger
at a swollen jaw. The other two
stood beside him, scowling and un-
_easy. Drift was perched on a cor-
ner of the battered old desk.

“Been asking’ these boys a few -

questions, Jim,” said the deputy.
“They claim it wasn’t their fault
that row started.” e

“I know;”. said Jim. “I asked
Micky Shrader about that. -You
fellows can roll your wagons again
any time now. Only if you’re smart,
you’ll haul your beer supply along
with you from Modoc City and not
stop here in Eagleville. Drift and
me can’t always be handy to drag a

pack of cowpunchers off your necks.

Though you were doing pretty well
for yourselves, at that. Especially
you.”. He grinned at the big red-
head. :
The redhead . grinned back.
“You’re a white man, sheriff. And
you shore pack a hefty wallop in
those maulies of yours. No hard
feelings?” : :
“None at all. Good luck; boys.”
When ‘they had shuffled out, Jim
said: “You better throw a kak on a

*  quieting. .
You’d better realize that  you're

nag and escort ’em as far as Blue
Slides, Drift. I wouldn’t put it past
Gustine and Yates to be waiting for
those fellows somewhere along the
road.” : :

CHAPTER II

5 ' MISUNDERSTANDING

HE freight outfits, with Drift
jogging along ahead of them, had

-been gone from Eagleville a good

half-hour when Anne Frazier slipped
out-of Johnny Whipple’s store and
came across to the office. Jim Ride-
out - was smoking a thoughtful,
rather moody cigarette, as the girl
came through the door. He jumped
up and offered her a chair, his face
clearing. -

" “Glad you changed your mind,

. Anne,” ‘he said, boyishly eager. “I

need somebody like you around to
get my mind off my troubles.”

She declined the chair, perching
on a-corner of the desk and looking
at him with a. pair of. clear, hazel

- eyes that were unusually intent.

“T want to talk to you, Jim Ride-

- out,” she said soberly. “And I warn

you in advance that we’ll probably
quarrel.”

- “Not me,” grinned Jim. “I’vé had
enough fighting’ for one day. I ab-
sorbed a couple of wallops in that
ruckus that make my face feel all
lopsided. Besides, it takes two to
make a fight,"and I won’t. Not with
you, my lovely maid.”

“You can leave out the old apple
sauce, my friend,” Anne said with a
‘coolness that Jim found vaguely dis-
“I'm in no mood for it.

wearing the patience of your {riends
mighty thin.” ;
“I don’t see why I should be,”
Jim defended himself. “Do you?”
But Anne’wasn’t to be headed off.
“Just how do .you feel about the
Black' Diamond Lumber Co. setting
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'up operatlons in the Shioshones?”
Jim shrugged. . “How 1 feel about

it has nothing ‘to do with what

- you’re driving at, Anne. I can only
say this: From my point of view,

‘that lumber company has certain -

rights under the law, same as every-
body else. And I intend seeing that
those rights are upheld.” -

A slim, dangling foot began to
‘swing a little fa.ster “That seems a
little bit stuffy. and smug.” -
- Jim shool\ his head slowly ““No,
‘nét as I see it. After all, Anne, a
inan doesn’t take an oath of office

‘with ‘his fingers crossed At least, "

I didn’t.”

“We’ll move past’ that angle. How .
‘long have you lmown me, Jlm Ride-

out?”

- Jim’s eyes took on a musing glint.
““Ever since the days of the ol(l Poi-
_son Flat school, when you’ were the
‘belle of the schoolyard ‘and T was

Just a skinny, scared kid. The rea-

“son I never did shine at reading and

writing and figuring was because I .

spent so much tlme staring at your
-pigtails.
fairies wore pigtails.”

‘fPlease' she said crisply:
‘serious. What T’'m driving at is
“this: ' Doesn’t friendship ‘mean any-
thing to you?”

“I’ve told you before, Anne, that
I-rate our fuen(lsl'np as the finest
“and best thing in my life.” -

She turned on him quickly. Then
- show it, Jim—show it by somethmg
more than words.”

™M got to hls feet, wa.lked to the

door and stood staring out at the
" street, which was now ﬁlled with the
glow of sunset. His face had gone
“ taut -and grave. i

" “T was afraid’ of tl'ns, he‘sali'd
somberly. “Anne, I've never asked
a favor of you in fmy life. "But T'm

‘asking one now.

‘cause the answer is—no!
moment the Black Diamond Lumber’

: self—respect I mean,’

I used to- “onder 1f all per voice going queel]y t]ght

uI m

Don’t try and in-
fluence me as your father has tried.
As.he and Newt Cambrian and:
Mott and Hod Weeks have tried.
I’'m asking you not to do that.”
“And why not?” E
He turned and faced her. “Be-
From the

Co. started moving into the Sho-
shone Mountains, your dad and the
other cattlemen of this valley bave
been after me, trying to get me to

.use my office against the lumber

company. They’ve wanted me to
let them block the road so no more
freight could get to the ‘lumber
camp. They’ve talked prior right;
they’ve reminded me how I was
elected by cattlemen. In other

“words, they’ve asked mé to make a
spineless coward of myself. And of
“course, I won’t do it. There is one
_thing no man should be asked to

barter Anne—his _ self-
respect.”

\ “It can be deﬁned sev eral ways—
* the girl said,
E‘I’d
say, being true to the trust of one’s
friends 1s the best test of self-
respect.”

“T can’t ‘think that you beheve‘
that way, Anne; not in your heart,”
he said quietly. “And if being true
to the trust of one’s friends means

that I have to subjugate my office

away,

“to serve their ends—why, I reckon
I don’t want that trust.
-you: said that.
you,’

"I'm sorry
It doesn’t. become
Anne.”

She slid off the desk and:faced

& lnm, eyes and cheeks bright with an-

ger. “I don’t need you to judge

'~what does, or does not become me,

Jim Rideout,” she flared. “Dad’s

“interests are my:interests first, last

and all the time.”

“Naturally.  But it - doesn’t
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.change the fact that you can_both .
be wrong in what you expect of me.”

" She stamped her foot, a gesture
. which made Rideout think again of

the pigtailed little tyrant who had

ruled the schoolyard far back in

those older, carefree years.

“Just one more questlon Jim
Rideout,” she said angrily. “Which
side do you intend to take, that of -
your friends, the cattlemen—or of -

. the stranger, the lumber outfit?”

Jim made a weary gesture. “Nei-
ther—and both. - Did your father
send you to try and influence me,
Anne?”

“He dxd not! But Pve heard a
lot of talk ‘in the past few weeks:
And I know dad well enough to read
his mind. I came here on my own.
I thought, in view of . . . of things
‘you've said to me in the past .. .
about how you cared for me, that

. that you’d be glad to do me a
favor. I see now that you . . . you
didn’t mean- anvthing you - said.
You’ve let me down.”

Jim flinched, as though an unseen
whip had flicked his skm raw. He
turned to stare out of -the. door
again.

“For a long time,” he said tone-
lessly, “for a very long time, I’ve
had you up on a pedestal, Anne. I.
-never thought that pedestal would
topple -over. You're. wrong. . I

haven’t letryou down, Anne, You’Ve :

let me down. And it hurts.”

She came up behind him. “If you
please, Mr. Rideout, I'd Tike to get
through that door.” From the tone
of her voice she was a million miles
away.

Jim stepped aside and let her by.
Her slim shoulders and lovely head
“Were very straight- as she marched
past him. She went, without a back-
ward glance, eranght over to_where
her father sat waltmg for her in-the.
buckboard. : .

- yelled.

‘wrathful Smoky.
_Juniper three times to button his lip
or.I'd throw him out.

15

T-was well after dark before Drift

Delaware got back from Blue
Slides, but Jim waited for him, and
then they headed over together to
Smoky Lake’s hash -house for sup-
per. Just as they got there, the
screen door opened with a bang and
a human. figure, forcibly - ejected,
landed at their feet. At the :door
appeared Smoky Lake, a-huge-bulk
in a solled white apron, snortmg
wrathfully and brandishing 4 pair

- of fists as big as hams.

“Don’t ever show in this place
again, Hod Weeks,” the big cook
“Else I'll squash you like
the dirty little chinch bug that you

are. T’ll drive you plumb through
the floor with a skillet: I will, for
a fact!” '

Hod. Weeks, the  ejected -man,
scrambled pamfully to unsteady
feet, emphasizing his rage with
snaxled invectives. Jim caught him
by the arm.

“What’s going on hexe?’ he de-
manded sharply. “Smoky, T'm
ashamed of you.” ;

“You needn’t be,” snorted the
“T warned that

: He wouldn’t
—so I did. And I’ll do it again, by
gummy, next time he sticks his
weasel face in here.”

Weeks had his wits working again.
“‘Arrest that man, Rideout!” he
shrilled. “Arrest him, I say!”

“What for?” drawled Jim. “You
ain’t hurt, are you?” :

“Only his feelings, Jim, Drift
murmured. Bes:des it ain’t break-
ing no Jaw for a man to throw-an
objectionable character out: “of - his
place ‘of business.”

Jim grinned in
“That’s right, Drift.

‘the darkness.
It you -don’t

‘want to get thrown out of places:in-
" the future, Weeks—why, yoir~bet-
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“The lid’s off” Jim
yelled-— a freight
wagon loaded with A
armed Iumbermen \
was tearing down
the opposite slope
toward the cattle-
men’s barricade.

ter behave yourself. Now you’d best
be going.”

The gangling, hatchet-faced cat-
tleman needed no further warning.
He scurried off into-the dark, mum-
bling threats. Jim and Drift went
into the restaurant and took a cou-
ple of stools at the counter. Smoky
faced them, still rumbling Wmth-
fully in his thloat

“You'll pardon rne, Mr. Lake, if
I'ma wee bit curious as to why you
heaped such’ indignity upon the sa-
cred person of one of our leading
-cattlemen,” Jim .said. “As a matter
of official business, I'd like to know.”

“All right,” growled Smoky.
tell you. Weeks was dragging you
all around the corral; Jim. Calling
you a turncoat and a traitor to your
friends. I got a bellyful of that
mighty qmck' I told him to shut
his measly gab, but he wouldn’t. So
I chucked him out on his ear. And,”
he added defiantly, “I’ll do it again
if T have to.”

“Smoky Lake,” said Jim so]emnly,‘

though his eyes were twinkling, “you

“T'l’

b v o2
SeEeduice
~ 5
T

are a big fat bully—but I love you
like a brother. I’ll have the usual
thing, steak and French fried.”
“Same here,” chuckled Drift, “and
see that it’s meat, not boot leather.”

OR the next week, things were

quiet enough along the valley.
Almost every day freight outfits
came rolling down from Modoc City
tothe north, shuffling their creaking,
dusty, heavﬂy laden s ay through
Eagleville and on toward the lumber
headquarters in the mountains.

Jim Rideout watched them go, while

he pondered gloomily over the trials
and tribulations of a cow-countly
sheriff who believed unswervingly
the ‘simple code of the written ].],W
and tried to administer it impar-
tially.

On all sides of him he felt the ris-
ing forces of opinion. Some of that

_opinion was” on his side, but most
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of it was against him. For, in the
last ana]ysxs, this was cattle coun-
try, steeped in all the tenacious tra-
ditions of the cattle industry. And
the inevitable hostility toward the
invading forces of the Black Dia-
mond Lumber Co. grew stronger by
the hour. s

Jim combated that rising tide of

hostility with every force at his com-’

mand. He circulated through town .
and out across the.wide miles of the

range;-talking'to this man and that,.

trying to malke them see the inevita-
ble ending of it all, trying to make
them realize that they lived in a
changing world, a world which
needed and demanded other indus-
tries besides the one of cattle rais-
ing. He tried,to make them see that
the Black Diamond was fully within

the law, that there was plenty of

room in the Shoshones for the lum-
.ber company and the summer range
for the cattle at the same time. -
- But he found that the theories -
and suspicions and ideas ingrained
by the years were not easily altered.
At only one of the four major cattle
outfits of the valley was he even re-
ceived civilly. This was Newt Cam-
brian’s Circle C, but even here the
reception was definitely chilly and
Jim’s arguments useless. - At Pat
Frazier’s Forked Arrow, at Hugh
Mott’s Half Diamond Cross and
Hod Weeks’ Rolling W, his recep-
tion was dlstmctly hostile. Mott
and Weeks refused to talk to him at
all, and Pat Frazier was curt.

The passing days found Jim Ride-
out growing increasingly grim of
face. He smiled less than usual was
given to long silences. - 'So chanc'ed

was his demeanm that Drift Dela—,

ware and Smoky Lake remarked on
it one evening when the deputy went
In to eat supper alone.

“It ain’t just worry over the he]l
building up between the cattlemen

" She’s

“and the lumber outfit,” asserted
Smoky. - “The way that Anne Fra-
zier is acting is working on old Jim,
too. I may. be.only a fat old.hash
slinger, but I got good eyes and
some savvy.- .Jim sets a heap of
store by Anne Frazier. He has for
years.. And now she’s treating him
like he was a mangy coyote. instead

.of "what .he really is—one of the
.squarest, whitest men who ever wore

boot. leather. - Doggone her pretty
little hide, anyhow. She ouc'ht to
be warmed up with a quirt.”

Drift nodded. “She’s a big part
of Jim’s trouble, all right, Smoky.
tromping on him pretty
‘heavy.’

“Look at the way she s been rid-
in’ around with that slickery cuss of
a Hugh Mott all the time!” snorted
Smoky. “Should be ashamed of her-
self. " Yes, sir, a good, old-fashioned
whalin’ out behind the woodshed:
would do that young lady a.heap
of good. And me, I'd enjoy using
the switch.
© “I'm going to tell her a few thmgs
one of these days,” declared Drift.
“Jim won’t say a word, of course.
But I will, by gollies. T’ll tell her
a few truths about herself and that
ornery old bull bat of a father of
hers that will make her hair stand
on end. Because, when anybody
hurts Jim Rideout, they hurt me.
And v_vhen I'm hurt, I hit back, re-
gardless.”

Smoky bobbed his- head. : “Me,
too, Drift—me, too!”

AND then one day, shortly after
nooyp, young Bud Shrader,
Micky Shrader’s thirteen-year-old
boy, came tearing into town astride
* his old, staid pony, keeping the aged
ammal to a heavy gallop by dint of
a whipping rein end and the steady
tattoo -of bare heels against gaunt
flanks. ‘Bud had an old .22 rifle in
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one hand, and such was his excite-
ment he dropped it in ‘the dust of
the street and left ‘it there when he
dismounted in front of Jim Ride-
out’s office and hurtled up the steps.

Jim -was there alone, Drift being
down at the livery barn repairing a
weakened cinch on his pet saddle.
Jim looked up at the freckled
youngster’s abrupt entrance. ‘‘Sher-
iff,” gulped the boy. ‘“Sheriff—
theyre gonna fight! They’re all set
to go. Honest—I'saw’em. They’re
gonna fight!”

“Whoa!” said Jim. “Let’s get this
straight, Bud. Who’s going to fight
—and where?”

With many gulps and a ureat deal
‘of .excited‘pantmg, the boy got the
story out. It seemed he had gone
off in the foothills to hunt jackrab-
‘bits. He had gotten far enough
south to Jook down on Blue Slides.
A barricade had been thrown across
the -road and cowboys - with rifles

were backing it up. Several freight:

outfits which had rolled through
town that morning ‘were stalled.

And there was a forée of men from .

the lumber headquarters coming
. down out of the hills determined to
open the road again.

Long before the boy finished, Jim
had stood up, reached down belt and
guns from a wall peg and buckled
them. on.
couple of scabbarded Winchester ri-
fles from a corner closet and broke
open several boxes of ammunition
on the desk. When the boy stopped,
out of breath, Jim asked a curt
questlon

“What
Bud?”

“All of ’ em, sherifi. Hod Weeks,
Newt Cambrian, Hugh Mott and
Pat Frazier. He came up in his
buckboard just before I pulled a

- sneak and come in to tell you. He
bad Anne with him, too. ~And

ca,ttlemen were there,

_down..

-clutched the coin.

Still listening, He got a’

Stinger Yates and Shad ‘Gustine -and
Jerk Losey—they were struttin’ up
and down, darin’ the mule skinners
off the wagons to try and break

‘through. You better hurry, shériff.”

“I’m going to, Bud. Skin down

_ to the llvely barn and tell Drift to

saddle up a pair of fast broncs.
You’ll be needing more .22s for that
rifle of yours to l\ecp the labblt‘crop
Get yourself some.”. And
Jim spun a dollar across the desk.
The boy’s eyes shone .as he
Then he was
speeding away on bare, padding feet.
Well, it had come—the first really

-open break—and there was no tell-
~ing where it would end.’

Either way,
Jim decided, he’d have to play his
hand through with the cards he held.
A man could do no more. He was
waiting before the office when Drift

raced up, leading a saddled- mount.

Jim and Drift set their fresh,
eager broncs to a full-out run, speed—
ing south along the road w hlch fol-
]owed the river as far as Ten Mile:
Here, until the -freight. wagons had

started rolling® through, there had

been only a trail. But now a road,
yutted and dusty, reached as far as
Ten Mile, then turned directly west
toward the Shoshones; blue and
misty in the afternoon haze. .

The two riders did not go clear to

. Ten Mile, but took a short cut into

the rolling foothills to the southwest,
Mile after -mile they sped along,
holding their mounts to that speed-
ing run, cutting back. farther and
farther into the foothills, which be-
gan now to be rocky and abrupt, cut
through with steep gulches and bul-
warked with rim and wall.

~ Their horses were foaming by the
time they rode over a 1'0ugh-sh0ul—

-dered hogback, to look “down_into
‘Blue Slides, a long, funneling, up-
' sweeping

gulch which offered the
only feasible route out of the valley
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proper into the Shoshones. It was
the legendary pathway of the val-
ley herds to and from the summer

range in the mountains, and the
lumber company had been using it

as a way in for their freight outfits.

At its narrowest part, Blue Slides
was little more than seventy yards
across, and at this point a crude but
effective barricade of rocks and
brush and some old logs had.been
thrown up. Mounting guard over
this were a full dozen cowboys, some
sauntering back and forth,
squatting on their heels, . others

perched on the barricade itself. Ev--
ery man jack of them had a rifle .

handy. Their horses were grouped
off to one side.

On the lower side of the barricade -

were five big freight outfits, drawn
up one behind the other. At one
end of the barricade, drawn up close
to it, was a buckboard and team,
the seat of the rig empty just now.

LL these things Jim Rideout
took in with swift, measuring

glances, and the ruggedness about -

his mouth and jaw deepened. For
the first time.in over an hour he
spoke, a harsh,
his -voice.
“Drift, I was raJsed n the tradl-
tion of c'ltt]e As far back as I can

check, my family were all in that

tradition. If I wasn’t sheriff of this
county, I'd go back to cattle raising.
Yet sometimes I can’t help but feel
that the most childish, most stub-

born person in the world is a knot- .

headed cattleman who gets the idea
that his ancient rights are being
trampled on. Take that set-up down
yonder. You’d expect something
like that from a flock of school kids,
-but never of men old encugh to
Jnow better.”
Drift nodded.
do, Jim?p”
ADV—-2

“What you aim to

some

impa.tient note in

“Do! - Why, I’'m aiming to tear
that barricade down and let those
freight wagons through. Come on!”

“Wait!” Drift said quickly. “Look
what’s comin’ down from up above!”

Jim swung his head. Just break-
ing out of the lowest fringe of the
timber of the mountains came a
freight’ wagon, traveling as fast as

its weight and bulk would allow.

And it was packed with men—men
from the lumber camp, armed with
clubs and peavey poles.

“Our first job is to head that
crowd off,” rapped Jim. “Right
now!” . g

He put his mount over the steep
side of the gulch, sliding and leap-
ing down the treacherous slope. A
shout came up from the cattle forces
at the blockade, but Jim paid them
no attention. He reached. the bot-
tom of the gulch and spurred up to
meet the advancing freight wagon.
Two hundred yards above the block-
ade he met it, holding the center. of
the road, arm flung high in au-
thority. “Brakes squea]ed and the
wagon drew to a halt., The men in
it began to yell and gesticulate.

“Stay right here, Drxft ” Jim or-
dered. “Keep the road blocked
while I go talk to those hombres.”

He rode up beside the towering
freighter. - “Who’s leading this
gang?”? he demanded. : :

“What difference does it make?”
yelled a powerful, bearded fellow.
“We're going to show those blasted
saddle pounders who’s who in this
neck of the woods. We’'ll show ’em
they can’t go on raising hell with
us.’

“T’'m talking to the leader. Who
is he?” Jim said crisply.

A big man with a stubborn jaw
and a erisp, graying mustache swung
out of the freighter bed and dropped
to the ground. It was Mike Custis,

_superintendent of the lumber outfit.
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Jim had met him before. A deep
spark of anger burned in the Jum-
berman’s eyes.

* “You told me in my ﬁrst talk wwith
you, Rideout, that you'd see that
the lawful 1ig11ts of my company
were upheld,” he snapped. “That”
—he waved a‘hand toward the bar-
ricade below—“don’t+look like it.
Those .cowboys have no right to
block off freight from coming in, and
I and my men are going-to open the
road if we have to break a few
heads.”

“And get yourselves shot all to
bits trying it, Custis,” said Jim
curtly. “Take ‘it easy. I'll see that
the road is opened. I just got here
myself. “Pick half a dozen of your
men to do the heavy work and we’ll-
go down there. The rest of_ your
crowd stays here.
fighting to be done, me and my
deputy will take' care of that. All
right; call off your men.” !

Custis -hesitated, his eyes locked
with Jim’s steely gray glance. Then
he shrugged. Turning, he called out
a few. names and barked the order
for the rest of his men to stay with
the wagon. The six men designated
climbed joyfully down, -while the
rest put up a howl of disappointed
protest. But Custis quieted them
and set off down the road, with Jim
riding out abead of him. .

“All right, Drift,” Jim said crisply.
“We go down and open the road.”

As they approached the blockade,
the ‘lounging’ cowboys went on ~the
alert. Shad Gustine dropped his
rifle over the: crook of his arm, the
muzzlé swinging menacingly.

“Close enough, Rideout,”
growled. “We built this blockade‘
to stay put—and it’s <'01ng tod i

Jim’s frw'ld glance ran all alon«
the line. -“Put those guns down and
get out of here,” he ordered coldly.

Gustine cursed and spat. “Like

-If there’s any -

" that stand with lead.

‘ter eyes:

" other.
‘know, ‘it.

he ~ -listeners.
‘cade .looked at each other with*

hell!” he snarled. “Keep back!”

“Go get him, Jim,” drawled Drift.
“I’'m watchmv the rest.” ;

The hovermg threat of deadly vio- .
lence filled the an Then came a
harsh command. “Take it-easy, ev-
erybody. Gustine—don’t take too
much for granted.” ;

It was Pat.Frazier, coming over
from the far end of the barricade.
With him were Newt Cambrian,
Hugh Mott and Hod Weeks. And
over where-they had been grouped
stood Anne Frazier, her face trou-
bled and anxious.

HE cattlemen climbed the barri-
cade and faced Jim and- Drift.
“Suppose we let you know just
where we stand, Rideout,” said ¥ra-

. zier, “before you go barging in and

starting something you can’t finish.

“We aim to,make this barricade

stand up, even if we have to back

We've tried .
to get you to see the light, but you -
wouldn’t. Now we're going to han-

dle this thing our own way!”

Jim looked down at him with bit-

“This light that you aimed

to make me see, Pat, is thé light of
everythmcr to your own interests; no

Tt’s outside the law, and you

But*youre too doggone:
pigheaded and stubborn to be-fair.

Now TI'll tell you something: " You

got just one minute to call off your.

~ punchers and get on about your

business. While I'm packing this

‘star, you or nobody else is going to-

:block an open road. That’s turkey.
One minute!”

A restless stir ran thr0u0h all the .
Cowboys along the .barri-

uncertainty. Over where a slim, au-
burn-haired girl stood, a pair of slen-.
der hands wére twisted tightly -to-
gether.

“He’s tied in with that blasted -
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lumber crowd right up to his neck
squalled Hod : Weeks thinly.
sold out to them! Don’t you back
down an inch, Pat!” -

“Dont worry, Hod,” S‘lld Hugh
sneering way.
“I’ve never backed down before any
damned coyote in my life, and
don’t intend to start in now.”

Something snapped in Jim Ride-
out.. For weeks his patience had
been badgered and bedeviled past all
endurarice. And now this fellow
Hugh Mott, whom he had always
despised, was cursing him. 5

Jim deft his saddle in a lunging
dive.. He crashed full into Mott,
sending the rancher stumbling to his
kinees. Jim went down on one knee
himself, but he was up and driving
forward 'as’ Mott struggled erect.

Jim hit him, full in “"the snarling _

mouth, sending Mott reeling still
farther back, where he came up
against the logs of the barricade and
could give way no farther. And
then, with. three more blows, two
rlghts and a left, he turned Mott’s
sneering face mto a bloody pulp and
dropped him in a hmp hulk beside
the logs.

Jim swung around his hands

whipping past his h]ps, to come

away bearing blued steel, and . his
voice rose in a savage, hard yell.
“Drop those guns and scatter! - All
of you!! Drop those guns!”

CHAPTER III

DEATH AT BLUE SLIDES

OST of these men had known
Jim Rideout for many years.

Several times. they had seen him in-

a fighting mood, but never as he was
now: His face was ridged and bleak,

. his eyes bits of blazing gray fire.

“In his voice was a hote as bitter and

savage as the slash of a whip.

“He S

.card. Move!

21

Most of the rlders dropped their
guns.. Three didn’t. Shad Gustine,
Stmgel Yates and Jerk Losey. And
it'was the latter who flipped his rifle
up, cocking it with the move, swing-
ing the deadly muzzle toward Jim.
Over the sights, Jerk Losey’s eéyes

1 - gleamed’ with malignant purpose.

Jim shot him through the body,
and Losey fell backward off the bar-
ricade. As he fell, his rifle snarled,

. but the slug went wild to waste it-

self against the wall of the gulch.

Then Jim went at Shad Gustine,
dodging under Gustine’s swinging
rifle barrel, grabbing a handful of
his flaring ch:Lps, dragging the c¢urs-
ing cowboy floundering down. .Jim
clubbed Gustine across the-head
with his gun.

At the same moment, Drift Dela-
ware, who had followed Jim’s ber-
serk charge, got his hands on Stinger
Yates, pul]ed him forward and up-
percut him so savagely that Yates’
hat flew off his head. When Drift

- let go of Yates, the fellow collapsed

Itke an empty sack. Then, while
Drift ran along the barricade, kick-
ing 'guns aside, routing the bewil-
dered and disorganized cowboys,
Jim Rideout turned and charged
back at Pat Frazier, Newt Cam-
brian and Hod Weeks, who seemed
as stunned as anybody else at the
sudden, eruptive violence of Jim and
his deputy.

“Back over agamst that far wall
of the gulch!” Jim ordered. “You
asked for this, all of you.” You had
to have this lesson, didn’t you? You
would have it. You were bound to
force my hand, weren’t you? Well,
I’'m playing it, right down to the last
And pack Mott with
you. Move, I said!”.

Pat Frazier, Newt Cambnan and
Hod Weeks had probably never ex-
pected to see Jim Rideout as he was
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fow. O maybe they had figured

“their bluff too strong to be called.
At any rate, they were like men:half
stunned, unabk to believe their eyes
and ears. They obeyed without a
word,
scious figure between them and shuf-
fling away. :

Jim; now that the way was clear,
turned and sent a harsh_call echoing
up the gulch.. “All right, Custis—
bring your men in and knock this
barricade to pieces. But keep your
mouths shut and work fast.” ~

The brawny lumberjacks made
short work. of the :barricade.

fits were ready, and the big wagons
creal\ed into movement and crawled
up the gulch. Jim turned on Custis.
. “Take your bully boys and get out
of hére,” he said curtly. “And the
next time you're up against some-
thing of this kind, don’t try to bull
it through on your own hook:  You

come -to me and let my office han-

-dle'it. It’s high time some grown-up
people mound ‘here-began to show a
grain of sense. I'm sick of the whole
crowd of you, all too doggoned stift-
necked to make an attempt at get-

ting along with .each .other. All
right, ramble!”" e
Came Hod * Weeks’ shrill ‘com-

plaint. “Ask him about that fence
across French Meadows, Rideout.
Or maybe you don’ t care what he
builds.”:

“How “about that Custxs?” de-
manded Jim. “Have .you built a
fence across French Meadows?”

Custis hesitated, -then nodded:
“Yes. But—" :

“No’ buts about .it,”
““Tear it ‘out again. French Mead-
ows Is open countty. You or. no-
body. else has a right to fence those
‘meadows. - Tear it out.
ing up to see that you do.” ' -

lifting Hugh Mott’s . uncon--

The
mule.skinners of the five freight out- -

cut in Jim.

T’ll be-rid-:
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USTTS gathered up*his men and
headed - back - to' his . wagon,
Wthh turned and followed the dis-
appearing freight wagons. Jim
stared after them for a mdment with
hard eyes, then turned and W‘\lked

. over.to Drift. .

‘Losev? " he asked weauly 3
“Dead,” said” Drift. “He had it

coming, J]m It was you or him. -

. He had his chance to lay down his

guns, same as the rest. He chose to.
smoke it out—and lost.”
“Gustine and Yates?” S
“Coming out of it. -Sadder, but
maybe not wiscr. Their kind never-
seem to learn. ' What now?”

“Start everybody home. Losey,

like Gustine and Yates, was Molt’s

man. The Half Diamond Cross can
take care of him: I still got some-
thing ‘to say to’ Frazier and . Cam-
bnan and Weeks.”

The three cattlemen stood in a
sulky, stubborn-cyed group. Hugh
Mott was sitting down, his. back
against the-wall of the gulch. Anne
Frazier was down on one knée be-
side him, dabbing at his bruised and
battered- features ‘with the end. of a
neckerchief, wet with water from.a
canteen. As Jim Rideout came up,
she lifted her head and. looked at
him, her eyes almost crackling with
anger. The taut lines of Jim’s face
deepenced a little, and lle turned to
face Pat Irazier.

“T don’t know whether _you
learned anything today;. Pat,”. he
said, the weary. note .coming back
into hjs voice. “I hope so.. I.don’t
enjoy this sort of thing,.yet there’s

no other out for me if you fellows,

persist in trying to take the law into.
your own hands. You stand high in
influence through the Cold Rl,ver
Valley, Pat. If you’ll see sense, the~
rest - wills follow you. "This world,

‘you know, wasn’t made. for the ex--

press benefit of cattle interests.

Nor’
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for a lumber company, either. Ev-
erybody has certain rights under the
‘law. My job is to see that they en-
~-joy those rights, and that’s the way
I intend to see things through.
There’s plenty of room-in the Sho-
shone Mountains forcattle and lum-
ber interests at the same time, with-
_out need of a mite of trouble. I'm
not playing any favorites, and T'm
not taking any sides: If you've got
an ounce of savvy you’ll go up and
see Custis and settle your differences
like sensible men, not like a flock of
stubborn kids. Then there’ll be no
more trouble " for anvbody How
a.bout it?”

- There was a note of pleading in
Jim Rideout’s voice, which, of all-the
listeners, only Anne Frazier seemed

“to detect. She looked up at him
again, and this time there was not
nearly so much anger in her eyes.
Instead, there was a shadowed and
" reluctant sympathy.

Pat Frazier
-raspingly. “When I need your ad-
vice on how to run my business,
Rideout, I'll let you know. Tl tell
you this much: When you say you
didn’t take sides today you lie!”

It was as calculated as a slash

" across the face with a quirt. - Jim
Rideout went white to -the lips.

There was hardly anything to: be

‘seen: of his eyes, so deeply did they
seem to draw back into his head.
He rocked: forward on his toes as
- though about to leap at the old cat-
tleman. ‘Then, with a queer, stran-
gled sound in his throat, he lunged
for his horse, swung into the saddle
“"and spurred away.

Before Drift Delaware fo]]owed

his chief, he stopped in front of Pat .
“came ‘out of the store, lugging a

“Frazier and looked him up and down
_with eool contempt. “The biggest
“coward in this world, Frazier,” he
‘said cuttingly, “is £ man who uses
his age as'a shield.- Had you been

cleared }ns throat -

‘Now!”

thnrty : yea,rs_ younger, Jim would
have ‘knocked those words right
back between your teeth.”

Then Drift found his saddle a,nd

" Was gone,

° There was a long moment of dead
silence. Anne Frazier was'up on her
feet now, biting at her red lips, star-
ing up at the misty blue bulk of the
Shoshone Mountains, but not seem-

‘ing to see them. Pat Frazier began

to mumb]e to himself. Hugh Mott

-got to his feet.

“He started the.smoke rolling,”
said Mott in thick fury. “Whatever
comes now, he can answer for it.”

. Pat Frazier’s - mumbling began -to
be intelligible. “We elected him and
he turned on us. But the hand ain’t
played out yet. Before we’re done
with him that damned turncoat will
make—"

Anne Frazier turned on her father
furiously.” “Be still'”” she cried.
“Both of you. There’s beén enough
name calling, dad. I'm not exactly
proud of you, or myself, or ;
or— Come on, were going home,

RIFT DELAWARE sat on the

steps of the sheriff’s office, whit-
tling. Down street, two chuck wag-
ons had just creaked into town, to
stop before Johnny Whipple’s gen-
eral store. Drift recognized the two
drivers as they climbed down and
went into the store. Swearing softly,
he closed his knife with a eclick,
pocketed it and went down to the
wagons. One had Pat Frazier’s
For <ed Arrow brand burned in the
side of it. The other was marked
with. New Cambrian’s Circle C.-
A short, fat, bald-headed man

fifty-pound. sack of flour over his
shoulder, which he heaved over the
tail * gate of the Forked Arrow
wagon. . Gl
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“Hello, Fats,” drawled Drift. “I
thought the spunfr roundup was fin-
1shed weeks ago.”

“Was,” puffed Tats Wade “But
the old man has decided to shove his

herd up on summer range a little
~.-hé had wondered ever since if it, was

worth- it.
“ pretty intangible, bt~ the thing he-.

carly this year.’

“Hum!” said DFift.
ing to take their stock in, too, ehp

“Yep! - :So’s: the Half" Diamoénd
Cross and the Rolling W. Every-
body aims to get ‘their cattle on-the
summer range ‘before that ‘danged
lumber comp.my can °'0bble up “ev-
erything.”

A sarcastic. retort treml)led on

Drift’s lips, -but he ‘held it back.

Here it was again, that bullheaded,
ingrained insistence of the cattle in-

terests on what they chose to call.

their ancient rights. :The right of
“the open range. Drift’s lips ‘curled
into a sardomc smile.
them, but for nobody else.
came closer to it.

Chuck Wingo, the Ctrde € cook :
_came out lugging a sack ‘of ‘beans -

. He

arfd

sides of bacon.
good-naturedly

and Several

.hailed *Drift

went back into the store fof another .
Drift headed back .

load of supplies.
for the oflice where Jim Rideout sat
behind his desk in morose grimness.

" “Fats Wade and Chuck Wingo .

are down at the store, loading up
their chuck wagons,> reported Drift.
“They say that Frazier, Mott, Cam-
brian and Weeks are aiming to start
driving for the summer range pretty
soon.

range go to seed just so they' can
kick up a fuss with the ]umber com-
pany. I dunno what we're gomg to
do with ’em, Jim.”

which didn’t do him. any good.
About last week, for instance, at the
Blue Slide .ruckus. About the. way

. “Circle, C "0-'

- héofs.

