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Starvation awaited this poverty-stricken
group In Texas, after the terrible war
between the states; death and disaster
awaited them on the long trail to Missouri
with their herd. But Cherry Vegas had a
plan, and Alamo Sage was willing to try,..
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1 Quick-Moving, Quick-Trigger Novel -

Akmo and Cherry realized that these were strangers <. «
6



It was suicidal madness,
this desperate trek from
Texas to Missouri, and even
if they escaped the rene-
gades lying in wait, there
was sine death and disas-
ter in the carpetbagger-rid-
den towns where they
would try to sell the herd!

y 1

land of tall men. Tall, with

wide shoulders that sloped to-
ward narrow hips and bowed out
again at the knees, in the manner of
a man who has lived half his life in
the saddle. His hair was a sun-
bleached brown, and the blue eyes

M E WAS a tall man, even in a
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beneath had a probing steadiness. And
the clothes he wore were old before
their time, like the face of him, with
¥outh pinched out like a new-blown
lower too soon plucked and left to
wither.

Others had seen him, from a mile
away. Someone had recognized him,
from half that distance, and had
lifted a shout and an arm in greeting.
Yet no one, curiously enough, had
come racing, giving an eager cayuse
a chance to run, to meet him. The
group of them—a score and half as
many again—had remained clustered
uneasily around the three canvas-
topped wagons, watchfully doing
nothing.

Off at the side, big even on the big-
ness of this sprawling Texas plain,
Alamo Sage could see the herd—the
blg%est bunch of beef he’d ever seen
gathered at one time. Longhorns
cropping the new short grass, raising
their heads to look and bawl uneasily,
as if aware that their fate was in the
making. Six thousand of them, if he
hadnt lost the knack of a quick es-
timate.

Resentment deepened the thin fur-
row between Alamo’s eyes, smould-
ered in their depths. It 'wasn’t good
for axan to harbor such_thoughts,
and Alamo knew it. Dangerous
thoughts, born of killing and seein
men killed. Defeat of the south ha
thrown his world into chaos. Defeat
had been bad enough, a bitter thing
to take. Viewing the consequences of
defeat across those thousand miles
had been infinitely worse. The re-
sentment had grown with every
passing mile.

Yet it had been offset in part by
hope. Texas was a long way from the
scene of conflict. Texas was big. Tex-
as was home. Texas would be as it
had been, and untouched. Hope had
been a hard thing to down.

Now it too, was dead. War had not
reached here, but the blood of con-
flict had spattered the land. Here
were ranches, such as this Rio
Ranch whereon he now rode, wide as
space itself. Men, strong as Texas
could breed. Cattle upon a thousand
hills and plains. And in the midst of
it all, desolation and ruin.

1 All of tfat was bad enough. But

this summons, which had reached him
yesterday—and to which, for some
reason that he did not quite under-
stand, he had responded—that had
been the worst of all. The work of a
woman. He had answered the call,
but only that he might turn it down,
flatly, coldly—As he would be doing,
n?vxr/]._ Whatever it was that she wanted
of him.

LAMO SAGE was close, now;

Close enough that he could hear

the uneasy sound of the great herd,

like muted, unceasing thunder. The

early morning sunlight, flashing back

from thousands of horns, was like the
glint of drawn sabres.

Now a figure was riding to meet
him, detaching itself from the clus-
ter near the three wagons. Coming
out, tall and straight and slender, on
a sorrel pony which seemed to spurn
the grass, as though buoyed up by
the glory of the burden it bore.

Despite  himself, Alamo’s eyes
warmed a little to the sight of her. It
had been four years since he’d seen
Cherry Vegas, and he’d remembered
her as still a rather Ie%gy kid, with
the arrogance in her, softened a little
by the look in her eyes, the catch in
her voice, as she had bid him good-

y.

“Alamo Sage!” she said, and her
voice was warm, like the sun, warm
and golden and mellow. It had deep-
ened with the years, yet still it was
light and tinkling as little bells at
vesper-time—such bells as he had
heard far to the east, “It’s good to see
you back, Alamo.”

“It’s nice to see you too, Cherry,”
Alamo agreed, and lifted his black
flat hat, for just an instant his eyes
lighted to her own smile. Just an in-
stant, and they were somber again.
No more than the moment, she noted.
Only the polite greeting. No word
of having missed her, nor of any
change in her. Cherry noted it, but
her smile remained unchanged.

“You got my message?” she asked.

“That’s why I'm here,” Alamo said
shortly.

She sensed the resentment in him,
buté)ut it down to other things. Out-
wardly, he was still the same Alamo
Sage that she had known, four years



before—He was still tall and straight
and slender. Only a little older, a lit-
tle grimmer, with defeat arid disillu-
sion looking out of his eyes. Yet no
despair, such as she had seen in the
eyes of so many who had returned.

She gestured toward the cattle,
n°w, toward the wagons and the
riders gathered around them.

“You know what things are like in

Pinto hadn't
forgotten that

Cherry had
whipped him]|
once.
Texas, Alamo,” she said. “We’re
starving to death. So we've gathered
a big herd—three thousand head of

Rio stock, another three thousand be-
longing to Rolla Ely. We’re going to
drive to Missouri.”

HERE WAS no time for more,
not then. They had come up to the
group, and others were greeting him.
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Godfrey Jensen, who sat solid in his
saddle and who had lifted his hand
and voice in that hail. He lifted his
hand again, extending it, and Alamo
noted that the middle and third fin-
ers were missing, though neither of
them mentioned it. That was war, and
it might have been worse.

There was Ross Martin, who had
had a small spread of his own, in the
old days. Joseph Rock, who had been
foreman for Rio. The same, yet the
Rock had been moved a little, and
hopelessness dwelt in hooded eyes.
Rolla Ely, a pudlgy man, quiet and
somehow out of place in such a land;
Madsen Lynch and Ira Knap‘? and
Diamond, who slung the hash. These,
and others, came uR to shake his
hand, and all were chary of words—
for it was Cherry, the woman, who
wa3 in charge here.

“We've just been waiting for you,
Alamo,” said Cherry now. “We want
you to get this herd to Missouri for
us.” Her eyes clouded for just an in-
stant. “Oh, we know that there’s
trouble for Texas beef going to Mis-
souri, but it’s that—or starve, and
we don’t like to starve. So we’re going
to Missouri, and we all figure that
you’re the one man to take us there.”

“Me?” Alamo repeated, and there
was a lift to his shoulder, as if in
mockery. “Why me? How about
Rock, there? He’s your foreman. Or
Ely. Or Jensen—or plenty of others?”

Cherrys eyes were steady; and
they could be disturbing to a man, if
he was to let them, Alamo reflected.

“None of them want the job, Alamo.
Jensen had said that he'd try it, if
we couldnt get a better man. But
when we heard that you were coming
back, he said that you were the man.
Everybody wanted you. It’s a thou-
sand miles, and we know how hard
it will be. But we all know Alamo
Sage. Will you take them through for
us, Alamo?”

Here it was, direct and to the point.
Looking at her, as she seemed to read
his hesitation, Alamo saw that there
was challenge in deep gray eyes, in-
tended by nature to be warm, fie felt
it, and his own blue eyes grew darker
with a resentment the more disturb-
ing because he could not quite under-
stand it. But when he spoke, it was

all the pent-up resentment that he
did know, speaking.

“No,” he said slowly, aware of all
the eyes upon him. “A man’s a fool,
to try and drive Texas beef to Miss-
ouri, these days. Don’t you know that
there’s been two hundred thousand
head have tried it already—and not
a dollar has come back to Texas! Or
many Texas men, either.”

“You sound,” said Cherry Vegas;

“as if you were afraid, but since
you’re Alamo Sage, | know you’re
not.”

So she wanted the truth, did she?
Well, she could have it.

“No,” Alamo agreed. “I'm not
afraid; though it’s suicide to try.
But a man would be a fool to try and
take beef to Missouri, And any man’s
a double fool, to work for a woman.”

T WAS out now, the last galling
part of it, and he met the gray

eyes chailengingly. A part of his

thought, he knew, was inconsistent.
A leggy kid had no right to grow so
beautiful in that time. Nor to wear
levis and ride straddle like a man.

“Why dont you leave this sort of
thing to your Dad, Cherry? Or your
brother. It’s no work for a woman.”

“Because,” said Cherry Vegas, and
her words were even. “Dad’s dead. So
is—Dave. And you think you cant
take these cattle to Missouri?”

“l didnt say that,” Alamo contra-
dicted. “I can take ’em there, yes. Only
to have renegades or the carpet-
baggers steal 'em, on one excuse or
another. Not that there’s any differ-
ence between the two, except that one
cuts your throat in the open, the
other drives a knife in your back.
Now they say it’s Texas fever-—and
that puts the law on their side—car-
petbagger law. And if we fight—what
good does that do, at odds of ten to
one?”

He was feeling sorry for her now,
so he spoke more sharply than he had
intended. The circle of men were
listening, intently, but offering no
(r:]pmment. Her answer came back at

im.

“I've known Texas men to beat
those odds,” Cherry said, and she
smiled suddenly. “I’'m taking these
cattle to Missouri, Alamo. And Rolla
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us of course it's a r|sk but it's a
difference between staymg here and
starving—or making a try. We prefer
to try. And | think | know how to get
them across the line into Missouri
and sold—once they’re that far.”

Silence made a river between them.
Alamo wanted to ask her how she
would manage that, but he would get
a woman’s answer. The lowing of the
cattle was mournful, a little impa-
tient, and Cherry volunteered no in-
formation, But suddenly her smile
was warm, winning, her lips curved
transformingly,

“What have we—any of us, to lose,
except maybe our cattle—and our
lives?” she challenged. “And we've
everything to gain. I'm not asking
you, any of you, to do it, just for
wages. But ten per cent of what the
herd brings, goes to those who take
it there,”

Ten per cent. Alamo calculated
swiftly. That, if they got their pay,
could amount to tv/o or three years
wages for three months of work.
Cherry was speaking directly to him
again.

“As to working for awoman, Alamo
m-you know that trail, and cattle, bet-
ter than any man here. That's why
we're asking you. Let's put it that
you'd be working with me—instead
of for me!”

“You’'ll be trail boss,” Rolla Ely
said unexpectedly. No more, but that
meant that his word would be the law
on the trail. The law, and the respon-
sibility; yet the thing was tempting.

Still he was a fool. A double fool.
Alamo knew it, even as he knew that
he was weakening before the appeal
of Cherry. The whole thing was a
losing proposition, but she was right,
in one way: to go north to Missouri
was probably to die; but to stay here,
in this poverty- stricken land, was to
starve to death.

“I'll take the herd to Missouri,” he
agreed.

T JYy
IX THOUSAND head of Texas

beef on the move—along, strag-
gling mass which moved across

the face of the earth, a longer, thick-
er swelter of dust rising above and be-
hind. The three wagons—-one for the
use of Cherry Vegas, two chuck wag-
ons for the combined outfits—high-
wheeled, their canvas dingy gray,
bumping in the dust of the drag, or
circling ahead to find wood and a
camping place for the night. Three
dozen riders, eating the dust, or rid-
ing point, heading Into the rising sun.
One woman, with smoky gray eyes
and a plan which she kept to herself.

Alamo like none of it, but he had
agreed to take the herd to Missouri.
Texas would be bad enough, but rou-
tine. The Colorado to cross, and num-
erous smaller streams, such as the
Lampasas and the Leon. Then the
Red, always* a killer of men and of
beef, and Texas would be behind
them, the really bad part all ahead.

The Nations lay squarely athwart
their trail, with scattered bands of
Apaches, Ccmanches, Choctaws and
others, all eager for fresh beef, all
resentful of the intrusion of white
men into their last stronghold. A sav-
age wilderness, made worse by the
white Indians who had come to throng
it as well—renegades from both sides
of the late struggle, men without a
country, without a scruple,

The Washita, the Canadian, the
Arkansas. And if they were crossed,
and the border of Missouri finally
reached, then all that they had come
through would be only a mild intro-
duction to what waited for them. Dis-
aster Trail. Every outfit to follow it
of late had found it so.

A week on the trail, and the thing
had become routine. There had been
no trouble, as yet; and here was a
neighboring ranch, cattle and land
poor, but holding to the old tradition
of hospitality. When the big herd
bedded down for the night, most of
the crew rode three miles off to the
side, to the big ranchhouse, for a few
hours of dancing.

Alamo had not chosen to go. He had
remained at the camp, keeping an eye
on things. Cherry had ridden off with
Rolla Ely, and the rest of the boys,
parties were few, in these days. There
would, in all liklihood, be no break
after this until Missouri was reached.

That was all one to Alamo. He felt
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in no mood for a party, for dancing.
He knew that Cherry had been dis-
apﬁ_ointed in his decision to remain
behind, though she had made no pro-
test. There had been a fatuous look
on the face of Ely as she rode off be-
side him. Ely was in love with her, no
doubt of that; fprobabl_y that had been
the deciding factor in causing him
to join in this drive. )

iamond was still puttering about
his fire, lifting off a blackened cof-
fee pot, scouring pans. He was a pa-
tient man, was Diamond, thick-set,
powerful, and always cheerful. The
dust was in everything, as it was in
the eyes and the pores and the skin
of the men—dust and grit in the
beans, siftin? into the flour, %iving a
thin muddy look to whatever he tried
to cook. Doubling his labors, in his
unnatural passion for neatness.

“You take it too hard, Diamond,”
Alamo said now, with a brief smile
for the scoured pans.

Diamond shook his head.

“Easier to keeﬁ busy, a job like
this, than_loaf,” he said laconically.
“And while dust has its drawbacks,
I'd as lief wrassel with it as with mud
an’ rain. There’s always good points
to_balance the bad.” )

That, reflected Alamo, was a phil-
osophy which he had once possessed;
but he had lost it somewhere, in those
years when all was lost.

He wished, a little wistfully, that he
could regain that cheerful faith; it
was a comforting thing, when a man
had nothing else.

Off in the distance, a dark mass
against the horizon, was the big herd.

wo men were out there, riding cir-
cle, singing softly. Snatches of their
melancholy came, a plaint to the dis-
tant stars. Alamo shook himself
roughly, suddenly angry that Cherry
had ridden off with Rolla Ely, leav-
ing him behind; and the knowledge
that it was his own fault added to his
bitterness.

He looked up, then, and saw her
standing there, watching him, draw-
ing off her gloves, The sheen of the
firelight from beyond touched her
hair, mutln% it to gold. It gave a
sparkle to her eyes. Diamond had
disappeared, the world seemed with-
drawn, shut away, only they two left

in it.

“I thought you'd be dancin’, now,”
Alamo said.

Cherry shook her head.

_“l came back,” she said. “If you
fI%UI‘e_ you have to stay with the herd,
why, it's my job too, isn’t it?”

“No need to sPon your evenin’”
Alamo said harshly. )

“Maybe | like it better this way,
Alamo,” Cherry told him. Idly she
kicked a charred bit of stick on to the
fire, causing the flames to leap brief-
ly, stood staring down at them. Alamo
Knew that she was trying to be
friendly; that she had done this out
of consideration for him. Something
in him melted a little; it was a long
time since anyone had done anything
for him, shown any consideration.

But habit had laid shackles on him.
It was not easy to respond, even to
such a simple giesture. And while he
hesitated, trouble came to camp.

E THOUGHT at first that it

was others of the crew come
back, perhaps Ely. A shadowy horse-
man approaching, hoof strokes muted
by the dark and the green carpet of
gras_s. Then there was another sound
ehind him, and Alamo spun about,
the short hair at the base of his scalp
prickling in the old warning of dan-
ger.

_There were two men there, close be-
hind—dismounted, spraddling for-
ward, curiously like wolves on the
prowl. Light gleamed fitfully on a
pearl-handled revolver, shifted its
sheen to the drawn barrel of a gun in
the second man’s hand. Their faces
were shadowy, dark.

Neither of them spoke. It was the
man on horseback who did that, from
opposite them now, and as Alamo
turned back, he saw that this man too,
had a companion. There were four of
them, at least,

“No need for trouble, ’less that’s
what you want. But don’t start it, ’less
you want plenty!”

Alamo’s own hand was crooked,
poised a few inches above his leath-
ered gun. He held it there, watch-
fully, gauging the odds. Diamond was
Ioun%ing now, b%/ the corner of the
chuck wagon, but the quartette knew
he was there, were keeping an eye
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on him. Four to two—or three, if
Cherry were counted. Her presence
really made it worse; it would be no
time to risk gunplay.

“What do you want?” Alamo chal-
lenged.

The leader laughed, musically. He
was a slight man, by comparison with
the three who rode with him. An easy,
graceful, laughing man, and so, Alamo
guessed, far more dangerous than any
of the rest. His face was marked and
pitted by the smallpox, his spurs
made a faintly elfin jingle as he
swung to the ground.

“Want?” he asked, and moved to
hold his hands above the embers of
the fire, watching them sidewise,
still with that amused look in his
eyes. “Why, not much, friend, not
much. Nothing from you, really, that
you'll miss, Alamo.”

Alamo’s eyes narrowed, and seeing
it, the stranger laughed.

“Sure, | know who you are,” he
said. “Who doesn’t know about Alamo
Sage? You're a great hero in Texas,
Alamo—in all the south, for the mat-
ter of that. And we respect heroes,
of course. We wouldn't want any-
thing to happen to them.”

“It would be too bad—if anything
was to happen to anybody,” Alamo
drawled. “Take your time. We've got
plenty of it.”

The stranger laughed again, pk 'ed
his back to the fire now. His eyes
were very bright and watchful.

“Sure, Alamo, and we've got plen-
ty of it,” he agreed. “I've seen to
that. 1've been plannin’ this thing
for a couple of weeks now—hefore
your herd ever moved. | had the no-
tion planted that abig party for xmur
boys would be a fine thing tonight.
| even sent in word to Cherry that
you wanted her to come back and talk
things over—-and it's all working out
just the way | planned it. Things
always do.”

“Not always, Pinto Phillips,” Cher-
ry said, speaking for the first time.

INTO laughed. It was like the
F soft chuckle of a little stream
among mossy stones.
“True enough,” he agreed. “Once
you slapped my face—with a horse-
whip. | haven't forgotten; that's why

I'm here tonight. When we ride away,
we're taking supplies, of which for-
tunately you have plenty. And you're
going with me, Cherry; I've planned
for such a chance as this, a long
time.”

From the corner of his eye, Alamo
saw Cherry’s face whiten a little.
Now he had it. Pinto Phillips! The
man had been a guerilla, conducting
border warfare of his own with a

catholic impartiality between both
north and south.
“We'll travel fast, Cherry, my

dear,” Pinto added now, “I've made
all arrangements. As for you, Alamo,
there’s no need for trouble between
us. I know how much you hate work-
ing for a woman, how little use you
have for any woman! I'm not that
way; so | take her off your hands,
and where could she find a more prop-
er man? |'ve even got a parson walit-
ing, Cherry—and- that’s the first
time I've ever made such a concession
to any woman. Though you-re the
first that ever horsewhipped me.”

Again he laughed, and his men, like
himself, Alamo noted, were very
alert.

