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you’re that man, here’s something that will
interest you.

Not a magic formula—not a get-rich-quick
scheme—butsomethingmoresubstantial, more practical.

Of course, you need something more than just the
desire to be an accountant. You’ve got to pay the price
—be willing to study earnestly, thoroughly.

Still, wouldn’t it be worth yourwhile to sacrifice some
of your leisure in favor of interesting home study—over
a comparatively brief period in your life? Always pro-
vided that the rewards were good—a salary of $3,000
to $10,000?

An accountant’s duties are interesting, varied and of
real worth to his employers. He has standing

Do you feel that such things aren’t for you? Well,
don’t be too sure. Very possibly they can be!

Why not, like so many before you, investigate
LaSalle’s modern Problem Method of training for an
accountancy position?

Just suppose you were permitted to work in a large
accounting house under the personal supervision of an
expert accountant.- Suppose, with his aid, you studied
accounting principles and solved problems day by day
—easy ones at first—then the more difficult ones. Ifyou
could do this—and if you could turn to him for advice
as the problems became complex—soon you’d master
them all.

That’s the training you follow in principle under the
LaSalle Problem Method.

_You cover accountancy from the basic Principles
right]up through Accountancy Systems and Income Tax
Procedure. Then you add C. P. A. Training and pre-
pare for the C. P. A. examinations.

As you go along, you absorb the principles of Audit-
ing, Cost Accounting, Business Law, Statistical Con-
trol, Organization, Management and Finance.

Your progress is as speedy as you care to make it—
depending on your own eagerness to learn and the time
you spend in study.

Will recognition come? The only answer, as you know,
is that success docs come to the man who is really
trained. It’s possible your employers will notice your
improvement in a very few weeks or months. Indeed,
many LaSalle graduates have paid for their training-—
with increased earnings—before they have completed it!
For accountants, who are trained in organization and
management, are the executives of the future.

Write For This Free Boole

For your own good, don’t put off investigation of aU
the facts. Write for our free 48-page bdok, “Accoun-
tancy, The Profession That Pays.” It’ll prove that
accountancy offers brilliant futures to those who aren’t
afraid of serious home study. Send us the coupon now.

Over 2600 Certified
Public Accountants among
LaSalle alumni

LASALLE EXTENSION UNIVERSITY

A CORRESPONDENCE

417 South Dearborn Street, Dept. 10329-H

INSTITUTION

Chicago 5, lllinois

| wantto be anaccountant. Send me,withoutcestorobligation, the 48-page book,*“ Accountancy,
The Profession That Pays,” and full information about your accountancy training program.

Name.

Address

Position-

City..
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When bred-in-the-bone cattleman Ron Davis suddenly inherits a sheep
ranch, it's the signal for a new flare-up of roaring war—and human
sidewinders add fresh fuel to the fires of hate ablaze on the range!

SKEETER BILL COMES TO TOWN . . . . w.C. TUTTLE

This salty seven-footer heads for Yellow Butte to celebrate a fid's
birthday — and does some plumb fast shooting while traveling there!

lort Stories
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As part of my Course, | send you the speaker, tuoee;
chassis, transformer, loop antenna, EVERYTHING you
need to build this modern, powerful Radio Receiver! In'
addition | send you parts to build other real Radio cir-
cuits, some of which are
Jirfll plctured below. You use
material to get practical
Radio experience and
make EXTRA money
fixing neighbors’ Radios
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{fio' Repair

You can get
tkis training
under G.I.Bill.
Mail Coupon.

Mv Course Includes Training in

TELEVISION

- ELECTRONICS

FREQUENCY MODULATION

OTHER CIRCUITS

booming,. Trained Radio Tech-
nicians find profitable oppartuni-
ties in Police, Aviation, Broad-
casting, Marine _Radjo, Public
Address work.  Tliiuk ' of even
tqreater opportunmes as demand

or Telev FM, Electromc
Devices keeps growing1

SEE What NRI Can Do For You!
Mail Coupon for FREE Lesson

and 64 pag book. Read details
about Course, letters from
men | tamed about what_they
now earn. See how quickly,
ea y you
g No
\ bllgatlonl Mail
s®s™~~"Z  Coupon in en-
Ivelope or aste *
on pen
Send Ng\ﬁ/' J.E.SMITf,PrerV

mDept.8K09.National Rediiolnst... Pionser  -i
Homs Study RulioSchool. Wéshington9.0.C.

GoodforBoth-FREE

MR. J. E. SMITH. President. Dept. 8K09

NATIONAL RADIO INSTITUTE, Washington 9, D. C.

Mail me FREE Sample Lesson and 64-page book.
(No salesman will call. Please write plainly.)

HRBS*

Name.
Address.
City.___
O Check if Veteran



A DEPARTMENT WHERE ALL HANDS GET TOGETHER TO
RIDE HERD ON THE WESTERN FICTION ROUNDUP

EADING the history of our old
Wild West makes a fellow sort of
fall back on that old bromide that

truth is stranger than fiction.

The old West took a back seat to no
part of the world when it came to fan-
f-ocf-i/* pvpritR T

Take the career of Billy The Kid, for
example. Ask yourself how it was pos-
sible for a customer who was just ask-
ing for trouble all the time, as the Kid
was, to live to the age of 21 in a region
where men hardly needed any excuse
to start hauling guns from leather!
The Kid killed at least 21 men and he
pulled some escapes that are incredible.
Surrounded by armed men, all shooting
at him, the Kid often dashed straight
through his attackers, shooting a few en
route, and got away clean without being
touched.

Amazing Marksmanship

Partly that was due to the Kid’s
amazing marksmanship with a hand
gun. But you can bet your bottom dollar
that most of it was due to the Kid’s even
more amazing reputation; that his ene-
mies were so nervous they couldn’t see
or aim straight.

This reputation was the Kid’s great-
est asset and when it failed him, as it
did when he ran up against Pat Garret,
who wasnt afraid of him, it was finis
for the Kid.

Any time you get to thinking that
maybe the stories of the West are a
little exaggerated, cast an eye over the
short fact pieces scattered through the
Eages of GIANT WESTERN, or leaf

ack through Fred Bechdolt’s fine his-

torical series now running and see if
the truth pulls any punches compared
with fiction.

Take a story like HIGH DESERT, by
Wayne D. Overholser, which is our fea-
tured novel for the next issue. Sure, it’s
brimful of action and the clash of
strong men meeting in fierce combat.
But I think your first reaction to the
story will be the feeling that it’s so real
and honest that it could easily have hap-
pened.

Murdo Morgan came back to Paradise
Valley in the high Oregon desert with a
high ideal and a purpose. This was his
home. It had been poor country, parched,
half-starved, and dominated by the huge
Turkey Track ranch and the legendary
figure of its boss, Broad Clancy.

As a boy, Morgan had dreamed of
stom%ing Clancy under his bootheels, of
smashing the Turkey Track’s hold on
Paradise Valley. But this was no boy’s
dream of revenge he had now, this was
a greater thing, in which the breaking
of Turkey Track’s stranglehold was
only a part.

Morgan had floated a loan and bought
up the valley. He was back in it now to
build a dam for irrigation, to build
roads, and to lay out and sell sections
for farming and ranching.

One Acre—One Fight

There was a catch to it. The catch
was that Turkey Track, while it did not
own a foot of this land, had always used
it for grazing and considered it belong-
ing to the ranch by divine right. Broad
Clancy would not give up an acre with-
out a fight.

There were other complications.
There was Peg Royce, tempestuous
daughter of a squatter, who wanted
Morgan and made no pretense of hiding
her feelings. There was Buck Carrick

(Continued on page 17h)



IMAGINE THEIR JOY

WHEN THEY FOUND

THEY COULD PLAY
This easy as AB.C. way!

LEARNED QUICKLY AT HOME

“1 didn’t dream | could actually
learn to pIaP/ without a teacher.
Now, when J)Iay for people the
ly * believe that
Iearned to play so well
in so shorta time.”
*«. C.S, Calif.

INVESTMENT PAID BACK
A THOUSAND FOLD

“Anyone with muslcal ability
should make od with your
course. My Inle |nveslmen1 paid
back a thousand fol I have been

playing for 4 years now. Today I
play in one of our top bands.”
*«J.M ., San Juan, P.E.

Thousands Have Learned

HAT instrument would you like to play? We’ll show you

how you can learn to play it—quickly, easily. In spare

time at home for only & FEW CENTS A DAY! Never mind
if you don’t know one note of'musio from another—don’t worry
about “special talent.”

The truth of the matter is that thousands now play who never
thought they could! Yes, men and women everywhere are enjoying
the thrilling satisfaction of playing the piano, violin, guitar, saxo-
phone or other favorite instrument. Some of them are playing in
orchestras and over the radio; others are teaching music, making

NOTICE

TAKES THIRD COURSE

“The piano course is the third course with your
school. Over 20 years ago | took saxophone and
clarinet. Slnce then 1've played a lot of
dance Jobe.”

*E. A.

Lake View, lowa

FUN TO LEARN

“Your lessons are
everything you said
they wou be
Never before have i

INVITED TO PARTIES

“1 enjoy?d taFln this coursefand
I get a lot o easure out of it
\?veaentsulcegmanmjsaiscy I have made rﬁuch progress and
e y + have many invitations to play at
S easy, encourag- - parties. | ‘owe you much for mak-
ing and fun. I thank ing this possible.”
you with all my
heart for introduc-
ing me to your
wonderful course.”
*G. M

+K.U.,, N.Y.

Berlin, N. H.

to Play Quickly, Easily At Home

money in spare or full time. And thousands are
own enjoyment and the entertainment of their friends

It all came about when they wrote to the TJ. S. School ojf Musifl
for the Free Booklet that shows you how EASY it is to learn musid
at home this modem way. No tedious scales, no tiresome exercises.
You leam to play by playing—start right in almost at once with
the melody of a simple tune! It takes only a few minutes a day
and the cost is trifling; you save the expense of a private teacher.
Mall the coupon and get the FREE PROOF! Instruments supplied
when needed, cash or cfSciit. (Our fiftieth year.) U. S. School of
Music, 29410 Brunswick Bldg.. New York 10, N. Y.

laying for their

SEND TODAY ~
FOR COMPLETE DETAILS

FREE! Print and Picture Sample
U. S. SCHOOL OF MUSIC

Prices of our courses « You'll open your eyes when you 29410 Brunswick Bldg., New York 10, N. Y.

i i i | am interested in music stud articularly in the
have not gone up. find how qumkly and eaSIIy you can instrument checked below Plsage ’s)end me )}lour frse

learn to play your favorite instru- illustrated booklet. “How to Learn Music at Home.”
Music lessons still cost , . , : Piano Saxophone Modern Elementary

ment. Don’t doub.t, c.iont. hesitate, Guitar Trumpet, Cornet  Harmony
only a few cents a day. Send for the fascinating illustrated Hawaiian Guitar TReenegrOBrgﬁ?o Pragtical Finger
Remember, we don’t iiooklet that answers all your ques- Piano Accordion Mandolin Other Instrument
teach music "by ear” tions ; let the free Print and Picture Have you Instrument?.

Sample show you how this method Name
or by numbers. We actually works. If interested, mail the (Please Print)

Address ...... j

teach you to play by
standard notes.

coupon NOW.

