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The Large Benefit This Low
Cost Policy Provides!
The Service Life I-‘amﬂy Hospital Plan
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The money is all yours—for any pur-
pose you want to use it. There are no
hidden meanings or big words in the
policy. We urge you and every family and
also individuals to send for this policy
on our 10 day free trial offer—and be con-
vinced that no other hospital plan offers
you so much for your $1.00° a month!
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hospital within the year.
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When the boss looks around for a man to pro-
mote, the chances are mighty good that he’ll
pick a high school graduate over one who quit
school in the 8th grade.

U. S. Census figures prove it. The average pay
of high school trained men is far greater than

If it’s lack of education that’s holding you
back, do something about it right nowl Send
the coupon today! Find out how Internati
Correspondence Schools courses enable you to
go to high school at home, in spare time. You
need study only the subjects you've missed, to

qualify you for a State Equivalency Certificate, '
Don’t wait! Mail this coupon now!

that of men who did not graduate. Their chances
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You Practice COMMUNICATIONS

I send you parts to build e o
this transmitter .2

you build this low
power broadcasting
transmitter, learn
how to put a station
“on the air,” per-
form procedures de-
m:mded of Broad-

DADIO-TELEVISION

S s

“I have been operate
ing my own Servie-
ing business.- In two
years 1 did $14,000
worth of busines

HAW, AR FORCE

Knowing Radio, TV, Elecncmcs <qn
help you get extra rank, extra pres-
tige, more interesting duty at pay upf
1o several fimes a privafe’s base pay. | |
You are also prepared for good
Radio-TV jobs upon leaving service. |
Mail Coupon TODAY.

l

hm ent.”—P!
G BROGA‘J Loulsville,
"Tour years ago, [
was k] \e,ur,

with n and «
mouth salary.
1 am a Radio En"{-
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tion of tha American Broads
cntlnz Compnny netmvk."
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HaveYourOwn Business

antenn, a3 —E

ENBERGER, New Boston, 0.
“My first_job was Many N.R.L trained men start their own Radio-
rator with KDLR,; Television sales and service business without

obtained for me b:

g Ay S capital. Let me show you how you, too, can be

your own boss, have 2 good income from your
own shop. Send coupon for FREE book now!

Dept. 1 am now
Chief Engineer of.
Police Radio Station WQOX..
I never hesitate to endorse
NRL"=T. NORTON,
Hanilton, Ohio, -

You Practice Radio SERVICING

on this modern radio you £ 5" 5o."5 e iy
build with parts | send

chassis, transformer, loop an-
tenna, EVERYTHING you need
to build this modern, powerful
Radio Receiver! 1@ also send
parts to build many other Radio
circuits. You use equipment
for _ ical experience and

% to earn EXTRA
money in spare
time,

g3

TECHNIC1an

~ Learn Servicing or Communications

Practice at Home in Spare Time

Do you want good pay, A job with a bright future and
security? Would you like to have a profitable shop- o
store of your own? If so, find out how you can reslize
your ambition in the fast growing, proa rous RADIO™
Tn.LE\IaIO\ industry. Even without Televiston, the ine
dustry is bigger than ever before. 90 mlh(an home and
auto Radios, 3100 Broadcasting Stations, expnndlng use
of Avistion and Police Radio, Micro-wave Relay, Two-way
Radio for buses, taxis, stc., are making opportunties for
Servicing and Communications Technicians and FC(‘»‘
Licensed Operawn.

Television is TODAY'S Good Job Maker -

In 1950, over 5,000,000 TV sets sold. By 1954, 25,000,000
TV gets estimated. Over 100 TV Stations now operatlnz.
This means more jobs, good Py

K £ 2078, Prosifent
Wainma) Lad Iostitate
Authorities predict 1,000 TV Stations.
for qualified men all over the United States and Canada.

Many Make $10 Extra a Week in S?m Time

Keep your job while t'alnhz Hundreds of successful RADIO- TELE-
VISION TECHNICIANS I trained had mno previous experience, some
~I) a grammar school education. Learn Radlo-Television principles from
{llustrated lessons. Get PR ICAL EXPERI(ENCE—build valusble
multitester—experiment with circuits common lo Radio and Television.
¥eep all equipment. Many students make $5, extra a week fixing
neighbors’ Radios in spare time, SPECIAL BOOI\LETS start !usz.ing‘
you the day you enroll,

Send Wow For 2 Books FREE—Mail Coupon

Send now for my FREE DOUBLE OFFER. You get actual Sor\lemg lesson to
show you how you learn at home. Also my &4-page book, “How to Be a Success
in Radlo-Television.” Read what nwngvaduntes are domg, tlﬂ“nl. $ee equipe
.en. you practice with at home. rou'wn in emelape or paste on postald
E. $MITH, President, Dept. 20T, Nationa! Radlo -
lu.mato. Washington 9, D. C. Our 35th Year.

MR, J. E. SMITH, President, Dept. 2CT,
Radio gton @, D. C.

Mail me Sample Les~on and 64-page Book
ebout How to Win Success in Radio-Tele-
vision, Both FREE. (No Salesman will
call. Please write plainly.)

Name.
Address.
City

Approved for training under G. L Bill
-.--.-‘-----..-.-.-..



ARE the tales of strange human powers
false? Can the mysterious feats per-
formed by the mystics of the Orient be ex-
plained away as only illusions? Is there an
intangible bond with the universe beyon
whith draws mankind on? Does a mighty
Cosmic intelligence from the reaches of space
ebb and flow through the deep recesses of the
mind, forming a river of wisdom which can
carry men and women to the heights of per.
sonal achievement?

Have You Had These

Experiences?

+ ... . that unmistakable feeling that you have
taken the wrong course of action, that you have
violated some inner; unexpressed, better judg-
ment. The sudden realization that the silent
whisperings of self are cautioning you to l(eep
your-own counsel—not to spea[c words on the
tip of your tongue in the presence of another.
That something which pushes you forward
when you hesitate, or restrains you when you
are apt to make a wrong move. :
wese urges are the subtle influence which
when-understood and directed has made thou-
sands of men and women masters of their lives.
ere 1S-a source of intelligence with#n you as
natural as your senses of sight and hearing, and

more dependable, which you are NOT using
now! Challenge this statement! Dare the Rosi-
crucians to reveal the functions of this Cosmi_c/
mind and its great possibilities to you.

Let This Free Book Explain

Take this infinite power into your partnership..
You can use it in a rational and practical way
without interference with your religious beliefs
or personal affairs, The Rosicrucians, a world-
wide philosophical movement, invite you to use
the coupon below, now, today. and obtain a
free copy of the fascinating book, *“The Mastery
of Life,” which explains further.

USE THIS COUPON

Seribe H. J. H.
The Rosicrucians, AMORC, San Jose. California.

1 em sincerely interested in knowing more about
this unseen, vital power w ich can be used in acquir-
ing the fullness and happiness of life. Please send me,
without cost, the book, “The Mastery of Life,” which

tells how to receive this information,
Name.
Address

The ROSICRUCIANS
(AMORC)
(The Rosicrucians are NOT & teligious organization.},




I've Made New Men Out of
Thousands of Other Fellows...

“Here's what | did for
THOMAS MANFRE...and
‘what [ can do for you!”

= (Gste, (7

strapping fellow
smiling back at you
—then you'll realize

GIVE me a skinny, pepless,
rate body—and I'll cram it so full of
handsome, bulging new muscle that

second- '

your fneuds will grow bug-eyed!...

bow fast “Dynamic

T'll wake up that sleeping energy of Tension” GETS

yours alnd ntlak'e‘x{t hum llﬁe'a lhxghé RESULTS!

powered motor an, you’ eel an “Dyn i -

look different! You'll beginto L. sion"ylsn '&‘lé“eﬁf‘f,
NATURAL method

Let Me Make YOU a NEW MAN—

Atlas

you can practice in C =
IN JUST 15 MINUTES A DAY the privacy of your | st cog o,
own room—JUST 15 by Thomas
YOU wouldn’'t believe it, but I MINUTES EACH Manfre, one
myself used to be a 97-1b. weakling. DAY—while your of Charles
Fellows called me “Skinny.” Girls scrawny chest and Atlas’  pupils,
snickered and made fun of me behind shoulder muscles shown  at
my back, begin to swell,... right.
THEN I discovered those spindly arms
my marvelous new and legs of yours bulge...and vyour
ARE YOU muscle-building sys- whole body starts to feel “alive,”
b ten  — “Dynamie full of zip and go!
or doart Tension.” And it One Postage Stamp May Change Your
Always tireq7 § turned me into such Whole Lifel
Nervous? a complete specimen Sure, I gave Thomas Manfre (shown
= e of MANHOOD that above) a NEW BODY. But he's just one of
Lackingz in today I hold thousands. I'm steadily  building broad-
Confidence ? the title “THE shouldered, dynamic MEN—day by day—the
Constipated? e T SouuLry = Over,
; WORLD'S . M O S 3,000,000 fellows
?;zofrgergxa% PERFECTLY DE- )“ou'ng and old, have al-
breath f VELOPED M AN.” l’i‘df‘-y znmblcd ﬂrposla:r l———_—————_
stamp  to ask for my
WHAT TO What is FREE book. Tt
DO ABOUT “Dynamic Tension"? ed to read-and . see. for | CHARLES ATLAS, Dept. 4R,
IT How Does It Work? themselves how I build 115 East 23rd St., New York 10, N.Y.
s told inmy 2 z 1 i up scrawny bodies, and
FREE. bootcr ‘When you. look in pare down fat, flabby ' Send me—abeolute!y FREE—a copy of your
the mirror and see ;)x,xlt%—lmv;:a Idmrn them famous book, ‘‘Everlesting  Health ht?.nd
3 4 sky, uman _dynamos o Strength”" — ages, orammed with 0to-
@ healthy, husky pure MAN-POWER, I e avestions, and
valuable a;\!vice. Iiunde;stand{ thii: dbook i:
to keep, sendi n
My 32-Page lllustrated Book Is T P i o T s S
Yours. Not for $1.00 or 10c . .
But FREE, Name .. ceane
(
nd NOW for my famous book ‘Everlasting Health ‘
and eugth.”* 32 pages, packed with actual phozo”x.whs > -
uu:l ‘:Lu;xh]e Pt i Shows What ‘‘Dynamic  Tensio T L e g S oy e ve
can do, answers many vital questions, This book is a '
real prize for any fellow who wants a better build. CHy=— s
Yet I'll send you a copy absolutely FREE. Just glancing
through it may mean the turning point in your life!

Rush the coupon to me personally:
Dept. 4R,

Charles OA( as, Dapt.

115 East 23rd St., New York 10. N.
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Chaptern One

ONNIE BRETTON was up on
B the North Tract watching the
boys repair a line shack, when

Pop Lander rode in looking sadder
than ever. “The Duke’s fixin’ to trav-
el, Bonnie,” the old man said, mor-
bidly munching his chew. “I tried to
talk to him, but the Duke ain’t lis-
tenin’. He’s got the fever for fair this
time. I don’t reckon even you can stop
him, gal.”

“I can try, Pop,” the girl said grim-
ly. “They tell me a forty-four’l stop
’most anybody.”

Lander spat in explosive protest.
“You ain’t goin’ to throw down on the
Duke, Bonnie? You can’t do that no-
how, gal.”

By Roe Richmond

He was a wanderer, completely self-sufficient,

and Bonnie suspected that she was not the first

girl to suffer because of inability to master and
hold Duke Monsell . ..

2608000000000 0065000802080C80

“I need him, Pop. I'm goin’ to keep
him on Bracket some way.”

Bonnie swung into her saddle with
lithe easy grace, a fine girlish figure
even in dusty faded jeans and a torn
bleached shirt. The hair under her
weathered hat glinted coppery red in
the fine bronzed face. She was a whole
lot of woman, Pop Lander admitted
to himself, but it’d take more’n that
to hold a born fiddle-foot like big
Duke Monsell when his mind was
made up on moving... “See that the
boys patch that roof, Pop, instead of
waitin’ till it rains,” she said, and loped
the rangy sorrel off on the downgrade
toward the ranch.

Bonnie had seen the restlessness
growing in Duke before the beef
roundup was finished that fall. She
had been running the Bracket B, ever

CETTY Y FEATUREQNUVE[ET eeooee



10 WESTERN ROMANCES

since her father and brother died
under those rustlers’ guns. Two
years ago, that was... Bonnie had

done a good job of it, too. She could
handle men, as well as horses and cat-
tle, but she never could quite dominate
Monsell. It piqued and annoyed her,
because most men were willing, even
eager, to serve her every whim and
wish. But there was a strong wilful in-
dependence in the Duke. He had been
a good foreman, the best in the Cani-
saw country, but nobody would ever
own Monsell througb paying him top
wages. Or by any other means.

He was a wanderer, complete ia
himself, and Bonnie suspected that
she was not the first woman to suffer
through her inability to master and
hold Duke Monsell... Anger flicking
raw and red in her blood, Bonnie boot-
ed the gelding into a full gallop, exult-
ing in the speed and power of the mag-
nificent beast and her own ease in the
leathér. The rolling plains were brown
and yellow. with autumn, the cotton-
woods along the Canisaw River burnt
bronze in the sunlight, but Bonnie saw
no beauty in any of it now. Even the
familiar and beloved layout of ranch
buildings failed to stir the usual pride
and satisfaction in her, at this moment,
If Monsell went, much of the warmth
and color and life would go out of
Bracket. He was that kind of a man.
His presence made that much diifer-
ence in a place. Pop Lander and the
-rest of the riders felt as she did about
the Duke. His going would leave an
emptiness, that no one else could fill.

ONNIE raced into the yard, with
long saffron streamers of dust un-
furling: behind her, and flung out of
the saddle at the bunkhouss. Duke
Monsell appeared in the doorway,
washed and shaved in a clean outfit of
range clothes, a tall lounging man with
clear gray eyes in a grave sun-dark-
ened face.
“Where do you think you're goin’,
Duke?” she demanded.
He smiled at her soberly. “Old men
like Pop talk too much sometimes. I
told you I'd be ridin’ on, Bonnie

Three years in one place is a long time
for me.”

“You weren’t even goin’ to say
goodby!” Bonnie flared. “What kind
of a man are you anyway?”

“Not very good at sayin’ goodby,”
Monsell drawled. “Sentimental, maybe,
and kinda shy.”

“Sentimental! You've got no more
feelin’ than a totem pole!”

He shook his high dark head.
“You’re wrong, Bonnie. A man can
feel things without makin’ a show of
{25

“Some men but not you,” she de-
clared with scorn. “You were a shot-
up half-dead saddle tramp when Dad
and Jim took you in. Bracket has been
your home for three years. And you
were goin’ to slink off withcut a
word!” :

“Sorry, Bonnie. I’'m real obliged and
grateful—for everythin’. But I’m one
of them drifters, I can’t stay put. Too
long in one spot’s like bein’ dead, for
me... Now that roundup’s over, you
can get along without me, Bonnie.”

“You've got all the gratitude of a
mangy alley cat!” she accused. “You
just want to get into town and get
roarin’ drunk with that washed out
blonde woman at E! Doredo. That
painted-up Crystal Holway!”

Monsell’s smile was somber. “Now I
might do some drinkin’, Bonnie, and
maybe dance a little with Crystal. But
that’s not my aim and destination, by
any means. I'm headin’ far out and
long gone from the Canisaw.”

“But whky, Duke?” asked Bonnie
Bretton. “Why and where and what
for, man?”

“Well, for one thing, I've always
wanted to meet up with Choya Kress
and his outfit again. That account’s
far from squared up.”

“It won’t bring Dad and Jim back,
to kill Choya Kress. And your bullet-
holes healed a long time ago, Duke.”

Monsell grinned wryly. “I still feel
'em some, when it’s damp and cold.”

“Just an excuse, Duke. And a poor
one, at that.”

“Maybe so, Bonnie,” he said slow-
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}y. “The main thing is I'm the rovin’
kind.”

She gestured despairingly. “Nothin’
I can say or do will stop you, Duke?”

“Reckon not. Though ¥ anybody
could, you could. ..”

“Well, you probably aren’t wort
savin’ anyway, Duke.” Her proud fea-
tures and strange golden eyes were
contemptuous.

- Monsell nodded approvingly. “Now
you're talkin’ sense, Bon.”

In sudden fury, Bonnie reached for

the gun holstered on her right hip.
She was fast, too, but Monsell was
faster. Striding forward he caught her
wrist and held it firmly. Bonnie's left
hand flashed at his face, but Monsell
gripped that wrist, holding both her
arms tightly. Struggling wildly the girl
started to kick at him, but Monsell
drew her close against him to forestall
that threat. Helpless in his iron grasp,
fired as always by his nearness, Bonnie
melted against him with a sigh: “Ch
Duke, Duke!”

“Wildcat,” he murmured, smiling
and releasing her wrists.

Bonnie’s arms went around him,
lecking hard, and her face lifted to
his, the full red mouth reaching for
his. Monsell obviously tried to remain
aloof, but her urgency and loveliness
were too much to resist. Reluctant
still, fearful of the girl’s gripping ap-
peal, Monsell bent until his lips
crushed the ripeness of hers and an up-
sweeping flame welded them togeth-
er... Bonnie had kissed him before
bat never with such hunger and aban-
don. Shaken to the depths, Monsell
finally forced himself to let go of the
girl, to hold her off with gentle
strength.

“Cezn you still go?” she asked, am-
ber eves and scarlet mouth challenging
him. “Can you still say goodby and
walk away from me, Duke?”

His dark head inclined wistfully,
sorrowfully. “I've got to, Bonnie.
It’s nothin’ I can pick and choose
about.”

“AH right, go/” she eried, flouncing
defiantly away from him. “Go ahead,
get out of here, you fiddle-footed
fooll”

“Sure, Bonnie, sure.” Duke Monseli
turned back into the bunkhouse, mov-
ing with the stilted grace of a rider,
a high rangy broad-shouldered figure,
breoding and remote and lonely in his
single-minded pride. Driven by some-
thing stronger than himself, beyond
her and everyone else.

HEN Monseil came out with his
saddlebags, bedroll and carbine,
Bonnie Bretton was waiting in the
stable doorway. At her command,
Huckfield, the cripple-legged hostler,
was transferring Duke’s saddle from
his horse to Storm King, a great
mottied gray of claybank stock, one
of the finest geldings in the Bracket
remuda.

“I'm sorry, Duke,” the girl said
simply. “It’s your life. I won’t try te
interfere any more. But I do hate to
see you go.”

“T’ll miss Bracket more'n I ever
missed any place,” Monsell told her.
“Maybe I’ll drift back this way some-
day.” Then he saw his saddle on the
big gray, with the silvery-white mane
and tail. “What’s the idea, Bonnie?”

“Don’t you like Storm King, Duke?”

“Sure, but I got no license ridin’ a
horse that good; Bonnie. The bay’s
good enough and I can afford him.”

“I want you to have Storm King,
Duke, and leave the bay here.” She
knew that Duke always had admired
the gray.

“But I can’t do that, Bonnie,” hLe
mumbled, touched and embarrassed by
her generous gesture.

“Storm King’s vours, Duke. That’s
all there is to it. You've been a mighty
good ramrod. Bracket owes you some-
thin’ over and above your pay.”

“Well, T wish you wouldn’t, Ronnie,
much as I appreciate it. A horse lie
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the King’s wasted on a driftin’ rider
like me.”

“I don’t think so. The King and the
Duke, they kind of go together. Don’t
you think so, Huck?”

The little wrangler nodded emphat-
fcally. “Sure do, ma’am. The best hoss
for the top bhand, every time. There
you are, Duke.”

“Thanks, Huck.” Monsell shook
hands with him, and Huckfield turned
away blinking and scowling, chewing
hard on his tobacco.

Bonnie held out her hand, and Mon-
sell took it. “I can’t tell you, Bon-
nie...” he said huskily.

“I know, Duke. You don’t have to
try. Just come back—sometime.”

“I hope so, Bon. Say so long to the
boys for me.” They kissed, quickly and
briefly this time, and Monsell stepped
into the saddle.

He rode away without a backward
glance, a splendid figure on the superb
claybank gelding, and Bonnie Bretton
watched him with blurred eyes and an
aching lump in her throat ... I fate
#o do i, she thought. I¥’s a lowdown
dirty trick, but if i'll keep him here in
Canisaw... Bracket needs him, I
need him myself, and there’s a chance
st’ll work. A jter ke has his drunk and
sobers up in jail, perkaps he’ll be
broke and subdued enough to stay in
this country. Another year maybe, long
enough to save up a stake... And
#f I can’t win him over in that time. I
guess I mever will. I'll just have to

give up.
Chapter Jwo

USIC blared from E! Dorado
M dance hall in Canisaw Cross-
ing, as Bonnie Bretton and
Sheriff George Partee approached it
from the rear. It was the second even-
ing since Duke Monsell’s departure
from Bracket. According to rumor, the
Duke was still eelebrating around
town, spending much of his time with
Crystal Holway, the voluptuous blonde
belle of E! Dorade.
The moment of speinging her ruse

at hand, Bonnie was hesitant and filled
with chill foreboding. “I don’t want
him hurt, George,” she repeated again.

Partee smiled without humor. ‘“No,
I guess you just wamé him, Bonnie,”
he grumbled. “The first poor judgment
you ever showed.”

George Partee had been pleased
when Bonnie first requested %he war-
rant, but now he was beginning to
suspect some underlying motive in her
act. A broad solid powerful man with
a certain rugged nobility of features
bearing, Partee had once been the fav-
orite among Bonnie’s suitors, whom
she kept on a casual friendly basis,
for the most part. That was before
Duke Monsell had come to Bracket
B. Since then Bonnie had looked at no
other man with interest.

“Who you sendin’
George?” she inquired.

“Greer and Tomkins volunteered
real prompt.”

“Sure, they never liked Duke.
They’re hot-headed and tough and
fancy themselves as gun-sharps.
There’ll be trouble, George.”

“There cyenera‘ly is when you go to
arrest a hardcase like Monsell.” The
sheriff’s tone was dry and cryptic.
“What do you expect, Bonnie?”

She stared hard at him. “You’d like
to see them kill him, wouldn* you?”

“I wouldn’t cry much,” Partee con-
fessed. “But I told the boys not to
use guns. Unless they had to.”

“You should’ve sent somebody else,
George.”

Partee’s craggy face tautened. “I
run the sheriff’s office, Bonnie. Even
you can’t tell me how to do it. You
wanted a warrant swore out. The rest
of it’s my job.”

“I know, George, I know.” Bonnie
sighed wearily, restraining him in
the shadows behind the long; gaudily-
lighted building. She had dressed for
town in a dark divided skirt and a
golden shirt checked thinly with crim-

Su m so lovely in the dimness,
Partes had to fight down a com-
puhnn to take her ia his arms. He

after him,
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knew from experience such tactics
were futile with this girl.

“Why does it have to be kim, Bon-
nie?” asked Partee, with pain in his
gruff voice.

Her amber glance was level and
steady. “Who can answer that,
George?” In many respects Bonnie
Bretton was as frank, forthright and
direct as a man, yet every line of her
profile and full-curved form was de-
lightfully feminine.

“Nobody, I reckon,” Partee grum-
bled. “Let’s get inside, Bonnie.”

They were expected, a houseman
stood waiting within the back entrance
to usher them into a small private din-
ing room. There was whiskey for the
sheriff, a light wine for the girl. From
the brocaded curtains screening the
booth, they could leok out over the
dance floor and bar. At a coruner table
immediately below, Duke Monsell was
laughing merrily with Crystal Hol-
way... Is it the liguor or the woman?
Bonnie wondered. Ie was never so gay
and happy with wmie. Duke doesw't
look drunk at all. Mavbe he belongs
with that kind of a hussy instead of
e,

T THE NEAR end of the bar,
Monk Antone, the proprietor of
El Dorado, was chatting with two of
his gun-guards, Shadnik and Vermilya.
They seemed to be watching Monsell,
but Bonnie couldn’t be certain. In a
few minutes Antone tapped discreetly
and opened the doer of their cubicle,
smiling, bowing, very dapper in a
white suit that accentuated the dark-
ness of his bold face, hooded eyes, and
thick curly hair. A little man but a
dangerous one, deadly with gun or
knife or bare hands, it was told. A
man of mystery, but law-abiding
enough since his arrival in Canisaw.
“Miss Bretton,” he said politely.
“And Sheriff Partee. I trust that ev-
erything is satisfactory.” Antone hand-
ed the officer a long cigar, and bowed
once more to Bonnie. “You are look-
fag very beautiful tonight.”
They thanked him, assured him

that everything was fine, and Monk
Antone withdrew shortly, as courtly
as a cavalier of old. Bonnie grimaced
and sipped her wine. “He makes my
skin creep, George.”

“Monk affects lots of folks that
way,” Partee said. “We've watchad
him pretty close, Bonnie, but never
found anythin’ out of line.”

Bonnie nodded her rust-red head.
“Canisaw’s been pretty peaceful since
that last rustlin’ war.”

Partee’s rocklike jaws bulged with
muscle. “Choya Kress,” he said with
quiet bitterness. “I’d sure like to get
him at the end of a gun—or a rope.”

“So would Duke Monsell.”

“The one thing we agres on, I reck-
on,” Partee said grimly.

Through a slit in the drapes, Bon-
nie was observing Monsell and khis
companion. Laughing as be was to-
night, the Duke looked years ycunger,
handsome and almost boyish. Crystal
Holway was undeniably attractive in
a brazen fashion, her hair shimmering
gold in the lamplight, her smile daz-
zling bright, her tightly-gowned body
flaunting its sex. A lush overripe crea-
ture, rouged and bleached and pok
ished to a fleshy glitter, the wisdom
of the ages in her arch violet eyes
and sensueus scarlet mouth.

It turned Bonnie sick inside to see
Duke with that woman, and enjoying
himself so thoroughly. She knew that,
whatever his past had been, there wac
good blood and breeding in Duke
Monsell, real quality and character.
It was a shame to see a man like him
entrapped by a painted trollop of the
irontier dance halls. It filled Bonnie
with scalding fury and hatred.

“Here they come,” she said sud-

~denly, spotting Partee’s gunslick dep-

uties at the main entrance.

Greer was a bulky arrogant bull of
a man, broad and strutting, with a
beak-nosed black-bearded face and
small malevolent eyes. In sharp con-
trast, Tomking was slender and trim,
quiet and lazy-acting, reserved and
mild-mannered. Greer broke men te
pieces with his huge terrible hands,
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and Tomkins was a wizard with the
Colts. Both had long resented Duke
Monsell, and were pleased with this
opportunity to serve a warrant on
him. They stopped for a drink at
the bar, and Bonnie noticed with re-
lief that Duke’s gun belt was draped
on a chair at the table, not too handy
to his reach. She wanted no gunplay.

E DEPUTIES sauntered on to
the secluded corner table and
stood looking down at Duke Monsell.
He put down his glass and regarded
them soberly, questioningly, with one
brief regretful flick of his gray eyes
toward the gun belt on the next chair.
It was Greer’s deep hoarse voice that
came first to Bonnie’s ears: “We got a
warrant for you, Monsell. Don’t try
to make any play.”
“Joke, maybe?” drawled the Duke.
“No joke,” Greer said stiffly.
“We're takin’ you in, mister.” -
“For what?” Monsell rose leisurely,
mild exasperation in his face and tone.

“For stealin’ a horse.”

Monsell laughed aloud. “That is a
joke. You boys run along now.”

“You’re a horse thief, Monsell,”
growled Greer. “And we're arrestin’
you for it.”

“What horse?”

“That gray from Bracket—Storm
King.”

Monsell gestured. “Bonnie Bretton
gave me that geldin’; don’t prod me
any farther, Greer.”

“You wanta see the warrant, friend?
Bonnie Bretton had it made out for
you!”

Monsell moved away from the table.
“What kind of damn-fool business is

this anyway?” He stood tall and lithe
before them, loose and limber, his
face bleak as bone now.

Tomkins spoke for the first time,
soft and easy; “Come on with us,
Duke. We've got the drop on you.
You ain’t got a prayer, Duke.” He
smiled with lazy self-assurance, and
that smile must have done it.

Monsell lashed out and knocked
Tomkins flat on his back ten feet
away, sliding still farther on the pol-
ished hardwood. Before Duke could
turn, Greer was on top of him like a
maddened monster. They went down
with a crash, rolling and threshing on
the floor, but Monsell somechow broke
loose from that gorilla-like grasp.

Duke was up swiftly, smashing the
bearded face left and right, as Greer
floundered on his knees, driving the
deputy over onto his shoulderblades. A
chair splintered aad the table toppled
with the sound of breaking glass. Cry-
stal Holway had risen and retreated,
calm and silent. Tomkins charged in
from the rear, clubbing Monsell be-
hind the ears and neck, and Duke fell
forward on hands and knees. He was
groping for his belt and holster, when
Greer’s gun barrel slammed wickedly
across his dark head. Monsell slumped
face down, the two deputies landing
on his back with whipping gun bar-
rels, slashing fists, and pistoned knees.

Monsell bucked and rolled, kicked
and fought and finally exploded clear
of them in some miraculous manner,
springing upright with Colt in hand at
last. Tomkins was about to fire from
his kneeling position, when Monsell
pistol-whipped him flat and senseless
on the floorboards.

Greer came up in a spraddled
crouch, blood dripping from his beard,
and fire spurted as his gun roared
deafeningly at Mansell. The Duke felt
the scorching nearness of that slug,
as he wheeled and threw down on the
hulking deputy, his own muzzle-blast
leaping back into the fading light of
the other. Jolted erect and backward,
Greer spun a wavering leaning circle,
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fired into the floor, and sprawled
across a table, that tipped and spilled
his massive body against the wall. He
lay without stirring, a lifeless-looking
bulk.

“THIS WAY, Duke,” called Crystal

Holway, from the entryway, near
the booth occupied by Bonnie and the
sheriff. Monsell backed after her, his
poised gun and gray eyes covering
Monk Antone, Shadnik, Vermilya, and
the entire hall. They wvanished into
the dim corridor.

“T’ll take him myself,” George Par-
tee said, reaching for his holster and
turning to intercept Duke on his way
to the rear door.

Bonnie stood up across the table, a
derringer lined on the sheriff. “No,
you won’t, George. Let him go!”

Partee whirled, brown eyes bulging
and jaws drooping. “What you doin’,
girl? Are you crazy?”

“Maybe 1 am,” Bonnie Bretton
said. “Just let him go, George.”

“But he’s a killer now!” panted
Partee. “He killed Greer—and maybe
Tomkins.” The backdoor banged with
the passage of Duke and Crystal.

“Tt was all my fault, my doin’)”
Bonnie said. “The least I can do is
give him a chance to get away.”

“He won’t get far!” Partee prom-
ised, teeth clamped and jaws set
like stone. “You don’t get away with
killin’ lawmen in this country.” He
made for the door, but the girl halted
him again:

“Don’t hurry, George. Give him a
little time.”

Partee glared at her, mumbling pro-
fanely under his breath.

On the main floor men were gath-
ered about Tomkins and Greer, but
no one had moved to follow Duke
Mbonsell. A man said: “Greer ain’t
dead, but he’s hard hit. Somebody get
the doc!” Another voice added: *Tom-
kins’ll be all right maybe, except for
& helluva headache.” A percentage girl
was bathing Tomkins’ head and face.

“I'm goin’ out to see my boys,”
Partee announced. “If you wanta shoot

me in the back, Bonnie, go ahead and
shoot. Somebody else’ll raise a posse, if
I don’t.” He stomped to the door,
stolid and sullen.

Bonnie sighed, lowered the little
weapon, and sank back into her chair.
Peering through the curtains later, she
saw the men swarming around the
sheriff to volunteer for the posse,
which would hunt Monsell to the
death. Foremost among them were lit-
tle Monk Antone and big Shadnik and
the sleek Vermilya. Bonnie bowed her
red head.

“What kave I done to you, Duke?”
she meoaned. “What have I done?
I only wanted to keep you here and
love you—and marry you, if I could.
Now I’ve made an outlaw of you. And
chances are a dead man.” With a
small. stifled cry of anguish, Bonnie
Bretton lowered her stricken face into
her tense crossed arms.

Chaptor Jhnoe

T TOOK some time to recruit a
I posse and round up the horses,

pack saddlebags, fill canteens, pick
up rifles, and replenish shell belts.
Lvidently no one had witnessed Duke
Monsell’s exit from El Dorado, or seen
him leaving town. Storm King was
still in the livery barn, but it was as-
sumed that Monsell had ridden out
on another mount. The Crossing
seethed with excitement in the night,
pedestrians and horsemen dashing to
and fro, working up the bloodlust with
hot words and hotter whiskey, the
mob spirit rampant in the streets.

Tomkins had recovered sufficiently
to insist on riding with the rest, but
Greer was still unconscious in Doc
Gentry’s care and not expected to live.
So far as the citizens of Canisaw
were concerned, the brawny deputy
was already dead and Duke Moasell a
killer.

Bonnie watched these hectic prep-
arations with panic fluttering through
her and nausez churning in her stom-
ach. Then she went in search of
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Pop Lander and the other Bracket
hands, who had accompanied her to
town. She had no plan, only the driv-
ing desire to somehow help the Duke,
save him from the predicament she
had unwittingly plunged him into. Her
harmless prank had turned to stark
tragedy, and there was bound to be
more bloodshed and death, if and when
the posse overhauled Duke Monsell.

It was hideous to see a crowd of
human beings change into a mob of
brutes before your eyes, particularly
when the object of this reasonless
wrath and hate is the man you love.
Writhing and pushing her way through
the jostling throngs, Bonnie Bretton
never had known such a hopeless sink-
ing sensation of dread and fear, coup-
led with self-condemnation.

This strange alchemy in human na-
ture was incomprehensible to Bonnie.
Men who liked Monseil far better than
they did Greer, were now shouting for
the Duke’s blood. She saw and heard
them all about her. People telling one
another they always knew Duke was
a bad one, for he had the look of a
killer, a professional gunfighter. May-
be he was in with Choya Kress’s wild
bunch that time. They hit Bracket af-
ter Monsell went to work there, killing
old Jud and young Jim Bretton when
they ran off that big herd...“Yessuh,
there was always somecthin’ dark and
cold and mysterious about that Duke
Monsell!”

Eyeing these speakers with con-
tempt, Bonnie brushed by them and
came upon her Bracket crew in front
of the Arcadia, a saloon and pool
room. Old Pop Lander, gimp-lezged
Huck{icld, the blond Norvill, and cark
fiery Kelleher. They had keard the
story, of course, and were puzzled by
it: Old Pop tugged his gray mustache
and stared quizzically at Bonnie.

“Somethin’ kinda backfired, didn’t
it, gal?”

Bonnie nodded glumly. “How can
we help him, Pop?”

“It looks like it’s a little late to help
the Duke outa th's one. But maybe we
ean figure a way.”

-milya

“We've got to try,” Bonnie said.
“Get our horses and one of you boys
ride Storm King.”

RIDERS were clattering out of town,

whooping hordes heading in all
directions with more enthusiasm than
system. It occurred to Bonnie that
Duke might have holed-up temporar-
ily within the community limits. Crys-
tal Holway had an adobe house on
the bank of the Canisaw River, at the
western outskirts. It was a hunch
worth playing.

The Crossing had an empty aban-
doned aspect, when the Bracket riders
gathered again with young Kelleher
mounted on the gray gelding that had
started all this furore. Bonnie spoke
tersely to them, and they drifted out
the northerly road, circling back into
the west after the lights of town sunk
behind them. Fording the stream they
swung a wide arc, that would bring
them back to the western shoreline op-
posite the Holway house.

Gunfire shattered the moonlit night
ahead, and Bonnie knew with sicken-
ing surety that someone else had felt
a similar hunch to her own. The Hol-
way adobe on the eastern bank was al-
ready besieged, and the Bracket party
watched the flickerflare of gunplay
from a ridge overlooking the marginal
cottonwoods and willows of the water-
way. So Duke was forted up with
Crystal, and apparently she was help-
ing him fight off the attackers. That
would bring Duke closer than ever to
the blonde woman, and he’d hate Bon-
nie for the rest of his life... Which
might be a very short one now.

During a lull in the firing, Crystal
Hoiway called out from the adobe
walls: “Monsell’s not in here, you
fools! Quit shootin’ my wiadows out,
Partee!” It was the sheriif himself
who had shared Bonnie’s hiunch, and
with him were Monk Antone and Ver-
and Shadnik, along  with
others. Bonnie knew now why she had
wanted Storm King, and precisely
what she was going to do. Young Kel-
leher grinned with reckless delight,
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as she gave him his instructions. With
a gay firt of his hand, Kelleher
wheeled the gray and droppsd down
the back side of the scrub-woocded
ridge.

When he reappeared far to the
north, Storm King was unmistakable
even at that distance, white mane and
tail streaming in the moonlight as Kel-
leher ran him across an open stretch
of plain. Bracket immediately started
yelling and shooting wildly in that
direction. “T/ere ke goes!... That's
Monsell on Storm King!” Lander and
the other pair took off after the gray
horse, leaving Bonnie alone on the
ridgetop. The sheriff’s company came
splashing across the river, spray rising
in sheets of silver, to join in the pur-
suit. Hoofbeats filled the air.

Bonnie watched them surge north-
waid with a smile on her face. Storm
King could outrun and outlast any of
them. Kelicher was safe enough. If
the chase got too close, ail he had to
do was identify himself. An innocent
cowhand taking the gray back to the
kome spread. Once they were well out
of the way, Bonnie slid her sorrel
down the front slope, threading
through trees, brush and boulders to
cross the moongleaming water with
brilliant showers fountaining around
her plunging mount.

HE ADOBE walls were scarred
and pitted with bullets, and not

a window remained intact. Bonnie
stepped down to let the sorrel shake
himself, and Crystal Holway came to
the front door holding a short carbine.
“What do yeci want here?” she de-
manded, white teeth bared between
thinned lips, eyes lighted venomously.

“Where is he?” asked Bonnie.

“What do you care? Haven’t you
done encugh to him? I ought to put a
bullet through your foolish red head!”
Crystal half-raised the rifle.

“Don’t try it,” Bonnie advised cool-
ly. “I can draw and fire before you get
that thing aimed. Wher&'s Duke Mon-
sell?”

“He’s gone, dearie,” mocked Crystal.

“And you’ll never see him again. Not
if Duke can help it!” She regarded
the other girl with supreme scorn.
“A fine specimen of womanhood! You
couldn’t hokd him yourself, so you
tried to get him jailed—or killed!”

Bonnie shook her coppery head.
“Everythin’ went wrong, that’s all. I
didn’t mean any harm to him.”

“Get out!” ordered Crystal. “Before
I blow your brainless head off!”

“I want to help him get away.”

“He don’t need you or want you.
Beat it, Redhead, before I start
blastin’ you apart!”

Bonnie sighed in weary disgust.
“Save your breath for El Dorado. You
probably couldn’t hit me at this
range.” She swung back into the sad-
dle and reined away, feeling the other
woman’s eyes on her for soie dis-
tance, half-expecting the shock of a
bullet between her shoulder blades.
Crystal must love kim too, she thought.
To get that riled and wrought up.
She’d skoot me in a minute, if ske
thought Duke had any more interest
i me.

Riding in toward Canisaw Crossing,
Bonnie tried to put herself in Duke’s
place and fizure what he’d be doing
next. He’d go into town to get a horse,
and then hit for the hills, she decided.
But there was something else that hov-
ered just beyond her reach. How
would a man forced into eutlawhood
feel? Bitter, yes, and reckless and
vengeful. He might resort to being a
bandit, now that the unfair brand was
on him. With the town virtually
deserted, it would be comparatively
simple to make a haul, secure an ample
grubstake for the long runaway trail.
The bank perhaps. Or the safe in a
saloon or gambling joint. Or the Wells
Fargo express office.

Yes, the idea could tempt a man
who had been suddenly turned into a
hunted animal, through no fault of his
own. Bonnie pressed her mount for-
ward . in the empty shadow-barred
streets. In the space of an hour, Cani-
saw had become like a ghost towm.
With luck and nerve, a desperate maa
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could rob the whole place, ransack
and strip it clean.

Chapter Founr

FEW LONELY horses were
Asc&ttered at the racks aiong
Main Street, but their owners
were not in sight. All the stores and
some of the saloons were closed and
dark, while the night-spots that
showed lights seemed vacant and si-
Ient. Tethering her sorrel out behind
the feed store, Bonnie Bretton
~ began prowling around in search of
Duke Monsell. Although she actually
saw no one, certain furtive noises and
flitting shadows convinced her that
somebody else was skulking about side
alleys and back areas. She sensed other
presences and some kind of danger.
Bonnie kept the Colt she had strapped
on loose in its sheath, and the derrin-
ger handy in her waistband. Thanks to
her dad and brother Jim, and later the
Duke, she could handle’ guns, as well
as horses, cattle and a rope.

After two complete circuits of the
backyards in the business section, Bon-
nie came to the conclusion that Mon-
sell must have ridden straight out. But
someone else was sneaking around
town, she would have sworn. Bonnie
felt rather than saw them, and that
prickling sense of menace persisted.
Ice along her spine, a crawling of the
scalp, trembling leg muscles, and a
hollow flutter in the breast. Once she
was nearly positive she heard strange
sounds issuing from the dark shuttered
bank building. Again they seemed to
come from the general merchandise
office. But always they faded, and
nothing suspicious was to be seen.

Bonnie was ready to give it up,
when something impelled her to scout

once more behind the Wells Fargo sta-
tion. Flattened in the shadows there,
she glimpsed a blur of movement on
the rear loading platform. Inside those
windows was a large richly laden safe,
and an agent who might be forced
to open it, at the point of a gun...
Moonbeams filtered through the jum-
ble of bales and crates on the platform,
and fell across the long lean figure of
a man. Without seeing his face, Bonnie
knew it was Duke Monsell, and glid-
ing noiselessly forward she called his
name softly.

The Duke spun smothly, a long-
barreled .44 glimmering in his hand,
and for an instant Bonnie looked
death in the eye. Then Monsell recog-
nized her and lowered the gun. “Get
away from here, Bonnie!” His voice
was harsher than she’d ever heard it.

“Don’t do it, Duke,” she pleaded.
“Please don’t do it.”

“Don’t do wkat? What are you
talkin’ about?”

“Don’t tern thief, Duke.”

Monsell laughed gently. “I don’t
have to; you already made me one.”

“You know why I did it, Duke. Just
to keep you here. I meant well, but it
turned out bad... I think we can
square it though, Duke.”

“Not if Greer dies. Maybe not even
if he lives. Now get out of here. Bon-
nie. I’'ve got some work to do.”

“No, Duke,” she said. “I can’t let
you do it.”

l‘ /EONSELL dropped lightly from the

platform to her side, towering
over her in the vague light. “You sure
can’t stop me, Bon. Breeze before you
get hurt. There’s apt to be trouble
here.”

“You hate me, don’t you?”

“No, I don’t, Bonnie. But you’ve
got to go. I—"" Monsell ceased ab-
ruptly and went rigid, listening in-
tently. The crunch of boots was audi-
ble then, coming closer in the dark-
ness: Monsell shoved her roughly be-
fore him, past the end of the loading
platform, into the shelter of stacked
freight boxes and black shadow,
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“The posse?” she whispered, frozen
with horror.

His high head turned. “I don’t
think so. We’ll see in a minute.”

