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THIS IS HARD

BUT THIS IS EASY

~ AND THIS IS
MIGHTY WONDERFUL

SuURE, you bélieve in saving.

But it’s hard to take cash out of your pocket,
time out of your day, to do it regularly.

The sure way, the easy way to do your-
saving is to get started on an automatic sav-
ings plan with U. S. Savmgs Bonds. Like
this . .

1. If you're on a payroll, sign up in the
Payroll Savings Plan, then forget it. From
then on the money saves itself—so much
per week, or so much per month.

2. If you're not on a payroll, sign up at
your bank for the Bond-A-Month Plan.
You decide how much to put into bonds,
your bank does the rest.

In just ten years after you start buying
bonds, your money starts coming back to you
—%4 for every $3 you put in.

And remember—any time you need your
money for emergencies, you can get it back
in minutes without losing interest.

Automatic saving is sure saving—U.S. Savings Bonds

Contributed by this magazine in co-operation with the
Magazine Publishers of America as a public service.
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By HERY LoNg

Billy Forrest was the ome with Colt-
magic and muscles of stecl, but the
rongehogs thought it was his brother
Clem who did ol the fighting . . .

hese to F

always belting somebody. Some-

# body was always saying some-

%thing, like calling somebody a stinking

Chink, or @ stinking Mex, and Clem
would do something about it.

Like-the day at the Diamond Star, the
only saloon in Presby. Presby was a
pretty good town, most folks would have
said, as falsefront towns went, it only
had the one small saloon, and it had &
church, sand a2 legally elected sheriff, but
Clem Forrest claimed it was a pretty
rotten town.

Clem was thinking about that again
the day at the Diamond Star. How Presby
was a comparatively respectable cowbtown

CLEM was the oldest one. Clem was




and all that, but it was still rotten. A
town that had leading citizeng that called
people stinking Chinks or stinking Mexes,
Clem claimed was a rotten town,

Alton Morgan had come into the Dia-
mond Star. Not for a drink, oh no. Alton
Morgan was one of the biggest cattlemen
on thig range. He was one of the pillars
of the town. Alton Morgan came into the
Diamond Star, and he squinted hard in
the darkness of the place after the flat
slab of dezzling sunlight that lay up and

™Lot's . make a run for it!"
Clem shouted. "li's our only

- chapce!”

down the main street, and when the spots
had jumped away from in front of his
eyes finally and he’d found Ed Graham,
the bartender, down at the far end of the
bar, he growled:

“Who's bringing all - the stinking
Chinks into Presby, Ed? Are you and
your crowd in here bringing them in?
We don’t want any stmkmg Chinks in
Presby.”

Ed Grabam had a sort of amorphous
face and his lips were in a sert of per-
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manent pout which stuck out farther
when he said something. He took another
wipe at the bar he’d been washing and
he said:

“T don’t know what you mean, Mr.
Morgan, my crewd in here. I ain’t got
no crowd in here—"’

Morgan gave his head and mouth an
impatient twist. He made another clearer
rotion with his head toward the two or
three customers who were at the tables,
a motion that also included Clem Forrest,
who had his long fingers around a whis-
key glass down around the bend in the
bar.

“These hangers-on that are always in
here drinking,” Morgan said loudly,
“what do they do for a living? Gamble,
probably—"

“We don’t allow no gambling in the

Diamond Star, you know that, Mr. Mozx-
gan,” Ed Graham interposed.

“All right, they don’t gamble. That’s
just what I’'m saying, what do they do
for a living? Bring in these stinking
Chinks, that’s what they do!”

Alton Morgan fastened his fierce gaze
on Clem Forrest when he said this. His
eyes had become fully accustomed to the
darkness of the saloon, and he had rec-
ognized Clem and a savage gleam of sat-
isfaction had come into his eyes.

One of the men at the tables had got
unsteadily to his feet and burbled:

“] take issue with that remark o
yourn, misgter. 1 ain’t never been no
gamblin’ man, mister—"

“Shut up!”

Morgan had barked the order at the
man but had returned his gaze imme-
diately to Clem Forrest.

LEM had been looking at Alton
Morgan ever since Morgan had
come in. Clem had not taken his fingers
from around his whiskey glass on the
bar and he had not taken his eyes off
Alton Morgan.

As if he couldn’t wait any longer for
the response he had tried to stir in Clem
Forrest, Morgan suddenly snarled at
Clem:

“I'li wager, Clem Forrest, that you're ~

the gent who’s been importin’ the Chinks!
You're always goin’ around blabbin’ a
lot of loco blab, T'll wager you found
those Chinks squattin’ out in the hills
an’ you invited them to make themselves
at home in Presby!” Morgan sucked in
a breath and went on fiercely: “Probably
you even been feedin’ ’em! Somebody’s
been feedin’ ’em, because ain’t nobody
in Presby would hire ’em, an’ livin’ in
that shack down at the end of town like
they been doin’, they sure ain’t got a
great deal of dinero!”

Usually Morgan kept his talk fairly
high-tone, but when he got riled, he fel!
into the dialect of the cow-nurse, which
Alton Morgan had thirty years before
been, before his eclimb to wealth and
power., '

“Presby ain’t going to stand much
more of your foolishness, Forrest!” Mor-
gan screamed on when Clem did not re-
ply, for his voice had indeed reached now
and then the pitch of a scream. “The
people of Presby are gettin’ fed up to
the gills with your damn drunken blab-
bin’, I'm tellin’ you!”

Ed Graham stood there as though
paralyzed in the middle of a wipe at the
bar. He’d never seen Morgan take on
like this. He’d known that Morgan did
not take very kindly to Clem Forrest,
due mainly to the fact that Clem Forrest
bucked practically every civic “reform”
that Morgan backed, explosing it always
in a very loud voice for the self-interest-
ed play that it always was, but this looked
like something new, like Morgan was
dead set finally on an all-out showdown
with Clem. '

Ed Graham guiped to clear his dry
throat and began: “Ain’t no call to take
on 8o, Mr. Morgan—" ’

“Shut up! You'll keep your face out
of this!” Morgan had actually blown Ed
Graham back on his heels with the fury
of this blast,

Clem Forrest -spoke then. Not tensely,
not in any timing with this thing at all;
he spoke simply as if an idea relative
to it had just at that moment occurred
to him and he had simply expressed it.

“In one breath you say %hat we Dia-
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mond Star hangers-on are making our
livings bringing in stinking Chinks,”
Clem Forrest said, “and in the next
breath you say that nobody in Presby
would hire them. And in still another
breath you say that we Diamond Star
hangers-on make our living gambling,
when there hasn’t been any gambling
allowed in Presby for over three years.
You don’t make much sense, Morgan.
Befeore you decide to go out and shoot
off your head like this, you ought to try
to think out what you're going to say a
little better.”

“I'll make sense, TForrest!” Morgan
velled, leaning toward Clem threaten-
ingly. “You don’t need to worry about
me making sense! I'll make gense, plenty
of senge, when I call a meeting of the
decent folks in this town and show them
that it’s time you were run out of this
town for good, Forrest!”

Clem kept on .observing Morgan. He
looked down at his whiskey glass, turned
it a bit in his fingertips and lifted it and
tossed it off quickly.

“Look at yuh! Standin’ there in the
middle of the day soppin’ up whiskey!”
Morgan’s verbal attack was moving him,
as though on its momentum, ever closer
to Clem Forrest. “The decent folks of
this town’ll dump you an’ them stinkin’
Chinks into a freighter an’ ride you out
of town so fast you won’t know what
hit you! I'll make plenty of sense before
I’m through with you, Forrest!”

O that was how it built up. Actually,

it wasn’t the build-up that mattered.
Anybody who had seen Clem Forrest
around would have known that the thing
was set from the first time Alton Mox-
gan uttered “stinking Chinks”; Clem
Forrest never let that remark pass un-
attended.

Clem Forrest’s big right fist was sud-
denly in the middle of Alton Morgan’s
wrath-twisted face like a bolt of light-
ning. Nobody really saw Clem come
around the end of the har, nobody could
have been sure that he saw Clem’s fist
arrive, ,

The first Bd Graham and the men at

the tables knew, Alton Morgan was leaw-
ing the Diamond Star through the bag
wings hind end to. And Clem 7orrest was
bringing his big fist down from up near
the ceiling somewhere, where the terrifie
uppercut had practically taken it.

Alton Morgan bounced down the
veranda steps backwards like a wet bale
of hay.

Ed Graham’s mouth hung open, so that
it seemed to hang lower than his chin.

The three men at the tables were on
their feet walching Morgan leave.

Clem Forrest said, “There is a really
fow gent.”

Alton Morgan’s stetson was still roll-
ing-in the dust of the street. Alton Mor-
gan’s guns dumped half out of their
holsters as he came to rest at the foot
of the veranda steps.

D FORREST was the second eldest
Forrest boy, and Billy Forrest was
the kid. ’

A person would not have thought this
was the order of their seniority if a
person had seen Ed and Billy waiting
there at the Forrest place that evening.

Because young Billy was the one wear-
ing the deepest frown, and Ed was stand-
ing there in the doorway just behind
Billy locking more like Clem’s father
must have looked back in the days when
Clem used to come home after a particu-
larly wild stretch along the dark trails.
than like Clem’s next younger brother.

Clem was the tallest one. He had the
typical Forrest long, creased face, like
their father and grandfather and great-
grandfather, and the beginning of bald-
ness that made his high forehead lonk
still higher. And a wide, flat mouth.

Ed Forrest was the one who looked
least like a Forrest. He had a kind of
lop-sided face, as though he’d perhaps
originally had good features but a steer
had given him a good kick since, which
a steer might indeed have done.

And Billy Forrest looked like the peo-
ple on their mother’s side. He was the
good-looking one. His big brown eyes,
in fact, put him in danger, when he was
a button, of being a pretiy boy, and Billy
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had been at paing ever gince to disprove
anything this might have indicated to
anybody by becoming a dead shot with
gixguns in both hands and building up
under hig rather soft tanned skin muscles
of steel.

Gld Dan Forrest had not worried about
his three sons carrying on the Forrest
piace when he had died. His wife dying
had taken a stiff cut out of old Dan,
and he had moved on certainly much soon-
er than he might have otherwise, but
Dan had not goune feeling any concern for
hig heirs: they, had been clearly implied
in Dan’s smile just before he died, were
an all-right crew of lads; he had shaken
each of their hands in those last minutes.

And that he gave no firmer, no longer
handshake to any one of the boys than
to either of the others, had been signifi-
cant; for Dan had never known a feel-
ing of favoritism for one of his sons aver
either of the others; he had never felt
that he would leave the place in the hands
of any one of them, to take over his place
a8 head of the house. For the Forrest
boys actually set in reverse the usual or-
der of seniority in a family, with Billy
the youngest yet the most serious of the
three, with Ed the second eldest and cer-
tainly a steadier one than Clem, with
Clem the big brother of the family but
the wildest of the three. ...

“Nice going,” Ed greeted as Clem
stepped down off his sturdy palomino, but
Ed’s tone and his expression did not
give his words much literal meaning.
“¥ery nice going.”

Billy had given hig head a brief shake,
tightened in his lips.

“Boy,” he said through his tight lips,
“you're really starting to get hot now.”

Clem bent the furrows that went down
past his wide mouth out in sharp angles,
in a pleasant smile.

“Greetings, gentlemen,” he said.

Clem squeezed Billy’s arm as he went
past him up the steps of the veranda;
he smiled especially at Ed.

“Very nice going,” Ed repeated im
mweasured tones, and not showing the
least sign of returning Clem’s plessant

smile, and keeping his eyes steadily
on Clem. ,

LEM had gone directly to the kitchen.

He had reached down the big wood-

en box off the pantry shelf that he used
to deliver the food every evening to the
Chinese squatters, and he was already
stowing bacon and bread and coffee into
it, and he said quietly over hig shoulder:
“Where are eggs, BEd? As I remember

. it, you were the lad who set out our break-

fast this morning and put it away aft-
erwards.”

Ed was standing in the doorway of
the kitchen now. He was shaking his
head.

“You’ll do those poor devils a bigger
favor, Clem, if you go warn them to
clear out of Presby this very night. Food
isn’t all a man needs to stay alive, you
know.”

Clem took a big bowl and looked
toward Ed.

“The eggs, lad. All I want to know is
where you cached the eggs.”

“Clem,” Ed went on almost before Clem
had- finished his brief sentence, “Mor-
gan isn’t going to play around this time,
The town's in an uproar, which for some
reason you don’t zeem to be aware of,
After Morgan came to, he—"

Clem had ducked out the back door,
beyond what Ed congidered earshot. But

"Ed stood there in the kitchen waiting

for Clem to come back in.

Billy was lighting a cigaretie tensely
in the big room. He ghook out the match
tensely and he tossed it into the fireplace.
When he stopped his eyes from reaming
around reflectively, he set them steadily
gazing through the kitchen door.

Clem came back into the kitchen with
eggs lined up and down his forearm two
deep, grinning widely at Ed.

“Found a few myself. If you won’i talk,
lad, I’ll try to manage on my own.”

Ed rubbed one arm nervously with the
big hand of the other.

“Oh I'll talk all right. I'm talking right
now, and if you’ve got a brain cell left
in your head, you’ll listen to me—"

Billy had slammed his guirley into the
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freplace and he strode intoa the kitchen
too. ’

“Clem, for heaven’s sake! For heaven’s
sake, go tell those Chinamen to head for
gomewhere else while they’re still able,
and you take a trip somewhere for a
eouple weeks until this thing quiets down!
You can go arrange that cattle sale with
that gent in Grass City—"

“T did arrange that. That’s where I was
this afternoon,” Clem said quietly, eas-
ing the eggs down his arm off the end
of his long fingers into the crockery bowi
without cracking a single one.

“And while you were doing that,” Ed.

shouted, “Alton Morgan was screaming
his head off up and down Presby de-
manding that you and the Chinamen be
run out of town on a rail! FPm telling
you, Clem, this isn’t funny! Morgan is
going to come after you this time, and
rot with a bunch of threats! He’s got
plenty of townsmen behind him—1"”’

“I can believe that,” Clem humphed.
He tucked the box of food under bis
armx and turned to face Ed and Billy,
who blocked his way. “And now, gentle-
men, if you will allow me—"

Billy’s. face was bloated purple.

He began in a terrible, trembling
voice: ‘“You — plain — damned — fool —
youl”

Clem’s face became serious, not ae-
tively so but serious, for the first time.

*Look, Billy,” he said. “You don’t lick
a thing like this by running out on it
when the showdown comes. These lads
I'm taking this food to will run into the
same thing wherever they go, you know
that—and maybe somewhere else they
wou't have anybody to give them a hand.”
He paused for a split moment. Then he
added: “Here they have us.”

“Oh no they haven’t got us/”” Ed filled
im fast. “Oh no! Billy and me ain’t com-
mitting suicide just because we got a
ioco brother who thinks it would be a
goed idea for us all to commit suicide
im a nice, little, cozy family group! Oh
now i’

Billy gritted: “Oh no is right!”

Clem’s calm grey eyes vested for a

few moments on Billy’s purple-with-rage
features and on Ed’s agitated mien.
After that interval Clem said quietly:
“Qkay, then they have me.” He smiled in
one corner of his mouth. “Out of my
way, gentlemen.” :
Aectually Ed and Billy did not maove.
Actuyally Clem went past them sideways.
“Thank you, gentlemen,” Clem said.
Out on the veranda he added in a slight-

Ty louder tone: “PHt be back in about

an hour.”

YHE graybeard roared. And when
this. oldster roared, it was decidedly
that. He was slumped back in the big
wood-and-leather chair in the corumer of
the big kitchen, he was half sliding out
of the chair, and he roared.

Kitty was standing in the doorway of
the kitchen fingering a braided lariat,
and she sort of half smiled, and looked
down at the lariat, and lock uncertainu-
Iy up at Alton Morgan.

Morgan had finally whirled on the
graybeard. Morgan had been all over the
house all afternoon, inventorying guns,
bullets, gun-belts, long rifles. He had
called in all hig riders and sent them to
all corners of his place, “to be ready in
case of reprisals.” And then he had not
said much, after that first purple speech.

He had looked funny to old Gary Mor-
gan, and old Gary had been at no paiuns
to conceal his amusement. He had looked
funny thundering around looking out of
his one good eye and the almost closed
other eye. He still looked funny to old
Gary, and the graybeard was not very
disturbed when Alton whirled on him in
unbridled rage.

“Shut up! —you damned whinnying
old parasite goat!” Alton eyed the oid
man with his one good eye, and the ef-
fect was particularly fierce.

Then Alton added: “If you weren't
my owa kin, I’d have the mob freight you
out of town along with the damned
Chinks and that Forrest fooll™

“Oh father!” Kitty said to that.

“Shut up! Yow'll keep yosur mouth shut
anyway!"” .

Kitty reddened, and she turned and left
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the room. She went outside and she au-
tomatically walked toward the corral,
and abruptly she entered the corral and
moved her animal out. She threw hersgelf
up over its flank easily, and she rode
out of the yard slowly. ’

She wasn’t sure why she did this. It
wasn’t simply a matter of her fecling
she was too old now to be treated like
a kid in pigtails. It wasn’t that she was
annoyed at the way her father was
carrying on about the squatters and
Clem Forrest. It was perhaps these, but
it was certainly more. It was perhaps a
great many things coming to a head.

In any case, Kitty Morgan knew that
she wanted to get away from her father’s
household at that moment. She wanted to
do some thinking, she decided, though
she was not sure what it was she want-
ed 0 think about. There were things she
felt she had to get straightened out in
her mind. . . .

“My father laughs at me, my daughter
walked out on me!” Alton Morgan was
raging. “Well, it’s a good thing for this
ecountry that I'm big enough not to need
my family behind me!”

He went out the front door leaning
forward determinedly, and he yanked his
horse out of the corral and he dumped
2 saddle on the animal, and moments
later he was racing down the trail toward
town. i

He swung off in front of the hotel. The
main street always got a quiet look at
dusk, but this evening there was more
than quietness, there was tenseness.
Folks were all off the street at this hour
usually, but both women and men could
be seen this evening lurking in doorways,
watching the hotel warily.

HE men who were in on Morgan's

play had been riding into town from
nearby ranches and hitching at the hotel
rack for the past hour. A half dozen of
them were on the veranda when Morgan
stomped up the steps, a full dozen were
inside in the lobby in an eddying cloud
of cigarette and cigar smoke.
. “We'll go out around by my place,”
Morgan growled as he eutered tne lobby.

“Any of you who want a spare gun or
some extra ammunition can take it
there.” Morgan paused in the middie of
the lobby and he turned half around ic
survey the assembled company. “Okay,”
he said, a little self-conseious with the
thing as were all the men there, ¥i¢
everybody set?” ) o

“All get, Alton,” said one of the
smaller ranchers who plainly enjoyed
mouthing the first name of so important
a local figure as Alton Morgan. He was 2
wiry, narrow-faced gent, and he had
been talking up this thing ever sinee
Morgan had ridden from ranch to ranch,
personally, that afternoon and announced
the time had come for action.

The men assembled ranged from this
narrow-faced little gent to the big bluff
rancher standing in the far corner of
the lobby over beside the safe, and
these gentlemen marked the extremes of
the self-consciousness that pervaded the
group: the wiry little gent was hardly un-
comfortable at all, he was thoroughly
interested in working on this thing, in
taking orders from Alton Morgan and
going the whole way with him; the big
bluff gent was constantly shifting his
feet with unease and uncertainty, for
he’d come on to the hotel at the appoint-
ed hour not from much conviction about
the Chinamen and -Clem Forrest but
rather because he didn’t have much con-
viction about much of anything, only
about making his ranch prosper and
working with the right people there-
fore, so that he’d always have the best
possible chance of making his raneh
prosper.

And half of those in between were
hired hands who might or might noi
have had any convictions but who first of
all siraply obeyed their boss’ orders.

It was when Alton Morgan swung and
stemped back out onto the veranda that
he saw the rider coming into the town
up at the high end. With the sun at
the stranger’s back, he was no more tharn
a glowing silhouette, but even so there
was that about him that immediately
arrested Morgan’s restless gaze,

The stranger was riding in quile
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slowly. Morgan stopped in his tracks at

the top of the veranda steps and he nar-
rowed his eyes to better study the
stranger.

The folks in the doorways had seen
the stranger now too. Their gaze had
moved from the hotel to the far end of
town, and they too were narrowing their
ayes now against the last rays of the
sun to get a better view of the man. . ...

UT what is perhaps needed at this

point is knowledge of certain events
that occurred both simultaneously with
and subsequent to the incident between
Alton Morgan and Clem Forrest at the
Diamond Star.

A rider had stepped down at the hitch-
rack, for example, just at the moment
when Morgan was ranting the loudest
at Clem. The man had stocd there and
listened. He had covered this crudely
by roiling and lighting a quirley.

Alton Morgan’s hat had eventually
roiled within inches of his boot-toe as
he stood there. He had debated picking up
Morgan’s hat, or helping Morgan to his
feet, but townsfolk had rushed too quick-
iy to do those things.

The man was glad of this a moment
iater. Because he was thus able to step
up onto his horse again and ride out of
town again quite unnoticed.

This was not the same man that rode
into Presby later. The man who rode into
Presby that evening was this rider’s
leader. . . .

“Morgan, to my way of thinkin’, ain’t
goin’ tuh take that layin’ down,” the
rider had said to his leader when he
reached their badlands hidecut.

Bailey Fowler had listened to his
henchman’s story of the Morgan-Forrest
saloon incident quietly. He looked at the
gunman carefully. He saw the canniness
come into the gunman’s eyes, and he
knew the gunman had a special idea
about thig thing. Bailey Fowler had been
considering for some time now making
this youngster his right-hand man, be-
}muge the kid was not only better than
average with a gun but he had a head
am him. :

“So what,” Bailey Fowler said softly,
“does that mean to us?”

“Look. What’s been keeping yuh from
takin’ over this country. Knowin’ that
if yuh attacked Morgan, the law would
back him, every rancher in the state
would back him, even the U.S. would
mebbeso send in a marshal.”

“SO?"

“So here’s your chance to attack Mor-
gan inside the law. Civil war, it would
be. Half the country backin’ allowin’ the
Chinamen to stay, half the country back-
in’ ridin’ the Chinamen out.” The kid
was shaking out a match he’d just put
to a quirley and he was squinting elab-
orately through the smoke. “Morgan—"
the kid resumed, letting out a first long
exhale to one side “—is backin’ ridin’ the
Chinamen out, so we’d be backin’ seein’
them stay.” ) )

The edge of a smile had ridged Bailey
Fowler’s lips during this recital, It did
not change now, but it did seem to spread
to his eyes.

He said, “That iz a very smart idea,
son.” He gave the smile full play now,
favored the kid with it generously. *A
very smart idea.”

7g\HUS it was that Bailey Fowler rode

into Presby this evening. And that,
to - Alton Morgan and the townsfolk,
Fowler looked like a stranger in the sil-
houette the setting sun cast on him. For
Bailey Fowler was not well known ‘in
Presby. He’d brought his owlhoot crew
up from the border nearly a year before,
but he’d kept himself and his men out
in the hills to the south of the town, with
the exception of an occasional Satlii'day
night foray into the saloon, when. the
swollen crowd and the smoke and hilarity
made anonymity easy.

This pasear north was to be Bailey
Fowler’s graduation into the big-time.
He’d scavengered the brimstone territory
for ten years, learning his trade, anmg
there he’d built up his crew. And then
the time had come when Fowler chose to
move north into the grasslands. He no
longer wanted to rustle a few mavericks,
raid a traillown bank, strip a traveler
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or a homesteader or a hopeful rancher
of his meager starting stake. Bailey
Fowler wanted to be a range king. His
fathor had been a big-time gambler; un-
til they’d dragged him off to boothill
back-shot, and from him Bailey Fowler
had inherited a fast gunhand and a
smooth tongue,

But he had waited, earefully. He had
studied the lay of things, and he’d
watched for the chance to move in that
he knew would have to come sooner or
later. Bailey Fowler was not going to
roar hell-for-leather into Presby and test
the guns of hig horde against all the
steel that would inevitably be raised
against him. When Bailey Fowler finally
rode in to take Presby, he wanted the
deck stacked.

The deck looked stacked to him
now. . . . : :

“And who are you?”’ Alton Morgan
thundered in strangely emphatic tones
at Bailey Fowler when the outlaw stepped
down at the hotel hitchrack. For some-
how Morgan did not like this gent's ar-
rival at this moment. He knew the man
was no local rancher of his ken, and he
wanted no intrusion on the hair-trigger
temper of this play he’d whipped the
ranchers up to. .

Bailey Fowler put one black-shiny-
booted foot on the bottom step of the
veranda. He smiled thinly up at Morgan,
a8 he leaned theatrically forward on the
propped knee,

“T hear tell you and your friends are
planning to run Clem Forrest off this
range, along with the Chinamen who've
rmoved in dewn at the end of town. I just
wanted to warn you, Mr. Morgan, that
(lem Forrest and the Chinamen have
got friends.”

Morgan’s eyes had started to narrow
at the outset of this speech, and they
were almost tight shut at its conclusion.

“What friends?” Morgan snapped, but
over & mement’s hesitation. “His old man
had friends on this range, but he’s lost
all of them with his loco antics. Even hig
own brothers won't back him in a show-
down, Il wager!”

Bailey Fowler held his thin smile, held

his aslant look on Morgan’s eyes. The
outlaw sensed the townfolk’s holding
quiet up and down the street, to better
hear this, he saw the ranchers move out
onto the veranda, and he knew this was
the moment to lay the firm foundation
he wanted to build future events on.

“In the heat of your excitement, Mr.
Morgan, I'm afraid you've forgotten just
how big Presby range has grown. Maybe
once you were a powerful figure in this
country, and maybe even now some of
the local foliis jump when you crack your
whip. But net all of the folks jump, Mr.
Morgan, not all of them let you do their
thinking tor them.

“So like 1 say, whether you know it
or not, Mr. Morgan, seme of the folks on
this range figure that those Chinamen
have as much right to live in Presby as
anybody else—and they’re ready to back

Fthat idea with guns.”

Alton Morgan tightened in his lips on

his teeth. His pale blue eyes widened

briefly and then narrowed again. “Sc
Clem Forrest taught you one of his pretty
little sermons, and sent you here to say
it for him, eh,” he said softly. “Friends,
yvou say he’s got, eh. Well, I happen to
know every man who lives honestly om
Presby range,” Morgan had suddenly
raised his voice to a shout, “and yow're
not one of them, stranger! I'll tell you
what you are—you're a hired-gun that
Clem Forrest has brought in to fight his
battles for him! He’s brought in China-
men, and now he’s bringing in owl-
hooters!

“Well, chew on this, stranger. We ex-
pected Clem Forrest to pull something
like hiring-on backshooters, and we're
ready for him and for anybody who bar-
ricades up beside him! You can tell For-
rest he’s done on Presby—and if you
got an cunce of senge, stranger, you’ll
ride out now in one piece instead of
forcin’ the men of Presby to wheel your
carcass out in the same freighter with
Forrest and his Chinamen!”

Neither Bailey Fowler’s thin smile nor
hig position on the bottom step changed.
He was a graceful man, and the soft grey
Sietson and the silky tan trousers he
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wore emphagized the relaxed ines of him.
He said, “You can't say now that you
weren't warned, can you, Mz, Morgan.”

T was the first few bullets that saved
A Clem Forrest and. his Chinese com-
panions. They were like the startlingly
hard opening drops of a sudden late sum-
mer shower, that give a man the moment
he needs to duck for cover before the
downpeur is upon him.

So when the flat hot lead barrage tove
through the flimsy shack it smashed
harmlessly over the thrown-prostrate
bodies of Clem and the others. A concen-
tration of bullets, as though purposely,
tore through the carton of food on the
table that stood at the wall that was
taking the broadside attack. An egg,
released thus from the box, rolled toward
the edge of the table, stepped as it
touched a hunk of wood that a bullet
chipped up directly in front of it, then
blasted to nothing as another bullet took
it fuil on. .

Clem’s eyes had fastened fascinated
on this detail, as though it were some-
how the core of the terrible thing that
was happening. Fou Sun, a good-looking
smooth-faced young man, studied Clem’s
face for an answer. A bullet whined
nasally off an iron pot hanging on the
far wall. Another bullet hit the center
of it bul’’s-eye, and Clem knew from the
vicious hardness of the blow that the
barrage was being laid down with .30-
30’s. Yes, Clem thought litterly, Alton
Morgan had enough of the rifles in his
back room to arm every man on Presby
range twice around. Clem had seen the
wali-long rack of the guns the one time
he’d been in Morgan’s house.

The other three Chinese were older
than Fou Sun. Their faces were drawn
into gullies, and their eyes carried the
empty bleakness of men who have known
little comfort and no family warmth.
Yet they smiled at Clem when he looked
at them. One of them had dived under
the table. The other had arrived some-

what foolishly under the double-tiered

bunks, so that his head was under the
sideloard but fthe rest of him was

gprawled exposed. The third was simply
flat on the floor in the middle of the
room beside Fou Sun and Clem.

Fou Sun said, “We should have gone,
Clem.” His voice had a very polite tone.
Fou Sun was the educated one of the
group; he had read a great deal in Eng-
lish, he’d teld Clem, and he’d read aloud
much of the time, ana this had given
him what sometimes sounded like an
over-precise grasp of the language.

“Should have gone,” the one with his
head under the bunk echoed.

The fury of the barrage abruptly in-
creased, to a point where Clem winced,
He said to Fou Sun:

“That’s what you've always done. That
never got you anywhere.”

“No, but at least then there was ne
trouble.”

Clem said, “Are you afraid, Fou Sun?”
= “Of course not, Clem. It is only that—"

“Then this time you’re staying.” Clem
peered through narrowed eyes at the
wall through which the steel was ham-
mering. “It’s funny, I know Alton Mor-
gan is a fool-—but somehow 1 wouldn’t
nave figured he’d have done it this way.”

“The people of Presby must be furi-
ous indeed on the question of our re-
maining on their range,” Fou Sun said,
also peering at the terribly riddled wall.

Clem was suddenly moving sidewise
in a crab-like motion toward the door
in the wall nearest him.

“Well, if they're starting this way,”
he gritted, “they’ll follow it with
torches.” He reached the door and looked
back at the others. “So this is what we
do. I make a run for my horse, which
should make them think that the rest
of you are dead and bring them hot on
my trail. At which time, you lads duck
out the other door and make it as fast
as you can for your old cave in the hilis.”

LEM eased up off the floor into a
crouch, fitted his long fingers care-

fully around the smooth-worn door han-
dle, tried the clearance of the door across
the warped floor boards. Then he’d flung
the door wide and hurtled outside. He
ran in a half crouch, but remained suffi-
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ciently upright to insure his being plain=
Iy seen in the shaft of light that cut
across the dark night from the doorway.

Clem had taken no more than a half-
dozen steps along the path of the
radiance, though, when it suddenly
winked out. The powdersmoke barrage,
intended as it was to mow down men,
had not struck at first up near the lamp
that hung from a rafter of the shack;
but now a bullet had evidently caught it.

A curse crossed Clem’s lips at this;
for it was a clear, starry night, with not
a wisp of cloud in the sky, and on such
a night, Clem knew, the dark was so
solid that a man could not see hig hand
in front of his face. He could never draw
off the attackers now if they had not
gseen him break from the shack—

A grim smile bit off the imprecation
a split-second later as Clem felt the brush
of a bullet along his cheek. And as he
groped forward in the solid blackness,
the sound of sudden hoofs came to his
ears, and the crackle of gunfire subsided
abruptly to a few scattered shots.

As Clem neared the mesquite concen-
tration among which he’d ground-tied his
horse, he ran in a near crawl, in an effort
to find the gilhouette of his animal’s
head against the horizon. Kicking into
the brush, he quickly circled to put the
glow of the town behind where he fig-
ured the horse should be. '

He didn’t swing aboard the palomino a
moment too soon. He had barely found
the saddle with his hand when the riders
were crashing through the brush all
around him. One of them smashed past
within feet of him. A voice that he
didn’t recognize came clearly, “We ain’t
never goin’ tuh locate the son in this—
here he 81”7

The town glow that had helped Clem
find his mount, he saw, had now sil-
houetted him momentarily for the speak-
er, and Clem whirled fast and headed
straight down the slope here. It was a
tricky game he had to play now, using
the radiance of the town and the black-
ness of the night in just the right pro-
portions. He must not let the xiders find
him—mnor must he let them lose him.

Far down this long gentle incline, almost
at its foot, the town was clustered; off to
the right Clem could hear the dull thud
of more approaching hoofs, coming from
the direction of the shack. The gunfire
had completely ceased now, and Clem
judged these new riders must likely be
all those who had not originally gone
after him. ;

Taking the econfusion of hoofbeats
above him and the shouted orders and
queries being flung back and forth be-
tween the two groups of men, as proof
that they had lost him again, Clem sud-
denly palmed his gun, blazed away three
times in the general direction of the con-
vening riders, heard an immediate re-
sponse: “That’s him!”

Then he waited, as his pursuers spilled
down the slope, firing as they came. And
when he fell that they had approached
near enough to again detect his sil-
houette, he made sure that they saw him
by triggering another bullet at them, and
then spurred hkard down the slope again.

And it was in this way that Clem
sustained the chase for the next hour, in
and out of the low hills and the timber
stands to the north of Presby, blasting
another bullet at the sound of hoofbeats
behind him when they seemed to be fall-
ing too far behind, spurring his fast
palomine and running away again when
the riders’ gunflame seemed to be winking
too close. Once a bullet ereased Clem’s
head, and he thought: They would grab
ai the litile bit of hair I've got left.

S he finally stepped down at his

heuse, though, the incredible vio-
lence of the thing eame wholly clear to
kim for the first time. He put a finger %o
the sticky welt on the side of his head
and frowned. How in the devil could Alton
Morgan hope to get away with cold-
blooded slaughter? And how had he in-
duced 6. many men to go in on it with
him?- Mcrgan was a power on Presby,
and he’d. turned many ranchers againsgt
Clem in the past year—hut these men
weren’t killers, and the sheriff was still
voted for in & pretty straight election, and
he functioned with reascnable efficiency,
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And the court sesmed to favor Morgan
too much of the time, but it did still pre-
tend to uphold peace and justice and law
and order. Certainly the people and the
law enforcement officers of Presby would
not calmly countenance mass murder! ,

Clem went into the house and he got
his answer there. )

Billy said: “Just because you ducked
Morgan tonight, don’t think you've
zhaken him. He’ll be back.”

Ed rubbed the elbow of his left arm
rapidly with his right hand.

“T'll say he’ll be back.”

Clem took a chair and he felt hig legs
tremble g little and he sat down at the
kitchen table. There were two mugs of
coffee on the table, in front of Billy
and in front of Ed. Ed scraped his chair
pack from the table jerkily, looking at
Clem’s face ag though secretly, as though
in spite of himself. Billy kept his fore-
finger locked in the handle of his cup,
and he moved the cup in a slow circular
motion on the table as he glared at Clem.
His big brown eyes scanned Clem’s
mussed shirt, from which a button had
been torn out of the cloth, raised briefly
to the streak of dried blocd at the side of
Clem’s head, saw the dust-emphasized
weariness-deepened lines of his face.

“Or did Morgan finally catch up with
you,” Rilly said, playing his eyes over the
torn ghirt and the blood again significant-
ly. “You aren’t acting so perky any
more,”” Billy drilied on. “Where is that
famoug sense of humor ?” But Billy some-
‘how seemed to be forcing the hard words
out now, they didn’{ quite have the ring
of conviction.

And then, evidently sensing not enough
‘toughness in his tone, and seeing Clem
glance at the coffee pot and start to push
himself up, Billy snarled, “Wait a min-
ute, wait a minute, I'll get you some cof-
fee! You don't look like you’d make it
to the stove,” and slammed his chair to
one gide, whirling out of if.

iem smiled, “Thanks, Billy.” Then he
frowned, “Look, lads, you're going to
have to clear out of here.”

“Oh no we're not,” Billy supplied.

“Fm dead serious, Billy. Morgan has

really gone loeo about this thing. He
evidently had considerably more boiling
in him than I ever guessed. I'm telling
you, you've got to—" And then his
brothers’ words recorded on his brain
for the first time. “What do you mean,”
he said softly, ¢ ‘he’ll be back’? Do you
mean Morgan was here tonight?”

“Was he here?” Billy guffawed with
a glance at Ed, as he poured steaming
coffee ifito the cup he’d set in front of
Clem. “Oh he was here, all right, him
and only a couple dozen other cattlemen
and cow-nurses. Just since sundown they
were here, is all. Just from sundown until
about a half hour ago, that’s all. Camped
on the doorstep. Draped on our corral
fences. Building five thousand quirleys
and sowing our front yard Wlth the
buttal”

LEM forgot that this palomine had
had a sight of trail-pounding for
one evening. He forgot that his own
frame was thoroughly saddle-jolted. He
went out and the next he knew he was
moving out the back road to the caves.
It was somewhat over two miles there,
and he was about halfway when he saw
the rider come out of the boulder clump
ahead. He turned the head of his horse
sharply to a stop. He tried his gun for
freedom in its holster, and he remem-
bered that it had two bullets in it and
that his cartridge belt was empty.

The rider came toward him slowly.
And the rider’s mount and his own horse
were almogst flank to flank before recog-
nition was possible.

“Clem Forrest!” Kitty Morgan whis-
pered.

Clem had never really thought geri-
ously about marriage—except once. One
night, it must have been at least a year

"ago, he had taken Kitty Morgan home

from a dance. She had gone to the dance
with Barry Reed, her father’s foreman.
Reed had made one of those cracks that
Clem never let pass, and Clem’s big right
hand had ended Reed’s interest in danc-
ing for that evening. Two of Reed’s riders
were pushing Reed’s head in a water bar-
rel when Clem rode off with Kitty.
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Kitty had not been particularly pleased
with Clem’s actions. She had not been
particularly interested in Clem’s taking
her home. They had not said much on
the ride. Once she had looked at him
in a quizzical way; her eyes had played
briefly over the details of his face. And
once Clem had looked at the moonlight in
Kitty’s soft hair and had thought he
would like 1o kiss her, and looking into
her guiet wide eyes when she said good-
night without, smiling, he had had a
gueer feeling that he realized later was
linked somehow with the thought that
someday he was mebbeso going to want
1o setile down and get married.

Clem pat his gun back in his holster.

He said, after he cleared hig throat:
“What in the devil are you doing out
here a4 this time of night?”

Her horse half-whirled suddenly, its
rump bumped Clem’s leg.

She began: “Did father—"

Clem said: “No he didn’t eatch up with
me.” He searched her face, and her eyes
were that wide way and they shone in
the darkness, like that other night.

And before he could repeat his ques-
tion, she said: “l am just riding. Yve
been riding all evening.”

And then abruptly, as though this ex-
planation completely satisfied him, he
gaid: “Look. Does your father have any
other reason that you know of-——other,
that is, than simply wanting to get rid
of me because I've crossed him—for
wanting to railroad me and my Chinese
friends off this range?”

Kitty Morgan gave a bitter little laugh.

“Oh no,” she said, “he has no other
reacon, Plain irritation is sufficient rea-
z2on fer my father to go to the wildest
end to remoeve its source.

“Iyritation, in fact,” she added, as
thougrh half to herself, “has seemed ever
since Mother died to have become the
main motive for everything father does.
While I grew up into a rich man’s use-
Jess, gpoiled only ehild—"

“But he wouldn't resort io colddeck
murder, would he. He’s not a killer. . ..
Lock—early this evening I went to the
Povel vutside the town where my friends

have been existing, I took them some
food—"” and he told Kitty Morgan all
that happened from then until now.

Kitty Morgan’s face was stiff and pale
when Clem had finished his account. He
could sense that, by the light that her
eves caught and by her voice a moment
later.

She husked, “No, father would not
have done that—" .

“Haven’t you heard him say anything,
any least thing, that could throw some
light on this tonight?”’

Kitty shook her head.

“Nothing, He’s been raving against
you of course aver since that first speech
you made, that kept him from controlling
the big waterhole below Presby.

“And he’s been »aving against the
Chinamen ever since— -1 guess ever since
you took up their—their cauvse. But I'm
sure that was simply a further expres-
sion of his hatred of you.

“But who in heaven’s name could
have—"

“Loak,” Clem interrupted, “1 have te¢
go see if my friends made it out of that
mess—and then I'll have to go talk to
your father.”

He paused a moment, gigged his
horse’s head around. “Po you think you
can get back to your place all right—
or—"’

“But you can’t go see him, the mood
he’s in now,” she said haltingly. “He
probably wouldn’t be at home anyway.
Hell probably be riding the range all
night looking for you. You must at least
wait until he calms down, because he al-
ways does finally—"

“No, this can’t wait. 'm very sure of
that. There’s something very damned
queer about what has happened tonight,
and more than that, there’s something
very damned dangerous about it.”

Kitty Morgan’s wide eyes rested on
Clem’s face for a long moment. Then she
said: “Do you mind if I ride with you?”

And wondering at her look, and won-
dering a moment later at the odd matter-
of-fact quality of her question and his
reply, Clem said: “No, I don’t mind.”
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AILEY FOWLER kept hefting his

_gun in his hand. It would have been
a casual enough looking gesture if the
twisted way his lips were pulled in were
not taken inte account. One of the men
wag handing oil-shiny .80-30’s to ancther
one, and the thud of them being bunked
into- their wooden rack was the only
sound.

Slit Marion, the kid henchman who
had spawned the plan, gritted, “We should
of put the torch te the place, like I said,
so we could of stopped any of 'em by the
light of it that tried to hightail.”

“Sure, an’ brought out every man- -

jack for twenty miles around when them
flames hit the sky,” a burly black-faced
hardecase spat.

The long-plank table stood in the center

of this large room that had been cut into

the side of a hill. A pot-belly stove was
at the back dirt wall, and the pipe went
up from it through the beamed-up split-
log ceiling. Half the floor was hard-
tramped clay, the rest was rough loose
planking. Bailey Fowler’s cot was at the
wall on the planking side, next to the
gun rack, the cots of the other sixteen
men were ranged two deep along the
opposite walls. The only illumination
came from three thick candles stuck into
the sea of tallow that overlaid one end
of the table, and the fitful light from
them played ominously over the grim set
of Fowler’s face now.

He gave no sign of listening to the
talk of his men. Finally he raised his
eyes without raising his head, trans-
fixed Marion, who was seated across from
him, transfixed the black-faced one, who
was sprawled on the cots with the others.

“We figured to blot out Forrest and
the Chinamen at a swipe,” he began talk-
ing softly, “right? We figured to wait
just long enough for the townspeople
to find the corpses and get riled up at
Morgan for the horrible slaughter—but
not long enough to give the law a chance
to take a hand, right? We figured to move
in on Morgan on the wave of this
righteous wrath and blast him into boot-
hill. The law would call it range war,
especially after they learned that justice

had been dore, and the citizens of Presby
would see me as the logical sucecessor to
Morgan as boss of the town. Right?”

“Okay,” Marion said, “but—"

“Okay but now the whole play has mis-
fired because Forrest got away from -us,
eh?

“Buf has the play misfired. Look. Fig-
ure is the way Forrest i3 figuring it
right now:—"’

HE kid put an exhale of cigarette

smoke to one side without taking his
eyes off Fowler. And without taking his
eyes of his boss he put the quirley butt
between his lipe and he »olucked it out
again very carefully with all his fingers,
sucking another deep inhale. He was a
tall slim youngster, and he must have
known that he looked very much like
Fowler, for he tended to pattern even
his small gestures after Fowler’s.

“—He knows he’s the only one who
got out of that lead storm alive, and
he thinks it was Morgan that did it. Al
right. He shoots his way out of the fight
and rides clear, and then he has to decide
what to do next. Will he hit into the town
and rouse up the people and tell them
what Morgan did and try to get them or
the law on his side? Not this Clem For-
rest. There’s a lone wolf if 1 ever saw
one.

“He'll head for home, that’s what he’ll
do. He'll grease his holsters and wait for
sua-up, when he’d ride to Morgan’s place
and call a man-to-man showdown with
sixguns.”

“So,” Marion said in.the same very
soft tone that Fowler always used, “what
does that—

“What does that mean to us? It means
we know where we can find Forrest. It
means we can still bullet-blast him and
go on with our original plan from there.”

The kid’s face split with a grin.

“Yeah, that’s right, ain’t it.”

“Sure, but what about the brothers?”
the black-faced gunman said. “They’'Hl be
home too.”

“They ain’t backin’ ’im in thts Chink
business,” another one said. “We seen
’em walk ouf on ’im along with half the
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wn ‘when he made that speech in front
of the courthousge.”

“If the brothers are at home,” Bailey
chler addressed the black-faced gun-
mm first and then the others and finally
the-kid, “we’ll give them a bellyful of
lesd too.” He smiled mildly at Slit
Marion.
aifter all.” The half-spin motion ef his
pattmg his gun into its holster was silent
and- almost invisible, and his voice was
almost inaudible when he said, “Let’s go.”

B2
B2 has gone a little screwy or some-
&Img 973

He jabbed his pillow inte a higher pile
against the wall his bunk came out from

and tried lying flat on his back with his

head propped up that way. None of the
positions he tried seemed to induce sleep.

BEd said: “Gosh, you almost begin to
think so, don't you.” Ed’s four-poster
creaked loudly as he shifted his position
again, “Gosh, this bed gets noisier—and
noisier—" he grunted as he turned over
on his left side.

“One thing is certain, he sure is dead
serious about this thing.”

“You give him the cup of coffee, and

Lord knows he looked like he could use
it, and we tell him that Morgan was here
and instead of drinking the java he gets
up like Le was walking in his sleep or
something and says ‘I think I'd better
return Mr. Morgan’s call, and pronto,’
and rides out again.”
"~ Billy gazed straight up wide awake
into the pitch dark., Ed gazed wide awake
out the window, the square opening of
which was beginning to be visible against
the lightening sky.

“Maybe,” Billy said then, “a guy al-
ways looks kind of loco to other people
when he really gets serious about some-
thing. Heaven knows Clem is right about
the Chinamen after all. It's just that—”"

“Oh sure he’s right. But golly, a guy
cal’t go around trying to solve all the
world’s troubles single-handed. He just

gets himself a lot of grief, and that.

doesn’t do anybody any good—

“That’s it. And if we'd ever given

“We can’t have any witnesses, -

ILLY said, “Do you think maybe he

Clem any encouragement in these ideas
he gets, we’d undoubtedly all three have
been dead or at least exiled long since.”

“Gosh yes.”

Billy was silent after that. Ed’s bed
gave a creak. Then Billy-said quietly:
“Morgan was sure a silly looking sight
though, wasn’t he.”

“And the other lunks! I swear I don't
believe -they knew what they’d come
along with Morgan for. Did you notize
how hardly any of them said a word?
And Morgan acted as if he had to keep
reminding himself what he was mad
about, and then he’d get stomping up
and down again and glaring off at the
hills like he wanted to bite them.

“But I wonder what Clem thought was
S0 amazing about Morgan -oming here
after him? And why did finding that out
make him—"’

The sounds of the hoofs was gently on
the air then, so that Ed wasn’t sure of
it at first, until Billy said,

“Don’t tell me they're coming back
here now.”

Ed’s bed gave a loud ereak as he sat
up to peer out the window better.

“We're getting a lot of sleep tonight,”
he said.

Billy suddenly kicked out of bed, start-
ed pulling on his boots.

“All T know,” he said tlght-hpped “lh
that I'm getting just a shade sick of
this.” He stood up and pulled his shirt
over his kead. “And I plan to advise Mr.
Morgan of that fact.”

Billy could see the dim shapes of men
stepping down from horses in the yard
as he passed the kitchen window moving
through to the front door. He grabbed
his gunbelts from a wallhook and he
paused in front of the door before open-
ing it to complete buckling the weapons
into place.

It was not Alton Morgan this time that
was on the other side of the door when
Billy Forrest yanked it open however.
Billy glanced at the fellow, who was

standing with thumbs hooked in gun-

belts, and then he glared past him to the
other men in the yard.
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“Where the devil are you, Morgan!”
Billy yelled, the cords glistening thick
on his neck. “Wherever you are, I'm
warning you to take your mob and high-
tail out of here pronto or I'm going to
start throwing a little lead and I don't
mean a little!” And Billiy’s hands were
flicking exaggeratedly back of his .45’s.

“I wouldn’t do that if I was youw”
Billy heard the insinuating voice of the
man in front of him intone then. “Jest
teave the cutters in the leather.”

‘“Look, friend,” a gentle explanation
came from a man who had not dismount-
ed, ‘“‘we’re looking for your brother. We're
iooking for Clem Forrest. Now would
you want to just go tell him somebody
ig here to see him?”

WROU SUN grinned politely, It was
& difficult in the blackness to see the
expressions of the others but somehow
you eoculd see Fou Sun’s pleasant smile,
as though the beam of a seeret light
touched it. It was thus that Clem, mean-
time, had found Fou Sun and the others
at the cave, :

“At least, thank heaven, you got here
safely,” Clem had said.

And Fou Sun had said at once: “And

it is very fine, Clem, that you eluded your

pursvers without suffering harm.”

Then Clem saw the cloth bound around
the upper arm of Lee, the eldest of them,
and he knew it was a bandage and that
the wide dark splotch was blood.

“You were hit, Lee—"

They were all standing awkwardly in
front of the cave mouth, except Lee,
whe squatted on the ground. Clem had
dismounted and he’d seen the bandage at
once. Kitty had dismounted behind him.

“It is nothing,” Fou Sun assured.

“Nothing,” Lee grinned at Clem, then
held up the arm and looked at it and then
back at Clem as though to say, “Sce?
Arm work fine and dandy.” .

Fou Sun said: “Lee was hit during the
attack and in the excitement he did not
know that he had been hit.,”

Kitty said suddenly: “Couldn’t I put
a clean bandage on the wound ? My blouse

is white cotton, and I could tear strips
from it—"

Clem saw that Kitty had crouched
beside Lee. Lee grinned at her in em-
barrassment, said: “Nothing.”

Clem said without taking his eyes off
the bandage: “This is Lee, Kitty Morgan.
And this is Pou Sun and Wu Fang and
Ah Lo.” ] , .

The Chinamen all nodded and smiled
eagerly, asking no questions, not even
with their eyes. Kitty said, “Hello.” She
was ripping a tail of her blouse. She
said: “Will you hold matches, Clem?”

Clem looked at Kitty. He watchéd her
hands working and he saw that their
motion was sure and capable but that
they trembled a little. He hunkered down
beside her without saying anything,
cupped a good flame.

She said: “It has clotted, Lee, and it
should not heal up around the soaked
cloth you have on it now.”

As she worked, Lee grinned happily
at her. Clem kept his narrowed eyes
focussed on the business of keeping a
fresh match always alight. Once he
raised his eyes to Kitty’s face and let
them rest there for a moment. Once she
felt his gaze and their eyes met briefly,
and Clem wondered if he was wrong in
thinking that he had seen the beginning
of a smile.

For it might have been the beginning
of the wide smile ghe bestowed on Lee a
moment later. She said: “There. You'll
be more comfortable now at least.”

Clem broke the remnant of the last
maich, jabbed it into the sand.

He said: “Our war with Presby range
has taken a strange turn, Fou Sun.” He
told them what he, meant by this. Fou
Sun frowned at the end of Clem’s ac-
count, searched Clem’s face. Clem fin-
ished grimly, “Se who, becomes the
question new, laid down that barrage
at the shack, and who chased me. And
more important, why. I’'m very sure now
that wasn’t part of Alton Morgan’s play.””

Fou Sun said slowly: “Do you not
think it might not still be best that we
move on to another range, Clem? Per-
haps on another range there will be a
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great shortage of hands, and then the
distinction between white men and yel-
low men might not be weighed so
geverely—"" :

Clem shook his head.

“There’s no other range, Fou Sun.
There’s only one range, and thig is it. 1
theught we had agreed on that. And you
said you weren’t afraid.”

“No, Clem, we are not afraid. But we
are ounly four very unimportant men.
Can our humble welfare be worth all this
turmoil? And furthermore, if you will
forgive me Clem—" Fou Sun made an
apolpgetic gesture with one hand to in-
sure his words not seunding harsh “—I1
do not believe I have understood from the
beginning in what manner we can fight
thig—this battle. And even less have 1
understood how, simply by refusing to
be frightened by these men. who would
banish us, we can cause them to alter
their decision about us and accept us.”

No, it was true, he had had no plan in
this thing. He'd never, for that matter,
had a plan when he decided te do sowme-
thing about one man pushing another.
man around. He acted instinctively, and
a«ll he was ever sure of was that his in-
stinct was right, and thot he must obey
it come hell or Righ waier. . . .

Clem narrowed his eyes. “No,
Sun,” he said, “we have no plan. We
don't know where we're going. But this
ig the thing: if every man stopped and
planned and weighed what good his ac-
tion would do before he struck at evil
when he saw it, 1 don’t think much would
ever have been done about evil

“What we’ve got, Fou Sun, is a sort of
master plan. It’s a very simple master
plan, This is it: when we see evil, we
Aght it. And, to my miad, lad, there's uo
greater evil than a man figuring he can
push another man around simply because
iis own skin happens to be a couple

'y ¥

shades paler than the other man’s.