*Actual pupils’ names on
turn by professional modelu

x|

City
NOTE: Ifyou are under 16 years parent must sign coupon.
Save 2c—Stick coupon on penny postcard.
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on the Sensational NEW 1949

MIDWEST RADIOS

With Exclusive ﬂASH'O’/"p\-nCVqume and Band
Indication, TELEVISION Audio Switch-Over, and
NEW COLOR-RAY Tuning— plus No-Drift FM.

Featuring
THS

60WIHUI
SRE

16
AM-FM
CHASSIS

Available Separately with Front Panel Attached... Also
Complete Radio-Phono Consoles like this Beautiful...

SYMPHONY GRAND
|IAM-FM RADIO-PHONOGRAPH

A magnificent musical instrument and a master-
piece of cabinet design. Offers world-ranging radio
reception and newest automatic Intermix Record
Changing Phonograph. Uses powerful Series Id
AM-FM Radio Chassis. Giant 14"$* Panasonic
Speaker; Tri-Magnadyne Coil System; Built-In
Loop Antenna. Other luxurious console and table
model cabinets with Series 16,12 & 8 Radio Chassis.

WAVE
BANDS

30 DAYS TRIAL...EASY TERMS

‘FILL IN COUPON AND MAIL TODAY OR JUST
SEND NAME AND ADDRESS ON 1le POSTCARD

DWEST RADIO & TELEVISION CORP.
Dept. 161, 909 Broadway, Cincinnati 3, Ohlfl

Pim » sand me yow new FREE 1949 Catalog.

ADDRESS _

CITY .ZONE..

| . earn Profitable Profession
. in C)0 days at Home

MEN AND WOMEN, 18 to SO

Many Swedish Massage graduates make $50. $75 or
even more per week. Large full time incomes from
doctors, hospitals, sanltoriums. clubs or private prac-
tice. Others make good money in sparetime
You can win independence and prepare for
rfiPRHA future _securit)é_by training at home ana
TB qualifying for Diploma. Anatomy Charts and

Is&aSm 32—£a e Illustrated Book FREE—Now!
t-TATH ollege of Swedish massaqc
*®3M» 100 *e Ohio St, Chicago 11

Learn BAKIN G At Home

Baking Is one of America's high Industrjes In wages.
Nearl -d%{)ressmn—proof. Thorough basic home course
Iaeés ound foundation. If you have aptitude, write for
FREE BOOKLET,“Opportunltlesin Commercial Baking.’
National BakingSchool, IS1S Mich.Av.. Dept. 1807, Chicago 5

CARBURETOR TOO RICH

MAKES MOTORIST TOO POOR

owners who are wasting money and not gettin%
gﬁp% gas mlleage due to over-rich mixture
C{;J)Ieased tolamm how to save gasoline
-MATING over-rich mixtures. VACU-
fits all cars, trucks and tractors. It is
aw atic and operates on the supercharge
incPple. Easily Installed in a few minutes.

ESMEN WANTED! Big Profits!

Send name, address on penny postcard forfree
particulars and howto getyours for introducing.

VACU-MATIC co. 7617-1362 W, St" WAVWATQ5A5, WI5.
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Test your Western knowledge
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| t isn’t even necessary to go half-way to meet

Opportunity.

himself for advancement.

It seeks out the man who has prepared

1.C.S. training is one of the effective forms ot

preparation. W hen you have masteredan I.C.S. Course,

you're ready and able to take on larger responsibilities

in your chosen field.

In a single period of four months, 1.C.S. has

received as many as 1,920 student letters reporting ad-

vancement in salary and position.

Graduates include

the presidents, board chairmen, chief technicians of
Some of the largest industrial, transportation, publish-
ing and other enterprises in the nation.

You can get ready for Opportunity as they did.
Mark and mail the coupon today and be prepared for

tomorrow’s rewarding openings.

INTERNATIONAL CORRESPONDENCE SCHOOLS

BOX 3968-M, SCRANTON 9, PENNA.

Without cost or obligation, please send nv full particulars about the course BEFORE which 1have marked X:

Air Conditioning and
Plumbing Course*
Air Conditioning
Heating
Refrigeration
Chemistry Courses
Chemical Engineering
Chemistry, Analytical
Chemistry, Industrial

O Chemistry, Mfg. Iron & Steel
O Petroleum Refining

O Pulp and Paper Making

ooo

[u}

Civil Engineering, Architec-

tural and Mining Courses
O Architecture
Architectural Drafting
Bridge and Building Foreman
Building Estimating
Civil Engineering
O Coal Mining
Contracting and Building
Highway Engineering
lumber Dealer
Reading Structural Blueprints
Sanitary Engineering
Structural Drafting

oooooo

City

Age Present Position

O Plumbing
O Steam Fitting

O Plastics

D
[u}

[u}
u}
0

0
(o]
o

[u}
[u}
[u}

o
[u]

]

Structural Engineering
Surveying and Mapping
Communications Courses
Electronics

Practical Telephony

Radio, General

Radio Operating

Radio Servicing

Telegraph Engineering
Electrical Courses
Electrical Drafting
Electrical Engineering
Electric Light and Power
lighting Technician
Practical Electrician
Internal Combustion

Engines Courses

Auto Technician O Aviation
Diesel-Electric

Diesel Engines O Gas Engines

Mechanical Courses
AerondRical Engineer s, Jr.
Aircraft Drafting

3 Flight Engineer

U3 Forgirg

[u}

0 Foundry Work
Heat Treatment ot Metals

Industrial Engineering
3 Industrial Metallurgy
3 Machine Shop
3 Mechanical Drafting
3 Mechanical Engineering
5 Mold-Loft Work
j Patternmaking-Wood. Metal
3 Reading Shop Blueprints
Skeet-Metsl Drafting
Sheet-Metal Worker
Ship Drafting
Tool Designing
Toolmaking
Welding— Gas and Electric
Railroad Courses
Air Brake O Car Inspector
Diesel Locomotive
Locomotive Engineer
Locomotive Fireman
Railroad Section Foreman
Steam Engineering Courses
O Boilermaking
O Combustion Engineering
Engine Running
Marine Engineering
O Steam Electric

O Ship Fitting
o
o
o
o

O Steam Engines

State

Taxtlla Course#
Cotton Manufacturing
Rayon Weaving
Textile Designing
Woolen Manufacturing

Business and
Academlo Courses
Accounting O Advertising
Arithmetic O Bookkeeping
Business Administration
Business Correspondence
Certified Public Accounting
Commercial
O Commercial Art
0O Cost Accounting
O Federal Tax
O First Year College
O Foremanship
O Good E nglish
O Higher Mathematics
Motor Traffic
9 Salesmanship
Sign Lettering
O Spanish
O Traffic Management

oDoono

n French
O High School

O Postal Service
O Secretarial

O Stenography

A.M. to

____PM

Special tuition rates to members of the Armed Forces. Specfaf discountto World War 11 Veterans.
Canadian residents send coupon to International Correspondence Schools Canadian, Ltd., Montreal, Canada.



Learn how to
gether with

38-K

NIGHTS AT HOMS!

LAW LB pDEGReEE

LaSalle’s famous Law Library—used as refer-
ence in many Law libraries and Law offices—
has enabled” thousands to master Law sur-
prisingly fast, in spare hours at home, for busi-
ness ana professional advancement.

These 14 remarkable volumes, compiled by
Ieadm? professors and lawyers, cover the whole
basic field of Law in condensed, orderly, sim-
plified manner. . . . .

You advance rapidly with this great library,
plus special lectures furnished. We guide you
etep-by-step with personalised Problem Meth-
od_ Of instruction ... you learn by doing—han-
dling Ie%al problems—not by memorizing rules.

Send for two FREE 48-page booklets, “Law
Training for Leadership,” and *“Evidence,”
answering questions about Law and its value
to you, and telling how LaSalle Law graduates
are winning rapid advancementin business and
public life. Mail coupon below. No obligation.

LASALLE EXTENSION UNIVERSITY
A Correspondence Institution

417 S. Dearborn St. Dept. 10329-L Chicago 5, ML
8ena me your two FREE booklets aescribed above!
without obligation.

Name. Age.

Street

City. Zone br State.

protect your |!>|Ion. Secure :;atent Guide”

to-
of Invention” form—without obligation.

CLARENCE A. O'BRIEN A HARVEY JACOBSON
Registered Patent Attorneys
District National Bldg. Washington 5, D. C«

Banish the craving for tobacco as
thousands have “with Tobacco
Redeemer. Write for free booklet
telling of injurious effect of .tobacco
and of atreatment which has reliev-
ed many men.

35 Years in Business

300,000 Satisfied Customers FZEV\E
THE NEWELL COMPANY
153 Clayton Sta., St. Louis 5, M.

AMAZING KUSHIONTRED
</ SHOES/ Soft as n Gowe

SIX PAIR OF SHOES DAILY1
Make money showing fast-selling menis,
women’s, children’s shoes. Magic CUSHION
Innersole clinches easy sales. ide variety,
outstanding values. Advance commissions
to § 0 per pair plus Cash bonus. Ex-
perience unnecessary. Samples supplied ----------mememmmmomenean
\évitholul c(;)sl. Write fTODAY for full
etails and FREE outfit.

TANNERS SHOE CO., 322 Boston 10, Mms. FREE OUTFIT

10

The
HIDE-OUT
GUN

—and where

was hidden!
>t

JOHN BLACK

it

ATOT all western gunmen carried their arma-

ment in the traditional belt holster. There
were crafty ones who sought to mislead an enemy
by appearing unarmed, the while they packed a
weapon in such unorthodox places as up a sleeve,
in a boot, or hanging by a string around the neck.
Doc Holliday, the homicidal gambler of Tucson
fame, wore a sawed-off shot-gun suspended from
a string around his neck and concealed the whole
business with a loose coat or linen duster.

The simplest type of hide-out rig was the
shoulder holster which could accommodate anything
from a full-sized .45 to a derringer. This might
be a conventional enough holster of leather, or
might be trimmed down to nothing more than a
pair of spring clips from which the gun could be
plucked.

Some gunmen spurned holsters of any kind.
Wild Bill Hickok is said to have used a holster al-
most never, merely shoving a pair of pistols into
the waistband of his trousers.

Perhaps the most deadly of all hide-out devices
was the sleeve arrangement for a hidden derringer.
The gun, though so small it could be swallowed
up in a man’ hand, packed a colossal punch. It
was usually double-barreled and took a .41'or .45
slug which was soft-nosed and had a tendency to
spread after entering the vital parts of a target.
The result was that one of these derringer slugs,
fired at ten feet or so, opened up a hole in a man
through which a herd of cattle could be driven
and gave the doctor little chance to exercise his
skill.

The little gun could be held up a man’s sleeve
by a length of elastic which would be cuffed to the
wrist. A sharp downward jerk of the forearm
would flip the gun forward into the user’s palm
and the unexpectedness of the move would often
give him a moment’s advantage over his adver-
sary. And it is that vital extra moment that every
gunman was after, that made all the difference
between life and death.
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What Strange Powers
Did The Ancients Possess?

T} VERY important discovery relating to

mind power, sound thinking and cause:
and effect, as applied to self-advancement, was
known centuries ago, before the masses could
read and write.

