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Nothing can ruin a man’s business
chances more surely than loss of hear-
ing. People get the idea that you are
growing stupid, slow-witted and old
—ready for “the shelf.”

But | stubbornly fought the idea of wear-
ing a hearing aid. 1 rebelled against that
unsightly “button in the ear”—against dan-
gling battery wires and clumsy battery
packs.

Then a little book fell into my hands and
changed my whole life overnight. The
book told how the new Beltone Phanto-
mold actually hides deafness —how a tiny,

one-unit Beltone recaﬁtures hearing a total-
ly different way thru the miracle of modern
eEIg%romcs. And NO BUTTON IN THE

Today | can hear clearly again—even
faintest whispers. No more office-mistakes
and misunderstandings because | “couldn’t
hear.” Thanks to the new Beltone, | can
again hold my own with anyone—in busi-
ness or anywhere else!

If you are hard-of-hearing, don’t resign
go_urself to the handicaps that deafness

rings. Send for the valuable FREE book
on what Beltone is doing for the deaf!
No cost, no obligation. Do it now!

ONE-UNIT HEARING AID
Beltone Hearing Aid Co., Dept. PFG-1

1450 W. 19th St.( Chicago 8, Il

Mail For Free Book on DEAFNESS!

Beltone Hearing Aid Co., Dept. PFG-1
1450 W. 19th St., Chicago 8, Ill.

Please send me (in plain wrapper) FREE booklet on
OVERCOMING DEAFNESS without a button in the

ear.










FICTION BULL’S EYES IN EVERY ISSUE

\MESFS’[I—I

MACILISINI

VOLUME 41 JANUARY, 1950 NUMBER 2

1—Complete Novel—1
BLAZE A WILD TRAIL TO HELL.................. ST L L Foreman 8
Two cold and desperate pardners rode to a sirgun separation.

2— Feature Novelettes— 2

GUN-BLUFF BUYS A SHALLOW GRAVE.......c.ccounun.. James Shaffer 48
His only escape was a blood-red death warrant.
WEAR MY BULLET BRANDI. ..cccoooeiiiiiiciie Robert L. Trimnell 80

Rollins had ashed for a bellyful of vengeance.

7—Short Stories—7

HOLD YOUR FIRE! ...cooiiiiiiiciice e A. C. Abbott 27]
Reckless Dave Grant pulled a gun in a storm of cold hate.

RATTLER ON THE RANGE.....c.cceooiiiiiriivieieseiseeeens Frank Bonham 33
A sidezvinder without rattlers threatened law-dog and ranger alike.

TROUBLE-SIIOOTW STRANGER........c.ccocovvinin . . .Hamburg Liebe 42
Could three dead men smoke out a killer?

DEAD-MAN DOWRY... Robert Moore Williams 58
The stakes were hlgh when a marshal JeII in love.

REP OF A ROGUE.....ccccoiiiiiiie e . *..Norman A. Fox 64
Cunhazvk Considine had a special rep to protect

UNDER THE NOOSE OF THE LAW......cociviienne Emerson Kaapcke 70
Tim Riordan had a date with a trigger-happy killer»

NO LATCH-STRING FOR A LOBO.......ccccoerunn .Bob White 73

Silver Smith was goaded into showing his colors.

W estern Features
RECORD WRANGLING........cccooeeveviieeene Arizona Blake 6
NEXT ISSUE  (HTUSTrated) ..ot et s 47
BULL-BOATS AND FIREWATER...cc.cooee e Roy Vandergoot 79

Any resemblance between any character appearing in fictional matter, and any person,
living or dead, is entirety coincidental and unintentional.

Published monthly by Popular Publications, Inc., at 1125 E. Valle Avenue. Kokomo, Indiana. Editorial and Executive
Offices, 205 East 42nd Street, New York 17, N. Y. HeWY Steever, Preffidenf and Secretary Harold S. Goldsmith, Vice-
President and Treasurer. Entered as second-class matter at the Post Office at Kokomo, Indiana. Copyright 1048 by Popular
Publications, Inc, This issue is published simultaneously In the Dominion of Canada. Copyrlgnt under International-Copy-
”%ht Conventlon and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. All rights reserved, including e right _of reproduction, in
ole or in part, in any form. Single copy 16c. Annual subscription for U U.S.A. its possessions and Canada. $1.80; other
countries, 60c. additional. All correspondence relatlng to this publication should be addressed to 1125 B. Valle Avenue,
Kokomo, Indiana, or 206 East 42nd t. New York 17, N. Y. When submitting manuscripts, enclose stamped, self-
addressed envelope for their-return, if found unavailable. ~ The publishes* will exercise care in the handling of unsolicited
manuscripts, but assume no responsmlllty for their return. Printed In D.S.A



To People

who want to write
but can't get started

Do you have that constant urge to write
but fear that a beginner hasn't a chance?
Then listen to what the former editor of
Liberty said on this subject:

“There is more room for newcomers in the writing field
today than ever before. Some of the greatest of writin
men”and women have ffassed from the scene in recen
ears. Who will take their placesT Who wtU be the new
obert W. Chambers, Edgar Wallace, Rvdyard Kiplingt
Fame, riches and the Hbppiness of achievement await the
new men and women of power

Becomes Sports Editor After
Only 5 Months Training

* am now Sports Editor of oitr
local daily newspaper. 1 started at
$150 a month salary to increase $25
every six months until 1 am making
$225 a month. This, with only five
months of the course. Who knows
where | will be by the time | finish
N.ILA. trainingt’- Harold.R. Zim-
mer, Fullerton, California.

Writing Aptitude Test— FREE!

THE Newspaper Institute of America offers a free Writ-
ing Aptitude Test. Its object is to discover new recruits
for the army of men and women who add to their income
by fiction and article writing. The Writing Aptitude Test
is a simple but expert analysis of your latent ability, your
E)o_wers of _imagination, logic, etc. ‘Not all applicants pass
his test. Those who do are qualified to take the famous
N.ILA. course based on the practical training given by
blglq_ metropolitan dailies. .

his is the Now York Copy Desk Method which teaches
you to write by writing. You develop your individual style
instead of trying to copy that of others. Although you
work at home, “on your” own time, you are constantly
guided by experienced writers. It is
really fascinating work. You “cover"

actual assignments such_as metro- .

politan regorters get. Each, week VETERANS:

you see new progréss. In a_matter -

of months you  can acquire_ the ThS

coveted “grofessmnall"ttogtchh. Thteln

ou're ready for market with grea

?Improved ghances of makinggsales)./ Course
Moil the Coupon How Approved

But the first step is to take the Writ-
ing Aptitude Test. It requires but a for
few minutes and costs "nothing. So
mail the coupon now. Make the first

move towards the most enjoyable and Veterans'
pr%fll'tabtl_e ofcc’\lljpatlon _Iwntt'ltn fo; L
ublication f Newspaper Institute o
pAmerica, One PaPkpAvenue,' New Tralnlng
York 10, N. Y. (Founded 1925
A |w Newspaper Institute of America
Pp# One Park Ave., New York 10, N. Y.
* Send me, without cost or obligation, your

Writing Aptitude Teat and further information
about wrifing for profit.

Mr. 1
Mrs. V
Miss J

AAUIESS ... e .
i\ ) Check here if you are eligible under the O.l. Sill of Bight*.
Il correspondence confidential. Wo naleeman will call on you. QA-A-BOO

Copyright 1949, Newspaper Institute of America.
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OWDF, tophands. Here’s the lot*
e$t wax-whirler news for you
straight off the old spinner and
hope you've been joining in because—

EVERYBODY’S DOING IT.

We’re speaking of two trends that have
been taking the country by storm—cowboy
songs hitting the top of Tin Pan Alley
square dancing.
We’ll tie. into these two developments in

popularity

order.

First—the sky-high popularity of folk
and Western music. Most of us have been
fans of real range and hill music, the kind
that folks out on the plains and moun-
tains of this grand country get together
and warble or yodel
style, for just about as long as we’ve been
living. We were brought up on this music;
it was part and parcel of our lives.

Tuneful and sincere, this music grew
out of the kind of living many of us did,
and belongs to the people who plowed our
fields, made corn likker, or rode our ranges
with nothing but a horse for company for
weeks on end. The cowboy, for example,

Record

Wrangling

By ARIZONA
BLAKE

lists, and

(Please continue m page 96)

in real community

we
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G ood news for Veterans! I.C. S;
Courses—all 400 of them—are now
available under the G.I. Bill of Rights;

Here’s your chance to learn while you
earn ; ; : to master a trade or profes-
sion and qualify for promotions and
pay raises on thejob.

The coupon brings full details of the
course you cfieck—and complete in-
structions on how to enroll. Mail it
today!

INTERNATIONAL CORRESPONDENCE SCHOOLS

BOX 3276-C. SCRANTON 9, PENNA,
Without cost or obligation, pIw i sand irw full particulars about the count BEFORE which | havt marked X:

Air Conditioning and
Plumbing Court#*

Air Conditioning

Heating O Plumbing
Refrigeration 00 Steam Fitting
Chemical Court##

Chemical Engineering

Chemistry, Analytical

Chemistry, Industrial

Chemistry, Mfg. Iron & Steel
Petroleum Refining O Plastics
Pulp and Paper Making

Civil Engineering, Architec-
tural and Mining Courtee
Architecture

Architectural Drafting

Bridge and Building Foreman
Building Estimating

Civil Engineering

Coal Mining

Contracting and Building

Highway Engineering

Lumber Dealer

Reading Structural Blueprints
Sanitary Engineering

Structural Drafting

Name

Present Position------------=-----muun-ee

Length of Service in

World War I1_
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Structural Engineering

Surveying and Mapping
Communication! Court##
Electronics

Practical Telephony

Radio, General O Radio Operating
Radio Servicing O Television
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Electrical Court##
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Electrical Engineering

Electric Light and Power
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Practical Electrician

Internal Combustion
Engines Court##
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BLAZE A WILD

Dirk Keeler and Andy Hogan were a dangerous twosome and an

unbeatable pair as long as they rode together, but when their trails

separated it was every man for himself— pulling his own hell-afire

irons or hauling his own dead-weight freight.

He tottered on, against tear-
ing lead—and Nita hung onto
him, sobbing.

cMell and cllwtAe.l

The horses traveled with less vigor
after the night’s hard run. But they were
good horses, a large band led by a brown
mare who seemed to know that back north
to Arizona was the destination. She
kicked up the Mexican dust pretty briskly,
and she wasn’t worrying about the line of
armed horsemen trailing along some dis-
tance behind.