Fou Sun’s frown faded. A smile spread
far back into his cheeks,

Fou Sun said: “It is a very good plan,
Clem.”

Clem swung aboard his horse. He said: |

Fou

HEY'D topped the rise above Alion
Morgan’s place when the first bullet
came. Clem felt his heart tighten in his
chest when he sensed the breath of the
slug and then saw the chip of rock
skitter down the side of the boulder.

Clem grabbed the reins of Kitty’s horse
as he whirled his own and got them be-
tween the row of slab-like boulders that
flanked the trail on the left. And then
the boulders came alive with splitting
rock dust as the lead began to come.

Kitty said in a tight voice: “It’s the
same ones as before, isn’t it—"

“Yes.” .

The edge of the sky was pearly with
dawn now, and Clem was sure the lignt
was sufficient for them to be seen clearly
at some distance. The delay in the sound
of the first shot had convinced him too
that this shooting was originating with
rifles not near at hand.

But the gun that suddenly blazed be-
gide a big rock not than ten feet away
repudiated this estimate.

Another gun blazed from behind a rock
that was lined up with their boulder alley
fort. Clem raised his gun to fire at the
jutting stetson, chose to save his last
siug, whirled to Kitty.

“Liook, we're rats in a trap here. We'll
have to ride for it.”

And then, feeling the alive warmth of
Kitty close to him as whirling he jammed
their horses together, seeing the fearless-
ness in the deep quiet blue of her eyes,
knowing that now he must send her out
to almost certain death, and remember-
ing his Chinese friends who were wait-
ing helplessly in the implicit trust that
what he was doing was right and whae
would be lost now when a bullet found
him—in that moment Clem knew a surge
of ‘panic at the thought of what he was
doing, of the violent hand he had pre-
sumed to take in the lives of others.
For a fleeting moment Clem knew the
wish that he could undo all he had starfed
here. Would it be better if you hadn't
done 1t? Would you reaily duck it if you
were back at the beginning agoin? Was
that just o pretly speech you made to
Fou Sun—or did that come from the
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keart, from the guts—

“Ouxr only chance is to split up, you
heading for your place out that end—"
Clem began, and anticipating this, Kitty
wag already rearing her horse in a turn.

Clem picked off the man atop the boul-
der with his last bullet, as the man half-
straightened to aim at Kitty., Clem
slammed his empty gun at one who was
coming .45 in hand up the slope toward
the opening Clem was geing out.

A bullet that only a close-up rifle eould
have expelled kicked him half out of the
saddle before he was fifty feet down the
slope, however. A second bullet jerked the

leather under him, and he waited for his-

horse to falter. But the animal held its
steady drive down the slope, and, hugging
its flank in the position the bullet had
sent him to, feeling only the burn high on

hig left shoulder where he reckoned the -

bullet had punched ¢lear through, Clem
muttered three minutes later: They must
be one hell of a lot of bad shots, or I must
be one hell of a lucky guy.

But was Kitty equally lucky—He came
up into the saddle to scan the yard. He
saw no sign of Kitty or heér horse. 'He
reined in, surveyed the slope up to the
poulders they’d just left. He saw men
grouping on horseback up there, could
see light ftickering off the flat metal of
the rifles in their hands. But no sign of
Kitty—

He wheeled, spurred around the main
house hoping she might have kept on to
the rear of it. Alton Morgan, not Kitty,
wasg back there. He was about to mount
his horse at the back porch. And seeing
Clem, he let go of the horse as if it were
red hot and tore the gun oui of hig right
hand holster.

“P've got no gun,” Clem told him. Clem
stepped down, letting the horse trot on.
“Look—" he began talking in earnest,
but Morgan’s eyes and lips had tightened
flercely and he was keeping the big .45
hard on Clem’s belly.

*“You Ileok,” Morgan gritted. “You
lock.” He flicked a glance up the slope
that Clem had just come down. “So you
and your killer crew hid out in the hills
until you-eould catch me alone, eh?”

“Look, Morgan, yon’re going to have to
forget your fend with me and we're going
0 have to fight side by side. A really
serious threat is menacing this range,
and you and I—* :

“Had one of your sidewinders tail us
uittil you saw us split up, waited long
enough to give the other boys plenty of
time to make it back to their places—
and now you come out of your holes like
the rats you are and—"

Clem hadn’t been listening to most of
this, His lips had thinned almost im-
pereeptibly, his eyes had gone vague, for
you vsed your field vision, your “field in-
stinet” for what Clem knew he had to do
now. And when he had every nerve and
musclealigned for it, his right hand was
suddenly clamped like steel on Morgan’s
gun-wrist and the weapon was blazing
harmlessly into the dirt and Clem’s left
forearm was eoming up like an express
train under Morgan’s chin and jarring
the man’s braing loese.

Clem took the gun from Morgan’s fin-
gers then as though Morgan didn’t want
it any longer. And as Morgan staggered
back dazed, his gun-belt popped off of him
and tumbled into the dust.

“Neat,” Gary Morgan said. “I used
to have a jaw-buster somethin’ like that
m’self.”

“Look, old man,” Clem said, hurdling
the porch rail, “I don’t know who's in
thig horde coming off the hill and I don’t
know what they want—all I know very
surely is that they’re gun-loose and hell-
bent, and you and I and anybody else
around here have got to gang up and
stop them.” '

“You an’ me’ll be it, then, son, because
good old Alton’s sent every one of his
hapnds out ridin’ line.” Gary gave his
scraggly white head a good scratching
following Clem into the house. “Allus
did my best fightin’ when I warn’t too
erowded anyhow. Hand me down one o'
them car-bines there in that there eubby-
hole off the kitchen, son.”

¢ QU don’t recognize any of them,
old man? They’re all strangers to
you?” Clem said softly. He narrowed his
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eyes, lay his .30-30 across the window.

“Ain’t never laid eyes on none of them
buskies,” he said. He levered the .30-30
he had in the adjoining window. “They’re
droppin’ off,” he added.

Clem narrowed his eyes, locked a long
thumb over the smooth metal above the
trigger cove, as he saw the riders let-
ting their horses run free as they
ducked for the cover of outbuildings and
fences. They weren’t men in with Mor-
gan, they weren’t local ranchers, they
weren't -men he himself had ever kad
dealings with—ithen who, who in the
devil. . . .

A bullet showered glass on Clem’s head
as it took out the pane of the window
he’d raised. Clem chose one of the at-
tackers and drew a bead on the fellow.
Hig breath clouded the metal briefly next
his mouth as he said to Gary, “Let them
have it, old man.”

™ HE fight came to Clem in pictures
after that, in crazy, violently pre-
sented tableaus.

There was the moment when a bullet
must have creased the barrel of old
Garyv's gun, and the force of it set the
graybeard, very surprised, back on his
rear on the floor. “Why, th’ gol durned
ornery—!" was all Clem heard of Gary’s
purple comment.

There was the only time when Clem
was sure he or Gary had scored a di-
rect hit, when two of the attackers, evi-
dently on the hunch that maybe all that
was needed here was a couple of good
men with guns to go in and end the scrap,
came out into the clear brandishing two
big Colts each, headed fast for the front
opening in the fence that ringed the
house, and stopped dead in their tracks
there and straightened and half looked
around as though they had both remem-
bered at the same momert that they had
forgotten something—stopped dead in
their tracks, before they dropped literal-
ly dead in the dust, dispatched by simul-
taneous, parallel bullets from Clem’s and
Gary's rifles,

And there was when Alton Morgan
staggered into the room behind them and

Clem was saved the trouble of deciding
what to do about him by two enemy bul-
lets. For, as Morgan stood wavering there
glaring at Clem’s broad shoulders, one
bullet splashed the pieces of a crock that
had been on the table in front of him,
into his face, and when he dazedly put
an arm up to protect his eyes, as though
they were the only part of him endan-
gered, another bullet hit him in the lift-
ed wrist and shoved him back into a
chair at the wall behind him.

And there was now, when, after what
seemed like hours during which not a

. single slug tried the house, Clem reck-

oned that the leader of the attackers had
called at last for wipe-out. Clem lowered
his gun, winced at the hard pain in his
stiffening shoulder. “We’re going to be
busy from here on out, old man,” he said.
His gaze swept the action beyond the
fence. Staying without accurate reach of
whatever guns might stud the windows
of the house, the attackers were spread-
ing right and left, obviously to surround
the house.

Clem raced to the rear of the house
palming the .45 he’d taken from Alton
Morgan. He went from window to win-
dow, aiming to descry the first men to
come on, should they be stupid enough to
throw assault unevenly.

A moment later Clem discovered that
they had indeed come on unevenly. But
not from stupidity, not at all from that.

Clem returned to the big front room,
but he did not bring up the six-gun in
hig right hand. Four black muzzles, held
low, whipsawed him. Two of them were
in the hands of Slit Marion, who stood
at the right of the doorway, and two
were in the hands of Bailey Fowler, whe
waited, feet set apart, at the left.

“Drop the weapon, Forrest,” Fowler
said. “Drop it fast, Forrest.”

BHIND them, one of Fowler’'s crew
covered old Gary with a .45 while
with his free hand he yanked the carbine
out of the graybeard’s fingers. When
Gary gave the rifle a sudden twist just
before he released it, that was evidently
meant to bring the wood of it up under
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the gunster’s jaw, the latter clubbed Gary
to the floor with his muzzle.

The focus came into Fowler’s eyes
again; their gaze had not left Clem’s
face, but their attention had. And the
smile became pleasant again.

“It’s all very puzzling, isn’t it, friend.”
He flicked a condescending look at Mor-
gan. “Our former range king seems to
be a bit baffled too.” The smile went.
The eyes went cold, unreachable, “Well,
gentlemen, you won’t have to puzzle
iong.” He tipped the nose of his gun up
a fraction, so that it lined on the lower
part of Clem’s stomach. “You take Mor-
gan, Slit, I'll take this one—"

HE thing that happened next roused

what was perhaps a psychic reae-
iion in Clem, but what really wasn’t at
all of that nature when Clem’s long con-
ditioning was considered. After all, Clem
had been for a good many years seeing
targets intact one moment, and the next
moment gcne completely as though re-
moved by an invigible, lightning-swift
hand. He had, in fact, been witnessing
such marvels of gun wizardry ever since

his brother Billy had decided, because of .

wanting to make up for his pretty-boy
ook, to be very good with sax-shooters
in both hands.

So in a way it wasn’t odd for the
thought to flash through Clem’s mind,
when the black-muzzled .45 in Fowler's
hand suddeiily disappeared as though by
magic from his hand: It’s Billy!

Clem had been standing poised on the
balls of his feet in the position, just in-
side the doorframe, in which sight.of
Fowler’s and Marion’s guns had hung
him up. His eyes had gone to Fowler’s
face and they had caught there fas-
cinated. They moved nmow for the first
time, to the doorway at the far end of
the room that led into a short hallway
that joined this room and a side door of
the house. It had been through here that
Fowler and Marion had doubtless en-
tered, approaching the house under cover
of that wall without windows, and it was
through here that Clem now saw Fou
Sun coming with a six-gun leveled out

in front of him in his right hand. Feu
Sun would not have taken two steps
into the hallway if the attention of
Fowler's whole crew hadn’t been drawp

" in that moment first to the thing that

had happened to Fowler's gun and then+te
the direction from which the sound of
the shot came. And Clem saw that Fou
Sur’s bold entry would still be.ended by
a storm of lead if Fowler’s gunslingers
were not kept distracted..

Clem’s uppercut was his forte. The
forte of it was how he could start it from
wherever his hand chanced to be anﬁi
always bring it off pretty terrxbly
Marion’s chin had turned and gone down

~ as he observed the mystery of Fowler's

empty -right hand. Marion’s chin eame
up much faster than it went down and
it turned back at a crazy angle with
Clem’s terrible right fist lifting under i

Clem saw two or three things memora-

‘ble things then, before the whole plaee

exploded in hig face and dissipated l'um
into oblivion,

He saw one of Fowler’s henchmen—,-g—r
a sere-faced giant who, having spotted
Fou Sun, was yanking savagely at both
his big weapons—die on his feet in that
magic silent way that Clem knew had to
be of another bullet from Billy’s gun.

He saw most of Fowler’s men turn
their guns on him, at sight of him drop-
ping Marion; and he saw Fou Sun
trigger his .45 at them point blank; and

. he saw Billy and Ed and Wu Fang and

Ah Lo and even Lee with his arm bound
up, all coming into the house behm(}
blazing or clubbed guns.

He saw Alton Morgan start for Ballev
Fowler with bare hands, and Fowler
calmly turn the gun on him that he’d
taken from his left hand holster. He saw
the wink of terror in Morgan’s eyes as
Morgan realized that he was looking
squarely at Death, and the disbelieving
loock in Morgan’s eyes as Morgan wﬁéf
nessed Fou Sun kicking Fowlers gun up-
in the nick of time, then taking the bullet
that was meant for Morgan in his owsn
chest, as Fowler immediately recovered.

And finally, Clem saw Morgan ignore
Fowler’s weapon to leap suddenly to Fou
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Sun'’s side and lift him from the jagged
shards of the broken jug Fou had fallen
back on—a foolish act, of course, in the
midst of this murder maelstrom, though
Clem found himself blind to that prac-
ticai angle of it. . . .

Bailey Fowler didn’t shoot Alton Mox-
gan in his broad back as he crouched
there because Clem put all he had into
the right hand he loosed at Fowler's
head.

And right then was when the storm of
powdersmoke and flame that rent the
room enveloped Clem, As ithough one of
the acrid blossoms of crunge flame and
smoke that had been exploding every-
where had finally burst in his brain. . . .

FTER they’d finished up at Alton
2 Morgan’s late. that afternoon, the
coroner and the men that had come out
with the sheriff went back to town, while
the lawman rode on to the Forrests’
place, The medico’s office was next to the
jail, so they’d taken Fowler and his crew
into Preshy, placing the-dead ones—
Fowler and Marion were among these—
in the morgue, the wounded ones in the
beds in the sawbones’ back room, and
the ones that had whole hides—there
were three—in the jail

Kitty’s face looked tired when she came

down off the Forrest veranda to meet
the  sheriff, but there was a calm, a
strength, a glow of happiness about it
that even the sheriff noted as he stepped
down, and he was not a perceptive man.

The sheriff got the details from Kitty.
The medico had told her f{o keep all
callers away for a few days, even the law,
and she had been able, she said, to talk
1o the men enough to have a preity com-
plete story. The sheriff wrote it all dowa,
reviewing finally the matters he was un-
certain whether he had straight.

“You went for Ed and Billy Forrest,
and they got guns and horses, and then
you went and got the Chi—"

“Fou Sun and Wu Fang and Ah Lo and
Lee,” Kitty said softly.

“Eh?” the sheriff looked up, saw the
serious unwavering look in Kitty’s eyes,
felt himself fush as he said quickly, “Oh

sure, sure!” And crossing out “China-
men” in his report, he said as he wrote
in the names: “Fou Sun—and—"

“Wu Fang.”

“—Wu Fang—and—"

“—Ah Lo—and Lee.” The tip of his
tongue, that came out as he wrote, went
back in. “And then you all rode hard to
your Dad’s place. Okay. That oughta
give me all 1 need for the time bein’.”

He stuffed the notebook into a hip
pocket, frowned amiably at Kitty.

“How was you able to duck them two
sidewinders who was after you all that
way, young lady—when you went for

“Ed and Billy?”

Kitty ran long fingers back through
her disheveled dark-shiny hair.

“I guess God must have been watch-
ing over me,” she murmured. “He seems
to take quite a firm hand in things,”

The sheriff shook his head in amiable
admiration, His gaze wandered to the
house as he pulled his palomino tov ard
him by the reins.

“Folks’re going to be mighty grateful
for what them lads did. They stopped
one devil of a wolf pack. No tellin’ what
would of happeuned to all of us iffen them .
sons had moved in.”

He swung aboard his horse.

“Only one’s hurt bad you say is Clem,
eh. They bad-creased his scalp, eh.”

Kitty smiled for the first time, a gentle,
almost beatific smile.

“He’ll be all right,” she said, “I'll gee
to that.”

The sheriff looked askance at that
smile, for it puzzled him teo. He took
off his hat and scratched his head. One
thing he was certain of: there were some
angles to this affair that must be toe
deep for him. He looked toward the house
again and his puzzlement only grew. It
screwed up his face.

“An’ you say,” he muttered, more te
himself now than to Kitly, “that they're
all lyin’ in beds in there in a row, eh.
Clem Forrest lyin’ on one side of Alton
Morgan, an’—an’ Fou Sun an’ them
others on the other. An’ Anton fully con-
scious, you say, an’ not demandin’ to be
carted out of there. ., .?”



Malloy could see the huge drifts

piling up in the street outside. The
snow was already a foot deep with a
roaring wind driving it against the iron-
barred windows of the Cattleman’s Na-
tional Bank, piling it three and four feet
high in the alleys.

Cashier Fred Baldwin, middle-aged,
almost bald, came over and stood beside
the teller. Baldwin said casualily,

“If it keeps up this way for two hours,
you won’t be able to see Little Creck in

S TANDING by the bank window, Ed

SURE, THE TWO KILLERS WERE

LIKELY STILL IN TOWN FOR THE

LAW TO APPREHEND — BUT SO
WERE THE!IR DEADLY .45'S!

By GEORGE KILRAIN

“Don'tl" Ed shouted as the
gunman cracked down!

the morning. The snow will be 8o deep.”

Malloy nodded. He wasg tall, slender,
dark-haired .with quiet brown eyes.
Standing beside the window he could see
the two men urging jaded horses through
the drifts. Their faces were covered with
heavy mufflers; their oilskin slickers
caked with ice. They rode as though
numb with cold, and they pulled up their
mountg in front of the bank.

“Danged fools,” Baldwin grunted.
“These eattlemen will go through hell
or high water to get their deposits te
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the bank. Youw'd think we paid a ten
percent interest rate.”

Ed Malloy walked back to the cage.
He flicked a speck of dust from the spot-
less black frock suit and waited for the
customers to come in. He could see them
through the glass door, slapping gloved
hands together to restore the circulation.

Fred Baldwin went back to his desk
and sat down. Both men looked at the
clock ticking on the wall. It was the only
gound in the building—the only sound
in Little Creek as the snow storm en-
veloped it in a white blanket.

“We lock up in half an hour,” Baldwin
said from the desk.

- The teller looked at him. Baldwin was
a family man and his children would be
waiting for him. In the absence of bank
president Tom McCall, Baldwin was "in
full charge of the little bank. He had
liked the responsibility.

The two men came through the door,
head down, the water dripping from
them. Ed Malloy waited calmly. He’d be
glad too when the doors were closed. It
had been a long, wearisome day. The
snow had kept most of the cattlemen
out on their ranches. Even the men in
town weren’t stirring out of the houces
if they could help it.

Ed saw the flash of metal beneath the
slicker of the taller of the two men.
Instinctively, his hand dropped toward
the drawer in which.he kept the loaded
forty-five. There hadn’t been a bank rob-
bery in the Cattleman’s National since
he’d been behind the cage and he'd had
the job two years. »

His hand stopped as he saw the gun
swing clear of the slicker. He looked into
the dark muzzle. The two men still held
their mufflers tight around their faces.
Water dripped from the battered som-
breros and fell to the floor.

“Reckon you better git them hands
up,” the tall man said. “It ain’t healthy.”

Ed Malloy blinked. He looked across
at Fred Baldwin rising slowly to his feet,
He saw the fear in the older man’s eyes.
He knew what it would mean to the
cashier if the bank were robbed now.
They had over fifteen thousand dollars

in cash in the safe. An hour ago, the
kindly Baldwin had sent Jeff Galloway
home because the weather was so bad.
Galloway, the veteran deputy, had been
assigned by the bank president as per-
manent guard.

“Reckon you better get back to your
own place, Jeff,” Baldwin had grinned.
“There’s nothin’ to worry about here.”

Jeff Galloway’s blue eyes had shown
their appreciation. The deputy’s child
was gick and Jeff himself was hoarse
from a cold.

The shorter of the two bandits strode
quickly over to Baldwin’s desk. The
cashier’s right hand had dipped down teo
a drawer in which Ed knew he carried
his gun.

“Don’t!” Ed shouted, but it was too
late. The smaller robber had lifted his
weapon and crashed it down on the
cashier’s bald head. Ed saw the blood
as Baldwin slumped back in the chair.

The tall bandit had a small crescent
scar at the edge of the left cye. He was
up at the cage with the gun levelled at
Ed Malloy’s stomach. '

“Git them hands up,” the man rasped.

LOWLY, the teller lifted his hands

over his head. It was useless to at-
terapt drawing a gun now. He realized
he should have been more aware when
the two came in. Men didn’t usually ride
into town in such weather to make de-
posits or secure loans.

The small man lifted the counter door
and walked over to the safe in the cor-
ner. Ed Malloy watched grimly. Just a
few minutes before, Fred Baldwin had
opened the safe to extract some papers.
He was quite sure the cashier had not
closed it. That was something else against
the kindly Baldwin.

“If it ain’t unlocked,” the taH bandit
grinned through the muffler, “you’d bet-
ter show us how, hombre.”

Ed stared at him. He glanced at Bald-
win hunched in the chair, blood flowing
freely from the head wound. The two
owlhooters didn’t even look at the injured
man. The teller let out his breath and
the hardness came into his eyes.
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He watched the small man yank on
the handle and the safe door opened. He
heard the muffled exclamation. The man
in front of him shifted his eyes to loox
and Ed went into action.

There was no time to get the gun in
the drawer but there was a possibility
of putting® one of the two men out of
action and hopping over the counter to
the left of the cage. Once on the other
side of the counter and with the taller
man’s gun in his possession, he could
do plenty of damage.

The bank teller’s hand closed around
a lead paper weight on the counter. With
his eyes on the bandit, he lifted the heavy
object and hurled it for the man’s face.
He had to throw through the opening in
the cage and then drop to the floor to
avoid a bullet.

He didn’t know whether the misgsile
struck. He was down on the floor and
serambling out of the cage. The short
man at the safe whirled and poked a
quick shot at him,

Ed Malloy heard the slug smagh into
the wood abcve his head. Leaping up,
he vaulted the counter to the other side.
As he came over, the tall man’s gun
slashed downward. Ed Malloy just had
time to look up into the gleaming blue
eyes before the explosion ocecurred inside

his brain. He knew he’d missed with the.

paper weight, and the tall bandit had
been waiting for him.

He was conscious of the clock ticking
on the wall when he came to. It was the
only sound he heard. He could see the
clean painted ceiling above him and he
felt the dull throb in his head. N

Placing his hand to his forehead, it
came away sticky with blood. He zat up
and the throbbing was more intense, Out-
side, it was now dark and the wind was
still blowing and driving snow against
the glass door.

He noticed the position of the hands
on the clock. He’d been unconscious
nearly an hour.

Staggering to his feet, he made his
way along the counter to Fred Baldwin’s
desk. He owed much to the older man.
Baldwin had gotten him the job in the

bank when he’d drifted into Little Creel,
an unemployed school teacher without
prospects, and hungry.

“T reckon we kin fix you up, son,” Bald-
win had said. He’d taken the younger
man home and given him a room and
supper. He’d met Fred Baldwin’s family,
and he’d met Sally Baldwin, the cashier’s
daughter.

AST Sunday they had come to an

- agreement. There was a little house
at the north end of town. It had been
built recently and the occupants had
moved east. It was empty and Ed made
the suggestion.

“1 think,” the girl smiled, “father wil}
like you as a son-in-law, Ed.”

Ed Malloy stared at the unconscious
man slumped in the chair. He knew theye’
wasn’t another man in the west he'd
rather have as a father-in-law than Fiefz‘
Baldwin.

As he brushed through the counter
entrance, he saw the safe door was opeis-
The two bandits had cleaned it out and
left. The single shot fired had evidently-
attracted no attention in the roar of the:
storm. The bank walls were thick and
there would be no passers-by.

From a water bucket, Ed Malloy
soaked his handkerchief and washed tha
old man’s head. Fred Baldwin: groaned
softly. The teller looked at the cut and
then swore under his breath. Baldwis
had lost plenty of blood and if left to
himself, may have bled to death.

‘He washed the cashier’s face with the
cold water and he saw the eyelids fluttex;
Baldwin came to a moment later. Hﬂ
looked into Ed Malloy’s eyes.. :

“They got it, Ed?” he asked. »

The teller nodded. He listened to tke
roar of wind outside, He saw the expres-
gion on the older man’s face. Tom Mg=
Call had left Baldwin in complete charge.
of the bank and the cashier had dis-
missed the deputy before his time was
up. Baldwin was responsible for the rob=
bery. Jeff Galioway was a handy man with
a gun and he would have been Waltmg
for the two when they came in. B

Fred Baldwin tried to stand up. He
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looked at the safe and then at Ed Malloy. .

“P'll bring over Doc Stanton,” Ed told
him. “Then T'll get Jeff and Sheriff Ed-

wards.” He paused. “They may not have:

left town, Fred.”

A light of hape flaghed into the cash-
ier’s eyes and then was gone.

“The sheriff is over in Sand City,”
Baldwin mumbled, “and besides we don’t
even know what the two looked like.”

“One of them had a sear on the left
eye,” Ed said quietly. “I think I'd recog-
nize him again.”

Fred Baldwin fumbled with some pa-
pers on the desk before him. Ed Malloy
tmew what this meant. MeCall wouldn't

take thig easily. Big Tom would look

around for another cashier; he’d have
to protect himself with the citizens of
Little Creek.

Ed Malloy slipped the gun from the
drawer and stuck it into his belt. He
buttoned the coat tightly and then
reached for his great coat hanging on a
nearby hook. He found a towel and
daubed it in the bucket again. He made
Baldwin hold the wet bandage to the
cut. He washed his own face, which had
been streaked with blood. Unlike Fred
Baldwin, his cut had stoppeé bieeding
of itgs own accord.

“Be right back, Fred,” he said. The
cashier was sitting at his desk staring
into space. Baldwin was not a young man
and the cashier’s job had been a good one.
It was the only thing the man could do
in town.

- “It ain't easy,”’ Baldwin said, “brrng-
in’ up a family, Ed.”

Ed Malloy looked at the man, “There’s
still a chanee,” he ventured. “Anybody
tries to leave town in a storm Iike this
is plain crazy.”

Baldwin shook his head hopelessiy.

Ed met Doc Stanton driving his way
up the street into the face of the wind.
He recognized the tall, thin man with
the hunched shoulders and the beak of
& nose,

TANTON motioned him to step in-
gide the house and Ed followed. The
deetor looked at him and shook his head.

“You won't be seeing Jeff Galloway
for a few weeks, Ed,” he said, “Just came
from his house. He's got a fever.”

Ed Malloy blew cut his breath. Sheriff
Edwards was ouf of town and Jeff Gallo-
way was down sick.

“Step over to the baunk,” Ed takd the
doctor. “Fred Baldwin’s in a little
trouble.” He related the incidents of the
robbery. Stanton shook his head.

“It’s bad for Fred,”” he said thought-
fully. “I know Tom MecCall.”

They went to the bank and Stanton
bandaged the cashier’s head.

“They may have left town,” Ed Malloy
said, “or they may be waiting for the
storm to pass over. They know we didn’t
recognize them, and Little Creek is s
fairly big town.”

“What do you intend to do?” Stanton
asked. “We could organize a posse and
make a search.”

" Ed shook his head. ““They’¢ skip at the
first intimation that anyone was looking
for them. No one knows the bank has
been held up and we’ll keep it quiet. If
they're still in Little Creek I may be able
to find them.”

Fred Baldwin sat back in the chair.
“They’re gun hands, Ed,” he objected.
“You wouldn’t stand a chance if they
went to work on you. They'd get away
anyhow.”

“Once they were out of town,” the doc-
tor pointed out, “you’d never be able to
locate them. You couldn’t follow a man
across the street in this storm. The snow
covers footprints as soon as they're
made.”

Ed Malloy buttoned his coat. He looked
out the window. It was already dark.

“I can look,” he said quietly. “One man
couldn’t scare them away.” Pulling open
the door, he stepped out into the storm.
He felt the wet flakes drive against his
face. He was positive the two bank rob-
bers were gtill in Little Creek. If they
were wise enough to walk in on the bank
during a terrific storm when they reai-
ized no one would be in the building,
they’d have emnough sense fo remszin
where it was warm,

He slippad in the side door of the big
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gtable behind the Lincoln Hotel. If he
could locate the two horses, he’d know
where the men were. Stubby Peters, the
hostler, looked at him cyriously.

“Nobody’s come in here since morn-
in’,” Peters said. “Any trouble, E4?”

Ed Malloy shrugged. “Pm looking for
a few friends, Stubby,” he told the short,
red-faced man. “Don’t know where they
put up.”

“Fry the Atlag Corral,” Peters advised.
“4 lot o’ riders put up there.”

The teller went out into the storm
again. The Atlas Corral was at the other
end of town and it was a long walk
against the wind and the snow. He was
panting when he stepped inside the
stable,

There were no strangers in Little
Creek since early morning. A lone rider
had come in at ten eo’clock, but he’d rid-
den out before the storm got too heavy.

Ed Malloy warmed his hands over a
pot-helly stove in the office of George
Staley, proprietor of the Corral.

“It’s a devil of a time to be lookin’ fer
strangers,” Staley grinned. “Go on home
and eat your supper, Ed.”

Malioy smiled quietly. He thought of
Fred Baldwin waiting at the bank. Fif-
teen thousand dollars had been taken
from the gafe and the cashier was re-
sponsible.

“Friends o’ yours, Ed?” Staley asked.

Ed Malloy shook his head. “I just know
em, George,” he explained grimly. He
knew if he let the word out that the bank
had been held up, Little Creek would be
in a furore. Both robbers would be gone
before he could locate them. '

The bank teller stared at the top of
the stove. He was still eonvinced that the
two men were in town—possibly in a
private barn or shed, and he couldn’t go
through all of them. It would have been
foolish for them to lodge their mounts in
a public livery stable. A sheriff searching
for the two would look there for the
horges first of all.

“Anybody rides in or outa this town
today,” Sialey chuckled, “ig plumb outa
big head.”

FALLOY went out into the street

again and bucked the wind. There

were three saloons in Little Creek, and

men who had been riding in the storm

would stop there first of all for a warm
drink.

He went intoe the Brown Jug, the ﬁrst
place on the street, There were half a
dozen men at the bar, and a card game
in the corner. He recognized all the men.
Living in Little Creek for two years, and
working in the bank, he’d come to know

. the citizens and the eattlemen for miles

around.
The Black Horse yielded no clues.
“Have a drink, Ed,” bartender Ben

. Simpson yelled at him. “Thaw yore in-

sides.”

Malloy smiled and backed out again.
There was still the Lariat Saloon run by
Joe Timbs. The lLariat was the biggest
place in Little Creek. Ed went in the side
door. He stamped the snow from his
boots and then walked up to the bar.

There were more men in the Lariat
and there were tables at the other end.
Three of the tables were filled. The teller
saw the two slickers hanging on hooks
near the last table. Four men were at
the table and two had their backs toward
him.

Ed Malloy stood. at the corner of the
bar. He kept his eyes on the table. He
recognized two of the men—the two
facing him. One was a cattleman, Matt
Carewe; the other, the barber from
across the street.

The two men with their backs to him,
he didn’t know. He caught a glimpse of
a sallow face as one of them turned
slightly. The other, a lean, rangy man
with dark hair, turned to order a drink.
Ed Malloy raised his hand to his face.
He saw the sear over the left eye of the
taller man; he saw the thin, acquiline
nose and the slit of a mouth.

He was sure the tall man didn’t recog-
nize him, He went back to the ante-room
again. His men were in the saloon. Their
horses were hidden somewhere and the
fifteen thousand doHars were probably
in the same vicinity. Somehow, he had io
get that money back.
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To confront the men at the table would
be suicide. They were evidently cold-
blooded gunhands and they’d shoot him
up and make a get-a-way. If he did cap-
ture them with the aid of the other citi-
zens of Little Creek, he still didn’t know
where the money was. If he could find
where they had the horses and the cash
from the safe—

He went outside and around to the
front door. Night had fallen but the snow
was still driving through the streets. He
felt it getting colder. He glanced up and
down the street first and then yanked
open the door.

“Fire!” he yelled at the top of his
voice. He heard the commotion inside
and then he plunged through the drifts
in the road and stood in a doorway across
from the Lariat Saloon.

Men were shouting inside the build-
ing as they struggled into great coats
and oilskins. Two men plunged out of
the door tugging at slickers. Ed Malloy
smiled. He watched the two drive through
the snow banks and cut around a corner
at the end of the sireet.

Stepping from his place of conceal-
ment, he ran after them. Halfway up the
next street, he saw them turn into a
tumble-down barn which had formerly
been tlie shop of a blacksmith, Ed Malloy
knew of the place.

Men were tumbling into the street
from the Lariat Saloon and searching
for the fire. Ed Malloy heard them shout-
ing around the corner. He slipped into an
alley and waited til the two men came
out of the barn.

They passed by within a few yards of
him as he crouched against a wooden
wall. He heard them grumbling. He
waited till he was sure they were back in
the salcon, then he walked swiftly to the
barn and went ingide.

The two horses were steaming in the
stalls in one corner. Snow had drifted
through an open window and formed a
pile near the door. The two saddles were
hanging from rusted hooks. There was
a small loft with a broken down ladder
leading up to it. A rusted lantern hung
from another hook. There had been a

little oil in the lantern and the wick was
flickering faintly. Quite possibly, the

‘two intended to return immediately.

There wouldn’t be much time.

Quickly, the teller made a search of
the floor. There were no loose boards and
he was sure the money hadn’t been tucked
beneath the floor. He went into all the
corners. There was still the loft.

He felt the moisture on the rungs of
the rickety ladder as he went up. He
knew they’d been up in the loft. If so,
it was possible the money was hidden
there.

HE loft was very small and the floor

covered with about a foot of hay.
Ed Malloy kicked it around. He pawed in
the corners and his hands grasped a
leather bag. ‘

Pulling it from the hay, he hurried
back into the light., He saw the neat
stacks of bills inside. Fred Baldwin would
be glad to see them.

With the bag under his arm he started
down the ladder. The barn door creaked
and then closed. At the bottom rung, Ed
turned around. He saw the short man
standing inside the doorway, gun in
hand, a grin on his wide face.

“Drop it, hombre,” the gunman said
softly.

The teller let the bag slip from his
fingers. He stepped away and he felt the
gun he’d tucked into his belt. In a
straight fight he wouldn't stand a chance
with the bull-necked, massive-jawed man
before him.

“Up with the hands,” the short man
snapped.

Ed Malloy lifted his hands over his
head. He backed up to the wall and
waited. _

“You’ll never leave Little Creek to-
night,” he told the gunman.

“Reckon we ain’t plannin’ on leavin’,”
the short man grinned. “There’ll be
plenty o’ time in the mornin’.”

He was walking up toward the bag on
the floor. Ed Malloy blinked. He was
standing back in the shadows .against
the wall with his hands above his head.
Reaching back to the wall he felt some-
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thing cold. His fingers tightened around
"the object. It was a horseshoe hanging
from a nail on the wall.

He was standing six feet away from
the short man when the bandit picked up
the bag.

The door creaked in the wind and the
short man turned his head slightly. Ed
Malloy’s right hand whirled downward.
The gunman didn’t see the leaden missile
flying through the air. It hit him a
glancing blow on the side of the head and
he went down with a groan.

Quickly, the teller stepped ferward.
"He picked up the gun and tossed it into
the hay loft.

He snatched the rope from the saddle
hanging on the wall and quickly trussed
ap the gunman’s hands and feet. The
partner of the man he’d captured might
ve coming back any moment to see what
had caused the delay. Ed surmised the
short man had come back for more ecash.

With the bag in his hand, he hurried
out into the street again. Fred Baldwin
would be glad to see this cash back in the
hank safe. They might be able to hush
up the whole thing s0 Tom MeCall would-
n’t know his bank had been rcbbed.

A gust of wind hit him as he rounded
the corner. It nearly took away his
vreath. He staggered forward and then
he bumped into another man running
from the other direction.

Dazedly, Ed Malloy sat down in the
snow, the bag still in his hand. He caught
a glimpse of the man above him. He saw
sihe thin face and the cruel mouth.
 Scrambling to his feet, Ed Malloy
wlunged forward. He knew the bandit
was reaching for his gun and he had to
stop it. He felt the powder burn his face.

“:Something twitched past his ear and-

Hd Malloy realized how close to death
‘he’d been. He caught the hand holding
the gun and he pushed it back, The mo-
mentum of his rush carried both men
Packward. The tall bandit staggered out
into the drifts, Ed Malloy with him.

GAIN the gun roared but the siug
went up into the air this tima. They

were struggling back toward the Lariat =

Saloon. Ed heard the noise inside.

The bank teller’s right hand was free
and he saw the bandit’s face above him.
He swung his fist and he felt the pain ix
his knuckles as it connected. The gum-
hand staggered back again.

Ripping the gun from the man’s limp
fingers, Ed stood up. He smiled at the
crowd gathering around. '

“Anybody- got the key to the jaii
house?”’ he asked. “There’s another one
down in the old smith barn around the
corner.”

“What’s the charge, Ed?” Joe Timbs
asked, dumfounded.

“Robbing the Cattleman’s National
Bank,” Ed Malloy told them. He picked
up the bag. Men came forward and
yanked the tall gunman to his feet.

A few minutes later Ed Malloy walked
into the bank. Fred Baldwin was still
sitting in the chair by his desk. He stareé
at the bag under the teller’s arm.

“You got it, Ed?” he asked eagerly.

Doctor Stanton was still there. Ed Mal-
loy had been gone forty-five minutes, He
dropped the bag on the desk.

“You can ecount it, Fred,” he said.

The cashier stared at him. “Have
trouble, Ed?” he asked.

“A little,” Ed Malloy smiled. “We late
for supper, Fred?”

Doctor Stanton stepped forward.
“There’s blood on your left ear, Ed,” he
said.

Ed Malloy reached up his hand. “I was
bitten,” he grinned, “by a horsefly.”

Fred Baldwin gulped. “Horseflies in
January, E47”

“There were funny things out in that
storm,” the teller said. “It’s good you
stayed indoors, Fred.”
~ Doctor Stanton grinned. ‘“Where are
the horseflies now, son?” he asked.

" Ed Malloy scratched his chin. “Reckor
you’ll find them in the sheriff’s jail, dee.”

The cashier’s eyes bulged. “It was that
hit on the head, doc,” he whispered.

“Don’t worry about him,” Doctor Stan-
ton smiled. “Ed Malloy can take care of

‘himself.” The docter grinned at the

younger man hefore him.

7 “And others
too, I'm thinking.” :



A SADDLEPA

FOR SATAN

By CLEM YAGER

Saddlepards they were, sure —but did that mean they'd side each
other even against the law?

T was one of those lean years in

E the cow country and its mark lay

-~ on the two men’s faces. In the
gtudied squint of their eyes, in the
straight lines of their lips now growing
unused to laughter, in the flatness of
their voices and in the edge to their
temspers. '

They were young, in their early twea-
ties, but the lush years lay behind them
and in the overstocked range lands and
catastrophic fall of catile prices they
read only hopelessness and futility. A
bitter futility rankled them and brought
a biting anger.

The wind was cold. It drove at them
from -out of the north and they were
thankful for the buildings of the town

that broke the force of the wind and took -

the rawness out of its sting, The cold lay
in the ground, too, hard-frozen, that was
a sounding pan to the fall of their
horses’ hoofs. .

They pulled in their mounts before
Kelly’s Cafe but they did not dismount.
Through the plate glass window they
could see the counter and the stacks of
dishes and cups and the pies and cakes
on display. Anger smoldered in the two
men’s eyes.

32

The dark one, who was Roy Waters,
said, “How much we got left?”

Bob Harshany, who was tall and slim
and with tawny hair that lay long and
uncut over his ears, felt the two thin
coins in his jumper pocket.

“Two dimes,” he said.

Roy Waters turned his hot gaze away
from the window. He looked up and
down the street. He said nothing.

Fingering the handle of the sixshooter
that rode om his right hip, Harshany
said slowly, “We can always sell these.”

Waters laughed, It must have been a
laugh for it wasn’t a snarl or a bark or
a cry, but it wasn’t a genuine, full-
fledged laugh either.

“T"Il use mine before I sell it,” he said.

“Don’t be a fool, Roy!”

“That’s just exactly what I ain’t aim-
ing to be,” said Waters, swinging to the
ground. “Come on, Bob. We got enough
for a cup of coffee, anyway.”

Inside it was warm. The heat crawled
through their worn clothing and lay
soothingly comfortable on their flesh.
They walked to the counter and sat down
on the stools.

The girl behind the eounter was talf
and slim and her hair was the color of

&
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a golden bay horse Harshany had once
broken down on the Pecos. She smiled
imypersonally at them.

“What’ll it be, boys?”’ she asked.

Waters scowled. “Two cups of coffee,”
he said.

The girl looked them over. She hesi-
tated a moment, then asked, “Anything
else?”’

Waters said angrily, “We gave our
order.”

The girl started for the kitchen. In
the doorway she paused and said over
her shoulder, “We—we can mark you
down.” ;

Waters brought his right hand down
ioudly on the counter. A flush lay heavily
on his features. He said, “1 don’t want
charity,” and, rising to his feet, he
started for the door.

Harshany said, “Roy!”

“Go vo the devil!”

“Roy! Wait a minutel”

But the door slammed and through the
window Harshany could see his com-
panion swinging angrily down the street.
Harshany turned back to the ecounter
with a muffled curse. ’

The girl came out of the kitchen. She-

placed a cup of coffee before Harshany
and he loocked up and caught the crim-
son on her face.

“T'm sorry, cowboy,” she said.

“Tt’s all right, ma’am. Roy is awfully
touchy. Fve knewn him since we were
kids and he always was like this, Maybe
it’s because his pa was a no-good, drunk-
en bum, always beggin’ a handout. Any-
way, Roy is awful $ouchy about that.”

“I didn’t mean anything,” the girl ex-
plained. “Times are tough. We're carry-
ing a lot of yo1 boys on our books. As
soon as times get better, dad and I know

you'll pay. But it’s hard going right

now and 1 think we folks should all try
and help one anocther.”

“I understand, ma’am, Only Roy, he’s
80 doggone touchy.”

“And you, cowbey? Are you touchy,
to0?”

His jaw set stubbornly. “I'H pay you,
ma’am. Soon’s I get a job. No matter
where I am, Il send you what T owe. If

you don’t believe that, don’t mark me
down1”

The girl smiled wanly. “I believe you,
eowboy. Otherwise, 1 wouldn’t have
asked.”

“It’s hell,” Harshany said defensively.
“The range overstocked, prices going
down to next to nothing and cattiemen
going broke right and left.”

“It sure i3 tough. But times will
change, cowboy. You’ll see better -days
again.”

“I know that. Only wish I could make
Roy see it that way, teo.”

“He’ll come around o it. AN right,
cowboy. What’ll you have? , . .’

FTER he had eaten, Harshany rose
£ to his feet and mumbled his
thanks. The girl smiled. “You’re always
welcome, cowbey.”

He looked at her and their eyes met
and Harshany didn’t know why but all
at once his face colored and he felt un-

.comfortable and not a little angry. So

he muttered, “Reckon I'll go look for
Roy.”

He went outside into the bitter eold.
He looked at his moeunt and Roy’s,
standing tail-end to the sweep of the
wind, and, mounting, he headed for the
stable leading Waters’ black behind him.

Harshany told the barnman bluntly,
“I ain’t got the money to pay for their
keep. But I ain’t gonna let them stand
outside in this cold with no feed.”

The barnman grinned. “I like horses,
mister. That’s why I'm in this business.
You take care of them persomal and I
reckon I ean find room for them.”

Afterward, Harshany went out and
stared down the street and thought he’d
look into the Alhambra first of all. The
place was warm and tobacco smoke made
a haze about the oil lamps that now were
burning for the early darkness was fall-
ing rapidly. Harshany spotted Waters
seated in a chair agszinst the wall oppo-
gite from the bar.

Though the urge was in him to feel
the raw taste of whiskey dewn his
throat, Harshany moved toward his part-
ner. He knew a slight shame for he had
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eaten and he could see in Roy Waters’
drawn face that hunger still was in him.

Harshany could find no words to say
s¢ he just nodded. Waters merely ran
his eves briefly over his partner’s face,
then looked away.

Studying the half-dozen men in the
barroom, Harshany asked, “How’s it
ook, Roy?”

“It’s the same old story. Nobody’s
hiring nothing.”

Harshany fingered the coins in his
pocket. “I still got our two dimes, Roy.
You take 'em and eat.”

“I'm all right.”

“Den’t be like that, Roy.”

“1'Hl be all right!”

“You're stubborn as a mule. T ate
You take these.”
~ Waters smiled strangely. “I don’t need
them, Bob. I got something lined up.”

A cold fear ran through Bob Har-
shany. He looked at his partner closely.

“What you mean?”

“Let’s go outgside and T'l cut you
in..."”

IGHT had fallen and it seemed
\ that with the coming of darkness
the wind had taken on an added chill
and there was the breath of snow in the
air. The two men walked up the street
until they came to the shelter of the
sunken doorway of a harness shop.
Waters raised his jumper collar about
his neck and shoved his hands into his
pocicets. Harshany asked, “Well?”
Waters stared at the ground. He said
guietly, “I know how you feel about this,
Bob, and I reckon you’ll iy off the han-
dle, but I'm asking you not to. Anyway,
wait until I'm done.”
Premonition sent its cold chill down

Harshany’s spine. “Well?” he asked
again. “
Waters spoke with quiet bitterness,

the words falling off his tongue with
rancid softness. “There’s no use kiddin’
ourselves, Bob. The breaks are against
us. We worked hard down on the Pecos.
" “Well, we lost our jobs and the bank
went bust, We wandered all over Hades

“do but

and back and we ain’t even had the
smell of a job. Well, Bob, if I can’t get
money by working at a job, I'll get it
gsome other way. You with me?”
Though it was not unexpected, it left
Bob Harshany a little shaken., He had
kaown it was coming, had known it for
a couple of weeks. He had known it from
the frequency of Roy’s brooding silence.

When Harshany said nothing, Waters
went on, “I worked hard all my life. i
denied myself a lot of fun., And what did
that get me? We can’t get a job nc more
and I ain’t cne to take charity. I'm going
back to the Alhambra and clean out
the till. You coming with me?”

Harshany said hoarsely, “For gosh’s
sake, Roy, take it easy!”

“T've took it easy long enough.”

‘“You ain’t got a chance. You won’t
get away with it.”

Waters smiled wryly. “If 1 don't—
well, anything’s better than this.” ‘

- An edge crept into Harshany’s voice.
“I'm not letting you do it, Roy.”

Waters smiled, a brief slash of white
in the darkness. Harshany felt the bar-
rel of Roy’s sixshooter hard against his
stomach. .

“Don’t try to stop me, Bob,” Waters
said softly. “We ain’t partners no more.
So don’t you try and stop me.”

“Roy,” he said desperately. “Don’t be
a damn fool Roy.”

“You stay right here,” said Waters.
“You stay plumb out of everything. You
get in my way, Bob, and T’ll kill you!”

Slowly, gun still leveled, Waters
backed out of the docrway until he was
beyond his partner’s reach. Then Waters
whirled quickly, holstering his weapon,
and went swinging down the street with
long, rapid strides.

Harshany watched him go. He knew
the impulse to draw his gun and call
out to Roy to stop but Harshany realized

‘that would not work. Waters kuew Har-

shany would not shoot and Waters would
only laugh in his bitter, hiting way.

There was nothing Harshany could
stand and waleh as Walers
reachad tue Alhambra.
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"WARSHANY djd not know what
prompted him but he started down

the street, Waters had made his play..

There was nothing -Harshany could de
now. Yet he drove the thought from his
mind, telling himself that he had to do
something.

He walked swiftly, ears tuned for the
sudden, jarring crash of gun thunder
but the only break in the silence was the
moaning of the wind.

He had just reached the Alhambra
when the shots came. Three of them,
quick-spaced and jarringly loud. Then
Roy Waters’ voice sounded.

“Just don’t let no one else-try any-
thing. You all stay put right where you
are. First man pokes his head outside
gets it.”

In that brief instant, Harshany’s de-
cision was made. Gone was that stub-
born faith of his. He knew only that he
had an obligaticn born out of years of
friendship and, right or wrong, he, Bob
Harshany, was going to stick by his
partner.

Thus it was that as Roy Waters came
backing out of the Alhambra, Harshany
had untied the two horses and was wait-
ing. Waters whirled, gun leveled, and
Harshany spied the pale shade of pain
on his partner’s face and the blood
starting to show on his shirt.

As Roy hesitated, Harshany said, “I'm
with you, Roy.”

Waters still hesitated, brief seconds
that were an eternity as an outery be-
gan inside the Alhambra. Then Waters
acted. His gun blasted, orange flame
lancing the darkness, and Bob Harshany
felt the breath of the bullet past his
cheek. Instinctively, h¢ yanked out his
gun.

“Roy!” he cried.

He could not believe it, did not want to
believe it. But again Waters fired, fast
upon the heels of his first shot and again
hig bullet was intended for Harshany.

“Roy!” Harshany cried again.

Harshany’s gun was in his hand. The
words were on his tongue but he could
not speak. He did not know what man-
ner of madness posseszed Waters that

had made a frenzied killer vut of him.

Waters was poised for another shot
and Harshany, praying that he might
die, too, pulled the trigger., Waters’ shot
blasted into the ground and then he was
falling as the doors of the Alhambra
split open.

Harshany was on his knees beside his
partner, sobbing brokenly, “F only want-
ed to help you, Roy. What got into you?
What got into you?”

Waters said in a weakening voice that
broke with difficulty through the bloody
froth on his lips, “Damn you, Bob. I'd
have made my get-away sure. But you
stopped me, you dirty son. I’d have got
away for sure. Oh, you dirty, dirty son.”

i IGHT was spilling out the open door
and the bystanders had made a
lane so that the glow fell on the dying
man’s face. There was hate in Waters’
voice but Harshany, catching the last
life in the man’s eyes, read the plead-
ing there.

Comprehension hit Harshany then and
he nodded slightly to Waters and it
seemed that a smile came to those eyes
before they were abruptly empty.

Harshany rose to his feet. There were
a lot of backslaps and congratulatory
words but he walked away from them
for he wanted to be alone.

Wounded, knowing that Harshany
would sacrifice anything to help his
partner, Waters had forced Harshany to
shoot him. And those dying curses. They
had been for the beunefit of the watchers
and that pieading look in his eyes that
Harshany had understood and answered.

That knowledge would ease the pain
of remembrarnce as the years went by.

He found himself in front of Kelly’s
Cafe. The girl was outside, having just
locked up. Her face was pale and drawn.
She looked up at Harshany and he read
the compassion on her features.

She said softly, “I saw it all, cowboy.
I understand.”

He looked at her and suddenly those
old dreams were coming back and the old
hope tkat tomorrow, surely, things would

change.



VENGEANCE

THE MYSTERIOUS MARAUDER HAD
COLDLY WATCHED EIGHT PEOPLE
MASSACRED, TO GET HiS HANDS
O THE GOLD BULLION THE BLACK
BL.UFF STAGE CARRIED. AND ONE
OF THE FIEND'S VICTIMS WAS KEN
LESLIE'S SWEETHEART . . .

ROSS FLATS’ dusty street was
C almost empty when he reined into

it, and In the harsh glare of after-
noon sun he made a rather forbidding
figure, 2 gaunt, weather-blackened man
with bitter agate-blue eyes and an ex-
pression of relentless - determination

about his- tight-pressed lips. He rode
slowly, with a kind of exaggerated de-
liberation, but there was no real ease in
his movements, rather the sort of re-
gtraint which comes of rigid self-imposed
patience, behind which lies a trembling,
tight-coiled spring.

By JOSEPH
PAYNE

TRAIL e,

Had his face betrayed any evidence of
humor, it might have been handsome;
as it was, it remained arrvestisig. There
was something about the high cheekbones
and the sharp sldnt of the jaw which
gave his countenance a keen questing
quality, an aleriness which immediately
set it apart.

He let the dusty roan slow to a walk
as he started along the street. A third of
the way down he reached & plank sign
reading, Stable and Feed, and turned in.
Dismounting, he led the roan into the
rear corrval, exchanged a few words with
the sleepy hostler concerning his gear,
and returned to the street.

A scant block away he found the place
he wanted, a twe-story hotel with a
veranda and plate-glasg front. He went

The Apache crumpled at
Ken's feel as a rifle spoke.
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in, stood 2 moment as hig -eyes adjusted
teo the relative dimness and cressed te
the desk.

A  derk-hatred girl arose from a
checker game -on the other side of the
bbby and came toward him.

He iteek off his hat with ‘the same slow
deliberation which marked wll his move-
ments, and spoke.

“I'm Ken T.eslie. Come 1o see John
Ewans, He has my letter?™

She was silent a moment, surveying
him with -evident curiosity. “I'Hl see if
he's awake. ‘'Will you wait here?’