The footsteps came on, three or
four men,
light and easy in the gravel. Aching
with tension, but happy to have found
Duke, in spite of her fear, Bonnie
peeped over the barrier of crates and
bransacks, loaded and solid before
them.

“It is the posse,” she breathed, see-
ing Monk Antone’s white trousers be-
low the long duster he had donned,
then recognizing the huge Shadnik and
sly sharp Vermilya. The fourth man
she didn’t know.

“Not quite,” murmured Duke Mon-
sell. “The other one is Choya Kress
himself.”

“But what on earth—?” gasped the
girl.

“They picked a nice night to clean
out Canisaw Crossing. They’ve hit
the bank and general store and a few
other places. This is their last stop—
in more ways than one.” Monsell’s
bronze face was drawn taut over the
strong bone structure, his eyes flaring
slits of pale fire. He was thinnking of
Choya Kress’ band shooting him fto
pieces, and a year later killing Jud and
Jim Bretton.

Bonnie Bretton saw it all then, or
most of it. Duke had come to suspect
that Antone and his gunhands were,
or had been associated with Choya
Kress. From Crystal Holway he had
learned the facts, at last, and Bonnie’s
scheme had almost ruined everything.
Antone and his bodyguards must have
doubled back from the posse. Working
with Kress’ gang, they were set for a
clean sweep in the town.

The four outlaws came through a
ragged fretwork of light-and-shadow,
and Bonnie saw that Choya Kress was
tall, spare and hawk-faced, moving
with ease and perfect confldence “It’s
all set up here,” little Monk Antone
said, with suave sastisfaction. “Every
detail arranged. It won’t take a min-
ute.”

it sounded like, treading .

Choya Kress smiled. “It’s like rob-
bin’ the blind. Too easy to be much
fun, Monk.”

Big Shadnik grunted. “Yuh, just
so you git out before that posse comes
back, Choya.”

“Don’t fret, Shad,” laughed Kress.
“We could take the whole town to-
night, if it wasn’t so heavy to carry.
Them suckers sure played into our
hands.”

“If they hadn’t chased Monsell out
we was goin’ to take care of him,
Choya,” said Vermilya, tweaking his
neat mustache.

“He was gettin’ wise, huh?”

“Obviously,” saidy Monk Antone.
“Crystal’s tongue must have locsened
somewhat. It may be necessary for us
to remove that tongue. Or possibly
her golden head.”

LAUGHIN’G appreciatively at that,
they were almost to the edge of the
platform, when Duke spoke from
the deeper blackness on their left:
“You’re covered, men! A dozen guns
on you. Put ’em up and stand still!”

“He’s bluffin’!”” ripped out Choya
Kress, wheeling into a flawless two-
handed draw, his guns blaring and bul-
lets smashing inte the barricade of
freight.

“Keep down, Bon,” said Monsell,
lining a shot at Kress, the wallop of
the .44 slug slamming the outlaw chief
sidewise against the loading platform.

But Bonnie Bretton was up and
firing at Monsell’s side, for Monk An-
tone had cut loose with his quick gun.
while Shadnik and Vermilya were
breaking for cover. With muzzle-flash-
es tonguing toward her and splinters
stinging her cheeks, Bonnie stood firm
and aimed low, shooting at the white-
trousered legs beneath Antone’s dust-
coat, slashing those legs from under
him. Monk went down writhing and
groaning with the splintering agony
of-shattered ankles.

Hunched on the platform edge,
Choya Kress was still hammering his
shots at them, the lead screeching inte
sne wood and tearing off fragmeanis
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Duke Monsell had stepped clear of the
freight-pile to face the bandit in the
open. The Duke’s Colt leveled and
leaped aflame once more. Choya Kress
heaved forward with a strangled curse,
tripped and floundered full length in
the dirt, his guns stilled at last.

Vermilya and Shadnik had fled into
outer darkness, but Monsell knew that
Kress’ crew would be coming next.
“Run for it, Bonnie,” he said. “The
whole gang’ll ‘be on us in a minute.”

“No, Duke,” cne said -quietly. “I'm
stayin’ with you.”

They reloaded and waited, the si-

lence strange in their ears after all
that guniire, their faces shining dully
with sweat. Out front in the street
there were trampling boots, hoarse
cries, the blasting of guns, and a
rushing thunder of hools that swelled
above all other sounds. The shooting
went on, rising, falling, fading away
finally. .. Still Bonnie and Duke wait-
ed, listening to Antone’s sobbing
groans now, watching his slow squirm
and the mohonless form oi Choya
Kress.

“The posse must’ve come, Duke,”
said the girl.

“I hope so,” Monsell drawled.

“This’ll clear you, Duke.”

“Maybe. .. If Greer don’t die.”

“Even if he does, it was self-de-
fense.”

Monsell shook his head, smiling
wryly. “No, it was resistin’ arrest,
Bonnie. Greer was the law, and he had
8 warrant.”

“Why don’t you make a break
then?” asked Bonnie. “You can still
get away, Duke.”

“No, I’'ll stick around,” Monsell
said. “Until this nicss is cleared up
some.”

Mounted men were coming down the
aliey then, looming high in the back-
yard, and slanting moonlight touched
a few of them. Sheriff George Partee
and a couple of deputies, Pop Lander
and Huckfield and young Norvill...
Suddenly faint and weak, now that it
was over, Bonnie Bretton swayed
against Monsell. His arm went around
her in support, but Duke made no ef-

fort to embrace or kiss her. I’ve losé
ki after all, she thought. Whether ke
goes to jail or away from kere, ke’s
gone from vie—forever.

Gently Monsell led her out before
the approaching horsemen.

“Who’ve you got here?” Partee in-
quirad, indicating the two men on the
ground. Monsell teld him, and the
sheriff went on: “We got most of the
others out front. They were makin’
quite a haul” He scowled down at
Monsell. “You might’ve let me in on
it, Duke.”

“I didn’t know, George. Until I
was an outlaw myself.”
“Good job you done here,” Partee

said gruffly. “But you're still under
arrest.” He dismounted to mqpec,t An-
tone and Kress.

Bonnie Bretton raised her coppery
head. “You can’t hold him, George.
That warrant was a lie.”

Partee snorted angrily. “You're the
one that should go to jail, Bonnie, and
that’s a fact. Playin’ games with the
law!”

“T’'m sorry, George,” she said hum-

Partee looked uwp from the two
bodies. “Bionk’s got two busted legs.
Take him to Doc Gentry’s, some of
you boys. Choya’s a goner, I guess,
and youw’ll have a reward comin’ to
you, Monsell.”

“Bonnie ought to get balf of it
George.”

The girl protested quickly: “Not
by a long shot, Duke. That’s yours!”
And she was thmkmg Your grubstake
to ride away from me on. More money
that o foreman’s wage would bring
you in years. Nothing will ever keep
Duke Momnsell in ike Canisaw mnow.

Young Kelleher rode into the shad-
owy yard en Storm King, and stepped
down in front of Monsell. “Here’s
your horse, Duke. I just stopped by
Doc Gentry’s. He says Greer’s goin’
to pull through aH right.”

Monsell glanced at Sheriff Partee.

“Take the damn horsel” Partee
said roughly. “He’s yours. She gave
him to youl”

“I'm free to go, George?”
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*1 ain’t holdin’ you. But you ought
to wait around for that reward.”

“Thanks, George. I'll be back af-
ter it later,” Monsell drawled, turning
to the girl. “And thank you, Bonnie.”

“Don’t thank me, Duke,” she said
bravely, shaking hands with him. “Sor-
ry I—I put you through all this to-
night.”

“Well, it turned out all right any-
way,” Duke Monsell said, stepping
into the leather on the big gray geld-
ing’s back. “So long, folks. I'll be seein’
you all.” Everyone there but Bonnie
watched him ride off into the darkness.

Bonnie Bretton was stumbling blind-
ly away across rubble-littered backlots
to pick up her own sorrel behind the
feed store.

Chapter Five

HE HAD no idea how long she’d
been sitting numbly on an over-
turned*barrel, when a shadow fell
across her and she looked up to see
George Partee standing wide and solid
before her, his rugged face solemn
with sympathy and some deeper emo-

look for

the March

“You all right, Bonnie?”

“Yes, I'm all right.”

“The Duke is too, but he’s a drift-
er,” Partee said heavily. “You can’t
pin him down, Bonnie. Nodody or
nothin’ can hold a man like that. Just
one of them things... Don’t let it
break your heart, Bonnie.”

“No, George. I won’t let it break
me. I'll get over it—in time.”

“Well, I'll be waitin’ around. Re-
member that, Bonnie. I'll always be
here. Waitin’ and hopin’.”

“You shouldn’t, George. You're too
good a man. You ought to marry and
raise a family. Lots of girls’d be glad
to say Yes. Better women than me,
George.”

The sheriff waved this aside with a
broad hand. “You’re the only one
for me, Bonnie. Even if you never get
around to wantin’ me.”

“It’s an honor, George. More than
I deserve. It makes me grateful and
humble. I wish—I wish things could
be different.” Her voice quavered near
the breaking peint. Her amber eyes
were swinuning, her throat choking
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“Maybe they will be—someday,”
Partee said. “Things change, Boanie.
Time works wonders. .. We—we could
have a fine life toget_ner.”

“I know it, George. I know we
could. If only... ” Bonnie rose with a
small hopeless gesture. Standing close
to him, she felt the stolid reassuring
strength, dependability and comfort of
this good steady man. Like an oak
tree to shelter you, Bke a great
rock to cling to. She saw again the

'rough nobility of his face and bear-
ing. He would be a devoted husband,
a kind father, thoughtful and consider-
ate and reliable... What fools wom-
en are! she thought, Always trying to
kold the wind, bind a fire, reach the
unattainable.

“You're tired, Bonnie,” said Partee
softly. “You’ve been through a lot.
Take a room in the hotel and get
some rest, girl.”

“No, I’ll ride out to Bracket.”

“I wish I could help you, Bonnie.”

“Oh, George,” she murmured, and
then she was abruptly in his arms,
wanting and needing the calm buttress
of his strength, the tender soothing
quality of his embrace. Holding her
like something precious and fragile,
Partee lowered his mouth onts hers
in a clean gentle kiss. It did not set
her aflame and atingle with rapture,
as Duke’s kisses did, but it was pleas-
ant and gratifying, made her feel se-
cure, safe and at ease. There was
hunger in it too, as their lips lingered,
but Partee kept it under firm restraint
and control. A gentleman of the old
tradition, a man like her father. But,
even now, Bonnie was thinking of the
whiplash grace and fire of Duke Mon-
sell.

The moment she started to with-
draw, Partee let her go, mumbling
awkward apologies, afraid he had of-
fended her. That’s the irouble with
men like George, she thought. Tkey're
toc kind and good, easy and genile.
They arew’t ruikless enougk.

“P’d better be goin’, George,” she
said dully.

“Yeah, I've got a lot of things to do

myself,” he agreed. “But I was worried
about you, Bonnie. Hated to see you
hurt and lonesome,”

“You’ve helped me—a lot.”

“Afraid not. But maybe I can—
sometime.”

She untied the reins and Partee
gave her a hand into the saddle, walk-
ing beside her to the street, turning
off there toward the jailhouse, while
Bonnie peointed the sorrel north in
the direction of the ranch. She should
marry George, she knew. If she had
an ounce of intelligence she’d marry
him and try to forget about Duke,
But it wouldn’t be fair to George, or
herself... For the Duke would always
be there 'with them, between them,
overshadowing everything they did.

AR THE northern end of the

dark empty street, Bonnie Bret-
ton pulled up at the unexpected sight
of a gray horse with silver mane and
tail. At first she theught it was her
imagination, but a steady stare con-
vinced her it was really Storm King,
empty-saddled, and under the nearby
wooden awning Duke Monsell was in
close conversation with another slen-
der dark-ciothed figure. Moonbeams
glittered on golden hair, and Bonnie
realized it was Crystal Holway. They
seemed to be arguing, so engrossed
in their debate, that they hada’t heard
or seen Bonnie’s slow quiet approach.
A familiar picture, she theught with
bitterness. The woman was clinging on
desperately, and the Duke was trying
to get away from her.

But he couldn’t be trying too hard,
because Crystal clasped his neck with
urgent power and drew his mouth
down to meet her own. The kiss was
brief, with Monsell wrenching away,
but to Bonnie it seemed altogether too
long and ardent. A living horror in
her eyes, a steel blade deep in her
bosom, as she kneed the sorrel into
the blackness of the nearest salley
where she waited for the slow pamfni
return of sanity.
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When it came, Duke Monsell was
leaving Crystal, striding away to
mount Storm King and ride on. But
it wasn’t that easy to get away from
Crystal Holway. Her voice rose in
impassioned frenzy, and she moved
out into the street with a revolver
lined at Duke’s back. “T’ll kill you
then! Stop, Duke, or I'll shoot you
out of that saddle! I won’t let you go,
Duke. I’ll kill you first!™

Monsell rode on as if deaf, neither
turning nor glancing back at the
screaming woman, and Bonnie put her
sorrel forward on the jump, as Crystal
targeted carefully and was about to
trigger. ..

The first shot flew wild, the onrush-
ing hoofbeats startling the blonde
woman. The second shot streaked back
at Bonnie, as Crystal Holway whirled
and fired frantically. Blinded by the
muzzle-flash, seared by the closeness
of the bullet, Bonnie drove her mount
straight on toward the dance hall
belle, without thinking of using her
own gun now. She wanted to ride Crys-
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tal down, trample her under, and then
feel the woman’s flesh under her own
furious hands.

The pistol exploded again, the sor-
rel veering to the left, Crystal dodging
to the sidewalk, and Bonnie Bretton
left the leather in a reckless flying
leap through space. Her boots struck
Crystal’s back, flattening her face
down on the slats, with Bonnie bounc-
ing aside and rolling in the dirt.
Jarred breathless and half-stunned,
Bonnie scrambled upright to pounce
tigerlike on the other girl, but there
was no need for it. Crystal lay
stretched on the boards, her yellow
head slumped senseless, the gun ten
feet beyond her limp hand... Instead
of hatred and the lust to maim, Bon-
nie felt nothing but pity for the
crumpled figure on the planks.

DUKE MONSELL had wheeled the
gray back into a gallop, and was
swinging down before the gelding slid
to- a stop. Bonnie was kneeling and
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lifting Crystal in her arms, when the
Duke got there, and Crystal was con-
scious, sobbing for breath: “Glad—I

didn’t hit—anybody,” she panted.
“Never was—much good—with a
gun.”

“I hope you aren’t hurt bad,” Bon-
nie said.

“I’'m all right,” gasped Crystal.
“Just knocked—the wind—out of me.”

Monsell hoisted them both to their
feet, grinning and shaking his dark
head. “Wemen,” he murmured. “A
man’s got more chance with characters
like Choya Kress.” Far back in the
street, men were coming out to see
what this new outburst of shooting
was about.

“T’ll be goin’ home, I guess,” Crys-
tal Holway said, trying her legs ex-
perimentally. “It’s late, even for a gal
in my business.”

Bonnie pointed to the revolver on
the sidewalk. “Don’t you want your
gun?”’

“What for?” Crystal laughed. “I'm
not thinkin’ of suicide. And I sure
couldn’t hit anybody else with it. For
which I'm just as thankful. Good
night and good luck—to both of you.”
She walked unsteadily away, turning
into a westward alley in the direction
of her adobe house on the riverbank.

Bonnie stared after her. “She’s quite
a woman, at that.”

“Sure,” drawled Monsell. “And so
are you, Bon. Catch that sorrel horse,
if you’re ridin’ my way.”

“Your way?” she asked wonder-
ingly.

Monsell smiled. “I’m beginnin’ to
think my way’d better be your way,
Bongie. If I want to live any longer,
and stay out of jail.”

“You don’t kave to. Just because
I_”

“No, it’s not just Dbecause you
saved my life, which you said earlier
wasn’t worth savin’. It’s just that I’'m
gettin’ too old and set in my ways to
go roamin’ around the country any
more, I reckon.” :

Then they were wrapped in one an-
other’s arms, lips fused in sweet rac-
ing fire, forgetful of horses and strife
and everything else. ..

They were still there when the
townsmen reached the spot, amazed
at coming upon a love instead of a
death scene. '

The arrival of spectators prompted
Bonnie and Duke to break apart and
mount up, for their ride to Bracket B
and home.

(-]

STATEMENT REQUIRED BY THE ACT OF

AUGUST 24, 1012, AS AMENDED BY THE
ACTS OF MARCH 3, 1933, AND JULY 3,
1946 (Title 39, United States Code, Sec-
tion 233) SHOWING THE OWNER-

SHIP, MANAGEMENT, AND CIRCU-
LATION OF
published quarterly at
1951,

Real Western Romances,
Holyoke, Mass, for October 1,

1. The names and addresses of the publisher,
editor, managing editer, and business managers
are: Publisher, Louis H. Silberkleit, 241 Church
Street, New York 13, N.Y.; Editor, Robert W,
Lowndes, 241 Church Street, New York 13, N. ¥.;
Managing editor, Robert W. Lowndes, 241 Church
Street, New York 13, N. Y.; Business manager,
Maurice Coyne, 241 Church Street, New York 13,
N-Y.

. The owner {s: (If owned by a corporation,
fts name and address must be stated and also
immediately thereunder the names and addresses
of stockholders owning or holding 1 percent or
more of total amount of stock. If not owned by
a corporation, the names and addresses of the
individual owmners must be given. If owned by a
partnership or other unincorperated firm, its
name and address, as well as that of each in-
dividual member, must be given.) Columbia Pub-
Beations, Inc., 241 Church Street, New York 13,
N. Y.; Louis H. Silberkleit, 241 Church Street,
Bew York 13, N. Y,; Maurice Coyne, 341 Church

Street,
241 Church Street,

New York 13, N.Y.; Harold Hammond,
New York 13, N. Y,

3. The known bondholders, mortgagees, and
other security holders owning or holding 1 per-
cent or more of total amount of bonds, mort-
gages, or other securities are: (If there are
none, so state,) Neone.

4, Paragraphs 2 and 3 include, in cases
where the stockholder or security holder appears
aapon the books of the company as trustee or
in any cther fiduciary relation, the name of the
person or corperatien for whoin such trustee is
acting; also the statements in the two para-
graphs show the af{lant’s full knowledge and
belief as to the circumstances and conditions
under which stockholders and security holders
who do not appear upon the books of the com-
bPany as trustees, hold stock and securities in .a
capacity other than that of & bona fide owner.

5. The average number of copies of each
issue of this publication sold or distributed,
through the mails or otherwise, to paid sub-
scribers during the 12 months preceding the date
shown above was: (This information is required
from daily, weekly, semiweckly, and triweekly
newspapers only.)

LOUIS H. SILBERKLEIT

(Signature of Publisher)

Sworn to and subscribed before me this 24th
day of September, 1951, Maurice e (My
eommission expires March 30, 1952). (SBAL)



Lucky Horseshoe

By Ruth P. Collins

Peg needed a lot of luck
if she was going to lose
her heart to the owner of
the Table Top ranch.

Peg Fried fo
push the maa away.

SSAS———

-

66 HAT IS it now?” Pegz with the three-week trek down_from
%;%/ Nolan pulied her poany Colorado, was crowded down into a
back out of the dust, narrow gully. But that ormery littls

dashed ahead to see vhot the trouble spotted calf was b_QCk. up on the road
was. The herd, lean, bawling, gray 3gain, stranded this time clean in ths
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middle of the cattle-guard. And just
beyond was a big horse-wagon; two
curious peny-noses stuck out over the
rail, two furious faces under wide
white Stetsons, poked from the win-
dews.

Peg’s eyes, blue as Texas bluebon-
nets between dust-laden lashes,
sparked fire as she saw a gun sud-
denly appear. “No, stop! You
mustn’t!” she screamed.

But her voice was lost in the sharp
crack of bullets. One, two, three, four
—they missed the calf’s hoofs by a
bare inch, then ricocheted on across
the steel rails. It was good shooting.
The calf, terrer-stricken, had gone to
its knees, twisting and turning madly.

Peg’s hand had flashed back to her
holster. The next moment her old six-
shooter sang out. In an instant the
two men were out. The one with the
gun in his hand, was a little man in
too-fancy dude clothes. The other, a
tall, good-looking rancher in frontier
pants and flannel shirt, let out a string
of oaths.

“What the heck you think you’re
doing, cowboy?” he shouted. “Why
don’t you keep your cows off the
road?”

“What you think you're doing,
shootin’ strays?” Peg’s voice had sud-
denly faltered. A moment before she
had been cold with rage. Now she
was hot all over.

Why, it’s Rick—Ruck Martin, her
heart was crying out. Ruck, the hand-
some foreman of the Table Top
Ranch, the only man who had ever
kissed her. Kissed her then run when
the trouble came! Peg’s lip curled.
How had she ever thought he was
bandsome! He was coarse and cruel
when he could laugh at the struggles
of a little calf!

“Why, it’s a gal, Martin. A little
make-believe cowgal,” the dude was
jeering now.

“Well, if she can’t do any better
than that with her herd she better
leave it to the cowboys—” Ruck
broke in ugly.

“What’s all the shootin’ about,
folks?” A tall, lean eowboy in worn
chaps, greasy old hat, emerged from
behind. He jumped from his pony,
picked his way out across the guard,
squatted by the cali. “Why, you poor
little dogie,” he murmured. ‘“You sure
gone an’ got yourself trapped hard
down here.” He glanced back at the
two men. “Got her hoof down between
the rails, gosh only knows how—whoa
there now! Whoa! Take it easy!”

He straddled the back of the calf,
gripped the little hind leg firmly, gen-
tly eased it out. The calf bawled piti-
fully. “Got a nasty cut here, poor
little critteri” The cowboy lifted the
calf bodily, made his way off the
guard, down into the gully. He
turned, smiled up into Peg’s eyes,
said, “There now, ma’am. Just let her
et her breath an’ she’ll be okay.”

“Hi there, cowboy!” Ruck let out
a shout from above. “Can you give
us a hand?”

But the cowboy had turned to Peg.
“Looks like you could do with an-
other hand with your herd, ma’am,”
he said.

She glanced from the cloud of dust
ahead to the calf. “If you could just
keep an eye on it for a few minutes
till T round ’em up ahead there—"

“Sure, ma’am, sure.”

EG DUG her heels into her pony’s

flank, went galloping up the road,
till she got ahead of the herd. “Keep
’em here, Rover! Keep ’em here!” she
called to the shaggy old ‘collie. Then
she dashed across, pulled out a pair
of wire-clippers, cut the strands of
barbed wire of the old fence along-
side. The -next moment with a wild
Yippee! and the sharp crack of her
gun she had the cattle shoving into
the green pasture beyond. She waited
till the Jast one was in, then gathered
up the cut wire, began to twist it
deftly back intoc place. Then took off
her old hat, ran her fingers back
through a mop of auburn curls. She
looked out over the pasture, at the
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lean, dusty cattle feverishly cropping
at the green grass. She closed her
eyes and from under the long lashes
two big tears coursed down her dusty
cheeks.

She opened her eyes quickly,
brushed angrily at her tears though
when she heard a soft voice saying,
“Looks like you’re ’bout all in,
ma’am.” His eyes went on inquiring-
ly to the fence.

“I’'m not breakin’ in,” she flashed
out bitterly. “I’'m runnin’ my herd in
on our own range.” Then, when he
didn’t answer, she added, “You must
be a stranger round these parts.”

“Reckon I am, ma’am. Just come
down f{rom Wyoming, been doin’
some cow-punchin’ up the way here
at the 04 Bar.”

She glanced back up the road.

“Little dogie’s okay, ma’am. Got
her tied up down there. I’ll put her
over on the range. And—Slim Smith’s
the name.”

She rode on slowly till she came to
the big gate, with its faded sign Lucky
FEoziceee Ranch, Underneath was the
rusted horseshoe Gramp Nolan had
put there years before. Back in un-
der the giant cottonwoods too was the
old sod house he had built for his
bride. And beyond she could see the
purple outline of the Horseshoe Can-
yon against the gold of the prairie.
It all looked just as it had five years
ago when she—a scrawny kid of fif-
teen—and Gramp, had driven away
to live with his folks in Colorado.
Gramp had vowed he would never
come back, but she had vowed just
the opposite and a month before when
the tenants had written they were
leaving she had persuaded Gramp to
come. He had come on ahead a week
before, and arrived safely she thought
with relief when she saw smoke curl-
ing up out of the chimney.

There was a lump in her throat
as she went on up the sun-baked trail,
went into the old house. But her tone
was gay as she called out, “Hi,
Gramp, here I am!”

The old man turned from the stove.

“Took you a mighty long time,” he re-
marked.

“Cowhand run out on me two days
back,” she told him, “Had to bring
'em on by myself.” She was staring
around the shabby comfortable old
room, felt a great contentment. Then
she glanced out through the open
dour, across the canyon, where the
lasd rose sharp on the other side, and
outlined clear against the sky was a
string of white Brahma cattle. Her
face hardened. “Reckon I ought to
get washed up and get busy,” she said.

T SUNSET Peg made her way
up across the range to lock for
her little dogie. “Fresh as a daisy,
pretty as a picture,” old Gramp had
murmured when she had come out in
a fresh though faded blue cotton
dress. Her eyes were alight now as
she went through the long fresh green
pasture, saw her cattle chewing con-
tentedly. They seemed to have filled
out already. When she came to shal-
low dip up by the fence she stopped
short. Slim .Smith was down there
kneeling over the spotted calf, deftly
bandaging up its foot.

“Poor little maverick—both o’
them,” he was saying softly to him-
self, “both need a heap o’ carin’—”
He stopped.short, suddenly aware of
her above. She saw the color creep
up his tanned neck. “Poor little crit-
ter’s got a bad foot here. I brought
along some linament,” he explained,
“an’ T aimed to tether her up here
so she won’t go wanderin’ an’ go over
that canyen when she’s not got her
balance  proper.”

Peg had slipped down the gully,.
was kneeling on the other side of the
calf. For a moment Slim’s hard brown
hand, unknowingly, rested on hers on
the shaggy little flank. For a moment
Peg found herself looking into the
nicest brown eyes she had ever seen.
Conscious of a strange little some-~
thing she had never known before she
got to her feet. Her cheeks were flam-

ing.
Slim shook his head. “If I may se,
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ma’am, it don’t look just right for a
little girl like you to be workin’ like
a cowhand out on the range. Oh,” as
he saw her quick angry look, “not
that you can’t do it. But—it’s a man’s
job.”

“T’ve been ridin’ the range ever
since I was able to stick on a horse,”
she said proudly.

“TI could see that, ma’am.”

“And Gramp Nolan brought the
first herd o’ white Brahmas into the
county here.” Peg’s eyes, fixed on the
cattle across the canyon, were hard.
“By rights that lot right across there
now belongs to us.”

“What you mean, ma’am.”

“You’ve not been round these parts
much,” she said again. Then in a
hard flat voice she explained, “My
pappy was killed because of that herd
’cross there. And I've been waitin’
for five long years to come back to
our place here an’ take those white
Brahmas away from the Table Top
Ranch.”

“T reckon I still don’t get it
ma’am.” Slim was studying her face,
half-pitying, half-admiring.

“Gramp had to sell off his Brahmas
to old Winters over there on the TT
the year we had the drought. But he
and Dad started in right then to save
to buy the stock back. It took him
ten years to get a thousand dollars to
buy fifty head back. The night he
bought them he was brandin’ ’em
down there in the canyon with our
LH brand when along come a posse,
said he’d rustled ’em. That old Win-
ters had been found shot in the back
up on the trail.” Peg’s hands were
clenched at her side, her veice still
flat. “Dad put up a fight, dared them
to touch one o’ the cattle seein’ he’d
paid for them. And then—he got shot.
He—wouldn’t run. The Nolans don’t
run, They fight.”

SLIM LIT a cigarette. “Sounds lLike

they had the cards pretty well
stacked against your Pa,” he said
slowly. “Didn’t he have any paper to
show he’d paid for the cattle? Anyone

who saw them makin’ the deal?”

“Only Gramp an’ me. We'd seen
him take out the old cash-box where
he always kept his money and start
off across the canyon over to the TT.
We saw him comin’ back, drivin’ the
cattle down the trail. I reckon he had
a receipt alright but the skunk who
shot old man Winters and took that
thousand dollars must have got that
receipt too. I reckon we won’t ever
find that paper now. But I reckon on
trackin’ down that bad man if it
takes me all the rest o’ my life.”

Slim shook his head. “Why don’t
you let it rest, ma’am? You look toco
little an’ soft to be fightin’ a big
thing like this.” S

Peg turned to look up through the
cottonwcods. In the setting sun her
hair was all flame. She looked very
lonely. “I reckon Pa up there under
the trees wouldn’t rest if his own kin
didn’t try to clear his name,” she said
quietly.

“Your dad—” Slim hesitated, “did
he have a chance to say anything—”

She shook her head. “No. All we
could make out was something about
the lucky horseshoe—he was out of
his head—" she drew a long breath,
turned to go back te the house.

Slim walked along with her. “You
wouldn’t by any chance be needin’ a
hand round here, would yeu? Mend-
in’ the fences and odd jobs. I see the
fence broke down bad in spots. I'm
good at fences. I—" as she shook her
head no, “I’d stay on just for my
keep for a few days, till I can find
a steady job. All’'s I want would be a
shakedown.”

“We have plenty of room in the
house,” she said abruptly.

ATE THAT night Peg came out

of the old house again, stood look-
ing over the moon-silvered range.
Gramp and Slim had long since gone
to bed. The new hand, she told her-
self, had really been a blessing. Some-
how she had dreaded this first night
back in the old home but it hadn’t
been lonely, and full of ghosts as she
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had expected. Slim and Gramp had
sat for hours over supper, yarning.
Gramp had taken to him the moment
he saw him. Afterwards the two men
had gone to see the calf, had brought
her up, put her in the shed.

Slim was restful and friendly. It
wasn’t like having a stranger in the
place. Now a sudden great joy at
being back on her own land fiiled
her. A soft spring breeze was carry-
ing the scent of the wild flowers up
from the canyon, she could hear the
babble of the creek far below and
behind was the herd, full, contented,
chewing their cud.

Peg threw back her head, closed
her eyes, drank in the loveliness of
it all. Then behind her she heard
gsomeone say, “Good evenin’, ma’am!”

It was Ruck Martin. Bareheaded
now, looking very handsome. He
stopped short, staring at her, said,
“Why—it’s not—not Peggy Nolan,
surely!” When she didn’t answer, he
came on closer, dropped his hand on
her shoulder. His dark eyes still in-
credulous, admiring, swept down over
her. “That little cowgal up the road
there wasn’t you, Peg, was it?”

“I reckon you were too busy shoot-
in’ dogies to see who I was,” she said
coldly.

“That’s why I come over, Peg. To
apologize for that drunken dude I had
along. But I—" he gave a little laugh,
“I might have known it was you,
spunky little Peg Nolan— Gosh, Peg,
but you’re grown up—"’ his voice sank
to that romantic note she remembered
so well, “prettiest woman I ever saw,
tOO.”

The slight curl of her lip seemed
to make him more eager. “I tried to
get in touch with you, Peg. Honest I
did. After all that trouble no one
seemed to know where you’d gone. I
always thought if I'd been round it
never would have happened at all. But
you know I'd gone off to Amarillo,
buyin’, you know. I felt pretty sick
when I got back, hadn’t even had a
chance to say goodbye. Because—" he

took her hand now, pressed it gently,
“you had me pretty well bowled over
just those few times we did meet.
Remember?”

Yes, she remembered. Peg’s face
hardened.

“Course I knew your pa never did
any rustin’—"

Peg drew her hand quickly away.
Ruck was coarse, tactless, and she
didn’t want to discuss it with him
anyway.

“—if I'd been round they never
would ha’ got that posse out. I always
thought that little crook, Marinez, had
somethin’ to do with it—he did a buck
right after—”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Peg
said sharply.

“I know how you feel.” Ruck’s
voice was soft again, “but don’t you"
think I ever forgot you, Peg. Every
time I passed that old gate down there
I stopped, remembered that last night
before I went to Amarillo—remem-
bered that kiss, Peg—” He had
dropped his hands on her shoulders
now, was drawing her close to him.
But she drew back.

“No,” she said, “I don’t remember
anything but that your crowd from
Winters’ ranch killed my dad and I’'m
never going to rest till I clear his
name.”

E SHOOK his head. “You're
going to find it pretty tough
going, Peg. Farmin’s bad round here.
That rancher you let your place to
these last five years let it go bad.
It'll take a thousand dollars straight
to mend the fences—"

“I reckon it won't be any tougher
now than it was for Gramp when he
first came out here. Fendin’ against
the Indians on one side, the Winters
on the other.”

He laughed, grudgingly. “Same lit-
tie Peg! But—you don’t know what
you’re up against. I reckon it’ll be a
lot tougher. Takes ecash these days
Hard cash.”

She winced. He had struck a sore
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spot. Ruck must have known that.

“I got an idea for you, Peg,” Ruck
said kindly. “Why don’t you sell off
a few acres of your land. Sell some
o’ the canyon down there. I'll give
you five thousand spot cash for that
canyon. You’ll never miss it.”

“What do you want it for?” she
demanded abruptly.

“I'm leavin’ the TT. I've bought
Brady’s Ranch down there where the
horseshoe canyon opens out. I got an
idea o’ dammin’ up, makin’ a sort of
lake for. the dry season in there. Be-
sides—” his voice was gentle, “I want
to help you, Peg.”

She flushed.

“Listen, Peg. 'l bring over the
papers and a surveyor tomorrow—and
the cash—”

“I'd take my time an’ think over
it, ma’am. The canyon’s not goin’ to
run away,” a soft voice drawled in
behind,

They both turned. Slim Smith was
standing lighting a cigarette.

“No ene’s asking your advice, cow-
boy,” Ruck snapped out.

“No harm in offerin’ it, cowbay.”

Ruck flushed darkly.

“I reckon,” Shim said slowly, look-
ing at Peg, “when somethin’s belonged
to you for fifty years, done you good
service, you owe it at least a few days
thinkin’ over before you hand it over
to someone who don’t know the value
of one little dogie—”

“Listen, stranger!” Ruck’s hands
were clenched, “you keep your nose
out of my business or’ next time you’ll
get it bust!”

“No, Ruck! Listen! He’s right. I'd
have to think over it. But—I will, I
promise you. Give me—a week!”

“Sure I will, honey.” Ruck came
up, took Peg’s hands between his. His
eyes were eloquent but his lips, with
Slim standing there smiling, were si-

fent.

A WEEK later Peg Nolan rode
down into the canyon for the

first time since coming back. The

herd had long since picked their way

down the steep trail, were browsing
now in the lush grass among the wild
flowers along the creek. Peg rode
slowly. After a time she dismounted,
sauntered on by foot. It was silent
down here, walled in by the rough
gray cliffs. The place was full of
memories. For fifty years, ever since
the first settlers came, it had been
the favorite picnic ground. Nolan’s
Canyon. Peg could remember the
crowds of youngsters chasing each
other over the rocks, splashing in the
creek, hiding in the numerous little
caves, while the older ones played
horse-shoes, sat yarning—

Peg sat down on a great flat rock.
She tugged off her dusty boots, dab-
bled her feet in the clear cold water.
She flung off her hat, ran her fingers
back through her tawny hair. She took
off her kerchief, opened her shirt
wide, lay back, looking up at the
bluest sky in the world. There was no
sound down here but the babble of
water, the buzz of bees, and the ring
of Shm’s hammer far down the can-
yon. She felt at peace with all the
world.

She had come back to the Horse-
shoe Ranch unbappy, filled with the
desire for revenge. But somehow the
old wound had healed almost this first
week. Slim’s quiet smile, his dark ad-
miring eyes, had sort of steadied her
up. She had found herself lying awake
these past few nights, dreaming, not
of her father’s tragedy, but of the
cowboy sleeping in the next room.
Sometimes she had the feeling she had
always known him. Sometimes when
ke was talking it was almost as though
there was some magic spark flashed
between them. Even Gramp had no-
ticed it. And only this morning, after
Slim had gone off on his fence-mend-
ing, Gramp, with true Nolan bluntness
had said, “That young fellow likes
you, Peg. An’ you might do worse’n
take him whea he asks you.”

How silly, Peg told herself as she
lay now looking up at the sky. Slim
Smith, a wandering cowboy with no
money, ouly a heap of good talk, and
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a soft touch with animals. Silly she
told herself and closed her eyes and
smiled. Then drew a long breath as
she heard a slight sound behind. The
next moment strong arms were around
her, drawing her up and lips were
crushing hard down on hers.

She opened her eyes to find herself
looking up into Ruck Martin’s gloat-
ing dark ones.

He laughed. “Too much of an invi-
tation, Peg!’” he said. “lLooked like
you were just lyin’ there waitin’ to be
kissed.” His grip tightened as she be-
gan to struggle. “Whoa there, now!
Whoa! Might as well quit strugglin’,
give in, sweetheart! You ought to
know Ruck Martin by now. He never
lets anythin’ stand in the way when
he wants somethin’. And he wants
you, Peg Nolan. Come on—let’s stop
playin’, Peg—you’re roped fast—you
—silly—little—heifer—” He was
laughing, trying to fend off her
blows.

“T’ll kill you for this, Ruck—Mar-
tin—"" she gasped out then stopped
short for something had struck Ruck
full in the face. He let go, went reel-
ing back into the creek.

R A MOMENT there was silence
then Ruck pulled himself up, got
groggily to his feet. He shook the
water from him, wiped at the blood
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streaming from his mouth. But his
eyes were alive, full of murder. Slim
Smith stood opposite, pale under his
tan, but a slight smile on his lips.
Ruck’s hand went round to his hip.
Slim darted forward, yanked up a
gun from the creek bed. He emptied
out the bullets, all the while keeping
his eyes on Ruck. He tossed the emp-
ty gun ac i's. Then his hand + 1t
round to his own hip, and he drew
his gun.

“Thanks!” Ruck said thickly, “I’ll
return the favor sometime—soon.”

“T’ll give you just five minutes to
get up that trail there off this prop-
erty, Martin!” There was a new hard
note in Slim’s voice.

There was a sardonic smile in
Ruck’s eyes. “Fair enough, cowboy,”
he said. “I don’t suppose you’ll object
to me takin’ my property along with
me though?”

Peg was on her feet now. She stood,
flushed, lovely, dishevelled, staring
inquiringly from the one man to the
other.

Ruck laughed. He pointed across
to the cattle. Peg’s eyes widened inm
horror when she saw half a dozen of
the TT white Brahmas grazing in
amongst them. Their white flanks, un-
marked yet by any brand, stood out
clear against the Nolan’s commeon
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herd. “Tisn’t the first time,® Ruck
said sarcastically, ‘“that the Nolans
have run cattle down here in this
canyon—tried to brand ’em—"

Peg’s hands were clenched. She
touched her tongue to dry lips but no
sound came. ;

Ruck’s tone became bullying as he
went on, “I been missin’ some o’ my
herd. Found my wires new-cut up
there yesterday. All I need now is to
bring the sheriff down here and—
what with the Nolan record—"

- “All depends on who cut that wire,
Martin,” Slim drawled. “This canyon’s
got lots o’ eyes.”

Ruck’s face darkened. “It would be
your word ’gainst mine, stranger,
Ruck Martin’s a pretty big man
round here.”

“Okay!” Slim said quietly. “You
go ’leng. Bring your sheriff on down.
We'll keep the cattle here—"

“No!” Ruck’s tene changed abrupt-
ly. “'m not holdin’ Peg here re-
sponsible. I'm lettin’ it pass. I’ll get
the eattle back up this time—"

“Youll leave ’em here. Now—you
——git!”

Ruck’s fingers twitched on his emp-
ty gun. “For a newcomer round these
parts,” he said, “you got a heap 0’
gall. An’ we have a way in these parts
with dealin’ with folks with tco much
gall.” Ruck stumbled up from the
creek, strode off through the canyon.

Slim’s eyes, hard as steel, followed
till Ruck got on his pony, started up
the trail on the Winters’ side.

“I don’t like that fellow,” he said
slowly. “You know I was wonderin’
what he was doin’ in this canyen. Saw
him down here a couple o’ times. I
saw the cattle too. Reckon he was
hangin’ round waitin’ for this to hap-
pen"’

“But Slim—" Peg’s face was pale
now, her voice unsteady. “Slim! If he
calls the sheriff—Slim!” Her voice
broke, “Slim! I’'m—scared!”

HE WAS across then, beside her.
“Don’t be scared—Peg! You

don’t need to be scared!” His voice
was gentle.

Suddenly his arms were around her,
his lips on hers. “I’'m here, little gal!”
he whispered. She stood quiet, as he
went on, “I been wantin’ to do just
that ever since first time I looked
into your blue eyes—back there up
on the highway. It was like a bit o’
blue heaven lookin’ out at me from
all that dust. I wanted to take you in
my arms—you—tryin’ to be a tough
ol’ cowboy when all the time you were
just a little soft gal. I wanted to tell
you a heap o’ things that were in my
heart all this week. Could scarcely
keep ’em from spillin’ out when I
was sittin’ there lookin’ at you, with
Gramp wanderin’ on there around in
the ’90°s.”

She laughed then, said, “Oh, Slim!”

He drew her closer. “But tonight—
we’ll get Gramp to bed and we’ll sit
in the moonlight an’ T’ll say—Peg/”

She lifted her lips then to his.

He held her close for a moment,
then broke out, “Remember, Peg—
remember how we used to play down
here in this canyon— I was Rebinson
Crusoe and you were'my man Friday
—and we used to hide up there in
the horseshoe ground—in that little
cave—crawl in through that narrow
opening—remember—” He stopped
short, gave a dismayed laugh.

Peg had drawn sharply away from
him. She was staring at him with
wide startled eyes. Then she spoke,
hard, slowly. “Now I know who you
are,” she said. “You're that boy who
was down here at the Winters Ranch
that summer—ten years ago—you’re
—old man Winters’ grandsen. You're
not—Slim Swith., You're—Shelby—
Wayne”

Slim’s face had gone deep red.
There was just the flicker of a smile
in his dark eyes. “I reckon I might
as well own up. But the name is still
Slim Smith, ma’am. Shelby Smith
Wayne is what they christened me.
But I shed the Shelby when I took
to bronco-bustin’ up in Wyomin’, Just
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didn’t seem to fit somehow. Then I
shed the Wayne when I come down
here on purpose. Just for the time.”

Her eyes were scornful. “And the
TT belongs to you!”

He shrugged his shoulders. “I reck-
on it does, Ma’am, if I want it. Fact
is, I don’t know.if I do or not. You
see, I never did get to know much
about it because my grandad ordered
my mom, his daughter, to git out,
when she married my dad who was
just a poor but good-lookin’, hard-
ridin’ cowboy from Wyomin’. He sent
for me once to come back, that sum-
mer, grandad did, but I reckoned he
didn’t take to me because he never
asked me back. But when he died he
left me the TT, said I wasn’t to come
into it till I was twenty-five an’ then
I could decide whether or not I want-
ed to sell.”