8

Andy Hogan wasn’t worrying too much
about those horsemen, either. He was tall
and tough, and on familiar terms with
blazing trouble. But he was puzzled by
their persistence. They were some of Don
Patricio Raile’s vaqueros, and usually they
showed more scrap. “What d’you make
of it, Dirk?” he called.



TRAIL TO HELL

Dirk Keeler gave his carefree shrug.
He was a Californian, dark as a Spaniard,
full of hell and high spirits. “Looks like
Don Pat’s boys have lost their starch!
That Irish-Mex hot-shot better get a new
crew. Say, maybe they figure to jump us

at the river, though! We better shove
over fast in one bunch, huh?”

“Yeah. Pass the word to the fellers,
while | lay back an’ discourage those hom-
bres.” Andy pulled in, slid his rifle from
its scabbard, and placed two shots that

9
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caused Don Patricio's riders to slacken
gait. Dirk spurred forward and hailed the
word to their little crew of hard-case
hands.

They were a wild, tough pair. Wilder
than Andy sometimes cared to consider.
They had drifted together into Sombra, in
the Sulphur Springs country, heard of the
organized- horse-stealing that was going
on, and had struck upon the daredevil idea
of recovering stolen horses for a fair re-
ward.

It took wild recklessness to play that
game—raiding down into Mexico, locating
the stolen horses, and dashing back north
with them. And there were ranchers who,
grudgingly paying the reward, were mut-
tering that maybe the pair were in cahoots
with the thieves. It was common knowl-
edge that Perce Juran, notorious badman,
was head of the horse-thief gang, and that
scrappy Don Patricio Raile was running
the chief marketing point for the stolen
horses at his Mexiean rancho. Few be-
lieved that a couple of wildcat horse-hunt-
ers could go on bucking Juran and Don
Pat, unless they had an understanding
with them.

The general suspicion was that some-
body was behind the gang—somebody
whose purpose was to break the ranchers
of Lower Valley. All signs indicated it.
What wasnt known, except to Andy and
Dirk, was that Juran and Don Pat had
sworn to get the pair for interfering in
their game.

Dirk dropped back, flashing a grin on
his dark, handsome face. “You wasted
two shells!”

“Wasnt tryin’ to hit 'em,” said Andy.
“No reason to, yet.”

“You’re too easy,” Dirk chided him.
He took aim, fired, and one of the trailing
riders sprang clear of his falling horse and
stood shaking his fist. Yet still the line
kept its distance.

Dirk chuckled. “Lost their starch, sure
‘nough, else that’d bring ’emt” He cuffed
back his black sombrero and rolled a
smoke, lounging lazily in his saddle.
“Y’lcnow, this time I’ll hang onto my
money, | swear. I’ll take a pasear back
home to Californy an’ marry Eileen.”

Eileen was the girl he’d left behind him,
his boyhood sweetheart. To hear him tell
it, she was the jewel of California. But

her father happened to be a stiff-necked
judge with an implacable prejudice against
the likes of Dirk Keeler.

Andy grinned.
last trip?”

“*“Not exactly,” Dirk corrected. “That
time | got slightly bottled, won a pile at
poker, an’ wrote askin’ her to come here
quick an” marry me because | was buyin’
a ranch. By some curious turn o’ fortune,
I then got most mighty drunk an’ lost my
roll'” He flicked the ash airily from his
cigarette. “Oh, well, no harm done. Her
pa would never let her come,, anyhow, the
old buzzard. I’ll have to go an’ elope with
her. Good joke on him!”?

“The joke might be on you!” Andy
commented. He figured, judging from
Dirk’s other girls here and there, that
Eileen Romney was probably a fiery vixen
who’d lead any man a devil’s dance. *Say,
we’re gettin’ to the river. High-sign the
fellers to start the run. If trouble’s cornin’,
here’s where she pops!”

“Didn’t you say that

TROUBLE wasnt coming. It was ly-
ing patiently in wait for them. They
ran headlong into it at the river.

They were riding rearguard, their rifles
ready, while their crew hit the crossing
fast with the band of horses. The south
bank of the river sloped down easily to
the water. On the north side was a strip
of beach, the bank high beyond that and
green with cottonwoods.

From the cottonwoods on that high
bank, trouble rose and met them. It met
them with a catastrophic crash of gunfire.

They had been giving all their atten-
tion to the line of vaqueros in the rear.
Startled, they faced front. What had be-
gun as an orderly crossing had abruptly
become chaos. In the bullet-whipped river
the swimming horses were squealing, tak-
ing fright, milling around, and the body
of the brown mare floated downstream,
sinking.

Andy roared through the hideous rack-
et, “Let the horses go an’ take care o’
y’selves, fellers! Scatter!”

“Scatter where?” Dirk sang out.
“That’s the whole damn Juran mob up
there, an™—hell afire, look behind you!
Here come Don Pat’s ladinos on the high
lope!” He plunged his horse past Andy.
“They squeezezd us in a jackpot for fair,
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this time! Come on, amigo, let’s show the
dogs our wildcat! This way, fellers I”

They pounded along the shelving bank
together, heading the break-through,»the
remnant of their crew stringing out behind
them. Don Pat’s riders were thundering
forward, closing in to drive them into the
murderous maelstrom of the river. The
Juran mob stood in plain sight now, hail-
ing shots fast at the little squad of hard-
pressed fugitives. It was a massacre trap,
coldly and efficiently planned. Juran and
Don Pat had finally struck, and they didnt
intend to have to do it more than once.

The vaquerous swerved, intent on cut-
ting off escape. Andy shouted to Dirk,
“Goin’ to beat us to that sandbar, some
of 'em! We can make a stand, or try an’
break through down to the old ford an’
cross there. What’s your bet ?”

“The old ford or bust!”

“Me too!” Andy triggered his gun
empty at the hunters, clubbed it, and
leaned forward ready for the smash of
meeting them. In moments like these he
was coolly savage.

They broke through, half a dozen men
gone wildcat, and tore on toward the old
ford a mile away. Behind them, Juran and
his mob hurled curses at the vaqueros for
letting them get clear, and the vaqueros
shouted back insults concerning the
marksmanship of the Juran mob.

Riding with Andy into Sombra, Dirk
said musingly, “Wonder where we can get
another good crew?”

“Nowhere!” Andy answered. “The
game’s blowed up!” He didnt feel too
bad about it. A game like that put its
mark on a man, made him too sharp on the
fighting edge. He knew that it—and other
such games—had marked him and Dirk.
He had seen other men get that way, grow-
ing harder, more and more reckless, intol-
erant of law, and finally going lobo down
the wild trail to outlawry. It was high
time to call a halt.

“Maybe you’re right,” Dirk sighed.

“See you at the hotel later.”

Andy went on to the hotel. He was go-
ing. into the bar for a beer, when Carson
Brenfield spoke to him. Brenfield occu-
pied himself with business and politics,
and appeared able to combine the two
profitably. He wore the clothes and man-
ners of a city man, and Andy always had

a casual feeling that Sombra was sort of
small for him. He said to Andy, “Hello,
there, Hogan. I’ve been wanting to talk
to you. You've been away.”

“Yeah,” Andy returned. “Workin’.”

Brenfield smiled. The smile deepened
the dents beneath his eyes, and his lips
flattened, giving his pale face an oddly
skull-like look. *“It’s about the _coming
election for sheriff,” he said. “Old Tolli-
ver has turned in his badge at last, you
know. Ben Woodring is being spoken for
the job.”

“He’s a good man,” Andy remarked.
Ben Woodring was a middle-aged rancher
who commanded general respect. He’d get
the backing of the solid citizens. “Any-
body runnin’ against him?”

“Yes.” Brenfield produced cigars.
“Holt Mayfell.”

Andy whistled softly. “Him? Why,
that chinchy rum-peddler would sell the
law by the pint! Still, he’s got plenty pals
among the saloon crowd. He might give
Woodring a close race. Pity a third can-
didate isn’t runnin’, to split the votin”.”

“You have political sense,” Brenfield
complimented him. “Yes,#that would clinch
it for Woodring—a third candidate who
could catch some of the votes away from
Mayfell. You, for instance!”

“Huh? Not me!”

“Why not?” You’d be doing a public
service, and 1’d see that you got credit for
it after Woodring’s in.” Brenfield puffed
his cigar and added, *“A good standing
among Woodring’s supporters wouldn’t
do you any harm, you know.”

Andy considered it. He asked, “D’you
reckon it’d help me an’ my side-kick, Dirk
Keeler, get jobs?”

Brenfield looked somewhat surprised.
“Jobs? Well, if you’re serious—yes. I’ll
guarantee it, in fact.”

“It’s a deal,” said Andy, and began
feeling almost respectable.

*7Pe Outlaw Spread

When Andy ran into Dirk later he
sensed something wrong. Dirk had a seri-
ous air for once, and asked soberly, “You
got a room? Let’s go to it. | got trouble,
Andy! Bad trouble!”

In Andy’s room Dirk drew out a letter®

#
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“Found this waitin' for me at the stage
express office. It's from Eileen. She’s
run away from home. She’s on her way
here to marry me!”

Andy would have laughed, but Dirk’s
expression stopped him. All he could find
to say was, “You’re in a jam, amigo!”

Dirk began pacing the floor, his eyes
haunted by a terrible dismay. “It was that
letter 1 wrote to her. | had money. |
meant to buy a ranch, | swear. Now I’'m
flat broke! What’ll 1 do?”

Andy had never seen him like this. He
said, “ She really means a lot to you, eh?”

“Everything!” Dirk answered. “She
isn’t just another girl, like the others.
They don’t count. She’s—well, she’s Ei-
leen. | can see her now, time | told her
goodbye when the judge issued a warrant
for me after | got in a little trouble. Her
hair’s soft as silk—brown, with some red
in it. Her eyes are a kind of brown that
look like they got gold in 'em. Oh, Lawd,
what’ll | do?”

“Look,” Andy said. “lve made a deal
with Brenfield. He guarantees to get us
jobs.”

J “Jobs!” Dirk snorted. “Me ride range
for forty a month? After my big talk an’
all? You dont sabe, man! She’s used to
a fine house, fine fixin’s, silver on the
table. What could | give her on forty a
month ? Hell, no, | got to raise cash quick,
ﬁnough to buy a place an’ fix it up for
er!”

“l don’t know where you’ll get it,”
Andy observed.

Dirk stood still, staring at nothing.
“Hey, wait a minute!” The old gleam
crept into his eyes. “Those horses we
had to leave at the river. Where would
they be now? Back on Don Pat’s rancho,
right? Sure! An’ it’s a dead cinch he
wouldnt be expectin’ us to go back an’
lift 'em a second time!”