“You'd have no chance, Alamo,” he
added. “We're four to two—and you
may have heard of me. Likewise, I've
more men out there, waiting. If
there’s the least sign of trouble, they
stampede your herd. And let me
point out again, to a man of your
philosophy, I'm really doing you a
favor.

y

LAMO stood, apparently re-
A laxed, unmoving. Cherry’s face

had regained its color, but be-
neath the flush there was still atinge
of ash, like the dead embers of the
fire.

The outlaw appeared to be in no
hurry; he jinglbd a spur faintly,
head cocked on one side as he looked
at Alamo.

“Well, how about it, amigo? Aren’t
you the man to appreciate a favor? In
fact, I'm doing one all around—even
for you, Cherry. I'm the man for you,
and where in all the land will you
find another to equal me? Since there
is no other, there is no answer. And
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if the herd should be stampeded, they
would sweep over this camp first,
Alamo!”

That was the thing which was
causing Alamo to hesitate, weighing
itt. The odds, here at hand, were
heavy enough, but he knew them for
what they were, now. There were
only these four men, here. It was the
other which was the greater gamble.

Pinto might very well have more
men posted out there, read%/ on 5|?-
nal to spook the big herd. They could
do it well enough. And once such
a herd was in motion, six thousand
head of hell on the hoof, spreadin
like a washing wave across the land,
sweeping here where the camp was—
that would be something that no man
could fié;ht against, Pinto, and his
men, and Cherry, if he grabbed her
up, could outride it, with horses
read?/. But if that ever broke, it
would insure destruction for himself,
put Cherry out of reach of any help.

That was the gamble. But now
Pinto was ready for action.

“I’d feel better, Alamo, if you
dropped that gun, or raised your
hands,” he suggested. “And the cook
here, too. We'll not disturb you, my
word on that, if you do as you’re
told.”

It wasnt, after all, a matter of
choice; Pinto had seen to that. Ala-
mo shrugged.

“Cherry,” he suggested. *“Youd
better go over to the wagon, there.”

Cherry shot a sharp look at him.
There was keenness in Pinto’s glance
as well. Alamo’s voice held no inflec-
tion, could mean anything or noth-
ing. Cherry hesitated, then she moved
as he had suggested.

That, so far as appearance went,
was submission. Putting her over be-
side the fourth man, where he could
watch her better. It likewise moved
her out of the direct line of cross-
fire, when guns should begin to bark.

Pinto was looking at her, out of
the corner of his eyes, as she moved—
noting with approval the supple grace
of her, all the beauty which seemed
to shine more brightly here in the
deepening dusk as the fire went low.
But he was still keeping a watchful
eye on Alamo as well.

Not so with his men. They accepted
this as a token of defeat, and their
eyes, hungry, bold, were for Cherry
as she moved. Alamo had counted on
that. He moved, and the shadows
seemed one with him. His voice came
sharp and urgent.

“Drop your guns, quick—or die!”

He might have shot without the
warning, for it had been known long
across Texas that Alamo Sage was
no man to trifle with, which was us-
ually counted as warning enough.
Even Pinto, watching sharf)ly, had
not been able quite to follow that
twisting motion of his body, that
stabbing down and up again of hands.
And thou?h Alamo carried only one

(I;;un, openly, he had performed what
ooked like legerdemain, pulling a
second gun out of the air. Both wea-

pons were up now and poised as his
voice crackled.

Pinto was matching Alamo, move
for move—yet not quite. The high
blast of the two guns seemed to
rocket out almost together, flame in
a red lance from two revolver muz-
zles, a sort of crimson flower bloom-
ing on the night, coming to swift and
deadly fruition. One gun had been
a shade faster than the other.

The dark could be friend or foe,
depending on how a man used it.
With confusion mounting in the
brain, it was a deadly thing, not a
curtain; Alamo had counted on_that.
Both guns in his hands wi<e firing-
now, as he shifted to the side. He had
steeled himself for the remembered
shock of bullets, but none came, And
then the guns were silent.

FIVE_ AT least had been in action,
besides his own. Cherry and Dia-
mond had both gotten in at least a
shot, the cook leaping back behind
the big wagon wheel, and firing be-
tween the spokes. Pinto and two of
his men had been fast enough, but er-
ratic. It was easy, very easy, for bul-
lets to go astray at such a time.

Not all of them had. Pinto stodcl
now, surprise replacing the laugh on
his face, his right arm hanging limp,
blood bubbling out of a hole in the
flesh just below the shoulder, strain-
ing the shirt sleeve, working down,



DISASTER TRAIL 15

dripping from his finger-tips. He had
tried to get a second gun, but had
checked in the face of certain disas-
ter. Now, lips twisting in a caricature
0f mirth, he slowly raised his left
hand shoulder high.

“Despite your name, you must have
been born under a lucky star, Alamo,”
he said.

It took courage, to speak that way,
with the hot shock of broken flesh
still raging in him, with defeat and its
consequences at hand. Diamond was
already helping himself to the extra
gun which Pinto had found no chance
to draw.

One of the three trail wolves was
dead; another had stopped two bul-
lets—one in his side, one in his left
leg. But he could still stand.

There was no stampede. The big
herd was on its feet and uneasy, from
the crackling of the guns. But though
half-spooked, they were not running.
The men guarding them knew their
business, were redoubling their ef-
forts to soothe them, keeping their
own voices steady as they sang, quel-
ling their own nervous desire to ride
for camp and see what this was all
about.

One of them was Ross Martin. A
good man, old in the ways of the
trail. Obeying its law, that the herd
must come first, ahead of everything
else. Comfort, or health, or life itself
—these things were secondary to tne
herd.

And since there had been no action
out there, Alamo sucked in his breath
and knew that there would be none.

HERRY looked at him, then, and

there was concern soft but
bright in her eyes, the fear now gone
from them.

“Are you all right, Alamo?” she
asked.

“I'm fine,” he assured her, and saw
the change come into her face then—
the reaction, now that it was over. He
knew how she felt. Often enough had
he experienced the let-down, the cold
taw sweat like a dismal dew which
broke upon the face. “You and Dia-
mond sure backed me up fine; | nev-
er saw things come out better, from
being in aright tight place.”

Cherry was biting her lips. Color,
fading out, was returning to her
cheeks with the effort. She looked at
him, and forced a smile.

“Thanks, Alamo,” she said. “I knew
| could count on you.”

“I wasn’'t so sure, myself,” he said,
a little shortly, and looked at Pinto.
He was still standing, waiting, face
unnaturally white about the pock
marks. So were the others. None were
too seriously wounded. They should
hang, he knew—-and yet there was in
him a deep distaste for such a job, for
killing men. He'd had too much of
that already, when it was a legal but
deadly game. He looked at Cherry.
She said, “W hy not let them go. Ala-
mo? They've paid for their mistake.”
_It was weakness, and a man might
live to regret it. But after all, Cherry
was tlie boss here. He nodded shortly
to the others.

“It’s better than you deserve,” he
said. “But get on your horses and
ride. Take him with you.” He indi-
cated the dead man. “Better profit by
this chance, Pinto,”

Pinto Phillips’ face did not change.
Pain was a raging thing in his arm
now, Alamo knew, but the old look
was on his face, even a trace of a
smile.

“I knew you loved me all the time,
sweetheart,” he said gaily. “As for
you, Alamo—au revoir!”

And that, Sage reflected grimly,
was not adios or good-bye, but till we
meet again. Diamond assisted the
others in leading their companion on
to his saddle and lashing him there.
Then, grimly silent asthey had come,
the dark swallowed them.

Diamond had disappeared again.
Cherry looked at Alamo, and he knew
how raw her nerves were—knew in-
stinctively too, that in that moment
she would welcome the shelter of his

‘arms. She had come back here tonight,

leaving the dance, believing that he
had wanted her to; there was answer
enough.

Alamo’s mouth tightened. He

.turned away abruptly.

“1'll ride out and see how the boys
are,” he said. “Likely they're right
curious as to what's been happenin’
here.”
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UST. THE thing was like a

plague. It rose up from the

earth at every stroke of thou-
sands of hoofs, little spurts which
spread and mingled and made an end-
less cloud around and about the herd.
The grass was green, but the soil un-
der it was crying out for rain.

Dust. A stifling thing, which got
into the nostrils and plugged them,
into the mouth so that a man spat
mud. Dust in the hair, grinding into
the skin. Dust which tormented the
cattle and set them wild. It lay in
ridges about their red-rimmed eyes,
coated them from brown to gray.

There had been three or four in-
cipient stampedes, mostly because of
the ragged temper of the cattle. Men
were hard put to it to control their
own tempers.

Those up near the head, riding
point, had it best; they could breathe
clean air at least a part of the time.
Save when wind gusts whipped it
ahead and around them, without clear-
ing it away. Those who had to follow
in the haze of the drag hardly looked
human—nor felt that way.

Dust. Changing in its color, now,
from brown to a dirty red, as the
deeper brown loam was replaced by
the red clay—a sure sign that the Col-
orado was now close ahead. Scrub oak
and hackberry were dotting the more
rolling grass lands. This was a vast
and empty land through which they
drove now, a land palsied by disaster,
man-made. A land which might be an
empire, and its gold transmuted into
riches, grass to beef to gold. Pro-
viding that the beef could be market-
ed.

W HE SAMENESS of it, the luck
Jfl which had attended them so far,
was getting on men’s nerves. A touch
of real trouble would be good for
them, or a change in the weather. Al-
Jhmo knew it, and hoped for it, even as
.he dreaded it. Trouble was sure to
[come; so was a change in weather.
‘Both would probably be violent.

L The crew had felt cheated at what
(bad happened the other night. They
IhM .had their dance, and there had

been a keg of whiskey and a tin cup
beside it. Open-handed hospitality,
the nostalgic strains of old songs
drawn out of a fiddle, the music of
a plunking banjo. But they felt that
they’had missed all the real fun, not
Sven knowing about it until the next
ay.

Not that there was much complaint,
even about the dust. Most of these
men were old hands at this sort of
thing, and they knew their luck, so
far. Alamo heard comment from Ross
Martin, when Tom Dunning voiced
his dissatisfaction. Tom was the
youngest member of the party—a boy
of sixteen, big for lus age, thinking
of himself as a man. Nov/ he shook
himself in the saddle, impatience in
every line of him,

“I'm sick of it,” he said. “I feel
like 1'd go crazy if this keeps up!
Nothin’ ever happens—or if it does,
we miss out on it!”

“You can be glad it ain’t happened
—yet,” Ross told him drily. “When
thing's happen, with a herd like this
—they can be mighty unpleasant. And
don't worry; there’ll be plenty, 'fore
we get to Missouri.”

“It can’t come too soon to suit me,”
Dunning insisted impatiently. “1 wish
it’d rain! Rain for a week!”

“Likely rain for a month, once it
starts,” Ross prophesied. “That’s the
way it gen'rally does—not any half-
way about it,”

“l guess I'm tired,” Dunning half-
apologized. “But this way, seems like
you don't get no sleep—ridin’ all
day, then half the night, every two
or three nights—up early, ridin'—"

“Sleep!” Ross echoed, reproach-
fully. “Why, son, we been gittin’ more
sleep on this drive than | ever knew
about, most. Most trail bosses, they're
in such an all-fired hurry to get some-
where, you never do get to sleep.
Many's the time, |'ve slept in my sad-
dle or not at all. Ride all day, guard
duty all night. I got once so | talked
an’ worked and done everything in my
sleep, so’s folks couldn’t hardly tell
the diff'rence, was | awake or asleep,.
Nigh got myse'f married 'fore | left
off dreamin’. You wait till we get to
the Nations. You'll think this has been
paradise.”
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OW, LIKE a distant jewel, they

could glimpse the Colorado. An-
other day would bring them to its
banks. Faces brightened a little at the
prospect; the Colorado was a definite
milestone. Alamo found himself wor-
rying, not liking it. The sun was set-
ting, aperfect day. Clear as abell. No
red in the sky. That, he guessed,
would mean a change of weather. It
was long overdue.

Cherry had followed them with her
wagon. For the last few days she had
spent most of her time driving the
wagon instead of riding a horse. Part
of the time, Rolla Ely rode alongside,
or sat on the seat beside her. She was
silent, her eyes questioning, remote,
neither friendly nor unfriendly when
Alamo was near. That suited Ely, and
it suited him too, Alamo assured him -
self.

He saw Rock, riding point, gesture
—saw that the wagons had swung a
little, as well. Then he picked out
what the others had discovered and
turned his own horse toward it, his
lipfs thinning to a harsh line.

There were a few trees there, scrub
oak against a slope, hackberry in thin
scattered clumps. It was that which
had kept the other thing from stand-
ing out more plainly, until they were
quite close. Now, all at once, it was
there, vivid, not to be mistaken.

It had been awagon, once—and not
very long before. Two wheels still
stood upright, and a part of the frame,
like the gaunt skeleton of some pre-
historic monster. Another wheel lay
on the ground—the iron hub, the iron
tire, lying there. Other parts, the tem-
per drawn out of them by the heat,
were in among the still warm ashes.

W ith the ashes, too, or scattered
about, were a few broken articles,
things of no use to the average per-
son. Something that had probably
been a small chest of drawers, before
being tossed to the flames. A broken
bit of mirror, catching the last of the
sun. An empty can.

Indians, was Alamo’s first thought.
Probably a stray raiding party,
sweeping down from the Nations, who
had come upon this lone wagon and
had made their raid. Then he saw a
still figure lying there, not far off
from the fijre, partly on its face, un-

moving. But with its hair still upon
its head.

Then he knew. Not Indians, but
what was worse—renegades. W hites.
They too, seemed a bit off their usual
range, but the thing had happened,
and not very long before. He reached
it as Rock was pulling up as well, his
horse snorting and drawing back at
what lay on the ground. The wagons
were close now, too, coming to a stop.
Not far off was a small spring. That
had probably attracted the wagon
here, in the first place.

Alamo and Rock exchanged glances,
then dismounted. The man had worn
a cartridge belt, like most did, as a
matter of habit. The sign was easy
to see, but it was gone now. Probably
he had tried to put up a fight. A bul-
let had taken him, squarely between
the eyes.

He looked to be forty—thinning
black hair with atouch of gray at the
edges. He had worn boots, apparently,
but they had been pulled off him and
taken too.

Rock stirred
foot.

“Warm,” he said.
gone less'n the day.

“Not many of them,” Alamo added.
“Three or four, by the looks,” Fie
pointed to horse tracks, leading away
—to heavier ones, where the work
team which had been with the wagon
had evidently been driven.

“Yeah,” Rock concurred.
three.”

The thing had been an ambush, ev-
idently, a surprise—murder. Rock was
still poking among the ruins. He indi-
cated the chest of drawers, or what re-
mained of it,the bit of mirror,

“Looks like he had a woman, may-
be,” he suggested.

Alamo’'s eyes darkened.

“Tell the boys to bed the herd
down,” he said. “We’ll want a couple
more to ride with us.”

“There’ll be plenty volunteers,”
Rock said simply.

OON THEY were off, following
the trail—Alamo and Rock, God-
frey Jensen and Ross Martin riding
with them. Dunning had begged to be
allowed to go along, but Alamo re-

fused.

the ashes with his

“They've been

“About
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The trail was fairly easy to follow.
Apparently the raiders had not fig-
ured on any trouble as a result of
their attack on the wagon. They had
angled north, a little west. The four
hurried, hoping to overtake them be-
fore night fell. Off in the northwest,
sudden clouds were piling up; the
boom of thunder made an uneasy

rowl. This would mean a break in
the weather. Alamo studied the mov-
ing path of the storm with anxious
eye.
~There was nothing worse than
lightning at night to spook cattle,
but this storm would not come within
miies of the herd, unless it altered
its course. They could see rain now,
off in the dlstance—adgray blanket
of it which seemed to dip down and
sweep like a broom, the play of light-
ning eerie against the backdroE of it.
But only a few drops reached to
where they rode.

Each man had another worry now:
that the trail might be washed out, so
that they could follow it no farther.
There was not more than half an
hour of daylight remaining. Then,
topping a rise, Jensen stretched a long
arm, “There they are!”

Alamo could see it—a thin plume
of light smoke which climbed a little
and spread out as if afraid of the
storm which had been so close. A sure
sign of encampment.

‘We’ll spread out, and come at
them from two sides, just in case,” Al-
%rarl]o instructed. “Go as easy as you

n.”

Taking advantage of the broken
terrain, they moved on. The storm was

one now, rumbling and muttering in
the distance. A clean, wet smell of
fresh-washed air roiled across the
land, the sweetest smell to come to
their nostrils in many a day. The
horses pricked up their ears; there
was a new eagerness to their stride.
Though only a few drops had
splashed here, the quivering grass,
wore a new look. The green, in the
falling dusk, was richer, softer.

Oaks clustered on a knoll. Alamo
rode in to them, Martin at his heels.
He pulled up, and though the smoke
was gone now, hfe saw the camp, half
a mile away. There was early dark,
but the false last light, of day was

across the land, and in it objects stood
out curiously distinct. A man moved,
limping a little. To the side, beyond
again, a horseman was outlined bold-
ly against the horizon.

Alamo moved out a little, lifted his
arm in signal. In answer, the horse
broke loose from the skyline, became
two, sweeping' at a gallop. Alamo and
Martin spurred.

In the camp, there was consterna-
tion. A rifle snarled at them, and
Alamo gauged it, mechanically, by
the sound. A plains gun, Indian car-
bine, .50 caliber. Each make of rifle,
each caliber, had a distinctive noise
of its own. He had heard plenty of
them, during the last few years.

The bullet was wide. There was
confusion in the camp, men striving
to hurry, flat-footed with surprise.
Another gun spat at them, and Rock
and Jensem, closest now, fired back.

There was a brush beyond, a thick
tangled hedge of it. A horse broke
out of it, running hard. Alamo shot,
but the light was failing fast, and
tricky. Three of them were spurring
now, and gaining a little. Rock re-
mained back at the now silent camp,

HEY COVERED a mile, one of

the fastest that Alamo had ever
traveled. The man up ahead had a
good horse, but they were gaining on
him. He realized it, and turned in the
saddle, coolly shootln?. They were
tricky targets as well, but Alamo
heard the high thin whine of the
lead. It was too dark to see clearly,
but there was something familiar
about the look of that man, the easy,
smlllng insolence of him, even in the
face of death. Pinto Phillips.

Then Alamo heard it. Though the
storm was past, the air had taken on
a sort of breathless hush, as though
waiting for something. Something In-
evitable, sure to come. No wind, but
it was like the sound of a strong
wind; coming closer. A sound omin-
ous in the gathering night.

Alamo saw it, then; all of them did.
Not far ahead, a gulch cut by water,
long since. Grass grown now, just a
trough laid athwart their trail. Pinto
was almost to it. The sweeping wind
seemed closer. It burst at them sud-
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denly, with its noise louder, more
forceful.

Water. A gray wall of it, solid,
pushed along b%_an invisible force.
A wall ten feet high, sweeping down
the gulch, coming at unbelievable
speed. Spreading out a little as it
traveled, roaring as it felt its own
power. Water!