He mnodded, and she crossed te the
stairs and went up. The other checker-
player, an welderly white-haired man
dregsed in townsman's clethes, losked to~
ward him with interest and an epen
desire to speak, but affer a single glance,
Ken Jeaned against the desk and looked
away. He was starving out of the window
at the flat mondteny of frame saloon
fronts’ acress the strest when the girl
returned.

“He'll see you,” she said. “But please
deni’t stay long and try met to—excite
him-—more than you can help. I-Ie 3 very
sick, you know.”

“q know,” he said. He followed her up
the stairs and she stopped in Tront of a
door just .off the landing.

“He’s in here,” she explained.
can go right in.”

‘She amiled and hesitated momentarily,
and she was a pretty givl, but all he said
was, “Thank you, miss”, with scarcely a
glance at her, and opened the doeor.

The bed parsaleled the windows en the
opposite side of the room and he crossed
to 4t at once. “You're John Evans? Yeu
were there?”

The wasted plllow—pmpped figure be-
fore him looked up with guizzical interest
and nodded. “I'm what is left of John
Evans., 1T was there, and I'm still there
when I get too tired not to think., You're
Leslie then?”

Ken nodded, sat down on the single
chair alongside the bed and leaned for-
ward. “The white man. Did you get a
logk at him?”

John ‘BEvans’ sunken eyes met his own

“You

and a sudden wild light danced in them.

* “Thaet devil! T4 die vontent if T conld see
Him strung upt”

HEN he shrugged and the old weary

patience of a -dying man, a man be-
yond hope, came ‘into his face and his
voice fell tp a whisper.

“W-e couldn’t see him. Just a glinpse.
And he was too far away. He stayed be-
hind the rocks. He bessed ‘the attadk, but
ke kept'his own hide safe. Let the *Paches
do ‘the work.” He paused for breath and
went on. “We put up a good fight, out-
numbered ag we were. I think the *Paches
wotild've quit, ¥f ke hadn’t kept yelling
—pushing them on.” ,

‘Ken let him rdst a minute and ‘then
agked ‘his ofher question. “The woman.
How did-—she go?” He gripped the etiges
of ‘his chair until the knuckles furned
‘white. ‘Sweat broke out on his forehead
as John FEvans started to speak.

“We tried to protect her at first. Kept
her on the stage floor, away from the
doors. But when Bill Connerton :got hit,
she took up his gun and fought with the
rest of us—just like a man.” He paused,
breathing heavily, exhausted by talk and
the ordeal of painful recollection.

Ken bent forward. “Goon. What €lse?”

John Evany’ veice grew wesker. “It's
hard to remeniber. We tsld ‘her to save
one last round feor herself. She said she
would. I guess she knew what the *Paches
would ‘do to ‘her, .if they got her alive.
I can’t remember, When they closed in,
1 was hit—four times. They must've
theught 1 was dead. I puess they were
in & hurry®

He stepped speaking and cloged his
eyes, the feverish, shriveled remmant of

‘a ‘man, waiting for death. An onlocker

not close enough to neticg the faint flut-
ter of his breath would have supposed
him a corpse.

Ken Leslie murmured his thanks, stood
up and crossed to the door, the ‘bitter
gense of frustration sharp within him.
He had learned a little, but nothing
definite -enough 1o ge dhead on. The

identity of the white renegade remained

@ complete mystery. John Evans, the
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single survivor of the stagecoach masgsa-
cre, had merely glimpsed him, could not
offer a clue. And even John Evans, he
realized, would be dead in a matter of
days. .

He went down the stairs and strode
slowly toward the desk. The pretty dark-
haired girl was behind it now and she
looked up at him with a kind of expec-
tancy and seemed about to ask a ques-
tion. When she saw his face however,
she dropped her eyes and said nothing.

“Pd better have a room,” he said. He
signed the register, accepted the key
which she lifted from the adjacent key-
board and tramped back up the stairs.
Locating his room, he went in, tossed
his hat on the bed, took off his sun-
bleached calico shirt and washed at the
cramped copper sink. Later he walked
back to the livery stable, satisfied him-
sz2lf that the roan had been properly fed

and watered, sorted out some of his gear’

and presently returned to the hotel,
He sat on the edge of the straw-
mattress cot and tried to think.

E knew he could never rest until he

killed with his own hands the white
man who was responsible for Connie
Weatherby’s death-—the white man who
had coldly watched eight people massa-
ered in order to obtain the sack of gold
bullion carried on the Black Bluff stage.
The outlaw Apaches involved in the at-
tack deserved to die, and yet he con-
sidered them less responsgible than their
white ringleader. Many of them had been
brutally treated by the whites and it was
not difficult to understand how, inflamed
by tiswin and hot words, they might be
goaded into a massacre.

Tomorrow, he decided, he would ride
out to the Black Bluff Apache Reserva-
tion, a half day’s travel to the north.
Tkaore was just a chance that the agent
in charge might be able to give him some
information. He had made his resolve.
He would never give up, not even if it
took him the rest of his life,

He left the hotel and roamed restlessly
through the streets, stopping at several
galoons in order to listen to the bar

gossip.” A phrase, a chance word, might
prove to be the clue which he was wait-
ing for. ) :
Towards dusk he saw a sign reading,
Harlow’s Supplies and Merchandise, and
decided to buy a little biscuit flour and
some beang for the next day’s trip.
The proprietor came down the aisle as
he entered and he listed his wants. He
had paid and was about "o leave when
something about the storekeeper’s face
caught his attention.
~ He pretended a sudden interest in a
barrel of crackers and as the fellow bent
over to scoop crackers into a small sack,

- he studied him ecarefully. The face, even

behind its rather elaborate brush of
beard, was familiar.. Somewhere he had
seen it before.

' He paid for the crackers and departed,
probing his memory for the time or place
which would establish the identity of the
black-bearded storekeeper. )

He had been polite enough, but some-
how his politeness seemed hollow. Behind
it there had been a sort of surly furtive-
ness, a distinet unfriendliness which his
remarks about the weather and solici-
tude concerning Ken’s needs had not been
able to mask. Ordinarily Ken would have
paid little attention, but for some reason
the storekeeper’s bearded face stuck in
his memory.

He returned to the hotel, moody and
reflective, and went to bed, but hours
passed before he slept. At first he kept
seeing the storekeeper’s face and he tried
to imagine what it would look like with
the beard shaved off, but whenever he
was on the brink of recognition the
image blurred and the beard came back
on and he had to start over again. And
then, as always just before he fell asleep,
the image of Connie Weatherby was be-
fore him. He saw her as she must have
looked getting on the stage at Blaek
Bluff, happy and eager, impatient {o get
started, thinking warmly and probably
a little shyly about her coming marriage
to him. And then he pictured Canyon
Trail and shared what must have been
her first sickening premonition of dis-
aster as the barrier loomed into view and



VENGEANCE TRAIL ) 39

the horses reared to a halt. And, finally,
a complete hell of torment was on him,
a8 he imagined the first sheots crack out
and saw those lean bronzed bodies writh-
ing from rock to rock while a voice, a
white man’s voice, shrilly urged them on.

T LAST, mercifully, he slept and

when he awoke, sun was stream-

ing in the window and he could hear

the creak of a spring wagon passing up
the street.

He lay still a few moments, collecting
his thoughts and listening to the rising
morning sounds, but as always during
/Mese past months the old impatience
was quickly upon him and he arose and
iressed.

As he passed through the downstairs
©obby, .the dark-haired desk girl greeted
him cheerfully. He nodded briefly and
went out, and as he started along the
poardwalk, she crossed to the front win-
dows and watched him out of sight.

The sun was already high and he hur-
ried along, wishing he had gotten an
earlier start. As he passed the sign read-
ing, Harlow’s Supplies and Merchandise,
he glanced up quickly and someone drew
back from the doorway. For just a mo-
ment he considered returning and enter-
ing the store on some pretext, but he
decided against it.

While he assembled his small pack in
one of the stable rooms, the black-beard-
ed face of the storekeeper came again
10 his mind and he was so absorbed in
trying to associate it with something,
he hardly noticed when the hostler ap-
peared. He watched the roan led from
the rear corral, roped his pack behind
the pommel, paid the livery charges and
vode into the street.

Just then it occurred to him with a
small start that he had not had break-
fagt, Reining up in front of a sign read-
ing, Cross Flats’ Cafe, he hitched his
pony to the tie rail and hurried inside,
ordering bacon and eggs and a pot of
coffee.

By the time he reached the edge of
town it was mid-morning and he touched

his spurs to the roan and seitled himself
in the saddle for the long ride ahead.

As he advanced the level tableland sur-
rounding Cross Flats mergea into a
series of low rolling hills and at length
the roan was laboring up a succession
of sandy bluffs which supported a few
stunted juniper. He stopped, letting the
horse blow, and looked back, and Cross
Flats was just a diminishing blur on the
horizon.

By ncon he was out of the bluffs on
a boulder-strewn mesa where the heat of
the sun seemed to become more intense
by the minute. He let the roan pick its
own immediate way, but bore-always to
the northwest.

The mesa slid away to a downgrade
slashed by widening gullies and then he
was rising again and in the distance
grass-covered foothills gradually broke
into view. These, he knew, marked the
fringe of the Black Bluffs Apache Reser-
vation.

For nearly an hour he rode among
these slowly-lifting hills_and finally the
welcome smell of pine was in the air and
his horse pricked up its ears and hurried,
sensing water.

He reached it at last, a shallow moun-
tain-fed stream rustling among rocks
just beyond the first scattered clumps of
pine.

Dismounting, he let the roan drink,
ground haltered it, carried his pack to
a patch of shade and built a small fire.

; E prepared hiscuits and beans and
coffee while the roan grazed con-
tentedly alongside the stream. The gur-
gling whisper of water over stones and
the cooler air moving from the pine
slopes made him relax in spite of him-
gelf and when he had finished the simple
meal, he began to feel sleepy. Rousing
himself with an effort, he collected his
few utensils, carefully put out the fire
and fastened his pack behind the pommel.
He was just about to swing into the
saddle when something caused him to
turn around, He had heard nothing and
geen nothing, but the impulse was urgent,

‘unmistakable. Two Apaches stood under
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a nearby pine, their rifles aimed un-
waveringly at bis chest,

They had, he realized, slipped from
tree to tree down the slope while he ate,
their mocassins making no audible sound
on the thick mat of pine needles,

For just an instant he considered mak-
ing a desperate reach for his gun, but
he understood the hopelessness of it and
instead raised his hands.

They emerged from the tree’s shadow
and came toward him, scowling their
bright black eyes never leaving his face.
They wore breechelouts, and around their
loose black hair bandeaux of red calico.

One of them approached, lifted his
Colt from its holster and motioned him
toward the pines. He moved forward and
the Apache fell in behind him, rifle held
ready in the crook of his arm. Presently
the other caught up, riding Ken’s horse,
and they directed him through the trees
toward the top of the slope.

Farther along, just beyond the turn
of a rocky trail, they had their own
horses tethered. . '

The one on the roan dismounted, and
after they had gotten astride their own
ponies, they motioned him into the saddle.

Guiding their mounts on either side
slightly to the rear, they started him
forward. He watched the terrain care-
fully, aware however that his chances of
escape under the eircumstances would be
about one in ten thousand.

The trail twisted downhill into a dry
wash, skirted the mouth of a small box
canyon and led onto ancther steeper slope
where the pine growth was almost dense.
Presently they broke from these deeper
shadows onto a grassy plateau and in the

distance brush wikiups ecame into view. .

In a gquarter-hour they rode among
them and Ken found himself the object
of sullen curiosity. The men were silent
and though a few of the squaws mut-
tered imprecations, no one made a move

to harm him. His captors impassively -

guided him through the scattered wiki-
ups, crossed to the edge of the plateau
and entered a pine grove. Here, screened
from the plateau by the trees, was a

_has

stout log building surreunded by a num-
ber of smaller frame structures, '

NE of the Apaches dismounted,
went inside the large building and
in a moment returned with a white man.
He was hatless, tall and loose, with a
startling shoeck of leng yellow hair. As
he approached, Ken at once noticed his
eyes, 'cat-like tawny-yellow, narrowed
now with suspicion. ’
There appeared to be no friendliness
in him. He stopped a few feet away and
spoke. “What’s your name, stranger?
And what’s your business on this reser-
vation?”

Briefly, Ken told his story. The reser-
vation agent listened impassively, scrap-
ing his chin with the back of his hand.
He appeared to be genuinely interested
and at length he nodded,

“Sounds pretty straight, Lesle. Climb
down and come in.”

Ken followed him inside. They entered
a large central reom, cool in half shad-
ows, and the agent motioned him to a
chair.

His tawny eyes took on an expression

_ of rather amused apology. “Sorry if my

boys threw a scare into you. They're
reservation police. Patrol the boundaries
to keep off drifters who might cause
trouble. Technically, it’s a federal offense
to trespass on the reservation.” He waved
his hand., “In your case, of course, we’ll
forget it.”

Passing Ken a cigarette, he lit one
himself and continued. “Wish I couid
help you, Leslie. Since that stagecoach
job, every Apache on the reservation
been under suspicion. Dammned
uncomfortable.” He spread his hands.
“But it looks hopeless. Those outlaw
bucks are probably heled up in Mexico
by now. Long since. Been months, The
white man”—he shrugged—*“probably
headed for the coast. Or mayhe went
back east. He wouldn’t stick in these
parts.”

Ken realized the logic of his remarks
and again his hopes sank. The trail, if
trail there was, seemed faint indeed.



VENGEANCE TRAIL 41

The agent, who introduced himself as
Henry Shate, chatted a few . minutes
longer and excused himself. He returned
presently and led Ken to an outer room
where a fat Indian woman had prepared
coffee and a kind of frijole cake.

Qut of politeness Ken forced himself
to eat a little, but he was anxious to be
off and did not linger once the simple
meal was out of the way.

- Shate, who saw him to the saddle, in-
vited him to spend the night on the
reservation. Ken thanked him, but de-
clined.

The agent grinned at him like a good-
natured cat. “You won’t have any trouble
getting out. I've passed the word.”

Ken thanked him again, shook hands
and rode out through the pine grove. As
he passed through the wikiup area this
gecond time, there were no imprecations.
But neither were there any greetings.

By the time he reached the stream
where the two Apache police had appre-
hended him, the sun was slanting long
shadows down the pine slope. He was in
a restless, rather irritable mood, how-
ever, and decided not to camp. With the
sun declining, the ride back to Cross
Flats would be cooler and it would give
him a chance to think.

E was just passing the last trees on
the edge of the reservation area
when something white attached to a pine
trunk caught his atteation., It was a
dodger, old and tattered ana faded, but
as he studied it, something fell into place
and with a queer. little shock of recog-
nition he knew where he had seen the
face before. It was the Dblack-bearded
gtorekeeper in Cross Flats—without the
beard. He remembered now that he had
seen the dodger somewhere else months
before. ‘

He read the notice, guessing where
the weather had blotted out a word.
“Wanted. Reward. Vergil Hawley. For
robbery in Whetstone City. Five hundred
dollars reward will be paid io the per-
son ,..”

Ken felt a sudden surge of hope. If
Hawley had committed a robbery in

Whetstone City, it was highly possibie
that he had also engaged in further
depredations. And a comfortable store-
keeper’s berth in Cross Flats-would be
just the right disguise to deflect sus-
picion.

He studied the dodger carefully once
more and touched the roan into motion.
He had a lead now, and it looked like a
good one. Of course the mere fact thas
Hawley had committed a robbery was not
by any means conclusive proof that he
had led the Canyon Trail massacre. He
would have to move cautiously and gather
more direct evidence.

It was well after midnight when he
rode into Cross Flats. After turning the
horse into the livery corral, he tramped

‘back up the boardwalk toward the hotel.

Moonlight silvered the cheap frame
buildings into a kind of ghostly beauty
and there was something about the silent
deserted streets which at other times
might have touched him, but tonight his
mind was too preoccupied and he feit
none of it. '

The day’s ride had tired him; for once
he fell asleep within a few minutes and
he was still sleeping the next morning
when a sudden pounding on the door
brought him awake with a start. He
called out, “Who is it?” and geached for
his clothes.

He recognized the voice of the desk
girl. “It’s Crista Benton. John Evaus
wants to see you. Hurry—I think he’s
dying!”

Dressing hurriedly, he buckled on his
gun belt and stepped into the corridor.

Crista Benton regarded him solemnly.
“He’s almost gone.” He wants to tell you
something.” .

John Evans’ life hung by the frailest
thread. His breathing was labored and
irregular and there was a wild shine in
his eyes which could mean only one thing.

Crista Benton stood just inside the
door. An elderly bespectacled man whom
Ken tock to be the doctor hovered neav
the bed.

Ken crossed the room and bent over
the dying man. John Evans’ - feverish
eyes appeared not to recognize him for a
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moment, but a bony hand shot out and
elutched his shirt.

His voice was a broken, almost in-
audible whisper. ‘“Breckmill. The scout.
He’s—in town. Tell him—1I1 sent you. We
were partners once. He knows Apaches.
Maybe he can—" His voice trailed off
and he closed his eyes.

Ken realized the uselessness of ques-
tions. He straightened and glanced at
the doctor. “How long?”

The doctor shrugged. “An hour—or
less.”

Ken paused at the door long enough to
thank Crista Benton and returned to his
room. Twenty minutes later he was in
the Crown Saloon, inquiring after Breck-
wzill, the scout.

He found him, finally, in a small
restaurant situated on a side street on
the south edge of town.

LTHOQUGH there was a cautious
reserve in his manner, Breckmill
politely invited Ken to share his table
and state his business. He was a small
man, wiry and agile looking, burned
snuff-brown by the sun. His slate-grey
eyes were inscrutable, but a network of
tiny wrinkles along each corner of his
mouth gave him an oddly benign appear-
ance. Noting his build and his straight
black hair, Ken wondered if he might be
part Apache.

Breckmill listened impassively, sipping
¢offee, as Ken told his story. He was
silent for some minutes afterward, but
when he spoke he had made up his mind.

“T don’t meddle much,” he said. “But
John Evans was my friend—and it’s not
easy to turn down a dying man. Besides
that, I'd like to see the day when the
Apaches settle down, It’s white men like
thig one you're after that cause a great
deal of the ruckus. I'll do what I can,
Leslie.”

His instructions were that Ken remain
unobtrusively -in town. He would make
no promises, If he had not contacted Ken
within a fortnight, it was to be assumed
that he had failed.

Ken thanked him and left. He ehafed
at the thought of holing up in Cross

Flats, but decided he had no alternative
and settled himself in the old mould of
patience. There was a good chance that
Breckmill might uncover someathing, He
knew Apaches as well as any man in the
territory. ) )

Ken angled toward the center of town,
wondering how he eould spend these days
of waiting which lay ahead. Just as he
reached the hotel, several men pushed
out onto the boardwalk carrying s
blanket-covered form: on a crude home-
made stretcher.

Ken took off his hat, entered the lobby
and went up the stairs. Crista Benton
stood in the corrider at the top of the
landing and as he glanced toward her,
he saw that she was sobbing. He hesi-
tated, finally putting hiz hand on her
shoulder. She glanced up, gratefully.

“T'll miss him, I guess, He was a care,
but he’d always spoken kindly to me.”

Ken looked through the open door inte
John Evans’ empty room and nodded.
“It takes a time to forget,” he said. He
left her then and moved toward his room.

The next week dragged interminably.
He made cauticus inquiries concerning
the black-bearded storekeeper whose
shaven face had decorated the dodger
specifying Vergil Hawley. He learned
that Hawley, who was using the name,
Thomas Steele, had bought out Harlow,
the original storekeeper, about a month
before. Nobody knew much about him.
He had arrived a stranger and remained
one. But he ran the little emporium well
enough and he kept out of trouble. No-
body had ever ventured to question him
concerning the past. The code of the
territory demanded that a man be ac-
cepted at face value. No one, so far as
Ken could learn, had seen the dodger,
and no one connected Hawley with the
stagecoach massacre. His masquerade
had been completely successful.

EN realized, however, that he still
lacked proof. And that, perhaps,

was what Breckmill might supply.
The second week was drawing to s
close and he was about to conclude that



VENGEANCE TRAIL 43

the scout had failed, when Breckmill ap-
peared at the hotel.

Ite came up the stairg just at dusk
and rapped at Ken’s door. “Get your
horse,” he said. “We've got a ride ahead.”

in order to avoid attracting attention,
Ken rede cut of town alone and met him
some distaunce out on the flats.

The scout rode silently for a time,
finally turning toward Ken. “I found an
Apache who'll talk. You got any gold?”

Ken nodded. “Esgles enough for an
Injun.”

Breckmill indicated his approval and
feil silent again., He was laconic by na-
ture and his long association with In-
dians had accentuated this trait.

They veered suddenly south. The scout
studied the terrain carefully and finally
found what -he wanted: a faint trail
heading southwest off the flats toward a
stretch of broken malpais. They reached
this, dipped- into a gorge which was
startlingly dark after the open flats, and
climbed its steep oppesite slope. Further
along the malpais they reached the rim
of a larger gully and the scout stopped.

He waved toward the deep darkness
below. “He’s down there, if he came.
Better hand me your gun, Leslie. You
might get riled. And I keep my word—
even with Injuns.”

Ken hesitated only momentarily and

handed over his six-shooter. A wrong
meve now might spoil the game. -

Breckmill shoved it under his belt and
started his horse down the gully. Reach-
ing bottom, they threaded their way
around massive boulders, Breckmill lead-
ing the way."

The smell of burning mesquite hung
on the air and as they rounded a shoul-
der of rock the faint glow of a campfire
broke the darkness.
~ Breckmill stopped his horse and spoke
softly. A reply came back at once and
he went forward into the circle of fire-
light.

The Apache gitting cross-legged by the
fire inclined his head slightly and shot a

keen glance toward Ken. He was rag-

gedly dressed in a white man’s discarded
trousers and shirt. Even in repose, there

was a kind of sullen ferocity about his
flat features.

After ground haltermg their horses
Breckmill and Xen sat down by the small
fire. The scout drew a tobacco pouch and
offered it to the Apache. The Indian
shook his head. Breckmill said nothing,
rolled himself a cigarette, and sat staring
into the fire. Ken grew impatient, but un-
derstood the little ritual which the gitu-
ation demanded and madé no comment.

INALLY Breckmill spoke a few

words to the Apache, who nodded

in reply. Ken watched clozely and at

length noticed the Indian stiffen to at-

tention as the scout went on talking in
the Apache tongue. 7 .

As the scout finished, “an expression
of malice and sly cunning crept into the
Indian’s face. Shooting a quick search-
ing glance toward Ken, he reached in-
side his frayed shirt and drew out a
white silk scarf, a woman’s scarf with the
initials “CW?” stitched in the center in
bright blue thread.

Ken was seized with a sudden hot
overwhelming desire to kill. He reached
toward his now empty holster and half
arose as the Indian drew back with a
hissing intake of breath.

Breckmill’s voice ciit in, sharp as the
crack of a bullwhip.

“Quit it, Leslie! There’s your proof!
Remember it’s the white man you’re
after!”

Ken settled himself with an effort and
sat down. The Apache watched him nar-
rowly as Breckmill spoke again.

He turned toward Ken. “He wants to
see the color of your money.”

Ken opened a shirt pocket and drew
out a small leather bag. Contemptuously,
he tossed it across the fire.

Opening it, the Apache poured a palm-

ful of gold eagles onto the ground. Breck-

mill directed a question at him as he
stared at the money, a look of gloatmg
satigfaction on his face

Breckmill spoke softly to Ken. “He'll
name your man now.” )

The Apache looked up, darted a quick
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olanee toward the surrounding darkness
and leaned forward.

He was just sbout te speak when the
sudden nerve-tingling erack of a rifie
split the night. The Indiar jerked visibly
with an expression of rather grotesque
astonishment and pitched forward across
the fire.

Breckmill yelled, “Lockeut!”, threw
himgelf sideways and relled imte the
shadows. -

Ken instinctively flattened himself
along the ground an instant before the
riite spoke again. The geeonid bullet raked
a boulder just beyond the eircle of fire-
light and ricocheted down the gully with
a wicked little whine.

Breckmill called somewhere fromy the

darkness as Ken rolled out of the fire-

light toward his horse.

The seout’s voice was wrgent. “Ride
out, Leslie} Try the far slopel”

Ken found his horse and gained the
saddle as & third rifle shet rang eut.
Halfway up the nedr slope, en hig right,
he saw a little flicker of flame and
rveached for his gun. He cursed thew, as
he remembered that Bre:kmill had i.
Already he could hear hoof beats as the
seount started his ewn horse down the
gully.

Realizing that both of them would
‘have a better ehance if they separated,

he decided to forget the gun and con-

centrate on getting out of the gully alive.
Hurrying his horse behind an outerep-
ping of rock, he paused for a moment te
pet his bearings and started up the gully,
angling toward the left hand slope.

~EVERAL more shots cracked out, ap-
parently fired at random. He heard
two of thems smack against rocks along
the bottom of the gully. Another struck
higher up and started a minature land-
slide of loose shale and pebbles.
Crouching low in the saddle, he guided
the roan up the lefthand slope. He had
nearly reached the top when another sud-
den racket of gunfire broke loose far
down the gully. He could distinguish both
rifle shots and the steady erash ef a .45.
As his horse reached level ground, the

firing ceased. He stapped and peered
down into the gully. B was just an fr-
regular patel of darkness and ke could
hear mothing.

Wondering whether Breckmill had got-
ten eut alive, ke started west along the
malpais, mtending to make a wide cirele
before he struck the tableland adjacent
to Cross Flats.

He would return te town and wsait
until daylight, There was nothing else
to do. He had no gun and if Breekmill
had not escaped, he was probably beyend
help iIn any case. -The night’s werk was
spoiled and once again when he Bhad
thought himself on the brink ef success,
all his efferts and waiting had comie to
nothing. Either Breckmill or the Apache
had been ecareless. -Someone had either
learned of the rendezvous and hidden in
the gully or had trailed them across the
flats after dark. .

Ag he eircled toward town however, a
sudden disquieting thought came to him.
Could Brecknill be trusted? Might he
not be allied with the Apaches—possibly
even a leader? Was it sheer cohncidence
that he had demanded Ken’s gun before
entering the gully? Was # possible that
the night's werk had been carefully
planned—a. neatly laid trap whieh when
sprung would eliminate both a traiterous
loose-tougued Apache and a prying,
troublesome white man? John Evans kad
not seerr Breekmill for years; and a man
who lived like an Indian, who understood
Indians, might change.

Ag he neared tewn, he tried to shake
off these thoughts. Breckmil. had taken
his gun and would have had ample op-
portunity to kill him. He was a fool, he
told himself ; he had come to trust mo one.

He spent an: uneasy, almost sleepless-
night pondering his next move and finally
decided to ride baeck to the gully the
following morning. There was just a slim
chance that wheever shot the Apache
might have left some telltale evidenmce.

He breakfasted early and spent some
time mzking inquiries about tewn con-
cerning Breckmill, but no one had seen
the scout, If he had escaped, he had mot
returned to Cross Flats.
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Fearing the worst, Ken walked wearily
toward the livery stables. As he neared
the rear corral, the hostler caught sight
of him and hurried up.

He held out a gun and a-piece of paper.
“Catched some Injun sneakin® around
here a few minutes ago. Said these were
for you. Wouldn’t talk; seemed in a
pow'ful hurry.”

-Ken recognized the gun as his own.
Thanking the hostler, he unfolded the
piece of paper and bent to read a labori-
ously scrawled note: “Leslie—I got out.
I got some interestin’ news you will like.

Not safe in town. Meet me at Seven -

Buttes at noon. Hurry. Breckmill.”

Hastily stuffing the note in a pocket,
Ken caught the roan and saddled up.
Seven Buttes, a pinnacle rock landmark
somewhat south of the Apache Reser-
vation, was 4 long three hours’ ride. He
would have to hurry if he were to reach
it by noon.

HE roan was frisky and he rode it

out of town at a gallop. Once on
the open flats, Ken settled the horse into
a steady run and headed directly west.
A few miles out he passed a freighter
headed for Cross Fiats and was tempted
to stop and question the teamster. He
decided against it however. Breckmill’s
note sounded urgent and he could not
risk arriving late at Seven Buttes.

Although it was his custom to take
great care of a horse, he drove the roan
now to the limit of its endurance. In less
than an hour rolling hills suceeeded the
tableland and seon thereafter he was
crossing a regular series of hoghback
ridges which fringed the rough country
heyond.

An hour before noonn the finger-like
spires of Seven Buttes broke the horizon
and he stopped to rest the roan.

The sun was directly overhead when
he crossed into the twisting canyon
which debouched at the base of the
Buttes. He wag traversing the farther
end of the canyon, letting the roan pick

its own way, when a sudden sharp com-
mand rang out. . .

“Reach high, Leslie!”

Caught completely off guard:he froze
in the saddle and slowly turned his head.
Three rifles were pointed divecty at the
middle of his back. Inwardly cursing his
carelessness, he raised his hands above
his head. To reach for his own gun would
be suicidal. And he had no chanee to
make a break. The rifles were only seant
yards away.

As he watched, three Apaches stepped
into the open. One of them came forward,
lifted his gun frem the holster and mo-
tioned him to dismount. Only when he
was disarmed and afoot did the white
man venture into the open.

Ken stared with astonishment as
Henry Shate, the Reservation Agent,
strolled around a corner of rock.

He was grinnping, but wicked littie
lights danced in his eyes He came u«
cursing softly.

“You meddling fool! You got away.
last night, but you won't this time!
You'll wish yow’d never been bora!”

Ken looked into the tawny-yellow eyes
and suddenly sensed the savagery which
lay behind them. Then, with a quick
overpowering rush of blind .ury, he un-
derstood that this was the man he was
seeking, the man responsible for the
massacre of Connie Weatherby. In spite
of the rifles pointed at him, he lunget
forward, lashing out with hig fists. One
of them caught the surprised Shate
squarely in the face. The blow snappea
the agent’s head backward and sent him
sprawling.

Ken leaped for him but his pounce was
broken in mid-air as ene of the Apaches
swung a rifle butt savagely agamst the
side of his head.

HEN he regained consciousness,

he was lying propped against a

rock, tied hand and foet. Shate stood

nearby, nursing a smashed lip. One of

the Apaches spoke and the agent ap-
proached.

He stood regarding Ken for some mo-

ments with a kind of malignant relish.
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Drawing back his foot with cold de-
liberation, he drove his heavy bcot di-
rectly into Ken’s face.

Ken’s head crunched against the rock.
He struggled wildly againgt his bonds,
tasting hot blood in his mouth. Shate
cursed him and kicked again. Twisting,
he managed to struggle to his knees, but
he got no further. The agent kicked
again and again, with a maniacal frenzy,
until Ken collapsed against the rock.

Shate’s voice seemed to come from a
vast distance. “Pry, will you? I should
have killed you in the beginning. I'd
kick you to death, if the Injuns didn’t
want a little fun. They’ll roast you,-you
meddling damned fool, till you'll wish 1
had finished you!” ;

He paused, winded by his exertions,
and went on. “l figured you’d fall for
that phony note. I-wrote it; Breckmill
didw’t. He’s buzzard meat out on the
malpais. Gunned him last night. He died
easy, Leslie. A bullet in the belly. That’s
what you’ll beg for in another hour.”

The agent interrupted himself to mur-
mur- some instructions to one of the
Apaches. The Indian splashed some
cold water into Ken’s face imd propped
him upright against the rock again.
~ Shate grunted his approval. “Sorry 1
can’t stay to watch, Leslie. But my boys
will keep you company. When they get
through with you, there won’t even be
anything left for the buzzards!

“The bullion frem that Canyon Trail
stage is in my safe on the reservation,
Leslie. Some day it'll buy me a busi-
nesg in the east. Just one more good
haul and I'm leavin’. Everybody thinks
the Injuns that pulled that job high-
tailed to Mexico—they’re right on the
reservation, ready for work! Some of
them even joined the search parties that
were sent out to scout their traill”

He gave some final orders to the
Apacheg and touched his horse into mo-
tion. Just before he rode out of sight
the saddle and shouted back.
around a shoulder of rock, he turned in

“You’re a fool, Leslie. No woman is
worth what you'll go through!”

The Apaches lost no time. Afier throw-

ing more c¢old water over Ken’s face,
they stripped off his shirt and boots and
began scouring the area for faggots.

The Apaches returned presently with
an armload of wood, dumped it at his
feet and began shaving off small strips
in order to start a fire. Ken closed his
eyes, straining against the buckskin
thongs which bit into his wrists and
ankles. Soon the smell of woodsmoke
reached his nestrils, When he opened
his eyes, he saw the Apaches were wateh-
ing him intently, savoring this last me-
ment before hig torture began.

As he gritted his teeth, one of them
picked up a burning pine splinter and
deliberately pressed it against the soles
of his naked feet.

S he jerked backward with the sud-

den shock and pain, the sharp

crack of a rifle broke the silence and
the Apache crumpled at his feet.

The other two Apaches stared in blank
astonishment for a second and then bolt-
ed toward the nearby rock against which
their rifles were placed. One of them
dropped in his tracks as another report
shattered the silence of the canyon. The
third made a wild grab for his rifle,
missed and kept on going in a frantie
attempt to reach shelter. An instant be-
fore the rifle spoke again, he dodged be-
hind a boulder and disappeared..

Ken threw himself flat and began
wriggling toward cover.

He was still squirming away, an inch

“at a time, some five minutes later, when

he heard swift footsteps behind him.

He heard someone’s quick breathing
and the cold blade of a knife slipped
down between his wrists., He did not
realize the buckskin thongs had beemn
cut until his numb hands slid apart. A
moment later the thongs securing his
ankles were slashed. Then someone rolled
him over and he looked up into the face
of Cross Flats’ bearded storekeeper, Ver-
gil Hawley, alias Thomas Steele.

Hawley sheathed his knife and shock
his head. “Good thing I hurried along,
Leslie. Another half-hour and you would-
n’t want to live!”
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Ken stood up, disregarding the sear-
ing pain which shot through his feet.
“Thanks! You after Shate, too?”

Hawiey nodded. “My brother, Fred
Hawiey, was on that Black Bluff stage. 1
figured it might be Shate, but I wasn't
sure, so I grew a beard and settled down
in Cross Flats to watch.

“I had a notion you were on the same
trail, but I knew you wouldn’t trust me.
Right after you rode out this morning,
a freighter pulled in with Breckmiil.
Dead. Riddled with rifle shots. Picked
him up on the malpais. I figured then
you might be headin’ into a trap, so I
tagged along.”

Ken nodded, “We can talk later, Haw-
ley. Right now we’ve got to catch Shate
before he gets back on the reservation.
Those Apaches have rested horses some-
where in the canyon. Let’s take a look.”

HILE Ken hurriedly dressed,

Hawley smashed the three Apache
rifles against a rock in order to insure
their uselessness in the event the es-
caped Indian circled back while they
were searching the canyon for the trio’s
horses.

Holding their six-shooters ready for
instant use, the two of them set off in
opposite directions.

Hawley came pounding up as Ken
started from the clearing, leading two
of the Apache ponies.

Locating their own spent horses far-

ther up the canyon, they saddled the

rested Indian ponies and rode out at a
smart gallop, )

“We ought to catch him,” Hawley ob-
gerved, “Probably not in any hurry. Fig-
ures those Injuns have you roasted.”

Ken nodded. “They would have, if you
hadn’t come along.” ‘

Leaving the canyon, they turned north
toward an area of broken hills, steep
and shale-littered on their south sides.
Riding was rough and treacherous and
they kept silent.

They stopped, resting the horses brief-
ly, and went on. Just as they started up
another high hill XKen pulled his mount

to a halt and squinted toward the top
of the incline.

Just visible against the sun was a
small almost motionless cloud of dust.

HEY reached the top of the hill,

Ken in the lead, and stopped, squint-
ing against the sun. Halfway up the op-
posite ridge, a single horseman picked
his way among the rocks.

Ken drew his six-gun and fired once
into the air,

As the shot echoed hollowly across the
intervening gulch, the rider on the slope
of the opposite ridge stopped his horse
and stared over his shoulder. For a full
half minute he studied the figures be-
hind him. Then he dug in his spurs and
started his horse scrambling frantically
toward the top of the incline.

Ken glanced at Hawley. “I want him
to know I'm after him,” he said, start-
ing down the hill.

The wiry little Apache mustangs were
expert rock jumpers, and before Shate
disappeared from view they had reached
the gulch and were starting across.

They started up the next ridge at a
run, zigzagging among the rocks. When
they reached the top, Ken reined to a
halt, studying the ground ahead.

Shate had slid down +he other side
and was heading at a dead run toward a
brief stretch of level country beyond. As
his horse pounded onto the flat, he took
a quick look over his shoulder and saw
the two riders outlined along the crest
of the ridge.

Whipping out his gun, he fired six
times toward the top of the ridge, Most
of the slugs fell short, kicking up dust
along the slope. One went high, whistling
only inches over Ken’s head.

“Emptied his gun,” Hawley observed.

“We won’t give him time to reload.”
Ken said grimly, starting down the ridge
at a rush.

They pushed the ponies relentlessly
now, Shate looked around again and
was apparently seized with panic. He
dug in his spurs savagely, in a desperate
attempt to reach the broken rocky terrain
just beyond the farther edge of the flat.
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His horse managed one final burst of
speed which brought him almost across
the flat and then slackened its pace.

Ken’s mustang reached the hoitom of
the ridge and started across the flat at a
swift run.

Shate glanced frantically over his
shoulder. Just as his horse reached the
far end of the flat, he brought it to a
sudden sliding halt, leaped from the sad-
dle and ran for ecover behind the boul-
ders ahead.

Hzwley cursed. “Watch out! Hell get
2 chanee to load now!”

Ken moticned toward the right. “Circle
in from the side. Pll go left. Take him

alive if you ean!”

UCKING in among the rocks, he
L7 flattened himself against a massive
boulder and edged forward. Shate, he

knew, had the advantage. He could hack,

himself into a well-protected niche among
the rocks and make them come to him.

As he crept ahead the sudden erashing
roar of a .45 froze him into immobility.
A gecond shot followed a split second
later and, tardily, a third.

He waited, but there was no call from
Hawley.

Gauging his direction by the sound of
the shots, he dodged forward, keeping to
cover as mueh as possible. As he neared
a small space among the rocks, the faint
click of a pebble reached his ears.

Lying flat on the ground, he squirmed
around a roek pile and took 2 quick look.

Hawley lay motionless in the middle
of the little elearing and Shate was bend-
ing over him, fumbling frantieally.
Blood ran down the renegade’s face; ap-
parently Hawley had creased his scalp.

Ag Ken watched, momentarily puzzled,
Shate ripped off the prone man’s shirt,
grabbed his hat, and half-erouching, ran
toward the rocks. :

And suddenly Ken understood his ac-
{ions. After donning Hawley’s shirt and
hat, he would try te trick Ken into the
open. It was a ruse which might have
worked had not Ken luckily appeared on
the gcene in time, .

Az the renegade agent dashed for

cover, Ken teck eareful aim and fired.

The renegade staggered on and Ken
fired again. This time Shate buckled as
a slug struck one of his legs. He dropped
on his knees, threw himself flat, slued
arvound and fired wildly. .

Ken shoved his hat around the rock
pile. It was a time-worr trick but it
worked again, Shate fired at it twice,
Ken counted. Assuming Hawley had fired
only one of the three previous shots, that
mode five. One left, unless Shate got a
c¢hance to reload. '

" Balancing himself ecarefully, he sud-
denly stood up straight, fired over the
top of the rock pile and ducked back.

Shate fired wildly again, his bulle:
smashing harmlessly against the boulder-
beyond. Six.

Edging straight back from the ree:
pile, Ken inched around a rise a few
yvards in the rear, erept along behind i1
3 few feet and cautiously peered out.

\HATE lay sprawled across the elear-

. ing, desperately attempting to re-
load.

Resting his gun aleng the top of the
rise, Ken took a long steady szind ‘and
pulled the trigger. Shate’s six-gun
jumped out of his hands.

Ken elimbed over the rise, ran aecross
the clearing, hooted the gun out of sight
among the rocks and returned to the
prostrate form of Hawley. A quick glance
convinced him that the oewlhoot was he-
yond help. Shate’s twe bullets had eaught
him squarely.

The renegade sprawled nearby, watch-
ing warily, a look of murderous hatred in
his tawny eyes.

Ken. metioned toward him with his
six-gun. “Get up.”

Shate stared at him. “I can’t, Leslie,
Pm hit.”

Ken shrugged. “Stand up, or I'll kil
¥ou now.”

Wincing with pain, the agent strug-
gled to his feet.

“Walk toward the flat,” Ken ordered.

Shate hesitated and a look of panie
came inte his eyes. “I ecan’t walk, Leslied
PH bleed to death. Give me a ehance!”’
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He didw't give her ony chamce, Ken
thought.

He spoke again. “Either walk or I'll
finish you now.”

White-faced, the agent began limping
across the clearing. Ken followed, herd-
ing him through the rocks to the flat.

One of the Apache ponies lingered
nearby and he caught it. Shate watched,
a faint look of hope creeping into the
eyes.

Ken mounted the horse himself, mo-

tioning the bewildered renegade ahead
of him. .

Shate began to weaken vigibly, Half-
way across the flat he stumbled and went
down on his knees.

Ken walked the horse behind him and
bent down. “Get up. Keep on walking
til! I tell you to stop.” g

Groaning, the agent stood up and stag--

gered on. Ken stopped him just short
of the base of the ridge.

“Got anything to say, Shate?”

The renegade stared at him, stark
terror in his eyes. “Give me a chance,
Leslie! Get me a horse! I can’t last!”

Ken looked at him impassively. “That’s
right, You can’t last.” He motioned to-
ward the ridge. “Start climbing.”

Shate’s voice broke, He became hys-
terical. “I can’t climb, Leslie! I can’t
climb, I can’t. I can’t . ..”

Ken gat unmoved, “Crawl then,” he
aeid.

Ken lifted his gun. “Climb, or I'll

kili you.”

Whimpering, the renegade lurched to-
ward the ridge and started to climb, tor-
turously, inches at a time.

Ken watched. That’s easier than the
way she died, he thought.

He waited until Shate was two-thirds
of the way up, meanwhile filling the
emptied cylinders of his gun with five
new cartridges. ‘

He called out then. “That other Apache
horse might be just over the hill, Shate.

g
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If you could make it over the top, you
might get away.”

Thoat’'s the way it was with her, he
thought. She must have gone on hoping
when there wasn't any hope.

Appearing not to hear him, Shate
inched his way upward. Suddenly, how-
ever, he crouched, sprang ‘orward and
made a rush for the top of the ridge.

Ken lifted his gun, framed the back
of his shirt with the sight and fired.

Shate spun crazily, lost his footing,
lurched backward, and bouncing from
rock to rock, rolled all the way down the
slope. .

E tumbled to a stop at the bettem

in a shower of shale and dust. Walk-
ing his horse a few feet, Ken bent down
and fired five more slugs into-the mo-
tionless form.

After he had rounded up the other
horses, he secured Hawley’s body to
the back of one of them and set out
across the ridges toward Cross Fiats, He
wag weary as he had never been before
in hisg life. Every inch of his body feit
bruised and beaten. Curiously enough,
his mind seemed empty of thoughts. -

He was aware only that one part of his
life had come to an end, that now thera

"could be no turning back, no dwelling in

the past. There was not even revenge to:
keep him there.

Connie Weatherby could not be for-
gotten, any more than his father or moth-
er could be forgotten, or his childhood,
but he suddenly understood that no mat-
ter how indelibly she was etched on his
past, she could not be projeeted into his
future,

Ag he crossed the last ridge just at
dusk and came down on the tableland

“west of Cross Flats, he realized with a

slight shock that he was no longer think-
ing of her, but of the dark-haired hotel
girl, Crista Benton,



COLD TRAIL TC

EATH

By B. B. KEWTON
The killer wouldn't have been missing—if Bill Harder hadn t knnwn

that the only clue to his identity was missing too. . . .

cold ran in long shudders clear

through Bill Harder’s body. It
must have been that which wakened him,
for there was no sound in the cabin
other than the rasp of his own breathing.
He lay there for a long moment, strug-
gling with a vague nnpressmn of some-
thing wrong.

It was full daylight. Suddenly ke
thought: I'm alone! But where was Sam
Cullen? He raised
up in the bunk and
looked quickly
around, saw his
own breath hang-
ing in a cold mist
in front of him.

At the same mo-
ment excruciating
pain throbbed like
the pounding of a
hammer inside his
head. Gasping, he
reached with fum-
bling fingers, located the spot buried in
the hair about his right temple. There
was a lump, and a slight stickiness of
blood. Harder winced as he touched it.
Somebody had slugged him while he lay
asleep.

No mystery about it! Sam Cullen’s
suspicions had been aroused last night—
maybe he’d even guessed that Harder
was on his trail. Having slugged him,
Cullen would be miles away by now. For
the sun was high, and the deadly chill of
the cabin showed the monkey stove’s
well-banked fire had gone out hours ago.

Harder’s skull felt like splitting as he
flung away the covers and put his legs
over the side of the bunk. It was an effort
pulling on icy boots; when he stocd he
had to clutch for support at the edge of

S TARTING at wrists and ankles, the

Cullérn’s bunk, which was just above his
own, and wait that way for the worst
of the pain and dizziness to go. Then he
got his eyes open again—and they riv-
eted in horror on what he saw in the
upper bunk!

Cullen hadn’t run off. He lay in his
own blood, and there was blood congealed
across the front of his shirt where re-
peated jabs of a knife had turned his
chest into a mass of wounds. The eyee

. were closed. Ob-
viously he had died
in his sleep with-
out knowing what
hit him.

After the first
ineredulous * shoek,
Harder noticed the
odds and ends of
junk strewn across
"Cullen’s body. The
murderer had gone
through the dead
man’s warbag.
“First, he ‘socked me,” Harder decided.
‘“That gave time for finishing off Cullen
and making his search. Wonder what he
was after?”

In the secatter, there was nothing eof

-interest except a few dollars in green-

backs. That proved the motive hadn’t
been robbery. Harder turned away baf-
fled. His head felt better now; but cold
gtill cut to the bone. He went to the stove,
opened the door to thurst in wood, and
stopped at sight of something in the
ashes of the fire bowl.

He fished and got it out—half of a
photograph, & mere snapshot torn across
the middle. Originally it showed Cullen
and another man grinning into the cam-
era, arms about- each other’s shoulders.
Now only Cullen’s face was left; of the
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other, one lean arm and hand could be
seen dangling loosely around the neck
of the murdered man.

It was beginning to make sense now.
Harder muttered: “The killer wanted the
other half of that picture—evidence that
he and Cullen knew each other. He tore
off part and took it with him, and left
this in the stove to burn. Looks like the
trail is getting warmer!” -

A fire built, he set moodily about
throwing together a hurried breakfast.

IKE HARDER, stage line detective,

wag trying to find a link to con-
nect the dead Cullen with last month’s
gpectacular one-man robbery of the Ban-
ville coach. The company felt sure that
Cullen, who handled the ribbons on that
run, had been the leak for information
that a special shipment of several thou-
sand dollars in cash, property of the Cen-
tury Mining  Corporation, was in the
boot. But unable to prove anything
against him, and as a last resort, they
had fired Cullen and set Harder on his
trail thinking the suspected driver would
go somewhere to meet his stickup pal
for a split of the loot. :

Just the day before, Harder had final-
ly overtaken his man—when a sudden
storm coming up drove them both into
the same abandoned cabin for shelter.
That had been a touchy situation, with
Harder wondering every minute wheth-
er Cullen would guess who he was, and
what he was doing there.

And now Cullen lay dead, at the hands
of someone who had come and gone in
the silence of the night. ...

Coffee pot in hand, Harder stepped to
the door, threw it open on a world cov-
ered with a new fall of snow. The storm
was long over. First thing his eyes lit
on was a double line of boot tracks lead-
ing across the flats between the door of
this eabin, and a fringe of trees at the
lower end of the mountain park. There
could hardly be a plainer trail.

Grim satisfaction was in Harder, as
he ecalmly scooped up a potful of spow
for coffee, took it back inside. He didn’t
hurry too much with his breakfast. The

murderer was miles away by now, bul
those tracks would still be there.

He left Cullen’s body where it was,
latching the cabin door securely againgt

- the wolves. There was a crystal qual-

ity to the winter morning. Harder’s own
brone had gone lame on him yesterday.
He let it stay in the shed behind the
cabin and forked Sam Cullen’s gray
gelding instead.

In a stand of spruce below the parlk,
he found where the killer had tied up and,
after the job was done, had hit saddle
again and ridden directly back the way
he came. The {rail was childishly simple
to follow. Harder rode beside it down
through pine and mountain parks, to-
ward the flatlands below; while over-
head the clouds parted in a broad rift
of icy blue across the eenter of the sky.

Along toward midmorning, the tracks
led him at last into the main street of a
mining town among the hills, and there
he lost it in the scuffied slush of the
thoroughfare. Harder pulled up his
mount and looked about at the gray
frame buildings, thinking likely one of
them harbored the killer. And unless he
was mistaken, that killer wasg the stage
stickup he had been ordered to find.

A score or 80 of eracker-box structures
lined the street. An occasional miner
clumped the sidewalks; from black
mouthg of workings pitting the mountain
face above town there rolled at times a
distant thunder, telling of dynamite
at work within the depths of rock. This
was Nugget, said g sign. Suddenly Hard-
er recalled that Nugget held the central
offices of the Century Mining Corpora-
tion. '

There was a livery barn at the near
end of the crooked street and he rode in
there. He had to wait minutes before a
skinny-looking barnman came to take
his pony, yawning sleepily and scratching
at the back of his neck. “Morning,” said
Harder. - .

The other nodded and started strip-
ping saddle and bridle off the horse.

“How’s business?” Harder tried fio
make his tone casual, as he angled for
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information. “Pretty slow on a day lxke
thig?”

“Yeah. You're the first customer this
morning. I notice the pony Tom Bent
hired last night is back in its stall—must
have brang it in before I come to work.”

“Tom Bent? He’s head of Century
Mines, isn’t he?” Harder frowned, add-
ed: “Does he ride oftem at night?” -

“He sure don’t.,”

Harder was silent a moment, a bizarre
idea building in the back of his head. A
very ugly speculation. He said, finally:
“Where would I find Bent, now? 1 got
business.”

The barman scratched a lantern jaw
with a hand that had a finger missing,
“Unless he’s in his office, I wouldn’t
know.”

“Thanks.” Harder tossed a dollar that
the other caught with his maimed hand,
and then strode away from the livery
barn.

HE Century Mining Corporation’s

office was on a second story halfway
down the block, at the head of dark and
ereaking stairs. On the door, under the
name of the company, were the words:
“Thomas Bent, President.” A dark, thick-
featured man glanced up irritably from
his desk as Harder walked in without
knocking. “Mr. Bent?”

“That’s me.”

“Mike Harder—I'm w1th the Maland
Stage Lines.”

At once, Bent’s dour look was washed
away by one of quick affability. He rose
with hand extended. “Ah, ves! Then
you people have decided to make good on
that lost shipment? Fine—fine! A chair,
Mr. Harder? Cigar? You know of
course, 1 dislike being difficult to deal
with, but your company insured the
money and was responsibie for the hold-
up. In that case—"

“Just a minute!” Harder mterrupbed
“I'm not here to talk insurance. I'm a
special agent—a detective.”

“Oh.” RBent’s manner changad sgain,
and he shrugged. He had lost all his
friendliness.

“1 jumped to conclusions. -

" Well, have a chair anyway. And what’s

on your mind?”

He reseated himself, but the other re-
mained standing. Harder said, bluntly, -
“Sam Cullen’s dead.” '

“Who?” Bent frowned, as though puz-
zled.

“Cullen—the driver on the Banville
stage. He’s lyin’ in a cabin a few miles
from here, up im the flats. Stiff as a
board—murdered during the night.”

“NO!” )

Harder made a face. “Come on, Bent!
Let’s talk turkey! The man who killed
Sam Cullen was the one that worked the
Banville holdup, with his heip. This in-
surance you were babbling about fits
right into the picture—a simple way for
you to double your money, at the stage
company’s expense. Then, if Sam Cullen

"tries to get a.little blackmail, just stab

him in his sleep and be rid of him—"

Bent was.on his feet, shaking with
wrath. “Have you the gall to—?”

“Qkay.” Harder shrugged. “But I
happen to know you were viding last
night. And who else was it I trailed from
Cullen’s body right into this town—
practically up here to your office?”

“Get out!” shouted Bent. “T'll sue
you and your compauny for slander! I
never went riding last night. 1 never
murdered your damn Cullen, or whatever
his name was. I don’t know who robbed
that stage, either—aithough T've got an
ideal!l”

Harder’s lips twisted in an unhehev—
ing smile, “Yeah?”

“1 figure it was a lunatic named Kells,
who’s had it in for my company and me
ever since I bought worthless property
off him cheap and developed gold on it.
He's threatened to kill me for that. It
would have been just like him to try to
hit us by stealing our meney, not think-
ing about it being insured.”

“TWell, it’s a good story.”” Harder
shrugged. “Maybe so, though, I can prove

‘right now whether you did Cullen in

or not.” He reached into his pocket,
brought out the torn fragment of photo-
graph and tossed it on the desk. “If
you've got the other half of this on you,
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P have you sewed up ten ways to
Christmas !

