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THOUSANDS of MEN NOW

Appear Feel Look
SLIMMER BETTER YOUNGER

with Commander
Amazing NEW Abdominal Supporter

Yes, instantly you, too, can begin to feel ALIVE ... ON TOP OF THE WORLD by
joining the Parade of Men who are marching up the highway of happier living with the
COMMANDER, the amazing new Men's abdominal supporter.

CET "IN SHAPE" INSTANTLY AND ENJOY A HAPPY STREAMLINED APPEARANCE
The COMMANDER presents the exclusively designed "INTERLOCKING HANDS'™*
principle for extra double support where you need it most It flattens the burdensome
sagging ‘“corporation” and restores to the body the zestful Invigorating feeling that
comes with tirm, sure "bay window" control. " Order this new belt today and begin

enjoying the pleasure of feeling "in shape" at once.
BREATHBIEASIER—TAKE WEIGHT OFF TIRED FEET
The helpful uplifting EXTRA SUPPORTING power of the COMMANDER firmly sup-
ports abdominal sag. The instant P/ou pull on the belt you breathe easier . . . your
wind is longer . . . you feel better!
YOUR BACK IS BRACED—YOUR CLOTHES FIT BETTER—YOU APPEAR TALLER
The COMMANDER braces your figure, your posture becomes erect . . . you look and
feel slimmer . . . your clothes fit you better. Your friends will notice the Improvement
immediately.
COMMANDER IS NEW AND MODERN!
The absence of gouging steel ribs, dangllng buckles and bothersome laces will prove
a joy. COMMANDER has a real man's jOCk type pouch, with front opening. IT GIVES
GENUINE MALE PROTECTION. r'% thls amazing new belt with Ul confidence
. and at our risk. SEND FOR IT

¢THE SECRET OF THE
"INTERLOCKING HANDS"

Only COMMANDER contains this NEW
principle. ~ A porous mm-stretch material
Is built into the Hpecial stretch hmly of
the COMMANDER. STRETCHES It) to
H INCHES HIGH...in_the outline of two
interlocking hands for EXTRA DOUBLE
SUPPORT where yyu need it most. NO
BUCKLES. LACES OR STRAPS.

MAKE THIS TEST 4
WITH YOUR OWN HANDS
AND FEEL WHAT WE MEAN

Commander Wearers all over America Say—

“ "Enclosed find order for an- It on the first thine in the
| am sure  you will k-ather belt. | Idn’t th i Enclosed |
phased to k"owt‘ﬁ at |ttI§h)‘/”‘ -atherbe gt‘l’\f)%%r & ng'ten *mR ¥ Br anolfR&P® s my
far the best and most practical times what It costs." J. C. McG.
supporter | have ever had. | Dr. G. C. S. St. Paul, Minn,

have been pleased to show it St. Charles, 111

aro I|keW|se impressed ~ about a week ago. To say that r*sure nas

recommend the Commander

to several of my friends and” "Received the Commander wfor what it is made for. 1
“tv. een a great help to

With It Youl Sﬁhfln progg?nb)lv A Id k‘;veeléuu !%asel(g mwl lle What |It Wasnéolgethank gﬁt agd
hear from some of them in tne can see that it fills a long felt it has helped me more than
future.’* PO, Awant, giving the needed sup-j *anythlng 1 have ever tried,”
Dr. A. M. S. port and a most comfortable r* N.
Standish, Mich. feeling I never miss putting Furt Knox,

Above are just a few of the many unsolicited testimonials for the Commander
tnat we receive regularly. Originals of these and otners are on file.

SEND FOR IT TODAY— USE THIS COUPON

INTRODUCTORY TEN PAY FREE TRIAL OFFER

| WARD GREEN CO.. DEPT. B4S
m342 MADISON AVENUE, NEW VORK 17, N. Y. L
5Send me the "COMMANIMT for ten days Free Trial I will pay postman the=

lspeclal price of $2.98 plus postage. if 'not satisfied after wearlng it ten days =
1 may return it and the purchase price will be promptly refunde

|IVIy waist measure My height is...........
(Send string the size of waist if measurlng tape is not avallable)

uCITY STATE 1
mo Check here if you enclose $2.08 with this order and we will pay postage!
“ charges. The same refund offer holds.

pEpEREEEEEEEEEEEREEREEROEENEENR]
© 1941 W. G. Co.

10 DAY FREE TRIAL
SEND NO MONEY
Wear COMMANDER

ten days FREE. it ONLY
fails to do all we say,
send it back and the $ 98
purchase price will be

promptly refunded. SIZES 28 to
SPECIAL LARGE SIZES 48 to 40. $3.9®



AMAZING N SW

GOLD SEAL

POLICY

PAYS accumulated
ACCIDENT BENEFITS $

for Accidental Loss of Life, *
limb, or Sightup to . ..

Fer LOSS OF TIME!
Accident Disability Benefits
up to (104 a month for as'
long as 24 months, or . . .

DON'T TAKE CHANCES! - - > Accidents
happen to 20 persons every minute of every day; and
sickness strikes when least expected . . . bringing
doctor bills, hospital bills, loss of income and press-
ing demands fftr cash, all at the same time. Why take
chances ? Why delay another single day ? NOW you
can enjoy the ALL AROUND insurance protection
you need and should have at a price anyone can
afford . . : just $1 a month..

CASH BENEFITS THAT ARE BIG
ENOUGH TO BE WORTHWHILE!

This is no “penny ante” policy. It's benefits are big
enough to do some good! Policy pays on ALL acci-
dents, ALL common sicknesses, even for minor in-
juries; all according to liberal terms of the policy.
Disability benefits start the very first day, no wait;
ing period.

ACT TODAY! TOMORROW MAY BE TOO LATE!

SICKNESS BENEFITS
For Loss of Time due to
Sickness, a maximum
Monthly Income of . . . .

HOSPITAL EXPENSES
for Sickness or Accident, in-
cluding $5.00 a day for hos-
pital room, upto . .".". ..

NO MEDICAL EXAMINATION
required! No red tape! Policy issued BY.
MAIL at BIG SAVINGS. Ages 15 to 69.'
Actual Policy sent for 10 Days’ FREE
Examination. ACT NOW! Write for it
today. No cost. No obligation. No sales-
man will call. Use coupon below. Do it
today!". ~

FREE 10-Day Inspection Coupon

THE SERVICE LIFE INSURANCE COMPANY »
493 Service Life Bldg. Omaha. Nebr. *
Without cost or obligation, sen(izgé)ll_jr GOLD SEAL

$1*A-MIONTH Policy for IO DAYS INSPECTION.
Name

e Adtdess

City.

-Age.
.State.

Beneficiary-



By sstting th« lines of typ« mors clotsly tog«th«r, wo eomerve paper in conformity
I v\«/ | IV#L to government rationing — without any reduction in reading matter presented.
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SUSPENSEFUL BOOK-LENGTH NOVEL

(First Magazine Publication)
PRENTISS OF THE BOX 8 ..ot By Lynn Westland 10

When Pete Prentiss went to claim his legacy, the Box 8 Ranch, he didn't pay much
attention to the conditions he had to sign. They seemed all right on the surface: the
foreman. Cold Deck tones, was to stay on for five years, and the policy of the
Box 8 was to continue unchanged. What Prentiss didn't know, however, was that
this policy was one of murderous freezing out of the smaller ranchers in the valley,
and that he was inheriting the justly aroused hatred of the entire valley!

Short Story
MESQUITE oot By Bliss Lomax 78

Dick Womack was breaking up Ed Russell's home when Fate offered an unparalleled

opportunity for Ed to get rid of the outsider. But Ed Russell had his own plans
for Womack .

Robert W. Lowndes, Editor

~1* ©d 5 times a year, February, April, June, October and December, by

INC., | Appleton Street, Holyoke, Mass. Editorial and executive offices

at 241 Ohureh Street, New York 13, New York. Entered as second class matter at the Post Office at

Holyoke, Mass. Entire contents copyright 1944 by Columbia Publications. Inc. "Prentiss of the Box 8"

copyright 1943 by Fhoenix Press. For advertising rates, write to Double Action Group, 241 Church St..

New York> Single copies 35c; yearly subscription 75c, Manuscripts must be accomf)anied by

solr-addressed, stamped envelope to insure return if not accepted, and while reasonable rare will be exer-
cised in handling them, they are submitted at author’s risk. Printed in the U. S. A
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Let Me PROVE | Can
MakeYouanew man In
Only 15MinutesaDay!

HOW do YOU look stripped—in locker-room or gym?

Skinny, scrawny, sparrow-chested, self-conscious,
HALt A&IVE?

How do you feel when people notice your physique? Can you
stand their gaze? If you're not satisfied with yeur present
physieal development, let me prove | can make you a New
Man—in only 15 minutes a day, right in the privacy ef your
ewn home! [I'll give you biceps like iron and a fine, deep
chest. I'll broaden your shoulders, add ridges of solid
muscle to your stomach, fill out your arms and legs. If

you are fat and flabby. I'll streamline you into a
picture of radiant manhood.

What "Dynamic Tension” Con Do

How? "Dynamic Tension!" That's the secret that
changed me frem a flct-chested 97-Ib. weakling
into the red-blooded HE-MAN that | am today.
That's how I'm turning thousands of fellows like
yourself Into New Men—with husky, handsome
body and tireless endurance. | can do the same
for you. Let me PROVE itl

"Dynamic Tension" is a PRACTICAL and NATURAL
method. You use no tiring apparatus, no muscle-straining
gadgets. My method is actually FUN! In only 15 minutes
a day, you will actually see your muscles increase into
powerful bulges of brawn and strength. You'll enjoy new
stamina, a glad-to-be-alive feeling. Before you know it,
yotl'll have a nigged, handsome bedy, a rough-and-ready
ambition surging out ol you that the world can't lick! [I'll
show you how it really feei3 to LIVE!

SEND FOR FREE BOOK

All T ask Is that you mail the coupon NOW
for my illustrate* FREE hook, “Everlasting
Health an* Streagth.” It shows actual jphotos
of .pupils I've changed from weaklings into
remarkable specimens of manhood. 1f you want
a body that men respect and w*men adnhiire, then
get this coupon into the mails as fastt as you
oan. Address me .personally, CHARIIES ATLAS, Wkm
I>ept. 4F, 115 E. 23rd St., New York 16 N. Y. W IM

An untouched
photo of Charleg
Atlas, twice win*
ner and holder ef
the title, "The
World's Moat
Perfectly Devel-
oped Man."

CHARLES ATLAS, Dept. 4F,
ns East 23rd street, New York 10, N, V.

I want the proof that your system of “Dynamic
Tension” will helg make a New Man of me—grive me
a healthy, husky body and big muscLe development.
Send me your free book, *“Everlasting- Health and
Strength.”

Name

(Pleas-(-e print or write plainly)

Address

City State
["1 Check here if under 16 for Boeklet A




Fun and Revelry

Vftore One Eye Is Bel-
ter Than Two, by VOL-
TAIRE: A one-eyed
porter wins a princess
. . . and what hap-
pen! f
The Hesitations of Pa-
nurse, by RABELAIS:
Can a man marry with-

out the hazard of tres-
passers?

A Rendezvous with the
Countess, by BOCCAC-
ClO: Master Simone,
the gutlible  doctor,
keeps a "blind date”
and is "ditched” mo*t
unexpectedly!

Saved, by OE MAU-
PASSANT! How HR
the Marquise "get the
aoods'* on her “deceiv-
ing husband . . - whan
heT$ so careful 1

What Every Man Should

Know, by OVID: These
pointers have been
serving tha laan-about-
town some two thou-
sand years or morel

And Other

Cftntsnto of “ An Omnfhui of Pleasure” — The Pteesfre Primer

Tha False Courtesan,
by BALZAC: A virtu-
ous woman is com-
pelled to play the cour-
tesan to her own hus-
band!

The Midnight Assig-
nation, by ftUEVEDO:
A sly Lothario, bound
for his lady's bedroom
falls Into the etutcheo
of the law.

Forbidden Sweets, A
BARON MUNCHAU-
SEN Tale: The Baron's
attempt to reform »n
empire upsets the love
life of Miss Killna-
riska.

The Aristocratic Lady
and the Sweep, An
Arabian Nights Enter-
tainment:  Why the
beautiful, rich® lady
kidnapped on ugly
sweep.

Men  Minus Women.
What happens when a
woman appears in the
masculine world of the
mining camps.

Eya-Opener*

FROM THE WORLD’S MOST
TITILLATING TALES OF LOVE

The
Pleasure Primer

THIS COLLECTION OF INTIMATE
ENTERTAINMENT IS YOURS
FOR ONLY

9 8 C
IF YOU MAIL YOUR ORDER AT ONCE

Uncensored stories from the hilarious tales of Boccaccio
— Rabelais—Ovid—Quevedo—Munchausen— Balzac — and
others—surely, here is an OMNIBUS OF PLEASURE
calculated to tickle the risibilities and znodaten the eyea
ot the most jaded reader! And now, cleverly edited and
brought together in one complete jook, you can pick
and choose, to your heart's content—night after nlgfit—
alone or (if you like reading aloud) in the pleasant
company of whom it mav concern.

Never Before Offered in One Boobl

Ae the toastmasters say. these authors ‘need no Intro-
duction.” Just read the list of their names on this page!
It’s high time you looked into some of their more inti-
mate writings! You don't know DeMaupassant, Voltaire,
Boccaccio, Sterne, the Arabian Nights or the many
others in this Pleasure Primer, until you've read the
delectable selections by which they are represented here!

In keeping with its illustrious contents, the OMNIBUS
OF PLEASURE is a man's book-—a lusty book, clearly
printed for the ease of your eye. Its never-to-be-forgotten
pages include many full-page drawings and illustra-
tions! Many have said that the pictures alone are worth
the price of admission!

Order Today — Read This Unusual Offer

To make new friends, we offer the OMNIBUS OF
PLEASURE at the sensationally low price of 98c—but in
addition to that, we give you FIVE PAYS TO MAKE
UP YOUR MINT) whether everything we've said about
this book satisfies your own personal reactions! Your
Order BY COUPON ONLY entitles you to RETURN THO
BOOK. TN 5 PAYS if not perfectly delighted with this
selection ot the world’'s most captivating stories! You
have nothing to Jose . and you will bo the final
judge of your own purchase! Strayon Book Co., 342
Madison Avo., 3S[ew York City.

STRAVON PUBLISHERS, Dept. P-366
342 Madison Avenue, New York 17, N. Y.

Send me your new THE PLEASURE PRIMER,
in plain wrapper. 1 agree that it's high time 1 looked
into these intimate writings. It is understood that if
not delighted with this book, | may return it in 5
days and my money will be refunded.

O Send C.O.D. | will pay postman 98c plus few cents

postage.
O | enclose 98e—send postpaid.
NAME
ADDRESS

Copyright (943, Stravon Publishers



NEESS"MOST?

RcoQreONS @SSRS

Railway Training

Accounting “aiC P™ h w s z
NSrSSrss**=* ESSKS?
Mechontcol thgineenng B Bﬂ:ﬂ]%g

Better Foremanship

Tool Making

BookkeePin9 , E:Uto rV

Business Mun®u
Cost Accounting

THINK! LOOK FORWARD!

Business is making Post-war plans
__ Men and Women are preparing for the future

WHATARE YOU DOING ABOUT TOURTOMORROWS?

« Today, choose the job you want—and prepare for it. Or if you are already
engaged, in the work you- like best, start training now for quicker promotion.
Acquire the knowledge that will help you to get ahead faster, make more money

arid have greater security.

Invest part of your spare time in more rapid progress. Start training now, in

spare time in your own home. Be

ready to grasp your opportunity and step out

ahead of those who lack the ability you have attained.
American Scheel, founded in 1897 as an educational institution* not for profit, can

help you to reach your goal
just as it has helped others
during the past forty-seven
years. Give serious thought
to th'e list above. Pick one
or more subjects that inter-
est you. Then check the cou-
pon*at right, add your name
and: address and mail it at U
once. The school will send
you details on its training
plan and outline of study U1
prepaired by specialists.There Pi
is no charge, no obligation, A
so send the coupon imme- < '
diately. *6
J
AMERICAN SCHOOL
Dept. SAA, Drexel at 58th Street, Chicago J7 §

* STUDY TRAINING SiNCFTSS?

Take This First Easy Step
CHECK, CLIP AND MAIL COUPON NOW

AMERICAN SCHOOL, Dept* ®A4, Drexel at 58th, Chicago 37, lib

Without obligation. Please send FREE and postpaid, bulletin and details
of the Subjects checked.

OPLASTICS ENG’'R Décgoknting and ODrafting and Design

ORefrigeration P.A. ) for Men and Women
DOArchitecturo OCost Accounting ORadio
and Building . for Manufacturing OHigh School
OPractical Plumbing 0OBookkeeping DAir Conditioning
OAutomotive OPrivate Secretary i
Engineering ODiesel Engineering OMechanical IEng.
OAviation Drafting DShOF Management
DAviation OTool Making
OBusiness Mgnment \ A .ssssns = OBetter Foremanshlp
ORailway Training Pattern Drafting OMachine Shop
OElectrical Enginéering  Operations
Nam.., . .Occupation.,,
N 10 Age.....
CW i state.



WHITE COLLAR
or OVERALLS-

Which will YOU wear
after the war?

LINCREB0f thousands of

.whitecollar workers have

put on war overalls for the du-

ration. Millions of both white

collar and overall workers have put on uniforns.
Hosts of home women are patriotically taking

After the war, millions will be coming back from
army, navy and air force to civilian jobs; great war
materials factories will be re-converting to civilian
production; old peace-time functions of business
will be springing up—where will you fit in the
Ksituation?

If you are wise, you will look ahead and prepare.
1You will not wait on chance. You will analyze the
| probable conditions in peace employment, decide
iwhere your likes and aptitudes fit best, and get
Iready. You will decide whether your best opportu-
j nities lie in production or office or store. You will
i determine whether you wish to work for someone
jelse or develop a business of your own. You will

train now to be above the average and,
therefore, surer to get the opportunity

1

major fields of commerce and
industry,and we have gathered
a wealth of information about
job opportunities and re-
quirerments. That information is at your service.

We Can Help You Prepare

And when you have decided what field of work offers
most to you for a life career, we can help you pre-
pare for it—quickly, economically, thoroughly, in
your spare time and without any interference with
your present work—if it is in the list below. A
48-page booklet on the field of your choice, discuss-
ing the field and our training for it, has been pre-
pared to help answer your questions. The coupon
below or your letter will bring ft to you, without
cost or obligation.

Do not delay. Whether the war lasts six months
or three years now is the time to make sure your
preparation for postwar success shall not be “too
little and too late.”

you want after the armistice. gH& Extension t fniverdif'y
Nor will you wait very long. Nobody
knows when this war will end or how soon (d omredpomaence & $fintiluntion
MPT. W2-R CHICAGO IS

this problem will hit you in the face.

I want to pick my career for after the war and get ready for it now.
Send me your free booklet on the field I have checked below and fulJ
information about your training in that field.

We Can Help You Decide

If you have some question either about
postwar opportunities or about your own
fitness for some particular one, probably
we can help you. Inour 35 years, over one
million adults have enrolled for our train-
ing, we have built training courses for many

O Foremanship

O Bookkeeping

O Business Law

G Executive Management
O Salesmanship

Q Business English

Address....

O Industrial Management
O Accounting

O Law: LL.B. Degree

O Traffic Management

O Business Correspondence
O Stenotypy




FOUND ACCORDION EAS8Y PLAYS
“1've always wanted to play the piano "1 am happy to
accordion,” writes *H. E. from Canada. weeks | have geen
"But lhoaght I'd never loam it. Then 1 cal radio station.
read about your lessons. | don't know stitution for such

how to express my satisfaction.”’

THusIC

a wonde
*W.

ON RADIO

tell you that for four
on the air over our lo-
So thanks to your in-
rful course.”
8., Alabama.

WOULDN'T TAKE $1,000 FOR COURSE
“The lessons ar® so simple. I have
learned to play by note in a little more
than a month. | wouldn't take a thousand
dollars for my course.”
#S. E. A., Kansas City, Mo.

Lessons
far lessthan

dday

Here’s your chance to learn
instrument — quickly and ea

*17 thought it wag expensive to learn music? That It
took lots of money to pay for a private teacher, sheet
musk; antd all the other essentials? That it required ye

of study?
Then here's grand news for you! You can learn to play
your fayqrKe musical instrument, any Instrument, for less

than S-EVEM 08BOTS a day! That's ALL it costs. Nota
penny extra for sheet music or anything else. And it
does&'t take years, either.

Play a Tune in One Lessen
Actually, you start playing a familiar melody in your

very FTRSTT lesson. Then you go on from one tune to
another, until your friends are surprised to hear you play.

Ydh learn to play by playing—just ae you learned the
English language by
speaking It, There is
no lost time, no waate
motion.

You learn
markable short-cut
method! A modern,
simplified method that
skipe all the tedious
old-fashioned study and
practice. A method that

Ea'sy as A-B-C

by a re-

has literally swept the
world, enrolling over
750,000 pupils. It's ac-
tually FTTN to learn

music this easy way.

Here's the Secret

Look at the notes above—they
are FAA-C-E. Could anything be
simpler? You are already learn-
ing to read music. And it's easy

to play, too, for a remarkable "A picture is worth

invention, the "Note'Finder," a thousand words, "

telli you just where each note Bays the ancient Chi-

U Tlocated on the keyboard. nese proverb. And that

Is the secret of this

<Actual pupils* names on request, easy way to learn

Pictures by Professional Models, music at home in spare

to play your favorite musical
sily — fit your own home.

time. Your lessons come to you in print and picture
form. Large, clear Illustrations show you every position,

ars ©very move.
NOTICE

Se© for yourself how easy it Is

to learn your favorite musical
instrument this modern, short-cut Please don't confuse the
way. And how inexpensive. Mail U. S. School of Music

method with any system
of teaching music "by
ear" or by trick charts.

the coupon below for booklet land
Print and Picture Sample, cheek-

big the Instrument in which you 5 . 1ethod teaches you
are interested. Do It now. TJ ©. ¢, play by actual notes
School of Music, 1235 Brunswick —not by any trick or
Bldg.. New York. 10. N. Y. Forty- number system.

siith year. (Est. L898)

U. S. School of Music, 1235 Brunswick Bldg., New York, 10,

N. Y. 1 am interested in learning the musical instrument
checked. Please send me your illustrated booklet explaining
how 1 can learn quickly at home, for lea* than 7c a day.
Piano Trumpet, Cornet Mandolin
Guitar Reed Organ Flute
Hawaiian Guitar Tenor Banjo Piccolo
Violin i Ukulele Modern  Elemen-
Piano Accordion Clarinet tary Harmony
Plain Accordion Trombone Practical Finger
Saxophone Control
Have you instrument?

Name ...
Address .o e e e e e e e naaees
Gity « State ...
NOTE! If you are under 16 years of age parent must sign

coupon!

Save 2c—Stick coupon on penny post cord.



PRENTISS OF THE
RON I

Pete brought
the club
down

across

the puma's
neck.

An Exciting Book-Eengfli Novel

There were only two conditions to Pete Prentiss' inheritance ot the Box 8§;
he had to carry Cold Deck Jones as foreman for five years, and the ranch
must be run as it had been run in the past. But, after he signed them and
became the new owner, Pete found out he'd signed a pledge to continue a
policy of cold-blooded freezeout upon the small landowners nearby, and
had inherited the just hatred of the entire community!

»0



First
Magazine
Publication
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By Lynn w estland
(Author of "Saddle River Spread"}

CHAPTER 1
Poison Man
HE freight train swung around

a curve and slowed for the
water tank and the town be-

n

hind, sighing softly from a hard run
as it gulped a drink. Pete Prentiss
stood up from a pile of straw in one
corner of a freight car, brushed him-
self off, and viewed Barlock with
an appraising gray eye.

“Looks like we're here,” he rumi-



12 * Blue Ribbon Western

nated, and grinned, so that the copious
splashing freckles under his carroty
hair seemed to riot. “Some class,
too, me ridin’ in a private car this
way, and all. But then, it befits the
owner of the biggest ranch in this
part of the country to arrive in
state.”

He jumped, as the train gave one
last jerk before stopping. That lurch
sent Pete rolling in a heap in the
dusty road which ran beside the
track. He picked himself up, knock-
ing the dust from faded blue levis,
to observe that he was the grinning
target for three separate pairs of
eyes.

“That’s one hombre we don’t need
to watch, anyway, Mart,” one of the
trio observed, hunkering down a lit-
tle more comfortably on the stake-
and-rider fence which decorated the
opposite side of the road. “Yuh
should complain to the management
about the way they run the railroad,”
he added to Pete.

“Reckon you're right,” Pete agreed

good-naturedly. “Next time | eat
dinner with the president, I'll tell
him to fire that engineer.” He sur-

veyed the three with a quickening
interest. They looked like ordinary
cowpunchers, but it was extraordi-
nary for such atrio to loiter thus out-
side of town. Every one of them, he
saw, was overloaded with hardware,
and there was something in the
tense way they watched the road
which belied the momentary mockery
at his expense.

“But why wouldn’'t | bear watch-
in’?” he inquired. “Here | arrive by
special train, private car and every-
thing. ’'Course, that's proof enough
of my social standin'—”

“Looks to me like yuh was settin’”
the one who had spoken before guf-
fawed. “Anyway, yuh wouldn’t do.
We're watchin’ for a skunk with a
beak like a hawk, who'd be two-three
inches shorter'n what you are, and
he'd likely have yellow hair, to fit his
nature.”

“Yeah?” Pete shrugged. “Glad 1
don’'t fit. You gents don’t look like
you was a welcomin’ committee, ex-
actly.”

“We’'ll welcome this Prentiss hom-

bre with hot lead if he shows his
ugly mug around this country,” was
the grim rejoinder. “But just keep
yore trap shut, bo. Yuh ain’'t heard
nothin’, understand?”

“Sure, | ain't heard a durned
thing,” Pete agreed cheerfully. He
eyed the three lazily, but far more
appraisingly than they knew. The
speaker was tall and dark like an In-
dian, but he had a chin like the pro-
truding butt of a Colt 45. He was
lanky and wiry as a cayuse in spring.
One of his companions, who chewed
and spat and allowed his eyes to
rove up and down the road, was
chunky, and he fondled a shotgun
across his hunkered-up knees. The
third man had a rifle, and he looked
sleepy, but the roving edge of his
glance was sharp as a file.

URNING, Pete sauntered on

down the road and into town.
His face betrayed none of the sharp
curiosity which filled his mind now.
Of course, he might be rmstakeripbut
it would be stretching'-fhe long arm
of coincidence pretty far if those
gunmen were watching for a man
named Prentiss, a man whom they
had patently never seen before, and
that man were someone other than
himself.

And that description which the
tall man had given—of a man with
a beak like a hawk and yellow hair,
height about five feet ten—would
have fitted the picture he'd once seen
of Uncle George, which had been
made on d tintype some score of
years before. Or it would have fitted,
equally well, the father he scarcely
remembered.

But why should a trio of gunmen
be perched out there like buzzards,
watching the road which swung into
Barlock from the south, frankly ad-
mitting that they intended to fill him
full of lead if they sighted him? His
looks, coupled with the mode of his
arrival, had fooled them completely,
but there was something disquieting
in the whole idea.

His mind went back over the
events of the past weeks. Some-
thing less than a month before, he'd
been fired from a ranch several hun-



dred miles from here. Not because
he wasn't a top hand, but simply be-
cause, with drought gripping that
whole section of country for going
on three years now, most ranchers
were teetering on the thin edge of
ruin, and payrolls had to be cut to
the bone. Plenty of good men were
afoot, looking for jobs where such
were about as common as the dodo
bird.

As an afterthought, at the time of
his dismissal, his former boss had
dug 4ip a dog-eared letter, which had
been forgotten in his coat pocket
since his last trip to town, nearly a
week before. That letter, judging
from the postmarks on it, had been
seeing a lot of range country, trying
to catch up with Pete.

It had been from a firm of lawyers,
hundreds of miles away, and rough-
ly a hundred miles from Barlock
here, informing him of the demise
of his uncle, G. G. Prentiss, and that,
trpaft furnishing proper proof of
identity, W-would inherit the Box 8
Ranch, lying some forty miles north
and west of Barlock, in the foothills
of the Silvers. If he'd call, at his
earliest convenience—

Pete had called, a couple of weeks
later. It had taken him that long to
get there. But once he had arrived,
the rather incredible news had turned
out to be true. There had been no
trouble about proving his identity.
Uncle George was really dead, star-
tling enough news in itself, for he
had heard that buzzards lived for-
ever. And, what was far more as-
tonishing, G. G. had finally remem-
bered that he had a nephew, and had
willed him his entire estate, consist-
ing of the finest and biggest and,
from all reports, most prosperous
ranch in Montana. The news had
been a little staggering.

There had been a few clauses in
the will which he had agreed to
readily enough. Mr. Jonathan Blake
had explained that, if he accepted the
bequest, he would be legally bound
not to sell, rent, or give away all or
any part of the Box S during the
ensuing five years. He could sell the
increase of the cattle, of course, but
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not the ranch. Likewise, there were
a few stipulations concerning the
crew, who were t© be employed as
before, at least during those five
years. After that time was up, the
Box 8 would be his to sell or keep,
as he desired, without any restrie-
tions whatsoever.

ITTING in Jonathan Blake's elab-
S orate but musty office, Pete
had seen nothing unusual about such
conditions. George Prentiss had built
up the Box 8 over long years, start-
ing with next ta nothing and getting
a fine property in the course of time.
Naturally, he wanted his heir to ap-
preciate it and keep the property in-
tact for a while. Since, as Mr. Blake
assured him, there was more than am-
ple income from the ranch, as well
as considerable cash in several banks,
to meet all expenses and a good deal
besides, there could be no good rea-
son for any such sale as was pro-
hibited.

Or so it had seemed then. Pete
had readily agreed to what had
seemed trifling provisos, and had ac-
cepted the inheritance. Then he had
set out for the Box 8 itself.

It would have been easy enough,
of course, as heir of the Box 8, to

explain his lack of funds to Mr.
Blake and have some money ad-
vanced, so that he could ride into

Barlock in state, either by horseback,
on the stage, or on the train. But
pride had kept Pete’'s mouth shut.
He'd been used to looking after him-
self for quite some time, during the
years in which Uncle George hadn't
bothered his head about whether he
lived or starved, and he could get
to Barlock all right. Which he had
just done, arriving by private car.

“And as airy and well ventilated
a car as you'd find anywhere,” he
grinned to himself. “Likewise pos-
sessin’ certain advantages, as it's
turned out. But why the blazes
should those hombres be waitin’ out
there to salivate me? | ain’'t ever
done anything to them.”

That was a question to which he
could find no ready answer, but he
didn’'t worry over it long. It wasn't
his custom to do much worrying
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over anything. Big, easy-going,
thoroughly capable of meeting al-
most any situation, he had long since
demonstrated that he could get along,
and whatever sort of a misunder-
standing there was would probably
be ironed out without much trouble.
Anyway, if he could make out as a
saddle-bum, he ought to be able to
handle things with such a property
as the Box 8 back of him.

Barlock was just another cow
town, with the advantage of the rail-
road running through it. But it held
no special interest for him at the
moment, other than a restaurant or
so. He was hungry, and he had one
lone silver dollar in his pocket. That
would come in handy now to take
care of the vacancy in the depart-
ment of the interior.

He turned in at the first restau-
rant, noted 'that the stools along the
counter were all occupied, and moved
to a small vacant table. It was the
only empty table in the place, he
saw approvingly; that sort of pop-
ularity must betoken good food.

His order of steak and frieds had
just been served when two newcom-
ers entered the room and, after look-
ing around, came toward his table.
Pete surveyed them with frank in-

terest, tabbing them promptly as
father and daughter. The man was
a typical cattleman—middle-aged,

saddle-filling but not fat, with a
brown mustache with adventurous
tendencies below slightly graying
hair. A good representative of his
class.

It was the girl who drew Pete's
eyes the way a good steer or horse
did—all three were worth looking at.
She’d come, he saw, about to his
shoulder, she couldn’t be more than
twenty, and somehow it was just like
a breath of the cool green hills blow-
ing into that rather stuffy room
when she came in. She was that sort
of a person.

Her hair was brown, too, kind of a
light, soft brown as though sunlight
had gotten tangled in it and still
stayed there even when the sun had
gone down. Not a very big nose,
but with sort of a saucy little up-tilt
to it, and eyes as blue and clear as a

mountain lake. She walked with a
little unconscious swing, and though
she wasn’t big, she had sort of a com-
petent air about her.

HAT was one break, anyway: the

fact that every other place was
filled, and they were coming to his
table. Pete hospitably removed his
dusty Stetson from one of the extra
chairs.

“l hope we won't be intrudin’
none,” the cattleman suggested.

“Not any,” Pete denied, and flashed
that easy grin of his. “Me, | like
company. Makes the food taste bet-
ter.”

By the time the meal was half
finished, they were chatting like old
friends. Pete was silently speculat-
ing. Chances were that they were
neighbors of his, somewhere in this
valley. He hoped so, for he couldn’t
think, off-hand, of any people who'd
make better or more desirable neigh-
bors.

There had been sort cloudy
look in the back of their eyes when
they had seated themselves, as
though trouble were hanging in the
background, a trouble which wasn’t
easy to shake off. He could see the
faint lines of it in their faces, even
in the fresh young face of the girl,
and it worried him. It appeared to
be trouble of the sort that still stayed
with you when you went to bed,
which colored all your dreams and
made you wake up tired. That was
bad.

Pete exerted himself to be enter-
taining, and he was glad to see that,
for the moment at least, they had sort
of forgotten about other things, and
were able to laugh at his jokes as if
they really enjoyed them. There was
a real sparkle in the girl’ eyes.

He felt a deep, pleasant satisfaction
about that. Which was sort of funny,
for in all his years of knocking
around the range, he'd scarcely ever
glanced a second time at a girl, and
he had seen some right pretty ones
at times, too. Only he hadn’'t been
interested. Now it was different—

Now he was a cattleman himself—
one of the richest men in the state,



from what Jonathan Blake had told
him. Now, if he wanted to, he could
look at any girl, ask her to marry
him—

Pete felt himself blushing at the
thought. Gosh, was he going off the
deep end and falling in love with a
girl that he hadn’t even seen up to
half an hour ago, and whose name he
didn’t even know? But why not?
Stealing another glance at her, he
knew with sudden, settled conviction
that he couldn’t imagine a nicer girl
to fall in love with.

They were on the pie now—thick,
melting slabs of real apple pie, top-
ping off a mighty eatable meal. Sud-
denly the cattleman looked startled.

“Say,” he said. “We haven't even
introduced ourselves.” His blue eyes

swept Pete appraisingly. “You're a
cowpuncher, of course?”
“That's been my brag,” Pete ad-

mitted.

“Wouldn’'t be looking for
would you?”

“Why, that'stright kind of you.
And up to a few days ago, | sure
would have. Don’'t know's | would
right now, though.”

a job,

“Well, 1 started out to tell our
names. I'm Tim Dexter, owner of
the K over T ranch. This is my

daughter, Hazel.”

“I'm sure right pleased to know
both of you,” Pete assured them, and
held out his hand. “I'm Pete Pren-
tiss, the new owner of the Box 8
Ranch—"

Something was wrong. He could
see it instantly, in the eyes of both
of them, the shocked incredulity, the
swift-growing hostility, the way in
which Tim Dexter jerked his hand
back, just as it had been about to grip
Pete’'s. A moment later, Dexter
scraped his chair back, and Hazel was
only an instant behind him.

“Prentiss, eh?” Dexter repeated,
and his voice had become cold and
level. “If I'd known that before—"

He didn't bother to explain what
he meant, but his attitude was elo-
guent. Turning his back squarely, he
walked across to the cashier, Hazel
with him. Neither of them turned nor
looked back as they walked outside.
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CHAPTER 11

Pandora’'s Box

tiss stared after them, more

hurt and surprised than he
cared to confess. Here it was again,
only in more tangible form. Those
three gunmen, perched on the fence
out at the edge of town, waiting to
fill Prentiss of the Box 8 full of lead
—that hadn’t been just an isolated in-
stance. It fitted in with the pattern
which had been just now revealed
again.

Much of it he was at a loss to un-
derstand, though a faint glimme'ring
came to him, as he remembered that
tintype of George Prentiss which he
had seen years before. The tall cow-
boy had described George Prentiss
aptly, with his hawk nose and face
like a skunk. The tintype had always
made Pete feel the same way, though
he’'d never formulated his thoughts ro
tangibly or bluntly. And what little
he’d known of his Uncle George, dur-
ing the years, had rather tended to
confirm that belief.

It had been shaken of late by the
realization that, however tardily,
Uncle George had tried to make
amends, and had apparently done so
in a handsome manner.- But if Uncle
George was what he looked like, it
was not only possible but probable
that he had been disliked by his
neighbors. Even that, however, was
hardly an excuse for including his
nephew in that same blanketing wave
of hostility.

“Me, | might be a horse of a differ-
ent color,” Pete growled under his
breath. “And most folks give a man
a chance to show what he's like, in
his own right.” He stared blankly
ahead for a moment. The thing,
whatever it was, went deep. For Tim
and Hazel Dexter had seemed to take
a real liking to him, and on the basis
of that, they should have given him
a fair judgment.

But their hostility had been only
too apparent. Which was too bad, just
when he'd found himself liking them
so well—

Pete arose, tossed the dollar on the

I:OR a long moment, Pete Pren-
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desk, and strode out into the evening.
The sun was out of sight now, but
the golden wave of its departure hung
like a mellow benediction over the
town, softening its normally harsh
outlines into something approaching
beauty. Nature was serene, but its
mood, which he had enjoyed to the
full a little while before, was lost on
Pete now.

He glanced around speculatively.
Half a block down the street a lum-
ber wagon, with two rather skittish
horses, was pulled up in front of a
general merchandise store. Tim Dex-
ter was just disappearing inside the
door. On the seat, controlling the
horses with almost absent-minded at-
tention and perfect ease, was Hazel.

Pete didn’'t hesitate. It had never
been his way to do so when he had
made up his mind about anything,
and if there was some misunderstand-
ing here, the quickest, most direct
way of getting rid of it was to start
right in. And he particularly wanted
to shoo away any flies of misunder-
standing with this girl.

She looked up as he approached the
wagon, and her face went still and
cold, but she gave no other sign of
recognition as he rested one foot on
the hub ©f the wheel and looked up
at her, hat in hand.

“Miss Dexter,” Pete said soberly,
“1I'd sure like to apologize, if I've
done or said anything to offend you
folks. 1 didn't aim to, and I'd like
to know what the trouble is—”

For an instant her gaze met his,
and at the fiery heat in it, he stepped
back, abashed.

“Sir, | never want to speak to a
Prentiss!” she flashed.

At that moment Tim Dexter came
out, arms laden with bundles. He
looked hard at Pete, but said nothing,
merely climbed onto the seat beside
his daughter, took the reins, and they
were off down the street in a little
cloud of dust.

ETE looked after them, his face
P suddenly a little grim, turned
and sauntered up the street.
swer hadn’t explained much, but she
had made it just as plain as had the
trio on the stake-and-rider that to be

That anf my

a Prentiss in that country was the
same as poison.

“Reckon, if it was a choice between
ownin’ the Box 8, and havin’ her like
me, 1'd rather get along on my own,
same as usual,” Pete muttered grimly.
“But the mischief's done now.
There's some misunderstandin’ in this
country that's going to be cleared up.
And | don’t mean maybe.”

His eyes found what he sought—
a faded sign of a law firm on a warped
door. H. L. Henders, Att'y at Law.
He pushed open the door, climbed a
rickety stairs, and saw, from the open
door at its head, that H. L. Henders
was still in his office. A second
glance around told him why his uncle
had entrusted most of his affairs to
Blake and Blake. Henders could
handle local chores, but that was all.

Henders himself, a little, shifty-
eyed man who reminded Pete of a
weasel questing in gopher holes, arose
uncertainly as he entered the door,
nodding.

“Anything | can dof for you?""he
inquired squeakily. ~

“Maybe.” Bulking large
doorway, Pete surveyed him.
Pete Prentiss.”

The change in Henders was ,is
swift as it had been when he had re-
vealed his identity before, but of an
opposite quality. Cordiality fairly
oozed from him as he sprang forward
to shake hands and set out a chair.

in the
“I'm

“Well, well, Mr. Prentiss, come
right in. I'm delighted to see you, sir
—delighted.”

“You're the first one in this neck
of the woods,” Pete said, accepting
the chair. “l1 seem to be about as
popular as poison ivy, otherwise.
What the blazes is wrong with me?”

“Looking at you, Mr. Prentiss, I'd
say there wasn’t a thing wrong with
you. But—er—your uncle, the late
Mr. G. G. Prentiss—he was, | may as
well confess, rather disliked by his
neighbors. Probably you've inherited
some of the distrust which they felt
for him.”

“It looks like it. You'll want proof
identity,. | suppose.” Pete
pulled out an envelope and tossed it
over. “There it is, from Blake and
Blake. And now—well, I'd like to get



a little cash, if it's not too much trou-
ble. Enough to get a horse and get
out to the Box 8.

“Certainly, certainly, Mr. Prentis.”
Henders glanced hastily over the
credentials and handed them back.
“The local bank, of course, is closed
for the night, but | can let you have
a couple of hundred dollars of my
personal funds. Tomorrow | will
make all arrangements, and you can
draw on the bank, or on your other
banks, for any sum within reason, of
course.”