“We’d be crazy!” Andy stated. “ They’d
spring another trap on us at the river.
Anyhow, we got no crew now.”

Dirk gnawed his lip. “We wouldn't
have to bring ’em north over the river.
We could run ’em farther south an’ sell
’em to other Mexican outfits. Now, Andy,
listen! That’s not stealin’. Those horses
are already stole. The owners never will
see ’em again, so its no further loss to
them. The loss is Don Pat’s, an’ he sure

deserves it, dont he? Why not try it?”

“Yeah, but—"

“As for a crew,” Dirk continued eager-
ly, “down in the Triquita settlement
there’s always some bad boogers hangin’
out, mostly broke an’ ready to steal
Satan’s pitchfork for the price of a bottle!
I know some of em.”

“Seems to me,” said Andy, *“you've
been spendin’ considerable time down in
that Triquita hangout, last few weeks.”

Dirk brushed that aside. “Never mind
that. Thing is, how ’bout it? One last
whirl at the game! You and me?”

“No!” Andy replied flatly.

Dirk drew a deep breath and expelled
it. “All right. No hard feelin’s. I'll try
an’ swing it alone. If | don't get back,
tell Eileen when she comes—aw, | dunno.
Tell her | got killed in a horse-hunt acci-
dent!”

“Hold it a minute,” Andy growled, as
Dirk reached the door. “Wait’ll 1 pack
my warbag. Guess I’ll go along, dammit!”

Dirk turned swiftly, his face, alight.
“Andy! You ol’ son of a gun! Believe
me, you’re the best—"

“Aw, shut up!”

OLONEL BROCKLEY, who had
tried raising purebred cattle on open
range and failed at it, was glad to sell his
place cheap for cash, and he didnt ask
Andy and Dirk where their cash came
from. For two years he had been living on
his empty ranch, alone except for his aged
Mexican cook, Pancho Pantino. Old
Pancho spoke no English, and the colonel
didn’t know any Spanish. All the colonel
\I/vanted was to get back East and forget his
0SSes.

“Devil of a country!” he snapped, pack-
ing up and leaving as soon as he had
counted the money twice and closely ex-
amined every bill. “ Anybody’s welcome to
it!” He departed, leaving them old Pan-
cho, who eyed them gravely, cooked up a
mess of chili, and, when it wasnt thrown
at him, stayed on.

They were ranch owners. The place
didnt have a thing on it but a good house
and pens, not a living animal apart from
the jackrabbits. But for the time being
that had no great significance, at least for
Dirk. He went around with his thumbs
in his vest pockets, hat cocked, inspecting
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this and that, mighty proud of himself.

"She’ll like it,” he assured Andy. He
meant Eileen, and he meant the house.

"What’ll you live on,” inquired Andy.
For his part, he intended to pull out as
soon as Eileen came, and line up a steady
job for himself. "This is a cowless cow
outfit, if there ever was!”

"Me?” Dirk slapped him on the back.
"You mean us. We got problems!”

"You got ’em,” Andy corrected. "I’'m
pullin’ out, son, before you talk me into
rustlin’ the neighbors’ cows for stock!
From here on 1I—” He broke off. "Hey,
what do | see?”

Dirk, following the direction of his
gaze, exclaimed softly, "Oh, oh! Callers!
Big bunch. An’ there’s somethin’ about
’em that reminds me of—h’m ! Could they
be?”

"Could be, hell™ Andy headed for the
house. "They most damn definitely are!
Yeah, the Juran mob! We better fortin!”

They got inside the house, looked to
their rifles and sixguns, and stood watch-
ing through the front window. The Juran
bunch approached steadily, and as they
neared it could be seen that others rode
with them.

"That’s ol’ Don Pat himself, an* some
of his paisanos!” said Dirk. The advanc-
ing danger had its effect on his humor,
and he murmured, "Sure was nice bein’
a rancher with you, Andy—but, Lawd,
wasnt it brief!”

The pack of riders drew up loosely near
the yard, but Juran and Don Patricio
walked their horses up to within a dozen
yards of the house and sat gazing thought-
fully at it. Splendidly mounted and heav-
ily armed, they made a striking sight.
Perce Juran, large, red-faced and round-
eyed, wore a jovial, clownish air that
failed to hide the calmly brutal hardness
beneath. By contrast, Don Patrico, thin
and unsmiling, had the stiff dignity of a
Spanish duke, the flaring temper of an
Irishman, and the morals of a cobra.

"Looks like nobody’s home,” drawled
Juran loudly, "else they’d come out an’
give us a howdy, wouldn’t you think?”

"Should we knock?” suggested Don
Patricio. "They have never had to knock
on my door to bring me out!”

It was too much to take. Andy and
Dirk both pulled open the front door and

. they stood there together. "Howdy!” said

Andy, and Dirk chimed in with, "Light
down an’ grab some shade, gents! It’s a
hot day, an” might storm any minute!”

Juran hooked a thick leg lazily over his
saddlehorn and rested an elbow on it.
"Glad to find you home, boys. Got a little
matter to talk over with you.” He mo-
tioned toward his companion. "Don Pat’s
sore about those horses. He came up to
burn you out an’ take your hides hack’
home for keepsakes! But | told him, no,
they’re good boys at heart an’ they’ll make
amends. | like to give a man a chance.
Guess I'm soft-hearted.”

"So’s a tarantula!” remarked Dirk.

Juran went on, "You got a good place
here. Good location. We like it. As Il
told Don Pat, I'm sure youll be glad to
mhake amends by lettin’ us use it now an’
then.”

Andy started to speak, but Dirk got nt
ahead of him. "That’s right generous,!
Juran. But | dont reckon we want you]
usin’ this place. Might get us a bad name!”

Juran laughed shortly. "Don Pat knows*
where you sold those horses. If it got
known around, who’d believe you didnt
steal ’em in the first place? You’d get
more’n a bad name from these Lower
Valley ranchers! That is, if they caught
you alive! An’ if they found you dead, I
doubt they’d worry who did it! Now,
we get the use o’ this place?”

Dirk breathed a little harder. "Give us
time to talk it over, my partner an’ me.”

"Why, sure,” Juran assented. Abrupt-'
ly, his affable mask dropped. He said,®
staring at them with coldly malevolent'
eyes, "We’ll be back here tomorrow noonj
—an’ Don Pat sure would like to drag!
your hides home! Sabe?”

He and Don Patricio whirled their]j
horses, nodded to their waiting men, and|l
dust drifted and settled behind them across!
the dry range.

They talked it over, Andy could have!
lost his temper and quit, but he recognized:
the futility of that. He was as deeply in-j
volved as Dirk. And even while he argued!
against knuckling under to Juran’s ultima-
tum, he could see no way to defy it.

Within a few days Andy bitterly re-!
gretted the surrender. He would have had!
to be blind and deaf, not to know that the
Hogan-Keeler ranch had promptly be-
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come an outlaw spread, the center of oper-
ations for the biggest horse-steal he'd ever
heard of. The Juran mob had no use for
the house. They set up camp in the brush,
and used the best section of the range as a
handy way-station and rebranding ground
for stolen horses bound for Mexico.

On the morning Eileen Romney was
due to arrive on the stage at Sombra,
Andy paced the floor, wondering angrily
whether Dirk, who had now taken to rid-
ing with the Juran mob, had forgotten
the date or got himself killed. Dirk had
been absent for three days and no word
from him. Andy swore, thinking of the
girl arriving and nobody there to meet her.
He kept watch on the time, and finally
stamped out the house, saddled up, and
rode to town.

“An* what the blazes am | to tell her?™*
he asked himself. *“ *‘Miss Romney, your
husband-to-be is either shot, hanged,
drunk, or too busy stealin’ horses to get
herer Huh!”

PR Ei i
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A Sombra’s mainstreet was pretty
crowded for that time of day, and as Andy
rode in he sensed an undercurrent of dis-
turbance of some kind. He glanced along
at the express office and noted that the
stage had not yet come in. It then dawned
on him that folks were gazing at him in
a strange manner. Groups of men ceased
talking and stared silently at him riding
by. It made him uneasy. Maybe word
had leaked out about those stolen horses
that he and Dirk had sold.

While he was tying his horse at the hotel
hitchrack, Ben Woodring came over
toward him. Woodring was a square man
and he was built squarely. He was rarely
known to blow up, but right now he was
evidently close to the flash point. He said
loudly, *Hogan, I'll give you my opinion
of you to your face, in public!”

“S0?” Andy scanned him surprisingly.
“Well, now, | got my opinion o0’ you, too,
but | aint shoutin” it out! What’s bit
you?”

“You’re a trickster and a blackguard!”
Woodring announced, stepping up on the
boardwalk and facing him in a threatening
manner.

“That,” Andy admitted fairly, “could

be.”
Woodring shook a fist in his face. “You

lowdown, horse-stealing son of a—"

“That,” Andy interrupted, “is goin’ a
mite too far!” He drove a punch at
Woodring’s chest, considerately refraining
from knocking his teeth in, and the cattle-
man lit on his neck in the street.

What followed was as unlooked-for
as spontaneous combustion. Somebody
barked, “Hoddem it, do we stand for
that?” And suddenly a score of men—not
saloon rowdies, but cowmen and solid citi-
zens, friends of Woodring—rushed at
Andy.

He fought them off, retreating along the
boardwalk and keeping his back to the
store fronts, smashing them back with cut
and bleeding knuckles. They kept on com-
ing at him, clawing and striking and kick-
ing at him. It was that kind of riot, pecu-
liar to steady, law-abiding men who sud-
denly broke all restraint and went berserk.

Slugging, he reached the entrance to
Holt Mayfell’s dirty little saloon. There
he ducked a rock that somebody flung at
him, but it bounced off the door-frame and
conked him on the head. He exploded
then and yanked his gun. He let fly two
shots over their heads, at such close quar-
ter that the foremost of them flinched at
the sting of the burned powder. The roar
of the gun sobered them, jerked them
to their senses and stopped them cold.

“You broncoed buzzards!” he panted.
He was raging mad. “Pull your irons or
pull your freight, one or the other, quick,
I dont give a damn which! Jump me,
huh? | got a mind to turn loose on you!”

A hand touched Andy and he spun
around. It was Holt Mayfell, beckoning
him inside. Andy went in and gulped
down the glass of whisky that Maxell
handed him. “What got into those long-
horned larrikins, anyhow?” he demanded.
“Is this town gone crazy?” He dabbed
whiskey on his cuts. The smart of it didn’t
improve his mood.

Mayfell said solemnly, “Election.” He
was a gangling man with cynical eyes.
“You won.

“Well, they didn’t, anyhow,” returned
Andy, “or 1’d be in seven hundred pieces
about now!”