Much has been wntten about the wise men of
old. A popular fallacy has it that their secrets
Of personal power and successful living were
lost to the world. Knowledge of nature's laws,
accumulated through the ages, is never lost.
At times the great truths possessed by the
sages were hidden from unscrupulous men in
jbigh places, but never destroyed.

Why Were Their Secrets
Closely Guarded?

Only recently, as time is measured; not more
than twenty generations ago, less than 1/100th
of 1% of the earth’s people were thought
capable of receiving basic knowledge about the
laws of life, for it is an elementary truism that
knowledge is power and that power cannot be
entrusted to the ignorant and the unworthy.
Wisdom is not readily attainable by the gen-
eral public; nor recognised when right within
reach. The average person absorbs a multitude
of details about things, but goes through life
without ever knowing where and how to ac-
quire mastery of the fundamentals of the inner
mind— that mysterious silent something which
“whispers” to you from within.

Fundamental Laws of Nature
Your habits, accomplishments and weaknesses
are the effects of causes. Your thoughts and
actions are governed by fundamental laws. Ex-
ample: The law of compensation is as funda-
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mental as the laws of breathing, eating and
sleeping. All fixed laws of nature are as fasci-
nating to study as they are vital tQ understand
for success in life.

You can learn to find and follow every basic
law of life. You can begin at any time to dis-
cover a whole new world of interesting truths.
You can start at once to awaken your inner
powers of self-understanding and self-advance-
ment. You can learn from one of the world’s
oldest institutions, first known in America in
1694. Enjoying the high regard of hundreds
of leaders, thinkers and teachers, the order is
known as the Rosicrucian Brotherhood. Its
complete name is the “Ancient and Mystical
Order Rosae Crucis,” abbreviated by the ini-
tials “AMORC.” The teachings of the Order
are not sold, for it is not a commercial organi-
zation, nor is it a religious sect. It is a non-
profit fraternity, a brotherhood in the true
sense.

Not For General Distribution
Sincere men and women, in search of the truth
— those who wish to fit in with the ways of
the world— are invited to write for a compli-
mentary copy of the sealed booklet, “The Mas-
tery of Life.” It tells how to contact the librarian
of the archivesof AM ORC for this rare knowl-
edge. This booklet is not intended for general
distribution; nor is it sent without request. It
is therefore suggested that you write for your
copy to Scribe,H. Q. V.

Ik, ROSICRUCIANS

{AMORC}

San Jose California






When bred-in-the-bone cattleman Ron Davis
suddenly inherits a sheep ranch, it's the
signal for a new flare-up of roaring warl

"OVER
DIABLO CANYON

W HEN Ron Davis weighed Red Cou-
lee, his home town, the bitterness over-
balanced the sweet. There had been few
laughs—and much sadness. His mother
and father had been killed there in a
hotel fire when he had been only seven
years old.

He had gone to live on his Uncle Ed
Davis’ ranch, the Bar D, and the tough
cattleman, with his rule or ruin code of
life, had tried to break Ron’s spirit and

a novel by
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Human Sidewinders Add

mold him into his idea of what a boy
and man should be.

Even now, as the train hurried Ron
to the reading of his Uncle Ed’s will, he
admitted that he had never really fig-
ured out the man. There had been
stormy scenes at the big ranchhouse
when the man’s iron will had clashed
with the boy’s high spirits.

“I’m tryin’ to make somethin’ out of
you,” Ed Davis would bellow, “and you
buck me at every turn! 1 got five neph-
ews, and there ain’t one of ’em worth
a hoot. Get off’n the ranch, Ron, and
stay offl”

Then Ron would walk the nine miles
to town and get a job. Sometimes it
would be in the livery stable. Again he
would wash dishes and do'the swamp-
ing at the Pearl Cafe. Often Nixon’s
General Store had needed a boy. Nixon
was a slave driver who would work a
kid until he was sick, then insist that
the younger generation had gone soft.
He would usually say, “When | was a
boy, we worked. 1’d get up at three,
four in the morning and start in. Nine
o’clock was bedtime. The rest of the
time | had to get in and dig except a
half hour for meals. But it got me some-
where—it got me somewhere.”

The boyhood job that Ron had de-
tested most was the year he had spent
on Slagg’s sheep ranch. It had been
work with sheep or starve. Even at fif-
teen Ron had had the cattleman’s con-
tempt for sheep and all those who
worked with them.

“I wouldn’t be caught dead here,” he
had repeatedly told himself, “but I've
got to live and prove to Uncle Ed that
I’ll amount to something.”

After Ron had been away from Bar
D anywhere from a month to a year his
Uncle Ed would send for him. There
would be no suggestion that he was re-
lenting. Rather it had seemed to be a
new determination to break the boy’s
spirit. Ed Davis had boasted, with con-
siderable truth, that no man had ever
beaten him, so he couldn’t accept defeat
from a boy.

Fresh Fuel to the Raging

As the train neared Red Coulee, the
high points of Ron’s youth came back.
At twenty-one he had left Red Coulee
on a Chicago-bound cattle train, with
five dollars in his pocket. Now he was
returning with a silver-mounted saddle,
a thousand dollars, and a growing repu-
tation as a rodeo rider.

HEN Ron stepped onto the plat-

form no one said, “Ron, whered
you come from? Where you been?” Ev-
eryone acted as if he had been gone no
longer than twenty-four hours.

He left the saddle and his bag at
Johnson’s Livery Stable, then went
over to Abner Webb’s office. The grim
range lawyer had handled his uncle’s
legal affairs for years.

“Glad to see you back,” Webb said, as
he shook hands. “The cousins are here.
None of ’em ever drifted too far away,
Ron. You know how they are—each
afraid the other will put over something
when his back is turned.”

“And each expecting to inherit the
Bar D,” Ron added. “Well, 1’ve nothing
like that on my mind.”

Webb’s expression didnt change, but
he said, “It’s the dangedest will | ever
drew up. And it can’t be broken either.”

“When did they have the funeral?”

“Last week. You knew all about your
uncle’s tragic ending, of course?”

“l don’t know' anything except that |
got a telegram from you inviting me to
be present when the will is read,” Ron
answered.

The lawyer shook his head sadly.
“You recall the Quail Creek cabin,
Ron?”

Ron remembered it well. A hunter’s
paradise in a small way. The ridges and
benches were alive with quail; the
stream—icy the year around—was filled
with fighting trout. The stream emptied
into a small lake surrounded by a
swamp—the nesting ground of fast-fly-
ing teal ducks. It was his uncle’s fa-
vorite spot when he needed relaxation.

“Your uncle went out for a week-
end,” the lawyer said, “and several days
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Fires of Hatred that Blaze Across a Troubled Range!

later a passing cowpuncher noticed dead
leaves on live trees. He rode down and
found ashes. Even the heavy logs had
burned, leaving charred ends. The heat
had killed the leaves on the trees sur-
rounding the cabin. It must have been
a hot fire. A few bones were all that
remained.”

“Killed?”

“Apparently not, though he was a
man with a mind of his own, and such
men make enemies,” Webb said. “His

Ron Davis

old silver watch, the one that wound
with a key, was melted. A dentist iden-
tified his upper plate. The ashes were
sifted, but nothing suggesting a bullet
was found. ... The will is to be read at
the ranch, Ron. That is one of the pro-
visions.”

“I might as well ride out,” Ron said.

He hired a horse at the livery stable
and raised its morale by putting on the
silver-mounted saddle. Ron Davis was
not a show-off, but he wanted to see the
greed and envy come into Jed Davis’
eyes.

Of the cousins, Jed, tall, lean and

dour was the most greedy. He had
fawned around his uncle, agreed to ev-
erything he said, and planted seeds of
suspicion with regard to the others. He
reminded Ron of a well-greased snake.
Jed’s brother, Hank, was a hulk of a
man and slow of movement. He thought
things through coldly, and without emo-
tion. He planned, and Jed executed.
They were always together, even in
crowds, and Hank’s ear seemed forever
leaning toward Jed’s lips.

The seven remaining cousins were of
different types—dull, dangerous, lazy,
indifferent. Because Ron had always
been at outs with old Ed Davis, the
others did not regard him as a probable
heir and were friendly enough. But it
was not the sort of friendship Ron wel-
comed.

On his way to the Bar D, from force
of habit Ron’s eyes turned toward the
Ballard ranch. He noticed that the
fences needed repairing, and weeds
were threatening to spread over the
grazing land. Only a few fine, spirited
thoroughbred horses dotted the Ballard
range. He stopped dnce and critically
inspected three horses.

“I’'ve seen better broomtails,” he
thought. “The Ballards are slipping.”

He didn’t feel elated. Major Ballard
had been well liked, but his wife from
the East considered cattle raisers sev-
eral cuts beneath her. She was “stuck-
up,” the cowpunchers said. And her
daughter, Betty, was on the way to be-
coming a first class snob.

At seven, Ron had thought Betty Bal-
lard the prettiest thing he had ever
looked at. He was still of the same
opinion when Betty was eleven—an age
when girls should be put into an attic
with the old trunks and discarded fur-
niture.

E HADN'T seen her in three years
because her mother had packed her
off to the exclusive girls’ school that
she herself had attended. Mrs. Ballard
was confident the school would remove
any small remaining range roughness,

15



and perhaps be the means of Betty’s
meeting a man of her own “class.” Pref-
erably one whose money didn’t come
from cattle, horses or sheep. Banking
and finance would be about right, Mrs.
Ballard thought.

Ron pulled up a mile from the Ballard
ranchhouse. A low spot was flooding,
and he knew the irrigation ditch had

Ron arrived at the cabin using

the man as a shield. “Drop your

guns!” he ordered the others
(CHAP. 1)

gone out. The soil was porous. Water
seeped through and presently a small
spring developed into a stream that
eventually would tear out the side of
the ditch.

Ron crossed the ditch on a rotting
plank and looked down on a white-
haired woman holding a grain sack
open.

A slender, dark girl was shoveling
dirt into the sack. Ron swore softly.

“Betty Ballard and her mother! |
never thought 1'd see anything like

this.” He pulled off his hat and said,
“Hello! Need a hand?”

Mrs. Ballard looked up with flashing
eyes. “I’d die before | accepted help

from a Davis,” she panted. Her face was
so flushed that Don wondered if her
heart could stand her indignation.

“Won’t you please go?” the girl said.
“You should know we dont want any-
thing to do with you.”

“It’s news to me,” Ron said. “l’ve
been away from the rest of the Davis
tribe for a couple of years now. But as
far as going . . .” He shook his head.
“The answer is no. We cant stand on



ceremony when the ditch is leaking.
Take the sack and I’ll take the shovel.”

“Betty, I'll not give up the sack!”
Mrs. Ballard panted.

Ron picked up an empty sack and
tossed it at the girl.

“Hold it! This is the time for horse
sense. And that’s one thing the Ballards
should have. You’ve raised some of the
best.”

He began shoveling in dirt. When the
sack was full he dropped it into the soft
bank and jumped on it until it disap-
peared into the ooze.

This went on for an hour, with Ron
working furiously. For a while it was
touch and go, then the leak stopped. The
girl licked her lips, intense dislike strug-
gling with good manners. The latter
won.