“What's within reason?” Pete
asked curiously. “I don't figure to
need much now, but I'm just won-
dering what there may be. Blake
didn’t tell me much.”

Henders folded his hands careful-
ly, much as though they had been a
legal document.

“You have on deposit in the local
bank the approximate sum of forty
thousand dollars,” he told him. “In-
vestments, cash and other securities
whrehL”puld be made fluid, not count-
ing the Bex"8, its stock and other
resources, approximate another two
hundred thousand dollars. The cattle
which you will sell each fall from
the Box 8 will pay, above all run-
ning expenses, some twenty-five thou-
sand dollars clear. The ranch itself,
which you are, of course, precluded
from disposing of for at least five
years, is worth at least as much as
all the other properties put together.”

E | £ whistled. He was staggered.
P He had imagined, vaguely, that
his whole inheritance might come to
perhaps a quarter of that sum. But
this—why, this was a fortune.

“The Box 8, and everything else,
I may add, is free and unencum-
bered,” Henders added. “Your uncle
was a very careful business man.”

He drew out a long red wallet, ex-
tracted several bills and tendered
them.

“Here is the two hundred dollars,
Mr. Prentiss. It's all I happen to
have on me at the moment—"

“That’'ll be plenty, and thanks,”
Pete assured him. More puzzled than
ever, he took the money, turned, then
hesitated at the door.
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“You know Tim Dexter of the K
over T, | suppose?”

“Certainly. A neighbor of yours,
I believe, on the south and east. Has
a small spread.”

“Thanks.” Pete had learned what
he wanted to know. A neighbor, with
a small spread. And the Dexters cer-
tainly were not impressed with the
wealth of their neighbor, that was
plain.

Dusk was falling now, and he was
just as well pleased. People in this
town had a funny way of looking at
strangers, and those who knew him
looked even funnier. He went to a
livery stable, bought a horse and
saddle, without telling who he was,
and swung into the saddle with a sigh
of relief. It was nice to have a horse
between his legs again. Forty miles
to the Box 8. He'd make it nicely
in time for breakfast, with a couple
of hours in which to snatch a nap
somewhere along the road.

He made the schedule without any
trouble, finding the Box 8 easily
enough. During the ride out from
town, he had seen enough to confirm
his hunch that the Box 8 was the
biggest ranch in the entire section of
country. And the big outfits were apt
to be disliked by the smaller land-
owners, though he knew there must
be more than that to this feeling of
hostility which permeated the coun-
try.

There were big, fine buildings on
the Bex 8, and the whole had an air
of prosperity, oddly at variance with
so many spreads. The ranch seemed
to spread out, to fill and straddle a
big valley, to run well back into the
hills and mountains in either direc-
tion.

It was just before the early sunrise
when he rode up and dismounted, and
already there was stir CE activity, as
a clatter from the cook house an-
nounced breakfast. Looking about,
Pete nodded approvingly. The fore-
man here, whoever he was, was keep-
ing things running efficiently, pend-
ing the arrival of the new owner.
Small wonder that Uncle George had
included a proviso in his will that
these men should be kept on.

Three or four men, hurrying for
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the cook house, glanced at him with-
out particular interest. Another man
came out and, at sight of him, paused,
and instinctively Pete knew that he
was looking at his foreman. The man
was tall, square-built, not heavy, but
with a kind of tigerish grace about
him. His face was set, expression-
less, the eyes gray and cold. In fact,
the coldness about him impressed
Pete more than anything else.

“You lookin’ for something, cow-
boy?” he asked.

“Reckon so0,” Pete agreed, dis-
mounting. “I'm Pete Prentiss.” ’

There was no outward change in
that granite face, but for just an in-
stant Pete saw what looked like shock
and incredulity in those obsidian
eyes.

“l1 wouldn’'t have
Prentiss.”

“Here’s the papers, if you want to
look them over.”

“I1f you've got the papers, | don’t
need to look 'em over.” The fore-
man extended his hand. “I'm Jones
—Cold Deck Jones, they call me.
Foreman. Glad to see yuh, Prentiss.”

knowed you,

ETE accepted the hand, feeling
Pas if there were something radi-
cally wrong somewhere. Cold Deck!
The name, with all that it implied,
seemed to fit, and he saw that Cold
Deck seemed to take a grim pride
in the monicker. Already Pete had
an uneasy understanding as to why
the Box 8 and all that it stood for
should be hated in this valley.

“Better come in and eat,” Cold
Deck went on. “You been ridin' most
of the night, eh?”

“Yeah. | arrived in town last night,
got a horse, and came on out.”

“l wouldn't stay in that town,
either.” Cold Deck glanced down the
long table and performed a brief in-
troduction.

“Boys, this is Prentiss—your new
boss.”

They stared back at him, eating
suspended for a moment, while there
was mutual appraisal. There was no
sign of welcome, or otherwise, but
they were looking him over. Pete
Prentiss looked like a man who knew
the cattle business, but he didn't look

like what they had been led to ex-
pect.

For his part, Pete could see at a
glance that these men knew their
business, too------ they were a picked,
efficient crew. And they were of the
same stamp as Cold Deck Jones,
down to the last man.

They went on eating as he slid into
a chair beside Cold Deck, and there
was little talking while they ate.
The food was good, and there was
plenty of it. As a business, it was
apparent that the Box 8 was well
run from every standpoint. But more
and more he could see that it wasn't
what he had expected.

“What's this valley called?” he
asked suddenly.

Cold Deck’'s eyes were frosty,
whether with a gleam of cold humor
or not, Pete wasn't quite sure.

“These hills are the Silvers,” he
said. “And Silver River runs down
through this valley. But you want
to know what the folks call this
country?”

“Somethin’ like that, | reckon.”

“They call it Poison Valley. And
the Box 8 is Pandora’s Box to them
—after bein’ opened.”

CHAPTER 111

Renegade On a Limb

ETE digested this in silence
Pfor a minute. Pandora's Box,
opened—with troubles and tor-
ments spilled out over the valley.
The Box 8 was that to the rest of
the valley, was it, an emanation of
poison? At the moment, he did not
consider how odd it was that Cold
Deck should so casually refer to
Pandora’s Box. But it was evident
that the foreman was a man of parts.
“You'll be wantin’ to look things
over, | suppose,” Cold Deck sug-
gested. “There's a big letter that
yore uncle left for you to read, and
some other papers.”

“1 think I'll take a ride out around
first thing this morning,” Pete de-
cided. “Sort of get an idea of this
place in mind. This afternoon will
be soon enough to go over things.”
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“Just as you say. You want a

guide?”
“Guess | can make out well
enough. I'm used to ridin’ alone.”

Cold Deck made no comment. Once
again Pete was struck by the cold,
impersonal efficiency which pervaded
the place. The men moved like clock-
work, without waiting for orders.
Everyone rode well armed, he noted.
Selecting a fresh horse from those in
the corral, Pete threw on a saddle
and set out by himself.

Pride in possession of such an un-
doubtedly fine ranch as this was
struggled oddly with the disquieting
things which he had heard since com-
ing to Barlock the previous evening.
Pete had casually announced that he
was used to riding alone, which was
literally the truth, but he had not
meant to imply that he was in any
sense a lone wolf. He liked his fel-
low-men, and had always got on well
with them, wherever he happened to
To be disliked, distrusted, or
worse’; Was ra?w in his experience.

“Reckon, considerin’ what Uncle
George was like, it's not much to be
wondered at, the way folks regard
this place,” he nodded. “But that'll
have to be changed.”

Within a couple of hours he began
to get the picture. He had seen big
herds of sleek, fat cattle, grazing in
knee-high grass, had seen ample
water and good shelter, along with
a few excellent belts of timberland,
and he had talked, casually, to half
a dozen cowboys whom he had en-
countered.

The Box 8, if he had doubted it
before, was revealed now as a vast
ranch, spreading out in every direc-
tion from the home buildings. The
main part of it filled the valley of
the Silver and overflowed beyond.
This valley itself was long, wide and

deep, and all along the northern
border it rose sheerly in a succes-
sion of rocky cliffs, broken by

patches of timber here and there. At
most places nothing less agile than
a mountain goat could get up or
down. There were two breaks, some
miles apart, both on the Box 8, and
good roads wound up and down
there.
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Seeing it, Pete did not need to be
told that these roads, being on Box
8 land, were private, nor that they
were the only roads through the rim-
rock and on down the valley toward
town and the railroad, for a long dis-
tance in either direction. Ranches
lying back behind the Box 8 would
need to use these roads, or else circle
a long way around. Yet he saw no
one using them, and commented on
the fact to a cowboy.

The man, his face watchful under

a week’s growth of beard, laughed
shortly.

“Nope, don't nobody use these
roads these days,” he nodded.

“There’'s about eight or ten outfits,
back in there, that used to. till old
G. G. put a stop to it.”

“Why?”

“They wouldn't pay toll,” the cow-
boy answered briefly.

“Any other good route around?”

“l1 wouldn’t call 'em good, though
they’'re passable, some seasons of the
year, if you travel maybe fifty miles
east, or seventy west, addin’ a hun-
dred or a hundred and fifty for the
trip. They’ll come to time.”

Pete asked no more, but it was
apparent to him now that the Box 8,
lying athwart the natural trails, was
a bottleneck which, plugged up,
could choke the life from the rest of
the country. Poison Valley! He
rode in the opposite direction, mar-
veling anew at the well watered con-
dition of the country, in a year when
drought gripped most of the land in
feverish fingers. Even under the
moon, the night before, he had been
struck by the barren country, the
lack of water. But there was no such
lack here on the Box 8,

Silver River itself was not a large
stream, but there was a good deal of
water in it, even for this low-water
season of a dry year. Ahead of him
showed a spreading gleam of water,
the glimpse of a lake, cut off by a
hill. Leaving his horse, Pete climbed
on foot, making his way now among
straggling pines and fir. He rounded
a bend and caugh- his breath.

Above the path the thinly tim-
bered slope still rose steeply. Below
it was almost bare of vegetation, sun-
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baked and brawn. But two hundred
feet down the steep slope was water
—the lake which he had seen before.
It was not above two hundred yards
across at the widest place, nor more
than a quarter of a mile long, but in
this pocket in the hills was penned
a tremendous amount of water. It
was deep—immeasurably deep, to
judge by appearances.

At the far end was a dam, man-
made, across the narrow gorge. Sil-
ver River had run through here, ap-
parently, in a succession of water-
walls, coming out through that gorge
far below, forming a little grand can-
yon in this spot. But the dam had
stopped its wild brawling run, im-
pounding the river into a lake. And,
where he could glimpse the river-bed
on below the dam, it was practically
dry.

The sudden blast of a gun jerked
Pete around, startled. The sight
which met his eyes, a hundred feet
on ahead, along the narrow path, was
even more startling.

A huge puma was launching itself
down from the branch of a pine tree,
straight at a boy of fifteen or so who
stood almost directly below it. Evi-
dently the boy had seen the puma
up there and had fired, wounding it,
but not very seriously. Now he was
trying to jump back, to fire again as
the enraged beast leaped, and even
as it struck him and they went down
together in a sprawling heap, Pete
could tell that the gun had jammed.

Squalling in shrill rage, the big
cat wasn't trying to escape, but to
fight, to kill. Pete had no gun—he
hadn't owned or packed a weapon
for a long time. But there was a
broken branch in the pathway which
would make an excellent club, and a
few steps brought him into action.

The boy was fighting back man-
fully, swinging his clubbed gun, but
he was getting a mauling, and in
danger of much worse. The cat's
hurts were more painful than serious.
Growling and spitting, it heard Pete
coming and turned, crouching, to
confront this new menace. Squatting
back, a red gash across its scalp
where the bullet had grazed, blood
running down and into its mouth, it

was doubly ferocious in appearance,
and as he came, instead of retreating,
it lunged in a fresh spring.

Gauging the jump, Pete side-
stepped a little, swinging the heavy
club with every ounce of his weight
behind it. He brought it crashing
down across the neck of the puma,
missing his aim at the skull, felt the
club crack in his hand with the force
of the blow.

T WAS enough to knock the big
I cat off its feet and send it spin-

ning,
again it was back on its feet and com-
ing on. His next blow caught it
glancingly; then it had knocked him
off his own feet as it struck. A side-
swiping claw raked along his left
arm, gashing it painfully. His at-
tempt to strike again was met by
another savage clawing stroke, which
knocked the club out of his hand and
sent him sprawling baek.

The rifle spat again and the puma,___

launching itself at him, seemed"fo
hesitate. Its leap collapsed in mid-
air, and it fell, kicking and still

squalling in rage, at his feet.

“Gosh!” the boy, somewhat bloody
himself, stared down at the cat, rifle
ready. “lI—I1 guess he's dead now,
eh?”

“Guess he is.” Pete stirred the
puma with his toe and nodded. “That
was a good shot—and just in time to
save my bacon.”

“Well, you had it cornin’. You sure
saved my skin; he’d have clawed me
to pieces. | thought I was a goner
when the gun jammed. Though I'd
have been all right, only he jumped
just as | shot, and | 'most missed.”

“lI've seen some pumas before,”
Pete confessed. “But he's the big-
gest | ever run across. And it's
mighty seldom that they will fight
that way.”

“Well, this is eld One-Eye, you
see,” the boy said, as if that ex-
plained everything.

“Guess he has lost one eye, now

you mention it Likewise some
teeth.”
“Yeah. One-Eye, he was so old

and crippled that he was starvin’, and
that made him savage. | looked up

but before he could strike



and saw him lookin’ down at me, and
I shot quick—but not quite good
enough.”

He was surveying Pete with frank
intentness, wiping away some of the
blood from his scratches with an im-
patient swipe of his shirtsleeve,
which was ripped and torn. He had
a rather engagingly freckled face and
an approving grin.

“You’'re some scrapper, feller, your
own self,” he added. “If that club
hadn’t cracked, you'd have finished
him off with it.”

“It was lucky that you had the
rifle, at that.” Pete returned the
grin.

“Yeah, | guess it was. | was wait-
in"” here for a hombre, figgerin’ he
might show up.”

Before the cold matter-of-factness
of that statement, Pete stared a little.
He hadn't misunderstood. As the
boy went on to amplify, his face was
suddenly old beyond his years, with
a stern, almost savage set to the jaw.

“The new, boss of the Box 8,” he
amplified. “I'd sure like to let day-
light into that lobo’s carcass!” He
spurned the puma with his foot.
“Compared to him, this Killer is a
plumb harmless pet.”

“Wasn’'t you runnin’ some risk,
cornin’ here on the Box 8 to gun for
its owner?” Pete asked mildly. “You
wouldn’t be none too popular around
here with them sentiments, I'd
think.”

“Naw, | ain't popular around here,
mister—but when a varmint needs
killin’, 1 figure the only thing to do
is go ahead and Kill it! I—1I wouldn’t
much mind if they did get me—after
I'd got him. That'd free the valley,
then, and—and Dad and Sis.”

“Like you've mebby noticed, I'm
new to this country,” Pete said. “But
it still seems to me like you've taken
on a pretty big job for a boy of your
size. What's the main reason’ you
want to get rid of this hombre so
bad?”

“The main reason? The boy's eyes
blazedjnto his. “Mister, if you saw
a rattlesnake about to strike a baby,
you'd Kill the rattler, wouldn’t you?”

“l sure would. But you didn't
aeern to know what this fellow looks
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like, even. If he's new, how do you
figger he’'s so bad?”

“You sure are new to this country,
ain’'t you, mister? Well, I'll tell you.
The reason he's so bad for the coun-
try is the stranglehold this ranch has
got on the whole valley. OIld Grasp
'n" Grab started it, and he done a
good job of grabbin’—till he stopped
a chunk of lead.”

LD GRASP 'N' GRAB! So that

was what G. G. Prentiss had
been called in the valley! And his
last sickness had come from lead
poisoning, eh? Murder, in other
words—the same sort of treatment
which it seemed so many people, in-
cluding this boy, were anxious to
mete out to him, as his uncle’'s suc-
cessor.

“Grasp 'n’ Grab got this land, and
it straddles the country,” the boy
went on heatedly. “Can’t nobody use
the roads to town without payin’ toll,
nor drive their stock across the Box
8, like they've been doin’ all these
years, without payin’ toll! Five dol-
lars a head! Can't nobody stand that.
And all the folks down below, like
our own ranch—old Grasp 'n’ Grab
hogged all the water rights in this
country, and then he shut off the
water. Right now, our cattle are get-
tin’ thin for want of feed, because
they can’'t go off far to good pasture,
and they'd of died when the river
went dry if we didn't pump enough
water every day to keep them going.
And if you think that's an easy job,
mister, for ninety critters and a doz-
en cayuses, just try it some time!”

“So that's the way it is, eh?” Pete
asked. “The water is shut off from
you?”

“Yeah. And plenty other ranchers,
too. Some of them are worse off'n
what we are. Old Grasp 'n’ Grab
aimed to freeze us all out of this
whole country and have it at his own
price—till he stopped lead. Now |
reckon he’s gettin’ a taste of his own
medicine, with somebody who knows
as much about bein’ a devil as he
did!”

Pete was shocked and a little sur-
prised at the intensity of this boy’s
hate, though as the picture unfolded
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it became more and more understand-
able.

“Well, I can see your side of it,”
he acknowledged. “But you say this
Grasp 'n’ Grab is dead. Why be

so set against his successor? How
do you knew he’'s so bad?”
“How? Because everybody knows

what he is, that's why. In the first

place, he's old Grasp 'n’ Grab’'s
nephew, and that's sayin’ plenty—
anybody with that blood in their

veins is pure poison to start with.
Anyway, when he come to die and
knew he couldn’t help it, old Grasp
'n’ Grab fixed it up so’s his policies
would go right on. Wa.illed it to this
nephew with the understandin’ that
every last thing he'd started would
be carried through to the last drop
of blood anybody in the valley had
left. We know that—and so | fig-
gered the only way .to—to save Dad
and Sis and the K over T was to Kill
this skunk ’'fore he could do any
more damage.”

“The K over T?” Pete repeated,
startled. “Is your sister Hazel Dex-
ter?”

“She sure is. Say, mister—just who
the blazes are you, anyway? You're
some skookum'fighter, I'll say that
for you, but you're new to this coun-
try, and you're here on Poison
Ranch—"

“Me?” Pete regarded him steadily.
“I'm the man you aimed to kill. Pete
Prentiss is the name.”

The intensity of the boy’s emo-
tions was profound. Incredulity,
rage, disbelief, disappointment,

flowed across his face in rapid suc-
cession,

“You!” he said. “Oh—oh hell!”
CHAPTER 1V

Prentiss Blood

OB DEXTER continued to
B stare at him. Then abruptly

he seemed to come to a deci-
sion. His face hardened.

“So you're that skunk, are you?”
he demanded. “I— 1 —gosh, 1
thought you was quite a man, but if
you're a Prentiss—”

He turned, a little blindly, took

half a dozen steps, and looked back
again. There were traces of tears on
his face, but his voice was bitter.

“You saved my skin for me, and
so I—I1 can’t kill you now, special as
you ain’'t packin’ a gun,” he flung
back. “But that just goes for this
time, hombre. Next time—Ilook out!”

Pete stood to watch him go,
strangely moved. He did not call aft-
er him nor attempt to reason with
him, but he was deeply thoughtful
as he returned to his horse and rode
back toward the ranch buildings.
Poison Valley! He was beginning to
get a grim understanding of the sit-
uation, but there was a lot which still
puzzled him, such as Bob Dexter's
statement that he was committed to
carrying out Grasp 'n’ Grab’s poli-
cies, here in the valley—a

He was free, white and twenty-
one. And for several years now he
had been accustomed to going his
own way and making his own deci-
sions. But he was filled with a vague
foreboding, an increasing, sense of
uneasiness which he could not shake
off.

Reaching the buildings, he unsad-
dled his pony, turned it into the cor-
ral and went into the big, cool, un-
familiar house. He set about wash-
ing his lacerated arm and trying to
tie it up, somewhat awkwardly, he
turned to find a slant-eyed Oriental
beside him with a basin of hot water,
cloths and unguents.

“Me fixum scratchee,” he said im-
passively, and worked with dextrous
fingers, face still impassive. He did
an excellent job, then, in answer to
a question, indicated the room which
had been G. G. Prentiss’'s office.
There was a big desk, standing
locked, and a safe in one corner of
the room. The Chinaman padded in
again on slippered feet and tendered
him a key ring.

“This one for desk,” he said, indi-
cating it, and was gone again.

The desk was orderly, and as he
slid back the roll-top a letter was re-
vealed, sealed, addressed to himself
in a legible but rather faltering hand-
writing. Pete stared at it, oppressed
by that same nameless dread, as
though the hand of a dead man,
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which in life had been a bane and a
curse to the valley, were somehow
reaching out to rest upon his own
shoulder. Then he shook off the feel-
ing and slit the enevlope. After all,
if Uncle George had left him such a
princely inheritance, there was, there
must have been, much that was good
about the man.

“My Dear Nephew,” the letter ran,
“1 write this, knowing that | have
not much longer to live, and | shall
die, as | have lived, without apology.
You are, | believe, about twenty-four
or twenty-five years old, and during
that quarter-century of your exist-
ence | have taken not the slightest
interest in you or your affairs, wheth-
er you have starved or prospered,
lived or died. That has been due to
three things. | have been interested
in my own business, and have had no
time for others. Secondly, your fa-
ther and | quarreled even before he
got married, and as there had been
love lost between us, | saw no
reasdfr f&- being concerned with any
son of his. And third, though I had
met her but once, | disliked your
mother, a woman whom 1| judged ill
fitted to be the wife of a Prentiss.”

Pete stared vacantly for a moment,
remembering that mother whom he
had known—a woman ill fitted to be
the wife of a Prentiss. OIld Grasp
'n’ Grab’'s judgment had been accu-
rate there. She had been a warm-
hearted, fine, generous woman in ev-
ery respect—traits at clashing vari-
ance with those of G. G. Prentiss, or
of the man she had married.

“The thing which has befallen me,
however, has caused me to put my af-
fairs in order,” the letter went on.
“In such an extremity, | turn to you
for two reasons. The first, because,
under the law, you are my legal heir,
and it would be foolish to disregard
what would otherwise upset all my
plans. And the second reason is that,
because you are a Prentiss, | am con-
fident that you will be worthy of
your father’'s name and blood, and so
carry on the plans which 1 have
made.”

ETE'S smile was grim as he
Pread. Here, had G. G. but
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known it, was an irony which, while
it would have twisted his soul, would
also have delighted that warped na-
ture of his.

“When you read this letter, you
will already have signed a paper in
the offices of Blake and Blake, bind-
ing you legally to execute my wishes
in accepting this your inheritance.
And it is, as you will probably -have
discovered by now, what is common-
ly called a goodly inheritance. Broad,
fertile acres, well watered, big herds
of cattle, cash in the banks, mort-
gages on adjoining ranches which
you can foreclose a little later with-
out much trouble. You will be what
I had aimed to be, a king, with none
to dispute your sway. An absolute
monarch!”

Reading, Pete nodded slowly. The
character of the man was steadily
emerging—his love of money, his
greed for power, and a ruthlessness
which stopped at nothing in getting
them. ./The same nature as his own
father had had, without any doubt.

“The conditions to which you have
already agreed, and which are legally
binding upon you, are for your own
good, for the Improveragfit of the
Box 8,” the letter wept Sm/ “Those
conditions are two: The- first, that
you may net sell, rent, lease, or give
away, during the next five years, any
of the land, any of the water, or any
of the privileges of the Box 8 No
outsider may cross the ranch without
paying toll at the rate already fixed.
No man may obtain water, to which
the Box 8 holds all legal rights, at
any price. The Box 8, under these
conditions, is the key to the whole
valley—and by faithfully following
these rules, it will be a key which
will unlock the whole valley and add
it to the Box 8 during the next half-
decade !”

Pete stopped, blinking. So that
was what he had signed, back in the
office of Blake and Blake! It had
seemed a harmless enough thing then,
the vray Blake had explained it. Cer-
tain provisions regarding the run-
ning of the ranch and keeping some
of the present crew on for the next
five years. It had never even occurred
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to him that there would be any seri-
ous catch in it.

“Being a Prentiss, | am sure that
you will understand the necessity for
these precautions in building an em-
pire, and will wholeheartedly ap-
prove and carry them out with in-
flexible will,” the letter went on.
“Only by being strong, by being at
times ruthless, can dominance be
achieved, and that has been my goal
from the first. | have nearly achieved
it, and though 1 have been slain, |
will still attain!

“l have been shot, because | am
hated. You, as my heir, will inherit
that same hatred. But while it en-
tails a certain amount of risk, it is
worth it, to become the richest, most
powerful man in a thousand miles of
country! Cold Deck is an able fore-
man; the crew of the Box 8 are all
picked men. .You can depend on
them. And the second provision, also
for your protection, is that Cold
Deck oan not be discharged nor de-
moted during the next five years, nor
any man of the present crew, without
his consent and approval. After the
five years are up, you will be in such
iron-clad control of the whole valley
that no man can challenge you, and
your hands will no longer be bound
in any way whatsoever.”

The writing was becoming illegi-
ble, as though the iron will which
had kept Grasp 'n' Grab alive to plan
and write and set things in order
were faltering a little.

“1 have written at length, to make
things clear to you. As a Prentiss,
I do not think that you will need
any advice. Rest assured that you
can depend on Cold Deck and the
crew to the very limit, so long as
you work to carry out my wishes.
Cold Deck is all that his name im-
plies, a man utterly ruthless. But he
has one redeeming trait, in that he is
absolutely loyal to my interests-—so
much so that he will cheerfully sub-
jugate his own personal interests to
yours, even if the doing should cost
him his life. | repeat, you may ab-
solutely rely on him, so long as you
work to carry out my wishes.”

Pete stared blindly ahead. His
wishes! As brutal a set of desires as

he had ever encountered in his life—
wishes which would lead to ruin, ut-
ter and complete, for the Dexters,
and for many another family whose
only sin was that they happened to
have acquired land somewhere be-
yond the borders of the Box 8, land
which Grasp 'n’ Grab had coveted!

ND the devil of it was that he
had signed that agreement
without even faintly realizing what
it let him in for, and bound himself
legally to do this monstrous thing!
He flung up his head. As Grasp
'n- Grab had pointed out, he was le-
gal heir. There must be a way of
getting around such a legal techni-

cality. He dropped his eyes to the
letter again.
“Again | repeat, you may trust

Cold Deck to carry out my wishes.
I have nearly implicit trust in your
Prentiss blood, but your mother’s
blood might be the joker in the deck,
and | have guarded against any slip.
If you fail to live ug”ie- t*se -term's
and to enforce my rules to the final
letter, then Cold Deck will still car-
ry out my wishes—and as an enemy
he is implacable, a man who never
hesitates if killing has to be done!”

There was an icy feel in the pit of
Pete’s stomach now as he read on:

“In addition, if you fail, there is
self-interest to motivate Cold Deck,
who is a man after my own heart.
For if you fail to keep the agree-
ment, which became legally binding
when you signed, then the Box 8§, its
herds, and all properties whatsoever
go, not to you, but to Cold Deck
Jones, who will carry out my
wishes.”

The letter was signed, “G. G. Pren-
tiss.”

Pete stared. The thing which had
struck him as grim irony a few min-
utes before was still irony, and more
grim than ever. For now it seemed
like a weapon turned against him-
self.

Grasp 'n’ Grab had counted oh his
Prentiss blood. But it was apparent
that the real truth had never come
to the ears of G. G. Prentiss. For,
as a baby, Pete been adopted as
the legal son of Mr. and Mrs. Peter



Prentiss. But, actually, there was
not one drop of Prentiss blood in his
veins.

CHAPTER V
Cold Deck

TILL staring unseeingly, jaw
S clamped hard, Pete was sud-

denly glad of the truth, that he
was a Prentiss only in name. He
hardly remembered the man whom he
had always called father, but such
memories as he did have of him were
of a man so exactly like Grasp 'n’
Grab that it was like a nightmare—a
man ruthless, grasping, cruel. In
Cold Deck Jones there might be the
one redeeming trait of loyalty. If
there had been any redeeming trait
in Peter Prentiss or his brother
George, Pete had never heard of it.

He had been, even at that early
age, more glad than overwise when
Peter Prentiss had met a violent and
untimely death. It had meant penury
'ISr his mother and himself, but,
though sheTidtl had to work hard, he
had sensed that she, too, preferred
freedom at whatever cost. The next
few years, before her own untimely
passing, had been the happiest of his
life.

There had been times, briefly,
when he had felt a passing wave of
bitterness at the callous indifference
of the man he called Uncle George,
a man reputedly rich, who never even
bothered to look up his only broth-
er's widow or son when they were
destitute. Now his smile was mirth-
less. He had felt, in the last few
days, that maybe he had done the
man an injustice, had tried to think
more Kindly of him. But Grasp 'n’
Grab did not deserve well of any
man, even in thought.

Pete jumped up and strode to the
window, back to the wall, then across
to the window again—back and forth,
like a caged tiger. The enormity of
the situation had suddenly struck
him. Grasp 'n’ Grab had set a trap,
not alone for the valley, but for him
-—and it looked as if both had been
caught in it!

What could he do? His whole na-
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ture was revolted at the program. His
impulse was to cast it overboard, to
be a decent neighbor to the others
in the valley, to live and let live, to
be liked—and, possibly, even loved—
in a particular case.

To let men cross the Box 8 as they
chose, to allow them the use of the
waters, of which there were ample
and to spare, to give them a chance
to live and pay their mortgages and
prosper. As it was now, the Box 8
was ¢ huge affair,” more than ample
as a self-sustaining unit, richer than
anything he had ever coveted. The
other program would be so much
better, in every way.

But what could he do? If he let
things slide for five years, as he was
legally bound to do, he would be the
most hated man in the country at
the end of that time, with all chance
long past of making any change or
helping anyone in distress. Five
years of such an existence and he
would have been molded to the pat-
tern of Grasp 'n’ Grab—unless he,
like G. G., should be murdered in the
meantime.

To sell was impossible, as was al-
leviation of the conditions laid down
so as to help his neighbors. If he
did anything like that, Cold Deck
would get the ranch, and that would
help no one on earth—except Cold
Deck. If he got out and abandoned
his inheritance, exactly the same
thing would result.

Pete stopped pacing, and stared
out over the broad sweep of the val-
ley. Poison Valley! Yet it could
be made a paradise on earth, through
the application of the golden rule,
of a little brotherly love!

“1'll stick,” he assured himself.
“There's got to be some way of fight-
ing this thing—and I'll fight it!”

He turned, at a step, to see Cold
Deck entering the room. The fore-
man’s eyes were as unsmiling as ever,
and he made no comment on the
gashed and bandaged arm of his em-
ployer, the memento of the encounter
with the puma.

“You've read the letter?” he asked
shortly.

“I've read it,” Pete agreed.

“l imagine that it explains every-
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thing,” Cold Deck said. “But any-
thing that you want to know, any
time, I'll explain as best | can.
There’s just one thing | want to
make clear. | liked your uncle. He
and | understood each other. And
while he was a hard man, he had his
good side. He never skimped about
payin’ good wages, providin’ good
guarters or good food, or anything
like that. And he saved my neck for
me once, when | didn’t deserve it.”

HERE was a wintry humor in
Cold Deck’s eyes for just a
moment.

“l1 don’t reckon there was anything
altruistic about him doing it. He
wanted a man he could depend on to
do his work, one who would do it
without scruples, and | happened to
be the man. 1 still am. So his wishes
go—for the next five years. | don't
give a damn whether | own the ranch
or whether you do. You keep to the
conditions, and I'll see they're car-
ried out, and when the five years are
up, if you want to fire me, I'll go, and
that'll be that. But if you try to beat
the game—1I'll see that you don’t. |
just wanted to get that straight.”

“l reckon we understand each
other, Cold Deck,” Pete said.

“l reckon you understand me.”
Cold Deck shrugged. “I'm not sure
whether | understand you or not—
and | don't much care. I've got one
piece of advice, though. Play the
game the way he laid it down. The
deck’s stacked so you can't beat it,
but it's for you just the same. You'll
want me and the boys workin’ with
you, backin’ your play—for the only
way you can go on livin' is by bein’
ruthless. Better pack a gun—and it'll
be handy if you know how to use it.

And it'll be safer not to ride with-
out a couple good bodyguards. | can
give you some good men. Maybe

you don’t know it, but this whole
country knows you've signed up to
carry out G. G.'s conditions, and
they’'re out gunnin’ for you.”

“I've had a few hints of that al-
ready,” Pete confessed. “But as to a
bodyguard—I1 don’t think so.”

“Suit yourself. But you'd better
go heeled.”

“We got any law in this country?”

“Such as there is, we've got. But
it didn’t save your uncle, and it won't
save you—not if somebody gets a
bullet in first. Here on the Box 8,
there’s not much danger—we’ll see to
that. But it'd be a good idea to start
a clean-up one of these days, and not
too far removed. We could root out
most of the danger on our borders,
and threw such a fear of death into
any others that they’'d get clean out
of the country.”

Pete considered his foreman with
growing wonder. That Cold Deck
meant exactly what he said, exactly
as he said it, he didn't have much
doubt. Yet at times the man re-
vealed a hint of culture and educa-
tion which his rough garb and man-
ner seemed to belie.

“Money doesn't mean anything to
you, then?” Pete asked suddenly.

Cold Deck stared a moment,
shrugged.

“Not a dafnned thing,” he con-
fessed. “Power—yes. And as yojit.
foreman, runnin’ thif I've
got as much good out of it as |

would in ownin’ it. If that answers

your question.”

T DID, in part, though it left

much unanswered. For the next
hour or so, Pete went into the affairs
of the ranch with Cold Deck. Every-
thing was in excellent order, and the
outfit was highly prosperous, there
was no question of that. If he want-
ed to accept the ranch on the condi-
tions laid down, he would only have
to leave the running of it to Cold
Deck, and he might even leave the
country during the coming half-
decade, go far away where there
would be no risk as the owner, and
live like a king on the proceeds.

But to go away from the Silvers
was the last thing which he wanted
to do now. Hazel Dexter was in this
valley, and he had a problem on his
hands—and, he knew now, the big-
gest fight of his life, So far, he was
utterly in the dark as to how he
could even wage that fight, with his
hands so tightly bound. But he'd
bide his time and keep his own coun-
sel for the present.



Above the door of the office, on
sets of pronghorns, hung a repeating
rifle, A case at the side of the room
held a considerable assortment of pis-
tols and revolvers, boxes of ammuni-
tion. Thoughtfully Pete selected a
gun, filled a cartridge belt with shells
and buckled it about his middle. It
had been a long time since he'd car-
ried a gun, but he knew how to use
one.

Not that he aimed to use it, if he
could avoid doing so. These men of
the valley were his neighbors, and if
he could act like a neighbor himself
and make them see the light, it would
be a lot better all around. In fact,
if he wanted the friendship of the
Dexters, and particularly of Hazel
Dexter, that was the only course
which he could follow.

But any way he took it, he knew
that he was going to be in for trou-
ble, If the crew of the Box 8 backed
him, the valley would be hostile. If
<Jje valley liked him, his own crew
woilM'Carne gunning for him.

He was right hack where he had
started from in trying to figure this
thing out. If he simply threw up the
whole thing, Hazel might respect
him, might even like him—but he
would have left the Box 8 in the ut-
terly grasping hands of Cold Deck,
who would, beyond the shadow of a
doubt, proceed to complete the ruin
of the K over T. So that was out of
the question.

“This here would make Solomon
tear his hair,” Pete reflected wryly,
and saddled a hores again. He had
to get off alone by himself to do
some thinking. That was one good
thing about the Box 8. It was big
Plough to be alone in.

The skies were cloudless, the sun
brilliant and hot, with no hint of rain
for a drought-stricken land. If it
would only rain, that would solve the
situation for many of the neighbor-
ing ranchers, who now needed feed
and water so desperately—solve it
temporarily. But there was little
likelihood of such rain, at this sea-
son of the year, for another six
weeks or two months, maybe three.
And a solution would be forced by
the march of events long before that,;
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Whatever he was to do would have
to be done soon.

Once more, from off in the dis-
tance, there was the crack of a rifle,
coming without warning. But this
time it was not one aimed at a cata-
mount. Pete felt and heard the shock
of the heavy-caliber bullet striking
his horse, a mortal blow. The next
instant, before there was time for
any action on his part, the stricken
cayuse had reared, pitched, and was
tumbling headlong down a steep,
sharp decline into a coulee below the
trail, taking him with it.

CHAPTER VI

—Or Else!

HAT had been aimed for him-

I self, Pete knew, a cranium

cracker to end all further wor-
ries. It hadn't hit quite where it
was aimed, but it seemed in a fair
way to accomplish the intended job
anyway. It was a long seventy feet
to the bottom of the coulee, and the
sides were almost sheer up and down,
so that the cayuse would go clear to
the bottom, rolling and Kicking. If
he went along the full distance, hed
probably be as dead as the horse by
the time they stopped rolling.

Kicking his feet free of the stir-
rups was easy enough. Getting out
of the saddle and away from the
tumbling horse was hard, but by
pushing against the saddle with both
hands and one foot, he managed it.
Even then, landing on his back on
that slope, there was nothing to do
but roll and tumble until he, too,
brought up in a heap at the bottom,
almost beside the now motionless
horse.

A tangle of thorn-apple and rose
briars grew there, and their cushion-
ing effect on his tumble was hardly
enhanced by the needles which made
him feel as though he were perching
on a cactus. Grunting, Pete strug-
gled to his feet, got loose from the
entangling vegetation, and, finding
himself unhurt except for scratches
and bruises, started climbing back up
the slope again, gun in hand.

Talking of killing, as that trio had
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done in town the night before, was
one thing. Or a hot-headed but well-
intentioned kid, such as Bob Dexter,
waiting to shoot it out but essential-
ly fair in the way he went about it.
Things like that, while disagreeable,
Pete could countenance. But bullets
from ambush were something else
again.

He poked his head cautiously over
the rim of the coulee, hunkering
back in the tall grass which fringed
it, since it was entirely possible that
the killer would be heading that way
to see how successful he had been.
But nothing stirred, except for a
bumblebee on a wild flower, which
waved a wing at Pete and went on
with its quest for honey. Then, off
about a quarter of a mile, Pete caught
a glimpse of a horseman doing a van-
ishing act.

It was only a glimpse, and the
horse and rider were too much hid-
den by trees and brush to enable him
to take a second look. But the bullet
had come from off there, so it was
plain that the killer, for one of two
reasons, was leaving the section as
speedily as possible. Either he was
satisfied that his shot had done a
good job, or else he was afraid to
risk investigation.

Since this was right in the middle
of the Bex 8, the latter seemed a rea-
sonable guess. On the ether hand,
that very fact set up an unpleasant
train ef thought. Who would dare
sneak in there from outside to try
such a murderous attack? More to
the point, who would know him, to
take a shot at him?

He had met that troublesome trio
beside the road, but they hadn't
known who he was, and probably
wouldn’'t ever find out, unless they
saw him again, that the tramp was
the new boss ®f the Box 8. A few
people had seen him at the restau-
rant, but again, none of them, except
Tim and Hazel Dexter, had known
who he was™ and he didn’'t for a mo-
ment believe that they had told any-

one, or that they had fired that
treacherous shot. Which left Bob
Dexter, who likewise knew him—

but after what had happened, he was

convinced that Bob wouldn't sneak
back to try a trick of this caliber.

The thing to which it added up
was disquieting. The rider was well
out of sight by now, and Pete walked
over to where he had seen the horse.
A little searching disclosed what he
hoped to find. There, well hidden
in a clump of brush, the horse had
been left to stand, and not far off the
rider had waited with grim patience
to complete his murderous errand.
But from every indication, he hadn't
been there long.

O PAR as he knew, he hadn't left
S any evidence behind him. There
was no ejected rifle shell for possible

betrayal. But Pete’s jaw was a lit-
tle grimmer as he surveyed the
horse’s trail.

“One shoe's a little loose,” he de-
duced, studying it. “Which he hasn't
discovered—yet.”

It was dusk by the time Pete.
reached the ranch buildings agaim
and he entered the House without
saying anything to anyone. Coming
in that way, while the crew were
busy with supper, he doubted if any-
one noticed that he hadn’'t ridden
back in. Which was just as well. By
the next day, somebody would dis-
cover that his horse was missing, but
if they didn’t find it out tonight he'd
be as well pleased.

Heads were lifted and men nodded
in greeting as he entered the cook
shack and slid into his place at the
table. But as far as he could see,
no one exhibited any sign of sur-
prise or shock. He'd hoped, if the
killer was here, to take him by sur-
prise, catch him off guard. But that
would be a hard thing to do with a
crew of this sort. Most of these men
were poker players, in games where
life and death were the stakes. Their
faces seldom showed any sort of
emotion.

He could be as taciturn as they, so
he ate in silence, then returned to the
house. Pete was tired tonight, physi-
cally and mentally, but he set him-
self to wake up in the middle of the
night, and did so automatically.
Slipping on his clothes, he let him-



self out into the moonlit night and
moved quietly over to the corral.

Careful to disturb the horses clus-
tered there as little as possible, he
moved slowly about the corral, while
they retreated a little as he moved.
Fifteen minutes of careful study, and
he had what he was looking for. One
of the horses in that corral had a
loose shoe, and the imprint showed
in the dust.