-tendent ‘stamped " in;
Open_ for
That

“ berman harshly.
‘body dynamited it.

That means they’re leaving -
at least six weeks of good valley'

- Jerk Losey had. tbppled over, dymg
- .with a-bullet through his body And

the- way - Anne Frazier. had looked
at him—particularly about that.

He: had preserved ‘the honor and-
authority of-his star in that row; but

-What he.had gained was

Anne Trazier; for
There "wasn’t - the least

had lost was real.
lnstance

“doubt- in Jim’s‘mind “but. that her.

frrendshlp was’something he’d. never

know- again. - -

Outside - sounded the c]atter ‘of
Drift took: a-look -and swore

softly. “Here comes Custis, lather-

“ing the whey out of-his brone,” he

announced. ° “No‘w- what’s'

wrong?”.

'lhc

gone

superin-
face " full of
trouble. - - “Hello, Custls, Jim
greeted hun .“What is at?”- :

“We just finished. building a tres-
tle across a cut to carry our 'narrow-
gauge railroad,” announced the lum-
“Last night some-
t What do - -you
intend to do about it? .:Remember,
you said for me to bring my trou-
bles to you, Rideout.”

Jim. reached for his hat. “We'll
look into it, of coursey’ he said.:

lumber -company .

- “Drift, go saddle the broncs.”,

CHAPTER IV

% DYNAMITE DLVILTRY

I GAVE orders that no_ne‘of my -
‘men were to start clearing up-this .
mess urtil you'd hud a chance to -
look evervthing over,” said Custis.
“So-if any sign has been left about,

. .-you shouldnt have much trouble_
Jim: Rideout stirred weanly He'd
been " thinking a lot of thoughts

finding it.”

Jim Rideout _nodded absent]y,,.

_staring down into the shallow gulch

below..- On the left,. cutting. along
the top of a long, sparsely timbered
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ridge which ran to the northwest,
twin ribbons of narrow-gauge steel
tracks swept up in a long, graceful
curve to the brink of the gulch.
Then it seemed that some giant
hand had seized them and twisted
them in 4 mad convulsion of
strength, afterward throwing them
aside as useless.

The: gulch was choked with tan-
gled, splintered timbers, blackened
arid pulped by. the force of the ex-
plosion. A pitch pocket in one of
them, ignited by that same . explo-
sion, still smoldered, sending up a

Jim piled into Stinger
Yates, but\tbe gunman
let out a yell loud
enough to bring his
whole hardcase crew
gunning for the two
lawmen.

thin column of pungent smoke. On
the far edge-of the gulch, the rails
stretched their orderly way on along
the ridge toward a dense blanket of
timber which brooded, blue and
misty, in the distance.
~ Jim dismounted.  “All
Drift,” he said. “Come on.”
They slid down the steep bank of
the gulch and moved up to the jum-
bled mass of destruction. Whoever
had set off the blast had done a com-
plete job. Foundation, shoring,

right,

braces—all was torn asunder.

“Looks like three charges were
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set,” drawled Drift.
end and one in the middle. We’ re
not going to find muck here, Jim.”
“Maybe not right here, Drift.
But they had to come in some way.
. They didn’t fiy. - You cross over
and’look along the gulch on the f"l['
side. ‘Tl take a look at this end.”

Slowly -and carefully, Jim Rideout -,

began weaving back and forth across
the gulch, wokau out from -where
the trestle had stood ' Scattered. -
timbers still cluttered things up for
a good fifty yards distant.

'YARD by y'n(l Jim studied the

earth, back and forth, banks and -

bottom. IHe foun_d nothmg Then, -
he heard Drift yell. So he went
“back, climbed out of the gulch, .

. ‘crossed to Drift’s -end and dropped
‘back in again. The deputy stood
right at the edge of the tangled tim-
bers, staring at the vlound

In building the tleatle the ]umbé‘rv

workers had done some digging to

set some foundation sills. Earth .

that they had thrown aside had not

yet had time to harden and set. And

here, in a small patch of th'lt earth
. was a boot prmt

“They came in from this end
“looks like,” said- Drift, a quiver of
exultation in his voice.. “And one of

them stepped there.” e
. The mark was made by a riding

. boot, narrow and pointed, the heel

mark deep and sharp and sloping.
" There -was- a faint marking where

the center of .the sole- had rested,
‘and by getting low to the ground

and lool\mg from an angle so .the

shadow would lift slwhtly, Jim iden-
_tified the marking.

“A  Star ‘boot “he_ announced.-
“Which doesnt mean a thing, be-
cause nine tenths of the riders in
.the -valley wear Star boots. Still,
there is something here that mwht

. .pan out, Drift. ’lhose boots were :

“One at_each:

5
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new, or nearly so. Sole and heel
_cut clear and bharp, so the heel can’t
be run over ‘in any way. Yeah;
those boots haven’t-been wornm very
long. . And if riders came in from
this way, they .must have left their
broncs somewﬁere west of here.
“We'll ‘check up on that later.” :
.They searched -that west end of
“the gulch thoroughly, but here the:
earth was rocky and hard,. and
- drifted banks of pine necdles made
cushlons on which no sign remained.
“Bronc sign is about all that’s left
to look for I reckon,” said Drift
finally. “How .about fte” - :
Jim nodded. “We’ll get - our.
-horses and ride some circles.”‘
Custis had been waiting with the
“horses. “Well?” he demanded.
“How about it?” :
Jim Rideout shrugged. - “A little
something. " Not much, but a little.”
“I’m preferring charges, of course,-
if you get ’em,” Custis declared.

XTI expect'and want you to,”. said
Jim quietly. “By thée way, how
about that fence across French

Meadows, Custis?
out ‘yet?”
“Not yet,” Custis admitted, “but
I'll have it done if you can show me
- that your office packs enough au-
thority to protect the interests of
my company, Rideout. Get . me
right. 1 don’t want any -trouble-
with anybody if it can be avoided.
But I'ma little sour on cattlemen.
I had one deal with.them. that
* taught me something. I ran into a
set-up something like this before.
- “I set up a mill back in the Cor-
sair ‘Mountains up. in the northern
end of the State. Cattle interests
-“thereabouts- .began yowling - about
their-precious’ summer range. I tried
to laugh ’em_off, but it didn’t work.
.They. set fire.to a twenty-thousand-
dollar -mill -and -burned it to .the
.ground’ on-me. : That lesson - took:

Got_that ‘torn
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“That’s why I had that fence thrown
across French Meadows first thing.
“That fence will keep any cattle from

" drifting in too close to where my
riew mill is going up here in the

Shoshones. And with cattle kept
from getting too close to the mill,
these- cussed saddle pounders will
‘havé no excuse for trespassing
around. valuable property. I can’t,
and won’t take any chances on this
mill being burned. You prove to me
that the cattlemen will respect the
rights of my company and T’ll be
glad to yank that fence down.
by the looks of what happened' to
this trestle, I can’t’' see any sign of
that respect.”

“I can see your point,” nodded
Jim. “Still, French Meadows is open
country, Custls and you have no
right under the sun to fence it.
My office will do all in its power to
protect your lawful interests, but it
mtends doing the same-for the cat-
_tlemen.  T'm playing no favorites.
11 X can pick up the ones guilty of
this trestle job, and I got a hunch I
might, they go to jail, regardless of
who they are. But if that fence isn’t
out of French Meadows within the

.next forty-eight hours, you’re going

.to jail. That’s final, Custis.” ~
The lumberman scowled, then
smiled grimly.. “I can see you

mean that, Rideout. All right. Tl
‘have men start-on that fence today.”

TT was midafternoon when Jim

‘Rideout and- Drift Delaware got
back to Eagleville. While Drift put
the horses up at the livery barn, Jim
strode over to Johnny Whipple’s
store.. Whipple) a little, wrinkled,
-bright-eyed man, was alone, so Jim
got right down to business.
~ “Sell "any Star boots
Johnny?”- : :

“Sure,” bobbed the little store-

lately,

keeper. -

But

. patient, chl]dlsh way.

“Sure, Jim.
boot I got. Why?”
“See can_you recall who bought
em m—say—well the past two
months.” :
Whipple scowled ‘in thought. He
gave off several names, and Rideout
stored’ them. away in his memory.
He tried another question: “Sold
any dynamite lately?” S
“Nope. Don’t sell enough of that
any more to hardly bother with.
Fact is, T ain’t got a bit left. Old
Dick Bundsho took the last of it
about two weeks ago. I gave him a
good price on it just to get rid of it
all. ‘Dick is still cracked on the idea
that he’s going to strike gold one of
thése days at that prospect of his
back on Sulphur Crick.”
- “T see. If anybody should ask

; Bcst-sell?hg

‘you, Johnny, I haven’t been after

any information at all.”

“Oh! So that’s it, eh? - Fair
énough, sheriﬂ; I don’t. know ‘a
thmO‘ % : e

Outsule, Jimn met Drift. “We eat,
then ride again—to Sulphur Creek,”

. he told his deputy.

Sulphur Creek ran back into the
Shoshones about five miles south of
Ten Mile Ford. The canyon of the
little creek was full of blue and pur-
ple shadows when Jim and Drift
rode up it to a little flat where a
rickety cabin stood. In the hillside
behind the cabin loomed the mouth
of a small prospect tunnel.

Old Dick Bundsho, a gnarled,
Jeathery chunk of a man, his faded

"eyes vague with the endless dream

of his™ calling, was choppmg wood
beside the cabin.

“Hello, chk Jim greeted him
cordially. “How’ s the prospect com-
]ngp”

“Better,” said the “old fellow in a
‘“Looking bet-
ter all the time, sheriff” I might’ve
hit the lode toda.v if I’'d had pow-
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" white .of you.

o8

der enough for one more shot.”
“How come you ran short of pow-
der? That was tough luck.”
“Them’ danged - cowpunchers!”
cricd the old fellow in sudden; shrill
anger.

the bo‘< on me.

“Cowpuunchers? Now I wonder

what cowpunchers would be wantln«-

with giant pow der?”

“T dunno.- Wasn’t 1nterested

.They give me five dollars for. some,

but thev didn’t have to take it all.”
“That’s a shame, Dick: TIf I knew
who they were T'd make ’ Jem give it

.back.”

“Will you,. sheriff? Say,
They was
Hunter and Stinger Yates.
can get my powder back for me I
think I-can hit that lode. —She’s in
these hills somewhere, and I ﬁwure
I just about got her tracked down.”
“You’ll get your powdeér, Dick,”

that’s

promised Rideout.- “Tn have
Johnny Whipple get in a‘box right
-away. Well, we’ll be riding. Hope

“the past month.

youw strike it rich, old-timer.”
“Bull Hunter,” murmured Drift
as they rode off down creek. “It’s
perfect, Jim. I've heard Hunter talk
about his experiences at mining be-
fore he turned to punching cows.
He d-know how to handle powder.”
“Right. And he was one of the
men Johnny Whipple named as hav-
ing bought new Star “boots within

ﬁgured as that chestnut horse he fa-
vors.
“Which one do we go after ﬁrst

Jim?”
“Hunter The Ro]luw Wi is clos—

-est.” :
Tt" was -after dark when they

reached" the Rolling W. . Apparently
the evening meéal had been eaten and
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.ranch which showed lights.

“I told ’enr not to take too .
much, and thev nigh on to emptied

Bull -
If you

And Stinger_Yates.
You had one of those sets of bronc
tracks we followed back in the hills a gun free.
_shoot, but it looked as though he
~would have to.-

"bunk next to Hunter, a long arm

the crew gathered in the bunkhouse,
for it was the only building on the
Jim and
Drift dismounted at the corrals and
crossed to the bunkhouse, entering
without a hail. §
A STIR of surprise ran through_
the long, narrow room. Soms

-of the punchers were lounging on
- their bunks.

A group were gathered
about a card table near the door,

playing stud.” Hod Weeks was one
. of these, and he started up with'a

rasp of anger.

“Your. nerve. reaches to hell and
gone, Rideout!” he spat. “You'll get
yourself shot, barging into a man’s
property  this way. Don’t. hang
around. I can’t think of a thing I
want to talk to you about.”

Jim ignored the outburst, moving
past the card players. “Watch ’em,

- Drift,” he said curtly.

On one bunk was a stocky, heavy-

bodied, "swarthy-faced rider. Jim
stopped beside him. ;
“Come on, Huntel’ he said.

- “You're unde1 arrest.” :

The fellow lunged to }us feetj
“Me? Under axrest?” he snarled.’
“What is this—a joke?”

- “No joke. Give me your gun.’
“Take it!” spat Hunter “"hxs
way!”

He lungéd a heavy left shoulder
hard against Jim’s chest, at the same
moment snatching for hxs gun with
his right hand. The impact sent the
lawman staggering back, but he shd
He was relu'ctarit to

And then, from the

shot out and a hand grabbed Hunt-

~er’s gun ‘wrist.

T_he puncher ‘cursed sava,gg:]y,
tricd to yank free. But before he
could do it, Jim stepped in- and’

-clipped. him - deftly above the. ear
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with a gun barrel. Hunter grunted

and went down.

In back of the shénﬂ' Drift Dela-
ware’s voice sounded soft as sl]k ‘but

with a_menacing undertone: Stay
put, everybody! Jim and me are at
the end of our patience.
_on out we play rou«rh
down' ]

“Right, Drift,” Jlm said crisply.
“We play rough.” Then he added,
his tone a trifle milder. “Bob, that
. was quick thinking., I’d have had
. to drill him, otherwise. You seem to

work good with me. I’'m needing
another deputy. You're it if you
want the job.” ~

Bob Arbogast slid off his bunk,
dragged his war bag from under it
and began stuffing odds and ends
_into the catch all.

“You’ve hired a deputy, Jim,” he
‘said.
Jayout for a long time.
‘with you.” =

Weeks—sit

Be rifrht

By the time Bull Hunter had hls'

senses back, Bob was ready to go.
He * helped Jim get the dazed

puncher to his feet, and between’
them they hustled the fellow out’

into the mght
“Keep ’em put, Drift, until I
“yell,” Jim said over his shoulder.
Hod Weeks was almost foaming
with fury.
“against you and Rideout,” he threat-
ened hoarsely. “And

damned traitor I'll . . . TII—”
“You’ll ride right by like a good
little cur, Weeks,” cut in Drift
softly. “Your screeching don’t skin
cats. You talk a heéap ‘bigger than
you fight. An’ here’s something for
you to remember: ‘It ain’t in the
cards for a couple of cattlemen in

this valley to stay dumb and stupid’

forever. One of these days. they’ll
get their senses back, and when. they
do, you’ll find yourself way out on

From here .

_ him up, Bob,” he ordered.

“I've been fed up with this .

“T’ll raise the country. -

; Arbogast!’
Next time I meet up with that

-a long, thm llmb Now ‘shut up be-

fore I jam this gun, (lown your
throat.”

A hail came fronr out51de, and
Drift backed to the door. “Don’t
get rambunctious, any: of you,” he
advised. “It’ll be healthier.”

He slid away and ran through the
darkness. Jim Rideout and Bob
Arbogast were mounted and ready
and had Bull Hunter tied in the sad-
dle of a horse. Drift climbed his
own kak, and they sped away into
the night.

“Jim did not let up on the pace
until they reached the river. Thére
he reined in for a -moment, handed
Bob Arbogast some keys. = “Take
Hunter straight to town and loek
“Then
hold the fort until Drift and I get
there. We got another little call to
make before Weeks can get a rider
over there with a warning. Hike!”

Bob, herding his prisoner before
him, sped to the north. Jim and
Drift turned east, crossing thé river
and riding up the long Slope beyond,

"and on to the Half Diamond Cioss.
-Here again the bunkhouse was the

only building showing light, but this
time, as Jim and Drift reached the
corrals, a thin, waspish - voice
sounded, the voice of Stinger Yates:
“Who is it? Why all the rush?”

Jim fogged his voice to a deep
hoarseness: ‘““Where’s Mott? ‘Got a
rush message for him.” :

Yates moved closer to them, away
from the heavy shadows of the cor-
ral. “Mott’s at the Forked Arrow.
Seems to have gone plumb loco over
that Frazier girl. Spends most of
his time—"

His, words breke off in a stmncled
snort ‘of surprise, for Jim had Teft
his saddle like a swooping -hawk.
His lithe, rock-hard body smashed’
Yates to the _ground, while swift dig-
ging ' fingers found thie cowbov s
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“throat and cut off the yell of alarm -

forming there. Drift was only a

split second behind his boss, and be-.

fore Yates was fully aware of just
who his assailants were, he was
beund and gagged.

© “Maybe our luck’s changed Jim,”
murmured Drift. “This was almost
too easy.. I'm lighter than you.
I’ll take him over my saddle.”

-Silently they moved off ‘into. the

night, exulting in their good fortune.
o S
. CHAPTER V
DRIFT SPEAKS HIS MIND
GA-IN Jim Rideout stood in the
door of his office, looking out
at the early sunshine of another day.

ware . and Bob Arbogast were
perched side by side. Each of the
deputies had - a Winchester - rifle

across his knees. Excitement . lay
along the street in an invisible cur-
rent. Riders and townspeople stood
in little groups here and, there.
l\f[ore riders were coming in w1th ev-
ery passing moment. Everybody
seemed to be waiting for the arrival
of something which would turn. the
leashed excitement into exploswe ac-
tion. .

Bob Albouast -stirred restless]y
“hink they’ll try and .take ’em
away from us, Jim?” he asked.

- “They may try, but that will' be
all,” the - young sheriff answered
tersely.
moguls ‘show up.’

 “Here they come now, J1m mur-
_muued Drift. Lookmo' stlﬁ'-neckecl
and proddy.”

Pat Frazier, Newt Cambrian, Hod
Weeks and IIUOh Mott came I'ldlll"
along in a group. . There had "been

a fifth person with them as they en-.

- “We'll know when the big -
" with them?”

- ridérs.

_danged jail" down.

~ circled the_ desk. to face them.
On the steps below him, Drift Dela-

WESTERN ADVENTURES

tied her pony at a hltch rall farther
down street.

The four cattlemen were meeted
by yells from the various groups of
“0. K , boss,” yelped a voice.
“Say the woxd and we’ll tear that
Just. 'say the
word.”

"The cattlemen came on’ “and. dls-
mounted before thie office.  Pat Fra-
zier - and- Newt Cambrian. looked
more troubled than angry, but both
Mott and \’Veekg were scowling sav—'
agely. -

o \’Vant a powwow with you, Ride-
out,” Frazier said curtly.

“Sure. Come in, gents.”

Jim “stood as they filed in, then:
‘A

. group of cowboys starting to ap-

proach were ordered back crisply by
Drift ‘and Bob Albo'?ast

“Last night,” vmwled Trazier,
“you hit ,the Rollmv W-and arrested
Bull Hunter. You must have got
Stinger Yates at the Half Diamond -
Cross, too, for he ain’t to be found
this morning.”

“I got him, nodded Jim.
right, I got'’em both.”
: “Why?” :

“Because they dynamited.a tres-
tle that the lumbel company just

“That’s

_{inished building.”

’

tered town, but Jim Rideout caught ..

the flash.: ot su on -an. auburn, head:
‘as’ Anne ‘Frazier. pulled aside and,

“You’re sure of that?”

. “Bull -Hunter has confessed hls
part. Yates tried to lie his way out
of it, but he.isn’t fooling me any.

“And what ,d(’ you mtend doing

“See that they’re plosecuted un--
der the law.”

- “The devil you will,” snarled IIod
Weeks. “You turn than boys loose
and.do. it now or we'll give the word--
to. our- crews :outsideT- And- when
they get through, there ‘won’t be_ a
stick of your cussed jail left stand-
ing. . This county 1s plenty snd\ of

.you, Rideout.”
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! “That’s rlght asserted Hugh
Mott coldly., “It’s a final show-
down, Rideout. Today your hand
_gets called—all the way.”

TIM RIDEOUT let a remote, icy .

glance rove over Weeks und
Mott, then on to Newt Cambrian
‘and Pat Frazier. “You two feel the
same way?” he snapped.

Frazier and Cambrian seemed a
little uneasy, hesitating. Jim put
his open hands on the desk top and
Jleaned forward, while the ice in his
eyes took on a flaming quality.

. “Do you?”’ he repeated, anger
_erackling in his voice. “Speak up!
Come out in the open, you two mod-
els of Virtue. I want a clear-cut
Jook at you In your true colors.
You’ve been posing around this val-

ley a long time as models of virtue .
and wisdom. But lately. -you’ve been .

hanging awful close to a pair of dirty
‘whelps who'think they can subvert
the given law of this cotintry to their
own ends. I’ve recognized the coy-
ote-strain in Mott and Weeks a long
- time ago. Now. I'm looking awful

close to see if some of the same is -

seeping out of you. I want to know.
I want to know exactly where ev-
‘erybody stands in this showdown.
“Yeah, I got Hunter and Yates
locked up. ’,Ihey broke the law wide
open in that dynamiting. I arrested
them for it. But they didn’t think
_that stunt up on their own. Some-
body, one of you four, maybe all of
you, put them up to it. When I find
out about that, I'm going to arrest -
the brains behind the deal if T have-
to take all of you in. Now, if you
think you can take those prisoners
away from me, fly to it. You'll
travel a long and rocky trail doing
.it, though. That’s all. The door 15
open. You can ]eave any time:”’
"Just a minute;” said Pat Frazier, .
his voice gruff but mollifying. “Let’s

‘of town, Drift,”

talk this over. There are angles—

“No - angles;,” cut in Jim bitterly.
“At Blue Slides I tried to get you
to ‘talk things “over,, to- hnt some
agreement, and you cut me right off
at the pockets You told me to get
out. Now I'm handing the same
back to you. Get out! Start your
hell raising if you want to. But'ev-

. ery drop of blood spilled along that
_street—and ‘there’ll be plenty of it

if you try and take those prisoners
away from me—you’ll have to an-
swer for before you die. You know
where I stand, and I'm not hedging
one inch.” -

Mott started for the door. “We'll
see if you talL the same an hour
from now,” he spat. ;

“No!” Pat Frazier spun on Mott.
“Lay off the rough stuff, Hugh I
won’t ‘stand for 1t.”

“Nor I,” said Newt Cambrian.
“Go easy, Mott—and you, Weeks.
Come on, Pat I'm taking my outfit

‘home.”
~ “So am 1,” nodded Frazier. “We
want no bloodshed. Remember

that, both of you.”

'lhey stamped out and Jim Ride-
out saw Frazier and Cambrian call-
ing to members of their crews.” Soon
there was an exodus of riders from
town. Hugh Mott and Hod Weeks,
left on their own, had no stomach
for ‘trying to férce an issue and they
left also.

“Take a sa.unter down to the end
said Jim ‘bleakly.
“Just to make sure they ‘don’t
change their minds. I'm not trust-
ing anybody these days :

RIFT nodded stood hlS rifle in-
side-the door hitched up his
gun belts and strode off. From the
livery-barn corrals he saw that the
_cattle crews were really pulling out,
so he started back toward the ofﬁce
Then a voice reached him, a femi-
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nine voice.
Anne Frazier standing in -the w1de
door of the livery barn
- “Drift,” she called.

talk to you.”

“Good!” drawled Dril?t.~
want to talk to you.

She faced him, back in the gloom

“And I

of the stable where they were un-

-seen from the street. As a rule,
Anne Frazier had a jaunty, imperi-
ous way about her.

had neither. There was.a pale,

strained look on her pretty face, and-

she was twisting Her hands nerv-
ously. :

“DI’lft she said, her voice as
strained as her face, “this can’t go
on. It’s leading up to something

. something dreadful. .And .

and I'm afraid. Can’t you do some- -

thing, talk to Jim, make him under-
stand? If he’d only——”

“Whoa!” cut in Drift. “Stop right -

there. |1 can’t—and T wouldn’t if I
could. Influence Jim Rideout, I
‘mean.. Because Jim is in the right,
all the way. -He’s a four-square
man, doing his sworn duty. Now
get hold of yourself, because I'm go-
ing to do some mighty straight talk-
ing: Tor the first time in your lives
you and that cantankerous old bull
bat of a -father of yours have run
into. something you can’t trample
down and fashion to suit your own
ends. You’ve run into the pride and
character of one of the best men who
ever . wore -boot leather. And you
still got -your fool necks bowed and
think you can make that. man bend
the way you want him to.. Wait a
minute, let me have my say. I in-
tend to, regardless.

“For a good many years Pat Fra-
zier has rumbled up.and down this
valléy, high and mighty and wise as

seven hundred dollars. And his very.

lovely daughter has taken her cue
from him. She’s been a haughty lit-

" He turned and ‘saw -

Tk wan_t to -

-Just now she -

_come hell or high water

‘Drift.

tle prig who thought because she
was- Anne Frazier she could ride
roughshod over the feelings of other
folks and get away with it.. She
thought that because Jim Rideout
could grin and tolerate her little-girl
tyranny she could wind him around
her little finger. And when she.
found she couldn’t, she started right

. out to trample his affection for her

right into the dirt, never stopping
to realize that she might be killing
the most precious thing in the'world.
She was' going to show him. So
lately she’s been running around a

~heap with that cold-eyed, . double-
" crossing snake of a -Hugh Mott.

Well, all I can say, young lady, is
this: If a ‘whelp like Mott is your
choice, stick to him. Jim Rideout
is my choice, and I stick with him,
And that’s
that!”

Color was in Anne’s face now, an-
gry color. “You . . . you have no
right to speak to me hke that, Drift
Delaware,” she ‘flared. “You—"

“There you go again,” cut in Drift
remorselessly. “Same old song. No-
body has-any right to do this or that

-except you and your father and your

fine friend Mr:. Hugh Mott. It won’t
work any more, young lady. And
as a final thought,' instead of trying
to make Jim understand and give'in,
why don’t you-and your father try
and understand Jim’s angle for a
change and get it through your stub—
born heads that he s l‘l"ht and you’re

“you’re impossible,”
Anne said,. her voice quivering as

_though she was -having dlf‘ﬁculty

keeping back' tears.

- “That means T'm nnht—and in
your heart .you: know it,” drawled
“Don’t forget, in‘trying to
hurt Jim Rideout, you may hurt
yourself more. 1 won’t charge you

-a cent for this.lecture, young lady.
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I hope it takes, but, knovﬁng the
Frazier outlook, I'm afrald it won it
Anything else?’ 2

.Anne-didn’t answer. Instead, she

almost ran past him, out. to where | .

her. horse was tethered. A moment

later she was leaving town. at a’

headlong run. Drift stared after her
with musing eyes while he built a
cigarette. ‘He shrugged.
“Well,” he murmured,
the licking Smol\y Lake saJ(Lshe had
coming, and I got'a hunch those

verbal switches I handed out hurt

more than the real kind would.
Either way, I gave the little rascal
something to think about.”

WO days later the herds of Cold

River Valley started moving into
Bob  Arbogast” -

the Shoshones.
brought Jim Rideout the report, and
Jim sat in scowling thought.

“So the cattlemen are- going. to
force the issue,”
~“There’s six weeks of good grazing
still in the valley, but they’re letting
that go to waste to shove their
herds into the mountains ahead of
time. Yeah, they aim to force the
.issue with the lumbet company

This means, Bob, that we’re just

about going to have to spend the
summer in the mountains ourselves,
trying to keep the knotheads on
both sides from" getting too obstrep-
erous.”

“I dunno,” said Bob, shaking his
head. “I was dumb for a-while my-
self—maybe like, a sheep following
other sheep. But now, darned if I
can see why there ain’t plenty of
roem in the Shoshones for cattle and
Jumbering both., “After all, they

don’t lumber the open meadows and -

parks, and that’s where the cattle
feed.”

Jim smiled wearily. “Simple, isn’t
it? ‘But try and get the cattle out-

- trestle-blasting episode..
“she got

he said presently.’

fits to see things that way. They
can’t, because they’re doing so much
worrying about their ancient rights,
or some other tomfoolery.”

The two prisoners,” Bull Hunter
and Stinger Yates, had settled down
to a surly silence, and Jim was un-
able to get anything out of them
concerning -the brains behind the
But Drift
remarked one day: “We’ll_.hiave to
string our patience a while, Jim.
Yates is a poisonous little devil with
‘a certain kind of sand in his craw.
But I think maybe "Hunter’ll open
up, when he finds himself actually.
face to face with a judge and we give
him a chance on a lighter sentence
if he talks. - His spine ain’t none too
stout.”

IM and Drift took a couple of

rides up into the mountains to
keep an eye,on things. ~ The herds
were well up on the summer range
by this time; and in nearly every
meadow and park they found graz-
ing cattle. By the brands, it seemed
that by prearrangement. the Forked
Arrow-and Circle C herds had been
‘driven to the north of the lumber:
headquarters, while the Rolling W

‘and the Half Diamond Cross were

driven south. Here and there the
two lawmen ran across cowboys and
foeund that the main camp of the
combined Forked Arrow and Cir-
cle C was in a little aspen glade
where a living spring flowed strong
and fresh. And here they were met,
if not by open hostility, at least with
a very chill greeting. It was gbout
midday when they ‘rode up to the
camp, but there was no invite to

- rest their saddles and have a meal.

Neither Pat Frazier or Newt Cam-

- brian were in ev1dence

“You’d think weé had the spotted
fever,” Drift growled as he_and Jim
rode away. - “This set-up can’t go
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on forever without a break. When
it comes, F'in-going:to take supreme
-joy in knocking-me a flock of heads
together.”

. Jim nodded moodily. He was
thinking how, back a few-- short
weeks, he and -Drift would -have re-
ceived boisterous welcome in that
camp.. But now, because-.he had
stuck up for his punuples, he. .was
an outcast among men-hé-had called
his friends. -And ‘then there.was
Anne. Jim -had not seen -her for
days, nor spoken to her since their
quarre]l in his office. He was
gloomy, all the way back- to town.

That evening Pat Ifrazier rode
into town at a furious gallop "and
came stamping into the office, grim
and savage.

“All nght Rideout,” he rasped.
“You ran down and arrested the
men you claimed dynamited that
lember-company trestle.. Now let’s

P

reaching for his gun belts;

see if_you can -do as.much for our..

side.”

“What’s
curtly.

“Plenty. Two of my steers. and:.
one .of Newt Cambrian’s have beens

wrong?” Jim.  asked

.slow-elked by that cussed lumber:

outfit. Now let’s.see your,law work..
there. It better, or Newt and me-
are going to.pull us a lynching.”

Jim was on his feet, already.
“You're:
sure. lumber-company. men. did the-
job?” :

“Sure! Of course, we’re sure.
Who -else could--have done it?2: “We-
didn’t do it ourselves, that’s'a cinch.
And 1t would be a- chf;ap way of get-
ting good beef for-'the lumber-com-
pany grub shack—if they had got
away with.it. You're damned right.
they did it.”

“Go saddle the brones, Drift,”
said Jim. “Bob, you stay here and

Cawboys and Iumbermen
rushed for the. flat-. .car. .,
It was their an&desperate :
chance to get ahead: of

the roaring-.timber fire

that was sweeping-in from-
. every. side..
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hold the fort. We may, get back by
this time tomorrow. ‘We'll try to,
anyhow.”

CHAPTER VI
MURDER!

AWN came coiling in cool, blue
mists from the timber. Jim
Rideout and Drift Delaware, who
had 'spent the night at the cattle
camp in the aspen glade at the gruff
behest of Pat Frazier, dismounted at
the edge of a thicket of jack pines
and looked -down at the remnants of’
what indubitably had been at one
time three live and healthy steers.
Pat Frazier and Newt Cambrian re-

mained. in. their saddles, watching .

and waiting in grim silence.

“They beefed ’em right- here, all
right,” murmured Drift, after a care-
ful survey of what was left of the

carcasses. “Shot the critters and
then beefed - em, taking only the.
loins and hams:”

Jim, frowning intently, nodded./

“Two Forked Ai'row one Circle C,

And they left the hides right here,

so the owners would be-sure and
ADV-3
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identify their property. Yeah, in-
stead of cutting out a stray, which,
with all the stock roaming the mead-

-ows now, would be easy to do, and

then making it pack its own meat
good and close to home before beef-
ing it, they knock down three way
out here, take the hams and loins
and leave the carcasses where
they’re sure to be found. Especially:
the hides, with the brands plain for
the world to see.”

Drift’s head came up and he
stared steadily at Jim, who shrugged

L

and smiled grimly. “So-o0-o0!” the
deputy murmured softly. “You
shrewd old son of a gun! You spot-
ted. the deal right off the bat. You
think they”—he jerked his head
slightly toward the two grimly wait-
ing cattlemen—“maybe laid this
thing out to try and pin a case on
the lumber crowd?”
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“Not Pat .or Newt,” answered Jim

quietly. “But maybe somebody else
‘who’d like to stir up a bite of trou-
ble for the lumber crowd and put
me 6n a spot at the same time.
Come on. I'm voing to ask those
two some questlons

He walked over to where the two
cattlemen waited. “Well,” growled
Frazier, “no need of wasting time, is

there? I want to see you get along |

over to the lumber headquarters and

slap.an arrest on 'somebody.”
"“No . sensé to that,” said Jim

briefly. “T’ll bet' my rlght leg the

lumber crowd had nothing to do'

with that slow-elking job.”

““The devil they‘didn’t!”" Snorted'

Frazier. “You’re probably saying
that just as an excuse to—"
“Wait a minute!”

took on a cold snap. - “I wish you'd

quit bellowing and trying to make .

me out a creeping dog all the time,
Pat. You have no idea how thin
you've got my patience worn. Now,

just for once, listen for a change and - -

open your mind to common sense.
You’re so damned hipped against
the. lumber layout you’re ready to
jump at them on any old excuse.
Let’s look at this proposition with
our eyes open. ;
“Now, tell me. If you were going
to ‘slow-elk- some beef belonging to
someone else, would you pull the job
in a’ spot where .it would be dead
easy to find the evidence? - Would
you just take the loins and hams
and then, above all, would you leave
the hides with the brands indtact
there in broad daylight so the owner
of the critter would be dead certain
to identify ‘the property? -
oup,’

“Well—no, I wouldn’t,” blurted’

Frazier. ‘Nobody with a jot of
sense would do that. . But—"

“No buts about it,” cut in Jim.
“Now this lumber-company superin-

“trouble ride.

Jim’s voice -

-fact 1is, horses leave tracks.

. why?

Would :

tendent Custls—call him anything
you want except a fool. - Because

-he’s not. He wouldn’t hold the job

he does if he was a fool. Now, only

. a fool would pull this kind of a slow-

elking job, .unless—get this—unless
it ' was done with the deliberate in-
tent by someone to point you and
Newt at the lumber crowd for a real
Or didn’t such a possi-
bility strike you?”.

- It was Newt Cambrian who an-
swered; his voice reluctant. “It
didn’t—until now. But it’s begin-
ning to look more and more that
way to-me.”

“But who . .
Pat Frazier.

Jim smiled grimly. “Suppose we
see if we can find out. You know,
there’s one fact which rustlers, slow-
elkers, trestlé dynamiters and their
like always seem to forget—and that
.That
meat wasn’t carried out by hand.
Horses ‘carried it. Suppose we ride
a few circles and see what we can

ﬁnd”

. who—" _stuttered’

IT was Drift again . who picked up
the trail, gouges in a mat of pine
needles where horses had moved. In
a second the deputy was out of the
saddle and kneeling by those gouges,
his eyes intent.