“1 mean,” Mayfell said, “the election.
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You’re sheriffl You won the election!”

Andy stared at him. “Are you crazy,
too?”

“Nope. | dropped out as candidate,
just before voting began, and passed the
word to my crowd to switch over to you.
That left just you and Woodring, and
when the votes were all in you had the
edge. Simple!”

“Well, ITI—!" Andy choked. He had
entirely forgotten his deal with Brenfield,
under the press of bigger matters. “I’'m
not surprised they’re riled. That was a

kind of raw deal to pull on Woodring an’

his backers, wasnt it?”

“Sure.” Mayfell shrugged. “Hell with
'em! Where you goin’?”

“To see Brenfield!”

Carson Brenfield lived at the hotel in the
three largest rooms, one of which he used
as his office, and there Andy found him.
He listened to Andy for a minute, half
smiling. “Now look here, Hogan,” he cut
in crisply. *The election was no freak ac-
cident. | lined up every last vote for you,
pulled every trick, and told Mayfell ex-
axctly when to drop out!”

Andy brought his hands down on the
desk with a bang. “You did, eh? Why?”

“Because,” Brenfield replied, “you’re
the man we picked for sheriff. Wanted a
job, didnt you? The pay isn’t much, but
there’s plenty to be made if you play along
with us—as you will, of course, we know-
ing what we do about you! Those stolen
horses, you know, and the business going
on out at your place!”

“Who’s ‘us’?” Andy inquired.

Brenfield’s half smile returned. “Oh—
Juran, for instance. And me. And others.
And you! You're one of us, like your

friend Keeler. You’ll find it profitable, and
a lot more so later when we begin picking
up ranches for a song! Yes, you’re our
man. You’ll do. Pretty scrap you gave
those fools out there. Saw it all from jny
window. Liked the way you handled
them.”

“Thanks,” said Andy dryly. He was
boiling inside, but he kept his voice down.
“| take my orders from you, is that it?”

“Exactly,” Brenfield agreed. “Here’s
the key to your office.”

Andy picked it up. He was playing with
the notion of ramming it down Brenfield’s
throat, when he heard the noise of the
stage rumbling into the street. *See you
later, Mister Big Boss!” he murmured,
and hurried out to meet it.

SHE stepped down from the Concord
coach, assisted by the driver, no less.
The express messenger unloaded her
trunk as fussily as though it were a glass
case of eggs, and the young station agent
clean forgot the wayhbills.

She was lovely. How she managed to
appear so fresh and unfatigued after her
journey, Andy couldnt imagine. Her
dress was unsoiled, and her white gloves
hadnt a smudge on them. Andy stepped
through the gaping crowd of idlers and
stood before her, hat in hand. *“Miss Rom-
ney ?”

She gazed at him cleanly. Her eyes
were, as Dirk had said, a rich brown with
gold in them. Whatever first impression
she got of this tall, battered, tough-looking
man, she kept it nicely concealed. “Yes,
I am Eileen Romney,” she answered him.
Her voice was warm, and quietly inquir-
ing.

says GEO. McQUEEN

NEW ORLEANS, La.—“That's why | switched
to Calvert,” says this popular singer. “And I’ll
warble praises for its milder, mellower taste any
day. Calvert is truly the monarch of them all!”

CALVERT RESERVE BLENDED WHISKEY-86.8 PROOF-65% GRAIN
NEUTRAL SPIRITS. CALVERT DISTILLERS CORP., NEW YORK CITY
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He had to look away. Meeting those
eyes, he couldn't think of a thing to say,
much less tell a lie. He said carefully,
looking past her, “Dirk got delayed. He
asked-me to meet you. I'm Andy Hogan.”
He knew that people were listening, star-
ing, exchanging raised glances. They were
wondering amazedly what possible con-
nection there could be between such a girl
as this and a couple of wild hooligans.

Eileen Romney went on studying his
face. She smiled with something like re-

lief, and put on her right hand. *“Of
course—Andy Hogan! Dirk has often
mentioned you in his letters. How do

you do, Mr. Hogan?”

He was scared to clasp that dainty white
glove in his scarred and bloodied paw, so
he made out not to see it. “Have to hire
a rig from the livery to drive you out to
the ranch,” he said, more curtly than he
intended, and hoisted her trunk up on his
shoulder. “This way.”

They walked to the livery in silence, un-
til suddenly a band of horsemen hit town
noisily like cowboys on a pay-night spree.
They burst into the mainstreet, with utter
disregard for the dust they raised and the
horses they spooked at the hitchracks.
And among them a lean and rakish appari-
tion rose in his stirrups and hailed, “Ei-
leen! There y'are, honey! Here | come!”

Andy took one look at the girl. She
stood frozen, her eyes wide and shocked,
incredulous. He heard her whisper,
“Dirk? Oh, no! It can't be—it can't!”

Dirk was half drunk and didn’t know it.
His gestures were wide, his voice high
and hoarse. “Honey,” he said, “l got
hung up. Had to ride like—uh—had to
hurry to get here.” Evidently he had
stopped at the ranch for a hasty shave and
a change of clothes. The shave was patchy
and he had nicked himself several times.
There had been nothing he could do for his
bloodshot eyes and blurred face.

“Fellers!” He whirled around to the
grinning Juran riders. “Here she is! My
Eileen! Am | proud! Ah, honey, you
don’t know how proud an' happy | am!
Hey, Andy! C'mere, you ol' son an meet
my Eileen!”

“We've met,” Andy returned shortly.
“I'm hirin” a rig.”

“No buckboard!” Dirk shouted boister-
ously, his arm around Eileen. “The red-
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wheeled buggy—that fancy one! Nothin’s
too good today! This weddin's gonna be
done in bang-up style! Trot that toney
rig out an' let's go!”

It was a strange cavalcade that pulled
out of Sombra. The flashy buggy headed
it, Dirk driving- recklessly and singing,
Eileen in the seat beside him. Behind
trooped the Juran riders.

The wedding was a strange affair. Ei-
leen and Dirk were married by a preacher
whom Dirk had brought out to the ranch
from town and the wedding guests were
the raucous men of the Juran mob. Soon
the ranchhouse was the scene of a wild

arty.

Suddenly old Pancho came up to Andy.
The aged Mexican was frowning, mutter-
ing to himself and shaking his head. He
said in Spanish, “It is wrong, this mar-
riage—most wrong!”

Andy nodded. *She'll never be happy
with him.”

*“She must!” stated Pancho positively.
“He gave her the solemn promise. It was
heard by her brothers and uncles. They,”
he added darkly, “surely will avenge their
Nita!”

Andy regarded him. “Who you talking
about?”

*“Nita, of course!” the old man replied
angrily. “Nita, my granddaughter. Nita
Anayez, who lives in Triquita with her
brothers and uncles, and trusted the sol-
emn promise of Senor Keeler that he
would marry her! You understand my
meaning, senor? He cannot marry this
woman! He gave the solemn promise to
Nita, who will certainly make great trou-
ble, and so will her uncles and brothers
and—"

“Wait!” Andy snapped. “Where's this
Nita now?”

“Down there below the pens, waiting
to make the trouble! As to what manner
of trouble—" Pancho shrugged—*nobody
can predict what Nita will do! Nor her
brothers and uncles! It is a violent family
and will call the blood feud!”

Andy jumped up. “Lord, here's a mess!
Pancho, listen. You go and take Nita back
home. This has got to be straightened out,
quick!”

He hurried back to the ranch house,
and behind his teeth he cursed and con-
demned Dirk.
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The noise in the house now was
terrific. Andy found Dirk banging on the
closed door of an upstairs room to which
Eileen had retired and, calling through it,
“Hey, Eileen! Whass wrong, honey?
C'mon out!” He turned, reeling a little,
and blinked at Andy. It was plain that he
had taken on a lot more drink.

Arfdy drew him away from the door.
He said quietly and distinctly, “Dirk, you
dog, you got no more right to marry a
decent girl than Eve got to be sheriff!”

“Huh?” Now see here, Andy—"

“Nita Anayez came here!l To make
trouble. Sabe?”

Dirk gulped, and glanced furtively at
the locked door. “Nita did? ’*Oh, oh!
What’s she want?”

“As | get it, you promised Nita you’d
marry her. Her family’s sore an’ ready
to pop—an’ | gather she’s the kind that
might shove a knife in Eileen, first chance!
You cant go on with that bangin’ over you
an’ Eileen. No, Dirk, you got to clean it
up, for Eileen’s sake as well as your own.
Pancho tells me Nita’s menfolks are bad,”

“They’re muy malo, all right,” Dirk
admitted. He rubbed a hand over his
mouth. “Phew! Sure bad, Nita cornin’
here. Wouldn’t put it past her to do some
harm to Eileen, at that, come to think of
it! Didnt think of it before.”

“Better think of it now!” Andy com-
mented. “That, an” a few other things.”
He laid his hand on Dirk’s shoulder.
“Look, amigo, you can’t go on the way you
been doin’, now there’s Eileen. | mean
the—uh—horse business an’ the rest”

Dirk blinked rapidly and looked away.
“You’re right,” he muttered huskily.
“Okay, feller, I’ll go straighten out that
Nita affair right away. An’the horse busi-
ness is out. My oath on it, Andy!”

It may have been the drink talking. He
was getting all choked up. “I won’t stop
till the ol’ backtrail is all cleaned up!” he
swore, and shoved out his right hand.
They shook hands on it gravely. Dirk
stumbled out by the rear door, and Andy
heard him go riding off,

The drunken mob downstairs didn’t
hear Dirk’s*departure. Andy went down,
and as the chorus ended he called #ut,

“Party’s over! It’s time to clear out.”
They inspected him challengingly. Juran

lumbered forward. “This our sheriff talk-

in’?” he jeered, and raised a guffaw.

“No,” Andy retorted. “It’s Hogan,
half-owner o’ this outfit. |I'm invitin’ you
to get out 0’ my house!”

They waited for Juran to give the cue.
He blandly eyed Andy up and down.
“Boys, we ain’t welcome! Mr. Hogan, he
don’t ’predate our company! He’ll learn
to, later, but he just aint got broke in to
us yet! Where’s Keeler?”

“He left to tend to a matter,” Andy
told him.

“S07?” Juran cocked an eye upward.
“So!” He dropped his stare to Andy
again. “Now, ain’t that curious! Let’s go,
boys.”

Long after they were gone, Andy sat
alone in the big downstairs room, smok-
ing, restless.