Someone on the Box 8 had tried to
kill him. And the one man on the
Box 8 who stood to profit by his
death was Cold Deck Jones. Despite
Grasp 'n’ Grab’s assurances concern-
ing the man, and Cold Deck’s own
insistence that money meant nothing
to him, the facts were grimly and un-
pleasantly suggestive.

“Methinks he doth protest too
much,” he reflected suddenly, remem-
bering that letter of his uncle’s again,
the repeated assurances that Cold
Deck was trustworthy. Had the
theme been elaborated upon as a
warning, with Grasp 'n’ Grab know-
ing that his foreman would read the
letter in any case? It was an idea,
at least.

Pete smiled wryly as he crawled
back into bed. Unless one or the
other of them died, he had to keep
Cold Deck on as foreman for the
next five years. But there would have
to be a showdown, one way or the
other, long before that. A show-
down had been aimed at that after-
noon, but the aim had been just a
little off.

“Only thing is, | can’'t expect such
luck to hold, not much longer,” Pete
ruminated. “Even poor shots don’'t
miss every time, and there's plenty
hombres in this country who don’t
classify that way. If it wasn't for
playin’ into Cold Deck’s hands, and
some other folks lurkin’ in the pic-
ture, I'd chuck the whole thing and
go back to bein’ a plain cowpuncher.
Not half as disquietin’ wonderin’
where the next meal's cornin’ from as
guessin’ where the next bullet’'s corn-
in” from.”

Somewhat to his surprise, it was
the foreman himself who brought up
the subject the next day. Cold Deck
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entered the office and spoke without
preamble.

“Soong Lin says you came in afoot
last evenin’, packin’ yore saddle,” he
said. “How come?”

“Somebody took a shot at me—and
hit my horse,” Pete explained.

Cold Deck stared. If he was put-
ting on an act, it was a good one.

“You didn't see who it was?”

“If 1 had, it wouldn't have stopped
there.”

“I'll tell the boys to tighten up to-
day, in keepin’ a watch. And like 1|
said before, the sooner we go ahead
and clean up this country the sooner
it'll be safe. Whenever you give the
word.”

“l haven't been killed yet,” Pete
retorted, “And | want to get some
things straight in my mind before I
start anything. After that — we’ll
see.”

“You're the boss,” Cold Deck
agreed. He turned to the door, looked
out for a moment, and swung back.

“Looks like you was gettin’ some
visitors, from some of the neighbor-
in’ ranches,” he said. “Five of ’em.
I'll stick around.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Pete

said flatly. “They’ll be here to con-
fab, today.”
“You're the boss,” Cold Deck

agreed again, and walked outside.
Pete saw him meet the newcomers as
they rode up, and jerk a thumb to-
ward the house. One of the five he
recognized: Tim Dexter. The other
four had the look of cattlemen, and
there was a grim, rather expectant
look of trouble on all their faces.

The five tramped toward the house
and in as he opened the door.

“Mornin’, Prentiss,” Dexter greet-
ed him. “A few of us who are your
neighbors have rode out to see you
this morning. Meet Van Sice, Mac-
Cafferty, Tibbets, Underseth.”

“Glad to know you,” Pete acknowl-
edged, but none of them offered to
shake hands. They did, however, ac-
cept the chairs which he pushed for-
ward for them. Dexter, by virtue of
having met him before, seemed to be
in the position of spokesman. He
cleared his throat a little awkward-

ly.
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“Maybe | made a mistake the other
evenin’, Prentiss,” he said. “I don’'t
know—yet. But we're willing to
give you the benefit of£ the doubt.
And we've come out to put things up
to you, square. After that, it's up to
you what happens.”

“If yuh're a Prentiss, we know
damn good an’ well what'll happen,”
Van Sice growled. He was a heavy-
set man, with a stubborn jaw, and his

eyes were brooding under heavy
brow-. “But if you're a man, yuh
can meet us halfway. We figgered

it was only fair to give yuh a
chance.”

“I'll be glad to hear what you have
to say,” Pete agreed. “I'm new to
this country, and there's plenty that
I don’t know about things.”

“But yuh're a Prentiss, and yuh
agreed to act like one, 'fore yuh ever
came here in the first place,” Van
Sice growled again. “If yuh do that
—then yuh can expect trouble, and
plenty of it We had to deal with
one skunk—and we did it!”

CHAPTER VII

The Dutchman
1BBETS shot a warning glance
I at the big, blunt-spoken Dutch-
man, but Van Sice merely

shook his head stubbornly.
“Don’t go warnin’ me to use soft

soap, for | ain't that kind,” he
growled. “There’s nothin’ like plain
speakin’, so folks can understand

what yuh mean.”

“The situation is this, Prentiss,”
Tim Dexter cut in, a little hurried-
ly. “Most of us were in this coun-
try before your uncle, G. G. Prentiss,
came to this valley at all. MacCaf-
ferty, for instance, who lives way
back near the headwaters of the
Silver, had to fight Indians for half
a dozen years to exist at all, and he
saw his own brother killed and
scalped before his eyes. Things like
that make you feel that you've earned
the land you live on. The rest of us
don’'t have to fight Indians, but there
were plenty of other things that had
to be licked to get a foothold here,
to make this a safe country for white

men to live in. We did it, opened
it up, tried to establish homes and
to live like good neighbors. All that
we're askin’ now is for the chance
to keep on doing just that.”

“Sounds reasonable enough,” Pete
conceded.

“It ought to be. But, as Van here
says, we need plain speaking. Your
uncle didn’t believe in the principle
of being neighborly at all. A lot of
good, decent men who were in here
when he came are gone now. Some
of them are dead—and some of those
dead men were murdered. Others
were frozen out, or tricked out,
forced to leave the country, with a
life’'s work lost, and them down and
out through no fault of their own.
And he tried to work the same game
on the rest of us. He's dead now,
G. G. is—somebody shot him, as you
know. Who it was, | for one don’'t
know, and, frankly, | don’'t approve
of such methods.”

“l do,” Van Sice growled. “Wisht
I'd done it myself. Only one-W™*" 5
deal with skunks.” —

Dexter spread his hands.

“You'd think Van was a blood-
thirsty pirate himself, to hear him
-—which he isn't,” he said. “But his
opinion is pretty generally held, I'm
warning you. Your uncle got con-
trol of all the water in the valley
for his own interests, buying up
water rights and so on, frequently
fooling people into selling when they
thought it was something else. He
built a dam to hold the water, and
has held it—so far. Not that he used
it, or had any use for it, for the Box
8 is well watered anyway. So much
so that the drought has hardly
touched it—though it has played hob
with the rest of us.”

Pete recalled Bob’s glum state-
ment about pumping water for a hun-
dred head of stock every day to keep
them alive. But Dexter wasn't com-
plaining for himself.

“Go on,” Pete invited.

“We've come to the point where
we've got to have water pretty soon
now—and we're going to have it, one
way or the other. Otherwise, our
cattle will die of thirst. We fought
your uncle in courts, but it seemed



that he had the water rights all tied
up legally. We offered to buy water,
but his price was prohibitive—that
we turn over one out of every five
head of cattle or horses that he fur-
nished water for, the rest of the sea-
son.

“A lot of us, such as MacCafferty,
need to go across the Box 8 with our
cattle, or our wagons. He set a flat
rate of five dollars a head, for horses
or cattle, every time they crossed. To
drive a team to town and back for a
load of groceries would be twenty
dollars. That's the situation as it has
been. We're here to give you a
chance to be decent. We're willing
to buy or lease a right of way or
the right to cross, and to use the
water we need, and to pay a fair
price. But we're not willing to be
robbed.”

“And either you meet us halfway,
or there’ll be more trouble than you
and yore whole damned crew of gun-

-nies can handle,” MacCafferty ampli-
fied.

Dexter nodded-

'HAT'S plain speaking, Pren-
M. tiss. And we're talking so
plain to you, a newcomer, for just
one reason. We know that the Box
8 has been left to you, lock, stock
and barrel, on one condition—at
least, that's the way we've heard it
for the last week or so, from pretty
straight sources. And that condition
was that you would carry out your
uncle’s policies to the last degree.”

“Anybody that'd agree to such con-
ditions is a skunk,” Van Sice added
flatly. “We ain’t sayin’ that you are
one, mind yuh—we're just sayin’
what we heard. We’'re leavin’ it up
to you to show what yuh are. |If
you turn out to be a man, and treat
us neighborly, you'll find us as good
neighbors as can be asked for, and
I'll apologize for anything I've said
up to now. But we're puttin’ it up
to you to say.”

They looked at him expectantly.
There was an anxious expression in
Tim Dexter's eyes which he could
not miss. Dexter had liked him, the
other night, before he learned who
he was, as Pete had liked Dexter.
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And Dexter was hoping to be shown
that he had been wrong. He wanted
to be friends. Pete wondered if
Hazel had said or done anything to
make Tim feel this way now.

He had been in some bad situa-
tions before, some highly dangerous
and unpleasant ones, two of them
only yesterday. But at that mo-
ment he would cheerfully have taken
the worst Of any of them in prefer-
ence to the spot he was in now.

One thing was already only too
clear to him. Whoever had been at
such pains to circulate the terms of
Grasp 'n’ Grab’s will, and the fact
that he had agreed to those condi-
tions, had just as patently failed even
to hint that Cold Deck Jones would
get the Box 8 if he failed to live up
to those terms.

These men had come to him in an
honest, straight-forward manner,
with a fair business proposition. He
wanted to tell them that he ap-
preciated it, that he'd like to accept
it. But he had a strong hunch that
the walls of this house had ears, and
if he was to help these men at all,
he had at least to go on living. And
if Cold Deck knew that he had de-
cided against the wishes of Grasp 'n’
Grab, his chances for doing the latter
would be slender indeed, and the
chance to help these neighbors of his
would completely vanish.

He stood up, took a turn about
the room while they watched him,
then swung to face them.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “1 appreciate
your coming here this way and put-
ting your cards on the table, without
beating about the bush. I'm new to
this country, and most of what I've
found out since coming here is news
to me.”

He stopped for a minute, trying to
find the words he wanted, but there
were no such words. He couldn’t ex-
plain, and nothing less than the
truth would do him any good with
these men. But the truth would be
equally disastrous for them and for
him.

“l can't give you an answer now,
but I'll be glad to consider what
you've said, and to let you know as
soon as possible.”

There was frank scorn in Van
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Sice’s heavy face, and doubt in all
the others.

“We came here to get an answer,
yes or no,” Van Sice rumbled. “And
we want it now. A man can give
an answer to a thing like that with-
out thinkin' it over.”

Dexter had been watching Pete
closely. Now he made a frank ap-
peal.

“The other night, before |
who you were, | liked you a lot,
Prentiss,” he said. “You struck me
as being considerable of a man. And
maybe | didn’'t have any right to act
like 1 did, when | found out who
you were. Thinkin’ it over after-
ward, | figgered you must be quite a
man, for a hypocrite don't act the
way you did. We're here this morn-
in’ because | figgered | had been
wrong.”

“It’s right square of you to say
that,” Pete answered.

knew

HEY waited a moment for him

to go on. When he did not, Van
Sice was about to speak again, angri-
ly, but Dexter forestalled him.

"Maybe you're right,” he said slow-
ly, “if half what we heard about those
conditions are true. Maybe you do
need a little time to think it over.
Or are you just stallin’, knowin’ the
answer already?”

“Back where | came from, people
haven't been in the habit of calling
me a liar,” Pete retorted.

Dexter colored a little, but Van
Sice surged to his feet and toward
the door.

“Yuh chargin’ us toll because we
came here to see yuh, and rode on
yore blasted ranch?” he demanded.

Pete’s face went white, but he held
his voice steady with an effort.

“For a business call, you're wel-
come to ride this way as often as
you like,” he said stiffly.

“The only other business calls 'l
be hot lead speakin’, unless yuh do
yore thinkin’ damned quick, and do
it good,” Van Sice growled. “And
there won’t be no social calls. We're
particular, here in this valley.”

He stamped out, the others at his
heels. Dexter hesitated, then turned
back. It was apparent to Pete that

he had no inkling of what his son
had started out to do the day before,
or of what had happened on the
mountainside.

“1 don't quite know whether to tell
you this or not, Prentiss,” Dexter
confessed, “but I guess I'll give you
the benefit of the doubt—hopin’ it'll
help you to decide right. Hazel said
that if you gave us the answer we
wanted, | was to give you her
apologies for the other night. She
was pretty sure, in thinkin' it over,
that we'd been wrong. I've given
you her message—and | hope we
haven't been wrong.”

Not waiting for any answer, he fol-
lowed the others across to the wait-
ing horses, swung into the saddle,
and they were gone, stiff and erect,
none of them looking back,

CHAPTER VIII

Zane Zackett

ETE watched them go_-4hen,
Pwith abrupt decision, saddled

a horse and sf£t out for town.
He had to have some advice. If
there was any way out of the legal
tangle into which he had been thrust,
now was the time to know it.

“And a good lawyer, special if he’s
not too scrupulous, can usual find a
way out of most anything, | guess,”
Pete grinned, but without mirth.
“Whether Henders is a good lawyer
or not, I don't know, but | reckon
he won’'t have many scruples, any-
way.”

It was late afternoon when he
reached town, and nothing untoward
had happened to mark the ride. But
when he climbed the stairs to Hend-
er's office, it was to find a card
pinned to the door, announcing that
the attorney was out of town and
would not be back for several days.

At the foot of the stairs a loiterer
eyed him and nodded affably.

“Lookin’ for Henders?” he asked.

“l was, yes. But it says he’'s out
of town.”

The loiterer grinned.

“Reckon that's so, in a way. of
speakin*... .Henders, he’s sort of in-
dulgin’ in the cup that cheers. Goes



on a bender every six months, and
for mebby a week he’s out o’ town,
all right.”

With this frank betrayal of an
open secret, the loiterer grinned and
moved on. Pete hesitated. If he did
find Henders, the lawyer would be
of no use to him now. But he had
ridden all the way into town because
he had to find some things out, and
find them pronto. Then his eye
caught something which for the mo-
ment drove all thought of lawyers
from his mind.

It was Hazel Dexter, walking along
the street in the company of a man.
The man was tall, raw-boned, with a
rather homely face which was made
almost good looking by the anima-
tion in it now as he looked down
at his companion. Seeing the way he
looked at her, and the way she looked
up at him in turn, Pete felt a quick
stab of jealousy. For she seemed,
if anything, more pretty today than
when he had seen her before.

They stopped across the street;
and aftej™jjjjment, lifting his hat,
tMe man ttsriren'in through an office
door, above which Pete saw a sign:
“Zane Zackett, Lawyer.” Evidently
that was Zane Zackett himself, and
his homeliness, his unpretentious
sign, somehow suggested honesty and
ability.

Pete was nearly across the street
before Hazel looked up and saw him.
He saw the sudden whiteness in her
cheeks, followed by a deeper touch
of color as he raised his hat; then
she waited for him to speak.

“l was just wantin’ to thank you
for that message you sent by your
father,” he said gravely. “It was
right kind of you.”

There was a sudden glad light in
her eyes which sent his pulse to
pounding.

“Then you—he wasn’t to give you
the message unless you gave a good
answer,” she said a little hesitantly.

“l1 didn’'t give any answer—yet,”
Pete explained. “But he gave me
the benefit of the doubt. Which I
sure appreciated.”

Herr face was a little troubled now.

“But surely, in a matter of that
sort—"
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“l rode in to get some expert ad-
vice,” he explained. *“Sometimes
givin’ an answer isn’'t quite so sim-
ple as it sounds. Legal advice, |
guess they call it. Would you rec-
ommend this Zane Zackett as one to
give such?”

“Mr. Zackett is as honest a man
as you'll ever find, if that's what you
want to know,” she agreed. “And
I think he’'s thoroughly competent.”

“Thanks,” Pete nodded. He wanted
to keep on talking, but he could
think of no good excuse for doing
so, and as she was already turning
away, he lifted His hat and passed
through the door.

There was another stairs to climb.
A cheerful whistle through an open
door showed him the way, and he
found Zane Zackett sitting, feet
propped on a desk, whittling at a
stick. He turned, glanced up, and
removed his feet from the desk, ris-
ing to set out a chair.

AUGHT me red-handed, didn't
you?” he grinned. “As a
lawyer, | should be immersed in a
stack of papers, and keep you wait-
ing at least ten minutes while I
pored over them, to make you believe
that my services were very much in
demand. As a matter of fact, most
disputes in this country are settled
directly, and Boot Hill gets the loser.
What can | do for you?”

“Give me some advice, | hope,”

Pete replied. “I'm Pete Prentiss.”
Zackett's eyes narrowed. Then he
nodded.

“I'm interested, Prentiss,” he con-
fessed, “very much so. And fully at
your service.”

“I've had you described to me as
an honest man,” Pete added. “Which
is what | want.”

“Somebody’s been kidding you.”
The old grin returned to Zackett's
face. “A lawyer can't afford to be
honest if he wants to eat. But you
intrigue my curiosity. Who de-
scribed me so flatteringly?”

“Miss Dexter.”

“Then | am flattered indeed. |1
value her opinion very highly. And
you may be pleased to know that she
seems to like you, despite certain
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factors which are against you.” He
surveyed Pete keenly again. “You're
not at all like the popular concep-
tion of what you'd be.”

“1 hope not,” Pete agreed fervent-
ly. “Now, give it to me straight.
Just what have you heard about the
terms of the will giving me the Box
8, and the conditions under which 1
have accepted it?”

“Certainly. Your not too well be-
loved uncle, according to the story,
left you the Box 8 on condition that
you should continue his grinding-
into-the-dust policies with all the
harshness which he instituted. It is
commonly understood that you ac-
cepted it on those conditions. So you
can see why you'd be unpopular.”

“l can see,” Pete agreed a little
grimly. “You haven't seen the will?”

“Old Grasp 'n’ Grab—pardon me—
your uncle never trusted me with any
of his legal business.”

“Grasp 'n’ Grab is all right with
me. | came in to see Henders, and
ask for legal advice; he has the will.
But the conditions are substantially
as you have heard. And | legally
agreed to them, it seems. Only,
when | did, | didn't know what those
conditions amounted to. | under-
stood that | was to keep the old crew
on, and not to sell any part of the
ranch for five years, but | didn't
dream of what was involved.”

Zackett whistled.

“That puts a new face on affairs,
for a fact.”

“Sort of.
thing else?”

“Nothing relevant that | can think
of.”

“Not, for instance, that the Box 8
goes to Cold Deck Jones, my fore-
man, if | fail to comply with those
conditions to the final letter?”

Zackett stared, leaning forward.
His face was sober now.-

“Not a whisper of anything like
that. Say, you are caught pretty
bad, aren’'t you?”

“It seems to shape up that way,”
Pete confessed. “Five of my neigh-
bors, headed by Tim Dexter, rode
out to see me this morning. They
wanted me to be neighborly—or else!
I didn't give them an answer. |

You didn’t hear any-

couldn’t! | want you to give me one.
Is there any way that | can be de-
cent, and get away with it?”

For answer, Zackett leaned for-
ward suddenly and held out his hand.

“1'll have to think about that, but
I'd like to shake hands with vyou.
You're a man—even if you are in a
devil of a fix.”

Pete returned the grasp heartily.

“Thanks,” he said. “But how
about it?”

ACKETT pondered a moment,
then slowly shook his head.

“If I were a crooked lawyer, I'd
advise you to fight it in the courts,
or to go ahead, as owner, and do as
you pleased,” he said. “But you
came to me as an honest man, and
besides, I'm supposed to be giving
you legal advice as a lawyer. If you
get out of this alive and still own
the Box 8, 1I'd like to merit your con-
sideration for further legal advice
when needed.”

“Then you don’>7hinkri- can Ido
it?” ;!

“l1 don’t see how. Henders, mean-
ing no disrespect to my fellow bar-
rister, is no shining legal light. But
your uncle was a careful man, and—"

“As it happens, he wasn’'t my blood
uncle. 1 was an adopted child,
though he didn’t know it.”

Zackett grinned and extended his
hand again.

“That deserves another shake, for
really removing the taint.” He sob-
ered. “It makes the situation even
worse, however. As | was about to
say, old Grasp 'n’ Grab was a very
careful man, and Blake and Blake
are among the ablest attorneys in the
country. That will, and what you
signed, are almost certain to be air-

tight. If it came to a court fight,
with that clause in it, you'd lose,
after having signed it, and Cold

Deck would win, almost certainly.
Not that it'd ever be likely to come
to a court fight.”

“l know what you mean.”

“1 judge you do, since you've met
your foreman.”

“l can't lease, lend, give away or
sell any water to my hard-pressed
neighbors, then—except at the rates



already laid down by Grap 'n’ Grab?”

“That's the devil of it. | can see
that you want to, and 1I'd like to tell
you how to do it legally. If you did,
Cold Deck would probably Kkill you.
But | can’'t even see any legal way
of getting around it.”

Pete stared thoughtfully at the
desk in front of him. Zackett stood
up and paced around the room.

“Here | get a chance to do some-
thing, and I'm a broken reed,” he ex-
ploded. “Though if folks knew the
facts—"

“This is strictly confidential.”

“Yes, | can see that. If Cold Deck
even suspected what you wanted to
do, he could take over the ranch, leg-
ally, and it would be unhealthy for
you, too. | don’'t see what you can
do.”

Pete stood up.

“I'm kind of stumped myself,” he
confessed. “But I'm not ready to ad-
mit that I'm licked—not yet.”

CHAPTER IX

Old Slewfoot

ETE spent the night in town,
Pstaying in a hotel room, and
he was in the saddle before

most people were awake. It was still
cool, though with promise of a hot
day later on, and even at that hour
there was no sign of dew on the
grass. Dew didn’'t come much dur-
ing drought years, when even the air
was wrung dry of all moisture.

And that was the bad part of it.
The water shortage for a lot of his
neighbors was becoming acute. A
good rain would relieve the pressure,
at least for a while. But there was
no prospect of rain, any more than
there had been a few days back.

Pete started as a shadow fell
athwart his path. Van Sice had ridden
out from a side trail, and his usual-
ly glum face was set in harsher lines
than usual this morning. His greet-
ing was characteristic.

“Made up yore mind, hombre?”

“Good morning, Van Sice,” Pete
nodded. “1I'd like to talk to you.”

“It ain't mutual.
a question yesterday, to be answered

We asked yuh .
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yes or no. And yuh didn't answer.
Since then, yuh been to town, and
had plenty of time to thinjc it over.
I'm askin’ yuh once more—just once
more—is it yes or no?”

“And if I don’'t happen to be ready
to say yet?”

The dour visage became even more
grim.

“If yuh don’t say yes, times like
these, it means no. I'm givin’ yuh
a chance to say yes. If yuh don't
say it—why, yuh got a gun. So have
I, And either I'm gettin’ rid of the
poison in Poison Valley, or else I'll
be out of my own troubles. It's up
to you.”

“This business of wanting to Kkill
me seems to be a habit around here,”

Pete sighed. “I don’t want to fight
you, Van Sice.”
“Yuh ain't going to have no

choice,” was the bitter retort. “Yuh
got a gun. Either yuh say yes, or yuh
use it—and | shoot you down just
like the dog | reckon yuh are, any-
way, Now answer!”

There was no arguing with the
man, Pete saw; he was in a mood for
action. But he was at least bluntly
straightforward and fair about it,
with no shooting from ambush.

It hadn’'t been so long since Pete
had got rid of his own gun. Just a
few weeks back, when the need for
eating had become rather more im-
portant than going heeled. Not long
enough to forget how to use it. That
was the trouble.

He had voluntarily sold the gun
for what it would bring, not alone
for the money, but to be rid of a
weapon. It had come to him that he
was growing to depend rather too
much on having a gun at his hip. In
the parlance of the country, he was
gun-handy. With him, it was an easy,
effortless job to draw and aim and
fire before most other men c<mld get
a gun clear of leather. And when
he aimed, the bullet went true. It
would be easy, far too easy, to de-
velop into a man who lived by and
for his gun.

AN SICE didn't know about
that, of course. He was proba-
bly aware, as was most of the valley
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by now, that Pete had hit the coun-
try looking like a tramp and pack-
ing no hardware. Which was apt to
lead to the illusion that Pete didn’t
get on very well with a gun, and
might breed a dangerous overconfid-
ence. Though Pete had a hunch that
Van Sic would go ahead with his
plan, even if he knew how dangerous
his antagonist might be.

“Well?” Van Sice snapped again.
“I'm tired of foolin’. Draw!”

The man was fast, Pete saw, as
his own hand slapped for his gun—
far faster than he had expected the
stolid Dutchman to be. The thing
that Pete aimed to do was tricky,
made doubly risky against such
speed. He didn’t want to hurt Van
Sice, merely to disarm him. But to
shoot a gun out of a man’s hand was
apt to be fraught with accidents—for
the other fellow.

The reports blended almost togeth-
er, a roaring blast of savagery which
tore at the peaceful afternoon like
gripping talons. Pete heard the
whistle of the Dutchman’s bullet, and
knew that his own had been almost
too slow. Then he saw Van Sice,
staring alternately from his own
shattered, bloody hand to. the gun
lying in the dust of the road, and
cursing horribly.

Pete watched grimly. That glanc-
ing bullet had struck Van Sice’s gun,
all right, but in tearing it from his
grasp, the bullet had glanced and
ripped upward through closed fingers
and the fleshy part of the hand as
well. It was a bad mess, and it would
be a long time before Van Sic could
use that hand for such a purpose
again. But it would be worse than
useless for Pete to protest that he
had tried only to disarm him without
hurting him.

“Damn you,” Van Sice panted. “So
that is*yore answer, en? Well, when
I tell the rest of the valley, see if
yuh can Kkill them—you and your
crew of gunnies. Or will yuh take
another shot and stop my tongue,
eh?”

Pete shrugged resignedly and re-
turned the gun to holster as Van
Sice, blood dripping from his hand
and leaving a spotted crimson trail

across the grass, turned and rode
furiously back across the fields again.
It was still a few miles to the Box
8, but the news would probably travel
faster than he could. Pete felt no
elation at his victory, only depres-
sion. It would have been better if
he had taken the wound. But Van
Sice hadn’'t been shooting with the
idea of merely disarming or wound-
ing.

He glanced up sharply at a fresh
clatter of hoofs, eyes narrowing a
little as he recognized the newcomer,
gun at hip and rifle held across the
saddle. Bob Dexter's eyes were
glowing to match the excited color
of his cheeks as he drew up.

“So you shot the Dutchman, eh?”
he demanded, and there was a blend-
ing of amazement and anger and ad-
miration in his voice. “He’s about the
fastest man on the draw in these
parts—aside from yore Box 8 crew.”

“He drew on me,” Pete sighed. “I
didn’'t have no choice.”

“] saw it,” Bob confirmed.
gun-handy, ain’t you?”

“l guess you might call it that.”

“He’ll sure have it in for you now.
He’s that way. Though you got it
cornin’, 1 reckon, when you show
yore colors that way.”

“You out gunniri’ for me again to-
day, too?” Pete’s eyes strayed to the
rifle.

The boy shook his head.

“Nope, not you—not today. Mebby
you need Killin’, but if the Dutchman
can't do it, I'd look funny tryin’,
wouldn’'t 1?7 Besides, Dad and Sis
seem to think you're kind of a decent
sort, in some ways. I'm keepin' my
eyes peeled for Old Slewfoot today ”

“Who's Slewfoot?”

“You're

BOB turned his horse and jogged
along beside him. His face, for
the moment, was animated, friendly.

“Slewfoot’'s the worst renegade in
these hills, next to Cold Deck,” he
asserted. “He’s a big grizzly that's
got the taste of beef and horse meat
in his mouth, and he Kills for the fun
of killin’.  You know. Mostly a
grizzly don't eat much meat, and is
plumb peaceful if you leave him
alone. But when they do go bad—



then they're the worst sort of de-
vils.”

“Yeah, |
bad, is he?”

“Ke's the biggest grizzly in the
country. Some folks say he’ll go way
over half a ton. He must've killed
two-three hundred head of stock the
last year or so. He’'s been hunted
a good many times, but though |
reckon he must have a lot of lead in
his hide by now, it just makes him
that much meaner, is all. He’'s bad,
and he's unexpected as a bug in yore
boot. You never know when or
where he'll turn up. | found his
track in the mud, down in the river
this mornin’. One of the holes that’s
dryin’ up. He’s been there to scoop
up the fish that was trapped there.
When | saw that, I went back and
got the rifle.”

“Sounds sensible,” Pete conceded.
“But you wouldn’t go picking a fight
with such a customer, would you?
He’'d be considerable worse than me.”

“l don’'t know,” Bob answered
honestly. “I'm pretty good with a
gun, though not fast on the draw like
you or the Dutchman. But I'm not
sure whether 1I'd tackle OIld Slew-
foot if 1 had a chance or not. About
a month ago, six men had him cor-
nered, along with ten dogs. Slew-
foot, he turned on them, killed seven
of the dogs and clawed two others
up so bad they had to be shot. He
pulled one horse down, and the only
thing that saved his rider was that
he kind of fell under the horse and
got busted up some, and Slewfoot
didn’t stop to finish him. But he got
away. Only thing is, if he sees you
he's twice as apt to start trouble as
not to.”

“He sure sounds like a bad cus-
tomer all right,” Pete agreed. He
had seen one or two renegade griz-
zlies in his day, and knew just how
bad a menace they could be. Rang-
ing over a wide hunting ground,
they might kill a horse one day, and
be feasting on a fresh-killed steer the
next day, forty miles away.

“You’'ll know his mark if you run
across it,” Bob went on. “His right
front paw was caught in a trap when
he was only a cub, and he chewed it

know. And Slewfoot's
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all up to get out. It's kind of
spraddled out and formless now, all
slewed around, That's one reason he
can't be caught in a trap now.”

“Well, you got rid of one renegade
the other day,” Pete grinned. “Maybe
you're lucky that way.”

“This country’'s too full of rene-
gades, though,” Bob said seriously.
“And anyway, | had help with that
one.” He pointed. “There’'s the K
over T. Our land.”

Pete pulled to a stop to have a
look. From there, a good part of
the Dexter range could be seen, and
in normal years he knew that it
would show up as one of the finest
ranches, for its size, to be found
anywhere. Off beyond it was the
border of the Box 8, and the con-
trast was startling.

Not far away, on the Box 8, was
that narrow canyon where the river
had been impounded. The cool gleam
of its lake could be seen from there;
the dark depths of the canyon, with
only a trickle of water in it, where
the river should normally run full
and free.

The Box 8 was green, well watered.
The K over T was parched and dy-
ing. Even that trickle of water
which got past the dam was all
sucked up by thirsty ground before
any of it reached the neighboring
ranch below.

Down there, still stretched the line
of willows, interspersed with occa-
sional clumps of cottonwoods, to
mark the. normal course of the
stream. But, save for now and then
a deep pool where a little water still
showed, green and scummy, it had
become a river of dust.

VEN the leaves of the willows
E and other trees were turning an
untimely yellow, drooping like a flag
from which the breeze has turned,
hanging dejected in defeat.

“There used to be mighty good
trout fishin’ along down there,” Bob
said grimly. “I've caught many a
nice mess—in the old days. But most
of them are dead now, or dyin'.
Them that's left in the pools can't
live in such stuff. The water ain't
fit to drink.”
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Before that blunt indictment Pete
felt himself go cold with a mingled
fury and helplessness. Water, a vast
surplus of it, which was doing no
one any good—water on his own
ranch. If he'd just let a little of it
run free, it would save the Dexters
and the other ranchers down below.
1'hey didn’t have to cross the Box 8
to get out to town, as some of their
neighbors from beyond the far bord-
ers did. But by means of that legal-
istic thing called water rights on a
stream, the Box 8 was choking them
as surely as it was choking the
others.

Suddenly Bob turned to him, and
he was just a boy now, pleading for
the thing he loved, for those he
loved.

“You can see how it is,” he said.
“And gosh, it ain't fair to hog all
that water when you don’t need it. |
know what old Grasp 'n’ Grab was
doing it for—he wanted to freeze us
out. But you can be decent. Let us
have some water. Please! If—if you
don’t do it, then you're just plain no
good!”

CHAPTER X
Damn Your Dam!

IOISON Valley! Pete lay long

~awake that night, haunted by

the look on the boy’s face, the
bitter indictment in his voice. If
you don’t do it, then you're just plain
no good! There had been anger, and
hopelessness, and above all disap-
pointment in Bob’s face, as he had
watched Pete ride away without an-
swering—a disappointment that the
man had failed to come up to his
hopes and expectations. Pete had
had a chance to make a friend, in
that moment, and he knew that he
had failed.

Failed, because this was Poison
Valley, and the poison which had
eaten like a canker at the heart of
old Grasp 'n’ Grab was spreading,
blighting everything it touched, a
killing thing in a once green valley.

Pete had had a few days, before he
reached here, of high hopes, of
dreams and ambitions, when he

thought what he would do with a
fine ranch. Now he had the ranch—
and what could he do with it, while
that poisonous curse remained?

It would be a simple matter to re-
lease a little water, but to do so
would turn the Box 8 over to Cold
Deck, and there would then be no
more water. Pete could do something
like that and fight on the side of the
ranchers. But all to no purpose. For
the weight of legality, as well as of
ruthlessness and guns, would rest
with Cold Deck.

So far, he had been able to hold
at least a little of that ruthlessness
in check, but even that couldn’t last
much longer. Showdown was on the
way, coming fast. Every new inci-
dent added fuel to the smoldering
fire which would become a raging in-
ferno at any moment. And the worst
of it was that he could see no way to
fight.

With the new day he rode north,
alone as usual. Cold Deck and the
crew, he had a feeling, regarded him
as a little queer, but he was leaving
them alone, and they left him alone
as well. The news of his clash with
the Dutchman the day before had
spread, and while no one made any
comment, Pete could see that Cold
Deck was pleased. If he had had
doubts as to what course Pete might
follow, that seemed to have pretty
well resolved them.

“And it just gets me in tighter
than ever where I don’'t want to be,”
Pete growled to himself. “Hang
Grasp 'n’ Grab, anyway. | wish he'd
left me alone.”

By now he was getting a pretty
good idea of the Box 8 and its vast
resources. One thing was all too ap-
parent. That impounded water could
not be used to any good purpose so
far as the present Box 8 was con-
cerned. It was at the lower end of
the ranch, and could not be lifted to
irrigate any of it. Of course, if the
K over T and various other small
ranches were added, that would be a
different story

Far off, something caught his eye,
and Pete turned to look. It was a
herd of cattle, moving toward the
Box 8 A couple of hundred head,



with six or seven horsemen coming
along behind them. His interest
quickened. That, he knew, was the
Lazy Q off there, belonging to Mac-
Cafferty. To reach the railroad, or
get out at all, it was necessary for
MacCafferty to cross the Box 8 or
else go far out of his way.

But it wasn't likely that he had
any intention of trying to cross the
Box 8 today. Off here there was a
smaller creek which, instead of flow-
ing to join Silver River, ran in al-
most the opposite direction. Its head-
waters were in the Box 8 but
through long centuries it had wat-
ered the Lazy Q on its way to the
sea, until, not so long ago, at Grasp
'n’ Grab’s orders, the creek too had
been dammed.

Now the Lazy Q was desperate for
water, and MacCafferty, having re-
ceived no reply to the demand which
he had helped to present two days
before, was taking things into his
own hands. They were aiming to
cross the line and have some of that
water.

It was a good two miles yet before
the cattle would reach the dam, but
only half that far to the border be-
tween the two ranches. Pete watched
the oncoming herd in sudden hope-
fulness. If they could get some of
the water, it was all right with him.
He was all for them.

But they wouldn't get it without a
fight, he could see that. Cold Deck
was taking no chances at such places
as this. Someone had been on watch,
and now, echoing far across the coun-
try, sounded three shots from a rifle,
a brief pause, then two more. Al-
most at once, from the distance, came
a reply.

EFORE the cattle could reach

the water there would be Box 8
risers there to intercept and turn
them back. Pete saw them gathering
m—three, four, five, six men. The last
was Cold Deck himself, unmistakable
even at that distance.

By then the cattle had crossed the
line, marked with a barbed wire
fence, MacCafferty and one of his
men had boldly cut the wires and
thrown them back; then they poured
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the eager herd across. Now it was
a race for the water, and it would be
a close one.

Grimly, back out of sight himself,
Pete Sat and watched. He wouldn’t
help his own crew—and that was
grim irony, to call them his—and he
couldn’'t help MacCafferty, nor order
Cold Deck to let them come. Cold
Deck wouldn’t accept any such order,
and if Pete did give it, he would
claim the Box 8 for his own from
that very moment. And the worst of
it was that Cold Deck could make
his claim stick.

The Box 8 crew advanced at a
steady trot, dust rising behind them
from the overly dry ground. Cold
Deck, riding a little in advance of
the others, called out a warning. The
Lazy Q gave no indication that they
had heard, but as guns caught the
sunshine, more guns were in their
hands, A shot echoed and reechoed
thinly across the valley.

That first shot had been in the
nature of a warning, for no one had
been hurt. There would have been
bloody business to follow, bqgt at that
moment the cattle created a diver-
sion. The herd was direly thirsty,
for MacCafferty hadn’'t moved until
forced to by circumstances. Now, at
the smell of water, they suddenly
broke into a wild run which was
little short of a stampede. The ef-
forts of Cold Deck and his men to
turn them was useless; and, nearly
ridden down, they got out of the
way.

Reaching the impounded water, the
cattle took the most direct route.
Half of the herd thundered straight
across the dam of boards and dirt
which had been thrown up, in the
form of a U, three or four feet high,
across the creek and reaching back a
hundred feet on either side. Before
that crashing impact, the boards
broke into kindling wood, the
heaped-up dirt was churned by
pounding hoofs; then the dam was
wrecked, the new lake pouriqg out,
gouging away the last barrier, and
swinging madly into its old channel
again.,

The bellowing of the herd had
ceased as quickly as it had begun.
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Knee-deep in water, they were drink-
ing thirstily. The opposing parties
of cowboys pulled up to glare at
each other.

“This is plain trespassing and de-
struction of property, MacCafferty!”
Cold Deck’s voice came clearly to

Pete’'s ears, across the intervening
space.
“Call it what you please, and be

damned to you!” MacCafferty rasped.
“I'm not the man to stand by and
see my cattle die of thirst. And if
you build that dam up again, I'll
shoot down the first man that goes
to work on it—and every one that
follows him!”

In that moment, Cold Deck was im-
pressive. He did not point out that
the Box 8 owned the water rights
and could do as it pleased with the
water. Nothing like that. His silence
was far more ominous than words.

“There ain't nothing more to do
here today, boys,” he said. “There'll
be plenty—Ilater.”

Ha turned and led the way back,
leaving MacCafferty and his herd in
possession, with water flowing once
more along the creek bed, down to
the Lazy Q. They had won the
initial skirmish; the Lazy Q would
have water again for several days, at
least. But the withdrawal of the Box
8 was far from a retreat, or a defeat.

Watching, bleak-faced, Pete rec-
ognized it for what it was. The
whole valley would take this as his
answer to the demand made upon
him; an answer which would hasten
the inevitable showdown.

CHAPTER XI

Death in Flood

ized, that Cold Deck made no

report to him that evening con-
cerning what had happened that day.
Cold Deck Jones was foreman, and
he figured that he had the right to
run the Box 8 to suit himself. More-
over, he intended to do so.

In his own room, Pete cleaned and
oiled his gun thoughtfully. That
might be a way to settle this thing
—with guns.

I T WAS significant, Pete real-

A few days before, he would have
been shocked at the notion of Killing
aman to settle a dispute. But events
were on the march. The ownership
of the Box 8, and the policies en-
tailed, hinged on a personal struggle
between him and Cold Deck. If one
of them was removed, that would set-
tle the thing, once and for all. And
he wasn’t the man to sit idly by much
longer and allow a bad situation to
develop into an infinitely worse one.
He had been catapulted into this
fight unwittingly. Since he was in
it, he'd carry through.

If it had come to a showdown bat-
tle between himself and Cold Deck,
Pete knew how heavy the odds were.
He was gun-handy, and all the valley
knew that now, after his clash with
the Dutchman. Which would make
Cold Deck that much more wary.

But Cold Deck, from all reports,
was the best gunman in the country.
The Dutchman, while good, had nev-
er been classed in the same category.
Cold Deck was known to have killed
four men in as many years, in open
gun battles. As the story went, he
hadn’'t gone out of his way to pro-
voke them, nor had he possessed any
advantage, initially, over his adver-
saries. And at least two of them had
been gunmen of repute, anxious to
enharce their own prestige over a
foe of such caliber.

The results spoke for themselves.
Pete wanted to go on living. He had
a lot of things to live for now, if he
could work them out. So he wasn't
going to press such an issue, just to
bring about a decision. But pretty
soon the clash must inevitably come
between himself and Cold Deck, and
when it did, things would be apt to
happen fast.

There was almost a full moon to-
night. And he was in no mood for
sleep. Pete slipped the gun into his
holster. The rest of the ranch ap-
peared to be asleep, but he wasn't
sure even about that. He always had
the feeling, these days, that he was
guartered with a crew of big cats—
cats who could sleep, yet always keep
one ear cocked, alert and on the
prowl when least expected.

A couple of hours’ riding brought



him to the big dam. Pete couldn’t
have said, consciously, just why he
had headed this way tonight, unless
he was riding a hunch. It was down
here, below, that the K over T lay,
seemingly asleep under- the moon,
some of the garish, blistering dryness
of the drought blotted out under this
more Kindly light. And down here
Med the Dexters, with whom he'd
like to be neighborly. Tim Dexter,
Bob Dexter—and Hazel Dexter.