€old fury in his eyes, fists tight, Bent
gritted: “You think I'd let you search
me—2"

Casually, Harder put one hand on the
butt of his holstered gun. A cold draft
touched the back of his neck just then,
lightly—it might have been the office
door opening a erack, He paid it no at-
tention. “If yowll step around where 1
ean get at your pockets and keep your
hands high—"

His voice broke off in mid-sentence as
his glance, dropping for a moment to the
picture on the desk, froze there. “Held
on a minute!” He snatehed up that torn
piece of cardhoard, staring at it more
elosely. The hand and arm flung about
Cullen’s shoulder— No, it wasn't just
the way the hand eurled loosely there—

He could see now, plainly, what had
escaped him before: Tkere was a finger
missing!

“I owe you an apology, Bent!” But
as he glanced up again the other was
staring past him, foward the door at
Harder’s back; and there was panie in
the widened eyes. The lips maved sound-
lessly before Bent could gasp: “Kells!
Don't!”

Harder, remembering the cold draft
he had felt, spun just as a revolver thun-
dered. He saw Kells in a crouch with
smoke drifting from a naked gun; knew
him at once, of course—the lean, stringy
form of the man at the livery stable. His
eyes shone now with a fierce light of
fanatic hatred, crazed and dangerous.

Bent coughed on the bullet and sagged
heavily to his kmees, and Kells’ six-gun
swung toward the stage-line detective.
Harder was going for his own weapon,
dragging it out as Kells’ gun boomed a
second time, Lead pounded high into
Harder’s shoulder, drove him back
against the desk. Then his six-shooter
bucked once. And the killer crumpled,
gun thudding to the floor.

OM BENT was not too badly hurt,
but Kells had only a few moments’
gasping life left him. He lay against

the wall, eyes helding the glare of a
wounded snake as Harder came toward
him favoring his hurt shoulder. The
maimed right hand wavered upwards,
as with a great effort and the last of his
strength. At the last moment Harder
realized what the man was up to and he
struck the hand away just as it was slid-
ing back behind the sagging head.

In a sheath between his shoulder blades

‘Harder found a wicked looking knife,

stil} red with the blood of Cullen. Sud-
denly, in 2 guick horrer, he recalled the
way Kells had come toward him threugh
the dark of the barn that morning, lazily
seratching the back of his neck . . . wait-
ing for a suspicious move from Harder,
with the knife ready to streak silver light
aeross the gloom—

Harder tossed the blade away, with a
shudder.

“You're goin’ out, Kells,” Harder said.
“Why not make a clean breast of it? You
killed Sam Cullen for hi- share of the
Banville loot, when he came here to Nug-
get where you were waiting for a chance
at Bent. You were hiding in the stabie

. this morning when I rede in; you either

recognized me, or Cullen’s pony, and got
the idea of posing as a barpman and
siccin’ me onto Bent. . . . Have I got it
figured about right?”

Kells’ mouth twisted harshly. ‘“Pretty
smart, ain’t you?” he muttered in a
vwhisper that breught bleed te his lips.

“Where’s the money?” Harder de-
manded. “The Banville loot?”

Kells only shook his head. The wild
eyes were glazing, rolling upward be-
neath heavy lids. Harder shook him.
“You can’t use it, Kells! Why not die
clean?”

The man coughed weakly, a bubbling
cough; he fumbled for his throat with
the maimed right hand. Then, so weak
Harder could barely make out the words,
he whispered: “All right, damn you! It's
at the livery barn—buried in the loft—
under the hay!”

Harder let him down and rose slowly
to hig feet. Men brought by the sound
of gunfire were ye?hngt ‘outside and al-
ready t_himdermg up the stairs.



The knife struck home, draw-
ing a grunt from the marshal!

Trial by SIXGUN .,

ARS MORGAN had been locking

g for Chet Yoder and Joe Lind, but

he hadn’t expected to find them

80 soon—nor so easily. A man wasn't

framed for bank robbery every day. But

when he was—and could get away—he

didn’t figure to find the men who had

framed him waiting openly on the street
in broad daylight.

But as he drew rein at the head of the
street, Lars saw, suddenly, that the men
were not waiting for him. Chet Yoder,
squat, heavy-bodied, stood spraddle-
legged in the dust a block further down.

RAY
TOWNSEND

Joe Lind’s lithe form stood thirty feet
beyond, nearer the walk. Both men faced
the swinging doors of a saloon and as
Lars watched, a lone man came through
the doors, facing the street. )

The man paused and in that instant
the street’s emptiness and the cross-fire
position of the two men had made a pat-
tern in Lars Morgan’s mind. And as his
glance touched the man in the doorway,
recognition was suddenly there:; the un-

A posse’s gans had mowed down

his father beeause Old Red Morgan had

hit the ewlhoot—meow Iaw lead wonld grave-
send young Lars because he’d gomne straight!

o
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even slope of shoulder, the gaunt angu-
larity of frame, the quick upthrust mo-
tion of chin as the man became aware
of hig position. So Marshal Tom Porter
had beaten him to Burnt River after all!

But even as Lars rowelled forward he
knew it was too late. Sunlight flashed
on raising guns and sound exploded in
the waiting silence, The man before the
saloon fell, clutching useless hands to
his body.

And for a moment, as he rode up, use-
lessness was also a thing inside Lars
Morgan, He knew these men too well,
knew that this killing was but a small
part of the scheme of their lives. They
turned, gung sgtill in hand, squinting
across the harsh sunlight,

In that moment it was in Lars to have
done. The weight of forty-five was heavy
beneath his armpit, under the black cov-
ering of his broadecloth coat. Now, to feel
the jolting recoil of death within the
pressure of his own hand. .. . But hesi-
tation was there, as it had always been,
giving Chet Yoder the first move, run-
ning bitterness deep inside Lars Morgan.

“Well, well,” Yeoder's voice was a
coarse loudness against the silence of the
gtreet. “Look who’s showed up, Joe. The
right honorable Mister Morgan, junior.
How’re yuh, kid?” .

Lars felt the man’s centempt, hearing
Joe Lind’s quick laugh. Men moved out
upon the street, focusing toward the sa-
loon and the man’s dead body upon the
walk. Yoder and Lind holstered their
guns, ignoring the townsmen,

“Figgered you might trail out, after
that little tight we left you in down
Benuta way, kid,” Yoder said.

“If I could get out, you mean.” Lars
forced casualness into his tone. “After
the way you hombres framed me.”

Sugpicion and distrust twisted a frown
on Joe Lind’s dark face. “Don’t like the
kid cuttin’ our trail this way, Chet!”

“Hell, don’t be so chouncey, Joe. The
kid here’s on our side o’ the fence now.”
Yoder’s laugh came belly-deep, but his
eyes lay narrow in the harsh flatness of
hig face. “Ain’t that right, kid?”

There was but one answer, Lars

knew. But what had he expected? He
had followed these men deliberately, had
planned. . . . He nodded briefly, swing-
ing to the dust before the saloen.

A fat, middle-aged man detached him-
self from the crowd. Lars caught the
gleam of silver upon his shirt-front, felt
the lawman’s mild glance cross his face.
“Three of yuh’s playin’ it purty safe,
don’t yuh think, Yoder?” the man said.

“Don’t know what yuh’re talking about,
sheriff.” Yoder’s voice hardened, “Joe and
the kid here just happened along. Plain
case o’ self-defense. How about it, boys?”

Lars’ glance crossed to the body upor
the walk. For a brief moment there was
a feeling of goodness. Goodness, in that
Marghal Tom Porter had, after all, be-
lieved his story about the robbery im
Benuta. He had believed—and had acted
in the only fashion he knew. Now it was
up to Lars.

“Sure.” Lars Morgan spoke over the
sickness that moved in his .stomackh.
“Plain case of self-defense.”

HET YODER poured whiskey as
A though bestowing favor upon hig in-
feriors. “Drink up, kid. She’s a long way
up-trail from Benuta.” He took his liquer
in a single gulp, squinting across at Lars
as he leaned against the bar. “Joe, here,
he don’t convince so easy, kid, Never could
figger why. Me, 1 don’t give a hang
one way or the other. But Joe, he’s al-
ways gotta know things, Things like—
well, maybe like what Red Morgan’s kid
brother’s dein’ trailin’ into Burnt River
when we left him nice and tight down
below the line just three days back.”
Lars Morgan tried a grin as he lifted
his glass, surprised that it worked. The
deadliness of the bull-necked man and
his half-breed partner was strong within
him and he fought the familiar hollow-
ness of his stomaeh, hating it and yet
not eseaping. And the mention of Red. . ..
“I kind of figured you boys a little
smarter than that.” He watched Yoder’s
expression, running his words in ahead
of the man. “Part of it wasn’t bad—
sapping me kind of gentle-like and tyirg
me loose enough so I could break frec
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just in time for the marshal to show. But -

you overlooked this one card.

“I been working in the Benuta bank
for old man Nugent over two years,
Yoder. You think I like standing behind
that chicken wire, handling all that dinero
day after day—and me winding up with
a lousy sixty bucks at the end of the
month? Hell, you run around with Red
long enough to know that a brother of
his could figure better than that!”

Lars reached for the bottle, feeling
the sharpness of their eyes as he poured.

“Well, T'll be damned!” Yoder’s hand
jarred abruptly against Lars” back. “Just
a chip off the old block, eh? Hell, me and
Joe thought Red’s kid brother was just
a prissy kind of . . . No offense, kid, but
from what Red used to tell us, and them
go-to-meetin’ clothes. . . .”

“Yeah., The way you boys worked it,
you're lucky you got what you did. If
you and Joe had took more time and
figured me in on your plans we’d have
made a killing instead of you having to
vaizoose with nothing but the loose paper
in the drawers.”

“Don’t like the sound o’ this, Chet.”
Yars caught the blackness of Joe Lind’s
glance. “The kid here ain’t. . . .”

“You talk too much, Joe. Told you that
before.” Yoder’s voice tightened against
ti:e breed, but he grinned, without taking
his eyes from Morgan’s face. “Come on,
kid, give us the low-down.”

Lars drank, It was this easy, then, Dur-
ing all the hours on the trail from Be-
nuta it had been this moment that had
worried him most, This meoment, when
the whele of his plan would depend upon
Chket Yoder’s interest, his belief. He had
counted upon the man’s greed and over-
whelming self-confidence and now, see-
ing the eagerness that sparked beneath
Yoder’s heavy brows, he knew that—at
least for the moment—he had won.

He talked, then, quickly and without
interruption, rejecting the thoughts of
the dead man outside and the accusation
he had faced in Benuta after the rob-
bery. He told Yodeér of the bi-annual
audit that was due at the end of the
week, that the old banker was sure te

need his help. They would work at night.
The safe—the new safe, to which only
the banker himself held the combination
—would be open. Carefully he set the
night and exact {ime when he would ex-
pect them.

“How about that deputy?” Joe Lind’s
voice threatened. “Don’t like this, Chet.”

“What do you think I'm cutting you
boys in on thisg for?” Lars laughed. “Hell
vou got to do something for your money!”

“Yeah,” Yoder ignored Lind’s words;
his eves gleaming. “Twenty thousand!
This is if, kid!”

HIS is it, all gight, Lars thought

grimly. But maybe a somewhat dif-
ferent “it” than the big man suspected.
“Think T'll get a litile shut-eye fore I
trail out,” he said, but as he pushed
through the swinging doors, he paused
suddenly. The local undertaker, a short,
gaunt man, and his two helpers were
there, loading Marshal Tom Porter's
body aboard a flat-bedded rig.

“Few things in his pockets, here,” the
little man croaked. “And the guns.
Reckon you gents’d know where they be-
longed ?”

Lars felt the intensity of Yoder’s glance

. upon his back as the two men came out

behind him. He stepped across, gazing
down upon the drawn, familiar features
of the dead man. “Never seen the ranny
before,” he said abruptly. He heard Chet
Yoder’s coarse chuckle as he stepped inte
the saddie and kneed the gelding toward
the livery shed further along the street,

“Never seen the ranny before.” Lars
Morgan twisted upon the hotel room bed,
the fatigue of three days in the saddle
insuflicient against the irresistible move
of thought. No, not before he was a year
old! He cursed bitterly, without words,
seeing again his own hesitation in the
moment that Tom Porter had died.

Tom Porter, liveryman and, later, mar-
shal of Benuta, had been almost a second
father to the young Morgan boy. It had
been Tom who had talked old man Nu-
gent into taking Lars into his home,
teaching the boy the banking business,
after Mrs. Morgan had died and the
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older Red Morgan lit out on the owlhoot
trail. It had Tom who had believed in him
against the town’s convietion of bad
Morgan blood., Like father and older
brother, they had said. But Tom had en-
couraged him, understanding the feelings
the hesitation, doubt and fears that had
been the result of a town’s ridicule and
distrust upon the sensitive nature of a
growing boy. And when the story of Red
had come back down the trail—of how
he had died beneath a posse’s guns, de-
serted by his partners’ needs for extra
mounts—it had been Tom whe had helped
him face down the town’s renewed pre-
dictions.

And then, as though purposely to ful-
fill these very predietions, had come Yoder
and Lind, the pair who had left Red
Morgan stranded, and their robbery of
the bank and the cireumstances that had
pointed to Lars. And yet again i had
been Tom, only Tom Porter who had
helieved. ,

In spite of fatigue, sleep would not
come. Lars came off the bed, thrusting
into the black suit, buckling on the shoul-
der holster. He erossed to the stable and
rode out of town without seeing Yeder
or Lind. Remembering the greedy eager-
ness of Chet Yoder’s look, there wag no
doubt in him concerning the outlaw’s
appearance in Benuta at the appointed
time. -

Benuta. Thoughts of the town followed
him south, into the lifting Sweetwaters
as the sun dipped away, dropping the
low eountry into purple shade. The bank’s
depositors had demanded that charges
be preferred against Lars and old Amos
Nugent had put up bail only at the in-
sistence of the marshal himself. Lars had
not counted on Porter’s taking trail him-
self and now, without him. . ..

E dropped out of the high country,

geeing the lights of Benuta flicker
up against the growing dusk. Six days
since he had taken trail north. Suddenly,
as he watched the town form againgt the
night below, futility was there, a surg-
ing feel of uselessness, and the blacken-
ing distance of the hills beyond offered

freedorma and release from all the petty
tyrannies, the accusation and distrust
that waited in the town.

" But even as he hegitated, the feeling
was gone. “A man can’t live alone, boy,”
Tom Porter had said. “And what you
make of your life will be a picture in
other men’s eyes. The shape of that pie-
ture is up to you.” And Helen Nugent
was there. Old Amos’ daughter, with her

‘blackness of hair and dark laughing eyes

that had grown to mean promise. He
went into the town and the mountain’s
night gave way to the play of light and
the movement of men in the street.
Ag he turned in at the livery stable, a
man’s dim figure moved up from the
stalls and the bearded features of little
Charley White were there at his knee,
hig voice eoming anxiousg and rasping in

‘the half-light.

“Glad I caught ye first off, boy. I ain’t
sayin’ ye done it, see? I don’t reckon
yve'd be side-winder enough to turn on oid
Tom after all he done fer ye, but. ...~

“Whoa, hold up a minute, Charley,”
Lars cautioned the man., “What’s this afl
about, anyway?”

“Listen, boy. Young Sullivan, the lad
Tem was trainin’ ag deputy, got word on
the telegraph that Tom was killed up in
Burnt River three days ago. Yoder done
it, he says, and aecordin’ to the story,
you and Joe Lind backed the play!”

“Me and . . .” But words would not
come. This was something he had not
expected, had overlooked entirely.

“Go on, boy! P'll get the square of it
later,” the old man urged. “I'm sayin’ 1
don’t figger ye’'d do it. But they’s others
and they’re downright unhappy about the
whole thing. They’s been Iynch talk, boy!

" Now skedaddle!”’

Lars went through the stables, eir-
cling the back edges of the town, the
roil of feeling within him working on
the news, drawing again that empyy
hollowness in the pit of his stomach, TFhe
bulking shadow of Amos Nugent’s big
frame house—the only home he himself
had known during past years—loomed
blackly in the night. He left the gelding
beyond the barn, crossing quickly to the
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rear door, going in through deserted
porch and kitchen. ‘

Lamplight from the large living room
invaded the hallway, outliaing the simall
table at the far end, and the wide
brimmed hat that lay upon it. Voices
came out to Lars, freezing him against
the wall below the stairs. A chair creaked
and footsteps sounded.

“All right, Mr. Nugent. I don’t guess
he’d be fool enough to show up here
again, but you never can tell. I knew his
brother all my life and he did a lot of
mighty loco things.” Lars recognized the
voice of Ray Sullivan, realizing suddenly
that the man would now be marshal of
Benuta.

“1 don’t care what you say, or what
the town says, either!” Helen Nugent's
voice ran unexpectedly chill along Lars’
spine. “I know that Lars wouldn’t. . . .”

“Now, girl,” it was Amos Nugent,
“that’s enough for tonight. I’ll see you in
the morning, Ray. We'll see what can be
done.”

Lars eased back into the kitchen as
they came- ouf, hearing the front door
close, waiting until the girl should have
gone upstairs. But as he came into the
hall again she was there, dark head tilted,
one hand raised to the stair rail.

“Lars!” She came toward him, half
running.

“Helen!” Amos Nugent was in the
living rcom doorway, the wrinkled lines
of hig face thrown into a deeper relief
by the lamp he held. “Go to your room!”

HE girl hesitated between the two
men, and then left, Lars knowing
she would, her footsteps making soft,
quick sounds upon the carpeted stairway.
Lars met the sharpness of his employer’s
glance a3 he moved into the big room,
geeing anger there, and a self-righteous
disdain. He remembered the look, re-
calling Amos Nugent’s habit of holdmg
himself above people.
“I saw Charley White, Mr.
I...” :
“Lars.” The banker raissd a hand., “I

Nugent.

took you into my home when your mother
died. I never thought I Would live to see
this day.”

But impatience flared up in Lars, and
the wish to avoid the old man’s habitual
moralizing. “Mr. Nugent, I saw Tom die.
It wasn’t a good thing to see. It was Chet
Yoder and Joe Lind. Tom didn’t have a
chance.”

“Just s0.” The banker considered this
with puckered lips, as though, it seemed

.to Lars, he was hearing news of some

unsuccessful financial venture. “Your
brother’s friends. And now yours. I had
hoped, Lars ... .”

“Mr. Nugent, I trailed those men north
in the hope that I would be able to clear
myself.” To get them to come back to
Benuta.”

“I had hoped that for -once, training
and example might prove stronger than
blood. But I see now that it’s of no use.”

“And I did it. They shot Tom, but
they’re coming back. And when they do,
we can . . "

“So, under the circumstances, I'm
afraid there is but one course we can
take.”

It was no use, Lars saw. The old man
wouldn’t listen. Al the urgency, the
eagerness to tell the banker of his plan
to- capture Yoder and the breed evap-
orated suddenly. But what plan? It came
to him then, as he studied the old man’s
face, that there was, after all, no plan,
no chance. If Tom Porter had lived and
were still marghal. . . . If he could con-
vince Nugent of his purpose in luring
the men back., . . . If, a hundred ifs.
Charley White’s warning came to mind
with its further uselessness and Lars
turned suddenly from the room, going
into the night with the threatening scund
of Amos Nugent’s protest coming behind.

He had crossed half the yard’s width
when a figure detached itself from the
blacker shadow of oak, ahead. The feel
of gunbutt was in his hand before recog-
nition, relaxing as her voice sounded.

“Oh, Lars, Lars!” She came up against
him and he stood there, holding her, awk-
wardly, feeling the softness of her
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through his coat. “You've got to get
away.! Now! Tonight!”
“But, Helen, I can’t. . . .”

“You don’t know what they’re saying
—what they mean to do! Arnd Ray Sulli-
van! He’s marshal now and he. . . .”

“Please, Helen.”
“Go, please go, and never come back!”

She was gone then, running toward the
house, a bare shadow in the blackness
of night.

As he picked up the gelding beyond the
barn, for a single moment, Red Mor-
gan’s face was there before him as it
had been .n the years before his mother’s
death: twisted, defiant and hating a world
that would not bend. ‘

“Ray Sullivan. He’s marshal now, ., .”
It had to be that way. There was nothing
else. Lars remembered the older Sullivan
boy from the time when he had played
about the streets of Benuta: about Red’s
age, not a bully, but strong and sure.
Young Lars had gone in awe of the older
boy, silent in higs presence, without com-
fort. The strength of Tom Porter without
the warmth, the understanding.

There was a light in the small office
fronting the ’dobe jail. Lars waited until
the three men passed on, turning into
Jim Nolan’s saloon, beyond. Ray Sullivan
looked up from his desk, the square lines

of his face hardening. He moved abruptly, -

and as Lars closed the door and eame into
the room, he was facing the hollow muzzle
of the marshal’s gun.

“I want no tricks from you, kid.”

His guts had been tight, outside the
door, there, figuring. But now, watching
the coldness of Sullivan’s eyes, he was
suddenly lax, without reason. He had
made a mistake. The steel-grey eyes in
Ray Sullivan’s face told him that. There
was no use, absolutely no use. He felt
the thinness of a smile upon hig own
tace, knowing that the man before him
would understand even less than Amos
Nugent. Sure he was lax, Why in hell
wouldn’t he be? It was all over but the
shouting—or the hanging.

E heard it first as from a distance,

standing there in the little two-by-
four ceil. Shouting, Morgan, it said. His
own name from the throats of men—anc
threats, and curses. Out front and fur-
ther down the street and coming closer.
The mob gathered and swelled and
surged upon the jail. Lars Morgan sat.
His mouth was dry. He had seen it hap-
pen to other men. He stood again, peering
from the small window, and moved again
to the beneh. 7

He heard the jangle of kéys in the
hallway. Through the open-barred door
he saw Ray Sullivan release the other
two prisoners. “All right, boys,” he heard
the man say. “Out the back.” The twc
men went by, shuffling, evidently sodden
with whiskey. But before the door
slammed shut, Charley White’s high voice
was there, demanding entrance.

“What’'re you doin’ here,
coyote?” Sullivan demanded.

“Reckon ye’re gonna need some help,
son,” Charley croaked. Lars watched the
old-timer slip through as the marshal
locked the door. “Ye hear what the boy
had t’say?”

The two men stood before Lars’ ceil
and Sullivan’s glance came through the
bars, bleak and piercing.*The judge can
waste his time listening to a Morgan.
Charley. Not me.”

Sound reached tumult at the front of
the building and Sullivan strode away,
purposefully. White hesitated, easting his
watery glance in at Lars. “Looks bad,
boy, mighty bad. Young Sullivan ain’t
much on savvy, but what he don’t do
with that mob out there, you can bet
can’t be done.” He sent a quick look along
the hall, fumbling beneath the shapeless
coat he wore. “This’s just in case boy,”

you cold

-he mumbled. “Just in case.”

And the dully gleaming weight of a
pistol was there, through the bars, in
Lars Morgan’s hand. He stood holding
the weapon as the old man went away.

Lars heard the sudden uprush of noise
and then, as quickly, the drop-off to si-
lence. Ray Sullivan’s voice came, unin-
telligible in the cell, and he knew the
marshal was talking to the mob. Men’s
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voices raised, here and there, died out.
And then came a general outhburst of
protest, cut off abruptly by the sharp
report of gunshot.

“Sorry, Bill.” Lars could make out the
words against dead silence. “That one
won’t kill you, but the next one will! Aad
it's the same for the rest of you men!
Now scatter! 'm marshal here.”

HE mob broke, then, and the voices

that came were hushed and fthe
sound of booted feet went away, slowly,
over the walks and sun-baked earth.

“Well, boy, we done ’er!” Charley
White's eyes crinkled .above his bheard.
“They skeddadled off like a covey of quail
in & thunderstorm!”

He opened the door, hesitating sud-
detily, and as he turned Lars remembered
the forty-five that lay holstered beneath
his arm. But the old liveryman gasped
suddenly as a hairy forearm slid out of
nowhere, clamping tight against his
windpipe. As Sullivan swung areund a
shadow moved beyond the door and light
elinted on steel. The knife struck home,
drawing a grunt from the marshal, check-
ing hig draw. He fell heavily against the
hars opposite Morgan.

Chet Yoder’s coarse laughter came as
he dropped the unconscious oldster and

stepped into the hall, “How’'re yuh, kid?

Looks like it’s a good thing fer you we
showed up a mite early, eh?”

“Don’t like this, Chet.” Joe Lind moved
in behind Yoder, pushing the door to.
“Town's a hotbox. Let’s git goin’.”

“The keys.” He motioned to Yoder.

The squat man bent, coming across to
fumble at the lock on the eell door. “Fig-
pered we’d mosey down and do a little
checkin’ on that bank job you was talkin’
about, kid. Looks like you ain’t exactly
got things worked out yet, eh?”

Lars felt the ugliness in the man's

tone as he stepped out of the cell. The
knowledge came to him then that per-
haps it was not too laie, after all. That
with half a chance . . . And the hollow-
ness was there again, in his stomach,
running its feel up into his throat, weak-
ness behind his knees. Cavefully he

judged Joe Lind’s position by the d&or
Yoder’s stance to one side.

“What the devil did you expect?” His
voice was surly with anger. “If you
hombres had figured me in on that first
holdup instead of pullin’ it on your own
hook, we might have got somewhere.”

“Kid.” Threat came up plainly in
Yoder’s voice. “Joe and me pulled that
job like we're gonna pull this one tonight
—alone. We got our belly full o’ Morgans,
savvy? You’re the same as Red. No guts.
Trouble. And you’re goin’ out the same
ag Red.” _

“1 didn’t thimk it was a posse, Chet.
You and Joe gunned Red the same way
vou killed Tom Porter!”

The gun was in his hand then, and
hesitation was a forgotten thing. He
watched surprise grow and die within
the pig eyes of the man before him, know-
ing, as the gun blasted flame and recoiled
within his hand, that he had beaten
Yoder’s draw.

But at the door, Joe Lind had whirled
with feline quickness, and as Morgan's
glance came around the breed’s gun ex-
ploded deafeningly within the hall. Lars
spun with the impaet, dropping to his
knees, feeling the nearness of the man's
second shot. He was firing from the floor,
then, and the jail was a savage holocaust
of flame and thunder and smoke, and he
went down, seeing the boards of the floor
rush up, unable longer to support the
tremendous weight of gun and hand,

The cracks and watermarks aleng the
plastered ceiling were the same. If was
his own room—his room in the Nugent
home. Lars turned, surprised for a sec-
ond at the wincing pain along the right
gside of his chest. The door opened as he
watched and the girl came across to the
bed, her face lighting in a slow smile.

“Ray told us. He'll be all right in a
week. Charley wasn’t even hurt. Your
twe friends, though . ..” She shook
her head in mock sadness. “And father,
Lars. He’s had to rearrange a lot of ideas,
and you know hew that hurts him. Bat
he’llt make it too, I guess. It will take all
of you a little time to come around. But
I think 1 can wait.”



WANTED:

HERO

Just plain bowlegged cow-waddies weren'’t good enough for
The Beautifui Girl From The East, they told Stub.
She wanted A Hero . . . .

TUB wanted either to hide or to
g turn his horse and run. It was a

heck of a note that he had to meet
Nat Birdwel and Rush Thomas at this
meost particular time; when he’d screwed
ap his' eourage to the point of calling
on THE GIRL. Probably they’d been
catling on her, toe. Ever since she had
come: from somewhere ’way back East
to summer with the Gibbonses, Miss El-
linor Gates had not lacked admirers.

The two ecowboys had turned their
mounts sideways to block the read. Their
freshly shaved faces grinmed at Stub’s
ohvieus embarrassment. Nat, tall, with
a hooked nose and flashing brown eyes,
wasn’t bad-looking—and knewit. Chunky,
moon-faced Rush began to. chuekle even
before Stub reined in, and said, *“’Lo,
beys,”” as nounchalantly as though he
was meeting them out on the range, in-
stead of in the lane on the hill above the
valley where SHE lived.

“Where to?” asked Rush, and Nat add-
ed srgnifieantly, “DParned if Stubbie ain’t
had him 3 haircut an’ bought kim a new
hat! Fb'tieve he’s ehanged his shirt, toe.”

“Ye-ah, he has,” Rush agreed with
mock gravity, “And that vest ain’t the
same one we seen him wearin’ last, with
the cigaret hurns an’ gravy spots all
down. the front o’ it, . . . Goin’ seme place
in p’tieular, Stub?”

““Pm euttin’ ’cross Gibbons’ ranch fer
to-see how them hesses on Rocky Flats is
doin’,”” said Stub.

“Ye-ah?” chuckled Rush.

“Oh, ye-ah?’ scoffed Nat.

“Wal, ¥ am,” said Stub, painfully and
wrathfully aware that both bis corded
neck and snubby nose were crimson.

“Listen, raunnie,” said Nat. “T *lowed I

haéd a chance if any cowhoy had. But SHE"

ain’t int’rested in eowpunchers, not none.

61

Ain’t int’rested, ’eause she’s geb her a
author on the string.”

Rush npodded” and stopped laughing.
“Thig guthor wears. towrist duds an’
specs an” a straw lid, an’ ig the uppity!”

By.
STEPHEN

“¥You buckaroosters is hoorawin’ me,”
announced the -boewlegged waddy. “T ain’t
seairt o nobedy in towrist duds named
A, Arthur”

“A. Arthur!” squealed Rush, hig-heavy
shoulders. shaking,

“A, Arthuer!™ cackled Nat.,

“Aw, chuckle and eackle an’ squeal!”
snorted Stuby “Darned if I see anything
funny. . . . Get enta my way, boneheadls.”

“Boneheads? Us?” cried Rush. But
Stub had. erowded. his horse between
theirs and was spurring over the hill

“To think that sawed-off waddy, home-
lier'n a mud fence; figgers he cam get a
gtand. in with Miss Ellinor when I got
turned downl”’ snorted Nat.

“She hadn’t no time to see me nei-
ther,” returned Rush, suddenly gloomy.
“Neot with her author friend on the
job...”
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HE Gibbons’ ranch buildings nes-

tled under a hill in a narrow valley
down which tumbled a sparkling moun-
tain stream. Stub Elkins, riding into the
yard, met old Ben Gibbons, milk pail on
his arm, shuffling to the stable.

“What, another cowboy? QGr are you
maybe a author, Stub?”

Stub frowned and pulled his left ear.
“What’s thiz joke about Arthur, Gib-
bons?”’
~ “Author, not Arthur,” corrected the
rancher, his weather-beaten face crack-
ing in an expansive smile. “A feller what
writes books, an’ things.”

“Huh? You ain’t tryin’ to throw the
gaff into .me? Does you mean a feller
what writes the stuff you read in maga-
zines you find in bunkhouses?” ~

“Prezactly,” and Gibbons wagged his
head. “We got a live o1e here. He says
he’s a—an author. Miz Ellinor’s aunt—
on the Gates’ side the family—I'm Elli-
nor’s uncle you know— Well, her aunt
sent this snooty jigger here, writin’ me
to be doggoned nice to him. He’s shore
ridin’ top hoss with the gal.”

Stub’s big blue eyes grew even wider.
*You ain’t stringin’ me, Gibbons, like
them cowpunchers tried to® She—she's
sold on this dude?”

“Ain’t I been tellin’ you so, Stub? Not
a chance for you, ’less—"

“ Less what? She never seen me close,
but 1 shore has ’mired her from a dis-
tance.”

“She don’t really know you then?”
Winking at a lazy cat crossing the yard,
Ben Gibbons resumed. “Which is fine.
'‘Cause I was figgerin’ you might convince
her you was a—an author, too.”

“Me?” Stub ejaculated. “But, shucks,
1 can’t spell, nor hardly write my own
name. How'd—?" ]

“Take off your spurs an’ come with
me,” Gibbons interrupted. “We'll listen
in on somethin’.” Aside he whispered:
“This is going to be plumb good—if I
can put it over!”

Together they entered the kifchen of
the cottage and tiptoed towards the liv-
ing room. Through the half-open door
floated voices.

“You say you made me the heroine of
your new book, David? How dear of
you!” The voice was sweet and girlish,
and Stub thought he’d never listened to
one quite so delightful.

“Yes, indeed, Elinor.” Stub at once
hated the owner of this voice. It sound-
ed top-lofty, smug. “I even used your real
name. Here is the description of the
heroine:

“‘She stood by the rose bush,
quaffing the delicate aroma of the
beautiful, beautiful flowers. Yet,
sweet and delicate, fragrant and
beautiful as they were, they were
not sweeter nor more lively than the
graceful girli bending over them.
When she turned her face again to
the young man. watching her every
move with that anxious caressing
look of lovers, her cheeks were the
color of the roses. Her eyes of azure
blue—"""

“But they’re brown,” said Ellinor

Gates, softly.

‘‘—were like limpid pools seen by
starhght her lips.parted in a snnle
discloging—’

Came a decided pause and the girl
supplied crisply: “Teeth.” ‘

“No, no!” protested the author. “ ‘Lim-
pid pools seen by starlight.” . .. Don’t you
love that? Then to mentlou teeth! It
grates on me.’

“An’ you shore grate on me, mister,”
thought Stub Elkins, plucking at Gib-
bong’ sleeve. They gained the yard just
in time to keep from being caught at
their eavesdropping by Mrs. Gibbons
and her two small daughters who had
come in from picking gooseberries. Stub
greeted them, and followed Gibbons to
the stable.

“Now you see how to do it,” stated
the rancher, mopping his wrinkled face
with his red bandana. “Jus’ deseribe the
gal you love,”

“I ain’t seen her close yet,” said Stub.
“She has got all her teeth, ain’t she?”

“Huh? You’re hopeless, Stub. Here I
am tryin’ to help you out with my niece,
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a gal with plumb good sense, ’cept that
she thinks them authors is—well, kinder
up in the world. This Stanley David
Featherstone, he’s ‘up’ all right!”

“Stayin’ here reg’lar?” asked Stub.

“Uh-huh. Said he was ‘charmed with
the place, so quaint’ and that he was
after locoed color.”

“There’s lots o’ that. Then loco patches
is bloomin’ like nobody’s business. Red
an’ white an’ purple, great gobs o’ color.
They’re shore pretty.”

“No doubt,” said Gibbons drily. “Well,
I got to milk. ... But I'm still willin’ to
help you, Stub. S’posin’ you get some
dude clothes, hire a car in town, and
come here all togged out swelligant an’
with a leather hickey under yore arm to
hold the writin’ you do?”

“Would I get to see her? Talk to her?”

“Shore. But youw'll want to remember
yore lines.”

“T won’t be drivin’ a team, Gibbons,
so I won’t need no lines. . . . By golly!
'l try it.”

WO hours later old man Gibbons

sought Nat Birdwell and Rush
Thomas at the Muleshoe Ranch where
they worked, and explained the situation,
concluding:

“Be on hand tomorrow evenin’. We're
goin’ to have more fun’n a box of mon-
keys.” .

However, Stub worked faster than
Ben Gibbons had believed he would. At
ten o'clock of the following forenodn,
Gibbons himself was irrigating out of
sight of his house. Mrs. Gibbons and her
two small daughters were again out
gathering gooseberries. Stanley Pavid
Featherstone had locked himself in his
bedroom with orders that he was not to
be disturbed, and Ellinor Gates, left to
her own devices, was writing a letter:

“Dear Aunt Harriet:

This  Featherstone’s a washout,
but since you asked me to be nice
to him I suppose I must. I missed
two invitations to ride horseback
with interesting cowhoys because he
ingisted upon reading passages of

his dumb novel to me. Worse still,
I've given folks the impression that
—well, as they say out here, that
he’s riding close herd on me.”

At this point Stub’s borrowed flivver
shivered into the yard and Ellinor saw,
through the window, its driver, who
wore a straw hat pulled over his ears
and a store suit that had seen better
days. When he stepped out and stood
erect the girl couldn't help laughing.

From the back of the car the visitor
produced a huge cowhide suitcase. Then
he looked about questioningly and un-
certainly, giving Ellinor an opportunity
to see that he had nice eyes, a snubby
nose, a wind-chapped face, and a wide,
generous mouth-made for smiling. But
oh! how queer and out-of-place he looked
on foot and in those clothes! He should
have been a-top a horse, clad in boots,
chaps, blue shirt, big hat.

Impulsively the girl hurried out te
the car. “Good morning Mr, Gibbons is
away. Is there anything I can do for
you?”

Stub gazed at her all eyes. Gee whilli-
kers! she was a darned sight prettier'n
he’d even thought. Hair blacker’n and
silkier'n a black hoss’s mane, and she
was trim and slender an’ just the right
height.

“I— Uh,” he began bashful and con-
fused, Then a thought hammered in his
mind: “This your chance, Stub! Neo
darned witnesses to see you make a fool
of yourself or whatever.”

“Why hey—yes, thar’s—there’s some-
thin’ you can do for me,” he said, werds
tumbling over one another. “You’re Misg
Ellinor Gates. Well I—I’'m—I'm— Well,
I'm—” What was that name he ’d figured.
out? He tried again, “I'm A, Arthur. I
write things.”

TUB opened the suitcase, thus expos-
ing the clothing he vsually wore, in-
cluding boots, spurs, belt and six-shoot-
er. As he pawed through these articles
the girl’s face registered the most puz-
zled expression imaginable. She asked
quietly: “Is your name A. Arthur? Are
those your elothes?”
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“Yes, ma’am. I mean— No, ma’am. ., .
Uh, I— Them is my duds. . . . Where’s
that dratted tablet?”

“How does it come you have this cow-
boy outfit?”

“Uh? 1 ride home, lookin’ for locoed
eolor.”

*“You mean local color? Mr. Feather-
stone said he was seeking color and at-
mosphere. He doesn’t seem to have found
much of either. Have you, Mr. —7?”

“Doggone it, I can’t find my tablet
o’ writin’ paper.” Stub straightened and
iooked at the girl. It seemed to him there
was a mischievous twinkle in her large

brown eyes, “Cost me two bits, that tab-
- thought,” returned Featherstone sharp-

et did, an’ I spent all night writin’ words
and chuckin ’em away till I got some as
sounded good,” he stated naively.

“Oh!” Ellinor Gates was beginning to
enjoy this. “Perhaps you can remember
what you wrote,” she suggested.

“Uh-huh, I can. But somehow it seems
now like ’twas jus’ a lot o’ tommy-rot an’
didn’t have no sense, though I sweat over
it a-plenty. I'm feelin’ darned silly in
these clothes anyhow. Gibbons sed—I
mean I heard you hddn’t no use for cow-
punchers. So I jus’ tried for to— Shucks,
11 be goin’ long.”

" “Don’t go!” The girl smiled, thereby
thrilling the bowlegged waddy to the tips
of his toes. “I really like cowboys.”

*You do! But Nat an’ Rush sed—"

“Y had to send them away because I
was entertaining David Featherstone,
and he’s the sort that—"" Elliner paused.

“Where is he ’smornin’? He gone?”

“No. He’s compos— He’s working and
isn’t to be disturbed. . . . It’s such a
lovely day it seems a shame to waste it
indoors.”

“Shore is! Ever ride hossback, Miss
Ellinor?”

“I love it, but David can’t go.”

“We’ll go! Go to the Triangle J an’
get hosses. Then Tl show you my
ranch.”

ZLD MAN GIBBONS said to Nat
Y Birdwell and Rush Thomas: “You
cowboys hide yourselves under the livin’
room winder. Twilight now, an’ in a little

bit that dumb Stud Elkins’ll come along
dressed up fer to play he's a author. I'l
introduce him to Ellinor, an’ this Feath-
erstone geezer'll be right thar. 'Gourse
Stub’ll get the mitten and so’ll Feather-
stone, which is what I'm after. This is
goin’ to be good!”

“Shore is,” chuckled Rush.

‘Reg’lar circus,” approved Nat.

Forthwith Ben Gibbons strode into his
living room, where he found Stanley
Dawvid Featherstone,

The rancher cleared his throat loudly,
“’Scuse me, Mister, but where-at’s the
girl?”

“Eh? You've broken my train of

ly. “It will take me fifteen minutes to
concentrate again completely. By the
way, where is Ellinor?”

“I was askin’ you where-at she was.”

“If 1 knew would I be asking you, Mr.
Gibbons? I sheould like to see her. That
line which has been eluding me is com-
pleted at last. It took the entire day to
find the right word.”

‘Did, hey?”

“Two words to be exact. I was more
than a little annoeyed not to find Ellinor
waiting when I came out of my room
over an hour age. Over an hour ago,
mind you!”

‘Uh-huh? I'm kinder 'noyed, too. You
got any o’ that locoed color yuh come to
get yet?”

“Just what do you mean, Mr. Gibbons?
Locoed color?”

“I dunne prezactly. 'T'was vore idea,
not mine. . . . Here she comes. Where you
been "Linor?”

“T’'ve been out,” she said, replying to
Gibbons,

TANLEY DAVID FEATHERSTONE

turned languidly in his chair to glance
around at Ellinor, “You did not wait for
me to go with you,” coldly. “Also it seems
as if you might have been on hand to
welcome me when I came out of my room,
utterly exhausted. Exhausted! Yes, but I
have found the right word! The descrip-
tive passage is perfect. You see, the use
of an adjective overcame the difficulty
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rendering the rather ugly noun, ‘tseth’
beautiful. It now reads: ‘Her lips parted
in a smile disclosing PEARLY teeth.”

“Listen!” eried the girl. “There’s a car
coming down the hill. See the funny man
driving i$.”

“Stub Elkins,” whispered Ben Gibbons
to himself. “Stub, togged out in store
clothes an’ a straw hat! Whoop!” He ran
out into the yard.

*Lo,” ealled Stub, bringing the flivver
{o 2 shuddering halt.

“Why, how do you do, Mr. Alexander
Hudnut?”’ returned Gibbons loudly. “I
has read a lot o’ yore books and plays
and—and things. Won’t you come in?”
He shook Stub’s hand vigorously. Then
whispered :

“Get one o them leather
gomethin® wrote?”

“1 got thig,” Stub hauled out the huge
suitease.

Gibbons’ eyes popped. “Better and bet-
ter?” He chuckled under his breath, and
led Stub te the living room.

“Well, if his nibs, the author dude,
leaves, too, it’ll suit me all jake.”

“Misg Ellinor Gates,” old man Gibbons
called importantly, “I’'d like to introduce
Mr. Alexander Hudnut, author and play-
wright. Ain’{ you a playwright?”

“Sometimes I play ’em right,” said
Stub. “How-do, Miss Gates?”

“How dc you do, Mr. Hudnut. May
1. introduce you to my friend, Stanley
David Featherstone?’

Featherstone had already risen and
was blinking at Stub. “Hudnut, ¢h?
What have you written, Hudnut? Off
hand I can’t—"

“What you wrote, Featherstone?” Stub
cut in,

“Surely my name and reputation must
e familiar to another author—if you
are an author, Hudnut?”

“You bet-cha 'm a writer, Feather-
gtone,” said Stub. “’Fact, my name’s
even better knowed’n yourn. Jus’ you
fisten to this descriptive masterpiece
writin’ 1 has just did or done.”

“I dor’t eare to listen.”

“David!” ecried Ellinor, gently re-
proaciful, '

cages an’

“You'll listen, won’t yeu, Miss Gates?”’
Stub inquired.

“T'Il be delighted.”

“All right. Go ahead, Hudnut,” growled
Featherstone. “From the looks of your
clothing you must be an eccentric sori
of chap. I suppose your writing will re-
flect that eccentricity.”

“Is he callin’ me names, Ellinor?”
asked Stub, and Gibbons whirled as if a
bee had stung him. Stub calling the girl
“Ellinor” already? *That ’lecentricity
sounds fieree,” Stub went on.

Outside the window the two listening
cowpunchers doubled wup with silent
mirth. Stub fished an old enveilope from
an outside pocket of his oversize coat.
“Pretty dark in here. But I know what I
got writ—the deseription of the heroine.”

Stub was reading:

“She was a standin’ by the cactus
bush sniffin’ and sniffin’ and sniffin”
at the beautiful, beautiful, beautiful,
beautiful thorns. But at that they
wasn’t no meore beautiful than the
Texas dogie sniffin’ at 'em an’ wish-
in’ she could eat ’em. She turned her
head an’ her cow-like eyes, seen in
the moonlight, was like pcols. She
curled up her upper lip, disclogin’™—"
The cowboy paused.

“Teeth!™ said Ellinor. “Pearly teeth!

. The use of the adjective—""

“Damn!” snorted Featherstone.
“Damn!” and without another word be
stalkked to his room.

From Featherstone’s room a brittle
voice swelled out: “Gibbons, I'd like
transportation to the city immediately.
Immediately !”

“Shore, I'll fix you up some way,
Featherstone. What you so huffy bout?”

There was no reply. Gibbons turned
towards the girl and the ecowboy:
“Ellinor, ain’t yuh kinda awful chummy
with Stu—with Hudnut on short ac-
acquaintance?”’

“0Oh, we’'ve known each-other a long,
long time. Aren’t you pleased with the
way it's all come out; Uncle Ben?”

“Huh? Huh? Might as well say yes,”
said old man Gibbons.



E had left the gray, hot walls of
}-g the territorial prison behind him.

Those mad, fear-filled hours of
hig escape he had forced far back into
his memory to lie there with the remem-
brances of his three years of imprison-
ment, vagrant, dreaded memories that
would come hauntingly back to him in
his sleep.

He sat in the open door of the box car
as the long freight clacked its way into
the night. He sat with his legs dangling
over the edge of the fioor, relishing the
rush of the cold night wind against his
face and thinking how different this felt
from the windless, stifling heat that was
the constant atmosphere of the prison.

The desert lay white and vast in the
darkness before him and sometimes a
sudden spurt of the wind would blow a
few particles of sand against his face
and he would grin and remember how
in hig days of freedom he had so often
cursed this wind and sand.

Now he noticed a subtle change in the
landscape: a darkening of the sands that
tokened the presence of vegetation. And
a little farther on, sage and mesquite
covered the ground and the whiteness of
the desert was gone, leaving only a dark
grayish expanse beneath him.

The train was slowing down. It was a
matter of minutes before the locomotive
would enter the yards of Vermada and
he would be home. Home after three hell-
filled years, but his home-coming would
be no gala occasion. He must steal his
way in like the sidewinders that glided
noiselessly through the sand and sage.

66

HE'D GONE TO PRISON FOR BUSH-
WHACKING ANOTHER MAN. HE‘D COME
BACK TO FIND OUT IF THE KILLER GUN

WAS HiS .

By i. A. DeR0OSSO

There was no storm of emotion within
him as he rose to his feet. Only that cold,
maddening uncertainty that had plagued
nim these last three years. He had been
sent to prison for the rest of his natural
life for killing a man. Now he was com-
ing home to attempt to discover if he
kad killed that man, for in the truth of
his own mind he did not know.

Standing in the dcor of the box car, he
watched the shuttling of +he shadows
beneath him. The wind whipped his
clothes flappingly about him for they
were several sizes too large but he had
had little choice in their selection. Any-
thing was better than the tell-tale gray
prison garb he had hated so much.

He drew the sixshooter from its hol-
ster and held it tightly for he did not
want to lose that as he dropped. He hit
the gravel embankment with his shoulder
and rolled a ways, coming ‘o a stop in
a clump of sagebrush.

The lights of the caboose winked past
him as he rose to his knees, brushing
sand from his clothing and thankful that
no dirt had soiled his gun. Je stood a
while, staring at the lights of Vermada,
a faint nostalgia threatening but never
quite gripping him. Then he sglipped
quietly through the darkness.

In the three days of his new freedom
he had acquired an excellent knowledge
of the ways of stealth and now he put
this wisdom to use. He knew his gosl
The big, white house on the cutskirts of
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Vermada where he would most likely
find Eileen Mulvaney. Only now she was
Mrs. Eileen McFadden. Though he had
not heard from her in all his imprison-
ment word had come to him through the
prison grapevine of her marriage six
months ago.

There had been a time in his past when
he had dreamed of marrying her himself
but his dreams had been only dreams and
now he wanted a glimpse of her before
pursuing his errand. He made his noise-
less way to the lighted window which
he knew opened into the library and he
gaw her.

She was alone, sitting in a big arm-
chair reading, He saw the way the lamp-
light shone on her hair, turning it into
an aura of red gold. And the long, slim
fingers turning the pages and he wished
suddenly that he could see her smile and
hear her laugh and hold her close with
the silk of her hair against his cheek.

HERE was an ache in his throat,

an ache he had not known in three
years, and he slipped away from the win-
dow and stole to the door, telling himself
he was a fool and he should ke about his
business instead of entering this silent
house. But he had been away from her
for so long and his eyes stung and he
could hardly wait.

Noiselessly he opened the library door
and he was standing there, drinking in
the sight of her, when she first became
aware of him.

The book slipped from her fingers to
the floor and all the color drained from
her face. “Trace,” she whispered. “Trace
Moore.”

He tried to smile reassuringly. He
knew he was not a pleasant sight for
his stay in prison had taken a good deal
of flesh off him and brought a shining
glitter to his eyes and grayed his hair.
The pallor of his face was a far call from
the sun and wind-burned complexion of
his years of freedom. So he tried to smile
and to speak but his throat was all dry
a2nd sore and the words would not come
at first.

He could only look at her and read the

shock and hurt in her eyes and all at
once he wanted to explain what lay so
heavily on his mind.

“I didn’t kill him,” Moore said hoarse-
ly. “I didn’t kill Roy Watrous. Anyway,
I don’t think I did. Good Vord, Eileen! 1
really don’t know if I did. That’s what
I came back for. To find out.”

She said nothing. She sat unmoving
and the pain still lay in her eyes and
so he tried again, hurriedly, the words
tumbling one upon the other.

“1l wouldn’t kill Roy,” he said. *Me
and him were partners since we were
kids. Sure, I took losing you to Roy real
hard but not that hard to make me kill
my best friend. You believe me, don’t
you, Eileen?”

“Trace,” she whispered in a thick,
quivering way. “Oh, Trace. I don’t know
what to believe any more.”

He ran the tip of his ~ongue over dry
lips and went on more slowly. “Me and
Roy were pards in our ranch. Since you
were going to marry him, we both knew
we couldn’t go on living in the same
house and sharing the same ranch. So
we went to Carson Rusk’s place and be-
gan playing cards to see who should have
all and stay and who should move on.”

ER eyes had dropped to her hands,

resting limply in her lap. All the

life went out of his voice but he continued
doggedly, bitterly.

“We were both hot under the collar
and we’d both been drinking hard. I re-
member losing everything and signing
over my share to Roy. Hell, I wanted to
lose. I wanted to get away from here to
where I'd never have to lay eyes on you
and Roy together.

“Well, I signed my share of the ranch
over to Roy and then I took another
drink, I reckon I passed out, for I'm not
a drinking man. Next thing I knew Car-
son Rusk is slapping me awake and ask-
ing what the devil I wanted to kill Roy
for. And my gun was on the table, its bar-
rel all bloody from bashing Roy’s head in
and Rusk says I done it. He says he saw
me do it. And I don’t remember a thing.”

He was breathing heavily now and
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though he was staring at her, he did not
see her, - .

“Ive had three years to think this all
over and I've almost gone erazy. That’s
why I broke jail Eileen. To come back
here and find out if I really did kill Roy.
If 1 did, then I'll go back wiilingly and
take my medicine. But if I didn’t kill
Roy, I want to find- the skunk who did
and make him pay for what he done to
Roy and tc¢ me. Those endless nights and
Roy’s face and those voices saying, “You
killed him. You killed him.” I know what
hell really is, Eileen.”

She spoke now, with a weary sob in
her voice. “Why did you have to come
back? I was just beginning to forget.
Why did you come back?”

About to answer her, he sensed rather
than heard the movement behind him
and he whirled, hand slapping at his gun,
But he never pulled it for he saw the
black outline of the gun in the shadows
and the pale hand holding * and so
Moore’s hands dropped limply to his side.

The gunman in the shadows moved
forward with a whispering noise as of
something dragging lightly over the floor
and Moore recognized the halting, limp-
ing walk even bafore he recognized the
face.

Eileen’s voice came, hurt and sob-

racked, “Oh, Rory, Rory.”

Rory McFadden stopped. His gun was
trained rock steady on Moore's middle.
McFadden said quietly, “Hells, Trace.
Long time no see.”

Moore grinned mirthlessly. “Howdy,
Rory. I didn’t quite have the time to
send out engraved invitations.”

McFadden smiled slightly. He said,
“You'd better leave us, Eileen.”

She rose hesitantly, laying a hurt,
troubled glance on Moore, then swept
quickly out of the room. A stifled sob
came drifting back to Moore’s ears. He
followed her with his eyes until the
shadows swallowed her, them he said:

“Well, Rory?’

McFadden took his time answering.
He hitched himself a little to ome side,
his clubfoot scraping whisperingly in the
darkness and Moore’s eyes narrowed.

He kept his gaze fastened on the other’s
gun, remembering their old animosity
that ran back to childhood days.

He and Roy Watrous, full of children’s
contemptuous cruelty, had dubbed this
man “Clubfoot” Rory. Old man McFad-
den had been the town banker and young
Moore and Watrous, sons of poor

" cowmen had felt it their duty to antago-

nize little Rory, the symbol of tight-fisted
wealth.