“Thank you,” she said. He noticed
that big water blisters were forming
on her hands.

“Don’t mention it,” Ron answered.
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“There are times on the range when
people should pull together. They dont
have to put their arms around each
other and sing ‘Sweet Adeline,” but they
must pull.”

As he climbed the bank he instinc-
tively looked back—and hastily ducked.
Mrs. Ballard had hurled a rock at his
head. Her face was purple.

“I’lI. 'be hanged,” Ron muttered.
“What’s happened since |Ive been
away? The Davis tribe always was dirt
under the Ballard’s feet, but they were
never so undignified as to fight with
us.”

He saw tragedy in Mrs. Ballard’s
proud face. . ..

The Bar D, in contrast to the Bal-
lard’s Box B, was in fine shape. The
fences were in repair, the machinery
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looked new, and the barns were painted.
The beef cattle strain Ron’s uncle had
created now predominated.

“They sure do run to big steaks and
roasts,” Ron mused as he rode into the
winding lane leading to the ranchhouse
which also had been recently painted.

It all gave Ron an odd feeling. It
looked as if his uncle, expecting death,
had left everything in order. Ron could
almost hear him saying, “It’ll take those
worthless nephews of mine some time
to let that ranch run down.”

He put up his horse in the nearest
barn, and walked to the house, entering
through the back door. Ah Fong, the
Chinese cook, greeted him. He was very
old, had once been toothless, but had
acquired plates which gave him a beav-
er’s profile.

“You’re looking fine, Fong,” Ron
said. “That’s a grand set of choppers
you’ve got.”

“Cost hundred dollar,” Fong an-
swered. He was a practical soul, and
saved against the day when death would
overtake him. Then his remains were
to be shipped to China.

Ron went to the living room where
his cousins were sitting around, smok-
ing. They exchanged greetings. They
told him that he was looking fine, and
he agreed that they were in the pink
of condition, knowing that no one cared
a hoot about anything except Uncle Ed
Davis’ will. He excepted himself.

“Think I’ll have a look at that silver
mounted saddle, Ron,” Jed Davis said.

ON followed him to the barn and

saw the greed in Jed’s eyes, as he
had expected. Jed’s long fingers touched
the silver mountings. “Some folks have
all the luck,” he said.

“1 had plenty of luck,” Ron admitted,
and added, “But a little riding went
along with it. Hard riding that included
a lot of bad falls.” He broke off, remem-
bering that Jed gave no man credit for
hard work. It was all luck. “Webb will
be out tomorrow,” he said. “I’ll drift
the day after.”

“Where are you going?”

“l haven’t the slightest idea,” Ron
answered. “I'm twenty-three and my

education isn’t finished. Some of these
days I’ll spot the big chance and I’ll
want to be ready.”

That evening, as they sat around the
table talking, Ron realized how little
in common he had with his cousins.
They spent their lives under someone
else’s plum tree waiting for the fruit
to fall. Ron was trying to find a spot to
plant a tree of his own, and money to
buy the tree.

He knew the cattle raiser’s problems,
but six months in a Chicago packing
plant had also taught him the packer’s
problems. He had put in another six
months as assistant trainer with a man
who owned a string of race horses. Ron
had a hunch he would keep on drifting
until some girl threw a loop over his
head.

The following morning Abner Webb
read Uncle Ed’s will.

““Well here you are, all gathered
about to see what falls when Death
shakes the tree,”” the lawyer read. * ‘If
my ghost is in the room it will see
Greedy Jed and Plotting Hank speculat-
ing on how to outfox their more fortu-
nate cousins—if there are more fortu-
nate cousins. I can imagine Hank tell-
ing himself that | am crazy and that the
will can be broken. You’re wrong,
Hank. About now, Hank, you’re a trifle
red in the face. Then there are the
others, well-meaning young fellows, but
with no drive, wondering what the rich
uncle has left them.””

Webb stopped reading and looked up.
“A strange will,” he said, “but the most
interesting | have ever drawn.”

“Go on with the reading,”
growled.

“ ‘At this point | directed Abner
Webb to make a comment, knowing
Jed’s annoyance,”” Webb read on.
“ ‘And you, Jed, were annoyed. And are
annoyed. One man is quietly amused
over all this—Ron Davis, the lone wolf.
Ron will be here if it’s humanly pos-
sible. Ron has a great sense of family
loyalty. Stubborn as a mule, too. | never
could make anything of him. He is the
best bet of the lot of you. Now, Ron,
they’re all glaring at you. They hate the
truth. 1 won’t keep you in suspense any

Jed



THUNDER OVER
longer, Jed. To my beloved nephew, Jed
Davis, | give and bequeath the Red Cou-
lee Brick Company, provided he works
a year, side by side with his day labor-
ers. Jed needs the common man touch.””

“The man was mad!” Jed snarled.
“lI didn’t know he owned the brick
yard.”

“That’s the way it is,” Webb said.
“You can take it or leave it. It is out of
my hands.” He resumed, “ ‘“To my be-
loved nephew, Henry Davis, | give and
bequeath the Sunny Slope Gold Mining
Company. If he can scheme and plot
that into a paying proposition he de-
serves a monument.””

“How long has he owned that?” Hank
growled.

“As | recall,” Webb answered, “he
bought it in order to bequeath it to
you.” He continued. “ “To my beloved
nephew, Ronald Davis, who hates sheep
to the point that he wouldn’t play “Run
Sheep Run” with the Kkids at school, |
give and bequeath the Diablo Canyon
Sheep Company. . .. Look at Ron, he’s
either blown his top or he’s grinning.””

Ron was grinning. “What a time
Uncle Ed is having wherever he is. Mr.
Webb, have you any idea what that
sheep ranch is worth?”

“Seventy-five  thousand dollars,”
Webb answered, “but you can’t sell it.
You’ve got to operate it—make it re-
turn ten per cent dividend above operat-
ing expenses. That figures seventy-five
hundred dollars. We’ll go into that
later.”

HE lawyer resumed reading the will.

No one had been left out, but each
had been given a tough proposition to
solve. If he solved it, then, properly
managed, there was a good living in the
business.

“Who gets the Bar D?” Jed asked,
when Webb stopped reading.

“That is held in trust. 1’'m one of the
trustees, the Red Coulee State Bank is
another, and Porky Stetson, present
manager of Bar D, is the third. Porky,
by the way, is bequeathed twenty-five
thousand dollars for long and faithful
service.”

“Porky,” a mountain of a man who
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rode in buckboards because his weight
was a cruel load for the average horse,
smiled expansively. His attitude toward
life was, “l ain’t mad at nobody.” But
he could be tough, and no man knew
more than he did about raising beef.

“I’m going to break the will,” Jed an-
nounced. “How many of you will join
me? The thing, in itself, proves that
Uncle Ed was mentally unbalanced.”

“Your Uncle Ed was two jumps
ahead of you on that score,” Webb said,
with a touch of pride. “He was ex-
amined by a group of psychiatrists who
pronounced him mentally sound. They
gave me the impression that in their
opinion he knew a lot about human na-
ture. You see, gentlemen, with the ex-
ception of Ron, they looked you over.”

Lawyer WEBB took Ron Davis
aside to speak to him privately.

“Well, Ron,” he asked, “what are you
going to do?”

“Swallow my dislike of sheep, and
operate the ranch,” Ron asked. “The
will said ‘operate at a profit’ | believe?”

“That’s right,” Webb admitted.

“Then as soon as | operate at a profit
it is mine without strings attached?”
Ron asked. “And | can sell the ranch,
sheep and all, and put the money into a
cattle proposition?”

“That’s right,” Webb agreed.

“As | get it,” Ron said, “boiled down,
each bequest will determine whether or
not a cousin has the ability to manage
a business.”

“That’s right,” Webb repeated.
“That’s what convinced the psychi-
atrists that your uncle was mentally
sound.”

“No reasonable man would want
greater proof,” Ron agreed. “Now
there’s one thing more. When | rode
past the Ballard’s place the ditch was
leaking. Betty and her mother were fill-
ing sacks. Naturally | offered to help.
The air was filled with frost the instant
they saw me. What’s happened?”

Webb groaned. “Didn’t anyone tell
you? Ron, your uncle and Major Ballai’d
had a run-in over some range land. Bal-
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lard said some pretty rough things and
your uncle threatened to kill him. We
tried to cool off both men and thought
we had. But when Ballard set out for
the disputed ground—Blue Grass Valley
—your uncle took after him, muttering
threats. Ballard was found dead two
days later.”

“What was Uncle Ed’s defense?”

“He admitted that he had left, threat-
ening to kill Ballard, but had cooled off
and gone over to his Quail Creek cabin
to fish and forget the whole business—
or think of some way to chase Ballard
out of Blue Grass Valley. Two men tes-
tified that they saw your uncle a few
miles from the cabin at the time Ballard
was believed to have been killed.”

“That should have been enough,” Ron
said.

“It wasn’t, and it isn’t now. The men
have jail records, have lied and stolen
cattle. Few people believed them, and
the Ballards feel that your uncle Killed
the major and bribed those men to back
up his alibi.”

“What do Uncle Ed’s friends think
about it?”

“They believe he cooled off,” Webb
said. “That was like him. He might
shoot a man in a sudden burst of rage,
but he’d never do it hours later. He al-
ways cooled off.”

“Yes,” Ron agreed. “But he had a
long memory. He never forgot that he
couldn’t make me over. Maybe 1’d have
been a better citizen if he had, but I'd
not be the same -man ... 1 think I’ll
have a look at my ranch—cuss it.”

“l hope you’ve plenty of rubber in
your make-up, Ron,” Webb said kindly.
“You’ll need it if you bounce back. Now
dont ask me questions.”

“Just one,” Ron said. “The main part
of the estate, Bar D, is held in trust.
What or who benefits? Some institu-
tion ?”

“Yes, a sort of institution that your
uncle was interested in,” Webb an-
swered.

It wasn’t a satisfactory answer, but
Ron knew it would have to do. It would
take a court action to make Webb spe-
cific on the point, and Ron wouldn’t
bother. . ..

Ron was familiar with the Diablo
Canyon region in a general way, but
since it was sheep country he had not
ridden over it. He knew that the river
cut through a fair-sized mountain range
and that the lower slopes were heavy
with grass. The trails left by the sheep
as they zigzagged up the steeper slopes
and fed, were visible for a considerable
distance.

The sheepman who owned the flocks
had had considerable trouble with cat-
tlemen when he had tried to drive his
sheep to market. Ron’s Uncle Ed had
stopped them one year. Ron hadn’t been
in on the ruckus, it being one of those
periods when his uncle had kicked him
out.

He bought a good horse from the
Bar D and headed for his new property
with full authority to take over. But he
speculated a lot on what Webb had
meant about his bouncing back.

It was a long day’s ride and he de-
cided to make it two days. This would
give him a chance to size up the land
in case he got into trouble later on.
He knew both cattlemen and sheepmen
carried chips on their shoulders.

IT WAS good cattle country, and be-
came better when he rode into the
sheep area. He saw the first flock at
noon the next day. A lone herder sat
on a rock. A couple of dogs lay at his
feet. The sheep were bunched nearby.
He waved and the herder looked up, but
did not answer.

“Go to blazes! Ron growled.