Pete left his horse and started
back up the canyon toward the dam
on foot, crossing the river bed, dry
in most places even this close to the
dam, and climbing part way up the
steep hillside on the other slope. A
few ancient cattle paths wound along
here; brush and scattered trees clung
where the slope was not too steep.
Dusk lay heavy in the bottom of the
canyon.

HE dam itself filled the narrow,
T rocky-sided gorge to a height of
nearly two hundred feet. It looked,
from down below, like an impreg-
nable fortress, set there where the
river had won a hard way down
through the long centuries. Most of
it was built of steel and concrete, and
it was readily apparent that an engi-
neer who knew his business had been
in charge of its construction. Grasp
'n’” Grab had never been a man to
pinch a penny when its spending
could buy power for himself.

But up toward the top it was dif-
ferent. About ten feet of the dam
had been rather hastily added, to
judge by appearances; the addition
was set back upon the main concrete
structure. Evidently the river had
poured down more water than Grasp
'n’ Grab had counted on when build-
ing the dam in the first place.

His plan, Pete judged, had been to
hold back the river this year, forc-
ing the ranchers below to come to
his terms, then to let it spill over
when it reached the top. Somebody
had miscalculated, and it had been
seen that it would overflow and de-
feat its own purpose. There had been
no time to build a solid addition, so
this temporary check of boards and
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other stuff had been erected, and it
was serving well enough.

But a few sticks of dynamite, prop-
erly planted, could tear out that ad-
dition and let plenty of water pour
over again—plenty to relieve the sit-
uation down below!

It was a wonder that someone
hadn't tried it before now—

Pete's eyes narrowed suddenly.
Unless he was very mirch mistaken,
someone was getting'teady to try it
now. He was beginning to under-
stand the hunch which had drawn
him here tonight. He had smelled
trouble, without quite understanding
it.

The ranchers down below had
waited as long as they could, anxious
to avoid trouble if that were possible.
Trouble with the powerful, ruthless
Box 8 would inevitably be bad for
them, more especially since it had the
law on its side. They had hoped that
the new comer would be decent, had
given him every chance. Now, be-
lieving that to be hopeless, they were
ready—someone was—to do what had
to be done so that they could con-
tinue to exist.

Again Pete didn’'t blame them. He
admired whoever it was that had the
courage to climb up there and set a
blast, and he was glad that it was go-
ing to be done. That would solve
the water problem down here for a
few weeks, as the cattle had solved it
up above today. Any delay which
would postpone a general blow-up
was welcome, for time might bring
some better solution.

The scrunch of a boot heel on rock
caught his ear. It wasn't a big sound,
but it drew his eyes, and what he
saw caused him to stiffen. Off on
the other side of the gorge, moving
carefully, half in shadow, was Cold
Deck. Moonlight rippled in little
splashes along the blued length of
the rifle barrel which he held. He
was watching where the trespasser
climbed, high above them, getting
ready to kill him before he could set
off the blast.

Neither of them had seen Pete, nor
suspected his presence. He glanced
upward again, and his blood seemed
this time to freeze.
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It wasn’t a man climbing out there,
though at this distance, and clad in
overalls like a man, with an old felt
hat drawn down over her hair, she
looked enough like a man so that
Cold Deck, from where he stood,
would never know the difference.
But it was Hazel Dexter who had
come here tonight, alone, to do this
thing.

Another step or so and she was
out of Pete’s sight, still working to-
ward her objective. Cold Deck, too,
was out of sight, behind a ledge of
rock off across the gorge. Hazel
would climb some more, up there, be-
fore reaching a good point to place
the charge, and Cold Deck was mov-
ing to a vantage point where he
would be ready to shoot to kill. One
well-placed bullet, and the girl would
fall outward, never knowing what
had hit her, and plunge for two hun-
dred feet into the gorge below.

That Cold Deck would shoot to
kill Pete had not the slightest doubt.
He would not, in all probability, even
suspect that he was shooting at a
woman. And he'd aim, not alone to
take no chances on damage to the
dam, but to give a grim warning to
any others who might have such a
thing in mind.

ETE'S mind was racing. Up

there, with the suck and swirl of
the mighty waters in her ears, it was
doubtful if Hazel could hear him if
he did call to her. Off on the far
side of the gorge, behind that pro-
jecting cliff, Cold Deck wouldn’t be
apt to hear, either.

Pete was running, climbing, with
a panting desperation of haste which
he had never known before. The
time was desperately short in which
he could get to Hazel before she
reached that point and started to set
the charge which she already had
nearly ready, in a package in her
hand. But he had to do it, before
that rifle down below had a chance
to speak—

There was a pretty good path up
here, which helped. He moved al-
most by instinct, since he had never
climbed here before. Boulders jut-
ted along the path; scraggly trees

and brush clung there at intervals.
The thunder of the waterfall, up
here was far greater than it had been
from lower down. He had a glimpse
of a silver spray, weaving there in
the shimmering moonlight, a faerie
fancy as it danced and spun, but he
had no time nor thought for the
beauty of it tonight. In his mind
was the blasting horror of a broken
body, plunging out and down to de-
struction.

If he could have seen Cold Deck
then, to line him in his sights, Pete
would cheerfully have shot to Kkill,
whether from ambush or not would
have made no difference. For Cold
Deck was preparing to do exactly
that in turn, careless as to who his
victim might be. But he wouldn’t be
able to see Cold Deck until he
reached Hazel's side, if then, and it
would be too late then.

Pete’'s breath was a torture- in his
overstrained lungs, his legs felt lead-
en as he forced them to run up this
slope where even to climb slowly was
a task. But he was almost up there,
ready to strike off on the side path,
to work his way out on the main top
of the dam as Hazel was doing ahead
of him.

The jutting shoulder of a mighty
rock, the sweeping branches of a pine
tree which had weathered the years,
lifting its head toward the light—
these thipgs had hidden her from
down below, from his vision and that
of Cold Deck alike. But she would
soon be past them, out there at the
middle of the damn, caught in the
pitiless light of the moon as it re-
flected back from the water-whitened
planks, while she stopped, all unsus-
pecting, to fix the charge and light
the fuse.

It was slippery here, where a fine
mist of spray constantly splashed
and made a thin film of moss under-
foot. Above him towered the plank-
ing, holding back a massy wall of
water. This was a place to creep, as
she had done, to proceed with ex-
treme caution. A slip, a misstep here,
would send him plunging out, fall-
ing—past that massive shoulder of
granite, or down through the feath-
ery-looking fringes of the pine, hur-



tling down and down, to strike on
the rocky floor far below.

OR all that, Pete was running as

desperately as before, careless of
the footing. The weaving, shimmer-
ing mist of moon and spray was in
his eyes, half blinding him, and the
overhanging shadows of the dam and
rocky walls hid her from his sight.
Then he saw her—stepping out into
the light, stopping, and without
waste of time starting to place what
she carried there at the foot of the
planking.

His shout was a feeble thing in his
throat, a raspy whisper that hardly
reached his own ears. One hasty
glance below showed him nothing.
Cold Deck would be somewhere off
down there, coolly taking his time,
but from up above here it appeared
like a pit of darkness. And the pit
held things as slimy as the moss un-
der his feet.

A tiny flicker of flame showed
where Hazel was lighting a match,
applying it to the fuse, Pete hurled
himself the last few feet, grabbed
her roughly and jerked her toward
him. At the same instant something
smashed hard into the planking
where she had been a moment before
—something which tore through the
planking with the venom of a strik-
ing rattlesnake.

Pete heard her gasp, in surprise
and terror, as he staggered back, back
toward the shadows. Another vicious
something snarled and whanged into
the planking;.then they had reached
the covering gloom. For an instant
he stopped, panting, and saw her
face, close to his own, the terror and
horror in her eyes as she realized
what those smashing things had been.
She recognized him, of course, but
there was no time even to think of
that.

“Get back—quick!” she gasped. “I
lit it—a lot closer than | intended
to.”

Pete knew what she meant. She
had been lowering the flame of the
match to the fuse when he'd cata-
pulted upon the scene and grabbed
her. Her hand had jerked, still blaz-
ing, onto the partly coiled fuse, and
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had hung there, close up to the cap,
instead of near tile end where she
had intended to light it

Now it would be only a question
of heartbeats until the shortened
fuse would reach the cap and the
dynamite would go off, tearing a
gaping hole in the plank superstruc-
ture which towered above them.
When that happened, with the push
of the mighty lake behind it, the
whole plank structure would be
shoved away like Kkindling wood,
with thousands of tons of water
pouring irresistibly behind it.

Hazel tried to run, and slipped.
Pete caught her, jerking her back,
and began running himself. It wasn't
far now—just a few more steps. But
he felt, rather than heard, the thun-
derous tear of the dynamite; then, as
he stood and bodily heaved her for-
ward to the safety of the bank be-
yond, his own foot slipped with the
effort.

The next instant, like the crushing
hand of doom, he saw the whole
plank wall toppling on him. Then
he was in it, a churning maelstrom
of water which was plunging madly
for the canyon floor below, taskir;;
him with it like a chip on the flood.

CHAPTER XIlI
Mistake to Rectify

HERE was no time to think.

To survive or perish would be

more a matter of chance than
anything which he could do, though
the will to live, to fight on, was
strong within him. The memory of
Hazel in his arms, even for that brief
and turbulent moment, seemed to
lend him new strength.

The mighty force of that ten-foot
wall of water which had been so sud-
denly released was surging outward
and downward in a cataract to rival
Niagara. The water was almighty
now, a living, surging thing which
laughed at the boards which had held
it back for so long, which tore them
to kindling wood and tossed them
aside as things of no consequence.
It swept out and past, was under and
all around Pete as he went with it,
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a cushioning blanket as he reached
the channel below.

Had he fallen out and down of his
own accord, he would have hit on a
rocky bottom which extended clear
across the canyon. But, twenty feet
farther down, was a deep pool of con-
siderable dimensions, kept filled by
the trickle from the dam, and the
hurtling force of the torrent carried
him across and into this. He was go-
ing down, down, with mountains of
the river pouring over and swirling
around him, tossing him, buffeting
him like a chip.

Even then, had he been on top of
the water, his body could never have
survived the shock of striking the
pool. But the cushion of the cataract
all around him absorbed a good, deal
of the force.

He had to pay for that protection
in another way, however. A chip in
the middle of the writhing waters,
his lungs seemed about to burst, and
to try to swim against the tearing
forces which held him was like
struggling against a nightmare.

Then the river itself caught and
swirled him to the surface. Pete’s
head burst jerkily into the air, and
he was being swung dizzily in the
grip of a new and mighty whirlpool.
The shore seemed to race past him,
not an arm’s length away, but he was
helpless to do anything about it.
Twice he made the bewildering
round of this new race course; then
abruptly he was being sucked toward
the center and down.

His clutching arms caught some-
thing, and as he hung on he saw that
it was one of the planks which had
been a part of the dam up above—a
plank at least twenty feet long. It
bucked like a mad cayuse as the pool
tore at it, then, finding it a bit too
tough, spewed it angrily aside again.
The plank and rider were shooting
away downstream on the new flood
tide.

Already the booming crest was
ahead of him, filling the old channel
of the river from bank to bank,
spreading out across the flats wher-
ever that was possible. They were
just below the borders of the Box 8
now, on to K over T land, and there,

for a while, there was low, nearly flat
ground — ground which Grasp 'n’
Grab had envisioned as being easy to
irrigate from his big dam, and which
now was being irrigated.

The plank, with Pete still clinging
to it, veered off abruptly from ridfng
the crest at the center of the river,
and shot off at right-angles with
another new tide surging out across
a field. A cow, which had been bed-
ded down comfortably for the night,
struggled wildly to its feet, gazed in
consternation at the sweeping water
for a moment, then tail high, gal-
loped wildly for higher ground.

Behind Pete now, the new and
mighty roar of the waterfall was
growing more muted, though it still
reverberated up and down the valley
like that of an angry giant.

He was a couple of hundred yards
back from the river channel now, but
even here the water was over his
head, racing like a millstream. The
plank began a vast, uneasy circling,
but it didn't approach the still reced-
ing shore. Then, accelerating its
speed again, it started being sucked
back toward the main stream.

For a few minutes it hesitated, un-
decided, then leaped toward it like a
charging bull. Clinging desperately,
Pete maintained his hold. Ifshe was
shaken off, he’d be completely help-
less. Already, buffeted, half drowned,
and chilled to the marrow, he was
past swimming, even in less boister-
ous waters.

It was like traveling on an express
train, for the next mile or so. The
dark shore was hurtling by, for here
the banks were higher again, crowd-
ing the torrent together, not allowing
it to spread out. Then when he was
becoming so numb with cold and bat-
tered by the constant wash across
him that it seemed impossible to hold
on any longer, he was again shuttled
off to the side, into a comparatively
calm backwater.

Now was the time to get to shore,
if he was going to at all. Pete knew
that well enough. If the plank was
supked out again into that boiling
current at mid-stream”™ he wouldn’t
be able to hold on, to ride it this
time. But the walls here were rocky,



cliff-like, higher than his head. To
let go, in his present numbed state,
would be to sink.

HE moon was still shining down,

throwing a silvery halo across
the troubled waters. Someone shout-
ed, from on the shore. Unbelievingly,
Pete raised his head and looked. Yes,
it was real enough. There were three
or four people there, attracted no
doubt by the thunder of the water-
fall, which now echoed up and down
the valley for miles like a great toc-
sin of alarm. They had come down
to the river to watch, awed, and
someone had seen him.

Pete raised one arm, astonished at
the effort which it required, and gave
a shout which in his own ears was
only a feeble croak. But they had
seen him, all right. He was drifting
more slowly now, swinging back in-
shore toward them, and words came
to his ears.

“—Throw him a rope—"

“It's Prentiss! Let him drown!”

Pete smiled grimly. Somebody
had recognized him, and his name
had started a hot argument on shore;
While it waxed, he was being swept
out again, circling past them. This
time, probably, the pull of the main
river would get him.

But it didn’t. Once more the plank
hesitated, and started swinging back
in. They were still huddled there,
still arguing, but he heard one voice
clearly enough.

“l don’t care if he's the devil him-
self. Get out of the way!”

A lariat rope launched out straight
and true; the end of it fell across
the plank almost beside his numbing
fingers. It was, he saw, a half-opened
noose, and, distrusting his ability to
cling to the rope while he was pulled
up, Pete made a strenuous effort and
slipped an arm through the noose,
then wriggled it over his head and
got the other arm in. While the
plank still floated near the shore, the
man up above followed along, giv-
ing him enough slack in the rope to
accomplish it.

Pete collapsed, almost unconscious.
He was aware that the rope was be-
ing pulled in, heaving him off the
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plank and through the water; then he
was hoisted, dripping, up the bank
and on to the shore. Not too gentle
hands pulled him to his feet, and he
reeled there, teeth chattering, trying
to steady himself. The rope-was still
about him, and someone pulled on it
to hold him up.

“Looks like a drowned rat,” was
the comment.

“He's a rat, all right. Ought to
have left him to finish drownin’,” was
the retort.

There were six or eight of them in
the group now, Pete saw dimly. Then
he recognized the bitter, hate-filled
face of the Dutchman, as Van Sice
thrust closer. His right hand was
bandaged, but animosity drove him
like a spur.

“Well, yuh pulled him out, Mow-
ery,” Van Sice growled. “But there’ll
be no livin' in this country while he
goes on livin.”

“I'd 've done as much for a yellow
dog,” Mowery protested hotly. “I
ain't a savage, | hope.”

“You're a fool, is what yuh are,
Mowery,” Van Sice rasped. “If he
was a yeller dog, | wouldn't have a
word to say. We ought tuh string
him up now and be done with it
Kind of redeem that rope of yores.”

Pete could hear and understand
well enough, though the voices
seemed to come from a long way off.
And for the moment he was in no
shape to do anything for himself.
The argument raged on.

“There's water in the river again,”
Mowery pointed out. “And the dam’s
been blown up—at least the top part
of it. And he’s here. Mebby he did
it himself.”

“If he did a thing like that, he
wouldn’t be caught in it,” someone
pointed out.

“He didn’t do it,” Van Sice stated
positively. “In the first place, bein’
a polecat like he is, he wouldn't do
nothing against his own int'rests.
Second, like Reid says, he wouldn’t
be caught if he done it himself. le
was there, firin’ with a rifle at who-
ever did set the blast. But it went
off, and the water caught him.”

“How about it?” Mowery pressed
closer now, peering into Pete’s face.
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He was a tall, slim man, still under
twenty-five, Pete judged, with a like-
able face under a heavy thatch of
dark hair. “Did you set that blast,
Prentiss, or not?”

Pete shook his head. It might
save his life to say that he had, but
he wasn’t in any mood for that.

“Nope,” he said. “I didn't.”

He had intended to say more, but
Van Sice gave him no chance.

“What'd | tell yuh?” he growled.
“A skunk don’'t change its stripes.
Thing to do’s tuh string him up and
make this a decent place for decent
folks tuh live in, | ain't thinkin’ just
about ourselves. There's women and
children as well. We can't miss a
chance like this.”

“It don’t look right to me,” Mow-
ery tried to protest, but the others
had caught the temper of the Dutch-
man now. They shouted down Mow-
ery's protests, dragging Pete back
toward a tall, lone cottonwood which
stood only a short distance away. A
long, spectral lower limb reached out,
a few feet above his head, and Van
Sice tossed the other end of the rope
expertly across it, fumbling with the
water-soaked rope to bring the noose
up from beneath Pete’'s arms and
around his neck.

“Ought tuh've left him in the riv-
er,” he grunted. “But we'll rectify
that mistake.”

CHAPTER XII1
Cold Deck Takes a Hand

TILL half numbed in mind as

well as in body, there was

nothing that Pete could do
about it. He realized, rather hazily,
that this was the time to act, to say
something, try to explain. But he
couldn’t think clearly, his tongue
jumbled the words when he tried to
speak. Mowery was still protesting,
angrily now, but the others paid no
attention to him.

“1 think it's a mistake, one you'll
be sorry for,” he rasped. “I never,
heard of such a thing.”

“Yuh ain't been in this country
long, Slim, and yuh’ll hear of plenty
other things ’'fore this valley’'s

cleaned up,” one of them assured
him. “It's a disagreeable job, like
brandin’ calves, but it's got tuh be
done.”

“Yeah, and the sooner the better,”
Van Sice growled. “Lay hold on the
rope and drag him up. He ain’'t able
to do no climbin’.”

“Maybe he ain’'t, but the rest of
you will be—climbin’ them golden

stairs, or mebby going the other
way.” The voice was even, cold, ex-
pressionless, but grimly inexorable.
“Drop that rope, or I'll start the

bunch of you travelin’ to hell in a
hurry!

Pete listened, a little unbelieving-
ly to that voice. So, too, did the
others, as they swung around to stare
into the muzzle of a levelled rifle,
with the bleak face of Cold Deck
Jones behind it. For a moment they
hesitated, and the battered hand of
Van Sice half jerked toward his hip.
Then, remembering his own helpless-
ness, growling in his throat, he raised
his arms before the menace of the
rifle, as the others were doing.

“That's better,” Cold Deck purred.
“One hell of a lot better. One of you
shuck that rope off him, there.”

Slim Mowery stepped forward
promptly and obeyed, then caught
Pete’'s arm as he swayed drunkenly.

“This is one time I'm glad to see
you, Cold Deck,” he said. “l was
against stringin’ him up, the shape
he’s in.”

“Conditions can make some damn
gueer bedfellers, all right,” Cold
Deck agreed. “Never thought you’'n
me'd ever see eye to eye, Mowery.
yuh might help get him in the saddle,
over there. As for the rest of you"—
he turned a chilling gaze upon them
—“I'm takin’ the rest of the cayuses
along, to the border of the Box 8,
just so yuh won't try interferin’
none. The horses we're borrowin’
will be sent back tomorrow.”

He said nothing more, but turned
and swung into the saddle of one of
the clustered horses which the cattle-
men had ridden there with. Mowery
was assisting Pete into a saddle; and,
once in, Pete found that he could
ride well enough



“Thanks,” he gasped. “I won't
forget—what you done tonight.”

“No thanks cornin’ to me,” Mowery
said noncommittally, and turned
aside to where the others watched
bleakly. With Cold Deck driving
the extra ponies ahead of them, they
turned toward the borders of the Box
8 again.

Cold Deck rode in silence, and
Pete was in no mood for conversa-
tion. The foreman had saved his
life, which was some matter for won-
der, and a lot of things buzzed puz-
zlingly in the back of his mind. But
he was weak as a kitten, numb with
cold, and his mind didn’t work well.
The ride seemed endless, until they
finally pulled up before the ranch
house, and Cold Deck half lifted him
from the saddle and carried him in-
side. He called, and presently Soong
Lin came padding on slippered feet
and knelt to start a fire in the big
range.

“He's pretty cold, Soong,” Cold
Deck said. “Get him warm, then put
him to bed.”

“Can do,” Soong Lin nodded, and
worked expertly. Pete presently
found himself wrapped in warm
blankets before a roaring fire, with
something hot to drink. As the dev-
astating chill began to recede from
his veins, followed by a blessed sense
of warmth, Soong Lin guided him
like a sleepwalker to bed.

ETE slept late the next morn-
Ping, and after a good meal he
felt almost as good as new again. A
lot of things which had been hazy in
his mind the night before were clear
now. .Cold Deck, of course, had seen
who it was who had spoiled his aim,
had seen the water catch Pete and
fling him out into the merciless fury
of the current. And he had followed
down along the shore, to see if he
could do anything. He had arrived
in time to do something, but prob-
ably not at all the thing he had had
in mind when starting that journey.

The fact that he had intervened to
save Pete’s life left his head in a
whirl again. It seemed to upset a
lot of his notions about Cold Deqfc.
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It would have been very easy for the
foreman to remain out of sight and
let that hot-headed, vengeful bunch
of ranchers finish the job they had
been starting. The seething fury of
the Dutchman had communicated it-
self to them, and the bitter dregs of
the poison which had gone to every
corner of this valley had been about
to take a natural effect.

If Cold Deck had kept out of
sight, he would be boss of the Box 8
today. To win a fortune would have
been that easy. But he hadn’'t done
it.

Hazel, of course, had been on the
opposite side of the river, as had all
the Dexters, last night. And while
the full fury of the flood was on, it
would have been impossible to cross
it.

But she had been safe, Pete was
sure of that. He had thrown her far
enough up the bank to avoid the
sweep of the released flood. That
had been worth all the rest.

A rare smile lighted Soong Lin’s
face as Pete arose from the table and
stretched. Soong Lin was house-
keeper, and he cooked for Pete as
well. Another cook handled the grub
for the crew.

“Makes me feel like a new man
again, Soong,” Pete said. “You sure
fixed me up, last night.”

“Good medicine,” Soong agreed.
“You belly well, now. Takee strong
man to stand all that, belly much so,
yes.”

Soong sounded approving. Pete
stepped out into the sunshine. It wa3
still hot, still with no sign of rain
anywhere in the skies. But after the
events of the day before, rain, or
water, wouldn’t be such a pressing
guestion in the valley for a while.
And today the warmth of the sun felt
good on his bones. He still shivered
at the recollection of the bitter, dev-
astating chill of those impounded
waters.

Cold Deck appeared as he reached
the barn. His face was blank as ever.

“Feeling better?” he asked.

“Fine,” Pete confessed. “Thanks
to you, Cold Deck.”

The foreman didn't

reply. His
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cold stare was disconcerting, Pete
spoke impulsively.

“I'm kind of wonderin’ why you
did it, Cold Deck.”

“I'm kind of wonderin’ myself,”
Cold Deck confessed. “It wasn't my
usual way. I'm a ticket-of-leave
man,” he added with sudden frank-
ness, and his lips twisted in what
might have been bitter mirth. “Ox-
ford, and all the rest of it. But the
black sheep of the family, who puts
himself first, every time. A man's a
fool to get sentimental, ever. | felt
like pullin’ on the rope, and throwin’
a few chunks of lead into you, to
help weigh you down. Only I didn't
like to see a Prentiss treated that
way by outsiders.”

ETER pondered that revelation.

He had suspected from the first
that Cold Deck was a man with back-
ground, one who might have been
outstanding had he chosen to follow
a different line of life. Now he had
slipped back into his old, grim char-
acter again, and the past was a book
once more closed.

“You was right peeved about my
spoilin’ your aim, there at the dam?”
Pete suggested.

“1 still am.
why.”

“1 guess you didn’t see who it was
that set that charge of dynamite?”

I'm waitin’ to hear

“And | don't give a damn. It's
spoiled things for quite a few
weeks.”

“Happened to be a woman. Hazel
Dexter.”

For the first time in his experi-
ence, Pete saw expression flow across
Cold Deck’s face—a sort of shocked
incredulity.

“Hell,” he protested. “I
know that.”

“1 figgered you didn’t.”

“1t makes a difference,” Cold Deck
conceded, after a moment. “Yuh
can't war on women.”

In that, he was expressing the
philosophy of the Old West. Men
might be bad, as Cold Deck unques-
tionably was. But men, good or bad,
didn’t war on women—not directly.

That was one of the strange kinks
in Cold Deck’'s character. The fact

didn't

that Hazel was a woman fully ex-
plained what Pete had done. He even
gave grudging approval to the act for
which he had been prepared to call
his nominal boss to account. You
didn’'t shoot at a woman, even if she
raised hob with your plans in such
a manner as Hazel Dexter had done
the night before.

On the other hand, Cold Deck was
prepared to pursue the policy which
he had laid down, without the slight-
est deviation. The fact that it meant
utter ruin, possible starvation, for
whole families, including women and
children, meant nothing to him. That
was indirect warfare, aimed primar-
ily against their menfolks. It might
be more terrible than a swift and
merciful bullet, but he would carry
it through to the bitter end.

Cold Deck stooped, plucked a
spear of grass, and chewed reflective-
ly for a moment. Then he spat.

“You had me wonderin’ there,
whether yuh was playin’ the game
accordin’ to the rules laid down by
yore,jmcle,” he said slowly. “You're
a right uncommunicative sort of a
hombre, Prentiss. Like I've said be-
fore, 1 don’'t give a damn about the

place itself—but if you try any
double-crossin’, like 1 figgered yuh
was aimin’ at last night—well, | was

followin’ along down the river, last
night, mostly tuh see that yuh did
drown, and tuh make sure of it.”

He was silent a moment longer,
and a subtle chill seemed to perme-
ate the air for a moment.

“I've givin’ yuh the benefit of any
doubts—so far,” he added softly.
“But get this straight. Try to pull
anything, and yuh’ll be just as dead
as G. G. himself.”

CHAPTER XI1V

Man Caught

HE plank superstructure had

I been completely swept away,
but the rest of the dam, built of

.steel and concrete, had held without
any trouble. There was still a con-
siderable waterfall there today, and
there would continue to be as long
as Silver River ran freely? But most



of the surplus had already drained
away, and down below, the flooded
lowlands were again sinking back to-
ward the normal river bed.

The soaking which they had re-
ceived in the flooding was a fine
thing, for grass would grow again on
the parched ground. With the river
flowing full again, the acute water
problem was solved for the ranches
down below, such as the K over T.
Hazel's bold scheme, which Pete was
pretty sure she had confided to no
one in advance, had worked—though
it had come close to being the death
of both of them.

But while the problem of water for
the ranchers below the Box 8 might
be solved for the next few weeks or
even the next few years, the situa-
tion remained unchanged for the
men on the far side of Poison Valley.
Proof of that was furnished before
the sun had reached its zenith. Pete
had just returned to the buildings,
after riding to have a look at the
dam, when a messenger galloped up.

“There's a big herd headin’ for our
line,” he reported. “Looks to me like
Underseth. Drivin’ mebby four hun-
dred head.”

Cold Deck had appeared in time to
hear the report. He had a peculiar
faculty for always being .on hand
when trouble was stirring. Now he
snapped orders.

“Round up about a dozen of the
boys,” he ordered. “I'll be right up
there.”

Silently, Pete swung into the sad-
dle again as well. He had been hop-
ing that showdown could be delayed
for a while, after the events of the
past day and night, until some sort
of a solution might work itself out.
But if Underseth, of the UP, was
driving a big herd, anything might
happen.

Underseth had been one of the men
who had come to him first, hoping for
a fair solution of their difficulties,
but promising trouble if that was
what he wanted. Underseth’'s UP
outfit lay well back beyond the Box
8, but he was hopelessly trapped by
it. To get out to town and the rail-
road, he had either to cross the Box
8, or take a long swing around, a
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trip which was almost impossible at
this season of the year.

By the time they came in sight of
the border, they could see the herd
approaching, hardly a quarter of a
mile off. Several men were riding
with it, but a bigger group of Box 8
riders had gathered to meet them.
Presently, Underseth himself rode
ahead to meet them.

There was a dejected sag to his
shoulders today, new lines of worry
in his face which had not been there
the other day. He looked from Pete
to Cold Deck and back again, and the
hopelessness in his eyes increased.

“Still chargin’ five dollars a head to
cross?” he asked.

“That's the price,” Cold Deck re-
plied unemotionally. “If you don’t
like it, you can always go around.”

“l can't, and you know it,” Under-
seth said wearily. “A couple of the
creeks have gone dry, and there’s no
water for two days’ driving. If the
critters even got through alive, it'd
take more’'n five dollars off each of
them. But two thousand dollars to
drive across here, at the present
price of cattle, is plain robbery.”

T WAS robbery, nothing less.

Pete computed it swiftly. Four
hundred head, of three and four-
year-old steers. Good cattle, too,
better than average for this country.
But beef was low. A hunk of two
thousand dollars, for toll, just to
cross the Box 8, which had been an
open trail for all the years till Grasp
'n’ Grab had come to Poison Valley.
Then the freight charges on a train-
load of steers to Chicago—unless Un-
derseth chose to sell to a buyer at
Barlock—those would take mighty
heavy slices out of the total.

By the time the finel check was in
his hands, it would have shrunk so
disastrously that the thin margin of
profit would be wiped away, leaving
an actual cash deficit for the years
in which he had kept these cattle.
Cowboys had to be paid; they had to
eat. There were taxes and plenty of
other cash expenses. The labor of
the man who owned the ranch, the
stress and strain of these bitter
drought years, the grass which the
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cattle ate, the investment in land—
even with all these counted out, Un-
derseth would still stand actually to
lose in cash money.

That five dollars toll was calculat-
ed to eat up the very thin margin of
profit and to create the deficit. Grasp
'n’” Grab had figured it to a careful
margin, charging every cent which
the traffic would bear, but not going
to a point so utterly prohibitive as
to defeat his own purpose. This way,
these ranchers back in here, all of
them, were on the road to ruin, and
they knew it. Soon they would sell
out to the Box 8 at any price, rather
than lose everything.

Underseth was looking at him,
hopefully, speculatively. Pete's jaw
clamped. He'd like to help him out—
but here again was that damnable
trap in which he, like the rest of
them, had been caught.

“My wife’s sick,” Underseth went
on dully. “Got to raise some money
—ogot to raise it quick. 1 reckon
there’ll be some buyer down in Bar-
lock.”

“Kraus'll likely be there,” Cold
Deck agreed, and at mention of the
name, Pete saw a new shadow cross
Underseth’s face.

“Well, we'll pay,” Underseth added
hopelessly. “Got to get them there
soon as possible.”

The Box 8 riders swung back, out
of the way, as the herd came up and
moved across the line. The UP
punchers glanced briefly at them and
away again, their own faces tight and
uncompromising. They bent a little
longer regard on Pete himself, as if
measuring him for future reference,
and he could feel the deadly hatred
which ran through their glances.

The men of this country knew that
they were up against a losing fight.
For all that, they had put up a good
battle against ever increasing odds.
They had hoped that he, a newcom-
er, would be decent. It seemed a lit-
tle worse for a new man to come in
there and be as greedy as Grasp 'n’
Grab had been, than it had been for
old G. G. himself. He had worked
for this, had won it, after a fashion.
But Pete was getting it all without

sweat or the lifting of a finger—or so
they believed. If ever there came
anoher chance at a lynching party, he
had a feeling that there would be not
even one dissenting voice raised.

A sudden bawl of pain and terror
split the air. Off at the side, a
straggler had followed the usual cus-
tom of tired dogies and had watched
his chance, then slipped off into a
clump of brush, hoping that the rest
of the herd would keep on without
h'is defection being noticed. It was
a trick which stragglers kept per-
sistently pulling, only to be as per-
sistently rounded up again by the
alert punchers. But they were always
hopeful that it might succeed.

ETE felt the short hairs at the

base of his scalp prickle. There
was all the savagery, the doom of the
wild, in that bawl. A moment later,
like all the riders in the vicinity,
Pete had turned his horse to investi-
gate.

Underseth himself was nearest. He
swept through the fringe of brush
andjthey heard the sharp blast of his
sixshooter. Then, an instant later,
with a rare neigh of sheer panic, his
cayuse came plunging back out from
the brush, running frantically. Close
behind it, covering the ground at a
shambling lope which looked slow
and awkward, but which was gaining
on the fleeing horse at every jump,
came a huge grizzly. Pete didn't need
a second glance to know that here, in
the flesh, was OIld Slewfoot himself.

The scourge of the Silvers had
been attracted by sight of the herd,
and had slipped up through the brush
and thickets, then had proceeded,
after his bold habit, to jump on the
stmggler there in the brush, break-
ing the dogie’s neck with one sweep
of a powerful paw. The steer had had
time for that one agonized bellow,
but no more.

Set upon so swiftly by the oncom-
ing cowmen, with Underseth losing
his head momentarily as he saw an
object against which he could vent
his rage, and pulling his gun and fir-
ing—Slewfoot, too, already in a kill-
ing mood, had been stung to swift



and heady anger, and had promptly
deserted the slain steer to wreck his
vengeance upon his hunter.

The .45 bullets, if they had found
their mark at all, had done little ex-
cept to enrage him. All the tales
which circulated up and down the
valley concerning this great beast
seemed now to be feeble in compar-
ison with the real thing. Slewfoot
was the embodiment of savagery, a
shambling terror materialized out of
the primitive past as he charged now.

The huge muscles of his shoulders
bulked like a ruff, giving him the ap-
pearance of being hump-backed, his
mouth was open and adrip with blood
where he had torn once, and savage-
ly, at the fallen steer, and in a few
more jumps, Pete saw, he would
reach the horse and pull it down
with a single tremendous stroke of a
paw—a stroke which could crack the
neck of a four-year-old steer.

All the others were too far off to
do anything. Pete alone was close
enough to take a hand. He was jerk-
ing at his own revolver, even while
he realized the desperation of the
thing he did. A .45 was no weapon
with which to go up against a killer
grizzly. Even if a bullet found a
fatal spot, it didn't have the knock-
down power to stop that overwhelm-
ing charge. And accurate shooting
from the back of a plunging horse, at
a grizzly covering the ground at such
speed, was out of the question. More
than likely, if his bullets did any-
thing, they would merely turn the
fury of Slewfoot from Underseth to
himself.

Pete shot, emptying his gun. It
didn’'t seem to be having any effect.
The grizzly was still gaining. Then,
shaking his huge head like a dog pes-
tered by flies, Slewfoot swung it,
turned, and did the thing which Pete
had feared — charged straight for
him.

CHAPTER XV
Cattle-Buyer

ERE was half a ton of dis-
H aster heading his way, and

not much that he could do
about it. If those .45 pellets had
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had any effect on Slewfoot, it
seemed to have been merely to in-
crease his anger. Most of them hadn’t
taken effect at all.

Pete’s horse turned as short as if
it were pivoting on a dime. But it
didn't attempt the impossible. Two
jumps, and the charging grizzly
would have been up with it, leaping
into the air, smashing mighty paws
down on its rump, crushing the horse
to the ground like a thing of straw.
And the range-wise cayuse seemed
to realize this.

Whether in desperation or other-
wise, it pivoted, then, instead of run-
ning as the grizzly had expected,
lashed viciously out with both hind
legs, in a pile-driver blow which
caught the surprised Slewfoot in
mid-rush and not only stopped him
but sent him tumbling back.

Only the surprise had enabled the
pony to get away with it, and it
seemed to know this as well as Pete.
That trick wouldn’t work a second
time, and it was losing no time in
traveling out of there, taking advan-
tage of the moments in which Slew-
foot was rolling on the ground.

A very much surprised grizzly
came to his feet again, but this time,
perhaps dazed and confused by the
punishment he had taken, he re-
treated, gaining a dense patch of
trees and brush and plunging into
its shelter before more than a bul-
let or so could be sent after him.
Pete, breathing hard, slipped fresh
shells into his gun and marveled a
little to find himself alive.

His animosity forgotten for the
moment, Underseth rode up, holding
out his hand,

“That’'s some cayuse you've got
there, Prentiss,” he said admiringly.
“First time | ever heard of that Slew-
foot had to retreat.”

“Guess he aims to live to fight an-
other day,” Pete said. “But this horse
sure did use his head as well as his
heels.”

There was no chance to pursue the
grizzly, unless they wanted to run
the risk of several men being Kkilled,
since there was only one rifle in the
party. And a wounded, cornered
grizzly, slashing out savagely and
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without warning from a thicket,
could do devastating damage.

“Reckon I'll set out a few traps
for that killer,” Cold Deck remarked.
“l've got an idea maybe | can fool
him.”

The Box 8 men rode off about
their work again while the cattle
kept on coming, and Cold Deck
found time for a word with Pete. His
voice held a note of triumph.

“It’s the beginning of the end,” he
said. “Underseth was the hardest
nut in this section to crack, as well
as being the most stubborn. Now
that he's come to time, the others’ll
have to do the same.”

That was just the trouble, as Pete
saw it. After the excitement of the
encounter with Slewfoot had ebbed
from his face, the old, haggard look
had come back into Underseth’s eyes.
It was almost as though, in re-
trospect he were sorry that the
grizzly hadn't caught him. That
would at least have put an ending to
his difficulties. This other way only
served to get him deeper into the
morass of ruin.

URING the afternoon, the cattle

moved steadily along. It would
take them another three days to
reach the railroad. Pete ate alone in
the big house that night, attended
by the silent Soong Lin, but he
noticed that there was an extra tidbit
or so at his place which had been
absent at other meals, and he looked
up to encounter a gleam of what
might have been admiration in the
usually blank eyes of the big China-
man.

“You belly brave man,” Soong said
abruptly, without embarrassment.
“Shoot glizzly with six-gun.”

“l didn't have anything else to
shoot with,” Pete protested.

Soong’s face relaxed in a grin.

“Most feller i\pt shoot 'n case likee
that,” he avowed. “Be scarce of own
hide.”

“Mine’s never been worth much in
the past, so why should it be now?”
Pete asked idly, but he meant it.
The thought of Underseth and the
trouble he was in haunted him.

Soong glanced quickly around, low-
ered his voice a little.

“Just gamee. Boss Pete, you better
watchee hide,” he warned. “Too
much fellers hate your guts.”

“That's the trouble,” Pete nodded.
“Everybody in this country hates me.
And | don't relish it.”

Soong made no comment on that.
Apparently he felt, as did Pete, that
words were inadequate. Pete pushed
back his chair.

“Guess I'll turn in and get a good
sleep,” he announced with sudden
decision. “I'll be ridin- for town in
the morning.”

Something like apprehension
showed in Soong’s eyes again.

“Barlock mighty bad place you go
these days,” he warned.

“Maybe so,” Pete agreed quietly.
“But that's where I'm going, just the
same.”

“You no send Cold Deck, mebby
s0?”

“No. [I'll do this myself.”

“Cold Deck mighty big liar,”
Soong said softly, and padded on
silent slippers back to his kitchen.

Pete stared after him, a little
startled by the comment. Just what
did Soong mean by that? Was it

intended in the nature of a warn-
ing? But he aimed to ride to Bar-
lock, just the same. He wanted to
see Zane Zackett again.

It had been a long and weary drive
from the range of the UP to the rail-
road, and the big herd came strag-
gling slowly in. Underseth had rid-
den ahead and arranged for hay and
water at the stockyards, where the
herd would be kept in the pens over-
night, giving them a chance to rest
up before being loaded on the cattle
cars. Now, as he rode again with his
crew behind the herd, along the out-
skirts of the town, the dust of the
trail seemed to have etched itself per-
manently into the wrinkles on his
face. Underseth looked as if he had
aged ten years in the last week.

A few loungers came out to the
edge of the road to look at the herd,
without much interest. As they
neared the stockyards, one man ap-
peared, riding a sleek, fat horse, fill-
ing the saddle almost to overflow-



ing. He, too, was sleek and fat, and
Underseth’'s face did not change at
sight of him. He had been expect-
ing to see Kraus hereabouts, but now
that the cattle-buyer had actually
made his appearance on the scene, he
wasn't sure whether he was glad or
sorry to see him.

Kraus bought most of the stock
which was sold through the railroad
here at Barlock, with the exception
of the Box 8 herds. Grasp 'n’ Grab
had invariably shipped direct to Chi-
cago, and while he had been close-
mouthed about his returns, it was a
certainty that he would not have con-
tinued to do so unless it had paid
him.

THERS drove down here, in-

tending to ship. But Kraus
generally succeeded in buying their
stock, because he could pay cash, and
they knew what they would receive.
Likewise, it would came a few days
earlier, and they always needed the
money. Or they might strike a bad
market and receive less. That was
the gamble which won for Kraus.

Kraus dismounted and, elevating
one foot to a rail, stood silently
watching while the cattle were
pushed into the pens. He noted how
sluggishly they moved toward the
watering troughs, then merely nosed
at the hay. Thirsty and hungry as
they were, they were too tired to eat.