Moore’s mind flashed back over the
years with kaleidoscopic completeness
and all the bickering and quarrels and
tears and grudging hate came back to
him. And he remembered too how Rory
had always wooed Eileen Mulvaney and
how jealous and fearful he had been that
Rory’s wealth would take her away from
him.

EUT it had been te Roy Watrous’
flashing smile and full-hearted
laughter that he’d lost nher first . . .

McFadden’s voice came as from a dis-
tance. “I heard you broke jail, Trace.
Never thought you'd come back here
though. With the border so close and
handy, I thought sure you’d try for
Mexico.”

“I had good reason for coming back.”

“Yes?? .

“T ain’t so sure I killed Roy Watrous.
I want to find out the truth.”

“So you still claim you’re innocent,”
said McFadden.

“I never said 1T was! I always said 1
didn’t know and I still say that. All I
want to do is to find out the truth for
the peace of my own mind so that I can
live with myself again. It’s hell to know
that you’ve killed a man. It’s worse than
hell to know that you might have killed
but you’re not sure whether you did or
didn’t.” ,

McFadden did not say anything right
away. Moore could feel the other’s eyes
on him. At length McFadden said, “Can
I trust you to listen to me?”

Caution tempered Moore's tones,
“Come again.”

McFadden laughed. “It’s tiresome
holding this gun on you all the time.
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Will you stay put and hsten if I put
this thing away?”

Moore gaid, “What's your game,
Rory?” ‘

McFadden shrugged. “I've got a hunch
you’ve been framed. F'd like to help you.”

Moore smiled crookedly. “That sounds
kind eof funny coming from you.”

“T reckon it dees,” McFadden said.
“We never did get along any too well.
Il put it this way, Trace. If you were
in my shoes and me in yours, and you
had a feeling somebody was framing me,
I reckon you’d be willing to help save me
from rotting my life away in prison.
I reckon you’d help, no matter how much
you hated my guts.”

Moore was silent. He did not gquite
know what to say.. McFadden sounded
earnest but his long dislike of the man
cautioned Moore.

MecFadden suddenly holstered his
weapon. He said. “You ean take me at
my word—or the door is yours te use.
'l not stop you.”

Moore’s decision was made. He ecould
use some help and he shouldn’t be toe
choosy about its source. String along
with Rory and see what he has to offer,
he thought.

So he said, “All right, Rory . ..

They talked over all the angles and
came to one conclusion—Carson Rusk
held the key to the mystery.

“It was his testimony that sent me to
prison,” Moore said slowly. “I've had
plenty of time to figure out things and I
reckon Rusk knows the answers. Maybe
Roy passed out, too, like I did that night

and Rusk came into the room and saw -

us like that, So he took my gun and
clubbed Roy and then made out like he’d
seen me doing it, But why would he
want to kill Roy?”

McFadden pursed his lips. “I recall
Roy and Rusk having a run-in. Roy
caught Rusk cheating at cards and
pounded hell out of Rusk. And Rusk is
the kind of man to carry a grudge.”

“That doesn’t seem reasomn enough to
want to kill a man.”

“Sometimes it can be. Espéciaﬂy if

the opportunity presents itself to make
another pay for the crime.”

“Maybe you’re right,” said Moore
slowly. “Athow, I can go see Carsen
Rusk and find eut what he has to say.”

“You do that, Trace,” said McFadden.
“Wait atound here until about midnight.
The tewn will be dead by then and Rusk
will just be closing up. Best chanee you'll
ever have of talking to him privately
—and maybe use some persuasion. You
can stay here until midnight and we'll
talk . . .”

AMGFADDEN was quite willing to

make conversation but Moore had
little heart for it. McFadden said he was
sorry about Eileen but he had always
loved her and had always wanted to
marry her and with Meore in jail like
that McFadden had just ‘gone ahead,

McFadden’s words ran hazily through
Trace Moore’s mind. He had other things
to weigh his memory. Those endless
nights in prisen, lying sleepless on his
cot, telling himself, “You didn’t do it,
Trace. You didn’t kill Roy. Someone else
did it and framed it on you. But whe
was it? Who? Who??

And that other hellish voice that would
never be silent, that always insisted,
“¥ou were drunk. You didn’t know what
you were doing. Eileen meant a lot to you.
And you’d lost her to Rey. Se you killed
him., Clubbed him over the head with
your gun barrel. You killed Roy Watrous.
You didn’t know what you were doing
but you killed him, killed him, killed
him.”

And he would lay there, bathed in a
sweat that was not of the making of
the hot, stifling atmosphere. .

Rory Mc¢Fadden said, “Well, it’s get-
ting on to midnight, Trace.”

Moore rose to his feet. McFadden ac-
companied him to the door, his clubfoot
seraping softly against the floor. Meore
said, a tightness in his throat, “Thanks,
Rory, for being so square with me.”

“Forget it,” said McFadden grufily.

There was a vast remorse inside
Moore’s heart for all the things he'd
done and said to McFadden in the past.
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Remembering, Moore said, “I don’t see
why you'’ve done all this for me.”

McFadden took Moore’s hand. “I reck-
on I've done it for Eileen more than
anything else. She’s never really believed
you killed Roy although the facts are
pretty overwhelming. She refuses to be-
lieve it like that. That’s why I want you
to find the truth. I hope you find it for
her sake—and for yours. .. ."”

Moore mumbled a farewell and then
he was gone in the darkness. McFadden’s
actions had left Moore slightly disturbed.
It had all been so unexpected, From the
one source where he had expected hatred
and vilification had come only sympathy
and understanding. He had always been
wrong about McFadden, mighty wrong.
Rory McFadden sure was a gent to ride
the river with. . . .

ERMADA was quiet in the grip of

night. Darkness lay everywhere ex-
cept for a few isolated lights and the
wind sighed wearily as thought it, too,
were tired and ready for sleep.

His absence had not dulled Moore's
gense of direction. He found his way in
the darkness with a familiarity as though
he had not been away for three years.
The town was little changed. If it were
daylight he imagined the town would
look a little more drab, a little more
colorless, than it had looked three years

ago out of the day coach window as he

watched the houses and buildings grow
smaller and then vanish and thinking
that he would know only the gray walls
of the territorial prison for the rest of
his natural life.

The streets were deserted, He stayed
close to the buildings as he walked, where
the shadows were thickest and where
recessed doorways would offer him pro-

tection should he spy anyone on’ the _

walks.

But he saw no one and here he was at
Carson Rusk’s Square Deal Saloon. A
light was shining dimly inside. Cautious-
1y Moore peered through a window, tak-
ing in all the long barroom, and he saw
only one man. A short, fat man, his back

to the window, bald head shining in the
light of the lantern, taking money oui
of the till. Carson Rusk, gathering the
day’s receipts preparatory to locking up.

Trace Moore drew his gun and, opeii-
ing the door, stepped inside. Rusk turned
at the sound and as he saw the drawn
gun fear came to his face and, lifting
his eyes, recognition came and with the
recognition a look greater than terror.

“Trace Moore,” he whispered. “Where
—how did you get here?” )

Moore walked slowly, his bootheels
tapping hollowly on the wooden floor. “I
see you haven’t forgotten me, Carson,”
he said.

Rusk licked his lips. “Will you—uh—
have a drink on me, Trace?”

“Not now. Maybe after while—whea
you've talked some and told me a few
things.”

“What kind of things, Trace?”

Moore shrugged but the glint in his
eyes belied his casualness. “Oh, all kinds
of little things. Like the truth about who
really killed Roy Watrous.”

“I-—uh—Trace. You heard me testify
in court.”

IOI did'"

“I told the truth. I took an oath and
I told the truth. I came into the room
that night and you was pounding Roy
over the head with your gun barrel. 1
knocked you down in your ~hair and took
your gun from you. Then I slapped you
sober. You was awful drunk that night,
Trace.”

Moore slowly drew back the hammer
of his Colt. Rusk blanched, “I want the
truth, Carson,” said Moore grimly. .

“I've told the truth. I swear to God
I have!”

Moore said, “Maybe for two killings
they’ll hang me instead of letting me rot
in prison.”

Rusk’s eyes grew wide and his mouth
opened in a scream but it was not at
Moore that Rusk’s terror was directed.
“No! No!” he shrieked, staring past
Moore, and Moore heard the vicious
whine of the bullet and the thunk as it
hit Rusk and the sharp blast of the shot.
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E could hear Carson Rusk clawing,
choking, gasping but Moore had no

time to look at the man, He whirled as
a second shot blared and a hot finger
probed hig ribs and he saw the gunman
deep in the shadows of the open door.
Moorelaid down his reply in two quick,
hot blasts of his sixgun and he saw the
gunman shudder. Raising his gun, the
man in the shadows fired again and

Moore felt the bullet hit him but the -

pain and the shock was not uppermost

in his mind for in the gunflame he had -

recognized the other. That pale, drawn
face and the dragging walk.

“Rory!”. cried Moore. “Damn you,
Rory! You dirty, double-crossing son!”

He saw the other fleeing, not rapidly,
but slowly, drunkenly, and Moore real-
ized that it was not only Rory’s clubfoot
that slowed him down. Moore stumbled
in pursuit. '

McFadden whirled, gun blazing, as
Moore closed in. Moore’s .45 roared in
answer and Rory McFadden collapsed.

Moore’s knees were water. He hardly
knew what he was doing. He found him-
self on his hands and knees, crawling
toward McFadden. Pain lay like a flam-
ing haze over Moore’s mind. He kept
mumbling, “Tell me, Rory., Tell me.”

McFadden coughed and wvhen the
spasm passed he spat blood. His laughter
was weak and mocking.

“You killed Roy,” said Moore. “You’re
dying, Rory. Tell me the truth.”

“So are you, Trace,” McFadden whis-
pered. “You’re dying, too. You're gonna
die without ever finding out who really
killed Roy. Maybe it was Rusk. Maybe it
was me, Maybe it was you. You’ll never
know. You’ll die without ever knowing.”

“You killed him, Rory. Else why would
you want to kill Rusk and me ?”

“Ah, Trace, you blind fool. I was
shooting at you and hit Rusk instead.
I could have killed you back at my house
but Eileen was there and she is still
fond of you. I couldn’t kill you there.”

Moore was sobbing wildly. “Tell me,
Rory. Tell me quick.”

“You’re gonna die without ever find-
ing out who really killed Roy. Youll

never know, Trace, Never. Never, Never.”

Moore hoisted himself to his elbows

. and dragged his pain-racked body close

to McFadden. Grabbing the man’s shoul

ders, Moore shook him. McFadden’s head
wobbled loosely.

“Rory,” Moore sobbed. “You dirty,
dirty son,” and he let himself fall, and
though the distance was small, he knew
he would never notice when he hit the
ground for the heavy black shadow that
was Death was already enveloping him.

E discovered his error in the throb
of flaming pain and he knew ther
he was not dead. Those days of agomy
and delirium were without number t¢
him and it was with welcome that he
felt the pain finally subside and all but
vanish. And it was then they told him.
Carson Rusk had been mortally wound-
ed but he jived long enough tc do some
talking. He told how Rory MecFadden
had peered into the back room window
of Rusk’s place and seen both Moore ant
Roy Watrous unconscious from liquor.
McFadden remembered all the childhood
taunts and indignities and quarrels. He
remembered, too, that Eileen Mulvaney
would look favorably on him if Moore
and Watrous were not around.

The situation was perfect for McFad-
den. Climbing through the half-open
window, he slipped Moore’s gun from its
holster and clubbed Watrous to death.

Then Carson Rusk entered the roomw
and McFadden, trapped, bought Rusk
out. Rusk could tell a convincing story.

But Rusk had not been done. After
Moore’s sentence to the penitentiary, he
had made McFadden pay to maintain
silence. So McFadden had resolved to
kill two birds with one stone, Get Moore
and Rusk together, kill both and blame
Moore for Rusk’s death.

That” was how they told it to “Trace
Moore and he could only blink the tears
from his eyes and say, “Thank you.
Thank you ever so much.”

And then Eileen came to him and
placed her cheek against his and, strok-
ing his hair, said, “We’ll forget, Trace
Together we’ll both forget . . .”



Again and again the whip
lashed out, stinging his flesh

" Every man weas
master of his own
ouftfit, his own des-
tiny, here in Gold
Basin country — so
long as trails and weap-
ons didn’t cross!

By L. P. HOLMES

SATAN waits at the CROSSROADS

THERE were several other freight
outfits already at the camp
grounds when Martha Gault put
her pointers across the chain for the
last sharp curve around the face of the
bluft above the river meadows. Up here
along the bluff the warm, reflected light
of sunset still lingered, but down along
the meadows the first powder blue dusk
was beginning to flood and wagon fires
were winking their crimson eyes.
Hooking the brake strap over her
shoulder, Martha Gault leaned her weight

72

against it, and brake shoes squealed in
protest against the bite of the jolting
wheels. Glancing at the slim, eager, black
haired girl riding beside her, Martha
Gault said, “Drift Enlow will be there,
Julie. Keep your eyes and smile away
from him, for there is no good in that
man.”

Julie stirred restlessly. “I have friend-
liness for everyone. I do not like to feel
that there are some I may smile at and
others I must not.”

“Just the same,” repeated
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Gauit, “you will not smile at Drift Enlow,
nor will you dance with him.”

The road, as though weary from its
vough and eroocked way down the bluff,
laid its last hundred yards in a smooth
and pleasant curve into the meadows,
and Martha Gault rolled her outfit to a
stop between the wagons of Ezra Stent
on one side and Ben Tipton on the other.

Bearded Ezra Stent called over,
“Plenty of room at my fire for your
cooking, Martha. You are welcome to it.”

“Thank you, FEzra,” said Martha
Gault. :

Between them, she and Julie lifted
down the grub box from the back action
and carried it over to the Stent fire,
Then, while Julie prepared the evening
meal, Martha Gault stripped harness
from her ‘mules, led them to the river
to drink and brought them back through
the steadily thickening dusk to the feed
racks along the sides of the back action.

There was no physical beauty about
this woman, Martha Gault. There never
had been. She stood square and strong,
like a man. Her stride was like that of
a man, plodding, solid, Her features were
big boned, rugged. Sun and wind, dust
and heavy toil, had coarsened her skin,
calloused her hands, toughened her
muscles. Her eyes, puckered from years
of watching endless miles of dusty, sun
bleached roads roll back under the wheels
of her wagons, were small and deep set.
Yet they carried a spark indicative of
the character of Martha Gault. Patienee,
courage and a hard practicality lay in
that spark, leavened very glightly by a
measure of dreams never realized and
almost buried by the remorseless tramp
of the years.

The sound of a wvoice over by Ezra
Stent’s fire caused Martha Gault to hurry
through the last of her chore of earing
for the mules, and to eross to that fire
with her measured, solid tread.

“You’' eaten yet, Drift?” she asked
eurtly.

Drift Enlow turned, laughing in that
big, loose, handsome way of hig. “Why
yes, Martha, I have. But—"

“We haven’t.”

UST that, and no more. Yet the tone
¥ and the words said everything. Drift

Enlow’s white teeth still shone, but his
laugh was now a set grimace and the
blood burned strongly across his face.
The glitter in his eyes had not the
strength to withstand the level pregsure
of Martha Gault’s glance. He shrugged
hig big, rolling shoulders and slouched
away. Martha Gault robbed Ezra Stent’s
bucket of a kettle of water and tucked
the fire blackened utensil into the glow-
ing coals. -

Julie was slicing bacon. All of the flush
in her sun browned cheeks was not due
to the heat of the fire. Her lips were
pulled into a pout, slightly sullen. “Drift
meant no harm,” she said. “He spoke
to me pleasantly enough.”

A sap pocket in the back log of the
fire exploded, scattering livid cinders.
One of them struck Julie’s bared fore-
arm and the girl flinched and brushed
it swiftly off.

“And fire,” said Martha Gault steadily,
“never burns until it touches you.”

Young Ben Tipton and his wife came
up to the fire. Martha Gault greeted them
gravely. Good people, Ben and Molly Tip-
ton. Martha Gault saw Julie brighten
and the sullen pull of her lips soften
out as she began talking with Molly
Tipton. At which Martha Gault knew a
comforting relaxation. There was ao
waywardness in Julie; just a hunger for
life and the companionship of those near
her own a=e.

With Ezra Stent and Ben Tipten,
Martha Gault swapped news and gogsip
of the lonely, dusty freight roads. They
were of the fraternity of free freighters,
these people. They scught business wher-
ever they could find it. The itinerary of
their travels was wherever the ponderous

‘wheels of a freight wagon might roll,

They touched at mining camps in the
mountains, at drab Iit_tle cow. towns in
the sage country, at gaunt way stations
and lonely ranches. They hauled anything
and everything which could be trans-
ported at a profit. Each man’s business
agsets were his mules, his wagons and
the free roads he rolled them over. They
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would haul on contract, on consignment,
or often on sheer speculation.

Like Ben Tipton, with a full double
wagon load of sawn lumber which he
had picked up at a little wildeat sawmill
hack in the Tagalones. For it was ru-
mored that a new strike had been made
in the Gold Basin country, which in turn
could mean a new boom town and a
premium market for that sawn lumber.

And Tom App, according to Ezra
Stent, had made the rounds of the cattle
gutfits back on Big Prairie and had
picked up a nice load of beef hides for
his trouble. And 8o it went, each man
master of his own outfit, his own destiny.

Here and there across the country’s
ragtness, where roads met or crossed,
where favorite camp sites lay, the out-
fits crossed trails, met and gossiped,
washed away for a time the solitary

lonieliness of their lives with simple, im-

promptu social gatherings. Thus they
kept touch with the trends of business
and such news of the open roads as to
when and where each outfit was rolling.

Now it was Molly Tipton and Julie,
srm in arm, moving off toward the Tip-
tonn wagons, with Molly calling sweetly,
“Ben, would you get my trunk out? I
want to show Julie.” :

Ben Tipton’s face shone pridefully as
he got to his feet. “Molly’s expectin’,”
ke explained. “She’s already got a passel
of things.” A

He hurried off and Ezra Stent took
hig pipe from his bearded lips and said,
“The old ones die off and the young 'uns
come on, Martha. OQur tribe will last.
Ben’s hoping it will be a boy.”

Martha Gault stirred slightly. “Molly
won't mind it. She’s the sort to rear a
family in a freight wagon and never
mind a minute of it. She’s wagon-born
and raised, herself, same as me, Never
known anything else. I grew up riding
a freight wagon, and when my mother
and father died I took on where my
father left off. But Julie would never be
content, so. Julie eraves permanence and
order, though not realizing it herself.”

Said Ezra Stent slowly, “Julie’s
changed a lot in the year gone. All quick,

seems like, she's grown up. While she's
unpromised you can’t keep all the Drifk
Enlows away from her forever, Martha."”

“Along the big loop north of Lake
City there’s a young cow rancher, Jim
Alland. He stands straight, he thinks
straight, he is straight,” said Martha
Gault. “Last stop at Lake City there was
a fandango. He and Julie danced a lot
together., He made Julie promise we'd
stop by on our next trip through, We're
stopping by.”

Ezra Stent nodded his approval.
“Young 'uns need a jerk line, same as
a mule team, Martha.” ’

“They need a jerk line,” agreed
Martha Gault. “And a name. I gave Julie
mine, It i8 a good name and shall be
kept s0.” .

“I mind the time you found her,” said
Ezra Stent. “The coldest day of the cold-
est winter I ever knew. The winter of
the big freeze. Cold enough to kill that
granger and his wife, with their wagon
stuck in a drift. But not cola enough to
kill the babe in that wagon.”’ :

“Which was because they had used
every blanket they owned to wrap around
the babe, keeping none for themselves,”
mused Martha Gault. “A sacrifice I al-
ways remember when my patience has
run short with Julie. I've felt if they
could die for her, it would hurt me little
to do a mite of living for her.”

ARTHER along the meadow a larger

fire than any other was leaping in
rippling grace. And sounded now the
first muted straing of Jake Peppernel’s
old accordion. Across the darkling mead-
ow a stir ran. The shuffle of booted feet,
the drift of shadowy figures moving in
on the big fire, The deep resonance of
men’s voices, the light, quick laughter
of women, Smaller wagon fires dwindling
to beds of coals, little piles of scarlet
jewels, dusted with greying ash. Freight
wagons like weary giants at rest, mules
munching at the feed racks, stamping a
tired hoof now and then. Over all, the
friendly stars and the cool, moist breath
of the river.

Jake Peppernel’s accordion picked up
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to a faster, more rollicking tempo. The

invitation was there, but a certain group
shyness held the dancers back until tall
Tom App caught his buxom wife about
the waist and spun her laughing, -into
the clear. Others joined then, swiftly
and eagerly.

Ben Tipton, obedient to a nod from
his wife, led the eager Julie cut and
Martha Gault, watching, thought that
of all of them, true grace was Julie’s.

After Ben Tipton it was Tom App who

claimed Julie, and Martha Gault saw
that it mattered little to the girl who
she danced with, just so she danced, just
so she found expression in the freedom
of rhythm. Martha Gault wondered at
the thoughts of the girl, and hoped they
were of that straight-backed, straight-
eyed young rancher,” Jim Alland, down
along the big lcop above Lake City.
" There were others after Tom App, but
not Drift Enlow, not yet. Martha Gault
began to wonder until, beyond the fire
and at the farthest reach of its radi-
ance, she saw Drift Enlow standing there
and > watching Julie’s every move, 1t
might have been the reflection of the
flames, yet it seemed to Martha Gault
that in Drift Enlow’s eyes there was a
hard, bright, surface shine, like in the
eyes of a circling prairie hawk, waiting
its chance to swoop down on some full
throated starling, singing in the sun.

Ezra Stent, moving slowly about the
outer rim of light, came in beside Martha
Gault. He said soberly, for her ears alone,
“Drift’s had a bottle in his wagon, and
he’s been tapping it. The loose devil in
the man is beginning to stir. I don’t

like the way he watches the lass. If you

wish it so, I'll speak to him, Martha.”

Martha Gault shook her head. “I can
protect my own, Ezra, And I will.,”

She moved away, threaded the dark-
ness to her wagons. Soon she returned,
carrying something coiled and heavy in
her hand. She was none too soon, being
just in time to see Drift Enlow thrust
his heavy shoulders between Julie and
slow, patient, good natured Lars Neilson,
sweep Lars back with one arm and en-
circle Julie’s slimness with the other.

Drift began to dance, dragging Julie
close, and the girl, startled and bewil-
dered, stumbled a bit.

ARTHA GAULT genged the startled
i stir about the fire, heard Lars Neil-
son’s slow voiced protest. And she saw
Bzra Stent begin to move forward. She
stopped Ezra Stent and stilled the rest
with a swirling gesture of her arm, a
gesture which uncoiled and laid out on
the earth a long, supple, sinuous length
of close braided rawhide, thicker where
she gripped it firmly, tapering down to
a forked tip. A blacksnake whip.

Her voice rang in curt challenge.
“Yen—Drift!” :

Drift Enlow twisted his head, saw
Martha Gault, saw the whip she held,
read her bleak and settled purpose and
the wild, whiskey shine of his eyes filmed
to wariness. He spun Julie around until

.she stood between Martha Gault and him-

self, Martha Gault said, her words meas-
ured and distinct, “The whip was fash-
ioned to use on an animal which would
not learn its place. I will use it so,
whether the animal be mule or man!”

Began Ezra Stent, ‘“‘Martha, let us—"
. Said Martha Gault again, “I can pro-
tect my own, Ezra.”’

By action, by woerd had Martha Gault
shown Drift Enlow how she felt about

“him. This had done little good. Now she

would use sterner measures.

. Drift was steadily staring at her, wary
and furious, using Julie as a shield. And
Julie, twisting, saw Martha Gault and
the whip. Instinetively she pulled at

. Drift Enlow’s grip on her, got partly

free, so that for a moment Drift’s only
hold on her was a hard fingered hand
wrapped about her wrist. Martha Gault,
seeing the opening, struck.

The whip slithered back, drove for—
vard, fast as the dart of a snake’s forked
tongue. The lash wrapped around Drift
Enlow’s wrist with the snap of a rifle

- shot, and Drift’s grip on Julie was broken.

Julie spun completely clear and Drift, a
curse on his lips, took a stride toward
Martha Gault,

The whip, writhing back and forth
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again, met him and lifted the breast
pocket out of his shirt as though cut with
a knife, leaving the flesh beneath crawl-
ing in swift agony. Drif{ Enlew’s eyes
went crimson and he leaped at Martha
Gault, feral and savage. This time the
whip met him across the face. That
stopped him and wrung a bawl of animal
pain and ‘fury from him.

Martha Gault gave him no time to

recover. She swung the whip as a man
might swing it, hard and strong and
sure. With measured deliberation and
exactitude she whipped the rage out of
him, the courage born of shame and
pain, and finally the spirit itself. She
drove him back, step by step across the
circle of firelight. His arms, thrown high
in fruitless efort to ward off that flicker-
ing, scorching lash, pawed the air aim-
lessly, and his cries were the dismal
bawls of a wounded animal.

Stifl Martha Gault drove him back,
while his arms dropped to wrap blindly
about his head and face and his moves
became loose and shambling. Back to the
edge of the firelight and into the dark-
ness beyond, back until it was Ezra Stent
who caught her arm and said, “Enough,
Martha — enough! You've broken the
man!”

ARTHA GAULT stood beside the
fire, her face expressionless. Out-
wardly she seemed composed, indifferent.
Only she knew the tumult from within,
knew that her stomach was a hard, quiv-
ering knot, knew the welling sickness
which was spiritual, rather than physical.
Back in the darkness a chain frace
rattied and clanked. Mules, stirred to
activity, stamped and sneezed. No one
about the fire moved, no one spoke. They
waited, listening. And Martha Gault
waited and listened with them. Until at
length came the first creak and stir eof
heavy movement. Then there was the
dark clumsy bulk of an outfit, rolling,
moving out. Riding it was the hunched
figure of a man who, for all the rest of
his life, would be trying fo get away
from a shame he could never lose.
A man murmured, “If would have been

kinder had she killed him.”

Jake Peppernel lowered his accordion
carefully info its batfered, scuffed case.
There would be no more dancing, uno
mere gaiety this night. 5

She stayed there, watching the fire
dwindle and die. Her thoughts grew
steady, went off on far wings, back aleng

- the years. To when she had been young,

when there had been no softness or
beauty, except in her dreams. These she
had kept, these she had cherished as
best she could, guarding them against
the rough practicality which life forceé
upon her. And they had grown faint and
elusive, vague and near forgotten.

Until she had found Julie, found her
in that wagon, half buried in the snow
drifts. And had kept her and raised her
and seen those near relinquished dreams
grow and take on renewed life.

This was what the others could not
understand. In Julie her dreams had
come back to her. In Julie they would
find fulfillment. For them she had used
the whip. )

She felt better, having breught her
thoughts to clearness on the matter. In-
side she was guieting and the dogged,
stoic strength came back to her. Her
head lifted and she left the guftering
coals.

Julie was in her blankets and Martha
Gault could hear the girl’s mufiled sobs.
These, Martha Gault knew, would pass.
Like the roughest miles of any freight
road. They always passed, given time, to
fall behind and be lorgotten So much
of life was like that.

So Martha Gauit waited with the stars
until Julie siept. Then she spread her
own blanket roll, spread it close enough
80 she could reach over and pat with
gentle hand a slim, slesping shoulder.

Asnd now conientment came te Martha
Gault. What she had paid, what she had
given away, was little enough to what
she would gain. For tomorrow would
bring a new day, a new sunrise and the
wagons would be out and rolling. Rolling
toward the big loop, north of Lake City.
Where straight-backed, straight-eyed Jim
Alland would be waiting.



THE LOCO LAWMAN

By JORANY LAWSON

The badge was a sure one-way ticket to boothill, but Shawn

O'Routke still figured it would look nice pinned to his shirt.

”

¥ 7 HEN Shawn O’'Rourke an-
nounced himself as a candidate
¥ for sheriff of Ringo County, the

K. o»

brown jet of tobaceo juice in foreeful ox-
pression of his disgust as seon as he had
done so. He handed Shawn the somewhat
tarnished badge that had been worn so

" briefly by the three previous ill-starred

citizens of Cactus City shook their heads -

in despair. Law enforcement was sure
in a2 bad way when they had to turn over
the star-packing chore to a fancy-
dressed, irresponsible young dandy like
Shawn. Doubtless, they said it was just
another lady-killing stunt of his. The
tragedy, though, was that this time it
would be Shawn who got killed. On that
point, there could be no uncertainty. The
Iast three sheriffs in a row, all two-fisted,
gunslinging he-men, had found a badge
a one-way ticket to boothill. And Feg
Mallon, the hombre who had bush-

whacked one and outdrawn the other

two, was still on the loose.

But since Shawn’s candidacy was un-
opposed, there was nothing to do but
elect him. Old Judge Lew Jaspers swore
him in at the courthouse, releasing a

M

lawmen.

*“A yeung whippersnapper like that,”
the judge muttered. “It won’t be twe
weeks till we'll be out o sheriffs again.
Though where we’ll dig one up is more’n
I know, ’less it’s in the cemetery.”

Shawn took the badge and looked ar
it critieally. Ameng these older men, he
looked young—too young for thig job.
“The star’s a little rusty, Yeur Hemor,”
ke said, “but I recken it’ll do.”

With that, he walked out of the county
butlding, polishing the badge on the
sleeve of his fancy shirt, and headed
toward the saloon down the street.

“If anybody wants to see me on busi-
ness, I'll be keeping office hours at the
Red Dot,” he told the men as he went
out. Which was a mighty funny way te
run a law job, but what could they do?
Even a sheriff like this was better than
none at all.

At the Red Dot, Shawn greeted ihe
cowpokes at the bar with a wave of his
hand, tossing the badge in the other hangd
like a luck piece. The men nodded recog-
nition, but withheld any demonstrations
of approval as they took in O’Rourke’s
silk bandanna, his tooled-leather holster
and gunbelt. There was more than one
grinh at the bar and a shrug or twe.
O’Rourke was a man you just couldn’t
take seriously.

The idlers watched Shawn make
straight for the rear of the saloon, *o-
ward the dregsing-rooms of the dancers
who furnished nightly entertainment in
the Red Dot.
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For the next few days Shawn spent
al his time in the saloon. He sat at a
table in the middle of the room, with
his back to the door, apparently with
nothing on his mind except polishing

the nickel-plated badge which advertised

his position. He asked the bartender for
some metal polish and a rag, and care-
fully cleaned off all the rust. Then he
sat there, just flipping the badge in his
hand, or blowing on it-and polishing it
with his silk bandanna, He seemed al-
mighty proud of that badge.

When one of the cowhands tackled him
about Feg Malion, he just laughed.

“Feg Mallon?” he said. “That gutless
half-brother to a sneakin’ coyote? Why,
he'll never show his ugly-phiz around
this town again.”

“What makes ye so sure?’ the man
asked. -

“What makes me sure? Why, the mis-
erable son is scared, that’s why.”

“Scared o” you?”

“That’s right—scared o’ me,” Shawn
stated.

The cowhand looked at him in amazed
unbelief. Then he went to pass Shawn’s
words along—the words that would reach
Feg Mallon’s ears and write finis to
O'Rourke’s career as a lawman,

Shawn watched him go, then turned

back to his absorption with the heft and

shine of his sheriff’s badge.

N the fifth day of Shawn’s tenure
of office, the cowpoke who had first
spoken to Shawn approached him.

“They say Feg Mallon’s on the prod,”

he said. “Somebody told him what you
said about him. He didn’t like it none.
You better find yourself a safer place
to set than this here saloon.”

“I couldn’t think of a safer place, if
Teg Mallon’s all I got to worry about,”
said Shawn.

Shawn sat humming to himself, watch-
ing the poker-players at the big gam-
bling-table, playing with his badge. But
by mid-day, the men had slowly drifted
out of the saloon, finding business to take
them away. Feg Mallon would be show-
ing up any time,

The bartender stood polishing glasses,
regarding Shawn somberly from . be-

. neath bushy brows.

The bartender was just about to open
his mouth and curse Shawn out for a
brainless idiot, when he was cut off by
the sudden bulging of the batwings. Be-
fore he could move, he was staring into
the one-eyed menace of a sixgun lev-
elled at him by the left hand of Feg
Mallon. On Mallon’s dark, blue-stubbled
face was a sneer of scorn, as he delib-
erately drew his right-hand gun from
its holster, and brought its sights down
on Shawn O’Rourke’s back.

But before the gun’s roar sounded,
théere was a single sharp screech as
Shawn’s chair scraped the floor. Then
Mallon’s gun went off, but the bullet
sang through the space where Shawn's
head had just been and tore into the wall
beyond. Now it was Shawn O'Rourke’s
gun that was roaring, spitting flame as
he whirled from a crouch and fired,
throwing lead as fast as he could trigger
it straight at Feg-Mallon’s bulking form.

Shudder after shudder ran through
Mallon’s frame ag the slugs hit him. Then
he slowly sank to the floor. .

The bartender gaped in amazement.
He stared first at the beefy carcass of

. Feg Mallon in the doorway, then at the .

sheriff standing there.

Finally he managed te get a word out.

“I'll—be—damned!” he said. “That’s
the first fime 1 ever saw anybody ouf-
shoot Feg Mallon. And after he had
drawed on ye, too. How in—72" _

Shawn’s face broke intc a grin as the
tension flowed out of him. He holstered
his sixgun, then walked over to. the
table and picked up the badge he had
left lying there. He pinned it on his
shirt, for the first time.

Shawn walked over to the bar. Silent-
ly, the bartender set out a glass and
poured him a drink. Shawn lifted the
glass, then touched it to his badge.

“Here’s how,” he said, and drank.

The bartender stared at the badge.
What he saw, in its polished, mirror-like
surface, was his own face staring
amazedly back at him.



Orfano's band had struck

and Winchesters roared!

HE APACHES had long ago

E learned that by cutting down a
few telegraph poles here and
there, they could eripple the Army’s best
means of communication—and so bog
down pursuit. But General Miles, who
replaced Crook, was as wily as the In-
dians. He borrowed a British device, the
heliostat, and soon a system of giant

mirrcrs was flashing orders and reports -

over hundreds of miles of desert and
mountains. B Troop, out of Camp Grant,
picked up word of Orfano’s marauding

By JOSEPH CHADWiCK

GIVE A TREACHEROUS APACHE
IMPLEMENTS AND SEEDS, THEY
TOLD ALEC SMALL, AND HFELL
TRADE THEM FOR GUNS. BUT ALEC
DIDN'T SAVYY THAT BRAND OF
HATE-WAR PALAVER . ..

79
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band from the heliostat, and promptly
headed for the Pinals.

B Troop, under Captain Phil Ham-
mond’s command, had no Signal Corps
personnel assigned to it, but Trooper
Alec Small could read the code flashes,

Trooper 3mall was new to B Troop, and -

until now his campaigning had been done
behind a headquarters desk. That career
had ended when Grant’s commanding
officer wearied of his orderly’s constant
imbibing, and demanded, “Why in thun-
deration must every clerk in the Army
be a whiskey-swiller?”

“Sir, if it wasn’t for whiskey,” Alee
Small had replied, “‘there’d be no clerks
in the Army.”

.The next day, in reward for his humor,
he had been given a chaunce to raise a
crop of saddle corns. . .. .

OW and then, such a man could be
found in the ranks. A misfit un-
suited for barracks life or field duty.
Since the Army was no antidote for the
poisonous failures and troubles of ecivil-

ian life, it was a mystery why the type-

joined up. However, Alec Small’s past
was no secret. He had come west as a
young man, taken a schoolteaching job
at the Red Rock Agency of the Ute Res-
ervation in Colorado. Affer tem years
among the more or less peaceful Utes,
Alec had written a book, Our Red Breth-
renm, which had been published in the
East and given its author something of
a reputation. In Washington, the Indian
Bureau had sat up and taken notice.
Alec had been made Agent at Red Rock,
but he had bumbled the job and at the
end of six months his blundering had
made him the laughingstock of the West.
The Red Brethren had been too much
for him.

But 'if his past was well known, his

reason for enlisting as a cavalryman was
obscure. It may have been dene on a day
when he was suffering from a hang-over,
for, after his failure as an Indian agent,
Alec had taken to drink. But new, in
the field, he tried hard enough.

It appeared that he wanted fo be an.

honest-to-God trooper. But the saddle

punished him, and horses gave him a
touch of asthma. Desert sun and wind
burned him lobster red. His earnestness,

‘once the whiskey was sweated out of

him, was the only soldierly thing about
him. He tried so hard that Captain Ham-
mond, affer the heliostat message was
decoded, sent him out on patrol with
the civilian scout, Aubrey, and four other
troopers under Second Lieutenani Mack-
iin. As the. patrol saddled up, some of
B Troop’s hardeased - veterans joshed
Alec by chanting their version of the
Rogue’s March: ‘

“Poor little soldier,

‘Poor little soldier,

Handed a gun and sent to hell
Because he couldn’t soldier well!”

Alee’s sunburned face ishow.ed a pain-
ful grin. A burly trooper yelled, “You

“aim to catch Orfano and his band by

sprinkling ink on their tails, Smart
Alec?” , '

The laughter rpse in what seemed to
Alec a suffocating wave. He. could still
hear it crashing against his ears ten mis-
utes later, when the patrol rode away
from B Troop’s bivouac. He wag that
thin-skinned.

He had been laughed at a lot during
the year since he had made that blunder
at the Red Rock Agency. Yet it had been
an honest mistake. He had believed he
could make the Utes self-sufficient by
training them in the ways of the white
man, and his first step had been to make
them into farmers. With Indian_ Bureau
funds, he had purchased farming imple-
ments and seeds. He had hired several
white farmers to teach the Utes, and
when spring came the project was ready
to start.

But the Utes, after a winter of being
cared for by the Bureau, had other no-
tions. They jumped the reservation—and
took Alec’s costly implements and seeds
with them. They had headed into Ari-
zona, traded the implements and seeds
to the Apaches for guns and horses—
and the Apaches had taken the farm stuff
across the Border where Mexicans were



SEVEN RODE QUT » : 81

glad to barter for such. precious contra-
band. . . . And the. joke had bheen on
Alec Small. His trusting schoolteacher’s
nature hadn’t been able to cope with the
sly Utes. He had been laughed at for
believing that the tribesmen could learn
to think and live in the manner of white
men . .. when any real frontiersman
knew that the only way to change an
Indian’s nature was with a rifle or a
eavalry saber. And now Trooper Alec
Small, on his first patrol, was apt to learn
that the hard way.

HE patrol headed deep into the
rocky furnace of the Pimals, seven
riders venturing into Apache country.
The day grew long and hot and dusty,
and the unmarked trail led through rock-
walled fastnesses. Higher up were pine-

studded slopes, but on the canyon floors

there grew only caetus and catclaw and
sparse forage grass. With Aubrey, the
scout, riding ahead, the patrol probed
and found nothing at all.

Lieutenant Macklin rode with Sergeant
O’Mara, and next came Troopers Har-
mon and Schultz. Alec rode at the rear
with the leathery-faced, tobacco-chewing
Trooper McSwan, and finally asked,
“7im, who’s this Orfano?”

“A damn’ Apacae,” McSwan growled.
“What'd you think?”

“J know he’s an Apache,” Alec replied,
swallowing the rebuke. “But how is it
he’s never been heard of until now?”

“First time he turned ‘bronc’,” Me-
Swan told him. “Until he jumped the
reservation with this band, Orfano was
a peaceful *Pache. He worked around the
San Carlos Agency as interpreter and
handyman. He savvies white man talk.
According to Aubrey, Orfano is a young
buck who's lived at the Reservation only
a couple years. When he was a kid, three
or four years old, some Mexicans found
him after a fight between them and his
people. . . . For some loco reagon, the
Mexes kept the kid and named him EI
Huerfano—the Orphan. They were sheep-
herders, and they drifted into New
Mexico. They turned him over to a
rancher, g0 he grew up among white

folks and got to be called Orfano.” Me-
Swan paused, spat a stream of tobacco
juice at a yucca stalk, “Me, I’'d bet my

" next month’s pay—if I live to collect it—

that Orfano won’t be caught. He's too
smart to ride into a trap.”

“We'll eateh him, Tim.”

“Listen who’s talking!”

“We'll cateh him,” Alec went on, "just
because he’s learned to think like a white
man. We’ll know how his mind works.
Like I said in my book—"

“You and your book,” McSwan growled

and spat now to show his contempt., “You - -

know why he jumped the Reservation?
Just because he never learned to think
like the white folks who raised him. An
Apache always turns bronc when bhe
drinks fiswin. That *Pache corn-beer is
might powerful stuff.”

*“So Orfano and his band were drunk
on tiswin?” ]

“So Aubrey says.”

“Well, by now they’ll be sobered up,”
Alec argued. “And Orfano will see he
made a mistake. I figure well cateh
him—* ,

He broke off as Sergeant O’Mara
looked back and growled, “Quiet, Small—
Quiet!”

HE afternoon wore slowly on, and

the heat of hades lay like a weight
upon the seven men of the patrol.- Sun-
glare was reflected from cliffs and sandy
ground, and made eyes ache. The men
sucked at their canteens, and sweated
out the moisture as fast as they drank.
They saw no hostiles. They grew weary
of peering at every pine clump and every
jumbled maze of rock that might con-
eeal Orfano’s armed band. ‘

But it seemed that they were alone
in the world, and Alec had the eerie feel-
ing that the patrol was cut off and lost
from all other men. McSwan and some
of the others softly cursed the unseen
Apaches. But Alec felt neither fear nor
hatred for the enemy, and it occurred
to him that he had never seen an Indian
laugh. . . . Up ahead, now, Aubrey was
riding closer to the troopers.

By four in the afternoon, the little
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column halted. Aubrey had something
on his mind and talked low-voiced to
young Lieutenant Macklin. The scout was
lanky, as dark as-an Indian, while the
officer, not long out of West Point, was
thick of body and fair-skinned. Tim
McSwan eased close to listen, then re-
ported to Alec that Aubrey smelled
smoke. “He figures,” McSwan whispered,
“that the Apaches are baking mescal
somewhere not too far ahead.” The scout
was pointing toward a jagged mountain.
“Thereabouts,” he told Lieutenant Mack-
lin.

The officer took out and studied a map,
then wrote out a dispatch. He handed the
paper to Sergeant O'Mara, and Alec, a8
O’Mara swung around, looked elsewhere.
He didn’t want to be picked as a courier;
he wanted to see what lay ahead.

O’Mara said, “You, Harmon,” and held
out the dispatch.

Harmon swung to his mount and
started along the back-trail, seeming glad
to be gone. The remaining six pressed

on through the rock-bound emptiness,

Aubrey sniffing of the smoke none of
the others smelled.

HERE in a narrow defile, ag the sun
went down, the patrol came face to
face with a part of the Apache band.
Colt pistols and Army Springfields
opened fire first, but Apache Winchesters
roared a quick answer. It was more of
a melee than a battle, with riders stam-
peding through roiled up dust and waft-
ing powder smoke, and the din of it rose
to a wild crescendo. During those few
flaming minutes that seemed an eternity,
time stood still for Alec Small. fle heard
and saw and smelled the fight, but some-
how did not feel it. He was strangely
numb, and if that was fear, it was not
too bad. Alec fought "is plunging bay
horse as hard as he fought to fire and
reload and fire again his Springfield, and
all the while he could see the lurid flashes,
bright against the thickening dusk, of
the quick-firing Winchesters.
When the firing ceased and the Apaches
had vanished, Alec slipped from the
saddle and stared at a sprawled heap

among the rocks. It was a dead pinto
pony, and pinned beneath it, by the legs,
was a live Apache. Alec saw glittering
black eyes in a squat dark face, drawn
back lips and bared teeth. He saw the
Indian’s awkward attempt to bring his
rifle to bear. Alec used his boot, hastily.

Trooper Schultz came running, cursing
in his Bavarian German, lifting his car-
bine to smash the Apache’s skull. Alec
grasped Schultz’s arm and swung him
aside. “Don’t,” he yelled. “He’s helpless.”

“He’s better dead—yal” Schultz mut-
tered. “Better for us.”

He came on again with his carbine, and
Alec stepped in front of him.

“Dammit, Schultz; he's my prisoner!”

Lieutenant Macklin came up, then
Aubrey. They stared at the trapped
Apache, and the officer muttered,
“O'Mara’s dead. We got only one—be-
sides this bronc.”

Aubrey was taking a fresh chew of
tobaceo. He said, “And this one’s Og-
fano.”

ARKNESS came suddenly, com-

pletely. The patrol moved back from
the defile, into the broader canyon. There
were five now, with O’Mara gone, and
they took the prisoner with them. Mid-
way through the inky canyon, Aubrey
signalled a halt. Men held their horses,

-held their breaths, while the scout lis-

tened. There were no sounds in the night;
at least, Alec Small heard nothing. But
finally -Aubrey said, no louder than a
sigh, “They’re all around us. We better
fort up as best we can, Lieutenant—
until Captain Hammond gets here.”

A rifle cracked, and Aubrey sank down
with only a wispy gasp. McSwan swore,
and growled, “Who said Injuns don't
fight at night?” _

The hidden rifle cracked again, and
an Army mount screamed horribly and
fell in a thrashing heap. Macklin spoke
an order, and the decimated patrol flat-
tened down behind boulders. Alec pulled
Orfano down, and the Apache, speaking
for the first time, said in English, “You
four are dead men.”
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“Maybe so0,” Alec muttered. “But we're
not afraid to die.”

“You lie,” Orfano grunted. “All white
men fear death.” ‘

His arms were bound behind him, his
injured legs must have tortured him, but
he was calm in a fatalistic way. In his
early twenties, Orfano was stockily built
in the way of his people. He was naked
to the waist, but he wore white man’s
jeans, Hig hair was cut as short as Alec’s

own, yet he wore the Apache-style- red-

band about his head. To Alec Small’s
mind, Orfano was a strange admixture—
a white man’s mind in an Apache body.
He was still certain that the Apache
thought like a white man.

“What about you?” Alec asked. “Are
you afraid of death, Orfano?” He wasn’t
a soldier when he spoke the question; he
was the schoolteacher with the inguiring
mind—the book-author seeking truth.
“How do you feel about dying?”

“If I was afraid, soldier,” Orfano told
him, “I wouldn’t be here.”

“Why’d you do it?” Alec went on.
“Why did you turn bronc?”

Orfano didn’t answer that.

A sliver of a moon rose, and once,
dimly limned, half a dozen half-naked
warriors were glimpsed on a high rock
shelf. There was an occasional move-
ment about the canyon, a deliberate
maneuver to draw the soldiers’ fire. Mc-
Swan and Schultz grabbed at the bait,
and a dozen Apache rifles opened up in
reply. McSwan was hit in the head and
died without a sound. Another horse was
killed. Lieutenant Macklin cried out, hit
in the left arm. Alec was all empty in-
side. He could not force himself to look
at McSwan’s slumped form. He had
liked MecSwan.

HE sniping kept up, and Schultz
fired an occasional shot in reply.
Alee crawled back to his post and found
Orfano in a sitting position, his back to
a boulder. The Indian’s face was as blank
a8 a rock.
“No good in this,” Alec sald with sud-
den anger. “Why’d you start it?"
Orfano was slow in answering. “Some

of the young men drank too much tiswin.
They talked of the old days. . . . Of
Geronimo and Victorjo and old Nana.
Drink made their hearts bold and put
fire into their minds.” The Indian’s vcice
grew guttural, but his words were clear
—with a poetry woven through them.

“But you knew it was foolish, Orfano,”
Alec said. “You know there are too many
soldiers.”

“I knew,” Orfano replied. “When they
were gone, I got my pony and followed.
I told them it was crazy, but they would-
n't listen. What could I do but ride with
them? They stole horses from the
ranches, true. But I kept them from raid-
ing and killing, We fought a posse that
tried to stop us, and tonight we fight be-
cause the soldiers fired first. The fiswin
is gone from their bellies now, and they
know it was a mistake. But they’re afraid
to give up.” '

“Afraid? Apaches afraid, Orfano?”

“Of being sent to Florida, like Geroni-
mo and the others.”

“But the longer they stay out, the
more soldiers they kill,” Alec muttered,
“the worse it'll be for them: Maybe some
will be hanged.”

Orfano’s voice lost its poetry, took on
the harshness of anger. “I know all that,
soldier,” he said. “Another day—in two
days, maybe—I could have led them back.
But there are forty of them, full of the
fear of prison, and now they’ll have tc
be beaten. Many of them will die, along
with many soldiers.”

“If you had the chance, you could take
them in?” :

“I'm a prisoner, soldler ?

“If I freed you, would you give me.
your word ?” 7

Orfano’s eyes seemed to glow. “You'd
take an Apache’s word?”

Alec said, “Yours, Orfano,” then heard
Lieutenant Macklin ecall softly, “Ready,
Small. . . . Schultz, fetch the horses.”
The officer wag silent 2 moment. Then:
“Get rid of the prisoner; Small. We can’t
take him with us.” e

Schultz grunted, *“Ya; kill him. 'l
finish- him off.” He came forward,
crouching low, and Alec saw the brute
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look on hig face—and the saber in his
hand. “Damn you!” Alec flung at him.
“Your orders are to get the horses. He's
my prisoner, and I'll take care of him!”
Schultz cursed him but turned away,
going deeper into' the rocks for the
horses. Alec crossed to Macklin, and
gasped, “Sir, Orfano says he could take
the band in. If you let him live and—"
“Enough of that, Small!” Macklin
growled. “I know about that damn’ fool
book you wrote and how you tried out a
erazy policy of putting Indians on their
honor. I won’t hear to any such nonsense.
We can’t take the prisoner with us, and
he’s too dangerous to turn loose. You’ll
obey orders—and do away with him!”
Alec swallowed and turned away.
Schultz came up with three horses. Mack-
lin got up with an effort, his face twist-
ed from the pain from his shattered arm.
He had trouble in mounting. The sniping

increased, and a ring of rifle flashes re-.
vealed that the Apaches knew a break’

was to be made. Alec drew his saber and
lay the point to Orfano’s throat.

“Your word?” '

“You have orders to kill me, soldier.”

“I don’t want to kill you,” Alec said
fiereely. “Give me your word that you’ll
try to take the band in, and I'll turn you
loose!” ’

He knew that disobedience of orders
wag a soldier’s greatest sin, yet he was
still the man who believed that Indians
could be won to the ways of the white
man. He heard Lieutenant Macklin yell
above the roar of Apache guns, “Small,
come along!”

Then Orfano said, “I give you my
word, soldier. But only because you are a
white man who'll take an Apache’s
word.” :

Alec grabbed him, flung him down onto
his face, and used the gaber to cut away
his bonds. He whirled and ran to the
horse Schultz was holding for him.

wild Apache cries rang out. The dark-
ness was ripped- by spurts of powder
fiame. Alec saw Schultz and his mount
go down. He saw Lieutenant Macklin
hit again, but regain his balance and

ride on. Alec felt a hammer blovv} at his
left side. . .. )

ACK at sweltering Camp Grant,
days later, Trooper Alec Small and
Lieutenant Macklin lay abed recovering
from their wounds. Time was heavy on
their hands, and in Alec’s mind wgs a
nagging worry. It was more than worry;
it was guilt. There was no word of the
bronc Apache band. B troop had come in
to Grant with the two wounded men, and
two other troops had been sent out.

If more men died, Alec knew the blame
would be upon his head. Should Orfano
lead the band in other fights against
the Army, Alec Small would have made
an even greater mistake than that at
Red Rock. :

The post surgeon, Major Anders, came
in, He said to Lientenant Macklin, “Word
just arrived from the San Carlos agency.
Orfano’s band came in last night. Funny,
but those Apaches came in of their own
accord.”

A sigh of relief escaped Alec Small
Major Anders stared at him, Lieutenant
Macklin turned his head with an effort:
and looked across at Alec. '

“You said they’d come in,” Macklin
said. “You told Captain Hammond that,
when we broke out of the trap and
reached the troop. How , . .7”

Alec remembered. He had been full
of pain and nearly unconscious at the
time, and Captain Hammond and some
others had laughed. . . . Now he looked
at Major Anders, and asked, *“Sir, did
Orfano himself come in??

The surgeon shook his head, and
Macklin said, “You forget, Small. Ox-

“fano’s dead.

There was an odd look in the lieuten-
ant’s eyes. He knew., Alec looked away.
But the guilt was gone from his mind.
The risk he had taken with Orfano proved
in part, at least to him and perhaps to
Lieutenant Macklin, that an Indian could
be reasoned with—and if there were men
who still laughed about the Red Rock
mistake, the laughter would no longer
hurt. Alec went back to waiching the
lizaxd on the ceiling, and he was smiling.



ting on the porch with his back - .
againgt the ranch-house wall, Buckling on his gun-belt, Big John

could hear the argument going on in- savvied the grim truth at last—that
side between his father and his mother. the only way to palaver with a tinhorn
It was the first time he had ever heard killer was behind the fastest draw!
them gquarrel, and he bit his lips as he
worked on the bridle he was mending.

YOUNG RANSE CALDWELL, sit- | By HEMPHREY JORES

Ranse fired up at the bak
cony as Old Tim drow!