The sound of a step on the stairs
brought him to his feet, for Eileen was
coming down into the room. She glanced
around and quickly lowered her eyes. He
drew out a chair for her. She shook her
head wordlessly and moved on outside
where at least the sun and air and sky were
clean. He followed her out, not too close-
ly, and they stood on the front porch with-
out speaking.

It was impossible, though, to pretend to
ignore what had happened. Andy, who
never could stall off and dodge an issue,
said gently to her, “This is a rough coun-
try, an’ it makes men rough. You mustve
known Dirk was always a little on the wild
side. But he’s okay underneath.”

She said, in such a low tone that Andy
barely heard her, “It’s deeper than that. |
can see it. He was gay, always laughing,
like a boy, before he left our home town.
Wild, yes, but in a good clean way. He
was—decent. He’s not like that now. Not
any more. He’s like—like ...” She shud-
dered, and didn’t finish.

“1 wonder,” Andy said, “why you took
the chance to come here an’ marry him..
Most men change some, over the years.”

She turned and faced him. “That’s true.
But when you don’t see a person for a long
time—years—in your mind you picture
him as he was. You can't help it. To me,
Dirk was laughter and kindness. He
wrote and begged me to marry him. So
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I ran away, and came on out here.”

Andy couldn't meet the sick misery in
her eyes. "He'll straighten out,” he mut~
itered. "You saw him at his worst today.
He's been workin' hard. He's not him-
seif right now."

"Where has he gone ?”

"Had to see to some business. He ought
to be back in a few hours. He’ll be a good
guy again then, you'll see.”

Andy was wrong. Dirk didn't show up
sat the ranch until nearly midnight. He
was far from being a good guy again, and
Eileen didn't see him. He kicked open the
front door and looked in at Andy, sitting
by the lamp.

He said, "Blast you, an' Nita, an' all her
tribe! Blast me for givin' you my oath
while | was all sorry an' softened out!
Blast everything !" He pulled out a bot-
tle and drank, spilling some down his
shirt. "All day | been arguin’ with that
tribe! All day!” »

Andy didn't stir. Drearily, he asked,
"What do they want?”

Dirk thrust the bottle back savagely.
"Twenty thousand dollars! You hear?
Twenty thousand! OIld Pancho’s behind
k. He wasthere. He’s head o’that family.
Truth is, they smell a chance at easy
money, an' they all want their whack at it!
;jl’hatI Pancho ain't so cracked, the old

evill”

"Can't you get 'em to come down on
kKr

"Not by a dime! That’s the price
they've settled on in their solid skulls, an’
they wont budge!” Dirk’s eyes flared.
"If it wasn't | gave you my oath, I'd tell
‘em to turn loose their damn wolf an’ I’ll
skin it for 'em! Let me off that promise,
will you?”

One thing they both abided by was their
word to each other, any time they gave it.
Their trust in each other’s word had never
been shaken, and was unquestioned. It
signified the bond of their friendship.

Andy slowly shook his head. "Dirk, 1
hate to say it, but you’re tryin* to duck
out of an obligation you made yourself.
F?r Eileen’s protection, you just can't do
it

"Dammit, what can | do?”

"Might sell this place. I’ll throw in my
share. 1t1lhelp.”

"Where would Eileen an” me live? 14d

be broke, an’ nothin’ to fall back on! An*
you got my promise, too, ditm you, to
quit the horse business, so that's out!"

"Well, you'll handle the thing some-
how,” Andy observed. "You'll figure a
way. You always do.”

Dirk suddenly quieted down. He rolled
a cigarette and smoked for a while. "I'll
handle it, sure. I'll figure a way!” The
glitter crept into his eyes. "Yeah, durn
right!” he said softly, and backed out into
the night, teeth flashing whitely in his old
reckless grin. "So long—Sheriff Hogan!”

ARMSTRONG, the Wells Fargo spe-
cial investigator, sat in the sheriff's
office at Sombra and perplexedly ran thick
fingers through his graying hair.

"It's the biggest loss weve had in
years,” he told Andy. "The Bisbee and
Douglas mines have been shipping in their
payrolls together lately, to shave down on
the cost of express and insurance charges.
This time the payroll shipment was
checked in at over seventy thousand dol-
lars, cash. You know what happened to
it! That is, you don't know, and neither
do I, except that it's gone! We do know
it happened in your bailiwick.”

"'Sure did,” Andy agreed, ancj thought
of Dirk.

Armstrong hunched forward in his
chair. "Let's go over it, and see if we can
match any pieces together."

In his mind Andy was already doing
that, but he didn't say so. He said, "All
right, the stage passed through Dinsmore
on time, carrying the express box an' no
passengers. Right? After it left Dins-
more, a Mexican wood-cutter mentioned
seein’ some men roll a rock down on the
road near the foot o’ Soldier Hill. So a
squad of armed guards was sent out after
the stage. Right again ?"

The Wells Fargo man nodded. "But
the road agents didn’t pull the holdup
there at the rock. Maybe they spotted the
wood-cutter watching 'em, and got un-
easy. They moved way on up the road
and jumped the stage as soon as it came
over the hill. Killed the express messen-
ger. Tiie squad of guards were close
enough to hear the shots. They rode like
hell, topped the hill, and saw the road
agents—"

"How many?"
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“Four. They were ripping open the
boot, searching for the express box. Nat-
urally, they quit that when the guards
cropped up, and opened fire. The stage-
driver, fellow named Hull, took that
chance to hit his team and sail out of
there quick. The guards took up after the
road agents, but they got away after about
an hour's running fight south. All right!
The express box was still on the stage
when Hull, the driver, took off on the
downhill run toward Sombra, here. That's
certain. Got any pieces matched yet?”

Andy grinned faintly. “I'm fiddlin' with
‘em.”

“Fiddle with this one!” said Armstrong
grimly. “This is the big gold-plated speci-
men! The stage never reached here.
When found, it had passed the rock on
the road—passed it, mind you, where
there was hardly room to get by—and it
lay overturned and wrecked at the next
bend. Hull was dead. Shot! And the ex-
press box was gone! Match that!”

Andy ppndered, and rose to his feet.
“Guess I'll ride out to Soldier Hill an'
nose around. Might kick up somethin’.”

Near Benson's Fork, Andy met old
Pancho returning from the Triquita settle-
ment. Riding his placid burro, Pancho
would have passed, but Andy halted him
and asked for Dirk's whereabouts.

Pancho looked down at his toes. “Quien
sab#?”

Andy said sternly, “Pancho Pantino!
When the sheriff asks a question it is un-
lawful to lie! Where is he ?”

The old Mexican swallowed nervously.
“Late last night he came to Triquita on
foot. He had walked far. 'He stayed there,
and this morning Senor Juran came. They
spoke angry words, but at last they shook
hands. When 1 left they were borrowing
a wagon, saying they would need it to-
night. That isall I know.”

Andy thanked him and rode on. The
pieces were beginning to lit together in a
vague way, and his suspicion against Dirk
was growing. He reached the wrecked
stagecoach and examined it. There was a
lot of dried blood on the floorboards below
the driver's seat, and he studied it for
some time. Then he rode on to where the
rock had been rolled down onto the road.

From the wheel tracks he judged that
the driver had been forced to halt, get

down, and lead the team cautiously around
the rock to avoid spilling off the road
down into a jumble of rocks below. And,
from the many hoofmarks of the nervous-
ly stamping horses, the driver had paused
for a while after passing the rock.

Andy squatted on his heels, thinking
hard. He felt that the pieces of the puzzle
were becoming sharper edged, and that he
was getting the feel of them, getting them
moved closer together. But there was a
main piece missing somewhere, and all
those hoofmarks bothered him.

He noticed, too, a couple of boot-prints
in the loose dirt at the edge of the road.
They were small and narrow, made by a
riding boot with extremely pointed toes
and heels that were nearly round. Fa-
miliar boot-prints, those. He stared at
them, and surveyed the jumbled rocks be-
low the road. “That tricky son o’ Satan!”
he murmured.

He shot to his feet, swung into the sad-
dle, and hit a fast lope back to Sombra.

Armstrong had taken a room at the
hotel. Andy knocked on his door and
walked in. He said, “If you'll hire a cou-
ple o' men an' a buckboard, we’ll go get
that payroll!”

The Wells Fargo man was stretched out
on the bed, scowling at the ceiling. He
leaped up as though a wasp had got under
him. “Y ouon the level? You found some-
thing? You know where it is?”

Andy nodded. “The answer is yes to
all three foolish questions. Go hire the
help an' a buckboard. I'm not spendin’
my money on Wells Fargo!”

“Sweet saints1” muttered Armstrong,
and dashed out.

Andy explained on the way to Soldier
Hill. “As | work it out, there were five
road agents, not four. They shot the ex-
press messenger an' the driver, too. Trig-
ger-itchy! The express messenger fell off
the stage. The driver rolled off his seat
onto the floorboards. The blood sliows he
lay there for some time. The team
spooked, o' course, an’ (me o' the road
agents tmistVe jumped up into the driver's
seat, jammed the brakes, and grabbed the
lines. Does that seem to fit?”



20 10 STORY WESTERN MAGAZINE

Armstrong snapped his fingers. “Sure
does! Go on.”

“When the guards showed up,” Andy
continued, “four o’ the gang bolted. That
fifth one, though, he stuck with the stage
anldrove off. Nerve! The guards took
him for Hull, at that distance. They
couldn’t see Hull’s body down on the
floor boards. Well, he couldn’t get far
with that stagecoach. An’ when he got to
the rock he had to get down an’ lead the
team past. Tracks show he fooled around
there for a while after passin’ it. Then
I guess he just laid the whip on an’ turned
the outfit loose. With the driver dead, an*
no brakes on, it smashed down at the bot-
tom bend.”

“One of the guards,” Armstrong men-
tioned, “said he thought he saw a rider-
less horse tailing off into the brush. But
no dead or wounded road agent was found,
so we didn’t think any more of it. How
about the payroll ?”

“The box was heavy an’ that feller was
afoot,” Andy reminded him. “He was in
a hurry, too! Only one thing for him to
do was cache it somewhere, soon’s he
could, an’ beat it. There’s a scrabble o’
rocks below the road there, that he went
down into. Shouldnt be hard for us an’
these fellers you've hired to find it, if it’s
there—an™ I’'m bettin’ it is!”

“Well, I’ll be scorched!” Armstrong
gazed at Andy. “And Ive heard a whis-
per or two that you’re not fit to be a law-
man ! You’ll do in my book! Got any idea
who that fifth road agent is? You speak
of him like you know his mind!”

Andy met the query with half-truth.
“He’s a feller with a small, narrow foot,
quick wits, an’ a ton o’ nerve!”