He was still standing there when
Underseth came up a little later.
Kraus removed the straw from his
mouth and nodded.

“Pretty tired,” he said.

“Yeah.” Underseath’'s voice re-
flected the hopelessness which had
gripped him for days.

“Market's pretty bad, these days,”
Kraus went on. “But I'll do the best
| ean. Thirty a head.”

Underseth’s head lifted with a
jerk, then sagged a little again.

“Thirty?” he said incredulously.
“1 figgered they was worth forty,
anyway.”

There was a long minute of silence,
while Kraus worried his straw. Then
he nodded.

“They ain’t worth it,” he said. “But
I knew how bad you need the money.
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I'll split the diffrence and make it
thirty-five.”

Underseth was pondering that, was
just about to accept, when a new-
comer arrived on the scene. He was
a stranger to both men, tall, well-
dressed, and genial. He swung down
from his horse and advanced with
outstretched hand.

“Mr. Underseth?” he asked. “I'm
Cleeves—cattlebuyer from Chicago.
This your herd?”

Sudden hope brightened Under-
seth’'s face. Kraus scowled.

“I'm Underseth,” the rancher
agreed. “Mr. Kraus, here, he's just
offered me thirty-five a head for the
bunch.”

“Thirty-five, eh?” Cleeves climbed
to the top rail of the pen and looked

the cattle over sagely. “I'll make it
thirty-six.”
Kraus scowled again. It had been

a long time since he had encoun-
tered any opposition, and he didn't
relish it.

“They ain't worth it, but I'll make
it thirty-seven,” he nodded.

Hope brightened Underseth’s face.
He was getting a break at last.

“1 still figger they're worth more’'n
that,” he said.

“So do I, come to look them over

closer,” Cleeves agreed. “Thirty-
eight.”
“You shootin’ off hot air?” Kraus

demanded. “I pay cash when | buy.”

“And | pay cash when | buy,”
Cleeves agreed cheerfully. "It’s right
here in the local bank. | said thirty-
eight.”

Kraus considered a moment.

“Forty,” he growled. “It's what
you wanted, Underseth. And it's my
final offer.”

“In that case,” said Cleeves quiet-
ly, “I'll say forty-five.”

Underseth gasped. He didn't even
look at Kraus again, for he never
had liked the man.

“They’'re yours,” he said.

Hope, a new spirit, was in his face
as he walked back to town beside the
new cattle-buyer. He’'d figured the
herd to be worth forty, though he
hadn't expected to get quite that
much. But now, at forty-five, he was
not only getting what they were
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worth, but enough to pay the toll to
the Box 8 as well. Which still left
him with a fighting chance for ex-
istence.

CHAPTER XVI

Two-Way BIluff

it was a sensation for a day.

This new cattle-buyer had paid
the best price received by anyone in
a long time, and he had paid cash.
It meant not only the humiliation of
Kraus, who had had things pretty
much his own way for a long time.
It meant competition, a chance for
men to make a decent living.

Little else was talked of in Barlock
the next day, during which Cleeves
saw to the loading out of his train-
load of now rested cattle, saw them
start rolling off toward =Chicago.
During the day, the news had spread
to the far corners of the valley. Not
only bad news travels fast. Good
news can do the same, at times.

For one man, at least, it was not
good news. Cold Deck had jerked a
little when he heard it, his face be-
traying his incredulity. Then, in a
grim silence, he saddled up and rode
for town.

On the way in, he encountered
Pete, riding back home again, but
they did not stop to pass the time
of day. It was not until half a dozen
miles separated them that a sudden
new thought caused Cold Deck to
jerk around in the saddle again and
to stare back up the road. It wasn't
likely, and yet— The foreman was
grimmer than ever as he rode on.

Evening had settled down when
the foreman reached town. He
stabled his horse, went to a restau-
rant and ate, then strolled down the
street. As was customary, Barlock
was awakening to its real activity
now. Somnolent during the fore-
noon, doing only a desultory business
in the afternoon, it always livened
up as evening approached, and men
from the neighboring ranches came
in to wash the dust from their
throats. Since this was Saturday

T HE news had spread fast, and

evening, it would be the busiest night
of the entire week tonight.

It took the better part of an hour
for Cold Deck to locate the man he
sought. Cleeves, apparently, had lit-
tle time for the saloons, and he had
had a busy day. No one knew just
where to find him. So, on second
thought, Cold Deck sought out Mr.
Henders, attorney-at-law, once more
soberly back in his office, and ques-
tioned him. Armed with such infor-
mation as Henders had been able to
furnish, he came upon Cleeves on a
quiet street corner.

“Mr. Cleeves?” he asked.

Cleeves halted. At something in
Cold Deck’s face, his own went a
little pale.

“That's my name,” he confessed.

“Mine is Jones,” Cold Deck in-
formed him. “Better known as fore-
man for the Box 8. | understand
you're a cattle-buyer.”

“That's my job.”

“Come on and have a drink. I'd like
to talk to you.”

Cleeves shook his head.

“Thanks, | don’'t drink. And I've
just had supper.”

“So have I. | understand that you
paid forty-five dollars a head for
those cattle of Underseth’s?”

“That was the price.”

“Eighteen thousand dollars, cash,

way | figure it?”

“Correct.”

Cold Deck’s voice was a little cold-
er.

“As it happens, Prentiss drew that
much out of his bank account here
in town, a couple days ago. Cash,
Eighteen thousand dollars.”

Cleeves looked surprised.

“Did he? That's very interesting.”

“So | thought,” Cold Deck said un-
compromisingly. “And he turned it
over to you, didn't he?”

“To me? Why should Mr. Pren-
tiss turn any money over to me?”

“To buy those cattle with,” Cold
Deck snapped, and he moved so fast
that Cleeves was taken utterly by
surprise. He gasped a little to find
a gun-barrel boring into his stomach,'
Behind it, Cold Deck’s voice was
utterly impersonal.

“I'm not blamin’ you any for doing



what yuh was hired to do, hombre,”
he said. “But for a tenderfoot to
horn in on a game he don’t under-
stand is mighty dangerous business.
Either you tell me the truth, and
make it quick, or I'm going to gut-
shoot you. You have two ways to
get out of town. One is on the train,
providin’ you never come back. The
other is by way of Boot Hill and that
way, you never come back, either.”

LEEVES’ face had gone a kind

of pea green. He could read
the relentless purpose in Cold Deck’s
eyes, and he knew the man’s reputa-
tion. Likewise, he knew that he
didn’t have a chance.

“Yeah, Prentiss hired me to do the
job,” he confessed. “I didn't know
there was anything wrong about it,
though.”

Cold Deck holstered his gun.

“l reckon mebby it was within the
letter of the law, as far as that goes,”
he conceded. “If he wants to buy
critters, he can. But as far as you're
concerned, that ain’'t neither here nor

there. There's a freight train just
pullin’ into town. It'll stop to take
on water. When it pulls out, you'd
better be on it. And don't come
back.”

“I'll ' be on it,” the cattle-buyer
agreed. “And | won’t come back.”

It was Cold Deck, that night, who
rode back out to the Box 8, arriv-
ing for only a little sleep. Despite
that, he was up with the first of the
crew, ttf breakfast and knock at the
house shortly afterward. One glance
at his face, coupled with the fact that
he had plainly ridden most of the
night to get back, told Pete that his
little scheme had been discovered,
and Cold Deck was set for trouble.

For all that, Pete's voice was as
bland, his face as expressionless as
the foreman’s own.

“Nice morning, Cold Deck,” he
greeted. “I see you like to ride at
night, too, when it's cool.”

“Yeah, | do,” Cold Deck conceded.
He eyed his boss warily. “Added
to that, | don't like to waste time—
not when there's anything to be
done.”
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“You're somethin’ like that
way.”

“Which is about as far as we track
along together, I'd say. 1 found out
about Underseth’s cattle—and you're
short one cattle-buyer, who hopped
the first train out of town.”

“That's the trouble with outsiders,”
Pete said regretfully. “He knew how
to play the part, but he was a tender-
foot.”

“There’s certain clauses in G. G.’s
will, as well as in the paper you
signed,” Cold Deck growled.

“And | have a hunch that you fig-
ured most of those out, in the first
place,” Pete said equably. “They're
pretty watertight, Cold Deck—just
like your dam was.”

“But that got blasted loose, and
you're findin’ a loophole here.” Cold
Deck’s voice held a thin undercur-
rent of fury. “I1 aim to see that those
conditions are lived up to—as long as
you keep on livin’, Prentiss.”

“Are you suggestin’ that | didn't
live up to 'em?” Pete demanded, and
his own voice was thin now. Like-
wise, in the way he lounged, half-
crouching, alert and ready, the fore-
man could see that he faced a man
who was gun-handy, and who had no
intention of being bluffed.

Cold Deck stared for a moment,
wondering whether or not the time
had come for a showdown, and de-
cided against it.

“1 reckon you was within the let-
ter of the law,” he granted. “But
don’t make no more such mistakes. If
anything like that happens again—"

me,

CHAPTER XVII
The Best Man Deserves to Win
ETE was beinning to see a lot
P of things. Some of them were
encouraging, and some of them
the opposite. The vaunted courage
of Cold Deck was not so much in
evidence when he faced a man who
wasn't afraid of him. And yet there
were certain things that he had done,
on the credit side of the ledger—
Soong Lin had chicken and dump-

lings for Pete’s dinner, and when he
saw Pete starting for the cook house
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to eat with the crew, he ran out
to gesticulate and decoy him toward
the house, sputtering like a hen with
one chick.

“Good glub go plumb wastee, no
be eatee now,” he complained. “And
wherefore you thinkee gettee chickee,
eh? Chickee no grow on ev’'ly bush.”

Pleased with his own humor, Soong
threw back his head and laughed
heartily, checking it as abruptly as
he had begun.

“This chickee bling back
town special,” he went on.
eatee now, velly much yes.”

Pete did full justice to the meal.
Soong had gone out of his way to
prepare a tasty dish for him; it was
apparent to Pete, these last few days,
that the big Chinaman had taken a
liking to him. As the meal progressed
and Soong still hovered near, Pete
saw that something was troubling
him as well. He wiped his mouth
and pushed back his chair.

“That was a meal and a half,
Soong,” he declared. “And now,
what's on your mind? | ought to be
bolstered for most any kind of news.”

Soong grinned, but the grin was
gone as quickly as his laugh.

“Mebby so0,” he agreed. “You have
row with Cold 'Deck, eh?”

“Sort of a little disagreement, you
might call it.”

Soong glanced quickly around and
lowered his voice a little. There was
a strange urgency in it

“You watchee out, Boss Pete,” he
urged. “Men die mighty funny, Cold
Deckee no likee.”

“I've heard about such things,”
Pete agreed. “But Cold Deck saved
my life the other night.”

Soong laughed. But the sound was
hard and brittle.

“You know why?” he asked, and
lowered his voice again. “He put
two men guardee dam. They follow
him down river that night, see him,
see you. Cold Deckee, him boss of
Box 8, you big owner Box 8. With
them watchee, he no can let other
peoples lynchee you. Him have to
save his face.”

Pete stared. Soong was very much
in earnest, and his news was startling
and strangely disturbing. So Cold

from
“You

Deck had intervened to save him,
merely because he dared not let it
appear to the men under him that he
wanted to see his employer hung, or
let them know what a double-crosser
he really was. That put a vastly dif-
ferent light on the whole affair.

“You sure of that, Soong?” h«
asked.

Soong Lin nodded vehemently.

“Curly, he tellee me,” he explained,
“He see whole thing. Cold Deckee,
he not make no move to help till he
see’'m come close. Then he move fast,
oh, yes.”

“Thanks, Soong,” Pete agreed. “I'll
just keep that in mind.”

He stood up thoughtfully, gazing
out of the window. A nebulous idea
had been in the back of his head for
a day or so now, inspired by his suc-
cess in helping Underseth. Now, all
at once, he knew how to work it, saw
all the important details of a plan
unfold as if a blueprint had been
spread before him. Any faint com-
punctions which he might have had
about doing it were wiped away by
what Soong had just told him.

What he had in mind, of course,
would precipitate a crisis, was sure
to bring about a clash between Cold
Deck and himself—a clash which
would mean life or death. But Pete
wasn’t worried about that. He at
least had a fighting chance.

“1 think I'll be riding for town
again, Soong,” he commented.

The cook’s face was suddenly anx-
ious.

“You gettee new scheme, maybe?”
he asked.

“Maybe so,” Pete agreed.

“You be mightee careful,” Soong
warned. “You even lide for town,
Cold Deck be plenty mad.”

“He’'ll have to stew in it, then,”
Pete nodded. “I'm boss of this out-
fit, Soong—and the sooner some peo-
ple in this country find that out, the
better.”

Soong nodded, still gloomily.

“Mebby so,” he said. “If you
makee it stick.”

That, Pete realized, as he swung
into the saddle, was the rub. He
didn’t need to fail but once, and it
would all be over; the Box 8, the



whole valley and all its inhabitants
would be delivered into the grasping
hand of Cold Deck.

“Mebby Uncle George wasn't such
a bad sort, after all,” Pete reflected.
“l've a sort of a hunch that he found
himself in the power of a man he
couldn’'t buck—and when he tried it,
he got killed. Could be.”

A mile away from the ranch house,
Pete turned to look back. Before he
had left the house for the corral,
Cold Deck had been riding off to-
ward the north. Now a horseman
who looked suspiciously like Cold
Deck was galloping back toward it
again.

“He’s as suspicious as a calf smell-
in’ its first bite of hay,” Pete said,
but did not increase his own pace. If
Cold Deck wanted a showdown now,
this was as good a time as any.

HERE was no further open sign
Tof the foreman, however, as he
continued the ride. It was late after-
noon when Pete reached town. Leav-
ing his horse at a stable, he hunted
up Zane Zackett. The lawyer
jumped to his feet with outstretched
hand at sight of him.

“I'm glad to see you, Pete,” he de-
clared. “Mighty glad.” He grinned.
“What lawyer wouldn’'t be glad to
see his only client, especially when
he’s the biggest man in the coun-
try?”

“I'm afraid you'll never make a
very good lawyer, Zane,” Pete
grinned in turn. “You don’t lie very
convincingly.”

“It takes practice,” Zackett ex-
plained regretfully. “And I've had
very little of that, so far. For some
reason or other, most folks in this
country seem to prefer to dispense
with the middleman and deal direct.
And that reminds me. From all I've
been hearing, you've been in on one
or two close deals.”

“Close enough,” Pete shrugged.
“At one time | felt as though I was
all washed up. But I've got an idea.
And I'll need help.”

“I'm a grand little helper. Some-
thing like that idea of buying a
trainload of cattle? That was pretty

Prentiss of the Box 8 57

smooth, and within the letter of the
law.”

Zackett fumbled on his desk, held
up a telegram.

“This just came in. At the price
you paid, and after deducting all
expenses, you made a hundred dol-
lars on that deal, Pete.”

"Keep it for your fee,” Pete in-
structed. “But this is a lot bigger.
Listen.” He leaned forward and
sketched his plan in some detail, as
he had worked it out on the long ride
in to town. Then he leaned back.
“Well?”

Zane Zackett leaned back as well
and crossed his long legs. He eyed
Pete pensively for a minute.

“Do you know, feller,” he sighed,
“I'm afraid some folks’ way of look-
ing at you is right—which, from my
way of looking at it, could be a dog-
gone shame.”

“Could be.”

“Yeah. 1 like that cow-country ex-
pression. It's so expressive. I'm be-
ing clear as mud, eh?”

“That would depend on the mud, I
guess.”

Zackett sighed again.

“You've got a dog-goned good
idea, Pete,” he acknowledged. “It'll
work. Arid it's legal. | couldn’t find
the way to handle this, but you have.
And I'll be proud to help you out,
as much as | can, even if | do cut
my own throat in doing it.”

Pete stared, puzzled, and Zackett
grinned a little.

“You see, Pete — well, to confess
all, I fell for Hazel Dexter, quite a
spell ago. Fell hard. And she
seemed to like me pretty well—till
you came along.”

Despite himself, Pete felt himself
coloring a little.

“l saw her this afternoon,” Zackett
went on. “She didn’'t say much, Pete,
but she didn’'t need to. Well, I've
always had sort of a motto, to the
effect that the best man deserves to
win, and where she's concerned, |
certainly wouldn’t wish her anything
less. She’s of two minds about you,
Pete, the same as a lot of other peo-
ple are, but down under, | reckon
she knows just how she feels. The
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way you picked her off of that dam
ahead of a bullet—1 gathered that
you made her plenty mad, barging in
that way, but when she saw what it
was all about, and had a night of
worrying herself sick about what had
happened to you, and figuring it was
all her fault—you certainly got her
to thinking about you.” *

“1 wasn't trying to,” Pete protest-
ed,

“Well, you do have a way of get-
ting results. And when you put this
scheme over—well, it’ll just about be
curtains for me. So by rights I'd
ought to tell you that the whole idea
is crazy, and tip off Cold Deck to
slip about six ounces of lead between
your ribs. But being a mercenary
soul, | encourage my client and help
him all | can,”

He grinned suddenly.

“I'm for you till hell freezes over,
Pete—which, from present indica-
tions, won't be soon. Of course, you
being Prentiss, this might be just
another scheme to enslave the val-
ley—but you could work the one that
G. G. planned a lot easier and at a
bigger profit. 1'll get to work on it,
right away. And, Pete—watch your
step!”

Pete stood up. For a moment he
gripped Zackett's hand, hard, while
something in his throat made it dif-
ficult to speak.

“You do the same, Zane,” he ad-
vised. “You won’t be makin’ your-
self any too popular in certain quar-
ters, either.”

CHAPTER XVIII
Wearer of a Tin Star

ARKNESS had fallen as Pete
D went out to the street. He
hesitated a moment, con-
scious of a keen appetite, and think-
ing of supper, but a feeling of sud-
den danger halted him. This section
of town was illy lighted, and almost
deserted at this hour. He had seen
nothing, nor heard anything, but he
had felt that same sense of peril
more than once in the past, like a
vagrant breeze stirring in a calm, and
generally his hunch was good.

And now he remembered that Cold
Deck had turned back -when he'd
started for town. He was playing a
dangerous game now, a game with an
adversary utterly cold-blooded and
unscrupulous. Following his hunch,
Pete swung silently about and faded
into the alley, instead of going down
the street. He'd just come out on
the next street over, and if anybody
was waiting for him along here—

His first hunch had been good. His
second he realized suddenly, had
been bad. Something whizzed in the
darkness of the alley, narrowly miss-
ing him, but carrying his hat off his
head. Another rock was close be-
hind the first, and this grazed his
right temple, in a glancing blow
which yet had enough sting to break
the skin and send bipod coursing
down his face.

The rasping shock of it, the sudden
biting pain and taste of blood in his
mouth stung Pete to anger. He could
see a dim figure farther down the
alley; the faint light rippled on steel
as a gun was drawn. Pete jerked his
own gun and fired, saw the shadowy
figure turn and run, and plunged in
pursuit. Something like an echo to
his own gun seemed to trouble the
night; then there was only the pound
of retreating footsteps ahead.

He was gaining, when a clutching
something whipped his feet from un-
der him, sending him sprawling
headlong. Pete got grimly to his
feet, wary now, still clutching his
gun. What sort of a game was this,
anyway? A rope had been stretched
across the alley and it had upset him
neatly and heavily. But there was
something mighty funny about this
whole thing, when a rope had been
prepared in advance.

He went on, more cautiously now,
keenly aware that whomever he had
been chasing 6ad had plenty of time
to get away. Though someone might
lurk at the corner—

Someone did. Two or three of
them, in fact, men who jumped and
grabbed as he came. Pete was about
to pull trigger again and give them
a real fight of it, when he caught the
outline of a sheriff's star and checked
the pressure. An instant later he



had been disarmed, his hands twist-
ed behind his back.

“Got yuh,” a voice panted.
his gun.”

“What the blazes is this, anyway?”
Pete demanded angrily. He stared at
the short, stocky figure of the sher-
iff, and his eyes blazed. “Do you
make £ habit of going around jump-
ing people that way? If you do, it's
a mighty reckless proceeding. |
took you for a bunch of thugs, and I
came within an ace of drilling you,
'fore | saw yore star.”

“We heard shootin’, and somebody
cornin’ down the alley, so we aimed
to nab him,” the sheriff growled.
“And looks to me like we did.”

“So that's it?” Pete swore. “I reck-
on your intentions were good, sher-
iff, but you're too slow. Somebody
jumped me, and tried to.drill me. |1
took a shot at whoever it was and
chased him down the alley. You come
along in time to grab me, and let him
get away.”

“Yeah?” The sheriff’'s voice held a
sardonic note of incredulity. “You're
the only hombre that come poppin’
out of that alley like a gopher out
of its hole. And who the devil are
yuh, anyway?”

“Prentiss. Pete Prentiss.
Sheriff Fletcher, | reckon.”

“That's plumb correct. So yuh're
Prentiss, eh?” The sheriff's voice
was certainly not more friendly than
it had been, and something clicked
again in Pete’'s mind—Ilike the un-
pleasant closing of a gate.

The law, he had been informed,
was owned by the Box 8, but that
didn’'t necessarily mean that Sheriff
Fletcher would be inclined to look
out for his interests. It probably
meant just the contrary. For Cold
Deck was the man who had long di-
rected the policy of the Box 8, and
whatever Cold Deck ordered, his
henchmen here in town would do.

“Get

You're

A ND the way that attack had been
laid, there in the alley, the all
too pat arrival of the sheriff and a
couple of deputies to grab him as he
emerged—it fit together ominously.
Fletcher’'s next words confirmed it.
“Lefty, you take this hombre and
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lock kim up,” he instructed. “If he's
the man he Says he is, that's about
all we need tuh know. There seems
to be somethin’ funny here, and Bill

and me'll just do a little investi-
gatin’.” «
Completely disregarding Pete’s

protests, the two of them set off up
the alley. Lefty, who was a hulking
ape of a man who might have been
first cousin to a gorilla, grinned un-
pleasantly and prodded Pete along
with the muzzle of his own gun.
With his hands tied behind his back,
there wasn’'t much that Pete could
do about it

This was a frame-up, he could see
that now. And Cold Deck was un-
guestionably back of it. But just
what did he have in mind? It was
a -wonder that they hadn't used a
hail of lead, there in the alley, but
Pete was beginning to understand
that Cold Deck worked in nefarious
ways to accomplish his ends, and the
unfolding of this scheme wasn't like-
ly to be as sweet-smelling as that of
a rosebud, or even a skunk cabbage.

The jail was only a couple of
blocks away, and Pete had a chance
to inspect it from close quarters.
Very close quarters, he reflected
grimly, as the door of a cell clanged
shut behind him. He had had a
hunch that trouble impended, back
there, and that hunch had been right.
But they had caught him napping,
just the same.

That thrown stone which had
knocked off his hat, the other which
had bloodied his face — those had
been deliberate, to get him to chase
whoever had done it. Well, their
scheme had worked, all right. The
big deputy stared at him from under
the light of a lantern.

“Look like yuh'd been in a fight,”
be commented.

“Somebody hit me with a stone.”

“Yeah?” As Zackett had said, a lot
of expression could be crowded into
that one word, and there was plenty,
all disparaging, in the way it was ut-
tered now. Lefty started to turn
away, but Pete stopped him.

“This is a pretty high-handed pro-
ceeding,” he said. “I'm owner of
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Box 8, and | can make you sweat for
this. And, believe me, | will.”

“Me, I'm just a deputy,” Lefty
grunted. “The sheriff takes the re-
spensibility. Yuh can argue with
him when he comes back, ’'s all 1
know.”

“Well, how about some supper,
while I'm waiting? | was just start-
ing out to get some.”

“Ain’t that too bad, now, that yuh
was interrupted?” Lefty clomped off
down the corridor, leaving him alone.
Pete fumed. The other cells all
seemed to be vacant. Evidently he
was the only prisoner in the jail that
night. That, of course, might be ac-
cidental, but at the thought of what
it might likewise portend, Pete felt a
sudden cold chill along the back of
his scalp.

A quarter of an hour passed before
the sound of voices in the sheriff's
office, at the end of the corridor off
the cell blocks, apprised him that the
sheriff had returned. A lantern came
down the hallway again, casting
giant and grotesque shadows as
Fletcher carried it. He halted out-
side the cell and swung the light so
it shone in.

“All fixed up snug an’ nice, ain’'t
yuh?” he grunted. “I just wanted to
make sure of that.”

“How about letting me out?” Pete
rasped. “You're biting off a lot of
trouble for yourself, Fletcher. You
haven’'t any excuse for holding me at
all.”

“No?” Fletcher seemed mildly
amused. He fumbled in a pocket and
brought out half a plug of tobacco,
to which a few hairs and the end of
a burned match adhered. Brushing
these off on his pant's leg, he bit off
a copious chew with a snap of pow-
erful teeth and returned the rest to
his pocket.

“Reckon we’'ll keep on holdin’ yuh
here, just the same,” he grunted.
“I've been hearin’ a lot about yuh,
ever since yuh first hit this country,
Prentiss. And most of it bad. Reck-
on it fits.”

“You can find out that you're mak-
ing a mistake, after it's too late,”
Pete warned. “But if you're going to
insist on keeping me locked up, I

have a right to see my lawyer, any-
way. And | want to do it. Go find
Zane Zackett and bring him here.”

Fletcher’'s stumpy, full-fleshed fig-
ure seemed to expand a little. He
stared a moment, eyes hardening, and
spat in eloguent disgust.

"“That sort of a act ain’'t going to
do yuh a damn bit o' good,” he
growled. “I've heard of folks bein’
lower'n a snake's belly, but | never
qguite knew how they could be—up
tuh now. After seein’ yuh, I know.”

“What the blazes do you mean?"
That cold feeling was back again, as
though an arctic breath had blown
through the cheerless cells.

“Don’'t know what I'm talkin’
about, do yuh?” the sheriff taunted.
“Still puttin’ on an act for me.” His
voice was suddenly bleak and ex-
pressionless.

“As a prisoner, | reckon you've
the right to know the charge we're
holdin’ yuh on,” he said, “It's mur-
der. We found Zackett there in his
office, sprawled in a pool of his own
blood, where yuh'd shot him. And
one shot fired from yore gun, with
yuh tryin’ tuh make a getaway. And
yore hat there in the office, where

yuh'd lost it in yore hurry to get
away. I'm holdin’ yuh right here—
and | reckon yuh’ll swing for that
killin.”

CHAPTER XIX
Murder by Mob

URDER! Zane Zackett
IVI dead! Pete stared, shocked
and incredulous, as Fletch-
er, having delivered the news, turned
and clomped back down the corridor
again. Now the situation was be-
coming appallingly clear to him.
Cold Deck hadn’'t known what sort
of a scheme he had in mind, but he
had been pretty certain that Pete did
have one when he had set out for
town. So Cold Deck, of course, had
tagged along. And when Pete had
been closeted with Zane Zackett for
so long, Cold Deck’s suspicions had
become a certainty. Pete had some-
thing up his sleeve.
And Cold Deck was afraid of that



combination of Pete and the lawyer.
Had Zackett been a man of the stripe
of H. L. Henders, it wouldn’'t have
worried Cold Deck for a moment.
Henders had his price. But Zackett
was a man who could neither be
bought nor bluffed, so Cold Deck had
laid his plan to dispose of both of
them at one stroke. Pete had thought,
there in the alley, that he had heard
an echo to his own shot. Instead, it
had been a bullet fired at close range
into Zackett, there in his office.

Murder. And Pete with one shot
fired from his gun; his hat, which
had been deliberately knocked from
his head, planted there in the office
for the sheriff to find. And the testi-
mony of the sheriff and his deputies
that Pete had been trying to escape
when they grabbed him, disputing
his own story that he had been chas-
ing an assailant, who according to
their same testimony, was non-exist-
ent.

It was a clever scheme. For Zack-
ett, despite the fact that he was a
lawyer, and without any practice,
was still well liked in town, and ev-
eryone hated the name of Prentiss.
There might be one or two loop-
holes in the story, but they would
likely find a way to plug them.

Half an hour later, Lefty brought
his supper, as he had requested, and a
bit of news with it. Pete launched
into a barrage of questions.

-“Doesn’t it look mighty queer that
I'd shoot my own lawyer?” he de-
manded.

Lefty snorted.

“Mike McNab says that Zackett
was his lawyer, with a case ag'in the
Box 8 and you,” he retorted. “He
says Zackett had promised tuh call
yuh in tuh discuss settlin’ it, which
he done, and that when yuh couldn’t
bluff him into droppin’ it, yuh shot
him.”

So that was the story, to furnish
a motive for this killing. Pete sat,
staring after the deputy, while his
supper grew cold and the other ques-
tions plopped back into the recesses
of his mind with a dull thud. A wry
grin twisted his mouth for an in-
stant. Whatever else he was, Cold
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Deck was thorough. You had to give
him credit for that. He had foreseen
that weakness, that a man wasn't apt
to go out and shoot his own lawyer.
This McNab, whoever he was—prob-
ably some saloon hanger-on — was
willing to swear to the story he had
told. It nullified Pete’s story.

He ate the supper, but without
tasting the food, then sat there to
wait. There was nothing else that
he could do. The jail had been well
built, and to try to escape was hope-
less. He could send for Henders,
of course, who was supposed to be
his attorney there in Barlock, but he
shrugged that idea aside. Henders
would pretend to do everything that
he could for him, but he'd really be
working to tighten the noose about
his neck at every turn. And with
Zane Zackett dead, he had no friend
in Barlock—no friend in all of Pois-
on Valley now, with the possible ex-
ception of Soong Lin.

HE murder of Zane Zackett was

depressing in more ways than
one. Pete had formed a genuine lik-
ing for the lawyer. And it only
went to show the ruthlessness of
the man who opposed him that an
innocent third party should be so
brutally dragged in to further a
scheme.

Soong had warned him to watch
his step. He had told Zane Zackett
to do the same thing. But they were
up against a man who was exactly
what his nickname implied: one who
planted a cold deck, carefully
stacked, against his opponents—and
a man who seldom missed a trick.

Pete started to his feet. The win-
dow behind the bars of his cell was
open, to give scant ventilation to the
stuffy, airless place, and through it
now came a dull, far-off surge of
sound which was like the breath of a
blizzard sweeping down across a
thousand miles of shivering prairie,
or the ominous growl in the throat
of OIld Slewfoot. A sound which,
once heard, could never be mistaken
—the rising mutter of a mob.

Twice before in his experience
Pete had heard that sound. A few
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nights before he had been in the
hands of men who aimed to lynch
him, but they hadn’t been a maob.
They had been coldly determined,
but with them it had been the idea
of doing a job which they considered
had to be done, to rid the country of
a menace which would choke the life
out of all the rest of them unless
they did that duty, however unpleas-
ant it might be.

A mob was a different sort of a
proposition. When passions became
inflamed, there could be no reason-
ing with them, no stopping them.
Pete hadn't been directly concerned
with those mobs which he had heard
in the past, but it still made him
shiver to recall how ruthless they
had been. This mob had the same
unmistakable sound—the growl of a
hydra-headed beast which is licking
its chops for blood.

And the sheriff wouldn’t refuse to
turn Pete over to them. He'd make
a bluff at doing his duty, but it
would be only a bluff, which the
crowd would understand. Pete shiv-
ered again. He'd been in plenty of
tight places before, but usually there
had been a chance to fight back.
Having a cold deck stacked against
you was a different proposition.

Cold Deck wasn't aiming to take
any chances. At a fair court trial,
with plenty of money to spend and
good lawyers like Blake and Blake,
Pete might be able to show up a lot
of things which Cold Deck didn't
want aired, and blast the case sky-
high. Cold Deck didn't aim to take
any chances.

There had been a period of lull.
Now the noise came again, as the
growing mob surged out of one sa-
loon and swept across the street to
another. They were being fed plenty
of raw liquor to stir them up. It
wouldn’'t be long, now.

Someone was coming down the
corridor—someone who panted a lit-
tle, as from a hard run, who came un-
certainly, but without a light. Pete
stiffened. Then he was amazed to
hear the low voice of Hazel Drexel.

“Pete—Mr. Prentiss? Where are
you?”

“Right here.” Pete's voice was
low, too. The last time he had seen
thb girl was when he had held her
in his arms as the dam was breaking
under the impact of the dynamite.
That, too, had been a moment of dire
peril. He had saved her life then,
by flinging her bodily at the bank,
barely ahead of the avalanche of wa-
ters. And now—what was she doing
here?

She was beside the barred door,
her face showing white and strained
in the gloom; and looking close, Pete
could see that it was also stained
with tears. But she had a ring of
keys, and was fumbling desperately
at the lock.

“Hazel! What
here?” Pete gasped.

“I'm saving your life,” she flashed
back at him, and her voice, now, was
low and bitter. “That mob’s getting
ready to come down here and Kill
you—and Sheriff Fletcher wouldn't
do a thing to help you. | slipped
into the office and found the keys—
everyone is outside now—"

“But why should you do this for
me—if you think | Kkilled Zane—or
don't—"

“I'm doing it because you saved
my life for me,” Hazel panted, and
the key turned in the lock. Sudden-
ly, closer new, came the sound of the
mob again—drunken shouts, but with
that deadly undercurrent of bloody
menace. Pete felt the girl shrink
back a little as she swung the door
open.

“Hurry,” she panted. “l pay my
debts! Hurry, or it'll be too late.”

It was a time to hurry, Pete knew
that. But he couldn’'t go this way,
not without knowing one thing.

“Hazel, are you doing this—still
believing that 1 killed Zane?” he

are you doing

asked.

“You didn't kill him—yet,” she
gasped. “He's still alive—though
Old Doc Tutt says he’ll likely never
recover consciousness. | hate you,
and we're even now! And | hope
the mob still gets you! And if they
don’t, and Zane dies, I'll kill you my-

self!”



CHAPTER XX

Beef Yells Twice

ETE'S impulse was to stop,
Pscratch his head, and to argue.

There was so much about the
whole thing, and about this girl her-
self, that he just couldn’t figure out.
Even while she was looking at him
that way, with little sparks thrusting
out like lightning playing around a
storm cloud, he couldn’t quite be-
lieve that she meant all she said. If
she did, why go to all this trouble
on his account?

But it was no time for argument.
That ominous, hydra-headed monster
was coming down the street now on
centipede legs, and the roar from its
myriad throats might almost have
been the bellow of some prehistoric
monster. It wouldn’t do to be caught
now, with escape so close at hand.
Even more to the point, he couldn’t
imperil Hazel by a delay which
would bring discovery upon her.

The barred iron gate which sep-
arated the jail proper from the sher-
iff’'s office stood open, as Hazel had
left it upon entering. The only way
out was through that office, with the
mob surging toward the outer door
of it. They ran silently down the
corridor, and had reached the gate
when the outer door to the office
swung soundlessly open, then closed
again, and Sheriff Fletcher stood
there.

He was in an attitude of waiting,
and a little triumphant smirk played
about the corners of his heavy mouth.
He aimed to be there, as a sheriff
should, to challenge the mob when
it appeared. But it was only too
plain that he was gloating over their
coming and the thing they intended
to accomplish.

But, man of straw though he might
be in this grim drama of life and
death, his sudden arrival constituted
a new menace. He was directly in
Prentiss's way of escape. Pete hesi-
tated, by*- only for an instant. Then
he had snatched the ring of Kkeys
from Hazel's hand and was gesturing
toward a window at the side of the
The next

office. instant he was
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across the room at a gliding speed,
and in a silence to equal the sheriff's
own.

Fletcher turned, probably warned
by some feeling of peril, and his eyes
dilated as he stared up into the grim-
smiling, merciless face now so close
to his own. Pete swung the heavy
keys in a circle at the end of two
fingers.

“Mighty careless trick to leave
keys in the door, Sheriff,” he chided.
“Mighty careless.”

There had to be some explanation
of how he had got hold of those keys,
how he had opened the doors. Fletch-
er wouldn’'t believe, in retrospect,
that he had been so careless, and his
deputy would vehemently deny any
culpability on his part. But the fact
that Pete had the keys would leave
them disturbed and doubtful.

For an instant, reddish jowls going
suddenly pale, the sheriff stared
back. Then he made a wild grab for
his bolstered gun. Pete looped the
keys out a little farther, in a spin-
ning arc, and they hit the sheriff
on the side of the head with all the
impact of a blackjack. He wilted
like a frosted flower, slipping to the
floor in an ungainly heap. Pete had
Fletcher’'s gun in his own hand be-
fore the sheriff hit the floor.

T HAD taken only a few seconds,
tand there had been no noise to
be heard above the growing roar of
the mob. They were very close now,
barring any possible chance of escape
through the door. Pete waited only
long enough to slide the heavy bar
in place across the door. That door
had been well built, and would cause
some delay. Hazel, he saw, had acted
on his imperative gesture, and had
slipped through the window at the
side of the room.

That window opened on an alley,
and Pete, flinging a leg over the sill,
dropped softly. If any of the mob
had thought to watch the windows,
it would have been an unhealthy
place to light, but since they had no
suspicion as yet that anything was
wrong, no watch had been set.

Someone was there, however—
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Hazel. Her eyes were bright in the
gloom as she turned to him.

“I've got to thank you for that,”
she whispered. “You—you're a gen-
tleman, Pete—whatever else you are.”

“l have my good points, same as
a porcupine, once you get to know
me,” Pete conceded with a fleeting
grin. “But right now I'm bad com-
pany as a cornered coyote, and this
is a plumb unhealthy country to
linger in.”

She nodded understandingly, but
still she did not go. Pete could hear
the mob now, not twenty feet away
from them, though there was a high
board fence in between, which hid
them. A petulant growl arose as
they discovered the door to be bar-
red, and assumed that this was an-
other mere aggravating gesture on
the part of the sheriff; then there
rose a clamor for him to open up,

“I'm wondering if maybe we
haven't misjudged you,” the girl said.
“Did you shoot Zane, Pete?”

“What do you thing?”

A louder, more angry clamor
startled them. The mob was getting
impatient. It would be only a mat-
ter of seconds until they would be-
gin to suspect that something had an
unhealthy odor. Hazel turned swift-
ly to Pete.

“l—1 don’t believe you did,” she
whispered, and there was a strange
urgency in her voice which set his
blood coursing. “Take care of your-
self, Pete.”

He stood there until she had been
swallowed by the shadows which
seemed to gather in a monstrous
cluster at the rear of the jail, and
there was a warm' feeling about his
heart which had not been there be-
fore. .He was a man almost univer-
sally hated in a mighty hostile coun-
try, and sought by a mob that was
anxious to lynch him. For all that,
he felt almost gay and carefree in
that moment.

They had the door open by now.
The ease with which it had been
done led Pete to suspect that one of
the deputies had been in the mob,
and, suspicious that something
wasn't right, had come forward with
a key which had slipped back the

bolt. But as the crowd surged in-
ward, there arose a new roar, a sav-
age, ominous note of rage and frus-
tration.

The hunt would be on now, with
the same vigor that Slewfoot used
in pursuing his prey. The best thing
for him to do, Pete reflected, would
be to get out of town, a long way
out, while the getting was good. Or
would it? He pondered, rubbing his
chin. That was what they would fig-
ure on him doing, and the search
would quickly fan out, spreading
fast.

“Reckon maybe | can help them en-
joy themselves without too much ex-
ertion on my part,” Pete decided,
and, circling, came back to the street.
The mob was still milling around,
buzzing like a kicked ant hill, in
front of the jail. Some of them were
starting to move, however. Horses,
tied here and there to trees, hitch
rails and posts, were destined to be
scooped up in the sweep, adding
more legs to the monster.

THERE was a saddled horse
standing under a big cottonwood
not far off. The tree was a massive
thing, its trunk thicker through than
the shoulders of a man, with heavy
foliage spreading out like a lop-sided
mushroom. He could barely see the
outline of a horse standing there. It
might have been made to order for
his present need.

Reaching the tree, Pete untied the
horse and turned to the saddle. It
was not his plan to ride this cayuse
and try for a getaway. As soon as
a horse moved out now, with the mob
just starting to break, it would be-
come the object of instant suspicion.
But if the reins were tied to the
saddle-horn, and the horse sent
plunging away in the gloom with a
sharp slap or so, then they would
chase it, and he hoped they'd get a
lot of fun out of the proceeding.

A gun muzzle, thrusting at him
across the back of the cayuse, un-
pleasantly like the head of a striking
rattler, was Pete's first intimation
that his schedule wasn't going to
work out right. Behind the gun was
a face which he recognized as belong-



ing to one of the Box 8 punchers, a
man commonly known as Beef. It
was an apt name, for he was not only
big and beefy, but his fleshy face was
the color of raw beef.

That he had recognized Pete in
turn and was working, not for Pete
but for Cold Deck, was as swiftly
apparent. The triumph which was
spreading across his rubicund coun-
tenance was wiped away as Pete re-
versed his own tactics. Fooling
around the legs of a strange bronc
was apt to be an unhealthy pastime,
but under the circumstances it had
points to commend it. Pete ducked
down, dove between the legs of the
cayuse, and swept Beef off his feet
and down in a savage attack.

Luck, for the moment, was with
him. The gun which Beef had been
shoving at his face a moment before
could just as easily have gone off as
not, which would have brought a
whole horde of the mob to investi-
gate. But it didn't blast. Not only
that, Pete saw it describe as pretty
an arc as he had ever beheld, though
he didn’t have much time to watch
it, and fall a dozen feet away. Which,
with his own gun in his holster,
evened things considerably.