Off beyond there, where the
ground was higher, the earth form-
ing a huge bowl, the storm had
passed. Following the long dry spell,
it had unloosed its fury in a cloud-
burst. Now the run-off, gathering it-
self, was here.

Pinto Phillips saw it. And here was
a chance for life, or death. To check
in the face of it meant capure. To be
caught in it, as seemed likely if he
kept going, would be equally certain
and swift disaster. But to beat it
across the gulch would be safety.

He was a gambler, when it came to
that. The three of them pulled up,
watching, with a sort of grudging
admiration. The thing was going to
be close. The terrified cayuse, equal-
Igf aware now of what impended, was
omlg its best. Man and beast were
?ﬁar y across when the water reached

em.

T WAS a resistless force. It
caught them, and to swim in such

a current was out of the question.

The horse was tossed like a chip. Wa-
ter, spreading out and back, ran up
in little, hungry lappings, almost to
the feet of where the three still sat
and watched. Muddy water.

But luck was still with Pinto. The
current changed, swirled horse and
man in a mad rush at the bank, fling-
ing them up as it was sullenly forced
to turn by a_ bit of higher ground.
The horse climbed, stood and trem-
bled for a moment. Then, in the now
heavy dusk, they vanished.

In silence, the three turned back.
This water would run for hours;
there would be no overtaking Pinto,
not now. )

Back at camp, Rock had built up
the fire. He was completing the pre-
parations for supper begun by the
others, and so rudely interrupted.
Food was ready for the eating.

One prisoner sat, sullenly, watched
by the untroubled Rock. One of the

trail wolves who had visited their
camp before. Alamo looked inquir-
ingly at Rock, and he jerked a thumb
toward the line of darkness beyond
the fire.

“Other one’s dead,” he said. “Have
some grub?”

“How about the woman?” Alamo
demanded.

Rock shrugged.

“Aint none. He says there want
none in the wagon. Just the man.”

Alamo looked at him more closely.
This was the man who had taken a
bullet through his leg in the other
fight. He had been in poor shape to
run, not much better to fight. His
face was now sullen, hopeless, sav-

age.
g“Why’d you do it?” Alamo demand-

ed.

He lifted his shoulder in a heavy
shrL\JAg/
“Why not? We had to have sup-
plies. Fie had ’em.” ]

“Did you have to murder him?”

"It was Pinto’s idea. He thought
there was a woman along.” )

Alamo took a filled plate, which
Rock passed to him. It would be eas-
ier to eat now than afterward, and
he was hungry. He looked toward the
sullen captive. Beyond, the moon was
turning the ea3t to a ruddy glow. It
would be up presently.

“Might as well have yourself some
grub,” he suggested.

The captive shrugged.

“Sure,” he agreed. “It’ll break my
neck that much easier, en?” And he
ate with unimpaired appetite.

nr*HE MOON was high in the sky
when they returned to camp,
B driving the extra horses, carry-
g the supplies which had been loot-
from the wagon. Off a little way,
e big herd was bedded down, no
nger restless since the storm was
st. There was a haze between earth
d stars, however, and Alamo knew
at there would be more rain before
ey reached the river.
The cook fire still glowed, and a
ndle light came from Cherry’s wag-
, Diamond moved like a shadow
. mvn shadow sauat and malformed
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behind him. He nodded questioningly
toward the coffee pot, to the cook
wagon.

"We had supper,” Alamo said brief-

ly-
y“You caught 'em, then?” Diamond
nodded.

“Two of them. Pinto got away.”

“Uh—there was a woman, after all,”
the cook said, a little heavily. “We
found her, off hack in the brush
there. She’s alive. Cherry wants you
to come have a look, Alamo.”

A little startled, Alamo moved to-
ward the wagon. So that was the why
of the light at this hour. There must
have been a fight, in that case—the
man doing what he could to hold
them off, while the woman had man-
aged to get back in the brush and
hide. But there was something a little
queer here. Usually a wife fought be-
side her man as long as life was in
her. The flap parted, and Cherry
looked out.

“I'm glad you're back, Alamo,” she
said. Her tone was soft, a little trou-
bled. “She’s been unconscious, ever
since we found her. Probably sick a
long time.”

So that was it. Feeling a little out
of place, Alamo climbed in. He had
never been inside Cherry’'s wagon,
nor even looked inside. It was like
most wagons on the trail, yet with
an indefinable difference—and some-
how an atmosphere of home, even
here in this far land.

The woman was in the bed now, ly-
ing there, her face white, her breath
even enough but faint. It scarcely
moved the sheet above her. It was
easy enough to see that she had not
been well. The face was thin, pinched
by suffering and illness. Yet under
the deep brown hair, it was a face of
more than average beauty. With
health, it would bloom again. Alamo
saw that much in the first casual
glance.

Cherry, turning her own troubled
eyes to his face, saw it go suddenly
white and cold. For a moment he
looked as if he had seen a ghost, then
turned, without a word, and climbed
back out of the wagon, was gene in
the darkness.

For a minute Cherry stood there,
staring out into the darkness, where
he had vanished. Then she heard a

horse, and knew that he was riding
away. She turned back, puzzled, a
little angry, deeply concerned.

HE WAS early awake, hearing

Diamond stirring, building up

his fire, rattling
though this morning he tried to be
less noisy than usual. There was a
gray haze of cloud across the sky
now, a sort of breathless quality to
the air. She beckoned to Diamond.

“Where is he?” she asked.

The cook gestured.

“Out there—ridin’,” he said. “He’s
been ridin’ all night—though it wan't
his turn none.” His eyes asked a
question.

“lI think she’s better,” Cherry nod-
ded. “I believe she’ll wake up all
right. 1t sounds as if she was stir-
ring, now.”

She went back to the wagon, leav-
ing half of Diamond’s implied ques-
tion unanswered. Presently she beck-
oned hirn again, bidding him bring
coffee. Inside the wagon, the cook
could hear low voices—women’s
voices, two of them, both soft and
low. Satisfaction filled him, so that he
did not bark a reprimand at Biscuits
for tardiness in assisting him. Things
were coming out all right.

Alamo was coming back, now. Dia-
mond saw him, as did the others. He
always had a healthy appetite, and in
any case there was work to be done.
None of the others suspected what
had happened, of course—only him-
self and Cherry. And Diamond knew
when to keep a close mouth.

Alamo pulled off his saddle, turned
his horse with the remuda, came to-
ward them. He was a little haggard,
but being up all night could account
for that. Most of the men were get-
ting their plates, then retiring shyly,
to eat them, hardly looking toward
the women on the wagon tongue.

Diamond wondered what Alamo
would do. But he didn't shy away; he
came straight up, with a sort of ram-
rod grimness in his walk. Cherry
came out of the wagon, and stood be-
side the other woman. She was look-
ing at Alamo now, one hand at her
throat, her eyes widening. The color
had faded again from her cheeks.

“Alamo,” Cherry said. “She’s bet-

pots and pans,
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ter, this morning. | want you—"

Alamo was speaking, then. His
voice cutting across Cherry’s. His
is face.

etyes straight ahead, set like
velr_l his voice had that same set
quality.

“| think 1°d better do this,” he said.
“Cherry, | want you—everybody, to
meet my wife.”

He did not look at the woman on
the wagon tongue, and for a minute
they could only stare, doubting if
they had heard aright. But Alamo
had turned away, his voice still held
that brittle quality.

“Saddles,” he said. “Get the herd
to moving. We’ll reach the Colorado
today.”

T WAS beginning to rain now—
Sa steady rain which swiftly in-

creased to a pelting downpour. In
no time at all the dust was gone, the
men were soaked, the dirt underfoot
was turning to mud. Since some of
that storm of the previous afternoon
would already have spilled itself into
the Colorado, it was common know-
ledge among the older, trail-wise
hands, that the river might be rising,
\évould surely be coming up during the
ay.

And a swollen river could be an
ugly barrier to a big trail herd. No
wonder that Alamo was urging them
forward at a_faster clip, today, that
he was a driving, grim taskmaster.
The river was reason enough for
that.

But there was more than the river
which was the matter with him. They
all knew that. Sadie had told her
story—or a rﬁ)art of it, at least. She
had owned the wagon, the team; the
man had been hired to drive it for
her. Where she had come from, where
she was heading for, why—she had
not said anything about any of that,
and Cherry had not asked.

There was more than that. The
three outlaws had come on them, and
they had known there would be an
attack. Sadie had gotten back in the
brush, unobserved by the trio, before
it started. The man had urged her to
do that; he had been intending to

work back and join her, where they
could put up a better fight together.
Then a bullet, fired from ambush, had
ended that plan.

She had seen him go down, had
fainted, believing that all was lost.
When she had awakened, it was_in
the wagon, with Cherry ministerin
to her. That was her story. All o
it. Not all that could be told, as every-
one knew.

The men had respected Alamo Sage
before. His name was already a sort
of legend in Texas, both for the
things that he_had done with cattle,
and in the armies of the Confederacy,
But it had been only respect; now
there was added a spice of fear. This
was a new, and harder, Alamo, who
gave the orders today.

HE RAIN, at, first, had been a
welcome change from the endless

dust; but the savage lashing intensity

of it could make it old fast. Biscuits
was swearing when at length they
came in sight of the sandy-bottorned
Colorado. 1t ran dirty and swift
now, and anyone with half an eye
could see that it must have risen a
lot in the last twenty-four hours.
That, however, was not what both-
ered the T cook.

“How'n_blazes can a man cook,
weather like this?” he growled. “Men
yell twice as loud for hot food, and
wood’s all soaked, fire won't half
burn even if you had dry wood. Me,
I'm tired of it.”

“Trouble with you, Biscuits, all
you ever done was cook around the
ranch,” Diamond told him sternly.
“Most of the time you was inside the
house, with a good stove and every-
thing easy. You’re out on the trail
now—and this is just a mild sample
of what we’ll be gettin’ from now on.”

“Mild?” Biscuits yelped. “Then
how’n blazes we going to cook at
all?”

“What you think | made you load
all that dry wood under both wagons
for, as well as Miss Cherry’s?” Dia-
mond demanded. “You couldn’t see
the sense of it,, then.”

“Well, | guess mebby there’ll be
enough of it to cook supper on,” Bis-
cuits grumbled.

“Supper?” Diamond fixed him with
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a stern eye. “If | catch you usin’
more'n just a few lean sticks of that
dry stuff, Biscuits—just enough to
start a fire blazin’, then 1'll leave
you to sweat it out and handle yore
crew for yoreself, the rest of the
trip. That dry wood stays right there
—and we’ll hope it keeps more'n half-
way dry. When we cross the river,
load it inside—pile it anywhere, just
to keep it dry. A dry stick 'll be
worth more’'n gold for a spell now,”

“But you got to have dry wood to
cook with, a day like this—"

“Tnock some of them bigger oak
to pieces; find dead ones if you can.
'lily "Il Darn, after a fashion, once you
get 'em started. But | don’'t reckon
we’'ll be campin’ here. Here comes
the boss now.”

LAMO WAS coming up. He was

soaked, as were all the others,
his hat hung low above his eyes, sod-
den, dripping. He gave a single rak-
ing glance at the three wagons, saw
Cherry on the seat of the one, only
1 dy protected from the driving

, knd his glance went on to the
riverr~

jn’'t make camp—yet,” he or-
dered, and pushed his horse out, into
the flood. Rock followed at his
heels.

The water had pushed back for
fifty feet from yesterday's shore
line. The horses went that far, hoofs
splashing it high, and then were
swimming. Alamo slipped from the
saddle, reins across the saddle horn,
on back to one hand, his other hand
grasping a strap at the rear of the
saddle. He swam too, just below the
horse, partly sheltered by it. Rock
followed his example.

Presently, as the horses found foot-
ing again, the men were back in the
saddle. They reached the far shore,
some distance farther down. Rock
nodded.

“Not too bad,” he said.

“Be worse by morning," Alamo
agreed, and turned back. Those of
the crew who had brought the herd
up, watched, a little awed by the mag-
nificent fury of the river. Here was
a wild force laid athwart their path,
such water as some of them had nev-
er seen. The cattle bawled uneasily,

sensing that they must cross.

“Godfrey, you go in the wagon,*
Alamo ordered Jensen. “You know
what water’'s like.” He waved his
hand to the others. “All right. Get
them moving,”

It was the sensible thing to do, but
alot of them had counted on camping
here for the night. It was not late,
but with the ever thickening storm,
the dark would be upon them early.
This would postpone a hot supper for
a matter of hours.

But no one demurred. The wagons
went first, Diamond leading the way.
His horses shouldered forward, the
gray current rising higher against
them. Suddenly they were swimming.
The wheels clung, lifted a little, the
wagon swung downstream, an added
pull on the struggling horses. He
turned their heads, hoarsely encour-
aging them. They found footing
again, struggled on. Not bad—only a
foretaste of what they could expect,
later on.

Biscuits came behind, Cherry's
wagon in the middle. Godfrey Jensen
knew his business. Cherry was inside
now, with Sadie. That bleak and
haunted look on Sadie’'s face both-
ered her. If the girl would cry—if
Alamo would come up and speakto
her, directly, just once—

W ater came seeping in through the
cracks, a dirty stream. The box lift-
ed a little while the wheels remained
on the bottom, then, wired fast as
they were, the wheels reluctantly
rose to the pull of the wagon box,
jolting it back in place as the wiring
held frame and box together. It
swayed with the current, a sickening
half-swing before Jensen could swing
the horses as well.

The wheels found sand and clung,
the water ebbed back out. Here was
the other side of the river.

IAMOND had found a protected

spot, with wood handy, some of
it dry driftwood, cast high up by some
former splurge of the flooded river.
Soon he had generous fires crackling.
Now the herd was taking the water—
the leaders being lined out, forced
into the flood. They went reluctant-
ly, bawling, trying to swing, to
crowd back. Men swung among them,
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cutting out a few, rushing them,
keeping them going until, once in,
they had to swim, to keep going.

A new cordon of riders followed,
at the now doubly dangerous busi-
ness of keeping the herd from mill-
ing, from turning on themselves in
midstream. Such a thing, once start-
ed, could drown hundreds, even
thousands. And for men caught in
such a jam, it was worse.

Others, on shore behind, were feed-
ingi more cattle into the river. They
gtill required urging, but not so
much, now that it was a solid brown
river of beef which went ahead. A
few had reached the far shore, were
already scrambling out. This was a
%ood crossing, by any standard. And
the water wasn’t bad—not compared
to what the% might find later on—
Sa}ll' at the Red or the Canadian.

hey were feeding in well. A
third of the herd was in or across
now. The storm came harder, lash-
ing their faces. Alamo, out in the riv-
er, saw Tom Dunning, coming as
well. Then he saw something else—
one of the hazards which they could
be no guarding against.

It was a huge, uprooted tree,
jagged, ugly, swinging at them out
of the gloom. It struck a steer, three
or four of them, broadside, like a
battering ram. Like a great hand
Bushing. There were agonized bawils,
lood on the water, making an ugly
stain. Confusion, growing as panic
spread among the herd and the saw-
\éer raked its way through them, And
funnlrlllg was squarely in the path
of it all.

[ ?

HERE was pride in Alamo, as

well as concern. A good general

thinks first of his men. So far,
he had lost no men, no stock. That
had been partly luck, better luck
than he could hope would last—
particularly when they should near
trail’s end. But the farther he could
take them without loss, the better.
And men, every man, would be need-
ed when the time came for fighting,

come it would.

By staying where he was, on the

23
upper edge of the milling bunch, he
could retain his generalship, keep

them moving, and be safe enough. It
looked like folly to push his own
horse down among that moving herd,

where panic was spreading, where a
real mi Iln? was trying to start. Like-
wise an all but hopeless task, to try

and save the boy, caught there be-
low the herd, with the ugly swirl
sucking him in.

_ Alamo fought his way ahead, urg-
ing his horse, swinging his coiled
rope at snouts, yeII_in% them away. A
long horn raked his leg, but he did
not feel it. He could barely see Dun-
ning now, as the dark came down to
add to the sava%ery of the scene.
But he saw the boy’s horse flounder
and go down in the press, and for a
moment he had a hopeless feeling
that he would never see Dunning
again.

Then he glimpsed him, fighting in
that seething mass, and flung his
rope. The noose fell true, and the
loop went around one of Dunning’s
wildly fIaiIin? arms. He saw Dun-
ning’s white face as he comprehend-
ed, turning, and pulled hard on the
rope. A steer surged against it, taut
like a fiddle string, was bearing
straight down on the boy.

Holding{1 the rope with one hand,
trusting his horse to take care of
both of them, Alamo jerked his gun
and shot. It was too close not to
drive the bullet to the heat, and he
big beast floundered then the cur-
rent had it in its pull, and the rope
was clear again.

He pulled Dunning in, but now the
welter of the miIIin% herd was worse.
The tree had smashed past, tearing
through their close-packed ranks
throwing them into panic. Another
great horn caught at Dunning, snag-
ging in his coat—tearing it, almost
jerking him away before the cloth
tore loose. ]

Alamo was holding on to the rope.
He dragged him over to the horse,
and across the saddle. But no cayuse
could live in such water with a dou-
ble burden. Alamo slipped off, hold-
ing fast only to a saddle-thong, and
then a surge of the struggling ani-

mals tore that from his hand.
Now it was maddened chaos, here
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with black water eager for prey. His
chance was gone, and Alamo knew
it. And in that moment anew chance
came, as another lariat rope flipped
out across the water, across the backs
of struggling cows.

He caught it, and turned to see who
had flung it, and felt amazement for
a moment. It was Cherry, there on
a horse, risking her life here in the
river to help.

W ith the big log past, the cattle
were being turned again, here was a
chance. The horse was swimming, and
Alamo held fast, v/as towed along to
Shore. He found his footing, stumbled
out to where Cherry had slipped
from the horse.

“You shouldn't
there,” he said.

“We need you for the rest of the
drive,” Cherry retorted. “Here, take
tny horse. I'm going back to the wa-

have come out

gOn,"
She thrust the reins at him, and
turned and ran. Alamo swung into

the saddle, noting that Tom Dun-
ning, having worked his way to
shore, was turning back again, to the
job of keeping the cows coming
across. This was a cattleman’s job.
Diamond had a big fire, extrava-
gantly fed from the stock of drift.
Not often, in the rain, would there be
such a chance for the men to warm
and dry themselves. The herd vl/as
across, almost without loss. Coffee
made a warm fragrance on the air.

rgEHE RAIN had stopped when
SL they stirred the next morning.
But most of the men were still wet,
stiff until they had moved about a
while, and their clothes would dry
on them as the day wore on—unless
it rained again. Leaden skies which
had clamped down hard all around,
dragging in the gray horizon, had a
feel of more rain. The river, behind
them, was a sullen turgid torrent.
“And to think that we was kickin’
about dust—an’ sunshine, back a day
or so,” someone exclaimed, wonder
in his tones. “I could stand some sun
to thaw the ice out of my bones!”
Strangely enough, the sun did
shine, before noon. Bright and full of
promise from a gleaming blue sky.
For an hour. By noon it had vanished

again, and an hour later the rain had
recommenced. Men, barely dry and
warm, were wet and clammy again.