86

\VESTERN sH‘om" STORIES

“Oh, John,” Hannah Caldwell was
pleading, “for twenty years we've lived

here m peace and happiness, why can’t

we—" -

Big John Caldwell’s” heavy voice cut
her off. ) )

“I'm sorry, Hannah. I've listened to
you too long already. For the past four
years Heffernan and his men have been
rustling off: our herd two and three at a
time, squeezin’ in on us till we ain’t got

enough cows left to keep us in barbecue-

meat. Heffernan’s got our mortgage, and
he’ll have the ranch altogether if I don’t
do somethin’ about it.”

“Can’t you go to him peaceable, John,
and geét him to extend your time—7?""

Big John exploded then. “There’s only
two ways to reason with the likes of Hef-
fernan—with the highest card or the
fastest draw! I've got to go, Hannah!”

The screen-door came banging open,
and Ranse’s father came bursting out
across the porch. He was buckling on a
gun-belt around his hips, the big .45 in
its holster slapping against hig thigh.
His high-heeled boots pounded across the
boards, then spurted dust in the yard as
he headed for the barn. A couple of min-
utes later the heavy-shouldered man
emerged, seated on his bay mare, and
pushed off at a gallop down the road.

“Wa-al! Ain’t never seed yer paw in
sech a hurry!” A cracked voice drawled
at Ranse’s side. It was Old Tim Cassidy,
the aged odd-job man whom Ranse and
his father had picked up half=dead on the
desert three years before. He had been
robbed of the gold he had spent years
scratching the creek-beds for, and left to
die out there of heat and thirst. Since
then, the old man had hung around the
ranch like a hound-deg, making himself
as useful as he could in return for noth-
ing but his keep.

“I come up from the bunkhouse for a
eup 0 yer maw’s- java. Couldn’t help
hearin’ ’em argyin’.” The grizzled oldster
came up on the porch and pushed his
white thatch aside to peer through the
sereen. “Yer maw seems tolerably up-
get. She’s settin’ in there, cryin’ to her-
self. Maybe ye oughta go in, Ranse, an

~ his stubble of beard.

sorta perk her up*a mite.”

“It wouldn’t do no good,” the youngster
answered tonelessly. “This time she ain’t®
gonna soften nobody with her weepin’ an’
prayin’.”

“Wa-al, ’tain’t none o’ my busmess,
Tim said. He hauled a cut of chewing
rlug out of his shapeless trousers and
bit off a cormer. “Still—" He scratched
“T gather yer old

man’s figgerin’ to go down to Heffer-
nan’s saloon, git in the poker game, an’
win a big enough stake to pay off the
mortgage.” '

“Yes,” Ranse said.
t00.” "

“Ye-eh!” the old man drawled. “I ain’t
sayin’ he can’t bring it off if the cards is
dealt straight. I know he uséd to be a

. pretty cool customer with the cards afore
he married yer maw. 1 gathered that
much from hearin’ ’em talk. But Black
Jack Heffernan ain’t the kind to let a man
walk out o’ his saloon with a pocketful o’
dinero.”

0ld Tim chewed thoughtfully for a-
moment, then unloosed a spurt of brown

tobacco juice. “Ye know, Ranse, that
there IS one poker game I'd kmda fike -
to see.” -

“An’ he’ll do it,

HE kid looked up at him, Their eyes

3. met, and a silent agreement passed
between them. Ranse nodded, and got up.
The two of them headed for the corral
where the other horses were, caught
ponies, and saddled up. In- a few min-

—ufes. they were riding away from the

ranch-house, leaving Ranse’s mother
alone in the building, weeping quietly to
herself.

As they rode, Ranse feit a surge of
pity for his mother. But his main feeling
was actually one of elation. ‘For a long
time he had secretly rebelled against his
mother’s raising him like a sky-pilot’s
son, and causing his father to keep his
gun hidden in a trunk and ride unarmed.
Ranse had stormed against the depre-
dationg that had thinned their herd out
till the ranch was losing money. But
Big John, out of worship for the kid’s
mother, had refused to listen. The kid



PEACEMAKER PAYOFF 87

had inwardly turned against his father
then, seeking out Old Tim for companion-
ship. And now he felt happy because he
was once more free to admire and respect
hig father. .

In the meantime, Old Tim had been
an understarding sidekick. He had sym-
pathized with the youngster’s feelings,
and entertained him by the hour in the
bunkhouse with his tales of the Civil
War. Cassidy in his youth had been a
cavalry sergeant with Robert E. Lee, and
had an impressive collection of medals,
including one which the great man had
pinned on him personally, so Tim said.
When tales would no longer suffice, Old
Tim had conspired with the youngster to
glip his dad’s big .45 out of the trunk
and took him up into the foothills to
teach him its use. He had even found
ammunition for the kid to practice with,
so that Ranse could smuggle the six-
shooter back into the trunk every night.
That way there was no evidence of its
having been used unless one looked close-
ly enough to see the shininess of the butt
and the fresh oil on the cylinder. Ranse
had gotten a thrill out of this clandestine
target practice, but he still nursed a
gecret disappointment that he couldn’t
have a weapon of his own.

Otherwise, he was thinking as he and
Tim rode through the dusk on his father’s
trail, he'd be up there siding his dad as
an equal, not tagging along after him as
a helpless onlooker.. ‘

After half an hour’s ride, the two saw
in the dusk the shadowed cluster of
buildings which was Cactus City. The
only one lit up was Heffernan’s Pleas-
ure Palace, a combination saloon, gam-
bling room and dance hall. Since this
was the first of the week, there wouldn’t
be much of a crowd. Just now, the stage
on which Heffernan’s dancing-girls put
on their lavish entertainment would be
dark, for that part of the house was
closed except at flush times of the year,
after the cattle shipments.

HE place was quiet as Ranse and
Tim slid down from their saddles
and tied their mounts to the hitching-

rail. There were only a couple of other
brones there, one of them Big John

Caldwell’s mare.

Ranse pushed open the batwings and
gent a quick glance around the ingide of
the saloon. A small man with dusty boots
was drinking alone at the bar. The owner
of the second brone, apparently.

Toward the back, Big John Caldwell
sat in a flood of light under a big chan-
delier playing a two-handed game with
the Palace’s dealer, a thin man in a tailor-
made vest and pants. At another table,
playing separately, were Black Jack Hef-
fernan and two men whom Ranse identi-
fied as his henchmen. Black Jack was a
large, sleek-looking man in a white shirt
and a frock coat with padded shoulders.
From the direction of his glances, he
was more interested in his dealer’s game
than his own.

The kid and the old man took places
near the far end of the bar. Ranse or-
dered a sarsaparilla and Tim a shot of
bar whiskey. Then they turned to watch
the game. .

Big John Caldwell had a stack of blue
chips in front of him. Either Big John’s
luck had been good, or he had been out-
guessing the gimlet-eyed dealer. Ranse
noticed that Big John's .45 hung free
at the side of his chair; and that he sat

- well back from the table with his hands

resting on its edge. He was in position
for a fast draw if necessary. Ace Braden,
the dealer, was wearing an underarm
holster strapped over his vest. With no
coat on, his draw would also be fast.

From where he was standing, Ranse
couldn’t see the cards. But he could see
the movement of the chips and hear the
men’s low voices as they made their bids.

Big John Caldwell picked up twe
cards, studied them briefly, then shoved
a handful of blue chips out onto the cen-
ter of the table, adding to the already
sizeable pile.

“A hundred to see me,” he said.

Ace Braden eyed him for a long mo-
ment. Play at the other table stopped
while Black Jack Heffernan also watched
narrowly to see whether Braden would
call the bluff.
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Braden picked up his cards and mulled
them over. Then, deliberately, he count-
ed out ten blue chips and shoved them
out, Caldwell spread out his cards. Bra-
den laid his down slowly.

“Three jacks beat aces and tens,” said
Caldwell, and reached out to haul in his
take.

Heffernan and his two rannies were
now openly watching the game. Range
and Tim looked on tensely, their drinks
untouched. The only man in the room un-
concerned with the poker game was the
golitary puncher at the bar, who now
downed the last of hig drink and shoul-
dered out through the batwings. Ranse
heard him ride off. '

Black Jack Heffernan got up from his
ehair. Ace Braden glanced toward him,
and Range saw Heffernan nod almost im-
perceptibly. Big John’s back was turned
to Heffernan, go if he caught anything
it was the communication in Ace Braden's
eyes, He gave no sign.

EFFERNAN'S polished boots
flashed in the lamplight as he
passed across the room on the other side
of the table and started up the stairs
which led fo the balcony around the front
of the saloon and along the gide over the
bar. Ranse knew that his office was in
one of the rooms that opened off the bal-
cony. The others were sleeping rooms and
dressing rooms for Heffernan’s fancy
ladies. Another set of stairs at the far
end of the balcony led down to the back
entrance and the rear of the stage. At the
bar, Ranse could hear Heffernan’s hoots
on the floor above him, then a door open-
ing and closing as he stepped into his
office.

Ranse’s mind raced. He figured that
Heffernan had given Braden some kind
of a signal, and then got out of the road
go that he wouldn’t be-involved if there
was trouble, leaving his hired guniies
to do the dirty work. He wanted to ery

out a warning to Big John, but knew it

would do no good.

The two gunnies moved over to the
table. ’

“This game looks interestin’,” the tall-
er of the two said. “Deal us in.”

They settled down at opposite sides of
the big table, as Braden set out chips
for each of them. Big John was now al-
most surrounded. It would take faney
gunwork to handle all three in a battle.
But Big John just inched forward on
his ehair and said nothing.

Ace Braden’s deft fingers dealt ont
four hands quickly. The pot was opened
by the gunsel on Big John’s right. Big
John promptly raised the ante by laying
down his cards and moving to the center
of the table a double handful of the blue
chips.

“Raise it two hundred.” -

There were startled looks on the faees
of the two newcomers. First one, then
the other threw in his cards. Ace Braden
eyed Big John narrowly, edged a mateh-
ing pile of chips out. Big John dropped
tweo discards. Braden slowly flipped him
two more cards, then picked up his own
hand and studied it. He threw & nine
down, face up, and reached for the deck.
For an instant his long hand covered the
cards, as he picked up the pack in his
right hand, As he dealt off the eard, he
switched the deck into his left hand, con-
cealing the movements of his fingers.

Suddenly Big John’s voice cut into the
tense stillness. “Oh, no,” he barked.
“Take it off the top!” _

Ace Braden’s eyes suddenly became &
pair of diamond-hard stones. He held the
card before his chest, his hand barely
six inches from the polished butt of the
44 in his shoulder holster.

There was a quick movement at his
right as one of the gunsels went for his-
iron. But Big John’s right hand was free,
and wag ready sweeping the big .45 up
from hig thigh. The scraping of his chair
againat the floor as he leaped to his feet

" was drowned in the roar as he beat the

other man’s draw and blasted the six-
gun from the man’s hand.

Almost simultaneously, there was an-
other roar, and a giant fist seemed 1o
catch Big John’s chest, knocking him off-
balance, Then Ace Braden and the other
gunnie had their irons out, and were
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pumping lead into Big John’s body. Cald-
well crumpled to the floor like a steer col-
lapsing, his frame jerking as slug after
slug tore inte him and through him. The
two men kept firing even after he was
dead.

Ranse, with Old Tim at his side, looked
on in open-mouthed horror, powerless o
intervene.

The gunnie with the bullet through
his hand came slouching over to the bar
and ordered a whiskey. His good hand
shaking, he downed it a gulp. He squint-
ed at Ranse.

“You're his kid, ain’t yuh? Too bad
yuh had to see that. But yuh seen he fired
the first shot.” He set the glass down.
“Yuh’d better git him out o” here before
Black Jack throws him out with the gar-
bagef’

CE BRADEN and the other man
had holstered their smoking guns
and headed up the stairway toward Hef-
fernan’s office, leaving Big John’s body

heaped in-the middle of the floor, alone.

The tears came and blurred Ranse’s
eyes. A great, inarticulate curse lodged
in his throat, making a lump that choked
his breath. Followed by Tim, he went
over to his father’s body. The heavy fig-
ure lay .inert, eyes staring. Blood was
soaking through the riddled shirt and

forming a pool en the board fleor. Old -

Tim bent down and gently clesed the
eyelids with his fingertips. Ranse loosened
the .45 from his fingers and gripped it.

Old Tim looked at him, reading the
thought in his mind.

“Not now, son,” he said. “Yuh wouldn’t
have a chance. Think o™ yer maw.”

Wearily, Ranse nodded, then shoved
the gun inside his belt.

“Fer now,” he whispered.

Together they got Big John’s body up
off the floor and outside, and hoisted it
over the mare’s saddle. Ranse tied his
belt to the saddle horn to keep him from
sliding off, then he and Tim mounted
their broncs. They swung off toward the
ranch, the bay mare with its burden
following.

The only sound was the chug of the
spades and the occasional clink of steel
against stone as they shoveled. Within
the ranch-house there was still only the
grief-stricken silence that had come to
Hanna Caldwell when they brought her
husband’s body home the night before
last.

.Tim Cassidy had fetched the Methodist
preacher out from Cactus City to read
the burial service. When Ranse and Tim
had lowered the rough pine-board coffin
they had made into the earth, he had
ridden off, leaving the two to fill up the
grave again.

When the last shovelful was in place,
they patted the earth smooth around the
wooden - headboard, and Ranse placed
some flowers he had gathered. Then they
started back to the bunkhouse. Ranse
had soon given up trying to comfort his
mother, for she was utterly inconsolable.
But though deep pity for her swept
Ranse, he was not swayed from the re-
solve that had formed in hig mind.

“I always wanted to see you grow up
a man, Range,” ‘0ld Tim was saying, “but
I sure hate to see you go back into that
nest o’ rattiesnakes.”

“Somebody’s got to get justice for my
father’s murder.”

“Ye’d have a pretty hard time provin’
it was murder in a courtroom, son. Yer
paw fired the first shot. It looked like a
fair gunfight.”

“It weren’t. My paw wouldn’t o’ killed
no man except in self-defense. He was
just out fer his own. Besides, the bullet
that killed paw didn’t eome from nowhere
near that table.”

Old Tim nodded. “Ye figgered that out,
did ye?”

“A lot happened all at once. But I got
it straight enough in my mind to know
that the slug that hit paw first must o’
been fired from that balcony over the
bar. All that other shootin’ was mostly
to cover up. I looked at them bullet holes.
There’s one that goes in at an angle that
could o’ come from only one place—irom
just about where the door ¢’ Heffernan's
office is.”
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“So ye think yer gonna go gunnin’ for
Heffernan himself ?” '

“Yes.”

The old man shook hig head. “Maybe
yer :naw’s right, Ranse. Maybe I never
should o’ showed ye how to handle that
.45. Yer pretty good with it, for a but-
ton, but Heffernan’s the best shot an’
the fastest draw in the valley. He’d gun
ye down like a prairie dog. An’ he
wouldn’t give ye no head start on account
o’ yer age, neither.”

“Mebbeso. But I gotta take the
chance.” -

“Whyn’t ye wait till you've grown up
a bit more. Wait’ll yer more Heffernan’s
size. A couple o years won’t make no
difference if revenge is what yer after.”

“That-ain’t all, though. You fergit Hef-
fernan still has the mortgage on this
ranch—the mortgage that would’ve been
paid off if paw had been let to finish that
hand. So I reckon it’s up to me to finish
it for him.” A

“Wait a minute, Ranse. You ain’t no
poker player like yer paw. Ac. Braden’ll
clean you out in five minutes.”

“If he played a straight game, yes. But
I figure Ace Braden won’t give me a
fair chance. He'll stack the .ards to get
rid o’ me as fast as he can, and that’ll
be my opening. Helll have to forfeit if
we catch him out on it—and live.”

“It was four to one against yer paw.”

“It’ll only be three to one against me,
There’s one gunnie with a bullet through
his hand.”

“When do ye figger ye'll be ridin’?”

“Tonight.”

“All right, son. I'll be ridin’ with ye.”

DOZEN punchers turned from the
4 bar. It was a little after eight, and
young Ranse Caldwell and old Tim Cas-
sidy had just shoved through the bat-
wings of the Pleasure Palace. News of
Big John’s shooting had spread, and the
appearance of his kid here only two days
later could only mean trouble.
Ranse, followed by the old man, paused
juct inside to run his eyes over the room

and search out the men he was looking
for. C

Ace Braden was dealing poker at the
big table as usual to a couple of cow-
hands. Black Jack Heffernan wasn’t in
sight, but the two gunnies, one with a
bandage around his right hand, were
drinking at a table with a bottle between
them. After flickering glances, the three
pretended unawareness of the new-
comers.

‘As Ranse headed for the gambling
table, though, his father’s big .45 in its
holster swung conspicuously against his
thigh. He had hitched the belt up to
the last notch, but it still hung loosely
on him, like a handed-down garment, so
that the butt of the sixgun hung far
down on his leg. Tim Cassidy wore no
gunbelt, but the bulge in his shirt-front
was obvious.

Ranse moved toward the back of the
room. He glanced up toward the balcony
over the bar. One of the doors was slight-
ly ajar, and behind it Ranse céaught the
gleam of a kerosene lamp. Black Jack
Heffernan was in his office.

Ranse strode up to Braden’s tdble and
threw down a handful of gold coins. Ace
Braden looked up and met his eyes for
the first time. Braden’s eyes were cold,
expressionless.

“Deal me in,” Ranse said, his voice as
commanding as he could make it.

“No kids in this game,” Braden an-
nounced, ignoring the money. Ranse
flushed. He was about to flare out hotly,
when Tim Cassidy grabbed his arm.

“Deal ’em to me,” he told Braden. “I'm
playin’ for the kid.” He put his hand on
the coing and gave them a shove toward
the dealer. »

Braden shrugged, and counted out a
stack of chips. Old Tim sat down in an
empty chair and gathered the chips in
front of him.

The two other players looked at each
other. ¥

“T’'ll cash in my chips,” said one.

“Same here,” the other amnounced.
This game was none of their business.
Braden paid them off, and they shoved
their chairs back, got up, and retreated
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to the bar. Ranse saw a quick exchange
of glances between Braden and the two
gunnies at the table. He went over and
took up a position against a post near
the table where he could see everything
going on at the tables, and still be able
to watch the door of Heffernan’s office.
When he looked up, he noticed that
the lamp had gone out, and that the
door was further ajar. With his room

dark, and the tables below flooded with

lamplight, Heffernan would have a tre-
mendous advantage in any shooting.

Ranse dared to look up only out of the
corner of his eye, however. He couldn’t
afford to tip these men that he was on
guard against Heffernan.

As Tim sat down, he loosened his belt
and allowed his shirt to fall back from
around the bulge inside it. The handle
of an old Dragoon gun appeared. The
gunnies watching concealed smiles at
the old man’s crude armament. Only
Ranse knew how swiftly and accurately
Old Tim could clear and fire. In Ace
Braden's expressionless eyes, Ranse
thought he detected a flicker of con-
tempt. He added it to the margin of
overconfidence he was counting on.

Ace Braden dealt the cards. The deal
was straight, as far as Ranse could tell.
The old man wagered cautiously, taking
no chanees as yet. Tim Cassidy had
played plenty of poker in his day, and
his mind was still sharp and clear. At
the end of the first half-dozen hands,
he was holding just about even.

HE move came on the tenth hand.
Tim had edged ahead, then on the
strength of two pair, had plunged. There
was enough money on the table now to
more than clear the mortgage. Before
calling for the draw, he shoved his en-
tire stack of chips to the center of the
table. He was forcing Ace Braden’s hand.
Braden matched Tim’s bet, as Ranse
had foreseen. Tim flipped out one card.
Braden removed one from his hand, and
placed the-other four face down before
him. He edged the top card off the deck
toward Tim. He reached for the deck to
make his own draw. -

Ranse saw Tim's foot go back, in
readiness for .a sudden spring up ang
away from the table. Knowing that at-
tention was focussed on the card table
now, he chanced a glance at the balcony.
The door had opened another foot.
Though he could not see Heffernan, b«
knew he must me waiting there.

Ace Braden’s hand came down over
the deck, and his fingers moved, slicking
a card out. At that instant, Old Tim’s
leg uncoiled, and e shot up out of his
chair and to one side, his cards spilling
on the table as his hand darted to the
handle of the gun,

At the same moment, Ranse, as soon
ag he saw the old man’s heel dig in,

" ducked around behind the pillar, cleared

the .45, and threw a hurried shot up
toward the door where Heffernan was
waiting. He saw splinters fly from the
moulding, and a shadowy movement, as
of a man ducking back. He had gained
a precious second.

The crash of his shot was followed
within a fraction of a second by the
bellow of Tim Cassidy’s old Dragoon
gun. He had caught Ace Braden with
his shoulder gun half out of its holster,
blasting a huge black hole at the base
of the man’s throat.

Ranse darted a look toward the still-
dangerous gunman at the table. He knew
a terrible moment as he saw that omne
part of his calculations -had gone wrong.
Instead of concentrating his fire or
Ranse, the gunslinger had levelled on Old

" Tim as soon as Ranse had gone behind

the pillar. Ranse came around the other
side swifly to get out of the line of
Heffernan’s return fire, but in the split-
second’s interval, the man blasted a slug
into Old Tim’s side before turning to
meet Ranse’s challenge., The diversion
was fatal. Ranse’s second shot caught
him midway in the act of changing his
aim. The man clutched at his belly with
his free hand, swaying, and still trying

to bring his sixgun to bear on Ranse.

Tim’s ancient weapon roared again,
spinning the gunslinger around and
knocking him to the floor. Then the old
man collapsed to the floor.



02 . WESTERN SHORT STORIES

HERE was suddenly silence, where
an ingtant before had been a pande-
monium of snarling sixguns. Ranse
erouched behind the pillar, temporarily
ghielded. The other gunnie, the one with
the bandaged hand, was backing slowly
away toward the wall, his arms upraised.
The only enemy left was Heffernan,
lurking somewhere up there in the dark-
ness, waiting to gun Ranse down the
second he léft the shelter of the pillar.
Pinned there, Ranse watched Old Tim
die slowly on the floor before him, and
guffered anguished seconds as he realized
there was nothing he could do.

Suddenly ducking down, Ranse trig-
gered a shot upward, at the same in-
stant starting a sprint for the stairway
that led to the balcony. There was no
answering fire from the darkness above.

At the bottom of the stairs, Ranse
erouched, panting. Once more, he was
shielded from Heffernan’g fire, He scram-
bled quickly up the steps to the top, so
that he could see along the balcony.

Heffernan wasn’t in sight. There was
only that door opening inward into an
ominous darkness,

Ranse propelled himself up onto the
balcony. He flattened himself in the
shadows, seeking the cover of the dark.
For the first time, he was on equal terms
with Heffernan, if Heffernan stepped out
of that door.

“Come out, Heffernan!” he shouted.
“You murdered my father, and 'm going
to kill you for it.” The threat sounded
scared and shaky.

There was no sign from Heffernan’s
office. Ranse tried again.

“Come out, Heffernan, or I'm coming in
after you.” Ranse’s stomach suddenly
tightened, If Heffernan did wait for him
to come in, he would be framed in the
doorway. A gunman of Heffernan’s eal-
ibre could hardly miss a target like that.

Ranse shouted desperately, edging
closer along the balcony. “I'm coming in
to get you, Heffernan!”

The men at the bar below had by now
all moved over against the opposite wall,
and formed a silent audience. Ranse
stopped to wipe sweat from hig eyes.

Tension seemed to hang over the saloon
like a pall. Ranse felt weak, wondering
if he had the guts to go through with it.
And then the last-chance idea came to
him in a flash.

“Heffernan!” he shouted, “there’s
twenty ‘men out here, watching me eom-
ing in after you. 'm coming in to get
you, Heffernan, and the whole town’s
watching 1" He was gambling desperate-
ly on stinging Heffernan’s vanity. Ranse
moved away from the wall a little, brac-
ing himself on spread legs. Then he
started forward once more.

“Heffernan—!” he began again. But
Ranse never finished the sentence.

Black Jack, goaded beyond caution by
the humiliating situation, stepped from
the doorway, and Ranse’s trick had
worked. The darkness instantly blazed
with the flame of sixguns, and the silence
erupted into a roaring storm of sound.
Two shadows, one slight, the other tall
and bulky, stood in the half-light, firing
at each other point-blank.

OR once in hig life, Ranse’s small gize

stood him in good stead. With oo
little time for either man to take aim,
the bullets with the largest target found
their mark. Ranse felt hot lead pluck at
his clothes. But the monthg of practice
with Tim Cassidy up behind the hill paid
off, and Black Jack’s looming form jerked
as the slugs hit him. He spun around
and lurched sideways, then fell headlong.
His weight hit the railing, and with a

- ripping sound his body crashed through

and fell to the floor below.

Reaction hit Ranse then. He suddenly
felt weak as a baby, and he wanted to
git down and bawl. But he knew he
couldn’t let himself. He was. a man new.

He slid the smoking .45 back in its
holster. It had been Big John’s, but now
he knew it was his, for he had earned
the right to wear it. And he knew that
now his mother would understand that
right, understand that peace had a price
sometimes that could be paid only in
blood and hot lead.

Ranse walked down the stairs and over
to the bar. The men lined up beside him,
and he drank with them.



Dead Man’s Badge

By John H. Latham

lon moved in before
the Kid could draw!

The Cochise Kid was as gun-swift as the dead lawman
and about the same build — but did he have the tinstar’s
guts, and could he fool this girl who loved the badgetoier?

HE COCHISE KID had been rid-

i ing for hours across the arid,

desolate Trans-Hondo region. And
whenever he looked back, which was
often, the yellow dust cloud hung in the
distance.

The Capitans and the little cowtown
of Arabella were sixty miles behind him.
The Rio Hondo was back there, a re-
freshing memory that he tried to keep
out of his mind. For the Kid had come
forty grueling miles without water. His

mount was leg-weary, its hide first lath-
ered and now streaked with salt where
the lather had dried. And the Kid told
himself that he’d swap his meagre bank-
roll and new Nocona boots for a drink
out of a cow-track.

He was following a long, narrow ridge
that sloped up toward the Picachos.
Around him low hills, sparsely covered
with greasewood and stunted sage, slid
together in rocky folds as dry as the
searing heat that beat at him out of a

93
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brassy sky. The wind was a blast from
a furnace, snaking little dust devils
acrogs the ravines.

The Kid wore low-thonged sixguns and
his crossed cartridge belts were studded
with shells. He had a sawed-off .30-30
saddle gun in a rawhide scabbard slanted
under his left stirrup. He had ridden by
a dozen places wherc he could have am-
bushed Marshal Zack Logan.

But the Cochise Kid didn’t play the
game that way. He was headstrong and
reckless, but he wasn’t a killer—in spite
of the fact that Zack Logan was carry-

ing a warrant in his pocket charging the -

Kid with shooting a man in the back.
He even admired the tenacious type of
lone wolf that Logan represented. The
marshal had trailed him for nearly a
month—all the way from the Brasada,
in southern Texas, to this high New
Mexico desert. :

The Kid looked back, and his cracked
lips hurt a little as they parted in a grim
smile. He hadn’t thought the marshal
would be so close. Zack Logan was push-
ing his horse to the limit. Closing the
distance to sixgun range. Yet he had
never pulled his saddle gun or six-shooter.

Apparently he wanted to take the Kid
alive. ,

Back there, miles back along his trail
across the desert, he had waved his hat
and hallo-ed at the Kid. The Kid might
have accepted the entreaty, and turned
back, but the dark, timbered canyons of
the Picachos seemed to beckon him on.
Up there would be water, and freedom,
if he could dodge the lawman. He knew
that Zack Logan and Logan’s horse were
in a condition comparable to his own,

The Kid narrowed his dust-rimmed
eyes and stared at the mountains ahead
of him., The foothills broke Into raw
gullies and canyons. Beyond the bare,
rocky ridges loomed the higher peaks,
hazy in the coppery blaze of the after-
noon sun. Dark stretches of pine and
pinion and cedar, like pointing fingers,
reached down into the canyons. The

springs and little, trickling streams there -

would be icy cold from winter’s snow,
the Kid knew.

But he wouldn’t let himself think of
water. His tongue felt like a cottony ball, -
too big for his mouth, and the sun neo
longer sucked moisture from his dry skin.
The horse was nearly done, too, stum-
bling on smooth stretches of the trail

HE bald granite ridges grew rapidly

in size as the Kid rode toward them.
He was angling for the open mouth of a
canyon that spilled its silt and debris in
a fan-shaped mound on the desert. A
massive gray shaft had broken from the
wall of the canyon, towering twc hun-
dred feet and more above the dry plain.
Weathered rubble and huge, crumbling
boulders choked one side of the shaft;
but through a noteh on the other side
the Kid could see the wide floor of the
canyon sloping up in serrated steps to-
ward the high, timbered coolress of the
jagged Picacho Peaks.

The Cochise Kid stopped in the shadow
of the saw-toothed rock and locked back.
The marshal’s desert-gaunted horse had
apparently played out on him, for Logan
had dismounted and was leading the
tired animal up the last slope. The law-
man had his head down as he climbed,
grasping occasional stunted tar-bush
plants and sage to pull himself upward,
and each painful step told of the aching
bone-weariness that dragged at the man’s
muscles,

The Kid gauged the range at three
hundred yards. He’d knocked down run-
ning deer at the same distance. He slid
his saddle gun from the scabbard, ad-
justed the sights, and levered a shell into
the firing chamber. He snugged the stock
to his cheek, narrowing his eyes against
the white glare of the sun bouncing from
the surrounding rocks. When he squeezed
the trigger, a little plume of rock par-
ticles and dust flew up in front of Zack
Logan.

The marshal stopped and looked up, as
if studying the lay of the land. He looked
back across the dry, barren plain they
had crossed. Then he tugged at the reins,
urging his unwilling horse to follow, and
came doggedly on. ]

The Cochise Kid did not shoot again.
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A kind of bafiled, angry, ironic smile
tightened his sun-cracked lips as he

shoved the rifle back in his boot and i

rode on.

It gave the Kid the creeps, the way
Zack Logan had stuck to his trail like a
burr to a saddleblanket. He’d given the

marshal the slip back in Texas, and put -

five hundred miles and a state line be-
tween them. But Logan had picked up
his trail. He’d somehow traced. the Kid
to Arabelia, on the eastern slope of the
Capitans. He’d showed up there with a
warrant from the territorial governor,
ordering the Kid’s arrest—and the Kid
had gotten out of town just two jumps
ahead of the marshal and a posse.

The posse had quit after the first ten
miles. When the excitement and whiskey
died out of them, they'd had no stomach
for a grueling chase across sixty miles
of greasewood and desert.

But Zack Logan was still back there.
As implacable as death, the Kid told him-
gelf bitterly. It was said of the marshal
that he had but one god, his duty, and
that he wasn’t afraid of anything that
walked on two feet. The only way to stop
him, the Kid knew, was to kill him.

That's why the Kid’s dust-caked lips
were twisted in a hard, mirthless grin as
he rode on. It might mean a hang-rope,
but he didn’t have what it took to shoot
a man down in cold blood. . ..

It was cooler in the canyon, where the
sheer walls, eroded by wind and water
into fantastic shapes, shut out the sun.
The trail skirted the base of the tower-
ing shaft. Talus, weathered off the sides
of the shaft for centuries, crowded the
trail. The Kid was riding through this
narrow opening when a hard voice lunged
at him from behind the rocks.

“All right, hombre—turn this way.
Ride easy and keep your hands away
from your guns!” '

COLD chill rowelled up the Kid’s
spine as he reined in his horse.
He saw in one lightning glance that he
was covered from both sides of the can-
yon, and that there was no chance of
fighting his way out. His shoulders

sagged in defeat. A kind of sick, helpless
desperation took hold of him.

He’d been a fool, he told himself bit-
terly., It hadn’t occurred to him that
some member of the posse might wire
ahead and set a gun-trap for him. But it
had happened, and he’d riddem smack
into it. The scorching run across the dry,
waterless desert had been hell on him
and had nearly killed his horse—and it
wag wasted!

Three men had been holed up behind
the rocks, waiting for him. They com-

-manded a view of the trail for miles

back, and it made the Kid grit his teeth
in helpless rage to think of them sitting
there in the shade, drinking water from
wet burlap-wrapped canteens, while he
suffered the thirst of the damned out on
the desert. That rage thinned his lips
and narrowed his burning eyes as he
slowly lifted his hands and swung in
the saddle to face them.

One of them he had seen before, in
a saloon in Arabella—a tall, too-hand-
some man who rode a long stirrup with
a kind of jack-deuce swagger.

The man had blue-black jowls that a
razor could never scrape quite clean, and
slitted eyes as sharp and green as brokan
bottle glass. He was something of a
range dude. Judging from his yellow silk
shirt and foxed California riding pants
and gold-spangled Mexican sombrero.
But his bony wrists hinted whip-lash
speed. He had a saddle gun in his hands
and the Kid noted that the silver-mount-
ed six-shooters at his hips were notched
‘with “credits.”

Prince would be the man’s name, if the
Kid remembered correctly. Sam Prince.

The other two were nondescript rid-
ers, alike in their slovenly garb, the sort

"who sometimes work cattle but more

often work their fellow-men.
“rake care of our friend, Lon,” Sam
Prince said to one of them.

HE man so addressed grinned at

. the Kid and told him to get out from
underfoot, and handed him a canteen of
water. “We drank up that quart of forty-
rod Sam brung along,” he grinned twist-
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edly, “while we were waitin’. But maybe
this will wash the alkali dust eut of your
gullet.”

¥t wasn’t what the Kid had expeeted
at all. He took the canteen and drank
gparingly from it. The smell of the wa-
ter and the sound of it sloshing in the
canteen made his thirst-maddened horse
swing around in the trail, slinging its
head and fighting the reins in frantic
eagerness,

At a nod from Lon, the Kid dismount-
ed and poured some of the water into
hig hat. He let the horse drink enough to
stop its trembling. And his mind, all the
while, was racing ahead with the speed
of a trip-hammer.

There was a puzzle here the Kid could-
»’t figure out. Lon kept him covered with
4 rifle, but no one made a move to lift
his guns. And Sam Prince and the other
man were watching his back-trail.

“You gents are wastin’ time,” he final-
ly drawled, smiling a little. “That hom-
bre back there ain’t ridin’ with me. That's
Zuck Logan!”

“I know,” said Prince, and notched his

sights on the weary, plodding figure. The
rifle cracked sharply in the narrow con-
fines of the canyon, and the stunned
Cochise Kid saw that stooped, stumbling
figure drop like a beef that’s heen hit
in the head with an axe.

The Kid didn’t even stop to think that
Zack Logan had been after him. Hig
hands flashed down to his guns. It was
a wicked draw, deadly fast. But the
gaunt, angular Lon, who'd kept the Kid
covered all this time, had been watching
him. He had seen the rage and horror
that leaped into the Kid's eyes. And he
was moving even before the Kid started
his draw,

The snub-nosed barrel of his Winches-
ter slammed down across the Kid’s head,
spilling him to the ground. . ..

HEN the Cochise Kid came to, the

three men were grouped around
him. Lon and the other rider—a short,
dark man with a bullet-sear gouged in
his cheek—were scooping out a shallow
grave in the soft sand.

Sam Prince was squatting onsais boot-
heels, rummaging through the dead mar-
shal’s pockets. A cigarette was loose-held
in his lips, the smoke curling past his -
slitted eyes. He seemed to have no more
gqualms over cold-bloodedly killing a man -
than the Kid would have had if he’d
stomped in the head of a rattlesnake.

The Kid sat up and groaned as pain
reverberated through his aching head
like the throb of a Kiowa war drum. He
lifted a shaky hand and gingerly ex-
plored the three-inch rip in his secalp,
where Lon had tried to dent his skull
with the Winchester barrel. His hair
was blood-wet and the wound was al-
ready beginning to puff up like a goose-
egg. His hat had been the only thing
that kept the blow from killing him, he
guessed. .

Sam Prince looked at him and grinned.

“So you finally come out of if,” he
said. “If it’d been 'Pache, here, instead
of Lon, he’d have gut-shot you just to
see you kick. He’s got a streak of Injun
in him that makes him mean that way.”

Lon and the squat, scarred *Pache had
finished the grave, Lon was sweating
freely, but there was no sign of sweat
or any emotion on the breed’s stolid face
as he squatted on his hunkers and rolled
a smoke. He looked at the Kid out of Lt-
tle eyes as black and unreadable as lava
rock.

The Kid had blood on his fingers from
the wound im his scalp. He scrubbed his
hand clean on his chaps. He shook his
head to clear it, and that sullen, mur-
derous rage was back inside him as he
stared at Prince.

““1 don’t get this,” he said flatly. “Why
shoot the marshal? I thought you wanted
me.”

“We did,” Prince acknowledged, and
seemed oddly amused by the situation.
“But we wanted you—alive!” Hig ciga-
rette had burned down nearly to his lips.
He shoved out his jaw, tilting the ciga-
rette upward, and studied the Kid for a
long moment out of squinted eyes.

Back in Texas, the Cochize Kid was
known as a reckless, headstrong young
puncher who had ridden fast and loose,
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on both sides of the law, through the Big
Brasada. He had run wet cattle across
the border when the moon was right,
and swapped lead with Rurales and
Rangers in the Texas and Tamaulipas

brush. But the law had never been able to .

pin anything on him until Marshal Zack
Logan got a warrant sworn out for his
arrest on a charge of attempted murder.

AM PRINCE had that warrant in his
hand as he locked the Kid up and
down, like a buyer judging the fine points
of a horse. The Kid was in his middle
twenties, with that look of hard care
that comes to every hunted thing, wheth-
er manp or animal. He was medium-tall.
and lean-muscled from all the riding he
had done. He was wearing old bat-wing
chaps and a wash-faded shirt that
strained across his shoulders. His hair
wag the color of new rope and he had an
easy grin that spread his wide mouth
still wider and crinkled his eyes almost
shut,

But the Kid wasn’t grinning as he
stared back at the big, handsome range
dude, Sam Prince. He still had his guns.
He didn’t know what he’d ridden into,
but his first shot would be at the tobacco
tag hanging from the pocket of Sam
Prince’s vellow shirt if they crowded
him.

Prince must have read his thoughts,
for his green eyes went cold and brittle.

“Don’t crowd your luck, Kid. I sized
you up in Arabella, and I know you're
quick with a gun. But you wouldn’t stand
a chance ag’in the three of us. S0 sim-
mer down. Tuck in your shirt-tail. If I’d
wanted you dead, I'd have let 'Pache cut
your chroat. He enjoys that sort of
thing.”

The Kid had to admit that. If they'd
wanted him dead, they could have killed
him at any time since he’d ridden into
their gun-trap. Prince had proved that
by the merciless way he’d cut down Zack
Logan.

~“All right,” he said. “What’s the tally?
What do you want with me ?”’

“I’ve got a job for you, Kid,” returned

Prince, in the same ugly tones. “It’s a

job that pays big, and it’s as legal as this
piece of paper I'm holding in my hand.
If you take it, you can make a Mexico
stake and live across the border like a
king for the rest of your life. If you turn
it down, it'll likely prove fatal. T'll pack
you into Picacho City across a saddle
and cash in this warrant for whatever
it’s worth, Savvy?”

The Cochise Kid knew he wouldn't like
any proposition Sam Prince might make,
but he nodded. “I savvy,” he said coldly.
“So turn up your hole card. What kind
of job is it?”

“A legal job, like I said,” Prince told
him. He handed the Kid a bloodstained
letter that he had taken from Zack Leo-
gan’s pocket. “Here, read this,” he or-
dered.

The Kid took the letter out of the en-
velope. It was addressed to Miss Julie
Logan, Cuero, Texas.

“Dear Sis,” he read. “The trail is
about over. I'll bring the Kid in. 1 fully
reqlize this is the most importeni case
I've tackled in a long time. To see justice
done 1s ample reward for the man-killing
hours I've spent in the saddie.

“I may not return to Cuero at all. 1
have been offered a job in Picacho City,
and there is something about these New
Mexico mountains thai gets in o flut-
country man’s blood. The beauty of them,
The high, clean air flavored with pine
and juniper and fir. I was never ¢ poetic
man, but this high country would inspire
poetry in anybody .. .7

”E"HE KID read ne further. So old
Claiborne had died, after all! The
hopelessness of the situation swept over
him. As long as the rancher had lived,
there’d been a chance that the Cochise
Kid might go free. The only evidence
the law had to convict him with was cir-
cumstantial. That and the fact that the
whole country knew the Kid and old man
Claiborne, with neighboring brush-pop-
per spreads there in the Brasada, had
been fighting for years over grazing
rights and water and general cusgsed-
ness.

But now the Kid knew he could never
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prove that he hadu’t fired the fatal shot.
He was innocent—but it wouldn’t make
any difference when they sprang a trap-
door from under him and let him drop
twice his length to the end of a hang-
rope. Black, sullen bitterness swept over
the Kid at the thought. This was the kind
of cruel, vicious, macabre jok¢ that life
had been playing on him from the time
his parents were killed by Indians and
he’d been left an orphan, cn his own. Out
of one tough scrape into another. Fight~
ing back blindly because the odds were
always stacked against him and he was
bound for hell, anyway.

The trail ahead looked mighty bleak
and lonesome to the Kid as he put ‘the
letter back.in the envelope and handed
it to Sam Prince. A hunted man with a
price on his head, always wary of his
back-trail. His past had been turbulent,
shaping a troubled pattern for what lay
ahead, and he looked to the future with
dismal misgivings.

About all he could expect with his kind
of dog-eared luck, he refiected glumly,
wag a final quick plunge through a gal-
lows, or maybe a chunk of law lead in
a last shoot-out with some sheriff. A man
who rode the Whisper Trail could have
no friends. Zack Logan was dead, but
there’s be others like him. Bounty hunt-
ers who wore sneak badges pinned to
their undershirts and killed for blood
money. From now on, if the Cochise Kid
wanted to live, he’d have to be suspi-
cious of any stranger who took more
than a passing interegt in him. He’d have
to rely on his guns and his wits, if he
wanted to get by. .

“All right, Prince,” he said stonily.
“What’s your proposition?” .

“I thought you’d see the Ilight,”
grinned Prince. “Play the game our way
and you'll get along all right, Kid.” He
put 2 crimp in a fresh quirly and struck
& maten on his boot-heel,

“It’s just this, Kid. There are two
political factions in Picacho City, and
they're at each other’s throats. One of
them put its candidate in the sheriff’s
office in the last election. The other side
controls the judge of the commissioner’s

court and the county attorney. The sher-
iff met with—accident, right after he
took office. Somebody stuck a knife in
his back one dark night.”

Prince looked at the half-breed ’'Pache
and grinned faintly. “The bunch that
backed the sheriff was plenty riled,” he
went on. “They looked around for some-
body to take the sheriff’s place—and
picked the toughest peace officer in Texas
and the Territory. Zack Logan! But
Judge Rawley and the boys didn’t figure
Logan would-play ball with them. They
thought you would, Kid.”

“You don’t make sense,” said the Kid,
flatly. “I’'ve got a price on my head.”

“Sure, you do,” Prince answered. “But
Zack Logan don’t. I told you I sized you
up in Arabella the other day, Kid. I knew
Logan back in Texas. You an” him are
about the same build. He’s got black hair
and yours is ’dobe yaller, but a little mus-
tache dye will fixe that up. You’re about
the same age. Nobody out here knows
Logan, except by reputation—and you’re
as fast if not faster with your guns than
Logan ever was, So, we’re going to let
it be known that the Cochise Kid is dead,
buried in an unmarked grave somewhere
in the Picacho Mountains by the tough
Texas lawman who killed him.

“Aan’ from now on yow'll be Zack Lo-
gan, Kid!” .

r i \HE scheme was so staggering in its
simplicity that it left the Kid
stunned. “So that’s why you bushwhacked

‘the marshal,” he said, “so you could run
_ a ringer on the folks in Picacho City!”

“That’s right,” Prince agreed. “And
it’s why I've waited until now to put a
bullet through you, Kid—in case you
renege on the deal!”

He smiled, his lips sliding back from
white, even teeth, but hig eyes were as
hooded and dangerous as the stare of a
coiled rattlesnake. He had been so sure
of the Kid that he hadn’t even bothered
to disarm him, but now his fingers
touched the butt of his gun and Lon and
’Pache were tensed to draw if the Kid
even looked like he wanted trouble.
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“You won’t get away with it,” said the
Kid.

“We’ll make it stick,” Prince assured
him. “Judge Rawley can sign a man’s
name better than the jigger can do it
hisself. He’ll address a new envelope for
this letter, and add a note saying the
Kid’s dead and Logan has taken the job
in Picacho City. We’ll mail it, and nobody
back in Cuero will be suspicious. By the
time folks here learn better—it’ll be too
late! ’

“All right, Kid,” he added softly,
“what’ll it be? You going to play along
with us or not?”

The Kid shrugged his shoulders.
“When another man holds all the aces,”
he said without humor, “I usually play
his game.”

O Picacho City got a new sheriff. On
the day he arrived and was sworn
in by Judge Rawley, a delegation of citi-
zens gathered in his office to size him up.
They saw a tall, lean voung man with jet-
black hair, sitting at the spur-scarred
desk whose previous owner had expired
yather suddenly in the line of duty.

The new sheriff was younger than
many of them expected. Nor was there
any of the razzle-dazzle that legend had
iinked with the famous Zack Logan, one

of the frontier’s finest peace officers. He

was quiet and mild-mannered. He wore
a rather battered Stetson, a new broad-
cloth suit, and two old Walker Colt’s
snubbed low in tied-down holsters. The
only affectation that any of them could
see about him was the badge he wore:
it was the gleaming marshal’s star that
he had brought with him from Cuero,
Texas.

“I’'m Zack Logan, gents,” he told them.
“Could be you’ve heard of me. I'm the
new sheriff here, unless somebody craves
to object.”

No one among them had any such
eraving. They wanted a town-tamer, and
‘Zack Logan had that reputation. But
there was a murmur of disapproval when
he named his chkoice of deputies. Sam
Prinece and Lon Best were the men he’d

elected to help him keep law and order

in Picacho City and the surrounding
county. ’Pache Fyfe was the new jailor.

One thin, ramrod-straight old rancher
remained after the others had left. He
had drooping cow-horn mustaches and
faded-blue eyes that revealed an old
man’s penetrating wisdom of his fellow-
men and life. He introduced himself as
Jubal Horne, chairman of the reform
committee and owner of the J-H Con-.
nected.

“Son,” he asked bluntly, “why’d you
deputize them polecats? I've never seen
a straight lawman yet who’d keep crooks
on his payroll.”

“They were recommended to me by
Judge Rawley,” the new sheriff answered,
as casually as he could. “I know the du-
ties of this office, Horne. I'll run it as' I
see fit.”

Jubal Horne stared at him for a tight-
lipped interval. “I see,” he finally said,
and his raspy old voice cracked like a
whip-lash. “Son, Rawley would like te
own this town-—Ilock, stock and barrel.
He’d like to own the county, He’s money

" mad and he’s power mad. He stole an elec-

kY

tion and got to be judge of thc commis-
sioner’s court, and he’s got some dirty
scheme up his sleeve that will mean the
devil’s own brand of trouble for every
decent man and woman around here.

“You just be damned sure of one thing,
son. Be sure you run the sherifi’s office,
instead of it runnin’ you!”

With that grim warning, Jubal Horne
turned and stalked angrily out of the
room. And the Cochise Kid, staring after
him with faintly worried eyes, had the
uneasy feeling, like a premonition of dis-

- aster, that the old rancher had seen right

through his disguise.

HAT feeling stayed with him dur-

ing those first weeks in Picacho
City, when he was living up to the bright
reputation that Zack Logan had made as
a peace officer, and adding new lustre to
it, For the town was split wide open,
with trouble shaping up between the
two opposing factions headed by Horne
and Rawley. And if there was anything
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the Kid learned in his wild years, it was
how to deal with trouble.

He shouldered his way through it with
a curt contempt for any who got in his
way. Picacho City was roaring, wide
open, a magnet that drew the rough, law-
Jess element from all over the Territory
—and the Kid broke up brawls with soft
words and the magic of Zack Logan’s
name. When that wasn’t enough, he
backed up the implied threat with an iron
will and the most dazzling gunspeed that
Picacho City had ever seen. Twice he
buffaloed over-bold toughs with the ejec-
tor rod of a Walker .44 carrying them
off unconscious to the ’dobe jail.

That was what Picacho City had hired
him for—what it wanted to see. But a
tension was building that the Kid felt
more and more with the passing days.
The town was waiting for the showdown
that was bound to come. The commis-
sioner’s court was in session, meeting
behind locked doors. Everybody in the
Mexican seftlement knew that Judge
Rawley . was cooking up some kind of
legal chicanery to make his grip on the
town and county secure, and the ru-
mor had gone around that it concerned
taxes.

Dead-Eye Rawley, he wag called. The
Kid had met him that first night when
Prince and his two henchmen brought
him into town under cover of darkness.
Huge and corpulent, looking too ungain-
Iy and slow and soft to be dangerous,

the real menace of the man lay in his .

eves. One of his eyes was as milky white
and colorless as a chalk marble, an odd
match for its penetrating black mate,
and it was said that eye disconcerted
his opponents in poker game and gun-
fights alike.
- Rawley’s prestige had dwindled dur-
ing the fortnight since the new sheriff
had taken office. To the Kid, it was the
kind of grim, ugly joke that Fate had
been playing on him fer iwenty-seven
years. He could smile cynieally to him-
self about it, but the smile had in it,
too, a hint of scorn.

The town-folk, not knowing the peace
officer they took such pride in was really

a phony and on Rawley’s payroll, be-
lieved a collision between the pair was
inevitable, and waited impatiently for
it. They wanted to see how the new
sheriff would look with those old Walk-
er Colts belching flame and spitting
lead. From what they had heard of Zack
Logan, he was a fair and fearless fight-
er and everything in his past stood
against the kind of evil, underhanded
game they were sure Rawley was plot-
ting.

But there were some among them,
notably Jubal Horne, who did not share
popular confidence in the man who wore
the badge in Picacho City. The gray old
rancher treated the Kid with a kind of
icy politeness that bordered on con-
tempt. And the Kid, staring at his own
reflection in the mirror in his living
quarters in the ’dobe jail, knew that he
deserved that contempt.

There were new lines of strain etched
about his thin-lipped mouth. His eyes
had a haunted look. He dreaded the in-
evitable day when his alliance with Raw-
ley and the lawless element would be-
come known.

OR the first time in his life, the Kid

had experienced the sense of right
and implacable power that comes to a
man whe pins on a law badge, He liked
the respect that the job gave him in the
eyes of his fellow-men. If he could have
severed his past and started all over
again, he would have tried to atone for
his wild ways by making Picacho City
an honest, competent sheriff.

But how could you buck a game when
the cards were all stacked against you?
he asked himself bitterly. There was that
old murder charge hanging over his
head, and the fact that he was wearing
a dead man’s badge. Rawley called the
tune and the Kid had to dance to it or
pay the price,

More than once he thought of saddling
a horse and heading for the border in
the dead of night. But that wouldn™t set~
tle anything he knew. He'd been run-
ning away from trouble most of his life.
Maybe if he stayed. . . .
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Another week slid hy. The Kid did
rot logk in his mirrer again execept to
ghave, He dealt eut the law im Picacho
City with a celd eye and an impartial
hand—until the het, sultry afterneen
that "Pache Fyfe went berserk, -

ECAUSE of his Indian blood, the
breed couldn’t handle liguor, and
Sam Prince and Best kept it away from
him most of the time. There was somie-
thing black en the breed’s seoul that was
grimy and uneclean, and whisky breught
it to the surface. Whatever it was, yeu
could see im his little eyes thak it was
rotten.
The breed either hought, & stele,
enough whisky that day te get erazy,
howling drunk. He shot down an un-

armed man in the Four-Square Saloen,

barricaded the doors, and defied ene and
all to come in after the body. And be-
cause he was a deputy and ene of Raw-
ley’s men, the tewn gathered to see what
the new sheriff would do.

Lon Best carried the news to the Kid.

“You had Prince with. you,” the Kid
said, his eyes narrowing to steely slits.
“Why didrn’t yeu arrest him and bring
him in?” . ’

“Hell, the boss don’t want him arrest-
ed,” Best smorted. “We've just got te
hustle him out of tewn for a while until
this thing blows over. He's too valuable
a man to lose.”

Seo the Kid had his orders befoxe he
even left his office. He snugged his guns
to the proper slant, put on his hat, and
walked back up the street with Best.
Picacho City was high on the side of the
meuntain in the pines, but a slew, hat
wind threaded up from the desert and
a blazing sum sucked resin from the
boardwalk under their feet. The street
loocked deserted, but the Kid knew there
were watchful eyes behind every door
and window.

They came te the hotel porch, where
Sam Prince waited. The Four-Square
was just around the cerner. Mandiacal
laughter echoed from the saloon. There
was a flurry of shets as the whisky-
crazed breed fired at the swinging lamps

and bottles bekind the bar and anything
elze that caught his fancy. . -

The Kid steod in the street and eeunt-
ed those shots. When the breed’s: gun
wag empty, he went in. after 'Pache Fyfe.
H brought him out over his shoulder, in
handcuffs, with bleod dripping from his
greasy black hair to the dust to show
where the sheriff had slammed hinr ever
the head with the long barrel of one of
his ‘Walker Colt’s.