He paused, glanced up towards the
trail, but Ruck was nowhere in sight.
“I kept gettin’ reports from the man-

ager all the time, that crook Ruck
Martin. He said the land was all
washed up, the place no good. Said
I’d be smart to sell at any price. Fact
is, he wrote me such a bad picture of
the place I began to smell a rat. Reck-
on he thought a small ranch cowboy
from Wyomin’ wouldn’t have much
savvy. So I just come down here to
look things over for myself. I went
cow punchin’ up at the 04 Bar. Then
I moved on to get a closer look from
your place. And then, somehow—well
I just lost interest an’ didn’t cars
whether I ever got to the Table Top
or not. For I got corralled by the li¢-
tle girl I been dreamin’ of ever since
I was a kid—dreamin’ of how I was
alone with her—”

But Peg had turned, was running
up the canyon. No, no, Ao her heart
was shouting as she got on her pony,
headed for the nearest trail up. She
rode, hard, fast, till the pony was

winded and suddenly she realized she
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had come to & dead end. She got off
then, took a long breath, from behind
a screen of pinon looked back down
into the canyon.

JIFTY FEET below she could see
Slim. He was back on the old
horseshoe playing ground. She could
see the big rusted spike still sticking
up, a cluster of horseshoes lying about.
And Slim was over at the cliff reach-
ing back into the narrow-opening cave
where they used to squeeze through.
The next moment she let out a lit-
tle gasp as he drew out a small dust-
covered box. Dad’s old ¢ash-box!

Peg dropped to her knees, peering
over, as Slim, below, dropped to his
began prving open the lid with his
wire-cutters. The silence, in spite of
the wind and the rush of the water,
was suddenly unbearable. Peg want-
ed to cry out. And then, suddenly, her
eyes widened in horror. For there,
just a few feet below her was Ruck
Martin.

Ruck was crouched behind a bi
boulder. He had his gun, reload
now, was taking careful aim.

Peg’s hand flashed back to her hip,
The next moment two shots rang out
down through the canyon.

Below her Ruck staggered to his
feet. His gun dropped from mangled
fiugers. Further down on the f{lats
Slim Smith ‘lay, to all appearance,
dead. :

Ruck took one look up the hill. Peg
was standing very still, eyes blazing,
her gun levelled straight at him. He
turned then, stumbled back up
through the pinon. A moment later
Peg heard his pony clattering on up
the trail. She raced back to her pony
then, started back down into the can-
yon.

Five minutes later she was kneel-
ing over Slim. “Slim! Slim—darling!”
she cried frantically.

Slim opened dazed eyes then, shook
his head, sat up. “Must have been hit
by a thunderbolt—" he muttered.

“Ruck shot you. You’re hurt bad,”

she jerked out. She tore at the bloody
torn cloth at his shoulder.

He groped at the wound, shook his
bead again. “Just a little scratch,” he
said and his veice was clearing.
“Knocked me back in the rocks. Got
a lump big as an egg back there.” He
1flelt the back of his head. “Where is

e?))

“I recken he won’t be back.” Peg
pointed to Ruck’s figure just disap-
pearing up ever the rim.

“I reckon he won’t. Not after what
I found just now. And now I know
why Martin’s been hauntin’ the can-
Yon, tryin’ to buy it up. He’s been
ookin’ for this box for five long
years. It just come to me sudden
while we were talkin’, Peg. Horseshoe
—that was what your Dad said. And
it was down here he was brandin’.
And it was in that little cave he kept
his brandin’ irons, I remembered.
Most likely place he’d stick his box
when he started brandin’. Look, Peg!”
Slim reached over, pulled the papers
from the old cashbox.

She shook her head.
it,” she said faintly.

“Okay. Here it is. Received from
Timothy Nolan of the Horseshoe
Ranch the sum of one thousand dol-
larg for fifty head white Brahma cat-
tle, June 24, 1895. Witnessed by—
Robert (Ruck) Martin, foreman TT
Ranch, and Jose Marinez, cowboy TT
Ranch.” Slim put the paper back in
the box.

“Ruck Martin.” Peg whispered.

“Marinez was shot in a cafe three
months later,” Slim said quietly.

“I reckon I have to thank you,
Slim—" Peg’s voice trembled slight-
ly.

He came on across. “I reckon you
haven’t got any grudge proper ’gainst
any of the Winters now. An’—was I
off my head when I took that tum-
ble, but did I hear someone say ‘Slim,
darling!”

She lifted her lips then, trembling,
inviting, “Slim, darling!” she sald
again,

“You read

THE END



Sidesaddie
Sweetheart

By Eimer Kelton

¢ L‘,{ 4

"The man who tries. fo kiss me gets a taste of this whip!"

-—— S

AY LOCKABY was uneasy from It wasn’t so much the steers. The
Jthe moment he started circling the cattle looked good enbugh as they
big, loose-herded bunch of Long- grazed contentedly on the thick turf
horn steers. This was the sorriest look- of grama grass already half cured by
ing trail outfit he had ever seen. the summer sun. But one thing struck

x They'd told Jay in town that a girl was going on this ) o
trail-drive, but he didn't believe it. Who ever heard -
x . of a woman going up the trail? ¥
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him as strange—they bore no trail
brands.

It was the cowpunchers who worried
Jay most. Of the four he had ridden
by so far, three had been just kids.
From the looks of their rigs and their
clothes, they were farm boys and run-
away youngsters just starting on their
first riding job. The fourth was a
grown man, but he didn’t look like
much of a cowboy. Jay had seen plen-
ty of his kind hanging around saloons
and swamping out stables.

Up ahead another kid cowboy sat
slouched over in the saddle, watching
a steer graze farther and farther out
from the bunch. The youngster slowly
circled around the Longhorn. Sudden-
ly he spurred his horse and yelled like
a wild Indian. He plunged after the
frightened steer and drove the animal
deep into the herd. The other steers
scattered like a covey of quail. The
young puncher trotted back out
through the settling dust, happy as a
hound dog chasing house cats.

If it had been Jay’s own herd he
would have ridden over and given the
kid a good dressing-down... When
. he had had his own herds he had done
it. But those days were gone.

Maybe a Kansas City businessman
like Claude Nickle, having his first
experience with a trail herd, wouldn’t
know how important it was to be able
to depend on his men. What Jay had
seen so far didn’t make him want to
sign on here. But a man down to his
last dollar, with hunger already gnaw-
ing under his belt buckle, didn’t have
much choice.

He started to ride on by, but reined
up as he saw a slender rider spurring
toward the youngster. It was a girl on
a sidesaddle. A cowboy trailed her.

The girl pulled up in front of the
youngster and bawled him out. As the
shamefaced boy hung his head, she
angrily turned back to the redhaired
cowboy who followed her.

“Have you got to tag along behind
me everywhere I go?”

The puncher grinned. “I got orders
to look out for you.”

She tossed her curls angrily, swung
around, and rode off. The redhead
followed her. Jay watched them a
minute, then rode up to the redfaced
boy. “Which way’s the wagon?”

The youngster pointed off in the
general direction which the girl had
taken. “Over yonder a ways, other
side of the thicket. You starting up to
Kansas with us tomorrow?”

Jay eyed the cheap saddle, the
boy’s brogan shoes, and a limber rope
coiled haphazardly against the saddle-
horn. But he couldn’t say much about
it. He had had to swap his bwn good
saddle for an old one to get a little
“boot” money to eat on.

“Don’t know yet. Got to ask them
for a job first. Who’s the girl?”

“She’s Audrey Nickle. Her pa
bought these steers. She don’t stand
for any foolishness.”

Jay pondered. He had heard in
town that a girl was to go on the trail
drive. He hadn’t believed it. Who had
ever heard of a woman going up the
trail?

“I guess Claude Nickle’s doing his
own hiring,” he said finally.

The youngster shook his head. “Oh,
no, he’s turned that over to his trail
boss. Name’s Logan Sartain. He’s real
choosey about the men he hires, Sar-
tain is.”

ARTAIN! Jay stiffened. He
breathed the word and felt a sour
taste in his mouth. For a moment he
thought about turning back. But a
man had to eat. He doubled his big
fist and rubbed rough knuckles in fu-
tile anger across his square jaw.
Jay turned his bay half around and
spurred a little harder than he intend-
ed to. A real come-down for a man

~who had once had his own herds. Of

all the people in Texas, he had to ask
Sartain for a job.

Half a mile beyond the thicket Jay
could see the ranch headquarters.
Babb’s Lazy B.

He had been hearing about this
drive back in town, and it looked like
the only thing lazy about husky old
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Wylie Babb was his brand. Claude
Nickle was pretty much of a tender-
foot, they were saying in town. But
they were adding that Babb was going
to give him an education, the hard
way.

Talk was that Nickle hoped to
make a fortune buying Texas steers
and driving them up to Kansas. Town
people had heard that for three days
Babb had worn out buckboard - teams
taking Nickle around to neighboring
outfits and showing him their cattle.

The way the town crowd had it,
Babb had been careful to show Nickle
only those cattle which weren’t so
good as his own. Naturally Nickle had
decided Babb’s cattle were the best he
could find. He had paid Babb twenty
dollars a head, three dollars more than
anyone else had gotten.

Ahead Jay saw mesquite smoke curl-
ing upward from the far side of a
chuckwagon. With the sun already low
in the west, a slouchy wagon cook
was putting a big coffee pot on the
fire. Jay dismounted a safe distance
from the wagon and tied his horse to
a mesquite. The bay quickly reached
up and got a mouthful of the brown
mesquite beans. The cook stood by the
chuckbox lid, silently watching Jay
walk in, spurs jingling.

“I’'m lookin’ for Sartain.”

The cook eyed him irritably. “If he
hires any more punchers, I'm going to
have to have me three wagons just to
haul the grub. Dang kids eat up a
can of syrup ever time they come by.”

Mesquite brush popped. Jay looked
around as three men and the girl rode
out of the thicket. He recognized Sar-
tain and felt an old hatred start to
work within him. Hard to believe Sar-
tain would be doing honest work. His
preference ran to soft jobs, easy mon-
ey, and painted dancehall women.

Jay glanced at the Nickle girl. She
was easy to look at. Her waist didn’t
. look as big around as the crown of a
man’s hat, the way she sat in her side-
saddle. The little man riding next to
her Jay judged to be her father.

The four reined up fifty yards from
the wagon to keep from stirring up
dust around the cook fire. The red-
haired cowhand was quick to swing to
the ground and step over to help the
girl down. Jay caught the annoyed lbok
on the girl’s face when the man kept
hold of her waist a moment after she
was out of the saddle. She pulled
away, and Jay gritted his teeth as he
saw the man grin slyly.

SARTAIN was twenty feet from the

wagon when he recognized Jay. He
stopped short. His hand dropped to-
ward his gun, then halted abruptly.
For a second Jay wished he wowld try
to draw.

“Jay Lockaby!” Sartain breathed.
“What do you want?”

Jay managed to keep his voice flat.
“I came to sign on with you. If I’d
known you was traill boss I
wouldn’t’'ve come. But I'm here, and
I need a job.”

Sartain moved up closer. Tobacco-
stained teeth bit uncertainly at his
lips. Then a hard smile broke bver his
wide mouth. “You looking for a job
from me. That’s funny. But we got all
the help we need.”

Claude Nickle stepped up and stud-
ied Jay’s face a minute, Jay instinc-
tively liked the man. Green as a mes-
quite limb, maybe, but he had an earn-
est look.

“Now, Sartain,” Nickle said, “we
should be able to use one more. He
looks competent.” :

Sartain spoke up quickly. “You had
to watch your expenses when you was
engineering, Mister Nickle. It’s the
same way with cattle. If we go to hir-
ing every run-down cowhand who
comes up, you're liable to lose your
margin.”

Nickle studiously rubbed his chin.
“T suppose you're right. But somehow
he looks better than the men you’ve
hired for me.”

Jay fought down the disappoint-
ment. He took off his hat and ad-
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dressed Nickle directly. “Thanks any-
way. It’s kind of late. Would it be
all right with you—and the lady—if I
stayed here tonight, at the wagon?”
~ Behind Nickle’s back the redhaired
cowboy  was still pestering the girl.
Jay saw her angrily pull away and
step up beside her father. Jay wanted
to haul off and wallop the cowboy,
but he kept still.

“Be glad to have you with us, sir,”
Nickle said. “With the drive starting
in the morning, Wylie Babb is riding
out tonight to help the crew cele-
brate.”

Jay caught the silent anger that
shone from Sartain’s eyes and felt
a grim satisfaction.

In the next couple of hours Jay
saw every rider who had been hired.
Most of them were kids like those he
had seen. There were only three grown
men. Two looked like harmless rum-
mies. The third was the redhaired one.

Wylie Babb finally came out in his
buckboard, with half a case of whis-
key to start the hands off on. Jay
frowned. If it had been Babb’s own
herd, Jay knew the ranchman would
not have allowed a bottle of whiskey
within ten miles of it. In no time at
all the two rummies had seen the bot-
tom end of their bottle and were at
peace with the world.

Jay took one good look at Babb and
decided he didn’t like him. The stout
ranchman stood there bold as a banty
rooster, with his pants legs shoved into
shiny black bobttops and a cigar
clamped jauntily between his teeth. He
talked easily and laughed aloud. Jay
got the idea Babb was the kind
who could sell a wagonload of sheep
shears to a cow outfit.

Claude Nickle was as excited about
the trip as any one of his kid cowboys.
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For what Jay suspected was the twen-
tieth time, Nickle went over with
Babb everything that might conceiv-
ably come up on the trail.

Jay felt his uneasiness increase
when he found that Sartain was ac-
tually working for Babb. The ranch-
man had merely lent him to Nickle
for the trip. And the woman-chasing
puncher, probably the only real cow-
“boy in the crew, was also a Babb man.

The cook took a fiddle out of his
chuckbox and struck up a tune. A
youngster pulled a battered harmonica
from his pocket, slapped it across his
knee, and pitched in.

IN A LITTLE while Audrey Nickle

quietly got up and walked out be-
yond the hoodlum wagon, where a
couple of youngsters had put up a
small pyramid tent for her. In a min-
ute the red-haired cowboy stood up
and walked out away from the wagon
in another direction. But Jay knew
where he was going.

Slowly Jay stood up and walked out
after the cowboy. Once beyond the
range of the flickering campfire, he
turned back toward the girl’s tent. He
heard her angry voice above the sound
of the miusic.

“If you don’t keep away from me
T’ll have you horsewhipped!”

The puncher stood facing her, grin-
ning. “Now, little ’un, most girls take
it as a compliment when Red Finley
starts paying them attention. Most
girls don’t mind it at all when I...”

He grabbed her. .. .kiss ’em.” Fin-
ley held her tight and forced his lips
against hers while she beat futilely at
his arms with her small fists and tried
to stomp his toes with her bootheels.

Fire fanned up in Jay as he stepped
behind the cowboy. He grabbed the
puncher’s chin and jerked back. Gasp-
ing for breath, Finley turned loose of
the girl and lost his balance. Jay
stepped in front of the cowboy and
drove a hard fist into the man’s jaw.

Finley sat down hard and shook his
head. He growled angrily and sprang
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up again, fists swinging. Jay stepped
in close and drove a left, then a right,
into Finley’s stomach. Finley grunted
as part of the breath went out of him.
He kept swinging, but not so hard
now.

Jay tied into him, his fists slashing,
pounding into the redhead’s face, ribs,
and belly. When Finley went down,
Jay caught him by the collar and
jerked him up again. At last the
puncher sagged to the ground, beaten,
Jay stood over him, big fists doubled,
and fought hard for breath.

The fiddling went on by the camp-
fire. No one had heard the fight. Jay
wiped the sweat from his face, picked
up his hat, and licked dry lips.

“All right, Finley,” he gritted.
“Come on over to the wagon and wash
your face. You're quitting.”

The girl wasn’t nearly so nervous as
Jay thought she had a right to be. “If
I could have gotten my hands on a
mesquite club...” she said. “I want to

thank you, Mister Lcckaby. I -wish |

there was some way...”

“T’ll have all the thanks I need if 1
can get Finley’s job,” Jay said flatly.
He helped the weakened Finley to his
feet. He took out a washbasin and
dipped water into it. He made Finley
wash the dirt and blood from his face.

“Now you go over there and tell
Sartin you’re quitting. Don’t give him
any reasons. Just quit and get out.”

Sartain roared angrily at Finley.
But the redhead silently pitched his
bedroll and saddle into Babb’s buck-
board and sat down in the darkness to
wait for the ranchman to get ready to
leave camp.

Jay got a deep satisfaction from the
helpless anger in Sartain’s face. He
walked by Sartain and spoke to
Nickle.

“Since you’ve lost a man, there
ought to be room for me, don’t you
reckon?”

Nickle nodded. “Of course, of
course, I see no reason why we
shouldn’t take him on, do you, Sar-
tain?”

Raw hatred looked out of Sartain’s
eyes. He hesitated, glaring at Jay.
“No, I reckon not.” He turned on his
heel and tromped off into the dark-

Chaptor Jwo

HE COOK yelled for breakfast

long before daylight next morn-

ing. Jay threw back his blanket
and rubbed his eyes. Sartain had made
him stand a double guard during the
night to make up for one of the sleep-
ing rummies.

Boyish excitement ran through the
young punchers as they wolfed down
their breakfast. Claude Nickle’s hands
trembled, and Jay knew the little man
was as excited as his boys. Audrey
Nickle seemed the calmest of the lot,
except for Sartain and the sour old
cook. Jay wondered idly if perhaps
she wouldn’t prove to be the top hand
of the trip.

“I'm a good point man, Sartain”
Jay offered as the crew saddled up.
“You know I took some of my own
herds up north before...”

Sartain glared. “Before what?”

Jay eyed him coldly. “You know
what, better than I do. You putting
me on the point, like you was going
to do with Finley?”

Sartain’s eyes glowed with triumph,
and a hard grin' broke on his wide
mouth. “You're going to ride drag,
Lockaby. You're going to stay back
there and tail up the weak ones. You'll
chew dust till you’ll wish you’d really
killed me, that day in Kansas.”

Jay clenched his teeth and felt the
veins on his temples strain from anger.
“T already wish I'd killed you, Sartain.
I’ve wished it a hundred times.”

He swung quietly into the saddle
and spurred to the far end of the herd,

With a group of inexperienced ri-
ders, it took quite a while to get the
herd strung out on the trail. But final-
ly the steers were on their way. Far
ahead Sartain put a couple of raw kids
on the point. One was on each side of
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the herd, near the lead. If the cattle
were to be turned a little to the left,
the rider on the left would pull back
and give plenty of room, while the
rider on the right pulled in close to
the steers and shoved them over. The
way the young punchers worked it, the
trail looked something like the wind-
ing track of a rattlesnake.

Most outfits with which Jay had rid-
den pushed their cattle hard the first
few days to get them off their home
range and get them trail-broken. Sar-
tain wasn’t pushing at all. Jay won-
dered, and he didn’t like it.

It didn’t take long for the dust to
start choking. Stirred up by the hoofs
of the steers in the lead, the dust
stayed aloft and steadily grew thicker
as more and. more cattle walked
through it. The rummy supposed to
help with the drags soon pulled away
from the dust, leaving Jay to handle
the end of the herd alone.

Audrey Nickle dropped back to the
drags and pulled her horse in beside
Jay. The sight of her stirred him. He
noticed the stock of a carbine in the
scabbard which hung beneath her side-
saddle. She choked in the dust, but
she didn’t try to get out of it.

“There’s something wrong between
you and Sartain,” she said bluntly.
“Anybody can tell you're a real cow-
man. You belong on the point instead

of back here. Now, what’s the
trouble?”
Jay looked straight ahead. “It’s

something personal. I'd just as soon
we didn’t talk about it.”

HE RODE along beside him a good
ten minutes before she spoke up
again. “Do you know any reason why
this herd shouldn’t be trail branded?”
Jay shook his head. “Every trail
herd I ever saw was.”

She looked at him worriedly.
“That’s what I thought. But Babb
talked Dad out of it., Said brands at
this time of the year might get wormy,
and he said extra brands ruined part

of the hide and kept the steers from
being worth much.”

The uneasiness he had felt began
working through him again. “Babb
said that? But he even brands his own
range cattle at this time of year.”

A look of deep concern settled on
the girl’s face. Jay wondered if she
was thinking the same things that
flashed through his mind—a worthless
crew, a dishonest trail boss, and steers
that didn’t bear their new owner’s
brand. Semething was in the wind, and
Jay didn’t like the smell of it.

“Dad’s put everything we own into
this herd,” Audrey said. “We can’t let
anything happen to it.”

About midafternoon Sartain rode
back to the drags. “Lockaby,” he said
angrily, “I think we’re short some
steers. You've fooled around and let
some drop out.”

Jay’s temper flared. “I haven’t lost
a head and you know it.”

Audrey Nickle had stayed close to
the drags all day. Now she pulled in
and started arguing. “I’'ve been back
here almost the whole way, Sartain,
and no steers have gotten out.”

Sartain flashed her an annoyed look.
“Then they were leit at the bed-
grounds. Lockaby, you go back and
get them.” ®

Jay glared at Sartain through a red
haze and fought down a desire to
knock him out of the saddle. He knew
the trail boss just wanted to get him
away from the herd. He wheeled his
horse around and struck out over the
back trail. As he rode off he heard
Sartain suggest that Audrey go up to
where her father rode, near the lead.

Jay spurred the lazy horse into a
brisk trot. He cursed Sartain for giv-
ing him the sorriest mounts in the re-
muda and for sending him off on a
fool’s errand. He cursed himself for
getting tied up with Sartain again.

Half an hour later he heard horse’s
hoofs behind him and reined up.
Caution sent his hand quickly to his
gunbelt as he wheeled around. He felt
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relieved when he recognized Audrey
Nickle loping to catch up.

“You ought not to’ve come after
me,” he scolded. “It’s bad enough for
a girl to be with a trail herd in the
first place. And when she starts riding
off with a cowboy, people are going to
talk.”

“I didn’t like the way Sartain sent
you off,” she answered quickly. “He’s
up to something, and I want to find
out what it is.”

Jay wanted to grin. Nothing dumb
about this girl. “Have you told your
dad what you think?”

“I’ve tried to, but he laughs at me.
He’s so excited about this trip that
he’s like a little boy.”

Jay liked the earnest look in the
girl’s blue eyes. “Whatever Sartain’s
up to, yowll be better off staying
close to your dad,” he told her flatly.
“Now you hightail it back to the
herd.”

“This herd belongs to my dad, not
you,” she spoke quickly. “I want to
see that it gets to Kansas.”

He looked at her and grinned.
“You're a regular little fire-eater. But
if you get in Sartain’s way he’s liable
to hurt you.”

“Do you think he would hurt a.

woman?”’

Jay wasn’t grinning now. “You're
not his kind of a woman. He wouldn’t
mind hurting you, if he thought it was
necessary.”

She stared at him, “What kind of
woman am 1?”

That one he couldn’t answer. He
looked into her pretty face, her clear
blue eyes, and groped for words. His
heartbeat quickened. A strong urge
moved within him. He reached out,
gathered her into his arms, and kissed
her. She looked surprised, but she
didn’t resist him.

He turned her loose, his blood
warm. She pulled away a little. “You
whipped a man for trying that.”

Jay looked down at his saddlehorn,
ashamed, “Yes, and now I feel like

whipping myself. You better go back
to the herd.”

AY SAT there and watched her ride
away, a strange tingle spreading
through him. He rubbed his rough
hands across his mouth and remem-
bered the warmth of her lips. Sudden-
ly he was glad he had joined this out-
fit. Whatever Sartain was up to, Jay
was determined to scotch it.

It was just as he knew it would be.
There wasn’t a sign of a lost steer
anywhere along the back trail. A slow
west wind got up as he started making
a wide circle of the bedground. The
last place to look would be the thicket
where the chuckwagon had stood. Jay
rode up to it carelessly, knowing there
wouldn’t be a steer in it.

A rifle crashed in the thicket, and a
bullet zipped past Jay. Panic seized
him for an instant as he realized he
was caught in the open. He jerked
out his six-gun and spurred for the
cover of the brush. He snapped off a
couple of quick shots in the direction
of the rifleman to the east of him. But
he knew he couldn’t hit anything.

The rifle cracked again. There was
a sudden thump, then a groan from
Jay’s horse as the animal plunged
headlong to the ground. Jay desper-
ately kicked his feet out of the stir-
rups and rolled free. Another bullet
searched for him. .

Now he was really caught. He was
afoot, and it was still thirty yards to
the protection of the brush. He bellied
down behind the dead horse for cover
and wished the ambusher would show
himseif, But even if he did, Jay knew
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he was too far away for an accurate
shot with the pistol.

The dry grass was like a mat be-
neath him. It was brittle between his
fingers, like tinder.

Tinder. Jay thought a minute, then
grinned without humor. The wind was
blowing straight from him toward the
man with the rifle. If he could start
a fire far enough ahead of him to keep
himself from being burned. ..

Keeping low, he struck a match on
his saddle and pitched it over. The
wind snuffed it out before it hit the
ground. He tried again, but the same
thing happened. This time a bullet
creased the cantle of the old saddle.
Jay felt in his pockets for a piece of
paper and finally found one. He
crushed and twisted it into a long wad.
He lighted it and let the fire get a good
start. Then he rose up a little, hurled
the paper forward, and dropped f{lat.
The rifle roared again.

Holding his breath, Jay could hear
a faint crackle. Gradually it became
louder, and the dry, pungent odor of
grass smoke drifted to him. Fanned
by the wind, the flames spread out
and quickly moved in toward -the
thicket. Jay eased himself upward and
looked over the dead horse’s shoulder.
Any minute now the fire should flush
the ambusher.

INALLY he heard a curse and saw
a figure jump up and dash for a
new place beyond the billowing grey
smoke. Jay took advantage of the mo-
- ment to break for cover of the brush.
As he hit the thicket the rifle crashed.
But smoke must have been burning
the rifleman’s eyes.

Jay squatted down under cover a
couple of minutes. Then brush rustled
as the unknown gunman began to
move.

Fire’s scorching his hip pockets
again, Jay thought. And this time he
doesn’t know where I'm at.

The crackle of flames and the bil-
lowing smoke kept moving in. Jay

blinked away the sting. The palm of
his hand was sticky on the gun.

Suddenly the gunman jumped up
with a yelp of pain and plunged for-
ward through the brush. Jay rose up.
The ambusher pumped a bullet at
him. Jay brought his pistol up and
triggered off two quick shots. The man
dropped the rifle. He slumped over
into the forks of a mesquite, and his
hat tumbled from his head.

Jay glimpsed the red hair and knew
immediately the identity of the dead
man, He knew too who had arranged
this, Hatred rose in him anew. Then
he heard the frightened snorting of a
horse. Finley’s mount was tied back
there in the brush, and the flames
were crowding him, Jay knew. He
ran back through the thicket to search
for the horse. Finding him, he swung
into the saddle and skirted out around
the flames.

The sun was almost down. Jay
knew it wouldn’t be long until some
of Babb’s riders would be out to in-
vestigate the fire. Finley’s saddle was
much better than the old rig he had
swapped for, so he didn’t go back to
get his own.

Darkness caught him before he got
back to the herd. Nervousness rubbed
him as he rode. But it left him sud-
denly as he approached the wagon and
saw Sartain squatting on his heels be-
side the flickering campfire, a tin
plate of food in his hands. Grim re-
solve replaced Jay’s nervousness. This
was the place to settle it—here and
NOW.

He swung quietly out of the saddle
and tied Finley’s sorrel to a mesquite.
Sartain was lifting a steaming cup of
coffee to his lips as Jay stepped up
into the circle of the firelight. The
trail boss’s eyes widened. He spilled
much of the coffee.

“What’s the matter, Sartain? See a
ghost?” Jay asked dryly.

Sartain stammered. “Why...why, I
thought you had quit us.”

Jay kicked the plate out of Sar-
tain’s hands. “You mean you thought

A
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I was dead!” he thundered as the boss
jumped to his feet.

Sartain’s hand dipped toward his
gun, then stopped abruptly as he
thought better of it.

“Go ahead, Satain,” Jay taunted.
“I passed up the chance once before.
Try now and see if I do.”

Claude Nickle had excitedly dropped
his own plate of food. Now he
ventured a step forward, his face a
shade lighter than it ought to be.
“Now hold on here. What’s all the
ruckus for?”

Jay answered without taking his
eyes off Sartain. “Your trail boss has
got some idea for robbing you, Mister
Nickle, the same way he once did me.
He tried to get me killed today be-
cause he knew I was wise to him.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Sartain spoke
quickly. “He’s covering up. I sent
him back today to find some missing
steers. He’s just now getting back.
He’s been letting your cattle drop out
of the drive so he can steal them.”

RAGE ROARED through Jay. He

lunged at Sartain and drove a
hard right at the stubbly jaw. Sartain
turned his head in time for the blow
to glance off. Then he jabbed his own
left into Jay’s ribs. Jay grunted as
some of the breath left him. Slowed a
minute, he gritted his teeth and closed
in with Sartain. They pounded short
rabbit punches into each other’s
stomachs and ribs. Sartain managed
to pull back a little and drive a hard
fist into Jay’s face.

The cowboy went off balance and
fell backward. In a second Sartain
was on him. The boss grabbed hold
of Jay’s throat. The cowboy quickly
brought up his fists against Sartain’s
straightened elbows. The boss grunt-
ed in pain and turned loose. Jay tock
advantage of the man’s numbness to
drive a fist at the side of his face.

Sartain swayed to one side. Jay
pushed him over, swung up, and in a
second was on top. He started driving
his fists into the boss’s face.

He stopped numb as he heard a
gun click behind him and felt some-
thing jab into his back.

“Now hold it right there, cowboy,”
Claude Nickle’s voice said grimly,
“You just joined us yesterday, a total
stranger. Wiley Babb himself recom-
mended Sartain to me. If you don’t
let him up I'll blow a hole in you.”

Slowly Jay rose to his feet, breath-
ing hard. On the ground Sartain
rubbed the back of his hand over his
sore lips. He swayed to his feet.

Suddenly the boss’s gun was in his
hand. The cowboys started ducking
for cover. “You’ve had your last
chance, Lockaby,” he snarled, shoving
the gun forward.

A gun roared, but it wasn’t Sar-
tain’s. The range boss dropped the
pistol. He swayed forward, grabbing
at an ugly red streak on his right
hand and biting his lower lip painful-
ly with yellow teeth.

“Audrey!” Nickle roared. “Drop
that gun!”

She held the smoking carbine steady.
“No, Dad. You've got to give Lock-
aby a chance.”

Sartain glared sullenly at her,
“Girl, you're going to be sorry you
done this.”

Jay knew how that sounded to the
others; and knew Sartain’s meaning
was much deeper.

Claude Nickle started moving to-
ward Audrey. “I don’t want to have
to take that gun away from you,
Audrey. Now drop it.”

Audrey stood her ground a moment,
then started backing up. “Dad, stop
it.” Then to Jay, “Get out of here,
Jay, while you still can.”

Jay trotted back into the darkness
toward the sorrel horse. As he swung
into the saddle he saw Nickle wrest
the carbine from Audrey’s hands. The
man fired quickly and wildly in Jay’s
direction, A couple of excited kids
joined him, Jay leaned low over the
horn and spurred out into the dark-
ness.

The sudden movement of hoofs to
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his right told him the shots had fright-
ened the herd. The cattle hadn’t stam-
peded, but they were ready to.

The men at the campfire knew it
too. The firing suddenly stopped. Mo-
ments later Jay was out of sight of
the campfire. He reined up and lis-
tened. There was no pursuit. Appar-
ently the cowboys had lost interest in
him and gone to quiet the cattle.

Jay swung down to rest awhile.
Hunger stirred within him. With it
came helpless anger, and a renewed
hatred of Sartain.

“Might as well stake you right
here, Sorrel,” he said to Finley’s horse.
“This is as far away as I'm getting
till I square up with Sartain.”

LL THE next morning Jay kept
far to the left of the herd. By
noon his belt was buckled as tight as
it would go, and he was weak from
hunger, He knew he would have to
take a chance and visit the chuckwag-
on.

After noon he pulled in closer.
Luckily the wagon was well out to
one side. He waited until a rise hid
the herd, then loped in. He kept his
hand on his gun as he reined up.

“Don’t you go clawing for a gun,”
he told the grumpy-looking cook. “All
I want is a little chuck.”

The cook grunted. “Matter of fact,
I been looking for you. Knew you
couldn’t get nothing to eat off out
yonder, and you sure wouldn’t leave
till you got even with Sartain. I fig-
gered you’d be back, and I'm glad
you are.”

Jay looked at him quizzically.

“That girl told me what she’s been
thinking,” the cook went on. “And I

think she’s right. I been around lots

of cow outfits, and I know this one
ain’t on the up-and-up. What’s more

I got a hunch Sartain’s about to spring
whatever he’s got hatching.”

“Keep talking.”

“He’s getting rid of the riders for
one thing. He sent three of the kids
out over the back trail on an errand
any halfwit would know was a put-up
job. And now them two rummies have
got drunk and are plumb out of com-
mission.

“Sartain must have given it to them.
They didn’t have any. Yesterday I
searched through their stuff and emp-
tied all their liquor. Fixed it so it
would leak out in their bedroll and
look like an accident.”

Jay grinned. Sartain had hired one
good man, whether he had intended
to or not.

The cook spat tobacco juice out
over the wagon wheel, wiped his
moustache, and rubbed his hand on
his pants leg. “Sartain don’t aim to
be out long, either. I went through Z%is
stuff this morning. He ain’t got enough
tobacco to last him a week. And he
smokes all the time.”

Jay ate a quick, cold meal and
loaded his saddlebags with whatever
he could find for later on. Then he
pulled out again. But he didn’t get
far from the herd this time.

Chapter  Jhree

HE RAID came at sundown,

quickly and without any warn-

ing. It happened just as the
cattle were bunched to be bedded
down for the night. Watching from a
distance, Jay had noticed that the
outfit was still short five hands.

Suddenly shots began rattling on
the far side of the herd. Even from
the distance, Jay heard Sartain’s voice
bawl: “A raid, boys! Run for your
lives!”

Twenty riders swept down on the
herd from the far side, firing as they
rode. Trail weariness was gone from
the cattle in a second. Panic rippled
through the herd like flood water.
Then they were on the run, coming

at Jay.
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He pulled his horse around and
spurred to get out of the way.
Through the dust he saw Sartain fire
a couple of careless shots at the on-
coming riders, then topple from his
saddle as if hit.

Three frightened kid cowboys were
fleeing over the back trail, spurring
hard. A couple of the braver young-
sters were stiil shooting at the raiders
but were too busy trying to keep up
with the herd to do much good.

It was a picture Jay had scen be-
fore—dust boiling up to the irenzied
thunder of thousands of pounding
hoofs—the clatter of horns, excited
shouts, and the rattle of gunfire.

Jay managed to pull out of the
path of the stampede just as the first
wild-eyed steers went past him. There
wasn’'t any heading them now, he
knew, not till they had run down a
little. Anger swept through him, roar-
ing anger that made him grip his gun
with all the strength in his big hand.
He could see the whole scheme now.

Sartain had hand-picked a crew
thet would give him the least trouble
wihen Babb’s riders came to stampede
the herd. Nor had Sartain died before
the guns of the renegades. Jay knew
his supposed death had been meant
to take the heart out of any of the
crew that might have wanted to fight.
Still close to home, these steers would
soon find their way back into their
familiar thickets on Babb range.
There would be no trail brands to
prove they had ever left, or that
Nickle’s herd had not been driven
out of the country by outlaws.

A couple of the raiders were loping
toward Jay now, firing their guns and
yelling at the sfeers to keep the big
run going. Jay held his boogered sor-
rel as still as he could. When the first
rider neared him, Jay brought up his
gun and fired. The outlaw snapped a
quick shot at Jay but missed. Jay
triggered another that spilled the man
from the saddle.

From the corner of his eye Jay saw

the rider get up and hobble off out

of the steers’ way, holding a wounded
shoulder. Jay went after the next rider
now. But the cowboy had seen his
intention. He began firing first. Jay
ducked low and snapped off a couple
of quick shots. The outlaw’s horse
plunged to the ground. The man rolled
into the path of the stampeding steers.
He jumped up terrified and started
running for safety. A steer brushed
him and rolled him over. When he
got to his knees another steer hit him.

As Jay turned his back on the cow-
boy he saw him scramble to safety,
half on his hands and knees.

MINUTES later the panicked herd

had passed. Jay hauled up on
his reins and searched through the
choking dust for sign of some of the
Nickle cowboys. He could still hear
sporadic shots. Fear tugged at him.
Maybe some of those kids were still
trying to shoot it out with the
rustlers. But Nickle’s force was al-
ready cut half in two. It wouldn’t
stand a chance now.

Where was Audrey? Fear squeezed
him tighter as he pushed on through
the dust. She must have been with
the herd when the raiders struck.

Suddenly Jay got the answer to
one of his questions. Claude Nickle
and two young punchers materialized
from out of the dust. Seeing Jay, they
drew their guns and trained them on
him. Claude Nickle pushed out a little
in the lead. Black hatred showed in
his eyes. Sweat rolled down and left
tiny lines in the dust that lay thick
on his face.

“Jay Lockaby! I knew it was you
the minute the raiders came down on
us. What have you done with Audrey?
Tell me or I'll blast you to Kingdom
Come!”

Audrey missing! Jay’s breath came
short, and his heartbeat picked up.
He tried to explain, but he made no
headway. One of the young cowboys
said:

“You pull back out of the way,
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Mister Nickle. Jeff and I’ll give him
what he’s coming.”

Nickle’s voice almost broke. “First
I've got to know where hels got
Audrey.”

He thrust the gun forward and said
wildly: “Tell me. Tell me or I'll kill
you right where you sit!”

Beads of sweat popped out on Jay’s
forehead, and his tense hand gripped
the bridle reins. Far away he could
hear the herd still running. He could
hear Nickle’s anguished breathing
and almost thought he could hear his
own heart beating. Then a new sound
broke in, the clatter of the chuckwag-
on. The cook’s voice was calling out:

“Nickle! Nickle! Where are your”

One of the cowboys answered. Mo-
ments later the wagon hauled up. The
cook sawed on the lines to stop the
frightened team. Fear looked out of
his own eyes as he pulled up beside
the men.

“Miss Audrey’s went after Sar-
tain!” he declared, breathing rapidly.

Nickle’'s mouth dropped open.
“You’re crazy. Sartain’s dead.”

“No he ain’t. He acted like it to
scare your cowboys. I came along
with the wagon just in time to see
one of the raiders bring him a horse.
Miss Audrey seen them too. She went
spurring off after Sartain. I yelled at
her to come back, but I couldn’t catch
her in this kindling heap.”

Jay felt the color drain out of his
face. “Sartain’ll kill her if she crowds

him!”
~ Nickle lowered his gun. His hands
were shaking. “You don’t know how
close I came to killing you, Lockaby.”

“We haven’t got time to worry
about that. Come on!”

Their horses -were tired, but the
four men’s spurs kept the animals
going in a long lope after the herd.
They spread out so they would miss
nothing in the gathering darkness.

UST STILL hung thick in the air
and choked Jay as he galloped
along. He blinked to relieve the sting-

ing of his eyes. Audrey’s face kept
coming to him, and he remembered
her lips. If Sartain did anything to
her...

A cowboy’s shout pulled him quick-
ly to the right. Through the dust he
could see the youngster grab the reins
of a loose horse.

“Mister Nickle! Mister Lockaby!
Here’s her horse!”

Panic grabbed hold of Jay. He slid
his sorrel to a stop and looked anx-
iously at the riderless horse. As the
other two riders pulled in, Jay saw
the spot on the sidesaddle. He touched
it. It was red and sticky.

“Blood! He’s shot her!”

They started an even more des-
perate search then, pushing on through
the gloom, scanning the ground ahead
of them, afraid of what they would
find. It was Jay who found her, or
perhaps she found him. He heard her
voice calling him weakly. Then he
saw her on the ground just ahead of
him, trying to push herself up on one
elbow.

He tried to call the others, but fear
clamped his throat tight. He pulled
out his gun'and fired three times into
the air. Then he swung to the ground
and ran to her.

The breath went out of him as he
saw the splotch of blood low on her
left shoulder. The bullet had gone
close to her heart, he realized instant-
ly. Dangerously close.

He gripped her hand tightly, fight-
ing back the dread that rose like &
flood within him.

“Dad,” she murmured. “Where’s
Dad?”

“He’s all right,” Jay answered soft-
ly. “He’ll be along in a minute.”

The three others came riding in
from all directions. Claude: Nickle
jumped out of the saddle and almost
fell. His voice broke as he called his
daughter’s name. Jay yelled at one of
the boys.

“Go find that chuckwagon and get
it here quick.”
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The boy hesitated. “What about the
herd?”

Jay’s lips were tight. “We’ll have
to let the cattle go. We've got to get
her back to town, to a doctor.”

The cook dumped his supplies and
spread out four cowboys’ bedrolls in
the wagon to make a soft bed for
Audrey. Then started a weary but
anxious all-night ride to town.

On the way Jay told his own story.
He told Nickle how he had once
driven his own herds to Kansas rail-
road markets. One day a Kansas busi-
nessman offered to lend him the extra
money he would need to bring an even
larger herd than he had ever brought
before. Buying Texas cattle with his
own money and money he had bor-
rowed, he got together a big herd
and trailed it to Kansas.

Sartain had been one of the cow-
boys on that drive. He had been a
troublemaker all the way up the trail.
But he had been a good cowhand, and
Jay, shorthanded, had kept him on.

The herd sold all right. Jay banked
his own money but withdrew enough
to repay his backer and give him a
good profit to boot. On his way he
was held up and robbed by two
masked men. He was positive one was
Sartain.

He trailed Sartain all over Kansas,
from one saloon and dance hall to
another. Finally he had found him in
the room of a dancehall girl. The
money had all been spent. There was
no procf that Sartain had taken it.
Still, Jay had known. He had drawn
his gun to shoot the outlaw. But some-
how he had never been able to pull
the trigger.

Paying his debts cost him prac-
tically everything he had left, and
Jay came back to Texas broke. Since
then he had worked for cowboy
wages, when he could find work.

Looking at Audrey’s ash-grey face
in the wagon bed in the light of dawn,
Jay wished again that he had killed
Sartain that day long ago. He knew
that now, no matter what happened,
he had that one job to do.

THE front room of the doctor’s

office, Jay nervously paced the
floor. He glanced at the big clock in
the corner. Half past two. More than
an hour since the doctor had taken
the unconscious Audrey into the back
rocm, with Claude Nickle close be-
hind.

A clatter of horses’ hoofs on the
street outside brought Jay’s gaze to
the window. His breath came short as
he recognized the riders. In the lead
was stout Wiley Babb, with a cigar
clamped between his teeth and look-
ing like he was about to foreclose the
mortgage on the state of Texas.

Jay unconsciously dropped his hand
to his gunbutt as he spotted the man
riding close behind Babb. Sartain! Jay
clenched his teeth and fought down
the impulse to shoot Sartain right
then, through the window.

A little way down the street Babb
dropped out. He tied his horse in
front of the bank and went in. Jay
watched Sartain and a couple of
other riders go on down to a saloon.

One of the youngsters had stepped
behind Jay. “Babb’s got him an of-
fice in the bank. He’s a big shot
there. Probably gone to count the
money he’s swindled Mister Nickle
out of.”

Jay walked to the door and paused,

~his hand on the ornate doorknob,

“Stay here in case Nickle needs you,”
he said. “I’'m going to help Babb
count that money.”

He quickly stepped down onto the
plank sidewalk and angled across the
dirt street. He stopped a moment in
front of the bank, wiped ‘his sweaty
palms on his pants leg, and pushed
through the bank door. He looked
around for Babb but didn’t see him,
He walked up to a slender teller.