Only the cattle seemed to enjoy it.
The grass was fresh and green and
lucious to the taste. There was no
thirst to torment them, and they did
not mind the rain. It was the men who
were not so fortunate. There was no
dry wood in a convenient pile that
evening. Such wood as could be
found a man had to work for, chop-
ing, newly drenched with each jar-
ring axe-stroke at a tree.

The flames spluttered and sulked
sullenly, hot pans hissed and cooled
in the rain. There was no adequate
protection. A canvas tarp, stretched
back from the end of the chuck wag-
on to atree, whipped wildly in a gust
of wind and collapsed, spilling its
pent-up water on to the remnants of
the fire. Biscuits swore.

Even Diamond was helpless. He
had made a huge, pot of coffee, but
the, dark had closed in now, black as
a ftraitor’'s imaginings. There was
nothing that could be cooked, even
if a man could see. Only cold bis-
cuits and cold meat for sandwiches,
left over from the morning. They had
cooked a double portion then, with
something like this in the back of
Diamond’s mind.

This was a night built for trouble.
The herd was uneasy, for to the rain
and the gusty wind had been added
occasional rumblings of thunder, an
occasional sharp flash of lightning
which ran eerily across the world
and left the night doubly thick.

Cattle were slow to bed down,
quick to come to their feet, uneasy
bellowings in their throats. Half of
the crew were on watch now, riding
a circle which meant nothing. Even
the instinct of cow ponies could tell
little of where to go in such black-
ness. If the herd should break and
stampede, nothing could be done with
them.

Alamo took the first half of the
night. Nothing happened, and the
men tried to get some sleep. The
lightning had quit its wild playing,
but the rain kept up. There was only
mud on which to lie down, scant
cover above a man. This was the Mc-
Coy.
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N THE wagon, it was little better.
I Sodden canvas allowed a fine mist
of rain to beat through when the
heavier gusts struck. While no ac-
tually wet, everything was starkly,
coldly damp. The moan of the wind
did not help. Cherry lay wakeful,
staring into the opaque darkness.
Sadie spoke, and Cherry knew that
she was wakeful as well.

“l hate to think of them—out in
such a night as this,” Sadie said. And
while she used the general pronoun,
Cherry could guess of whom she was
really  thinking. And not once had
Alamo spoken  directly to his wife
since that strange meeting.

"It could be worse,” Cherry re-
plied. “It’s not cold—not to what it
mllglh‘_t be.” ]

either of them spoke again, but
both knew that the other still stared
upward with aching eyes for a long
time.

The memory of it was with Cher-
ry the next morning. Again the rain
had stopped, the wind had died to a
whisper. There were puddles every-
where, a vast field of mud where the
great herd had passed. But a fire was
burning, there was hot food. It made
a difference.

Again, presently, the herd was
plodding north. ere was a bit of
color in Sadie’s cheeks again, a bet-
ter look to her. Here was discomfort
and hardship, but something had hap-
pened to her. She was a better. And
she proved it by suggesting that she
should drive the wagon for a while.

Cherry agreed. There were things
which she wanted to say to Alamo,
and he had kept himself scrupulous-
ly away from the vicinity of the wa-
gon, always riding. There was plenty
to do, of course, these days. But not
that much.

Saddling a horse, Cherry found
him, up near the point. The sky was
Il%htenlng with promise of clearing.
Cherry waved, and edged her horse
alongside. ) o

For a few minutes they rode in si-
lence. The curtain of it was like a
barrier between them, and one de-
Ilberate(ljy erected. Cherry wanted to
beat it down. Resentment rose in her.

“Do you have to treat her the way
you do?” she burst out suddenly.

Alamo looked at her, then—with a
face which was wiped clean of all ex-
pression. Cherry went on.

“l don’t know what’s happened be-
tween you two, in the past—she’s not
told me any more than you have. But
you said yourself that she was your
wife. And she’s had a hard time—
a mi ht%/ hard time.” )

Still he said nothing. Cherry tried
again.

“I still dont even know whether
you like it, or not-—she’s going
right along with us. There’s nothing
else that can be done. And she is
your wife—or so you said. Don’t you
think you owe her something?”

Alamo answered, then. One cold
word.

“NO.”

Pie said it deliberately, turned his
horse with equal deliberation and
rode away from her. Cherry watched
him %o, nd the day seemed grayer
than before.

[ 8 |/

HERE WERE two days of

good weather, then the rain re-

commenced. It was sporadic,
but frequent enough to keep the men
soaked most of the time. More than
one cowboy wondered aloud why he
had ever kicked about sunshine and a
bit of dust.

But it was the unnatural luck of
the trail which worried Alamo more
than the discomforts. The latter were
inevitable, and he had counted on
them. There had been bad luck, of
course, but far less than could be ex-
pected for the first part of a journey;
nothing really serious. And since
there must always be just so much
trouble, somewhere along the way, he
grew gloomy. A reminder that their
good luck was due to his own good
management was not convincing.

“There’s been ﬁlenty other good
trail bosses, which hasnt kept them
out of trouble,” he said, “Well, we’ll
keep pushing,”

Two men drifted in to camp, late
one afternoon. They came like ghosts.
The horses which they rode were in
good enough shape, since there was
plenty of grass, but the men were in
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bad shape. Without guns, half-
starved. It v-as their faces which

showed it worst.

There was a sort of terror graven
there, etched deep into already sunk-
en ejfes. It was in their faces like a
stain which would not wash out. One
of them had a stiff right arm from a
still ugly wound, a broken bone
crookedly healing. The other peeled
off his shirt and showed some of the
men the not-quite-healed welts on his
back.
~ “We were lucky, at that,” he said
jerkily. “We got out alive, There
were eighteen of us—drivin® three
thousand head of beef critters. We
got up through the Nations—it was

ad enough. But nothin’ to what it
was when we got near Missouri.”

He fell silent, seeming to shiver a
little, though the day was warm. His
companion took up the narrative.

“We’d been keepin’watch for trou-
ble—the boss knew it’d come. But
there was a hundred men around us
before we knew what was happenin’.
They told us we couldn’t go no far-
ther—said Texas beef brought Tex-
as fever, and the law was keepin’ that
out of Missouri.”

Now it was his eyes which fixed
on vacancy, and his companion who
resumed again.

“Theyd been playin” with us—up
to then. They offered to let us go,
if we’'d turn back—and leave the beef.
The boss started cussin’ them—and
somebody shot him in the back. We
tried to make a fight of it.”

“They left us for dead, with the
rest,” the other man added. “l was
lyin” with a dead man sprawled
across me, his blood drippin” on me.
We managed to get away that night.”

It was a grim story, but not a new
one. Alamo saw the effect of it in
the faces of his crew, reflected in the
gravity of Cherry’s eyes. They fed
the pair, and sent them on the next
morning with a gun and blankets
and supplies.

No one spoke of quitting, of turn-
ing back; they had known how it
would be before the start. But there
was an added air of grimness which
was slow to wear off.
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DAY OF bright sunshine
helped. The sodden earth
steamed, the world was green on
on every horizon. Spirits lifted like
the mist. It would be a good world,
if there was only a fair destination
which men could travel to, to find a
fair market for their herds.

The bitterness in him was grow-
ing. It was like yeast, and the more
he pressed it down, the more pent-
UP grew its furK. Sometimes it
alarmed him. His oloe now was to
hold it in check until the time came
for action, when real trouble showed.
The thing would be hopeless, but
he’d at least put up a good fight.

The sun was pleasant. The wagons
had circled ahead, had found a camp-
ing place, and were busy abdivt pre-
parations for the evening meal. It
was usually the job of the trail boss
to pick the spot for camp, but Dia-
mond was competent.

He had a fire going now, a big ket-
tle boiling over it, as Alamo could
see from the distance. There v/as a
spot of color where one of the girls
moved near the wagon. Another" lit-
tle row of colors, moving lazily in
the breeze. They had washed their
clothes, had stretched a line between
wagons and hung them out, taking
advantage of the sun.

Alamo sat his horse and watched,
lazily. That was a homey scene. It
was pleasant to drowse in the warm
sun tor a change.

He started suddenly, frowning. It
was—yes, that was Sadie, on horse-
back, riding toward him. It was the
first time that he had seen her on a
horse, since Jomm% the drive. But
she rode as well as Cherry, a straight,
gallant little figure; and she was
coming out to see him.

Alamo hesitated. There was con-
fusion and something close to panic
in him. He v/as minded to turn his
horse and ride away, but it wouldn*
do. Every man with the herd could
see, in this clear, dust-free air. And
he’d knov/n, from the start, that a
show-down was inevitable; if he had-
n’t been such a coward, he wouldn't
have put it off.
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DIE slowed her horse to a trot /Yo

as she neared him, then to



p* CU rt-

DISASTER TRAIL

lic Alamo remained, unmoving. He
that her cheeks had paled, but
ker voice ws very quiet as she spoke.

“Do you mind if we talk a little,

Alamo?” ] )

He found his own voice unexpect-
e(]IXNhoarse. ) )

‘ hY no. Go ahead, if you like.”

She looked at him, quickly, as if
ghe had hoped for more encourage-
ment, but he was staring stonily past
the tips of his horse’ ears. Her voice
was small.

“That was George Brent, back
there, with the wagon, Alamo. Hed
seen his wife and children—killed
b¥ the Apaches. All that he wanted
of life was to- get back to his old
home in Texas—to die.

He never
reached it.” ) o

That was explanation, and it might
be true. Any way you took it, it had
been a hard break for George Brent
—or maybe not. Now his troubles
were over.

"l— wanted to come to Texas too,
Alamo. 1—I thought that maybe—"

Her voice trailed off on a hope-
less note. She raised her eyes in a
quick glance, let them fall again.
Alamo’ face was stony.

“It was a break for Brent—there

at last,” he said, “For anybody, these
days. The dead have it all over the
Iivin%”
“Cherry has been very good to
me, Alamo— think that 1’d have
died, if it hadnt been for the way
she nursed me.”

Again, Alamo made no comment.
The cattle were winding closer, now,
stopping to crop the grass, with the
knowledge that night and rest were
close at hand. There ws no trouble
for them which the moment could not
solve. Watching them, Sadie felt a
little envious. It was so difficult to
find words, to talk to this man, des-
perately as she wanted to. It was, as
she had heard once remarked, like
pushing the wind,

“Its been a long time, Alamo,” she
said, tentatively.

“Yes,” he agreed briefly. Whether
there was anything more in the word,
or not, she could not tell.

It was funny, tragic, the way

rot Words could not bridge a gap. How

athwy could become meaningless
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things, like chips flying from a
block. But ma%/be some gaps could not
be bridged af all.

_Her shoulders _sag%ed. Alamo sat a
little straighter in the saddle. Once
is enough, he warned himself harsh-
ly. Only a fool would have to be
taught the same lesson twice.

“I—it’s nice that the war is over,
isn’t it?” Sadie suggested. “It was
such a horrible, senseless, needless
thing.”

“The war isn't over,” Alamo re-
torted grimly, "for some people—it
never will be.”

There it was—the bitterness, the
festering hate, welling up, spilling
over. She had sensed it, had been
afraid of it. But she was tryinc[:]—
she would go all the way, in one last
desperate effort. If that did not
work—

“I—’'m sorry, Alamo,” she whisp-
ered. “For—for all that happened.
For the past.”

It was out, now, a pitiful enough
offering, flung at his feet. Alamo’s
face seemed to grow a little more
rigid, more unrelenting.

“You should be,” he said, and
swinging his horse sharp about, rode
away.

9 Yy~
ISASTER Trail. Others had
named it so, knowing its

bloody histor%/, the failure and
worse which lay at the end—for those
lucky enough to ever reach Missouri.
Or perhaps there was more luck for
those who did not get that far—who
met the Indians in the Nations, or
any one of the hundred other deaths
which lay in wait along this trail.
Brush Creek was behind them; so
was the Lambassa. Both had been
high, but not too bad. There had
been no real trouble anywhere, so far
as the cattle were concerned, save
those few bad moments in the Colo-
rado. There had been one stampede,
when a jackrabbit had sprung out
suddenly from behind a bush, right
before the eyes of a startled steer.
A little thing, but that was all it
took when the mood was right. They
had swerved and rjun, and the whole
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herd had caught the contagion.

But again their luck had been with
them. There was nothing in the way,
and the cattle, within a mile and with
a bit of persuasion, had been gradually
turned a point or so, headed in the
right direction. Alamo had waved
his hat to let them run.

It had meant an added five miles,
that day, and the need for Diamond
to pull up from the spot he had
already chosen and travel on. But
the herd had passed well to one side,
not otherwise bothering, and for the
next clay or so, tired, the excitement
run out of their blood, the great
bunch had been more tractable than
usual.

For three nights, the sun had gone
down red, in a blaze of glory. Not
tonight. And that morning, instead,
it had risen with a gory bone in its
teeth, like a running hound. Alamo
glanced aloft now, ana saw that the
stars, bright a few minutes before,
were fadin?. Off in the west came
a bubble of black cloud, blowing it-
self up fast as a boy might do with
soap. Getting ready to burst—but not
in the fashion of a bubble.

Alamo swung sharp on his heel.
His voice cut across the silence as
the fiddle droned to silence and men
sat and dreamed.

“Saddles! Everybody! Out to the
herd!

They started to their feet, aroused
at the unusual incisiveness of his
voice, looking up, suddenly aware of
the heavier dark, the spreading cloud.
There was no wind, as yet, no mutter
of thunder, no sparkle of flame in
the distance. Alamo would have felt
easier had there been. An ordinary
thunderstorm was one thing, but that
great growing bubble of a cloud,
which now had propelled itself across
half the sky—it was like a reaching
hand—no, a fist.

They moved fast, almost in silence.
Tw® men were with the herd, and as
they approached, they saw that the
pair had doubled their usual speed
in circling, their voices, raised a lit-
tle, held a note of unease which they
could not quite keep out. It changed
to relief at sight of the dark figures
coming, all the crew. But now the

unease was in all of them.

Alamo was tight-lipped, consider-
ing. Usually, trail-wise, Diamond
sought out a protected place to halt
the wagons. One where, if anything
did happen, trees and rocks or a
defile would break the herd before
they could swarm across and over the
wagons in dark of night.

his time there had been nothing
more than brush, no real barrier any-
where to be found. But it had seemed
less necessary than usual. N.ow Alamo
was worried. You never knew where
a herd mightsrun, once they started,
and he felt it in his bones that
trouble had caught up with them.

IKE AN echo to his thought, it
came—a shattering bolt of

lighting, ripping out of the black sky

above them, yellow-red like the rod
of an angry god of war, stretched
from horizon to horizon. The crash of
it seemed to shake the earth, to stun
the eardrums. And as though that
had been the signal for release, the
storm came with it—howling wind,
rain—and, far worse than all the rest,
hail.

Such hail as most of the crew had
heard tales of, stories which had all
the effect of mythology, of legend,
but were somehow far removed from
the real. Now they had become real.
Blasting hail, savage icy pellets as
big as doorknobs, pelting at them
out of the black and pitiless sky
above. With a seeming solid sheet of
water in between.

Fortunately, the hail did not last
long—only two or three minutes. One
of those pellets, hitting right, could
stun a cow or knock a man down.
Most of them merely hit in the wrong
places, bouncing painfully. Alamo
took one on his left hand, and had
to shift the reins to his right, for
the hand was numb. One struck his
shoulder, and it was like a thrown
rock. His horse was almost unman-
agable.

And the cattle, pummeled by these
invisible clubs, were in stampede.

The darkness, save for the choking
flashes of lighting, was almost an
absolute quality. The flares showed a
wildly tossing sea of shaggy brown
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tacks and lifting heads, was reflect-
ed back from falling eyes and rain-
wet, polished horns. The solid pound
of hoofs seemed to rock the earth.

And theﬁ were swinging north by
east—which was the direction in
which Missouri lay. But it was also
toward the wagons. _

The hail had stopped, but the rain
was still a solid wet sheet dragged
across them. Cattle were slipping,
going down. Sounds like moaning
sighs came up when that happened,
as the others surged without a check
or swerve. The wind rose above the
other noises in a gusty savage shout.

Alamo’ horse was on the fringe
of the wild bunch; he could only hope
that the other might be as lucky.
Lighting played again, dazzling the
eyes, the crash of it right above them
lashed the herd to redoubled frenzy.
He saw a wagon, saw the cows crash
In to it—saw it poise for a moment,
wildly teetering, before it went over,
like a falling behemoth. The night
closed down again.

Another mile, a couple of them.
The rain had lost is sting, there was
a faint lightening of the sky, off in
the west again. The great swelling
bubble had burst. Outlines took shape,
hazy and ill-defined. The drumming
of hoofs were receding. The bulk of
the herd had gone past him.

No point to trying to follow them,
tonight. So far as they were con-
cerned, there was nothing to do but
let them run it out. It would take
a day, probably two, to regather the
scattered herd. But one of these days
would be saved from the fact that
they would be a day’s drive nearer
their destination. None of that mat-
tered.

The thing which mattered, which
was still to be computed, was what
this night's work had really cost. The
numbness had left Alamo’s arm, but
soreness remained. His luck had been
good. He swung his horse, riding now
with a dread of what he might find.

LREADY the clouds were break-

ing, a filter of moonlight lay
across the sodden earth. Here and
there were suspicious-looking objects,
and he rode closer until he could see

what they were. One was a flat rock,
another a dead steer. Farther on a
weakened animal was unsteadily man-
aging to get to its feet again, It
staggered, one leg dragging. Alamo
shot it.

He had seen none of the others
since the stampede began. But now,
on the ground ahead, was a long,
slender, unmoving object. Clouds
moved between him and the uncer-
tain moon, the dark came back. All
that he could tell was that this was
one of the crew, stretched there on
the ground. Whether alive or dead
was difficult to determine.

Alamo gathered him up and man-
aged to get back on his horse. His
sense of direction was good, and he
knew where the wagons had been.
What would be there now, if any-
thing, was hard to tell.

Grim thoughts rode with him as his
horse plodded ahead. This unstirring
figure in his arms—how badly was
he hurt? And who was it? Light
would give the answer, probably in
no pleasant way. How many more
were lying out, not yet found? Or
found by wolves, which would be
already on the prowl, drawn by sure
instinct?

A beacon took form in the black-
ness, far up ahead. A fire, where the
camp had been. Someone was still
there and on the job—probably Dia-
mond. That much was encouraging.

The figure in his arms stirred a
little, sighed. Relief welled in Alamo.
Here was life, at least. He wished
that he could see, but the clouds
had closed together again, though
the rain had stopped. Mud was deep
underfoot, the ground as though it
had been plowed just before the
storm.

His horse snorted, a pair of eyes
glared palely at him. A wolf—feast-
Ing. He made out the dim bulk, big
enough to be sure that it was only
a dead cow.

Several dark figures were moving,
shadow-like, around the fire up ahead.
Some of the crew were getting back.
He was close enough now to see that
at least one wagon was standing, fire-
glow reflected back from its canvas.
There was another one. Better than
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he had hoped for. One wagon
smashed—but which one?
The answer came in Diamond’s

tired voice, even with the clink of
tin dishes beside the fire.