“This is it,” he announced tri-
umphantly. “The broncs that left
this sign packed that meat. ’Cause
Look at that line of green
flies, buzzing just above the pine
needles. ’Cause why, again?- Blood,
gentlemen—blood dripping - from
new-butchered meat. Let’s go!”

. ‘The trail led -west in a -wide cir-
cle. Tt crossed the newly.laid nar-
row-gauge railroad tracks, sweeping
slowly south beyond the edge of the
farthest lumbering activity, past the
big ‘meadow - where the mill and
buildings of the lumber outfit 'were
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going up, where nearly a hundred.

men were laboring, felling timbers,
shaping and fitting them.

South the trail led,.swinging west
again, into a country of narrow,
rocky, brush and timber-choked
gulches. Above one particularly
deep and brush-matted- gulch, Drift,
who was riding in the lead, remed in,
staring at the ground.

“They made a stop here for some
reason,” he announced. “I wonder
wh p,’

“To get rid of the meat,” said Jim. ;

“Look—up yonder, some ravens be-
ginning to gather, and down there
in the brush, .some camp-robber
birds.
into that brush I'll bet you'd find
something.”

“Then I'm sliding,” said Drift,
making good his word. . .

“What’s the idea?”” growled Fra-

zier, reining in beside Jim. “I'm
frank to admit that this deal has a
nastier look to it all the time.
why stop now? I want to find where
those cussed bronc tracks lead.”
“We’re just making sure the meat

is down there,” said Jim. “How
about .it, Drift?” he called. “Find
anythmg?”

“Plenty, came the answer. ' “The

meat is here—all- that the coyotes
didn’t chaw up -last night. Plenty
of good beef gone to waste, what I
mean.” . ;

For a wonder, Pat Frazier did not

start to bellow. He twisted in his

saddle and looked at Newt Cam-
brian.. "~ :

" “Newt,” he said- slow]y, “it’s
‘barely possible you and me been a
pair of knotheads—in several ways.
This whole damn thlng is a frame-up
of some sort. We've been. played
for. a pair. of suckers. The trail of
those meat-packing brones was laid
real cunning. - It pointed just enough
at the lumber headquarters so a man

Drift, were you to slide down: last.

But.

- handin’

real mad over having some of his
critters “beefed, would jump com-

- plete at conclusions and barge right

into the lumber camp, breathing hell
and brimstone. And start some-
thing, maybe, that would have
raised hell and put a rock under it.
I’ll make one more guess. Were we
to follow. these tracks farther, we’'d
find they’d scattered and taken to
rough country, where they’d " peter’
out on us.

Jim Rideout’s grim smile became
almost a grin. “You’re getting the
hang of this “sheriffing game real
good, Pat. I'll bet money that
you’re -plumb correct - about that
Some real slickery juniper
pulled this trick.” .

“Jim,” said Newt Cambrian, “I'm
afraid I’'m going to have to apo]ogize
to you one of these days.”

“Me,” said Frazier darkly, “Im

-going to. go calling and ask some

damned straight questions. -And it
won’t be lumbermen T’ll be asking
’em of, either.”

“Don’t do it,. Pat,” said Jim.
“Even if you were guessing right,
you couldn’t prove:a single thing.
And you might put somebody ‘on.
their guard.. . The thing to do is
keep still, don’t let on that there was
any slow- elkmg at all that you know
of, or anything else ‘wrong. Sooner
or later, this smart jigger w1ll make
a mistake right out in the ‘open.
That will be the time to. jump on
him.”

Pat Frazier scowled but nodded.
“Seeing as T been wrong in a couple
of spots, Jim—and you been right
—TI’ll change the habits of a lifetime
and take a little advice instead of
it out. We'll keep our
mouths shut and eyes open and wait
for that break.”

“You do that, Pat. You’ll be sur-
prised how thmgs work themselves
out. Now if it’s all the same to you,
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Drift and me will get back to town.
We got a couple of prisoners down
there I'm anxious to get before a
judge and off our hands one way
or -another.”

OURS ]ater, jz)gging down out

of the last foothills of the Sho- -

shones, Jim and Drift met a lone
rider. It was Anne Frazier. She
was leading a well-loaded pack horse
behind her. At sight of them, Anne’s
little chin went up defiantly, and she
would have passed with a very frigid
nod if Jim had not swung his horse
across the- trail before her.

“Summering in the mountains,
Anne?” asked Jim.

“Perhaps,” she a.uswered fngldly
“Any suggestions?”

“Yes.
camp in that aspen glade:where we
saw that bla,ck bear a couple of
years ago.’
~“Thank you,” she said tartly,
“but I knew that already.”

She pulled. out of the traul rode
around Jim and Drift and went on.
The new animation. which had
shone in Jim Rideout’s face ever
since he had at last found Newt

Cambrian and Pat Frazier willing to-

meet him halfway, faded, to be re-
placed with the grim, tight-jawed,
weary look he had worn so much -of
‘late. Drift Delaware swore softly
to himself as they slogged along into
the valley.

When they reached town and the
livery barn, Old Man Timm came
out.
he offered. “You better get right
over to Doc Lester’s office. He’s got
Bob Arbogast there, and Bob didn’t
‘look none too good to me when they
were packing him over.’

“Bob Arbogast! ‘You mean, Bob
Arbogast’s been hurt? . = How?
When?”

“Sometime last night, I reckon.

Youwll find your dad s

‘Doc’s place.’

“I’ll handle your broncs, Jim,”.

Frank Rousey passed. the office this
morning before sunup and, saw the
door was wide open. He wondered
about that and looked in. There
was Bob, crumpled up on the floor,
- his head all bloody. And Jim, the
jail is open and your two prisoners
gone‘

IT was after mldmght but two
lights still burned in Eagleville.
-One of-those lights was in Doc_Les--
ter’s place. The other was in Sher-
iff Jim. Rideout’s office.. In the
office, Jim Rideout and Drift Dela-
ware ‘sat in grim silence faces
drawn, eyes bleak.

There ‘was a timid knock at the
door, then shriveled-up little Frank
Rousey,_ who ran a saddle shop next
door, came in.

“You . . . you don’t mind, Jim?”
he asked. “I just can’t sleep. ‘I
keep thinking of Bob, lying there.
Rideout, his tone low and- colorless.
How—what does Doc thmk of his
chances?”

“None at all, Frank”

answered

‘ “They clubbed him twice, and the
'second blow was- what did it. Caved

his skull. If I only had some lead,
some idea who—” His voice trailed
off into silence.’ :

“T set up a holler twanged
Rousey monotonously. -~ “Micky
Shrader and Johnny Whipple come
over, and we packed him down to
I remember every lit-
tle part about it, even how this car-
tridge dropped out of his hand when
we lifted him up. How—"

Jim Jlunged up in' hLis -chair,
“What’s that?”’ he demanded. “You

_say he dropped a cartridge, that he

had .a cartridge in his hand?”
Rousey’s eyes bugged, and he
swallowed rapidly. “Why . ...
why, yes, Jim. I got it here. I
never thought—Just picked it 'up
and put it in. my pocket, It’s just
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an ordinary .45. It—"

- Jim snatched the cartridge from
the stableman’s fumbling fingers and
leaned close to the lamp to examine
it. It had been a long time in a
cartridge belt, long enough to show
some discoloration on the brass case.
The lead point was gray and bat-
tered, except for one spot, which was
worn bright and smooth. As Jim
Rideout stared at that bright,
smooth spot a cold gleam leaped in

his eyes. : .
-“The lamp, Drift,” he said
brusquely. “Hold. it down here,
close to the floor. Maybe
maybe—"
on his knees on the wooden floor.
There was. a. dark stain where Bob
Arbogast’s battered head had rested.
It was out past that spot where Jim
started examining every inch of the
floor.
“thtle lower with
Drift—over to that side .a little
more. Hold it—hold it right there!”

The angle of the light picked up -

what he’d been looking for, the
faintest.of lead marking on the floor.
Jim’s lips were moving noiselessly as
he began the slow spelling of the wa-
vering, faint letters that line traced.

“I got it, Drift!” he yelled. “I-

got.it! Gustine! Bob wrote ‘Gus-
tine” on the floor with that cartridge
point:
pled plenty, but there’s no mistake.
Shad Gustine is the man we want!”

Drift’s alert mind leaped to the
picture. “That could explain him
being hit twice, Jim. Gustine was

the guy who clubbed. him  first.’ ¢

Then, while Gustine - was getting
Hunter and Yates out of jail with
Bob’s keys, Bob came to enough to
do what he could to tip us off to who
was responsible. Coming back out
of the jail, those damned .whelps
found Bob stirring around, so they
hit him again, for keeps.”

He himself was alread&.

the lamp,.

‘It’s been scuffed and tram- .

=

Jim nodded. - “I reckon you've
got it right, ant And—

There was a step at the door. - It
was Micky- Shrader, his face very
grave. “Just stopped at Doc’s to
see how Bob was doing, boys,” he
said soberly. “He’ s gone diéd about
two mmutes ago

" CHAPTER VII
CATTLE IN THE TIMBER

IN the gray light of faintest, early
dawn, Jim Rideout and Drmift
Delaware rode up to the Half Dia-
mond Cross ranch buildings.  The
place seemed deserted, but in the
bunkhouse they found a single rider,
a half-crippled old fellow whom
Hugh Mott had left as caretaker of
the place while he and the rest of
his men were up in the mountains
with the summer range herd. The
man was surly and mumbling as
they stirred him from sleep and
asked him questions.

No, he hadn’t seen Gustine since
the herd pulled out for the moun-
tains. He hadn’t seen any.of the
outfit since then, in fact. Jim Ride-
out had a hunch the old fellow was
telling the truth, so he and Drift hit
straight away for the mountains
again. As they climbed, a gusty
west wind began buﬁetmg their
faces, snoring through the timber. -

. “Feels like 4 late storm might hit

the high country,” observed Drift.

“Especially if that wind works a lit-

tle more to thé south. Where you

alming for, Jlm—Mott s and Weeks
p?),

“Not yet. I want to see Frazner
and Cambrian first and let them
know what some of their fine friends
have done. I think the news of
Bob’s murder will really open their
eyes toward those two outfits.” -

They found Frazier and Cambrian
in camp, directing hurried prepara-
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tions in making everything snug and
secure against the drive of the wind.
"~ “Just ‘our .luck to have a late
storm strike,” growled Pat Frazier.
“And clouds are ‘building up, south-
west. Guess we're in for it. What’s
ailing you two? You look awful
gloomy to me.” - -

" “Murder, Pat,” answered Jim qui-

etly. “While Drift and me were up
here looking into that slow-elking
trick, Shad Gustine killed Bob Ar-
boga,st and turned loose Bull Hunter
and Stinger Yates!”

Pat Frazier stared at Jim’s stony
face. “You don’t mean it?”
“I do, every word of it.
hope you’re not going to try and tell
me I shouldn’t go after Gustine and
those- who set him up to the trick

just because they’re cattlemen.”
“No, by Satan!” thundered Fra-
zier. “Murder is -pilin’ it on too
thick. Go get ’em, and—"
“Hey, boss,” yelled a puncher,
“that stuff off to the southwest ain’t
all clouds. Some of it’s smoke!”

. Pat Frazier whirled and stared,
and Jim Rideout stared with him. .

The cowboy was right. That murky
turbulence boiling up above the tree-
tops was smoke.

“Timber fire,” said Framer jerkily.
“With this wind that can be bad—
mighty bad. And us with/thousands
of dollars’ worth of cattle in the tim-
ber.? He turned, and his voice
lifted in an old-time ‘roar: .“Every
man up and out! We got to get
gow’n there and try and stop that

pele

The cavvy _herd was feeding in the
lower meadow, and éowboys went
off at a run with ropes and saddles.
The Forked Arrow cook, a white-

haired old Negro, came shuﬂhng up. .-

“Marse Boss,” he said, “Missy
Anne—she went ridin’ dis. mo’nin’
off thatawdy. Yo’ don’t think she
might get cotched by dat fiah?”

Now I ..

- things, looks like.

WESTERN ADVENTURES

RAZIER’S face weént white be-

neath its weathered- tan. He
shot a harassed look at Jim. “That’s
right. She told me she was going
down that way. She hasn’t seen the
lumber operations. Maybe—"

There was a shrill yell at the lower
end of the meadow, and a moment
later a speeding figure came flashing
up. It was Anne, her hair flying
loose, her eyes enormous in her
ﬂushed face:

“Dad!” she cried. Dad! The
whole ridge is afire down there—and
spreading fast. The lumbermen are
already out, fighting it.- And, dad
. « I saw it start. Men
started that ﬁre And Hugh Mott
was one of them, I . . . I saw him,
dad.” ;

She was trembling, and tears were
streaming down her cheeks. Pat
Frazier lifted her from the saddle.
“Steady, lass, steady,” he said com-
fortingly. “You and me been away
off in our judgment of -a -lot of
But we got our
eyes cleared up at last.”

Mounted men tore away into the
timber, Jim Rideout and Drift Dela-
ware xjidi'ng in the forefront. Every-
where in the timber, .cattle were
moving, bawling, and uneasy, for-
the smell of smoke was thickening
in the air. :
. The speeding Triders struck the
long meadow where the mill and

" headquarters of the lumber company

were partially erected. All kinds of-
heavy, ponderous, but highly valua-
ble mill equipment and machinery
stood aboiit. The lumber company
stood to lose thousands and thou-
sands of dollars if that fire got this
far.

The smoke thickéned with every
racing stride. They pitched down a
long slope, burst through a fringe of
timber into a long, narrow, curving’

. meadow’ which- angled roughly - east
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and west. And here they found the
lumber crew. Men were racing to a
couple of wagons, loaded with axes,
shovels and other tools. With these
they sped to each end of the
meadow, where they began franti-
cally cutting, slashing and digging,
hewing out hasty fire lines.- * Others
were already across the me‘adow, set-
ting a backfire.

In the thickening smoke Jim
Rideout nearly rode Mike Custis
down.. The lumber superintendent
was raging.

“That fire dldnt ]ust “start,” he
yelled savagely.
cattlemen—the damned, blind sav-

age fools. Cattlemen did, under-
stand?” : o
Jim swung down. “Yes,” ‘he

“They did. But not these
cattlemen with me. They’re here to
help fight the fire. They need tools.
Axes, shovels, grubbing hooks—"

“The wagons,” Custis threw at
him. “Plenty of tools.
you mean it.”

agreed.

Led by Jim Rxdeout and Drift -

Delaware, the Forked Arrow and
the Circle C crews pitched in with
a will:

and mill men.

Bewildered, smoke-dazed birds
ﬂuttered by.f Deer came bounding
past, soft eyes dark with the terror
of the flames. A bear lumbered
through, passing within ten feet of
one of the men, but paying them
no attention. And some cattle, a
few of the wilder, more adventurous
spirits of the herd.

The smoke curtain - thlckened
acrid and choking, until men but a
few yards apart were all but invisi-
ble to one another. The wind was
shifting, more and more to the
south, and those men battling at the
east end of the meadow saw their
chances of stopping the flames there

“Men started it—

Let’s see if

They worked side by side-
with sweating, toiling lumber]ackS'

increasing. Because there the ridge
lifted and the main funneling eﬁect
of the wind "was lower down to the

-west.

Here, along with the ever-thicken-
ing smoke, sparks rodé the wind,
cinders flung high by the updraft
over the caldron of flame, then hur-
ried forward by the wmd to set new
fires.

And Jim Rldeout, half blinded
with syeat and smoke, throat raw
and swollen from smoke, realized
that here, at the west end of the
meadow, the task was hopeless. The
smoke had a reddish tinge to it, and
the crackling of the racing flames
was like a steadily sustained volley
of rifle fire.

OMEBODY got Jim by the arm.
It was Mike Custis. ‘“No use,”
yelled the lumberman. " “We can

"handle it at the other end, but not

here.
your

The wind’s picking up. Get
men back before they’re

. trapped.”

Between them, Jim- and’ Custis
got the men out and back to the
meadow. All were choking and
reeling, their lungs almost. bursting,
eyes red-rimmed and scorched. And
with a triumphant roar the red fire
demon hurtled past, dooming mag-
nificent timber and frantic, trapped

cattle to the north.

Custis seemed bitter and inarticu-
late with despair. Jim shook his
arm.

“There’ s still a chance ” he yelled
hoarsely, “and that shlftmg wind
will help. "If we cah get the men
up to that sawtooth ridge northwest
of your headquarters, we got a
chance to keep it on the west slope.
If we do that, we can force it out
into that brushy gulch country and
save that heavy timber above. -But
we got to_get there quick!”

Custis stared at him almost va-
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cantly. Then the idea took and the
lumberman raced up the meadow,
yelling at his crew. Some of the
men he left at the east end of the
meadow, to make sure the sly fire

demon did not creep around -against-

the wind and attack their rear. The
rest went scurrying back up the
slope toward the.big headquarters
clearing. * Jim and Drift and the
cowboys were back in their saddles
by the time Custis: returned.:

“We got our engine and one car
ready to go on our narrow-gauge
track,” he yelled. “I figured to give
it a trial run this morning. We can
outrun those flames that way. Get
up there fast as you can’

Jim waved an arm and spurred’

away, the rest racing after him.
They gained the big meadow where
the mill was building. Here, sure
enough, sheltered by one corner of
the partially: finished mill building,

where he had not seen it on the first

mad dash along the meadow to meet
the fire, Jim saw the powerful little
compound narrow-gauge engine with
a lone, narrow flatcar behind.

As Jim led- the way up with a -

rush, a grizzled man in greasy over-
alls came running, wavm°' a. heavy
wrench.

“Get away!” he yelled angrily.
“Get away from’ that engine, you
blasted saddle pounders. You've
raised enough hell wnthout trying to
wreck my engine.’

“We're not cromg to touch your’

cussed engine,” rapped Jim:" “Get
it ready to go. Custis and his'men
will be here in.a minute. - You've
got to haul all of us out along and
ahead of that fire. We’re aiming to
try and stop it higher up. Get that

1

engine ready -to roll!

The cowboys, still clinging to ax

and shiovel and grubbing hooks, left
their saddles and clambered onto
the car. The ' engineer watched

.and faster.

- open,
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them, then jerked his head, swung
into the tiny cab, opened the fire-
box and started jamming in pitch-
filled pine slabs. .

The first of the lumbermen began
to arrive, gasping for breath and-
streaming with sweat. Custis rode
up in one of the tool wagons. Extra
tools were heaped on the flatcar.

 Men kept staggering up, clambemng

aboard. Custis himself climbed into
the tender, began packing more fuel
into the firebox. = The last of the
lumber crew arrived, were hauled
onto thé car, and Custis gave the
signal. A jerk and they were mov-
ing, rolling out across the meadow.

O their left and below the rim of

the meadow the smoke clouds bil-

Jowed, shot through with the crim:

son of licking flames. Under the
push of the wind, that fire was rac-
mg. But the compound was getting
down to work now, speeding faster
First time over a new
roadbed, this was, but under the
urgings of Custis, the engineer held-
nothing back. The flatcar, with its
clinging load of men, whipped along
behind, whistling through timber,
roaring over trestles, plungmg anew
into the timber beyond. And it was
drawing steadily ahead of the
flames. Eh

The engine and car ran clear to
the spot of the dynamited, trestle.
Here the men ' climbered off and
Custis sent the engineer back to get.
the outfit to the reasonable safety of
the big meadow. .

Jim Rideout was already leadmg
the ‘men to the' sawtooth ridge he
had planned on as a last stand. The
southern side of that ridge was fairly
- with. a few. small isolated
stands of scanty timber.

“If we can get the thickest of that
timber down,” he panted to Custis,
“we’ll kill that blasted crown fire.
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But we’ve got to fell trees like they
were never felled before.”

They hadn’t much time. The fire
was coming on remorselessly. But

they tried. Axes bit, helve-deep,

into living wood. = White chips
peeled and flew. Towering trees
shivered, moaned, arced against the
darkening sky, crashed down.

Down in the maw of the fire, ter-
rible sounds arose, carrying even
above the roar of flames. - Mad bel-
lowings of frantic, dying cattle, cat-
tle blinded, bewildered, mad with
the terror of the red death which
trapped them, hemmed them in and
consumed them. Cowboys, hearing,
cursed brokenly and labored on with
crashing axes.

The heat flowing up ahead of the
flames was a ghastly thing. Living
foliage curled and shriveled before
the eyes of the toiling men. Smoke
engulfed them and men began to
stagger, choking. A man - work-
ing beside Jim Rideout collapsed
and despair wrung Rideout’s heart.
They couldn’t win! They hadn’t
had time enough!

" A blazing frond, heavy with pitch,
carried on the powerful draft of the
flames, came whirling through the
smoke, lodged in the lower branches
of a group of sugar pines. Flames
sheeted up in a crackling rush. And
again Custis had hold of Jim.

. “No use, Rideout,” he gasped.
“We can’t stop it. Get the men out
—get ’em out!”

A strangely livid, sinister light
flailed across the mountain world,
cutting through smoke murk, turn-
ing the faces of men a greenish white.
And right after it a thunderous vol-
leying of sound,
dwarfed the voice of the fire, sound
which seemed to shake the very
earth. :

And then rain—rain in 4 roaring,

sound which

smashing deluge, falling in-the solid,
drenching curtain that only a high .
mountain thunderstorm can pro-
duce. ; -

Men- were soaked through in an
instant, but they didn’t mind. The
wonder and joy of it struck them
dumb.- They tipped their scorched,.
strained faces to it, lifted their arms
as though to embrace it. And when
bolt after bolt of livid lightning
flickered and glared, while one vol-
ley after another of crashing thunder
pealed and smashed, men laughed.
drunkenly and let the blessed rain
wash across their faces like tears of
relief. : :

In twos and threes they climbed
slowly to the top of the ridge. Down
below them, the smoke lay in a sul-
len, thinning blanket. Nowhere did

-a bit of flame show. The gray cur-

tain -of rain washed the stark skele-
tons of blackened timber, rank on
rank of it, reaching away to the
south, clear to the origin of the fire.

.Scorched earth steamed and-cooled

and was drenched. Even the sullen

" smoke seemed to be washed away.

Custis stood beside Jim Rideout.
“I don’t know,” he mumbled wea-
rily. “I’ve never been a religious
man—but nothing except a miracle
could’ve saved us!”

CHAPTER VIII
CLOSED BOOKS -

JT was another day. At the head

.of the combined outfits of the
Forked Arrow and the Circlé C, Jim
Rideout and Drift Delaware rode

with Pat Frazier and Newt Cam-

brian. The storm had gone the way
of all late storms. Here, south of
the lumber headquarters, timber was
green and vigorous, and an aromatic
pungency arose from the moist for-
est floor. In the morning sunlight
the clean, washed air held a sparkle.



44 : : WESTERN. ADVENTURES

It was a morning to make men smlle
and relax.

But these men, as they rode, were.
_Pat Frazier

stern of face and eye.
gave certain orders to the cowboys,
and they scattered off_and were lost
in the timber. And a little. later,
when Frazier led the way. into an

emerald meadow where the camps .

of the Half Diamond Cross and
Rolling W outfits were pitched,
those cowboys began showing up at

various spots about the meadow. -

And they were alert and grim.

- Hugh Mott and Hod Weeks were
in the act of cinching saddles on a
pair of brones. So was Shad Gus-
tine. Over to one side, where they
had been lounging on some blankets,
Stinger Yates and Bull Hunter got
to their feet, startled and wary.

Hugh 'Mott’s cold eyes likeéwise -
But he.

showed a startled flicker.
veiled it quickly and was almost ef-
fusive in his cordiality.

{‘Hello, Pat—Newt. Hod and me
were just going to ride up to your
camp for a talk with you. About
the way that damned lumbeér outfit
tried to-burn up our herds. We had
a devil of a time getting some of our
cattle out of the path of it. We knew
you’d be in a tough spot up north,
and had our crews ready to ride to
help you .when the storm broke.
After that—"

“Mott,” broke in Frazier harshly,
“you’re a dirty, lying dog, and

you've run -your. luck to the last,

frazzled end Things have caught
up w ith "you.” ok

OR a moment Hudh Mott stood
very still. His cold eyes hard-
ened to a queer,.set glaze, though

his face still showed a rather frozen

smile. “Why, Pat,” he said thmly,
“T don’t understand. I—” -

“You better understand,” rasped
Frazier. “You had me-fooled,',Mott.

: you.

Yeah, you made a sucker of Cam-
brian and me. You filled our minds .
with fool’s' wool. But that fire—and .
a_couple of other angles—washed it -
out for us. You see, Mott, Anne
happened to see you and some of
your damned whelps start- - that
fire!” Y
Gustine stirred restlessly, ‘moved
a little away from his horse.” The .
mask of Hugh Mott’s face grew
harder.

“I hate to disagree with a lady,
he said. “But I’'ve got to, there.
Anne ‘is mistaken. Why, Pat—it
don’t make sense. Why should I—"

“It makes plenty of sense, now

‘that Newt and me got our eyes

open, Mott,” cut in Frazier sav-:
agely. “We’ll tend to you in a min-
ute, you damned, creeping coyote.
Jim, it’s your-say, first.”

Jim’s eyes had not moved from
Shad Gustine.- "Now he spoke.
tersely. “I want you, Gustine.. You
and Yates and Hunter. But mainly
Bob Arbogast died from that
gun whipping you gave him. I want
you for murder, Gustine!™

Gustine did not waste any tlme
trying to talk himself into the clear,
as -Mott had done.  There was a
hard, tough streak in Gustine.
knew when the chips were down, .
like now. - And he played the string
out. He leaped, trying to put one
of the horses between himself and -
Jim Rideout, at the same tlme drag-
ging at his guns: - °

He didn’t quite make it. A sluo'
caught him just short of the horse

spinning him and sending him stag- -

gering. He clung to his feet and
flung- a  shot in reply and,. just in
back of Jim Ridéout and a trifle to

one - side, Newt Cambrian’s “brone

‘melted under him, shot in the head.

Then Jim Rideout pounded two
more slugs into Gustine and the fel-
low was down and still, :

He
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0ver to one snde, Stmger Yates
yelled savagely, once. Then he
choked and staggered, and with guns
half free, slowly spun and collapsed.
And Drift Delaware, smoking gun in
hand, spurred down on Bull Hunter.

“The same for you, Hunter—if
you want it,” the deputy rasped.

_ The stuff wasn’t in Bull Hunter
to go through w1th it. His hands
lifted. “I pass!” he gulped hoarsely.

Jim Rideout slid from his saddle
and walked over to Shad Gustine’s
crumpled figure. And Hugh Mott;
his face- now a vicious, desperate
mask, thought he saw hlS chance.
He had a gun out and was cutting
down on Jim when Pat Frazier went
into action. He beat Mott to the
shot by a split second and drove a
crashing slug into the man, heart-
high.

Fror the first shot to the last had
been but a space of seconds. And
now, any members of Mott’s and
Hod Weeks’ crew who might have
felt the urge to smoke it out, got
over that urge in a hurry as they
saw Forked Arrow and Circle C rid-
ers-moving in on the meadow on all
sides, guns bared and ready.

Hod Weeks was shaking and
white as he stared at the three dead
men on the ground. “I wasn’t in
on it,” he mumbled thickly. *“I
wasn’t in on it!”

“From where I stand you were,
growled Pat Frazier. “So, here’s the
answer, Weeks. There’s no room in
the Shoshone range or in Cold River
Valley for you any longer. .You got
two weeks to settle affairs and get

out. If you're not gone by then—
well, you ‘Il have to take. your
chances.”

“No!” squalled Weeks, with a sud-
den burst of ratlike courage. “You
can’t do that to me.
the law. I'll—"

Frazier laughed- harshly. “All

T’ll appeal to -

right. How about it, Jim? He’s ap-
pealing to the law. Can he stay,
or does he have to get out?”

~ “He can - stay,” replied Jim
gravely. “If he wants to stand trial
for his part in starting that fire, in
breaking Yates and Hunter out of

jail, in the murder of Bob Arbogast,

and in dynamiting that railroad
trestle. Yeah, he can stay.”

“You can’t prove a thing,” bawled
Weeks. “But I don’t want to:live
in ahy damned country where every-
body gangs up on a man.”

Jim caught Pat Frazier’s eye and
wmked :

EADING three horses, each with
a dead man tied across the sad-

.dle, Jim Rideout and Drift Dela-

ware pulled to a halt at the head
of the road which the lumber-com-
pany wagons had cut up the moun-
tain.slopes from the valley. Bull
Hunter sat upright in his saddle, but
his wrists were bound to the saddle-
horn. And Pat Frazier and Newt
Cambrian were on hand, too. = °
“If I thought we could have really
proved a case against Weeks, I'd
have slapped an arrest on him,” Jim
told the two cowmen. “But I doubt
we could have. So it’s. better this
way. He'll clear .out, and we’ll be
well shut of him. Now here’s. what
I want you and Newt to do, Pat. Go
have a talk with Custis. You'll ind
him ready to co-operate. T think you
realize by now that there’s plenty
of room in these mountains for your
cattle and his lumber operations at
the same time. Mott was the trou-
ble maker. He pulled that slow-
elking trick, and when that didn’t
work to throw you and Newt- into.
open war against Custis, he touched
off that fire, aiming to burn the lum-
‘ber company. out, and not giving a

“damn whether be burned most of

your herd besides. Mott was a
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schemer, a cold-blooded schemer,
‘probably working toward. the day

when he controlled about everything

in Cold River Valley in the way of
cattle and range.. We're all well out
of a dirty mess. Now. let’s try and.
get along.” :

“As far as Newt .and me are con-
cerned,” . vowed Frazier, “there’ll

neyer be a.nother lick of trouble with .

anybody. - You and-Drift ride up to
the camp and visit us once ‘in a
while. You’ll be more. than wel-
come. And Jim,I'm glad it was me
who got Mott.” I'm hoping it will
‘make thmvs even for the way I've
played a knot- headed fool
luck‘”

WO weeks had gone by. Neither
Jim Ridéout or ‘Drift Delaware
had been back ‘in the mountains
since then. Eagleville, after its first

burst of amazement over all-the”

startling developments had settled.
back into its leisurely groove of ex-
istence. .Bull- “Hunter had pleaded,
guilty of his part in the dynamiting’

of the trestle .and gotten three years -

in the State pemtentlary for it. But

when he had sworn he’d had no part, -

in the clubbing’ of Bob.Arbogast,
Jim and the ]udge had believed hlm
Hunter said that Shad Gustine had
struck both the blows which had
brought abéut the deputy’s death.
It was a chapter Jim Rideout was
glad to. close. i

Came a drowsy forenoon ‘when
Drift had been over in the Starlight
playing solo with Micky Shrader.
The game had ended, and Drift was
about to. return to the office when’

"Anne Frazier came riding into town."

Drift dodged back into the saloon
and watched through a window. He
saw the girl pull up before the of-
fice, dismount, hesitate a moment;
then resolutely climb the steps.

et : THE
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Drift turned to Micky Shrader
with a grin. “Break-out that bottle
of pnvate stock, Micky. You and I
are going to have a drink.”

“Big-hearted, eh?” twinkled
Micky “Let’s see the color of your
money.”

“A drink,” “Drift contmued
-Jim Rldeout——and his future’ good
“Tuck.

: “In that case,” saJd Mlcky, “i’I -
be on the house.”

Over in. the ofﬁce, ‘Jim . Rideout
had come .to his feet with a swift
lunge. “Hello, Anne,” he said. “I
was thinking about you.”" :

She looked at him with level, quiet-
eyes—eyes with a new’ softness in-
them.

“I'm glad you were, Jim,” she said
steadily. “ Now—when a person has
been wrong about 'something and
wants to admit"it, how do- they go
about ‘it without seeming clumsy
and stupid?” :

“In a case like that, I'd say the
‘best thing would be for everybody
to forget past unpleasantness and
start over, Anne.”

* The glow in her eyes deepened.
“You’re a very generous man, Jim
Rideout. Is . .’ . is there any
chance for nie to- . .- . to get back
on that pedestal, Jim?”’

The lines of his face - softened.

- “You're right back at the top again,

Anne. In fact, you've never been
anywhere else.”

Anne’s’lips quivered and her eyes
filled. Neither of them knew quite
how it happened then, but she was
in Jim’s arms and he was holding
her close to him.

“If . . .-if you're gomg to kiss .
me, Jim,” Anne suggested meekly,
“I think you’d better before I start
to bawl and get.all smeary.” -

And Sheriff Jim Rideout proved
that he was qulte able to take a hint,

END. -



Frank deliberately brought
this fight on, even though
he knew he was up against -
a master gunman who was
kill crazy.

Even @ man whe preeched

peace aff any price couldn’f

buy it on Brett Bromsem’s
gur-becked terms.

'&\
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GUNSLIGH' S RATIDICA?

BY L. ERNENUEN

A BLOOD-RED SUN hammered
Latigo’s Main Street with blast-
furnace intensity. Its slanting rays
struck the metal sign of the Weekly
Bugle with a dazzling burst of de-
flected radiance; and below that sign,

in the littered printing office, two
men talked of sudden death.

They were a strange team, these:
two pioneer printers, unlike in face
and form and in the way of their
thinking, Frank Stonecypher was.
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tall and gaurit, with an-almost wist-
ful shyness in his brown eyes; Jim
Kenyon was short, blocky-faced and

eager-eyed. Both were in their mid-,

dle twenties, but now, as Stone-
cypher gravely considered the proof
sheet of a story, he looked ten years
older than his partner :

“The pen,” .Frank observed

thoughtfully, “may be mightier than"

the sword, but it’s no match for a
six-gun, Jim. If we run this story
we might be called on to back it w1th
bullets.” -

“I’ve already thought about that,”
his partner told him.

A rash grin brightened his. round,
boyish face. Opening a drawer of
the battered desk, he drew out a new
revolver. “I'm going to show this
town’s scared rabbits that one rene-
gade gambler like Brett Bronson

can’t spook the Latigo Bugle with-.

out a fight!” he declared vehemently.

That shocked Frank Stonecypher
completely. He had always known
this brother of the girl he intended
to ‘marry had a reckless streak in
him, and the burning zeal of a born
crusader; but that Jim would resort
to the use of firearms seemed utterly
fantastic. He wouldn’t stand any
show at all against Brett Bronson;
the gunslick gambler ‘would kill him
as he had killed drunken Dave Jor-
dan last Saturday.. Recalling the
bloody finality of that killinig, Frank
shivered.

“Don’t be foolish!” he: exclalmed
Then added quietly, “We’re not run-
ning a reform journal, Jim.. If Latigo
isn’t interested- enough in its own

welfare to hire a city .marshal, why -

should. we risk our necks .shoutlnv
for law and order?” .

Jim Kenyon laughed thmly, with-
out mirth. “I knew you’d run up
the white flag,” he said. “But I'm
prepared for that, too. From now
on the Bugle is through pussyfoot-

* did, Jim!

‘it that way at all
" shouldn’t. run it.”

ing. It’s going to- be a real news,
paper. If you don't like that pohcy,
I’ll buy you out!” -

Frank dropped his gaze. He knew
very well that Jim was calling him a
coward. Jim, who had wanted to

start blasting  editorially "at Brett

Bronson two 'months ago, “was
through listening to the counsel of
a partner who hated violence in all
its forms. Perhaps Jim was ught
perhaps he was a coward :

RANK was wondering about that.

“ when Jane Kenyon stepped. in
from the sidewalk and asked gayly:
“Why ‘so solemn, gentlemen?”