“Where’s Babb?”

The teller pointed his chin at a
closed door. “In his office, but he
can’t be disturbed now. Say there, I
said he can’t be disturbed!”

Jay shoved the door open and
quickly stepped through. Babb, seated
at a desk, almost let the cigar drop
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out of his mouth. Jay shoved the door
shut.

“What do you want?” Babb asked,
plainly a little shaken.

Jay purposely dropped his hand to
his gun. “I want the money Nickle
paid you for the steers your men ran
off last night.”

Babb stood up quickly, his face red
as a ripe apple. “Now you look
here...”

Jay pulled out the six-gun and
leveled it at Babb’s belly. “Your man
Sartain shot Audrey Nickle. She may
not live. Maybe you’d like to hang
for getting her shot.”

Some of the color drained from
Babb’s face. He took the cigar from
his mouth and put it in a tray on the
desk, his hand shaking. “He told me
there wouldn’t be any killing,” he
said weakly.

Jay eyed him levelly, hating the
man. “Nickle paid you twenty dollars
a head for twelve hundred cattle.
That’s $24,000. I want it now, to
take to Nickle. Add another thou-
sand to help pay for his trouble.
That’ll make it twenty-five.”

Babb stared at him unbelievingly.
“Why, you...that’s robbery!”

Jay slipped his gun back into its
holster. “I’'m not holding a gun on
you. Maybe you’d rather hang.”

Babb seemed to wilt. Jay kept
talking.

“You were bound to ’ve promised
Sartain a good cut out of this deal.
I’ll just take that myself, to pay back
a little of what he stole from me one
time in Kansas. Say $5,000.”

Babb sat down weakly in his chalir,
near collapse. He called for someone

in the bank. A moment later the
slender teller came in.

“Get me $30,000 in cash, Roger.”

‘The teller’s eyes widened in unbe-
lief.

“Go on and get it,” Babb said
sharply.

FEW MINUTES later Babb was

counting out the money for Jay.
Satisfied, Jay shoved it down in his
pocket. Then he leaned threateningly
toward Babb.

“If you're thinking about trying to
get this money back, just remember
what I said about that hanging.

“Now then, I saw Sartain go to the
saloon while ago. How long does he
usually stay there?”

Babb answered weakly: “All after-
noon. He’ll stay down stairs and
drink a little while. He’s got a dance-
hall girl upstairs. The; call her
Prairie Lou. He’ll be going up to see
her directly.”

Jay pulled out his gun again and
checked it. “You stay right here,
Babb. Move a finger to warn Sar-
tain, and I'll be -coming back.”

He shoved the gun into the holster,
backed out, and closed the door. A
moment later he was on the plank
sidewalk again. Reaching the saloon,
he stopped and looked at the outside
stairs which led up to the second
floor. He hegitated a moment, then
started up. Cautiously he pushed
open the door and stepped inside the
upstairs hall.

A door opened and a girl stepped
out of a room. She stopped and looked
at Jay. The smell of her perfume re-
pulsed him. There was too much
rough on her cheeks, and her dance-
hall dress was too low in front.

“Where’s Prairie Lou’s rocom?’” he
asked her.

She pointed to a door on down the
hall. “That’s it, but you better keep
away from Lou today. Sartain’s in
town. He beat one man to a bloody
pulp on account of her last week. He
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said he’d kill the next man he caught
with her.”

A grin broke on Jay’s lips, but
there was no humor in it. “He did?
Well, Sartain’s downstairs. You go
down and tell him there’s somebody
with his girl right now.”

Her painted mouth dropped open.
“You must be crazy!”

“Never mind. Just go on down and
tell him.”

He watched the girl walk rapidly
down the hall and start down the
stairs. He moved quickly to Prairie
Lou’s - door, pushed it open, and
stepped into the room.

The heavy odor of cheap perfume
was thick enough to cut with a knife,
A girl sat at a bureau, brushing her
hair as she watched herself in an oval
mirror. She put down the brush and
stared at Jay.

“I don’t know who you are, but if
you’re smart you’ll get out. There’s a
man downstairs who'll be trying for
your ears.”

Jay grinned. “I know. I've already
sent him word.”

He backed away from the door and
turned to face it, never letting the
girl out of his sight. She watched
with eyes opened wide.

“Say here, what are you up to?
What do you think you’re doing?”

“Just sit down and be quiet,” he
told her sharply.

Outside heavy boots came clumping
down the hall. Jay’s heartbeat quick-
ened. Sweat popped out on his fore-
head and the palms of his hands. He
gripped the gunbutt tightly, He held
his breath as he saw the doorknob
turn.

The door pushed open and Sartain
stood there. There was a scowl on his
ugly face as he grunted, ‘“What
the-%

Then the scowl turned suddenly to
a look of amazement as he recognized
Jay across the room. For a moment
he stood there staring, his wide mouth
open. Then his hand dipped toward
his gun.

But even as Sartain’s gun cleared

leather, Jay was squeezing the trig-
ger. He knew with grim satisfaction
that he had won—that he had finished
his job.

THE TWO young cowboys met him -
almost at the saloon door. Claude
Nickle and the cook were standing at
the door of the doctor’s office, wait-
ing for him.

“That sheoting,” Nickle said. “We
were afraid it was you.”

“It was.” Jay told the group briefly
that Sartain was dead. He reached
deep down in his pocket and took out
the money Babb had given him., He
counted off $5,000 and handed the
rest to Nickle.

“There’s your herd, all twelve
hundred head, plus a few extra to
boot.”

A broad smile broke out on
Nickle’s face as he took the money.
He blinked quickly and stammered.

“It...it looks like my luck’s come
back to me. Just a little bit ago
Audrey came to. The doctor says
she’s going to be all right.”

He paused. “She wants to see you,
]ay.”

Joy flooded through Jay Lockaby
as he stood there. Dumbly he wadded
the greenbacks in his hand and thrust
them deep into his pocket. He started
unsteadily for the door to the back
room. He stopped as he felt Claude
Nickle’s hand on his shoulder.

“Jay, I’'m going to get to Kansas
yet. I'll buy more cattle and start
again. I'll need you. So will Audrey.”

Jay smiled. “T’ll stay with you as
long as you need me.”

His steps stronger now, Jay went
on through the door, into the room
where Audrey was waiting for

THE END
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There was a law of nature that no one could beat—
not even the Diamond S!
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FOR KITTY

By Glyde Harper

HERIFF BILL TUCKER
Sbrought the warning while they
were still at breakfast, Cooney

and Hap had wanted to start early,
so they had gotten up before daybreak.
Kiity cooked breakfast while the men
fed livestock and chickens.

Kitty saw the young sheriff was
weary. She offered him a cup of hot
coffee, and fixed more food for his
breakfast. Gratefully the Sheriff drank
the coffee, then asked to use their
party line 'phone. He called his wife
to ask if anyone had called for him.
No one had. The Sheriff said he would
call her back later, and keep on with
bis search. Then he hung up and re-
turned to the kitchen.

He told them about it as they ate:
“Some fellow robbed a place up north,
killed two men, headed this way. They
’phoned me about three this morning,
asked me to head him off. Nothing
much to go on except he’s riding a
black horse, totes a pretty fast gun.”

Kitty said: “Cooney and Hap are
moving the horses again today. If they
see anything we’ll let you know.”

Bill Tucker nodded, a frown now
on his young face. He was a good
neighbor, tried to be a friend to all. It
troubled him to bring bad news.

%

“Saw Judge Thompson, Kitty, He
says Skinner’s within his rights. Noth-
ing you can do about that fence.”

“Can tear it.down!” declared Hap,
Cooney agreeing with a vigorous nod.
they were wiry, middle-aged men, of
unquestionable Double D loyalty.

“No,” said Kitty, “we won’t tear
it down. I just can’t understand Mr.
Skinner, though. He seems so nice and
courteous.”

Cooney grunted. “Them extra nice
ones is the kind to watch. They stab
you deeper in the back.”

The meal was finished, so the Sher-
iff arose. He had to be on his way.
There were still several places to ask
if a stranger riding sbuthward on a
black horse had been seen.

Cooney and Hap went out with him.
Kitty cleared away the dishes. The
blush of dawn spread over the sky.

From the kitchen window she saw
the Sheriff leave, and Hap and Coon-
ey roping their horses. When saddled,
they mounted and left, waving good-
bye to her through the window. They
rode for the northwest hills, in which
were the Double D horses.

It was cooler up there for the herd.
The dew at nights was heavier. This
had been their main source of water,
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since Ed Skinner had built his fence.
Once each week Cooney and Hap
shifted the herd about, combing the
hills for pockets of water.

Kitty hoped they would be success-
ful in their quest today. I'rom expe-
rience she knew why they wouldn’t.
The hills were as dry as the flats, and
the rains were yet weeks away.

HE WONDERED what her Dad
would have done. Probably he
would have gotten his gun, told Hap
and Cooney to get theirs. Then they’d
ridden for a showdown with the fence-
building Diamond S. More than likely
that would have been a mistake, if the
Diamond S men decided to fight. Ed
Skinner had a four-man crew, ram-
rodded by unfriendly Frank Packard.
The Diamond S came into the flats
about two years ago when Skinner
bought the adjacent ranch. Skinner
brought in good cattle, soon showed
he knew his business. A tall, big-boned
man in his early sixties, Skinner had a
warm manner that quickly gained him
friends. It was learned that his wife
had died about five years before he
came to the flats.

Packard was considered the opposite
of genial Mr. Skinner. The big fore-
man seldom spoke unless spoken to
first. Men said Packard was mean with
horses, that he broke them with chain
bit and filed spur rowels. Folks often
wondered how kindly, courteous Mr.
Skinner tolerated surly Frank Pack-
ard, much less retain him as foreman.

Kitty often wondered herself, so
strangely disalike were the two men.
She supposed it was because Packard
knew his job. Then when the fence
was built, she wondered if she’d over-
rated Mr. Skinner; if that, underneath,
he and Packard were both harsh,
grasping, greedy.

For the fence had enclosed Ante-
lope Wells. True, it was on the Dia-
mond S range. But as long as folks
could recall, the Wells had been cpen
water. Now the Diamond S had it
fenced in, at the expense or the rest
of the flats.

‘When she had found out about the
fence, Kitty had appealed to young
Sheriff Tucker. The Sheriff had prom-
ised to contact Judge Thompson,
who would know if Skinner was within
his rights. Today, Kitty had received
her answer.

It made Kitty just mad to think
about it. Mad enough to ride for a
showdown herself. But that would
gain nothing, except arrest by the
Sheriff. Bill Tucker might be in sym-
pathy with her, but he was an uncom-
promising bfficer when it came to de-
fending anyone’s rights. Ed Skinner
was within the law. So Bill Tucker
would uphold the Diamond S, regard-
less of his personal sympathies.

“T’'ve got to do something,” Kitty
thought. “I just can’t let the Double D
go. But what am I going to do?”

She decided to go to her thinking
place, try to figure out some plan. So
she hurried through the dishes,
straightened the kitchen a bit, and
blew out the lamp. She caught up a
wrap against the crisp coolness of the
early day, and went into the yard. The
golden flush of dawn bathed the sky,
the sun about to emerge from its
sleepy lair in the east.

Kitty hurried to the barn and
quickly scrambled into the loft. She
went to her accustomed “place”’—the
front loft opening that faced the south.
Since a child, Kitty had often sat
there, watching shadows of night give
way to the flurry of dawn, or the
beauty of a thousand-hued sky as the
sun slipped to its night-time abode.

Kitty’s mother had died when Kitty
was a little tot, leaving big Dave Dale
the job of rearing her. He secured a
Mexican woman as housekeeper to
take care of Kitty when she was yet so
young. As Kitty grew older, he taught
her books, and to ride, to rope and
shoot. The housekeeper taught her to
cook, to sew, and the art of keeping
house.

But there were times in her younger
years when the love of a busy Father
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and the kindness of a Housekeeper-
Mother just wasn’t enough. There
were “play-like” stories, or secret ex-
ultations, or occasional momentous
tragedies. These Kitty experienced
alone in her “secret place.” It was
where she had carried her grief when
her first pony was injured and had to
be shot. Again, when a favorite dolly
had fallen and broken its head. And, a
year ago when Daddy Dave had died.
He had been caught in a surprise
flash flood, and both he and his horse
were drowned. Today, from habit of
most twenty years, Kitty returned to
her secret place where she had always
gone when she had grave problems to
solve.

As she watched dawn give way to
day, her eyes warmly swept the place
—the house, the corral, her pinto
munching at the corral hayrack. It
looked up at her, whinnied, then went
on with its munching.

The red rocks clucked industriously
in their wire-enclosed run-around, busy
with crushed grain Hap had scattered
as he came in for breakfast. Beside
the barn in their wolf-proof pen, two
span of fat porkers grunted content-
edly over food supplied them by Coon-
ey while Hap was feeding the chickens.
Kitty’s Dad had liked pork chops and
cured hams, always raised a few hogs.

To Kitty it was a happy melody—
the grunts, the clucks, the whinny.
The sounds were as beautiful, she
thought, as the color of awakening
day. And, darn it, she was about to
lose it—the herd, the ranch, her home.

“I’'m so mad I could just cry!” she
fiercely declared aloud, to the sky and
the world at large.

From behind her was a rustle in
the hay. Then a voice spoke. It was a
friendly, tolerant, masculine voice.
“You could cry? Ha! Now if you was
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me, you’d really have a reason to cry.”

FOR A moment Kitty was stunned.
A man in the hay behind her!
Then she leaped to her feet, whirled
around. :
He was propped on an elbow, re-
garded her quizzically. He had been
asleep in the hay, partly burrowed -
down in it. That, and the faint light
of dawn, had completely concealed
him from her. She had walked right
past him.

“Oh!” said Kitty uncertainly. She
usually could command most any sit-
uation. But this was her first expe-
rience in a barn hayloft with a strange
man. Inanely, she said, “Who’re you?”

“A man with sore feet, which now
are mostly blisters. Look.”

He raised one foot from the hay,
held it for her to see. It appeared a
bit swollen, and seemed sore when he -
wriggled the toes. Then Kitty had to
stifle a giggle. There was a hole in
his sock. His big toe peeked out like
a turtle’s head from its shell.,

“Musta walked a thousand miles
‘last night,” he remarked. “My horse
broke his leg in the hills. I had to
shoot him and walk from way back
up in the hills. Try it sometime in a
pair of boots!” He glared at her as if
she was the cause of hrs unhappy
plight. “Sore feet, dead horse, don’t
know where th’ heck I'm at. And you
think you’ve got troubles. Ha!l”

He sat up, bringing the other foot
from beneath the hay. It, too, had a
hole in the sock, the big toe thrust
woefully out. Kitty knew she must
turn away, else she would laugh right
in his face. But suddenly he began to
grin,

“Go ahead and laugh. A mess, ain’t

jte”
Kitty did laugh. A bright, merry
outburst that swept worry from her
mind. This laughter, suddenly, was
the release valve for the tumult which
had plagued her since the Diamond
S fence had taken all water from the
flats.

He did evoke one’s mirth as he sat
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rubbing his feet. He had laid his hat
aside when he went to sleep, and a
few whisps of hay were in his tousled
hair. This added to his comical appear-
ance.

Gradually her laughter subsided,
and Kitty was apologetic.

“Oh, I'm really sorry.”

“Don’t be. I reckon I'll laugh too
if my feet ever quit hurting.” ;‘fehﬂné
her with a crisp stare. “A man with
sore feet can’t chop wood, can he?”

Kitty was puzzled. “Why no, I sup-
pose not.”

“That means I’ll have to bum you
for breakfast. In addition to every-
thing else that’s wrong, I'm flat broke
—and hungry as two big bears.”

Kitty smiled. “I can take care of
that, if you can get to the house.”

“T’ll make it if I have to crawl.”

He managed to hobble along, carry-
ing his boots in his hand. While Kitty
fixed ham and eggs, coffee, and bis-
cuits, he washed up at the back porch
basin. He laughed at the hay in his
hair, as he combed it at the mirror.

Kitty had a dishpan of hot water
in which to soak his feet while he
ate. She took a cup of coffee, sat
across from him. There was no doubt
of his ravenous hunger from the way
he consumed the food. Finished, he
rolled a cigarette.

“Peck Martin is the name,” he said.
“Got tired of winters up north, headed
for the sunny southwest. Buster I
guess you’d call me, though I can also
work cattle. Could, that is,” he
frowned wryly, “when I had a horse.”

“I'm Kitty Dale,” she told him,
watching him deeply inhale. He was
slender, sinewy, supple, probably a
year or two older than she. Kitty
liked the laugh lines around his mouth,
and the friendly, easy-going look in
his eyes. She reckoned, though, he
could adequately take care of himself.
The Colt he wore showed signs of
usage. It was the first thing he reached
for when they started from the hay-
loft, even before he put on his hat.

“You said you was mad enough to
cry,” Peck recalled. ‘“Like to tell me

about it?”

HE HESITATED, reluctant to dis-
cuss her trouble with a person
she had just met.

“Might as well,” said Peck. “May
do you good. Besides, maybe I can
help you find the answer. Two heads
are better'n one, they say, even if
one ain’t got no sense. That’s me, of
course, you savvy.”

Slowly, at first, Kitty began. She
told him about the flats, the Double
D horse herd, Cooney and Hap and
her Dad, and how hard he had worked.
She told how she hated to lose it all,
just because of lack of water. Then she
told about the Diamond S, and the
fence they’d put around the Antelope
Wells.

Peck studied her as she talked. She
was a cute little trick, her levis and
shirt emphasizing the curves of her
slender, neat figure. She needed help,
had her back to the wall. But she still
had fire, was far from licked.

When she had finished, Peck said:
“This Antelope Wells—is it sort of a
natural pond?”

‘“That’s it exactly. Some think it is
fed by an underground stream. It’s
never been known to go dry.”

“How far is it from the boundary
edge of your ranch?”

“Oh, about a mile. Now what’s...”

He interrupted her. “What’s the lay
of the land around there? I mean, if
the water in the pond was to suddenly
bust out, would it flow down onto your
ranch?”

“Why, vyes, I guess it would.” Kitty
thought she understood what he was
getting at. She shook her head. “If
you're thinking of digging a ditch
from the Wells to our ranch, you’ll
just have to forget it. To do that you’d
have to go onto Diamond S. Bill
Tucker wouldn’t stand for that, even
if Mr. Skinner did. It would be break-
ing the law just the same as tearing
down the fence. I'm afraid I wouldn’t
stand for it, either, Double D doesn’t
break the law.”

“Ain’t going to break no law,”
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grinned Peck Martin, “not even the
law of nature. Gimme a towel to dry
my feet. I want to show you some-
thing.”

Wondering, she brought a towel and
a pair of her father’s socks. I'' %
thanked her, pulled them on, made
an attempt at donning his boots. His
feet were yet too sore, still slightly
swollen. So he went to the back porch
in sock feet, carrying the dishpan of
water.

He set the pan on the edge of the
porch, brought over a tub he’d no-
ticed when combing his hair. Then he
stepped into the yard, scraped up a
mound of earth. He poured water onto
the earth, formed a ball of thick
mud. He placed this mud in one side
of the tub, then fashioned a depression
in the center of the mud, like a kid
making a mud-pie dish. He propped
the tub on a stone, so the mud-pie-
dish was on the higher side. Then, into
the depression he carefully poured
water, small amounts at the time so
that the contour and structure of the
mud-pie dish was not disturbed. He
filled it almost level, then looked at
Kitty and grinned.

“Let’s go have another cup of cof-

fee, talk about the weather or some-

thing. After a while, I'll show you-

what I mean.”

EY HAD the coffee and talked,
Kitty wondering what it was he
planned. She told him about herself,
and he sketched his early life. Born in
Montana, orphaned at the age of
twelve, he’d gone to live with an uncle.
He’d learned to read, figure and write,
and worked for his keep until past
sixteen. His uncle had died, so he’d
taken to the cattle trails. He liked to
handle horses, gradually became: a
buster. But the cold winters got on
his nerves, so he headed south.
Yesterday, he’d gotten lost in the
hills, rode into a blind canyon or two.
Darkness had caught him, still lost. He
realized now he should have stopped
for the night even though hungry and
thirsty. His horse had been weary, in

no shape to follow a strange trail in the
dark. But foolishly, Peck pushed on,
hoping to find food and shelter for
them both for the night. Instead, his
horse had slipped on a rock, tumbled
and broken a foreleg. So, regretfully,
he had shot the suffering animal,
cached saddle and bridle, and went
on afoot. Hours later he broke through
the hills, caught the reflection of
moonlight from the barn roof. Dog-
gedly he had stumbled on, each step
like walking through fire to his throb-
bing feet. Finally he’d reached their
place. It had been far past midnight,
too late to arouse anyone.

So he’d tugged off his boots, bur-
rowed into the hay, and slept like a
man who’d been drugged. He’d only
awakened when she’d entered the loft.

“So that’s it., Broke, no horse, no
job.” He cast a coy glance at her.
“You’ve got horses. Roundup time is
near. How about a job?” He grinned.
“I’d be good for laughs if nothing else.
You could just look at me and re-
member today, and always have a good
laugh.”

Kitty smiled, but didn’t laugh. “I
may not have a ranch nor anything
else, if we don’t get water.”

“That reminds me,” said Peck,
arising. “Come on, and meet Mama
Nature.”

He led the way outside, stooped
over the tub. He glanced up, grinned
triumphantly.

“See? That’s a law of nature which
nobody can beat, not even th’ Dia-
mond S.”

Kitty peered into the tub. Down in
the lower part was a small puddle of
muddy mater. It had seeped from the
depression of the mud-like dish,
flowed downward, seeking a lower
level.

“We can do that with Antelope
Wells,” said Peck. “We’ll need some
shovels and things to dig, some way
to get ’em there. You got a buckboard
and team?”

“No..."” Kitty didn’t comprehend.
Surely water couldn’t come this easily
to the Diamond D. If it could, why
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hadn’t it done so before? Why wasn’t
there a second pond. On their land,
Just below the one on Diamond S?
Then Kitty decided there might be if
Peck handled things. Just like he'd
handled the mud and tub and water.

She said, hope creeping into her
voice. “No, we haven’t a rig or team,
But I think I can borrow them.”

Kitty got on the party ’phone line.
Soon her number answered. Guardedly
Kitty explained. She couldn’t give
many details. Others might be listening
in. Even Diamond S was on the party
line.

“That was Mrs. Blanding, our near-
est neighbor, who owns a rig. Her men-
folk are out on the range. But she’ll
hitch up and bring the rig over her-
self,” Kitty explained as she turned
away from the wall ’phone.

WHILE waiting, Kitty found a pair

of her Daddy’s old boots, still
serviceable, well broken in. They fitted
Peck without too much discomfort to
his sore feet. Then they rummaged
about the buildings, found shovels, &
grubbing hoe, and bther things with
which to dig. Peck discovered a small
keg to carry drinking water.

By the time they had assembled the
things, Mrs. Blanding drove up in the
rig. Peck hitched the team while Mrs.
Blanding clambered from the buck-
board.

She said, after introduction to Peck,
“What’s this about water?”

“Pll show you,” said Kitty, and
escorted her to the back porch. She
showed Mrs. Blanding the tub, ex-
plained the law of nature governing
water seeking a lower level. By now,
more water had seeped from the mud-
pie dish, gathered in the lower por-
tion of the tub.

Mrs. Blanding observed and listened
in silence. Once she cast a sharp glance
at Peck Martin.

“All right,” she said at length. “I’ll
do anything I can to help. How do we
start?”

It was Peck who replied. They
would dig a big hole on the Double D

a sort of man-made pond. It would be
below the land level of Antelope Wells,
The law of nature would take it from
there. In a few days, Double D would
have water.

“We've got everything we’ll need.
T'll get the rig so I can load the
stuff.”

Kitty said: “I’ll bring it around.”

Peck went toward the windmill re-
servoir tank, where he had already
placed the keg. Mrs. Blanding walked
along beside him. She was small, dark-
ly-tanned, pert.

She said, abruptly: “That mud in
the tub is soft and porous. Not at all
like the hardpan flats.”

Peck glanced at her. “Know how

" to play stud poker?”

“Do I look like a gambler?” she
said tartly.

“Nope. But you look like you’d
know a little about anything. I’ll bet
that you just about do.”

It was a compliment, the way Peck
said it. Mrs. Blanding accepted it,
smiling.

“I know how the game is played.
But what’s that got to do with your
law of nature?”

“Your hole card is your strongest
in a stud poker game. Bet it strong,
and you appear strong to the fellows
you’re trying to beat. Bet it weak and
you’re liable to get beat. The other
fellows will try to draw out on you.
Well, all this is my hole card.”

PECK INDICATED the keg, the-
digging tools, the approaching

team and buckboard.

“I'm going to bet it strong,” said
Peck, “just like it was a big ace.”

“You mean it’s bluff, to make Dia-
mond S take down the fence?”

“Bluff? I wouldn’t say that exactly.
There’s no denying that water does
seek a lower level. You don’t think
it'll work. But...do you positively
know it won’t? Even if it don’t the
first day or two, can you be absolute-
ly sure it won’t later? I ask you,
Ma’am, can you?”

Mrs, Blanding slowly shock her
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head. An excited tingle began within
her. It could be fruitless bluff. Then,
it could become reality. Antelope Wells
might be drained through seepage into
the lower-level, man-made pond on
Double D. It didn’t seem probable, she
thought. But it certainly couldn’t be
declared impossible. For water did
seek a lower level.

Kitty halted the team. Mrs, Bland-
ing grabbed up the keg. “Get loaded,
Boy, get loaded. Get out there and
get to digging. I'd like to see Ed Skin-
ner’s face when he learns what you're
trying to do. I'll bet it’ll make Frank
Packard talk, though I don’t reckon
what he’ll say will be nice. Boy, I'm
with you to the limit!”

After they were loaded, she said,
“You’'ll need Hap and Cooney to help
you. So I'll stay here and send them
on.’

“But you’ll need your rig,” protested
Kitty. “What about thmos you’ve got
to do at home?”

“Everything’s in good shape, so I’ll
just take a sort of holiday. Now you
two get along. I’ll make out all right.”
A question suddenly struck her. Twice
she refrained from speaking. But as
Peck gathered the reins, Mrs. Bland-
ing restrained herself no longer.

She said: “Peck, what color was
your horse?”

“Black,” said Peck. “Why?”

“Uh...no reason. Just wondered.”
Mrs. Blanding’s glance went to Kitty.
They stared at each other for a mo-
ment, same thought in their minds.

“Be seeing you,” said Peck, as they

" drove away.

Mrs. Blanding regretted she had
asked the question. Peck’s answer left
only one thing to do. She owed it to
Sheriff Bill Tucker, and families of
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killed.

With a sigh, she walked resolutely
into the house. The party line was not
in use. She rang a number. It was
young Sheriff Tucker who answered.

“Bill, this is Mrs. Blanding. That
stranger you wanted... Well, the
black horse is dead, but you’ll find
the fellow with Kitty Dale about a
mile southwest of Antelope Wells.”

She hung up the receiver, shuffled
back to the kitchen, She put the cof-
fee pot on to warm and stood glaring
at the big wood range.

“I feel like a dad-burned traitor!”
she angrily declared.

ITTY DALE said little on the ride

that took them near Antelope
Wells. She had forgotten the warning
Sheriff Tucker had brought until re-
minded by Mrs. Blanding’s question.
Since then, she had been trying to
make a decision. Her thoughts were
widely divided. Some said Peck was
just what he had first appeared—a
hungry, sore-footed stranger, riding
from northern winters. Other thoughts
pointed out that he rode a black horse,
that he carried a gun with easy assur-
ance, and that he had come from the
direction where two men had been
killed.

Kitty found it a decision that was
hard to make. One way, she would
term him a friend whom she could
wholly trust. The other way would
declare him a killer, hunted by the
law. So Kitty kept silent counsel,
unable just yet to decide.

If Peck Martin wondered at her si-
lence, he gave no outward sign. At
the Double D boundary near the
Wells, he halted the team. Then he
stood in the buckboard, carefully stud-
ied the terrain. He selected a site and
drove the team there. They unloaded
the digging tools.

He unhitched and picketed the
team, removing bridles so they could
nibble at grama tufts. Then he
picked up the grubbing hoe, and dug a
circular trench. The circle was about



58 WESTERN ROMANCES

thirty feet in diameter, marked the
size of his intended pool.

In the center, he grubbed up a
space about five feet across. Then he
laid the grubbing hoe aside, picked up
one of the spades.

“We’ll make a test hole for benefit
of visitors,” he said. “That’ll show
’em we really mean business. ”

Methodically, he toiled away, al-
ternately grubbing and shoveling. Kit-
ty took one of the smaller shovels and
helped move some of the dirt. In a
couple of hours they were three feet
down. Peck called a halt for a drink
and rest.

He fingered the last spadeful he’d
lifted from the hole.

“See,” he said to Kitty, “it’s sort
of spongy, not packed like the top
hardpan. Just the right kind of earth
for water seepage. After five or six
feet down we might find dampness.”

Kitty wanted to join his hopeful
elation. She knew he was doing it all
for her. She did force a smile, tried
to think of something appropriate to

say. But the words just would not
come. She still wrestled with her
thoughts.

Peck eyed her sharply, wondered
why she looked away. He frowned,
tossed away the handful of dirt. He
picked up his shovel, started back to
the hole he was digging.

He stopped short, stared across the
flats.

“Who’s that?” he asked.

Kitty recognized the rider on the
big, rangy roan. Swiftly, then she
made her decision. It was that she
liked Peck Martin, She trusted and
needed him. Never would she do any-
thing to hurt him.

She made little gestures as if she
would whisk him away and hide him.
She tried to warn him to flee. Her lips
twitched as she struggled to put her
anxiety into words.

Peck was looking at her, at her
mouth, into her eyes. What he read
brought a gentle smile to his lips. For
a2 moment he held her hand. His touch
was tender and strong, matched the

resolute strength of his face.

“In addition to the laughs you’d
get,” he said, “I’d be handy around
the house. Tell you more about it
sometime,”

He released her hand with a final
squeeze, and they both turned to greet
the Sheriff. _

Bill Tucker dismounted, curtly re-
turned their greeting. Kitty made the
men acquainted, supposing that was
the thing to do. The sheriff glanced
quickly about, immediately understood
Peck’s plan.

Covertly the Sheriff studied Peck,
tried to analyze his relaxed, amiable
coolness. Peck Martin didn’t seem
like a killer, didn’t act like a man on
the dodge.

The Sheriff said:
you some questions?”’

“Ain’t going to stop us, are you?”
Peck indicated the circular trench,
“We’re on Double D land, you know.”

“Nope. Ain’t trying to stop you.
Kitty’s got as much right to dig a
hole on the Double D, as Skinner has
to build a fence on his land.”

“Then go ahead with your ques-
tions,” said Peck.

But Kitty prevented any questions,
motioning off to their right.

“We're having visitors,” she said.
“Here comes the Diamond S.”

Five men loped toward them. Ed
Skinner and Frank Packard rode in
front, the Diamond S hands close be-
hind.

“Mind if I ask

ED SKINNER courteously lifted his

hat to Kitty. Then his glance
went on to Sheriff Tucker and Peck.
Packard didn’t speak. He stared at the
hole, at the circular trench. The hands
also remained silent. They assumed
impersonal attitudes, awaiting some
order from one of their bosses.

It was Skinner who spoke, “What
are you doing, Miss Kitty?”

She flung a quick glance at Peck.
She wanted him to handle things.
Obligingly he accepted her commis-
sion.

“Hunting water for Double D,” he
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said. He moved away from Kitty and
Tucker, pointed about to draw atten-
tion of the mounted men. “That little
test hole is only three feet deep, but al-
ready we've found soft, spongy dirt.
We might find water the next foot or
two. If not, we’ll go deeper.”

Now he was away from the Sheriff
and Kitty. From where he stood he
could watch both Skinner and Packard,
and the men behind them.

Peck stopped pointing about. He
kept his eyes on them, particularly on
scowling Frank Packard. The big
foreman had closely inspected the
hole, the tools, the circular trench.
Then his eyes lifted to Peck Martin,
and never left his face.

Peck Martin said: “The circle is
the size of the pond we’ll dig when
Kitty’s men get here. May take us a
few days to get deep enough. Then
again we might have a pond full of
water after digging just a few feet.”

Frank Packard shifted in the saddle,
and said: “Stop digging.”

Peck Martin met the other’s hard
stare. This is it, he thought, and
grinned.

He said: “Why? We're on Double
D land.” Then a derisive note crept
into his voice. “We’ve got just as much
right to dig, as Diamond S has to
build a fence.”

“That’s right,” said Ed Skinner
gently, as if apologizing.

But Packard repeated, harshly: “I
said stop digging. You ain’t trying to
find no underground stream. You're
trying to start seepage from Antelope
Wells. Stop digging, I'm telling you,
or. 2
“Or what?” Peck Martin invited,
laughing up at the other.

For an instant Frank Packard was

taut. Sheriff Tucker knew it was com-
ing, tried to get between the men.
With an oath, Packard forestalled him,

“This!” he snarled down at Peck,
His hand was a blur, drawing, firing,
He tried to spur his horse onto Peck.

ONE OF them saw Peck Martin
draw. Not even Bill Tucker, who
yelled for them to stop. One instant
Peck Martin was laughing, hand dang-
ling loosely. Then the next instant he
was firing upward, stepping aside from
Packard’s lunging horse. Martin did
not look around. He knew he had not
missed.

Ten feet past, Packard sagged in the
saddle, then toppled to the ground. He
was dead before he started to fall.
With pressure on the reins released,
the horse came to a stop.

Peck Martin stared at Skinner and
the men behind him. None made a
move to draw. With a quick, deft
thrust, Peck holstered his gun.

“Let’s get it over now,” he ad-
dressed them all, “if there’s going to
be any more trouble.”

Ed Skinner stared at the dead man,
Slowly, he shook his head. “There
won’t be any more trouble. I sup-
pose I should be upset about Frank,
but I just can’t feel too bad.” He
brought his gaze to them then, went
on in his solemn voice, “He was my
wife’s twin brother. Always a big
favorite with her, but always a thorn
in my side. For her sake I'd get him
out of one scrape, just to have him
get in another. On her death bed she
made me promise I'd look after him,
always see that he had a home. I've
done the best I could, so I feel like
I’'ve kept my promise to her.”

He sighed, deeply, then spoke to
his men. “Load him across his saddle.
We’ll bury him at the ranch. I guess
Helen would like it that way.” He
started to ride away, but turned back
to Kitty. “The fence was Frank’s
idea. I figured there’d be water enough
for all, since the Wells has never gone
dry. But Frank wanted it all for us.
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So, like I usually did, I finally gave
in to him. Go ahead with your digging
if you wish. But there really ain’t no
need. The fence comes down today.
I think the Wells has enough for all.”

Cooney and Hap rode up as the
Diamond S crew was leaving. They had
been near enough to see what had hap-
pened. Admiration was in their re-
gard of Peck, and the gun he had
drawn so fast. So intently did they
think about what they’d seen that they
forgot the message they brought.

Bill Tucker remembered the ques-
tions he had been about to ask. He
said to Peck: “Pretty fast with a gun,
ain’t you?”

Peck Martin grinned. “Have to be
when you deal with Montana wolves
at night. Miss your first shot and
Mister Wolf is gone. Next night he
comes back again, maybe kills a dozen
sheep.” ;

“Sheep!” Kitty and the Sheriff ex-
claimed almost together. Born and
reared in the short grass country, they
regarded sheep with distaste. Sheep
nibbled the grass too close to its roots,
made it vulnerable to the hot, parching
sun. Almost invariably, in this man-
ner, sheep ruined any short grass
country where they were put to graze.

“Yeah,” Peck Martin spoke to both
but looked mostly at Kitty. “My uncle
ran a sheep ranch., I didn’t like it,
but it was the best I could do as a
kid. That’s why, when he died, I got
away as soon as I could, took up
breaking horses. Got tired of the win-
ers and headed south. If my horse
hadn’t broke his leg last night, I'd
probably be riding yet. And look at
the fun I'd missed.”

Kitty knew he didn’t mean digging
in the hardpan, nor having had to kill
a man. His eyes told her what he
meant. It brought rosiness to her
cheeks and a gladness within her.

Biil Tucker tried not to see what
was happening. He hated to fight Dan
Cupid. But he still had a killer to find.

He said: “Where were you yester-
day morning, Peck?”

That reminded the mounted men
they had a message for Bill Tucker,
Cooney called to the Sheriff.

“Bill, Mrs. Blanding said to tell
you your wife had been calling. They
found that man in Rawhide this morn-
ing.”

“Mrs. Blanding is killing one of
Kitty’s chickens,” Hap told them, “she
says quit digging early enough to get
in for a good hot meal.”

“I reckon we're through digging
right now,” said Peck, ‘“so we’ll just
load up and get moving.”

Bill Tucker said he would get along,
shook hands and mounted his roan.
He looked down at Kitty and Peck,
a roguish glint in his eyes.

“Come over sometimes and see our
baby. He’s just beginning to crawl. Me
and Lucy’ll tell you all about raising
’em. You might find it handy some-
day.”

Kitty swiftly turned to hide her
confusion, fussed busily with loading
the rig. Peck glanced from her to the
grinning Sheriff, gave him a broad
wink. “Could be,” he said. “Could be.”

The Sheriff laughed and rode away.
Cooney and Hap rode with him. Peck
went to assist Kitty. She was lifting
the water keg from the shade to put
it into -the buckboard. Peck’s hands
closed over hers, held both them and
the keg.

“Could be,” he said. “Now, couldn’t
it?”

For a moment she evaded his search-
ing gaze. Then laughing, she met his
stare. A soft smile curved her lips.

“Could be,” she agreed. “Could
bel”
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That Rafter-L
Girl

By Roberta M,
Pate

] OAFERS along San Pablo’s

main street turned to gaze as

Linda Lanier came down the
board sidewalk, spurs jingling. She
was headed straight for the county
jail. A trim little figure in new levis,
tan shirt and hat, she appeared cool
and serene as the April aiternoon.

But Linda could feel the eyes knif-
ing into her, and imagine the talk go-
ing on behind her back: “There goes
that Rafter L girl to the sheriff’s of-
fice. Still caught in his loop!”

“Yeah, after him jiltin’ her too!”

“Wonder if she’s keepin’ her wed-
din’ veil in moth balls—"

Linda’s rose petal lips tightened,
and her brown eyes sparkled. Soon
these gossips would get a surprise!
Now that desperado Chuck Waller had
been killed, young Sheriff Bannion
could keep the promise he’d made her
months ago. “Soon as I catch Waller,
honey, I'm turnin’ in my badge. Then
we’ll get on with the weddin’.”

But why hadn’t he brought her news
of Waller’s death? The desperado had
been lying in Boothill a month. So far,
Linda had been patient. Now, she
meant to find out what was keeping
the lawman.

Last year, while Steve Bannion—
Brick to his friends—was ramrodding
the Diamond D spread adjoining Raft-
er L, he and Linda had fallen in love.
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“So I'm too young for a sherifi's wifel” Linda flared. “Too rapt

and giddy! Well, let me go, and lI':Il save my kisses for another
man
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He’d had time for courting then. Time
to kiss her in a way she couldn’t for-
get. But Tragedy had broken into
their lives, almost on the eve of their
wedding. Jim Roberts, sheriff of the
outlaw-infested county, and Brick’s
close friend, was shot down by a lone
bandit he’d been trailing after a stage
holdup.

The sheriff had lived long enough
to reveal his killer, one Chuck Waller.
In the same breath, Roberts, had re-
commended that Brick, once his depu-
ty, fill out the term as sheriff. Dying,
Roberts had gasped: “Tell Brick—to
get—Chuck Waller—"

To Linda’s despair, Brick had ac-
cepted the dangerous mission. The
wedding had to be postponed. A sher-
iff would have to be in the saddle
day and night, chasing outlaws. For
this was Texas-Mexico border country,
rugged and vast. Brick explained he
would have no time to establish a
home. No time for her. Blinded by
tears, she had laid away her wedding
dress.

Now, as she neared the jail, Linda
remembered how often she had ex-
cused Brick’s neglect this past winter.
He’d been doing a fine job ridding
the county of outlaws. Only Waller
eluded him—by hiding out. But Linda
hadn’t seen the lawman half-a-dozen
times since he took office. She’d led a
lonely miserable life—until three
weeks ago when curly-haired Jerry
Coulter had come to Rafter L.

A SUDDEN flurry of wind and

sand lifted Linda’s hat, whip-
ping bronze-gold curls across her face.
She lurched blindly—straight into a
pair of supporting arms. Her eyes
!opened on a smiling, familiar face—
the face of a rangy, good-looking red-
head. Brick Bannion had stepped out
the door just in time to catch both her
and hat. Grabbing her up in a one-
armed hug, he whisked her into his
office.

“Br—ick—put me d-down!
whole town’s watch—"

His lips, hard and demanding,

The

smothered her words. A delicious in-
stant, and she was past breathing. Fire
streaked along her veins as her heart
thudded wildly against his. It had
been a long time since she had felt the
heady sweetness of his kiss. Some-
thing Brick realized too, for he kept
her cradled in his arms, whispering
between kisses: “Got to—make up—
lost time.”

Wken they got back to sanity,
Brick deposited Linda in his swivel
chair, lounged back against his desk
and asked: “What brings you to town,
Cowgirl?”

What but this? thought Linda. But
she answered evasively. “There’s to be
a box supper in Lipan City Saturday
night. I rode in for crepe paper and
ribbon.” She shot him a teasing glance.
“Lavender and silver blend well, don’t
you think?” After that hint he should
recognize her box—if only he would
be there to buy it.

His gray eyes twinkled. “I’ll bid on
that box, if I'm not off on some man-
hunt.”

“But aren’t you quitting office?”
she blurted. “I read in The Courier
a month ago that you lawmen had
killed Chuck Waller in a running gun-
fight.”

Brick’s tanned face sobered. “Yeah,
but—" He glanced quickly down the
corridor leading to the cell block and
lowered his voice. “Sorry, honey—but
I can’t quit office yet.”

“But Waller’s finished! And you
said—” Linda was on her feet, be-
wildered, trembling. Did she have to
remind Brick Bannion of his promise
to marry her?

“I remember.” He caught her to
him fiercely. “Listen, do you think
it’s been easy for me—going weeks,
months without seeing you? Always
dreamin’ of your lips?” He kissed her
hungrily. “Aw, Linda—"

Her arms slid up around his neck.
“Then we’re getting married right
away. You can keep on sheriffing.
And guess what—"" She dimpled up at
him. “—TI’ve got a new wedding dress
made. The other was winter serge.
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This one’s white organdy, with a lace
bertha here, a corsage on this side—"
Small hands fluttering like butterflies,
she indicated the gown’s attractive
points.

“Linda, sweet!” Brick husked. He
cupped her chin in his big palm. “Like
I told you before, it won’t work out.
Bein’ a Border sheriff’s wife would be
hard on any woman, even the strong,
settled pioneer sort. I can’t let an
eighteen-year-old girl in for that.”

An eighteen-year-old girl! Linda’s
anger flared like a prairie fire. Brick
would never let her forget she was
seven years his junior. “So I’m too
young for a Sheriff’s wife! Too soft
and giddy!” she flamed, writhing in
his embrace. “Let me go! I’ll save my
kisses for another man.”