“Smashed it to kindling wood, with
poor olu Biscuits still in it. Might
as easy have been any of the rest of
us. Cawfee, Rock?”

“l can use it,” Rock agreed. Alamo
knew how he felt. The T wagons
gone, with its store of provisions.
They would be short from here on.
But that was not the worst. Biscuits
had been caught without a chance.
Biscuits, always complaining, half-
helpless on the trail except for Dia-
mond. But he had been one of them.

Here was the rim of the firelight.
Alamo swung down, the figure stirred
again in hi's arms. He stood taut,
startled, for once completely at a
loss. It was Sadie.

t I©Cy ~

T SEEMED that Sadie and

Cherry had both answered that

call to saddles, though he had not
intended that they should. Cherry
was back, now, and she took charge
of Sadie, Apparently there was noth-
ing seriously wrong with her; she
had been thrown from her horse, but
had escaped being trampled. Warmed
and rested again, she would be all
right.

Sadie. The woman he had married.
And, for the first time in years, he
had held her in his arms. Probably he
had saved her life, this night. Left out
there alone, unconscious, in the storm,
with the roaming wolves—

Alamo shook his head. Luck had
a way of playing queer pranks. This
was one'of them.

Most of the riders were reporting
back now. All were in but two. Again
the skjr was lightening, but not
enough to do any good. It would take
daylight to give a true tally.

The chuck wagon from the T had
been hopelessly wrecked as it went
over. Biscuits, caught in it, was not
a pretty sight. Alamo took a spade,
and Roila Ely and Jensen joined him
in silence. Just at the 8§dge of the

firelight they dug. It was easier to
have something to do than to wait for
the slow dawn. The mud made easy
digging, but that was the best which
could be said for it.

Both the others naa returned by
the time the sky began at long last
to lighten. Everyone who had ridden
in that wild stampede had survived.
Diamond, too, had caught up a horse
and gone with the rest. Only the
one man who had stayed behind, in
a place of apparent safety, had been
caught. And that was luck for you.
A thing like quicksilver, something
you couldn't hold in your hand.

Diamond made his report. He had
been able to salvage a little, a very
little, from the other chuck wagon.
Not much.

“We’ll eat more beef, less biscuits—
an’ more water in the cawfee,” he an-
nounced. “I’ll sling the hash for
everybody. Reckon you'll have to like
it or starve.”

Two wagons, now, pulling across
the once-green earth which now had
the look of a plowed field. Two,
where yesterday there had been three,
lonely against the horizon. Cherry
had reported that Sadie was nearly
herself again. She had looked hope-
fully, expectantly, at Alamo as she
said it, but he only nodded shortly
and set out with rest of the crew
to gather the herd.

The season was advancing as they
traveled north, but despite that, the
air held a chill as gray as the day.
The wind which breathed across the
sodden land was raw,

Ross Martin had a nose, swollen
to twice its usual size. A big hail-
stone had hit him squarely on it. Ely
confessed that he had been knocked
out by one. He had regained con-
sciousness, still in the saddle, both
hands clutching the horn in a frenz-
ied, instinctive grip. His horse had
stood, with the reins dropped.

The heavy stones had torn through
the canvas of both remaining wagons,
doing considerable damage. But since
no one had been inside them at the
time, it had not mattered too much.

Y NIGHT, most of the herd had
had been gathered again. W ith
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.S new day, still gray, still threat-
* ;-jg rain, they started them moving,
*olU Ely and Alamo watching them
O|e past, making a tally—the first
gince the start. The figures were sur-
prisingly good.

v “l make it ten short of six thou-
sand,” Ely reported.

“I'm within three of you,” Alamo
agreed.

It was more than good. They had
started north with six thousand head.
Probably a few extra, since half a
hundred at the least had perished in
the night. It was still the sort of
luck to make a man uneasy.

“If 1 could ever get dry again—
an’ warm, just once,” Tom Dunning
said, wistfully. “Seems like | ain’t
Lelt comfortable since | ¢n remem-
er.”

‘Cowmen aint supposed to feel
comfortable,” Diamond adjured him.
“Look at Rock, there. Horse slipped
an’ fell on him. He’s limpin’ now,
but countin’ himse’f lucky that there
was plenty soft mud to fall in. Plas-
tered with it, but it didn’t bust him up
none. And like he says, it’ll soon rain
enough again to wash the mud off.”

Dunning gave a half-hearted grin,
gulped down a cup of scalding cof-
fee, and swung to his own sodden
saddle. Texas was a vast country.
Somehow he’d never counted on it
being so big. He was impatient to
get out of it, to reach journeg’s
end. No matter how bad it might be,
it would be a change. But there was
still a lot of Texas ahead of them.

The crease between Alamo’s brows
was deepeninP a little with the pass-
ing miles. It fooked as though theyd
live to make it to where the real
trouble would start. And now he had
a new worry on his hands. It was
bad enough for Cherry to be along,
but Cherry was half-owner here, and
it had been her idea in the first place.
Cherry had a plan, whatever it might
be, for getting them through in
safety.

His interest was impersonal—ess
than that, he assured himself. But he
was rodding this drive, and the re-
sponsibility, in the long run, was up
to him. Impatience grew in him, so

he welcomed it when finallil] Cherry
came riding out, so that he could
swing about and join her.

She looked at him, her brown brow3
arching a little with feigned surprise.

“You dont actually mean that you
are taking note that we’re still alive,
Sadie and 1.” she asked.

“That’s what’s worryin’me,” Alamo
said bluntly. “How long | can keep
you so.’

Her eyes grew speculative, softened
a little. “Deep down, Alamo, you’re
the boy | used to know,” she said.
“You try hard to hide it—but you're
not half so cold or hard as youd
like to have us believe.”

Alamo jerked a shoulder impatient-
ly. “Just because |’'m worried is no
sign,” he said. “I’ve never been licked
but once—and that was the whole
South. When | start a job, | like to
finish it. But | didn’t see any chance
when we started, and | don’t see any
now. We haven’t begun to have trou-
ble, yet.”

“I" suppose not,” Cerry agreed.
“The reason why we waited three
weeks, Alamo, after the herd was

athered, was because we had word
that you were on the way back,” she
told him. “We figured that, with
you, we’d get through.”

That they had waited so long for
him was news to Alamo, but now he
merely grunted.

“We’ll get as far as the borders of
Missouri, mebby,” he agreed. “The
one reason | agreed to take on the
job, was because you let on then
that you had some plan for getting'
across it, once we got that far!”

Cherry nodded, her gaze on the
distant horizon. “I still have,” she
agreed, but added no details. “Rut
it5 up to you to get us that far.”

OW THEY had reached the

Trinity, Not a bad river, as
_—rivers went, not in the same
lass with the Red, ordinarily. But
ow the weeks of rain had swollen
; like a bloated steer. Its waters
rere swift, sullen, wide. And more
ain was falling, as though there
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would never be an end of it,

“I’'m that wet, an’ sour, if you was
to squeeze me, 1°d squirt lemon juice,”
Martin remarked dourly, hunched
forward in the saddle, a thin trickle
of water running off his hat brim
and dripping down his nose. “Well,
we might’s well go swimming, |
guess. Cain’t get no wetter anyhow.”

They shoved the herd in, Rock
and Alamo having already made the
crossing and returned. There was
just one bad place. Out near mid-
stream, where the water ran swift,
there was also a sudden drop-off.
The cattle and horses could swim,
it was the wagons which worried Al-
amo.

Following his instructions, logs
were tied alongside the wagon box-
es, lashed to the wheels. That would
keep the wheels from turning, but
it wouldnt matter so much in such
water. They could slide. He hoped
that the added buoyancy would keep
the wagons from sinking or over-
turning, and he had given orders for
them to wait until the herd was
across.

Diamond sat on his own wagon,
scantily protected by the flap, indif-
ferent to the rain, Euffing at a short,
black pipe. He spoke across to where
the women watched from their wagon.

“He’s worried,” he said. “Look how
they all (]:;o down, once they reach
that spot! Duck clean under, most
of ’em—then come up twenty-thirty
feet downstream. Bad water, out
there.”

It was true. Horses and cattle and
men alike were taking that dunking
as they reached the drop-off. It made
little difference where they tried to
cross, up or down stream. It seemed
to be the same, all along. Probably
the high water had played a new
trick with the river bottom alon
here. And this was the only goo
crossing for a long way in either
directions, other known ones were not
likely to be better.

Suddenly, Diamond’s teeth clamped
hard on the stem of his pipe. The
girls were watching as tensely. The
cattle had been making it all right,
but now some of them had gotten
turned around while under wajjpy

were starting to swim back to the
shore they had left. In no time they
were milling, a confused mass, fed
by the brown stream still spilling
out from the shore, roughly handled
by the savage current of the river.

Alamo and Jensen rode at them,
shouting, flailing at noses and horns.
It was not easy to turn frenzied cat-
tle, with the terror of the river driv-
ing them. Sadie gave an exclamation
as Alamo and his horse went out
of sight, and did not immediately
reappear. Cherry looked at her, and
back to the river. )

They were up again now, emerg-
in% as most of the cattle did. The
milling jam was broken, straightened.
But half a hundred head had been
swept on downstream, into wilder
water—half a hundred who had
reached the end of the trail.

ALAMO returned, and they saw
that it was his intentioin to
drive the wagon. Cherry looked at
him, and opened her mouth to demur;
then she looked across at Sadie, rfid
closed it again, wordlessly.

“Be ready for some rough going,”
Alamo instructed, and urged the hor-
ses forward. Cherry observed that
several of the cowboys were a little
upstream from them, read}/ to lend a
hand if things went wrong.

Diamond, stuffing his pipe in a
pocket, was following them. The wa-
gon went well enough, wheels slid-
ing, until all at once the horses were
Plun ing, swimming, then the wagon
ifted a little. Now the logs were
helping to lift, to steady it. But as
the drop-off caught them, it jerked
horses and wagon alike as though
they had been chips. The heavy pull
was almost too much for the team.

It was then that Alamo showed
his skill with horses. He was talking
to them, getting out of them a steady
effort which most drivers could not
have reached. They made it, and the
wheels slid on the bottom again.

Diamond was not having such luck.
Wagon ton%ue and horses jackknifed,
the wagon heeled, almost going over.
But a couple of the crew, coming
alongside, swung in, fastening ropes
to the upper wheels, with these in
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turn tied to saddle horns. It was
enough to right things again, to bring
them through. Excicment roughed
Tom Dunning’s voice as the shore
was reached.

“Weren't you scared there for a
minute, Diamond?” he asked.

The cook shook his head.

“Scared? Me? Why should | be?
j knew the rest of you wouldn't let
nothin’ happen to me. You like yore

grub too well.”

That, though they were not to
guess it then, was the last of the
real rain. The final sprinkle had
stopped the sun was breaking
through the clouds as Diamond

cooked supper. Men looked at the
blue sky and their spirits quickened.
It wasn't far to the Red. Once across
that, they'd be out of Texas, and
since Texas was the main part of
the world, that meant that the big
part of the journey was behind them.

Alamo didn’t disabuse them of the
notion. Lei them think so, if they
liked. Texas was a land of mighty
reaches, of overflowing fields of beef,
and of poverty now. Bui Texas was
a land of refuge. Beyond Texas were
the Nations, beyond the Nations,
Missouri, it was a toss-up as to which
was worse.

There was trouble at dark-fall—
the last sort that any of them would
have looked for on such a day.> Tom
Dunning had rolled in his blanket,
laid down and turned half over, and
he cried out sharply, then was silent.
Alamo reached him to find him. on
his feet, to hear a threshing sound
which grew still. A faint light of
moon and stars v/as all that showed,
but it was enough.

It was a big rattlesnake, finishing
its death-throes on the ground. A
creature half-torpid from the rain and
chill, which young Tom Dunning had
rolled against. Sluggish, it had struck
wthout warning.

Now, having killed it, the pain and
terror which had leaped in that one
quick cry were back in the boy’s eyes
as he stared down at it, his face set.
Other men were coming, roused by
the cry. The flap of the other wagon
lifted,

"Where'd it hit you?” Alamo asked
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swiftly.

“Here.” Dunning indicaterd his
left leg, a little above the knee. His
voice v/as not quite steady, but he
was fighting manfully to make it so.
Only he could not quite hide the
fear in his eyes.

“Throw some wood on the fire,”
Alamo ordered. “Dry wood. We've
got to have light.”

Diamond was already doing so, not
waiting for instructions. Using the
scant and precious stock of dry wood
which remained to him. Alamo heard
Sadie’s voice, a little scared sound-
ing, asking what had happened. He
was already slitting the levis, show-
ing the tiny, ugly-looking twin
punctures. Dangerously high up.

T WAS Rock who had a rope

ready, having brought his own

noose without orders. He slipped
around the foot, slid it up near the
thigh, pulled it painfully tight and
held it so. Dunning was standing in
the light of the flaring fire, white-
faced, but both legs planted solidly,
saying nothing.

Cherry came hurrying, Sadie on
her heels. Each of them took one of
the boy’'s hands. No word was said
as Alamo placed his mouth at the
wound and sucked strongly, spat, and
sucked again. He looked at the rude
torniquet of the rope, saw what Dia-
mond held in his hand, and took it.
A keenly sharp sharp Bowie.

“This is going to hurt, Tom,” he
said. His eyes lifted for a moment
to the boy's white face. “Want to
sit down?”

“I—1 can take it better this way,”
Dunning muttered. “Go ahead.”

Cherry was blinking. Sadie's face
was white, but calm. Alamo looked
at them, saw how their hands gripped
the boy's a little tighter. He moved
fast, hating it, but his hand was
steady as he slashed sharp above the
puncture, down through it, twice
more on the sides—then repeated the
pattern corss-wise, so that it was a
checkerboard, the blood spurtin across
his hand as he worked.

Tom Dunning winced, and stood
trembling. He groaned, once, and his
hands moved convulsively, in the

it
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clasp of Cherry and Sadie. Alamo
handed the knife back to Diamond,
not looking up.

“Good boy, Tom” he said. Simple
words, but meaningful. He was a man
chary with praise.

Diamond jogged his elbow slightly.
He held a whiskey bottle, a third
full. Alamo nodded. He doubted the
efficacy of whiskey in snake bite,
though most men swore by it. But
the boy was badly in need of the
stimulant.

“Take a drink, Tom,” he said.

Cherry released one hand, and Tom
Dunning tilted the bottle. He drank,
and choked, and handed the bottle
back. The blood still flowed redly,
and at Alamo’s nod, Rock tightened
the noose a little.

“We'd better get him lying down,
in bed,” Cherry said. “Bring him in
our wagon.”

“Sure,” Alamo agreed.

They put Dunning to bed, with a
candle for light. Alamo stepped out
into the darkness. Returning in a
minute with a double handful of soft
rich mud, he plastered it thickly over
the cuts.

“But it—it’sso dirty!” Cherry cried
out in protest.

“It’s clean mud,” Alamo said drily.
“And it'swhat an animal uses to draw
poison. We’'ll change it every couple
of hours tonight.”

Alamo remained there, with both
women beside him. The rest of the
crew, at his orders, went back to their
blankets. Most of them wouldn’t
sleep well, but there was nothing
which they could do.

Alamo himself watched the taut
noose, loosening it a little every so
often, feeling of the leg below, watch-
ing the color of it. Dunning lay quiet-
ly, for the most part. But there was
cold sweat on his face, which Sadie
wiped away, and his eyes were

“1—1 feel all puffed up—'like |
was bloated,” he burst out, finally.
“l—am | going to die, Alamo?”

“Of course not,” Alamo reassured
him, and his voice was steaady, full
of a confidence which he did not
feel. “We've got most of it out. But
you'll be sick a spell.”

T WAS, of course, worst for Dun,
ning. There could be no doubt of

that. But it was bad enough for the

others, waiting, watching. For a time,
Alamo had his doubts. Fie gave the
boy another drink of whiskey, be-
cause he Was badly in need of it. But
as the sky began faintly to gray, he
knew that the worst was over. W ith
the torniquet removed, the bleeding
had stopped, and the worst of the
suffering was past. Dunning was fall-
ing into an uneasy sleep, but it was
sleep.

Cherry stood up, stiffly, as Alamo
arose also from where he had sat.

“We'd better spend the day here,
hadn't we?” she asked.

Alamo nodded.

“Sure,” he agreed. “Give him a
chance to rest. He's had a bad time
of it.”

A day in which to loaf was a rare
treat. With the sun shining and the
river handy, clothes could be washed.
There were plenty of little things
to be done. And the knowledge that
the worst was past and Tom Dun-
ning would live made them light-
hearted.

Alamo slept a little, and looked in
on the boy, and saw that Dunning was
sleeping again, more naturally now.
Sadie was holding one of his hands.
Cherry, watching, saw the harsh lines
about Alamo’s mouth soften a little
as he dropped the flap again.

T WAS on Cherry’s advice that

Sadie, early in the afternoon, rode

out to where Alamo was having a look
at the herd. Her own face was tense
as she went. With something of the
look which had been in Dunning’s,
after the first shock had passed and
realization was in him.

Cherry, watching from the wagon,
saw Alamo turn his horse and move
away. She knew that nearly every
one of the crew saw it, too. If men
cussed the boss beneath their breath,
it was nothing to what she said, also
under her breath. Sadie swung her
own cayuse and returned. She was
trying to smile, but there was a trem-
ulous droop to her lips as she dis-
mounted.

“It's a nice day, Cherry,” she said.
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"Here,” Cherry said fiercely. “You
keep an eye on Tom—he’s still asleep.

“1t’ll do me good—to give him a
piece of my mind,” Cherry swore.
She swung up, spurred.

Alamo saw her coming and this
time he did not attempt to run away.
Merely waited. Cherry's face was
flaming as she came up.

“Last night,” she said directly, “I
thought that you were quite a man,
Alamo Sage. The way you pulled that
boy out of it—it was your telling him
that he'd live that made him believe
it, and | think it was what pulled
him through. | thought a lot of you,
right then.”

Alamo looked at her, and his face
was blank again.

“Now you see that you were mis-
taken,” he said.

“Everybody saw it,” she blazed.
“Why don’t you even talk to her,
Alamo? You told us all that she was
your wife—and since then you treat
her as if—as if—oh, if | were a man,
I'd delight in thrashing you within
an inch of your life! | think that
you're the most contemptible speci-
men of man that I've ever seen—and
most men are lower than aworm!”

“1 suppose that means you don't
want me around any longer,” Alamo
said evenly. “I'll go, and mighty glad
to, whenever you say the word.”

Cherry cursed him, then—cursed
him as she had never realized that she
could do, in away which amazed them
both. She saw the blankness on Al-
amo's face lighten to a slightly quiz-
zical quirk, and checked herself ab-
ruptly.

“You should be flayed alive and
boiled in oil, you—you monster! But
even if you're a devil, you can't quit
and run like a coward. You've prom-
ised to take this herd to Missouri,
and I'm holding you to it! Though |
hone they hang you after we get
there!”

OM DUNNING was improving.
T He had had a tough bout with

the poison, but the treatment
had. 01 heroic enough to save him.

Without Alamo’s cool-headed nerve
in such a moment, Cherry knew, it
might have been a different story,
that puncture of fangs had been a
bad one.