Hastily Jim shoved the gun back

. into the drawer, while Frank stood

up.. Jane’s blue eyes-flashed her ap-
preciation of his courtesy’ and her
lips curved into a smile as she
seated herself on a corner of the desk.

“We were ]ust having a confab on
policy, Jane,” Jim explained. “I’ve
oﬁered to buy Frank’s share of the
paper.’

“Why?” Her lips- were strll snnl-
ing as she asked the question. Then
something she glimpsed in Frank
Stonecypher’s eyes brought a quick
gravity to her oval face:

“Because Frank is a natural-born
pussyfooter,”. Jim declared. “He’s
afraid . to pnnt an honest news-
papel"’ 4

Jane glanced at Frank, then con-

‘sidered ‘the proof sheet he handed

her. When she looxed up she said
enthusiastically: “I .think it’s splen--
This kind of wrltmv will
wake people up. It will give them
the courage to demand decent con-
ditions!” e

~ Jim grinned his
“Thanks, sis.

sa,tlsfactlon
-But Frank doesn’t see
He says we

“Why . do. you object " to Jlms

story?” Jane asked Frank.
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It was a question Frank didn’t liké
to answer. He gave his attention to
tamping tobacco into his pipe, and
Temembering Jim’s thinly veiled ac-
cusation of cowardice, tried to stomp
down the sudden realization that he
was a coward—that his only objec-

tion to this story was prompted by

fear of its consequences.

“Maybe I was wrong, Jane,” he
said ﬁnally _“Maybe 'it’s our duty
to run it.”

“Of course it is!” Jane exclaimed,
thoroughly pleased. “You and Jim
can accomphsh great things in th1s
town if you’ll just pull together.”

Frank was thinking about that as
he stood in ‘the doorway and
watched the girl and  her brother
stroll off down the board sidewalk
to their little white house with the
picket fence around it. They were,
he reflected, the only people in this
world who really meant anything to
him. Jane was the only girl he had
ever loved; and Jim was like a
younger blother-—a reckless, ideal-
istic brother who needed protection.

When they turned in at the gate,
Frank. shifted his gaze to the Blue
Bull -Saloon directly across - the
street.
threat to his happiness—the man
who ruled this town with a despot’s
ruthless brutality. And refnember-
ing the story Jim had written, he
shivered "again. Brett Bronson
wouldn’t take that challenge sitting
down!,

The sun still slanted sharply from
the sign above the printing office,
its deflected light casting a glaring
white beam on the saloon stoop.
Something. in the way that beam
burned against the warped boards
caught at Frank’s mind; it was like
a bright beacon, pointing to some-
thing. But its significance was too
remote; it evaded the grasping fin-
gers of his mind.

Over  there was the one

HE final copy of the Bugle was

run off the old Washington hand
press at noon the next day. Jim
Kenyon wiped perspiration from his
smiling face and said proudly:
“That’s it, Frank! We're really
printing a newspaper, now!”

Watching a Mexican newsboy go
through the Blue Bull’s batwings,
Frank said, “Reckon we are,” and:
washed up at the water bucket.
© “Come .on over to the house and
we’ll celebrate with lunch,” Jim:said,
putting on his coat. “Jane is expect-
ing you.’

But Frank shook his head. There
was 'no appetite in him, either for:
food or celebration. :

“I'm not hungry,” he muttered.
“T'll have a cup of coffee at the
lunchroom.”

Jim eyed him sharply. “The Bron-
son story didn’t spoil your appetite,
did it?”

Frank forced a grin: “Of: course
not. Tell Jane I'd rathier be invited
to supper—when I can really do jus-
tice to a good meal.”

When Jim had gone, Frank picked
up a copy of the Bugle and scanned
the lead story. The bold, black
headline seemed to shout at him:

BRETT BRONSON’S BLUFF
- IS CALLED

Undérneath was a two-line bank
which said: -

Bugle Demands- City Marshal To End -
Gambler’s Gun Rule

Beneath that was the story

Latigo’s need for law and order was
graphically demonstrated - Saturday after-
noon when Brett Bronson shot and killed
Dave Jordan. ,The bloody execution of this
intoxicated cowman occurred in the Blue

Bull Saloon and was a shocking exhibition

of ruthless, calculating gun skill:
. According to eye witnesses, Jordan took -
exception to Bronson’s slick-fingered ma-
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mpulauon ‘of . the.. cards, whereupon “the
gambler -deliberately. taunted him .into. go-
g for his gun.
scarcely stand upright, the' unfortunate
cowman had no chance for his life. His
gun was unfired when he died. According
to the coroner, Bronson’s bullet penetrated
Jordan’s heart—dead center!

The Bugle takes this opportunity to de-,
nounce Brett Bronson for the greed-goaded
murderer he is, and to demand that the

decent _citizens of this town appoint a city
marshal without further delay. Latigo may-

be -too small to warrant a deputy sheriff
being stationed here; but the fact that -
three men have been killed during the past
year proves that we need a peuce officer
of our own ‘choosing.

-Latigo "is. NOT. Brett Bronsons town.
It belongs to the people. Appomt ‘a city
marshal and drive Bronson’s breed out of
Latlgo'

Frank put down the paper.
story, he reflected, would please a

lot of people; but it wouldn’t please™
"He “eased back.in.

Brett ‘Bronson.
his chair andl sat for a time remem-
bering how pleasant Latigo had been
before Bronson inoved into the Blue
Bull» There had been two saloons’
in town. then, run by easy- going
proprietors who were ‘content w1th
small profits and satisfied customers.
But Bronson had bought them both
out and now his p].ice was a verita:
ble deadffxll .for the unwary. .

A step, sounded in the doorway,
and the trivial sound made Frank
jump. For a fear-stricken moment,
he didn’t Jook. up, afraid of facmg
Bronson. . -His throat felt dry and_
hot, and .the sweat that- dripped
down his armpits felt cold as sleet.

Then " John  Cartwright, owner, of
the Mercantile, said enthusmstlcal]y
“Good work, Frank! I came over to
congratulate you on- the Bugle’s
stand for civic decency!”

- Frank’s sigh of relief was like a -
prayer of thankfulness.w He said
wryly:: “Thanks, John. Tm . . .
T'm glad you like it.” -

So drunk that he could °

T
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URING the next half hour sev-
~eral citizens dropped.into the
Bugle office; voicing their- praise.
But because slogging, cold-fingered
-fear nagged at his vitals, Frank
Stonecypher felt no pride in their
‘ —appreciation. And then, shortly be-
fore one o’clock; Brett Bronson saun-
tered leisurely across Main Street.
Frank saw him, and felt suddenly
cold. despite the day’s brassy heat.
He watched the oncoming gambler
with ‘an almost hypnotic intensity,
seeing the. grim-'scowl on Bronson’s .
beefy face, noting the way the man’s
gun swayed in.its oiled half-breed-
holster. - This, he thought desper-
ately, was the thing he had feared,
the thing ‘he had tried to talk Jim
into avoiding. And now it was hap-
pening—while Jim was away!. .
Bronson stopped in the doorway,
“thinly controlled anger putting a
ruddy flush on his Jowly, pock-pitted
- face. "“I read the story,” he declared
arrogantly, ,and I'm not liking it~
Who wrote 1t?” ‘
- Frank sat ur'ldly in ‘his chfm,
flozen beyond the’ power of move-
-ment. The thought flashed. through
his-mind that he rmoht save himself
by telling this .gun-hung gambler
that-Jim' had writteni the story. The
weekly . edition . was out, and Jim
probably wouldn’t come back to the
office this afternoon—wouldn’t have
_to face this"man’s menacing eyes.
But almost at once he turned that
‘temptation down: Even though he’d
be telling the truth, it would be like
signing Jim’s death warrant, because
Jim would accept Bronsons chal-
lenge to a gun duel whenever it

- came.

He said ﬁnal]y, “1 wrote 1t and
watched smoldering rage bnghten'
Bronson s steely eyes. :
. Theres a stage leaving at five
o’clock,” the gamb]el said 1cily. “If

_ you're here after it leaves, I’'m com-
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-ing -over to-ram- th}s gun down your .
stinking throat.- But you won’t feel
it, - because- you’ll .already be dead
and drawing flies.” --

-‘He turned then, and in-that in-
staht Frank- remembered- the gun
~Jim had put in’ the "desk drawer
Tt. was there now, so close that he
‘could grab it wrthout ‘moving more

than his right arm. All he’d have to -

«do" was plck it: up; call out to Bron-

son-and- then-shoot the man down

when he whirled around.

Frank’s fingers dipped into the
-drawer, fastened on.the_gun, lifted
the - weapon -and ‘raised - it
opened his lips ‘to. .call Bronson’s

-name—and-knew suddenly that he:

:couldn’t go through with this thing.
The very thought-of ‘blood- turned

He

a cigarette. -But-his- fingers were
wet with:sweat dand they.were trem-
bling violently. = The- paper broke,
spilling- the - tobwcco :

- Frank -threw ' the paper aside.
“Why am I trembling now?” he mut-
tered. “I'm_ not going to be killed;
“TI’'m-going to live!” .

He stood for a time, gazing: ab:
sently out-the-front window. The’
sun was dropping lower, so that .its
s]antmg rays. slammed .against store
,fronts at an almost horizontal angle.
'Looking-at his watch, Frank. saw
that it was nearly stage time. - Some -
spur- of rankling. regret: made “him
glance at-the Bugle office. The bur-
nished sign“above:the -door caught
the.sun’s brilliance in a way that
made-it impossible to-read the words,

$him-sick inside; made his hand trem-. - but he knew them by heart:

ble-so that the gun waggled crazily
:as heput it back into the drawer. In-
-stead of ‘calling to' Bronson, he-whis-
pered for]ornly ‘I am a cov’ia»rd"’

LOWLY I*rank went- down the
*street  to . the lunchroom . and
drank two' cups.of .black coffee. The
‘hot liquid took the shakiness-out of-.
-his hands; but it didn’t thaw the icy -
‘knot at the pit of his- stomach. -And
Jlater, as_lie- packed -his suitcase in
‘his :room on-the second floor -of the

‘Mansion Hotel, the nervous jitters.

ca\me back, worse than-before. -

He lay on the bed, staring up at.
the ceiling of this room which had
‘been home 0 him -for three long
and . pleasant years. . The thought
that-soon he’d ‘be leaving it forever
‘put a futile regret in him.- - He 'would
"be leaving a lot more-than this room
‘when he left-Latigo; he’d be leaving.
the most- wonderful glrl ‘he- had ever
‘known. - .

He got. up, looked around for hlS

"pipe ‘and remembered: he had left it

at the office. He sifted tobacco

‘into rice paper and tried to shape up
ADV—4 i

‘son - would
‘Street again, and Jim would dje! -

WEEKLY BUGLE

James Kenyon & Frank Stonecypher’
I’ropnetors

.

After tod.ly there’d’ be only one
-name on the sign; a week from “now
there might be no sign atall.

It occurred to Frank then that
Jeaving Latigo would save his life,
“but- it “wouldn’t save Jim Kenyon’s.
Jim -would write -another story -next
week, denouncing the -partner who
had ~d_esertved— him- and the gun:rule
-behind: that desertion. , Brett Bron-
saunter across Main

Frank shook his head, as if to dis-

" ‘miss that stark knowledge from:his .

mind. ~But it stayed there, and with
it came a wave of .self- dlsdust that
-sickened-him -to. the .very core. of his
being. Vainly he tried to tell him-
.self thatzhe'had warned Jim against
'printinu the story, that there was-no
good reason why he should risk- his
“own- life backing Jim’s :story: with
-bullets. - Yet, even then the disgust
‘remained, and he -became aware of
-another emotlon—wnthmg anger. -
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. der—six of them.

-blasted® board- sidewalk. 2
turned into the Bugle: office, he
‘glimpsed the Tucson stage coming '~
'down the street, heard its brakes’
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Tt was a strange thmg Frank -
Stonecypher, whose plulosophy had
been peace at any price during all -
the years he could remember, was
suddenly hating two men—Brett
Bronson and himselft And in that
rage-produced moment he realized
there was something stronger in life *

thar love, or-loyalty or fear; some-

thing inside him that he could not
run away from‘ :
ELIBLRATELY then llke a
man going to certain. doom,’
Frank went downstalrs and walked
unhurriedly along Main Street’s sun-
"As he

squeal as it stopped i in front of the
Wells Fargo station.
couple of_ nnnutes the driver would
crack his long whip and the swaying
old Butterfield would roll on out of -
town. .

Frank went to the desk hfted
Jim’s gun and exaniined it.
was a snub-nosed-slug in each cylin-
The thought that
slugs similar to these would soon be
smashing: into his body made the
muscles -of his'stomach crawl. But
beyond that familiar fear was a new
and strange, satisfaction that sang
inside him llke an exultant refrain— -~

-the sure, knowledge " that even a

coward could win back a man’s most-
precious hentage—hls own self-

" respect!:

‘sweat.

‘The stage rolled on’ down the
street,-leaving a.plume of sunlit dust
behind ~it. Frank walked to the
doorway and stood there, waiting
tensely.. His face was wet with
But it wasn’t cold, now; it
was_warm, almost hot. There was’
a peculiar pressure. above his eyes,
a throbbing pulsation as if a band -

.were tied tightly across his forehead:

In another .

There
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Then, as Brett Bronson puqhed
through the Blue. Bull’s batwings,
som_ethmg strangely familiar rang a

“remote signal. far back -in Frank’s

brain. For-an instant he couldn’t
1dentlfy it; then abruptly he knew
what it was and the frantic fingers
‘of his mind clutched at a wild hope.
He had seen. it once before, the way

. the-Bugle’s-burnished sign reflected -
_sunlight so sharply at the Blue Bull
. stoop.. That brilliant burst-of daz- -
“zling light would shine-directly into

Brett Bronson’s eyes as he came
down the, saloon steps. For a
split-second it would blind him, ‘and
‘in that fleeting interval an amateur
gunman mlght have a chance! .

All this flashed through Frank’s
mind in the time it took Bronsqn ‘to
‘come - across the' saloon .stoop, his
bushy -black hair .gleaming blue in
the sunlight. Frank felt all his senses
" draw taut; for a breathless moment.
he had an almost overwhelming de-
sire-to run back into the office, and
“hard on the heels of that frantic
tempta.tlon was .a panicky urge to
swing up his gun and fire now.

- But ‘he battled that down, know-
-ing well that he couldn’t hit-Bronson
without taking * careful aim—and
knowing that’ the gamblel wouldn’t
give him that chance. ' Then, as
:Bronson halted at the top of the
steps, Frank held his breath. If
- Bronson did his shootmt7 from
there— .

The big gambler called- shalply
“Lift your gun, printer!”

_ So this was it! * This was the way
a man proved he wasn’t a’coward—

- standing here- waiting for -bullet-
_blasted- death. And he had thought

he might have a chance, just an out-
side chance for one well-aimed shot!
. If Bronson .would only start down
those stalrs he would lmve ‘that
chance! - :

Whereupon I‘rank Stonecypher
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s;vallowed the last ragged i‘emnant,
Putting all the pent-up

.of his fear.
passion of ‘a lifetime into his voice,
“he shouted angrily: “Come and get
me—you murdering.coyote!”

That seemed to startle Brett
Bronson completely. His thick lips

twisted into a scowl and the splayed |

fingers of his right hand hovered so
close to his gun that Frank thought
he was already drawing. But the
gambler didn’ draw; he started
slowly down the steps!

RANK stiffened, all hi_s senses
tautly alert. The sign’s reflected
light was striking Bronson’s chest;
the next step brought it up to the
chin. In another instant it would be
full in his face. Frank’s fingers
tightened on the gun, all his muscles
tensed for the desperate play which
_might be his last conscious act.
He shouted: “Draw, Bronsor!”
and swung the gun up, taking time
to aim it as the gambler grabbed.
Bronson’s left hand made a
‘spasmodic gesture to shade his eyes.
His right madeA a short, blurred
move, its upward arc showing a
.shine of gun metal. His shot came
first, a sharp, loud blast.

. That slug whined so close. to
Frank’s head that it vibrated in his
ears. But it didn’t spoil his aim.
Now that this thing was actually
taking place he felt. altogether calm,
strangely detached. . In this tight
interval of racing time his percep-
tions sharpened to fine-honed clarity
that made all movement seem sus-

pended, as if in slow motion. Bron-'

son was backing up the.steps, trying
to dodge away from that blinding
beam of light. Frank fired, and knew
insta.nt]y that he had missed Bron-

son’s face because the gambler had

moved up a step.
But Bronson’s body Jerked back-

ward in a way-that told Storiecypher
his bullet hadn’t entirely missed and
that knowledge whipped up a

‘strange sense of satisfaction in him.

He laughed a little, deep down in his
throat, and deliberately fired again.

The gambler’s gun exploded once
more. That shot was instantly
echoed by a metallic clang above
Frank’s head and the crazy snarl of
a ricocheting slug. Then Bronson
sat -down with a dead man’s-foolish
griin on his slack-jawed mouth and
when Frank fired again, the gun-
man’s body sagged over like a
loosely filled sack of grain.

For a long"moment a vacuumlike
hush hung over Main Street’s.deep
dust. Then Jim Kenyon ye]led
“Frank!”

Turning, Frank saw his partner
running toward him, with'Jane close
behind. There was an expression on
Jim’s face that Frank had never seen
there before. It wasn’t just amaze-
ment; it was a warmer thing, a thing
that ran like a lilt in Jim’s voice
when he spoke.

“Frank—you old fake!” Jlm ex-
c]ajmed, grabbing his partner’s
arms.  “Acting like you were scared

. when you were a gunslick ga]oot all

the time!” .

Jane’s face held that same expres-
sion of respect. But because she
showed no surprise at the thing he
had ‘done, it seemed infinitely
warmer to Stonecypher—made him
forget that he had ever considered
leaving this blond-haired girl.

Later, when Frank Stonecypher
ate supper with the Xenyons, a
blood-red sun hammered Latigo’s
Main_Street with blast-furnace in-
tensity. Its slanting rays struck the
metal sign of the Weekly Bugle with
such dazzling ridiance that the dent
of Brett Bronsons bullet did net
show at all— -

~ THE END,
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Jim Wyatt had 'h-ned to oufrlde his powder smoke past, but ruﬂnless..k
: renegudes of Death Yalley's heui-blasied hell pit drove him fo seek a

-SIN-GUN Sﬂwﬂmn,_ -
BY GEORGE ARMIN SHAFTEL

Tae: trouble would have stoi)ped

instantly if Jim Wyatt had merely

spoken his name. It was a long way

from the cattle towns of Kansas to-

the mining camps of Death Valley,
but Wyatt’s name was known. He
knew that. He needed only to men-

tion'it and the blustering hombre.

facing him would turn pale, stammer
"apologies and back off, and the
crowd of barroom loafers would
sidle out of his way like coyotes

slinking out of the path of a grizzly:"
Instead, their sneering taunts were

hurled at him from all ~parts of the-_' had hecnimtentional

barroom.

“What d’you reckon he 's wedrin’ a. :

gun for—ornament?”

“Looks big enough to ta.ke keer of -

himself.”

“nger they aré, harder they
fall.”

It was whiskey talk and ‘the rest-
less hostility of local toughs against
any possible new: rlval coming into
their- midst.
him to do, Wyatt warned himself,

was to’laugh it off and eat Lumble -
Sternly he reminded himself"

ple.:
of his® resolve to have finished with
gun‘slaughter, once and for.all.-
let: these tmhom desperadoes ‘stam-

pede him into a- -gunplay would be
reckless and tragic. - He had come -
“G 0.

-into Darwin to buy supplies.
on about your business, and get out
of town,”

don’t.”

The smart thing : for.

To,

he cautioned - ‘himself.’
“You know what’ll happen if you

E 1)

“Im waitin’,” the burly man op-
posite him growled “No ox-footed
pilgrim spills my likker without bein’
sorry. If he ain’t sorry, I make 'im
sorry. Go on, say it!” He took a
menacing step toward Jim, his hand
flicking to his holster. 2

Jim Wyatt’s tall, lithe body tensed
and his gray eyes "blazed with sud-
den fury. The burly, pock-marked

.man opposite.-him had -bumped into
- Jim.and spilled a drink. . It might

have been accidéntal, but Jim knew
enogugh about-gun toughs to suspect
His im-
pulse was to pull his gun and silence

the sneering, evil-faced gun-slinger
challenging him. ‘It took iron self-

control for him to check his hair-
tndger ‘temper:- But he did check
For this was  exactly the -sort
of trouble he had hoped to leave be-
hind him i Dodge City.
Jim Wyatt had been peace mar-
shal ‘of Dodge Clty when the herds
of .longhorns coming up the trail

from’ Texas had brought gunfightin’
*fools mto Kansas;. and from Dodge,

he had- gone to Tombstone and
cleaned up that hell-roarin’ camp.

“Time and again he. had faced deadly
_gunfighters; -time and again he had
-matched speed and aim with: men.

notorious for the sw1ft death they
dealt—and, drawmg last, had got his’
own bullet in first” Wyatt knew he
could kill this man taunting- him-
now. But that would not end the
matter. From then on, his very ex-
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istence would be a challenge for

-every gun-fighting.bully in the terri--

tory, .just -as it had been at Dodge
and Tombstone.

For in saloons and around camp-
fires men would talk of-his gun

prowess. The local gun desperadoes

would be ribbed up to match their
fighting skill against his. One by
-one, fired up with whiskey, they
would seek him out and provoke
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him into gun duels. And .the more
dangerous he proved himself, the
:more reputation would accrue to the
fighter who would eventually. beat
him. The more men he killed, the
more men would seek to kill him.
When he’d been marshal of Dodge
City, two gunfighters had come all
‘the- way from Texas solely to prove
they had more guts and skill than
Jim Wyatt. They hadn’t had.
Merely to survive, he would have to
fight, and kill, and_kill again. With
these somber thoughts crowding him,

“ Jim took a step backward.

“Sorry, partner,” he said -quietly,

The ambusher’s $hot
took Wyatt’s mount
.in the heart and
Wyatt knew he
might as well be
dead as afoot in this
merciless- furnace,
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his eyes flicking over the man. . He

tossed a coin onto the bar and called

“Barkeep fill my - friend’s glass_
Turning, then, he started ;

again.’
out of thie saloon.

YATT’S pulse kicked in con-.
cérn as he noticed the buzzards.’
He had . rounded  Tucki- Mountain-

and was slanting across the tawny
middle of Death Valley, headed for
the Black Mountains. ' It was hot,
not yet the full heat of summer, but
dangerously hot for travel on the
Valley floor.
Darwin three days before, his pack
mule loaded with -supplies, and by
nightfall expected to reach his camp
in_the Black Mountain range.

- Looking up, Jim studied that gi-
gantlc spxral of buzzards in the air
;to the south; and wondered if some-
one was in trouble. In a huge in-
wverted cone; the desert scavengers
wheeled and soared awamst the heat-
glazed sky.

Prospectors were numerous in the -

district. . Panamint City was now
‘a ghost -town, but the - ﬁndmg of
borax in Death Valley in ’80, and
of gold and silver at Greenwater in
’84 had” broughta rush of miners,
clerks farmers, lawyers, and even
‘cowmen to"~ prospect for
treasure. And Death Valley was no
country for aleenhorns as: spring
blazed into summer.

Jim Wyatt turned off the trail-and
rbde along Salt Creek toward the
buzzards.

sinks on the.Valley bottom. Just at

the nearest edge of white, Jim saw.
black thaf" seemed . to’

something
move.

: Tt was moving! A man’s ﬁgure
crawlmg on -hands and knees!

“teen.:

: to hear.

He had ridden out of -

..cracked lips.
* lad into the shade of a cutbank, and

mineral-

Ahead of him . the long, - -
tawny basin‘sloped down toward the.
blinding-white - alkali of the salt.

“The ~
buzzards were following him; swoop- -
ing close, alighting to watch, their .

red wattled heads hideous in the.sun
‘glare. As Wyatt reached the man,

the vultures launched clumsily.into

flight.

-Jim dismounted and, bendmg over
the crawlulg figure; held out his can-_
“Here, partoer, drink just a

little,” he sald laying a gentle hand

‘on the man’ S shoulder

. But the hombre was too far gone.
He was young, thin, tow-
headed. His shirt was torn oﬂ’ and

_he clawed into the sand in a mad

instinctive groping for water.: His
body ‘was burned by the sun and
parched by heat, until his tongue was
swollen and black; his bloodshot eyes
glared- insanely. He collapsed as

~Wyatt tried to help -him stand

Wyatt mopped the youngster’s face

-with his dampened neckerchief, -and -

poured ‘a little water between' his -
"Then he carried the
rubbed his sunburned chest and
back with the wet cloth.

- ‘Gradually the young fellow came
:uound He was looking"at Wyatt
now with undexstandmg in his blue
eyes. “I ", I been through hell,”
he. breathed weakly “Guess I'd be-
feedin’ buvzards now- if: you Thadn’t
come-along.”

“You’re all- rwht now,” Jim’ as-
sured- ‘him with a friendly grin.
“Where were you headed?”

> “Darwin. I got a shack'in Fur-
nace Creek Wash Ran out of
gl‘ub ,’ ¥

“You u,allcm to Darwm’” Jim ex-

claimed' in amazement “Its nmh
fifty miles!” - -
“It’s “walk or starve, the k1d

smiled -wryly. Plutes kllled and
ate my hoss.”- ;
“Look, partner,” Jim oﬂ'_ered.- Sl
just laid in supplies. Il lend "you
some. My own-camp is-in the Black:
Mountains, and I can go by way of_

Furnace. Creek. "I’ll just take .you
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back to your shack All nght”’

The gratitude on the youngster’s
face embarrassed Wyatt. “Gosh,
.you . . . you’ve saved my life twice
over.”

Hastily Wyatt -changed the sub-
ject. “Havin’ any luck on your
claim?”

The young fellow’s face tightened. :

“Not yet,” he said gloomily.

“Well,” Jim offered encourage-
ment, “men hunt a long time for
gold.” :

“But I ain’t huntin’ gold or sil-
ver—or borax, either. I’m'lookin’
for water.”

Wyatt stared, and gnnned his
smile surpnsmg]y warm on his lean,
iron-hard face. “Wel], at that,

water’s more precious and a damn

sight harder o find than gold, in
th)s country.”

“Not for me. I got a gift. ' I'm
a water diviner. Give me a hazel
switch, or -even. a forked willow
branch, and I'll find water.”

“Not where there ain’t any,”
Wyatt sdid, dryly.

N across the Valley floor into

Furnace Creek Wash he took
young Russell Dade. And as-they
rode, Wyatt grimly estimated how
much chance the . youngster would
have had to reach Darwin before
heat, thirst and hunger finished him.
About as much chance as a cotton-
tail rabbit in a den of timber wolves.
As they rode, young Dade talked.
His claim was in the Wash, through

which a lot of prospectors traveled.’

His idea was to develop a flowing
well and have water to sell.
to irrigate an alfalfa patch, a truck
garden, and an orchard. He’d sell
fruit and vegetables, meals too,
maybe.
“You got a gu'l huh?” Wyatt
asked. -

“Why, y-yeah, in San Bernar-

Also,

dino. Soon’s my well’s flowin’ water

- and I make a little stake, we’ll get

married. Look, Mr.—"

-“Just call_me’Jim.”

“You got water on.your claim,
Jim?” the youngster asked eagerly.
“IMl find a well for you! Honest! 1

just walk .along holdin’ a forked
* branch in my hands, and when I'm

over water the branch dips down
and pulls so hard sweat pops out
on my head—” He quit talking
with a gasp of exhaustion.

Wyatt looked concernedly at him.
Young Dade’s face was white and
drawn from the. exertion of riding.
“It won’t be long now, kid.” Jim’s
voice was solicitous. “Just hang
on a while longer.” i

The sun had set in a riot of ruby
and gold behind the Panamints by
the time Jim and young Russell
turned up into  Furnace Creek

* Wash. Up a-yellow alluvial fan

grown with mesquite and. arrow
weed they rode, into the shallow can-
yon that rare -cloudbursts turned
into a foaming gorge. Up ahead,
Russell said, was his claim and his

- shack. Then he gave a startled ex-
- clamation.

“Look, Jim!
body’s there!”

_Jim followed his direction, and up
ahead saw the glow of a big camp-
fire. A party of five men were
camped around it in the little side
gulch in which Russell had built his
shack of slabs of yellow rock. There
was no wood to be had in the can-
yon, and the men were splitting the
plank door of the shack to pieces
to feed the fire. The chairs and ta-
ble and cupboard, which young Rus-
sell had carefully made of boxes and
timber cut high up the mountain
slope, had already been stamped into
pieces and fed to the blaze.

“Hey!” Russell yelled, his voice a
hoarse gasp. ‘““That’s my house!
Blast you, you-can’t d-do that!” He

Some-
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practically fell off Wyatt’s pack mule -
and lunged toward the vandals at:a -

tottering run. :
. “Take it easy. We'll-pay for 1t i
one hombre drawled.

“Sure;” another called out. “For
some old boxes and chunks of pine
wood, I'd say about two bits.”

flung a coin at Russell’s feet, guf-_

fawing,

Sobbing, Russell swung his fist -
at the man, but he was too weak

to.hold his balance, and fell forward
against him. The man-lashed out
and struck young Dade hard behind

the ear, knocking him sprawling on

his face in the dirt.
Then- Jim Wyatt was between
them, bending over the youngster.

He picked him up and turned to face

the stranger.
“Maybe youd like some of the
same, hombre,” the m_an grated at

Jim. - ,
“Out of the way.” Jim’s voice
‘was cold. “Thls boys nigh - dead

from thirst.”

The man started to argue, but
moved aside as Jim’s gray eyes
measured him with a steely ‘glint
more menacing than words. Jim
carried the youngster into the shack
and laid him on a straw-filled bunk.
Outside, he heard the men talkmg,
low-voiced.

“Say; I've seen that big yellow—
the

haired jasper before. He'’s
hombre Snipe Jackson made- back-

water 'in the Nugget - Saloon Mon-’

day night.”

“Looks- like he just made Pete
backwater,”

“Like hell!
like him any day,”
I’ete defended- himself.

* Suddenly there ‘was a commotion

behind the shack. Then a sixth man -

came striding into the firelight, car-

rying something in his hands- that.

squawked and fluttered.

He e
.to get food, Jim reflected. That

* hand near gun butt.

» Pete "grated,

another voice broke in.-
I can: take on two -
the man called’

- gold,.

“Chickens, by  damn!” he ex-
claimed. “Just banties,-but better'n
beans and pork. Pete, help me
wring their necks.”

Bantam chickens? Jlms fore—

-head creased in a puzzled frown. The

boy had said he’d run out of grub
and had started walking to Darwin

could mean just one thing: The ban-
tams were ‘the boy’s pets! He had
preferred to starve rather than kill
them. Had been saving them as the
start of a flock. And now—

A towering fury of rage flaring
within him, Wyatt whlrled out of
the shack and with swift, purposeful
strides came toward the two men
with the chickens.

The man called Pete faced ‘him,
““Maybe. you
got objections, hombre? Maybe,”
“that gun you wear’s
got bullets in it, not jelly beans?”

Jim Wyatt’s racing mind had al-
ready outlined a plan .of battle: he
had but five -bullets in his gun and

'six men to face—with a quick chop

of his .45 he’d knock Pete senseless,
trigger a slug at each of the two men
crouched by the fire, catch Pete as
the latter collapsed, and hold him
as a shield as he whirled to face the
other three men. The hombre hold-
ing .the chickens would be slow to
draw, and likely he’d drop him. By

‘that time; the two by the waterhole
‘would be shooting, and—

The waterhole! Jim stood' trans-
fixéd. Water was flowing in a slow,
gurgling out-pouring from the earth.
The youngster’s dry well -had come-
in! Young Dade had found water!
Tapped underground springs. Maybe
brought in an' artesian well. And
out here water was gold, flowing
white ' flowing “gold! - The
thought was" like- a cool, firm
hand on Jim Wyatt’s headlong fight-:
ing fury. He paused. . Reminded
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himself of his encounter in the Dar-
win- saloon, and how he had swal-
lowed his anger then, and why he

had side-stepped gunplay. His chest

lifted to a deep, unsteady -breath.

“No,” he said softly, answering
Petes -question. “I got . no 'Objec-
tions.”

Pete laughed eult]y, a sneermg lift
to his lips. “You ought to live long,
hombre—if a jackrabbit don’t bite
you. S

That  was furmy The .miners
guﬂ’awed loudly, repeating-it: “Yes,
sir. If a jackmbbit didn’t bite' ’im!
Haw!”

Jim 10n01ed them and went to get
4 dlpper of water for younfr Russell.

HE miners didn’t - stay .long.

After eating, and resting an hour;
.they moved on. They were headed
for the strike at Greenwater, and
were travelmg by mOht to escape the
heat.

_ Wyatt unloaded part of his sup-"
phes and stowed them away in -the
shack. - Then he built a little wall of

rock and mud as -a catch-basin’

around -the flowing well.. When he

heard young Russell stirring - rest- -

lessly:- on- his -bunk, he woke the
youngster.

“Your well’s come in; boy Run- .

nin’ water.
at it?”

- Russell, his legs stlll a ]1tt]e wob—
bly, went outside.
water, he gasped in Unbelieving joy.
Now he d plant his alfalfa patch and
havé a-truck garden! .He'd raise
chickens and sell meals. - By golly,
He-was rich! “ He’d mark. off lots, ‘be-
causé ‘now a’ town would start. up
here! Miners and freighters would
make his ‘place a stop-over peint.

Abruptly, then, he stopped. - Lips
quivering, he stared. at . the pile. of
chicken feather‘s ‘and picked .bones
around the campfire. Dismay and

VVant to go out and- look

" bonanza.

-a second-rate product.

When he saw the

defeat in his ~words, he blurted:

“Guess I'm._j-just daydreamin’.. It -
won’t work. . If a bunch -of rough-
neck miners come along, what’s to

prevent ’em .from - just takin’ the

grub and water they want, without

payin’ for it? Like those hombres

did. Why dldnt you stop ‘em,

Jim?”

Jim VVyatt his face expresswn-
less, turned toward his horse. “Time *
I started ridin’ for my own camp,
boy

“I didn’t even have a gun. But
you got a gun!” the youngster con-
tinued dlstractedly “Course it
wasn’t no hide off your back. ‘Guess
you'd’ve just: got: yourself killed for
nothin’. I'm goin’ to get me a gun;
Darn quick!. Even lf it.is just in-

vitin’ murder!”

Low-voiced, Wyatt said: “So lon

kid.” And departed

‘Next day, Jim Wyatt found }ns
<Jt wasn’t water, and it
“wasn’t gold. It was borax—and not
the ordinary “cotton-ball” deposits
of the marsh crusts, but colemanite.