“For that new rider of your dad’s?”

“ Brick rasped, but he held her fast.

“SO YOU’VE heard I was going
places with Jerry Coulter?

Well, maybe he’s the man for me.”

“Linda!” Brick actually shook her.
“Can you look me in the eye and say
that?”

“Can you give me one sane reason
why you can’t turn in your badge?”

“Not without givin’ away official
secrets. Other lawmen’s secrets, as
well as mine. Soon, I hope to—"

“Quit stalling!” Linda choked. A
red mist swam before her eyes and

before she knew it, she was pummel- -

ling his hard-muscled chest with her
fists. “Let me go, you forked-tongue
cheat!”

He stepped back, face tight, eyes
smoky. “When you get over your
mad—"

“Don’t count on that!” She jammed
on her hat, and vented her bitterness
on him from the door. “I’ve been a
“dumb Dora, Skeriff. Pve got two wed-
ding dresses on my hands to prove it.
When I make another, I'll wear it.
But not for you, Brick Bannion. We're
through!”

“We're through! We're through!”
The words beat a maddening tattoo
in Linda’s brain as she stumbled up

back alleys to the livery stable where
she’d left her mount. She wanted to
get out of San Pablo—ifast. Away
from prying eyes and wagging tongues.
Away from the sound of Brick’s de-
ceitful voice. Once aboard her little
pinto, she fogged out of town as if
the devil were after her.

It could have been a wonderful
ride. Spring had painted the valley
floor with the lavender of wild ver-
bena and crimson of Indian paint-
brush. Quail scurried across the road,
and prairie dogs chattered. But Linda
was dead to everything except the
ache in her heart. She had lost Brick.
Nothing else mattered. Finally, she
slumped in the saddle and let the
tears come.

WHEN she reached Logan’s Ford,

the stage crossing on the Lipan,
Linda dismounted and bathed her
swollen face in the cool, willow-shaded
water. Rising from the river’s brink,
she looked right up into a man’s
darkly handsome face. “Jerry Coulter!
You catfooted Indian!” she laughed
nervously. She glimpsed his black
gelding then, half-hidden in the live-
oaks. The cowboy had ridden four
miles to meet her.

“Been waitin’ for you, Linda girl.”
He bared his head, ran a smoothing
hand over black curly hair. Even in
his dusty range garb, Coulter was a
dashing, attractive figure. And he had
a way with women. Linda had realized
that the day he'd ridden up to Rafter
L and cajoled her into getting him on
the payroll—over sputtered protests
of her dad and his grumpy old bach-
elor foreman, John Nash. Right off
Jerry had fallen for her. But, with
her heart full of Brick, she had fended
off the newcomer’s love-making. Now,
as she met his eager black eyes, she
wondered what his kiss would be
like. “See Bannion?” he asked.

She nodded. One night when Jerry
had tried to kiss her, she’d told him
exactly how matters stood between her
and Brick. “We—we’re quits,” she
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grated. “He refuses—to turn in his
badge.”

“Why? What was his excuse?”

“None—now that Waller’s dead.
So—he tried stalling—"” Her voice
broke. .

Jerry’s arms swept around her.
“Forget him, sugar! I’'ve never met
your lawdog, but from what I hear,
he’s nothin’ but a man-huntin’ blood-
hound.” Then, through clenched teeth,
“T’d like to catch the son without his
frons. I'd pistol-whip him for jiltin’
you!”

Linda shivered. “No, no, Jerry! I
can’t have any trouble between you
two.”

“Then, let’s talk about you and
me.” His arms tightened, and his
lips took hers in a long, half-savage
kiss that sent a highly disturbing tin-
gle through her flesh. She felt strange-
ly thrilled—elated. It was wonderful
to know she was loved and wanted,
though Brick had cast her aside. She
could learn to love Jerry—easily. His
breath hot against her cheek, he said
huskily: “Some dark night we’ll slip
out to a preacher, then ride on across
the Rio. Whatta you say, sweet?”

Linda stiffened in his arms. Would
marrying Jerry make her forget
Brick? Maybe. They’d have to elope,
though. Her father would never wel-
come Jerry as a son-in-law. Both Dad
and John Nash were prejudiced
against the new rider, contemptuously
referring to him as “Purty Boy” and
“Curly Locks”. It galled them to
watch him squiring her to dances.
They thought she should stay home
and mope over Brick!

But now Brick was lost to her, and
Jerry was repeating, “Whatta you say,
sugar?”

“T—I’ll—think it over,” she qua-
vered.

LINDA thought it over plenty the

next few days. Wondering what it
would be like married to Jerry. Know-
ing his impatience would force an an-
swer soon. Finally, she promised to
let him know after the box supper.

He coaxed her for a peek at the box,
so he’d know which one to buy, but
she put him off with excuses. Why,
she didn’t know. Certainly, she
couldn’t expect Brick to buy it now.

Saturday was a busy day for Linda.
Five o’clock that afternoon found her
tying the big lavender bow on the
pretty box she’d just packed. She
shoved it hastily into a paper sack on
the kitchen shelf. Soon the Rafter L
crew would be riding in to sleek up
for the social.

Suddenly, her heart lurched wildly.
Booted feet were crossing the front
porch in easy, measured tread. A fa-
miliar tread. And there was the old
resounding triple knock! Pulses hum-
ming, she tore off her apron. Brick
had come to make up. Wonderful!
But this time she was going to play
“hard to get”.

She found him spur-jingling up and
down the porch. At her curt nod the
eager light in his eyes died, and his
smile with it.

“Hate bargin’ in this way, Linda,”
he began. “But it’s part of my job.
Matt around?”

Linda’s heart sank. “No, Dad went
to El Paso this morning. Got a war-
rant for him?” she gibed.

“Not for him. But my two deputies
are at your corral now, inspectin’ that
black horse.”

“But why?” she demanded incredu-
lously.

“Stage hold-up at Logan’s Ford two
hours ago,” he began. “Old Banker
Mason, only passenger aboard, had to
turn loose five thousand in green-
backs. Coupla masked hombres. After
they’d backed to their ponies bushed
up beside the road, the stage-driver
cut down with his Winchester. That
started the bandits’ horses pitchin’,
and they could be seen. One was a
bay, the other a black—"” Brick
looked down at the Stetson in his
hands. “Well, the bay piled his rider
and bolted. The other jasper high-
tailed it with the money pouch, leavin’
his pal afoot—"
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“He ought to have been easy caught
—afoot.” Linda put in.

“He wasn’t. Us lawmen happened
to be down river lookin’ for stolen
stock when we heard the shootin’.
We got there pronto, but the hombre
must’ve caught his horse, and holed
up in one of them hundred cliff
caves. The other feller got away,
too—" Brick shrugged. “May as well
tell you, Linda. Mort Mason claims
he saw a brand on the pitchin’ black.
Rafter L.”

“What?” she cried, shocked. Then
angrily: “Are you taking his word?
An old coot that hasn’t changed his
specs in twenty years?”

Brick let that pass. “How many
blacks you got here?”

“Two. That’s John Nash’s mount
in the corral. And John’s been putter-
ing around here all afternoon.”

“Can you alibi the rider of the
other black?”

Flushing, she shook her head. “No,
Jerry’s been alone, mending fence.
But I can vouch for him.”

§6YH, YEAH? Lucky hombre!” he

mocked. Eyes going bleak, he
wheeled, started down the porch.
“Think I hear your crew ridin’ in.
Sorry, but I've got to—"

Suddenly, he leaped into the yard,
gun drawn, and disappeared around
the house. “Hold it, feller,” Linda
heard him call. “You Coulter?
What're you sneakin’ ’round that side
door for? How did you get by my
deputies at the corral?”

“Rode in through the East gate,”
came Jerry’s cool reply. “Just started
inside for a drink of water. What’s
eatin’ you, badge-toter?”

Brick explained, Linda angrily lis-
tening. She couldn’t join them. From
their talk she realized poor Jerry was
being searched to the skin, and all
that bunkhouse commotion must mean
that the other waddies were getting
the same treatment. She clenched her
hands. This was an insult to Rafter
L! Mentally she flayed Mort Mason;
Brick too, for believing him. If they

dared arrest Jerry—

Presently, the curly-haired puncher
rounded the porch steps. “Let’s get
ready for that box supper, sugar!”

But Brick was close behind him.
“Not so fast, Cowboy. You're ridin’
back with us.”

“What?” Jerry wheeled on him,
dark face paling. “No, no—wait—"
he croaked. “You searched me. Did
I have the five thousand on me? No!
Only a few dollars. And 1 carry that
saddle carbine just for rattlers— Lis-
ten, you can’t—"

He broke off as the two deputies
rode up to the hitchrail, leading his
black mount, and Linda looked at the
puncher curiously. Jerry was innocent,
of course, but anxiety of some sort
was riding him hard. He seemed half
frantic as he suddenly blazed at
Brick:

“You dirty lawdog! You're doing
this to keep me from buying Linda’s
box tonight!”

Brick reddened, shot Linda a prob-
ing glance, and got a brown scorcher
in return.

“Shut up Coulter!” he snapped.
“Mason and the driver are goin’ to
get a chance to identify you and your
horse—"

“You bully!” Linda flounced down
the steps furiously. “Listen, Brick °
Bannion, if you dare jail my—
friend—" She linked her arm in Jer-
ry’s, “We’ll sue you for false arrest!
And I’ll bail him out tomorrow!”
“Tomorrow?” cried Jerry. “I want
out tonight—to buy your box!” He
slipped an arm around her and went
on: “If the sheriff’s not a jealous
sidewinder, he’ll see I get to make
that box supper.”

“That’s right!” Linda rapped out.

“T’ll try arrangin’ it, Cowboy.” Tak-
ing Jerry’s free arm, Brick slanted
Linda a wry, infuriating grin and
drawled: “Now, if you two will kindly
let go of each other, Coulter'n me
will be ridin’ on.”

E BOX sale was held in the town
hall of Lipan City, a village ten
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miles down river from Rafter L. Since
the proceeds would be used for a new
rodeo grandstand, every ranch for
miles around was represented in the
crowd. The long hall buzzed with
rangeland gossip. Excitement was in
the air as everybody speculated about
the boxes heaped in colorful array
upon the platform table.

Linda, looking her loveliest in pink
muslin, sat among girl friends, but
she scarcely heard their chatter. Her
mind was on Jerry. Would the cow-
boy come to the social a free man,
or in Brick’s custody? She soon found
out. Jerry came in alone and seated
himself by the window opposite her.
So he must have been exonerated. As
for Brick—she’d been a feol to think
he’d come, or spend a dime on her
box! 4

Presently, the box sale got under
way. Big, barrel-chested Art Collins,
caller at square dances, was made
auctioneer. It was a happy choice.
Along with a lusty voice, he had a

flare for rhyme-making, and he gave

each box a send-off in verse. The bid-
ding waxed fast and furious. ..

At last, Linda’s lavender and silver
box came up for sale. It was a beauti-
ful box, but the ribbon bow seemed
badly crushed, half the loops untied.
“That big ox John Nash!” Linda
fumed to herself. The foreman had
brought her here, and carried the box,
still in its sack, to and from the bug-
gy. Now, the box looked like he'd
hung his spurs in it.

Art clumsily retied the ribbon
streamers, and lumbered down the
platform, bearing the box aloft. “Start
’em high, Amigos!” he boomed.

“Two dollars!” called John Nash.

Linda smiled behind her fan. John
had peeked into that sack, and now
he’d make the Rafter L. box come
high. Range loyalty! When the Rafter
L wrangler upped the bid fifty cents,
Jerry chimed in with “Three-fifty”.
By now everybody had guessed the
ownership of the box, and bids popped
up from others admirers of Linda’s.

Then, Jerry snapped with finality:
“Seven-fifty!”

But the auctioneer wasn’t ready to
voice from the back of the room. “I
bid eight bucks.”

Linda’s heart somersaulted. Turn-
ing slightly, she caught sight of
Brick’s red head. He’d come to buy
her box! But her joy was short-lived.
Jerry came back with “Eight-fifty!”

His voice sounded oddly strained, a
little wild, and there was a determined
glitter in his eye. Linda knew he
wouldn’t give up that box without a
struggle. Would Brick—?

THE AFFAIR became a tug of war

between the two men. Linda
stirred uncomfortably. Both were bid-
ding more than they could afford,
and everybody was gazing at her. The
room buzzed like a beehive. Now,
there was actual panic in Jerry’s
eyes. He must be running short of
cashl!

“Twelve dollars!” called Brick.

Silence—with Jerry glaring wildly
at Brick. Linda held her breath.

“Going three times!” boomed the
auctioneer. “And sold!”

As Brick went up to claim the box,
Linda thought she saw a man’s hand
touch Jerry’s shoulder through the
open window. But she scarcely noticed
the signal, or Jerry’s quietly leaving
the room. Her happy thoughts were
spinning around Brick.

Some five minutes later the sale
was over. Most of the couples carried
their boxes out to rustic benches in
the moonlit yard, but Brick and Linda
sought the privacy of a tiny nearby
park which he had discovered earlier.

They found the place deserted. It
was a beautiful spot with its moon-
glossed shrubbery and big stone foun-
tain. Passing a flowering huisache,
they paused a second to sniff its
fragrance, then Brick led the way to
a cane seat in a vine-shrouded arbor.

It was an ideal trysting place,
screened on one side by a salt cedar
motte, on the other by clumps of
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denselv-growing cactus. Some thirty
yards behind them ran an alley, but
it was walled off by a high juniper
quit. Sniffing at the box, he broke into
rhyme:

“Bid ’em up, hombres! Fe Fi Fo
Fum!

I smell fried chicken—and some-
thing like rum!

Chow to pack ’neath your solar
plexus—

Box of the prettiest girl
Texas!”

in

A hubub of excited mumbling fol-
lowed. Through it came a drawling
hedge. As they stepped into the arbor,
a pony’s plaintive nicker reached
them.

“Coulter and me hitched our mounts
over there by a waterin’ trough,”
Brick explained. “We—"

“Wait—" Linda interrupted heed-
lessly. “It’s too dark to eat in here.”

“But not teo dark for this—"

His arms caught her so clese she
could feel the wild rhythm of his
heart. She lifted her lips to his, and
the warm pressure of his mouth fired
her blood with the eld glad thrill.

“Linda, sweet—" he breathed
against her cheek. “I just couldn’t
let that scoundrel buy your box—"

She lifted her head from his shoul-
der. “Scoundrel? Didn’t Jerry clear
himself of that stage-robbery?”

“No. Coulter don’t know it, but
both Mason and the driver identified
him by his build and walk. They’re
sure about his horse, too. Reckon
that’s why Coulter come to Rafter
L—convenient to the stage line. Plen-
ty dinero goes over it.” At Linda’s
horrified gasp, he added. “Don’t wor-
ry. He’s unarmed, and a deputy’s
waichin’ him right now.”

“But why did you let him go free?”

“So that pard of his will try con-
tactin’ him for a cut of the five thou-
sand Coulter’s got hid somewhere.
Then, we’ll nab ’em both. If the other
man is Waller, like we think—"

“Waller? But Waller’s dead.”

3
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“Yeah,” Brick lowered his voice.
“Hank Waller is. Us lawmen identi-
fied kis body as that of his brother
Chuck—they favor a lot—so Chuck
would come outa hidin’. We knew
he’d start operatin’ again when he
thought we wasn’t settin’ traps for
him any longer. We had got a tip he’d
teamed up with a young punk, Curly
Bates—I'm tellin’ you this, honey,
cause I need your help.”

“What can I do?” she offered,
dazed by what she had learned.

1 HEN A saddle-bum rides up

to Rafter L tomorrow, hire
him. He’ll be an officer sent to watch
Coulter.” Abruptly, he handed her the
supper box, picked up the light seat:
“Let’s eat over by the fountain. More
light there.”

He moved off with the seat and
Linda, holding the box, had started
after him, when a sudden rustling in
the tall shrubberv beside her jerked
her to a halt. Instantly, an arm shot
out around her waist,” clamping the
box to her, and scaring her out of
her wits. “Brick!” she screamed.

Brick drepped the seat and whirled,
hands streaking for his guns.

“Reach, Tin-star! Fire, and you'll
kill this girl!” The voice, wild and
strained, grated almost in Linda’s ear,
and as Brick lifted his hands, she
caught the bluish sheen of a gun-
barrel trained on him across her

-shoulder. “That’s better, Lawdog!”

snapped the man. Then, to Lindat
“Hold tight to that box, sugar! We're
takin’ a long trip, and we'll need
grub.”

Linda’s fright gave way to fury,
“Jerry Coulter, you dunce!” shé
blazed. “Let me go, or I'll yell so
loud—"

His grip about her tightened. “You
do, and T’ll drill Bannion! You an’
me are ridin’ outa here on his horse
—fastest in the country.”

Brick kept his hands up, but started
toward them. ‘“Let her go, Coulter.
You can’t get away. Every road out
of the county’s blocked.” T



Jerry backed toward the hitchrail,
holding Linda before him as a shield,
while Brick edged forward, ignoring
the commands to “stay back!”

But Linda had heard the gun snap
to full cock, and cried frantically:
“Stop, Brick! He means it!”

“Hold it, Lawdog!” Brick froze in
his tracks, as a beefy, masked fellow
burst from the salt cedars with a
leveled gun. He lumbered up, panting.

Jerry stammered: “Why, Chu—,
Podner! Took you a spell to tie up
that deputy. I thought—"

“Thought you could pull it off
alone, huh? So you give me wrong
directions to this park while ago.
Now, stand still, you rat, and keep
Bannion covered.”

Linda’s blood turned icy. This was
killer' Chuck Waller speaking. Back
at the hall, it must have been his
hand she’d seen signalling Jerry.
They’d met outside, managed, some
way, to dispose of the deputy sup-
posed to be watching Jerry.

Brick was saying cooly: “You
turned up sooner’n I expected, hom-
bre. How’d you know Curly would be
in Lipan City tonight?”

4 E TOLD me this mornin’ he was

bringin’ his girl here tonight.
So—easy now—" he warned, reach-
ing for one of Brick’s guns. “Don’t
expect help from that deputy. He got
keerless and we put him to sleep with
a black-jack. That’s his gun Curly’s
got trained on you. And mine’s on
the gal—remember.”

Linda’s flesh crawled. And Brick?
She could sense his desperation. From
the town hall two blocks away came
the faint echo of laughter. Somewhere
a serenader plunked his guitar, and
footsteps padded far down the alley.
Comforting sounds—if they hadn’t
been so far away.

Jerry was raging at his pal: “What
in blazes you stoppin’ us for? Didn’t
we agree while ago to take the girl
along to shield us from posse bullets?
Her an’ me couid’ve been gone.”
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“Yeah!” sneered the big bandit,
pocketing Brick’s other gun. “Like
you run out on me at the ford. Naope,
your holdin’ Bannion at gun-point till
I—tie him up. Then, we’ll go, you
with the gal, but me on the sheriff’s
horse, since mine’s went lame. And
I’'m takin’ the box.”

“The hell you are!” shrilled Jerry.
“I'm keepin’ this box!”

The Box? Puzzled, Linda glanced
down at the crushed bow and mem-
ories began to pelt her. Jerry, at the
side door while she talked to Brick.
Jerry’s wild insistence on attending
the social tonight, then bidding his
last dime on the box. And now—
maybe she held a loaded weapon in
her hand, if she dared use it!

Carefully she weighed her chances.
Jerry, shaking with rage, had slack-
ened his grip on her, but his gun was
squarely on Brick. Waller’s gun was
still on her, but it shifted a bit as he
took a backward step. It dawned on
her that the killer meant to use a
black-jack on Brick, not tie him up.
That instant she acted.

Digging both elbows hard into Jer-
ry’s stomach, she lurched to the right,
knocking the gun aside. As it went
off with a deafening roar, she lunged
free. Waller’s bullet whined over her
head, smashing into a Yucca trunk.
She had a glimpse of Brick leaping on
Waller, then she was off like a startled
deer. Box clutched in one hand, skirts
in the other, she started around the
cactus jungle, Jerry in close pursuit.

Fearing another bullet, she ran a
zig-zag course. But Jerry had dropped
his gun. He wanted nothing but the
box—something she had counted on—
and Waller had his hands full, with
Brick. Linda could hear their crash-
ing blows above the blood drumming
in her ears. Heedless of thorns, she
darted through clumps of agarita—

ERRY POUNDED after her, pant-

ing, swearing. “Wait, Linda—you
damn little fool—”

So close he got, she could feel the
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brushing of his finger-tips on her arm,
but she jumped nimbly aside and he
piunged into a bristling Spanish Dag-
ger plant. He screeched in pain. “Ou-
ee! You she-devil!”

But Linda was streaking for the
juniper hedge. She beat. Jerry there,
and flung the box over into the alley.
Whirling, she stuck out her foot as
he dashed up to leap the hedge. The
ruse worked. Down he went on his
face, the breath whooshing out of
him,

Before he could get up, Brick was
on him. “Shut up, Curly Bates,” he
snapped, as Jerry gasped out an oath,
“or I’ll put you to sleep like I did
Chuck Waller over there.” After ty-
ing Jerry’s hands tightly behind him
with a bandana, he grinned up at
Linda. “That was some risk you took,
Cowgirl. But it give me a chance to
charge into Waller. Now, I want to
see inside that box—"

Linda’s knees were about to buckle
under her, but she put cut a hand for
his gun. “Let me—guard—the prison-
er,” she panted, “while you—get the
box. I guess Mason’s five thousand’s
in it.”

LINDA had guessed right. The rcli

of greenbacks was in the box,
folded in a napkin which was plas-
tered in cherry pie. The box was a
sodden mess. But who cared? Chuck
Waller had been caught. In the alley
three mounted men—two handcuffed
prisoners, guarded by the revived
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deputy—awaited the sheriff who was
talking with Linda beside her buggy.

“When I nabbed Curly at your
side door this afternoon, he was com-
in’ out, not goin’ in,” Brick explained.
“He says he didn’t know us lawmen
were there until he’d slipped inside
for a peek at your box. When he
heard you and me talkin’, he untied
the box—"

“But why?” Linda asked.
house was full of hiding places.”

“He expected us to search the
house, him, too. Figgered I wouldn’t
be suspicious- about the bex, or bother
you to untie it. Course he meant to
buy it later, slip out the money.”

In the town-hall yard the crowd
was breaking up. Brick drew Linda
into the shadow of a big cottonwood.
“Honey, I'm keepin’ my badge,” he
said, “at least till Waller’s convicted.
But I see now a skeriff needs a wife
—bad.”

“Well, the county’s full of rugged
pioneer women. A bit gaunt and elder-
ly maybe, but—"

“You little minx!” Brick shook her,
then caught her clese. “Nope, this
sheriff needs a young wife. A cute
little gal who’s able to outsmart ban-
dits, and spry enough to outrun ’em.
I’m dabblin’ my loop on her right
now.”

And he tightened the loop with a
kiss.

“The

THE END
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€6 § WANT TO buy your ticket on
I theLast Chance! Name your
price!”

Quincy Merrill blinked, unbending
his long length, big hands holding the
sheepskin vest above the half-packed
carpetbag. \In a corner of the cabin
the Franklin stove glowed cherry red,
fighting the creeping frost line on the
window. Outside, beots made a harsh
crunch on the icy snow, where men
hurried with the desperate urgency
of the closing down of winter. Freeze-
up impended, here at the head of nav-
igation on the upper Missouri.

“I beg your pardon,” Merrill said
mechanically. “But are you real? I
mean, actually?”

Only an instant before there had
come a knock at the door, quick and
impetuous as a stolen kiss. Before he
could move or call out, the door had
burst open and sZe had swept in. He
knew now that this was not part of
the summer-long dream which had
been with him, sleeping or waking.
Here, in the vibrant flesh, was the
woman who had somehow managed to
entangle herself in his every thought,
ever since that day when he had first
set eyes upon her at Virginia City.

She had closed the door and was
smiling now, apologetically. Today she
wore a furred hood which framed her
face as becomingly as had the bonnet-
like creation of that other day. That
bonnet, like its wearer, had been rare
and exotic, something seldom encoun-
tered above St. Louis. Though the
hood, unlike the bonnet, hid the

LAST CHANGE

By Archie Joscelyn

f et Joke This bogiT"

cherry-ripe glory of her hair.

“Really, it’s I who should beg your
pardon, Mr. Merrill, bursting in on
you this way—and without warning,”
the girl said breathlessly. She cast a
quick glance at the frosted window,
and it came to him that her entrance
had been so precipitate to escape
being seen by someone else. She
poised like a frightened, hunted crea-
ture.

“And I—I've never even thanked
you for last summer, for what you did
then!” she went on. “Why, I don’t be-
lieve we’ve ever spoken to each other
until now, have we? But I assure you
that I was grateful for your kindness.”
Her eyes, meeting his, held a mute

appeal.

“I came here in this fashion becauss
I really am desperate. The Lasé
Chance is due to cast off this aftem-

It would make «a lot of difference if the summer's
gossip had all been a buach of Lies!
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noon, and I really must secure pas-
sage on ber to St. Louis. It’s dread-
fully important. I know that you have
a ticket. And of course you planned
to use it. But I will make it worth
your while to let me have it. Please
name your price.”

She was beautiful, her cheeks
flushed with the cold, frightened and
imperious and beseeching in the same
instant. Merrill felt his blood quicken,
pounding in his ears as from a hard
run. For an instant he was strongly
tempted to yield to her persuasion.
Ail through the summer and fall he
had wanted, hungered, to know her
better. Often be had wished that he
might find a way to serve her, and
that in despite of the ugly rumors
connected with her name.

ERE WAS a chance to make a
chivairous gesture, truly so in
that it would be without hope of re-
ward. She needed help, and it was in
his power to give it. Almost he yield-
ed. Then reason asserted itself as a
fresh blast of wind shook the cabin,
screeching down acress a thousand
artic-gripped miles, and he shook his
head. It had been only the day before
that Dr. Sidney Holbart had examined
him, then, shaking his head gravely,
had delivered his verdict.

“Get out of here!” The doctor had
made it an order. “I’m warning you,
Quincy, that it’s not a question of the
profits to be made if you stay on here
in Montana for a few years longer.
Report has it that you’ve done well
for yourself, so well that even the
Vigilantes have wendered if you’d
made all your money by straight buy-
ing and selling. Though I know you
well enough to have no doubts.

“But it’s not a question of profits
to be made, my beoy. With you, it’s
a matter of life and death—your Lfe!/
Another winter here weuld kill you.
You've survived a siege of ,pneumonia,
thanks to the grace of God and the
little that I was able to do. But your
lungs are still weak. Before another
winter was over, you’d be sure to get
it again. And the next time it would
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get you. You need to winter in the
balmy air oi the south—down around
Memphis, for instance. I understand
that you’ve engaged passage for St.
Louis on the Last Chance? Well, don’t
let anyone get that ticket away from
you. Plenty of folks will try, of
course, this being the last boat frem
Benton before the freeze-up. They’ll
offer you five prices or a gun in your
face, or hard luck stories to melt a
stone. Don’t listen. This is literally
your last chance.”

All tickets on the river boat had
long since been soid. Merrill had put
his ewn order in three weeks beiore,
giving a handful of nuggets for pay-
ment, though not sure then whether
he’d go or not. Now he had to go, as
did plenty of others, or so they
thought. When it came to the point
where getting out of the country was
all but impossible, then it was the
thing te do.

But the doctor had been positive
in his orders. Merrill’s voice held re-
gret.

“I’m mighty sorry not to be abls
to accomodate you, Miss MeCormick.
But I'm afraid I can’t.”

“But you must!” She came close,
placing both hands on his arms. Her
eyes looked into his, impelling, plead-
ing. Again he saw the stark shadow of
fear in them, while some other strange
urgency drove her. “I wouldn’t ask
you if I wasn’t desperate! But I’ve
tried every other way. I'll give you a
thousand dollars for your ticket—
three times what you paid for itl”
Then, as she saw the refusal in his
eyes, she shook him frantically. “Two
theusand!” Her voice rose wikily.
“Name your price!”

“It isn’t a question of price,” he -
said .gently. “Believe me, I'd like
nothing better than to oblige you. But
my need of it is greater than yours,
whatever you think.”

“It can’t be,” she wailed, but the
fire had gone out of her. “I’'ve got
to go—no matter what I have to de
to pay my passage!”

Before he could even reply she
turned and stumbled blindly out ef
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- the room. The deor closed with a fi-
| mality like the closing down of winter.
. Merrill stared after her, the despair
 and desperation of her voice echoing
. in his ears. Memory of their first
| meeting came back in sharp torment.

E lT HAD been a warm bright day,
. day, there in Virginia City, with
. only a thin haze of dust stirred by
- jerk-line wagons. She had been stand-
. ing near the stage station, beside a
i pile of luggage—a figure at once ex-
- otic and forlorn, but with an unyield-
ing spirit looking out at the world. In-
stantly he had sensed that she was
not of this land, nor common clay like
ordinary mortals. In him had flowed
quickening excitement—a feeling,
stronger than reason, that this was
the one great meeting for which he
bad been waiting all his life. It was
as though rivers of destiny had
reached to join at his feet.

Seeing her, he felt drawn to her,
. like those same rivers to the sea.
Then, as he had started to approach,
doffing his hat, Rinda Tooley had
driven smartly up with his spanking
team of sorrels, his shiny new carriage
with the fringed top.

An odd name, Rinda Tooley, for an
unusual man. He was handsome, rack-
less, demanding, known and feared
across a thousand miles of border. De-
bonarily sure of himself, he had swung
lightly down beside her, offering to
take her luggage and herself where-
ever she might wish to go.

Merrill had watched with oddly
peating heart. A stranger, she prob-
ably wouldn’t know of Rinda Tooley
or his reputation. But apparently she
had heard of him. Her refusal was po-
lite, but cold. Then biting and scorn-
ful, as Tooley persisted. When he had
tried to load her stuff regardless, Mer-
ril had knocked him down.

He remembered the gratitude in her
eyes, coupled with the apprehension.
Men who valued their health did pot
go out of their way to antagonize
Rinda Tooley. But an unlooked-for
interruption had occurred, as five
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broke out in the town. Both of them
had turned to help fight the blaze.
Afterward, there had been urgent busi-
ness calls for each of them.

Merrill had seen Rinda Tooley just
once since then, driving his high-step-
ping team, and with Shirley—as he’d
learned her name was—on the seat
beside him. She had chanced to meet
his eyes, and recognition had flashed
in them, then color had washed across
her face in a scarlet wave. That had
been at mid-summer, in Alder Gulch.

He’d seen her again, as autumn was
turning the leaves to gold, at Last
Chance Gulch. A glimpse of her
among a hurrying throng. Her name,
by then, had been increasingly coupled
with that of Rinda Tooley.

Each time he saw her his blood
had rioted. After the second encounter,
he had thought wildly of seeking Rin-
da Tooley out, of renewing their
quarrel and shooting him.

That had been a wild romantic,
hair-brained notion. One which she
would not be likely to thank him for,
and doubly foolish, considering that
Rinda Tooley was a dead shot, and
fast as a striking rattler. Merrill’s

n-sense had prevailed.

Now it was hard to think in terms
of common sense, with the faint in-
tangible perfume of her presence lin-
gering in the room. The pleading and
despair in her eyes seemed still to
pierce him. She had turned to him for
help in her hour-of need—and he had
refused her.

His reflection came back to him
from the mirror above the washstand,
the crack giving a rakish cast to his
countenance. or a moment he looked
at himself as at a stranger.

HE WAS six feet and two inches,
which would amaze the folks
back home, for he had grown three
full inches since leaving there a
couple of years before. Three inches,
after everyone had supposed that, at
twenty, he was done with growing.
Dark eyes smouldered back at him
from under dark hair which had a

4
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tendency to curl. His face was tanned,
smooth-shaven save for the sideburns,
by contrast with the fuller beards
which most men wore.

“I look husky enough,” he grunt-
ed. “Nobody would ever think that I
wasn’t man enough to stand a Mon-
tana winter.”

Pve got to go—no matter what I
kave to do to pay m» passage!

Which meant that all the summer’s
gossip had been a pack of lies! Al-
ready he knew that he had made up
_his mind, and what he was going to
do. Recklessly he slipped on his
heavy coat, plunged outside. The
wind, whistling down f{rom the low
hills to the north, hit him like a blow,
the cold racked a cough from him. The
medico had been right enough there,
that his lungs were weak.

For a moment, scanning the street,
thironged now and despite the weather
because of the imminence of sailing,
he was fearful that he was tbo late,
that he had lost her. Everywhere were
hurrying men and a few women, with
mittened hands and coat collars
turned high against the unseemly
chill. Excitement beat like the wind,
increasing in violence, as the hour of
departure drew near. A thousand men
now wanted passage on the packet,
where only a third that many could
be accomodated.

These were men from the four cor-
ners of the earth, drawn here in part
by the keening winds of adventure
which blew strong in their faces, but
mostly by the lure of gold. A Chinese
hurried, clad half in raiment native
to his own land, half in miner’s re-
galia. Vikings of the north shouldered
darker skinned men of Spain and
Italy. An English milord moved to-
ward the boat, blandly aloof from all
the rest, followed by half a dozen re-
tainers.

Here was a Yankee, straight out
from Boston; there a man black as
ebony, new-freed from slavery. Blan-
ket-wrapped Indians who in their own
youth had claimed this land where
the fort stood. Front Street was crowd-

ed with life, raw and turbulent. That
was the way he’d come to like it.
He’d miss it when he left—éf he left!

Momentarily the wind lulled, and in
the calm there sounded the honk of
wild geese flying south. For them too,
it was go south—or die.

The Last Chance, a stern-wheeler
designed for the Missouri trade, was
tied up at the dock. A skim of ice was
on the river today, in the more pro-
tected reaches. At dawn, that had
shown only near the shore. Now it
reached in ever widening grasp from
either bank. Men were rushing the
loading, so that the packet could cast
off during the afternoon. Even then
it would be a race against time for a
thousand miles down-river, against the
threatening freeze-up.

Ordinarily, men who missed the boat
would build mackinaws and provide
their own passage. But this year such
a course, always risky, would be sui-
cidal. Old timers shook their heads
as the geese wedged south, and pro-
phesied not only an early winter but
a hard one. Added to the hazard of the
ice, the Sioux were on the rampage
all the way to the Niobrara. So too,
it was said, were the always uncertain
'Rees. Holbart had been right. It was
the Last Chance—or none.

MERRILL saw her then, down by
the dock, with Rinda Toeley be-
side her. And again, as on that occa-
sion in Virginia City, Rinda Tooley
was laughing, demanding, reaching out
to grab at her wrist as she backed
away.

No matter what I have to do!

Abruptly, from under her cloak,
Shirley’s arm shot out, and she slashed
Rinda Tooley sharply across the face
with a whip.

Men, hurrying and intent on their
own business up to that moment,
paused to watch. A white welt sprang
from ear to ear. It changed to an an-
gry red which grew to suffuse all ks
face, flaring in his eyes as he started
forward.

“Your preciows brother's desdf™ ke
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shouted. “And I know how you’ve
played me for a sucker, just to learn
about him! But I have a price for
everything—and I’ll have my pay!”
Apprehension- was in Shirley’s face.
She turned and darted away, among
the pushing crowd. Rinda Tooley
tried to follow, but Merrill, breathless,
was in his way then. He knew that
he was being a fool, but this time he

was glad of it. That blow of the whip, -

the umguarded phrase which Rinda
Tooley had spat at her, had wiped
all doubt and hesitation from his mind.
The lash was a complete refutation of
half-truths and lies.

The whip-lash was etched in vivid
contrast on Rinda Tooley’s face as it
lost color to match the snow at the
river’s edge. With vicious abruptness
his fingers worked—those of one hand
jerking the glove off the other. Then,
free and limber, his hand went plum-
ming toward his holstered gun like
a falcon to its stoop, and just as dead-
Iy.

“This time I’ll make sure tkat you
don’t run out on me!” he spat, and
already the gun was clearing leather.

OMEONE screamed. It was a
sound which seemed to tear the
throat, but Merrill scarcely heard. He
carried no gun, and most men on the
border knew it. Rinda Tooley would
long since have made sure of that, but
it made no difference now—or per-
haps it did. In that moment Tooley
was revealed for the coward he was,
bat a coward could be twice as dan-
gerous as the brave.

The tip of the gun barrel was start-
ing to life when Merrill hit him. Per-
haps it was the rage, building up to
an explosive force in him through the
long months. In any case it wasn’t
half so bad as he had expected. The
gun went off, the bullet hammering to-
ward the sound of the departing geese,
but he twisted it away and let it drop
then. Rinda Tooley fought wildly, but
other marks were being multiplied on
his disfigured face, and the bite of the
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wind no longer seemed cold as Merrill’s
blood stirred pleasantly.

Then all at once Rinda Tooley,
blood streaming from a broken nose,
was turning, slinking away, losing him-
self in the crowd. Merrill blinked and
shook his head as if to clear it, and
it was Shirley who was beside him
then, a light in her eyes as though the
brief sun of that day had crowded all
its glory there.

Elation was in him. To every man
his moment. This was his. He fumbled
in his pocket and found the ticket,
and pressed it into her hand. “I’ve
changed my mind,” he said gruffly.
“I hope you have a pleasant journey.”

The hoarse, cold-chilled blast of the
Last Chance’s warning whistle wailed
through the town. Half an hour! And
then he saw that the light was still in
her eyes, saw Sid Holbart beside her.
She was pushing the ticket back to
him.

“Thank you—but I couldn’t take
it,” she said. “Sid was just telling me—
about you. You said that your need
was greater than mine. I didn’t believe
you, then. You see—I just got word,
that my mother can’t last—beyond
Christmas. Also, I'd found out what
I came up to discover, about what
happened to my brother. But I can’t
take your ticket. It wouldn’t be right.”

Again the whistle wailed. No half-
hour, with the ice getting its grip.
This was the final warning to get on
board. Merrill looked at her, and what
he saw in her eyes decided him.

“Let’s get on board,” he said. “Both
of us. It’s a state-room ticket, for
two. And the captain can perform a
marriage.”

“You—you mean—?” And then
looking into his eyes, she colored and
laughed, all in a moment, and her
hand caught his own. “Let’s run,” she
said. “We've just got time to get our
things,”

THE END



Eonor At Stake

By Barbara Bonhaml

"There will
be gun-ploy
over this
hussy —

you'll seel”

ONOR TOMPKINS’ brown

F eyes flashed with rage. She
B iood at the foot of the out-
side stairway which led up to her
room in Mrs, O’Brien’s Boarding

House. Facing her was a group of
grim-faced, tight-lipped women.

s

bel,” Honor wept
to the good-look-
ing sheriff, “and
I won't be treat-
ed like onel”

“Look, Mrs. Calvin,” Honor Tomp-
kins said, addressing herself to the
tall, stout woman who seemed to be
the group’s leader, “I'm not leaving
this town, You can’t make me, There’s
no reason why I skowld leave New
Boston, I've done nothing wrong.”
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“Ha! Nothing wrong, she says,”
spluttered Mrs. Calvin, turning to the
rest of the group to make certain they
had heard and shared her righteous
indignation. “Nothing except behave
in such a disgraceful fashion that two

men got into a drunken brawl and -

nearly killed each other over her.”
The rest of the women shook their
heads in mutual horror and glared at
Honor.

“Can I help it if two drunken fools
get into a fight over me? I didn’t even
know they were fighting until I heard
a shot. I was busy doing my number.
If you think it’s easy making yourself
heard over a saloon full of stupid,
drunken men, you ought to try it
yourself and see.” By this time Hon-
or’s soft, full mouth was trembling
from anger and humiliation. “Besides,”
she added hotly, “you know as well
as I do that Jed Williams and Lefty
Summers would fight at the drop of a
hat. They’re the biggest trouble mak-
ers in town.”

Mrs. Calvin didn’t hear these last
remarks. She hadn’t heard a word af-
ter Honor’s suggestion that she, Mrs.
Calvin, try to make herself heard
above a saloon full of noisy, drinking
men. “Why, the idea!” Mrs. Calvin
choked. She waggled a stiff, uncom-
promising finger at Honor. “Either
you get out of New Boston before
Saturday night or we’ll go to the sher-
iff and have him run you out. Won’t
we, girls?” she asked turning to the
rest of the group. The other women
nodded their heads in vigorous agree-
ment.

“We’ll see about that!” Flinging
this remark over her shoulder, Honor
ran up the steps to her room. Slam-
ming the door behind her, she threw
herself on the iron bed and gave vent
to tears she could no longer control.

The horrid busybodies! Did they
think she sang in the Golden Arrow
saloon for her health? She had to eat
just like everybody else, didn’t she?
And what could she do except sing?
Nothing. Her voice wasn’t even very
good, but it had an intimate something
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about it that men liked. This, coupled
with her dark, vivacious good-looks,
accounted for her popularity with the
barroom crowd. She was friendly, but
not too friendly. She always managed
to remain aloof somehow.

“And if those old hens think that
was easy, they’re crazy,” Honor
stormed silently. It was a never end-
ing fight to keep herself out of grasp-
ing hands and outstretched arms.
Time after time she had wondered
how much longer her supply of quick
answers and evasions would hold out.

Now those two thick-headed bullies
had gotten in a fight over her. She’
didn’t even know why. She remem-
bered passing their table while she was
singing. She had side-stepped quickly
to avoid his reaching arm. Maybe
that had prompted the fight. She
didn’t know and didn’t care. All she
knew was she was being run out of
town because of them and something
had to be done about it. She wasn’t
going to take this lying down. She’d
fight them every inch of the way.
There wasn’t much time. They’d given
her until Saturday night. Today was
Thursday.

She sat up and dried her tears. The
first person to see would be the sheriff.
Mrs. Calvin had warned her that
they’d go to the sheriff if she wasn’t
out of town by Saturday night. Well,
by Jingo, she’d beat them to the punch.
She’d go to the sheriff and convince
him she was absolutely innocent of
any wrong.

Honor glanced in the mirror, ran a
brush vigorously over her long, dark
hair and washed her tear-stained
cheeks. She was glad she had put on
her plainest dress that morning. The
dark material cut in the most modest
fashion and the tiny white collar and
cuffs were the picture of propriety. She
looked as proper as a school teacher.

Hurrying down the dusty little street
to the sherifi’s office, Honor felt a
dozen pairs of eyes focused on her
from the windows and sidewalk. Evi-
dently, word had spread rapidly that
she had been ordered out of town.
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Someone had probably seen the dele-
gation of women marching up to the
boarding house. Well, let them look.
She’d show them. She’d show them
all that she was as respectable as
anybody.

E DOOR of the sheriff’s office

was open. Inside, Wade Mitchell
lolled in a swivel chair, his incred-
ibly long legs propped up on the
scarred desktop. The sheriff’s badge
which was pinned to his shirt locked
ridiculously small on the huge ex-
panse of chest. He glanced up as Hon-
or entered, his gray eyes instantly
wary in the young handsome face.

Honor didn’t miss the sudden look
of wariness. “Conceited fool!” she
thought. “Doesn’t want to get mixed
in anything that might cost him that
silver star he’s so blamed proud of.”

“Yes, miss. What can I do for you?”

Honor felt a tingle of satisfaction
as she saw him rise respectfully to
his feet.

“You can tell those old gossips here
in town that I’ve done nothing wrong
and that there is no reason for them
to run me out of town,” she replied
sharply.