A half mile farther on, a bullet dron-
ed over his head. Another came closer as
he whirled and galloped to the nearest
cover. “The welcome mat isn’t out,”
thought Ron. “Now what?”

He realized that he had cattleman
written all over him.

“And what’s more,” he thought
wrathfully, “I’m going to keep right on
looking like a cattleman!”

He rode back to the lone sheepman.

“l guess I’'m not wanted in this coun-
try,” he said, ruefully.

He shoved his Stetson back and wiped
the moistui-e from his brow. The sweat
had put a curl in his black hair.



Suddenly he left the saddle headlong.
His hands caught the sheepman’s shoul-
ders and dragged him to the ground. It
was a typical steer bulldogger’s trick
and it drained all fight out of the sheep-
man. A hundred and eighty pounds had
hit him like a ton of brick and Ron’s
hands had caught the man’s wrists and
were holding them tightly.

He forced his prisoner over to the
horse and ordered him to mount. Ron

got on behind the saddle and headed up
the scratch on the range called a road.
No more shots came from the thicket
on the hillside. Ron galloped past the
point, then slowed down. He knew his
back presented a first rate target, but
if a bullet struck him it would get his
prisoner, too.

“Don’t shoot—don’t shoot!” the herd-
er kept on bellowing.

“If he or anyone else shoots,” Ron
warned, “you’ll go along with me. A fine
thing—a sheepman and cattleman ar-
riving at the Pearly Gates together.”

“You’ll find more sheepmen than cat-
tlemen in the Bible!” the herder said,
with surprising spirit.

Ron grinned. “First sheepman | ever
met who had any fight in him,” he said.

“You’ve just started meeting fighting
sheepmen,” the herder snapped. “How
do you suppose we’ve lasted all these
years if we couldn’t hold our own?”

“I'm the new owner of Diablo Canyon
Ranch,” Ron said.

“Yeah,” his captive said shortly, “I

little fool!” Ron vyelled.
‘“You’ll drown yourself!” But
Betty let the current take her
into the fast water (CHAP. VI)
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figgered it that way. Old Ed Davis put
over a slick deal to get hold of Diablo
sheep. The deal went through three,
four parties. What’d he have against
you?”

Ron did not answer, and soon they
arrived at the cabin. Using the man as
a shield, Ron faced two others.

“Drop your guns,” he ordered.

“You might as well,” Ron’s prisoner
said. “He’s the new boss. He aims to
drive the sheep off’n the range and
bring in cattle.”

“l aim to make a profit in sheep,”
Ron said.

“On the level?”

“On the level,” Ron answered.

“We’ll take your word for it,” the
prisoner said. “How about you taking
our word that we’ll string along with
you 7’

“Why not?” Ron said, and returned
his gun to its holster.

The name of the man he had cap-
tured was Cal Lawrence. Th? others
were called Sam and Mort. Tim, the
herder who had taken a pot shot at Ron,
came warily into camp.

Cal Lawrence, who seemed to be more
or less in charge of the camp, showed
Ron around. They put him up for the
night in a bunk that was none too clean,
but he had his own blanket roll.

The next morning he said, “There
aren’t as many sheep as | expected,
Cal.”

“You haven’t seen the main ranch,”
Cal answered. “Come-on down to the
river.”

He led the way down a winding trail
to a raft.

“That raft dont look big enough to
buck that white water,” Ron observed.
“A good smash would break it up.”

“It’ll do,” Cal said.

They got aboard the raft, and Cal got
on his knees and grabbed an oar that
served as a sort of rudder. The current
did the rest. White water drenched
them. The raft banged into one wall,
turned dizzily in spite of Cal’s furious
paddling, then struck the opposite wall.

“This is ten rodeos wrapped into
one!” Ron yelled. “We’re going through
Diablo Canyon.”

“Not all the way,” Cal said. “We stop
over at—”

IS words were lost as a wave, tossed

by a boulder, slapped him in the
face. The next minute they went into
an eddy and Ron saw a break in the
canyon wall, and a small stream tum-
bling from a deep narrow valley. The
eddy carried them around a couple of
times, then Cal grounded the raft.

“Here is your real Diablo Canyon
Ranch,” he said. “A sheepherder’s para-
dise. No chance of a flock going over a
cliff, or getting lost. No varmints. The
eagles are bad at lambing time, but we
can handle that.”

A well-beaten trail followed the creek
for a quarter of a mile, then the valley
widened. Grass grew luxuriously from
the rich black loam.

“Any other place in the world,” Cal
said, “we’d overgraze if we ran this
many sheep. This here is an old lake
bottom. For hundreds of years loam
from the upper valleys was washed
down along with leaves, grass and
what-not. The stuff settled to the bot-
tom and rotted. Look up there and you
can see the old water line.”

The water line was five hundred feet
above, but it was distinct enough on a
cliff. There, too, were Indian carvings,
made no doubt by men on rafts. Ron
looked back. It was evident that an
earthquake had cracked the wall be-
tween lake and canyon. He had an idea
that water pressure had made short
work of rocks and earth once it had an
outlet.

“Who found this place?” he asked.

“The sheep,” Cal said laconically.
“Several years ago we had a dry spell.
The range burned up. Remember it?”

“We shipped in hay by the carload to
save our cattle,” Ron said.

“We couldnt get hay into our coun-
try,” Cal told him, with a touch of bit-
terness. “It was dog eat dog, and the
cattlemen took our loads of hay by
force. Sheep ate right down to the dirt.
Yes, | know, it gave the range a bad
setback, but the sheep wanted to live.
Thousands of them died, at that. Diablo
River fell away to a trickle. Sheep drift-
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ed downstream eating moss off of the
boulders, and some of them smelled
grass and turned up here. We didnt
miss them at first, then started hunt-
ing.”

“Plenty of tracks?” Ron asked.

“Practically a highway,” Cal said.
“Well, we found them in here. It was
our idea to fatten them up and drive
them upstream before the rains set in.
You’ll remember cloudbursts finally
turned Diablo River into a yellow flood.
The stream hasn’t been down since. We
built a raft and floated downstream. It
was either do that or live on sheep the
rest of our lives. We had no idea what
we were running into.”

“What did you run into?”

“You’ll find out when we leave.” Cal
nodded sagely. “This is a one-way
stream, Ron.”

“How do you get the sheep to mar-
ket?”

“We don’t.”
“What?” Ron bellowed.
“We don’t,” Cal repeated. “We've

burned up our brains trying to figger
a way to get the best flock of sheep in
the country to market, and the answer
hasn’t come to us yet.”

So that was it! That was the trick in
Uncle Ed Davis’ bequest. Hank had to
make a sick mine pay out, while he,
Ron, had to market sheep that couldn’t
be driven to market.

“Have you any idea at all how we
can market these sheep?” Ron asked
Cal. “Offhand | can’t see any answer.”

“Zednick, who owned them when they
were trapped here, spent many a night
trying to figger a way to cash in,” Cal
said. “He couldn’t get an answer* that
made sense. Naturally he didn’t know
your uncle was in the background when
he sold the sheep, or he wouldnt have
sold to any blasted cattleman. But aside
from that he was plumb glad to sell.”

“Suppose we leave this ‘blasted cat-
tleman’ stuff out of it?” Ron suggested.
“We’ve got to pull together.”

“In your eyes I'm a ‘blasted sheep-
man’,” Cal answered. “Or won’t you ad-
mit it?”

“Sure, I'll admit it,” Ron said. “l was
born a cattleman, raised a cattleman,
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and I’ll be a cattleman as long as | live.”
“And you show it, or at least a sheep-
man senses it,” Cal said. “Though
you’ve been decent enough since you
showed up here. But we feel it, and
that’s why you’re licked at the start.
It takes an experienced cattleman to
raise beef, and a sheepman has to know
as much about sheep if he makes any
money. You're licked because no sheep-
man will give everything he’s got to
help you beat the game.”

ON was looking at Cal calculatingly.

“You’re an educated man,” he

said suddenly. “How did you happen to
go in for sheep?”

“l never went to school after the
fourth grade,” Cal told him. “But a
man can herd sheep, go into a trance
for hours at a time, and become a men-
tal case, or he can put in his time study-
ing. | wore out more pockets carrying
books than | ever did keeping my hands
warm. Here’s something else you short-
sighted cattlemen have overlooked.”

“Shoot,” Ron invited. “lI like to listen
to a man who knows what he’s talking
about. In my language a spade is a
spade.”

“You’ve knocked around,” Cal said,
“and maybe you’re wider between the
eyes than some cattlemen, but here’s the
play. We sheepmen have range that
would be better for cattle. You cattle-
men have range that would be fine for
sheEp, but isnt much good for cattle.
If all of us could get together and talk
horse sense we could divide up the
range in a way that would make it pro-
duce more beef and mutton as well as
end the sheep-cattle war in this region.
It costs us money when cattlemen stop
us from driving our sheep to a railroad.
But you spend money stopping us. Both
sides need an understanding.”

“What else?”

“If—I say if you can win the confi-
dence of the run of the mill sheepman
and still not lose the faith the cattlemen
have in you, you might bring this
about,” Cal said, “but at the first sign
of anything like that you’d have Trig
Tremper setting in the game with five
aces.”
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“Who’s Trig Tremper?”

“Oh, a sort of promoter who blew
into the country some time ago—buys
up land, cattle, whatever. Investing, he
calls it, says he’s looking for any kind
of good property. He’s sure bought—or
sold—plenty of ructions hereabout,
though. 1’ve never figgered out whether
Trig makes trouble between factions
because he hopes to cash in on it, or be-
cause he likes to set man against man
and then watch the fun. I do know this
—he uses catspaws for his dirty work,
and is never hurt himself.”

“Yellow?”

“I think any man who’ll let another
take an enemy’s lead when he’s the one
who should stand up to it, is yellow,”
Cal answered thoughtfully. “But Trig
has pride. If people are around he’ll
stand up to anything. It’s happened a
couple of times. But nine times out of
ten he’s in the background and his cats-
paw is up front.”

“What does the catspaw think of all
this?”

“He never figgers that far back.” Cal
shrugged. “He thinks it’s his own fight,”

“Getting back to the sheep,” Ron
said. “Have you thought of rafting
them downstream to some point, then
driving them out?”

“Bad water down the canyon.” Cal
shook his head. “If you build a raft
strong enough to go through the can-
yon, then your profit is gone. You can’t
use a raft over and over and over be-
cause you can’t get it back upstream
again. We thought of cutting a trail out
of the valley, but that means powder
and lots of hardrock drilling. There
goes all immediate profit, as well as
future sheep crops. It would be cheaper
to start a ranch elsewhere.”

Ron looked at the sheep. “The point
iS a man hates to see unused wealth,
whether it is sheep, gold in a creek bed,
or good range without stock.”

From Cal he learned that at least
once a month someone rafted down-
stream, checked on the flock, often re-
maining several days, then continuing
on to Little River, a small settlement.
There the stream, Little River, entered
the Diablo. A railroad spanned the

larger stream, and continued on to Red
Coulee, climbing steadily.

A shelter cabin had been created on
the inaccessible sheep ranch, and was
stocked with canned grub.