“That,” observed Armstrong dryly,
“would fit a lot of boogers I've known!
This Mr. Fifth will come back for the
loot, though. We’ll set a watch, and trap
him. Maybe catch one or two of the others
as well, if theyve got in touch with him
since.”

“Good idea,” Andy agreed, chills in his
back.

In the afternoon Andy rode out to the
ranch. Only Eileen was there, and while
they were talking a raucous voice broke in
on them suddenly. “Well, blast my eyes!
Ain't that right pretty, Keeler?”

It was Juran, He stood at the doorway,

looking in over Dirk’s shoulder. A wagon
and team stood in the yard but Andy and
Eileen hadn’t heard the wagon come up.

Dirk’s face was pale and set, as though
in pain. He was staring fixedly at Eileen.

Juran laughed. “Now, that’s real friend-
ship, Keeler! It’s a real good friend who
takes care 0’ your pretty bride while you’re
away! Yes, sir! Told you he would, didn’t
1?7 Aint | been tryin’ to tell you he only
wants you out o’ the way so’s—”

“Shut your cursed mouth!” Dirk said
tonelessly, and Juran’s eyes narrowed at
his back. “Eileen, pack your trunk!
We’re leavin’!” He had been drinking,
and the drink had gone suddenly dead in
him. His hands were twitching uncon-
trollably.

Eileen gained the stairs.
Dirk—I’m sorry—I can’t "

He started for her, moving woodenly.
Andy blocked his way, saying, “Hold it,
Dirk! Don’t let any bushwhacking horse-
thief put crazy ideas in your head!”

“What?” Juran blared. “What’s the
name ?”

“Bushwhacking horse-thief!” Andy re-
peated, and saw then that Juran had been
drinking hard, too, and that it meant fight.

Juran lunged. His heavy shoulder
slammed Dirk forward at Andy. His guns
made a soft, rasping whine, steel against
leather, coming from their holsters. In-
stinctively, Andy fended Dirk off with his
left hand, struck his face in doing it, and
knocked him further off balance. His right
hand, busier than it had ever been, dipped
and jabbed, and the report of his shot
filled the room.

It was too fast a draw for anything like
accurate shooting. Juran winced, his ribs
raked hard, and fired wild and missed. He
pulled the trick of falling, pitching for-
ward as though all through, and lining up
his guns as he did it. Andy whirled aside,
fired again, and Juran’s tumble became
real.

Juran rolled over and sat up, his big
face masked against the pain of a smashed
shoulder. He stared up without expression
at Andy, and said, scarcely moving his
lips, “Wish 1°d been cold sober. 1’da got
you, Hogan, don’t think I wouldn’t! Help
me to the wagon, Keeler!”

One side of Dirk’s mouth was grazed red
from Andy’s fending hand. He stepped

“No! No,
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right up to Andy's gun and threw a punch
across it, and Andy took it full in the
mouth. “Don't ever call me your friend
again, Andy Hogan!” he said hoarsely.
“I'll be back tonight for Eileen! She's my
wife! You better not be here!"

Andy wiped blood from his lips on the
back of his hand. Stonily, he motioned at
Juran. “Take that trash with you ! An’save
yourself the trouble o' goin’ for that pay-
roll. We carried it in to Sombra today!"

He meant it as a warning, remembering
Armstrong’s planned trap, but it wasn't
taken that way. Dirk gave a grunt of dis-
may and blind rage. He was wearing two
guns these days, and he dug for them.
Andy up-ended his gun, jammed the heel
of the butt at him, and hit him between the
eyes with it.

Dirk dropped flat on his back, knocked
out. Andy bent and lifted him, and nodded
to Juran. “You can still walk. Go ahead
0' me to the wagon. You'll have to drive,
till he comes to. Leave those shooters lay!"

He saw the wagon off, Dirk lying sense-
less in the bottom, Juran driving awkward-
ly, and returned to the house. Eileen
looked at him whitely. “I'll take you in to
Sombra,” he told her. “Ma Letter's board-
ing house is comfortable an' respectable,
a™' she'll look after you till we can figure
what’s to be done. Not safe here for you
any more. No use tryin' to fool myself.
Dirk's gonA all wolf!"

Eileen said, “That's only happened late-
ly, hasn't it? | mean Dirk”-going wolf, as
you call it. Only since he knew | was com-
ing. And you and he were good friends—
until 1 came! It would be better if I went
far away and disappeared!" ;

NDY found, in Sombra, that his shoot-
ing of Juran had put him in better
favor with the Woodring cattle crowd.
Juran had been brought in to town by
Mohac and half a dozen others, for doc-
toring, and they had put up gc Holt May-
fell's saloon. Soon after their arrival it
was rumored that the gang had split, and
that Dirk Keeler had taken the leadership
away from the crippled Juran. Certain it
was that Juran and the few with him were
heard cursing Dirk Keeler and the rest of
the mob.
Armstrong spoke of it to Andy in the
hotel bar. “I've got a hot hunch the hold-

up was the work of some of that gang,"
he remarked. “It might be the reason
they've had a bust-up. Think I’ll ship that
payroll out tomorrow under heavy guard.
That old safe in the express office, you
could crack it with a hammer."

Ben Woodring, coming in with old
Pancho Pantino, caught the Wells Fargo
man's remark, and announced, “You bet-
ter do something about it, all right Il don't
savvy this old paisano's lingo so good, but
I catch he's saying something about that
payroll!l He was looking for you, Hogan,
to tell you about it, so I brought him in."

Old Pancho was agitated. He grabbed
Andy's sleeve. “Nita came to the ranch
again," he related. “You were gone with
the lady. She tells me of a matter most
grave! He—Senor Keeler—is mad drunk
in Triquita, as are the men with him. He
swears that this night before the moon he
will get back that payroll! Also, the lady,

for he has learned where she is! Senor
Hogan, must this happen ?"*r
“It sure as blazes mustn't!” exclaimed

Andy, and rapidly translated the news to
Armstrong and Woodring. “It's a drunken
raid, an' no tellin" how many will be in it!
Woodring, we haven't got along so good,
but .1 want you for my deputy. Okay?
Thenfpather all the reliable men you know,
an —

Armstrong, starting for the door, broke
in, “I've got to shift that payroll box to
a better place right now!"

There were many things for Andy to
attend to. As sheriff, he was bound to take
charge of preparations against the raid,
and expected to do the job thoroughly.
Meantime, he was feverishly speculating
on how to stave off the necessity for them.
Men had to be picked and posted at stra-
tegic spots along the main street and
around the express office, citizens warned
to stay indoors, and the few late storekeep-
ers told to light up at dark as usual, but to
bar their doors.

It was already dark when he started for
Ma Porter's boarding house, but there
came another interruption. A young Mex-
ican girl rode down the street on an under-
size pony, glancing keenly about her like
a wary wild-thing scenting traps every-
where. She must have spied Andy's badge
as he passed a lighted window, for she slid
off her pony and the next thing he knew
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she was ‘cussing him out hysterically.

“My foolish old grandfather came in and
told you!” she spat in Spanish.

He knew then that this was Nita. He
had never seen her before, to his knowl-
edge. She was pretty. Her dark eyes
snapped, and her lips were full and red. A
peppery little spitfire if ever he’d seen one.
He nodded. “Your grandfather did right.,,

She tossed her head. “And you—calling
himself the friend of my Dirk—you set
the *buscado here to kill him !” she accused
him furiously. “lI have eyes and | see!
You—r

“Get back on your pony,” he cut in.
“Ride fast as you can back to Triquita,
and warn Dirk to steer clear of Sombra
tonight! Get him dead drunk—anything—
but stop him from—"

He paused, for somebody was coming up
behind him. It was Armstrong. The Wells
Fargo man glanced curiously at the Mexi-
can girl, and spoke to Andy. “Well, |
feel better a”out that payroll now. | got
the safest man | could find here to slip
out with it in the livery buggy and a fast
team. He’s taking it to Pierce, and it’ll
be put on the stage there tomorrow.”

“Who is he?”

“Your leading citizen—Carson Bren-
field. He offered to do it.”

“What? Brenfield?” Andy swore.
“Look, Armstrong, you couldn’t know—
but he’s the last man 17d trust! Stop him!

“He left an hour ago ! exclaimed Arm-
strong. “And | dont know these roads in
thhe dark. You better come with me after

im!”

“Soon’s | make a call at Ma Porter’s!”
Andy ran down the street, Armstrong fol-
lowing. Nita was off on her pony.

Ma Porter, a large and formidable fe-
male, greeted Andy at her door. “The
young lady left an hour ago,” she stated.
“She gave me a note for you. Here it is.”

Andy scanned the note hurriedly by the
hall light. It said simply and tragically:
It is best that | go away. Mr. Brenfield
has kindly offered to drive me to Pierce.
Goodbye—Eileen.

Andy spun around, bumping into Arm-
strong. “Come on! Hurry!”

They hit the road fast out of Sombra,
followed by puzzled queries from the
armed citizens waiting in ambush. There
was no time to halt and explain. The night

was black, and Armstrong would have
been hopelesssly lost, but Andy knew the
country.

Racing up the stretch toward Benson’s
Fork, Armstrong drew ahead. He had a
good bay mare, blind in one eye, but fast
and of a competitive racing disposition.
Near the fork she shied, slithered on loose
gravel, and Andy saw the dark bulk of her
go crashing into an obstacle on the road.

The spill was complete. Armstrong
soared from his saddle and took a header.
The mare lunged up, snorting, and bolted.
Andy slowed his horse, drew up broadside
to the obstacle, and dropped off.

“You hurt, Armstrong?”

“Broken collar-bone, | think. What in
hell did | hit?”

Andy examined the obstacle in the dark.
It was the flashy red-wheeled buggy,
wrecked on the road. He thumbed a match,
and a voice, the voice of Carson Brenfield,
asked wearily “Who’re you?”

“Hogan.”

“Oh. Hello, Hogan”

Brenfield lay beside the buggy. He said,
gazing up wonderingly, “Never trust a
lobo! They’ll cross you up in the end! |
tipped Juran and his pals to pull a fake
stickup on me along here. Told him to
make it look good. He did! Gunned me
and wrecked the rig. Took the payroll.
Took that girl, too. She screamed like
heu!”

“Which way did they go?” Andy de-
manded urgently.

“South,” Brenfield mumbled. “ Mexico.
Juran’s skinning out. He’s through.
Keeler is heading the main bunch. Head-
ing for a smash-up! He laughed weakly,
“Juran’s got all the winnings. Keeler—”

“1 sent Nita Anayez to warn him off.”