¥ happened so fast, and se easily,
that 'Pache Fyfe was in jail before €he
town reécovered from ita stunned swr-
prise. But the effortless ease with whieh
he had subduced the breed ounly added
to the new lawmian’'s stature in the eyes
of the tewn. It was what they had ex-
pected of Zack Logan. IE fifted i with
the legen¢ that had heen built areumd
him—the swashbuckling legend that he

wore with the same ealm assurance that

he wore the gleaming marshals stax.
And eld Jubal Horme, who was in town
that day, unbent enough te geo im amd
shake the Kid’s hand. _
“Maybe 1 had you figured wreng, Lo-
gan,” he said grudgingly. “But after
what happened eut there, Pm willing to
give you the benefit of the doubt. Yeu've
got my backing any time yeu want i
“Im obliged,” answered the Kid, and
stared at the doer for a long, moady im-
terval after Horne had left. He couldn’t
help but like the dour, honest, entspelken
old cowman. He knew what a bitter pill
it had been for Horne te swallew his
pride and come here. But the thing that
stirred uneasy foreboding in the Cechise

- Kid was the fact that he didn’t really

deserve the rancher’s respeet. . . .

T WAS late at night when. Sam Prince
entered the office without knecking.
His gaudy sombrere rede the back ef
his head and there was a eranky wealice
in his slitted green eyes. The Kid seldom
saw him without a ecigarette im his
maouth, the smoke eurling wnder his gelid-
spangled hat brim.
“The bhess wants #0 see yeu,” said
Prinee. “Lon will take eave of thimgs
here.” ’



102

WESTERN SHORT STORIES

They left the office and went down an
alley to the rear of the courthouse.
Judge Rawley was waiting at his desk.

“Sam tells me you still have 'Pache
in jail,” he said without preliminaries.

The Kid nodded.

“Turn him loose,” Rawley ordered,
his tone harsh and overbearing. “I'll post
his bail. I'll have Whitey Burke draw
up the necessary papers for his release
in the morning.”

He leaned back in his chair and looked

at the Kid with a frown of annoyance
on his flabby face.
- “If you cross me, Kid,” he warned, “I'll
see that Horne and his bunch learn of
Zack Logan’s death, There’ll be evidence
planted at the marshal’'s grave to show
that you killed him. So you'll play along
with me—or else!”

The Kid left. He hadn’t said a word
during the interview with Rawley, but

a bitter; twisted smile was on his lips

a8 he went down the stairs ahead of the
grinning Prince. .

When he returned to the jail, Lon Best
had already turned '"Pache Fyfe loose.
And the next morning, the county knew
the kind of taxes that Judge Rawley
and the commissioner’s court meant to
impose on them.

LD JUBAL HORNE stormed inte

the sheriff’s office with one of the
notices in his hand. He flung it on the
Kid's dask, his faded eyes blazing.

“So that’s what you coyotes have been
cookin’ up,” he charged, almost beside
himself with rage. “Retroactive grazing
taxes that no cowman in the country
ean pay! Il bankrupt every one of us.
Then Rawley can take over our ranches
one by one for non-payment of taxes,

and secure title by swearing he’s paid

off what ag’in ’em.”

“If it's legal,” he said- tonelessly, “T'H
enforce it, I'll do my duty, Horne.’

Icy fury burned in Jubal Horne's
slitted eyes. “Duty, helll” he ground out.
“You're sidin’ them in this steal. I may
be an old man, but I ean still use my
guns. I can shoot a snake when I see one,

That means you and your two-bit depu-
ties had better keep off my range!”

The Kid’s smile was twisted as he
watched the old man leave. If there was
any way he could, he meant to help the
cowmen. in their fight against Rawley.

ND about all the trouble he could
make, the way the Kld looked at
it, was for hunself t

When he buckled on his old Walker
Colt’s a little later, to go to the court-
house and confer with Rawley and his
henchmen, he found that a° change had
come over the town. The men he met on
the street either avoided his glance or
spoke to him curtly, and a few let him
see the scorn and contempt in their eyes.

The morning wore on, and the Kid
could feel the tension like a mounting
wind. Definitely he felt it.

Shortly after noon the stage from Ros-
well rattled into town and pulled up in
front of the Settler’s Trading Post in a
smother of dust. The Kid was on hand
to meet it.

A drummer climbed out of the stage,
carrying two leather valises. The Kid
looked him over casually. Then the driver
helped the remaining passenger down,
and the Kid's breath caught in his throat.

T was a girl., She was wearing a hat
and when she lifted the veil, her hair
was honey-thick and framed her face
and neck in soft waves. She had on a
gray fraveling suit, close-fitting at the
waist and bosom, and her pale beauty-
surpassed any the Kid had ever seen.

He realized that he was staring fool-
ishly, and felt awkward and embarrassed
a8 he took off his sweat-stained old hat.

“Are you the marshal here?” she asked,
glimpsing the badge on his shirt,

“I—I'm the law here, yes, ma’am,” he
blurted out. “Is there anything I ecan
do for you, ma’'am?”

“There is,” she said, still smiling, “You
can tell me where to find the sheriff. 'm
Julie Logan. Zack Logan is my brother.”

The Kid's blood froze in his veins.

“You—you're Julie Logan?” )

“Yes, I am,” she said, and worry came
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to her eyes for the first time, “Why? Is
there anything wrong?” .

“No, ma’am,” said the Kid mechanical-y
ly, but everything was wrong. Icy fingers
of dread curled around his heart, squeez-
ing it dry.

“You just wait here, ma’am,” he told .

her, as calmly as he could: “Zack is out"
on a job right now. I'll get word to him
that you’re here, and he’ll be in soen.”

His clearest thought, as he went along
the street, was that he had to find a
horse and ride hard out of there. And
as he walked along, trying not to hurry,
he had the blackest moment that had
ever come to him.

A man can go just so far and then he
comes to the end of his rope. The Cochise
Kid figured he’d come to the end of his
rope and found a noose in it: If he stayed,
he would hang. If he headed for the bor-
der, she would take that- as irrevocable
proof of his guilt. Either way he was
licked, and knew it. He was as heart-
sick and desperate as a man can be as
he walked away from the jail.

He was almost to the Four-Square be-
fore he noticed how thoroughly quiet and
empty the sunlit street was. Half - block
away a rider on a buckskin horse was
jogging slowly into town. The rider was
*Pache Fyfe. At the end of his catch-
rope - followed a  lead horse, carrying a
grim burden.

This was a dead man, thrown across
the saddle and tied there like a sack of
grain. His head hung down and his arms
hung down and there was a smear of
blocd on the stirrup-leather from the
bullet-hole in his head. Even at that dis-
tance, the Kid recognized Jubal Horne.

T was a shock like a slap in the face, .
and it stopped him in his tracks, He
knew he should grab the first horse he
eame to and head out of town, if he want-
ed to make good his escape. And yet
something held him back. Part of it was
the hard, jarring rage that came over
him, the gall-bitter realization that his
oewn helplessness to halt Rawley’s
scheme had cost a fine old man his life.
And part of it was the girl. Her com-

ing had changed everything for the Kid."
And suddenly he knew that he was weary
to the core of running away from trou-
ble. Come what may, he would see this
through. Fate had made him the butt
of a grisly joke once too often. He was
wearing a dead man’s badge and it would
be a macabre twist to that joke if he
played the dead man’s hand . out.

- It was like a crushing weight lifted
from his shoulders. And what happened
after that made a fitting last chapter to
the career of a lawman who already
ranked with Stumbling Joe Bledsoe and
Wyatt Earp. For the man that Picacho
City  knew as Zack Logan; the sheriff
they all thought had sold them out,
stepped suddenly to the street’s dust in
front of the half-breed Apache. ‘

“You're under arrest,” he rapped out.
“And this time it’s a murder charge I'll
make stick, ’Pache!”

The breed glanced over his shoulder,
at the horsemen who were just wheel-
ing into the street. Sam Prince and Lon
Best and two special deputles came rid-
ing toward them.

“You can’t ’rest me,” he growled “It
self-defense. He draw on me first.”

The Kid shook his head. “It won’t
stand up, ’Pache. You got him before he
had time to reach home. And he wasnw't
wearing a gun when he left my office!”

The ecthers, as if scenting trouble,
fanned out across the street as they came
on. Prince read the scene at a glance,
and used his voice on the Kid.

“What’s the matter with you, Logan‘?
Yon gone loco or something? You can’t
arrest a man for doing his Juty!”

Again the Kid shook his head. “The
jig’s _up, Prince,” he said thinly. “I'm
through with your crooked game. I‘xom
now on I'm playing this a dead man’s
way. I'm takin’ 'Pache in.”

“The hell 1 can’t!” snarled Prmce
“You try making that stick and T’ll see
you hung for—

That was as far as he got, for the
breed chose that moment to make his
play. His right hand smashed for the
black gun at his hip.



o4

WESTERN SHORT STORIES

R, TOBODY ever knew exactly how it
A N happened. A hundred pair -of eyes
watched the scene from cover, but none
saw ‘the Kid make his draw. There were
gome -among them who even claimed that
he already had a gun in his hand.

~ But he didn¥. As Bam Prince had
-said, he wag faster than Zack Logan ever
was—and ‘he ripped out a Walker Colt’s
and put a bullet through the breed be-
fore the barrel of the black gun ever
tilted up. 'Pache Fyfe was dead in the
saddle as his finger jerked spasmodical-
ly at the drigger.

T.on Best had a saddle gun aeross his
Inp. He swung it up with :an oath, but
he never fired .it. The rifle slid to the
ground as he lifted both hands to the
spurting wound where the ¥id's second
bullet sliced through his throat.

The haorses were crow-hopping, and
dust and black, oily powder-smeke :0b-
scured the scene, A slug ripped inte the
Kid’s chest, knocking him half around.
Pain Iike white-hot needles stabbed all
through his -chest and left side. He
couldn’t suck wind inte his tartured
lungs. It took .all of his remaining
strength to prong back the hammer and
notch his sights on the nearest deputy.
The hammer fell and the gun kicked back
against his palm, and the deputy went
down. '

“The second deputy had seen enough.
He jerked his horse around z2nd made
some Tast tracks out of there. That left
Sam Prinee to face ‘the Kid alowe, and

the green-eyed Kkiller had ne stomach

for a fight unless the odds were all in
his favor. He flung a last wild shet at
the Kid, and hurled himself into the
Four-Square Saloon.

EFV\HE KID ran limping after him. His

shirt was blood-wet and sharp,

shooting pain tore all through his chest
and side.

He shoved through the swinging doors
of the saloon and a bullet dug splinters
from the door frame inches from his
head. He saw Sam Prince’s tall figure
duck through a door in back, and sent a
shot after him. He ran through ‘the sa-

loon inte the .alley, and Sam Prince was
ahead of him, disappearing thremzh the
back doer of the conrtheuse.

There was no wariness “n the Kid, and

 little feeling exvept that raking pain.

Plunging through the door, the Kid
gtarted up the stairs. A gun crashed like
a ccannon in the marrow confines of the
stairway, and the sound seemred to hurl
him back, His right leg felt ¥ike some-
one had tried to knock it from mnder him
with an axe. ‘Gripping the railing for
support, he lodked wp amd saw Sam
Pringe’s lean, handsome face, twisted
with fear and mamniacal fury. '

Prince threw a second slug at him, and
missed. But ‘the Kid didn*. His shot
was -litfle more than reflex, the instinc-
tive urge for sarvival. The bullet :seemed
to snatch away all of ‘S8am Prince’s im-
pulses. Fer a mement his leaden eyes
continued to ‘glare at the Kid over the
levelled sights of his smoking six-gun.
Then his legs straightened convulsively,
lifting him up, and he broke at the kuees
and neck and waist and came tumbling
over ‘the balustrade to erash on the stairs

‘beside the Kid.

He went on up the stairs, gripping the
railing with ‘his good bhand and dragging
hiz wounded leg. .

He went dlong the hall to Rawley’s
office. The ‘doar was open. He steod for a
moment, breathing raggedly as he waited
for his strength te return. And when he
went through the door he ‘was moving
fagt, sliding along the wall, with his gun
up and ready for a hghtning shot. But
he never pulled the trigger.

Julie Logan was in the office. Rawley
had her in front of him, partially shield-
ing his huge bulk. He had a pistol in his
hand and he used his veice on the Kid
like .a club. : /

“Al right, drop that gun, you im-
postor! This young lady says yeu're not
Zack Logan—ithat the marshal was her
brother. I thoaght all along there was
something phony about you. Now I
know. You'll hang for Logan's murder,
blast you!”

The Kid dropped the gun, He iried
not to leck at Fulie Logan.
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“You thought yeu were putting some- -

thing over on somebedy,” gloated Raw-
ley, with triumph in his oddly-matched

eyes and a double-meaning in his tone, He
It his brutal satisfaction have full play.’

“But as soon as I tell that erewd you
murdered Logan, youw'll be a dead killer
swinging at the end of a rope—waiting
for the buzzards to pick at your eyes!”

HE sound out there swelled, and the

- Kid had heard it before. A mob
was forming. His first headlong rush
into the room had carried him nearly to
the window, and through it he could see
a tight knot of men around the horse
that carried old Jubal Horne. When the
fmot broke up, one of the men was wav-
ing over his head the rope that had been
used to lash the rancher’s body ta the
saddle.

“Come on!” the man howled.
finish the job while we’re at it!*

The Kid looked at Rawley and smiled
grimly.

“There’s just one thing about it,”’ he
said quietly. “I’ll have company. Fhey're
eoming after you, Judge!”

Rawley wilted as if someone had
kicked him hard in his huge belly.

“You've got just seconds to act,” the
Kid teld him in that same quiet, inexora-
ble tone. “I'm the only one that can save
you—7for the law. So tell Miss Julie who
really killed her brother. Write it on a
piece of paper and sign your name to it.
Hangin’ won’t go easy with you, Rawley.
You're too fat. A rope would just about
jerk your head off your shoulders!

Rawley seemed too stunned and terror-
stricken to move. “Don’t—Ilet—them get
me!” he gasped. “I—I could never hang!
I know—I'm too big.”” He shuddered and
collapsed into a ehair. The Kid grabbed
a pen and paper and shoved it teward
him, but his hands were shaking too
much for him to even hold the pen.

“Don’t let them—get me!” he almost
gobbed. “Sam Prince shot Zaek Logan!
'l tell everything ¥

“Tell her T had nothmg to do with it,”
the Kid went on remerselessly. “Tell her
I-was framed into posing as her brother.”

“Let’s

Julie Logan took the pen and paper. In
a few broken, disjointed sentences, Raw-
ley poured out the story, and she took
everything down. The Kid told him teo
sign it, He did, just as the first of the
mob reached the tep of the stairs and
came along the hallway te the door.

The Kid turned te meet them. He had
his gun in his hand. He had, as the doctor
said later, more holes in him than a wid-
ow woman’y sieve, but he faced them
with that quiet determination that had
made them respect him that. first day.

“I'm the law_here, gents. This man is
my prisoner—unless somebody eraves to
oebject.”

And He made it stick. He even rounded
up Whitey Burke, who was hiding under
his desk, and had both prisoners safely
in jail before he collapsed from sheer
weakness and had to be ecarried off to
the doctor’s effice.

T was night when he opened. his eyes

on a coel room, dimly lt by a eandle

near his bedside, and on the face of a
lovely girl bending over him.

“Why did you come?” he managed.

“I knew something was wrong when I
got that letter from Zack,” Julie Logan
told him. “I knew he would never have
killed the Cochise Kid and left him bur-
ied in an unmarked grave. You see, he'd
uncovered evidence to prove the Kid’s
innocence, That’s why he wanted so des-
perately to track the Kid down.

“But who are you?” she asked, seritly
“Y know most of the story, and I know
you did a fine thing today—the way Zack
would have done it if he’d lived, But 1
still don’t know who you are.”

“That’s easy, Julie,” smiled the Kid,
and reached for her hand. “Fm the gent
who’s been waiting for you all of his life.
F'm the man you’re going to marry.”

That’s why, when the rumor started

‘later that Zack Leogan was dead, you

could find se many people in New Mexieo
who weuld deny it. The marshal, they
would tell you, had retired and was living
somewhere in Texas under another name,
with a very pretty wife he'd m&rned
there.



lone's ‘attention from the boots
he was mending. He hobbled to
the door, awl in hand.

“Gimme a hand, Whiskers.”

The old cobbler hurried toward the
stage as fast as he could with his bad
leg. He turned once, flicked his.awl out,
and the long awl stuck in a log of his
shoe repair shop,

“What the devil happened, Windy?”

“Hold-up men! Hit us out by Rimiock
Bridge! Shot Ike here through the guts!”

Men were coming out of the Stockman
House. Heads were popping out of busi-
ness houses along Muddy Rock’s main
street. Passengers were emerging from
the stage.

“Be careful,” Wmdy advised, “Ike, get
your feet on that step. Whiskers, hang
outo his boots to steady him.”

Ike Newton’s face was the color of
dirty buckskin. Sheriff Ed Smith was

H ARSH words ripped Whisker Ma-

beside Whiskers Malone now. They got

Ike down on his feet.

“Can you walk, Tke?” Whiskers asked.

-Tke grunted, “I can try.” He kept his
band pressed against his belly. Whiskers
and a townsman got him. to the steps of
the Stockman. House before the guard’'s
knees gave out. They carried him into
the lobby and laid him on the bench.

_“Wonder who did it, and why?” Whis-
kers asked.

Ike didn’t answer. “Where’s the doc?”

Doc Standifer came on the run. The
hotel clerk said he'd help the doc. Whis-
kers looked at Ike Newton’s pale face
and fear speared through him. Tke was
bad wounded.

He hobbled outside, a thick-shouldered
man of almost sixty, bent to the demands

ONCE A TIR-STAR

By LEE FLOREH

Texas was a long way off from
Wyoming territory, but the
lawman remembered that hate
meant hot lead anywhere in

the West . . ..

of his calling. Windy was talking with
Sheriff Ed Smith, Whiskers Malone
heard the stage-driver’s angry words.
“They stopped us in the buttes right
alongside the bridge. Three men, masked,
on horses that had brands smeared over
by pitch to hide them. They said,

" ‘Where’s that dinero?’ and I said; ‘They

ain’t none.” We never carried any money.
Only the passengers and their luggage.”
“Then what?"’ : ,
“This tall gink holds his rifle on me
an’ Tke Newton, then his two compadres
go through the boot and the stage. Never

-touched the passengers.”

“Then what?”

“Of course, they never found no dine-
ro. So out of sheer meanness this tall
jigger just shoots Ike through the belly!"”

“Get some hosses, men!” Sheriff Ed
Smith roared. “We head out that way
pronto. Get rifles an’ short—guns an’
ea'tridges!”

- The lawman ran toward his barn be-

‘hind his office.

“Is Mr. Newton—hurt bad, Whiskers?’
Jessie Stone’s face showed her anxiety.
Hers was a pretty face, not beautiful,
but wholesome and strong and clean.

.She was wholesome, too, in her neat

housedress, and little white apron.

“I don’t know, Jessie.”

She looked at the hotel. “I sure hape -
not.” Her brown eyes came back to Whis-
kers Malone. “I wonder why they held up
a stage that common-sense would tell
them had no money?”

Whiskers wag pondering that point,
too. He knew that the stage occasionally
carried currency through to Muddy
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Rock.” Of course,
reached bandits that this partacular day
the stage would carry currency.

The gun-guard always rode the stage,
regardless of whether a money-shipment
was coming through or not. That was one
of the requirements. of the stage com-
pany’s insurance backers.

“Wonder if any money was supposed'

to come through?” Jessie asked.

Whiskers Malone looked toward the
Muddy Rock Bank. Two men had left
that establishment. They hurried toward
the stage One was middle-aged, squat
and wide; the other was slender and
about twenty-three.

The middle-aged man asked roughly
“What happened?”

Whiskers Malone did not hke Banker
Glen Payson. And his dislike showed in
his words “I'm not the town sheriff, Pay-
son.’

Payson spoke savagely. “The devil with

you, .you old cobbler.” He went inside

the Stockman ‘House.

“He’s mad,” Jessie said.

The younger man stopped beside Whis-
kers. He asked what had happened and
the cobbler -told him.

“Was there money supposed to come
through, Frank?” Jennie asked.

.- Frank Gruwell hesxtated “I—I1 don’t
‘mew, Jessie.’

Jessie said, angrlly, “You're getting
to be a typical banker. Close-mouthed
and unfriendly.” She turned and walked
into the Steer Horn Cafe.

Frank Gruwell looked at Whiskers Ma-
lone. The bank-clerk rubbed his smooth-
shaven jaw.

“Now what’s wrong with her?”

“Youw'll have to ask her,” Whlskers
Malone said curtly.

Gruwell glanced at the Steer Horn.
“Never can tell about the weather or a
woman.” He entered -the Stockman
House.

Whiskers Malone returned to his cob-
bler shop. When he hobbled through the
door he took hig long awl out of the log.
Soon riders boiled by, dust flinging, as
Sheriff Ed Smith and his posse headed
for Rimrock Bridge.

word -might have-

- “They couldn’t catch - a - mud-turtle
bogged in gumbo,” old Whiskers Malone
grunted to his boot-last.

MAN’S memory is like a camera.
-It makes clean -images and pic-
tures. But unlike a camera the mind re-
tains impressions. Certain pictures stana

-out more clearly and are remembered

forever.

The tall man had stood over Whlskerq
Malone as he cobbled. “You remin’ me
of a gent I seen onct or twice down in
Texas.”

Whlskers had not looked up
been in Texas, stranger.”

The man had been lanky Wlth loose

“Never

~ lips, Wind and rain and his manner of

living had etched bleak lines on his face.
“You ~vre remind me of him. Of
course, 1 was a button then. Down ‘be-

.low Lubbock, the gent was.”

Whiskers had pegged down a nail
“Coincidence, T reckon. What was this
gent’s handle‘? You kinda got me mter-
ested, now.’

“Lawman down thére. Name of Tlm‘
Martin.”

Whiskers Malone was glad the tall
jigger couldn’t see his face. He kept his
head close to his work, pretending his
eyes were bad, and he was almighty
glad he had grown a full beard: '

“Never have heard of this -Martin
gent. Course, it’s a long ways from Texas
to northern Wyomin’ territory.”

“This Martin star-badge kllled my
cousin. Shot him through the back. He
run out, then; hell, that was almost
twenty years back.” T

Whiskers clinched another nail. He
hoped his hands had not shaken too
much. But his hands always shook, oM
age and rheumatism.

“Here’s your boots, cowboy.” ‘

The tall man with the hard face ran
a long forefinger over the end of the
half-sole. “You got it right smooth, old
man. One time I had a pair of boots
cobbled down in New Mexico -territory
an’ the cobbler left the end of the sole

7 rough. Hoss dumped me over on the
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Strip an’ I got hung up on that half—
gole.”

“Poor cobbler, fella”

. The man had paid and walked out.
Later Whiskers Malone had learned his
name was Roy Haynes. He had ceme
into Muddy Rock two weeks befpre and
bad looked- for a job riding, so he said.
But the local cow-outfits had full crews.
Still, Haynes stuck around town.

But his visit, and his words, had left

Whiskers Malone with a pallid skin un-
der the dark protection of his beard.

“Almost twenty years ago,” he had
murmured. _

Drifters came and went through Mud-
dy Bock. They would stay a while, then
pull out. About that time, ftwo other
riders came in. Ne jobs for them, either.
They had let word drop they were re-
turning to Texas from a cattle-drive into
the Powder River country.

Evidently they seemed in no hurry to
push south. They sat around the saloons
and played cards but npeither drank
much.

Whiskers Malone had watched them.
Deep inside of him tinkled a little beli
of warning. Now he was remembering
three men had held up the Muddy Rock
Stage. And the tall jigger had shot Tke
Newton. '

He couldn’t work. He flipped hizs awl
againgt the wall.

UTSIDE, sunlight was bright. He
gsaw Doc Standifer leave the Stock-
man House. “How is Ike, doc?”
“Bad.’l

Whiskers agked, shakily, “Tke's got -

a wife an’ two babies. He’s the right
best pal I've had. You got to pull him
through, Poc.” '

“I can only do my best.”

The medico went to his office. Young
Frank Gruwell left the hotel, “Well, got
to get back in the dark cage, Whiskers,
and get to work.”

“Hope the sheriff has some luck.”

“I do, too.”

Old Whiskers Malone watched the
young man until he entered the bauk.

Mingled emotions tugged through him
and pulled down his lips in thought.
Where did Frank Gruwel stand in this?

Frank Gruwell and Jessie Stone. . . .
They were 1o be married. The day had
net been set, but the town had consid-
ered Jessie a lucky girl to get Frank,
who everybody said was up and eom-
ing. Gruwell had come into Muddy Rock
about four months §ago-and 1mmediately
gotten work in the bank. The townspeo- -
ple and local range-folks liked the young
banker.

But Whiskers Malone had remembered
things. Frank Gruwell and the lanky,
quiet Roy Haynes playing cards in the
Mint Saloon. All alone, at one table, talk-
ing in a low voice. And Whiskers had
watched them through the back-bar mir-
ror, something warning him inside.

He had based this warning upon his
old lawman training. Once a tin-star,
and yon were always a tin-star.

One morning at sunup he’'d seen Roy
Haynes and the two other drifters ride
into Muddy Rock. The hour was so early
that the rest of the town was still in bed.
That had struck him odd. Around town
they never spoke much to each other.

He had given this fleeting thought, but
that noon word came through that the
stage had been hit across the basin at
Wisdom. But a lawman is always sus-
picious. His calling demands suspiecion.

Roy Haynes came down the street and
entered the Broken Boot Saloon. Whis-
kers drifted that way. One of the other
drifters—Pinto Jefferson—was in the
raloon. too. Whiskers took his morning
eye-opener and covertly watched them.
But no visible sign of recognition passed
between them. )

Frank . Gruwell
Haynes?”

“Don’t mind if I do.”

Gruwell looked at Whiskers. “You ‘too,
Malone?”’

“Had my mornin’ shot, thanks.”

Whiskers Malone returned to his cob-
bler's berch., But his mind was not om
hig work. He added the whole thing up.
One of his best pals lay im the hotel,

came in. “Drink,
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shot through the belly. Jessie Stone’s
brown eyes haunted him. Jessie loved
Frank Gruwell and things didn’t look
geod for the young banker. Whiskers
found himself wishing he knew some-
thing about Frank Gruwell’s past years.

He was sure that Roy Haynes was
openly suspicious of him. He knew that
when the time was ripe Haynes would
ride his gun against him. The past and
its many years were heavy on old Whis-
kers Malone.

He had figured he had moved far
enough away from Lubbock. He’d figured
that the years had healed the old wound
of that Texas range-war. But hate, and
family ties, are odd things to some men.
Some men never forget hate or their as-
sumed obligationg to their relatives.

Roy Haynes was a man ef this type.

He knew, for sure, he was in danger.
But what was holding Roy Haynes back
from calling his hand and shooting it
out with him? That had puzzled him for
some days. Haynes seemed to be waiting
for something. Then, with it behind him,
he’d mateh his gun against the gun of
Whiskers Malone.

HE old cobbler looked at his trem-

bling, heavy-knuckled hand. He was -

no gunman any longer. He tried to keep
back his ironic smile; he couldn’t. He
was in danger, his friend Ike Newton
had been seriously wounded in a wanton
shooting-scrape, and Jessie Stone. .

He remembered something else, too.

He had got out of bed before sunrise
this morning. And much to his surprise,
he had seen a horsebacker ¥ide up to
Banker Glen Payson’s small house, be-
hind the bank. He had recognized the
man as a deputy out of the sheriff’s of-
fice over at Wisdom.

The man had untied a sack from his
saddle and knocked -and awakened the
banker, Then he and Payson had gone
into the bank. When the deputy had
eome out, the sack had been empty.

“My boss figgered it best I rode out
with it,” the deputy had said.

Whiskers had watched, wondering
what was up. The local cow outfits were

finishing spring-roundup and soon would
have to pay off their crews. Each man
was paid in cash. The old cobbler figured
this deputy had taken over a sack of
currency from the Wisdom bank so that
Banker Payson could meet the cowman’s
demands.

Now he matched thig against the bold-
up of the stage. .And the stage holdup
made sense. Somebody had tipped off

Roy Haynes and his men the money

was coming through. Coming through
on the stage.

But instead, the Wisdom sheriff had
smuggled it through at night, by horse-
back. And whoever had warned Haynes
had not rad time to see Haynes again
and correct the error in his information.

So, unaware of their mistake, Haynes
and his long riders had held up the stage.
Disappointed, angry over the mistake,
Haynes had deliberately let ke Newton
have it . . . through the belly.

But who had warned Roy Haynes and
his men?

With a cold hand clutching his bsily,
old Whiskers Malone remembered the
times e had seen young Frank Gruwell
talking with Roy Haynes. And Jennie
Stone’s brown eyes, at that moment,
were filled with terror and fear.

A woman stood in the doorway of his
shop. She was middle-aged. but time had
not dimmed the luster in her blue eyes.
A little boy of five was with her.

“How’s Ike, Mrs, Newton?”

“Doc Standifer says he has a long
hard climb ahead of him.” She had cried
once, he knew, but now her eyes were
fire. “Who do you think they were,
Whiskers?”

He looked up sharply. “How would I
know ?” ‘

“You watch this town carefully, You
get up early and go to bed late.”

Whiskers thought, “Liord, is it that
apparent!” Aloud he said, “Probably
some drifters ridin’ through. Saw the
stage and wondered if there was any-
thing of value on it.”

“But they didn’t rob the passengers.”

8o she had added that fact in, too.

*Looks to me,” Whiskers said quietly,
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“that they got rattled and after Ike got
shot, they got scared and drifted.”
~ “That might be it,” she said.

The little boy said, “Let’s go home,
mummy.” He was a child and tragedy
did not affect him.

“I'd just like to know,” Mrs. Newton
said.

Whiskers watched Ike Newton’s wife
and son go foward home. He went to the
livery-barn. Roy Haynes’ bronc was
there; so were the horses of his two
friends. The hosteler was gone.

He looked at the brands on the three
cayuses. The brands were clean and the
brones did not look leg-weary. He felt
of the brands with his gnarled fingers.
There had been no pitch smeared over
them. '

But Haynes and his gunmen would not
use these horses for & heldup. They
were too smart for that. Evidently they
had brones cached out in the badlands.
They had ridden out to these horses,
saddled them and smeared brands with
pitch, and then, the holdup over, had
ridden their old cayuses back to town.

HEY were smart. They had to be

smart. Their risky calling demand-
ed brains. But old Whiskers Malone had
matched brains—and guns—with out-
laws before. ]

Roy Haynes’ cousin had been drink-
ing in the Red River Bar. Odd, even
after twenty years, he remembered even
the name of the saloon. This cousin had
seen Whiskers enfer the bar. Watched
him in the back-bar mirror.

Whiskers had stopped, legs wide.
“Turn around, son, and put your hands
up! Keep your hands off that gun—1"

The man had whirled, already
erouched, and his gun had winked. But
Whiskers’ bullet had beaten him. His
bullet had caught him as he had turned
and killed him. He had mnot shot Roy
Haynes' cousin through the back.

But the sight of the young man, lying
there dbad, had changed Whiskers Ma-
lone. It had sickened him. Even the law-
trail was not worth this, he had thought.
He had holstered his gun, ridden ouf of

town, headed north, He had grown hxs
beard and ‘changed his name,
At Muddy Rock he had known almost

“two decades of happiness. Here nobody

knew he had once been a town-tamer.
Now that happiness, and the happiness
of Jennie Stone, of the Newtons, was in
jeopardy. )

A man said, “Howdy, old man.”

Whiskers turned quickly. Frank Gru-
well had entered the barn, the soft pow-
dery manure quiet under his boots.

“Lookin’ to see if my hoss had plenty
of hay, Frank. This light was bad an’ I
thought this bay was my bay.”

“That’s Pinto Jefferson’s brone.”

“So I notjce, now.”

Whiskers’ eyes were shrewd in the
semi-darkness. He wished he could
clearly see Frank Gruwell’s eyes. But

. the dim light made that impossible. He

went to his own horse, patted him om -
the rump, and dug into the manger.

“Got plenty of hay.”

“Wonder if he's grained my cayuse.”
Gruwell went down the corridor.
Whiskers watched him pour oats out of
a sack into the feed-bin. They walked
back up-town together. )

“You an’ Jennie set the date yet,
Frank?” '

“Not yet.”

“You’d better marry her pronto She'’s
the world’s best, I think. Somebody
might beat you to her.”

Frank Gruwell smiled.
chance that.” _

Whiskers stood in his shop-door aad
watched the man go to the bank. Frank

“T'll have to

‘Gruwell, he reasoned, had a reason for

going to that barn. Was it only to grain
hig horse?

_The cobbler could never remember
Gruwell going to the barn before to
check on his cayuse’s grain. Of course,
there was a first time for everything.
But a cold hunch, coming from deep in-
gide, told him maybe Gruwell had seen
him hit for the barn. And the young
bank clerk had followed to check on him.

That meant that Roy Haynes had
tipped Frank Gruwell off as to the real
identity of one Whiskers Malone, Muddy
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Rock cobbler. It could: mean nethr—ng else.
The belly muscle on “Whiskers’ belly
tightened into knots. He was in this
deep, and if he stayed in Muddy Rock, a
gun ‘would spell the answer.

And the old days, with bitter mem-

ories, lay like a terrible welght across
his stooped shoulders.
- He hobbled inside. His leg, for some
reason, seerned worse than usual, and
he wished, vaguely, that the doc, years
ago, had done a better job, after that
shoot-out in Dalhart with the Pecos Kid
and Wild Mike Calloway. He got  his
stool, found his Meyers"sewing—awl and
went to work.

But first he put his gun—a .838—under
his belt, the butt covered by the. folds
of his blue shirt. He heard boots stop
in his doorway. )

“Got those chaps sewed up, Whlsk—
ers?”’

He looked up at the XLoop P cowboy.
“You’re a day ahead of time, fella. But
1 got ‘them fixed. Over there on that
hook.”.

Boots-crossed the worn ﬂoor “Got our
gather done a day ahead of time. Poor
gather over on Shotgun Crick. Tomor-

row the pool roundup boys come into_

town for their pay.”

NHAT meant,. then, by tomorrow

night the money would be out of

the bank, drawn out by the ranchers to

pay their hands. Whiskers added this all
up and found an answer in it.

“The sheriff is wild as a rabbit that’s
set on some turpentine, He come into
Shotgun Crick an’ tried to deputize the
round-up crew but the boss would have
no truck with him.”

“Where’d Ed Smith go then?” -

“Headed into Wisdom to get word to

the gheriff there. Between the two of

them they aim to sweep the country.
Reckon he’ll be gone for a day or so, any-
how. Mebby longer.” _
The cowboy buckled his chaps and
left. Whiskers Malone listened to his
receding boots and punched his awl into
a half-sole. The Donald boy_ would need
his shoos by-evening -School was letting

out and the kids were giving a recep-
tion for the townspecple.

-He punched, sewed, looped his thread =
and pulled it tight. The stage was set,

" and a good-job had been done. Sheriff Ed -

White ont on the range with some of
the men of M-:ddy Rock; come evening
the rest of  the men would be at the
schoolhouse. And the money, if it was.
going to be lifted from the bank, would
have to go out tonight, for by tomor-
row it would be in the hands of cow-
punchers.

A woman asked, “Just about through
Whiskers?” -

He did not look. up.
Mrs. Donald.”

- A nice laugh. “But Fm: not Mrs, Rﬁﬂ )
ald P,

He looked up. Jessie Stone- stoed m
the doorway. Again he got the impres- -
sion of her wholesomeness, but in this-

“lee me ﬂme,

‘was a lot of woman. This showed in her

brown eyes and the smooth contour of
her firm jaw.

“Chuck’ ready, Jessie?”

“All ready, Whiskers. T fried you Y
T-Bone. Lots of frenchfries, too. Better ..
come before it gets cold.”

““Be right along.”

He finished the shoes in a few min-
utes, tied the laces, hung them on the
hook. He did not lock his shecp, Many
times people left work in the shop when
he -was eating. He hobbled down the
street, the .38 an unfamil'ar Welght in-
side hlS ‘wide belt under his shirt.

One of Haynes’ men sat on a stool
eating, Whiskers knew his name was
Mike Raleigh and he nodded briefly at
him, The man returned the nod silently.
" Whiskers hobbled back to the kitchen
where Jessie had his supper on the table, .
The cook grumbled as he cleaned his
stove.

“Danged woman Wants thls place so
danged clean it's a gin) . £
“Women are that,way,,they» tell me.”
“They’d have to tell you. No woman

in her right mind would marry you.”

“You're still smgle, I notice.”

This was an old joke between themt.
The cook seemed to feel better after the
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barter of words. The meat was a good
one, but Whiskers’ appetite was not in
it. Jessie came through the swinging-
doors from the dining-reom.

“You wateh the front,” shke told the
cook. “I want to eaf with. Whiskers.”
© “Where’s Frank?™*

“He had to werk late at the bank, I
guess.” She locked at him sharply.
“What's the matter with you? Lose your
appetite?’”

“You’re feast enough for me.”

“Ah, shaw! Try something new. For
your eyes, yes, but how about your in-
gides? They can’t live on beauty.”

Whiskers: dragged his knife through
the tender steak, Frank Gruwell was
missing a real meal.

“Going to the schoolhouse receptlon i
Jessie asked.

“Reckon so. You an’ Frank goin’?”

- “I'm going. Frank says if he gets
dene soon enough, he’l meet me f:heree.

“T'll escort you there.”

Her eyes twinkled. “Weii,
Romeo, that’s swell of you.”

) IIOW,,

NHE schoolhouse was filling up when

they arrived. Kids looked out of

place with their knee-pants and shiny
faces.

He noticed Banker Glen Paysen was
present. The program started and he
excused himself and went out. Jessie,
he knew, was puzzled.

But the sign, he knew, was right.

His tongue had a bitter taste and it
wag ot from his chewing tebacco. Frank
Gruwell was in on this. He'd ride out
with Haynes and his gang and Jessie
would be left alone to the town and its
bifter tongues of gossip. And Tke New-
tom lay in the hotel, shet through the
belly, while his daughter Sary was be-
ing graduated from the eighth grade.

He checked at the livery barn. The
hostler was at the schoolhouse, The
horses of Haynes and Jefferson and Ral-
eigh were saddled and bridled and stood
in the stalls with the bridle-reins
wrapped around the manger-posts, One
quick jerk would free those reins.

He did not go into the darkened barn

far enough to see Frank Gruwell’s brone
i the back. He figured it would be sad-
dled and bridled, too. He was cold in-
side, and nervous. )

From the schoolhouse came the sweet
sound of a violin. That would be Sonny
Bowern, the sixth-grader. He hurried
toward the bank, going down: tke alley.
Haynes and Gruwell would make their
break down this alley, he figured. "

He swung between two buildings, got
to the front of a henhouse and, with
great difficulty, climbed on top the flat
roof. He was panting when he reached
its: dark top, not so much from exertion
as from excitement. He wormed for-
ward, came to the edge next. to the alley.
Below him, chickens clucked suddenly.
He had scared them., He expeeted them
to quiet down but now and then one
clucked and flapped its wings.

They seemed excited, too.

He laid a row of .38 she}l& out in frent
of him. Ther he put the .38 beside them
and waited. The violin kept playing, a
dim quiet sound because of the distance.
It was not soothing, though.

~ME dragged hy on a windbroken

L horse, Once he heard the front door
of the bank slam. There was a space
on each side of the bank between that
establishment and the adjeining build-
ings. He watched these;=for he could
see’ the mainstreet with its dim street-
lights through them. But no man mowed
across either.

Below him, a hen clucked suddenly,
noisy o her roost. Maybe that was
caused by the three men who had just
entered the alley, two from: the north.
one from the.south.

The shadows met, converged, and
made a dark blot at the rear door of the
bank. The door opened slowly and silent-
ly from inside. Whiskers caught the
glimpse of the money-sack, then the door
was closed, and somebody whispered
coarsely, “Make it out fast. I’ll give you
twenty minutes an’ then make out like I
broke outa my ropes and just got loose
to warn the town.”

Whiskers couldn't make out the iden~
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tities of the men. It was too dark. He
waited, trembling inside, until the trio
had meved away from the bank door.

Then, when they had broken frem the -

dark ball and became individuals, he
gpoke hoarsely.

‘“That’s far enough! BEvery man jack
of you stop right in your tracks! An up
with your hands!”

They turned, stared up at the hen-
house. One said raspingly, “Somebody
on that roof!”

1 know that voice!” Roy Haynes
snarled the words. “That’s the ol eobbler,
that Whiskers—"

Whiskers knew they would never sur-
render peacefully. One crouched, and,
before his gun could wink, the .38 had
knocked him down. Gun-flame smashed
out from the rear of the bank.

A Dbullet ripped the eave in front of
Whiskers. He had three shells left, and
they took toll. He counted them, and
vealized his gun was empty. And still,
Roy Haynes was on his feet.

Below him, hens cackled and flapped.
He fumbied his shells, cramming them
in. Only then was he aware a man was
below him, shooting through the hen-
house windew.

Roy Hayres tried to run, got a few
feet, and fell flat, By this time Whiskers
had cartridges in the .88.

“Who’s up there?” a voice called from
the henhouse. 3

Whiskers Malone doubted his ears.
#This is me, Whiskers. Frank, is that
you? I thought you—

Frank Gruwell climbed out the hen-

house window, breaking it with his gun.

“What the hell you doin’ here?”

ESPITE the distance to the ground,
Whiskers Malone made the jump.
He landed on all fours like an old eat,
gun still in his hand. Cobwebs hung to
Frank Gruwell’s suit and his pants were
torn at the knee.
“Who in the devil is that over by the
door ?”
“You make the guess.” Gruwell went
to Haynes, gun up. He rolled him over.
“This gent is dead.”

He gulped, whispered,  “Banker Glen
Payson, He—he was at the schoolhouse.
He—he tried to rob his own bank. He
sneaked” back an’ come in the front
door!”

“This gent is dead, too.” Frank Gru-
well walked from Mike Raleigh to Pinto
Jefferson. “Payson alive?”

“Yeah, he’s slive.” '

“He’s got a prison sentence ahead of
him,” Gruwell said grimly. “Jefferson
is as dead as a cinch-ring.” He stood up
and looked at Whiskers Malone. “I fig-
ured you was wise to this.”

UHOW‘]”

“Thig afternoon when I caught you in
the barn. Me, I'd gone down there to
check on those brands, too, to see if
there had been pitch smeared on them.”

Whiskers Malone nodded. “I had you
wrong, Frank; dead wrong. You knew
this was comin’, huh?”

Whiskers Malone understood a lot,

. now. “You played up to Haynes, huh?

Hell, I thought you were the ingide man.”
“You guessed wrong there, Whiskers.
I tried to worm into Haynes’ confidence.
1 got suspicious one night 1.saw Haynes
sneak into Payson’s shack an’ talk with
him. Payson’s bank is hard put.”
Whiskers nodded, again. Seemed like
all he could do was stand and nod. “Pay-
son would colleet insurance on this rob-
bery and then get a cutback, too. But

‘he missed when he figured that dinero

would come through on the stage instead
of by hossback.”

“He never had time to notify Haynes
it wasn’t on the stage.”

Payson was groaning. Over his moans
e¢ame the soft sound of the violin from
the schoolhouse. Evidently, beeause of
the festivities, the bullet-roar had meot
reached the celebrants.

“You go afier the doc at the school-
house,” Whiskers said. “I'll git here with
Payson.” '

Frank Gruwell ran into the night.
Whiskers sat on the back steps. And now
the sound of the violin was not a harsh
sound. It was sweet and soft, filling the
gtill warm air of the Wyoming night.



RUNAWAY STAGE

By KEN JASON

The kid's life didn’t matter—not with that government gold and that
: freight empire at stake. . . .

é HIP” KINNEY stood with his
saddle-bowed legs spread wide
apart, with a deep-burning

rage smouldering in his smoke-blue eyes.

“You might as well get a half-hitch
on that ornery temper of yours,” Happy
Hollister warned him flatly. “You won’t
pe making the Oro Pass run today—and
that's final!"”

Happy Hollister was a runty, sour-
faced little man wearing two low-slung
guns and a Texas Ranger’s badge pinned
te his barber-pole shirt. He had the look
of a man that had never smiled in his
life. But Kinney knew he was one of the
best lawmen in the country.

“That’'s govment gold the stage is
carrying,” the Ranger went on, hocking
3 rope-scarred thumb at the heavy Con-
cord and the two teams waiting near the
freight ramp. “It's consigned to a fed-
eral banking agency in Oro Pass. You're
sut on parole, Whip, after serving time
in the pen for armed robbery. You be-

ing an ex-con, the judge has issued a writ
restraining you from handlin’ gov’'inent
money. I'm here to see you adhere to !:hat
there cou’t injunction!”

As usual, 2 small erowd had collected
in the Tres Puentes plaza to watch the
departure of the stage, and Whip knew
the Ranger’s flat-toned words had car-
ried to every man present. Hatred for
the scrawny, grand-standing little law-
man tightened his lips. His eyes pinched
into a narrower frame. He. was prison-
branded, and Happy Hollister wasn’t
letting anybody forget that fact—Ileast of
all Whip Kinney! .

On impulse, Whip shifted his glance to
Aunn Barney, standing near the office
door. Since the death of old Jethro Bar-
ney in a slug-wagon accident near Kill-
man Hill, the entire responsibility for
Mountain Transfer's operations had rest-
ed on his daughter’s slim shoulders. Re-
suming his old job after being released
from prison, Whip had worked hard te

14
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lighten her load in every way possible.

But now, as always, Whip was left with
the impression that Ann Barney distrust-
ed and despised him. Her glance was cool
when it met his. Her shoulders stiffened
almost imperceptibly, and Whip looked
back at the lawman with long, bitter lines
drawn about his mouth,

“You know blame well this is another
of Hugh Clug’s tricks,” he said grimly.
“That court order ain’t worth the paper
it's written on. But with a hick, mule-
headed star-packer like you to back it
up, it will serve Clug’s purpose. It will
keep me from making the Oro Pass run
today—and our only other.Jriver is away
on a freight run to fhe Jaulipas Hills.”

The Ranger’s bony, freckled face red-

dened with anger, and Whip knew his .

barb-had struck home. The entire coun-
try was aware of the bitter rivalry that
existed between Mountain Transfer and
Hugh Clug’s Staghorn Lines. And it was
commonly felt that the “accident” in
which old Jethro Barney had lost his
life had been planned.

“There ain’t no use in augerin’, Whip,”
gaid the Ranger sourly. “You may be
right, and the Lord knows I hate to do
this to Miss Ann. But I'm honor-bound
to do my duty, and I'll make it stick.”

He hooked his thumbs in his sagging
gunbelt and loocked up at the tall, angry
driver with an implacable will reflected
in- his faded blue eyes. The little Ranger
was barely big enough to throw a shadow,
but Whip knew he wouldn’t back down
from the devil out of Hades. He’d do his
duty if it killed him.

“Staghorn’s slug outfit has blocked me
on Killman Hill every day this week,”

Whip said hotly. “We've had nothing but’

complaints. And if Clug can make us
mizs a run completely, he'll take ovér our
franchise.” ’

“Like I told you,” Happy Hollister
pointed out, “there ain’t no use in auger-
in’, Whip.”

Whip Kmney had a trapped helpless
feeling as he faced the little lawman.
Ann Barney’s icy scorn, and the enmity

of former friends who -looked down.on

hun because he was an ex-convict, ha&

combined to make him feel like an oui-
cast. And he knew he had to take this
stage through—or lose his job and the
last vestige of self-respect that had been

. accorded him for trying to go straight.

Happy Hollister must have sensed this,
for his fingers brushed his gun-butts. He
well knew the explosive temper in this
yellow-haired, whip-lean man with the
pallor of gray prison walls still on his
face. He was tensed to draw if Kinney
made a move toward the snub-nosed Navy
revolver at his hip.

That's where the lawman made his mis-
take. Whip Kinney knew he couldn’t beat
Hollister te the draw. The man was plain
poison with a gun. So Whip did the un-
expected, his long shape suddenly explod-
ing into action.

NE knotted fist came up from hig
knees to crash against the Ranger’s
freckled jaw with the sound of & bull-
strap smacking wet saddle leather. He
hit Hollister again as the man staggered
groggily and tried to go for "his gum,
and then drove a long, looping right into
his belly that had the lawman gasping
like a .ish on dry. land.

As Hollister dropped iike a pole-axed

- steer, Kinney whirled and vaulted to the

high spring seat beside the shotgun
guard. He grabbed the lines and his hard
howl set the teams in motion at a lunging
run. A man broke from the crowd in front
of Janoski’s deadfall as they whirled
across the plaza, and raced to swing
aboard.

“I ain’t hunting trouble,” he yelled up

at Kinney, ag the driver lifted his leg to

kick him loose. “Hell, man—I'm a passen-
ger!” His broad, bearded face was laugh-

" ter-wrinkied as he clung to the door.

Kinney forgot him and gave all his at-
tention to driving.

‘Dust poured from the wheels like water
and the stage rocked on its fore-and-aft
springs as they circled into the rutted
road leading east toward the high Oro
Blancos. A single shot hunted after
them as the coach caresned into the first
curve and nghted itself on the down-
grade



116 -

- WESTERN SHORT STORIES

Old “Casoose” Uvalde, the slim, gray-
ing Mexican - riding shotgun guard,
shifted his cud of chewing tobacco from
one leathery cheek to the other and
grinned at Whip.

“That loeo Ranger will be high-tail-
ing it after us as soon as he can straddle
a horse,” he-yelled, lifting his voice to
be heard above the rattle of the stage.
“He don’t like what you do to heem,
Sefior.”

“Fs verdad—it is true,” Whip yelled
back in the border Spanish he had speken
gince he was a shirt-tail kid living en
the Mexican side of the river. “But 1
eouldn’t just stand there-and do nothing.
This is Clug’s work. He’s bribed and in-
timidated. our drivers until me an’ Pete
Rucker are the only ones left, and Pete
is scared to tackle thiz Oro Pass run.
He keeps remembering that old Jethro
wag shoved off into the canyon by ene of
Clug’s slug-wagons. That's a rough way
to die, Casoose.”

The oldster shrugged. He had only ene
eve, and that eye was suddenly sober.
“But you have enly postponed the show-
down with Ranger Happy Hollister—and
with Clug,” he answered gloomily. “That
lawman, he is like the aggravated ele-
vhant, Sefior—he never forgets.”

Whip Kinney swore bitterly under his
breath. As far as he was concerned, Hol-
lister’s name was synonymous with
trouble. His eyes went bleak and hard as
he thought back to the time, nearly two
years ago, when he had first run afoul
of Happy Hollister and the law.

INNEY had quit his job with a jerk-

line outfit to haul passengers and

fast freight for old Jethro Barney, whom

he had known all of his life. Barney had

been in a jam. Hugh Clug, new to the

country but already a power, was fighting

him tooth and toenail for business in the

©re Blanco district. And Clug wasn’t
particular about methods used.

Mountain Transfer’s equipment was
wrecked. Schedules were snarfed and
never on time, Drivers bribed or intimi-
dated. Almost every wagon that left the

freight yard met with an “aceident” of
some kind.

In desperation, Jethre Barney hand-
picked men for their ability to handle
fists and guns. as well as the heavy slug-
wagons and fast rolling stock. For a time,
at least, he had held his own against
Staghorn’s ambitious owner.

Whip Kinney had been working for
Mountain Transfer about a month when
he was approached by Clug. Clug had of-
fered to pay him to delay the Oro Pass
run on Killman Hill. This was a long,
dangerous grade that ended in a hairpin
turn near the river, hugging the rim of
a sheer two-hundred-foot jump-off. He
had offered Kinney a thousand-doBar
bonus to wreck the stage on the Kﬂ}ma-n
Hill curve.

Whip Kinney had flatly refused. Think-
ing it over later, he had gone back to-the
Staghorn office and given Hugh Chig
the hiding of his life. Then Ranger Happy
Hollister had stepped into the picture.

The little lawman had arrested Whip,
and Clug had charged him with stealing
money from the company safe, which he
claimed had been open at the time of the
fight. Hollister found the money in
Whip’s soogan-roll, sewed into the hmng
of a quilt.

It had been a frame-up of the rawest
kind, but a court had eonvicted Kinney on
the two men’s testimeny. He had served
a year and a day in the state pen. Now
he was out on parole for good behavior,
but he knew if Happy Hollister had his .
way about it, he’d be back in that pen to
rot before they turned him loose again.
The sour-faced little lawman was that
cantankerous and ornery.

And he'd be trailing Kinney, the way
old Casoose said, as soon asg he could set
a saddle. . . .

HIP KINNEY thought of all this

while the stage rushed down the
long slope toward the first creek, bounc-
ing through the road ruts, slamming
around the curves, see-sawing constant-
Iy on its fore and aft springs. The teams
were fresh and threw their solid weight

- into the harness with a viger, and hoofs
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beat at the hard-packed earth like am
overtone of drums.

Old Casoose kept glancing over his
sheulder to spot any pursuit. Whip held
the ribbons loesely in his fingers, rage
burning through him at the thought of
the raw deal the Rdnger had tried to hand
him in the guise of a legal paper. They
both knew Clug exerted an unholy influ-
ence over the local courts. Whip hated to
believe it, but it looked like the Ranger
was in cahoots with Clug, too.