In this country, borax is' found only
in- Oregon, Nevada and California,
and it-fetches high prices. So it paid -
to refine the borax crusts of the salt

.marshes by an’ evaporating process

that was slow, expensive, and yielded
It even paid
to haul the stuff over one hundred
and fifty miles of . heat-accursed
desert:to the Tail head at Mojave.
Though it was an expensive job to
get borax to- market prices were so
high - that . practlcally, every salt

‘marsh -in the- district -had a berax

plant in operatlon by it, maklng

‘money. -

Jim Wyatt had found a borax de-

posit- beside the . Amargosa: River

weeks‘ago, but. a. marsh déposit -

‘wasn’t. what he was looking for. He
‘had the vision to see that & huge out-
put of inferior borax was going to
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changc the situation. The price of
borax would fall and most borax
miners would go- broke. - . ;
Jim_Wyatt wasn’t searching the
salt sinks. for borax; he was searching

the mountain ranges. above the an---

cient lake beds. He had the theory
that the borax deposits: in the
marshes were secondary  deposits.
Stuff that had been washed from
“larger depesits or herate of lime in
the hills above the marshes, like gold '

dust and nuggets ‘that have been

washed into stream beds frony a vein

,m thé canyon walls. Jim was bunt-

~ ing for a sort of- “mothcr lode” of the
borax.

And that was- what he found. In "
Tertiary Lake sediments high on the
mountain wall at the north end of
the Black Range, he: found ‘bedded

, deposits of borate: of. lime, Pulse

kicking as-if he were in-the grip of

afever, he took samples, crushed: the
mineral, applied test. chemicals; then
touched a match to it. - Assa flame
took life, the identifying flame that
burned green, the fire of hope and
excitefment w1th1n him blazed high, -
too. .

“I've got itt Its here. _]ike I
“thought!” he exulted

The next few days: e spent work-
ing out the size and extent of the
beds of colemanite in order to fix

the limits of the mineral claim he -
- would file on. Returning to his camp. -

Jone evening, he found Russell Dade
in the little~ box canvon cookmg
‘supper.
7 “T been. feelm lund of ‘blue and
lonesome, and thought I'd come: see.
you,” Russell explamed

“Glad to have you boyt” Wy'ltt
said, and meant it.- -Though of-
dinaril\y a close-mouthed hombre, his
bonanza discovery caused a pent-up
excitement. within him, and :he
needed someone to let oﬁ steam orr.

‘flowing fine.

‘this country.
-just as bad. How do' I know I won’t

i, take it along with you,”

ihelp But,”

Eating suppcr he told young Rus-
sell of his find.

“But why,” Russell asked “is: your‘

- vein of colemanite any better than

borax from a marsh?”

“Because there’s a lot. more of it,.
Tits a sxo‘ht purer and a darn slght
eaSIer to” work,” Jim explained.

“Y’see, if °the price of borax falls,
meén producing it at a high cost will
have to:go out of business.- My costs
will be low: I’ll make big money
when -other operators. go broke. I
got a ‘real bonanza!” Wyatt
grinned "“Heck, I'm sure talkin’
big— -But how’re thmga -with-you,
lad?”. . g
. Russell” shrugged “his. thin, sun-
burned face worried.: “My well’s
‘T got my shack fixed
up and I'm irrigatin’ a sizable patch
of garden. But——Jlm, he blurted,
“I’'m scared!” e :

“What of?”

“Lots of outlaws ate duftm mto
Hard-up. miners’re.

be robbed blind every time. I get.
_somethin” ahead?”

“Look boy. I got a rifle I ain’t
usin’, It you’ll rest easier for havin”
Wyatt
urged. .

- “Thanks a lot Jim. That mwht
young Dade contmued
moodily, ¢ what T wish is that I could
ﬁnd a bonanza sell it; and go home"’

BY noon next day Jim Wyatt had
finished: posting his’location no-’
tices. on his. mineral claim. ~That
done, he’ walked on up hxgher into
- therange. He had left his pack mule

*ima grassy gulch high in the range
_wher€ a sprmg bubbled out of the
. ground.

At the spring, he filled -his can-
teens and,. mounting the mule,
started back downe the - trail. Hf;

- would breafﬁ camp this evening,. he
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was thinking, and start tonight for
Darwin to file on his claim at the
land and mining office. ' 2

He kicked the mule into a faster
pace. The mule didn’t like it, for
the sun was blazing hot. Off to the
west, the mountain range sloped
down in ridges ~of barren, heat-
blasted rock to the vast sink of the
lowest hell pit on the American con-
tinent. And to the east lay the
tawny Amargosa Desert.
tough country, Wyatt mused. Heat-
accursed. Lonely. A land tortured
and twisted and set on edge by vol-
cahic fires from within and burned

bare and brown by solar fires from

above. But it had its treasures to
bestow on men tough enough to hve
in it.

As though to bear out Jim’s
thoughts, a spurt of smoke suddenly
whipped from a cedar clump beside
the trail, a report lashed hard and
flat in the hot, dry air.
mule lunged, catapulting him from
the saddle. Jim struck the.ground
heavily, crumpling against a boul-
der. Sun and heat and distance were
lost in the blackness that engulfed
his senses.

The sun blazing into hls face
brought Wyatt around to conscious-
ness Aagain. He sat up and groaned,
for his skull felt as if an iron clapper
swung wildly within it.- How
long he had lain senseless he had no
way of knowing. Sight of his pack
mule lying dead on the trail re-
minded him of the gunman who’d
shot him from ambush.

Jim Wyatt started down the high
ridge trail, worried and angry. Far
below he saw a man on-his coleman-
ite claim, and judging from the
hombre’s slim build and his bare
tow-colored - head, he knew it was
young Russell Dade. Even as
Wyatt stared, squinting against the
sun, he saw the kid'leave the claim

It was a’
. was stealing it!

-notice.
Wyatt’s .

and start on down toward Wyatt’s
camp in the little box canyon.
Wyatt shouted, but the trail below
curved under the overhang of a.cliff,
and Dade was lost to sight and out
of range of possible hearing.

At an unsteady run, Wyatt hur-
ried on down-trail. . Presently he
saw Dade mounted on a horse come
out of his camp, down below. Jim
had left his saddle horse tethered in
the box canyon—and young Dade
He was starting
down toward the Valley at a fast
clipt Wyatt . yelled, even triggered
his gun, but it was useless, for Dade
was around a bend in the trail, out
of sight:

Reaching his colemanite clalm
Jim Wyatt ran straight to the_stmke
on which he had posted his location
notice. He found a written notice
there, all right. But it wasn’t his
The name on this location
notice was not James Wyatt, but
Russell Dade!l ;

“He’s jumpin’ my claim, the
blasted little thief!” Into Wyatt’s
mind flashed the words the boy had
spoken last night: “Wish I could
find @ bonanza, sell it, and go home!”

On foot, Jim Wyatt started for
Darwin. If he-had been in a mood
to think clearly at all, he would have
gone to Greenwater to hire a saddle
horse. But the furious anger raging
in him drove him on down-trail in a
break-neck rush. He’d catch up with

‘the little thief, somehow. And when

he did—

.The trail led him through Fur-
nace Creek Wash, past the wide
ravine in which young Dade had
homesteaded. Sight of the neat

‘shack and garden, and the catch
.basin of fine cool water from the

flowing well, set off a blazing fury
of retaliation-in Wyatt.

In the stone hut he found a keg
half full of blasting powder, which
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Dade had been using in clearing a -
roadway to his place. : Working fast,

Jim wrecked the flowing well with
a blast of powder that caved in the -
strata -and -
blockmg the flow of water, plugging -

hole, . crumpling the

it tight: With another detonatlon

Wyatt avalanched part of the can--
yon wall behind the stone house .

down in a Toaring thunder of de-
struction, burying the house and
smashing the furniture and supplies
within it.
ou to cover. part of young Dade’s
new garden “with debris. Long
months of sweating, slaving toil had
built up the homestead; ten seconds
of blazing destruction wiped it out
of existence. ;

N .across the tawny sihlg of
Death Valley, on the trail to

Darwin, Jim Wyatt. trudged in a -

dogged, hurried stride. Late at night
he reached the Harmony Borax
Works. There he borrowed a’sad-
dle horse. Not pausing to sleep: or
rest, he. pushed on across the Val-
ley and up into Emigrant Wash. At

dawn he delayed for ‘a scant half--

hour to rest his. horse.” Then on he
rode after Russell Dade, on .across
thé Panamints, goading his mount
to a killing pace. It was too fast

a pace in ‘the blazing heat, and the
bronc gave out 'as Wyatt reached

the floor of Panamint Valley.-

Here he met. a party of prospec-
tors headed for. Deatli Valley. From:
them he bouoht another: horse—and-.
Seen a slim, tow-headed

he asked: -
hombre headed for:Darwin?”

two- three hours back.” -

Dade, and he found no sign “of the
youngster 'as he ‘rode up - into -the
Argus Range by the Zinc Hill Road. .

“ The slide of rock swept .

: hoarse
“Yeah, suie enough. Passed us

Finally' Wyatt came out .onto the’

- plateau above Darwin Wash and

tore into Darwm itself—still with no
sign of young Dade.

In front of the mining recorder’s
office Wyatt flung oft his bronc,,and
strode inside. Russell Dade wasn’t
there. A tall, lantern-jawed hombre
with .gray hair and keen, kindly
eyes, sat at'a desk. .

Hoarsely Jim Wyatt demanded:
“Has "a -tow-headed young fellow

.been in-here to record-a cldlm?”

“Sure has.”
“““Name of Russell Dade?” :
“Le’'me  see.” The recorder
thumbed through a book. “Said.he

had a:colemanite claim over in the
Black Mountains. Yeah, here it is.

Dade. Russell' Dade. Lookin’ for
’im?,{ %

“T am,” Wyatt grated “Where
1s he?”

“Fool kid,” the recorder chucxled
“Wanted to know if he could file
a claim -in another man’s name. I
told 'im the claim had to be filed
in the same nam'e as was on the loca-
tion notices.”

“In another man’s name?” Wyatt
echoed hollowly.

“So he arranged for a transfer,”
the recorder continued. “I fixed up
the papers for ’ 1m but ’fore he could
sign, he dropped.” i

“What d’you mean, dropped?”

, “He was damn near bled white I
guess He had a bullet hole in ‘Im.
Through the chest.”

. “‘Where * is he?
Where is he? =

chk .man!

Jxms voice was
)

“At the Whltney Hotel in bcd

On across Panamint Valley Wyatt wnth L

rode, pressing his horse -to 1ts limit. .
But he did not catch up- w1th young -

Jim Wyatt turned to rush out,
then hesitated.

“Say, who was he gom to trans-
fer that claim to?” . @ -

““To a felluh named Wyatt " the
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_recorder said:
Know ’im?”. .
But Jim was already gone. . ;

'YA sec, Jim,” Russell Dade ex-
plained, “I saw those” hombres
skulkin® around—y’ know, the men
who -burned my door and furniture
for firewood that night.” I saw one
of ’em follow you up ‘the mountain,
while the rest of ’em went to your
colemanite - claim. They tore up
‘your location notice, and left a'new
one in its place. I waited till they
were gone, then I looked at the lo-

catlon notice and saw it was made

out to Pete Harney.

“I had enough savvy to realize
those hombres would ride to Darwin
to file netice on your claim and steal
it that way. I didn’t know exactly
what to do. 1 didn’t dare wait for
you to come back, becduse by that
time those claim jumpers ’u’d have

a long’head start for Darwin on you.

So I filled out another location no-
‘tice'in my ‘own name. I took your
horse:and rode like hell, hopin’ to
get to Darwin in time to file on your
claim ahead of those thieves.”

- *“How’d you get shot?” Wyatt de-

manded.

The youngster’s
turned sheepish.
’em, like a blame’ fool. - You know
the waterhole in Emigrant Wash,

haggard : 'face

~“Jim \nyat’t, it was.

" brone.

“T rode smack into -

’round the first bend? I came ridin’
hellity-larrup around the turn, and
there was tlie whole bunch of thieves,
sittin’-around a big campfire. - They
Tecognized: me and yelled for me to
stop. I didn’t, so they killed my
I got throwed but I dodﬂed
off into the brush. Couple of ’em
came huntin’ me, but not too ha.rd
—afraid I had a gun, maybe.

“After a while, 1 sneaked close.

. Jumped onto one of.their broncs and

lit out. They shot at me, this time.
Hit me, too. . But I'm light, and I
had-a good hoss, so I got away.  But
I felt bad. T tied myself onto the
brone.” * Gosh, Jim, I don’t remem-
ber much of that ride! But I fin’lly
got to Darwin, and ‘I beat those
claim jumpers to the recorder’s of-
fice! " Say, Jim. We got to transfer
that claim to your name.”

“It'll wait. " Look, boy. Did those
‘hointbres come on to Darwin?”

“Did they! Doc Carr says they
_came trompin’ \.into the recorder’ s
ofﬁce while I was bein’ carried out.”

“Yeah,” put in the doctor. “When
they 1ealized the boy had beat ’em,
their j Jaws dropped clear to their belt
buckles?’

“Lad,” Jim. VVyatt asked
are those hombres?”

“Pete- Harney, Snipe. Jacl\son fel—
low name 6f Barr, and two brothers

who %
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Sime and Luther Perry. And- a
Mex, name of: Perez.*

“Six of em jumped you, - huh?
Six to one,” Wyatt murmured.

He stood up from .the chair be-
side the young fellows cot.

“Where you .goin’, Jim?”

“Out to give some hombres a lit-
‘tle lesson in arithmetic.”

° WESTERN ADVENTURES

~

- . “Thatll sult im fine,” Snlpe Jack—'

- 'son put in.

“Yes,” Wyatt said qu1etly “Dish

- water will be just right.”

‘Muscles  corded tnght about his .

mouth, grim purpose i his towermg
stride, Jim antt left the-hotel.

his mind was a . dazing, heart-
wrenching vision of a hut patiently

built of stone slabs, and of a vegeta-

ble garden laid out with ‘toilsome
care, all smashed and buried under
an avalanche.
fine sweet water-caved in arid choked
by a thunderous blast of black
_powder.

Wyatt stopped at a hardwale;

- He already wore a 45 In a
But, he

store.
holster on his right thigh.
bought a second gun.
on; and tied the holster down. Then

the strode inito the -Nugget Saloon. -

It Was ‘after supper and the place
was crowded. Wyatt’s keen eyes
swept the room. White spots of
tension settled about his lean nostrils
as he saw Pete .H-arﬁey and the rest
of the claim jumpers. All were here.

Harney and Snipe-Jackson stood
.at-the bar and just beyond them
stood the. Perry brothers. - Joe Barr
and the Mexican sat at-a. table
W-yatt strode to the bar.

“Look who’s here, Snipe,”
Harney growled, a twisted grm on
his heavy-jowled face. -

“Uh-huh. The hombre who. don t

“Strapped it

Pete'

Of a flowing well of

i reahzatlon

" their

Theé barkeep slopped a glass of
greasy water onto the bar in front of
Wyatt. - He grasped 1t m h1s left
'h'md :

“Harney,”. - Jim" saxd, ‘you’re a
thievin’ claim -jumper.” His voice
was low, but his words carried. Al-
most instantly a sudden, deathly
_qulet gripped the room. “Either
_you' or one-of your partnels shot at
me from .ambush. All six of you

Jjumped a kid who' didn’t even have

a gun on him—and.he still raced you
_into Darwin and beat you.
considered opinion that all gix of you
hombres put together shaven’t the
guts and decency of one mangy pole-
cat!”

“Who the hell are you to maLe
talk like. that!” Pete -Harney blus-

-hand.- near his gun butt.
. “My name,” Jim_said, ¢
James VVesley Wyatt,? ~ . ;

Harney’s jaw dropped hls Adam s’

‘apple bobbed in a gulp of panic; his
fleshy face went white.
-Jackson stiffened “in sudden awful

ers at the bar swirled in a rush for

the far wall, out of bullet line, Sime

Perry and his brother Luther edged

- off to the left of Harney and Jack-

son, and stood taut. And beyond

them, Joe Barr and Perez rose from
spraddle-

‘table Mand~ stood

. legged, ready.. For they . knew now

-.what faced ‘them.. They knew, -all.

drink nothin’ but mllk "’ Snipe snlck- :

ered.
“Bartender,” Jlm Wyatt sald
glass of milk.” o
“Don’t serve no mllk S
“Water will do.”
. “Only water
dish water.”

round here 1s the :

of . them; that bluff ‘was out and
bluster was futile.- Here was a show-
down

-Pete . ‘Harney ]erked a glance
around at his partners. ' He saw they.
were ready, -and_bit his.lip in sud-
den reckless resolve. But Jim ‘Wyatt
touched off the explosion of ‘action

It’s my”

“Abruptly ‘the bystand-

_tered, stepping back from .the bar, .

‘Is Wyattﬂ :

And Snipe .
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by flinging the full glass of greasy
dish water full in Harney’s face.

“Get ’im!” Harney shouted, his
face contorted with rage.

Guns leaped from holsters, bul-
lets reached for Wyatt in lance gusts
of fire. But his weapons were al-
ready kicking in his fists. Pete Har-
ney crumpled back against the bar,
his gun blazing into the floor. Snipe
Jackson stiffened convulsively, his
slower weapon but half drawn, and
slumped in a heap.

-A bullet smashed into Jim Wyatt’s
shoulder, staggering him sideways,
and as he lurched, a slug creased
his throat and a bullet gashed his
thigh. But already Sime Perry was
collapsing, Jim’s bullet in his heart,
and his brother Luther, right arm
bullet-slashed from wrist to elbow,
dropped his gun to the floor. The
Mexican, Perez, had dropped back
of a table for shelter, and shot over

it. "Wyatt’s bullets first knocked the-

gun from his fist in a ringing clang
of lead on steel, and then smashed
into his shoulder, knocking him
howling to the floor. Joe Barr just
quit. “Flupg his gun aside and
reached for the ceiling with both
arms and bawled: “I quit, Wyatt!
Don’t shoot!”

Jim Wyat;. sat by Russell Dade’s
cot as Doc Carr dressed his shoulder.

Young Dade said: “Jim, the min-
ing recorder is comin’ over here with
the papers, and I'll transfer your
claim back to you.”

“No,” Jim said. “I found the
claim. You saved it. So. we’ll go
partners. We’ll sell it and share
the proceeds, fifty-fifty. You’ll be
able to- buy four-five thousand acres
of the best damn farm land you
could wish for, lad, and still have
enough cash to start raisin’ a family.
Sound good to you?”

“It s-sounds swell,” young Rus-
sell gasped. “B-but, Jim! Why you
sellin’ out? I thought you wanted
to work the claim “yourself?”

Jim Wyatt’s lean, hard face tight-
ened. “No, boy. I got to move on.
Some place where men don’t wear
guns. Los Angeles, I guess.”

“Oh.” ~ Russell looked at the
bandage Doc Carr was putting on
Wyatt’s shoulder, and pointed.
“Jim, ain’t you goin’ to tell me? Did
you have a fight?”

“I ran into the Harney gang, lad,”
Jim replied grimly. “We exchanged
opinions on a matter of arithmetic.”

“Gosh, Jim! .You tangled with
that outfit—six to one odds against
you! Th-that was dangerous!”

“When,” said Doc Carr, “the one
is a man and the six are polecats,
odds of one to siz are dangerous,
too!”

THE END.
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“It’s that range’ dick’
and his pard!” Apache
yelled. He pulled his
guns, but Ganson’s
move_ was even worse
—he jerked out a knife
to cut the pulley ropes!

BY 0 EARL REPP

Only by offering himself as bait o those monstrous Devil
Wolves could Frosty Flagg hope to trap the invisible fiend
who was sending that unholy pack o ravage Piute Basin.

CHAPTER 1 clatter of stomping hoofs.. Frosty-
swore as the barber’s hand-jumped
nervously and razor steel nicked his-
Frosty TFrLacc was sprawled ear.

loosely in the barber’s chair, snowy “Keep a dally on that Dixe sti-
lather cloaking his lean jaws, when letto, Whiskers!” he clipped tersely.
the two riders fogged by the open “I came here for a shave—not to
door of the shop and reined down have my throat cut!”

somewhere nearby beyond-his-angle ‘The bullet-headed barber was
of vision. Excited yells sheared the: apologetic and dabbed- at the .cut

PHANTOM KILLERS
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-with a wet towel. “Sorry, friend,”
he said. “Them rannihans gave me

a start. Rusada town’s got to be a.

mighty poor place these days for a
man with nerves.” - -

“Then you ought to quit shavin’
folks an’ go punch cows,” Frosty
complained. “What’s goin’ on out
yonder?”

“It was a couple of Brill Ganson’s
riders,” ‘the barber said, frowniag.
He stepped quickly to the door to
squint against the glare of the sua
that beat up from the white -washed
fronts of Rusada’s squatty adobe
stores. “Looks like they— Well,
trim me for a pilgrim if them ain’t
corpses tied behind their kaks!”

Frosty was on his feet in a jiffy
and craning his neck over the other’s
shoulder. His smoky gray eyes, hard
as crockery, pinched on the scene
down the street. -

The riders had lit down in front
of Brill Ganson’s two-story livery
stable and feed barn and were un-

tying the heavy objects behind their.

cantles. Frosty’s tension left him
when he saw what they really were.

“Those aren’t bodies,” he said
flatly. “They’re rolled-up hides an’
plenty fresh.” He chuckled, an
amused sound that masked the fer-
retlike sharpness of - his. interest.
“What kind of a town is this that
a man thinks he’s made news when
he skins out a couple of cow crit-
ters?”

Lafe Gilroy, the barber, thought-
fully scratched behind his ear with
the end of his razor.. “You'll get
wise if you stay here long enough,”
he muttered. ‘“Them hides might
turn out to be hairy dynamite. If
they got ’em up Bitter Creek way,
I'll bet my shop some yahoo'll be
cold fruit on a cottonwood tree be-
fore night!”

“How . you_ figger that?" Frosty
blinked. His pale eyes held only the

ADV—5

- what I hear.

puzzlement of a stranger. It was
that disarming innocence of his cop-
pery young features that made him
the most successful range detertive
onlthe Cattlemen’s Association pay-
rol =

Gilroy "glanced about him nerv-
ously before replying. “Ever hear
of the Devil Wolves?” he asked
guardedly. - .

Frosty thought a minute. “No,
don’t reckon I have,” he lied glibly.

“You will if "you hang around
Piute Basin long enough,” the other
volunteered. ‘“The Devil Wolves
are a pack of critters spawned right
in hell. For six months they’ve been

lslaughterin cattle by the score. A

night-ridin’ puncher got drug right
off .his hoss an’ kilt by ’em. last
month. Now them red-eyed killers
have taken to rustlin’ cows!”
_ Flagg allowed a disarming grin to
curve his fine lips, exposing teeth as
white as the lather drying on his
face. “Barbers are great ones to heo-
raw a_ stranger with fancy yaens,
ain’t they?” he chuckled. “I' sup-
pose these educatéd lobos ride hosses
an’ wear ten-gallon hats, eh?”

Gilroy took the bait.

“Right under the eyes of the night
crews they slip in, git the herds on
the run an’ chouse ’em into-the cedar
brakes above Bitter Creek,” he ex-
plained. “Ain’t a cow been recov-
ered yet, out of three - hundred

-they’ve ran off. I know it sounds

plumb foolish but it’s the truth.
Brill Ganson—that’s him comin’ out
of the stable now, the one with the
red face an’ the black hat—claims
young Curt Donahue has cards in
the game. Says his skinny little two-
bit spread couldn’t have lasted this
long without he was augmentin’ his
own .beef with fresh stuff wearin’
blotchy brands. But me, I only say

Understand?” - .
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Frosty nodded and watched men
charging from stores, saloons and ‘al-
leys to gather around the two punch-
ers who had now flopped the hides

-out flat in the street. Brill Ganson’s .

heavy voice broke like a thunder-
clap over the tumult; “Stand back

and let a man through!” and he-

started” elbowing his :way roughly
through the crowd to his men.
“What you got there, Dobe?”-

The puncher turned -to him and
indicated the hides. --Frosty could
tell by the way the barber had

quieted that he’d said his piece. Men.

of the razor-and-shears breed never
ceased talking until they’'d told all
they knew anyway. That was why -
the young brand inspector’s first
move on reaching a strange town
was always to get a shave.

With a feigned absent-mindedness
he pulled oﬂ' the polka-dot apron
from from his blocky shoulders and
wiped his face.
terestin’ gossip, Whiskers,” he said.
“See you later:” He left the shop to

saunter down the boardwalk to hear

what he could hear. ;

But as he walked with the unhur-
ried step of a saddle-bred man, his
mind was plunging along at top
speed. He was thinking he’d better
get to the crowd and have-a first-
hand look at those hides. Word: of
what was happening in Piute Basin
had leaked out gradua]ly to the As-
‘sociation.

He had smiled at the fantastic
-yarn ‘of the long-looping = Devil
 Wolves at first. Prime beef driven

off- their ranges by wild- dogs, never .

to réappear by so much as hide, hair
or hoof, was too much to believe.
But at last complaints from mem-

bers in. the Association-caused- him .

to be sent here to investigate. And
judging by what he had heard and
seen, and adding his own deductions
to the total, he realized there was

“Thanks for the in-
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more to the fantastic yarns than ap-
peared on- the surface. :

IG Brill Ganson was _hunkered
~-down by the spread hides when
Frosty made his way to the fore of
the muttering crowd. Dobe, a yel-
low-haired puncher with a mouthful
of broken teeth, stood smugly be-
side him, his face twisted in a smirk-
ing smile. Ganson’s heavy index
finger traced over the brand that was
“shightly. blurred by the ravages: of
weather on the hide. Then he looked
up at Dobe. -

“It’s a Triangle G all right!” he
‘rasped. ‘“My brand—my beef!
Where’d you find it?”

Frosty studied the cruel face of
the big man and decided he didn’t

- like it; nor ‘the sooty. black eyes that
were close -set on each side of a
hawklike nose and seemed to glitter
with minute jets of fire. His skin
was firm but florid and tough as
leather over his massive ]owels He
wore a .range hat of -black, unborn
burro skin. - To Fresty’s way of
thinking, his pin-stripe trousers and
faney shirt were too well kept for a
hard-working rancher or livery pro-
prietor.  Ganson was -the type of
‘man who would rather sit and plan,
like.a spider in a dim corner, than
get out and let men see his cards
face up.

“Found’ ’em ]ust where we reck-
oned we would,” Dobe announced.
“In the reservoir on Curt Dona-
hue’s place! That othér hide’s from
a ‘Bradded M ‘critter.” His wolfish
features crinkled. “Reckon Cherry
Michaels will be plumb put out to
~find he’s been slow elkin’ her beef,
too!”

Ganson rose ponderously erect,
- towering well above all other heads.
He looked solemnly about the ring
‘of faces surrounding him. “You
boys know what this means?” he
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breathed with hot anger that I‘rosty
thought was a bit forced.

It was Dobe’s .partner who an-
swered. He was small, chunky, with
gimlet eyes and greasy skin. Frosty
had heard a man call him Apache
“and decided he.fitted the name.

& Mezms Donahue’s gettm his
share o’ the beef you an’ the rest’ve
been losin’,”* he-smirked. -

Ganson’s huge head swung in -a

sage nod. “Right,” he bit -out.
“Gents, I reckon -this clears up the
Devil Wolves legend. Mebbeso
youll listen to me now. Ain’t I been.
sayin’ all along that young long-
looper, Donahue, was back of it-all?
How about you, Martin?
standm up for him?”
: He stabbed his finger at a bully,
ad faced man clad in range garb.
“Damned if I can figger it out,”
Poke Martin said morosely. “Curt’s
a-nice young feller, even if he is
stubborn as a Missouri mule.
est as the day is long, is-what I allus
said. I can’t understand it.”. :
“Can’t, eh?” ~ Ganson . snorted. -
“Well, T can! Listen to me, you
droop- Jlidded dogies. A .year ago
Curt Donahue was mortgaged to the.
hilt on his land.
.learned he’d paid the whole loan off!
How’d he do it? His land’s too pore

to fatten a herd of gophers, let alone

a hundred steers. He ain’t got but
one pony to his name.” :

His dead black eyes roved arro-
gantly over the watching faces..

“Donahue’s the Devil Wolf! He’s
fostered the légend to cover his own
-tustling. Some way he’s stealin’ our
stock and selling it across the border.
How else did -he get money to pay
off a mortgage- when the rest of us.

are hangin’ on by the skin of our

eyeteeth?” .

A squatty little- cattleman beside
Poke Martin boldly. captured Gan-
son’s gaze, Later; Frosty learned

e

.—you're right there.

Still *

Hon- -

Last week I

he was Dave Allen, Cherry Michaels’
segundo.

-“T can tell you how he’s made
money, Ganson,” he drawled. “ By
workin’ his fool head off up there in
the cedar brakes. Shore he’s crazy
Refusin’ our
offers to buy his land for its water
rights when the land ain’t no goed
for nothin’. Time and ‘ag’in I've
seen him up in the méadows his cat-

tle can’t get to, cuttin’ grass with-a
scythe and draggm it down for fod-
der. He’s made money because he’ll
sweat blood to make that spread
pay.’

~ Ganson permitted a -sarcastic
smile to ease the set of his beefy lips.

“But that don’t explain how these

‘hides got ' in his reservoir,” he
growled pointedly. . 5
Frosty Flagg, squatting unob-

trusively beside the hides at Gan-
son’s feet, frowned to himself.. He
was onr the point of standing to con-
front the cattleman when hoofbeats
throbbed on the noonday air and all
heads turned toward the girl who
curbed her mount at the edffe of the
throng.
- CHAPTER IT
; RANGELAND PARIAH
HERRY MICHAELS!’ Poke
Martin ‘grunted. “This’ll hit
the pore kid right betwixt the eyes.”
Frosty ' watched the girl come
through the crowd of strangely silent

- men, and he knew a warm tug of ad--

miration for her. She looked clean
and strong, in the way the desert em-
bodied those qualities—unspeiled,
quick to change from sunlight to
storm. She was lithe and W'leed
with easy grace. Her lips were rich
against tanned cheeks. The faraway

- blue of rain-washed skies was in her

eyes. -
Cherry stopped beside Dave Al-
len, . her foreman and said, Dave
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Gilroy says something has been
found on the Devil Wolves at ‘last.
What—" Her eyes went-wide at
the sight of the wet hides. “What
are those doing here?” she finished
queerly. ; :
“Those,” Brill Ganson smirked;~
“are going’to put the hemp around
somebody’s neck, if I have my way.
One of ’em is oft one of your cows:,
The other used to keep the wind
from whistling through the ribs of
a cow of mine. Dobe and Apache

found ’em both at the bottom of.
Curt Donahuc’s reservoir.”
Silence claimed ‘the group, while

.
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eyes strayed self-consciously from
Cherry Michaels’ white features.

“That’s not true!” the girl
breathed. “Poke—where did thebe
hides come from?”

Poke scratched the back of his leg
with the toe of his other boot. “He’s_
right,” he mumbled miserably:

Thetre was more silence after that.
And Frosty Flagg-knew by the signs.
how it was between Cherry and Curt
Donahue. It wasn’t an uncommon
situation, that of a girl with money
in love with a poor man, and the
poor man. returning her love. But
he probably had his pride, Frosty

“If you think you can

take me in _on such

a frame- u;o ” .Curt

shapped, “come ahead
and try!”
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told himself, so-a. little matter. of a

bank account eternally stood be~f

tween them.

The girl turned suddenly blazmg
eyes upon Brill Ganson.

“You’d like to see him lynched,
wouldn’t you?” she burst out.
“What have you against him, Gan-
son? . Why do you want to ruin him
so much?”

“I had nothmg agamst Donahue -

until this!” Ganson answered briefly,
nodding at the hides. ‘““What do.you
expect when he’s shown up as the
one who’s rustled us all into the
poorhouse, in'cluding you?”

“That isn’t proof. Someone could

have dumped the hldes there w1th-
out his knowing it.”

“It’s proof enough for me, "Gan-

son grunted sourly.

“It’s clear as.

day he butchered those beefs for his -

own use and tried to hide the evi-

he snapped.-

'money
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plain that or anything else!” he ex-
ploded. “Donahue’s the one on the
block, not me. You keep your paws
out of this, mister, and stay
healthy.” -

Frostv took the badge out of his
pocket and calmly pinned it on. his
shirt.

“Thanks for the advice, G:mson
“But I'm takin’ over
right here. Certain things about
this set-up interest me. You bein’ a
paid-up member of the Cattle Asso-
ciation, you won’t have any objec-
tion, I calculate?”

A stir ran through the crowd
Only Ganson hid his surprise. His
massive jaws worked.

Then he began to roll a cngarette
“You range dicks take your time
about gettin’ around to earn your
”. he growled. “Now that

".we're nigh .onto goin’ broke, you

dence. No point -in ‘anybody plant- -

ing those hides on his place.”
“Just a minute.”

It was a voice that hadn’t been -

raised in the argument before, that
of the tall, lean, -sun-blackened
young puncher who had been exam-
ning the hides Frosty- Flagg went
on mildly..
big eater?”
Ganson looked at hlm as he mlght

"~ protéction  you
glanced at Dobe.:

“This Donahue gent a

have regarded a louse he was about -

to crash under his thumbnail. “Who

in hell are you?” he inquired coldly. -

“Just -an interested onlooker,”
Irosty -said. “Reason T asked is,
those cows were butchered about the
samie time. Mebbeso a week apart.
How’s one man going to eat two
cows in two weeks?
wouldn’t keep nmuch longer’n that. in
this weather.”

Chercy Michaels’

The meat

“Why, that’s right! How do youex- -
' ‘many thoughts that he didn’t voice

plain that, Ganson?”
Ganson, went red to the roots of
his black hair.

“I don’t have to ex-

:a lift of her chin,

show up fat and sassy as a wolf pup.
I never did take much stock in the
- offer us” He

“Go get the sher-
iff. I'm ridin’" out to Donahue’s
place and I'm bringin’ me back a
prisoner.”

OU- do that,” Frosty agreed. “If
‘I find thmgs as you .claim,
Donahue will have to be'jailed. - But
I aim’to-see him reach here safe and
sound. : I'll ride * along, Ganson :
How about the rest _of you?”,
“Count, me in,’ Cherry said with
“Dave, I'll want
you, too. Stubborn as Curt i is, ‘he’ s

- going to get justice at least.”

They left- town a few mmutes‘

latér, Frosty, the' girl, Sheriff Goss,
- Gapson _and . his' heutenants

.Dave Allen
eyes wudened ;

and
Goss was a _pompous,

-undersized banty rooster- of 2 law-

man who talked too ‘much' to have

on .the inﬁétént’ -of their birth. Se
Frosty resolved alse to find out if
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someone else was doing his thinking
for him.

The way was over an arroyo-
slashed rangeland that tipped gently
to the foot of the Bearpaw Hills.
The gullies were so frequent and

deep .that a pack of wolves—human-.

or four-footed—could easily make its
way unseen to almost any part of
Piute Basin. As the drumming hoofs
of their mounts took them closer to
the mountains, the. land became less
fertile. Even a setting sun couldn’t
mask the poverty of it.

WESTERN ADVENTURES

doorway.: He was not tall but broad
through the shoulders and narrow in
the hips. The dying sun’s red rays
glistened like copper on his sweating,
bare_torso. Curt Donahue dropped
his sledge hamimer- and the tire iron
he -had been repairing. Plainly he
was puzzled by the visit: .

“Howdy, sheriff,” - he nodded.
“What’s the big-to-do, some kind of

‘a convention?”’

- Sand and rock replaced rich loam. -

There was watér enough in two lit-
tle streams that brawled down rocky
~beds, but of grass there was little.
Frosty wondered what kind of a
_head Curt had on his- shoulders, try-
“ing to Tun cattle on talus land.
Nothing but cactus and rattlers
prospered- on ‘a sun-blasted spread
like this. Up above, where the foot-
hills: ran dowr to form timbered™
backdrops, - there was grass enough
for all the cattle in the basin. Trou-

ble was, the going was too tough for -

them to reach it.