The Red was ahead—the real bor-
der-line between Texas and trouble.
1What had gone before could be
counted on as only a mild introduc-
tion to what lay ahead. North, into
the Nations, men had flocked—rene-
gade whites, renegade reds, and hon-
est Indians who bitterly resented the
continual crowding back, who rea-
lized that even here they were in
danger of being shoved aside again.
A country which had to be crossed,
but v/ith plenty of men determined
that no one should cross.

There had been a few plesant days,
so that dust was once again beginning
to mark the slow progress of the big
herd. The Red was not too high,
though it still flowed swift and sul-
len. They had reached it at mid-after-
noon, and Alamo had given the order
to cross. You knew what a river was
like when you came to it. But no
man could ever be sure of the mood
of a river by the following morning.

As usual, Rock and himself had
crossed over and back. The wagons
would follow, not precede, the herd.
There had been a spot or so of quick-
sand here, and quicksands were hun-
gry where wagons were concerned.
After the hoofs of the herd had
pounded it down, there would be less
risk.

Dunning was nearly well again but
he still rode in the wagon. The older
hands were beginning to give him a
good-natured ribbing which brought
a flush to his cheeks. Only thatmorn-
ing he had suggested to Alamo that
he was well enough to be back in
the saddle again.

“Wait till we're across the Red,”
Alamo had advised. “There's plenty
of trail ahead.”

And now this was the Red, with
still caving banks where the weeks
of high water had been shoving at
them, undermining, insatiably greedy.
A few trees still washed past with
the current. The land was rough and
uninviting, like a child's playbox
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spilled out and left neglected.

Half a hundred head of big steers
had vied for the leadership when the
drive had started. During the weeks,
unquestioned position had been won
by one big red beast with horns two
yards in width, thick as a man’s arms.
Always now he struck out ahead,
proud in his position, disdainful of
all others, and, like too many lead-
ers-, without much notion of where
he was going or why, A likely at-
tribute, for those who use a leader
for their own puppet.

Now he was in the forefront as
usual, plunging ahead, so that the
others followed. A horn-tipped head
held high above the muddy water
while his back cleaved a way and
others foamed in the wake. The van-
guard reached the far shore, found
footing, started to splash up and out.
And a rifle boomed from the bank
beyond.

LAMO heard the gun, and his
ears automatically sorted out

and classified the noise of it. Thaelf had

would be a Leman, a percussion gun
of 1850 model. Plenty of those guns
had gone west with the pioneers, later
to fall into the hands of the Indians.
Good guns—and dangerous, in the
hands of a marksman.

Whoever held it was apparently a
marksman, and no Indian, by the same
token. The big lead steer, just strug-
gling for a footing where the bank
shelved sharply upward, poised for a
moment on both hind legs, front feet
helplessly pawing the air, A strangled
bawl of rage and pain issued from
his mouth, one horn gouged savagely,
in a last futile gesture of defiance,
into the muddy bank. Then he fell
back, and the current, sucking hung-
rily at him, took on a new and darker
stain.

That bullet had been calculated to
panic the cattle and turn them to
milling, but it had been just a trifle
late for its purpose. Others, eager
for the mantel of leadership, were
already scrambling out. But now
other guns were taking up the thun-
der, and they had shifted from cattle
to men for targets.

Godfrey Jensen had been riding

point, close beside the big lead steer.
He tried to swing his horse about,
to pull his Colt's, and the gesture
broke in two before it was half com-
pleted. He seemed to do the same,
folding together, dropping, spilling
from the saddle into the water, down
into that seething malestrom of hoofs.
His horse, riderless, made the bank.

Alamo was just past mid-river, his
horse swimming, as the first shots
came winging. The day was old, now,
and shade slanted along the bluffs
on the far shore, staking out claims
for the night to settle on. Higher
up, at the skyline, sunlight lay sharp
and golden.

Half-way between, back a little
from the edge of the water, he saw
where the shots were corning from,
timed them in the next few moments.
Old guns, these, slow in firing. But
apparently five or six men were back
in there, well sheltered, intent on
killing.

It was a perfect trap. Probably they
had been there when Rock and him-
ridden across and turned
back, when they could have dropped
them easily. Instead, they had with-
held their fire until the herd was
well committed to the river, and
every man had his hands full. Now
it was renegade work.

Posted as they were, they figured
to kill every man as he came in range.
If luck was with them, they could
get control of the herd. If not, they
were still in position to cause a lot
of trouble and, as they would figure
it, to make good their escape under
cover of night, if for any reason they
should be hard-pressed in turn.

That, as they counted on, would be
a hard thing to do. For Alamo to
pull his crew back to the far shore,
divide forces and try and get across
the Red, above and below, there to
rout the renegades, would mean leav-
ing the herd to itself. In such water,
they would soon start milling, become
hopelessly confused, and half the
herd might be lost before the sun
went down.

Yet to stick with them left the
riders open to those hidden guns’
with scant chance of shooting t
Already Jensen was dead. O

ue other
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man had been wounded as he got his
gun out. A bullet had struck his arm,
so that it went limp, the revolver
was lost in the river.

LAMO took his decision, even
as the first guns gave him some

ing, bucking/it none the less was
chiefly interested in reaching the
far shore.

Another man was gone, almost be-
side him. One moment, Alamo saw
him there, the next, the saddle was
empty. There had been no other

clue as to their number and positiosound, only an empty saddle. Death

Hesitation would be fatal. A head-
long attack would be costly, but it
was their only chance. He turned,
lifting his arm, shouting.

“Half of you stay with the herd.
The rest of you—come along! We've
got to smoke them out.”

Pickett had tried something of
equal desperation. He had led a gal-
lant charge—and a bloody one. And
futile. Alamo had ridden in that line
which had set out so gaily with pen-
nons a-flaunt, and bands playing—
only a mile to ride, with victor?/
or defeat for an army and a Cause all
hanging on the issue. As it did here.

A Dbullet had stopped Alamo then,
half-way across that bloody mile. So
that he could, perhaps, live to die
here in a river called the Red, with
waters splashing crimson. There was
one chance—to go out with the edge
of the struggling herd, mingling
among them until they reached the
shore. That way, they would be diffi-
cult targets.

Pickett had led gallant men, with
a will to do, ready to die if die they
must. He too, had a good crew, men
who knew what to do, who needed
no telling as to how to do it. They
were following him, holding their
own fire. There was no point to shoot-
ing when your adversaries were safe-
ly sheltered and out of sight.

Only the steady popping of their
guns, the thin lift of powder smoke,
showed where they were. A cow close
beside Alamo grunted, bawled hoarse-
ly, and collapsed. That had been a
miss, so far as he was concerned,
But as the distance grew less, the
shooting would sharpen.

The river bed was firming beneath
spurning hoofs now. Rock swore, and
was floundering. His horse had taken
a mortal wound. But Rock had
grabbed a long horn, pulling him-
self on to the back of a steer, and
was riding it across. Terrified, bawl-

was like that.

Some of the cattle were in wild
confusion, terrified by the drum of
rifles ahead, by the things happening
among them. As the?/ swung and
milled, they cut off half the men who
had b8en following Alamo, forcing
them back as well, so that their only
chance was to work the cattle, to
save the herd and themselves if they
could.

Which left the odds twice as heavy
for the few of them now nearing the
shore. It was still a case of do or die.
To turn back would invite more cer-
tain destruction, and there could be
no second chance if this try failed.

Now the bank was close ahead of
him, rising three or four feet above
the water’s edge, a sharp, straight
wall. It gave momentary protection
from the bullets, but it was a barrier
as well. Alamo found a passable spot,
set his horse at it. It struggled game-
ly, front hoofs pawing, slipping, slid-
ing as the bank caved under it. Lead
plopped viciously in the churning
waters.

Then the pony heaved, surged on
to dry ground. Just behind him, an-
other horse was coming. Two or three
others were out of the crush, a little
farther downstream. Scant odds, to
ride against intrenched men, but here
was showdown. Alamo spurred, lean-
ing low, gun in one hand, still holding
his own fire.

THE RENEGADE guns were
centering on him, trying des-
perately to stop him. There was al-
ways one thing about a renegade. In
the pinch, he’d get panicky. It was so
now. They were wasting bullets in
their frenzy. Alamo lifted his voice in
the rebel yell.

His gun was up, now, and he saw
the horse which had followed him out



38 BLUE RIBBON WESTERN

of the river, surging alongside. Heard
a yell which echoed his own, high
and shrill, caught a glimpse of the
rider, and the shout died in his own
throat, his own gun wavered.

It was Sadie who rode beside him
now, another six-shooter in her own
hand.

Shock numbed him for a moment.
He'd been sure that Sadie was back
across the river, back with Cherry,
No telling where Cherry was, either.

Grimness came back to him, steady-
ing his hand. He saw a hat, the edge
of a shoulder, sunlight laid along a
moving rifle barrel, swinging at them.
His own gun shattered, the rifle sag-
ged and fell. A man rose up suddenly,
slumped again and disappeared down
the sharp slope of the gulch which
had sheltered him.

Other guns were taking up the re-
frain in answer to the savage volley
which had greeted them. His own six-
gun was empty. Alamo when he saw
another empty saddle, the horse run-
ning riderless now. This horse which,
only a moment before, had carried
Sadie beside him.

Something tightened in Alamo’s
throat, threatening to choke him.
O ff near the head of the gulch, he
had a glimpse of a man on horseback,
riding wildly. A small man, with
pock-marked face, Pinto Phillips.

Once again, Pinto was the only one
escaping. They had been certain that
they could not be reached in this
ambush, and when the thing had ap-
pened, it had been a trap. Pinto had
been quick to see that their position
was becoming untenable, had left his
men to hold the fort while he looked
after his own skin.

Under any other
Alamo would have followed him,
Failure to do so now would likely
mean a bigger, deadlier trap farther
along the way.

But that did not matter now. Some-
thing like a chunk of ice was where
his heart had been. He pulled his
snorting cayuse back, and then he saw
her, lying in a little huddled heap,

circumstances,

unmoving. Alamo was off and beside
her, and he saw the blood almost as
he reached her.

Her face was pale, streaked with
mud. A face which looked younger,
now, than he had ever remembered
seeing it. But she was still alive.

Presently he had her in his arms,
and was on his horse again. W ith the
danger past, the herd had been
straightened out, the wagons were
coming across. Alamo rode, his face
stony. Cherry took her from him at
the wagon, and Alamo left her there.
His one question was short, bitter.

“Why did you let her go?”

“Did you,” Cherry asked,
try to stop her?”

13y

ST HAD been a costly crossing.

"ever

Four men dead, three ethers

wounded, though hot seriously,
besides Sadie. Another two hundred
head of cattle lost.

Cherry’s report the next morning,
was strange: the wound was not a
bad one—or it did not look so. She
had dressed it, stopping the bleeding.
But Sadie had not recovered con-
sciousness. That was the strange part
of it. There might be some other
injury, one which did not show. Her
eyes were a little accusing as she
looked at Alamo.

His own were hooded again, veiled
to the world. He looked at her, voic-
ing a silent question. Cherry nodded.
“So far as her wound is concerned,
traveling won’t hurt it,” she said. “I
don’t know that waiting here would
help any.”

Alamo entered the wagon, staring
down for a lorig moment at the still
face on the pilaw. Then he pushed
back the flap, Cherry’s voice was
tight,

“There’s something she needs more
than medicine—when she wakes up,”
she said, "Something 1 can't give
her.”

If Alamo understood, he gave no
sign. Cherry regarded him with won-
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der. This was not the man that she
had known in the old days, the man
who had gone away to war. This was
a stranger who had returned. Men
had said of him that he was hard,
capable. That nothing, not even the
Yankees, had been able to stop him
for long, that nothing could stop
him. If anyone could get the herd
through to Missouri, he was the man.

That she believed, now, and some-
how it frightened her. Not the pros-
pect of reaching their destination,
come hell or high water, but the
sort of man who would take them
there.

Four men would sleep here, on the
shores of the Red. Two hundred
yards away, in another common grave,
four others who had slain them would
wait as well for judgment day. There

were wild flowers on both new
mounds. Tom Dunning had picked
those for his comrades. And Ross

Martin, who had watched him do it,
had hesitated and then plucked a few
for the other. His face v/ore a look
a little shepish, a little defiant.

“It's all they’ll ever get—til] nature
takes care of it,” he said apolegetical-
ly. “And | know they sure don't de-
serve 'em. But mebby they've got
mothers—or sisters, or sweethearts,
waitin’” somewhere—they're all right
young lookin'. Folks back home likely
had high hopes of 'em. It was them |
was sort of thinlrin’ about.”

That was a simple sort of tribute
to the good which lay somewhere in
most men. There were tears stinging
Cherry’'s eyes as she washed and
listened to Martin, and most of the
crew, gathered about, seemed to feel
about as she did. Only Alamo rode
off without a change in a face grown
harsher since the day before. His
voice sounded unnaturally so as he
waved an arm.

“Get the herd to moving!”

JSJpHEY WERE across the Red,

which meant that anything could
happen now, at any time. Not that he
expected much trouble for a few

more days. But trouble, ason the pre-
vious day, had a habit of pouncing
when you least expected it. Alamo
circled his own horse ahead of the
herd, up to where the wagons \yere
moving.

“Stick closer to the herd from now
on, Diamond,” he instructed. “Even
where you can see a long way.”

Diamond, joggling comfortably on
his own seat, nodded. He too, knew
that apparently empty ground could
sprout paint-bedaubed warriors like a
sudden crop of dragon’s teeth.

Alamo himself, having issued the
warning, rode on ahead, eyes sweep-
ing the horizon. This was a land where
men could hide easily, could lurk
close at hand. He looked slowly in a
circle, and saw nothing suspicious.
And was turning his horse back when
a faint gleam caught his eye where
none should havp been.

He sat motionless, watching. It did
not come again. But it could have
been sunlight glinting on a gun-bar-
rel incautiously moved. There was
something there—something which
blended well with its surroundings,
but was not of them. An Indian.

No renegade this time, he guessed.
And if there was one Indian, with a
rifle, there might be a hundred of
them close enough to eye his every
movement. The fact that there was an
Indian with a rifle, keeping so
scrupulously out of sight, was sure
proof that they were up to no good.

Alamo circled back, passing the
word to Ely, to Rock and to Martin.
The unpredictable thing about Indi-
ans was that they might watch you
for days or weeks before attacking.
Or they'd pounce fast. The fact that
many tribes ranged the Nations, most-
ly distrustful of one another, argued
for speed. Delay coul* mean that
others would be eager for a prize.

Here too, the hordes of the buffalo
had ranged a few years back, a brown
flood which it had seemed could have
no end. Now they were suddenly lit-
tle more than amemory. Indians, with
that memory, would eagerly accept
beef as a substitute. Particularly,
when vengeance could be had at the

same time.
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Nothing happened that day, not
even to Sadie. She seemed to be
asleep, but she did not waken. Cherry
was plainly anxious. There were new
lines gathering between Alamo’s eyes
as he ate his supper, then posted a
double watch for the first part of the
night. Men on both watches saw him
riding. Whether he slept a bhit
between times, they had no way of
being sure.

The tension was beginning to mount
again, following that costly crossing
of the Red. Compared to some drives,
this had been easy, up to now. No
picnic, but no real test of what men
were made of. Now those who had
forgotten were remembering the oth-
er herds, the hopeful men who had
set out with them. And the scattered,
broken remnants who had returned.

The sky flamed across the east. By
noon, there was a familiar feel in the
air. By mid-afternoon cattle and men
alike were tense, as storm clouds rol-
led up. The herd was ripe for
stampede, and every man wa3 trail-
wise enough by now to know it.

Alamo circled back, close to the
wagons. Cherry shook her head at
him. He swung away, and it was Tom
Dunning, riding again, who called his
attention to it. The boy’s voice was
even, but thin with strain.

“I’ve been watchin’ something, off
there,” he said, and pointed to the
east. “Thought at first it might be a
wolf—but | dont reckon that’s like-
ly.”
Following his arm, Alamo present-
Iy made it out—it took a good pair of
eyes to spot it, close as it was. Indians
knew how to hide themselves, even
where there semed to be no cover.

“Pass the word along,” he instruct-
ed. “The storm ’ll be here inside of
half an hour. When | give the word,
everybody be ready to stampede the
herd—straight east!”

IAMOND WAS dropping back,
to be behind the herd. The men
;were quietly shifting to new stations,
,to be ready for the move. The storm

was rolling up fast, thunder begin-
ning to mutter.

It wouldnt do to wait too long—m
not until some wily savage sensed
the maneuver. Alamo waved his hat
above his head, his lungs screeched
the rebel yell. Other throats took it
up. Blankets were shaken out, flap-
ping monstrously in the wind.

Alamo had given orders against any
shooting to aid in starting the cattle.
Shots would help, but he wanted
every gun full loaded and ready. And
the herd was ready for a chance to
run, eager for it.

The storm, for once, was playing
along with them. Rain commenced to
spill, thunder erashed overhead at
almost the same moment. The big
bunch wavered for a few breaths,
while hoarse bawls issued from
throats and some of them were on
the run. The others hesitated, unsure
of the push crowding at them. Then
they broke, and lined out—east.

Now the herd was in full stampede.
Nothing to do but to let them run, to
see what happened next—to go gague
how well he had guessed.

Alamo’s eyes, roving fast, saw the
surprised Indians break out from
their covert, ponies materialize
where men who were uninstructed
would have sworn no horse could be
hidden. Full three score of them,
riding for their lives now as the
stampede swooped at them. That time,
thanks to the sharp eyesight of Dun-
ning, white man’s strategy -had been
best .

One swift, devastating attack would
have been enough to give the Indians
all the advantage. Now they were the
ones caught. Some of them, riding
hard, doing their best to turn the
vanguard of the moving herd, were
going to make it to the edge, and
safety. By now, Alamo was satisfied
that there were no others around.

“After them” he ordered, and set
the example. These, he guessed, would
be Choctaws. With a better look he
was certain of it.

Now their one thought was of
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escape. For most of their number,
jt was out of the question. Fleet
though an Indian cayuse might be,
tireless for stamina, nothing could
resist the onslaught of six thousand
great horned beasts drunk with their
own fears. They ran stiff-legged, the
thunder of hooves shaking the earth
like a mighty drum. A red glaze
held their eyes. Some fell and bawled
and choked to silence, while the mass
continued to pour across them. Horses

caught in the crush stumbled and
went down helpless now among
those long, rapier-like horns which

tossed and tore, which nothing less
than other great horned beasts could
endure in such a press. Men screamed
and fell and were silent too, while
the vast hoofed juggernaut rolled
like a river.

Less than a dozen of the original
war party had won free of the loop
flung by the great herd. All those
who worked their way out at all, did
so on the north. And there was no
safety there. Alamo and half of his
crew were coming, grimly determined
to hunt them down. This was no mat-
ter of choice, but of survival.

Alamo had fought for a lost cause
himself, he had tasted the bitterness
of defeat. In him there was a sym-
pathy for the underdog, whoever he
was wherever he might be. The In-
dian, in the changing scheme of
things, was the underdog. .He was
fighting a cause already lost, cling-
ing to his few remaining outposts
with a valor born of desperation.