“We lose the weaker ones every win-
ter,” Cal said. “Snow comes and they
can’t rustle like the others. We should
cut hay and stack it, for that would
help. The trouble is we’ve no way of
getting horses and machinery in. Any-
how, if we got too many sheep in here
they’d overgraze. He grinned, “Its a
challenge, isnt it?”

“Let’s go on downstream,” Ron sug-
gested.

“We’d better rest tonight,” Cal ad-
vised. “Fighting white water takes a
lot out of a man. | like to start fresh.”

R on and Cal Lawrence left at day-
break for the thirty-mile run down
the Diablo. As others had done when-
ever they made the trip, Ron searched
the forbidding walls for a way out.
There were breaks, forming small val-
leys, but they usually ended up against
mountains.

“Sure you could build a trail out,”
Cal said in answer to Ron’s question,
“but there, again, you run into heavy
expense. And beyond—some cattleman’s
wire.”

To Ron’s way of thinking, it amount-
ed to wheels within wheels. You made
one wheel turn but a smaller one'quit
and stopped the machinery. Every idea
he suggested already had been tried or
considered and found wanting. It went
on and on.

“Uncle Ed’s ghost is enjoying this,”
he reflected. “lI wonder how Jed will
make out with his brick yard, and what
will Hank do about the mine? The real
prize is the Bar D, and something or
someone is getting that on a silver plat-
ter.”

He saw another break in the wall and
asked Cal to land. “Glad to,” the sheep-
man answered shortly. “The water’
high and rough today. My arms ache.”

He sprawled out on the grass while
Ron looked over another valley as good
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as the first. Except for an eagle there
wasn’t a living creature in sight. For
ages wild hay had grown annually and
rotted. He could jump up and down al-
most anywhere and feel the deep sod
give under his weight.

“And to think it was like this during
the dry years,” he mused, “when sheep
and cattle were starving.”

“One way to go crazy,” Cal said when
Ron returned, “is to think what you
could do with places like that if the Gov-
ernment would build a road into them.”

Cal shoved off, grabbed the oar and
headed for the nearest white water.
Here, the stream bucked like an outlaw'
horse as the current struck a series of
large boulders.

They emerged into a stretch of
smooth water, and their speed slowed
down to about a mile an hour. They
were drifting across a deep pool. Water
leaped ahead of them in an angry jet,
then the faint crack of a rifle echoed
along the higher cliffs. Before the echo
died away, a second jet leaped up.

“Overboard!” Cal yelled. “Water’ll
break the bullet’s force.”

As Ron rolled toward the raft’s edge
he saw a man’s head and shoulders near-
ly three hundred feet above. Lying on
his back he began emptying his .44.

“You can’t hit him at that distance!”
Cal shouted.

A bullet thudded into the raft as Ron
fired his fifth shot. He was jusLaiming
for the sixth w'hen the man’s rifle slid
down a short slope.

“Look—Ilook!”
slipping!”

Slowly, then with increasing speed,
the man came down the slope. It was a
forty- or fifty-foot stretch of rock,
pitched like a roof. As the man made
no effort to save himself Ron realized
that he was unconscious. He dropped
limply, head downward, arms and legs
dangling. A column of white water shot
up as the body struck.

“If 1 hadn’t seen it with my own
eyes,” Cal exclaimed, “I wouldn’t have
believed you could’ve shot that fellow
off his perch w'ith a six-gun!”

Ron was a crack shot, but he knew'
that the odds had been all against his

Call yelled. “He’s

hitting the fellow. He had presented a
small target, then there was the dis-
tance, and the raft had been moving.
His only purpose in firing had been to
force the man to hunt cover until the
raft had drifted out of range.

Bubbles boiled up just ahead and
when the raft was opposite Ron had his
boots and clothing off. He went over-
board with Cal’s protests ringing in his,
ears. He dived, saw the man’s arm and
grasped the wrist. He started upward,
lungs bursting, legs and free hand driv-
ing upward. He emerged gasping, and
almost blue in the face.

Cal had kept the raft close to the spot.
He dropped the oar, caught Ron’s wrist,
pulled him to the raft, then caught the
other man’s clothing and dragged him
aboard. A crimson stream marked the
passage of the body through the water.
The man was dead.

Panting, Ron climbed aboard.

“You’d better get into your clothes,”
Cal advised, “while | lash this cuss to
the raft. We’ve got more bad water
ahead.”

While Cal was steering the raft
through the bad water, and Ron was
hanging on, he had a chance to look over
the body.

“He’s a tough looking customer,”
Ron said. “Swarthy; three days’ whis-
kers on his face; scar on his head where
a bullet creased him sometime or other.”
He pulled up the dead man’s shirt, and
pointed. “The bullet that Killed this
hombre, Cal, entered his right shoulder
and ranged downward. My bullet could
never have done that. Somebody picked
off this fellow' just at the moment he
stood a fine chance of getting both of
us.”

CAL said nothing until he felt he
needed another breathing spell,
then he grounded the raft.

“High-powered rifle killed him,” he
said then, after a brief glance at the
wound.

“Have you got an enemy?” Ron
asked. “Someone who knew you came
downstream ever so often?”

“A sheepman always has enemies,”
Cal said, with a shrug. “But | never laid
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eyes on this man before. ... Wait!” He
turned the man’s head until he got a
profile view. “I’ll take it back. Notice
the jaw? It sticks out like a hunk of
granite. He’s one of Trig Tremper’s
men. | saw him drinking with Tremper
and three or four of his outfit in the
Water-hole, Red Coulee’s biggest saloon.
And it’s one water-hole where the only
water around is used for chasers and
washing glasses.”

“I'd say that this man was gunning
for you,” Ron said, “and that some
friend of yours finished him off. | have-
n’t been here long enough to make
friends or enemies.”

“The instant you agreed to accept the
terms of your Uncle Ed’ will you had
friends and enemies,” Cal declared. “I
think this man was out to get both of
us.”

“Why?”

“Because everybody knows I’'m one
sheepman who wants to see both fac-
tions get along and who’ll come half
way once I’'m sure a cattleman is offer-
ing a deal that’s on the level. You’re a
cattlemen who suddenly has interest in
sheep—a big stake. You want to get
along, too. We get together.”

“Who knows that except sheepmen?”
Ron asked. “All that’s known about me
is that | left Red Coulee to look over
the Diablo Canyon Ranch.”

“Anyone watching from the rimrock
could guess we’d talked things over and
were pulling together,” Cal said. “Now
one man don’t want us pulling together
—Trig Temper. I’ll bet you ten dollars
against an empty cartridge shell that
this is one of Tremper’s catspaws. He
paid for it with his life—as others have
done.”

“A friend of yours got him.”

“No, Ron.” Cal shook his head. “My
friends have let me take care of myself.
The truth is that you’ve picked up a
guardian angel who watched over you
when you needed it most.”

He picked up the oar and together
they pushed the raft into deep water.

Both men were dog-tired and
drenched to the skin when they landed
at Little River. The remains of other
rafts lay scattered among the boulders.

Some of them had been used for camp-
fires where passing punchers spent the
night.

“I’ll get Doc Smart,” Cal told Ron.
“He’s the coroner. | dont think we’ll
have any trouble after we’ve told what
happened.”

Doc Smart listened quietly to their
story. He had spent a lifetime in the
West and instinctively knew whether
men were lying or telling the truth. He
released Ron and Cal and said he would
make a report to the sheriff.

The two men spent the night in Little
River and caught a morning train for
Red Coulee. As the train was slowing
down to a stop Cal said:

“I'm taking orders from you now.
What do you want me to do?”

“Just as you’ve done in the past,”
Ron told him. “When | work out the
next move I’ll be out to see you. You
might send a man in with my horse.”

Ron put up at the Red Coulee Hotel,
then went over to the court house and
asked to see maps of the Diablo Canyon
region. He felt sure there must be some
way of constructing a trail out of the
valley where his sheep grazed. Sheep
could move through bad country with-
out breaking their necks—unless stam-
peded.

“Suppose | do spend more on trail-
making than the first or even second
shipment of mutton is worth?” he ar-
gued with himself. “I’ll have the trail
won’t 1?” .

On the maps he spread before him
long spaces on either side of the Diablo
Canyon were marked, “Unsurveyed.”
Someone in the past had floated down-
stream and marked the points where
creeks entered the river. The distances
between creeks were probably accurate,
but the streams themselves were little
more than twisting lines set down at
the map-maker’s whim. None had been
surveyed. Someone had written “Sheep
Valley” and “Sheep Creek” on the
crooked line marking the grazing area
of Ron’s imprisoned flocks.

“l guess that’s what it’ll be from now
on,” he muttered.

He shifted his interest to the sur-
veyed area east of Sheep Creek. For



“Get a move on, Davis!” order-

ed the masked leader. “You’'re

being released without bail!”
(CHAP. X)

miles it was all Ballard range. A county
road marked Ballard’s easterly boun-
dary. Then east of the highway it was
all Bar D range.

THE prospect was almost hopeless.
With Ballard cooperation he might
accomplish something, but with the way
Betty Ballard and her mother felt about
all of the Davis clan they would block
anything Ron attempted. But with luck
he might drive his flocks across their
range to Bar D range before they knew
what was going on. His common sense

told him, however, that building a trail
out of Sheep Valley couldnt be done
without everyone knowing it. The Bal-
lards would be all set to turn him back.

He was still studying maps when Cal
Lawrence found him. “I was just about
to pull out,” Cal said, “when | saw
Tremper ride into town. He didnt see
me. Suppose we lay low and—"

“Lay low, your grandmother!” Ron
snorted. “Let’s go out and look him up.
I’'m hiding from no one.”

“This is no way for a man to talk to
his boss,” Cal answered, “but you hot-
tempered chump, keep your shirt on
until I’'m through, can’t you? Id like to
tie Tremper in with the cuss who tried
to drygulch us. He’d send his best man,
wouldn’t he?”

“That’s right,” Ron agreed.

“And sending his best man,” Ron ar-
gued logically, “he’d naturally believe

27
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the job would be done. So if we sudden-
ly pop up in front of him he’s going to
be surprised. The worst of it is, he may
not show it. But if he does, we’ll know
he was behind the ambushing.”

“He doesn’t know me,” Ron said.

“I’l make you a bet he sized you up
the day you got to Red Coulee,” Cal
said.

“Let me know when he’s in the
Water-hole,” Ron said, “and we’ll drop
in for a snort. 1’'m going to the hotel to
get cleaned up. . . .”

From his hotel window Ron could see
the brick yard. The plant had shut
down, which might mean there were no
orders. But it was more than likely that
Jed Davis had decided not to make
bricks. In the back of the man’s mind,
Ron decided, was the idea that their
Uncle Ed’s will could be broken.

Cal didnt drop in to see Ron until
nine o’clock that evening.

“lI just saw Trig Tremper,” he said
as he entered Ron’s room. “He’s in the
Water-hole now.”

Ron reached for his hat. “He’ll be at
the bar, of course. We’ll come up on him
from behind. He’ll see us in the bar mir-
ror.”

“And we’ll be watching his eyes,” Cal
said.

Ron had been in the place only two
or three times so he let Cal lead the
way. This visit, he reasoned, was not
likely to result in gun play, or he would
have been first to part the batwing
doors.

“Plenty of sheepmen and cattlemen in
here tonight,” Cal observed.