The coach plunged down a last em-
bankment and hit the shallow ford. Water
splashed high and something cracked like
a pistol shot, and then the team went
at a clawing climb up the farther bank
and swung north toward the desert and
Oro Pass, which lay eighty miles away
across towering mountdins.

“If we eould just run this stagecoach
on a flatboat,” said old Casoose, pointing
to the nearby gorge of the Rio Grande,
“we could float ’er around them moun-
taing in half the time it takes us to
cross. ‘em!”’

The sun was up now and heat beat at
them from a flat and desolate eountry
broken only by cacti standing in sentinel
solitude along the read. Dust whipped up
like firesmoke and the coolness of the
mountains standing high over Blanco Gap
looked inviting: In another hour they
were bucking the long grade up to the
gap, where the land slid away like a gi-
gantic uptilted table to the Rio Grande.

At ten o’cloek they reached Hop Perry’s
ranch and changed teams. Within the
hour they weve across the gap and loop-
ing through z rough, cedar-studded can-
yon that would bring them out near Kill-
man Hill, The stage slammed at full
speed around the turns under Kinney's
expert guidaunce, leather springs squeal-
ing and the big wheels cracking now and
them as they jumped acress the ruts.

Then Whip Kinney was riding the
brake with-his foot and sawing on the
lines, ang old Casoose had jerked ereet
with his scatter-gun ready for instant
action. d

A huge boulder had slid from the
cliff and Iay squarely in the middle of

the road, blocking their way. Fresh dirt
still dribbled from the overhang fo: mark
its passage. The team shied around the
boulder and the stage slewed to a stop
with one wheel cut sharply and almost
touching it.

“Look out, Seftor!”” was the old Mexi-
caw’s growled warning. “Thigs ig a favor-
i_te road agent trick!”™

UT the minutes dragged by, and
: nothing happened. Whip finally
swung down to study the boulder, and
the passenger emerged from the coach to
join him.

“What's up, driver?” he asked. -

“Trouble, 1 reckon,’ said Whip
shortly.

He studied the man for a moment. He
was short and sguare-built, with calm
gray eyes and a heavy beard. An old sear
gashed his nose and his lips looked red
against the blackness of his beard. He
wore the wash-faded Levis and brush-
searred jacket of a working cowpuncher,
but his hand, when he [ifted it to stroke
his beard, was smooth and unmarked by
rope-burns or fence-patching.

Well, Whip told himself, he’d give him
sonrething to soil them pretty hands.

“We'll have to loop a couple of trace-
chaing around the boulder,” he szaid, “and
drag it off the road. You two will have
to grab pry-poles and lever it toward the
edge. With the jump-off on one side and
the overhand on the other, there ain't
room enough to swing the team.”

“You're the boss,” said the bearded
man cheerfully, and stepped back to re-
move his jacket while Whip bent to un-
hiteh the lead team.

Old Casoese swung down from the box,
his squinted eye reflecting the worry he
felt as he scammed the brushy hillside
where anything eould be hidden. His
leathery face was grimed with sweat and
alkali dust, and the black patch over the
empty socket where his other eye had

beer gave him a sinister look.

Finally satisfied, he leaned his shotgun
againgt the front wheel—and it was thea
the bearded passenger cat-footed up be-
hind him and struck him a smashing
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blow over the head with the long barrel
of a six-shooter he’d snaked out from
under his jacket.

One of the horses jumped when
Casoose fell, and Whip Kinney swung
around to face the black. bore of a six-
shooter aimed at his lank middle.

“Try for that sidehorn,” the bearded
man promigsed grimly, “and I'll blow you
loose from your backbone!” Then he
lifted his voice in a .yell that carried
up the slope.

“Jeeter! Kid! Bring the horses on
down. Everything’s under control!”

T had all happened so quickly, and so
smoothly, that Whip Kinney was

saught completely off guard. He lifted:

his hands. It was hot in the canyon, but
there was a coldness inside him as two
men came down the brushy hillside, both
of them leading saddled horses.

The slim, loose-lipped kid he had seen- .

before around Tres Puentes. The Ringo
Kid, he was called. His gray-green eyes
were as shallow.as bar mirrors and re-
flected about as much knowledge. He had
the wolfish, trouble-hungry look of a gun-
whelp who's trying to prove he’s as tough
and ready to howl as the rest ~f the pack.

Jeeter Luckett had worked for Moun-
tain Transfer until old Jethro Barney
had discovered he was also on- Clug’s
payroll, and fired him. Jeeter was huge
and thick-built, and he still carried the
raw scar across his neck and jaw where
Barney had laid into him with a bull-
swhip. A chunk of untrimmed roan hair
showed below his sweat-stained hat. His
little eyes were muddy slits of meanness.

“I reckon,” said Whip thinly, “you aim
1o shove the stage into the canyon and

make it look like another accident. Maybe .

that was the kind of accident old Jethro
had when he was killed below here a
month ago, Luckett. You swore when he
fired you that you'd get even for that
hiding he gave you with a bull-whip, I
should have thought of you at the time.”

“Youw're a quick thinker,” sneered
Luckett. “Sure, we done old man Barney
in. But we got something else figured
for you, sucker. You're going to be the

fall guy ag’in—same as you were the
t{ime the Ranger found that money in
your seogan-roll.” .
He laughed at- Whip’s surprlse and
turned to the bearded man.
© “Tie him up, Anse, and toss him in-
side. Kid, if that old un’s dead, just roll
him over the embankment. I ain’t .got
time to.fool with no one-eyed Mexican.”
“If he is dead,” Whip blazed, -“the
three of you will hang from the highest
limb we can find in the Oro Blancos-—
and Hugh Clug will kick alongside you!”
“Says. youl” Luckett snorted. .
. “Says me!’ Whip answered wrathfu]ly
“Ain’t you found out yet,” Luckett de-
manded, “that you’re a prize sucker for
buckin’ Clug? Why don’t you get smart?
You could have made some real dough
instead of spending that time in the coop
for something you didn’t even do.”
Something inside Whip Kinney
snapped. Luckett was brazenly admitting
framing him, Whip’s face went white
with fury. And suddenly, he moved,
lunging at the roan-haired man. Two
years of pent-up rage and frustration
and desperation were behind the wicked
blow he swung at Luckett’s -head. But

the blow never connected.

The bearded man said, “So you wa“lt
to play rough?” and slammed his six-
shooter barrel 'down across Whip’s hat.
The driver dropped in his tracks. . : .

RHE coach was tearing down a boul-
der-strewn flat, wheels bouncing and
slewing along eroded ruts that were little
more than twisting - .eow-trails. Brush
rapped at the axles and the hubs howled
a strident protest at every turn. Now and
then the big wheels erashed against rocks
and fell jarringly back into the ruts, and
pam cut like a knife through Whip Kin-
ney’s gun-hammered head.

He lay in a twisted heap.in the bottom
of the coach. His hands were tied behind
hig back and his booted feet were roped
together. Dust sifted through the floor-
boards and clogged his nostrils, and his-
skull throbbed like a Comanche war
drum. It was this constant, clawing pain
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that brought him back to full conscious-
ness. '

Realization that the stage was under-
way was like a dash of cold water that
cleared his brain. Then panic hit him
like a mule kick in the belly, Where was
Luckett and his two henchmen taking
him? What had happened to old Casoose
Uvalde? Why had the road agents stolen
the stage? The futile questions poured
through his mind as he fought frantically
against the leather thongs holding his
‘hands.

But the rawhide left his wrists bloody
and scuffed without loosening in the
slightest,- and after a time he lay back
with cold sweat bathing his body. He
was in a tight, and knew it. He knew
now that these men had killed Jethro
Barney, and Luckett had admitted to the
frame-up that had sent him to the pen.
The burly roustabout would never have
opened his mouth if he had thought Whip
Kinney might be given a chance to talk.

Whip shivered a little at that. Des-
peration gave him the strength to double
hig legs under him and shove into a sit-
ting position on the back seat. He stared
out of the window at towering red walls
that rose sheer and massive on either
gide of the racing coach. _

Whip had punched cattle in the Oro
Blancos, and knew the country well. He
had been here before. They were careen-

ing down Cow Heaven Anticline toward

the Rio Grande Rlver, following a little-
used road that led to a Mexican settle-
ment across from the Willow Creek ford
—Poso Verde, if he remembered the
name of the pueblo correctly. His mind
raced ahead with the raftle and inter-
minable rocking of the stage.

. Why had the road agents stolen the
big Concord? He asked himgelf wildly.
And the answer to that sent a chill
spidering up hig spine.

The renegade Luckett was using the
coach to-transport the heavy gold ship-
ment across the border. Then, some-
where in the remiote fastness of the Pelon
Mountaing in Old Mexico, he would wreck
the stage and mueder the driver. With

old Casoose dead and unable to talk, it

would be made to appear that Whip
Kinney was the culprit.

The cold, clever brutality of the scheme
turned Whip’s blood to ice water. He
knew that it would work. If Range:
Happy Hollister was really siding Clug,
the law would make little fuss over the
disappearance of stage and driver. Moun-
tain Transfer would be ruined. Ann Bar-
ney would lose the franchise that old
Jethro had worked so hard to save.

“And even if I got loose,” Whip
groaned in anguish, “I'd still have to
answer to the law for killing old Casoose
God, what a megs!”

Then he thought of Ann Barney, and
black despair tore through him like a
red-hot branding iron. Ann, tos, would
believe him guilty, and somehow that
seemed more important to Whip Kinney
than the vengeance of the law or any-
thing the road agents might do to him.
He had the sick, helpless feeling of a
man caught in a quicksand bog and be-

ing sucked slowly under. . . .

EAR noon the stage dropped down

a last rocky slope and came to &
creaking halt near the river. Water was
backed up in the shallow arroyo that led
to the crossing, and Kinney knew a mo-
ment of wild elation when he saw that
the Rio Grande was on one of its unpre-
dictable rises.

Rain in the New Mexico mountains,
hundreds of miles from here, had turned
the lazy river into a muddy, roiling ex-
panse of treacherous wafer that made
the crossing uncertain. Luckett would be
a fool to risk it. And if the road agents
were held up here, Happy Holhster might
overtake them.

Whip knew the Ranger would stick
to his trail like a burr to a saddleblanket
until he was behind bars, and suddenly,
that seemed his only hope of getting out
of this mess with a whole hide.

-But the hope was short-lived. Two
massive logs lay in the shallow backwater
of the arroyo, used by Mexicans to ferry
their cumbersome two-wheeled carretas
across. At a curt order from Luckett,
the Ringo Kid and Anse climbed from
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the stage and mounted the tweo herses
that’d been hitched on behind. Anse
snaked his loop over ome of the logs,
taking a dally around his saddlehorn, and
dragged it into deeper water.

“Ploat the .ether 'un in, Ringo”
Luckett cemmanded. “Then wuse your
eateh-ropes to lash the logs to the axles.
Fve ferried more’'n eme chuck wagon
across the Red and €Canadian rivers go-
ing up the Chisholm Trail, and eompared
to them, the Brave’ll be a lead-pipe
einch!”

With sinking heart, thp watched the
logs floated under the eoach. Onece acress
the river, he knew his life wouldn't be
worth a plugged pese. He had failed
again! And of all the people in the werld
10 be hurt by his shorteomings, it had te
be Ann Barney. He wished with all the
savage hopelessness of a trapped animal
that he could get his back to & wall some-
where and something to fight with. -

All he wanted was a chance to prove
to eld Jethro’s daughter that he wasn’t
a crooked ex-convict who jinxed every-
thing he touched!

The logs were floated tmder the axles
and lashed into place, and Luckett climbed
back to the box. Whip leaned out of the
window as the Ringo Kid looked worried-
Iy toward the south bank.

Beyond the river, on a barren plain
that slid down from the Pelon Mountains
to the narrow valley of the Rio Grande,
was a drab, wind-whipped huddle of sun-
blistered ’dobe shacks, making up the
Little Mexican cow town of Poso Verde.
A dust cloud hung over the corrals there,
where mounted vaqueros were shoving
eattle into the laced-pole pens.

. NOTHER stirring of dust showed

on the river road. The stagecoach

kad attracted attention, and most of the
pueblo’s saddle-eolored = citizenry were
turning out to watch the crossing. Poso
Verde was off the beaten path, its sup-

plies brought in by mule train, and to’
the simple peons and vaqueres a horse-

draswn coach leoked like one of the
wmiracles the padres preached ahout.
Then Whip Kinney saw the thing that

had caused the Ringe Kid's eonecern, and
leaned eagerly forward. For there were
soldados in the crowd, barefeot, swarthy
men wearing nendescript uniforms arid
armed fo the teeth. One rider had g saber
slung frem his saddleliorn and silver
instgnia of some king glittered o the
eollar of his tunie.

Hope, in the guise of a formless idea,
began te gnaw at Whip Kinney. Excite-
ment quickened in him. The black-beard-
ed Anse, up to his knees in the sift-
colored water, scowled at the greowing
crowd. ) :

“We can’t have trouble with the Eu-
rales, Jeeter,” he -growled. “They're =z
hard-riding, straight-shooting pack of
devils that like nothing better than a

goad fight?”

“Por’t T know it,” Jeeter Luckelt an-
swered from the box. “I've mixed it with
'em before, and ecome out on the losing

- end. We can’t let them see Kinney ar the

gold, or they’ll suspect something sure!”

“It’s teo late to plug Kinney and piteh
him in the rio,” the Kid put in, ecursimg
a little wﬂdly “TFhey’re Watchmg us like
hawks.”

“Untie Kinney and put bim up here”
Luckett directed. “He speaks their kinge.
PH ride ke I’'m the shotgun guard, with
the muzzle of my rifle shoved in his ribs
and my f *’inger on the trigger. If he makes
& false move of any kind, he'll be the
first ene dead!”

Neither the Ringe Kid nor Anse spoke
Spanish, and they both protested wvieo-
lently against this move. But time was
running short, They knew the stage
would be missed when it failed te reack
Rock Wells, the next stop after the gap,
and that a posse had probably beem or-

- ganized to track it down by thig thme. A

sense.of growing urgency made the pair
finally agree to Luckett’s proposal.

The Ringo Kid eut Kinney loose, and
boosted him to the box. Luckett kanéeé
hins the lines.

“T understand Mex,” the big rmega&c
growled, “even i I don’t speak B very
well. Tell them greasers we're scouting
eut & new rowte for one of your stages.
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Make it stick. None of ’em ever saw a
stagecoach before, and they’ll believe
anything you tell ’em.

“Make it a good yarn, and we’ll turn
you loese with a horse under you as soon
as we get past the toewn,” he went on.
Then he added, ominously, “But tip them
Rurales’ band, and yow’ll get the first
slug that's fired!”

Kinney knew the road agents would
never keep the bargain. Once through
the town, they’d shoot him down in his
{racks and leave his body in some lone-
gsome spot for the buzzards. But with
Jeeter Luckett’s rifle shoved in his ribs,

there wasn’t much ‘he could do about it.

His heart was hammering and his eyes
were narrowed to slits of degperation
as he kicked off the brake and yelled at
the horses. . . .

» \HE teams churned into deep water.
The stage lurched as the current

caught it, and threatened to tip over. But -

the heavy logs dragged it down and it
swung slowly downstream, wheels drag-
ging at the bottom, as the horses bucked
the strong current toward the Mexican
gide of the river. Then, just when it
seemed the stage would be swept off the
rock shelving that formed the crossing,
the: lead horses were over the narrow
strip of swimming water and lunging
for the shore. The wheels caught and
they rolled into the shallows, where the
logs were cut loose and dragged out on
the bank for future use. :
“Tatk turkey, hombre,” Luckett
warned, as they drove on out on the bank
and-the erowd swarmed around them.
Kinney faced the yelling, waving mob
of big-hatted Mexicans with what he
hoped would pass for a cheerful grim.

Mounted vagueres were pounding up

from the ecorrals now, and é}ogs and half-
naked little ninos hung the fringes
of the crowd. The kids were m&e-eyed
at the gight-of a real coche.

“Que es, sefiores?” the Rurale officer
demanded, holding wp his hand for si-
lence, “What are you deing on Mexican
s0il? What is the meaning of this?”

He spoke in rapid, staceato Spanish.

HIP KINNEY was acutely con-

scious of the rifle barrel shoved
in his side as he stared down at the
officer. The man was tall and lean in the
saddle. Hair the color of yellow ’'dobe
dirt lay in a thick chunk at the back of
his neck, and a mustache of the same
dun color adorned his thin upper lip. His
eyes were black and full of smouldering
suspicion, and his hand rested on his
revolver butt.

But for the uniform, Kmney would
have earmarked the man a swaggering,
swashbuckling bandido. That had prob-
ably been his former oceupation, the
driver guessed. Whip was aware of Mex-
ico’s curious way of seleeting police of-
ficers for her hard-riding rural constabu-
lary. When a bandide was ecaptured, he
was given the alternative of donning a
Rurale uniform or being ’dobe-walled and
shot. The scheme of setting a thief to
catch a thief had worked out very well,
and this hawk-eyed, hard-stamped hom-
bre had the look of an unrepentant rene-
gade if Whip had ever seen ore.

“We are seouting roads for our com-
pany,” he said, firing effortless Spanish
back at the man. “There is a chance that
we may: send a stage to Poso Verde every
week, since most of your supplies are
brought in over the mountains. Your
government is considering the matter
favorably.”

. The officer seemed puzzled and the
tension was beginning to wear at Whip’s
nerves. “I am the Rurale jefe of this
district,” said the  Mexican. “Capitan

Cheno Sanchez. T have been told nothing

about this proposed stage line connecting
your country and mine.” -

“What the hell’s going on here?”
Luckett demanded; his low-toned voice
charged with suspicion. “What's all the
jabbering about, Kinney ?”

Whip Kinney cut him a startled glance,
The man didw't understand their lingo,
after oll! Hard on the heels of that real-
ization came a feeling of elation that he
could barely keep out of hig voice.

“Shut up!” he growled. “You want to
queer the deal?” And fo the Rurale jefe,
who was regarding him with equal sus-
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picion, he said: “Why -don’t you ride

into town on the stage with me? We can

talk things over in your office.”

He had switched back to Spanish, and
the - capitan answered in the same lan-
guage.

“T'lt do. that senor ” he sald a little
grimly, and stepped from the saddle to
the wheel. A soldado took the reins and
led his horse away, and he shouted a
command to the rest of his dlsmounted
troop.

“Fgll in] We'll escort the Americanos

and their vehicle to the pueblo!”

Jeeter Luckett observed this move with
consternation in his eyes, and the Ringo
Kid looked scared emough to go for his
gun. ‘Whip explained things hurriedly,
and Luckett stepped back into the bag-
gage rack. His baleful glance told Whip
as plain as words that the driver would
be ‘a candidate for a sod coffin 1f any-
thing went wrong.

The Ringe Kid started to curse in a
high-pitched voice, then choked back the
cuss-words when the capitan looked at
him. The procession got underway. Dogs
and hilf-naked kids ran noisily ahead of
the coach. The waqueros, straddling
horses wearing the La Cruz brand,
stirred the dust with rodeo antics and

exploded a few Caﬂ;ridgesto add to the-

gala air. -

HE entrance into Poso Verde took
on the aspects of a fiesta parade.
With several soldados hanging from
the back of the coach, and the jefe riding
beside him, Whip Kinney felt immensely
better. Here was his chance to tangle
Luckett in his own rope. He’d show that
big renegade roustabout that it didn’t
pay to rustle a stagecoach from Whip
Kinney! And if he worked it right, he’d
satch Hugh Clug in the same loop.
“Them Chihuahua spurs you're sport-
ing,” he told the Rurale officer in urgent
Spanish, “are raking the paint off a box
holding twenty-five thousand dollars in
gold! I'm the driver of this stage. These
men held it up, killed the guard, and are
trying to take the stage up into the
Pelon Mountains where they can aban-

don lt and leave my carcass under a
eutbank,

“The company will reward you,” he-
added, “for recovering the coach and the
gold. I'll be obliged to you, personally,
for saving my hide. And if you’ll hold
these three outlaws for the gringo au-
thorities, I'm sure there’ll be another re-
ward forthcoming there. With that much
dinero, you could buy a hacienda and let
the Rurales go to seed.”

Not a muscle moved in the jefe’s face
to betray that anything unusual was
underway. The smile on his thin lips wasg
smooth, enigmatie. = ¥

“Do not worry, sefior,” he said pohtely
“All will be taken care of.”

The stage rolled into the town plaza'

‘and stopped in front of the low-walled

prison that served as Rurale headquar-

" ters. Capitan Cheno Sanchez spoke ban=

teringly to the crowd. In the same light
tones he ordered his men to disarm the
gringos.

Things happened fast. A goldier swung
his rifle butt at Jéeter Luckett’s head.
There was the sickening thud of iron-
hard wood on flesh and bone, and the blg
road agent tumbled headlong from the
coach like a pole-axed steer. The black-
bearded Anse was jerked from the saddle-
and knocked in the head in a similar
manner. The Ringo Kid was not hard to
subdue. A cuff in the face and he was
spineless, cowering.

Whip Kinney grinned widely at the
officer. “That wag shck m/c cagntwn Now
rn—>

The Rurale jefe had a pxstol in ins
hand. “Sefior,” he said, “your story
stinks. You have sold your friends out
to the law in hopes of taking all of the
loot yourself. But it will not work, sesor.
I will keep the gold myself. And tomor-
row, at sunrise, you will keep a date with
a ’dobe wall and the devil—facing o fir-
ing squadl”

HE prison was an old ’dobe corral
that smelled rankly of sheep and
sweaty bodies and the long-accumulated
filth of countless prisoners. Two guards
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patrolied the walls, armed with both
pistols and rifles, and the inmates of
the stockades were always in full view
of the soldados since there were no cells.

A flag hung. over the single building
in the enclosure, which had been con-
verted from a stable into barracks, and
more soldiers lounged there.

Whip Kinney squatted on his hunkers
in the shade of the west wall and stared

glumly around him. Nearby lay Luckett’

and Anse, both nursing bloody, gun-ham-
mered heads, and the Ringo Kid slumped
farther along .the wall. The Kid was
green at the giils over the prospect of
facing a firing squad.

Whip Kinney was sunk in the depths-

of despair. The hopelessness in his eyes
was that of a man who’s come to the
end of his rope and found the knot un-
raveled. He had led the road agents into
a law trap, all right—only to be caught
in. it himself. He was out of the frying
pan into the fire, 'dobe-wall bait along
with the renegades who'd gotten him
into this mess.

Then he thought of Ann Barney, and
what this would mean to her. Mountain
Transfer -would be ruined. She would
have to sell out to make good the loss of
the gold shipment. And with Whip Kin-
ney dead in a nameless grave below the
border, she’d always blame him for what
had- happened. Clug’s scheme had failed,
in part, but Whip. Kinney would still
be: the goat.

That’s what made Kinney as mlserable
as a hound-dog caught sucking eggs. He

couldn’t have Ann Barney thinking him.

the kind of two-bit coyote that’d steal
from a girl. He had been loyal to his
outfit right from the start, and been
railroaded to the pen because he wouldn’t
sell out to Clug. The fact that Ann had

believed him guilty had made it all the

more hard to take.

Out on parole, he had been given his
old job back. Then Jethro Barney was
killed, and he’d worked harder than ever

to help Ann. But she had distrusted him,"

despised him as a convicted criminal, and
kept him on the payroll only because of

Cli_lg’.s ruthless tactics. Clug had made

it almost impossible for her to get other
drivers.

Today’s happenings would prove the
worst to her. She would look upon it as
irrevocable proof that hé had been a
traitor to Mountain Transfer. In his
mind’s eye, Whip could picture the cold,
cynical curl of her lips when she heard
the news, the bitter “I-knew-it” gleam
in her eyes, and the image cut him to
the quick. Ann Barney was the real rea-
son Whip had stuck with Mountain
Transfer when the going got tough.

In desperation, he moved to where
Luckett and the squat Anse were propped
against the wall.

“We've got to get out of here,” he said

- tightly. “We've got to get that stage back

across the border!” ,

“If my head didn’t hurt so much,”
Jeeter Luckett got out between clenched
teeth, “I’d kill you with my bare hands!
You tipped off that damn Rurale captain,
else he’d never of knowed about the gold.”

“That’s water over the dam now,”
Whip answered. “We're all in this to-
gether, and we’ll be standing ag'in that
wall together in the morning if we don't
think of something quick!”

He hooked his thumb at the bullet-
pocked south wall of the stockade, where
the hard-packed ’dobe dirt bore mute,
dark stains,

Ange shuddered. “Kinney’s right. We
can settle our differences on the outside.
Main thing is to save our hides. I-ain’t
hankerin’ for no dose of Rurale lead!”

“Maybe you're gonna fly out,” Luckett
suggested, grimly. “Them walls are ten
feet high, and the guards up there ain't
packin’ no sotol poles!”

“It's past noon now,” said Anse
thoughtfully, “and I’ve never seen a dad~
blamed Mexican that’d miss his siesta.
If we just had a rope. . . .”

“I've got a knife,” the Ringo Kid whis-
pered, fumbling in the pocket of his bull-
hide chaps. His face was drained of color,
but there was an-eager light in his
washed-out eyes. *“I wasn’t searched very
good. Let me get close enough to one of
them greasers and I can run this between
his ribs before he kin grunt!”
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“Shut up!” Whip Kinney breke im,
tensely. “I've got an idea. Kid, peel off
them chaps. The rest of you gather
around close so the guards can’t see what
Pm deing.”

“Phig iz a hell of a time,” Luckett
snarled, “to be cuttin’® out leather dolls.”

“Loop a half-hitch on that looge tongue
of yours,” Anse ordered, ominously,
“Kinney ain’t talking nonsense. The boy’s
got a head on his-shoulders, ’stead of a
holler gourd like yourn. He’s aimin’ to
plait ‘hisself a rope!”

NE of the guards had already suc-
cumbed to'the somnolence of siesta
time. He leaned against a corner pest,
his sombrero shading his eyes, and
drowsed through the heat of the day. The
other soldado lazily patrolled the wall at
the opposite end of the carcel, smoking
a corn-husk quirly and staring into gpace.
Working with feverish haste, Whip
cut the Kid’s chaps inte long, narroew
strips. There was enough leather in each
legging to braid a slim, strong, three-
strand rope about fifteen feet long, The

Kid knotted each in turn and held it .

while Whip wove the strands together,
gpacing the splices for added strength.
And while he worked, Whip’s mind
raced ahead. Even if they escaped, he
felt certain that neither the stage nor
the gold would cross the border. Some-
thing in the Rurale officer’s eyes, in his
smooth speech, had warned Whip that
the man had no intention of turning the
loot back to the American authorities,
Capitan Cheno Sanchez did not look like
one who would let a fortune slip through
his fingers because of any scruples.
And Whip had to recover that gold.
Bven if Ann Barney did consider him
a low, erawling thing that’d skin his own
grandmother alive and tan the hide if
he thought somebody would buy the pelt,
he had to outwit the crooked Rurale jefe
and get back across the border with the
money somehow. That was the only way
he’d ever convince Ann of his good faith.
“Im going to steal that stagecoach
right out from under that Rurale capi-
tan’s eyes,” he told the trio. “You're go-

ing to side me. When we're clear of the
town, you can head yonderly. T'll go on

‘by myself.”

“Are you crazy?” Luckett flared, “To
hell with the stagecoach and the gold!
Pm interested in nothing but my hide.”

“You can count me eut, toe,” said Anse,
“Me and the Kid are stringin® along with
Luckett—putting Mexico’'s dust behind
us in a hurry!”

“You’'ll side me,” prormsed Whip, with
a lot more confidence than he really felt,
“or T'll yell bloody murder and have them
guards on our necks. Make up your minds
in a hurry, boys.” . :

“Why, damn your hide!” Luckett
snarled, and lunged at Whip. But he
swallowed anything else he had te say
when the. driver dodged, stepped baek
and filled his lunge for a yell.

“Whoa! Whoa!” Ange mterposed,
hastily. “We'll side you, Kinney. Just
take it easy until we get out. of here?”

“The first thing to de,” said Whip, “is
get over the wall. I think we can swing
it. Then we'll grab: hor.ses somewhere,
and guns!

HE little group under the west wall
broke up, and drifted in pairs
toward either end of the stockade. Under
hig jacket Whip carried a coiled leather
rope. Anse, walking with the Kid in the
other direction, carried a similar bundle.
There was a soft swish as a loop darted
up toward the guard, and he was yanked
abruptly from the wall. Before he eounld
make any outery, strong fingers closed

- over his neck. His pistol was snaked from

the holster and used on his head with
rough finesse.

Across the stockade a sxmllar “acei-
dent” happened to the guard there. Whip

‘jerked hig loop from the soldado’s limep

form and tossed the rope over a eorner
post. He swarmed up the rope, with
Jeeter Luckett at his heels. They dropped
into the dust of the street and whirled,
unseen, around the nearest building.

“Easy enough!” Luckett breathed, as
goon a8 they were free of the stockade.
“Now if we can just get some horses ané
head out of {own, . , .”
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‘Whip “had esunted twenty soldados in
the Poso -Verde detachment, and he knew
the waguerss and “town’s-folk could be
counted on to take part-in a fight if one
started. But everything in -the little
pueblo, including ‘the dogs and cats,
seemed to be:taking a siesty, and for once
in hig life luck seemed to be with Whip.

¥ T didn’t last long. Approaching the

-eorrals, jam-packed with several hun-
dred ‘brush-wild “Meexican catfle brought
inbythe La Cruz vagueros that day, they
spotted a -cavvy 0f horses hitched to a
bed-wagon. A corral-hand was curled up
‘in -the shade 'of the wagon.

‘Jeeter Luckett picked up a heavy
gingle-tree as ‘he advanced on the sleep-
ing "Mexican.

Killing a sleeping man like slamming
‘a steerin the head with:a sledge-hanmer
was more than Whip Kinney could
stomach. He shoved Luckett aside. He
8lid up ‘behind the Mexican and grabbed
him, one arm around his neck and the
‘other-gripping the Mexican’s right wrist.

'That’s- when "Whip Kinney’s luck ran
out. He'd gripped fhe Mexican’s right
wrist, thinking that was his gun hand.
Biit the man’s ‘left hand snaked under
his brush jacket and brought out a snub-
nosed 45 with lightning speed. The gun
was tipping back -over -his shoulder to
blast Kinney :in ‘the face ‘when Anse
moved in and knocked down his-arm. The
shot spattered dirt over the Ringo Kid’s
boots and roused -echoes all over town.

The -damage was done. Whip shoved
the Mexican around and drove-a straight,
hard vight to ‘the jaw that knecked him
down and out. Anse was still clinging

to his ‘gun hand, and now the ‘bearded.

renegade ~wrested the gun from ‘the
vaguero’s: loose grip.

But panic stricken eattle had “started
to mill :in fthe eorrals, threatening %o

crash threugh the heavy fences, and yon-

der “in ‘the #quare sounded a bdbble of
excéited wveices as the La Cruz cowhands
came ‘on the run.

“Open them gates and stand out of the
way,;” he yelied at Anse, whirling toward
the 'corra}s

Angse saw how things were shaping up,
and swung open the double gate just as
the first vaqueros came streaming across
the plaza. Whip was on the back fence
now, hlasting away at the noses of the
nearest steers. The first blinded, powder-
burned ladino let out a pain-crazed bellow
and whirled into the heaving cattle.

Bedlam broke loose ‘in the plaza as
men climbed awnings and poles and dived
into buildings to escape the stampede,
and some of the cattle, hemmed :in by
houses on four sides, crashed ‘through
swinging doors into wsaloons and ran
amuck through shops.

HIP KINNEY turned to find the.
Ringo XKid riding a horse and
leading three others. He got one -of the
‘mounts, a sorrel, under him with a jump.
While the Kid and Anse remained to
load the sick and heaving Jeeter Luckett
on ‘a horse, he headed through the ruck
of the stampede ‘toward the police stable.
The place was deserted. The stage
stood unguarded near ‘the feed-pen, and
the teams had been turned into the pen
with ‘the bridles jerked off .and trace-
chains hung from ‘the hames. A smile
of grim satisfaction -tightened Whip’s
lips when 'he rode ¢lose and saw the gold
‘box still in the boot. B

Sanchez had certainly played into
Whip’s hands. The uprear had drawn the
soldados on guard toward the center of
the town. He knew they’d be back in a
hell of -a -hurry when they ran afoul of
the fear-crazed cattle. That meant he had
to work. fast. He grabbed a handful of
bridles ‘and started catching horses,
hitéhing them quickly to ‘the stage.

But the job was done, finally, and -he
swung to the box with a feeling akin to
sheer elation. His hard ‘howl sent the
team ahead at a run, and he looked back
over his shoulder at the thick, reddish :
dust boiling up from the center of Poso
Verde. ) ;

‘But the glee was short-lived. He was
about halfway to the river, with the stage
rocking downhill at full speed, when he
locked back and :saw the three riders
pour{ding up ‘behind him. They had
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emetrged from a -brush-choked  arroyo
behind the corrals, and Whip’s heart
dropped liké a lead pellet into his belly
when he recognized big, hatless Jeeter
Luckett in the lead. The gun he’d grabbed
from Luckett was empty, and the trio
looked overburdened W1th weapons and
bad intentions.

In the grip of near panic again, he
looked wildly about for some avenue of
escape. There was none. And to make

matters worse, more horsemen streamed
out of the shambles of Poso Verde and
took up the chase.

?HE KID and Anse snaked the logs
into deeper water and swung down
to lash them to the axles. Luckett re-
mained in the saddle, covering Kinney
with a Mexican carbine and scowling at
the pursuit that was almost in shooting
distance now. A bullet smacked into the
water nearby as Anse straightened from
lashing the last log in place.

‘The horses lunged into the harness,
fichting the current as it clawed at them.
A bullet smacked into the hand railing
near Whip, and he flinched., Another
caromed off a tire rim with a metallic
whine that made a man’s flesh crawl. The
Kid’s horse grunted like it’d been kicked
bard in the belly, and went down. The
white-faced outlaw was thrown clear and
eame up screaming.

“I can’t swiml”’

But neither Anse nor the hurly outlaw
jefe gave him a glance. The Mexicans
had cloged in to shooting range, and slugs
dimpled the water like rain. 2

Whip Kinney heard the Xid yell and
cut a desperate glance that way. Then
the stage canted crazily under him.

Theré was just one thing to do, and
Whip did it. One of the logs had a great
hollow rotted out where a limb had been
torn off. Another limb was short-chopped
Hike the spread of an outrigger canoe.
Unmindful of the bulléts that splatted
angrily around him, Whip started heav-
ing everything that was loose into the
hollowed-out log. He was throwing down
the mail sack when a slug splintered the
fostboard almost at his feet.

Jerking -erect, Whip stared wild-eyed
at the little knot of riders that'd spilled
from the arroyo on the morth bank and
were fanning  out, shootmg at him. A -

“cold hand seemed to grip his heart and
. squeeze it-dry. One of those riders was

runty, redheaded, and sunhght splmtered
on a silver shield.-

It was Ranger Happy Holhster'

* Whip whirled to stare at the Mexicans
on the south bank. Capitan Cheno San-.
chez was in the vanguard of the irate
mob, his epaulettes ‘flashing in the sun.

With the weight shifted to the wup-
stream’ log, the stage had righted itself.-
But while Whip searched wildly for some
loophole in the law fence around him,
an audacious vagquero on.the south bank
settled things by snagging a .rear
stanchion with his rope.

The Mexican was straddling a good.
horse, and it humped up under the saddle
with its feet braced against an lmagmary‘ )
steer. The rope jerked taut, and the stage
canted with Whip hanging to the lu;g‘-’
gage rack, Then the current struck the
bottom with the driving force of a cata-

_pult, and the cumbersome body of the’

coach rolled off the logs with a crash.
‘Whip was thrown clear. He came up -
spewing water and debris.
A log floated nearby. A single, sho_t
hunted after Whip as he swam to the log.
Then the current swept him around the
bend and out of sight. ... '

UGH CLUG was a man of about
forty, tall and slim, with dead-black
eyes and dark jowls that a razor would
never scrape quite clean. Hig thin-lipped
mouth bespoke the driving will that had’
made him a power in this country in
five short years. Under the wide brim
of his white Saltillo hat, his smile was
gilkily triumphant as he faced Whip Kin-
ney in the marshal’s office in Oro Pass.
“I warned Miss Barney about keeping
an ex-convict on her payroll;”” he :said
harshly. “She’ll suffer for not following
my advice. She’ll have to sell her business
to make good the loss.”
Kinney was a sorry-looking sxght He
had been bruised and battered by -the
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river, and blood made a rust stain in his
rope-coloved hair. His clothes were sod-
den, torn, and he had lost his hat. Shiny
steel handcuffs linked his wrists.

“That’s exactly the way you wanted
it,” he flung at Clug. “You framed me
on that theft charge a year ago, after
I gave you a licking you’ll never forget.

“If Ranger Happy Hollister wasn’t on
your payroll, he’d chouse down the men
who really held up the stage today—the
Ringo Kid and Jeeter Luckett and a man
called Anse."Luckett has been working
as a roustabout in your Oro Pasg depot.
It was Anse who killed old Casoose.”

“Now, just a minute,” began the
Ranger, but Jeeter Luckett had shoved
to the front of the crowd.

“Me and the Kid,” said the big man,
“left Rock Wells this morning for Tres
Puentes. We found where the stage had
left the main road and headed down Cow
Heaven Anticline toward the river. That
looked damn queer to us, so we turned
off the road and follered it. We overtook
it just across the river, beyond the Wil-
low Creek ford, and found Kinney- head-
ing yonderly with his passenger tied up
ingide. I reckon he aimed to make off
with the gold.

“Me and Ringo were a-fixin’ to jump
Kinney when them damn Rurales rode
up.. They took us all prisoners, and the
Rurale officer meant to keep the gold for
higgelf. But we broke out of their carcel,
and helped Kinney steal the stage and
the gold back from them. We meant to
take him prisoner as soon as w& were
back across the Rio Grande.

“You fellows know the rest of it. Them
Rurales jumped the stage at the river,
and gold and everything was lost. I
might work for a rival outfit, but I shore
hate to see Miss Barney get a raw deal
like Kinney is handing her. He's guilty
gents, and ought to be strung up.”

There was a growl of assent from the
erowd, then Happy Hollister stepped out
to face them. The little Ranger’s freckled,
bony face was twisted in a glum scowl.

“gtilt and all,” he said sourly, “there’s
something wrong, The set-up stinks. I
can't put my finger on it, but—"
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\HERE was a flurry of movement in
the erowd as ‘someone 8 hoved
through.

It wag Ann Barney, weanng a man’s
Levig and wash-faded shirt and sweat-
stained old hat.

“Some of Clug’s men are down, in the
street trying to work up a lynching,” she
said, hotly. “Since when is a man eon-
demned in this country without a trial?
And Whip Kinney is innocent!”

Whip Kinney stared at his boss, dumb-
founded. He knew a sudden choking joy
that he seldom had occasion-to feel. Ann
‘believed in him!

The surprise he felt was mirrored in
Clug’s eyes. The rival owner was staring
skack-jawed at the girl. Then his jaws
elosed like a steel trap.

“Youw'll sing a different tune,” he
sneered “when you learn this driver has
driven your cempany into bankruptey.
This is men’s business, Miss Barney, and
yew'd better leave and let us finish it.

“Your gold shipment ig at the bottom
of the Rio Grande, Miss Barney,” Clug
went on, relentlessly. “The stagecoach
is wrecked. Your ecompany can’t stand the
loss of the rolling stock—much less the
gold. You’ll be—"

“That’s the part of this whole thing
[ can’t figure out,” broke in the Ilittle
Ranger, as glumly as ever. “Kinney has
turned out to be a mighty pore thief,
Instead of the gold being lost, the way
you gents figure, it’s right here in the
marshal’s safe. So is the mail. Miss Bar-
ney won’t have to worry at all about
logsing her contract.

“Kinney,” he went on, “floated in here
with the gold and the mail riding high
and dry in a hollow log—and beat the

regular delivery time by a good hour. He

turned hisself in to the marshal, and
that’s the part of this cockeyed yarn that
sticks in my eraw like a sand-burr! It
don’t seem reasonable he’d turn the loot
in, and give hisself up, after murdering
his partner.”

He shook his head sadly, as if the
whole thing was beyond him.

“But he didn’t kill his partner!” Amn

Barney cried. “That’s what I've been
trymg to tell you, He—"

€6 E IS what you caII the ehunk of

dynamite,” a eool, Hquid veoice
b:joke in, and Captain Cheno Sanchez,
of Mexico’s Rural Mounted Constabu-
Iary, stepped into the room. “He brok:
out of my jail, wrecked my town, and
made fools out of the cabrons I have in
my command. But maybe thees one ecan
tell a few things you want to hear,
Sesior Ranger.”

He shoved the wet, dripping Ringo
Kid into the center of the room.

The Kid threw a fearful glanee at
Hugh Clug. His leose lips were shaking
and his face was drained of color.

“I ain’t got a thing to say,” he got out
jerkily. “These hombres fished me out of
the river. I knowed they’d kill me if 1
didn’t play along with ’em. But it was all
a bunch of MHes. I didn’t have anything
to do with robbing the stage!” ’

The shot came from somewhere out-
side, and the Kid erumpled in his tracks.
He was dead before he hit the floor, with
a bullet through his head. A man hfteé
his voice in the street. :

“Grab that black-bearded cabron! He
just shot into the marshal’s effice!”

There was a flurry of movement, and
the guick drum of hoofs racing aleng the
street and out of town, A few shots shat-
tered the night’s humid stillness. Then
other horseg pounded in pursuit.

“If he gets to the crossing,” said the
Rurale jefe, confidently, “my men will
stop him. But it looks like he wiped oui
the state’s witness, Sefior Ranger.”

“No,” said Ann Barney, grimly. “Fve
been trying to tell you that €Casecese
Uvalde is not dead. They almeost killed
him, and then shoved hkis body into the
canyon. But there was a shale slide that
dumped him in the ereek with no more
than a few broken ribg. He'll live to tes-
tify against Luckett and Anse—and
against Clug! He heard Luckett admit
that Clug was behind this robbery, and
that he framed Whip a year ago. He—"

Hugh Clug’s face had turned a siek-
Iy color. He was clawing for his gun.
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“Stand fast!” he yelled, before the
gun was clear of leather, “I’ll shoot the
first man that moves!”

Desperation gave Whip. Kinney the
speed of a striking sidewinder. He lunged
out of the chair, his solid weight strik-
ing the little Ranger off balance. His
manacled hands gripped the Ranger’s
gun ag the little man fell. He was bring-
ing it up and into line when Clug trig-
fered a shot at him.

The slug slashed across Kinney’s side,
wrenching him half around. The slam-
ming force of that slug, ricocheting from
his ribs, left him stunned, groggy.

But his own gun was in line now, and
he squeezed the trigger. Hugh Clug was
flung back as if some heavy weight had
struck him. Blood gushed from his mouth
as he sagged to the floor.

Suddenly sick and wretched, Kinney
slumped down into the chair. It was like
a red-hot branding iron pressed against
his ribs. Sweat poured from his face.

Ann Barney knelt beside him. “It’s all
right, Whip,” she was crying, trying to
staunch the flow of blood from his side.

“I won’t let you down, Whip, It’s just

that you're—you’re such a jinx!”
“Thees Wheep is somewhat impetuous,

eh, Sefior?” the Rurale officers was say-

ing to Happy Hollister. “I had Clug cov-
ered all the time, but Whip took the play
away from me—just like he did in Poso
Verde when he stole the stage. But per-
haps—" he smiled “—he deed not trust
me to return the gold to the so beauti-
ful sefiorital”

Whip gulped, and nodded, and Happy
Hollister grinned.

“Me and Sanchez are just like that,”
the little Ranger said, holding up two
fingers. “We work together. He'd have
returned the gold, all right, if you hadn’t
messed up the play.”

“And Whip and I will be like that from
now on,” smiled Ann Barney, holding up
two slim fingers. “Whip is the worst
jinx I've ever known. But I’ve a notion
his Iuck has changed for the better of
late!”

And Whip Kmnev catching the warm
glow in her eyes, knew that it had!
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Matctied perfectty in  polished, gl colorful
piastic. Important we wiil pay you double your money back i
you can cqual this offer anywhere in the worid! More impor=
tant, you use 10 days, then return for full cash refund if you
aren’t satisfied for any reason. Most important, all three,
fountain pen, ball pen, and pencil, are each ndividually
guaranteed in writing for one year (they should last your
lifetime). Fuil size. Beautiful. Write instantly without cleg-
ging. The greatest, most amazing value ever offered. Your
name in gold letters on ahl three if you act now. Mail the
ccupon to see for yeurselfl
Right Reserved To Withdraw Offer At Anyiime

SPECIAL OFFER COUPON

M.P.K. Company, Dept. 402-D
179 N., Mlchlgan' Ave.. Chicugo 1, llh ois
PERFECTLY

Gkay, ‘imirac nal pro

MATCHED FGUNTAIN PEN, BALL PEN and MECHANICAL
PENCIL with my npame engraved in gold tetters. En-
close year’s guarantee certificate. I'll pay $1.69 plus few
cents postage an guaranfee 1 can return set after 10
dayt 2rial for cash refund. {Pay in advance and we pay
postage)

ENGRAVE THIS NAME ON ALL 3 PIECES:

P R L L L IR T

(Frmt p.amly. TV Aveid ‘mistakes)
Send to (MAME) .,
ADDRESS
CITY

ceesersrencse
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Will You

T ME START SHOWING Y

5 inches

of new

Muscle
¢sMy arms increased
11/5”, chest 21/2",
forearm _7/g"”."

GEE what a build /
Didr't it take a long
hme fo get those muscles?

Let
Me PROVE
|CanMake
YOU a New Man:

RESULTS LIKE THESE

‘‘Have

(normal) and
21/5” expanded.’’

Here'’s what ATLAS
did for ME/

- - ‘‘When I started,
John Jacobs John Ja welzrru‘ed 10
ow

BEFORE AFI'ER

“Am sending snapshot
showing wonderful prog-
ress.””—W. G., N. J.

HERE’S WHAT ONLY 15 MINUTES A DAY CAN Dl] FOR YOU

DON’T care how old or young you

are, or how ashamed of your pres-

ent physical condition you may
be. If you can simply raise your arm
and flex it I can add SOLID MUS-
CLE to your biZxps—yes, on each
arm—in double-quick time! Only 15
minutes a day—right in your own
home—is all the time I ask of you!
And there’s no cost if I fail.

I can broaden your shoulders, strength-
en your back, develop your whole muscu-
lar system INSIDE and OUTSIDE! I can
add inches to your chest, give you a vise-
like grip, make_ those legs of yours lithe
and powerful. I can shoot new strength
into your old backbone, exercise those
inner organs, help you cram your body so
full of pep, vigor and red-blooded vitality
that you won’t feel there’s even “‘stand-
ing room” left for weakness and that
lazy feeling! Before I get” through with
you I’ll have your whole frame ‘‘meas-
ured’’ to a nice, new beautiful suit of
muscle!

What's My Secret?

‘‘Dynamic Tension!’” That’s the ticket!
The identical natural method that I my-
self developed to change my body from
the scrawny skinny chested weakling I
was at 17 to my present super-man
physique! Thousands of other fellows' are
becoming marvelous physical specimens—
my way. I give you no gadgets or con-

traptions to fool with. When you have
learned to develop your Strength through
‘“‘Dynamic Tension”’ you can laugh at
artificial muscle-makers. You simply
utilize the DORMANT muscle-power in
your own God-given body—watch it in-
crease and multiply double-quick into
real solid LIVE MUSCLE.

My method—*‘Dynamic Tension’”’—will
turn the trick for you. No theory—
every eXercise is practical. And, man,
so easy! Spend only 15 minutes a day
in your own home. From the

very start you’ll be using my R ED T T T T FF

method of ‘‘Dynamic Tension™

almost unconsciously every min- : CHARLES ATLAS, Dept. 145R

ute of the day—walking, bend-

ing over, ete.—to BUILD : 115 E. 23 St., New York 10, N. Y.

1 I want the proof that your system of *“Dy-
§ namic Tension” will help make a New Man of
I me—give me a healthy, husky body and big
muscular development. Send me your free book,
‘“Everlasting Health and Strength.”

MUSCLE and VITALITY.

FREE BOOK

Everlasting Health
and Strength

1
1
. 1
In it I talk to you in 1
ptraight-from-the-shoulder lan- 1
guage. Packed with inspira- 1
tional pictures of myself and
pupils — fellows who hecame 1
NEW MEN in strength, my [ |
way. Let me show you what I [
helped THEM do. See what T 1
can do for YOU! For a real 1
thnll send for this book today,
ONCE. CHARLES ATLAS, I

Dept 145R, 115 Xast 23rd St., 1City ............... (ifany) .... State ....

New York 10, N. Y. Vi v U O A R Y

— ATLAS
Makes Muscles Grow

No SIR!

CHARLES
ATLAS

Awarded the
title of _ ““Tho
World’s Most
Perfectly Devel-
oped Man” in
international con-
test—in competi-
tion with ALL
men  whe would
consent to appear
against him.

This is not a
studio picture but
an actual un-
touched snapshot.

Name . 2 D 5 .
(Please prmt or wrxte plamly)

Address

R R R R R R

KEL DR LT LTy



YOU PRACTICE Radio
dering with Soldering
Eqmpment and Radio Part;
send you. Get practxcaé.
an

ience mounting

eonnecting parts.

YOU BUII.D this Tester
with parts N. R. I. sends
early in the course.
helps you fix neighbors’ Ra-
dios and EAR. EXTRA
MONEY in spare time.

Soon |

YOU BUILD this A. M.
Signal Generator for more
valuable exrlyenence It pro-
vides amplitude-modulated
signals for many tests and

YOU PRACTICE FM
(Frequency Modulation) ex-
periments, %et more experi-
ence with this Superhetero-
dyne Receiver Circuit. you

YOU TEST Radio circuits
like_this built with parts I
send. Build special circuits;
learn how to locate and re-
pair circuit defects.

YOU BUILD Vacuum Tube
Power Pack; make changes
which give you experience
with packs of many kinds.
Learn how to correct Power
Pack troubles.

You Get PRACTICAL EXPERIENCE

experiments.

build with parts I

send.

YOU

With This Superheterodyne Receiver

Radio Receiver that brings in local and
distant statlons. N. R. L. gives you ALL

BUILD THIS complete, powerful

the Radio parts . . .
speaker, tubes, chassis,
transformer, sockets,
Nwloop antenna, ete.

RADIO

B)’ PRACTICING
/N SPARE TIME

- WITH BIG KITS OF PARTS | SEND YUU

Want a good-pay job in the fast-grow-
ing RADIO-TELEVISION Industry?
‘Want a money-making Radio-Television
shop of your own? I've trained hundreds
of men to be Radio Technicians . . . Men
with no previous experience. My tested
and proved train-at-home method makes
learning easy. Learn Radio-Television
principles from illustrated lessons. Get
practica,l experience with MANY KITS
OF PARTS I send. Keep all equipment.

Make EXTRA MONEY in Spare Time
The day you enroll, I start sending
SPECIAL BOOKLETS ' that show you

how to make EXTRA MONEY fixing
neighbor’s Radios in spare time, From

I TRAINED THESE MEN

Good Spare Time Business
“I have been gettin
ceivers to repair right along,
and_with NRI methods 18
don t have to spend much 8

STRICKLAND 191 Dale:
Homes, Portsmouth, Va.

Has Own Radlo Service
have own Radio and
Television sales and servic-
irg business, I get enough
Tepair Jhbs to keep me go-
ight along P?_ALEX-
ANDER KIS 34 Persh-
ing Avenue, Carieret N. J.

You get this training in your own home

under. G. 1. Bill.

Mail Coupon:

here it’s a short step to your own
shop, or a good-pay Radio-Television
servicing job. Or get into Police, Avia-
tion, Marine Radio, Broadecasting, or
the booming Television Industry.

See What N. R. I. Can Do For You

Act now! Send coupon for DOUBLE
FREE OFFER: Actual lesson and 64-
page book., “HOW TO
IN RADIO AND TELEVISION-ELEC-
TRONICS.”” Tells how quickly, easily
you can get started. Send coupon in
envelope or paste on penny postal. J.
E. SMITH, Pres., Dept. 9DK1, National
Radio Institute, Pionéer Home Study
Radio Schopl, Washington 9, D, C.

re-

—Electronics. (No

write plainly.)

(3
8
]
8
8
(]
3

BE A SUCCESS

(i) Check if \‘I.e.tera.n

APPROVED FOR TRAINING UNDER GI BILL

I WILL
TRAIN YOU

AT HOME
MY COURSE
INCLUDES

TELEVISION
azmom/cs

Ger Borw 5355 FREE
E" 0’” SAMPLE LESSON
J. E. SMITH, President, Dept. 9DKI,
NATIONAL RADIO’ INSTITUTE Washlngton 9,D.C.
Mail me FREE Sample Lesson and 64-page book

about how to win success in Radio and Television
salesman will call.

Please
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