Emerging from a wide barranca,
they burst' full into Donahue’s
D-Dot-ranch vard. It-was pitifully
small but the signs of care were
everywhere.- Corral fences were new
and strong, outbuildings were in
good repair, piles of adobe bricks
were ‘stacked neatly over by. the
blacksmith shop for future building.
A tendril of blue coal smoke lifted
- straight from the smithy. Sight of
it immediately pulled the cavalcade
that way.

- Frosty’s eyes showed his contempt :

as Shenff Goss galloped out in the
lead, standing straight up in the stir-
rups. With overdone authority, the
Jawman shot a gauntleted hand into
the air, called out harshly: “Dona-
hue, come out of there!” ;

Instantly, a figure appeared at the

Goss signaled to Apache Weaver
and Dobe. . They dismounted -and
pame forward with the two hides.

“How did these get in your reser-
voir?” Goss shot at him.

From the mildewed hlldes, the

_‘young cowmian’s gaze traveled un-

hurriedly to Ganson’s face, then to
Cherry Michaels’.

“You tinhorn Tanchers will go to
a devil of a lot of trouble to ruin a
man, won’t you?” he drawled. “Why
didn’t you just have those low-grade
culls you run with ride out here and
shoot me, Ganson? Or is it you I
have to thank, Cherry?”

The girl’s cheeks turned crimson.
“Oh, you fool, Curt!” she flared.
“You make it so hard for anyone to
help ‘you. Heaven knows- why I
want to!”

“Save your sympathy,” Ganson
bit out. “Donahué, you’ve slow-
elked .your last beef. We're takin’
you back to town. You’ll stand trial
for a lot of things that have sme]led
hereabouts—if you’re lucky.” -

Frosty noted with a twinge of ap-
prehension the way Curt’s big right
hand edged toward a worn Peace-
maker holstered at his thigh.
Quickly Frosty swung down. -

“First we’re havin’ a look at that
reservoir,” he declared. "‘Saddle
your hoss, mister, and lead the way.’
More softly, in a way that put a
grateful grin on Curt’s lips, he con-
cluded: “And remember that a
man’s innocent until proved guilty.”
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CHAPTER IIT .
THE GUN WOLVES RIDE

HE reservoir proved to be a small
artificial lake formed where two
hummocks ran together to make a
fat wedge. Donahue had dammed

up the pass at the point - where Bitter -

.Creek ran down into Piute Basin. A
quarter of a mile east the cedar-
cloaked slants of the
sharply - away from
Southward, framed in cottonwoods
and green mesquite, lay the Bradded
M Ranch, Cherry’s holdings. " Gan-
_son had his own small spread, built
on the profits of ‘his feed and.livery
business, farther up the valley.

Dobe dismounted and the group
followed him to where the bank was
low enough for a man to walk right
to the water’s edge

“Down there,” he grunted, point-
ing into the muddy depths. “See
where we drug ’emr “out? Gawd
knows how many ~more hldes he’s
dumped in that reservoir.’

Frosty squatted on his heels, look-

ing at the drag marks on the ground.

Then he tossed-a few pebbles in the
water. .

“You got better eyes than what I
“have, muster,” he stated,
knew where' to drag for those hides.
I can’t see a foot below the surface.

Apache’s lips curled back from his
wolflike teeth.

“Did we say we knew?” he asked
sarcastically. “We dragged for two
hours before we located them.”

Frosty smiled frigidly.
where did you start?”

“Why—"  Apache. glanced at
Dobe, a frown in his eyes. “Why,

”

right over there mnear that palo- -

verde,” he finished brightly.

The Association man 1egarded the
spot indicated with slow studious-
ness. After’a moment he got up and

they all followed him up the shore.

hills rose
the prairie.

. stories, T hear.

“if you

“About’

> elly.

~ The paloverde was about three hun-

dred yards above. the place where.
they had . first stopped. Frosty’s

*-hand went up for them :to stop.

“That’s funny,” he frowned. “This

-1s the spot you said, but I don’t see

no footpruits like a.man might have
been rangin’ around here. Nobody s
been across here for six months. It’s
almost like you were mistaken—or
lyin’,- Apache!”. ~ :

Brill Ganson -made a sound be-
tween a gasp and a snarl.

» “Are you gonna let him get away
with this, Goss?” he exploded “It’s
plain as day he’s tryin’ to throw mud
on my reputation. Dobe and Apache
dragged for them hides just like I
told. ’em .to, ridin’ in the waler just
oﬁ“shme That’s wlhy there's no
marks.” ;

Goss cleared his throat and got
red around the ears. “Ganson’s
right,” he agreed. “If you can’t pro-

- duce anything more worthy of our

attention than this, it’s my duty to
take Donahue into custody, Flagg.

_ Get down to business.”

“This is my business,” Frosty
clipped, “finding loopholes in- the
T’ll have to accept
that explanation, queer’ as it sounds.
But there’s another point. Why -
would a man throw a lhide in his own
reservoir- when he could have

. dumped it in the creek down the

way and let the current carry it onto
somebody .else’s land?”

Frosty caught the qulck wide-
eyed look Cherry gave Curt. Saw,
too, the stubborn way he refused to :
meet her glance.

“Thats plain,” Ganson said lev- .
“Supposin’ he was seen doing
it? Up here there’s no chance of
being caught.”

‘Frosty considered, his eyes smoky
“There’s another thmg still. Haven’t
you lost cattle in these ralds too,

.Donahue?” .
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He saw in. a. flash that he had said .:

..the wrong thing:: Everyone.looked
.at.Curt. . For the first. time; suspi-
cion came into the eyes of Poke Mar-
tin and Dave Allen.

“That’s right!” the stubby ‘Brad-
ded M ramrod jerked.
a bead. His two hundred cows are
still. ‘around somewheres. . ' Been
mighty lucky, ain’t you, Curt?” -

Donahue scowled. . “I—mebbe I
have.
mos don’t.appeal to ’em. Anyway,
my herd hasn’t growed, has it?” »

-~ “Not so’s a man could notice,”
Goss sniffed. “But how.many. trips
have. you made across the. border
lately?”
stepped- close to the young. rancher
- and- flipped his gun from his holster.
“P’ve heard enough You're .under
arrest Donahue.

' you’re gullty, the court .will demde
“next week.”

-Curt’s eyes went hard as. gramte
arid he rocked forward on the-balls

- of his feet. " In- the- last -rays.-of the
sun his face shone sullenly red.

“Damn you; Ganson!”™ he swore.
"‘You re back of this- as -sure as

“you’ve got skunk blood: 'And I'm
‘not taking it lying down!”. "

" He was lunging~ forward with ﬁst
drawn bacl\ when -Frosty - Flagg
- stepped into ‘his path and locked
-with him. - For' a moment they were

struggling -furiously, as the mad- =
‘-.howled
‘But during- those fcw seconds .
- Curt breathed.”
“Easy, you youngfool! You're ™ -
Leave it'to: -

dened cowman fought to- get pa.st

»Frocty found time. to whisper in his
"ear:
playin”into their hands."
me and T'll-get you out of it- some-
how. - Get'your hackles down.” " :

The ﬁght ‘went slowly out-of Curt
‘Donahue:

. Dave ‘and-Poke, and the three -of

“He’ll- bear watchin’.-

‘“He ain’t lost. -

Or mebbe my scrawny pri-, -

"With quick decision he"
‘cattle-raidin’ trouble.

Whether or not.
-Flagg,” he decided.
this man loose, it’ll. mean -jail for

“It’s a deal.”

At ‘last he ‘stood- back,:
-p'mtmg His eyes flicked over-the *
- group like_ those ‘of ‘a caged beast:.
- Cherry had turned away stiffly, with

them were returning to their horses.

-Ganson laughed. shortly. “Take
care of "him, sheriff,” he "sneered.
"Me and the
boy,s will be at the stable if you want-
us. . G - :

Frosty narrowly watched the liv-
eryman walk away. As the gloom
swallowed. his swaggering shape, sus-
picion flared redly in Frosty s mind.

‘He laid-a hand on Goss’ wrist as the
-lawman advanced with handcuffs. -

“Listen, sheriff,” he said. " “Ill

-promise to have thlS jasper in your
‘quzgado by midnight, if youll just

turn him over to me. Say,the word
and I’ll do right by you.. There’s a
reward out for the solution .of this
TNl see it all
goes to you if you play ball.”

Goss’ greedy little eyes glistened.
He pursed ‘his. lips. - “All right,
- “But if you-‘let

you. and. theJoss of your job.”
“QGracias, shenff"’ Frosty smlled

OSS left them standmo on the
‘bank:of the reservoir. Floatmg

m: _lonesomely: -through the darkness
.. - came the soft beat of his horse’s iron
:shoes in. a sandy wash. After that
- there was silence. Above them night
_ spread dcross the:star-pricked. sky

like ink staining spangled cloth. Far,
far- up in the Bealpaws, a wolf-

“The wolf - pack runs tomf'ht

“Why -do - you say that?” Frosty

_ asked quickly. -

‘Donahuge’s -clear brown eyes. were

“'on the foothills, as-though trying to
. penetrate the dark growths of cedar

and catclaw. -
--“Every tlme I ve heard them how]

‘at ‘sunset, there’s been a raid,” he.
- answered -He, like Frosty; still held
- his-voice to-a husky whisper, in the
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,

manner of a ‘man: crossing a dark.

graveyard. “Last week I saw them
come down out of the hills. Dozens
of them' And—I saw - something
else.”

Frosty studied his eamest fea-
tures, but kept his silence.
* “Men—three of them—riding far

behind the pack. I don’t know how:

they managed it, but they were the
leaders of the Devil Wolves, I
couldn’t hear a sound but every now
and then the wolves would veer off
as though they’d been ordered to.
They slunk down into Gansen’s land.

That’s why I didn’t bother chasing.
But the men never got.

them out.
more than a quarter of a mile from
the hills. © Yet the damned hell

hounds followed. their orders even at.

that distance!”
Memory rang a bell in Frosty
Flagg’s mind. "Two little wrinkles

" pinched the skin between his eyes.

But before he could isolate the
thought that was playing tag with
his reason, Curt went on. -

“ shot one of the varmints once.
He wasn’t any wolf, he was a shep-
herd, wild as any lobo, though, and
wearing the mark of a collar around
his neck. That’s how I know those
animals are taking orders just like
Apache and Dobe take orders from
Ganson.” .

The cry of the wolf beat down
wind to them again and it was cleser
this time. Curt shook himself. As

though to change the subject, he said.

abruptly: ‘Why d you ask Goss for
permission to take me in?”
“Because you’d - never
reached Rusada alive if he took
you.” Frosty’s eyes were sleety gray
as he clipped the words. “Some-
where along the road you were-going
to make a play for it and get your-
self shot. ‘I could see it written all
over. Goss and- Ganson. The old
game to get a man:out of the way.

have.

6

But. I had another reason. -1 wanted
to ask you some questlons I couldn’t
ask with them around.” -

Donahue stood quletly under his :
piercing gaze. .

“What does Ganson want with
your land?” Flagg demanded.

“I couldn’t say: My water rights
aren’t 'worth all-this trouble.”

Frosty jammed his long hands be-
neath his cartridge belts. His face
had gone hard. ‘“There’re enough
liars around here without you join-
ing ’em,” he snapped. “You can
string along with me, -give .me
straight answers to straight ques-
tions, or you can play the sad-eyed .
lonesome and I'll ride back to Al-
buquerque and -tell ’em the mystery

_is cleared up. " Which is it gonna

be?”

Donahue was suddenly grinning.
“All right,” he chuckled. “Here it
is.. The Great Southwestern Water
Co. is going ‘to build an”aqueduct
right smack acress my land. They’'ve
got to come through Jackrabbit Cut
and I happen to own this end of it.
I had a letter offering me forty thou-
sand for this spread when they reach
Piute Basin but it may be another
sixteen months. That’s why I'm
trying to hang on here.”

.“Does Cherry know that?”

“I saw no reason to tell her. She’d.
just let it get out and I'd have that
much more trouble.”

“That’s not the reason,” Frosty
said soberly, and his gaze was pity-
ing. “You're just.stubborn -and
prideful enough to want to pop up"
in her front yard one fine morning
with your pockets full of money and
a ring in your hand. Then she’ll see
how right you were and grab at that
ring and forgive you for all - the
heartbreaks you caused her. Only
she wouldn’t, Curt. - She’s square
and brave enough to want to help
you fight this battle. - Why .don’t
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you let her, after this mess‘is cleared
up p”

Donahue turned away sullenlﬁv.._
o

“I didn’t ask you for advice,
growled.

“0. K.,” -chuckled the range dlck
“You got it, though Now let’s go

'THEY hadn t procceded ﬁve miles
along the twisting' trail -back to
town when - Frosty’s
picked up alien sounds on the warm
evening breeze. ' He. glanced at
Donahue. ™
mg and looking back, too.

Both'of them stiffened:as a brokenA

yapping came.to their ears from
their-back trail.

right. Frosty squinted.

“Vdmonos!” he grunted.
get out of here.

me two hundred pesos.”

"They bent over the nubbins “and-

let their ponies run. In the sand.of

the dry wash the animals’ hoofs beat

out a muted  thunder. Minutes
flowed by and every second saw the
wolf pack closing up the-gap..

Suddenly a .pair of green hghts‘

materialized from the.blackness- at
Frosty’s left. Running along the
bank of the wash was a huge dog
with slavering fangs bared!

In one smooth - motion, Frosty
ripped out his Frontier Colt and fed

the beast hot lead.. A scream lifted, -

then in a cloud of dust the animal
came tumbling down the bank. The

shot seemed to be the signal for a-
dozen other dogs to spring from no--

where, running along the wash less
than fifty feet behind!

Curt’s saddle gun blasted  the
night apart. Another beast found
death.in the wash. But it 'was grow-
ing hotter for the riders.
ghosts coming from-' thie hinterland,

sharp ears’

The rancher was frown- .

Some of the wolves:_
seemed to be coming up fast on theu"

“Let’s. .
Those hungry”
hounds sound like they weré slobber-
ing for horse meat and thls nag cost’

" more cut down.

Like gray’
- mount’s tail.

WESTERN ADVENTURES

those. giant* wolf-dogs poured down
the banks of the barranca and closed
in from behind. Frosty’s horse had
its head back, whites of its eyes
bared :

. Curt suddenly yelled:' “It’s no
use this way! There’s a blind wash
up ahead. We'll try and stand ’em
off there!”

Frosty let him pull ahead: Very
soon they swerved into a narrower
arroyo. The range dick twisted .in
_the kak to trigger.both: revolvers
into the closely packed mass of
hounds. But -for every one he
dropped, another came -up in its
place

Now. a wall - of ditt and rocks
barred. “the\ way. Curt pulled his
horse ‘in,; flung down beside it. He
went to one knee, Winchester slam-
ming against his shoulder. Frosty
left the saddle in a dive and hit be-
side him.: The -horses, screaming
_their fright; stamped behind them,
protected by the rocky pocket of
which the . gunmen barred the en-
\trance 2

Frosty got the feelmg that the-
hounds were ready to quit but were
afraid to. There seemed to be about
a dozen of them hiding in the rocks
and. bushes and making occasional
sorties. Each rush saw one or two
But they kept
snarling their hatred and vainly try-

" ing to get at the riflemen. -

Suddenly Frosty laid a hand on
the other’s arm. Using his rifle as

_ a pointer, he indicated an indistinet

shape perhaps two hundred. yards
away—a horseman mttmo his mount
on a knoll! .

“Stand ’em -off, Curt!” he hissed.
“I’ve got me an idea.”

Carefully he fitted rifle against
shoulder, drew a fine bead. The
Winchester crashed. Over there on
" the rise, dust lifted at the rider’s
The animal- leaped,
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No horse could outrun those

vicious brutes. Frosty and

Curt-spun about to make a
last-ditch fight of it.

Swiftly
Frosty slammed another slug out.
This time the bullet ricocheted from
beneath the horse.

The rider pulled in his ears and
wheeled the mount. The last Frosty
saw of him, he was lacing out for

nearly unseating the man.

the Tfoothills. With grim satisfac-
tion, he heard Curt gasp: *“Look at
that, Flagg? Every damn lobo’s
took to his heels. What'd you do
to ‘'em?”

“Just scared off their master,” said’

- important whistle.

m

Frosty. “A little man with a big,
You and I
couldn’t hear that whistle but those
dogs can!”

CHAPTER 1V
DEVIL'S HOIST

DONAHUE came slowly to his
feet. “I don’t get it,” he mut-
tered. _

“That yahoo was blowing one of
those  high-frequency  whistles,”
Frosty explained. “A man’s ears
aren’t sensitive to them but they
hurt a dog’s eardrums something aw-
ful.. When that whistle blows, these
dogs have been ‘trained to know
what’s expected of ’em. But there’s
no time to stand here jawin’, We’re
going to follow them.”
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--Curt ‘said:
Are “we carryin’-the fight to ‘em?”

“Mebbe. " We'll see how things
work out,” Frosty told him. With
only that for explanation, e led the
way up the bank. '

Following cautiously, they tr'uled
the ‘dogs and riders to the foothills.
The trail tipped sharply ‘up. Pine
needles and cedar scale padded the
ground. Curt looked arougid and

said, “We trailed ‘the rustled cattle
There’s a cliff ahead where.

this far.
we lost them.”
Frosty nodded. His sharp eyes

quested “through' the dark- shadows -

‘barring the way.- And suddenly he

was reining down, stabbing an arm
aloft for attention. Voices came to
them. The creak of leather:

-something that might have been the

wooden rattle ‘of "heavy “block- and
‘tackle.” - Silently the pair ht down
and crept ahead on foot.
.Through - tangled
Frosty could see the ‘terraced.- steps

‘of a scab-rock cliff that soared-from

the-talus ahead.. He.moved forward

until his' gaze made out the forms

“of two men at work at the -foot " of -
‘the cliff. Just what they were domv :

‘it was impossible to-tell.

Then they stepped back and one'

lifted his head and cupped hands
about his mouth. -
called oautlously

“Got-you.”
from the top of the granite scarp.,

_Leather groaned- ‘and heavy blocks
grated.

-The workmen watched carefully .

““That gets it,” .one ‘Said with' satis-
faction; eyes on the mountmg, sway\
‘ng burden. .

The- thoughts of- the other were.
-His-voice-
“Damn: .

not on-the rig, however. -
came as’ a sullen growl: -

“You're the doctor.

‘or not, his stick’s floatin’ low:.

And -

-the- other

. buckthorn, .

in'a crevice.

" first.
“Haul ‘aWay!"' he' :

“The answer dropped sl

-showed in his somber features:.

Somethmd that looked hke
a- boulder: came oﬁ .the_ground, ris-
ing slowly: up-the face of ‘the cliff.

“Now—"
“claimed _his features. .
-this --trail :
-.-You'vegot a date-with a jail.cell.and.
I’m. tired: playing Hooky ' from’ my .

* WESTERN- ADVENTURES

Apache for losin’ those two! ‘Tlﬁft‘

- complicates things.”

S“Hell! The boss already had ]‘ns
plans laid in case they got away,”
scoffed the other, a Mexican by .
the purring accent’ of his words. "
“Whether Donahue reports to Goss
To-
morrow -night’s job will finish him.?

A growl ruimbled” in" the young
rancher’s throat and caused Frosty-

“to clamp firm fingers about his wrist. -

Both men went rigid, as the Meéxican

-_glanced: behind him; stl.unht at their

hiding’ place.
After “a second he - shlugged :
“Looks like ‘she’s ‘gonna - hold all

“right,” he grunted to his companion. .
‘Raising his voice to the men -atop*

the cliff he shouted,
She’lt do.”

“That’s four of them,” announced
“We can ]ift forty 'beefs

»
Let ’er go!

an hiour.”

Nothing more was said. The ﬂrreat

‘rock silently slid -back to its place,_'
-leather- slings were stricken' off it,

and the apparatus was tucked away .
Frosty hissed "an order.
He and" Curt- retreated, found. thexr

‘-pomes and stole away.

Curt. wis the one-to. have. hls S'ly
"“What I don’t savvy is.this:
How are they goin’ to blame a raid”
on me if 'm-behind bars? - That’ .

; glve ‘Ganson’s ‘story - the lie.”

- Frosty Flagg- didn’t make olls\ver
A worried puzzlement -

" “You’ve ‘got me, too. T thought

I could lay_this whole thing down
-on’ papér-and show: the next - move

‘was. going " to --make.
-Swiftly a reckless - -grin -
. “Well ride
it.:

everybody
‘when- we™ come - to.

henskin.

Tomorrow : we Il -see what
we. see.” SO et e
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Y. afternoon of the following day,

Frosty was ready to. admit he.

was stumped. He'd been down to

the jail a couple of times to. console .

and encourage Curt but he didn’t
feel that encouragement

Questions kept crawling like liz-

ards through his brain. . Had he
added three and three and got seven,
in this game of Devil’s arithmetic?
'He checked and rechecked his figur-

ing and came up with nothing more .

than a headache.

Ganson was the culprit, he would
The liveryman’s game ap-.

swear.
parently was to*throw so much sus-

picion- on Curt Donahue that they.

would send him to prison or lynch
him. Then, on some pretext, he
aimed to appropriate Curt’s land.

Patently, he had learned of the.

aqueduct.”

But last mght s findings had shot
With Curt in jail,
a raid on the Basin ranchers’ cattle

the works to hell.
The

would prove him innocent.

whole thing made Frosty Flagg feel.

like a man who has drained what he

thought was a glass of whiskey and.

found it to be iced tea.

The answer exploded upon him as:

he sat in the Chinaman’s Restaurant
trying to eat an early dinner.. Curt

Donahue himself walked in the doeor!.

" Frosty’s fork banged on the coun-
ter. “Whatever from hell!” the
‘range detective gasped.

“Goss let me out on a bond,”
Donahue told him as he sat down.
“Now I'm free to be in on the fire-
works.”

Chlps of ice glmted in Frosty s
eyes. “Sure you're free,” he agreed.
“Free to play the sucker once more.
What was the bond you put up?”

“Fifteen hundred dollars. I gave
my ranch as security.”

“Now it begins to make sense.
You'll be on the loose when tonight’s
raid happens. They’ll jug you again

and take over your ranch for break-
ing the terms of your release. Gan-
son’s got you over the barrel, Curt.”
The grin washed from Curt’s lips.
“I didn’t think of it that way,” he
admitted. “What do I do, go back

--and ask to be locked up again?”’

" “That would halt Ganson tem-
porarily,” said Frosty. “But the
next time he decided to act, we
wouldn’t be forewarned like we are
now. And next time may be spelled
in hemp. No, we’ll go ahead like it
is. Get yourself a bait of grub.
We’re riding out to see Cherry, Poke,
and the others.”

With late afternoon shadows drag-
ging across the prairie, they rode
into Cherry Michaels’ spacious
ranch yard. The coolness of dusk
hung mistily in the shaded aisles of
the cottonwoods as they gigged their
horses up toward the corral. Frosty"
left his horse at.the water trough
and walked alone to the door. Stub-
born as ever; Curt hung back.

Cherry herself answered the door.
Frosty caught his breath at her love-
liness as she stood with the lamplight

. striking. golden glints through her

hair.
“Evemng, Miss Michaels,” he sald
lifting his Stetson from his head.
“Me and young Curt, yonder we'd
like a little powwow i you ain’t too
busy.”
“Curt!
the girl cried.

Is that him over there?”"
“I-thought he was in

- jail”

Within the room a chair scraped
and Dave Allen, pencil over one:
cauliflower ear and dog-eared tally
book in his hand, appeared behind
her. By the worried lines edging
his eyes, it was plain that what he
read in the ledger was disheartening.

“What brings you out here?” he

- growled.

A timber wolf ‘selected: that mo-
ment to howl dismally. -
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“That’s what brings us,” Frosty
declared. “That howlin"w_olf means
you and Poke Martin -and a few
others will lose some more cattle to-
night. You want to try and save

.thcm and incidentally do Curt some.

good?” :

Cherry sniffed._ . “I don’t care
about Curt but I“would like to save
my cattle
they’re going to raid?”

- “Same way 1 know Ganson let
Curt out for his own purposes. Your
meh areriding night herd, I reckon?”

- “Eight of them. They’ve. orders
to 'shoot anything that even sme]ls
like a dog.”

“Well, they cant hurt anythmg'
and it'll keep ’em out-of mischief.-

There’s no way we can stop the

DPevil- Wolves but we can_drop a°

mangana about the he-coon that
Jeads ’em. You want to,be n on it,
AllenP” :

* The stubby little ramrod snapped
his fingers.
out. - :
- Frosty stepped down out of the
doorway. “Saddle your hoss,”
ordered.
in’ we’ll have them beefs of yours
back on home range by morning.’

The girl disappeared for a second
to the side of the door. When she
reappeared, she -was tucking her
.curls up under her hat.

“I'm sure -we will, Mr. F]ac'g,
she smiled. “Got room for one
more?”

“No!” Frosty chpped

belong. There 11 be powder smoke
aplenty.’

“Fine!” "Cherry started for her lit-
tle cow pony in the corral: “I was
brought up on trouble. We’ll pick
up Poke Martin on the way. Let’s
get started.”

“Frosty Flagg, who: had had his
teaching about women - here -and

How. do you - know |

“R’arin’ to!” he jerked

he
“Miss Michaels, I'm hop-

“This isn't
'gomg to be a party. A woman don’t -

- WESTERN ADVENTURES . :

there, wisely kept his motith shut
and went back to his. horse. - He
muffled Curt’s objections with hard,
explosive syllables. He even got the
feeling that the rancher was glad of
a chance to ride beside this girl.

CHAPTER V

~
DEATH IN THE BRAKES

LONG before they reached the
Bearpaws; Frosty’s keen gaze
picked out swift, gliding bodies rang-
~ing through. the barrancas. Here
and theré they heard the sound of
moving cattle, Yet all was done so
quietly that one*who did not know
might think nothing was happening.
In a little gully they drew rein and
watched small bunches of ten or
twelve steers merge by ‘magic into
one moving mass. Hidden by dust
and brush, the slinking animals at
their heels were . invisible. = Up
through the rocky talus they moved,
dlsappezu'm«r at last in the cedar
brakes. It was then that Frosty
]gave the word to dismount and fol-
ow.

As on the preceding night, they
—gained shelter in the underbrush
without being seen. Of dogs there
was ‘no- sign. But in the clearing
were around a hundred and fifty
prime cows. Two men worked fran-
tically -at the cliff’s base trying.to
lash a stubborn longhorn into one
of the leather slings.

Already two bawhmr animals were
bem« hoisted up the cliff, one of
them forty or fifty_feet ahead of the
other: - Frosty saw the top one reach
the cliff’s edge and swing in. -Shertly
* the sling dropped over the bank and

came whistling down again.

As their eyes grew accustomed to
the starlight, they. were-able to see
that a flimsy rope corral kept the
beasts from bolting. Another primo
went soaring up the scarp and the
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" tall, lean puncher with the Mexican
twang darted to the corral and roped
out another cow. -

Dave Allen put his lips against
Frosty’s ear. “How do you figger to

. manage this army?” he hissed.
“Thele must be twenty of ’em up
above, hauling up the cattle.”

Frosty shook his head. “I’m bank-
ing that they’ve got their block and
tackle geared down to where one
man could manage each cow. Look
how slow they go up. Ganson is
smart enough to 'be careful how
many he lets in on the know.” i

For a moment he was -silent,
studying the set-up. Then, nudgmg
Dave, Poke and Curt, he outlined his
plan. Grim-eyed, they nodded.
The range .detective got Cherry’s
promlse not’ to stir untxl they gave
her the word.

As the pair of punchers returned

from the corral with steers, Frosty .

began’ a_ creeping advance toward
them. At his heels came the other
three. Bowstring-taut, the group
bided their time in a clump of choke-
‘cherry not tw enty feet from the rus-
tlers. '

- The Mex ra]sed hls voice: “Haul
away!”

The steer’s ' hoofs came off the
ground—and in the .same instant
Frosty was leaping across the bare
terrain. Blue gun steel glinted in
his upraised hand.” Viclously he
brought the weapon- down on the
puncher’s-head. - The Mex collapsed.

Poke and Curt piled on" the other
man. He got out one muffled oath
before they clubbed him senseless.
Then they mechanically went into
their routine. Curt and Frosty

jumped for one of the slings and

clambered into it.

manned the other..
l'rosty waited -a- leasonable length

of tlme, then called out:

aw'ly' .

Poke and Dave

“Haul

Dave Allen gave the signal for the
other hioist. Side by side then, bang-
ing against the xock wal] they/soared
skyward.

It was an experience that filed at
the nerves of every man.. At any
moment one of the rustlers might
look down and discover their ruse.
If that happened—Frosty Flagg's
throat * muscles : txghtened at the
thought.

But the moments ﬁed by. They
were a hundred feet above the cor-
ral and fast nearing the top. Other
slings passed them going down.

"Then suddenly they were. rising

above the rim—and staring into the
face of a startled workman! -

OR one timeless second Death
was beckoning to them with. a
crooked finger.

The man—it was Apache—began
yelling and runmng backward, tug-
ging at his guns.- “Cut the rope§"’
he bawled. “It’s that range dick!”

Poke Martin’s six-gun belched
once and Apache crashed backward
with a hole through. his chest. - His

‘guns_ went . off in their holsters.

Frosty was leaping for the bank. His
eyes were filled with the turmoil be-
fore him. Ganson, Sheriff Goss,

" Dobe, and anothen man each held a

rope  that ran through the block
and tackles. They had deserted
those ropes now for guns.

Frosty fell into a crouch. The

-others were splllmg to the turf all
about him.

“Elevate, Ganson" he snapped
harshly. - “I won’t tell you twice.”

Brill Ganson’s fury was that of a
wounded grizzly. He went down on

-one knee, leveled his Colt across his

left forearim-and began to fire. One
of his slugs passed so close to. the
‘Association man that the sound of it
was like that of ripping silk. magm—
fied a hundred. times.
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. Frosty coldly punched a shot back - it when he called them. And he-had
at him:-It took Ganson in the shoul- “trained his wild .pack to answer his
der’ and - slammed - him around as . whistled commands.” Thus he was
though he’d been struck by a giant -able to keep his mastership over
fist> Blood splashed the’ front of his them secret, making the beasts. do
gray shirt. - "> his-bidding by the process of high-
" Sheriff Goss . .was - screeching.:at -~ {requency sounds sent out even while
Frosty in hls reedy voice. ' His hands he mingled with a crowd. But all’
weré high.:” “You've got us, Flaog' that was past now, Frosty realized.
the sheriff bawled. : “Don’t ‘shoot!”” . It would be a.simple matter to call.

Dobe whirled. on. him like a cou-. together the remainder of the pack,
@ar, slammed a gun-barrel across-his , ‘even. as’ Ganson had directed: their
face.” “Fhen, -as- the lawman' went - movements, and put them to better
‘down, he blazed at the cowmen with use. .- .- e
stuttering. 45s.  Curt Donahue. Suddenly. from far below came a
groaned. - His legs buckled under frantic cry: Curt' Curt,-are you :
h1m but on his l\nees, he kept on - all right?”.

f'nhtmu Eele - Cult Donahue blmked like:a man
“Ganson was up :W'un -HIS .colos— ]llSt waking up.. Frosty wmked
sal .pride seemed to- “hold him-erect, - -+ .“Somebody’s . paging - you,” he’

refusing to acknowlédge that he had - - pointed out... Not gonna keep hun-
been hmt But that pnde could not “kering there, are you?” -
sustain-him when Curt’s-slug reached Donahue painfully got to his. feet
his heart. A wreck of the -man he - his game leg. wobbly under him. He
had been moments before,. he ‘top- star.ted toward' the hoist, hesitated..

pled forward. on the glound -+ “You—you reckon she’s Still‘mad
~ Like a vicious :little. wolf; Dobe at me?” he faltered. .
continued to-fight until-the concen-. - Poke Martin swelled. }us capacmus

trated.fire of the ranchers chopped  chest.” “Some fellers'learn quick, and
him down: . A great silence flowed in  others have to be pitched over a chiff.
‘when' the. guns ceased to crash. ‘Only . before -they . ccatch on,” he gritted.
the* groaning "of ..Sheriff - Goss - was Suddenly roaring, he commdnded :
heard.. Then .the sheriff regained *“Git in that shnu and -let us:lower
consciousness. and began to- babble you.down, you, spavxncd vun-helhon'-
‘wildly." In a few minutes he had:told Yom future s a~waitin’!”
the whole secret of Ganson and.the . Curt began to‘hobble toward the
Devil Wolves: - - g hmst a grin'smeared over -his boy-

Frosty “smiled: griimly as hé thought ish features.- Frosty- Flagg, hard- -
how smartly ‘Ganson -had :hood- - bitten man-hunter that he was, felt"
winked the countrys1de -The rene- -moisture: trymtT to ‘spring.-into his-
gade had a way w1th dogs ‘and knew eyes.- It wasn’t: hard . to. realize-the
:~the1r peciliarities.” It was all simple than'S that were.in the\young ranch-
to the range ‘détective now. as:he-- ei’s overﬂowmg ‘heart. :
mentally. pleced.together- the facts. - - - -Abruptly; -he stalked to the h01st,
Ganson“had discovered that dogs are .- a]l ‘business once more.
‘capable. of hearing ‘sounds. thates: .* - “Easy :on. that rope. now, ‘men!
cape-.the: human senses and: had  he warned- “He’s got. this close to.
ievolved a: small -wooden-.whistle .of - a happy :ending, don*t make it-a sad: "
such hlgh note -that only they heard :- one by dloppln the dang fool!”.

- - ... THE END. :

1
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SOk

BY-HARRY R. HELLER

Down in a gulch where the wagon -train
Awaited the Western morn,
A: ted campfire had begun to wane,
In .the hour when I was born.
~Across my face, in that dim_place,
- The gray smoke must have blown:
"For this I know: In the long ago,
Smoke claimed me for her own.

By sundown fires on.the. mesa’s rim;

_ By hills where the 'white flames broke

.In lethal lines through the crackling pines,
I've seared my lungs with smoke.

I’ve matched my wits with a prairie fire,
While the ‘wild blaze lapped the skies,

And I cursed aloud at-the stinging cloud
:Of smoke in my blindéd eyes.

Roundup time—and the hot iron glows
As the .dogies’ bawls 1ift higher;

-And the stench of the burnt hair nips my nose
In the smoke of the branding fire.

And then, when the cook fire’s smoke is dead,
And the dust-red sun has set,

I lounge and laze in .a dreamy ‘haze—
The smoke of a cigarette!

Smoke of the salal, smoke of the sage
And smoke of the fragrant weed

Trace ,their_lines on the pungent page
Of the West, that all may read.

.But over all lies the deathless scrawl
Of ‘the gun-smoke heritage

-That -brought the law to a land laid raw
By the wolves of a. wanton age!
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Death was waiting in
that alley behind the
Palace Bar, but Cal
walked straight into it!

over Sacafon, Cal Winters faced

them clone and through the swirl-

ing gunsmoke everyome saw the

When those gunhawks f#ried %o tale

BRAND OF A FIGHTING MARSHAL
By LEE FLORED

WaeN Marshal Cal Winters came
out of the Porter House he saw Mary
Thurman sweeping the board side-
walk in front of her millinery shop
down the street. . She was a pretty
girl with a small face and reddish-
brown hair, and she smiled at him
with the confidential smile that a girl
shows-only to the man she loves.