As he had suspected, however, he
had a real battle on his hands. Beef
had gone down hard in the surprise
of Pete’s attack, and a jar like that
would have knocked the wind and
most of the fight out of the average
hombre. Wih Beef it had served, ap-
parently, only to liven him up.

He promptly brought a fist pump-
ing up to connect with Pete’s chin,
demonstrating that he had very bony
knuckles, and flung his other arm in
a gesture which wasn’t as affection-
ate as it looked, trying to get it
around Pete’s neck. At the same mo-
ment he opened his mouth to yell.

Pete grabbed a pair of particular-
ly handsome ears, if size was a fair
standard for judgment, using that
leverage, raised Beef's head up »and
thumped it hack down on the ground,
hard. His purpose was served, for
the moment, and no yell resulted. His
own fist slammed hard against a
toothy mouth, checking a fresh at-
tempt to yell; then he clamped his
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fingers around Beef’s throat and held
on grimly.

By that time, judging by the
sounds, most of the mob had dis-
persed and were taking up the hunt
elsewhere. Which left it pretty much
between Beef and himself, for the
moment at least.

Beef slugged desperately for a
few moments, then, using both hands,
sought desperately to tear away the
fingers which were throttling him.
Failing in that, he brought up a
knee which heaved Pete partly off,
and tore loose.

I:OR a moment, equally winded
and battered, they crouched,
watching each other. Beef made a
gurgling noise in his throat, touch-
ing his blotched neck with tenta-
tive fingers.

“You're harder to kill than a cat
that's twins,” he growled. “I've tried
it three times, and still yuh come up
for more!”

“You threw that rock tonight?”
Pete asked interestedly.

“Yeah. Likewise | shot yore horse
out in the hills the other day, which
should have been plenty. 1 won't
make the mistake of stoppin’ this
time till yuh are plenty dead,”

“And you rode in with Cold Deck
this afternoon!” Pete nodded. <He
was getting some things straight
now. Beef, then, was Cold Deck’s
chief lieutenant and trusted Killer.

“Did you think you could come
into this country and get away with
a ranch like the Box 8?” Beef de-
manded in some wonderment. “That
sort o’ simple-mindedness is going to
give yuh a piece of ground six feet
by three, permanent. Yuh had plenty
warning that it was unhealthy to
linger—"

Somewhere, not far off, some of
the frantic searchers had swerved
and doubled back on themselves.
Beef suddenly started to open his
mouth wider to yell again, then
checked the noise into a gasping
grunt as Pete’s gun appeared in his
hand, the muzzle not a foot from
Beef’'s nose.

But he had made enough noise to
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be heard, and men were starting ,to
investigate. Pete smiled thinly.

“Talkin’ of Boot Hill, feller,” he
said softly, “they’ll be plantin’ you
there in the mornin’, 'less you an-
swer so they lope on past!”

Not quite certain of where the
sound had come from, a couple of
the searchers had stopped at some
distance and shouted. If unanswered,
they would come on to investigate by
the tree. Beef stared for an instant
at the black circle of death so near
his face, lifted his fascinated gaze to
the unblinking, coldly smiling eyes
which were watching him, and
gulped.

“Who the blazes yelled?” came the
petulant demand again.

“1 did,” Beef gurgled. “Me, Beef.”

“Well, what the blazes for?”

They were starting to approach,
and the gun muzzle slid ahead until
it was almost touching the end of
his nose. Beef shrank as he read
the warning in it, and his voice was
steady with an effort.

“1 thought | saw him duck down
that alley,” he shouted. “Get him,
for Pete's sake!”

“Pete’s sake,” was a little confused
in Beef's mind. Pete judged with
sardonic amusement, but he ap-
preciated the sentiment as the others
turned and plunged off on the new
lead. Beef's face was beaded with
sweat and he was breathing as though
he had run a long way.

Then, suddenly, as Pete’s attention
wavered for just an instant, Beef
risked everything on a swift attack.
He had half drawn his legs back,
and now he lashed out suddenly with
both feet, catching Pete in the
stomach, hurling him back for a
dozen feet, to land on his back, gasp-
ing and helpless, the wind knocked
out of him. And Beef was up now,
yelling loudly for help.

CHAPTER XXI
Old Doc Tutt
GONY tore at Pete as he tried
desperately to suck breath

again into tortured lungs.
Doubled up and gasping, he lay

there, down and all but out—but not
qguite. His mind was still as alert
as ever, and he heard Beef’s yells for
help, heard the answering yells of
half a dozen men from different
points as they turned to respond. He
saw Beef make a dive for his
dropped gun and come up with it in
his hand. Then, his courage sudden-
ly restored by the contact of the cold
steel, Beef was a killer again.

Snarling vindictively, he turned
and rushed at Pete, firing as he came
at the helpless man on the ground—
helpless insofar as getting to his feet
or running were concerned, for the
moment. A little wind was coming
back to him now, painfully, but his
leg muscles were still cramped and
unable to respond to hi will. But
Beef, in the gloom, and olood-mad
with the lust to Kill, had overlooked
one thing.

When he had fallen, Pete’s fingers
had still held onto his own gun in an
instinctive, almost unbreakable grip.

Now, impelled by the strongest of
age-old instincts, that of self-preser-
vation, moved by a dominating will,
he managed to raise his arm, to fire
in return. Beef's first bullet had
thudded into the ground an inch
from his ear. The second missed by
a yard, as Beef walked straight into
his line of fire and went down like
a pole-axed steer.

The others were coming up, ery
close now, yelling hoarse encourage-
ment. But it was dark there, under
the spreading branches of the big
cottonwood. The horse, whose reins
Pete had untied, had long since left
that vicinity to these two-legged
creatures who seemed so anxious for
trouble tonight.

Somehow Pete half rolled to his
feet, got up and staggered across to
the trunk of the tree. His legs were
still unsteady, threatening to buckle
under him, and he couldn’t possibly
run now, not for some minutes yet.
But as several men ran up, stopping
suddenly at sight of the sprawled,
bloody figure of Beef, lying there
with arms wide-flung, Pete sidled
around the trunk of the tree to the
deeper blackness on the far side.



He felt a little sick as he, too,
viewed what had been a fighting man
just seconds before, but was now no
longer to be feared. The sickness
was not all from the treacherous kick
which Beef had given him. Though
he'd been gun-handy for a long time,
Pete had never killed a man before,
and he didn’'t relish the experience
now, even though Beef had been try-
ing to murder him at the time, and
he had shot solely in self-defense.
The sight of what Beef was, com-
pared to what he had been, was
rather unnerving.

But there had been no chance to
take his time and shoot to disarm,
as he had done with Van Sice and
other men. Nor had his half palsied
arm held the speed and sureness
necessary for such careful shooting.

The others were exclaiming angri-
ly at sight of Beef, but there was a
little awe and uneasiness in their de-
meanor as they glanced hastily, fear-
fully around at the darkness. Ohe
of them voiced the common thought.

“This Prentiss is plumb bad medi-
cine,” he said soberly. “Look what
he did to Van Sic—and then he killed
that lawyer tonight. And now he’s
got Beef!”

“And from the way Beef sounded,
he seemed to figger he had things all
his own way,” another man added.
“We got to get him—but don’t take
no chances. Anybody that sees him
better gun him first and ask ques-
tions afterward.”

HAT was cheerful advice to lis-

ten to, for Pete realized that
most of them would do just that, if
given the chance. But the fact that
he was within ten feet of Beef, and
that he could almost have reached
out and touched them as they stood
to discuss the matter, gave him
safety for the moment. It didn’t
even occur to them that he had not
been able to run and would be so
close at hand now.

They picked Beef up and carried
him off, spreading the word of what
had happened. Attracted by the
shooting and yelling, men were head-
ing back for this section of town
again. Any hope Pete had enter-
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tained that they would scatter wide-
ly and out of town was gone now.
The hunt would be more relentless
than ever, and probably guards would
be posted by now to watch the rail-
road and every road or exit leading
out of town. There was enough light
so that they could see any moving
figure for quite a way, and challenge.
If they didn’'t like the answer, a bul-
let would be the next thing.

Something caught his eye, and
Pete stooped and picked it up. Beef’s
hat, which had fallen off during their
struggle, and had been unnoticed by
the others. It fitted pretty well. And
they would be looking for a man
without a hat!

Pete sauntered out, almost casual-
ly, from behind the tree, moved bold-
ly on to the street and down it. So
long as he kept out of direct light
from windows or open doors, they'd
have a hard time recognizing him. He
passed two or three men who were
moving intently along, and by adopt-
ing the same sort of an attitude, as
though he too were one of the posse,
got by without being given a second
glance. They were looking for a
hunted man, and he didn't look the
part.

For the moment, at least, they were
confused, uncertain as to where he
could have gone. Now would be a
good time to get out of town. They
were organizing several small posses
to ride in various directions, and he
could move along with some of them
without much trouble. Once outside
of town, it wouldn't be too hard to
get away.

Tempted for a moment, Pete decid-
ed against it. The night was still
young, and he had an impelling de-
sire to find out how Zane Zackett
was getting along before he left
town. Though only a pawn in the
game, Zane had been shot because of
Pete, and he felt a strong responsibil-
ity for him, as well as a personal lik-
ing.

A look at the law office showed it
to be dark. Pete judged that Zackett
would have been removed to his own
room, wherever that might be, or to
some sort of a hospital—if he was
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still alive. And if he was alive, some-
one would be looking after him, so
that was a good place to stay away
from. But he had to find out from
someone who knew. Which would
most likely be old Doc Tutt.

Tutt was the only medico in that
section of country, a bluff, rough and
ready sort of a practitioner who had
spent the best years of his life on the
frontier and who possessed, if not a
great deal of learning from medical
school, at least a lot of experience
and what a few men either acquire or
have instinctively—the healing touch.
Doc Tutt would be able to tell him.

Boldly Pete approached a man
moving the other way along the dark
street.

“Where’ll 1 find the doc now?” he
asked.

The other man paused.

“Hard to say,” he said.
with Zackett, | guess. Might be in
his office now—might not. That's
upstairs over the Golden Nugget Sa-
loon. Take the outside stairs.”

“Thanks,” Pete nodded, and pres-
ently discovered the Golden Nugget.
It was the biggest and busiest saloon
in Barlock, and at the present mo-
ment seemed to be doing a good busi-
ness, despite the fact that many po-
tential customers were out on posse
duty. An excellent place for a doc-
tor’s office, up above it. Right handy
to where a lot of business would be
created.

Smiling a little grimly at thought
of the milling crowd just below him,
men who were excitedly wondering
where he could be found, Pete
climbed the rough outside stairway,
pushed open a door, and was in Doc
TuttV waiting room. A coal oil lamp,
the wick turned low, burned on a ta-
ble, there was a cluttered desk on the
opposite side of the room, and three
or four chairs on a faded rug, but no
sign of Tutt himself.

There was a copy of Everybody'’s,
another of McClure's, and an old
newspaper from a distant city. Pete
started to turn up the lamp, thought
better of it, and busied himself with
inspecting his revolver. He had re-
turned it to his holster when there

“He’'s been

was the plodding sound of footsteps
on the stairway outside. Nobody
coming in a hurry for the doctor, so
it would probably be the doctor him-
self.

It was Tutt, Pete saw as the door
was pushed open. Doc Tutt, with
a little tuft of white beard pushing
irascibly out in front of him, looked
tired. He entered, closing the door
behind him, and nodded to his caller.

“Be with you in a minute,” he said.
“Got to wash up a little.”

“No hurry,” Pete said cheerfully.

“Turn up the light,” Tutt advised.
“You can see better.”

He disappeared in the next room,
and Pete waited until he returned,
rubbing his hands vigorously on a
towel, which he tossed impatiently on
the back of a chair.

“Now then,” he said, “what can |
do for you?”

“You can tell me how Zane Zackett
is,” Pete replied.

For the first time, he saw Doc Tutt
look sharply at him, his eyes narrow-
ing. Pete withstood that steely stare
for th'- space of a minute, aware that
Tutt was missing no detail of the
bruises and battering suffered from
Beef's driving fists. Then Tutt
nodded.

“You've got plenty of nerve,” he
said dryly, “coming here.”

“Only place | could find out abeuii
Zane,” Pete retorted. “How is he?”

“Right int'restsd, ain't you—for af
man that's supposed to have gunned
him down?”

“What do you think?”

Tutt grunted.

“If 1 thought jpuh’d done it,” he

said, “I'd take care of you myself.
I like that boy—even if he is a law-
yer.”

“Thanks, Doc. And now—what

arc his chances?”

“If yuh're waitin’ for his testimony
that you didn’t shoot him, to get you
out of a bad mess, you'd better be
gettin’ out of town while it stays
night. He's in pretty bad shape, un-
conscious. Be that way for days, I'm
afraid—and it's three to one if he
ever does come to again on this
earth.”



CHAPTER XXII
Cold Deck Death

HAT was bad. Pete had grown
genuinely to like Zane Zackett
in the few times that he had
talked with him, and if the lawyer
died now, as a result of working for
him, he would feel like a murderer.

“I'm glad you don’t think | did it.
Doc,” he said quietly.

“Me, | ain’'t a fool,” Tutt growled.
‘%'ve seen plenty Killers in my day,
and you ain't one. What the devil
you are, | don’'t know—except that,
next to yore uncle, who was mur-
dered because of it, you're the worst
hated man I've ever known anything
about. | wouldn’'t be at all partial to
being in your boots now—not for all
the Box 8.”

“Seems like 1 have to wear them,
though,” Pete nodded, and let it go
at that. “lI want you to do every-
thing you can for Zane, Doc. Don't
worry about expenses. I'll pay them
—if nothing happens.”

Doc's grim nod testified that he
knew what Pete meant.

“I'd do that, anyway,” he said.
“Don’t worry. But there’'s not much
| can do. That's the worst of it. He
may come out of it of his own accord
—may not. It's up to nature.”

“There’s one thing you can do. |
can’'t do it myself, so | have to ask
you. If Zane shows any signs of re-
covery, of getting so he can talk
again—see to it that he doesn’t stop
another bullet, or something just as
bad, to keep his tongue from wag-
ging.”

“You figger there’'ll be danger?”

“Plenty.”

Tutt nodded again,
beard seeming to bristle.

“Nothing like that’'ll happen,” he
assured Pete. “I'll see to it.”

“Thanks,” Pete arose, hesitated,
then held out his hand a little dif-
fidently. “I'd sort of like to shake
hands, Docf-df you don’t mind, see-
ing who I am. It’s heartening to find
somebody who figures you might not
wear horns, even if you do have
hoofs.”

his wisp of

Prentiss of the Box 8 69

The old Doc’s face relaxed a little,
and he gripped Pete’s hand hard.

“I'm wishin’ you luck, feller,” he
said. “And you’'ll need it. Watch
yore step!”

Pete walked down the stairway
feeling a little better. If anyone
could save Zane Zackett, he had a
strong hunch that Tutt would be the
man to do it

The last of the moon had vanished
now behind the horizon, and the
stars looked down, yellow and dis-
tant. Most of the lights had winked
out around town, though men still
rode here and there on the relentless
hunt, Pete found three horses with
drooping heads, blowing hard, stand-
ing before another saloon, farther up
the street. Not quite what he pre-
ferred, but he couldn’t be too choosy
tonight. Pete helped himself to the
best looking cayuse, swung into the
saddle and rode away unchallenged.

He took the most direct road out
of town, in the direction of the Box
8, correctly gauging that if any road
was left unguarded now that would
be the one; and again there was no
one to challenge his going. A couple
of miles out of town, he heard horse-
men approaching from the opposite
direction, and pulled off into t&e
brush while they passed, then rqde
on again.

Nothing else occurred to interrupt
him until, with dawn in the air, he
came finally to the ranch he sought.
He had learned the location of Slim
Mowery’s outfit, since that night
when Slim had tossed him a rope and
pulled him from the flooded river. He
had to have help now, and Slim
seemed a likely choice, from the few
possibilities which were open to him,

LIM MOWERY had a small out-
fit, nestling up against a corner
of its big and grasping neighbor, the
Box 8 For all of its smallness,
Mowery had worked hard .and man-
aged well, and he had a fair start to-
ward a good herd and a good ranch.
He was a bachelor, asPete knew, but
he had a couple of cowboys and a
cook.
With such a set-up, it was entirely
possible that Slim would sleep in the
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bunk house with his men. Pete drew
a breath of relief when his practiced
eyes spotted the little bunk house,
and, off at some distance, another log
house which he deduced would be
Mowery’'s own headquarters.

From halfway between them, at the
cook house, there came a rattle of
pots and pans and a thin streamer of
smoke was curling out of the upjut-
ting stove pipe. Which meant that
the sleepy-eyed cook was starting
breakfast, and in another quarter of
an hour he would be bellowing for
the cowboys to roll out and come and
get it

Leaving his horse back out of
sight, Pete slipped around to the
house and peered in at a window. It
wasn't very light in there, but he saw
what looked like a bed with some-
one in it, so he pounded on the win-
dow. A minute later Slim Mowery
shoved it open and starred at him.

“Prentiss!” he exclaimed. “What's
going on?”

“Plenty,” Pete nodded. “But you
saved my life for me once. Mowery,

so I've come to ask you to do some
more of the same. There's posses
out huntiai’ for me, right anxious to
lynch me.”

Mowery frowned, and rubbed fin-
gers across his stubbled jaw.

“Seems like that's kind of a habit
where you're concerned,” he com-
mented.

“Seems as though,” Pete agreed.
“Do you give me a hand, or should
I explain first?”

Slim Mowery stared a moment
longer, then suddenly shoved the
window higher.

“To hell with explaining,” he said.
“Get inside here, out of sight, while
I get my boots on. Let's see, now,”
he added thoughtfully. “You say
there’s a posse huntin’ yore scalp?”

“Several of 'em, | judge.”

“In that case, you'll need to hide
out somewhere a spell. . . . Let's see.
I got it. There's a little cave, off on
a corner of my land, and | don’t be-
lieve anybody else knows of it. |
suppose you’ll want to eat. Wait a
minute.”

He was gone, to return presently
with a half filled gunny sack slung

over his shoulder. He ripped a
blanket off the bed and thrust it at
Pete.

“You'll want to sleep, too,” he said.
“Come on.”

He led the way out through the
window again, circling so that no
one, even of his own hands, would
see them. Pete indicated his horse.

“I'll look after it,” Mowery prom-
ised. They dipped behind a screen
of willows where a small creek
flowed toward Silver River and fol-
lowed it to a little shoulder of hill
not half a mile from the house. Back
from the creek was a dense growth
of stunted pines, and on the hillside
itself was a carpet of rose briars,
thorn-apple and service-berry, vying
with buckbrush for a foothold. Half-
way up the slope, pushing aside some
brush, Mowery disclosed an opening
wide enough for a man to enter, but
only by stooping.

Inside there was a room perhaps
eight by ten, not tall enough to stand
upright in, but well sheltered.

“1 reckon you’ll be all right here,”
Mowery said. “You can find all you
want to eat in this sack, and I'll slip
back after dark. Now, if you want
to give me the low-down—"

“I'm supposed to have murdered
Zane Zackett,” Pete said.

“Supposed to have, eh?”

“He’s still alive-—er was when |
left town. But unconscious. Doe
Tutt says it's three to one against
him ever getting conscious again.”

“Who shot him?”

“1 figure that Cold Deck attended
to that detail, though it's just a
guess.”

“Cold Deck, eh? Your foreman?”

“That description is sort of inac-
curate, everything considered.”

“1 never did like that hombre.
6n.99

Go

ETE gave him a full account, to
which Mowery listened atten-
tively. Then he whistled,

“You're in a tight fit, feller,” he
nodded. “But I'm for you. There
wouldn’t be any chance that | could
lend a hand with your scheme, would
there—whatever it is? | mean, now
that Zackett ain’'t in no shape to



carry on? Course, | ain’t no lawyer,
like he is—"

“1 reckon you'd be just the man |
need, Slim. But you're doing plenty
for me as it is. If you get mixed up
in that—well, you know what hap-
pened to Zane, and what they're
tryin’ to do to me. You'd have Cold
Deck and his whole crew on your
trail.”

“l thought 1 was a friend of
yours,” Mowery growled.

Pete nodded.

“1f you put it that way, Slim, I'll
be mighty glad to have you help. |
sure need some assistance mighty
bad. And so does all the rest of this
valley, way | figure it.”

“You said a mouthful there,”
Mowery conceded. “Now, if you'll
give me the details—"

For the next half-hour Pete
talked, as he had talked to Zane
Zackett, Mowery listened attentive-
ly, and an enthusiastic grin spread
across his face. At the conclusion,
he gripped Pete’s hand heartily.

“1 sort of had a hunch before that
you was a white man,” he said. “Now
I know'it. And it's a great scheme
—though it may take some talkin’ to
make folks believe you mean it. Me,
I'll be busy today as a bob-tailed cow
in fly time. See you tonight.”

Pete watched him go, with rising
hope, then had breakfast and rolled
in the blanket. The day passed un-
eventfully. Once he saw riders come
up to the ranch buildings, then
swing away again, but no one came
near the cave. It was an hour past
darkfall, and the moon shone in a
tranquil sky, when Slim arrived to
report.

“l saw four men today,” he said,
and from the cave mouth waved his
hand in an inclusive gesture. “All
of them small ranchers that's tied up
with the Box 8, whether they like it
or not. And | done a lot of talkin',”
he added with a reminiscent grin.
“Didn’t know | had it in me.

“They was as suspicious and hard
to convince as a dog that's had his
nose full of porcupine quills and
finds a porky wantin’ to be friends
and play. But | guess I made 'em
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see the light. Tomorrow we’ll really
get things to rollin'.”

He was outlined in the glow of the
moon, there beside the cave mouth,
when a gun blasted, sudden and loud
on the night. Slim Mowery threw
wide his hands and pitched, to roll
for twenty feet down the slope, un-
til he was stopped by a tangle of
rose briars.

CHAPTER XXIII
Battle for Empire

HE blasting gun-flame lanced
T out like a sword from the dark-
ness. Then, before Pete could
move, Cold Deck Jones moved into
the light, with a motion like that of
a rattlesnake gliding forward, in his
hand holding the still smoking forty-
five, its black muzzle bent on Pete.
Pete checked his own motion toward
his hip. No speed on earth could
match or beat a gun already drawn,
in the hands of such a man as Cold
Deck. '

A hot, tearing rage '“surged
through Pete, sending the blood
drumming into his temples, blinding
him to caution. The thing which he
had just witnessed was as cowardly
and contemptible a shooting as he
had ever heard of, done from ambush
and utterly without warning. A cold
deck, played to the grim end.

“Careful,” Cold Deck warned
sharply. “1 don't want to Kill you,
Prentiss—not just now, anyway. But
lift them hands out of temptation’s
way and hold it. | ain’t playin’, not
tonight.”

He stepped forward -and lifted
Pete’s gun, transferring it to his own
pocket, made a swift search for any
other weapons, and stepped back
again. There was no stirring from
that sprawled form part way down
the slope.

“Like 1 said, I'm not quite ready
to kill you—but I'd ought to,” Cold
Deck went on, and a little of the
venom had crept now into his re-
pressed voice. “I didn’t hear all that
you two was sayin’, but | heard
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plenty. Tryin’ to double-cross me,
both of yuh.”

“You speak as a qualified expert,
of course?” Pete suggested.

“I've done plenty of it in my time,”
Cold Deck conceded without rancor.
“And | long ago learned that it don't
pay to let the other fellow put any-
thing over on you. You signed an
agreement, when you came here,
about the Box 8. And now you're
tryin’ to get around it.”

“Anything that I'm doing is
straight, honest, and doesn’t infringe
what | signed,” Pete snapped. It
was, he knew, useless to argue with
this Kkiller. But anything which
would gain time and keep him alive
might bring some possible opportuni-
ty to fight back, and he was watch-
ing for the breaks, ready to take ad-
vantage of any which might come.

“Mebby you've found a way to get
around that, same as yuh did in

buyin’ those cattle,” Cold Deck
agreed. “I don’t reckon it'll come to
no test in court one way or the
other.” He spoke deliberately now

in the cruder jargon of the country,
to cover up all of that higher back-
ground upon which he had deliber-
ately turned his back. “It don’t
make any diff'rence what yuh done,
for it's gone just as far as it’s going
to, already. And you might as well
make up yore mind to that.”

“Meanin’ you intend to murder
me, to©?”

Cold Deck shook his head.

“Nope,” he denied. “You've got it
cornin’ but | saved your life once be-
cause you're a Prentiss, and that be-

ing so, | can't very well gun you
down now. I've worked for old G.
G. too long to go and forget his

wishes so soon.”

“You saved my life once because
some of your crew was watchin’, and
you didn’t dare do no other way,”
Pete retorted. This might not be
diplomatic, but he was in no mood
to concede anything to this stalking
beast of prey, who was as cruel and
blood-thirsty as that catamount had
been, as stark a menace as Old Slew-
foot. “And | reckon you put plenty
over on G. G

Cold Deck’s face did not change.

But the pupils of his eyes seemed to
dilate and narrow again.

“Mebby | wasn’t bein’ altruistic,”
he conceded. “But I'm being prac-
tical. And I'm aimin’ to see that you
live up to the agreement you signed.
There’s just one way to do it, and
that's to have you sign a new one,
turnin’ the Box 8 over to me. And
the sooner you do it, the better off

you'll be.”

So that was it. Light dawned on
Pete now. Despite his bluff, Cold
Deck was definitely uneasy. He

didn't know quite what sort of a
scheme Pete had in mind, nor its de-
tails.

The only way that he could be sure
of getting the Box 8 now was to
force Pete to sign it over to him. Un-
til that was done, he preferred to
keep Pete alive.

But, by the same token, Pete would
be Signing his own death warrant in
signing any such transfer of proper-
ty. He shrugged.

“Think I'm a fool?” he asked.

smile had a cruel twist to it.

“Nope,” he conceded. “Yuh've got
plenty of what it takes, brains or
nerve. Which is just why I'm
countin’ on yuh to sign.”

“You’'ll have to think again.”

“Hombre, you figger you'll die if
you sign that. Mebby you will—
mebby not. | might find it more
profitable to let you go, once I've got
what | want.”

He paused for a moment to let that
sink in.

“Likewise,” Cold Deck went on
slowly, “if you're either to live or
die, it'd be a lot more pleasant to live
the way you are, and not all crippled
up—or to die easy, since it adds up
to the same result in the long run.
Like I say, you've got plenty nerve
—but 1 can make you sign ’fore |
finish. Don’'t fool yoreself none
about that.” He gestured briefly to-
ward the fallen man down the slope
below them, by way of emphasis, but
without taking his eyes off Pete.

“So now I'm going to tie yuh up,
then write out that agreement. And

COLD DECK shook his head. His



it'll be the part of wisdom to sign
without no ruckus.”

As he spoke he dipped into a
pocket with one hand, still holding
the gun with the other, and fished
out a rawhide thong, and with a loop
already built in it. He shook this
open, sidled around behind Pete.

“Put your hands together behind
your back,” he ordered.

Pete tensed. The gun still men-
aced him, but he had one fighting
chance now. His hands were still
free, and Cold Deck didn't want to
kill him—not yet. After he was tied,
that chance would be gone.

The cowboy made up his mind,
even as he started to bring his hands
back. His right foot Ilifted and
kicked back like that of a cow, with
as little forewarning of what was to
happen. He caught Cold Deck
squarely on the ankle, then, ducking
and twisting, was under the gun and
at him, fighting like a wildcat.

The surprise of his attack helped,
but it wasn't quite enough. Even in
the sudden pain of that kick, Cold
Deck was ready for trouble. He
chopped down savagely with the
heavy barrel of the gun, and Pete's
desperate attempt to get his head
out of the way was frustrated by
Cold Deck’s other hand, a bunched
fist which smashed upward and
grazed the point of his jaw. Caught
between those closing pinchers, the
gun barrel found its mark like a red-
hot poker running across Pete’s skull.
Shooting flames which were swal*
lowed in a thundering, darkness-
closed in on his head, where giant
druitos seemed to be beating. Pete
pitched forward and lay still.

CHAPTER XXIV
G for Trouble

ETE’S head throbbed painful-
P ly as consciousness gradually
returned, and there was the
salty taste of blood in his mouth—his
own blood, Pete discovered, still run-
ning in a little, slowly coagulating
trickle from a cut in his scalp.
Not more than two or three min-
.ptes had passed, apparently, while he
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was unconscious. The moon still
rode serenely overhead, though it
seemed to dance and jerk as he
looked up at it, to be crossed with
blood-red flecks. His .hands were
tied now behind his back, the raw-
hide cutting cruelly into the flesh,
and his legs, stretched in front of
him, were in similar condition. He
was seated on the path just in front
of the cave, almost where he had fall-
en.

A few feet away, using a smooth,
flat stone for a table, Cold Deck, with
paper and pencil, weapons to which
he had long been a stranger, was la-
boriously composing the agreement
which he intended for Pete to sign.
He straightened presently, sighing in
relief, and read it over to himself.
Satisfied, he turned back, facing Pete.

“Woke up, have yuh?” he asked.
“Got it through yore head by this
time that | mean business?”

“l never had much doubt of that,”
Pete agreed.

“That's somethin’. You mighty
near caught me nappin’, but not
quite. And get this. You won’'t get
another chance to do even that much.
So it'll be a lot more sensible to sign
and be done with it.”

He held the paper up for Pete to
see—it was written in a large, bold
hand with indelible pencil. Then he
proceeded to read it aloud. It was
short, terse, but legally binding
enough, so far as Pete could tell.

“If yuh're ready to sign, say so,

and I'll loosen yore hands,” Cold
Deck suggested.

Pete shook his head.

“You're wastin’ your time, Cold

Deck. I'm not going to sign.”

“No?” Cold Deck’s face did not
alter, and yet it was unpleasantly as
though some great cat had licked its
chops in pleased anticipation. “My
horse ain’'t far away. I'll just go and
get a runnin’ iron, and have me a
little fire in the cave here. It's been
a long time since | done much work
on calves with a runnin’ iron, but
yuh'll find I can be right artistic
with a whole night to work in.”

Pete felt the cold sweat break ou]
on his face. Cold Deck wasn't Jok-
ing. He would resort to torture, ng
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doubt of that. Pete's roving eyes
focused suddenly. Then, as quickly,
he looked away again, so that Cold
Deck, facing him and examining his
bonds to be sure that they would
stay put while he was gone, wouldn't
see.

For, down below, Slim Mowery
was stirring a little. Slim, who had
lain there so still and bloody; whom
he had assumed, as had Cold Deck,
to be dead. If Cold Deck went after
anything now, he’d see Slim.

“Let’s talk it over,” Pete suggest-
ed.

Cold Deck grinned unpleasantly.

“Don’t like the notion of a run-
nin’ iron, eh?” he asked. His back
was toward Slim, down the hill. “But
why not? | could do a plumb artistic
job. 1I'd be willing to sort of tattoo
yuh up, like some of these sailors has
done to them. Start on yore chest,
say, with a Box 8 Mebby | could
burn a steer on yore right arm, and
a horse on yore left. Then, if yuh
still wanted to be made pretty, some-
thin’ real nice, like a pretty girl,
right across yore face. Sure yuh
don’t want me to get that iron?”

Slim Mowery was stirring a little
more now. He tried to lift himself
on one arm, then on the other, and
raised himself a foot or more, only
to fall back helplessly. To cover that
rustling noise, Pete answered hotly:

“Do you think you can bluff me
that way, Cold Deck? 1'd be twice
as sure not to sign at all, if you ever
tried it.”

“Think so? I'll just get
we'll see, if yuh like.”

“If that's as far as you can go in
talking it over, go right ahead—and
to the devil with you.”

it and

OLD DECK hesitated. Here was
C a man who appeared to be scared,

which was not to be wondered
But when it came to bluff, Pete could
play as good a game as Cold Deck
himself.

“I'm willing to be reasonable,”
Cold Deck suggested. “You sign, and
get out of this country, and | give
you my word you can go. That way
you'll be as well off as when you
came into it.”

“How do I know you'll let me go?”
Pete persisted. He was playing for
time now. For Slim Mowery had
tried again, like a man who was ei-
ther very drunk or so utterly weary
that he could hardly move. But he
was alive, and this time he had
dragged himself to his hands and
knees, then crawled a yard or so be-
fore he had had to stop and rest.

If Cold Deck saw him now, Slim
would have no chance at all. But if
Pete could keep Cold Deck occupied
until Slim could get off in the dark-
ness he would at least have a chance.
With returning strength, Slim might
even be able to reach his own horse,
or Cold Deck’s, and get to the saddle.
If he could get away, and reach his
crew, he'd send back help. It was a
slender chance, but Pete aimed to
help Slim all he could.

“l don't know of anything | can
tell yuh that’'ll do much good,” Cold
Deck suggested presently. “Yuh
won't take my word—and I've noth-
ing else to give.”

That was grimly true. There were
plenty of men of similar caliber to
Col Deck in this western country,
men who would Kill or steal as the
occasion offered, but with many of
them there was a difference. If they
gave their word, other men would
tak it, unquestioningly, because on
that point they had found it a paying
proposition to keep their honor un-
stained. Right now, Cold Deck was
feeling the lack of any sort of honor
in a ruthless career.

Pete pretended to hesitate, to con-
sider this. Slim was stirring again,
crawling a little more. To cover up
his retreat, Pete had to keep talking.

“All right,”-he agreed. “I'll have
to take your word, | suppose. And
after all, there's no reason why you

ashouldn’'t let me go after you get
what you want. There's nothing for
me to stay in this country for if |

don’'t have the Box 8, and if | get
out, that'll suit you just as well.”
That wasn't quite true. There was

something in this country far more
to be desired than the Box 8, so far
as Pete was concerned, but Hazel
wasn’'t for discussion with Cold



Deck. The latter was agreeing
eagerly.

“That's it, sure,” he nodded. He
was already loosening the thong

which bound Pete’s wrists, but before
he removed it he drew his gun again.
“Don’t go tryin’ any tricks now,” he

warned. ‘I'm gettin’ pretty short on
patience. And don't try tearin’ that
agreement up.”

“Think I'm a fool?” asked Pete,

working his arms to restore the cir-
culation.

“Yuh ain’'t no fool,
plumb reckless sometimes,” Cold
Deck growled. “Sign it, now.”

He handed across the flat stone,
the paper and the pencil. Down be-
low, Slim Mowery was making a lit-
tle better progress now. He had been
hard hit, but he was still alive, and
he seemed to be gaining a little
strength as the first shock wore off.
Another minute or so and he would
be out of sight.

That wouldn't do him much good,
not in his present condition, if Cold
Deck discovered that he was gone.
But, quietly enough now, clouds
were beginning to drift across the
sky, threatening to blot away the
moon. That extra measure of black-
ness would be a tremendous help to
Slim.

Pete took the agreement and read
it over, then as he saw Cold Deck
growing impatient, picked up the
pencil. If the Killer got the idea that
he was deliberately stalling for time,
he might get suspicious and take a
look around.

“How do you want me to sign
this?” Pete asked.

“Why, with your name, of course.
Pete Prentiss.”

“Peter George Prentiss, you mean
—same as my other legal papers?”

Cold Deck hesitated a moment,
then nodded. That sounded logical.
A signature here had to be the same
as on any other legal papers he had
executed for the Box 8, or it would
be valueless in court. And George
had been his uncle’s name, so 'was
likely to be his own middle name.

“Yeah, sign it.”

but yuh're
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ETE signed, slowly, carefully.

He had a strong hunch that this
paper wasn't ever going to play any
more of a part in this drama than
what it was playing right now, but
if it ever did show up in court, it
would cause Cold Deck a lot of trou-
ble. For Pete had signed checks and
other papers, in the last few days, as
Peter Sylvester Prentiss, Sylvester
having been his mother’'s maiden
name. A signature of Peter George
would not only be valueless, but
would be sure to excite suspicion.

Cold Deck studied it, nodded, not
quite satisfied since Pete had raised
that last question, and slipped it into
his pocket. He hesitated, and in his
eyes Pete could see the sudden light
of the killer. In that moment, with
the paper signed, Cold Deck was
strongly tempted to finish the job
with a bullet.

His eyes roved like those of a
puma crouching on a limb, waiting
for an unsuspecting prey to come a
little closer. Suddenly the pupils of
Cold Deck’'s eyes dilated, and he
stared, not quite understanding.
Then he cursed as he saw that the
place where Slim Mowery had been
was empty now.

Jumping to his feet, he hesitated
an instant, then grabbed the rawhide
thong. Pete made no resistance.
When he had been tied securely
again, Cold Deck plunged away, but
now the clouds had covered the
moon.

Five minutes passed, ten. Pete
could hear him plunging about in a
frenzied search. Then Cold Deck
returned, fury blazing from him.

“That got away,” he
growled. ‘And | just remembered—
yore name wasn't George on that
will. But | know how to handle your
sort. You'll be mighty anxious to
sign, and sign right, time | give yuh
another chance.”

CHAPTER XXV
Indian Trick
C OLD DECK moved away again
to

return presently, leading
his horse. Without ceremony
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he picked Pete up, almost as effort-
lessly as if he had been a child, and
slung him across the saddle, face
down. With a lariat which had been
tied to the saddle he roped Pete fast,
the rope passing under his arms at
the shoulders, under the horse and
around his already trussed ankles.

It would be a grimly uncomfort-
able way to ride, jolting on his stom-
ach with every step of the horse,
completely helpless, and Cold Deck
war. devising this torture deliberate-
ly, of course. Without a word he
took the reins and started off, lead-
ing the horse.

But at least they had helped at a
critical time. Slim Mowery had
reached his own horse and would
probably be safely back to his own
buildings again, where he could get
the help he needed. Such help as he
might send for Pete would arrive too
late, but at least his escape had made
a change in Cold Deck’s plans, made
him more wary of what he did.

It had also saved Pete from being
callously killed once the paper was
signed. There was some gain, at
least.

For a couple of hours, leading the
horse in silence, Cold Deck kept on.
Unable to see anything but the
grfiund below his face, and with
small bushes whipping up to slap it
every now and again, Pete had no
idea as to where they were going,
save that they were gradually climb-
ing into the hills. Then the faint
murmur of the waterfall came to him,
arc he knew that they were back on
Box 8 land, miles from where they
had been, not far from the big dam
and lake behind it.

Finally the horse stopped, which
was a relief. Unable to move at all,
cruelly jolted, Pete was half sick and
aching in every muscle. Cold Deck
unfastened him and allowed him to
slide to the ground in a heap, still
with hands and feet tied.

“Feelin’ good?” he asked. ‘Well,
it's just a sample of how you’'ll be
feelin’ 'fore | give yuh a chance to
sign next time.”

He clutched Pete by the collar,
dragging him a few feet, until he was
sitting upright, legs outstretched,

back to a pine tree. With the lariat
Cold Deck trussed him fast to this,
then turned and swung into the sad-
dle and rode away.

siding a little now as he could
sit again on solid ground, and Pete
looked around. The moon had sunk
from sight, though the night was
star-sprinkled and warm. Almost at
his feet was a steep slope downward,
down and down to the dark, placid
waters of the reservoir, and in the
distance he could just glimpse the
edge of the big waterfall, hear its
steady rumble where the river now
poured over the concrete part of the
dam, the lake level ten feet lower
down than it had been when he had
first climbed up there.

That day hadn't been very far
back, but it seemed long ago. He had
found Bob Dexter up here that day,
surprised by the big catamount and
in need of help—Bob, who had come
here to kill him!

The catamount was dead, but there
might be other prowling beasts of
prey abroad in these hills—such sav-
age Killers as Old Slewfoot! Did
Cold Deck aim to leave him tied up
here, helpless, for some such animal
to finish off?

That didn’'t seem quite likely, and
now, not too far off, he heard one
shot, followed again by silence. Pete
waited, conscious of thirst, of the wa-
ter so close at hand yet so very far
away. The murmur of the waterfall
was almost a torture.

He could do absolutely nothing
with his bonds. The rawhide thong
had cut into the flesh of his wrists,
and they were swelling. Even if he
could loosen it, the lariat rope would
still keep him helpless.

More than an hour had passed be-
fore he heard Cold Deck returning.
He was leading the horse again, with
a fresh burden tied on behind the
saddle, a burden at which the horse
snorted restively. Cold Deck untied
it and threw it down, and Pete caught
the scent of fresh blood. Then, as
Cold Deck unrolled it on the path be-
side him, the sudden cold fingers of

THE dizzying sickness was sub-



apprehension seemed to have Pete by
the throat.

This was a hide—that of a big cow
—and Pete knew what that shot had
meant. Cold Deck had killed the
first cow he could find and skinned
it. It was big, green, heavy. Cold
Deck’'s eyes glittered as he untied
the lariat, then, with a slash of his
knife, severed the thongs which tied
Pete’'s wrists and ankles.

“Reckon you're too stiff to cause
any trouble for a spell, and you don’t
need that extra,” he commented.

hat was true enough. It was
torture to straighten his arms
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heat, to shrink and contract. Pris-
oned already, he would be constrict-
ed still more as time went on.

The Indians had a way of leaving
an enemy thus and never returning.
In addition to being tormented by
thirst, the victim would be gradually
squeezed to death, as the hide contin-
ued to shrink and draw tighter on ev-
ery side, through the long, endless
days....

Cold Deck picked up the lariat
rope, took a turn around the hide,
and tied it up to the tree against
which Pete had been sitting.