“They seem to be getting along well
enough,” Ron said.

“They have to,” Cal declared positive-
ly, “Foghorn Carrigan runs the place
and tends bar during the rush hour. He
read somewhere about African water-
holes where all kinds of animals meet
in a sort of truce. Carrigan thought it
a fine idea, so he made that the rule in
his saloon.”

“But can he enforce the rule?”

“You obey the rule or get your skull
cracked,” Cal declared. “Foghorn is a
broken-down baseball pitcher. He keeps
billiard balls in racks behind the bar.

When a brawl starts he bellows, ‘Cut it
out—cut it out!” and if you don’t, he
winds up and lets fly with a billiard
ball.”

Ron had an idea he was going to like
the Water-hole. It promised excitement.

“That’s Tremper,” Cal whispered.
“The good-looking one in the middle of
the bar.”

The bar was forty feet long and the
backbar mirror was thirty feet long,
with two short, five-foot sections on
either end. “Foghorn” Carrigan, the
man who owned the mirrors and the
barroom, too, wasn’t more than five
feet eight, but he boasted a deep chest,
tremendous shoulders and long arms.
His big hands looked out of place as he
put small whisky glasses in front of
“Trig” Tremper and his two com-
panions.

Foghorn made some humorous re-
mark and Tremper began laughing. But
the laugh seemed mechanical to Ron
who, with Cal, was directly behind
Tremper.

“Now we’ll go to the bar,” Cal said.

They sauntered to the rail, but with
eyes on Tremper’s reflection in the mir-
ror. In the midst of his laughter he saw
them, and for an instant his face
showed amazement, then he picked up
his laugh where he had left off and said
something that caused Foghorn to roar
with laughter.

AL and Ron shifted toward one end
of the bar.

“We surprised him,” Cal said. “We
can’t prove a thing, but it shows us the
way the wind’s blowing. And—we’ve
been complimented. Tremper orders the
death of only those he considers danger-
ous. How does it feel to be a dangerous
man, Ron?”

“I can’t say that I feel any different,”
Ron drawled.

Foghorn came to them with a cheer-
ful, “What’ll it be, boys?”

“Whisky straight,” Cal said. “Some-
thing out of that pinch bottle should be
about right. We need it.”

“Yes? Coming down with a cold, or
did a snake bite you?”

“A snake struck at us,” Ron said.
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“Somebody killed him. He fell into the
river ahead of our raft and we left him
with the coroner at Little River.”

“Oh, cornin’ down the Diablo again
was you, Lawrence?” Foghorn said to
Cal. “Any idea who it was tried to 'gulch
you ?”

As Red Coulee’s most important bar-
keep he tried to keep abreast of all the
news of the town and the range. It
helped business to be able to say to a
slightly corned customer, “Just between
us two, here’s the lowdown on that
killing . .

.“The coroner found something on
him that gave him a clue as to who was
behind it all.” Cal’s voice was loud
enough for Tremper to hear. “Wouldn’t
say what it was. | reckon he’s after the
hombre himself.”

“You know the Killer’s name?”

Cal shook his head. “He was new to
these parts: Coroner didn’t know him.
A letter on him from back East was ad-
dressed to Milo Franzen, Red Coulee.
You know him? Medium-sized man,
sandy hair. Had a Spanish senorita ta-
tooed on his left forearm.”

“Sure, | knew him!” Foghorn ex-
claimed. “He used to make the senorita
dance by wiggling his skin. She could do
the blamedest dances you ever saw. So
he tried to drygulch you, huh? It just
goes to show you can’t always depend
on some men any more’n you can de-
pend on a curve breakin’ just right
when there’re three balls against you,
the bases loaded -and nobody out. Any
idea who killed this Franzen while he
was tryin’ to kill you?”

“None in the world,” Cal said posi-
tively.

Foghorn looked at Ron, who said, “I
never saw him before, either. There was
a time | knew everyone around Red
Coulee, but not any more.” He grinned.
“But that’s being taken care of. I’ll be
staying here, or hereabouts for quite a
while now.”

Tremper, leaning easily against the
bar, turned and looked at Ron, then he
turned back to one of his companions,
a burly man with bulging muscles and
short neck whom he called “Beefy.”

Tremper came over to Ron then, and
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Ron had a chance really to size up the
man. He was a half-inch under six feet,
with good shoulders, a fine head and
nose. His mouth beneath his black
mustache, was strong and ruthless. His
teeth were white and even, but his smile
lacked warmth. It was the sort that
could be turned off and on again at will.
He probably had a way with the ladies,
and men also would like him.

Tremper’s eyes were smiling—on the
surface. But deep in them Ron saw cold
calculation and something suggestive of
melting ice. Ron compared the man with
his cousin, Hank, who was a planner, a
schemer, out to get something of value
with little effort.

Trig Tremper was a man who lived
for power. With him money could be in-
cidental except as a means of providing
him with comfort and gaining his ob-
jectives. This man, Ron sensed, would
rather hold the whip hand over his fel-
lows than to have a million dollars on
deposit in a sound bank.

“You must be Ron Davis, the new
owner of Diablo Canyon Ranch,” the
man said pleasantly. “I’'m John Trem-
per—Trig, for short.”

His hand was waiting for Ron to take
it. A small hand for a man his size, but
one incredibly swift with knife or gun,
Ron guessed. And his grasp was strong.

“I'm glad to see a new set-up at Di-
ablo Ranch,” he said. “There must be
some answer to that problem. It often
happens that an outsider can spot the
answer to a puzzle immediately.” *

“l havent any such answer so far,”
Ron told him.

He wanted none of Trig’s compli-
ments, nor did he want to accept the
drink that naturally would be offered.
Yet he couldn’t refuse. To do so would
indicate to Tremper that Ron had put
him down as an enemy.

v

LANCING about the saloon, Ron
saw that nearly everyone was watching
the meeting of the two men. In Ron they
saw the strongest member of the Davis
clan since Ed Davis himself. They knew
Trig Tremper. They knew, too, that
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these two men would either fight it out
in range battles, or would throw in to-
gether with the idea of gaining complete
control of the Red Coulee region—prob-
ably later cutting each other’s throats
neatly. Though, so far Ron was an un-
known quantity.

The sheepmen, in particular, were
weighing Ron Davis. While Cal Law-
rence apparently had accepted him, the
others wanted proof that he was with
them, and not just a cattlemen’s spy
taking an advantage of a situation.

“Join me in a drink, Davis?” Trig
invited.

“Thanks,” Ron answered, noting that
Cal had not been included.

Cal, sensing this was all part of a
plan hatched between Trig and Beefy,
stepped out of the picture in order not
to complicate matters. And the pieces
began to fit rapidly into the pattern Cal
had visualized.

“How about joining us?” Trig asked
Beefy. “Meet Ron Davis, heir apparent
to the Bar D.”

“I’m not the heir apparent,” Ron cor-
rected. “I fell heir only to a tough crust
that fell from the table.”

Trig drawled, “l—wonder.” He
shrugged and looked at Beefy.

“l can stand another drink,” Beefy
said, “but bein’ a cattleman I'm kind of
a particular who | drink with. | don’t
drink with no dirty sheepman.”

Dead silence fell in the saloon. Fog-
horn glanced at his racked billiard balls
and instinctively rubbed the muscles of
his pitching arm. The sheepmen grew
tense, the cattlemen looked at Ron spec-
ulatively.

“I’'m a sheepman,” Ron said. “I own
the Diablo Canyon Ranch, in case you
want details.”

“Not bein’ either sheepman or cattle-
man,” Beefy said to Trig, “you can af-
ford to drink with him. Me? | got my
pride. There’re funny critters in the
world.”

“Such as?” Ron softly queried.

“Such as . .. we’ll begin a little ways
up and work down,” Beefy sneered.
“There’re rattlesnakes, then skunks.
Droppin’ lower, you find lizards and the
slimy things you find under rocks, then

comes—sheepmen.”

“Excuse me,” Ron said to Trig Trem-
per, “I’ll have that drink later. A man
has sheepmen sized up all wrong. | want
to see if | can’t kind of straighten him
out.”

“The first man that makes a move,”
Foghorn roared, “will get a billiard ball
on his skull! I run a quiet, peaceful
place. And if there’s any fightip’ done in
the Water-hole, I’ll do it meself.”

“There’ll be no fighting done in the
Water-hole,” Ron said over his shoul-
der, and he kept right on going toward
Beefy.

Ron kept his hands up defensively,
but he made no effort to hit the big fel-
low. Ron didnt hunt trouble, but when
he saw it coming he believed in hitting
first. Now, however, he was remember-
ing Foghorn Carrigan’s rule—no fight-
ing in the Water-hole. And there stood
Foghorn, billiard balls in hand, ready
for the first man who broke the rule.

Ron’s steady advance was too much
for Beefy. He lashed out a vicious blow,
then ducked. The billiard ball whistled
past Ron’s ear and struck Beefy’s skull
a glancing blow. Some two hundred and
thirty pounds fell with a ponderous
crash. The ball rolled over the floor,
glancing off table and chair legs. It hit
the wall and rebounded.

“If that was your fast ball, Fog-
horn,” Ron said, “no wonder you struck
'em out.”

He picked up the dazed Beefy and
started for the back door.

“Where’re you going?” one of Beefy’s
friends asked.

“I’m taking him outside where he can
revive,” Ron answered, “and where we
can fight without breaking house rules.”

“House rules,” the other sneered.
“Dude talk.”

“Travel broadens a man,” Ron ob-
served, as he backed through the rear
door with his burden.

As Beefy’s companion followed, Cal
Lawrence moved in.

RON eased Beefy to the ground, and
squatted beside the man.

“What’s your play?” Cal asked.

“l haven’t made up my mind yet,”
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Ron said coolly. “If | take on Beefy
when he conies to, it wont be a fair
fight. A crack on the head like that
takes something out of a man. Yet |
cant back down.”

“You’ve cashed in so far,” Cal said.
“The sheepmen know you’re with them
in this deal, anyway. Of course, once a
cattleman, always a cattleman, as the
feller says. But this once, you’re with
our crowd. We know you won’t let us
down.”

“Did you have any doubts?” Ron
bluntly inquired.

Cal shook his head. “I didn’t, once
I got acquainted with you. But | wanted
the others to take you at their own
value, and not on my say-so. This can
turn into a first-class ruckus. We’re
set and therere plenty of cattlemen
waiting for a fight.”

“We’ll do our fighting on the range,”
Ron said. “Where’s Tremper?”

“Inside, gabbing with Foghorn,” Cal
answered. “His men will take care of
things out here, he thinks. They’re
thicker’n fleas.”

Beefy was regaining consciousness,
though still dazed. “Beefy,” Ron said,
“our little deal didn’t work out as we’d
planned.”

“l know it, Trig,” Beefy muttered.
With his brain still foggy from the
blow, it was easy for him to mistake
Ron’s voice for Tremper’s. “We’ll get
him, Trig, we’ll get him. That Ron
Davis hit me a dirty blow. | wasnt look-
in’.”

“Foghorn hit you, Beefy,” Ron said.
Beefy’s ears were hearing things, but
his vision hadn’t returned.