“Generous of you, Hogan! But | know
Juran was watching the road to Triquita,
to stop anybody from going to tip Keeler
off not to make his crazy raid. They
caught that Mexican girl, you can bet on
it! Oh, well .. ”

He raised his head off the ground. He
stared blankly at something only he could
see. “Damn it all! You scheme and plan.
You build it right up. Then a brainless
ape, a killer—like Juran—rips the sack!
And—it’s—all gone . .

His head fell back, and he was dead.
Carson Brenfield, the man of brains, the
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hidden chief, was dead. Behind him he had
left his instruments, the men of blood and
violence, running' amuck.

Andy said, "Mexico—but which route?
They’ll have to hole up somewhere before
morning. Juran’s shoulder an’ ribs wont
let him travel too long. Where ? Dirk, he’d
know. | gotto get hold o' Dirk!” He ran
to his horse. "I got to go, Armstrong!”

"Sure,” Armstrong answered, and
watched him clatter off into the darkness
toward Sombra.

g“~" "Jfeb OK fynd& meaM i"

While he still had over a mile to
go, Andy heard the crashing eruption of
gunfire that meant Dirk had led his
band into Sombra, expecting to surprise
the town, and ridden full into a blazing
death-trap. Andy quirted his horse, and
when he swung into the main street it
was a battleground. From their carefully
chosen positions of cover the Sombra
possemen were able to blast the raiders
down like rats in a barreL

Some of Dirk’s men had reached the
express office, and there died, shot to rags
by a dozen sharpshooters waiting ins* *?
Others, gunned from their saddles, lay in
the street while their riderless horses ran
about in mad panic. Three who had made
it to the entrance of Mayfell’s saloon, and
found the door barred, were putting up
a dogged, hopeless stand there. The gang
was smashed, wiped out in its first raid
under the new leader.

Dirk, wearing a snarling grin, was back-
ing crazily to the front of Ma Porter’s,
guns spurting in his fists. Andy spurred
his horse at him, risking possemen's bul-
lets, shouting, “Up behind me, Dirk—
quick f’

For an instant old habit started Dirk
forward in response, his face lighting up.
But he stepped back again, levelling his
guns. “Get the hell away from me, Sheriff
Hogan/!”

The door of the boarding house opened
behind him. Ma Porter, who disliked un-
seemly disturbances and coarse language
anywhere near her respectable premises,
appeared with an iron skillet. She banged
the skillet down on Dirk’s head, and re-
treated like a dignified elephantJnto the
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house and shut the door with finality.

Dirk swayed, knees bowed and eyes
crossed. Andy reached over and grabbed
him before Ire toppled, and hauled him up
across his saddle. Everybody was bawling
at him now excitedly, and Woodring and
a couple of others were running at him. He
swung his horse around, knocking Wood-
ring asprawl, charged up the street, and
cleared town on the run.

Long before reaching the fork, Dirk
came to, fighting mad and cursing Andy,
who cut him short. “I didnt yank you out
0’that jackpot just to save your hide, dont
worry,” Andy snapped curtly. “Juran an’
his pals are lightin’ a shuck for Mexico
with Eileen an’ the payroll—an' Nita as
well, I reckon! They nailed Brenfield on a
double-cross. He’s dead.”

He had pulled in, and Dirk had got
down to the ground. Dirk stared at him
and mumbled, “They—got—Eileen?”

Andy nodded grimly. “They won’t make
Mexico tonight, you know that. Where’ll
they hole up tomorrow? What’s the likeli-
est hangout they’d use, goin’ south from
the fork?”

“Liwamani—the old Indian ruins in
Maze Canyon!” Dirk exclaimed at once.
“Juran used to operate from there when
he was bustin’ banks, couple years ago.”
He scrambled up behind Andy. “Hit this
nag up an’ let’s go—and dont spate that
quirt!”

“He wont last the night, loaded double.
We’ll be afoot long before we get where
we’re goin’!”

“1’ve walked before! Pd walk the whole
damn way barefoot if | had to!”

“You wouldn’t be alone, brother!”

By the early gray rim of dawn they
crouched above the canyon, peering down
at what little they could see of ancient
Liwamani. Most of the forgotten old In-
dian stronghold lay under the dry silt of
centuries, so that the whole place was so
well hidden, the flat roofs mostly flush
with the surrounding ground level, that it
took searching to discern only part of it.

Dirk murmured *“You wouldn think it,
but a hundred men an’ horses could hide
down there. Nearly all the little rooms un-
derground are connected by tunnels an’
holes, some of it the work o’ Juran’s old
bank-robbin’ gang. The grand kiva—the
secret lodge, or whatever the Injuns used
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it for—is damn near the size o' that thea-
ter in Tombstone we went to once. Juran
used it to store his bank-bustin’ tools an*
stuff. Some hide-out! Wonder are they
there ?”

“Let’s look/’ said Andy. “Lead on. You
know the way d*)wn.”

They got painfully to their blistered feet.
The horse had given out, far back, and
they had tramped. High-heeled boots were
not made for walking, especially Dirk’s
narrow, tight-fitting ones with pointed
toes.

The trail down into the canyon was de-

ceptive. It appeared difficult, even impos-
sible in places, but closer acquaintance
proved it to be safe enough. No guards
were on watch, that they could detect. The
Juran crew, if they were here, evidently
felt secure in their lonely, buried roost.

“What do they do with their horses?”
Andy asked.

“There’s a big cleft on the far side o’
the canyon, that’s fenced in at the openin’
to make a pen,” Dirk replied. “Can’t see
it from here. Let’s mosey over an’ take
a look.” He had dropped his guns when
Ma Porter clouted him with her skillet,
but he was carrying Andy’s short rifle,
taken from the saddle scabbard when they
abandoned the horse, and a few shells.

Riding through the night, then tramp-
ing, and now prowling warily into a place
that shrieked of danger, their bitter split
was forgotten between them. In their com-
mon cause they were working together as
one, as they had done so often before, in
complete trust, each knowing that the other
could be depended on to the last step and
the last shell. They were cool, capable,
and desperate, two tough hombres on the
sharp prod.

Horses were in the hidden pen, so tired
they barely took notice of the two creep-
ing men. “Not been here long,” whispered
Dirk. “Let’s find Eileen. Hope to Satan
we don’t walk in on the bunch! This place
is so damn big they could be anywhere.
We'll just have to—*Listen! What’s that ?”

It was a scream of rage. Dirk grinned
crookedly. “They got Nita, all right! She
sure sounds mad! Where’d it come from,
could you tell 7’

“Over that way.” Andy pointed to a
dugout-like cabin. Somebody had dug the
earth away from one side and built a crude

wolcl)den door into the exposed old adobe
wall.

“That*s a door Juran put in,” Dirk mut-
tered. “There’s more, | guess, but the only
other’n | know of is way yonder in the roof
o’ the big kiva. Well,” he shrugged, “we
might’s well take the chance an’ go in/'

They crept to the wooden door. No
way had been provided to fasten it, and it*
yawned open on leather hinges at a push.
It was coming full dawn now, but inside
they stared into blackness.

\' NDY went in, groping cautiously for-

ward, not daring to strike a match.
He fetched up against a rough wall, found
2 gap in it, and explored its size. The
drifting sand and silt had sifted in and
raised the level of the floors, making it
necessary to stoop beneath the thick mud
roof. Beyond the gap he heard an in-
drawn breath signalling the coming of an-
other scream.

“Quiet! he hissed. “That you, Nita? Is
Eileen there?”

Eileen’s whisper came to him, weary,
trembling with a vast relief? “We’re both
here. We’re all right. But our hands are
tied to a post.”

“Where’s Juran an’ the rest?”

“They were asleep, farther along. A few
minutes ago we heard them get up and
move on, as if something had alarmed
them.”

“Is my Dirk with you?” whispered Nita.
“Ah, Dirk— "

Behind him Andy caught a low, savage
grunt from Dirk, and he turned swiftly.
Outlined in the open doorway, Dirk stood
frozen, crouched. Just back of him
crouched other figures, one of them jab-
bing a gun in his ribs. And the voice of
Mohac, heavy and slurred, came like the
pronouncement of a hanging judge. “Drop
the rifle, you son! You, Hogan, come on
out! We got ’em, Juran!”

“I'm cornin’!” responded Andy.

There was no chance to give Dirk a
sign. It wes* too dark under the low roof.
But Dirk knew. He didn’t need any sign.
He knew Andy would never give up like
that, knew Andy was coming to get him
out of the jam if he could, and he played
his part. Already crouched, he ducked
lower and threw himself backward into
the men behind him. The gun at his ribs
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went off, a shade ahead of Andy’s first
shot, and Dirk bounced away and came
tumbling inside. He still held onto the
rifle. He flopped over, fired it three times,
and shoved out his foot and kjcked the
door shut.

They were in utter darkness. Andy
went through the gap and located Eileen
and Nita. They sat back to back, wrists
tied to a post between them. He cut
them loose, and called, “Come on, Dirk!”

“Don’t rush me!” said Dirk. “Fm
guardin’ the door, same time tyin’ my
ribs together with my shirt! Glad you
dropped Mohac. He sure got me—nbullet,
powder an’ wad!”

Nita darted out to him and helped him
through the gap. “You better let me take
the lead, Andy,” Dirk advised. “I think
I know the route through to the big kiva.
Look out! They’re cornin’ in after us!
Take care of ’em, feller! Fm kinda stiff,
but FII limber up.”

They struggled on through the pitchy
blackness, tripping, falling, banging their
heads against low roofs and tiny tunnels,
Andy keeping up a rearguard action
against the Juran crew. Shooting was a
matter of watching for gun-flashes and
letting drive at them. It was a mad night-
mare.

“Think—we’re gettin>—there!” Dirk
panted. “Bit o’ light—ahead. Kiva. Hole
—in roof. Yeah. Here tis. Watch out!”
He swayed away from Nita, tipped the
rifle up, and fired. In the little square
entrance up in the roof of the huge old
ceremonial chamber, a face jerked, went
blank, and fell away.

Here the roof was high, as in most In-
dian kivas, and the ladder which the Juran

crew must have used had been drawn up
and laid outside. Andy boosted Eileen up
and got her through the hole, then did the
same for Nita. It had to be done fast.
The pursuers could be plainly heard comb-
ing along through the last few little con-
nected rooms.

Dirk laughed harshly. “Hey, look, Andy
—there’s that damn express box! No good
to us now. We ain’t goin’to get out of this
jackpot! They can pick us off as we climb
that cliff-trail, if we get that far!”

“We’ll make a try!” Andy countered.
“DY¥you reckon you could hoist that box
up to me after | climb out?” He leaped,
got his fingers over the edge of the hole,
and with the help of Eileen and Nita he
climbed out.