“Yuh might get notions that yuh'd
prefer to roll down-hill and into the

again, to start to work the circulatiodrink, figgerin’' that drownin’ 'd be

back into limbs which had lost the
power of feeling. Cold Deck watched
him for a while in silence, until the
flow of returning blood, the sharp
prickle of awakening flesh, caused
Pete to set his teeth sharply. Then,
at that juncture, Cold Deck picked
him up, still helpless to resist, and
dropped him onto the big cowhide.

“Nothin* like bundlin® yuh up
warm,” he chortled, and started to
roll the hide up, with Pete on the in-
side, like a moth in a cocoon.

Pete knew now that his worst fears
were realized. This was an old In-
dian trick, to inflict horrible torture
and a more horrible death. The raw,
fleshy part of the skin was outward,
the heavy hair next to his body. But
when Cold Deck stopped a minute
later, it was all rolled up around him
closely, so tightly that Pete could do
little more than wriggle his fingers
or wrists. Half numb as he had been
to begin with, he could not move,
could not possibly crawl out of it

And already the several heavy
folds of skin and hair were uncom-
fortably warm. As the hours wore
on and the sun came up, beating
down on the path, the hide would be-
gin to dry, under that enervating

more pleasant,” he nodded. “But
that'd be too easy. [I'll take time to
look up the way yuh sign yore name,
legal—and when | come back, yuh'll
be mighty glad of a chance to get out
of that and sign!”

Without another word, he turned,
and Pete heard him mounting, heard
the receding sound of his horse's
hoofs, riding back down the steep
mountain trail. He was alone.

Alone, in the worst predicament he
had ever been in. Pete had no doubts
as to that. Bob Dexter had happened
along here on that one day, but it was
a chance in a thousand that he or any
other man would come this way again
for weeks. And Cold Deck would
take precautions to see that no one
did. He would post the Box 8 crew
to keep them from coming past here,
would likewise post some of them to
guard the border and prevent outsid-
ers from trespassing. The chance of
help from any outside source was al-
most zero.

Some of the numbness of arms and
legs was gone now, but that numb-
ness would gradually return, slowly,
insidiously, to claim his whole body.
Pete struggled desperately, frantical-
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An Off-Trail Western Yam

By Bliss Lomax

(author of "Horse Thief Creek,"” "Saddle Hawks," etc.)

Fate offered Ed Bussell a golden opportunity to get rid of Dick Womack—
the man who was breaking up his home—but Ed turned it down. He

knew a still better wayl

N THE darkened house, shades
I lowered against the heat of the

long hot desert afternoon, Myra
Russell hurried to the window, tall
and slim, as a madly driven pony
pulled up to front of the stage-office,
across the street,

It was Brent Halyes.

“Ed Russell just pulled a man out
of the Malo!” she heard him say, as
men ran forward, questioning. “He’s
bringin’ him in now!”

She dressed hurriedly. Her hus-
band, big, rawboned, was at the door
by the time she had finished.

“Myra, will you fix a bed for this
man?” he asked. “He’'s all in.”

“Why, yes, Ed. What happened?”

“l went out to look at some horses.
I was cornin’ back by way of Mal-
arena Crossing when | heard a cry
—and there he was, in the quicksand
up to his shoulders. His horse was
gone clean out of sight. He’'d missed
the ford by only a few feet, but you
know the Malo.”

The doctor arrived a few minutes
later, and they watched as he ex-
amined the man.

“We’'ll feed him some whisky,” he

said. “He’s just suffering from
shock . ., Wonder who he is?”
They shook their heads. The

young man, in his middle or late
twenties, was a stranger to them all.
Even in repose he was rather hand-
some, his clothes of finer quality than
usually seen in San Leandro.

“You think he’ll be all right, Doc?”
Russell asked.

“Yes, in a day or two.
to be kept quiet.”

He'll have

Myra glanced questioningly at her

husband. “Ed—are we going to keep
him here?”
“Well—" he answered thoughtful-

ly, “We've got room enough.” The
low, rambling adobe, built more on
the lines of a ranch-house than a
dwelling in town, was large beyond
their needs. “1 don’'t know where
else to take him. You don’'t mind,
do you, Myra?”

“No,” she said simply, “We’'ll put
him in the room at the end of the
hall.”

HE found herself beguiled by the
distraction Ed had brought home
in the person of Dick Womack.

“Is your husband away?” he asked,
as he sat in the rocker on the porch,
the day following his rescue.

Myra inclined her head. “He’ll be
back tonight,” she said easily. “He's
gone pretty much of the time. He
runs the stage lines.”

By adroit questions he drew out
the story of the past five years, since
her marriage to Ed Russell.

“San Leandro is pretty dead, isn't
it?” he remarked.
~ “Yes ... There’s nothing much do-
ing.”

“Don’t you ever long to get away?”
he queried meaningfully.
“Sometimes....” she

her lids lowered.

He withdrew from the brief con-
tact with her to glance over the
town. There were no telegraph
wires, no railroad. He would meet
with no questions—except Myra’s.
But he would need a job.

murmured,
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Russell unexpectedly supplied one;
Ed found himself liking the man.
There was something glamorous
about Womack that suggested a life
of ease, good living, the excitement
of strange cities. It appealed to Ed,
principally because he himself had
always been a plodder, the rim of

the desert country his farthest
horizon.
“If you can keep books,” he re-

marked the next morning at break-
fact, “I can use you. What do you
say?”

“1 say fine!” Womack replied de-
liberately.

Myra poured him a second cup of
coffee, and only then did she meet
his gaze—one level glance.

OMACK continued to live
with the Russells. When Ed

was away, he examined Myra’'s plaiAs he reached the porch,

soft face and realized a growing
hunger for her, some promise of in-
tensity in her very plainness whip-
ping him on.

She no longer smiled so readily;
Womack thought he knew what was
worrying her.

Often, after supper, they sat on
the porch, conversing desultorily.
When darkness fell he made it a

point to stroll up the street and.while
away the evening in the Band Box
saloon, to make sure he didn't over-
play his hand.

It was usually after midnight
when he returned to the darkened
house. Myra was always in her
room. He wondered whether her
door was locked, the thought keep-
ing him awake for hours.

The evening that she set chairs out
behind the house, on the plea of
greater coolness there, he felt that
he had won a victory. They talked
about everything except what was on
their minds. Slowly the sunset
faded out. Beyond the palo verde
tree the sky was mauve. Then it
shadowed, and dusk settled.

Pensively Myra rose to go in. He
preceded her with the chairs; and in
the darkened house he put his arms
around her tenaciously.
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AN LEANDRO saw less than
usual of Ed Russell in the days
that followed. The Government had
accepted his bid on several new mail
contracts. It meant building a sta-
tion at Cochinilla Wash, and pur-
chasing additional equipment.

His mind was not on business as
he drove into town one hot afternoon
two weeks later, in a flat-bed wagon,
the springs bowed under a heavy
load. Pulling up at the barn, he
glanced across the street apprehen-
sively. Abbie Bassey and Mrs. Pope,
the wife of the postmaster, were just
passing the house. He was relieved
to see them go on.

Old Dobe, his stable boss, lank and
desert bleached, emerged from the of-
fice to take the team.

“Just let 'em stand for a minute,

Dobe,” Ed told him, starting across
the street.
Myra
stepped out, cool and immaculate in
the starched blue linen she affected.
She appeared momentarily self-con-
scious.

“Well, you're back.”

“Yeah. Just got in.
down the street?”

“I've a little shopping to do," she
said hurriedly.

“If you'd been a minute sooner,
you could have walked down with
Abbie and Mrs. Pope. They just
went by. | thought they was goin’
to stop in.”

Myra’'s head went up. “I'm just
as well satisfied they didn’t,” she
said. Her tone was sharper than she
intended.

Ed caught it. “What's the mat-
ter? Abbie been gittin’ in your hair?
I thought you was good friends.”

Myra did not succeed in wholly
dissembling her annoyance. “I guess
if the truth were told, that old snoop
hasn’'t a friend in town..,.Will you
be home tonight?”

“Yes. I'll be in two or three days
this time. You run along, now, if
you've got somethin’ to do.”

She nodded. “I'll  have
about six.”

Abbie Bassey and Mrs, Pope ob-

served her as she passed the post-
office.

You goin’

supper
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“Humph! Her!” Mrs. Pope sneered.
“Somebody ought to speak to Ed
Russell before it's too late.”

Abbie pursed her mouth acidly.
“According to what | hear, it's too
late already. Not that there’s a man
in San Leandro who'd think of speak-
ing !”

HEY reckoned without Jim
Bickel, the town marshal. Rus-
sell and he were cronies. In the door-
way of the stage-barn they chatted
with their customary informality.
Womack was in the office, bent over
his books. Bickel nodded toward him.
“Reckon you made a ten-strike
when you picked him up, Ed,” the
marshal commented. He had a wal-
rus mustache, but the rest of him was
shark-skin, brown and leathery. “I
notice the women flockin’ in here
regular... .Your San Leandro busi-
ness must be pickin’ up a heap.”
“Why—why, no! 1 ain’t noticed
any difference.” Russell hesitated,
frowning. “....You don't mean
there’s anythin’ out-of-the-way goin*

on, Jim? | won't have that.”
“Shucks, no!” Bickel declared

guilelessly. “I guess Womack is all

right. You wouldn’t have him stayin’

at your house if he wasn’t... .What's
that you got under the tarp?”

“Why, Jim, I got a piano for
Myra,” Russell confessed. “She’s
been wantin’ one for three years. It's
to be a surprise.. Will you give me
a hand, Jim? | want to get the piano
in the house before she gets back.”

With the help of Dobe and Jose,
one of Russell’'s hostlers, they soon
had it installed. Bickel shook his
head to himself as he walked up the
street. “It’s a damn shame!” he mut-
tered.

Ed found the office empty when
he got back, Womack having stepped
over to the post-office. He sank into
his swivel chair, a smile wreathing
his face. As he waited for Myra to
return, Dobe came to the door to ask
about some horses.

“If you get time tomorrow, you
better clean this place out,” Ed sug-
gested. “Get rid of this old harness
and stuff. With women cornin’ in
here we got to spruce up a little.”

Dobe looked at him blankly. "Wim-
men? What wimmen? | ain't seen
any around here—unless yo're speak-
in" of Miz Bassey. She’s been corn-
in" in here every Monday for three
years for her package of Peruna....
She ain't fussy,” he grumbled as he
turned away.

Leaning back in his chair, Russell
was puzzled. “Why'd Jim give me
a yarn like that?” he asked himself.
He was about to give it up when
something in Bickel's remembered
words made him pause. A bleak look
came into his eyes.

“Was he tryin’ to tell me the man's
makin’ a play for Myra?”

But why hadn't Myra spoken to
him, if anything was wrong? Surely
she would not allow such a situation
to hem her in. She was too level-
headed for that.

“l1 reckon there ain't nothin’ to
this at all,” he pursued, more coolly.
“1'd 've heard somethin’ about it be-
fore now. Why, it would make so
much talk in this town that Myra—"

He stopped, dumbfounded, as he
remembered her annoyed reaction to
his mention of Abbie Bassey, San
Leandro’s worst gossip.

“Good Lord—" he groaned.

He threw down his cigar violent-
ly, to stare glassy-eyed at the floor.
Under the impact of his mounting
rage against Womack, his huge
frame trembled.

“I'll square this in a hurry!” he
promised himself.

E SELDOM carried a gun any

more, but there was a .44 in his
desk. He produced a key and un-
locked the drawer.

“No!” he muttered. “I can't do it!
It would shame Myra!.... I've got to
keep her out of this.”

At the end of five minutes he had
fought himself into a cold, emotion-
less calm. Taking up his hat, he left
the office.

In the Band Box saloon, he found
several friends, who joined him in a
drink. He lit a fresh cigar, talking
with them, trying to beat back the
sense of disaster which had engulfed
him.

For the first time

in his life he



was conscious of an air of diffidence
hovering between himself and these
men whom he had known so long.

With a smile that was no little ef-
fort in itself, he walked out. Home
was the last place in the world he
wanted to be just then, but Myra
would be waiting supper.

Nearing the house, he heard the
deep, full tones of a piano. He had
forgotten about it. Unimportant as
it was now, he was conscious of a
fresh stab of pain as he recalled how
he had looked forward to Myra’s sur-
prise and elation.

“Womack changed all that,” he
thought, a fresh wave of bitterness
sweeping him.

His courage failing him mo-
mentarily, he paused before setting
foot on the porch. As he stood there,
mastering his emotion, Myra struck
a chord or two and then lifted her

voice in a song that was a favorite
with him.

“When other lips and other hearts,
Their tales of love shall tell- -

In the old familiar lyric he found
a poignant significance such as the
author could hardly have intended.
“What could have made her sing that
song now?” he asked breathlessly. It
was only an absurd coincidence, but
he read something prophetic in it.
The next moment, Womack's soft
tenor reached him; Myra and he were
singing together.

Something died in Russell, under-
standing flooding him. In his tor-
ment he had seen Myra fighting off
Womack, despising him. Not for a
n?]oment had he imagined it was like
this.

“So that's the way it is.”

Noiselessly he lowered himself
into a porch chair. He sat there for
a long time. The door opened with-
out his being aware of it

“Ed!” Myra exclaimed. “How long
have you been here?"

“Just a minute,” he lied, pulling
himself together. “I was sittin’ here

listenin” to you play. ..Was you
surprised when you found the
piano?”
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“Was I!” There were spots of color
in her cheeks. *“It's wonderful!”

She didn't throw her arms about
him and bury her head on his shoul-
ders as she usually did when he
brought home ev*n a trifling gift.
He was glad she did not; he knew
he couldn’'t have stood it.

E WAS pretending to examine

the piano when a man banged

on the door. It was the driver of

the Magdalena stage. There had

been a cloudburst about Cochinilla:

he doubted that he could get through.

“You'll have to go around by La

Canada,” Ed told him, grateful for

the interruption. “I'll go back to the
barn with you.”

The departure of the Magdalena
stage wound up things for the night.
Ed sat in the office, slouched down
in his chair. Dobe poked his head
in at the door, prior to climbing the
stairs to his quarters above. Long-
winded as a rule, he limited himself
tonight to a brief, “1 reckon I'll be
turnin’ in.”

“He knows,” Ed thought, listening
to him clump up the stairs. “I guess
they all know.”

An hour and more passed as he sat
there. Across the way Myra had
stopped playing. For a moment he
caught her shadow against the win-
dow as she turned out the light.
Suddenly he found himself gazing
into the future, going through the
years without her—barren, blank.

“No!” he whispered, his face con-
torted with anguish. “I couldn't
make it without her!”

It got him nowhere to call himself
a fool for having brought Womack
home and then to have turned around
and left him alone with her for days.
He admitted all that, but it belonged
to the past now, along with what-
ever had happened. His problem con-
cerned tomorrow.

The folly of emptying a gun at
Womack struck him forcibly. “I cer-
tainly can’t do that,” he jvarned him-
self. “If Myra thinks she’'s in love
with him it would be the surest way
of losing her.”

Although he took it for granted,
now, that Womack was stealing from
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him—the man was losing too much
money at stud games—he had not
bothered to look at the books, for
sending even a guilty man to prison
seldom affected a woman’s love. And
men lived to come out of prison.
He did not propose to resort to any-
thing so unpromising and indefinite.
But rolling the matter over again in
his mind, he was electrified to dis-
cover what appeared to be a means
to the end—conclusive, final!

The express book was handy. He
discovered a number of discrepancies,
some of them dating back to within
a few days of the morning Womack
had first taken charge of the books.

Still poring over them, he realized
someone was standing in the door-
way. He glanced up to find Womack
facing him. “I didn’t hear you come
in,” he said. His tone carried no in-
dication of his feeling.

“You were busy, | guess,” the other
observed. “I saw the light and won-
dered who was in here.” His glance
went to the open express book. “I
haven't entered today’s business,” he
volunteered. “I usually do that the
first thing in the morning.”

“That'’s all right,” Ed assured him,
“1 was wonderin’ how long it's been
since we had anythin’ for the San
Juan Minin’ Company. Been almost
three weeks. Their business used to
be worth two hundred a month to
us.”

“Tom Hughes tells me they're clos-
ing down,” Womack explained, some-

what relieved. “You staying up
much later?”

“No, I'll be goin’ over to the
house.”

Womack waited for him to lock

up.

“Have any luck tonight?” Ed
gueried casually.

“No, they cleaned me,” The words
were accompanied by a mirthless
chuckle.

They had almost reached the porch,
when from off across town came a
flat, muffled crack.

“Sounded like a gunshot,” Womack
said uneasily. Ed nodded. They lis-
tened for a second shot, but all was
still.

ECAUSE he never knew what

hour of the night he might be

called, Russell had his own room.

With no thought of sleep he

stretched out and gave himself over
completely to the details of the step
he proposed taking. No trace of pity
for Womack softened his resolve. He
had saved the man’s life; now, with
grim justice, he would take it; trick
him out of it in a way that must for-
ever make it appear to Myra to have
been an error of judgment on the
dead man’s part—an error that would
always remain coupled in her mind
with not only her own disillusion-
ment, but the everlasting proof of
how cheaply he had held her.

Weary as he had never been before,
Ed closed his eyes and slept. It was
almost dawn.

A few minutes after seven Myra
awakened him. She closed the door
behind her as she entered. He knew
at a glance something was wrong.

“Ed, will you get dressed right
away?” she demanded breathlessly.
“Jim Bickel is here.”

“Bickel? What's he want?”

“He's come for Dick,” Myra
gasped, her hands fluttering nervous-
ly. “Cal Springer was Kkilled last
night. He claims Dick did it—"

“What?” Ed asked incredulously.
“Cal Springer's been Kkilled, you
say?”

“Somebody shot him,” Myra ex-

plained, scooping up his clothes and
handing them to him. “They found
his body out in the mesquite a hun-
dred yards from his cabin a few min-
utes ago. He'd been robbed—"

Russell shook his head sadly,
“That’'s too bad. | always liked Cal.
He was a gambler, but a mighty good
friend to me. He loaned me money
when no one else—ii

“Ed, won't you hurry?”
treated. “Bickel is waiting,”

“Why, sure f” he mumbled, drawing
on his pants. “I'll be ready in—" He
stopped, recalling why Bickel was
there, and stared speechlessly at
Myra for a moment.

“What's Womack got to do with
this?” he demanded. Unconsciously
his tone was so gruff that Myra re-
coiled.

she en-



“Nothing,” she said, steadying her-
self. “Dick lost to Springer last
night and had to give himan |1 O U
for part of it. They had an argu-
ment. Dick admits he said he'd get
Springer for it.”

“Oh, 1 see,” Russell muttered as
he bent to pull ©n his boots. He had
himself in hand again.

“No, you don't, Ed!” she exclaimed
sharply. “Bickel found that 1 O U
in the brush this morning—torn to
bits. He Won't listen to reason.”

“What reason, for instance?” Rus-
sell queried.

“Dick says he was with you when
the shot was fired—that both of you
heard it . , That's a fact, isn't it,
Ed?”

E DREW in his breath heavily.

Without his lifting a finger,
fate had delivered Womack into his
hands. AIll he had to do was deny
the other’s story. It would put a
noose around Womack’s neck.

“Suppose you let me talk to
Bickel,” he suggested cautiously.

There was a strained, desperate air
about her; and something courageous
too. Russell had the feeling that she
was steeling herself to tell him the
truth, to say frankly that she loved
Womack. It filled him with horror.
He knew if it were ever put into
words it would be just that much
harder to forget. And it must be
forgotten.

“Then you didn't hear the shot?”
she asked. Her voice was toneless.

“Why, sure | did!” he exclaimed,
trying to dissemble his agitation,
“We was steppin’ over from the of-
fice. We both spoke about it.” He
was glad to get it out, to put himself
on record. What a fool he had been
to consider even momentarily any
plan but his own! “It's only the
time I'm hazy about,” he said
thoughtfully, or so he pretended. He
knew the hour well enough. “Did
Bickel say when the shootin’ hap-
pened?”

“A few minutes past one,” Myra
informed him. A trace of color was
stealing back into her cheeks. Ed
noted it with relief.

“Well,” he declared confidently,
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“that puts Womack out of it. Open
the door and we’'ll get this over with
in a hurry.”

Myra hesitated as she put her hand
on the knob. Ed sensed that she was
deciding whether to let the moment
pass with so much unsaid. Hurried-
ly then, as though escaping from
something which she found too much
for her, she stepped into the hall.

Womack and Bickel were waiting
in the living-room.

“Ed, let me introduce our popular
and well-known marshal, Mr. Bickel.”
Womack said it with a laugh, but the
laugh was a sneer in itself. “He's
got it all figured out that it was me
who shot Cal Springer.” The next
instant every vestige of his indiffer-
ence had fled. His body stiffened
and his face went hard. “Ed, put
this gent right!” he snapped. “You
know I couldn’t have fired that shot!”

Bickel sat back, a bored look on
his face.
“He figures I'lll make certain

Womack won’'t get ©ut ©f this mess,”
Ed told himself. “You mind steppin’
out on the porch a minute, Jim?”
he asked.

The door closed on them.

D,” BICKEL said bluntly,
“we got this rat where we
want him.”
“Suppose you tell me what you
know, Jim,” Ed suggested.
Bickel had little to add to the
story as Myra had told it. “The evi-

dence is only circumstantial, but
that'll be enough in his case,” he
concluded.

Ed shook his head. “Jim, you're
barkin’ up the wrong tree. Womack'’s
right when he says he was with me
when that shot was fired.”

“What!” Bickel glared at him in-
credulously. “See here, Ed—do you
mean you'll testify to that effect?”

“1'll have to, as | see it. He was
with me.”

The marshal shook his head pity-
ingly. “Nobody saw you with him,
did they?”

“No, they didn’t; | reckon my word
will be enough, though—"

“I1t’ll be more than enough!” Bickel
burst out furiously, as unbelief gave
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way to exasperation. “If that's the
way you want it, Ed, all right.”

“l wouldn't want it any way but
the way it was,” Russell declared
without hesitation, determined that
Bickel should win no admission from
him that he had any reason for wish-
ing Womack out of the way. “I
don’t like the idea of his gettin’ into
an argument over a card game or
askin’ for chips he can’t pay for. But
after all. he’s only workin’ for me,
Jim.”

L SPRINGER’'S unexplained

death filled the town with ex-
citement that barely touched Russell.
His mind was locked in a vise, and
Womack and Myra were always in
his train of thought.

He felt he was only marking time;
his plans were complete; to set them
in motion he needed only to bait the
trap.

Womack was writing up some out-
going express as Ed entered the of-
fice in the middle of the afternoon.
As they talked about the shooting,

Russell glanced across the street.
The new piano was silent.
“Bickel still blowing off about

me?” Womack inquired.

“No; he told you he was mistaken.
I guess that ended the matter in
his mind.” Watching the other, he
wrote several letters. He felt
Womack was watching him too.

“Maybe he’'s afraid I'll start goin’
over the books,” Ed told himself.
“You been to the bank yet?”

“I'll'be going in a few minutes,”
Womack replied. “By the way, Pete
Denzler had a look at the horses
we're getting rid of. He said he'd
be back.”

Womack was just leaving when
Pete stepped through the door. He
ran the San Leandro livery and did
some freighting into the Datils.

“Hi Ed!” he said, waving a pudgy
hand. A fat, apoplectic little man,
he draped himself over a chair and
puffed into his white mustache.
Womack was back from the bank be-
fore he got down to business.

“I've decided to take those horses,
Ed. [I'll give you forty-five dollars a

head for ’em—spot cash!” he de-
clared, producing a roll of bills.

The horses were worth more than
he was being offered, but gazing at
the fat roll of yellowbacks in Denz-
ler's hands, Ed knew he had found
the bait he wanted for Womack. It
was a few minutes after three; the
money would have to be left in the
office safe over night.

Denzler had not finished counting
out the money when Myra appeared
in the door.

“Have they—found out anything
yet?” she asked.

“No; it's just as much a mystery
as ever who shot Cal,” said Ed.

He asked Myra if she were going
down the street.

“I'm going over to Mrs. Ott's to
have a dress fitted,” she answered
him.

She and Pete started out together.
The latter turned in the doorway.
“1 suppose you'll be here for the fu-
neral tomorrow, Ed. The lodge will
conduct the usual services.”

“Say, I'm glad you remembered to
mention it!” Russell exclaimed, wel-
coming the query for reasons of his
own. “Il was figurin’ on goin’ up to
Cochiniila in the mornin’. I'll change
my plans and go this afternoon.”

LONE with Womack, he handed
him the money. “I hate to keep
that much in the safe.
you lock things up if you step out.”
He had Jose saddle his horse. A
few minutes later he rode up to the
office door and called Womack out.
“If the San Juan is closin’ down
we'd better get a settlement out of
them. | know there’'s some money
due us. We’ll go over their account
in the mornin’. If | forget it, re-
mind me.”
Womack’s head went up an inch
or two. “Right,” he muttered.
“That got to him,” Ed told him-
self as he jogged away. “He knows
the jig is up the minute | start
checkin’ the San Juan account. With
a chance to get his hands on upwards
of a thousand dollars, he'll grab it
and run.”
He realized there were several
ways a man might go in fleeing that

Just be sure



country. Only one, however, would
put him beyond danger of pursuit by
daylight. That was the old Malo
trail. Ten miles east of the river, it
turned to head for the border.
Womack had missed that turning
once; he would figure not to miss it
a second time.

And he would not get into trou-
ble at Malarena Crossing again. On
several occasions he had ridden out
to the ford, only a mile or two from
town. It was plainly marked by the
sagging stakes that had stood there
for years.

It was all as simple as that in Rus-
sell’s mind.

Ahead of him the Cochinilla road,
carved deep into the face of the mes-
quite-covered plain by the wheels of
his own stages, uncoiled its long
white miles.

As afternoon merged into evening,
he pulled up to survey the rolling
plain. It was a silent sea on which
nothing moved. Swinging the big bay
out of the road he struck off in a
wide circle to the southwest. In that
direction lay the Malo.

An hour later, in the fading after-
glow, he came in sight of the cross-

ing. It was a barren approach, the
sluggish river, sullen and dark,
wandering aimlessly through the

gray vastness of the desert.

He scanned the trail for minutes.
He was alone.

Unhurried, he dropped his rope
over the stake that marked the lower
edge of the crossing. It came out
with a hollow, sticking sound as he
backed his horse away. A few min-
utes later he had it driven into the
mire again. But now it stood to the
north instead of the south of the
other stake.

He cautiously tried the false cross-
ing, making certain that the quick-
sand ran in close. Satisfied that it
did, he backed off to view his handi-
work. Even to his eyes, and he had
been using the ford for ten years,
there was nothing to suggest that
Malarena Crossing was now a death
trap.

In a shallow arroyo, below the
crossing, he hobbled the bay. Leaving
the horse there he returned to within
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a few yards of the trail, where he
crawled into a clump of mesquite.
He had nothing to do now but wait.

T WAS time for Womack to be
I coming along. For a few min-
utes after the Lordsburg stage pulled
out he would have the barn and of-
fice to himself; time enough for him
to loot the safe and saddle a horse.

But the minutes fled without bring-
ing him. Russell’'s uneasiness grew.
Maybe the Lordsburg stage had been
late.

“Nothin’ to worry about yet,” he
argued. But he did worry, and when
another half-hour had passed and
Womack had not appeared, he found
cold sweat standing out on his fore-
head.

He had been so sure of what
Womack would do. Now he couldn’t
be sure of anything but that the
other had taken the money and
flown. Perhaps even now he was well
on his way to Lordsburg, or heading
for Arizona by way of Blue Mesa.
Perhaps he was not alone.

It was a crucifying thought, but
there was iron in Russell, and he put
it away from him.

Every minute that passed made the
next longer, less endurable; he
glanced at his watch. It was a quar-
ter-past-nine. He decided to wait
another fifteen minutes. If Womack
did not come by then he'd put the
stake back and get to town as quick-
ly as he could.

The fifteen minutes were almost
up when a faint drumming of hoofs
reached him. He raised up on his el-
bow and listened intently. The sound
was unmistakable now. Screwing his
eyes in the piercing squint, he swept
the desert; but the vagrant night
wind had set the mesquite to nod-
ding, and at a distance, in the pale,
eery glow of the stars, it took on
strange, fantastic forms that resolved
into a solitary horseman one moment,
and became a ghostly caravan the
next, and he could not be sure wheth-
er he saw the rider or not.

Confident again, Russell did not
guestion but what it was Womack,
moving along at a comfortable pace
that would bring him to the cross-
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ing in two or three minutes.
As he waited, a voice drifted to

Ed. He recognized it. His face
tightened.

“Womack....” he muttered. *“I
called the turn.”

Breathless, he waited, the pass-

ing seconds a lifetime.

And then he saw Womack, .riding
down the trail alone, humming a song
as he moved along leisurely.

He passed within a few feet of
Russell. At the water’s edge he hesi-
tated only long enough to be sure
he was between the stakes.

Eyes stony, Ed turned away, but
he found it possible to pity the man.
A moment later Womack’s terror*
stricken cry, the sound of water be-
ing threshed to spray, the frightened
bawl of a horse, filled the night.
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arroyo and got the bay.

The night was still again. The
dark and treacherous Malo purpled
along with a sinister gurgle, its sur-
face unbroken save for Womack’s
drifting hat.

He watched an eddy catch it and
carry it toward the opposite bank. He
knew it would be found and brought
to town. And thus would Womack’s
tragic end be established.

His hands steady, though he was
white of face, Ed replaced the stake.
There was nothing to keep him there

RUSSELL trudged back to the

any longer. “lI might as well be
movin’,” he said to himself. “It's a
long ride to Cochinilla.”
THE END
ae

(Continued from Page 77)

ly to crawl, but he was wrapped far
too tightly in the heavy, encumber-
ing hide. The effort left him bathed
in sweat, weak, conscious again of the
sound of the waterfall, but not hav-
ing moved at all.

He knew the truth of what Cold
Deck had said. He would cheerful-
ly have rolled down the steep slope
below, into the lake, in preference to
this, if given a choice. But that rope
held him fast, up here.

NCE HE lay still, the night

wasn't so bad. He grew more
stiff and cramped with every passing
hour, but the day, when the sun beat
down, would be worse. Once or twice
small animals passed nearby; one
stopped to gnaw at the bloody hide
a little, then, catching his scent,
scampered away. Pete was rolled
well inside of the big hide, out of
sight.

He dpzed a little, which helped.
Dawn came, then the sun. The ef-
fect was slow but increasingly per-
sistent. It grew warmer inside the
heavy hide, hot, hotter. Sweat ran

from every pore. It was stifling in-
side the skin, and the stench of raw
flesh and blood made it worse. A few
insects began to find their way in-
side, an added torment.

He almost lost count of time. All
that he could see was a patch of blue
sky, far out, and the limb of a tree.
Not much of either. And to his ears
kept coming the tormenting sound of
the waterfall. His tongue was thick
now, his mouth dry. He had almost
ceased to sweat, though this was like
a Turkish bath. But the moisture
was being boiled out of him.

Once, at what he judged was a lit-
tle past noon, he heard a sound which
filled him with wild hope—somebody
whistling. He had the idea that it
might be Bob Dexter, hunting as
usual, and not too far away. Pete
tried desperately to shout. But his
voice was little more than a croak in
his throat; the cowhide muffled the
sound. Nothing happened except that
the whistling faded and was gone.

And now a new torture was added.
The skin, drying under the fierce, dry
heat of the sun, was starting that



process of contraction, becoming un-
pleasantly tight. He could barely
wiggle his fingers now.

The long day was nearly done, he
knew. And so was he. Cold Deck
had not returned. The conviction
grew in him that Cold Deck had no
intention of returning. With Pete
gone, he'd get the ranch anyway. And
this was the sort of final, slow, bit-
terly inexorable vengeance which
would most appeal to Cold Deck.

CHAPTER XXVI
W ater!

HE PERSISTENT murmur of

the waterfall was a continual

torture now. Pete could pic-
ture the lake, cold and deep, the flash-
ing spray of the falls, the river be-
low, with its eddies and pools, the
springs here and there along the
banks, adding their bit to the whole.
Water! Water so close at hand, and
yet so unreachably far away.

Night was coming on again; the
sun had set, and it was a little cooler.
His mind was dull, hardly able to
comprehend. It had been the longest
day he had ever spent, the longest he
ever would know. -He couldn’t stand
another such day.

The sound of Cold Deck’s voice
came as a surprise, for he hadn’t
heard him approach. Perhaps he had
dozed a little, on the verge of uncon-
sciousness.

“How yuh cornin’ in there?” Cold
Deck asked. “Enjoyin’ it?”

Fierce anger flared anew in Pete
against the man who had done this
thing to him. He strove to curse him,
but his tongue was thick and the
words were garbled. Cold Deck
chuckled, and the mouth of a bottle
was thrust in against Pete’s mouth.
Water! Part of it ran out and bathed
his face in blessed coolness, and he
swallowed a little of it. Not much,
for the bottle was withdrawn again.

“Mebby yuh can talk better now,”
Cold Deck suggested. “That taste
good?”

It was nectar and ambrosia, what-
ever those might be, but nonetheless
bitter anger still consumed him. Fired

Prentiss el the Box 8 87
by it, he had no intention of giving
in.

“There’s plenty more where it
came from,” Cold Deck went on.
“And 1 can still get this hide off yuh
if yuh're ready to be sensible. I've
got an agreement ready for yuh to
sign—and plenty water. Ready?”

“You can go to the devil,” Pete
said thickly. “Likely he’ll take you
in as a full pardner in his business.”

“Meanin’ yuh won’t sign?”

“Meanin’ | won't sign.”

“Well, | gave you your chance. So
far as your signing or not is con-
cerned, | don’'t much care anyway
and | won’t be coming back again!”

Cold Deck stood up from where he
had been hunkered down and started
to move away. Unreasoning panic
surged through Pete, but he resisted
the impulse to call after the foreman,
to agree to whatever he stipulated.
He wasn’'t going to give in. And he
knew, from what had happened al-
ready, that to sign would be the sig-
nal for death, more speedy than this,
but just as certain.

Pete clamped his lips. He heard
the receding sound of hoofbeats down
the trail again, followed by silence.
An unearthly scream split the night,
but it was merely a screech-owl, prob-
ably on a limb of the tree above him.
Somewhere a coyote howled in a
strange medley of tongues, then, clos-
er at hand, some small animal started
to sniff around the hide, and he could
hear sharp little teeth gnawing at it.
A flurry of growls arose as a second
animal appeared on the scene and was
challenged by the first comer.

None of this mattered much to
him. There were too many layers
of the heavy cowhide around him,
and it was too tightly shrunken into
place, for these squabblers to make
any particular difference or to give
-him a chance. And there was still
the echoing roar of the waterfall—

He became aware that, aside from
the waterfall, the night had grown
abruptly still again, like a calm be-
fore storm. The animals which had
been fighting over the scraps of
meat on the hide had vanished like
shadows, and other small noises of
the night had been stilled as before
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commanded their respect and fear.
And then he heard it—a paw rasping
on the rocky trail, a hoarse sniff, and
Pete felt a new sensation—for OlId
Slewfoot had come.

It wasn't fear which gripped Pete
now, for nothing could be any worse
than the fix he was in. Even death
itself would be a welcome release.
But the presence of the big grizzly
still had the power to do something
to him, as it did to every living thing
which crossed his path. Slewfoot was
the king of the wild, and he carried
his kingship with a ruthless paw.
Now he had reached the hide, and
stopped to investigate. His sniffing
woof was loud and truculent.

OR A moment he looked it over,

knowing it for a cow hide, but

perhaps perplexed at finding it
this place, where cattle never
climbed, and in such a position. Prob-
ably the scent of man came to his
keen nostrils, but that held no ter-
rors for Slewfoot. Rather it caused
a growl to rumble in his throat, dis-
like to spring to full-fledged hatred.

What happened then was so sud-
den as to be shocking. Angered and
perhaps disgusted by this meatless
thing which he found in his path,
Slewfoot ripped at it with a mighty
paw. Pete could feel the impact of
it through the several stiff layers of
hide, hear the rasp of the claws along
the partly dried skin. Evidently that
swiping stroke caught the lariat rope
which was wound once around the
whole and passed from there up to
the tree, and the rope snapped like a
piece of string.

The next instant, still as a result
of that powerful paw, the hide was
rolling and tumbling down the steep
incline below the path.

It struck against a stunted pine,
bounded crazily, and kept on going.
Then, an instant later, with a splash
which must have startled even Old
Slewfoot up above, it reached the wa-
ter and went under, entirely out o*
sight.

The skin had struck the water side-
wise, which kept it from going down
so deep as would have been the case

(Continued On Page 89)
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if it had made the dive endwise.
Even so, it went under for quite a
distance. But the heavy, rigid skin
took all the violent impact of the wa-
ter, so that Pete scarcely felt it.
What he did feel was the sudden
sense of coolness, the water pouring
in at both ends. It came to him that
he’'d probably drown now, but that
was a joyous change from the pros-
pect of only a few minutes before.

Then, buoyant as a cork, the hide
shot back to the surface and plowed
forward for thirty feet or so before
it slowed to an easy drift. The wa-
ters of the impounded lake were very
deep, and at this end, opposite the
dam, they scarcely moved at all.
Likewise, they were very cold, Pete
discovered—almost icy cold.

For long hours he had been too
warm, sometimes sweatingly hot.
Now that was suddenly reversed, and
the transition, pleasant for a few mo-
ments, became uncomfortably the
other way. Then he discovered that
luck, to some extent at least, was
still with him. The skin floated so
that he was lying on his back, sub-
merged up to his chin, but his nose
and mouth were safely out of the wa-
ter. If it had turned the other side
up, he would already have drowned.

He had swallowed enough water to
guench his raging thirst and, weak as
he was from sweating, from being so
constricted, as well as from lack of
food, new life seemed to flow back
into his veins with the quenching of
his thirst. But he was still a help-
less prisoner.

Still, there might be a chance at es-
cape now, where none had existed be-
fore. Two-thirds of the heavy hide
was submerged, and all of it had been
well under water. It was still green
enough to soak up quickly again, and
as it soaked it would expand. Here
in the lake, with nothing to hold it to-
gether, the edges would begin to un-
roll a little, to loosen. Maybe he could
wriggle out of it after a while.

The actual chances of doing that
were pretty slim, and what would
happen to him after that, if he actual-
ly did get out, Pete refused to think
about. It would have to be one thing
at a time now. He set to work, twist-

(Continued On Page 90)
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and and squirming, able to move a
little now. And then he discovered
that, if he was to get out at all, it
would only be after the grimmest
fight of his life.

The big hide, having lain flat on
the ground as it dried, had formed
into a shape which kept it balanced
so that his face was upright, and that,
in view of the mirror-like stillness of
the lake, kept it from turning over as
he worked and leaving him face down
in the water. But he was so terribly
cramped from those long hours in
the skin that it required a definite ef-
fort of will to force any muscular ac-
tivity back into his hands or legs.
Even his fingers had ceased to have
any particular feeling.

ETE persisted. The cold water

had shocked the blood to cours-
ing again in veins where the circula-
tion had been checked, and that
helped somewhat. But as he did
manage to roll his whole body a lit-
tle, to move both arms somewhat and
even twist his legs a little, he repeat-
ed the experience he had suffered
before, after being tied back at the
cavern—only this was far worse. Ten
thousand needles seemed to be prick-
ling his skin, stabbing through it in a
vicious torture,

There was one good reaction which
he had no time "to think about. The
exertion to which he was forcing
himself served in part to counteract
the numbing cold of the water. One
arm moved a little more, he felt the
whole hide around his shoulders sag
a little more loosely and, gritting
his teeth at the pain, he worked the
arm back and completely out of the
covering hide.

Free, the arm felt as though it had
been broken, but it was all right, and
he could tear at the loose edge of the
now soaked skin with it, and thus
gain more room inside. He worked
his other arm loose as well, then,
with a sort of frantic patience, set
about inching back out of his co-
coon.

Here was more trouble, for now, as
his head and shoulders worked back,
they dipped completely under water
with every effort. He managed to sit
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half up, but the whole thing turned
and collapsed under him. Then, sur-
prisingly, it had slid away from him,
and he was free, out in the water.

Free, apparently, to drown. For
by now the chill was penetrating to
the very marrow of his bones and, the
first flush of energy, gone again, he
was close to exhaustion. He could
do very little swimming under such
conditions. And though the shore
wasn't very far away, it was a sheer
ledge of rock, a dozen feet above the
level of the water. He couldn’t climb
out even if he did reach it. The wa-
ter, right up to the cliff, was at least
a hundred and fifty feet deep.

And the big hide, still partly rolled
together, which might have served to
buoy him up as a raft, had shot away,
and was drifting now far out of
reach.

CHAPTER XVII
Cake Eater

HUCKS, this ain’t no time

v to get discouraged!” The

T thought ran through Pete's
mind as he forced stiff and numbed
arms to thrash about and keep him
afloat. “Here I've been wantin’ a
drink for hours, wantin’ to get loose,
and I've got both of them. And I
always figgered that, for a cowboy, I
was a pretty good swimmer. Let's
see you make that brag good, cow-
boy !”

His mind, dull during the after-
noon and evening, was active enough
now. But that wasn't enough, when
his body was too tired and cold to
keep going. Encouraged himself as
he might, he knew that it was only
a question of minutes now. The
shore was a hundred feet away, and
while he had set for his next goal the
job of reaching it, he didn't believe
he ever could. Even if he did, he
couldn’t get out when he got there.
Two hundred feet farther down the
bank shelved enough so that it might
be possible to climb out. But that
would mean three hundred feet of
swimming—

A faint splash came to his ears,
but it didn't much interest him.
Probably a beaver, swimming in these

(Continued On Page 92)
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precincts supposedly sacred to him-
self and his kind, had discovered
some alien presence and hit the water
with his tail to warn of danger. He
couldn’t swim any farther, try as he
might—

“Pete! Pete! Do you hear me?”