Alamo knew that, and respected
him for it. But war is war. These
men had intended to strike them with-
out -warning, to wipe them out to
the last man—and woman. His with
luck, had been the better general-
ship, here where numbers and natural
conditions favored the Indian.

The rain fell steadily. It had set
out as a shower, but after the thunder
had muttered away, the rain kept on
falling. It was still coming down as
darkness overtook them, and they
turned back. But by then, the last of
the stragglers had been overtaken as

well. And by that simple difference

might hinge success or failure in
this drive.
No light even of a cook-fire,

burned when they finally reached the
camp. There was no massed herd out
here tonight, bedded down, being
watchfully swung to. It would mean
a day or two so spent in rounding
them up again, another day in getting
them back on the trail. But it had
been work well bartered for today;
not a man had been lost of the drov-
ers.

There was still hot coffee in the
pot. The rain had slowed to a drizzle.
Almo helped himself to a tin cup of
the black, bitter brew, without sugar.
He drank it, looking toward the dark
outlines of the wagons. But no sound
came from there and he took his
blanket, found a spot under the wag-
on, and rolled in it, dog-tired enough
to sleep despite the dank discomfort,

s 14y

SHOT IN blackness brought
A him awake. It was followed
by a yell, and Alamo

rolled out, tugging on his wet boots.
He ran, a little confused, for while
there was a smell of dawn the faint
crimson forerunner of it spilling
across the east, it was still dark here,
and he was bemused by sleep.

It was Rock who jerked out the
news. Having been a foreman over
the years, sense of responsibility was
strong in him. He had wakened and
gone out to have a look at the re-
muda, more from old instinct than
in the expectation of finding any-
thing wrong.

But something had been wrong. He
explained shortly.

“l saw somebody skulkin’. Then |
tnade out what it was. Couple of In-
juns, stealin’ hosses for theirse’ves.
One was limpin’ bad, the other wan't
too good. | took a shot but they got
away.”

Alamo lost no time, but it took a
while to saddle and ride in pursuit,
Rock and now Martin with him.
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Rock’s alertness had frustrated an at-
temp to get away with the whole re-
muda, as would have happened in
another few minutes.

But a couple of men had somehow
managed to survive the stampede. In-
jured they had chosen the boldest
course, workin? back to the camp,
hoping to steal every horse, which
would not only insure their escape
but would leave the big drive hope-
lessly stranded here in hostile ter-
ritory.

Now they were fleeing for their
lives. And, as with those of the night
before, the train’s safety demanded
that the Indians be hunted down.

It would be a long chance Alamo
saw, as the sun came slanting across
the sodden earth. Both men had suf-
fered. Both were without weapons.
But they had been lucky enough to
get good horses, and they were born
riders. For the next hour, the dis-
tance Dbetween, beyond rifle-shot,
held about even.

Then the gap began to narrow a
little—very slowly. Pursued and
pursurers alike had to slow now with
sobbing horses nearly spent. Plod-
ding where a bit of running could
have settled it, either way.

It was nearly mid-day before the
three white men were able finally to
turn back. Their horses had been
run ragged, and only the reaching
power of rifles had decided the chase
in their fayor.

Rock looked around, a little uneasi-
ly. They were alone in a vast and
empty world. Or it looked empty.

“Hope it is,” he sighed. “If any-
body was to jump us now, we’d be
plumb out of luck.”

There was no exaggeration there,
Alamo knew. Not with their horses
so nearly spent. The rest of the crew
of course, had not followed them.
They would be busy with gathering
the herd.

It was late afternoon when they
sighted the wagons again, still where
they had ben in the dawn. Alamo
was a little surprised. He had expect-
ed them to be miles beyond. The edge
of the herd could be seen now on the

horizon, but far away.

THERE WAS an air of emptiness
about the wagons as they ap-
proached. Only Diamond was there,
busy with his usual stolidity above
his cook fire. Whatever went on,
men had to eat. He looked up as they
neared, went back to his work. Rock
voiced the question.

“Where is everybody?”
Diamond gestured to the east.
“Gathrin’ the dogies,” he grunted.

Alamo felt a new sense of alarm,
which he could not place. He rode
to the wagon, lifted the rear flap and
looked in. His throat felt tight as
he saw the emptiness. He looked at
Diamond, who had turned to meet
his gaze.

“Where are they?” he asked.

Diamond gestured.

“Cherry, she—she rode off with the
boys, a spell ago,” he muttered.

“Cherry! But—but Sadie?”

The cook’s face was blank to
match his own. Silently he pointed
and seeing it, the last of the color
drained out of Alamo’s. The blood
around his heart seemed to be drain-
in? away as well.

t was a new, long but narrow
mound,  sod-topped, very fresh,
toward which Diamond pointed.

Weariness gripped him, there was
a bitter taste in his mouth. The
dregs of it seemed to have settled
again, an icy, unchanging lump, in
his stomach.

No need to ask questions. The grave
itself was answer enough. And what
was there to say—what was there
that he could say, or that anyone
else could say? This was his trail—
Disaster Trail; it was living up to
its name.

He went across, and stood beside
the mound for a minute, and Dia-
mond, watching him, could only guess
at what thoughts might be passing
through his mind. Outwardly, save
for the weariness, there was no
change in that now bleak face. A
handful of prairie flowers had been
plucked and placed here, and they
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were still fresh and unwilted.

Alamo looked down at them. She
was deep in Texas, he thought, and
then he turned and gestured. This
was alien land, not even friendl
Texas soil. Missouri still lay ahead.
The wagons had to move.

It was amazing how quickly the
moisture could be sucked out of the
earth by a hungry sun, swept away
by the winds which harped in un-
ending minor key. That day there
had been mud. The next day the
ground was dry in the morning. By
mid-afternoon dust was riding again.

And now the days grew as dry as
they had been wet not long before.
That one last storm had set its seal
on the turn of the weather. The sun
seemed to have acquired a new in-
tensity, and there was an added worry
to beset the crew—water. Water to
drink, for them, and, more than all,
for the great herd which moved in an
unending stream across the face of
nature.

If it had been difficult before to
go quietly with such a drive, now it
was out of the question with the ris-
ing dust-cloud above. A signal which
was certain to bring more enemies
down upon them.

But for a few days they traveled
unmolested. It was a beautiful land,
despite its harsh bitterness.

HEN trouble did come, it was

in typical Indian ,fashion—an
attack {'ust before the dawn. It was
well planned; the two men riding
night watch never knew what struck
them. The big herd was scarcely dis-
turbed at all.

No sound came back to the wagons
by way of Warning{. But Diamond was
astir, gathering a little of extra wood,
and he an old pupil in this sort of
school. Instinct as much as anything
else warned him. He moved casually
and roused Alamo with a whisper,
and every man was awake when the
shadows converged on them.

The rifles of the defenders moved
a red swath in that first wild rush,
checking it. It was reformed again,
rolled at them in a chorus more ter-
rible even than the wild rebel yell,

But six-guns were deadly at close
quarters, and the wave faltered, broke,
receded again. Gray dawn dispelled
the shadows to a sterner reality.

Alamo had taken such precautions
as were possible each night, and this
had been a good camp ground in one
respect. Here was an arroyo, gashed
in the now flinty-seeming earth,
deep, steep-sided, with a scattering
cover of brush through it. Sheer
banks rose on either side and at the
upper end, and the horses had been
driven in here the evening before,
the wagons halted at the mouth.

So long as they kept the remuda,
they could move. If the horses were
lost, theirs would be a hopeless posi-
tion.

Now the horses were safe. But the
great weakness to this position was
that there was no water near the ar-
royo. Next to that, they were alone
in an unfriendly land. With no one
to look for help. The latter was heav-
iest in Alamo’s mind as daylight gave
him a better picture.

They had been lucky enough to be
ready, had beaten off the first at-
tacks. But there were a hundred
painted warriors surrounding them
now, withdrawn a little, holding a
palaver. Comanches, as Diamond
grumbled beneath his breath. Able
fighters, and more than eager for the
fray.

“Their biggest trouble is a way of
thinkin’, same as their grandpaws
thunk,” Daimond sighed. “Which is
lucky for us. If they’d hit doorin’
the day, when we was all stretched
out, they’d have had us in a plumb
bad fix. But they like to surprise
you just when you should be sleepin*
heaviest. This way, we can last long
ﬁnpugh to make them pay for our

air.’

HAT WAS the key, Alamo knew
—the only key which might un-

lock a door for them. Courage, with

Indians is not predicated, on reck-
lessness nor foolishness. If the cost
became too great, it was better sense
to withdraw and leave the other side
alone, than to pay too much for vie-
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tory in the end. White men had ob-
served this trait and called it coward-
ice; Alamo knew that it was nothing
of the sort.

Now it might work again. They had
made a good beginning. If they could
hold out, long enough to make the
price too high, they might cause the
others «to withdraw. That would
mostly hinge on their effectiveness
in the next hour or so.

W ith the rim of the gulch for cov-
er, they could fight back in good
shape. Now the attack came again,
sweeping at them, like a turning
wheel—an endless turning wheel
around them, which contracted a lit-
tle as it moved, spewing arrows, with
a few blasting guns and the accom-
paniment of endless shouts. Off in
the distance, the herd, now hungrily
astir, raised their heads in mild in-
terest, went back to grazing.

Rifles thundered, the penncd-up
cayuses trembled in terror. More of
the Indian ponies ran riderless. The
attack took on a new tempo, swept
in closer, individuals leaving the
ring to swoop at them. A few reached
the rim, two or three leaped down
among them. But the six-guns
wrought deadly havoc at close quar-
ters, the wheel wobbled, split, and
drew back again.

So far, the cattlemen’s loss had
been three men wounded, none
seriously. But again the attack was
reforming, and their own dead and
wounded, at this stage, only goaded
the Indians to greater fury.

Cherry crouched beside Alamo,
loading guns. Rolla Ely was on her
other sidfc. Her face had lost its
strained look of the first moments.

“Promise me that—that if they get
the upper hand, one of you will save
a shot for me,” she said.

Ely glanced at her, his .own face
troubled.

“Yeah,” he agreed briefly. “I hope
to tarnation it won't come to that.”
Both of them looked inquiringly
toward Alamo, but he had no reas-
surance to give them. Something like
silence had fallen, but the Indians
were gathering now, at some distance

in all directions, in four groups.
Alamo’s voice carried clearly.

“This’ll be the bad one,” he
warned. “We've got to stop them,
boys.”

[t would be so much better if they
could resort to a ruse—some unex-
pected manouver to throw the enemy
into consternation. But there was lit-
tle enough chance for that here, and
he could think of nothing—certainly
not in time, for now they were com-
ing at them again.

This time it v/ias a four-pronged
attack, each group charging straight
for them, making more difficult tar-
gets, determined to break through.
Feathers flaunting in the wind, the
twang of bows smothered in the
sharper fire of guns. Men were rid-
ing magnificently, toppling from
their horses in the face of that re-
lentless gun-fire. But the attack
came on.

Two of the four lines wavered,
broke. The other two were doing bet-
er. One reached the brink of the ar-
royo, painted warriors came spilling
over and in. Now it was close quart-
ers, hand to hand. Such fighting as
Alamo had seen a few times before.

XHILERATION gripped him, a

lifting of the mood which had
been upon him almost since the
crossing of the Red. Here was re-
lease from the intangibles which you
could not fight against. Here vlas
something to come to grips with,
not counting the cost, since survival
itself was the prize, and there was no
choice in the matter.

His rifle was long since empty,
and now both six-guns were empty as
well. A big Indian was leaping at
Rolla Ely, who was down on his
back. A war axe raised for the Kkill,
glittering in its arc. Alamo leaped,
and his revolver barrel smashed a
bloody furrow down on the warrior’s
scalp. The axe-man collapsed almost
.on top of Ely.

Alamo snatched up the dropped
war axe, charged into a group of In-
dians who had materialized out of no-
where. He was a fearsome spectacle,
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a gory figure .of glory, a fighting
machine. It seemed to Cherry, watch-
ing spellbound for a moment, that
here at long last she saw him in his
natural element, doing the thing he
gloried in.

There was terror in him—for oth-
ers. The group felt it, fell back in
panic as he came raging on. One
tried to scramble back up the steep
bank, and Alamo caught him,
dragged him back. The war axe swung
again. Two more were up to the top
and running. Alamo leaped up it as
though it had been a mound, was
after them.

Now the Indians who had gotten
as far as the arroyo were all in head-
long retreat. Those farther did not
wait for them. This was too costly,
and here was a fighter that bul-
lets or arrows alike seemed useless
against. Alamo caught one of the run-
ners, He ran a few steps more and
flung his axe and dropped the other.
The battle ground was strewn with
them.

Diamond wiped his sweatiﬂ% face

ilo

and surveyed the carnage philosph-
ically.
“Word of this’ll spread,” he

oEioned. “l doubt if ary other red-
skin’ll get in our way across the
Nations.”

J T 1 %

HERRY DID not ..hear the
Ccook’s remark. No such thought

came to her. Here was some-
thing close to a miracle, a still supe-
rior force in full retreat. But she
thought that she understood why. All
of them had put up a good fight. But
it was Alamo who had turned the
tide, inspiring terror, in that mad
final burst of fury.

His face had lost its flush now, set-
tled back to its habitual stoniness—
a look which had grown on it since
the start of the drive, particulalry
after they had entered the Nations.
He was covered with blood from a
dozen small wounds, yet none of
them amounted to much. Disregard-
ing them, he was busy taking stock
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of their own losses—small enough by
comparison, yet costly when checked
against their already inadequate
force.

Three men dead. One other serious-
ly wounded. Most of them with at
least a momento or two to show for
the fray. Only just above two dozen
men remaining now, to move the big
herd—only two dozen, for the worse
fights which would inevitably awaits
at trail’s end.

Little was said as wounds were
patched, their dead buried. They ate,
and moved to set the herd in motion
again. It was near noon now, but no
one wanted to pass another night or
the reamiander of the day near that
spot.

Alamo looked up, to find Cherry
riding beside him. One of the wound-;
ed men was driving her wagon, he
saw, recuperating for a day or so. He
forced a smile, which seemed strange!
to his face. It was like opening a
long unused door, which creaked at;
the effort.

“We're still alive,” he said, '

Cherry nodded, looking at hinj
directly,

“Yes—thanks to you,” she said,
“I'm beginning to see, Alamo, why
you’re such a tradition all across the
southwest—why you’re almost legend-
ary.”

Alamo colored like a schoolboy.

“Aw-w, now, Cherry,” he protested.
“l didnt do no more’n anybody
else—"

“It was what you did when every-
thing hung in the balance that
turned the trick,” Cherry said calmly,
“They had us where they could have
finished us off, just like that—but
the way you stormed among them
they lost all stomach for any more
of i1t.” Her eyes were calmly apprais-
praising as she looked at him.

“That was fine, Alamo—I know
that it’s all that saved us. But, in
case there’s more trouble—you must
not be too reckless, even if you do
want to die.”

Alamo had been looking down at
his saddle-horn as though it was
something new and strange. He
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raised his gaze now, startled,
“We still have need of you,” she
added,

ILENCE fell between them for a

while. He could not refute her

argument,
seemed a
spoke again.

“Wouldn* it be better if you’d just
tell me all about it, Alamo?”

“What do you mean?” he asked, a
little hoarsely.

“You know what | mean. About
Sadie. It’s eating on you, Alamo—
yvguldn’t it be better to talk about
it?”

He was silent a while again, but
she knew that he was considering it.
She prodded a little.

“You introduced her as your wife,
Alamo—before all of us. I don’t be-
lieve that she’d have claimed to be—
not if you hadnt said so. She never
told me anything about it—though
we got to be good friends. But you
can’t keep too much bitterness corked
up inside of you, Alamo. It’ corrod-
ing you. How did you ever happen to
marry her in the first place?”

Flies buzzed about their horses.
Little, tormenting black flies, which
were aggravating the cattle, causing
small incipient stampedes which
might easily run into one big one.
Alamo did not seem to notice them.

“I suppose you've a right to know,”
he agreed finally. “Though 1’ve nev-
er talked to anyone else about it—
ever.”

Cherry was silent, and he went on.

“It was about three years ago. |
was a captain then, and we were on
the border— Country that didnt real-
ly belong to either side, is what |
mean. It was risky business for every-
body.”

“l can understand that,” Cherry
agreed quietly,

“I didn’t mind that part of it,”
Alamo v/ent on. “In fact, | guess, I
rather liked it. I was still young
enough to dream, in those days—and
sure that the south would win, in
the end. And then—one day—I met

little uncanny. Cherry
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Sadie.”

He slapped with sudden vieious-
ness at a fly, went on.

“You know how pretty she is. Well
—she was a Yankee, as | knew well
enough, and | hated Yankees. But she

though her discerningjas prettier than ever—and in trou-

ble. I was sorry for her.”

“How in trouble?” Cherry asked.

Alamo spoke between his teeth.

“She told me that she had a baby—
and that she was sick, dying. Her
folks were off in another state, and
they were pretty stern. But when
she was dead, she wanted to be able
to send the baby back to them, so
that it wouldnt die. And she said
that she couldnt do that if it didn’t
have a name. They’d let it die be-
fore they’d take it, that way.”

Cherry shivered. Somehow she
could picture what his words con-
jured up. Here was trouble present-
ing another face—but always, it
seemed, a grim one.

“That’s what she told me,” Alamo
said. “She asked me to marry her, so
that the poor little brat could have
an honest name and her folks would
remember her kindly. She showed it
to me—a little girl, mighty pretty,
but awful thin. She made me believe
that she’d be dead in a few days, and
so |—l was soft-headed, then. |
helped her out. I married her.”

Cherry’s eyes were shining.

“Soft-hearted is the word, Alamo.”

He shook his head violently. His
voice was harsh again,

“Soft-headed,” he growled. “All
she did was to make a fool of me. |
found out, soon enough, that she was
not dying—nor likely to. And that
the baby didnt belong to her; shed
just used it to trick me into makin’
a fool of myself.”

Cherry’s eyes widened. This was a
turn which she somehow had not ex-
pected.

“But—but she must have had a
good reason, Alamo. For wanting to
n;larry you. Did you stop to think of
that?”

"Did 1?” His laugh was bitter.
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“Sure, she had a good reason—and |
mesnt long in findin’ out what it
was. Her brother was a captain, too—
a Yankee captain. More than that, he
was one of the damndest slippery
fellows we ever had to deal with. The
Confederacy wanted him—mighty
bad. And it seems that we had him,
right then—he’d been caught under
another name, and not in uniform.
Which meant, of course, that if we
found out who he was, he’d face a
firing squad.”

Cherry scarcely breathed. The re-
cital continued.

“She’d known that he’d soon be
found out. Which he was, just about
then. And then | found out why she’d
been so anxious to marry me. She
admitted it all—that she’d done it
pust to save her Yankee brother. |
was in charge, then. She said that
she didnt believe 1 was the sort
who’d let my own brother-in-law be
killed.”

Again there was silence between
them. A breeze blew the flies away,
but the lines of tormnt between his
eyes were deep and sharp.

“What did you do?” Chrry asked
finally.