It felt good in the sunlight, but he
hadnt time to appreciate it. Dirk was
struggling with the express box, raising
it. Andy, lying flat, reached in and re-
lieved him of it, and dumped it outside.
“Now you, Dirk—give me your hands,
quick?!”

“Wait a minute.” Dirk stumbled hur-
riedly to one side of the kiva. “There’s
a couple cans o’ blastin’ powder some-
where round here, 1 'member. Stuff Juran
used on the banks. Yeah, here they are!
Satan, this ought to stop em!”

A gunbarrel poked around the low
doorway through which they had entered
the kiva. Andy, leaning in, spied it and
cut a shot at it. His position was awkward,
and he missed. “Dirk, come on!”

“Hold ’em off, | got a job here!” Dirk
rolled the cans over dose beside the low
doorway, and knocked the lids off. For a
fuse he tore a strip from his bloodstained
shirt, laid one end across the open pow-
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der cans, and struck a match and lighted
the other. Then he came reeling toward
me roof entrance, his face strained.

Nita, pushing beside Andy, was scream-
ing at Dirk to come on out. Three times
Andy blazed at the low doorway and dis-
couraged the searching muzzle of a gun.
The Juran crew were crowding there,
getting ready to rush in. His gun clicked
empty and he hastily began reloading. He
heard Dirk’s rifle go off, enormously loud
in the great round chamber, and Dirk’s
oath. “Dammit, it’s gone out!”

Before Andy icould stop her, Nita
dropped back into the kiva. With his gun
only half-loaded, Andy leaned down again
and looked in.

The burning strip of shirt had gone out.
Dirk, fumbling a match, was staggering
back to do the job over again, and Nita
was running after him. It was then that
the Juran crew, recognized abruptly what
he was up to, came shoving through, firing
frantically at him.

Dirk shook, riddled. He tottered on,
against tearing lead, the lighted match in
his fingers, Nita hanging onto him and
sobbing. His yell was weak, but somehow
gay. It was like his old, laughing reckless
whoop.

"Here we go, an’ adios!”

Andy quickly leaped away, dragging Ei-
leen with him. There was a loud whoosh,
turning into an explosion like the roar of
a volcano. The great flat roof of the kiva
bulged and blew up from the tremendous
inside pressure, and subterranean rum-
blings told of walls caving in down below.
Chunks of adobe and stone flew upward
through a rising cloud of ancient dust,
and rained down in giant hail while the
echoes of the blast seemed to rock the
canyon with their mighty booming.

At- last came the silence, utter silence
in which nothing moved. And in the
thick haze of acrid dust a man and a girl,
deafened and only half-conscious, lay
staring dazedly at a gaping, rubble-choked
crater.

Woodring and the possemen from Som-
bra didnt have much to say at first. The
presence of Eileen restrained them. And
they kept looking at the express box that
she and Andy were sitting on. They did
mention that they had been out all night,

tracking Andy and Dirk to the hide-out.

Andy*figured maybe it was up to him to
start the talking, and he did so, not spar-
ing himself.

Woodring pursed his lips. "Some horses
0’ mine were in that bunch,” he remarked.
"Frankly, | always kind of suspiciorfed
Dirk Keeler had a hand in lifting ’em. You
say he didnt. Well, I’ll take your word
for it. We found Armstrong on the road.
He told us about Brenfield, and why you
had to get hold of Keeler. Your motives
were okay there, but your methods were
most mighty rough and lawless! As for
Dirk Keeler—”

Andy stopped him. "If it hadn *been
for Dirk, we’d never have seen Eileen or
this payroll again! It was Dirk who busted
the Juran mob, an’ has made your Lower
Valley country a somewhat better place
to live in than it was! Never mind why
he did it. He did it, an’ killed himself
doin’ itl Remember that, an’ forget the
restl”

"Tell you what.” Woodring glanced at
Eileen. "For those of us who lost horses
in that bunch you sold, it’s to our advan-
tage to have you able to pay us off in due
course. That is, pay us what you and Keel-
er got for 'em. ”

"Where’ll 1 find the money?” Andy
queried tiredly.

"You’re sitting on it!” Woodring men-
tioned. "Armstrong says the usual reward,
paid by the express-insurance people, is
twenty percent of the value of any recov-
ered property reported lost or stolen in
transit. Did you know that?”

"No. Havent had much time to think
about it”

"Well, start thinking. It’d give you
enough to stock that cowless ranch you've
got, and in a year or two you’d be able to
start paying for those horses. Personally,
it’d suit me to take mine in trade of some
kind—maybe a grazing deal. Purely busi-
ness with me, you understand. It1l be
some trouble to you, of course.”

"Trouble’s no stranger to me!” said
Andy.

Woodring’s grin broadened. "No? But
you’ll have help.” He glanced again at
Eileen. "Wont he?”

She said nothing. She just nodded,
flushing.

THE END



HOLD YOUR FIRE!

Reckless Dave Grant laughed at
the sheriff's warning — but he
wasn't laughing when he pulled a
hot gun in a storm ot cold hate.

AVE GRANT knew he was go-
ing to have trouble in town that
day; he knew it even before Sher-

iff Hyde stalked up to him there

saloon and asked with cool hostility, “Got
the afternoon off?”

Dave’s wide rnoifth stretched into a
lazy grin that matched his drawl. “Got
the rest of my life off.”

“Fired?”

“Fired.” Dave’s dark face was ex-
pressionless, but his voice took on a chal-

By
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lenging edge. “Glad to hear it, right?”
“Depends.” With maddening slowness
the raw-boned Sheriff rolled a cigarette

inate lit it, his eyes never swerving from

Grant’s face. Then he said, “I heard about
that fight you had yesterday at the Circle
S, and | figured Saunders would fire you.
You’re gettin’ too damned quick with a
gun, Grant.”

Grant lifted wide shoulders in restrained
irritation. “Cherry drew first.”

“Yeah. AH the fellers you've shot have
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drawn first, but | don't like it one bit”

Abruptly Dave Grants lazy attitude
vanished. He straightened against the bar,
a tall young puncher whose gray eyes
,bored into the Sheriff like cold steel. His
lvoice was dangerously quiet as he asked,
:“What do you figger to do about it?”

“1 figger,” Hyde said deliberately, “to
hand you a friendly warning. If you hang
around town waitin’ for Saunders to come
,in and there’s any trouble, 1’'m goin’to run

jyou in.”

Dave laughed shortly. “Can’t Saunders
Jake care of himself ? From what | hear—”
’ “Maybe he can,” the Sheriff interrup-
| ted, “but I'm tellin’ you, cowboy. I’ve had
| enough of your gunplay. You’re too damn
hair triggered.”

“Ahuh!Well, if | had wanted to kill the

old goat,” Dave said bluntly, “1’d have
,done it yesterday when he cussed me out.”
> “Unless you were afraid of him!”
I Dave’s muscles bunched with the in-
Istant desire to slam a fist into the Sheriff’s
| face, but he forced himself to stand steady.
:He couldnt, however, keep still. “Maybe
:1’m gettin’ too quick with a gun, mister,”
.he drawled coldly, “but youTe altogether
jtoo damned quick with your tongue. You
Igot anything more to say?”

Hyde shook his head slowly, almost
I regretfully. He murmured. “Watch your-

self, cowboy.” Then he turned his back on
Dave and ordered a beer.

With a swift angry gesture Dave
downed his drink and strode out of the
saloon, his spurs clanking harshly. He
; stepped to the boardwalk, squinting pain-
fully in the glaring sunlight, heading for
his horse. Then he stopped short.

A man was dismounting at the hitch-
rack, a medium-sized bow-legged cowman
whose narrow shoulders were squared
arrogantly. The once white Stetson he
wore was set at an uncompromising angle
on his small head, and he swore viciously
as the bay horse tried to nuzzle him. As
he turned toward the saloon, Dave Grant
gazed squarely into the washed out blue
gyes of his former employer, Mike Saun-

ers.

A chilling premonition of disaster swept
through Dave, but he stood his ground, re-
turning the old man’s hard stare and wait-
ing for him to speak. One flashing glance
told Dave that Saunders did not have a
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gun in sight, but that didnt mean any-
thing. The old cowman had been known to
carry a shoulder gun under his brush
jacket, and he had also been known to use
it with blinding speed. That was the
main reason the Circle S was such a
Bmashing big spread with no close neigh-
ors.

Dave had not paid much attention to
Hyde’s warning, there in the saloon, be-
cause he had had no intention of waiting
for Saunders. As far as he was concerned,
that business was finished. He was pull-
ing out for the San Pedro to look for
another job. Now, however, as he noted
the ruthless set of Saunders’ jaw, he re-
membered those words of warning; and
he knew that Hyde had meant exactly
what he said.

Then Saunders ducked under the hitch-
rail and started toward him, moving slow-
ly a step at a time, as if feeling his way. He
stepped up to the boardwalk and stopped,
eyes unreadable, jaw set grimly.

“You still around?” he asked, and his
tone was insulting.

“ Still around,” Dave admitted coolly.

“l thought | made it clear to you yes-
terday that this country dont need you
any more.”

Hyde’s warning was ringing cold and
clear in Dave’s mind, but it was over-
shadowed by stronger thoughts. He knew
he had lost his job mostly because Saun-
ders could not frighten and bully him as
he did the other men. He also figured that
Saunders had been the big “You-do-it”
around Welton too long to take backtalk
twic* from the same man, and Dave had
gnﬁe already politely invited him to go to
ell.

Now he could not have backed up if
he had tried. With calculated insolence he
leaned a shoulder against the saloon wall
and regarded Saunders with a taunting
grin. “Your mistake,” he drawled mild-
ly. “You made it clear that you didn't
need me, but that just made it unanimous.
I dont need you, either.”

Saunders' eyes narrowed dangerously,
and the cords in his neck stood out plain-
ly as he struggled for self control. Then
he asked harshly, “Are you lookin® for
trouble?”

“Not unless it’s lookin’ for me,” Dave
returned promptly.



HOLD YOUR FIRE! 29

Abruptly Saunders grunted incoherent-
ly to himself and started past Dave toward
the saloon door. Surprise and relief flood-
ed through Dave and welled up in a nerv-
ous laugh. Saunders whirled, his face
flaming, his right hand out of sight under
his jacket.

Without hesitation Dave .flung himself
away from the wall, drawing and firing
while he was still moving. That bullet
went home. Dave saw it strike dust from
the left side of the brush jacket. Then he
saw something else that he was to keep on
SEeiNg.....ccuev...

For one terrible instant Saunders stood
as if rooted, his eyes wide open in shocked
amazement. His right hand jerked con-
vulsively into view holding—a c