Pete blinked, trying to open clos-
ing eyes, to struggle a little farther.
But it was no use. He was pretty
far gone, he realized, when he heard
an angel’s voice. And that was what
it had been, naturally, for it had
sounded like Hazel's voice—

“Pete! Here, don't fight now. Let
me help you.”

It was Hazel, beside him, getting
one of his arms over her shoulder,
without any conscious volition on hi3
part, then swimming strongly down
the lake, toward that part of the
shore where there might be a chance
to get out. Something seemed to
snap in Pete’'s mind, releasing it,
while fresh energy, a second wind,
coursed through him. Somehow Hazel
had happened to be on the shore,
had seen him and had come to his
rescue. That splash had been her
dive into the lake.

But she was encumbered by her
dress, just as he was by water-soaked
clothes, and he had to help her. Pete
managed to swim a little, and he saw
her face, white and strained, then
what must have been the branch of a
willow was pushed into his fingers,
and he was told to hold fast.

“I'll help you out,” Hazel encour-
aged him, and he saw her scramble
out. Then she was reaching down,
helping him, and he was out, on the
steep slope above. He tried to stand,
but his legs buckled under him, and
he crawled on hands and knees for a
while, until the ground became more
level and he could stand up with her
assistance.

Then, back under a cluster of trees,
he collapsed, thankful just to lie
there, not cramped in any way, to
rest. He was still cold, but the des-
perate exertions of the past few
minutes had kept his blood flowing,
and, soaked though he was, he ap-
preciated the warm night, much
warmer out here than in the spring-
fed waters of the lake.
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It had been, he saw, a desperate
battle for Hazel to rescue him, but
she was excited and smiling now.

“How on earth did you ever get
out there, Pete?” she demanded.
“Tell me what has happened,”

T WAS a relief to talk. He told

her, enough so that she could un-
derstand, but dwelling lightly on the
torture of those hours while the sun
beat down and the skin gradually
dried. He saw the play of emotions
across her face—concern, pity, anger,
and something else in her eyes as she
looked at him.

“Oh, Pete!” she whispered.
was horrible!”

“Seems to have had a happy end-
ing,” Pete grinned. “How on earth
did you happen to be here, to find
me?”

“I'll tell you in a minute. I'll
you're starved, you poor boy.”

Pete rubbed his chin.

“Well, that wouldn't be exaggerat-
in’ much,” he agreed. “Let’s see, just
when did | eat last?”

“I'll be back in a minute,” Hazel
promised, and disappeared. She was
as good as her word, for she returned
presently with a coat, from whose
pocket she produced a package and
opened it. Food! Sandwiches, even
a piece of cake.

“Eat it,” she urged.
but it should help.”

Pete needed no urging. He was
into the second sandwich when he
stopped suddenly.

“How’d you happen to have this?”
he asked. “I'll bet it's your lunch.”

“Go right on eating, for | had sup-
per,” she adjured. “I did slip it into
my pocket, thinking 1 might be out
all night. But you eat every crumb
of that.”

“I'm a very obedient sort of a
hombre,” Pete grinned. “You were
going to tell me how you happened
to be around just when needed.”

“There are a lot of people out
hunting for you, Pete. 1—"

“Yeah,” he nodded, “lI remember
now. The posse. 1'd completely for-
gotten about them.”

“Not the posse,” she denied. “There
isn't a posse any longer. You see,

(Continued On Page 94)

“That

bet

“It isn't much,

Be
POPULAR!

In any Company - Anywhere!

To be really popular, you ibould know how to do many differ*
ont things—and do them well. An expert daneer U always In
demand socially. A man who can box or wrestle Is always “liked
and respected, people like you if you know how to entertain.
And the man or girl who know* tne art of love ft REALLY
desirable. These books tell you how.

“TRUE LOVE GUIDE™

How to woo, win and hold. Love and marriage problems solved 50e
“MODERN LOVE LETTERS

Love letters made easy with this instructive book-

Complete
instructions for writing letters on

love, courtship and mar-
riage—also 47 model letters. Avoid embarrassment. . . . Win
at love—Order your €opy TODAY ..o . 50e
* AMERICAN JUDO”
Here are the Improved modern scientific self defense Instruc-
tions taught to Commandos. Profusely illustrated. Expertly
witten. You master sure result-getting tricks that make a
midget out of a glant Formerly $1.00.............. Now only 500
“POLICE JIU-JITSU"
marines and G-Men. Beat the Japs at
Defend yourself anywhere ...................... 50c
OLICE WRESTLING"

All the scientific mat holds, grips and falls explained and
HUSErated  ......oco. o 6Cc
“SCIENTIFIC BOXING"

Correct punching. Fight training. Practice and diet....... 50c

* HO! DANCE"
Complete guide to modem ballroom dancing;
tango, rumba, etc.

Ag taught to police,
their own game.

Learn the latest swing dance steps in a few hours ..
“TAP DANCING"
Learn quickly and easily. Entertain and dellght your friends 50e
TWO HUNDRED POPULA
RECITATIONS, STORIES AND POEMS
An amazing collection by old and new masters. Just what you
need to make you the life of the party. Formerly $1.00, Now 50c
“TWO HUNDRED POPULAR COWBOY SONGS"
And mountain ballads with words and music.,.......... Now 50c
“ALLEGED LUCKY NUMBERS GYPSY DREAM BOOK"
Contains 1000 answers, readings, alleged lucky days, etc.
Formerly $1.00 ................................................................ Now
“ ASTROLOGY— HOROSCOPES"
What the stars tell about your future .. ... 50c
“25 LESSONS IN HYPN
Leant to use thls weird power
THURSTON'S CARD TRICKS"
Baffle your frlends with professional sleights
JOE MILLER'S JOKE BOOK"
The gbreatelt collection of jokes, gags, quips and puns ever
assem

ANY S BOOKS FOR $1.80
ANY 9 BOOKS FOR ONLY $250
ALL te FOR ONLY $4.5
Send coih or money order only. If not satisfied,
return witMo t am fw tosmediat* refund.

FILL our THE COUPON NOW!

Pickwick Co.. Dent. 90&

-
73 Woit 44th Street, dew York 1S, N. Y. i
| eneien $.......... (In each or money order) |
tor which Mad o tho tooks cheeked M |
D “True Lett Suide” o "Two Hundred Pooulor |
"Modem Love Utter*” Recitation.” 1

“ Asssrican Jude” O "Two HunSred Papular 8
O"polio. jiuJltan” Sen s
SP(IJIlce Wnétllns &“Aelleged Lucky Number.” :j

clontitte Boxin "Astrology— Horascopes”

0 "Hew to Banco 9" 13“is Le$ge)rlls In Kyonetlsm 1
O "'Swing Steps” O "Thurstiit'c Card Tricks” |
P "Tag suiting” O “Jso Miller’, ieko Bock” R

r

|

City tat* ... R
8% additional for Canada B

93



94

The Secret of h/Zihnnmc

f.;l 1

x{ , learn the ART of LOVI
Now SI t»M you fan him
how xa win and hold you*
loved onel Don’t rniu.tht
raptures ol romantic love,
leans tow to be cttrae-
tiv» to the choice of youf
heart!

The ert ol tender wooing
la simply end clearly rev
vested In this franh booh.
It telle you exactly what
men end women want in
their loved one* . . and
why many (ail out ol

noranee and (ear. Know
all the thing* that make
lor = happy love lifel

IQMAHTIC PROBLEMS
SOLVED!

Don’t to in the dark any

_ longer. Thi* took die.

#****e with underrtanding and tyrapathy, in eaay.

kwundetiMnd language, the remedy for maritel

incompatibility, and many ptheff thing* you've
Nwaye wanted to knew!

«OUT M ur-MSHCOWW JEOWI

| DR M 8

| ora enclosing 25c. Send me TEXT® LOYB GuUIDE, |
postage prepaid 1

INAVE oo e !

| ADBBESS

1 Canadian order* COe Cash with ord&r.

MAN AtIVI] ]

GET BACK YOUR NATURAL REP!

Be fit and ready (or every eteeritney,
men ant women. All nature aike to m eaey, natural
etlmaletlon. Eliminate the polwli* that make you tired,
logy, and ambitionlew.

RELIEVE YOUR ORGANS NOW!

Nature needs a helping hand . . when your system bemtes
clogged, poisons linger in the Intestinal tract. YOou
become sluggish, tired, rundown . . Your organs don't
function at nature Intended—so FREE ygur deggod sys-
tem of the poisons and discomfort—the easy way with
NATURE 8EEDS.

QUICK ACTING
Contain* No Harmful Drugs

NATURE SEEDS add) roughage aad reliever the work
of the ergaiio, clean* the fasts® singly, leaving you
clear-eyed, eaarkling, vide-awak*. NATURE SEEDS It
your aniwer.

If Not Delighted — Your Money Back

Don't Delay . . Got Peg Today. Jutt tend same and
addrtn and pay postman (2.28, whleh Include* 0.0.0,
fee and pottage; er, if you send $2.08 new, we pay poet*
age . mand the easy way te Natural Living It YOURS.

Nature's Seeds, Dept. DA-3

1» EAST BROADWAY, NEW YORK 2, N. Y.

America neetic fit

Blue Ribbon Western

(Continued From Page 93)
Zane recovered consciousness, along
early this morning, and told his
story. He didn’t see who it was that
shot him, but he cleared you. And
since 'you had disappeared—well,
some of your friends have been try-
ing to find you. | wandered up this
way, just on chance, since | didn't
know where t© look. | saw some-
thing out in the lake; then | saw
that it was you, and you were almost
sinking. That's all, | guess.”

“That’'s a whale of a lot,” Pete de-
clared, finishing the last of the cake.
“Did you make that cake?” he de-
manded.

“Why, yes, | did. What's that got
to do with it?"

“That was the best cake | ever ate
in my life, and | wanted to tell you
so. You make that sort regular?”

Hazel colored a little.

“Why, pretty regular, | guess. It's
nothing extra.”

“It is to me. And Zane is getting
along all right, is he?”
“Doc Tutt thought he'd pull

through now. He stayed awake long
enough to clear you, then went back
to sleep.”

“Heard anything about Slim Mow-
ery?”

“Why, no, | haven't. | rode back
from town, straight to our ranch, and
reported to Dad and Bob. Then we
started out.”

Pete nodded. He was warming up
a little again, and he felt relaxed,
cheerful, in a mood to turn over,
right there on the carpet of pine
needles, and sleep the clock around
a couple of times. But something
caught his ear, and he was suddenly
on his feet, drawing Hazel back with
him out of the opening, where moon-
light filtered down.

Even as he started to move, a rifle
bullet whistled past, venomously
close. Two hundred feet away, Cold
Deck was coming on a run.

CHAPTER XVIII
Death At Heel

HAT had happened was
swiftly clear to Pete. Cold
Deck had been fluffing
(Continued On Page 96)
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again when he had said that he
wasn’t coming back. He had figured
on going away, leaving Pete to a
wave of fresh hopelessness and de-
spair for an hour or so, then on re-
turning once more, and this time
finding Pete in a mood to sign. Cold
Deck wanted that signature, giving
him legal possession of the Box 8.

He had returned, to find Pete and
the hide both gone. Probably that
had startled and surprised him for a
little while. Then he had seen or
heard something, off across the nar-
row lake, and had started circling to
investigate.

It had been his intention to slip up
on them unobserved, but Pete's
trained ear had heard him, and his
swift move to get out of the patch
of light had warned Cold Deck.
Now, probably having heard that
Zane Zackett was alive, knowing that
the game was up unless he played a
ruthless hand Cold Deck was pre-
pared to do just that.

The first thing was to Kkill Pete.
Once he was out of the way, Cold
Deck would be boss of the Box 8 by
right of possession, with his gun-
ready crew behind him. Such wit-
nesses as there might be to what he
already had done would be hunted
down ruthlessly. Master of the
country by right of might, he aimed
to hold it.

And if he could get rid of Pete,
he'd be pretty apt to succeed. Pete
was his big stumbling-block, because
he was the legal owner of the Box
8, the dominating ranch in Poison
Valley.

A second shot quested for them,
but it was wilder, aimed at random.
Cold Deck was getting a bit panicky,
for he couldn't quite conceive of a
man who could escape from the posi-
tion he had left him in. But, panicky
or no, Cold Deck was all ruthless
k"ler now.

Hazel's face was white in the
gloom. She and Pete were unarmed;
their only chance lay in flight. They
turned, ran a few steps, keeping to
the darker places, and the anxious
light in the girl's eyes turned to dis-
may. Pete was in no shape for a
race of life and death with a man
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like Cold Deck. He was still too
stiff and cramped for his legs to re-
spond very well. He simply couldn’t
do it.

“Go off that way,”
imperiously, pointing.
Pete. I'll go this way.
chance.”

She was gone, running in an op-
posite direction, making quite a bit
of noise but not too much. As she
said, it was their only chance. To
stay together meant that they would
both be killed. For while Cold Deck
might have scruples where a woman
was concerned, he had reached the
point where he wouldn't let scruples
interfere with business. If Hazel
was a witness to murder, then she
would have to be disposed of.

she whispered
“Go quietly,
It's our only

T WAS that realization, as much
I as anything else, which induced
Pete to run the other way. Hazel
was still in danger, desperate dan-
ger, but it was he whom Cold Deck
wanted, and there was less danger
for her away from him than with
him.

He saw Cold Deck plunge past,
following Hazel, going by ear. That
ruse wouldn't work for long, and
Pete made the best of the chance
which Hazel had given him, going as
silently as possible, circling down to-
ward the head of the lake.

His ears were straining for the
sound of a shot, and his attention
wasn’'t too much on where he was
going. The next instant his feet
slipped out from under him and he
was falling.

Pete stepped short with a jar, some
ten feet down. Blinking, he looked
around, and saw that, in the half-
darkness, it wasn't so much wonder
that he had fallen, after all. Grass
and short brush grew up above, and
this was a crack in the earth—or it
was more like a crack than anything
else, though it was in reality a small
canyon. Ten feet deep here, it wasn’'t
more than four feet wide, either at
top or bottom, and the top of it was
almost covered over by grass and
brush. It seemed to run off in both
directions for an indefinite distance.

He couldn’t very easily climb back

(Continued On Page 98)
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out of it here, but for the moment
he wasn't anxious. The voice of Cold
Deck came faintly to his ears again
—ecursing in a helpless fury. Which
informed Pete that the foreman had
discovered how he had been fooled,
and had left off chasing Hazel to
swing back and try to find Pete
again. Now, in the grip of his an-
ger, Cold Deck had thrown caution
to the winds and was blundering
along, growling to himself and mak-
ing a lot of noise.

Pete could hear him approaching;
then he veered off again on a new
tack. It was apparent to him that
Pete must be somewhere in this
vicinity, and he was trying desper-
ately to find him. He came back
again part way, moving more care-
fully now, but Pete could still hear
him. Then, at a loss, Cold Deck
swung once more, and the faint noise
was gradually lost.

Crouching down in the crack-like
canyon, Pete grinned. That tumble
had been a piece of sheer luck,
Otherwise Cold Deck would almost
certainly have found him. As it was,
the foreman was completely puzzled
now, uncertain as to where he could
have got to, And it had given Hazel
a chance to get away. She would
probably go for help.

Pete was feeling a lot better now.
The stiffness had finally left his
limbs, the cold was gone from his
body, and while he was still tired,
the lunch had helped a lot, as had
the water. He was still in shape to
do a good deal, if he had to.

He tensed at a new sound. It
couldn’t be mistaken, and he knew,
without any question, that he'd need
to do all that he could in a supreme
effort. Somewhere down the canyon,
Old Slewfoot was coming up—and
Slewfoot was on his trail!

Most bears shy away from trouble
or contact with a human as eagerly
as the average human shies away
from them, with fear and respect. But
Slewfoot was not of that ilk. He had
become a killer, and in turn he had
been ruthlessly hunted. Because of
that, he entertained a burning, ag-
gressive and ever-present hatred for
man, any man, all men. Moreover,
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he was hungry tonight. The hunting
hadn’t been good, and he had been
considerably angered when that
strange meaty object which he had
found on the trail and started to in-
vestigate had got away from him and
plunged into the lake.

INCE then he had been on the

prowl, here around the head of
the lake, and now, scenting man
ahead again, he was wanting both
vengeance and meat. Slewfoot was
in his most dangerous mood.

So far he hadn’t caught sight of
Pete, partly because of turns in the
canyon, partly because he was near-
sighted at best. But he was coming

up it. Pete turned and ran, follow-
ing it, hoping for a way out, for
some chance at escape. He was un-

der no delusions as to the mood that
Slewfoot would be in, nor as to how
ruthless a killer he would be tonight.
There wasn't much choice, in their
present moods, between Cold Deck
and Slewfoot.

Pete grinned briefly at the irony
of it. All unwittingly, Slewfoot had
saved his life once tonight. Now, If
he could manage it, he intended to
kill him.

But if he could get out of here and
find a good tree to climb, he'd stand
a chance. Grizzlies were notorious-
ly poor climbers, and Slewfoot was
too big to be any good at it. The
first thing was to escape from the
canyon.

That wasn't proving to be so easy.
It had grown deeper, widening out a
little as it ran, but there was no
place which seemed to offer a way
out. The sides were still sheer up
and down. Somewhere behind Pete
could still hear the bear coming on.
Not having actually sighted him, the
big grizzly hadn’'t broken into a
charge, that shambling run which,
though it looks so awkward, can
cover the ground faster than a horse
can run. If he could keep out of
sight—

Pete was breathing hard from his
exertions, but now, ahead, the cad-
yon seemed to end—there was a way
out. He gasped in relief and kept on
going. Here was a way out, all right,

(Continued On Page 100)
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(Continued Prom Page 9

but to one side was the lake, and
Pete didn’t care to jump into it again,
even to escape Slewfoot. All along
here the sides of the lake were high
and steep, and once in it again, he'd
drown, even if Slewfoot, watching
as long as he struggled, wouldn’'t be
on hand and waiting if there was a
chance of climbing out again. For
here at the head, Slewfoot would
quickly circle, splashing across the
river, which was little more than a
creek now, if Pete tried to reach the
far shore.

On the other side was rough,
canyon-like country—a place where
Slewfoot could travel far easier and
faster than he could. And no trees
which amounted to anything grew
here. The only way open was up
the side of the mountain—a rough,
rocky, precipitous trail. Pete climbed
hard, and as his muscles seemed
about to fail him, he saw the grizzly
scrambling along behind him, not a
hundred feet back. The sight added
a new burst of energy which Pete
hadn’t suspected he possessed.

Here, climbing this way, they were
fairly evenly matched, and Pete was
at least holding his own. But in a
chase of this sort, if it continued
long, he would be no match for the
grizzly, Pete topped the crest and
turned off along a path at the side,
the only path or chance to keep go-
ing. From the sounds, Slewfoot was
still persistently climbing.

Pete’'s eyes brightened. Up ahead
a hundred feet or so the path wid-
ened out somewhat, and there were
a couple of good-sized pine trees.
If he could keep going long enough
to reach them and climb, he might
be safe.

It was his only chance, but the go-
ing wouldn't be easy, climbing the
first ten feet or so—and those ten
feet were vital. To be pulled down
by a questing paw, with safety just
another branch out of reach, wouldn’t
be a nice end to this race. Lungs
burning with the effort, legs fairly
shaking under him, Pete staggered
ahead. Just a few more steps—

He stopped, but not of his own
volition. Sheer, stark horror flooded
across him, such terror as he hadn't
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experienced even in the depths of the
drying cowhide. For something had
seemed to leap at him from the’grass
of the trail—to leap and grab with a
numbing grip. He had stepped
squarely into a bear trap set here
along the trail.

CHAPTER XXIX
Doom Catches Up

HE closing jaws of the bear
T trap had caught high up on his

leg, not far below the knee.
The snap of the tempered steel
springs was vicious. For a trap such
as this had been built in the first
place to catch and hold such mon-
sters as Old Slewfoot, and that ne-
cessitated fine steel and sturdy con-
struction.

Pete’s boot and trouser leg offered
a little protection, but not much,
against the crushing impact. Enough
to keep that first snap from break-
ing the bone, but for all that, sharp
pain raced up his leg, and from the
first Pete knew how helpless he was.
He was caught—with Slewfoot close
behind!

Pete remembered now the remark
which Cold Deck had made the other
day, following the Kkilling of the
steer by the big grizzly: that he in-
tended to have a try at trapping him.
Slewfoot was trap-wise, but it was
evident that Cold Deck knew some-
thing of the nature and habits of the
big renegade from long observation.
He had had this mountain trail in
mind at the time as a likely place to
conceal traps where Slewfoot would
be pretty apt to go, sooner or later.

“And that was a good guess-only
Slewfoot won't need to worry about
the traps when he does come,” Pete
reflected wryly.

He glanced back down the trail,
expecting to see the big grizzly come
charging into sight. Instead, there
came a terrified blat from a calf, fol-
lowed by an answering roar of rage
from the grizzly, a fresh crashing off
to the side in the brush.

It wasn't often that cattle followed
these high, steep trails, back in here
around the head of the lake, but now

(Continued On Page 102)
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and then they did venture this far up
in the* hills. And hearing the noise
now, Pete could reconstruct accu-
rately in his mind another tragedy of
the wild—one more tragedy in which
both killers of the range, Cold Deck
and Slewfoot, figured.

Somewhere around the foot of the
trail, back in here, a cow had ven-
tured and had left her calf hidden in
the brush while she took a brief holi-
day. Probably the same cow that
Cold Deck had killed for its hide,
the evening before, careless as to
whether a calf was left orphaned or
not.

The calf, of course, would lie silent
and unmoving where it had been left,
for hours. But following the long
night and the still longer day during
which its mother did not return, with
mounting hunger and thirst it would
grow restless and unsure. Now the
proximity of the grizzly, the pungent
scent of the killer in its nostrils, had
terrified the calf, frightening it from
its covert. And as it jumped and
ran, with a shrill blast of terror, Old
Slewfoot, angry and hungry, was di-
verted from following the trail Into
pursuit.

Pete could guess that much from
the sounds, and he felt a thrill of
hope. If Slewfoot could be kept
away, he might have a chance. But a
look down at his foot wasn't en-
couraging. Without clamps to com-
press those mighty springs, he
couldn’t possibly free himself from
the trap. Even the stroke of Slew-
foot’s paw, a paw which could break
the back of a horse, against those
springs, or his mighty jaws tearing
at them, would have little effect.

Setting his teeth against the
mounting pain in his leg, Pete
studied the situation. As he had ex-
pected, the trap wasn't fastened sol-
idly. The short, powerful chain was
attached to an old log, partly con-
cealed in the grass. This log was
some six feet long and nearly a foot
thick, calculated to prove a heavy
drag if the bear was once caught. A
bear like Slewfoot could pull it along
behind him, but slowly, leaving a
plain trail to follow. Yet it would
give a little whenever he tried to get
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a solid pull, preventing his mighty
strength from tearing his foot loose
from the trap, as might happen if it
was solidly anchored.

The chain was wired to the log,
and Pete set about loosening it, ft
would still be next to impossible for
him to walk with the heavy trap on
his leg, but he would have a little
freedom of action.

E HAD it almost freed when a
I I sound caused him to turn.

It wasn't Slewfoot standing there
in the trail, as he had more than half
expected. It was the other renegade
of Poison Valley, Cold Deck.

There was a half-smile on the kill-
er's face now, a smile as mirthless as
a mask, In the crook of his arm he
held a rifle.

“So you decided to wait for me,
did you, Prentiss?” he asked.

Pete stared back at him. The only
difference, he saw, between Cold
Deck and Slewfoot was that the bear
would have charged to the Kkill at
once. Cold Deck preferred to savor
his triumph first.

Receiving no reply,
smile broadened.

“When | set that trap for a var-
mint, |1 didn’t expect to be so lucky
in what | caught,” he nodded. “But
that's one of the beauties of trappin’
—yuh never know what prize you'll
get. And this time, Prentiss, I've
not only got yuh hard and fast, but
there won’'t be any more fooling.
This time I'm going to shoot yuh,
just like 1 would any other animal
that stepped in that trap.”

Pete waited, still in silence. His

Cold Deck's

refusal to answer, or to plead for
mercy, seemed to infuriate Cold
Deck.

“Made up yore mind that |

wouldn’t let yuh go, eh?” he sneered.
“Well, that's plumb correct. I've
given yuh plenty chances already,
and you didn't take any of them
when the takin’ was good. Right
now it wouldn’t be any mercy to let
you loose, anyway. Yuh're in no
shape to ride out of this country—
and it ain't big enough to hold the
two of us.”
(Continued On Page 104)
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“It won't be big enough to hold
you much longer,” Pete retorted.

“No? Think yuh've stirred up
enough of a hornet's nest to chase
me out? Yuh don't know me very
well, I've been preparin’ for this for
a long time—and I'm not going to
fail now. How does it feel to have
yore foot in a trap?”

“A coyote like you wouldn’t en-
joy it.”

Cold Deck’s face reddened angrily.
He half raised the rifle—the moon-
light shone cold and hard along the
barrel—then lowered it again.

“Looks to me like yuh're anxious
to get it over with,” he said shrewd-
ly. “And so there’s no reason for
being in a hurry. Once | do shoot
yuh, I'll just carry yuh across to the
lake, which is right handy, and plen-
ty deep. With that trap on yore foot,
yuh'll sink to the bottom, and stay
there. Folks’ll figger yuh've left the
country, and if they do any other
surmisin’, they won't be able to prove
a thing.”

That, Pete realized, was a fair
summoning up of the situation. If
there was only something that he
could do, some way to fight back!
But he was weaponless, unable even
to move around. And from the sud-
den glint in Cold Deck’s eyes, he
knew that the killer had made up his
mind, and was through with fooling.

Again the rifle barrel lifted. It
was starting to center, expertly,
when, coming from the same direc-
tion that Cold Deck had, Old Slew-
foot burst into view and came ahead
in the clumsy, galloping run which
was so devastating. He was not a
hundred feet away when he came in
sight, and his sudden appearance
seemed almost to paralyze Cold.
Deck. Plainly he had not suspected
that the big grizzly was anywhere
Hereabouts tonight.

The rifle wavered, started to swing
toward the bear. But for once,
something close to terror had Cold
Deck in its grip. He took an un-
steady step backward, and a high
scream of pain and fear broke from
his lips. He pitched wildly, thresh-
ing about like a madman, the rifle
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falling from his hands while the
grizzly came on.

Cold Deck had stepped into anoth-
er of his own hidden traps!

CHAPTER XXX
The Silver Lining

LD SLEWFOOT was in a
O particularly  vicious mood.

He had been hungry tonight
with a gnawing appetite which had
been with him for days. Following
his killing of the steer the other day,
he had been driven off from that
spot without a chance to satisfy his
appetite, and with three fresh bullet
wounds to aggravate him.

None of them was serious, but all
of them tormented him persistently
—enough not only to keep him in a
constant rage, but to spoil his hunt-
ing. Try as he would, he couldn’t
stalk prey as expertly as usual, and
on two separate ocasions a particular-
ly vicious twinge of pain had caused
him to snarl involuntarily at just the
wrong moment, and so to warn in-
tended prey that had escaped his
charge.

Tonight he had found that cow-
hide, and had lost it just as he was
about to investigate its possibilities.
On the trail of man, he had been di-
verted by that blatting calf, which he
had turned aside to pursue in the
conviction that it would be an easy
prey.

But again he had been fooled, The
calf had run in blind, headlong ter-
ror, keeping ahead of him just long
enough to reach the lake shore and
to plunge far out and land in a
mighty splash down below. There
it would drown, but Slewfoot was
experienced enough to know that it
was out of his reach.

Doubly angered, he had circled
around on a new trail, and had quest-
ed gradually back toward where he
had been chasing Pete, this time com-
ing up the trail from the opposite di-

rection. Now, scenting not one but
two mortal enemies ahead of him,
Slewfoot lowered his head and

charged, utterly heedless of any dan-
ger to himself.
(Continued On Page 106)
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It was his sudden appearance, and
the beginning of that charge, which
so unnerved Cold Deck. His step
back had been involuntary, for see-
ing the grizzly had made him forget
that he had planted another trap in
the trail. The jerking grab of the
jaws about his ankle served com-
pletely to unnerve him.

Pete had watched in startled com-
prehension. Cold Deck’s involuntary
motion in falling and throwing his
arms wildly sent the rifle tumbling
far beyond any chance of his recov-
ering it, but almost to Pete's feet.
Without an instant’s hesitation, Pete
snatched it up and began pumping
bullets at the charging grizzly.

Ever with the rifle, Pete wasn't at
all sure that it would do any good.
He knew that he was sending the
bullets where he wanted them to go,
but despite their terrific impact,
Slewfoot kept rolling along.

Then, when it seemed that mere
bullets were as bee stings before the
impact of the charge, Slewfoot wav-
ered, staggered, and began a head-
long, plunging slide. He was hard
hit, finished. He collapsed in a heap
almost beside where Cold Deck lay.

Had Cold Deck remained quiet, all
would have been well. But he tried
to jump and crawl away, and the trap
chain jerked him back, sent him
sprawling against the grizzly. The
glazed eyes of the bear opened for a
moment, red with hate. A mighty
paw lifted in a last slap, a blow
which could still break the neck of a
bull. Then man and bear, renegades
of the Silvers, lay together in one
pile, curiously alike in death.

ETE stood for a moment, star-
F ing, finding himself suddenly

weak and shaking with the reaction.

The rifle, he discovered, was empty.
He had pumped eight bullets into the
grizzly to stop that devastating
charge. A few extra bullets would
have been welcome now, for with
them he might have shot the bolts
off the heavy bear trap, loosening the
springs and relaxing the grip of the
jaws.

Probably Cold Deck would have

(Continued On Page 108)
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more cartridges on him, Pete remem-
bered. First, however, he tried in-
serting the rifle barrel between the
partly opned jaws of the trap, pry-
ing with it. But while it helped to
relax the terrific pressure on his leg
a little, it wasn’'t enough.

A fresh idea came to him, and he
found a stone of the right size, then
pried and wedged it between the
jaws at their widest point of open-
ing, back from his leg. Again he
pried, inserting another wedge of
stone, until on one side the spring
was almost entirely compressed. But
the other spring still held him cap-
tive.

Twisting loose some of the wire
which fastened the trap chain to the
log, he wired the one spring down
solidly, then turned his attention to
the other side. It wasn't so hard now
to pry the jaw open on the far side
of his leg, still using the rifle barrel
as a lever, and to pull his foot out.

His leg was numb, and fresh waves
of pain jarred through him as he
tried to walk. But, using the rifle
now for a crutch, he managed it, hob-
bling slowly back down the trail

Hazel and Bob Dexter found him a
guarter of an hour later. At sight of
him, Hazel ran forward with a little
choking cry, and had him in her arms
as he staggered and all but collapsed.

“Pete!” she said. “What have they
been doing to you?”

“You look like you'd been through
the mill,” Bob added.

“Get the horses, Bob,” Hazel com-

manded. “Hurry!”
Bob turned, running, and Pete
sank down on the ground. He man-

aged a twisted grin in response to
the grave inquiry in the girl’s eyes.

“1 stepped into a bear trap,” he ex-
plained. “Nothing to worry about—
now. No bones broken, I guess. I'll
have me a sore leg for a spell, but if
I was to have a good nurse while |
was laid up, it'd be worth all the
trouble, I guess, and then some.”

Hazel colored, then, meeting his
eyes, nodded.

“You'll have as good a nurse as |
can make, Pete,” she promised. “Or
would you like somebody else?”

(Continued On Page 110)
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“Reckon I'd step into another bear
trap—to have you look alter me per-
manent,” he said, and this time, she
saw, there was no raillery in his
voice, though his eyes still smiled a
little.

“You won’'t need to—not if you
feel that way about it,” she agreed,
equally grave; and for the next few
minutes Pete almost forgot the pain
of his injured leg.

Bob found them there when he
brought the horses a few minutes
later.

“What happened anyway, Pete?"
he demanded. “lI thought 1 heard
some shootin’. Must have been more
than just steppin’ into a trap, from
the sound.”

“Why vyes, | was stopping Old
Slewfoot,” Pete conceded. “He was
charging us.”

"Us? Who do you mean?”

“Cold Deck was there, too.”

UDDEN apprehension was back
on Hazel's face now.

“Cold Deck? He—"

“Slewfoot got him,” Pete explained
gently. “We won’'t have to worry
about either of them any more.”

Bob eyed the two of them uncer-
tainly.

“I'm sure glad to hear that,” he
said. “But what the dickens have
you two been talkin' about all this
time, not to get all that said? Sure'd
be the first thing I'd ask about, if it
was me.”

“We were just discussing the idea
of you having me for a brother-in-
law,” Pete explained. “Think you
could get used to the idea, Bob?”

Bob stared from one to the other,
then his face relaxed in a broad grin.

“Gosh,” he breathed. “So you
two're thinkin’ of gettin’ married,
eh? Well, it's sure all right with me.

A man who can Kkill that big puma,
then kill Old Slewfoot, and top that
off by gettin’ the worst renegade the
valley ever had—it's sure all right
with me. This won’t be Poison Val-
ley any longer. It'll be the valley of
the Silver again, with—er—with a
silver linin’. Here I'm getting poeti-
cal, too. Think you can ride, Pete?”
(Continued On Page 112)
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“Sure | can ride,” Pete agreed.
“Just give me a horse.”

“We can go to our place,” Bob sug-
gested tentatively. “You’'ll be among
friends there.”

“Guess we better go to the Box 8/
Pete decided. ‘Sootig Lin wouldn’'t
like it if I didn't, and | owe quite a
lot to him. There’ll be no more trou-
ble from the rest of the crew now,
with Cold Deck out of the way,”

“Reckon not. But what about' the
rest of the valley? Dad was sayin’
you had some big scheme in mind,
and he sure thought it sounded fine.”

“Who told him?”

“It was Slim Mowery, | guess.
Slim’s coming along all right now—
so is Zane Zackett. And they've sure
spread the word around this country
that you're all right. Though | could
have told them that myself, after I
got to know you.”

“Just what is this new idea of
yours, Pete?” Hazel asked. “Dad
said it was a dandy, but we didn’'t
have time to talk.”

Pete colored a little.

“Why, shucks,” he protested. “It
ain't so much. Just sort of being
neighborly. Since | was tied up
from rentin’ or soilin’ water or a
right of way or anything like that, it
just occurred to me that partners
didn’t need to rent or buy from each
other. | talked it over with Zane,
and he agreed it was legal. Form a
big corporation, with all the ranchers
in it that want to come, each one
havin’ a share in proportion to the
size of what he puts in. Everybody
run their own place same as usual,
but the company all works together
where that will be the best thing. No
leasing or selling involved at all-
just everybody being neighborly for
the good of all concerned.”

Hazel's eyes glowed.

“1 think that's just splendid,” she
agreed.

Bob started to speak, then changed
his mind.

“Reckon I'll ride on ahead and tell
Soong you're cornin’,” he said, and
suited the action to the word.
“Shucks,” he added to himself, “they
didn’'t even hear what | said.”

THE END
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the heart of Texas. They're the songs our real he-men amuse
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cowgirls to their hearts. These songs and recitations have lived
traditionally with Americans and
will live forever because they
still hold fascination and afford
wholesome fun and recreation.
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Become a Witty Talker At Once...
Funny Remarks Everywhere You Go
Through This New, Very Simple Method

F you have a sense of hu-
mor, you are probably not

doing much with it. The

chances are that you're let-
ting others occupy the cen-
ter of conversation in social
groups. And yet these popu-
lar persons are really no
wittier than you. The only
difference is this; they are
popular everywhere because
they already know how to\
mash use of their sense of’,
humor.

Now you too can be a witty

talker. You too can have people
turn to listen to you everywhere
you go . and make them laugh

at your funny remarks. It's very

Wﬁ You merely have to know i

Yo
start w
perfect ease.
This laugh-making way of at-

tracting friends and winning every-
body’s praise may change your
whole life— and it's yours almost as
a gift. It started several year* ago
when Evan Esar, America's great-
est lexicographer of wit and hu-
mor, was asked by friends to show
them how to make their conversa-

tion sparkle. They asked him to
show them how to put into action
their own static sense of humor so
that they too could be witty among
people and quick in repartee.

At* Amazingly Simple Plan
He worked over the problem for
years . .» and finally created an
amazingly simple plan. So revolu-
tionary is this plan that it does
away with all conversational sys-
tems and rules. There is no course
to study, no lessons to learn. You
«tuaUy sttrt making people laugh

Available At Last

This amazingly simple plan has
at last been made available by m:
Itif ia the fora* of a comic dic-
tionary. It, consists of thousands of
comic definitions, wisecracks, puns,
comic thymes, boners, epigrams,
cOmic proverbs, eraes. etc. ... It
gives thousands of words and
phrases . * Wit covers thousands of
different subjects and everyday sit-

uations . . . It includes all sorts of
people, places, and things . . . And
everything is arranged in alpha-
betical order from A to Z.

You Laugh At You Learn
.. Now all you have to do is this.
Each day you spend about ten
minutes going over one page of
this big dictionary. There are hun-

WAR

Here are loedt ef laughs about
the war. Tha army. navy. sol-,
diers, sailors, generals,
outs, air raids, aviation

1*11 tha hilarious angle* of levs

Ifrom

typca of wisecracks A

A to Z. and includes many
repartee. -

POLITICS

Tha funniest wisecracks an poli-
ticians, Congress, the President,
[senators, elections, ~democracy,
{communism, fascism. -Nails, etc

PEOPLE

Here are all sorts of people from
Adam A Eve to Hitler. Columbus,
Caesar, Darwin, Karl Marx, etc.,
including Biblical characters.

dreds of pages in it, but you go
over one page only. You'll find*
yourself laughing at the many dif-.
ferent kinds of epigrams, comic de-
finitions. wise cracks, etc., on this

ge. When you are through with

you have acquired many comicm
items which you’ll find yourself us-
ing in conversation and in corres-
pondence. These funny remarks are
easy to remember because they are
all short. They aro never over one
sentence long.

Become Popular Everywhere

Before you know it, in a week

..or two, you will find an enormous

lange jn yourself. You will Mal
making hundreds of comic remarks
tion will sparkle and scintillated
You will at once become more
popular with friends and stran-
gers, and with all kinds of men
and women. Everywhere people
will be laughing at your quips
and gags, complimenting you
and admiring you.

SEND NO MONEY
EXAMINE IT FREE

Under government restrictions
on paper, etc., it is necessary
to limit the number of copies
of this big dictionary. We can
not guarantee that copies will
be available unless you send
for it now. To avoid disap-
pointment, act while the sup-
ply lasts. Hurryl Mail the
coupon now! You risk noth-
ing because, if not satisfied,
.you may return it within ten
days for full refund.

puns on
A trades.

Win

N WOMEN

(~'old maids, model*. Cowgirls, etc

Numerous belly-laughs A button-
busters from head to foot. Hipv
abdomen, legs, feet, hair, nose.
mouth, tooth, chin, hands, etc.

n ilarious humor on different types
.of criminals. Judges A Juries,
courts A prisons, detectives A
police, thieves A  racketeers, etc.

SPORTS I

A side-splitting collection of
sports humor covering baseball,
boxing, swimming, football, golf,
racing, fishing, tennis, cards, etc.-

ke every girl laugh at these

f comic items* which eover every-
wherever you go. 'Your conversa- thing
k

relating to eosmetles A

make-up for the faee A figure

Make everybody laugh with
these funny boners about the
radio, movies, comedians, bur-

FOOD

No end of food laughs from soup
to nuts.
tables, meats, etc.
rationing, cooking, dieting, etc.

Different fruits, vege-
Restaurants,

Pf If you want to make people laugti
v their heads off. just quote some
4Jof these lines about money, taxes,

bills, banks, checks. Inflation, etc.

PROFESSIONS

The world’s funniest proverbs A

all kinds of professions’
Architect, butcher, cook,

critic, dentist, druggist, editor.

GEOGRAPHY

A world of geographical gags
on Washington. Reno. California.

HERE ARE THE FACTS

"With this Comic Dictionary, you can not only
beat Jack Benny to the tag line but you can be
the wit of your block”—fort Worth Press of
Texas.

““It'a easy to be funny, the life of every party,
the wisecracker of every luncheon club. Just
cram up on gags from Esar’'s Comic Diction-
ary”— Pasadena Star-News of California.

"Evan Esar, the editor and compiler of this
comic dictionary, is America's greatest lexicog-
rapher of wit and humor.”— Keene Evening Sen-
tinel of Vermont. )

"Compiled in strict dictionary ttyl
the smart sayings of each jhmgfi*
able.”— Salt take City Desj&tt

“JtV one of tho- funniest things | have come
across in years,”— Gastonia Gazette of North
Carolina,

"Esar’s Comic Dictionairy will enable one to
or write amusing things 6n any and every
it, in public or private.”— Charleston Newt

of Sostth Carolina.
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KAr. Florida. Hollywood. Broadway,

America, Europe, Brooklyn, etc.

WEATHER

Esar's Comic Dictionary Is full
of gags A wisecracks about bad.
fair, unusual, etc., weather. Also
climate, rain, wind, seasons. etc.
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