“Well now, miss, two men did
shoot each other over you, you know,”
the sheriff drawled.

“Wade Mitchell, you know good and
well I wasn’t to blame for that! If
Jed and Lefty hadn’t fought over me,
they’d have fought eover something
else.” Her eyes were blazing and she
trembled with rage.

The young sheriff looked uncom-
fortable. ‘“Sure they would have. I
know that as well as you do. But the
fact remains that it wes you they
fought over. Any other time, it
wouldn’t have caused such a to-do, but
since the women In town began this
campaign to make New Boston clean
and decent, ‘tke kind of town you
want your children to grow wup 63,
they've been making a fuss over nearly
everything.” He shook his head.
“They’ll really put the pressure on

"

me. Don’t know whether I can help
you or not.”

“Why you weak, spineless—> Hon-
or choked and had to stop and start
over. “I'm as decent and respectable
as any woman in town. Do you think
I enjoy singing in a saloon for a living?
If T had a home and family I could
be as respectable as other girls but
because I don’t have any folks of my
own and have to make my living the
only way I know how, everyone thinks
I'm a regular Jezebel. Well, I’'m not
and won’t be treated like ene.” Her
voice had risen almost to a shout and
she was close to tears.

The possiblity of having a weeping
woman on his hands must have fright-
ened the sher¥f for he hurried over
and placed an awkward hand on Hon-
or’s shoulder. “I know you arén’t a—
a Jezebel,” he assured her hastily.
“The other men know it too. But
those women—" He shook his ‘head
hopelessly.

For a moment, looking up into his
tanned, troubled face, Honor felt al-
most sorry for him. This was a touchy
situation for an ambitious and con-
scientious young sheriff to be in. He
must have sensed her sympathy be-
cause he glanced down into her face
and met her eyes. In the same mo-
ment, Honor became aware of the
strong, warm hand still resting on her
shoulder. A flush started at her smooth
white throat and rose slowly until it
covered her face. She wanted to shrug
the warm hand off her shoulder but
she felt paralyzed. And try as she
might, she couldn’t tear her eyes
away from his. He seemed to be hav-
ing the same trouble. In fact, it was
Honor who finally found the strength
to pull away first.

Wade Mitchell’s arm dropped heav-
ily to his side. “I'll do what I can.”
he said slowly.

Honor twrned and left the office,
her mind a whirling mass of confu-
sion. She bad almost forgotten her
initial in going to Wade Mis-
chell. All she could think of now was
the wonderiul feeling of nearness sue
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had experienced as she stood gazing
up into his eyes. It had been such a
long time since she had felt close to
anyone. She had been alone for years.
But—she had no business thinking
such thoughts at a time like this. She
had a battle to fight. Her honor was
at stake!

AT NIGHT she found it hard to

keep her mind on her work. The
Golden Arrow was jammed with rough
noisy men. However, they quieted
down when she began singing and
their generous applause was sprinkled
with encouraging remarks.

“Don’t let ’em scare you, gal!”

“Tell those old hens to mind their
own business.”

“If you need any help, just yell.”
This last remark came from Luke
Snider. Luke was a huge, burly man
with the strength of an ox and a
heart as big as a house. But for all
his strength and courage, Honor
couldn’t quite see him standing up to
Mrs. Calvin. One icy stare from her
and he’d run like the rest.

But it was a pleasant feeling to
know she had so many people on her
side. Even if they were all men of the
barroom crowd. Just because they
talked rough didn’t mean their hearts
weren’t soft. Honor began to see
them in a different light.

She heard nothing from the sheriff
until the next evening. She was com-
ing down the outside stairway of the
boarding house when she saw Wade
Mitchell approaching. He stopped at
the foot of the steps and looked up.
She was on her way to work and was
wearing one of her costumes. The
boarding house was just across the
street from the Golden Arrow so she
did all of her changing in her own
room.

The costume was gaudy and Honor
was thankful that it was nearly dark.
She had never thought much about her
costumes before. But with the humil-
iation still burning inside her from
Mrs. Calvin’s outspoken contempt,
Honor was conscious for the first time
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of the low-neckline of her dress.

“Evening, miss.” Was there a new
note in his voice or was she only
imagining it?

“Hello, sheriff. I hope you have
good news for me,” Honor said. She
had stopped on the bottom step but
even then she had to look up at him.

“I do.” He smiled slightly. “I’ve
persuaded Mrs. Calvin and the other
ladies that you weren’t responsible for
the trouble at the Golden Arrow the
other night. I’'ve promised them it
won’t happen again.”

Honor felt a surge of relief. “You
mean I can stay? I won’t have to
leave New Boston?”

Wade Mitchell nodded and grinned.
“That’s right, miss. You can stay as
long as there aren’t any more fights
in the Golden Arrow over you.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful,” Honor
cried. “And you’re very kind. I can’t
thank you enough.”

Her voice throbbed with sincerity
and gratitude. Looking up at him, she
felt once again that unfamiliar feeling
of closeness and understanding which
she had felt the previous day in his
ofiice. A strange warmth and quiet
happiness stole through her and her
eyes shone as she continued gazing
at him.

His face had suddenly become se-
rious and he seemed to have stopped
breathing. Honor heard his sharp in-
take of breath and realized she had
swayed toward him. The next thing
she knew his arms had gone around
her and his mouth was coming dowg
on hers.

E TREMBLING started in her

lips and spread through her body.
Her arms, which had crept up around
kis neck in an effort to pull him even
closer, simply loccked behind his head
and hung there weakly. Wade’s arms
around her waist were like iron hands.
She couldn’t breathe, but she didn’t
care. Never before had she known any-
thing like this. Never before had she
known such a rushing tide of joy and
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happiness as was sweeping through pulled away from Wade. Still dazed,
her now. she glanced over Wade’s left shoulder.

When the kiss finally ended, her There in the dusk, looking like a
bands still clung weakly to him. It vengeful goddess was Amanda Bell,
wasn’t until she heard a gasp and an one of Mrs. Calvin’s most faithfd
outraged, “Why, I never!” that she followers.
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“So,” the shocked woman said ex-
pelling her breath in a long horrified
whisper, ‘“this is why you didn’t want
us to run that, that hussy out of town.
Well, we’ll see about that. Wait until
the other decent folk in town hear
about this!” She flounced off, her fig-
ure bristling, her bonnet bouncing an-
grily, in the direction of Mrs. Calvin’s
house.

“Wait! Please. Let me explain!”
Honor shouted and started to run af-
ter the retreating woman.

“It’s no use,” Wade said, catching
her arm. “She won’t listen.”

“But I must explain,” Honor in-
sisted.

“Explain
quietly.

Honor looked up. “Why, that—”
She stopped hotly. “That I practically
threw myself at your head. That 'm
to blame for that kiss.”

Wade met her eyes steadily. “Are
you? Don’t you give me credit for hav-
ing a mind of my own?”

For a moment Honor couldn’t speak.
She couldn’t remember exactly what
had brought about the kiss but she
did remember that she had swayed to-
ward him. She hadn’t meant to but
that didn’t alter the fact that she had.
She was willing to take the entire
blame for what had followed, but here
was Wade telling her in so many
words that he wanted to kiss her.

A surge of happiness raced through
her and faded almost immediately.
She knew that she had harmed him
seriously and that suddenly he had be-
come the one person in the world she
would rather die than harm.

“Ill go and explain to Mrs. Calvin
and her crowd,” Wade was saying.
“No, wait! I've got a better idea.”
He spun her around to face him.
“We're going to get married. Now.
This very night. Then let them try to
run you out of town!” There was fire
and steel in his voice.

- Married! Honor was stunned.
Marry Wade! She gazed up at him
and the love and tenderness she

what?” asked Wade

¢ saw there made her head whirl dizzily.
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She wanted to cry out to him, to cling
to his strong, hard body and admit
her own love for him. But she couldn’t.
The town’s sheriff marry a dance hall
girll It would ruin him! No, she
couldn’t do that to Wade. No matter
what the cost to her, she couldn’t de
it.

“Marry you?” She attempted a
laugh. It came out hard and brittle
past the lump in her throat. It
achieved just the effect she had hoped
for. Wade’s face tightened and turned
pale.

“Marry a stuffy, hick-town sheriff?*
She threw back her head, laughing
and choking to hide the real reasom
for the tears that sprang to her eyes.
“No thanks, chum. I prefer to wait
for bigger and better things.” With
this she brushed past him and crossed
the street to the Golden Arrow. She
ran the last few steps for she felt sobs
rising in her chest. She stumbled
around to the back and opened the
door that led into the office of Steve
Simmbns, owner of the Golden Arrows.
Fortunately, it was empty and Honor
sank down on a chair, sobbing inte
the huge silk handkerchief she carried
as part of her costume.

She had done it! Wade wouldn’t go
to Mrs. Calvin to plead for her now.
She wouldn’t have to worry about his
jeopardizing his job and reputation
defending her. His face, white with
fury and pain as she brushed past, had
told her that.

As soon as the tearing sobs stvopped,
she went in search of Steve and told
him she was leaving town on the
early morning stage and that he’d
have to find another singer. Then, dry-
ing her tears, she walked eut on ths
tiny stage and began her first number.
There was only one thing still to be
done. She had to explain to Mrs. Cak
vin that it was she who had beea
kissing Wade when Amanda Bell sus-
prised them and not Wade kissing hes,
But that would have to wait untll
morning.

UST BEFORE her last numbez
that night, Wade came to her. Sh)
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was sitting at a table with Big Luke
Snider who was offering her some
awkward, yet touching, words of com-
fort.

“I’d like to speak with you for a
minute—alone,” Wade said, staring at
her with eyes cold as steel. His face
was tight and unsmiling.

“Would you mind, Luke?” she
asked the burly cow-puncher.

“’Course not, miss,” he said. Ris-
ing, he reached over and patted har
hand shyly before leaving them alone.

Turning back to Wade, Honor said,
“I suppose you’ve come to tell me I've
got to leave town after all.”

Wade nodded. “That’s right. I've
had pressure put on me to see that
you’re out of New Boston by to-
morrow night.”

“So, Mrs. Calvin and her cronies
have decided I'd better leave town
after all.” The situation was really
rather funny, but Honor didn’t feel
like laughing. She wanted to cry out
and tell Wade she hadn’t meant what

she’d said about marrying him. She
wanted to tell him the truth and ease
the tense lines in his lean face. It was
breaking her heart to see him so hurt,
$0 angry.

“Don’t worry. I'll catch the morning
stage. I'm as eager to get out of New
Boston as Mrs. Calvin and her crowd
are to have me leave.” She didn’t dare
tell him the truth. She didn’t dare tell
him_she loved him more than anyone
else in the world and that leaving him
was like dying.

“Pm glad you’re being sensible
about it.” He nodded curtly and
walked away.

The sight of the cool hatred in his
eyes was too much for Honor. She
stambled up from the table and
searched out Steve. She made some
excuse, explaining why she couldn’t
sing her last number, and escaped
the noisy pushing crowd in the Gold-
en Arrow.

In the privacy of her own room
once more, she collapsed in bitter
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tears. Wade. Oh, my darling. I love
you so. Why must it be this way?

But she knew why. It would be
disastrous for them to marry. Mrs.
Calvin and her stiff-necked crowd
would see to it that Wade was ruined
politically. She loved him too much
to see that happen to him. No, there
was no other way.

Early next morning, Honor left her
bag in front of the hotel where the
stage would stop and made her way a
few doors down the street to Calvin’s
General Store. Mrs. Calvin and her
husband lived in the two small rooms
at the rear of the building.

. Honor went around to the back door

. and knocked. The look on Mrs. Cal-

vin’s face when she opened the door
almost brought a laugh to Honor’s
trembling lips.

“What are you doing here?” Mrs.
Calvin asked sternly.

“T’'ve come to explain about—about
the incident Amanda Bell saw the
other night.”

“There’s no need to explain. It’s
all perfectly clear.” Mrs. Calvin’s chin
jutted forward stubbornly.

“You're wrong. It wasn’t at all as
Mrs. Bell probably told you.” Honor
took a deep breath. “Wade Mitchell
isn’t at all to blame for what hap-
pened. He wasn’t kissing me. I was
kissing him. He had just finished tell-
ing me I could stay in New Boston. I
was so grateful for his kindness. You
see, it’s been so long since any one was
kind to me.”

She saw Mrs. Calvin flinch as their
eyes met, but her voice was still stern
as she said, “Is that all you have to
tell me, young woman?”

Honor nodded. “You do understand
don’t you? Wade Mitchell had noth-
ing to do with what happened.”

“You’ve made that perfectly clear.
Is there anything else?” She stood
looking down her nose at Homnor.

“No, there’s nothing else.” Honor
turned and went back toward the ho-
tel. She heard the door close firmly

behind her back.

With an aching heart she picked up
her bag and stood in the shade of the
hotel porch. The morning sun was
already growing hot. There were a few
persons loitering about the sidewalks
and in front of the General Store the
Calvin’s two-year-old granddaughter
romped with her collie dog. But for
the most part, the street was empty.

A cloud of dust far up the road her-
alded the approaching stagecoach. In
a matter of minutes the pounding hoof
beats of the team could be heard. With
heavy heart Honor watched the sway-
ing stage enter the upper end of Main
Street. In another moment the driver
would be yelling “Whoa” to the gal-
loping horses and the stage would have
arrived to take her away from New
Boston and Wade.

In the next instant, all thought of
her reluctant departure was swept
from her mind as a horrifying sight
met her eyes. The Calvin’s grand-
daughter and her dog had tumbled off
the board sidewalk in front of the
General Store and were romping out
in the street oblivious to the rapidly
approaching stage. There was no
chance for the driver to stop the stage
in time to prevent a tragedy.

With a cry, Honor flung herself in
the path of the stagecoach and at the
same moment gave the child a vigor-
ous push. She looked up just in time
to see the wheels of the swerving stage
bearing down om her. Mercifully,
blackness closed down over her.

7JHEN consciousness returned a
few moments later, she saw the
frightened face of the stage driver
bending over her. Before she had a
chance to speak another face appeared
through the rapidly growing crowd. It
was Wade. He pushed the driver aside
and caught Honor up in his arms.
“You little fooll” he whispered
hoarsely. “You precious little fooll”
He buried his face in her hair, unable
to go on. When he recovered he said
sharply to the driver, “Get Dr. Wa-
ters. Hurry.”
“Im all right, I think,” she said
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weakly as the driver ran off in search
of the doctor. “What happened to the
child?”

“The rear wheel just grazed her,
sheriif,” a bystander explained refer-
ring to Honor. “Didn’t run over her.”

Wade appeared as if he hardly
heard the encouraging news. “You
might have been killed,” he said slowly
looking down with stricken eyes into
her face.

Honor twisted and tried to sit up.
“What happened to the little girl?”

“Let me through! Let me through,
I said!” It was the voice of Mrs. Cal-
vin, stern as always, but when she
made her way through the path the
crowd obligingly cleared for her, her
face was pale and frightened.

When she reached the spot where
Honor lay she stood for a moment as
if for the first time in her life, she
was unable to find the right words.
“Young woman, you saved my grand-
daughter’s life,” she said finally.

“You mean the baby wasn’t hurt?”
Honor asked in relief.

“Merely bruised and shaken from
the push you gave her.” Mrys. Calvin
continued to stand awkwardly and
look down at the ground where Honor
lay but without meeting her eyes
squarely, “I thank you.” The words
seemed forced and stiff. Then more
words came rushing out, no longer

stiff. “I thank you from the bottom
of my heart.” Tne woman’s voice rang
with gratitude and sincerity. “I'm
sure we—I—was mistaken about you.
You’re the kind of citizen New Boston
needs. I'm sure I speak for everyone
when I say we’d like you to stay on
with us.

“Why, I—"’ Honor stammered.

“Darned tootin’ she’s staying. As
my wife too,” Wade declared. “And no
argument either,” he added as Honor
made a move to speak.

“Who’s arguing?” she murmured
happily and pulled his face down to
hers. His mouth took hers hungrily
and her arms clung to him tightly.

“Where’s the patient? Let me
through.” Dr. Waters broke through
the grinning crowd and glanced down
at the oblivious pair. “Is that her?” he
asked pointing at Honor.

“That’s her, doc,” someone replied.

Dr. Waters shook his head. “Noth-
ing wrong with her. Maybe a few cuts
and bruises. Can’t be anything wrong
with a girl that can kiss like that.”

Wade raised his head for a moment
and grinned. “You're absolutely right,
doc. Nothing wrong with her. Not a
thing in the world 4

Honor smiled rapturous}y What
were a few scratches and bruises? She

had never felt so wonderful in her
life.
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UNDOWN’S last glow was
Ssucked suddenly from the rim-

rocks in one windy gust of the
rorther. All the wild menace of the
night seemed to close in on the girl
and man who sat in the flickering
circle of firelight.

The scream, shrill, spine-tingling,
knifed out of the blackness of the
mesquite-tangled slope which slanted
to the Pecos. Barbara Crockett leaped

to her feet, red lips parted, eyes wide

and stormily blue. “Listen, Uncle
Joe!” she exclaimed. “A woman in
trouble!”

Joe Clampitt hunched his old shoul-
ders over the fire, poked at the blaze
with studied deliberation before he
spoke. A slow grin spread across his
flame-lighted, leathery face. “Nb such
thing, Miss Barbara,” he drawled.
“That there was a panther. Yuh
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didn’t hear ’em over at th’ old ranch
on th’ Llano. All been trapped out.
But yore dad will find plenty of
’em tryin’ to pull down his yearlin’s
over here bn th’ new spread!”

“But it sounded just like a wom-
an!” the girl insisted. She strode to
the chuck-wagon standing in the rim
of the lighted circle, and the flame

glinted c¢n the blue steel barrel of a
.30-.30, propped against a wheel.
There was silence, now; the girl
listened, then picked up the gun. The
sinister click of its lever as she
pumped a shell into the chamber
aroused Clampitt. He climbed to his
feet, squinting after her. “Hold on,
Miss Barbara! Th’ panther ain’t hurt-
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. in’ nothin’, and it ain’t likely to jump
th’ team. But if yuh was to wound
one, it turns downright dangerous.”

“I'm going to have a look,” an-
nounced Barbara. She started to skirt
the fire. The long-armed old cowboy
barred her way. “Yore dad told me to
take care of yuh. Stay here!”

She had a will of her own this
girl did; there was a stubborn, defiant
set to her proudiy-tilted chin. Some-
thing of the rifle barrel’s blue steel
glinted in her eyes as she faced the
firelight. :

“I can shoot,” she said. “And I
won't shoot unless I can get a good
bead. I'm just going to take a little
walk up that way, and—”

The scream came again, cutting into
the lazy softness of her Texas drawl,
sending a chill along her spine. She
had been born and bred to the rolling
range and the high courage that was
its heritage. The scream was Adven-
ture, challenging in the night.

Barbara Crockett stepped firmly
forward; Clampitt seized one of her
wrists. “Yore dad told yuh
to mind me!” he protested. “When Ed
and th’ boys come back to camp, we’ll
take a little paeser and look around.
But jest now, yuh stay right herel!”

She was as spoiled as an only child
can be. “Dad wouldn’t care! Turn
me loose, Uncle Joe! Turn me loose,
or I’ll scream, myself!”

“Git back by th’ firel Yuh ain’t
goin’, I tell yuh!”

A flurry of hoofs drummed swiftly
out of the blackness. The horse was
a pinté—a straining streak of white
and black flashing from the fringe of

the ghostly mesquites. The rider was

tall and broad of shoulder.

In one fleeting, confused second he
was on them, leaning low over the
pinto’s neck, the firelight flickering
on gun-steel in his hand. Joe Clamp-
itt let out a startled yell, shoved Bar-
bara aside, and clawed for his hol
ster— A A RS

Baang! R

The stranger’s gun roared. Bar-
bara saw the jet of powaer-iiane,

heard the scream she had threatened.
Clampitt’s hand was whipping up-
ward, gun-filled. The rider’s Colt
came down in a smashing sweep,
smoke stiil biowing away from the
barrel.

Clampitt’s battered Stetson dented,
and the girl heard the thud of the
blow that buckled his knees. He fell
in his tracks, the .45 slipping from
limp fingers.

“You—you—" screamed Barbara,
and felt a sudden faintness engulfing
her. Then, as the pinto came to a
dust-flogging halt, the tall rider leaned
farther from his saddle, shot his left
arm around her waist, and lifted her
with easy strength.

He drove spurs to his horse. Flung
across the saddle, Barbara saw stars
rocking overhead, and then they
whirled, and all went black.

The night wind bn her face re-
vived her. Mesquite flashed by. The
pinto galloped toward the river. She
twisted and screamed, struggled with
wild cat fury. “Let me go!” she cried,
and hammered his face. “Let me down
this instant! Do you hear me?”

The tall rider tightened his grip,
drawing her curved softness close
against him. She caught her breath,
half in anger, half in bewilderment at
the strange thrill that surged through
her.

“Let
crazy!”

His growl mingled impatience and
disgust. “Set still, yuh little she-devill
Whoa, Five Spot! This here is what
we get for hornin’ in on a family
squabble!”

With the pinto jolting to a stop, he

me down! You must be

Jet the girl slide, none too gently, to

the ground. She lost her footing and
collapsed in an undignified heap, blaz-
ing with anger that left her incbher-
ent. He went on talking, in a soft,
impersonal drawl, “Yes, sir, women
are shore funny critters. All locoed.
Yuh save ’em and they don’t want to
be saved. They beller for help, and
they don’t want help.”
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ARBARA CRCCKETT pulled her-
self to her feet and stamped her
boot so hard her spur jingled.

“What did you think you were do-
ing? Who yelled for help? Why did
you strike Uncle Joe? You—you're
coming back to camp with me. If he’s
hurt, you'll go to jail!”

“Wait a minute!” There was a
note of steel in his voice, now. “It’s
all right with me if yuh want to go
back to him and be mistreated. But
th’ next time, don’t beller like a
heifer under a brandin’ iron!”

“Bellow? I didn’t!”

“Yuh screamed. Yuh screeched like
a stuck pig! I heard yuh, and then
as I was ridin’ down that way, I seen
th’ fire and seen that hombre man-
handlin’ yuh!”

“QOh!” the girl gasped, remember-
ing something. The panther! She
wanted to laugh. “That was a pan-
ther you heard, Mr. Meddler. Uncle
Joe didn’t want me to leave the camp
to hunt it, that’s all; he wasn’t man-
handling me!”

The tall rider stared and swore
under his breath. Then he swung
to the ground. “Yuh shore?” he de-
manded. “Shucks! Well, I reckon it
was all a mistake, then. I’'m plumb
sorry. Mebbe I’d better ride back up
there and apologize to'yore uncle. Yuh
see, it looked mighty like—"

“I understand,” Barbara nodded.
“You’ye been reading about rescuing
damsels in distress.”

“No, ma’am. I don’t read much.
But if yuh’ll ride back with me, I’'ll
try and explain to yore uncle.”

He helped her to the saddle, and
swung up behind the cantle. Bar-
bara suppressed a giggle as they
started out, them said, a bit soitly,

“He isn’t really my uvncle. He’s the
ccok for the Bar O—my dad’s out-
fit. Everybody calls him Uncle Joe
Clampitt.”

“Joe Clampitt?”

It was as if the name had electri-
fied him. He gasped it, jerking rein
on the pinto. The girl heard him
breathing hard and felt the muscles
bf his arm grow taut as he pulled
leather on Five Spot.

“Yes. Do you know him?”

“No—that is, I don’t know, Miss!”
A strange tone crept into his tone.
“I've been lookin’ for an hombre by
that name for a mighty long time.
If he’s th’ right one, he can tell me
some things that I mightily want to
know.”

He touched spurs to the pinto, and
they rode up to the dying campfire
unchallenged. The tall horseman
leaped to the ground with an excla-
mation.

Joe Clampitt was still lying there,
in a huddled heap, his .45 near his
outstretched hand. The cowboy lifted
him, carried him nearer the fire. “I
shore didn’t mean to hit him so
hard!” he said contritely, kneeling
beside the unconscious man. “I reck-
on—why—why, he’s been shot. He’s
dead!”

RROR  tightened  Barbara’s

throat. “Dead?” she heard her-
self repeating as she half-fell
from the horse and stumbled across
the ground that seemed to be waver-
ing, whirling.

“Yes, ma’am!
dered!”

Unbelieving, she dropped to her
knees. The cowboy hastily pulled
Clampitt’s battered Stetson over his
face, but not before the girl had
glimpsed the bullet hole high in the
center of his forehead. A sob
wrenched her aching throat. Tears
came in a rush, then dried in a fresh,
bhot fury.

She whirled on the tall rider. “You
did it! You shot him, then clubbed
him <with your gun as he fell!”

“No, ma’am!” His jaw sagged as '

He’s been mur-
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he shook his head slowly. “Yuh see,
that’s a rifle wound. And even if I
had hit him, a .45 bullet that close
would have knocked him over com-
plete, and I wouldn’t have had a
chance to club him with th’ gun. Be-
sides, I shot way high—I was afraid
of hittin’ you!”

It sounded logical, and his eyes
were steady as he looked at her. He
was taking off his hat in a reverence
for the man on the ground; the fire-
light gleamed on his tawny hair. His
mouth was wide and firm.

But the girl shook her head. “We
didn’t hear any other shot. If you
didn’t kill him, who did?”

“I “don’t know.”

Out of the darkness, hoofs slogged
and a deep voice boomed; “Hey,
cocinero! Rustle that grub, pronto!
I'm as holler as a log!”

Barbara turned and ran to greet
three men who were swinging from
their horses. “Ed!” she cried. “Oh,
?dl Uncle Joe’s been shot—he’s
deag!”

A big man was in the lead. He
ripped out an oath and hurried toward
the fire. The other two followed him.
For a few seconds they looked at
Joe Clampitt’s body.

The big man swore again. “Who’s
this?” he demandéd, jerking his chin
toward the tall stranger. “He db
1£27

“I—I don’t know!” Barbara fal-
tered. “That is, I don’t know who
he is. Maybe he did it; I guess he
did!”

“Talk up:” growied the big man.
His thumbs were hooked in his car-
tridge belt. Barbara saw the look ef
reproach in the tall rider’s steady
eves. He turned from her, locked at
the big hombre.

“They call me th> Maverick Kid,”
he: said evenly. “Who’re you?”

“Ed Reynolds—Bar O foreman!”
snapped the other. The girl held her
breath as she saw his hand dip and
come up gun-filled. But the Maverick
Kid made no move to draw. He
shrugged his wide shoulders. “I didn’t
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shoot him,” he said simply. “I did
bust him bver th’ head, but that was
a mistake.”

Reynolds nodded, and gouged the
muzzle of his .45 into the Kid’s lean
ribs. “Th’ biggest mistake yuh ever
made! Now, what’s yore name?”

“All I know is th’ Maverick Kid.
Except Brand Maverick—that’'s a
name I give myself to sign papers
with.” :

“He heard a panther scream,” Bar-
bara put in. “He thought it was I,
and when he saw Uncle Joe trying
to pull me back into camp—I wanted
to see if I could shoot the panther—
why, he rode up and fired a shbt and
then hit Uncle Joe. Then he carried
me out of camp, and when we came
back, Uncle Joe was dead!”

“He fired a shot, eh?” Reynolds’
jaw clicked savagely. Out of the cor-
ner of tight lips, he spoke to the cow-
boys: “Jake, hitch th’ team. Slim,
take this hombre’s gun. We'll leave
the herd under wire, and go on in tb
Tarantula tonight, so’s we can turn
him over to th’ sheriff!”

The Maverick Kid scarcely seemed
to hear. He was watching Barbara
Crockett. Wide-eved, she stared at
the dead man, then lifted her hands
with a little, hysterical gesture to
pass them across her face as if to
blot out the sight.

She glanced at the tall stranger,
and he saw the cold, hard glint in
eyes that were meant to be soft and
shining with love. She was against
him.

The Maverick Kid shrugged his
shoulders again and turned from her.
“Any authority to make an arrest?”
he asked Reynnlds. “Yuh might look
at that bullet hole and see that it’s—"

“This,” said Reynolds, putting
more pressure on the .45, “is au-
thority enough. And in case it ain’t,
why here’s my deputy sheriff’s badge
back in Menard county and here’s
these!”

He drew a pair of handcuffs
from his hip pocket. They clanked
and gleamed im the firelight. :
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“Kinda out of yore territory, ain’t
yuh?” asked the Maverick Kid.

“Never mind that. We brought a
trail herd over here to th’ Pecos, and
I reckon we can bring th’ law with
us. Miss Barbara, I reckon yuh had
better lead my hoss. T’ll ride th’
wagon seat with this hombre hand-
cuffed to me. I'm kinda leery about
him bein’ a lone wolf in this killin’—
I'll bet yuh he’s got a pack around!”

“You mean you’d rather be in the
saddle?” Barbara asked. “I'll drive;
you can handcuff him to me—I'm
not afraid.”

“That’s plumb white of yuh!” said
the prisoner with sarcasm. “I shore
will enjoy yore company.”

“Cut out th’ back talk and git up
on that seat!” Reynolds broke in.
“Jake, help Slim lift Joe’s body into
th’ wagon.”

SITTING on the wagon seat, the

Maverick Kid extended his shack-
led right hand to help the girl aboard,
but she ignored it. He felt her shud-
der when the two Bar O waddies
hoisted Clampitt into the vehicle. Then
Reynolds stepped on the wheel spokes
and pulled the Kid’s wrist over.

“Yore dad weuldn’t like yuh bein’
handcuffed to a killer, Miss Barbar#,”
he said. “Maybe I’d better drive—"

“Nonsense!” she retorted, aand
thrust a shapely wrist alongside the
Kid’s sinewy arm. “I’'m not afraid
bf him.”

The cuffs clicked. Her hand
touched his lightly. Each shot a
startled glance at the othcr. Barbara
looked away quickly; the Maverick
Kid smiled into the darkness of the
mesquites.

The girl’'s heart pounded, bringing
a hot flush to her cheeks. This, she
reasoned, was foolish, incredible—
this madness that surged through her
at the nearness of an unknown man,
a roaming cowboy—a killer! Or was
he? She started the team, driving
expertly with one hand while Joe
Reynolds rode ahead in the twisting
 trail, and she thought back over the

swift, tragic events of the evening.

Was he a murderer? There was
logic in what he had said about a .45
slug knocking down anybody it hit.
And why was he looking for Joe
Clampitt?

She stole a sidelong glance at him.
He was slouched in the seat as com-
fortably as possible, looking straight
ahead; his jaw was set grimly. He
looked like a man who was no stranger
to misfortune,

The moon rose as the wagon rum-
bled and rattled down to the river.
Now the trail turned into a fairly
plain road that followed the twisting,
treacherous river bank toward the
south. :

“Tell me why you were looking for.
Uncle Joe!” the girl said suddenly,
without looking at him.

The Maverick Kid straightened. “To
ask him some questions about myseli.
I reckon I’ll never find out, now. Yuh
see, I'm a stray—a maverick—but a
branded maverick. I ain’t had any
folks since I was three or four. For
all I know, Joe Clampitt might have
been my dad. He left me with a fam-
ily up in th’ Indian Territory, when I
was a button.”

“Oh!” said Barbara. “I'm really
sorry; I can understand, because I'm
an orphan, tco.”

“But Reynolds mentioned yore
dad!”

“Jim Crockett adopted me when I
was a baby. He’s still over on the
Llano. I came over with the boys and
a bunch of cowboys we hired to make
the drive with the herd. I’'m going to
straighten up the Bar O for Daddy
Jim—be bought it last month. I
haven’t even seen the house, yet. Ed
got the herd in our north pasture, and
let the extra hands go, and then got
scared of rustlers. There’s the Matt
Jenkins gang across the river—a no-
torious bunch. So we’ve been camping
near the herd.” :

The hills croewded down toward the
river, shutting out the rising moon,
and the trail climbed a rocky slant

NS S -
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where the wheels woke Cclattering
echoes. Ed Reynolds dropped back
closer to the wagon. The road was
narrow and crooked, and now the
right rut was inches from the sheer
bluff that dropped down to the Pecas.

The Maverick Xid looked over the
side. Part of the stream was in the
moonlight, flowing lazily to the Rio
Grande. It looked deep. “If you was
me,” he asked suddenly, “would yuh
take a chance on standin’ trizl in a
case where th’ cards are stacked
against yuh? Or would yuh run a
sandy, and then come back with yore
own deck?”

Barbara had to keep her eyes on
the trail. Live oaks and cedars hung
overhead, thickening the gloom. Ed
Reynolds’ horse was out of sight.

“I don’t see how you can help
yourself,” she said.

“T’ll show yuh!” drawled the Maw-
evick Kid—and then it happened so
quickly that the girl had neither time
nor breath to call for help.

The Maverick Kid twisted sudden-
ly, slipped his free left arm over across
her. knees, and lifted her in one swiit
movement that brought him to his
feet.

Then he leaped, and the moon-mot-
tled water shot up to meet them.

Chapter Jwo

HE WOULD never forget that
Sbreath—taking shock as the cold
water cascaded high, closing over

them. She screamed—then the alkaline
Pecos choked her.

They went far under. The tall cow-
boy was swimming strongly with his
free arm, and he thrust out with his
manacled hand so that the girl’s arm
was jerked along with each thrust.
After what seemed an age under wa-
ter, their heads broke surface.

The girl sucked in a tortured
breath. Ed Reynolds was shouting
from the bank, “Yonder they are! No,
yuh idiot, yuh can’t shoot—they’re
still handcuffed together. Scatter, and
find a way down this chff!”

Hoofs clattered in the gloom. Bar-
bara spat cut a mouthiul of bitter
water, and tried to struggle. The Mav-
erick Kid, tawny bhair in his eyes,
Stetson gone, chuckled.

“Better try swimmin’, instead!” he
advised. “I ain’t goin’ to drown yuh,
but we're goin’ my way!”

Any pity she had felt for him was
washing down the whispering, moon-
lit stream. She hated him. That was
it—hated him!

“You fool!” she spluttered. “Now
they’ll be after you for kidnaping, as
well as murder!”

“They won’t get me!” he retorted.
“Save yore breath now. Make for
that pile o’ rocks over there!”

The time of reckoning would come,
Barbara promised herself. She struck
out with her free right arm. As the
hoofbeats of the Bar O horses died
in the night, the handcuffed pair came
to the jutting rocks. The Maverick
Kid: trod water, let his feet down cau-
tiously, and reached a sandy bettom.
Then he lifted the drenched girl awk-
wardly because of the handcuffs, and
strode up the slanting western bank.

Salt cedar grew thick and wild
along the shore, snagging at his boots
and cowhide chaps. He had gone fifty
feet from the water’s edge before Bar-
bara remembered to protest. “I can
walk!” she said drylv.

The Maverick Kid shook his head.
“Trail’s too narrow. Yuh can’t foller
along behind me, with these brace-
lets on.”

“Where are you going?”

“We,” he answered significantly,
“are goin’ to build a fire and get dry,
first. Then we’ll look for my hoss,
or some hoss. When it’s daylight, I
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want to have a look-see around that
camp—ifor th’ murderer’s tracks. Af-
ter that—"

He shrugged his broad shoulders.
They were through the thick cedars,
now, and at the edge of the chapar-
ral. Somewhere far to the north, a
shout floated faintly to reach their
ears.

“They’ll not give you a chance to
look around,” the girl said. “There’ll
be a posse out after us by morning!”

The Maverick Kid stood her on her
own feet. “They won’t find us; we're
west of th’ Pecos, now. There’s only
one kind of law here; gun-law. T’ll
get myself a gun—somehow.”

EY WAMDERED through the

mesquites, climbing a gradual
slope that was gully-scarred by rains.
Water sloshed in their boots. The
night wind knifed their wet clothing.
Barbara’s teeth began to chatter, and
the tall man pulled her toward a wil-
low-fringed arroyo and picked a trail
down to its pebbled bottom.

“Here’s where we camp,” he an-
swered. “They can’t see th’ fire in
this draw. Let’s get some wood.”

He produced a water-tight match
box. The flame flickered in his cupped
palm, lighted his strong, rugged face
as he stooped low to touch it to the
dry twigs. Barbara Crockett watched
and wondered why she had stopped
hating him again, why she felt that
impulse to smooth back his tawny
hair—

The fire leaped, climbing eagerly
over the wood, blazing hot. The Mav-
erick Kid rolled a rock near it, beck-
oned for her to sit down. “Empty
yore boots!” he said. “Here—let me
do it.”

“T can take care of myself!” she
answered. But he was already tug-
ging with his free hand. He laughed
as he poured water from the first
boot, kneeling in front of her.

“Pint-size] Myself, I got a gallon
$n each!” His fingers were a caress
on her ankle. He looked up suddenly

to see the firelight playing on her
face, heightening the color in her
cheeks, making mystery of her blue
eyes—

“Know why I did it?” he asked
huskily.

Barbara shook her head, not trust-
ing speech above the sudden hammer-
ing of her heart.

“Because yuh thought I was guilty.
I would have pulled my gun and shot
it out with Reynolds, if it hadn’t been
for that. Because I want to prove to
you—want to show you that I didn’t
kill Joe Clampitt!”

She thought to change the subject.
“How can we get these handcuffs
off?”

“I don’t want ’em off!” The Mav-
erick Kid caught her other hand. “I’d
like to be handcuffed to yuh for life!”

He was drawing her toward his
arms. Suddenly she saw the jagged
tear in the right sleeve of his shirt,
near the shoulder—a memento of
their journey through the mesquites.
The flames played on the ripple of
muscles there, and on the livid welt
of a scar—a strange sort of scar.

The Maverick Kid saw the direc-
tion of her gaze, and relaxed his hold.
He got to his feet awkwardly. “I’m
plumb sorry, Miss Barbara. I forgot!”

“Forgot what—Maverick?”

“I ain’t got any right to be talkin’
to yuh that-a-way. This—" he touched
the scar—“this is th’ only brand I
got. And I don’t know what it is, ex-
actly. Old timers up on Red River said
they used to see th’ brand on th’
Chisholm Trail now and then. Forked
Lightnin’, they called it. But me—I'm
jest a stray!”

His wide mouth set in a grim, taut
line, and his eyes were hard. He
stooped to empty the water from his
own boots. The fire was taking the
chill from the wet clothes, warming
Barbara’s blood. She unbuckled her
buclskin chaps and tossed them over
a willow branch, then hugged the
knees of her divided skirt and wrig-
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gled her stockinged toes luxuriously
in the heat.

“Names,” she said, “aren’t every-
thing. Tell me about the brand. How’d
you get it?”

The Maverick Kid shook his head.
“There ain’t much that I can tell. I
reckon I was mighty young. I can
remember guns bustin’ loose all of a
sudden, and hosses runnin’. It seems
like they was runnin’ toward me.
Somebody yanked me out of th’ way
—and then there was th’ burn on my
shoulder. I don’t know whether it was
on purpose, or an accident. After that,
a long ride—and th’ hosses in muddy
water. Sometimes I still dream about
that muddy water!”

He sighed, and a shudder seemed
to run through his lean bedy. “Things
was kinda blank for a spell, then. Th’
folks that raised me till I was big
enough to fork a bronc told me that
an hombre named Joe Clampitt left
me with them. He thought I was dead,
they said. Ever since they told me,
I’ve been lookin’ for him. Yuh know
th’ rest.”

The girl nodded. Yes, she knew
the rest—tragedy beside a camp fire
on the other side of the Pecos. She
took some pins from her jumper, and
fastened the tear in his shirt.

“I’ll come out all right, Maver-
ick!” she whispered. “You'll find out
who you are!”

His lean face lifted, and the grim-
ness left his eyes. “And when I do—
and when I've proved to yuh that I
ain’t a murderer—would yuh look at
me twice?”

Barbara laughed happily. “A lot
more time then twice!” she promised.

“Yuh—yuh better try to get some
sleep!” stuttered the Maverick Kid.
“We’ll be movin’ early!”

ASHES of the fire were dead
and cold when he shook the girl’s
shoulder at dawn. She jumped up,

startled, not remembermg It all came
back to her. e

“Mornin’!” smiled the Maverick
Kid.

“Ch!” Barbara stretched. “I feel
about sixty! I must look a fright.”

“It’s th’ first time I’ve seen yuh in
daylight. And—well, th’ light ain’t
strong, yet. But I would figger yuh
for about nineteen, and gettin’ pur-
tier every year. What’ll yuh have for
breakfast?”

He took in another netch in the
belt circling his lean middle. The girl
brushed back her water-tangled hair
with her fingers.

“Let me see!” she said. “I’ll have
bacon and eggs, and flapjacks, and
coffee, and—"

“You’ll have beans!” he broke in.
“I noticed a pot o’ frijoles in yore
campfire last night. Reason I noticed
’em, I hadn’t had supper. If I remem-
ber right, nobody bothered to take
them beans along when we left. Come
on!”

“Beans!” exclaimed Barbara;
“that’s what I wanted all the time.
But it must be three or four miles!”

“And another swim across th’
Pecos. It’s th’ nearest grub, though.
And maybe there’s somethin’ around
camp that we could use to knock off
these handcuffs—an axz, maybe. Be-
sides, my pinto, Five Spot, is over
there.”

She nodded, and they started out,
climbing up the arroyo bank to see
the tumbled stretch of rangeland
sweeping before them. Down there,
perhaps a mile, was the Pecos, almost
invisible in its treeless banks with
only the cliff from which the Maver-
ick Kid had jumped to mark its twist-
ing length.

He looked to the west. The first
light was falling on ragged, rim-
rocked hills that reared from the
greasewood flats, five miles distant.

“The law is east of the Pecos!” the
girl reminded him.

“We’ll cross back over, if we don’t
find what we’re lookin’ for,” he an-
swered. “That is—I will. When I can
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get th’ handcuffs off of yuh, and give
yuh my hoss.”

Barbara didn’t answer. Instead, she
looked up at him as they strode along,
cutting at a tangent toward the river,
heading northeast. Sooner or later, she
knew, the posse that Ed Reynolds
would bring from Tarantula would be
riding in on the camp where Joe
Clampitt was killed—

The Maverick Kid halted on a lit-
tle rise. Across the river, a windmill
wheel caught the first rays of the
sun. Barbara read his mind.

“We can’t go there!” she said
quickly. “That’s the Bar O. We
passed the road that turns up to it
last night.”

“Then them cows over there would
be yore dad’s herd,” he said, point-
ing. “Reynolds had better not leave
’em too long. We’ll go to th’ ranch if
we can’t get th’ handcuffs off.”

“I’m getting used to them, now,”
the girl answered.

He flashed her a quick look, dared
not believe what he saw in her eyes,
and started on. For an hour they
walked, reaching the bank of the riv-
er and cutting north aleng it, follow-
ing twisting cow trails and fighting
~ the low brush.

Across the Pecos there was no sign
of life. The Bar O herd was under
wire up against the hills; a few scat-
tered bawls drifted down to them. The
Maverick Kid took his bearings from
the canyon-scarred hills to the east,
out of which he had ridden the eve-
ning before when he blundered into
tragedy, and—he glanced at the girl
who strode beside him—into love.

“Camp’s over there!” he said sud-
denly. “Feel like a swim?”

“For a pot of beans,” she laughed,
“the answer is yes!”

EY HUNTED a safe trail down

the treacherously crumbling bank.
And then the cowboy suddenly seized
the girl and sprang behind the doubt-
ful shelter of a clump of catclaw bush-
es.