But Cal Winters had no time for
her now. He stepped into the street
and headed for the Palace Bar di-
rectly opposite the hotel. When he
was in the middle of the rutted street
the batwing doors of tlie saloon
opened and Jack Nelson came out.
Nelson stood on the sidewalk, his
thumbs hooked in the broad belt
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that held his two .45s, a truculent
smile on his thin lips.

- “You lookin’ for me, marshal?”> he
asked.

Cal Winters said, “You plcked the
wrong town, Nelson. 1 usually al-
low a man to stay in Sacaton, re-
gardless of his past, as long as he
remains peaceful and keeps a civil
tongue. But you-talk too much. I
warned you yesterday. This coun-
try don’t need men like you.” °

His tone was low and firm, yet it
carried well.

Nelson nodded. ‘““So you want me
to saddle up an’ pull out?” he asked.

“I sure do,” Winters said.

“I never run in my life,” Nelson
said. “I’m not so damn old but I
figure I’'m too old to start learnin’
new tricks; What if I don’t run,
Winters?”

Winters said, “I’'m givin’ you your
choice, Nelson.”

He lifted his gaze slightly, letting
it run beyond Nelson; yet always,
automatically, he kept the gunman
within his vision.. With the calm,

steady coolness of .a veteran, he

checked the location of the towns-
people on the sidewalks, noticing
that Mary Thurman still stood be-
fore her store,

through wide eyes.
_"The men in front of the Palace
had moved and now they stood be-
fore the Mercantile, leaving an open
space ‘behind Nelson. Somewhere,
up the street, a man called to an-
other. Then Cal Winters deliber-
ately pushed the town from his

thoughts, concentrating on the killer,

hearinc' no sound other than Nel-
son’s low voice.

“I’'m not ridin’ out,” Ne]son said.
His voice rose a httle, though he
tried to keep it level.
hand went for his gun, bringing the
weapon smoothly from leather. But
before he could fire Cal Winters’ bul-

watching them.

Then his right .

let drove him backward.

Jack Nelson’s knees buckled and
he knelt on the sidewalk. - Then he
put his left hand over the spot on his
flannel shirt, tried to raise his gun
and fire, but the strength seemed to
run out of him and he fell forward
on his face.

Winters heard Mary Thurman

scream. He took his gaze from Nel-
son but the girl was gone; only her.
broom remained there on the side-
walk. And the door of. her milli-
néry shop, opefi the moment before,
was now closed.
- -Winters reloaded hlS gun, hol-
stered the piece, crossed the -street
and p](:ked up the broom and leaned
it against the store. Then, unhur-
ried, he went down the street to en-
ter the Palace.

Rabon and Sanger were seated at
a card table at the far corner of the
big room. Winters went that way.
He noticed that the two men, from
where they sat, could look through
the long high g]ass windows fronting
the saloon and could see the body of
Jack Nelson on the sidewalk.

Winters smiled - tightly. “Jack
Nelson’s dead,” he told them.

“We know that,” Rabon said, his

-long fingers toying with a pile of red

and white poker chips. ‘“Somethin’

- else, Winters?”

“There sure is,” Winters said.

“Was Nelson workin’ for you two
men;?” :

“He was,” Sanger replied, looking
at Rabon. “Anythin’ else?”
. Winters picked his words with
care. “You two been in Sacaton al-
most a month,” he murmured.
“You’ve been -only trouble an’
bother. T’ve had .a number of com-
plaints regardin’ the Palace.”

Sanger said even]y, “We’ve gone
over that before

“A week ago,” Winters said, “you
“hired Jack Nelson. You' knew he
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was a gunman—that he boasted of
‘bein’ a killer. But his mouth was
too big. And his talk too profane.
Some town. women and men, too—

well, they didn’t like Nelson’s ways.

This town don’t like none of you.”

“Which all leads to what?” Rabon
asked-

“Last night the town council met.
I put the question up for vote. They
thought as I did. So I'm givin’ you
till sundown to pull out, gentlemen.
The banker up the street’ll buy your
property just to get you out of
town.”

“At his own prlce! Rabon
snorted. “He did not toy. with the

chips now; he held them.tightly, the .

skin on his sharp knuckles white.
He looked at Sanger and then at the
clock behind the bar.

His words were a little: chpped‘

“It’s ten now,” he said. “The sun

scts a,bout seven. That gives us mne’

hours.”
Winters nodded. -~

“Nine hours 1§ a long hme, _San— :

ger said slowly. He leaned back in
his chair, his thumbs hooked in his
vest, his heavy eyes lidded slightly.
“Too Jong a tlme huh, Rabon?”

“I think so,’ " Rabon agreed. .

Sanger said; “How about nobn?
Twelve o’clock?”

Winters studied them for a sec-
ond. “That’ll give you two hours to
think it over :in,” he said. “You
might think different by then. But
at twelve sharp I'm comin’ down the
alley behind the Palace. If you’re
still here, it means fight,
can’t st‘md the likes of you two any
longer.”

HE left by the front door. Al-

This town:

- him.

ready Jack Nelson had been

carried into the frame building used
as a morgue. The broom still stood
beside the mlllmery store.

Winters .
took it inside, to-find Mary Thurman -

said simply.

.us apart, Cal.

WESTERN ADVENTURES

_ behind the’ counter She was alone

in the store. -

~ “You forgot this outalde, he said.
“Yes,” she nodded “I did.” :
‘He knew she ‘tried to make her.

voice casual, yet the tremor An:it be- -

“trayed her eniotions; and; as always,

hé thought of the: barier betweén
them and he wondered suddenly if
time would sweep that barrier : away
" “I gave him his choice, Mary,” he
“But he wouldnt go.
He took- the hard way out to save his
reputation.” -

He put his ‘hand on thc doorknob,

“although he knew he coyild not leave

so soon. The sight of her, as ever,
disturbed his calmness, made his
blood move a little faster.

“Rabon and Sanger?” she asked.
“What about them, Cal?”

He said, “They have to go, too.”

“Did.you tell them .that?”

“I did. I gave them till sundown.”
~ “Will they go?”

“I think they will,” he said, delib-
erately lying. .

“They won’t go,” .she said. - “I
know they won’t!” She: came from
behind the counter and stood before
“Cal,” she said, “do you re-
member what we talked about last
night? After the council meeting?”’

“Can I ever forget it?” he replied.

She. bit her lower lip and smd
hopelessly, “I guess it is no use.
Thern. the pent-up words within her
broke loose. “This-town’s keeping
This town—and this
cattle land. This mean, deceitful
land iwith its ‘terrible wi"nters: when.-
cattle die for want of hay or freeze
to death on their hoofs. -And in the
summers they die of thirst and
starve to death. Sometimes I think
you men here are like the land—
harsh and cruel and ]ealoug of who-'
ever comes on it!”

He took her hands in his.

Continved on page 88 . :
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Continued from page-86
“Honey,” he said, his voice a husky
whisper, ¢

summer.
young, like a..colt. Young and
strong, it wants to show its un-
tamed strength. A colt has to be
broken to bit and saddled and made
to work in a constructive way. We
have to do the same to, this land,
tame it like we would a colt so that
our children, when they receive it,

will have a clean, healthy land. It's
hard to explain, Mary. But that’s"

why men like Jack Nelson, like Ra-
ben, like Sanger, have to go.”

“I wish I could see it that way,”
she said.” “I-wish I could love it hke
you love'it, Cal.”

“You wrll in time,” he told her.

“After a while, you’ll understand.
Or else”—he spread his fingers-hope-
lessly—*“I’ll-have to remain a bache-
‘lor. Or marry Maggie James” - ‘The
lines around his eyes crinkléd.

“That homely girl?” Mary gasped.-

© “But I will marry her,” Wmtera
threatened.

She smiled- then and rose on tip--
toe, drew down his head and lussecl -

]11111
“Don’t do that,” he said. “That
onlv makes it liarder.” For the bar-

rier, he knew, still remained, holding
them apart.

He was thinking of this as he went
toward the livery barn

at the Sugar Bowl Café and, while

talking with Maggie, took a handfu] :

- of .sugar Jumps from the box under
the counter. ‘Outside he met Bill
Myers, the banker. o

“Rabon an’ Sanger been to see you

yet?”” he asked the fat man.

The banker shook his head
seen hide or hair. 5f them.”

Cal Winters started on but the

“Ain’t

banker took him by the arm -and -

‘don’t say that. You have
only been here one winter and this.
This land is good, but it’s -

He stopped .

halted him. “You'll need help, Win-
ters,” he said. - Now me—"

Vthers said, “They hired me for
town marshal, Bill.”

- “I know that ” "Myers nodded
“But there’s two of them and they
won’t move, Im tellin’ you. T just
thought-

“T gave them till sundown. If they
aih’t gone by then it’s my duty te
make them go or arrest them.”

IMyers studied him, then said
slmwly =T reckon yon re lwht Wm-
ters.”

- Winters mmmnued down the street
and entered the’ livery barn. His
horse nickered softly. The marshal
rubbed its nose and ears and curried
the animal. He fed him the sugar,
then he saddled and rode toward the
mountains to the south.

Here the. sagebrush

stood knee

_high to. his _horse and greasewood

lifted scrawny branches. Blue-joint

- and foxtail grass grew between the
" spaces.

The prairie stretched ahead
and merged into the foothills, and

-beyond. - ‘the foothills towered the

snow-capped peaks of the Little
Rockies.

Winters rode at a walk, letting his
animal plC]\ its path, trying to forﬂet
what waited for him in Sacaton
turning his thow'hts to Mary T hur-

man. -

Would she ever understand?
Couldn’t she see that the hasic ele-

~ments “were simple, yet éssential, to

him? You followed the.growth and
the moods of the land until you be-

came a part of it. 'Then you saw the

whole of it, saw your place in the
building of a new land, saw your du-
ties and did not questlon them. You

: ]ust did_your best. -

An hour later he rode into the liv-
ery stable and unsaddled his horse.
He' watered and grained the animal
and filled the manger with blue-]omt
hay
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¢ He stood for a moment in the wide
doorway, looking over the town. He
saw Mary leave her store and enter
the Sugar Bowl. He knew without
looking at his watch that the time
was ten to twelve.
guns, seeing that they were loaded,
then tested the heft of their steel.
Then he walked down the alley
which ran behind the Palace Bar.

HEN he was two hundred feet

from the building’s rear door,
Rabon and Sanger stepped into the
alley and walked toward him. They
came about fifty feet forward,
spreading out so that they stood
about ten feet apart..
waited for him.

When Rabon spoke, his' voice
sounded a little too high, too shrill.
“We're not jerkin’ stakes,”

“T can see-that,” Winters assured
him.

He walked on, his: pace even and

sure, his eyes missing nothing. And .

‘while he went forward, hé talked.
“Why not give up?” he asked.
“Go to jail. -Or get out of town,
Get off this land. -This way some
of us, maybe all of us, will get
killed.” ;
~ “That’s our lookout,” Sanger said.
" Sanger glanced at Rabon, who

nodded slightly. Swiftly their guns’

leaped out and roared. But Cal
Winters kept walking ahead, taking
his time, while Rabon and Sanger
stood there, dark and terrible and
wrapped in swirling gunsmoke.
Then, Rabon dropped with sur-
prising suddenness. He sat down
hard in the dust, leaned forward and
coughed, and died that way. Still
Cal Winters walked forward, slowly,
steadily. One of Sanger’s bullets hit
his right thigh, stopping him mo-

He checked his .

Then they -

he said..

- what we all mean to this land.”

mentarily, then he went forward
again, shooting carefully and spacing
his shots with an accurate. regularity.

A bullet slapped Sanger in the left
shoulder. The man whirled and
started to run, and Winters raised
his gun, sxghtmg it upon the man.

“Stop!” he called.

But Sanger didn’t stop. So Win-
ters braced himself and let the ham-
mer fall, deliberately shooting at
Sanger’s boots, hoping to scare the
man into'stopping. But Sanger kept
runiing. Suddenly, three townsmen
appeared at the alley’s mouth and
Sanger went down under their furi-
ous ons]aught. .

. Winters lowered his gun, feeling
weak. He sat down, there in the al-
ley. Later, in the doctor’s office,
they found that the bullet had torn
the flesh but had broken ne bones.

Finally, he and the doctor were
alone. Then it was that Mary came
to him. She stood beside him as he
sat on the high table, saying noth-

; ing for a whlle wondering Just how
to begin.

Then she said: “Sanger’s in jail.
The county attorney says he has
enough evidence to- hang him. He
says Sacaton will be peaceful now
that Sanger and Rabon are gone. I
heard Mrs. Carter say the same
thing. They were the root of the
trouble in this land, Cal.”

“I  think so,” he said and waited.

She spoke carefully, slowly. “I
think I am beginning to understand
what you mean to these people, Cal;
She
looked at him. and something moved
mightily in his blood. “I think you
can teach me the rest. T’ll try so
hard to learn to love this' country,
t0o0.”

“I know you will,” he sald

THE END
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Ben was alone except that greed and-
treachery were paying gun-smoke
dividends in that packed room.

NOTHING TO LOAN BUT GUNFLAME

With his bank in the red, Ben Conifer had one chance to balance
his books—by trading hot fead with a lond-grabbing vulfure.

BY RALPH YERGEN

SeAaTED behind the desk marked
“President,” Ben Conifer let his wor-
ried gaze. drop to the cigarette be-
tween his fingers. The burnt end was
quivering. The banker put the butt
in an ash tray, a- faint, ironic smile
etching a tolerant crinkle across his
thin, enigmatic face.

He shifted in his.chair, and passed
a slim hand over his graying temples.

His hand came away damp. That.
was a laugh. Sweating in zero
weather! Why was he in such.a.
stew? The suspense would be over in
a few minutes.

Vaguely, he heard Al Parker, his
white-haired cashier, shuffling papers
at the teller’s cage behind the high,
iron grillwork. He looked out the
window, down -the familiar, frozen
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1
street.
The bitter north wind threshed the '

" bare branches -and chased up little
swirls of dust. This was the thirty-,

second day Redfox and the Battle-

ground Prairie lay frozen solid, fol-
: lowmv the long summer and autumn
draught‘ ; Caitt]emen were nearly at
the end of their rope: Everyone was
on the ragged edge of despair.
.The squeak of shoes brought Ben

sw;ve]mcr about in his chmr A
chubby . man - with -black-rimmed-

spectacles emerged from the back
office.- He rested his brief-case.on the
_bank- president’s desk .'md crOSsed
his fat hands. on top of it.

Ben cleared his throat, waited si-
lently. This man, the State bank

examiner, held the future of ‘the bank

and of Battleg;ound Pralrre in h]S
hands.

" “Tve waded through your books, -
_to have meal cake, hay, straw, any-
: thmg, or Il lose the whole works.”

Conifer,” said the chunky official.
His voice was blunt. - “Your bank is
on the- border lJine.- -You’ve.loaned to
the ‘hilt. " :One. more loan and Id
have had to close your-doors.”

Relief flowed through Ben Conifer -

and he rélaxed in his chan Then he
wasn’t broke——yet 5
“I’m not. trying. to te]] you how
to run your business, Conifer,” ‘the
bank ‘examiner continued severely.
“But you better t]*rhten down before
it’s too late.” :
Ben’s sigh was weary.
this damnable weather—” ;
“T know all about-the weather,”
the bank -examiner. said brusquely,
picking. up his brief case.
long, Conifer. T’ll be back some
other tlme when you don’t know I’
coming.”

When the State hank oﬂicnl was
-gone, Ben leaned back and pulled-out
tobacco and papers. -‘He rolled a
c¢igarette and lit it, feeling some:of
the tension go out of him. He had
skinned through the first round; but

“If only

Redfox was nearly deserte(i.-

* Ames. a-nno_unced ‘bluntly.

- little.

< -~da1'k eyes.

. dow.

“Well, so -

the battle, he knew, was only be“m-
ning.

The door swished inward and a
lean, flat-muscled man in range garb
clumped determinedly inside. Look-
mg up,. Ben recognized Link Ames,

“and he saw that the eowman ’s. b1 own

Jaw was set.
“How .are you, Link?” the banker
said tonelessly.

“T’ve -got to have a loan, Ben,”
“I'm flat
broke and I've got to have feed.”

A shadow came into Ben Conifer’s
gray eyes.. He shook his head.

" “Sorry, Link: T can’t-let you have
--it.. No more loans to cowmen:

. No
more loans to anybody
Link Ames looked as if he hadn t
heard right. His mouth thinned:a
“But you’ve gét to, man! My
cattle are so weak they can’t stand.
Everything is froze tight.: They got

~ Desperation flooded the cowman’s
His voice became taut,
hoarse. “Damn.it, man, if I lose all
my cattle— Look Ben a couple of
thousand will stand me, off a while,

maybe till the weather bieaks. You

know my ranch is worth ten times

that much.”. -
‘Ben nodded wean]y ‘Yes |
know that, .Link.” '

“Then why can’t you ]et me
bave it?” :

".Ben Conifer looked out the win-
"He couldn’t tell Ames the.
bank was on the verge of going to
the :wall, that too -much meney: al-
ready Joaned was -the cause of it.
If the news leaked ont, it would
start a run on deposits that would

-break it in a'day. Then everybody

on the B.ltt]ef’lound Prairie would
suffer. :

“You’ve got my -answer a]ready,
Lmk -The same answer I- have to
give.everybody from now on.”
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The lean cowman’s fists clenched.
A wave of red rushed to his face..
He swallowed hard. Then silently
hé tumed and stalked to the’ door.

EN CONIFER got up and tried

to shake an inVisible ‘weight off
Turning down hon-
est men like Link Ames made him
feel as. though a knife was bemg
stabbed in him.

Next spring, when the tender

- greén bunchgm:s dotted the hill;”

Link Ames would be broke because
the bank had not been .lble to glve
him "a little help. :

~ Ben kept telling himself none of
" this was his fault. Tt was the worst
spell of weather, draught and freeze,
that had ever~ struck the Battle-

| ground country. He'd done all he

could; had ‘shoved a small private
fortune’ of 'his own into the bank,
trying to keep it solvent. Now he
was penniless himself, except for
. the: Horn ™ C, the-old "home ranch
his father had left. :
His thoughts were gloomy when
the grizzled old cashier tapped hlm
on the shoulder. . -
" “Five bells, Ben. “Through for
the day?” = " = : <
“Sure. Lock ’er up, AL” .. -
-As Ben pushed through the door,
the wind struck him like a quirt.
He hurried across the street and
up the sidewalk, past a squat, un-
painted office building. - A newly
pamted sign spxawled across the :
.grimy wmdow

AJAX LAND COl\TPANY
Blake Lutllow l\'[ana'fer .

“A trace of contempt thinned
Ben’s lips as: he read - the second
line. .

Entcnnﬂv the saloon next _door,
he stepped to the bar and poured °
himself a glass of Three Star. As.
he' stood drinking it, he noticed-
Link Ames down at the end of the

AT ALL NEWSSTANDS

bar. The rancher was talking with
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a huge, bull-necked man whase
brown business suit failed to con-
ceal the strength of his giant frame.

The big man passed around a bottle
to some of Ames’ cowman neigh- -

bors who were playing stud at a
wall table.” ~ .

The banker could well imagine
what Blake Ludlow was saying as
he passed that bottle. Ben knew a
few things about Ludlow and his
Ajax Land Co.
other things.

Ludlow and his three hard-faced
hangers-on, Nick Gandil,7 Joe
Struce, and Chub Beck, loafed in

their office, like a quartet of buz- -
They had - picked up a-

zards.
couple of small ranches for practi-
cally nothing. But mostly they
were waiting for Ben Conifer’s bank
to go broke. Backed by powerful
financial interests in the State capi-
tal, they were ready to step in and

sweep up the Battleground Prairie:

for a fraction of its true value when
the blow-off forced _liquidation.
Ben knew all this,” but the knowl-
edge was useless. The, ranchers
swallowed Ludlow’s slick lies' and
came up for more. Just as they
were doing now.

Ludlow’s voice swelled to fill the
room. He pointed a beefy finger
toward Ben Conifer.” ‘“There’s your
moneybag, boys,” he said harshly.
“That little shrimp has got enough
gold salted away to stall a mule
team. Ready te lend you some
when ‘you don’t need it. But when
your cows are dyin’, he tells you

122

he can’t spare a dime!

OOLLY. Bei tirned axamnd

and hooked his elbows to the-

bar, aware of the hostile glare from
the half-inebriated ranchmen. His
level gray eyes bored into the cof-
fee-colored slits beneath Ludlow’s
bushy brows. :

He guessed a few

-der frame,

him this time.
mto a brick wall.

The big  land agent grinned
crookedly. “He’s ‘so scairt he’ll lose
a nickel,” he don’t even keep his
dough in his own bank.” -

Somebody snickered. © Ben laid
down his glass quietly. A steely
anger in his gray eyes, he stepped
lightly in front of Blake Ludlow.
A hush- of tension clamped down 6n
the room.

Ben’s ‘voice was. clear, sharp.
“That’s a lie, Ludlow! The same
as a lot of others you’ve spilled.”

A faint sneer turned down -the

corners of Ludlow’s thick lips.
“Cocky little rooster, ain’t he?”
-Ben’s fist stabbed out and

smacked on the big man’s jutting
chin. The abruptness of the blow
caught Ludlow*' off guard. He
rocked backward, throwing up. his
hamlike fists. Ben pounced after
him, tigerish swiftness in his slen-
His fists drummed
against flesh and bone, but Lud-
low’s chin was like iron. He shook
off the punches as if he was shed-
ding raindrops.

Then something like a sledge
smashed Ben’s cheek. He saw col-
ored sparks before 'his eyes as an-
other murderous blow -thudded
above his ear. He lashed out with
both hands, felt them sink into
flesh. Then a third deadly punch
sent him sailing backward to the
floor.

He came up slowly, his light
frame thoroughly shaken. He was
no match for Ludlow, who -out-

-weighed him by over fifty pounds.
‘But he gritted his teeth to fight

off the dizziness, and waded in,
both fists streaking.

Blake Ludlow .was waiting for
Ben seemed to run
The shock
jarred- every mnerve in his slight
body. His legs.seemed to turn to

- water, and' he went down.- He
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stru-ggled a minute, trying to rise,
but it was no use. His muscles
would not respond.

Somebody kicked him in the ribs
and ' tobacco juice splattered "the
back of his neck. He guessed it
was the ranchers, half full-of Lud-
low’s liquor, venting -their fanned
wrath upon the man they blamed
for their plight.

Groggily, he

Then he was lifted bodily and thrown
outside into the frozen street.

He lay there awhile, letting the
chill of the wind revive his numbed
muscles., When his senses fully re-

turned, he climbed unsteadily to his -
feet and stood there braced against
the wind. He was relieved to see

that the street was deserted.

The indignity of it began to build -
up in his mind. -He,- Ben Conifer,

president -of the Redfox State Bank,
heaved out in the gutter like a
drunken saloon bum. Savage rage
reared up and clutched at his reason-
ing..
and trudged homeward.

He knew he couldn’t blame the
cattlemen for their ugly mood. -See- -

ing their cattle starve, their fami-

hes suffer, their hopes and dreams

wither and vanish with the wind was
straining their reason beyond en-
durance. As -for Blake Ludlow,
that was another matter. Think-
ing of the gloating land agent, Ben’s

bruised jaw. muscles tightened until

they ridged out like: knotted cords.

AFTLR a mght of troubled
dreams, Ben Comfer Saddled
and rode into the frigid - dawn
wind came up with the sun, and Ben
toed his silver mare to a brisk pace.
A disagreeable task confronted him,
and he wanted to get it over with.
He had. decided to sell the Horn C!

Tight-fisted .Joel

“owned the ranch

recognized Nick °
Gandil’s oily face bending over him..

With an effort, he thrust it back -

The .

- Floud, ‘who"" the

WESTERN ADVENTURES

bordering the -

Horn C, had offered twenty ‘thou- -

sand dollars for the spread a week
before. Ben had spurned the offer,
about a third the true value of the
spread. Anyway, the Horn €' was
worth more to him than what it
could bring in money.
‘had been carved out of the wilder-
ness by his father. After the lat-

The ranch -

ter’s death, Bén had bought out his ~

.younger brother. There was a wild
him into the ‘uncertain profession
of gambling. Ben knew that his
brother would have lost his share
of the ranch sooner or later. -

Ben had never thought anything -
could drive him to part with the
Horn C. Twenty thousand dollars, -
* however, would buy-a lot of feed,
It would pull -
: through a good many small ranch-’

save a lot of cattle.

Most important of all, it

,might amean the dlﬁexexlce.between ,

a thrifty range ©f independent cat-
tlemen and the giant syndicate
Blake Ludlow secretly. represented.

" streak in Andy Conifer that had'led

Ben paused on the brow of a -

bleak, Juttmg hill.
a curving, dry stream bed he. cotild
see the neat frame buxldmgs of the

Horn - C. The towering poplars :
about tlie buildings were bending™
in the wind. Those were the trees:
he’d climbed as a carefree boy.

The: windmill ‘was running Tiot,

and he -could see the corrals where .-
he'd tamed many a frisky mustang. *
The sight brought a’'stinging blur *

to” Ben’s eyes. He turned away,
with a heavy feeling. of despair. -

Joel Floud’s ramshackle -cabin -

nestled in a rocky hollow. He ran

* a few head of cattle, but mide most
" of his .money by shrewd specula- |
" tion in old people’s misfortunes.

Tar down along .

At Ben’s hail the miser came to -

door

He was a toothlcss“
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oldster, ~ with .purple beak and
shaggy white mane.

“Come to close the dea] did ye?”
he demanded in a cracked voice.

“Well, come in and thaw out.”

“Twenty thousand?” Ben asked, .

thrusting his hands above the in-
adequate b]aze in the fireplace.

The miser’s fade(l eyes showed a
crafty gleam. " “A week ago, yes.

But the cows is .skinnier now and .

‘the: price o’ feed hez jumped.
]mohteen thousand cash money to-
d‘ly Best I can do.”

-Ben knew' the man well enough .
to realize he -wouldn’t get any place -

quibbling : with him. -Shrewdly,
- Floud had sensed his plight and
" was quick to take advantage of-it.
Ben - took " papers ‘from’ his . inside
coat pocket- and. forced -himself to
speak briskly “0. K.
out, Floud.”

The old mdney ho.l,rdex left the

If the. weather - broke .

~Fish . ’er . .well- dressed young fellow

room. In a few minutes he came
back clutching a roll. of musty
greenbacks, old money  that had
been hidden away for many years.

Miser Floud never trusted a bank. -

“There she be,” he cackled.

Ben counted the bills, put them
away, and signed over the title to
the Horn C. Quietly, he put on his
gloves and left the miser chucklinv

ETURNING . to Redfox* Ben

went stmlcht to the bank. His
shoulders were thlust back: and
there was new. energy  in’his. step.
soon,” he
might yet be able to hold the pmme
for the men. who had’ pioneered it.
- Stepping inside. the building, he

“-let his gaze wander to his desk. His

eyes buloed at the sight of a slim,
51tt1ng
there, puffing nervously on ‘a ciga-
rette. Then Ben was ruahm'f f01—
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ward, a glad smile lightening the
sobriety of his face.. 5

“Andy; you young hellion!” ~

Sleek, well-groomed. Andy Conifer
couldn’t quite” suppress a quick
_grin.  But it faded almost immedi-
ately.- i 5 :

“Better brace you'rself for some

bad news, old maverick,” he -said,
his ‘voice studiedly casual:

Ben planted his fists on his lean
hips. . “Broke again, huh? "Now,
listen here, Andy—" i

His™ ‘brother held ‘up a slim,
tapered hand.  “It’s- :worse this
time,-Ben. My I O U’s are out fof
sixteen thousand: bones.:” I've got

L to dig it up-by morning or 'that\,

lousy bunch in Lakesburg will rub-
me out: ~ I’'m not fooling; ‘either.”
Ben's eyebrows drew down to a
flat - line. His ‘'voice ‘was icy.
“You’ve come to the wrong place,
Andy. - We're fightin’ our guts out
to keep Battleground Prairie still
on the map. You’ll have to gét out
of your own jam this time.”
~ Andy got up, shrugging philoso-
Phically. “O. K., Ben But~don’t'
blame ‘me for askin’ you. I'm only
tryin® to save my neck.” - :
Ben’s face changed.. “Is it that
bad, Andy?” .
Andy smiled. . “It is. But I'm
‘not heggin’,. savvy. - 1. got to lose
my neck sometime. Maybe the
sooner.-the better.” . -+
.Ben thought of the Horn .C and
of his father. The wad of cufrency
was pressing against -his' side and
he thought of how much' it -would
meari to "him and his ‘neighbors.
But those thoughts seemed -to melt
away ‘as he looked at his brother:
Always happy-go-lucky, t taking the -
downs with the ups, a gambler to
the core, but a fine, stralcrht -shooting
lad at heart, Andy Conifer-would go
to his-death, without complaining,
a smilé on his'lips. One movement
of Ben’s hand could prevént-it. And,
abruptly, he made thit movement.

He slapped down the th\ck sheaf of
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bank notes on the desk.

His voice was dry, husky. “Here’s
your dough, Andy, and a couple of
thousand Tor a stake.” : _

When Andy had left, Ben walked
to the back windows and stared out
across the wind-swept plains like a
man in a dream. He had given away
his last trump. Maybe it was a
crazy thing to do, crazy as hell. But
a man’s life was at stake, and he
couldn’t find it in his heart to blame
himself. -

ON the morning of the third day
after the sale of the Horn C,
four men filed into the bank. Ben
Conifer watched ‘them approach,
sensed trouble in the offing.

Link Ames led the group, his lean,’

brown face a stubborn mask. After
him came long-geared Jim Savage,
grizzled old River Bill Cristy, and the
wizened Latigo Longstreet. Like
Ames, they were all small cowmen,
badly hit by the weather.

Ames came to the point bluntly.
“We heard you sold the Horn C,
Conifer. You. can’t turn us down
on loans now.”

Deep lines etched the banker’s
face, as if cut there by bltter acid.
*“T'he situation is unchanged,” he said
quietly.

The four ranchers looked at each'

other grimly. Jim Savage laid a
brawny hand on his gun belt.

“It wouldn’t hurt you to.spare us.

a couple thousand apiece, would it;
Conifer?” he rumbled ominously.

“Ludlow said he paid you fifty thou-.

sand cash for the Horn C.”

Ben leaped up, his eyes ﬂashmg
dagger points.
crook! It’s time you crazy fools
woke up and seen what he’s trying
to do. He wants to-break this bank.
He’s got four times as much money

behind him as the bank ever had in_
it. If you could see around his slimy

‘might be hard to get, later:

“Ludlow’s a lying .

tongue, you’d’ know he s out to gob-
ble the whole prairie. . Sure, I sold
the Horn C. I sold it for_eighteen
thousand. And I.didn’t sell it to
Blake Ludlow.” -

Jim Savage looked around uncer-
tainly but Ames shoved him’ aside.

- “I think you’re Iym Conifer. Looks

to me like you’re "hoarding your
dough, figuring to break this range
and hog it yourself. You're sore at
Ludlow because he whipped you. If
you can prove anything on him, we’ll
believe you. We know he owns the
Horn C. He showed us the deed.”

_ Ben sat down suddenly.. He knew,
now, that he’d fallen into Ludlow’s
trap. The land agent wanted the
Horn C. Tt was one ranch that
He’d in-
viegled Joel Floud into buying the

_spread for him. Floud must have

made a nice piece of change by the
transaction, but Ludlow "got the
Horn C plenty cheap.

“Well,” Ames prompted “do we
get a loan 1

Ben shook his head. He couldn’t
tell them he’d given the money to a

gambler. “No, you don’t get it,” he
said tonelessly. “There isn’t any teo
give you.” : '

Cursing, tall Jim Savage tugged
at his gun. River Bill Cristy scram--
bled aside. Little Latigo, his face
black as a thundercloud, shoved a
hand under his ragged Mackinaw.

Unafraid, Ben Conifer watched

“them, a queer smile twisting a gray
. gash across his face.

He saw Link
Ames move like a cat, shoving down
Savage’s gun wrist. -

“Cut ‘that stuff, Jim!” Ames
snapped. “He ain’t heeled. And-
even if he don’ t act like it, he s still a
human-being.”

“Domned ef T dont ’ave me
do’ots,” muttered River Bill, as they
shuffled toward the door.

The barnker watched them ride out
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of town, their faces bleak, dogged
without hope. -

HE morning wore .away. Al

Parker went to lunch and came
back. At two o’clock Ben hadn’t
moved from his desk.

“You sick?” the cashier inquired.

Ben shook his head: “I'm not
hungry.” .

He pulled open a drawer took a
Colt .38 from it and laid it on the
desk in front of him. Where his fin-
gers had touched -the gun, darker
spots broke the gray dust film. Here
was the way to handle Blake Ludlow.
He’d call Ludlow out in the street
‘where everyone could see it was a
fair fight. Simple. Brief. All over
in a minute. - '

Yet the banker didn’t move. He
stared at the gun, and in it he saw
injustice, cruelty, barbarism. Gun

law. A thing he had fought against

as long as he could remember:
Tension tightened the lines of his
forehead.- His throat felt stiff and
dry.. With a sudden effort he
shrugged his shoulders. As if drawn
by a magnet; his hand reached out
and closed areund the gunstock. He
had tossed everything he owned into

the pot. Why should he let a matter

of prin¢iple hold him back now? It
was the way of the West, this land of
flaming guns. Maybe it was the
right way.
wrong all these years.

He looked out of the window, but-

he saw only a vague blur. His eyes
were fixed, thoughtful, as if they were
looking a long way ahead.

The thrum of hoofs rose above the’

wind’s moaning, but it wasn’t until
‘the sound stopped.in front of the
bank that Ben Conifer was aware of
it. Like a man awakening from a

nightmare, he locked down at the.

gun in his hand, smiled wryly, and
dropped it back into the drawer. ...

‘along for several miles.

Maybe he had been.

He looked up as the door swung
inward, and surprise nearly knocked
him out of his chair. Andy Conifer
rushed in, a jubilant grin on his face.
He waved a thick roll of greenbacks.

“Here’s your chicken feed——with a

‘couple thousand for interest,” he an-

nounced exultantly.
zled last night.”

-Speechless with amazement Ben

stared at the money, then at the
beaming face of his brother.
" -“Push them peepers back in your
head before somebody knocks ’em oft
with a board,” Andy joshed. “Old.
Lady Luck can scramble the eggs
most any way she wants. 'Any tin-
horn finds that out.”

As soon as' Andy departed, Ben
handed the roll of greenba;cke to Al
Parker. “Stick this in the vault, Al,”
he told the cashlel “'l be back in
a couple of hours.” -

Whistling a little tune, Ben forked
his horse and hit the open - prairie.
He was thinking, “T’ll tell Link Ames,
Savage, Longstreet, and River Bill
Cristy to mosey in and grab what
they need of that twenty thousand.
And there’ll bé plenty left over for
the others. The Battleground ain’t
busted yet. Not by a long shot!” -

Wrapped .in his thoughts, he rode:
Suddenly,
then, he became aware of an uncanny
change in the weather. The wind -
was lulled to an ominous whisper,

“The cards siz-

. lending a-false warmth to the atmos-
‘phere. Dull- gray clouds, zooming.-

out of the northwest, fanned across
the sky to blot out the sun. Ben’s
eyes narrowed as he watched the sky.
He pulled up his horse and saw that
the gray was whitening. Snow!-
Regretfully, Ben turned his horse
back toward Redfox. A blizzard was
brewing, if he knew the signs. It
was no time for him to be riding the

- range. Besides, the cowmen couldn’t

move feed from the railroad until the
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storm was past. ~ Disappointed
though he was, Ben knew one
energizing thought. Snow would

thaw the ground. Grass would grow _

beneath it.- And ‘whén it melted, the
long famine would be broken. Vie-
tory was in sight.