"Do? What could | do? Like I
say, | was a soft-headed fool, in those
days—and | suppose he was my
brother-in-law. If 1'd taken action,
the way | was supposed to do, as an
officer, hed have been shot that
same day. | waited, not quite decided,
but not takin’ the action 1 should
have, and that night he escaped.

“You shouldn’t blame yourself too
much for that,” Cherry said.

“Shouldnt 1? Even if my best
friend was killed, while he did it?”

Now some of the implacable bitter-
ness in him was understandable. And
it was also easier to understand why
Sadie had kept so scrupulously silent
concerning their past.

“What about her?” Cherry asked
finally.

“l rode away—hopin’ never to see
her again,” Alamo said shortly. “I
never did—until here on the trail.”

"Did it ever occur to you, Alamo,”
she asked. “That she might have had.
another, deeper reason than she ever
told you—for marrying you in the
first place?”

Alamo looked at her, his eyes a
little startled. Then, seeing the mis-
ery in them, Cherry was almost sor-
ry. But now, silent once more, Alamo
had swung his horse short about, was
riding toward the herd.

16

HEY HAD crossed the Canad-

I ian and the Arkansas. Most

of the Nations lay behind them,
Missouri itself was close up ahead;
they had come to the real gate of
trouble.

Daimond had been an apt prophet.
That bloody battle which the Coman-
ches had fought and given up as too
costly a job had been the last sign
of Indian trouble. Apparently the
word had spread. Certainly it was
that, day after day, there had been
nothing worse than the dust, the
heat, the endless myriads of insects,
the lack of water, or good water when
any was found—the steadily declin-
ing stock of provisions, small stam-
pede, and all the rest which was
every-day routine on the trail.

Most of that lay behind them now.
Their wounded had all recovered, and
those of the original force who were
left were in good fighting trim. Ready
for showdown, This was the land
where disaster really hit the men of
Texas who dared venture so far
from home.

They were beginning, now, to see
increasing signs of it. Two days back,
they had come upon the remnants of
an outfit—fire irons, the iron run-
ning gear of two wagons, roasted in
the flames of their own burning, cold
now and twisted under the sun. There
had been other signs there too, even
less plasant to look upon.

Today they had met a man who
crawled in the grass, with a look of
terror deep-seated in. his blood-shot
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eyes. He crawled because he was
afoot and because he was afraid, but
most of all because he dared not
stand upright and show himself in
any case, nor could he if he dared,
The soles of both feet had been
burned and left to fester.

He was in Cherry’s wagon now,
cleaned, his wounded feet treated, fed,
but still with that look of a hunted
animal,

There had been two score of them,
he said, with a big herd. They too,
had had the luck—call it good or
bad as you liked—to get this far.
They had been fighting men.

He of the forty was left alive. He
had been tortured, for no good reas-
on. The trail boss, owner of the herd,
had been suspected of having a cache
of gold along as well, though why any
man out of Texas would be suspect-
ed of having gold was a thing be-
yond sane comprehension.

That had been the cause—or the
excuse. Now one man was left. Sleep-
ing uneasily, muscles twitching, jerk-
ing. Whimpering in his throat.

Alamo rode, eyes on the herd, or on
the wagons, his eyes bleak. He’'d been
a fool to bring them up here, know-
ing how it was. A weak fool, once
again, to yield to the entreaties of a
woman. Here was disaster waiting
for them, and death. And worst of
all, Cherry was with them.

It was too late to turn back.

ERE WAS a rounded knoll, a

hill which topped the monotony
spread round about it. Diamond had
driven near its base. Cherry, riding
alone now in her wagon, had chosen
instead to drive to the crest of it, had
halted there to look about. The sun
showed the stained and torn canvas
in all its bleakness.

It.was hardly a sensible thing to
do. The hilltop was visible across the
miles, the wagon ,on it clear to be
seen. Alamo, looking toward it from
nearly a mile away, saw how it was
outlined there. He caught a gleam,

though Cherry had paused to look
Iff herself in her little mirror, and it

in turn had caught the sun.

Not sensible, in a hostile land. Still,
what difference did it make, with the
dust of the herd like a pillar of cloud,
off a little at the side? But no pro-
tection in that cloud. It was no won-
der that she liked to get off there,
up where there was a bit of breeze
and the air was clear for a while.
Now the wagon was moving on again,
following where Diamond and the
chuck wagon led.

The cook had a hard time, these
days. It was a test .of genius to serve
up anything eatable, and to make it
palatable to tongues which had known
scant variety for weeks was even
harder. Diamond occasionally man-
aged it.

He had varied his stews from beef,
with jackrabbit, prairie chicken, sage
hens and antelope. The cowboys had
aided in securing the provisions. He
had found roots which took the place
of vegetables. He had done his best,
but he was scraping the bottom of
the barrel.

Now Rolla Ely had swung over
and was riding alongside Cherry s
wagon again, the two of them laugh-
ing and talking. Alamo watched with
resigned eyes. Once, long ago, he’d
had dreams—when he was young
enough and fool enough to dream.
Now he knew better. Maybe, seeing
how she smiled at Ely and laughed
with him, seeing the devotion which
had been so dog-like in Rolla since
the first day of the drive, it was bet-
ter so.

Remembering that mound, lonely in
the limitless land, he knew that it
would be better for him once the end
had come. That would settle things.
But he owed it to Cherry, to Rolla
Ely, to the others who had followed
him to this land to do the best ha
could. To put up a good fight.

Tom Dunning was as well as ever-
He bore a criss-cross pattern of scars
on his leg, but the leg did not trou-
ble him, and his eyes were alight with
anticipation of what was still to come.
Love of life and the hope of it were
something which did not easily down;
common sense might tell you one
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thing,, but hope took no such answer,

TfT WAS time to stop. Diamond had
u. already found a place and was
starting his fire. There would be an-
other hour of daylight, for the clays
had grown long. But when night came
down, there would be no moon. An
empty land—but how long would it
continue empty in the dark? This
night? Another one? The odds were
all against it.

Diamond had outdone himself to-
night, as though this was a sort of
festive occasion, this nearing the
end of the trail—or as though he had
a feeling that they had better eat and
drink vrhile they could, for tomorrow
might be too late. Alamo wondered if
the latter had been in his mind. There
was a sort of wintry humor in the
cook’s eyes as he watched them eat,
but he offered no explanation.

It was Rolla Ely’s turn to ride
night guard for the first half of the
night—Ely and three others, for now
the watch was doubled again. They
saddled up and faded into the closing
dusk, and the sparks from the cook
fire began to fade. Alamo’s patience
waxed thin.

“We're close to Missouri,” he said.
“And by that same token, close to
show-down—of one sort or another.”

“1 know,” Cherry agreed. She had
come to sit on the wagon tongue be-
side him, and the reflected gleam of
the dying fire made an elfin fantasy
of her hair, brought out the soft viv-
id color of lips and cheeks. Her eyes
seemed to look into the flames and
beyond, as if there she might read the
answer to- a riddle.

“And, whatever happens, Alamo—
you've done a grand job,” she added.
‘_‘tl want you to know that | appreciate
I .71

“Everybody has worked hard,” he
said. “There hasn't been a quitter
among them. 1'd hate for them to get
this far—and all for nothing, or worse
than that.”

“1 know,” Cherry agreed. She did
not lift her eyes from the fire. “What
you want to know is what we're go-
ing to do, now. You've been very pa-
tient, Alamo.”

He waited, and presently she spoke
again.

“In the morning,” she said. “I'll
tell you. All of you. I—I think my
plan will work.”

1 7

M LAMO LAY on his blanket,
IM i but sleep did not come. He
A. SL tossed the blanket aside and
stood up. Old habit dictated that he
catch up a horse and circle the herd,
but instead he turned and set out on
foot; he felt like walking. O ff a quar-
ter of a mile was a dark blot, where
a few trees clustered about a big rock.
It was partly instinct which led him
that way. If there were any prowlers
spying on the camp, they would find
that a likely course.

He neared the small grove, and
nothing stirred, no false sound was
on the night. Long silence was a her-
itage of the land. Silence, lonliness,
and emptiness. The things which had
filled his life.

He paused, and then he heard it—
a soft voice from the far side of the
grove. His scalp prickled, for he
knew that voice. It was Cherry’s.

What was she doing, talking to
some one out here, at this hour? Rolla
Ely? That could be, of course. But
why go to all this trouble for a secret
meeting, when they could talk undis-
turbed at almost any time they chose,
and without exciting suspicion?

[t was a man’s voice which an-
swered, faintly familiar, yet not
quite so. Not Ely’s; nor did it belong
to anyone of the crew. Alamo was
closer, now, moving around the edge
of the trees, careful to make no noise.
He had no qualms about evesdropping
in such a situation, Though he wa3
badly puzzled that Cherry should be
involved in any such meeting.

He could hear words, now—but
only enough to distinguish about half
of them; not enough to make sense.
He started to move nearer, and the
voices stopped, and he froze.

But they had not heard him, nor
been alarmed. They were separating,
Cherry turning to ride back to the
wagons, the other man fading into
the night in the opposite direction.
He had come just too late to really
learn anything.
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She would explain everything in
the morning, of course. But he could
not put down the new unease which
was in him, the new suspicions fes-
tering in his mind.

ORNING allayed his suspicions
somewhat. The dark always

there could be no profitin telling her
what he knew, not when she did not
choose to tell. If she wanted to de-
ceive them, she could still find the

way to do it.
Ely had swallowed the bait without
a doubt. “Sure, Cherry,” he said.

“Anything you say’s all right. What

had away of making black imaginimgsyou want us to do?”

worse, of distorting a sane mind. By
daylight he was able to cast it aside.
Cherry was more cheerful looking
than he had seen her since they had
left the Red, There was added color
in her cheeks, a sparkle of excitement
in her eyes.

She called himself and Ely, once
they had their breakfasts stacked on
tin plates, and they went a little
aside with her. Now she was going to
tell them at long last. Alamo won-
dered if she would tell also about that
meeting last night. If she did, he'd
know definitely that there was no rea-
son to distrust her.

“Alamo, you reminded me last
night that we're getting close to Mis-
souri,” she said abruptly, “And |
promised both of you, before we ever
started on this trip, that | had a plan
in mind which | thought would in-
sure us getting safely through to mar-
ket. | know you'be been wondering,
all along, why | never told either of
you, who are most concerned. It's been
good of you to take me on faith.”

Rolla Ely’s face lighted a little.

“Shucks, Cherry,” he protested.
“We've known you had a good reason,
and that was enough for us.”

Speak for yourself, Ely, Alamo
thought, but he said nothing aloud.
Cherry went on.

“You're going to have to trust me
just a little longer—if you will. I'm
more certain than ever that we're go-
ing to get through all right. But |
think that our chances will be better
if you're willing to do as | say, on
faith, and without knowing too much
about it. Maybe that sounds funny,
but that's the way it seems best to me.
| think you'll understand, and ap-
prove, before the week is out.”

She looked at both of them now, a
little challengingly, red lips curving
in a provocative smile. Alamo’s face
was unchanging. His suspicions of the
.night were back with added force, but

“It's fairly simple,” she explained.
“And | certainly appreciate the way
you boys are willing to trust me.
What | want, Rolla, is for us to div-
ide the herd up today—since we each
own a half of it, it won't be necessary
to try and divide it by brand, or any-
thing. Merely split it in tv/fo. You
take your boys and your bunch and
go on ahead. We'll wait here until
along in the afternoon, then follow.”

Puzzlement was on Ely’s face now.
In some circumstances, there could be
merit in two herds, and he could see
that. But here, where their every
movement was certain to be known,
where trouble was sure to lie athwart
their trail, it looked dangerously like
folly to split their forces in two. That
would only make it easier for their
enemies.

There was puzzlement, but still no
gogbt. Ely hesitated a moment, nod-
ed.

“Why, sure, Cherry, if that's a part
of the idea,” he agreed. “We’ll do
it."

Cherry’s voice, for the first time,
sounded a little strained, her voice a
little tremulous. She laid her hand on
Ely’'s arm for a moment.

“That's a part of it,” she said. “I
hope that everything works out
all right. | think it will.”

She looked at him new, for the
first time. “What do you think of it,
Alamo?”

“It's your scheme,” he said shortly.
“I hope it works. Anyway, it's our
only chance.”

Her smile brightened a little.

“It's awfully good of you—both of
you,” she said. “You're letting your
breakfast get cold, Alamo.”

T WAS Ely who explained the
new plan to the crew, as they

were finishing their breakfast. Alamo

saw the blank looks on their faces as
they waited for more, for the reason
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for all this. When it was not forth-
coming, he saw the mounting suspi-
cion take the place of blankness.
There was something funny here,
something sinister—to divide their
forces, just when a united front was
most of all necessary.

They looked at Alamo, and when he
merely gave the order to split the
herd in half, he could see the
thoughts passing through their minds.
But they were all caught in the same
tran, and they knew it as well as he
did. It would take a miracle to get
them through in safety, and if there
was to be no miracle they were lost
already.

_The scanty stock of supplies was
divided, part being loaded into Cher-
ry’s wagon. Ely would take the chuck
wagon, and his men would miss Dia-
mond’s cooking, particularly since
Biscuits was no longer with them.
But in_any case it would not be for
long. There was added grimness in
that thought.

Diamond would ride a horse, be-
tween stops. Since the herd was al-
ready strung out of its own accord,
it was easy enough to split it roughly,
leaving the half to graze unmolested.
Alamo and his own men, now down
to a dozen, sat and watched the others
draw slowly away, moving toward the
horizon—going on to Missouri.

Cher(rjy sat in the wagon and
watched them too, then went inside
as though she could not bear the
sight. One of the men swore, and
turned to eye the horizon in other
directions with suspicion. He looked
back at Alamo, and the bleakness in
his face was not encouraging. The
hope that had been with them only
the evening before was gone out like
a candle in the wind,

S\&ES

WICE, while they loitered

I there, Cherry came out of the

wagon and started toward Ala-

mo. Twice she halted indecisively and

turned back, and now there was Some-

thing in her face which had not

shown there before. As if, now that

the thing was done, she felt qualms,
but could not decide on a change.

Alamo watched her, his face wood-
en. He did not ride across to talk to
her. A little after the sun had reached
its zenith, he waved his arm, and the
half-herd remaining—still a vast
bunch—was urged into motion. A new
leader had to be found, since the steer
which had taken that place after the
death of the other leader, was up
ahead now, with Ely’s T bunch.

Dust was still visible where the
others moved, but they were out of
sight. Riding hard, men could over-
take them in an hour or so. But it was
their job to move with these cattle,
and, like them, probably to the
slaughter, Alamo reflected—all alike
as dumb beasts.

So far, there had been no sign of
trouble, neither here nor up ahead.
But now the weather was changing
again. There was the threat of rain,
and the oppressive, muggy heat of the
afternoon was a good indication of

storm.

It held off, however, until they
made camp a(];ain and supper was out
of the way. It was a silent meal, in
contrast to the jollity which had pre-
vailed the evening before. Men ate,
eyeing the sky, the darkening hori-
zon and one another, with anxious
eyes. Alamo more than once caught
Cherry looking off where the other
herd had gone, with that same look in
her eyes. ] )

But she said nothing. No one did.
But friends were somewhere up
ahead—Texan men, neighbors of the
long trail. The two outfits had gotten
along remarkably well together.

Now the storm was building up,
There was an itch of curiousity In
Alamo as to how Ely might be fare-
ing. He would have liked to prowl
again tonight, even though his sleep
had been brief and troubled the night
before. To ride and see for himself.
But the cattle, knowin%now that they
were divided, and with the storm at
hand, were doubly restless. Every
man would have his hands full here
tonight.

The sudden dark was upon them
as the black clouds rolled overhead
and broke in a splashing welter of
lightning and rain. For half an hour
there was a continual crash as of
heavy artillery, and only the fact that
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the herd was bewildered kept it from
breaking into a run. They huddled to-
gether, as if anxious to stampede but
almost afraid to do so.

Rain lasted another hour. There
would be no dust tomorrow. The air
rolled fresh and sweet with its wash-
ing, the muggy heat had gone out of
it. That was a relief, and Alamo was
dog-tired now. He slept, and the men
on watch reported no disturbance for
the night.

There was encouragement in that.
New hope again with the new day.
They got under way, glad to be free
of the choking dust. Two or three men
were whistling—Dixie. Others took

it up.

I\/Fidday, and the sun shone hot
again. Now it looked down on what
had been the bed-ground for the
other herd the evening before. That
was easg_ to tell, for a herd left its
mark, which even rain could not read-
ily wash away. But here were other
signs of where the herd had bedded
—ominous signs.

ALAMO, scouting ahead, sighted

~them and rode faster. Rock,
coming _alonﬁ on point, saw and
oined him. The wagon was behind the
erd today.

For a long moment the two men sat
their horses in silence, looking down.
Here it was. All the suspicions, the
fears of yesterday come true. Here
was the end of the trail for half the
men who had ridden up out of Texas,
for those who had gone on ahead with
Rolla Ely only the day before.

The washed-out ashes of the cook
fire could still be seen. Sprawled
gartly in them was Lynch, who had

een named as cook in the place of
Biscuits. There were three bullet
holes in his back.

Off a little way was Pitt, who had
been a cheerful man and fast with
a gun. A charge of buckshot had
struck him, nearly blowing his head
off from his shoulders.

The others were there—scattered
about as they had died. And the herd
was gone.

It had happened, of course, when
the thunder storm had struck. That
had afforded perfect cover for the
attack, and the steady rumble of it

had drowned all sound of the gun-
fire, so that, back at the other camp,
they had heard no distant echoes of
the  slaughter.

For that was what it had been. A
slaughter, men jumped suddenly and
slain without a chance. Their  pos-
tures showed that they had tried to
put up a fight, but had had no chance.
Alamo saw the look on Rock's face,
and the old bitterness was stronger
in him.

Others of their own crew were
starting to come up now, taking a
look. One or two swore, in strangely
husky voices. Mostly they merely
looked in a dreadful silence.

This was the sort of thing which
had overtaken others on the trail. Al-
most everyone who had been brave
enough, or foolish enough, to come up
from Texas. Disaster.

Alamo dismounted, leaving his
horse to stand. He started moving
from dead man to dead man, lookin
more closely. There was no sign o
Rolla Ely, so far. Off at some dis-
tance, however, were two or three
dark blotches in the grass. Some men
had been riding night-herd when
death had overtaken them.

Rock had swung off that way, on
horseback. He came back, reporting
the names of the dead. Ely was not
among them.

Hope had almost died in Alamo,
that he might find even one man alive.
Now he knelt down suddenly. Here
was Ira Knapp, and he moaned fee-
bly, calling for water. One man who
had been left for dead—as was easily
understandable.

He had not less than three bullet
holes in him. Most of the life had
run out of him. It would all be
drained before the day was done. But
they brought water and did what they
could, and presently he drank a lit-
tle, choking, and managed to raise his
head at sight of friends.

“They jumped us—just at dark,”
he whispered. “Didn’t give us a
chance. Must have been fifty of ’em
—at least. One was Pinto. Another
feller had black hair—with a streak
of white runnin’ down the midd