- “Down!” he whispered, and
dropped with her to hug the ground.

Not until then did she hear the
crash of horses’ hoofs in the brush.
Somebody was coming up the trail

They pressed close against the
friendly earth not daring to breathe.
Two riders, at least, were headed
their way. A quirt slapped against
creaking saddle leather, and a man
swore.

“Turn him, Tom!” he yelled.

The chaparral crashed in a spot
near to the concealed pair. The Maw
erick Kid raised his head a few inch-
es. A streak of red shot out of the
tangle, struck the cow trail, and
pounded up a swirl of dust along it.

“Aw, let th’ Httle devil go!” am-
other voice called. “He’s branded. ¥
he hangs around his maw, nobody’ll
find him till th’ buzzards have picked
her—then it’ll be all right! This brush
is too dang tough.”

The red streak came on. K was a
calf. A dogie, now, the Maverick Kid
knew from the conversation. It ham-
mered close to their hiding place,
sniffed the human smell, and stopped
suddenly on bunched, sliding hoofs.
For an instant before it whirled to
pop the mesquites and vanish, the
fresh brand on its side was plainly
visible.

The Maverick Kid gasped. Barbara
Crockett, looking over his shoulder as
she lay listening to the mad drumming
of her heart, went wide eyed—

The cali’s brand was the same
queer, jagged symbol as she could see
on the Maverick Kid’s muscular
shoulder—Forked Lightning!

Neither had time to speculate on
this startling discovery. The two ri-
ders were nearing. Too late, the Mav-
erick Kid realized that the men were
following separate trails, that one
would pass on each side of the clump
of catclaw.

He got to his hands and knees, saw
them looming in the brush, and tried
desperately to pull the girl around
out of sight.
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“Hey!” a voice bellowed. “Put up
yore hands!”

The Maverick Kid straightened,
bringing Barbara to her feet with him.
They saw a beefy, red-faced hombre
who reined in his claybank cayuse and
stared. His gun was out of leather, but
he did not lift it to cover them. His
narrow-set, slitted eyes had fallen on
the handcuffs, and widened.

“Well, I’ll be—!” he drawled, shov-
ing the .45 back into its holster.
“Tom! Hey, Tom! Come here!”

’I'HE MAVERICK KID spun Bar-

bara around, into his arms. Her
golden hair brushed intoxicatingly
across his face; her soft sweetness was
against him. She looked up at him, her
face like a lovely flower, and in that
one fleeting glance the past was sealed
and all eternity promised.

The other rider crashed through
brush to join his companion. He was
swarthy, rawboned and powerfully
framed. His black Stetson was
slouched over thick brows as black as
the hat itself, and his poker face be-
trayed neither interest nor surprise as
he eyed the girl and the cowboy.

Then he clipped words out of Fips
that scarcely seemed to move, “Who
are yuh? What’s the idea?”

The Maverick Kid squeezed the
girl’'s arm. There was no law west of
the Pecos; these were' not possemen.
He wished, heartily, that they were.
The danger now was hers, and not in
anything that could happen to him—

“My name’s Brand,” he answered

quietly. “This here’s my wifel”
- The black eyes of the swarthy man
flitted to the girl’s face, saw the coler
that swept to the roots of her blonde
hair. He looked back at the tall cow-
boy, glanced around for horses.
“Afoot, eh? What’s th’ idea?”

“Th’ law, of course,” said the Mav-
erick Kid, with a shrug of his broad
shoulders. “We busted away from a
deputy sheriff; there was a killin’.
I reckon yul’ll want to turn us in.”

“Ho-ho!” It was the beefy man who

found humor in the Maverick’s words.
“Yeah, Vasco—run to th’ sheriif with
’em! Mebbe yuh would git a reward.
Ho-ho!”

“Shut up!” clipped Tom Vasco.
“On th’ dodge, eh? For a killin’,
Whose?”

The Maverick Kid stiffened. Vasco
raised his hand and grinned. “Never
mind. Want a job?” '

Barbara shrank from the horseman’s
bold stare. The Maverick Kid patted
her shoulder, remembered that Forked
Lightning brand—

“If it means stayin’ west of th’
Pecos—yes!”

“It means goin’ where th’ boss says.
Come on, Karnes—pile down from
that cayuse. Let ’em ride. Yuh can
climb up here with me.”

THE MAVERICK KID’S grey eyes
took in details of Vasco’s rig, the
silver conchos on his saddle and
chaps; the black leather cuffs on his
arms, his ornamented belt. There was
a Winchester boot, with the rifle stock
protruding from it. The Maverick
would have given much for a look at
that gun—because, somewhere back
down the river, the red calf’s mother -
had hoen left for the buzzards, and
there had been’no sound of a shot!

Karnes grumblingly dismounted.
Vasco jerked his chin toward the clay-
bank.

“Up!” he grunted. “And don’t be
such dang foels as to try and run out
on me.”

“1’d like to know where we’re head-
ed for this job,” the Maverick Kid
retorted, meeting his gaze levelly.

“Yuh should be choosy, with th’
law on yore trail and a pair of brace-
lets handicappin’ yuh! We’re headin’
for th’ boss’ place, and we’d better
make time. They’ll be after yuh.”

He jerked his chin again. They
rode, swinging on due west through
greasewood and mesquite, climbing the
gradual, gully-gashed slope toward the
distant hills. The sun mounted high
and warm. Barbara forgot the hunger
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that had been gnawing inside her, re-
membering what the red-faced Karnes
had said about a reward. She could
feel the Maverick Kid’s breath on the
back of her neck; she squeezed his
hand and was thrilled by an answer-
ing pressure.

This was the man she had thought
she hated, only a few shert hours be-
fore. This was the man she had been
willing, even anxious, to turn over to
the law!

“Don’t worry, honey!” he whis-

pered as they ducked a mesquite limb.
“We’ll make out all right!®

Karnes, riding behind Vasco’s can-
tle, kept turning his head to look back
down toward the Pecos. Despite their
double leads, the roan and the clay-
bank went in a mile-eating trot. -

Nobody spoke. For nearly an hour,
the pace kept up steadily. The mes-
quites gave way to rocky foethills,
carpeted between with stretches of
broomweed and dusty, vivid golden-
rod. Scrub cedar and wind-twisted live
oaks dotted the high places, and the
trail grew wilder.

The rimrocked hills were just ahead,
now. Barbara was looking up at their
forbidding grimness, when Karnes
ripped out an oath:

“They’re comin’, Tom! We’d better
leave this hombre and th’ gal here,
and ride single!”

Vasco twisted his head around. His
poker face was as impassive as ever.
Barbara and the Maverick Kid fol-
lowed the direction of his glance.

From the fringe of chaparral they
had left ten minutes before, a party
of horsemen burst into view. Ten—
twelve—perhaps fifteen of them.

Barbara’s heart leaped. The Maver-
ick Kid was suddenly holding her
close, as if he feared to lose her.

“It’s th’ posse!” he breathed.
nopler  Jhace
"X/f ASCO raked spurs across the
roan’s flanks. “We can make
it!” he growled. “Kick that
hoss a little. There’s a mile to go—
all uphill!”

The Maverick Kid obeyed. For a
short distance, the two horses went
in a gallop, then slowed, ribs heaving
with the eifort. Vasco looked back
again,

Ping! Zzzit!

Distance dulled, the crack of a rifle
followed that glancing bullet. The
Maverick Kid held Barbara close te
him, shielding her with his own bedy.
He had an idea that the shot was only
meant for a warning. Surely the posse
knew the girl was along—

Another shot rang out, nearer this
time. Karnes yanked out his six-gun,
put it back with a hopeless gesture.
No .45 would carry across that dis-
tance, even downhill. Vasco pointed
his roan straight up the rocky back-
bone of the hill, and Barbara, lifting
her eves, saw a cleft in the rimrocks.

A spent bullet dropped behind them.
But now the posse was gaining. The
thunder of horses’ hooves rolled across
the level, up the rocky slant. The girl
looked behind, saw the riders stringing
out, a plume of dust feathering back
of them.

“Whip up!” ordered Vasco, curtly,
“Karnes, let ’em know we're com~
ing!”

The red-faced hombre jerked the
six-gun skyward, yanked the trigger.
One—two—three shots deliberately
spaced, echoed frem the rimrocks.

The Maverick Kid heard rifles
crack in a scattering volley. Louder,
now. It was going to be a close race
to that split in the crown of the rocky
hill. The posse was hammering up the
slope—

Blue powder—smoke puffed from
the rimrock above. Bullets sang over-
head. The Maverick Kid pushed Bar-
bara forward, making her lie low over
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the saddle horn. He looked downhill.
The first of the possemen were clat-

tering over the hump. One rider threw

his hands high, pitched out of his

sac.idle. More guns spat from the
heights toward which the horses were
laboring—

A slug zipped past Vasco’s ear. He
swore, and raced for the Winchester
scabbard. But he did not pull the gun.
Behind the fugitives, the clatter of
hooves ceased; above them, guns still
cracked.

Barbara straightened as much as
the man behind her would allow, and
g'anced down the sun-shimmered
rocks. The posse had halted, remain-
ing scattered. None of them, as far
as she could tell, was Ed Reynolds;
nor could she identify Jake or Slim in
the group—

“Th’ posse must have split,” said
the Maverick Xid, reading her
thoughts. “I got yuh into all of this.
As soon as we can get these handcuffs
off—"

“Im staying with you!” she de-
clared stubbornly. “You’ll go back
and face the law. Why can’t we make
a run for it now?”

He shook his head. The guns above
might cut them down. There was mys-
tery and menace behind the frowning
citadel of the rimrock. From below,
& voice faintly reached them:

“All right, Jenkins! All right, Vas-
vo! Yuh win this heat. But we’ll come
back and smoke yuh out!”

Tom Vasco, turning his roan cay-
ise into the split in the rocks, smiled
grimly as he looked to the rear.

“Come back and be damned!” he
clipped from the corner of his slash
mouth. Then, to the Maverick: “Re-
member that! We saved yuh from th’
law. Now, git in here!”

Barbara’s head was whirling at the
significance of the name shouted from
below. Jenkins—Matt Jenkins, worst
of the rustlers and outlaws west of the
Pecos!

Her boots almost scraped the sides
of the. narrow pass in the rock. The

gap turned, then opened fanwise into
a small mesa, ringed with boulders
and stunted trees. To the right was a
bunch of saddle-horses, penned with
stakes and. riatas; to the left, bedding
rolls and a smoking cook-fire under
the trees showed that this was a camp
of some permanence.

SHE SAW the Maverick Kid looking
about him with understanding
eyes. There were a dozen men up on
the boulders that formed a natural
parapet; some of them came climbing
down, now, staring boldly at the girl.
“Six men could hold off an army,
here!” the Maverick said aside to her.
“If they have water—”

“Bring yore hoss to th’ tinaju!”
Karnes called back to them. As if he
had overheard, he pointed to a rock
waterhole under the trees. Most of the
mesa drained here, and very probably
it never ran dry. “If you get thirsty,
there’s plenty water,” he added.

Vasco reined the roan near the wa-
ter. He and Karnes slid to the ground.
The Maverick Kid waited, watching
the hombre whe was coming toward
them.

He was fifty or more, heavy-set
and bull-necked. He walked with a
swagger that slapped the twin gun
holsters against his thighs. His chill
blue eyes were frozen on Vasco; he
scarcely seemed to netice the oth-
ers—

“Well?” he demanded, halting with
boots planted wide apart.

Vasco’s mask-like face did not
change. “It was a good job, chief,”
he said.

The heavy man nodded, and the
semblance of a smile flashed over his
coarse-featured face. Then his frosty
glance shot toward Barbara and the
Maverick Kid.

“Law was tailin’ this hombre and
his wife,” Vasco said. “For murder.
I thought you could use another hand
—with this here reference!”

He lifted the manacle for Matt
Jenkins to see. The outlaw chief
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scratched a stubble of reddish-grey
whiskers and regarded the handcuffs.

“It depends,” he said. “We don’t
want no women around here. They
cause trouble—’specially when they’re
purty.”

Barbara flushed under his leer. She
felt the Maverick’s wrist tauten as
he clenched his knuckles, but his voice
was even and cool, “Yuh don’t think
I'd leave her here, do you Jenkins?
Not any longer than I can get her out
safely. Sabe?”

Jenkins grinned outright at the hos-
tility in the Maverick’s words. He
glanced back at the tall waddy, ap-
praising his jaw, his shoulders and
the panther-like strength that was sug-
gested there.

“Full o’ fight, eh? Come down off'n
th’ hoss and cut out th’ argument.
Yuh want to join up?”

“I want somethin’ for us to eat,
and I want to get this thing off our
wrists. Th’ law is after me. What do
yon think?”

Jenkins grinned again. “I think
mebbe we’ll git along!” He turned
and shouted toward the trees: “El-
lery! Oh, Ellery! Bring that there
axe. Hurry up, now!”

BARBARA watched the man who

detached himself from the group
of idle curious, standing nearby. He
was about the same age as the Mav-
erick Kid—younger than the others in
the hard-bitten pack. But, aside from
yellowish hair and grey eyes, the re-
semblance to the Maverick Kid was
slight. Ellery’s chin was weak; he
walked with a shamble.

The outlaw leader took the axe and
motioned toward a boulder. “This
seals th’ deal!” he said. “Put yore
hands down here. Don’t be afraid—I
ain’t goin’ to miss.”

Barbara felt, rather than saw, the
Maverick Kid’s eyes on her. She met
his gaze, and felt the shock of the
axe on the steel that girdled her wrist.
Jenkins grunted, swung again.

“There yuh are!” he grinned

“Yore first separation, eh? Vasco tells
me yore name is Brand. O K with me.
Go to him; he’ll fix yuh up with guns
and a hoss. Remember, I'm trustin’
yuh. But make a false play, and yuh
won’t have no use for anythin’, guns
or horse. Sabe?”

All the sentries but one were with-
drawing from the parapet. Barbara
knew the posse had headed homeward,
and her heart sank.

Vasco took the Maverick Xid
around the place, introducing him. No-
body asked questions; it was easy to
see that all these were hunted men:
Eph Baker, squat and long-armed like
s gun-carrying gorilla; Jack Frane,
wiry and hard, with a limp and a
twisted nose; a saddle-colored Mexi-
can named Vasquez, who was the
wrangler, and a half dozen others.
Then the girl and the lone rider ate
warmed-over frijoles and camp bread
sat apart under the trees while the
afternoon dragged.

“T’ll get yuh out of here!” the Maw
erick assured her once, when no one
was within hearing. “I’ll get yuh a
hoss and a gun. Until I can start yuh
home, I won’t be ten feet from yuh.”

“Not ever?” Barbara smiled. Then,
more seriously: “But I won’t go until
you can go, too. You've got to square
accounts with the law.”

He was looking over at the group
of outlaws who sat playing cards on
a dirty tarp. She saw his knuckles
clench. “T’ve got a job to do,” he de-
clared in a low, determined voice.
“Yuh saw that brand on th’ calf. I
reckon there’s somethin’ to be found
out about that. And I figger th’ hom-
bre that killed Joe Clampitt is in this
outfit. Th’ two things don’t tie in
with any sense, but I got a hunch—
and if I have to run with th’ wild
bunch for a while to play it out, why
I’ll run with th’ wild bunch!”

They heard Matt Jenking’ voice
raised in anger, and looked over to-
ward the gap in the rimrocks. The
outlaw chief was remonstrating with |
the weak-chinned Ellery.
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“Thought I told yuh to keep out
o’ sight!” ranted jenkins, lifting bhis
hand threateningiy. “Now—git back
over there, and lay low, or I’ll slap
a hot iron to yuh!”

The yellow-haired man cringed and
obeyed. jenkins was pacing up and
down across the trail from the cleit,
pausing now and then to lock down
through the split. A few minutes later,
the girl and the Maverick knew that
the person he expected had arrived.

They heard hooves on the rocky
slope below. A tall rider loomed in
the pass. He entered the stronghold,
leading another horse behind his own.
The riderless animal wose a saddle,
and was a pinto—

“Five Spot!” gasped the Maverick
Kid.

MATT JENKINS swaggered to

meet the newcomer, and Bar-
bara saw the rider leap to the ground
and confer with the outlaw chief in
hurried, gesticulatory speech. There
was something vaguely familiar about
the man as she watched him. Vasquez
went to take the horses, and as he
led them toward the #imaja, the rider
called, “Leave my cayuse saddled,
.Vasquez!”

Things happened swiftly, then. Jen-
kins and the rider walked toward the
group of card-players. The outlaw
leader glanced at the lowering sun, It
was already behind the rimrock.

“Git ready to ride—all of yuh!” he
ordered. “Crockett’s due at th’ ranch
any time—tonight, most likely!”

“Crockett?” gasped the Maverick
Kid. He leoked at the girl. She was
staring at the new arrival in camp,
and as she saw him remove his Stet-
son and wipe perspiraticn {rem bhis
forehead, she gave a little, invelun-
tary cry and hurriedly turned her
head.

“That man will recognize me,
Maverick!” she whispered. “He was
one of the extra hands Ed Reynolds
hired to move the catile—his name’s
Tom Boyle.”
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Maverick’s lean jaw tightened, and
he rested his hands on the butis of
the twin six-guns Vasco had given
him. “We got to make a break!” he
gritted. “They’re figgerin’ on movin’
in on yore dad’s cattle—before he gets
here. That means they’ll ride tonight.
Come with me. Take Five Spot—he
looks fresher than th’ other hoss. I'li
ride th’ sorrell”

The girl shook her head. “They’ll
shoot you down before you can get
through the rimrock!”

“I’ll take a chance on that. Got to
get yuh out of here. You ride first—
T'll cover for yuh. Be ready. Let’s
walk toward th’ tinajal”

They strolled, leisurely. The path
took them within earshot of Matt
Jenkins’ harsh voice, lowered now as
he gave detailed instructions, “~got
cash for that ranch over on th’ Llano.
A hundred thousand. That means half
of it left. He only paid {ifty thousand
for this ranch. Now, Ellery—” tke
outlaw lowered his voice here, and his
words to the weak-chinned man were
unintelligible.

He turned to the others, “We got
to make a killin’ and clear out. Th’
posse went back, today. They’ll come
bigger. Law’s spreadin’—it’s comin’
west of th’ Pecos. Frane!”

Jack Frane, the man with the limp
and the twisted nose, grunted an an- :
swer.

“Yore job’s toughest of all. Ride
south, double back up th’ river road.
Be on hand at th’ Bar O early, sabe?
Deliver this to Crockett personally.
Then high-tail it and meet me here!”

Barbara saw Jenkins hand Frane
an envelope. And then there was no
time, no chance to observe or hear
any mere. The Maverick Kid gripped
her arm. |

He whispered passionately. “I’'m
teilin’ yuh now, ’cause I may never
get another chance. I love yuh! If
I sell out makin’ this break, keep on
ridin’—and remember that, always re-
member that! I love yuh!”

She looked briefly into his eyes.
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“Don’t get hurt, Maverick. I've been
looking for you all my life. I don’t
want to lose yeu now.”

VASQUEZ was standing in the

creeping shadows of the trees, al-
lowing the horses to drink sparingly.
The Maverick Kid shoved a six-gun
into Barbara’s hand, then turned to
walk silently as a panther toward the
Mexican wrangler.

Jenkins raised his voice suddenly:
“Brand!” he called. “Vasquez! I want
everybody here to listen to orders.
Where’s that new hombre? That’s
what comes o’ havin’ a woman in
caxnp_”

Vasquez turned to answer his chief.
Barbara saw the startled gleam of his
teeth in the shadows. Then the smack
of a gun butt on bone.

The wrangler collapsed, arms dan-
gling into the rock-rimmed water-hole.
The Maverick thrust reins in her
hand. “Ride!” he ordered, but she
waited until he had his beot-toe in the
stirrup of Boyle’s serrel

“Find ’em, Vasco!” Jenkins or-
dered. “And—what’s that?”

Came a sudden flurry of hooves
out of the twilight shadews of the
trees. The split in the rimrock was
a narrow splotch of purple in the grey
dusk. She drove spurs to the pinto,
and lay low on his neck.

Baang!

She saw a man leap for her bridle,
heard the Maverick’s gun roar. The
man doubled, hands at the pit of his
stomach, making queer, gurgling
sounds—

“Stand back!” roared the Maver-
ick Kid, and the sorrel shot up to

crowd between her and the pack of
outlaws.

Action crowded a long second, packe
ing it with clamering fury. Matt Jen~
kins ripped eut an eath, snatched his
gun from his holster, triggered frem
the hip. The Maverick Kid’s .45 thun-
dered twice, and men scattered from
their path. Jenkins’ bullet tore be-
tween them, flattened with a loud
spat against the rocks beyeond.

Tom Boyle’s shout floated after
them, ‘“That’s Crockett’s gall Stop
her!”

E GIRL shot a look back. She

saw the Maverick Kid, riding In-
dian siyle, his gun flaming under the
sorrel’s neck. She saw another man
crumple, heard Matt Jenkins bellow-
ing for his pack to take teo their
horses—and then the rocky walls of
the gap caught up the drumming of
the pinto’s heoves and flung the caco-
phony back into her ears.

Bullets hailed against the side wall,
caromed frem it, whined into the
shadows. The fugitives burst out on
the brow of the steep hill, and the
purpling valleys lay beneath.

“Don’t slow up!” yelled the Mav-
erick. There was triumph in his tone.

Wind blasted inte the girl’s face.
She closed her eyes, expecting the
pinto to stumble and roll any instant.
But he was as sure-footed as a moun-
tain goat, and Barbara opened her
eyes again. Whatever danger there
was, she realized suddenly, she had
to share it with the tall, tawny-haired
rider just behind her. Whatever might
face them, in all the years to come,
she would be at his side—

The trail widened; the stecpnesa
eased. Mawerick came up by her. He
was cautioning her to keep low, and
as she ducked she heard the zip of a
rifle bullet above. There was no crack
of the gun from the outlaw strong-
hold; another slug whipped past, and
there was still no sound of the shot.
Then came the clear, loud clatier of
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the first horse through the pass.

The Maverick smiled at her; she
saw his teeth gleam in the thicken-
ing dusk. “They’ll have a hard time
catchin’ us, honey!”

“Where—where are we going, Mav-
erick.” :

“We split. Yox go on to th’ ranch.
Find Reynolds and th’ rest. Tell ’em
th’ rustlers are after th’ herd. Then
stay there—with somebody to look
after yuh.”

“And you?”

He looked away. “I got a couple
of scores to settle. I'll be along, later!”

Barbara shook her blonde curls. “I’ll
ride to the ranch. But I'm coming
back, Maverick. I’'m coming back to
fight by your sidel!”

They clattered down from the hill,
reached the straggle of chaparral.
Maverick held up his hand, and they
drew rein for a precious thirty sec-
onds while the horses breathed. Be-
hind, perhaps a mile, perhaps more,
came the rolling thunder of a dozen
horses.

“This way!” said the tall rider,
and veered to the left. They crashed
into the chaparral and rode for the
Pecos. For an hour they kept the
horses in an easy lope, and before
they reached the river, the moon was
upThere was scarcely a breeze down
im the river valley. Grey ghosts of
mesquites hung listlessly; somewhere
in the stunted trees, a cricket shrilled.
The eerie wail of a coyote floated
down from a rimrock across the twist-
ing stream.

Barbara shuddered. It seemed a
year since the evening before, when
the Maverick Kid rode out of the
darkness into her life, and the queer
jumble of events that had entangled
it. A year since she heard the pan-
ther’s scream. The coyote turned its
nose to the stars again. Tonight, more
men would die—

“Here’s th’ Pecos!” drawled the
Maverick., “We cross together. Let
Five Spot have his head.”
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Horses’ hooves broke the silvered
surface. The stream was not as ueep
here as it had been where the Maver-
ick leaped from the wagon. The horses
waded, struck swimming water, and
made it across easily. As they topped
the crumbling eastern bank, the tall
cowboy pulled rein.

“One thing’s got me buffaloed,” he
said. “What’s Jenkins sendin’ to yore
dad by Jack Frane?”

The girl shook her head. Until now,
she had had no time to puzzle over
this mysterious move of the outlaw.

“I don’t know. Unless he’s serving
notice on dad to get out of the coun-
try. If he is—”

“That ain’t it. It’s got somethin’ to
do with fifty thousand dollars. Jen-
kins mentioned a clean-up. Mebbe he
knew who yuh was all th’ time.”

“I don’t think so. Listen!”

The Maverick turned his head and
nodded. “Th’ herd’s still under that
pasture wire—bunched where they can

get at ’em easy! Yuh better hurry.
And—and—"

“Yes, Maverick?”

“Would yuh mind tellin’ me good-
by?”

She leaned out of her saddle. The
Maverick’s arms were hungry, and
strong. His lips crushed the softness
of her mouth in a kiss that was both
fierce and tender. The moon rocked,
and the stars whirled, and the river’s
song was a sigh in the night.

They drew apart, reluctantly,
breathless, both a little shaken by the
intensity of the caress. For a few
seconds Barbara looked at him, and
then, with a little cry, she whirled the
pinto and headed into the mesquites.

Chapter Foun

HE DARK hills shouldered
down toward her, and here, on
the higher stretches, there was
a breeze to whisper in the sinister
shadows of the live oaks. Barbara let
the pinto slow to a walk as he
climbed, but on the ridge she spurred
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him again. And then, a little later,
she caught the glimmer of the moon
on whirling windmill blades.

There were no lights at the Bar O.
She halted the horse suddenly. The
Maverick Kid wanted to get her out
of danger. She might have known, as
he probably had known, that the Bar
O cowboys would still be out hunting
for her—hunting for the Maverick
Kid—

Hooves crashed through the dry
leaves under the eaks beside her. She
whirled, going for the heavy gun the
Maverick had given her. Before she
could draw it, the rider was upon her.

“Hands up!” he barked, then put
down the gun that was glinting in
the moonlight. “Why—Miss Barbara!
Are yuh all right?”

It was Ed Reynolds. The gird
laughed. “Of course I'm all right!
Where are the other boys? We have
to hurry, Ed! Where’s th’ posse?”

He stared. “Back in town. They’re
comin’ back out sometime tonight or
early in th’ mornin’. Yore dad will
probably be with ’em. Why—what’s
th’ matter?” :

“Maverick! He’s back wup there
where the herd is. Jenkins’ gang is
going to rustle the whole herd!”

Reynolds swore softly. “Come on!”
He turned his horse. “Jake and Shm
are over th’ ridge, here. We was wait-
in’ for th’ posse. So, th’ Maverick
Kid is in cahoots with Matt Jenkins,
eh?”

“He is not!” flared the girl. “He's
up there ready to fight the whole
bunch. We've got to hurry—they’ll kill
him!”

The foreman looked at her curi-
ously, then his jaw clicked. He slapped
his horse with the end of his riata,
and they topped the ridge. Down the
other side, under a lone live oak, the
two other men were waiting.

“Tt was th’ Maverick’s hoss, o
right” said Reynolds. “But see who’s
on it! She says th’ outlaws are—"

He bit off his words suddenly.
Down river, borne on the rustling
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breeze, came the first rumble of six-
guns in the night!

“You’ll believe me, now!” Barbara
breathed, and her next words were a
prayer. “I hope he’s all right!”

“Come on, boys!” Reynolds turned
on her. “Go on to th’ house, Miss
Barbara. We can find this ruckus.
T'Hl try and watch out for th’ Maver-
k:k'”

“T can do that, myself!” the girl
snapped. “If the posse comes, they’ll
hear us. Let’s ride!”

Ed Reyneolds knew the will she
had, knew there was no time to argue.
He hit spurs to his horse. The four
riders hammered down from the oak-
dotted slope, into the mesquites.

S’I‘ILL A MILE and a half away,
Barbara caught sight of the gun-
flashes, like fireflies in the chaparral.
The slow thunder of the guns followed
—and then was drowned by a new
sound. The herd was stampeding!

She urged the pinto on to greater
speed. He was not as fresh as the
other horses, but neither was he car-
rying as much weight. Mesquite limbs
tore at the girl’s .chaps, threatened
to scratch her out of the saddle. Above
the hammering of horses’ hooves, she
heard that growing, earth-shaking
rumble of a thousand steers, and knew
that the Jenkins gang had cut the
wire.

The herd was running toward the
river. Cutting at a tangent across the
path of the stampede, the girl and the
three Bar O men raced desperately to
get clear in time. A swirl of powdered
alkali dust swirled down upon them,
fogging across the moon—

“Wko's there?”

The challenge came suddenly from
the dim mcsquites. Barbara looked
up, saw two men there. She knew the
Maverick Kid would not eompromise
—where there were two, they were
enemies. She brought up the 45, and
was the first to fire.

The gun’s heavy kick was a com |
fort in her hand. One of the mea

i
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howled and grabbed his arm, falling
sidewise in his saddle. The other
blazed away at the advancing group,
then wheeled his horse and was off
to spread the alarm. Around on the
far side of the heid, guns were thun-
dering.

White-faced cattle loomed in the
haze, running blindly, heads lowered,
pressure of a mad, unreasoning tide
behind them. Ed Reynolds motioned
the girl on, and closed in on the flank
of the steers, firing across their faces
in an effort to turn them.

Barbara felt a quick, joyful relief.
All that gunfire didn’t necessarily
mean that the Maverick was in the
fight! The outlaws would be firing
their guns to stampede the cattle, per-
haps—

A mesquite limb whipped across her
face. She brushed the tears away with
the back of her hand, leaned lower
over the saddle. A bunch of cattle
that had split from the main herd
ran in front of the pinto. Ranch-
trained, he wheeled, broke into a
cinch-straining run to head them.

Barbara jerked leather, turned Five
Spot back. And then she saw that the
Bar O men had become separated
from her in the melee, and she was all
alone. It was up to her to find the
Maverick.

Over to the right, guns were bark-
ing. That, she reasoned, was Reynolds
and the boys. She swung the pinto to
the left, with the thunder of the stam-
pede in her ears. Riding down through
a gravel-sliding draw, she came out
beyond and drew rein to get her bear-
ings.

The metallic click of a rifle-lever
reached her above the dull rumble of
hooves and the confused bawling of
the herd. She whirled in the direc-
tion of the sound.

A tall rider sat his horse in the
dim shadow of a mesquite. Moonlight
shone alone on the blue steel of the
rifle barrel as he lifted the gun to his
shoulder. He had not seen Barbara.

It was Tom Vasco. The girl fol-
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lowed the direction of his aim with
her eyes, and then bit her lips to
stifle a scream.

The Maverick Kid, plain in the
moonlight, was riding warily down the
rise beyond, a six-gun in his hand. As
she caught sight of him, he halted
suddenly.

ITH A dull thwack, a bullet

" slapped the mesquites. The
Maverick Kid ducked, and came up
with his gun ready. But the telltale
rifle-barrel had been snaked back
into the shadow of the mesquite.

Barbara heard another click—a
sound too slight to carry to the Maver-
ick’s ears. She brought up the heavy
six-gun, thumbed the hammer back,
and took aim. Flame blossomed in her
hand.

Vasco’s horse jumped. The bullet
made a queer, sickening sound. The
raw-boned hombre went out of his
saddle as if struck by a limb. Bar-
bara remembered what the Maverick
Kid had said about the force of a
45—

He was spurring toward her, call-
ing her name. Tom Vasco threshed
on the ground, groaning, clutching his
shattered shoulder. The girl rode up
to the spot where he had fallen.

“Get his gun, Maverick!” she
called. “The rifle—it’s got a silencer
on it!”

The Maverick leaped from his sad-
dle. Vasco rolled over and tried to
pull a six-shooter. The tall cowboy
kicked it neatly out of his hand, then
picked it up.

Hooves crashed on the left of them,
away from the herd. The Maverick
hastily pulled Barbara out of the sad-
dle and forced her down into the
shadows at the base of the mesquite.
Vasco swore luridly.

“Shut up!” growled the Maverick.
“Yuh didn’t give Joe Clampitt a
chance, did yuh? Well—yuh had
yores, and lost. Keep down, houney!
This locks like showdown!”

It was a group of the outlaws rid-
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ing toward them. Too late, Barbara
and the Maverick realized that Vas-
co probably had been stationed here
by the rise—that the others were com-
ing by, tailing the herd—

Without waiting, the Maverick Kid
opened fire. The group scattered. Bar-
bara counted five of them—Matt Jen-
-kins, Eph Baker, Tom Boyle and two
others—

Again flame spouted from the
smokepole in the Kid’s fist.

The heavy, red-faced Baker went
down. Guns began spitting back, the
outiaws firing at the flashes from the
Maverick’s weapon. Lead ripped into
the mesquite, gouged dirt and gravel
from the ground and hurled it in a
stinging shower. The sorrel and Five
Spot stampeded down into the draw.

Escape was cut off, now. This was
the end; showdown. Barbara crawled
over the ground, inching her way to-
ward that .30-.30 Vasco had used—

“Off yore hosses, men!” Jenkins
boomed. “Scatter and rush him!”

They swung down. Hot lead from
the Maverick’s .45 answered them.
Tom Boyle flung his arms high and
melted into the blackness of the earth.

Three left. They advanced cautious-
ly, a foot at a time. Jenkins was in
front, crawling behind bushes, slam-
ming a shot their way at intervals of
a half minute. The other two had
spread out, were coming in on the
wings—

Now there were long seconds when
there was no sound but the rumble of
the herd. And that noise seemed to
have diminished. Far down toward the
river, a sudden fusillade of gunfire
breke out, ripping the night.

Jenkins swore. “Th’ dirty skunk got
th’ posse ‘out, boys!” he yelled in
high-pitched fury. “Git him!”

BARBARA lay low in the shadows
and rested her cheek along the
rifle stock. She pumped a shell into
the chamber and waited.
The man on the left came charging.
I was the signal for a concerted at-

tack, for a rattling hail of lead that
slammed -into the mesquite, into the
cat-claw bush at its base, into the
shadows that afforded their enly pro-
tectien. -

Braang! Bang! Br-raang!

The Maverick’s gun cracked. He
was getting .to his feet, now, a yell
on his lips. He had Vasco’s .45 in his
left hand, the other gun in his right—

Crack!

The girl squeezed trigger. Running
in from the left, dodging behind bush-
es, the outlaw she sighted went down,
sprawhng, ~smearing his face in the
dirt.

She whirled. Two left. One, now.
The Maverick’s six-gun stopped the
other hombre—and there was only
Jenkins.

He came in a bull-like rush, mouth-
ing curses with insane, incoherent fury.
He fanned the hammers of his twin
six-guns, and they flamed before him.

Barbara never heard the Maver-
ick’s .45 crack. A sudden faintness
was sweeping over her. From behind,
where the noise of the running herd
diminished, there was a clatter of
riding men. Too many to be Reynolds
and the boys—must be more out-
laws—

She clutched at the mesquite, held
on te it. Opening her eyes, she saw
Matt Jenkins falter sudderly in his
charge. He spun haliway around and
fell heavily.

The Maverick Kid holstered his
smeking guns, heard the ha.mmermg
hooves, and yanked them out again.
But Barbara was creeping into his
arms, sobbing. He thrust her behind
him—and then saw Reynelds and the
other Bar O men at the head of the
pack.

“I reckon it’s over, Reynolds!”
called the Maverick, coolly. “This
time I won’t break arrest!”

TALL, SPARE man rode out of

the group. “Barbara!” he cal
and slid from his saddle. The gir
stumbled toward him, ¢ Daddy Jim{
Daddy sz"’
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Reynolds climbed down, brought a
heavily-built man with him. “Maver-
fck,” he said, “this here’s th’ sheriff.
But there ain’t goin’ to be no arrest.
Th’ posse raided Jenkins’ hideout
over there jest after th’ gang started
after you and Miss Barbara. They
picked up a couple o’ skunks. Look—
yuh seen ’em before?”

The Maverick looked, and nodded.
“Ellery!” he said. “And Frane!”

“Yeah,” the sheriff cleared his
throat. “Frane says that Tom Vasco
killed Clampitt. And he was totin’ a
letter that kinda cleared it up. Mr.
Crockett, could I have that letter a
minute?”

The ranchman handed over an en-
velope, and the sheriff unfolded its
contents. Reynolds struck a match.

“This here feud goes back a ways,”

commented the sheriff. “Read it,
Maverick.”
The Maverick Kid read, while

Reynolds kept striking matches. Bar-
bara Crockett caught the ranchman’s
band and pulled him over to the
group so that she could read, too.

Jim Crockett:

Remember twenty vears ago on the
Canadian how you got the upper hand and
run out a spread called the Forked Light-
ning’ Remember how your son four years
old got stole and drownded in Red river?
Well this is to inform you that the boy
was not drownded at all but lived and the
man who knows he is still alive is work-
ing for you named Joe Clampitt. We have
your son and will deliver him to you for
the sum of fifty thousand dollars ($50,000)
cash which we know you have. Here is a
locket from the boy’s neck if that ain’t
enough identification the Forked Light-
ning brand—

“Maverick!” It was Barbara Crock-
ett, gripping the tall cowboy’s shoul-
der. He looked up at her in a dazed
way and went on reading:

—the Forked Lightning brand is on his
shoulder. Remember I told you if I ever
eaught the boy I would brand him? I did
only he got away from me for a spell
due to this same Clampitt being a trater.
But I have him now and unless you shell
out you will never see him alive. Follow
this meesenger with the money.
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The match flickered and died, but
not before the Maverick Kid, head
whirling, had seen the Iorked Light-
ning brand at the bottom of the
printed sheet.

Involuntarily, his hand went to his
shoulder. Barbara’s was already
there. She plucked at the pins that
held his torn shirt.

The sheriff was talking. “This here
Ellery has also confessed. Jenkins
picked him up a couple o’ months
ago, and slapped a brand on his
shoulder. That was when Jenkins
heard that Mr. Crockett was goin’ to
buy th’ Bar O. Jenkins knew th’ Pecos
country couldn’t hold ’em both. They
laid this plot, and they killed Clam-
pitt. He knew too much.”

Barbara pulled Jim Crockett closer.
“Strike a match, Ed!” she said in a
voice tense with emotion. “Daddy Jim,
I want you to look here. I—I want
you to meet your real son—the
Maverick Kid! Joe Clampitt got him
away from the old Jenkins gang. Joe
thought he died. But he didn’t—here’s
the brand!”

The match flickered on old Jim
Crockett’s  face. His moustache
twitched, and he swallowed hard. In
the darkness, his hand found that of
the Maverick, and his other arm stole
around the cowboy’s shoulders.

“Maverick Kid!” he said in a
choked tone. “I reckon it’s true—
after all these years. It ain’t th’.
Maverick Kid any longer—it’s Jim
Crockett, junior. We used to call you
Bud. Let me see—yuh’r a man, son—
a man any father ought to be proud
of! Now you'll settle down and stay
home with me, won’t yuh?”

The Maverick blinked back mois-
ture in his eyes and laughed happily.
For answer, he took Barbara into his
arms and kissed her lips.

The girl spoke for him.

“Try to run him away, Daddy
Jim!” she said. “Just tryl” «

THE END
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rue Fact Story
By Bert Reichert

7 HEN Julia Bulette’s body
W was found in her bed that

Sunday morning of January
23, 1867, the “good women” of Vir-
ginia City, Nevada, rejoiced; but the
men of the town went into outraged
mourning and vowed not to rest until
Julia’s killer had been brought to jus-
tice.

For Julia, although one of the many
girls who made their living by “enter-
taining” the men of the city, had been
more than just a “lady of the line.”
Tsll, slim and dark-eyed, her gener-
ous perscnality dominated Virginia
City. Her lacquered brougham, deco-
rated with a crest of four aces, was a
familiar sight on its streets, and no
parade was complete without Julia
riding eathroned on the superbly pol-
ished fire engine of Company No. 1.

But it wasn’t Julia’s attractiveness,

of the men of Virginia City. When Ju-
lia heard of a family that was desti-
tute or of children who needed cloth-

alone, that endeared her to the hearts ing, she provided suitable giits, mak-
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ing certain that the donations were
made ancnymously so those receiving
them migat feel no embarrassment over
accepting charity from her. When men
were killed in the mines, she was
prompt to contribute money to a fund
for their widows. And once, when Vir-
ginia City was threatened with attack
by the Piute Indians, Julia refused to
{eave with the other women being sent
to Carson for safety, perferring to re-
main with the men and nurse them.

All of which perhaps explains why
the men of the city adored her and
wiy the “good” women detested her;
the ladies naturally saw in her a rival
for their husband’s affections, and a
menace to their family life.

Julia lived alone in a house on the
corner of Union and D Streets, where
she entertained lavishly. But she per-
mitted no rough-house or vulgar talk
in her home. On the contrary, she en-
couraged good conversation, served
meals of outstanding quality and
taught the men to appreciate fine
wines and champagnes.

On this Sunday morning of January
20, 1867, Gertrude Holmes, a neigh-
bor and also a friend entered the back
door of Julia’s home at eleven-thirty
to call her for a breakfast the two
women had arranged. She found Julia
lying in her bed, her head in the nor-
mal position but her feet and legs pro-
truding to one side from under the
covers. Death had been caused by
strangulation.

Two doctors who examined the
body estimated that she had been
dead some six or eight hours when
found. A newspaper carrier, upon hear-
ing of her death, came forward and
testified that he had heard a single
loud scream coming from the diree-
tion of Julia’s house as he made his
rounds at five o’clock in the morning.

Examination of the body revealed
that Julia had been struck with a
stick of wood, leaving bruises ¢n the
side of her head. The blows had ap-
parently served only to awaken her,
resulting in the scream the newspaper-
carrier heard. Alarmed, the murderer
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had strangled Julia and then robbed
the house.

To kill a woman on the Western
frontier was about the most heinous
offense a man could commit. When
murder was commited with only a
robbery as the motive—as in Julia’s
case—it placed the killer completely
beyond the pale. The men of Virginia
City vowed he would not escape.

But tracking down the murderer
was not so easy. The Virginia city of
those days had no crime-detection lab-
oratories operated by men skilled
in gathering clues. In fact, it was later
revealed that the killer sat up with
the corpse at the funeral parlor the
night after the murder and marched in
the funeral procession wearing crepe
on his arm.

T WAS NOT until three months af-
ter Julia’s .death that the crime
was solved, and even then it was not
through the efforts of the authoritics
that the killer was caught.

The break came when ‘Martha
Camp, a friend of Julia’s, found a maa
in her room carrying a large knife.
The man escaped when Martha
screamed, but she recognized him on
the street several days later and had
bim arrested for attempted murder
and robbery. He was identified as
John Millain, a resident of Virginia
City.

After Millain’s arrest, evidence was
presented to connect him with Julia’s
murder. A woman testified she had
bought a dress pattern from him
which had belonged to Julia. A jewel-
er reported he had bought a diamond
pin from Millain, and this was identi-
fied as having been Julia’s. Spurred
by this evidence, the authorities insti-
tuted a search for Millain’s posses-
sions. In a trunk he had left with a
I'rench baker, they found numerous
articles which had been the property
of the dead woman.

Although Millain had informally
confessed the murder to the authori-
ties when shown the evidence against
him, he pleaded not guilty at his trial,
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which began on June 26, 1867. He ad-
mitted having taken part in the rob-
bery, but claimed that two other men
had actually committed the murder.
The jury, however, believed Millain
guilty and brought a verdict to that
effect.