Ben was crossing the railroad
tracks at the edge of town when he
first sighted the huddle of men in
front of the bank. Something was
haywire.
straight’ line, and he speeded his
bronc. One of the men saw him and
yelled something about “robbery.”

T was enough. Ben Conifer’s mus-

cles seemed to turn to ice.
Robbed! The knockout punch. The
final stroke that would finish him,
smash the bank, and throw Battle-
ground Prairie open to the land-grab-
bing vultures. He recalled what
Andy had said about Old Lady

Luck, and a bitter, ironic' smile

twisted his pale lips.

Sliding off his horse, Ben pushed
through the throng. “Where’s' Al?”
he demanded. °

“Al's dead,” a potbellied . barber
told ‘him. “Three masked men did
the job. A posse is hot on their
trail.”

‘A sinking feeling inside him, Ben
walked into the bank. A posse
would be licked before it started,
with a blizzard in the making.

Behind the high ironwork of his
cage, the grizzled old cashier lay face
down in a pool of blood. The thick
vault door hung open. All of the

His brows flatténed to a -

" Ludlow grunted.

cash, including the rol! Andy had
brought, was missing. Several
months before, Ben had dropped
theft insurance to cut down expenses.
Now he cursed himself for a fool.

Two men carried out Al Parker.-
When the crowd was gone, Ben
locked up the bank and went across
the street.

The churning turmoil inside of hirmi
had settled to a cold calmness. He
was broke. So were the cattlemen.
Ludlow had won. It was only a mat-
ter of time until the ranchers were
forced to sell at Ludlow’s price.

Scattered flakes of snow were flut-
tering down as Ben Conifer went up
the walk and turned in at Ludlow’s
office. :
The land agent was slouched in
an easy-chair, reading a city news-
paper. He looked up, unahle to con-
ceal the gloating gleam in his heavy-
lidded .eyes. There was sympathy
in his words, but his tone belied it.

“Sorry about your tough luck,
Conifer.”

Ben’s eyes were frosty. “Con-
gratulations, Ludlow. You and the
moneybags behind you win.”

There was polite surprise on Lud-
low’s face. “What do you mean? I
win what?”

Ben waved the question away.
“Where are’ your three cronies?”
“They rode over
to Lakesburg today to contact sonie
buyers. Reckon they’ll be trapped in

- this blasted snow.”

Ben’s eyes narrowed. It seemed

- strange that Gandil and Struce and
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Beck should be gone the day three
masked men robbed the bank.. On
an impulse he could hardly have ex-
plained to himself, he sat down in a
rawhide-bottom chair.

“I reckon I'll help you wait for
’em,” he announced. :
Blake Ludlow .scowled but sald
nothing. When an hour had ticked
past, he began to fidget, nervously
shifting his huge bulk in his chair.

Ben watched him covertly. His
first suspicion was gaining ground.

Ludlow got up and looked out the

window. “Snowin’ to beat the band.
Reckon the boys ain’t comin’ back
today. I'm goin’ home while I can
still. get there.”

They both stalked out51de The
world was.a maze of sw1r]1ng white.
Ben turned in at the nearest saloon,
while Ludlow went on up the street.

Inside the saloon, Ben went into
the back room and sat down near the
window. ~ Another hour slipped by.

Then he saw a big-framed man, in- -

distinct in the dusk, slinking through
the deepening snow toward the rear

door of the Ajax Land Co.’s office.”

It .was Blake Ludlow returning!

INCHING out his cigarette, Ben *

quietly left the saloon andiwent
home. He buckled on his gun belt,

-loaded the revolver, and-slipped it

1in ‘his holster. This time there.was

no-dotibt in his mind about his.course *
of action. - He was certain-that Lud- :
low’s ﬁnger was deep in thls robbery .

and murder.

The rising wind approached bhz-f

zard force when Ben plowed through

the alleyway. - In the shed back of.

Ludlow’s office, three- blanketed

horses munched hay. They hadn’t
been there befoie and seeing them,

Ben’s mouth .tightened.

_ " He didn’t:botherto try - tile office

doorknob ‘but, bunching his: muscles,
drove his shoulder against the panel.

-and -Beck and Struce
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-The wood was thin and flimsy. It
splintered under his drive. - The door
swung on its hinges and Ben sprang
msxde

" In the darkened réom four men
were himped over a round table
stacked with gold, silver and bank
notes. They whirled in 6ne motion,
and Blake Ludlow’s curse shook the .
room. The other three. stiffened in
their chairs, hands poised above their
holstered guns.

Ben pinned the door shut with his
‘heel. He knew he’d never get out of
‘that room under his own power. But
he’d play ‘his hand ‘through to the
finish. :

“You worked it slick as any snake,
Ludlow,” he said bleakly. “The
posse ‘is out. somewhere wallowing
through the drifts.” And here you
‘squat across the street from the bank
splitting the loot.”
~ Ludlow g]owered “Mow him!” he
growled to his three hardcases.

Hands blurred, ‘then seemed to
freeze in nnd -air. -~ Something
thudded against the door,-smashing
it inward. Hurled off baJance Ben.

" reeled halfway across the room. His

head snapped about, and he:saw the
snow-crusted figure of Joel Floud
outlined against the swirling white
dusk. The miser’s face was purple,
and a gun glittered .in his gn(uled
fist.

His voice was a swollen croak of
rage. “Ye robbed-me, domn yer
smellm hides: Ye can’t lxe out of 1t
Ye'll come acrost, or I'll— :

“What the devil!” Ludlow roared.
“What you mean, we robbed you?”

- “Twenny-five. thouband dollars! A
fortune! The money ye paid me fer
the Horn C. One of ye must hev

ssnuck back and watched where I

.cached it.” L seen 'em. tod.iy——G;mdxl
"I seen ’em
leave my place -T wuz. out bunchin’

- cows before the snow. -They didn’t
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.sce me. I was-behind the bushes.
When I looked; my money was gone.
Ye robbed me, ye skonks!”

Ludlow stabbed a baleful glare at
his henchmen. “What about it, you
double-crossers? Who told you to
lift that dinero?” -

Nick Gandil squirmed. “Hell,

boss, it was a soft touch. ~Lemme -

plug the old cnowbalt He s N0 more
good to—"

Ben saw the miser’s gun hand
stiffen, the rage in his blqodshot eyes
intensify. 'Thundering a curse, Lud-
low kicked over the table.as he

sprang to Ins feet.

Floud’s gun boomed twice. Gan--
dil slumped down, clutching at his
. belly. Beck spun halfway around,
hooking a chair for support. Then
another gun crashed, and the miser-
went down his. life a forfeit to hlS
D‘reed

EN had drawn his gun at the first
report. Strace had never taken
his pig eyes off him.- Now the hard-
case’s gun was blazing. ‘Ben-felt the
slap of lead against his ribs, knock-
ing him away from another slug.
Squeezing the trigger desperately,
he felt the gun leap in his fist. Struce
grunted - hke a hog, dlopped -his
weapon and fell flat on his face. The
_'slender. banker’s gun stuttered twice
more, as breathtaking pain lanced
his body.. He saw Beck wilt -down-
behind the overturned table. -~ .
Now only Blake uudlows huge
hulk” remained in front of Ben.
Propped -against the wall, weak
and dizzy from the slash of bullets,
Ben Conifer gripped his .38 with both
hands and poured a stream of lead
into the big man’s burly chest.
Vaguely, he wondered if he was hit-
; tm"hls mark.” His bullets seemed to
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have no effect on. that hulking figure.
en;pty “cylinder.

as,lf it were too heavy for him to hold
.up.any longer. His final bullet pried
a foot-long splinter from the floor.
The land- agent wobbled like a
drunken man. “You . . . you got
” he nfasped, as thouvh his mind
couldn t grasp /the fact ‘Abruptly,
-he pitched across Nick Gandll s legs
and lay still.”

. Conifer’s éyes. ‘He kept thinking:it
- was. funiny ‘that :he; a _Scrawny. runt
"who hated | guns_and:gun- toters was
-the -only - one” standing.:.
abruptly, the room turned: black and

: he slipped to the floor. + -

When: he opened- his eyes anam,
the rooin’ was tull ‘of :people.-
boiled - Doc-Dempsey’s: expert- ﬁngers
were explormg his wounds. .

The medlco turned afound and
| spoke; Shot plumb full. of holes.
But.T’ll:
if he kicKs the- bucket.-
good for quite. a spell yet.”

Ben .tried to grin.
Link Ames in the crowd

brand on Ludlow ‘Ben.

tered all-over.the floor.”

“Tell the ‘boys to come in toror-
row,” . Ben - whispered.
twenty thousand that’s been busy
savin*a man’s life. Now it’ 5 ready

‘[to go to work saving cattle.”

Men moved away from the door
'_and Bencould see that the'snow-was
slackening.-

color. - He felt- deep thankfulness

: -that he would be here to see it, and

so.would all ‘thé othei- men and

ground Prame

THE END. -

Then the .38 hammer chcl\ed on an.

Suddenly Ludlow’s plstol dropped'

~The room spun craaly before Ben

‘Hard-

““Dve’ got !

- Then,

set ’em up for the whole. town
I reckon he’s

Then he. saw .
Ames
pushed- through to his side and said :
jshdmefacedly “You- had the, right’
-Every cent
he lifted from .your bank. was scat—

Spring would come, and
“wild flowers ‘'would again“splash a’
1 lush ‘grassland with a mad riot of

women -who. belonged on Batt]e-'



With the first
lunge Ken knew
he was a goner—
Bull Brisco had
tricked him with
that single - fire

rig!
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The rodeo code was
ride to the whistle er
get #hrowm, but Kem
Brady was bucking
meore than killer horses’
—the erena was hock
deep in freachery.

BY ROLLAND LYNCH

THue dust in the rodeo arena had
settled. The Wyoming sun hung
low. A knot of men, the judges,
were huddled on the platform there
between the bucking horse and wild
steer chutes. The announcer, mega-
phone trailing in his hand, kept
walking around the group and peer-
ing over their shoulders as they tal-

lied tlie points. The stands sat white
and tense. They were recovering
from the ride just finished.

The rider had left the chute on
Gray Dynamite, lighting the.fuse to
that explosive bundle of sinew with
high-raking spurs. And he never
touched a bit of leather except with
the seat of his pants. He had kept
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that glued to the saddle as he-

seratched the plunging animal from
withers to flanks. It had been a
magmﬁcent exhibition. -So_reckless
it had left the stafids breathless and
limp. And the way the rider Iit
down after the ten-second whistle

and deliberately turned his back on’

the wild applause'

The announcer’s voice bellowed,.
through the megaphone: “The win-

ner and new all- around champlon—
Ken Brady!” -

The. spectators stood again, their
hands and. throats sending thunder-

\

ous ‘waves of sound across the hoof-

churned bowl.. Broncbusters, steer
riders and ropers pounded -Ken on

the back. Ken grinned a little, but - -

soriething inside him kept his gen-

erous lips from expanding their full- -

est. . He went to the judges’ stand

and got his prize money and turned

quickly away. Tt took an hour for
him to go down Lookout’s main
street to his hotel.
stopping him, offering to buy drinks,
congratulating him. Women blushed

when he looked.at them and cast .

their eyes down. Some stared
boldly, -but he paid them-no heed.

More bruised from the. back-slap-'
ping than from his ride, Kén made

the lobby of the Laramie House.

" Patrick Matson- came. out of his
chair ‘and. met Ken just inside the
door: He was a big man, with iron-
gray hair. “My mind’s made. up,

Ken. . Partners, you'and 1,” he said. -

“You’ve designed the best bucking
rig in the business. Pendleton doesn’t

‘make an Association saddle that’s ..
any better or conforms- more closely

to thé rules.”

“Thanks,” said Ken quletly “Tve
looked forward to this for some time.
When do we start?”

. Matson worried his sun-blistered
nose with his thumb. “We can’t be
ready for about two weeks. I want

Crowds kept™
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you to go to the show at Medicine
Bow. It’s the most important one

in the State. It won’t hurt the sales
-of the saddles if you win again.’

But it wasn’t Just winning for the
sake of saddle sales that was behind
Matson’s words, and .Xen knew it.
There was something else in Medi-
cine Bow Matson wanted him to
beat before they started this sad-
dlery together. It was a piece of
Ken’s life that had been left undone.

,‘_Matson had to find out if Ken could

take it before investing his money
in the youngster :
‘Ken nodded “T’ll see you in Medi-

‘cine Bow,” he said, and went.up the

stairs to hls room.
As Ken took the “steps slowly,

“things welled up  from years long

gone. The acrid smell of dust ris-
ing under pounding hoofs. The cries
of the stands and the picturesque
swearing. of rodeo. hostlers. as they
harried fresh outlaw horses into the
chutes. The glistening -beauty of
Blacksnake, that writhing bundle of

" steel that shot off at all angles like

an unpredictable Roman candle.
That day -the Big Horn Kid had
been up——champlon of éhampions.
He had missed the bulge of a shoul-
der muscle. As clearly as if it had

- happened today, Ken could see it.

That huddled, twisted form in the

.dirt; the hpofs upraised like sledges.

Then the sickening sound of break-
ing bones. .

~Ken had been in the little tent be-
hind the bucking-horse pen with the
Big Horn Kid as the applause rolled
out for the new champion. .Through
lips. bloodless from pain, the Kid
mumbled: “Broncbuster’s -luck, son.

‘It trails everyone that follows the

shows. You either ride to the
whistle or you get throwed. Remem-
ber one thing—don’t take it too
serlously when you win, and you
won’t have to when you lose.”



Ken was thinking of those words
as he turned into his room and got
out of his sweaty clothes. They’'d
fit when he returned to Medicine
Bow. The mirror over the wash-
basin showed him a rock-ribbed
torso topped by a face dyed ma-
hogany by sun and wind. Most of
that muscle had been developed be-
hind a plow. He had had a hard
row to hoe to'get where he was.
He had suffered a lot to make it,
but he was there now. He didn’t
take it too seuously as he bathed and
put on fresh clothes. He was think-
ing about Medicine Bow.

S Xen pulled up on the rise and
looked down on the town there

on the south bank of the Medicine:

Bow River, nostalgia held him. The
mountains behind the town® were
barren under the summer héat, but
he saw them as he had first seen them
—snow-covered, the' rocky scarps
like ivory teeth snarling up at the
heavens. There had been” a girl
then. She was gone mow, but an-
other face still remained. The flat
features of it stirred Ken alittle.

~ He was in the Shoshone Bar when
he saw him. Bull Brisco' came in
with some town cronies. They were
laughing and _talking, and had
plainly visited other saloons before
this one. Bull hadn’t changed.
Broad-shouldered, thick-necked, he
had a booming voice that immedi-
ately singled Ken cut.

“It’s the ~champ, boys. XKen
Brady! How’s the rutabagas grow-
ing, kid?”

Ken felt his face grow hot as
patrons turned and stared at him.
Bull Brisco was the same. Noisy,

careless of everyone’s feelings but:

his own.- He came up with his men
and thev fanned out about Ken,
grinning.

“I was lucky,” said Ken. He
couldn’t .think of some of the things
he had planned to say.. Bull was
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]aughmg at him, had everybodv

laughing ° at” him, and Ken could

think of no way to stop it.

“Luck?” echoed Bull. “Why, the
way you build a saddle would keep a
dottering old man on’the back of the
worst horse alive!”

. Ken shrank a little as laughter
swept through the saloon. Bull was
a saddle maker, and these patrons
:were cattlemen. They never missed
. chance to rub it into a man who

* |- had been the son_of a nester.

- Bull went on: “I _got an order fbr

¥ ?ten Tigs, Brady. Tl give you a dol-
lar a tree to do the stitching on ’em.’

He threw. back his dark curly ‘head
and laughed. at the cellmg Every-
It was
funny, Wyomms_ rodeo ch_ampion,

‘who was famous for his special-de-
-signed” saddles, being offered a. job,

stitchirig' ]eat;her
price. o
T don’t need _the money, said

- It was all hie ‘could ‘think of

‘He wanted to swing a fist

zit a -ridiéulous

aymg

| into” that grinning face, but he was

a nester’s son.among cowmen.: Be-
fore he could think it all out the mo-
ment was: gone as Bull waved to h\s
men;

© “C’mon,’ he sald ‘T]ns place
smiells -of - rutabavas He swag-
gered out.

"Ken downed his’ dnnk in'a frulp,

Tugging his hat brifn’. down ‘and

i) hanging his head; he left the saloon.

As he went down the street, he ab-
saw the buntmv .and
posters bearing his name and tellmg
‘the-date of the coming show. On

|'one of the twelve shéets bearing his

likeness someone had drawn with a

‘| ;penéil a ridiculously lon(r mustache
® Let me ‘send you 8 %:IS tla,.\.'l-won) unhm" tailored aule 5

Ken tumed into
“He

beneath his nose.

‘threw himself-onto the bed.
Things had been- just like this
years and years ago. Ken had been
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a nester’s son from straw hat to
ankle-high brogans then.- But his
love wasn’t in the rows of tilled soil;
it.was in saddles and the fine artistry
of designing them. Every chance
he had, Ken went to neighboring
ranches and watched the rough
strings being topped by itinerant
broncbusters. He sought their com-
pany in town and asked questions
about their kaks. A small Medicine
Bow leather worker did some saddle
making, and Ken helped to stitch
and tool some of the rigs—anything
to learn the mechanics of this craft
he loved. Gradually he learned he
had to be with horses and the men
who rode them to gain his end.

Ken was small and freckled and
gangly the day he had horned into
a cowman’s barbecue. A girl had
smiled at him and talked with him,
and a strange warmth had run
around inside of Ken. Bull Brisco
and his cronies had found them be-
side the creek, tossing pebbles into
the water, and stealing shy looks at
one another.

“Lookit the clodhoppers on that
nester’s feet,” Bull had pointed out.
“He’s got a turnip for a head, too.”

. The boys all laughed, for Bull was
the son of a big saddle maker in

Medicine Bow. Some men coming”

up to slake their thirst had laughed,
too. Shamefacedly, the girl had gig-
gled. Aflame with tingling blood,
Ken had run, hearing the laughter
getting louder and louder hehind
him,

His father had found him out in
the barn, face down in the’ hay,
cheeks tear-wet. Hé had pulled the
boy to his feet, and then stared off
mto space a{ter hearing the story.
Finally, he said: “You’ve got to take
what comes. along, son. Poor folks
all have a hard time of it—nester or
squatter. But don’t let the brand

.want to be.
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of a name stop you from what you
You just close your
ears and work along. You try-hard
enoush and you’ll get what you
want.” ?

That sounded right to Ken untll
the first day of the Medicine Bow
Rodeo and Barbecue. He had :run
into Bull Brisco in back of the buck-
ing pen. Ken was in overalls, and
Bull was in fancy chaps and boots
and sombrero. Bull was bigger, but
Ken figured if you tried hard enough
you got what you wanted. He
wanted to whip the smugness out
of this saddle maker’s son.

Ken tried- as hard as he could. He
kept picking himself out of the dust
and rushing in again. He closed
his ears to the names. the onlookers.
called him. When it was all over,
and he couldn’t get up again, he lay
weakly against the corral post and
watched them walk away.

His lips were thin when he ex-
plained to his father that night. He
said: “I did what you said. I closed
my ears and tried as hard as I could,
but I didn’t do what I wanted to.”

His father nodded.. “No man wins
until after he first loses, son. “'When
things are easy to beat they’re
worthless to have. You'll find you
have to keep tackling the hard
thmgs over and over before you w}up
’em.

Ken packed his. things the next
day and started out. He soaped up
his saddle, the Association rig he
had fashloned himself, and cinched it
down on the pony his father had
bought him. He shook hands with
his dad and turned northward. He
‘had things thought out. If you want
to be known as a saddle maker, go
where rigs are the mam topic of con--
versation. ; :

He made a name for himself up
around .the . Oregon Wild Horse
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Heaven country. Over.in the Mon-
tana Bitterroots, too..
looked at his work and said it must
be good, or he couldn’t be a top
rider. He won the rodeo at. Hav-
erty, and wrote his father. He got a
letter from a neighbor, saying “that
six months ago the plow share had
struck a rock and shoved the handle
through old Bart’s chest. If Ken
ever came back home, he’d find the
_grave by the cottonwoods with a
little-wooden cross over it.

s

Ken stayed with the shows then,
following them, winning, placing or

showm"—and maklng a, saddle here.

and there. -He met Patrick Matson
and Patrick became interested in
starting up a saddlery. Now Ken
had won the Lookout show, and was
all-around State champion. He had
tried hard, as his fatller had coun-
seled. And he wasn’t taking it too
seriously, as the Big Horn Kid had
warned.

HE got up off the bed as Patrick
Matson came into the room.
Matson pulled out a big cigar and
said perfunctorily: “I see you got

Horsemen all.

‘production.

Bull was booming out.

WESTERN ADVENTURES

here. Show opens tomorrow, maybe
you ought to make the rounds of the
town and talk saddles with the boys.
I broke the news that buckin’ sad-
dles aren’t all we’ll make. That reg-
ular range tree of yours is a mighty
beautiful kak to sit, too.”

Mf\tson was real]y sending him
out against Bull Brisco, Ken knew.
It was Bull who would show Patrick,
one way or another, whether Ken
would be a good partnership invest-
ment.

Ken grunted, refreshed himself by
whooshing his face in the room’s ba-
sin, and went down to the street.
Over his meal at the restaurant, one
of the punchers who followed the
shows came up and said;: “I want to
place my order now, Ken. Associa-
tion rig to conform with all regula-
tions. I want a fourteen-inch swell
and a five-inch cantle with- very lit-
tle dish. Me, I'm like a slat, so
the seat’s gotta be small.”

Ken took the figures down and
promised it the moment he got into
Then he was going
from bar to bar, talking saddles.
How he glued his trees together and
the way he thonged the rawhide on
wet and let it dry for a glovelike fit.
But it was abstract talk—he was
wondering when Bull Brisco would
show his colors. When he walked
into the River Casino, his brows
drew together. Bull stood at the
far end of the bar with Patrick Mat-
son, and Bull was drunk and talk-
ing loud.

“There never was a day a nester
could make a saddle for a cowman,”
“If 1. was
tied onto a horse like his rig ties
you on, I could ride the orneriest
critter made of hide and bones.”

Everyone’s: eyes narrowed a little
when they saw Ken.

Patrick Matson said: “Half of the



men following the shows ride saddles
Ken made personally. Yet he beats
them.” = \

“He’s a nester shot with luck,”
swore Bull. “Once he gets his knees
locked under that swell of his, dyna-
mite wouldn’t jerk him loose. - He
belongs behind a plow.”

Ken- strode the length-of the bar
and placed himself before Bull. “I
can hear you better if you’ll lower
your  voice,” he said. “I'm sure
everyone else in the saloon can, too.”

“I been telling Matson, here, that
you haven’t the right to ride with
cowfolks,” Bull thundered.
out that saddle of yours—"

“Maybe you think I couldn’t beat
you with one.of your own?” said Ken
coldly. i

“Never. If you'd ride against me
without that rockin’-chair you de-
signed, I'd get you laughed back 1nto
homesteading.”

“Any time you say.
-saddle—T’ll .use. yours.”

“Tomorrow afternoon,”
loudly. “Special event of the show.
A round robin. Three calf ties, three
steer dogs, and three broncs—éach
‘man riding to judges’ points.”

“Suits me,” Ken replied shortly

‘Ton “how much?”’

“Name it.”

“The loser to acknowledge the
other saddle’s the best, and a thou-
sand dollars.” f

Ken nodded. “Tomorrow after-
noon.” He turned and went out of
the saloon.

You use ny

HE arena was packed. Dust beat

up as riders fought for day
prizes. A facsimile of Custer’s last
stand was staged by Indians. There
were numerous races; a Pony Ex-
press run for cowgirls, and a men’s
relay affaiv.. The gathering was en-
“thusiastic, but it was holding plenty
in reserve for the treat of the day.

“With- |

said Bull’
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.tested: the. saddle.
rig didn’t” feel natural.

" The special added attraction—the

match between Bull Brisco and Ken
Brady. Bull was the best rider
He was
considered the "best saddle maker,
too. Betting was heavy, with every-
thing wagered, including shirts.

- Over ‘in the Indian encampment a

maiden was bet against four pinto
pomes

Ken Brady showed up at the
Juglges stand . with his saddle over

| his arm.” Old Hub Keown, shriv-

eled “and wizened' hostler, was at his

-side’ to sée personally to S'ldd]m“‘ his.

mounts.:  Ken handed his s.tdd]e

“over to Bull and took the one of-

fered.
: Hub started to - swear. 'That-
there’s a:single-fire rig,-and" Ken ain’t
never rid nothin’ but a center—"
~ “It’ll do,” Ken mtelrupted evenly
One of‘the judges leanéd over-the
railing and said: “You’ll tie calves
first. The three times will-be added
together with the lowest man getling
One
thousand will be-a perfect score for
each event We’ll deduct ‘points for

bad form. “You ready”’ C T

Ken nodded and’ wal]\ed townrd

‘the calf chute.. Hub strode - along-

side, “S‘now ~ him: -
kid!” :

The twnstmg, dodﬂmw cq]f shot
from. the_ pen and in a’ second Bull

saying: under,g

‘Brisco. appearéd. His horse came-
‘at a killing gallop. -Bull carried his

pigging strings’ in his mouth. "His

I_‘loop built and shot .out “and landed -

true. While his mount held the calf;
Bull lit running and slapped: the

-ties on it§ ehurnmg feet.

“Seven
Applause nppled throuoh

. The -announcer bawled
seconds.”
the stands

Ken-mounted back in the pen and
. This _single-fire
Bull had

_done this on-purpose. He knew.what
"Ken rode. “With a shrug, Ken set-
tled heavily into the leather, ab-
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sently fingering his pigging strings
looped under his trousers’ belt.

He got the signal and spurred for-
ward.
lunging bundle of brown before him.
He built his loop and let fly. - He
missed! It was the anger in him,
blurring his eyes and stiffening his
muscles. He coiled qu1ckly and cast
again.

When he stood up from his tying,
the announcer bawled: “Fourteen
seconds!” The stands were silent.

Then came the rapid announce—
ments: “Brisco—nine secends

“Brady—six seconds.”

“Brisco—eight seconds.”

“Brady—seven seconds.”

The point score went up on the
board:

Calf Pts. Steer Pts. Bronc Pts. Total
780 780
620

Brisco ;
Brady 620

"There were those Who cheered
wildly; thosé who groaned. The In-
dian maiden who had been wagered
against the " horses
aoamst her father’s tepee, her dark
eyes a little wide with fear.

Ken calmly inspected Hub’s cinch--

ing up of the saddle on the fresh

horse, as the steers were made ready.

Hub hauled tight on the cinch and
threw his hitch. He shot 'a stream
of fine cut into the dust and said:
“He took advantage of yoqu, sen,

when he handed you this single-fire

rig. * It ain’t gonna feel so good when
you get to scratchin’ em high.”

“I'm getting used to it,”
tightly.

Then he-was climbing up and tak-
ing the signal to leave the chute. He
raced out parallel to the frlghtened
steer. His eyes mever left those
needlelike horns as he drew aleng-
side and let go of the reins. .Then
he had the snorting animal’s horns,

The calf was a bobbing, .

.said;-

shrank back -

C111

“his ‘heels were digging into the

grotind, and his teeth bared as he
twisted and lay his weight against
that corded neck. With a thud the,
steer went down. - :

Ken' didn’t watch Bull make his
ride. He concentrated on his ewn.
He was remembering his father’s
words: “Try hard enough and you’ll
get what you want.” - And remem-
bering what thé Big Horn Xid had
“Don’t take it too senously
When the scores were again

~ posted.-a- mlghty roar went iip frém

the stands.

Calf Pts. Steer Pts.- Bronc Pts. Total
Brisco . 780 650 1430
Brady 620 ‘810 1430

“Over by the tepee, the ]'ndlan gn‘l
wet her rlch hps

KEN was grinning -a little as he
went to the bucking chute, The
looseness was back in his shoulders
and he regained the feel of things.
That.was all that mattered. He

‘noticed, too, that these six graeling

rides had tlghtened Bull’s llpS a little,
and there were lines running away
from the corners of. his eyes. He
spoke. jerkily and harshly, showing
that fatigue and anger had him. A
man had to be in pretty good con-
dition mentally .and physically to
stand this sort of pounding.

Ken and Hub Keown went to the
corral and looked at the six horses
that had been chosen for the rides.

. - They were the top show horses of
said Ken

the rodéo. A man could leek as

" good as his ability"would allow, ence

he threw-a leg over them. Ken
rubbed the noses of the three he
would ride. Qut of habit, he streked
the ‘mole-soft nostrils of the others.
Old Hub did the same thing, linger-
ing by Brisco’s mounts- as. Ken went

- to the gate.
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Ken was first out on Madecap. He
kept his spurs raking from neck to
flank, and kept waving his big ‘hat.
His britches stayed glued to the for-
eign saddle, and when the pick-up
men helped him down after the ten-
second whistle had blown, he bowed
stiffly to: the roar of acclaim.

From the top ‘rail of -the bucking
chute, he watched Bull Brisco on
Stormeloud. Bull couldn’t handle
the:animal at all, despite Ken’s sad-
dle. ~The horse put on a great show

of frenzy, and Brisco fought all the

way to stay in the leather. When
he lit down and came walking back,
his thick lips were thin lines, and he
was shaking with anger. X

- Old Hub Keown chuckled at-Ken’s
elbow. “He’s ﬁghtm ‘within himself,
son. He’s gone.’

“Quiet,” said Ken. brusquely.

On the next two rides, Ken .gave
the judges and stands as good a
show as they’d ever seen. He showed

his complete mastery of the plunging.

animals he sat. Even those who had
bet against him grudgingly joined in
the tribute, The Indian girl smiled
wanly.

WESTERN ADVENTURES

Brisco fought himsélf out of the
‘picture. His rannicky animals were
just too much for him. They seemed
like they were mad and frightened
and he couldn’t do a thing with
them.  He quit before the whistle
on.the last ride, and angrily slapped
at his horse with his hat. The score
board.showed the results:

Calf Pts. Steer Pts. Bronc Pts. Total
780 650 500 1980
620 810 1000 2430

.Brisco
Brady

Bull planted himself in front of
Ken and croaked hoarsely: “Shot
-with luck.” That was all he said,
then he turned away.

EN avoided the main street as

he returned to town.- He went
to his hotel and cleaned up. As he
looked into the mirror to comb his
hair, he saw the. faint signs of tri-
umph etched on his face. He stood
still and battled that expression un-
til it was gone. Then he jammed
on his hat-and sought out Patrick
Matson. Patrick was at the far end
of the River Casino bar. His face
was set and hard, and his greeting
gruff and. strained.

Ken was puzzled, but only for_a
moment.. A roar was shearing the
saloon as Bull Brisco came: through
the swinging doors with several men,
two of them rodeo judges. “A yel—
low nester would do anythmg, he
‘was bellowing. “Brady, you’re the
worst tinhorn that ever came out of
a rutabaga patch.”

Ken swung slowly, his eyes cloud-
ing and fists balling. This time he
would take Brisco apart with hls
hands.

Bull strode. up, his florid face
working, and-shoved a fist beneath
Ken’s nose. “Ever smell that be-
fore?”” he demanded.

Ken caught Patrick Matson’s ex-



‘pression out of the corner of his eye.
The oldster was staring oddly at
him. “Cougar fat,” said Ken. -

“You’re damn right it is!” Bull’s
voice had an insane pitch. “You
rubbed it on the noses of my bucking
horses, and they damn near went
crazy with fear, It’s a nester trick,
Brady, the only way you can beat a
real rider without that saddle of
yours!” ’

Ken’s shoulders settled as he put
up a hand to silence Bull. There
should be something to say, but this
man before him always robbed him
of speech. Ken could see it all now.
Old Hub Keown had rubbed that
grease on the nostrils of Bull’s
mounts; had done it after Ken had
stroked them there in the bucking
pen. The smell of cougar almost
drove a horse io killing fren7y .01d
Hub had figured Bull had taken ad-
vantage of Ken by giving him that
single-fire rig. He couldn’t tell them
Hub had done 1t They wouldn’t be-
lieve it.

Ken fished into his pocket and
pulled out a roll of hills. He counted
out a thousand dollars “The bet,”

he said tersely.  “That’s.a fine sad-.

dle you make, Brisco.” He turned
out of the saloon then amid the
hush.

- In the darknéss of his hotel room,
Ken sat on the edge of the bed, his
head in his hands. ' His dreams of
partnership in saddlery with Patrick
Matson were gone. But they

couldn’t. take the skill out of his’
hands, no matter what else they

took away from him.  Yet, he krew
that was not true. It was gone.
This tale would spread, and the boys
following the shows wouldn’t be
cauglit dead on one of his Associa-
tion rigs. He was right back where

he started—a nester. Plows and | |
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J. will: show. up- in a few days to go to

plunging otitlaw’s hoofs, the swelling
roar of spectators at adaring ride
well done, the mguments pro .and
con about the merits of his spemal
designs for saddles.

It was nearly midnight when he
stirred himself and rolled ‘his-pack.
With. it under his arm, he kept to the
shadows ashe went down: the- street
to the corral for his horse: ~ -

As he turned into the black. v01d
\of the barn, a figure mmoved. out to
meet him.  Patrick,Matson said: “I
ﬁgmed you: wouldnt leav _w_ithout
your mount

‘Ken didn’t say anythm r]lht
stood there. holding to.}us wor]dly
belongings. :

Patrick’s hand fell on. the youno-
ster S shoulder ;“T couldn’t "believe.

> he said, “even when you didn’t
deny it. I found Hub.Xeown and
‘had- a talk with him. . Everything

The- judges -are - satisfied.
| They-ruled that you would-have won
evenif Bull-had ridden well. . They
awarded you the match,” but called
off the bet between .you. - I got your
thousand:dollars back and.a written
testironiil from Bull that.your sad-
dles are’best. : You want to start for
Silver- City. this time of the. night to
begin getting the shop in shape, or
do you ‘want to’ walt untll tomorrow

|| 'morning?”’

" Ken’s throat was dry, but he man-
|‘aged-to-say: “If it’s all the same. to
'you Dllleave tonight.””

: All l‘]“‘}lt son,” said Matson. “T’ ll
| 'wire. power of attomey to you, and
.you do -whatever you need to'do to
Hub Keown

work 2

-~ Ken moved into- the darknesq say-
.ing over his shoulder: ¥Hub’s a- good

‘| man.. He knows as: much about my
i .deswns as I do.” ;

THE .END.
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" MARION HUTTON
in Glenn Miller's Moonlight
Serenade, broaodcosts . ..
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for Chesterfields. Smokers who havé tried
them are asking for them again and again,
and for the b;s't of reasons...Chesterfields

. are cooler; better-tasting and definitely milder.
Chesterficlds are made for smokers like
yourself . .. so tune in now for your 1941
smoking pieisure. L
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