Millain’s lawyer, Charles E. Del.ong
appealed the case to the Nevada su-
preme court, but a rehearing was re-
fused and the case was returned to the
Virginia City ceurt. There, on Feb-
ruary 22, 1868, Millain was sentenced
to be hanged on the twenty-fourth day
of April, between the hours of ten in
the morning and four in the afternoon.

Despite his conviction, Millain
lived high at the jail while awaiting
execution. The “good women” of Vir-
ginia City brought him wines, jellies
and other delicacies, apparently feeling
that the murder of Julia Bulette was
not a crime to be punished by death.
They even circulated a petition urging
that Millain’s sentence be commuted
to life imprisonment.

But on April 24 Millain was execut-
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ed before a crowd consisting of almost
everyone in Virginia City. The town’s
militia, and forty special deputy sher-
iffs, were needed te handle the surg-
ing mass of humanity which marched
with the killer to the place of execu-
tion, a natural amphitheater on¢ mile
north of the city.

Millain took his execution calmly.
He read a prepared statement in
French, his native tengue, then
thanked the good ladies of the city for
their interest in him. After kneeling
while the noose was being adjusted
and the black hoed pulled down over
his face. The trap was released and
Millain at last paid in full for his
crime.

Millain’s grave in the cemetery at
Virginia City has long been neglected
and its exact location today is un-
known. But the grave of Julia Bulette
on Flowery Hill has been carefully
tended throughout the years, the only
grave in the cemetery to be given per-
petua: care.

THE END
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DITOR Mal Smith
was in the back
roem, setting-up an
ad for the Mercan-
tile when the two
gunmen ' came into
the Stirrup’s office.
The young newspa-
perman rubbed ink-
stained fingers on
his worn leather

did not recognize the voice;
he h&d been publishing the Singletree
Stirrup for only a month, and there
were still many men on this range he
could not recognize by their voices
alone. “Coming right out, men.”

He pulled off his dirty apron, for it
was always best to present a good
front when meeting a customer. He
threw the apron over the press and
started toward the front office. He was
going through the door when the fist
smashed into him.

The glancing blow almost floored
him. Mal went back and felt the
wall steady him. Through a haze, he
saw the man who had hit him; that
one was coming ahead, a grin on his
thick lips, fists up and ready for an-
“other blow. He was squat and tough-
looking.

Behind him stood a lanky man who
grinned in open pleasure. This hombre
growled, “Finish the bucko, Sid.”

“P’Hl finish him!”

Both were strangers to Editor Mal
Smith. But there was trouble here oa
this range and his newspaper had
taken him into this tzeuble. He iound

ND LEAD!

*

* *
By Lee Floren

Mal Smith knew he was a fool
to buck Jack Williams, to set
his newspapers against the
man’s well-used guns, and the
violence his meoney could hire.
But Smith preferred being that
kind of fool to becoming a cap-
tive journalist.

* * *

himself asking, “You two gents work
for Jack lehams?”

His words sounded distant.

“Maybe we do,” the advancing man
conceded; and hit at Mal again. But,
by this time, the shock had somewhat
left the editor and a cold anger, dead-
ly yet controlled, surged through him.
He ducked; the man missed.

“Work the gent over, Sid!”

Mal was no fist-fighter; this man
outweighed him, and his surprise
attack had put the odds with him even
to a greater extent than his weight
allowed. Besides, if Mal accidently
did whip the man called Sid—and
that would be a big accident—there
was still the lanky one left.

Smith was sure Jack Williams had
sent these two over to wreck the
Stirrup’s office, for nobody but Wil
liams would sic two gunmen onto him.
This thought was strong in him as he
sledge-hammered Sid in the belly. Sid
grunted, hurt,
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The agonized tone in the grunt
brought a wild hope to Mal. There
might be a chance...a slim chance.
Then, Sid hit him again alongside the
head. The blow was mauling, stunning,
another red haze surged over the
young editor.

Sid could hit; he was fast, bard,
tough. Again, Mal feit the wall behind
him; he saw Sid come in.

Sid’s face was pale, his lips pulled
back. His eyes were almost closed
under pulled down lids. His head was
down, too, his left shoulder high in
front of him to protect his coarse jaw.
He had all the mannerisms of a pro-
fessional fighter.

These facts registered on Smith.
Had Jack Williams sent this pair over
to kill him? This put desperation into
him and made him fight with the
strength of a man about to die. He
knew he could not hope to whip Sid;
he did not have the strength or the
skill. Bravery had its place m life,
buat in this case bravery was almost
foolishness. He slid along the wall.

Sid missed.

The lanky man watched with a
smile on his sallow face. Mal fell
against his desk and his hand landed
on his heavy inkwell. He flung it wild-
ly, pitched it underhand, and it
smashed into Sid’s belly. He heard
the whoosh of Sid’s breath, and the
blow stopped Sid. It doubled him and
anguish showed on the man’s face.

“Gimme a hand, Marty!”

The man named Marty had locked
the door; he now tossed the key in the
corner and it made a thin metallic
sound as it hit the hell-box. Marty
said, “You asked for it, printer!”

It wasn’t much of a fight. Mal
did his best, but his best was piti-
fully short. Despite the two against
him, he made a fair fight. His paper
punch helped; he threw # and it
smacked Marty across the bridge of
his nose. It tore and cut, but it dida’t
stop Marty.

“Tough gink, eh?”

A fist hit Mal from behind 38
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was back in the fight. Mal fell into
Marty’s blow. It turned him. Sid hit
him; he was out on his fect, but still
he fought.

A smashing blow connected on his
jaw. He never did find out whether it
had been sent by Marty or by Sid.
The floor came up and hit him,

A VOICE, far away and dim, said

“He’ll come out of it soon. Here,
give me that whiskey jug again,
please.”

“He’s had enough whiskey, Doctor
Arms!” The feminine voice was filled
with authority.

“This isn’t for Mal, Peg; this drink
is for me.”

“He’s coming out of it, doc.”

Mal Smith did not speak for some
moments; he just sat with his back to
the wall. The odor of whiskey was
thick and he did not like the' taste
of the liquor Doc Arms had poured
down him. Mal looked up at Peg Har-
well and tried to smile; he didn’t fig-
ure his smile was too successful.

Peg wasn’t hard to smile at, either;
she had dark hair, dark eyes, and a
straight-lined jaw. Now Mal wondered
if those dark eyes really showed con-
cern for him, or if he was just imagin-
ing this was hidden in her eyes. She
had hard eyes to read. “Howdy,” he
said. Crazy thing to say, but he had
said it.

“How do you feel, Mal?”

Mal said, “I’ve got a headache, for
one thing; for another, my eye is al-
most closed.”

“You’ll have a lovely shiner,” Doc
Arms said.

Arms was a stocky, thick man of
about fifty. He took another pull at
his jug. Mal glanced around his print-
shop. His desk was upside down and
its drawers had been pulled out and
papers were strewn on the floor. Some-
body had fallen over the hell-box and
tipped its contents. Yes, and the waste-
paper basket was flat, over there im
the corner.
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“Who did it, Mal?” Peg demanded. Peg looked around at the wreck-
Smith made himself grin. “Two age, hands on her hips. “Who else
strangers to me. One named Sid; the would they be working for, if they
other was called Marty. I figure they aren’t on Williams’ payroll! After they
worked for Jack Williams.” knocked you out, they tipped over
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the press. They scattered type all over
the back room; they tipped over your
paper racks.”

“They missed nothing,” Doc Arms

Mal got to his feet rather slowly.
For one thing his knees needed braces;
somebody was hammering an anvil
in his skull. Back against the wall, he
closed his eyes and fought nausea.

“Here, Doc, help me get him in this
chair!”

Arms and Peg got him into the
chair. Doc asked if he wanted a
drink and Mal shook his head. Peg
went into the back room. Doc drank
and said, “You’re a fool, Smith.”

“I’'m not crazy enough to drink my-
self to death,” Mal said pointedly.

“I’d rather drink myself to a grave
than to have one of Jack Williams’
bullets put me there.”

“Williams won’t kill me.”

Doc Arms snorted. “You’re kid-
ding yourself, son. Come over to my
office inside an hour for a checkup
...that is, if you’re still with us in-
side of anether hour.”

“You’re cheerful.”

“I’'m a realist.”

Doc Arms left, jug under his arm,
bag in the other hand.

AL LOWERED his head onto his
desk. He felt sick; he was tired
and nausea hit him. He fought it, won,
and heard Peg moving around in the
back room. He thought of Doc Arm’s
warning. Maybe Doc was right; may-
be he wasn’t using good sense. Jack
Williams had warned him. Williams
had stood on the porch of his big
Emporium saloon and said, “Done
heard you aim to publish a newspaper
in this burg, fella?”
“I do.”

Williams toyed with the silver coin
that hung to the gold watch-chain
that spanned his vest, then looked over
Mal’s shoulder to a farmer who had
pulled his wagon and team to the
hitchrack in.front of the Mercantile.
Mal followed the wide man’s gaze.
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“You've been in Singletree a week,
Smith.” Jack Williams spoke very soft-
ly. “You know how things stand be-
tween me an’ the farmers; don’t get
on the wrong side of the fence.”

Mal kept his face blank. Williams
was warning him not to hook up with
the farmers.

Six months ago, Williams had con-
trolled Singletree Basin, running his
Double W cows over government land.
He had no deeds for the land over
which his cattle ran. No cowman in
Wyoming ran cattle over deeded land;
they ran their stock on goverment
range. Jack Williams had been the big
boss on this grass.

Then Congress passed the Home-
stead Act; and the Union Western
Railroad put its rails into Wisdom
which was forty miles to the east. The
rails would not reach Singletree, for
the railroad turned at Wisdom and
crossed the Rockies over Northwest

Pass.
But rails did not need to reach
Singletree; farmers could haul their

grain and produce the forty miles to
the railroad elevators. And so far-
mers came into Singletree Basin. They
took up homesteads and filed on de-
sert-and-hill-claims and they moved in
on Williams’ range.

Jack acted quickly by staking-out
cowpunchers on choice water-holes;
these cowpunchers would prove up on
their homesteads and then deed their
titles over to Williams.

And Mal asked, “Which is the
wrong side, Williams?”

“The farmers’ side, of \cowrse. But
these farmers can’t stay; the wind
will drive them out, and this country
is too dry for farming.”

“You threatening me?”

“I don’t threaten; I order.”

Mal Smith kept his ‘voice calm.
“Tomerrow my press is to be freighted
into town; by Friday, my first edition
will be out for sale.”

“Where will you stand?”

“On the side of law and order; om
the side I think is right.”

“And what is that side?” Williame
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studied him with his dead eyes.

Mal wished he could have read what
thoughts ran and played behind those
obsidian-dark eyes. “What do you
think?”

“I'm sorry. You know, Smith, I
kinda like you, too.”

Jack Williams had apparently lost
all taste for further conversation, and
Mal walked down the street remem-
bering the man’s hard eyes.

Now, sick and beaten, Smith re-
membered this conversation.

N THE FIRST edition of the Stir-
rup, Mal pointed out that his sheet
stood for the advancement of the
Singletree country. Lawlessness and
disorder must go and although he
used no names the editorial lfted a
bony finger toward one man—Jack
Williams.
Two days later Williams called at
the Stirrup’s office. By that time Peg
Harwell, who taught the local school

"Ramor has it that you
backshot that farmer,

personcily, Willioms.”

wintertime, was working with Mal

“Danger coming, Mal.”

“Not too much danger.”

“Plenty dangerous.”

Williams, seemingly was cordial. *I
could sue you for libel, Sinith, but
a ccurt of law is no place to end a
little argument; so I reckon I'll jes’
starve you out of business.”

“You can’t do it.”

“That’s your opinion.” Williams
boewed to Peg. “Good day, Madam.”
And then he walked out, exuding
power,

Mal looked at Peg. “He’s not too
tough.”

“You don’t know him like I de,
Mal; you haven’t been in this burg as
long as I have”

Now Smith, remembering his fighg
gaw he had underestimated the power
and ruthlessness of Jack Williams. P
stuck her head in the door; she fig\a:
they could straighten wp the press amd
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make it usable again. Type was scat-
tered though and & would be 2 hasd
job to sort it out.

Mal got to his feet, stronger now. He
went into the back room and looked
the situation over and judged Peg was
right. She had a good level head on
her.

“What are you going to do, Mal?"”

“Keep on publishing, of course.”

“Can you handle a six-shooter?”

Smith knew what she meant. This
would end in gunsmoke if he did not
kowtow te Williams, and he was no
gunman, Before coming to Singletree,
he had been a reporter on a Chicago
sheet. He had saved a few bucks, then
headed west to find a growing com-
munity where he would have a good
chance to make a success of his news-
paper. “No, I can’t.”

“You’d best take some quick les-
sons, then.”

He said, “I'm a good shot with a
rifle; I used to belong teo a Chicago
rifle club.”

She did not meet his eyes. He no-
ticed that she was frowning and Mel
figured he knew full well what was
bothering her. It was the same thing
that had tormented him for weeks.
Now this lay between them and neither
mentioned it but both were keenly
aware of the other’s affections.

“T’'ll get some help to help us raise
up that press,” Mal said.

When Mal walked past the Em-
porium, Williams loafed in the easy
chair on the big porch. “Done heard
two range bums come in an’ wrecked
your print shop.”

“Yeah, two range bums. . hired by

you prove that, Smith?”
“I'll admit I can’t—no mose
the local law can prove your mea,
you, murdered that farmer
ont in the alley behind

Rumor bas it you backshot him, per-
sonally.”

Williams’ face was the color of
watersoaked raw=zide as he got on
his feet. Mal saw he had said too
much but he blamed it on the re-
cent excitement. This, along with his
natural hatred toward this man, had
got the better of his judgment.

“If 1 was one of them scissorbills
who always hollered for the law, I
could drag you into court for those
words, Smith.”

“You won’t; you're afraid some of
the local citizens might get on the
witness stand and one or two of them
might forget he’s afraid of you an’ he
might talk a little too much.”

The saloon man was himself now.
“You’re no danger to me, Smith.”

“Glad you think so.”

For once, Mal had got under Wil-
liams’ thick hide; for once, he had
made Williams lose his temper. Was
that good...or bad? He shoved the
question into the discard.

Maybe Peg was right. The winner
might be decided upon through gun-
smoke, and Mal did not like this
thought. For one thing, he was young
and he wanted to live; and he was no
hand with a short-gun. Stiil, a man had
to believe in himself and his goals.
Smith had his goals; Williams had his.
He believed that Williams was wrong,
and in this belief laid their trouble.

What would Williams do next?

ITH KNEW what he would do—

bhe would keep on printing the
news, honestly and fairly, leiting the
chips fall where they might. He went
into Deputy Will Muckford’s office.
The deputy was playing solitaire and
he looked up at Mal’s beaten face
with surprise in his face. “What the
trell happened, Smith?”

Masl told him about the two gun-
men jumping him and wrecking his
office. Muckford Mstened in silence.

*Y just rode into town,” the Jawman
supphed. “Was out talkin’ to the
neséer that was found dead behind the



WITH PRINTER'S INK -- AND LEAD

Emporium. So you say the two was
named Sid and Marty?”

“That’s their names.”

Muckford’s fingers toyed with the
cards. “That reminds me; I saw two
riders from the distance, when I rode
into town.” He described the two
strangers and Mal realized the de-
scription fit Marty and Sid. Marty
and Sid had done what Williams
wanted, then had drifted out.

Williams was smart; he didn’t want
the pair loitering around town, for he
wanted no evidence that pointed to-

i\ .Q‘ﬂ .
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ward him. With Sid and Marty gone,
nobody could ask them any ques-
tions; therefore nobody would get any
answers that might tangle up one Jack
Williams. 4

“Wish I could do somethin’,* Dep-
uty Muckford said. “I never found
out anything from that nester womean.
I'm still up in the air—so far as evi-
dence goes—as to who murdered that
farmer. And by this time, them two
thet jumped you is miles away an’
there’s no chance to catch them.™

Smith knew that Muckford was
honest. The deputy, though, had been
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in hiding when the brains had been
passed around.

“What do you aim to do, Mal?”

“Y don’t know; but H Williams
jumps me again I'm moving against
him.”

“Report to me, first.”

Mal nodded. He had a friend in
Muckford, and he needed friends. He
went to the Mercantile and told the
merchant about the pair wrecking his
print shop. The merchant had heard
of his trouble and wanted to know if
Mal could get his ad printed in time
for distribution tomorrow; Saturday
was a big day, with the farmers com-
ing into town for trading.

Mal promised to have the ad printed
in time; he owed his livelihood to the
local merchants. At first Williams had
tried to force the local merchants to
keep their advertisements out of the
Stirrup. Then, to counteract that order,
Mal had prmted their ads iree for a
week. The resultant increase in trade
had made the local merchants disre-
gard Williams’ order.

A dollar is greater than a threat.

GOT two town loafers and
they set up the press. He paid
them four-bits each and they hurried
for the closest saloon. Doc Arms
dropped in, whiskey-jug with him, and
watched. Pcg had a sniear of ink on
her forehead that made her look
prettier than ever.
“What’s your next move?” Doe
wanted to know.
Peg watched him, also.
“Po I have to make a move?”
Doc snorted, “You ain’t one to sit
back, Smith!”
Mal Smith made no answer so Doc

snorted again and left; he went to
his desk and started rearranging
things.

“What are you going to do, Mal?”

“What do you mean, Peg?”

“You know full well what I mean.
Jack Williams is out to get you and
you are out to get him before he gets
 you. I know you too well. You aren’t
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letting Willlams get away with that
beating.”

“His thugs are gone.”

“Sure, they are gone. .
iz still here!”

“Does the Stirrup-mean that much
to you?”

“Stirrup? Mal, are you blind?”

It happened then. How it happened
Mal did not know, but the next thing
he knew was that Peg Harwell was
in his arms. Peg was soft and warm
and very feminine and Smith was very
glad he bad left Chicago to come to
Singletree.

“This—this makes it worse,” Peg
moaned.

Msal knew what she meant. Now
the world was doubly precious to’
them; therefore the danger of Williams
was greater, too.

“Oh, Lord,” Mal groaned.

.but Williams

After Peg had left, Mal pulled
down the blinds and sat at his desk.
But he eould not remain sitting and
soon he was walking back and forth
in his office. Once he stopped and
picked up the rifle in the corner. He
broke it and looked at the brass rim
of the cartridge in the barrel.

Lamplight reflected from the brass.
B made an ugly, thin light that
brought a squint to Mal’s eyes. Then
he snapped the breech shut, thought-
ful and silent. A knock came at the
door and Doc Arms entered.

Doc looked at the rifle, and a smile
broke across his gnzzled face “Armed
for bear, Mal?”

Mal nodded

“I’d hate to see that light die
in Peg’s eyes.”

Mal did not look at the medico. “So
you’ve seen it, too.”

“T’ve been around a long, long time,
Mal”

Mal locked at tbe heavy set doo-
tor; Doc Asms had a reason iot o
lng to the ’s office.

*Well, what is &, Doc?™
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“T was in the bank today when Jack
Williams came in and drew out two
hundred bucks. I saw him meet this
gink Sid, an’ Marty, in the alley and
give it to them. That was right be-
fore they came in and wrecked your
print shop.”

“Why didn’t you tell me this this
afternoon?”

“Because of Peg. I went to her
first and told her. She said to tell you.
I guess you know what it means, eh,
Mal?” -

Mal nodded seriously. “Ft means
that I've got Jack Williams where I
want him. Would you give me a sworn
statement?”

Doc nodded. “T’'Hl give #t to you;
but that will drive Williams against
us, sure as hades.”

Mal talked quickly. Doc Arms
would draw up his statement and
they would get Peg and Muckford fow
witnesses. Muckford could get to Wis-
dom and send out wires and possibly
catch Sid and Marty.
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HOW TO START YOUR CWHR MAIL

ORDER BUSINESS by Ken Alexander
Reviewed by Jack Porker

Believe me, I feel a healthy respect for

il order, having seen a friend, a former

O-a-week clerk, acquire a Cadillac and a
country estate in the business. Questioned
about his success, he explained, “Mail or-
der! You just slice open the mail and ex-
tract the dollar bills.”

But perhaps he is to be taken more lit-
erally than his facetious reply implies. I've
come to that conclusion since reading
“How To Start Your Own Mail Order
Business,” by Xen Alexander, a book
which dissipates the mystery about mail
order, explaining everything im a simple,
straightforward way.

Beginning with the idea, the author
shows what makes a product suitable for
mail order, giving many illustrations such
as hair colorings, medicines, cosmetics, jel-
lies, novelty Jewelry, picture albums, mag-
ie kits, ete.

Pd always thought that going into busi-
ness meant quitting your job, drawing a
gizeable sum out of the bank and renting
an office. It was a surprise to learn that
one could operate a mail order business
from home while working elsewhere and
all this on very ‘little investment, practic-
ally on a shoestring. If in business al-
ready one could add a going mail order de-
partment for only the cost of printing and
stamps.

The book shows how to prepare a mail
order ad, where to place it and gives the
names of list brokers, and publications
used successfully in mail order,

Having just finished the book, the tech-
nique of mail order seems 8o crystal clear
that I'm almost tempted to take a erack
at it myself!

The book is sold on refund guaranteed
basis and persons interested are advised
to get it by sending $2.00 directly to the
publishers:

STRAVON PUBLISHERS

Dept. T H, 113 West 57#h $i,,

New York 19, N.Y.

“Fll get to my office,” Doc Arms
said, and left.
@

AFTER the medico was gone, Mal
Smith knew a moment of anx-
iety. Then this passed and he got to
work. He set type quickly, making a
lead for the story, and then he ran
off a proof of this, and studied it.

Now he would tie Doc’s statement
on to this story, and his lead story
would be ready for his special edition.
But first, there was another thing to
do. He opened the door and called to
a passing man. “Joe, want to make
four bits?”

“Sure, How?”

Mal handed the man the proof
sheet. “Take this down to the Empor-
iwm and give it to Williams.”

“Sure.”

Mal went to the corner and picked
up the rifle. His fingers trembled
against the barrel’s cold steel; he skid
the safety catch and went out the
back door, heading for Doc Arms’
office.

Williams woﬁ d r the proof-
sheet, then hurry to Arms’ office, too,
for the medico held the key to danger
soon to be unlocked. He would try to
buy Doc off or to silence him.

The night was clear with a bright
moon. A thin sliver of yellow lamp-
light showed under the blind in Doc’s
office. By this time, Arms should have
finished writing his statement; but
Mal knew that the medico was almost

[Turn To Page 120}
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drunk and he figured maybe Doc had
fallen asleep over the table.

He pecked in under the blind. His
guess had been right; Doc slept with
his head on the table, a pencil and
tablet beside his elbow, his jug on the
table. Mal drew back and staticned
himself at the corner.

The night was quiet. Now he was
quiet inside, too. But Time seemed to
run on sluggish feet and his fingers
were moist against the rifle’s smoocth
barrel. And then, Jack Williams came.

Williams came boldly, stride strong
on the gravel walk. He did not see
Mal because of the shadows. But he

| stopped when Mal said clearly, “This

is Mal Smith, Williams.”

Williams pushed back his coat and
his right hand became anchored oa
the butt of his holstered gun. “Come
out, Smith” ’

Mal moved into the moonlight, rifle

(esT roentr #28)
V.0 ROuEg” down at a slant, the hammer wnder
iy e (s > T
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his thumb. He stopped, tense and

.wary, about thirty feet from the saloen
.man.

“What are you doin’ here, Smith?”
“I figured you’d fall for that proof-

‘sheet I had that gent take to you. Doc

saw you pay Sid and Marty for beat-

ing me up. I’'m taking over from here,
%e;:onally; you aren’t going to jump
»

Timystoodandbod:we:esﬂent.

Finally Jack Williams said, “If we
} work together, we both can make a
Jot of money.”

“I don’t cotton to your kind of
money.”

Williams settied down. Hate lay
between them; both were aware of

And when Jack Williams

spoke his veice was very soft and low.

“No other way out...I guess.”
Williams pulled his Colt.

MAL SMITH caught the Iift of

Williams’ shoulder. He guessed,

rather than saw, the hand dip back;

because of his speed, Jack Williams
shot first.
Flame smashed out at the editor.
[Turn To Page 124}
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Something hit him in the right side
of his ribs, knocking him back against
the wall. He almost went down, but
somehow he got his rifle raised.

He let the hammer drop. The rifle
kicked back, for he had not raised it
to his shoulder. Then Mal Smith
leaned against the wall of Doc’s office,
sick inside as he looked down at
Jack Williams, who lay in the dust,
face down.

Behind him, he heard Doc’s voice.
People were moving out on mainstreet,
febrile voices raised in inquiry. Doors
slammed and dogs barked.

“Here, Doc.”

Doc said, “So he came to see me,
and you waited for him. Son, he shot
you, eh?”

“In the—in the—ribs.”

Doc said, “And I went to sleep like
an old drunk, I did.” He put his aim
around Mal. “Here, come into my of-
fice, youngster.”

Doc had him on the high table, kLis
shirt ofY, when Peg came. She said,
“Williams is dead, so a man outside
said. Mal, how did it bappen?”

“Some other time I'll tell
Mal was sick and sleepy, yet he felt
good. “Doc says I got four busted
ribs. But I guess I'H kve through i,

according to him. Eh, Doc?”

“You’re a tough one,” Doc Arms
grunted. “Now kiss him, Peg, while
I’'m not looking.”

And Peg did.
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"How | Became
a Hotel Hostess”

Sara O'Farrell, Buyer Be-
comes Hostess-Housekeeper of
Famous Hotel Without Hotel

Experience

“Placed by Le School as
Resort - Hotel ostess-House-
keeper, Iimmediately after
{N.duation. Then they placed me as Hostess-House-
eepar of this hotel with a splendid salary, niocely
furnished room, tha same meels guests emjoy. I'm
::frxhty fortunate to find work enjoy mo well,
ter 407’

“"How | Stepped

Info a BIG PAY Hotel Job”

Clifford Brinkley Wins Sue-
cess As Auditor Although
Without Any Previous Hotel

Experience

‘“‘Before taking Lewlis Tral
1 was emgloyed as a
ment canteen olerk

1§| salary than I am now making.

‘“Yow employed as night auditdr. At the end of 3&
ty days they reised m{ sglary another OH.M!
moath, I enjoy hotel wor w than any other

I have tried. This is the with a future.”

STEP INTO A WELL-PAID HOTEL POSITION

Well-paid important positions, ever-increasing
opportunities and a sound, substantial future
await trained men and women in essential hotels,
clubs, restaurants, defense housing and cafeterias,
officers’ and service clubs, Lewis graduates are
“making good” as managers, assistant managers,
stewards, executive housekeepers, hostesses and
in b5 other types of well-paid positions. Record-
breaking travel and defense needs mean greater
opportunities, Previous experience proved wun-
necessary in this business, where you’re not
dropped because you are over 40. Lewis Train-
ing qualifies you at home, in spare time,
FREE book describes this fascinating field. 3
tells how you are registered FREE of e
eost in Lewis National-Placement Service, Ma
soupon today! LowiD; Hotel Training Sﬂ
¥D-2561, Wash. T, G
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BOY
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on his buckskin clothing.
“You cold, White Elk?”
“No, I am warm.” His teeth chat-
tered.
White Elk rubbed his muscular
‘| small body with a doeskin towel. His
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TOUGH BOY

The daughter did not answer. Al-
ready she was used to the lot of the
Cheyenne woman—a chattel to bes
worked and to be sold to the highest-| 4
bidding husband. To her fell all the
hard, menial tasks. To the boys of the
tribe fell the easy tasks, the glory.

_ The Indian buck was the lord of his
lodge. He did not work; his job was
to hunt meat and fight for his tribe.

The Cheyennes moved camp that
day. White Elk rode his pony around
but did not work. His mother and sis-
ter loaded the #ravois with household
goods and did all the labor.

Boys weren’t supposed to work; to
work was a disgrace; work was for
the women.

They moved to a new camp higher
in the mountains. Here the squaws
would build willow traps and trap
fish. They would dry the fish and
store them for winter. The boys would
loaf around, break their ponies, and
play sham games of war. Their fa-
thers—the bucks—would powwow and
smoke and talk and take it easy.

The boys liked to play at wars. They
would chose up sides and one side
would be the eneny—either the Black-
foot or the Crow. Their ponies would
flash in and out, they would hang
close to the neck of their mounts, and
their clubs would rise and fall. Bucks
watched and grunted and made bets.
White Elk grew to become a great
warrior. Continuously he trained for
battle. He played sham battle, he
talked war, he listened to the older
warriors talk.

Then, one day he rode to battle.

Behind him the Cheyenne village
was gripped with a tense grimmness.
Squaws sat in tepees and wailed. Some
of the younger boys—too young for
the warpath—were camp-guards. To-
day nobody raced horses or romped
with the dogs. Eager young eyes
scanned the horizon for returning
bucks carrying scalps of the Black-

foot or Arapaho.

[Turn Page}
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WESTERN ROMANCES

T DAY White Elk killed his «

first man. He killed a Blackfoot

warrior about his age. His war a=ze
split the Blackfoot’s skull. His scaip
now dangled from White Elk’s belt,

-He had been toughened thoroughly
in his youth. Now he looked upon
death as a part of his life and he was
calloused toward Death. The scalp in
his belt had once belonged to a young
Blackfoot brave. He had killed the
brave. He had no thought for the dead
man; he was proud of his scalp. He
had counted coup.

He was, now, a man,

Squaws screamed, girls hollered.
But the bucks were silent and mo-

| rose, playing up to their old tradi-

tion. They feasted on boiled dog-meat.
Steam arose from the lodges as buffa-
lo steaks sizzled on rock frying-pans.

The bucks guiped their food. Then
the boasting started. A war-drum
sounded; tom-toms beat monotonous
tattoo. Moccasined feet shuffled im
weird dances. Guttural songs echoed
intc the dawn. This kept up for days.
They were thanking their God, Mani-
tou, for their victory.

Squaws and girls worked, cooking
meat. Boys ran and shouted, bran-
dishing tomahawks, playing at war.
Dogs barked. White Elk, a warrior
now, sucked his pipe, grunted, and
then, when the proper time came, he
told the story of Thunder Nest.

Along the Santa Fe Trail was a huge
heap of rocks. Here, in these boulders,
lived a tiny bird, no larger than a
brave’s index-finger, and this bird
was mated with a serpent—this ser-
pent was the maker of lightning.

The bird batched her little eggs,
and her serpent-mate ate the young—
his tongue darting out with fire and
smoke. This was lightning. When the
sespent ate bis young, lghining darted
across the sky, and the Red

{ Man bowed before the awesome sight.

Thunder Nest.
[Ters To Page 130}



MEDICAL RESEARCH DISCOVERS TREATMENT FOR

PIMIPLES

Acne, Blackheads, and
other externally caused Skin Blemishes

DON'T LET UGLY PIMPLES
BLEMISH YOUR PERSONALITY

RUIN YOUR CONFIDENCE

OR SPOIL YOUR TALENTS!

DO YOU feel your skin is hold-
ing back your chances for
popularity . . . for success? Are you
afraid people whom you'd like to
know will reject you? Thousands of
people who felt the same as you—
aow have clear attractive complex-
ions. They've regained their poise
and confidence. You can benefirt
from their experience!

SCIENTIFICRESEARCH REVEALS NEGLECT
CAUSE OF MANY SKIN TROUBLES
Skin Specialists and Medical statistics tell
us that broken out skin usually occues
from adolescence and can continue on
through adulthood. Adolescents often
carry these scars throughout their life.
Many never get over the "feeling of em-
barrassment” and are always conscious of
¢heir appearance and complexion. Per.
sistent cases of “bad skin” sometimes con-
tinue on through adulthood. In this stage
of life, the responsibilities of earning a
living and meeting people are essential if
you are to climb the ladder of success in
your job. It is doubly important to give
your skin problems immediate care, Phy-
sicians state that to neglect your skin may
prolong your skin troubles and make it
more difficult to clear up. And, there is
no better time to get pimples under con-

¢rol than NOW!

Laboratory analysis using special micro-
scopes gives us the scientific facts regard-
ing those unsightly pimples. High-pow-
ered lenses show your skin consists of sev-
eral outer layers. Projecting through this
epidermis, are hairs, the ducts of the sweat
glands and the tiny tubes of the sebaceous
glands which supply the skin with oil to
keep it soft and pliable. Skin specialists
will tell you that many skin eruptions can
often be traced to an over-secretion, of oil
from the sebaceous glands. As a result of

DON'T SPREAD INFECTION
BY SQUEEZ'NG
PIMPLES AND BLACKHEADS

Clinical reports state that many people squeeze out pim-
ples and blackheads with their fingers. This is unsanitary
and may lead to the spread of the infection. This abuse
may also inflame your skin and leave red welts and ugly
dooking blotches and bumps. As a resuit your face may
be covered with pimples and blemishes. Soon you'll be
sorry you ever squeered or picked at your skin by‘u;ing
¢his unscientific method to get rid of skin eruptions.

¢this over-secretion, more oil than is nor-
mally required by the skin is deposited on
the outside of the skin. Unless special care
is taken, this excessive oil forms an oily
coating which is a catch-all for all foreign
matter in the air. When dust, dirt, ling,
etc. become embedded into the tiny skin
openings and block them up, they can
cause the pores to become enlarged and
therefore even more susceptible to addi-
tional dirt and dust. These enlarged,
blecked up pores may form blackheads as
soon as they become infected and bring
you the worry, despair, embarrassment
and humiliation of pimples, blackheads
and other externally caused blemishes.

Hlustrated is a
microscopic repros
duction of abealthy
skin:

The sebaceous
glands are shown
as they project
through the many
layers of skin. In a
normal skin, the
openings of the
gland tubes are not
blocked and permit
the oil to flow free-
1y to the outside of
the skin.

DOCTORS RECOMMEND THIS TREATMENT
Physicians report two important ways to
control this condition: First, they pre-
scribe clearing the pores of clogging
matter; and second, inhibit the excessive
oiliness of the skin.

To help overcome these two condi-
tions, Scope Products’ research make
available two scientifically-tested formu-
fas that contain clinically proven ingredi-
ents. The first formula contains special
cleansing properties not found in ordinary
cold creams or skin cleansers.
Thoroughly, but gently, it re-
moved all surface scales, dried
sebaceous matter, dust, dirt and
debris—leaving your skin won-
derfully soft, smooth and recep-
tive to proper treatment. The
second formula acts to reduce
the excessive oiliness produced
by the overactive sebaceous
glands. Its active ingredients
also help prevent the spread of
infection by killing bacteria
often associated with externally
caused pimples, blackheads and
blemishes.

CAUSES OF PIMPLES AND
BLACKHEADS SEEN THROUGH
POWERFUL MICROSCOPE

s =5

COVERS UP UNSIGHTLY BLEMISHES
WHILE MEDICATION DOES ITS WORK

To remove the immediate embarrassment
of skin blemishes, Scope Medicated Skin
Formula helps conceal while it medicates!
Unlike many other skin preparations,
Scope Formula has a pleasant fragrance!
Imagine! The moment you apply the
Scope Treatment to your skin you can
instantly face the immediate present with
greater confidence in your appearance. At
the same time, you are sure that the medi-
cation is acting to remove externally
caused blemishes and helping to prevent
new ones. This “cover-up” action gives
you peace of mind. No longer need you
suffer from the feeling of self-conscious.
ness or inferiority. Make this your first
step in the direction of a clear complexion
and skin that’s lovable to kiss and touch!

SATISFACTION GUARANTEED OR
DOUBLE YOUR MONEY BACK

We make this guaranteed offer because so
many users of Scope Medicated Skin For-
mula have written us telling how it
helped to clear up their complexion. We
want you to try the Scope Double Treat-
ment at our risk. Just a few minutes of
your time each day can yield more grati-
fying results than you ever dreamed pos-
sible! If you are not delighted in every
way by the improved condition and gen-
eral appearance of your skin IN JUST 10
DAYS, simply return the unused portion
and we will refund not just the price you
paid — but DOUBLE YOUR MONEY
BACK! You have everything to gain ...
and we take all the risk! We want all
teen-agers, men and women of all ages to
get a fresh, new glowing cutlook on life.
We want you to be the inviting social per-
sonality you might be and to help you
reach highest success possible in business,
Now you can give yourself new hope and
bring back that happy joyous feeling of
confidence, poise and popularity!

NOW YOU CAN GET THE SCOPE
2.-WAY “COVER.UP” ACTION AND
MEDICATED SKIN TREATMENT
IMMEDIATELY WITHOUT DELAY!

Just send your name and address to
SCOPE PRODUCTS CO., Dept. DA-2
1 Orchard Street, New York, N. Y. Be
sure to print clearly. By return mail we
will ship the Scope treatment to you in a
plain package. When postman delivers the
package, pay only $1.98 plus postage. Or
send $2.00 now and we pay postage. No
matter which way you order, you have a
DOUBLE REFUND GUARANTEE.
Dcn’t delay, send for the Scope Medicated
Skin treatment with its special “cover-up”
action . . . today! Sorry no Canadian of
foreign C.0.D.’S.
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Some warriors, of course, were slain

. in battle. Then did a squaw inflict

punishment upon her body. The more

~ she punished herself, the greater the

love and regard she had held for her
warrior husband.

A sharp knife would slash her
breasts. Porcupine quills would be
jabbed into her and punched under her
skin. When a number of warriors had
fallen the squaws involved would
many times tear up their wigwams and
move to a seperate camp. There they
would punish thetr bodies and wail
and tear at the earth.

One old buffalo hunter said, “Man,
onct them Sieux had a camp of squaws
miles long—they was whupped by the
Blackfoot aroun’ Signal Butte. You
could hear fee-males hollerin’ an’ car-
ryin’ on for miles. *T’'was a terrible
thing to hear, I tell you.”

White Elk was married now. He
had taken a bride in a simple savage
ceremony. She was his wife, his slave.
He in turn was toughening-up his
first son. One night the child wailed
and kept him awake. “Take him to the
river, squaw; pour cold water over
him until he stops.”

“Maybe he sick?”

“Take him to the river.”

The wife had no other choice than
to take the squealing infant to the
river. It was fall of the year and cold
enough to freeze the rim ice. She
poured water over the child, using a
buffalo-bladder as a cup. The baby
bawled louder. White Elk did not
even go to the door of his tepee. When
the squaw returned, the child was cold
and blue—but he was not crying.

“He be big warrior some day,”
White Elk said. .

Apparently he was not worried
about the child’s chances of pulling-
through and living. I the baby died,
he died; he would die because he was
weak—and weakness had no place in
the scheme of things. The unfit died;

simple, earthy. He, White Elk, bad

WESTERN ROMANCES

been raised on that principle. His
race needed warriors, streng warriors.

Very few bucks died a peaceful
death.

WHITE ELK, history records, died
in battle. =

He was then about fifty, and his
speed and agility had decreased some-
what, falling before the encroaching of
old Father Time, _

One fall day, when the wind was
chilly, he rode down a slope and came
to a small creek. Here lay a Black-
foot youth who drank from the stream.
White Elk untied his battle-axe from
its holster and dismounted.

The Blackfoot had his war-axe ly-
ing beside him.

White Elk sneered, squatted, and
waited for the Dlackfoot to finish
drinking. The Blackfoot studied him
with insolence in his dark eyes. “You
are not thirsty, Cheyenne dog?”

“T want water, but I will not drink
while a Blackfoot coyote spoils the
stream.”

The Blackfoot’s youthful face went
strong with dark anger. “I have never
let my war-axe taste Cheyenne bloed,”
the Blackfoot said; “I think the time
has come.”

Both meunted, for a brave would
not fight on foot. They wheeled their
ponies, they rode toward ene another;
the autumn sun glistened on cold
steel. Their ponies were trained for
battle—they were nimble, quick, in-
telligent. But yeuth was with the
Blackfoot, and when the Cheyennes
found White Elk, the Blackfoot’s axe
had split the warrior’s skull. And the
the Blackfoot had scalped White Elk.

They tried to track the lone Black-
foot, but he was wily and resourceful;
they lost his track. ©ne warrior re-
turned to the Cheyenne village and
told White Elk’s squaw about her hus-
band’s death.

The squaw started her wailing.
the fit-lived. That was the philosophy: = '

<
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Why We Want 00
"MURDER BY THE BOOK"

Rex Stout’s Latest and Greatest
MYSTERY NOVEL for qnly

e

Murder stalked Manhattan, and
even that magnificent fat su- -
persleuth, Nero Wolfe, felt
helpless. First there was the

ravishing beauty. who was lured
to a horrible death by a man who
offered her $20.00 an hour just
to talk! Was this same killer+se-
sponsible for the young typist
who “fell” from a high window
and the pathetic, broken body
that floated in the Hudson Riv-
er? Nero alone knew these mur-
ders had the same cause...a
fantastic unpublished manu-
seript. But—what was in that
death document, and how many
more people would pay with
their lives for reading it? Don't
miss this top thriller!

Homicide called this girl's death
suicile—but Nero knew she was
thrown into the street...and
that ™ for some frightful reason
she was strangled beforehand!

NO STRINGS ATTACHED!

10:

WE JUST WANT TO TELL YOU

ABOUT THE DOLLAR MYSTERY GUILD!

Vll‘ you let us send you a

full-size, hard-bound copy
of Rex Stout’s brand-new
Nero Wolfe thriller (publish-
er’'s price, $2.50)- for just ONE
DIME? You do not have to
join the Dollar Mystery Guild
now or ever; all we want is
an opportunity to tell you
how this amazing club offers
vou separately-bound, full-
size new mysteries at the un-
believably low price of just
31.00 each—at the same time
they. are retailing for $2.50,
$3.00 or more! And—we want
to tell you how you can get
five more big mystery novels
as a FREE gift!

How The Guild Operates

Each month the editors of
the Guild select TWO mys-
teries  which ~are *tops” in
suspense, drama, brilliant de-
tection and sheer “unguessa-

bility”. Sometimes they offer
yYou the work of extremely
talented newcomers; more

often they choose novels by
such authors as Erle Stanley
Gardner, Rex Stout, Agatha
Christie, Ellery Queen, Carter
Dickson. Members buy only
the books they want, but are
always offered the cream - of
the latest mystery novels—
and get them delivered to their
homes for “only $1.00 each!

Mail Coupon With 10c Today

But—we’d like to  tell our
story at greater length. That’s
why you are invited to ac-
cept yvour copy of “Murder by
the Book” for just 10c! In the
same package with your book
we will enclose® full descrip-
tive literature -about the Dol-
lar Mystery Guild. All we ask
is that you return the pre-
paid postcard telling us wheth-
er or not you wish to join.
That’s all; you are not ob-
ligated to join the club now
or later. But—send for your
copy of “Murder by the Book”
before our stock is exhausted.
Mail the coupon—today!

.THE DOLLAR MYSTERY GUILD ® GARDEN CITY NEW YORK

Mail Thns Coupon

et S i

l“MURDER BY THE BOOK”. . yours for only 10¢|

I THE DOLLAR MYSTERY GUILD |
Dept. 4DA, Garden City, N. Y.

I Please send me a copy of the above book, for which I enclose 10c. Also send me I
complete information about the Dollar Mystery Guild. After examini the 0
and reading the information about the club, I will return the prep po:rca'd
enclosed, telling you whether or not I wish to join. I understand that I am not
obligated to join now or later; the decision is entirely up to me and the eony of

I ‘““Murder by the Book ’ is mine to keep for oniy I0c in any event. l
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