Beefy gazed stupidly at Ron without
recognizing him. His ears were func-
tioning, but his sight had not returned.
“Beefy,” Ron said, “you should love
sheepmen.”

The results were surprising. Beefy’s
eyes blinked, and he weaved his feet.

“Take it easy, Beefy,” Ron warned.
“The birdies are still singing.”

The hulk of a man smirked'and stag-
gered around chanting:

“The birdies are singing, and Beefy
loves sheepmen! The birds are singing,
and Beefy loves sheepmen!”
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A Tremper man dashed into the
saloon. “Trig,” he yelled, “you’d better
get out there! Beefy has gone crazier
than a loon.”

Tremper’s lips tightened as he stepped
toward the man.

“You fool!” he snarled. *“I’ve told you
never to connect me with your men.”
His lips hardly moved, but his eyes held
a deadly challenge.

“I was afraid Beefy would spill some-
thin’!” the accused man whined.

“Get out there and take care of him,”
Trig ordered.

He glanced around to note whether
others had heard, then breathed easier.
Except for a pair of miners, stiff from
too much celebrating, only Foghorn was
within earshot. And Foghorn believed
that a man might live to a ripe old age
in the West by minding his own busi-
ness.

Tremper returned to the bar.

“You were saying, Foghorn?”
gently suggested.

“Yes,” Foghorn remarked brightly,
“it beats the Dutch what fine weather
we’re having.” He had completely for-
gotten what they had been talking
about. “Then taxes get higher all the
time. You have to pay as high as forty-
five dollars a month and found for good
bartenders. It seems like a man can’t
lay aside a cent.”

Trig Tremper mechanically discussed
the troubles of the saloon business with
Foghorn, but he was wondering what
was going on outside. Men out there
were laughing. Finally he heard Ron
say:

“He’s in no shape to put up a fight:
Somebody had better put him to bed.”

Outside the rear door of the saloon,
Ron Davis watched two men lead Beefy
away, then he went back to his hotel.
A half-dozen sheepmen followed him
to his room. They got down to business
immediately.

“Some of us have small bands we
can’t drive through the cattle country,”
one of them said, “but your flocks in
Sheep Valley are the big ones. We fig-
gered at first you was helpin’ only your-
self. Now Cal tells us the idea is to
help all of us.”

he
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“That’s right,” Ron agreed. “But
first, we’ve got to raise some money.
What about the bank?”

“Bank’s owned by cattlemen,” Cal
said. “We can’t get help there. Most
of the boys have weathered some lean
years. This is the year to clean up, if it
can be done.”

“What about private money?”

“Too much chance of losing every-
thing if a flock is stampeded. If you
want to learn to stand on your own hind
legs, become a sheepman.” On Cal’s
face was a wry grin.

EASILY Ron drew them out, listening

to each man express his opinion of
conditions, then he summed up their
ideas. He didn’t blame banks and pri-
vate money for not backing them. Ron
had seen some lost causes in his time,
but this topped all of them.

“Look discouraged when you leave,”
Ron advised. “Let Tremper and the
others believe they have us beaten.”

“Looking discouraged these days is
the easiest thing | can do,” one of them
asserted. But at the door he stopped
and grinned. “Maybe we’ll get licked in
the end, but we’ll have a lot of fun fight-
ing it out. .. .”

Ron was waiting in front of Abner
Webb’s office when the range lawyer
opened up. “The early bird, eh, Ron?”
Webb commented.

“And not a worm in sight,” Ron an-
swered, following him inside. “What
are my worthy' cousins doing about
things ?”

“Blast ’em!” the lawyer exploded.
“They’re going into a huddle and cry-
ing. The brick-yard, the mine, your
sheep ranch all come back to the estate
if you boys don’t operate your bequests
successfully. 1’ve enough troubles on
my hands with this estate without going
into the mining, brick, and sheep busi-
ness. You seem to be doing something.
But what?”

“How about borrowing some money
for expenses?” Rod asked.

“No chance. You’ve got mutton and
wool ready for the market, Ron, and
that should be enough, according to
your uncle’s way of thinking. Cash in.

Show a profit of seventy-five hundred
dollars above expenses, and the prop-
erty is yours. Simple as shooting fish
in a barrel.”

“I've had a chance to size up the vari-
ous angles,” Ron said. “For me, it’s
going to be an unprofitable fight. But
I’m going to do my best to win it. I'm
going to market those sheep at loss if
necessary. When they’re out of the trap.
When the sheepmen and cattlemen have
worked out some deal for the good of
all I’'m going to throw my saddle on
my best horse and ride, leaving you
/with what’s left of the sheep business,
as well as the brick yard and sick mine.
When your head aches too much, just
turn the whole works over to the mys-
terious beneficiary of Uncle Ed’s will
and call it a day.”

To his surprise Webb roared with
laughter. “The expression on a face that
I know of when that party gets the
brickyard and the mine!” he exploded,
and roared again. “That party will be
fit to be tied.”

“Let me know when it happens,” Ron
said. “l wouldn’t miss it for anything.”

“And | wouldn’t let you miss it for
anything,” Webb told him.

“You may have to send me train
fare,” Ron warned.

“It’s a promise,” Webb said. “Say,
I hear somebody tried to pot you and
Cal Lawrence as you came down the
river?”

“And got potted himself by someone
before he could finish the job,” Ron said
grimly. “My guardian angel, | guess.”

Webb tugged thoughtfully at his jaw.
He seemed to be taking Ron’s oflf-hand
comment about guardian angels seri-
ously.

“l wonder who it could have been,”
he said musingly. “I wonder. ...”

Several days after Cal Lawrence left
Red Coulee, to look after Ron’s open
range sheep, Ron rode up to the camp
used by the men who herded the smaller
flock. He dismounted and walked around
the buildings. There was the usual tin
can dump a few rods from the kitchen
door, several dozen chickens pecking
away at the hard ground, and pack-
horses grazing nearby.
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Cal had not yet gone over to the
Diablo Canyon flock. He wanted to
know what was going on.

“I’ve tried to raise money,” Ron re-
ported. “No luck. How much can the
sheepmen in the upper Diablo River
country scrape together?”

“Only a few thousand between them,”
Cal said soberly.

“All right, then. Instead of trying
to market mutton right now, let’s gather
the wool crop. We can pick up money
from wool here, and a chunk of it from
the Sheep Valley flocks.”

Cal shrugged. “It’s getting back to
the same old problem again—shipping.
Mutton can come out on its own feet if
it can get through the cattle country, but
wool has to be packed.” He shook his
head. “And the cattle crowd sees us
bringing out wool they’ll stampede our
pack train, or some such trick.”

“What’s wrong with water transpor-
tation?” Ron suggested. “Build a barge
at the headwater of Diablo River. Float
it downstream, picking up bales of wool
along the way.”

“One that would float and stand the
pounding would cost plenty of money,”
Cal argued. “We’ve got to be practical.
And what if our barge hits a rock—
we can’t miss all of them—and sinks.
Or at least spills the load into the
river.”

HAT problem did not hold Ron.

“We’ll make a nonsinkable barge,”
he declared easily. “Come out in back
and I’ll show you what I mean. Then
you send a man upstream to tell the
sheepmen to saw some planks for
barges. We’ll get the bolts, nails and all
to them some way. That’s the quickest
way | know of to raise money in a
hurry.”

“By golly!” Cal said at last. “It might
work! We’ll make it work.”

“While you’re getting the barge
started,” Ron said, “I’m going to take a
chance on locating a trail out of Sheep
Valley, through Ballard range to the
highway.”

“If any of the Ballard outfit see you
you’ll be shot on sight,” Cal warned.
“You know Mrs. Ballard and Betty be-
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lieve your uncle killed Major Ballard.”
“I’'m not forgetting that for a min-
ute,” Ron said tightly. “All right. You
get busy. I’ll go back to town and order
the bolts and nails we’ll need. Line up
a team of good horses, and what farm
machinery we’ll need for Sheep Valley.
I’d like to put up hay just in case.”

“You may lose your shirt in this deal,
Ron,” Cal said, “but at least you’re do-
ing something. To give the devil his
due, your uncle was the only man in
this part of the country who had any
get up and get. Then old age caught up
with him and he got tired. .. .”

The general store in Red Coulee had
everything Ron needed. Any single item
wouldn’t have caused comment, but the
articles taken together spelled boat or
barge, and ten minutes later one of
Tremper’s men had made a report to his
boss.

“Ron Davis is up to something,” he
concluded.

Tremper was interested, and puzzled.
He immediately sat down and figured
what a water-tight barge would cost.

“They can’t do it and make a profit,”
he declared positively. “He’s dragging
a red herring across the trail.”

A little later when he saw Betty Bal-
lard drive into town with her mother,
he crossed the street, pulled off his hat
with the gracious gesture he reserved
for such occasions and said:’

“I’d be honored if you will have din-
ner with me this noon, Miss Ballard.”

Mrs. Ballard, who froze all men with
a glance, turned on the frost.

“Decline, Betty,” she ordered.

“It is business, Miss Ballard,” Trem-
per suggested. “I feel that your hold-
ings are in danger. The sheepmen
threaten to become powerful, and that
means less range for your cattle. You
realize that.”

“You haven’t mentioned names,” she
quietly observed.

“Ron Davis,” he said.

“Mother, I’'m having dinner with Mr.
Tremper,” the girl said. “I think it is
time we talked over our affairs with a
businessman.” Weariness crept into her
voice. “I’'m tired of—making mistakes.”

“Drop me off at Aunt Hetty’s, then,”
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Mrs. Ballard said crisply.
“Thank you, Mr. Tremper,” Betty
said. “I’ll accept your invitation.”
“I’l meet you in the hotel lobby at
twelve o’clock,” Tremper said. “Every-
thing will be arranged.”

\%

PROMPTLY at eleven thirty Trig
Tremper arrived at the hotel corner of
the dining room where he could talk and
not be overheard. When Betty arrived
he escorted her to the table, and talked
of unimportant things until after the
waitress had taken their order. Then
he got down to business.

“I've watched your brave struggle
with sympathy and understanding,” he
said. “Your father came from splen-
did stock and expected to live to an ad-
vanced age. He planned for you never
to bear the burden of ranch manage-
ment, believing, no doubt, that the right
man would come along and carry on
when he dropped the load.”

“I wasn't trained for ranch life,” the
girl said. “My mother had plans of her
own. But all that is water over the
wheel now.”

“Your father’s span was cut short,”
Tremper said, profound sadness in his
voice. “I’m confident that if Ed Davis
had lived, | could have proved that he
was guilty of your father’s murder, but
that, too, is water over the wheel. Now
here is the present situation. We find
both cattlemen arid sheepmen weakened
by range wars.”

“That’s right,” Betty agreed. “And
it seems that nothing can be done about
it.”

“Cattlemen engaged in range wars
among themselves,” Tremper went on.
“The fight between your father and Ed
Davis was one of that type. But the
cattlemen now are without adequate
leadership. And, finally, a dead man’s
hand is reaching from the grave, adding
to the strife.”

“You refer to the provision in Ed
Davis” will?” Betty suggested.

“That’s it. The old devil knew what
he was doing. He could never control
Ron, but he knew the boy had brains

and a quality for leadership. And it’s
time cattlemen hereabouts realized it.
Ron Davis has gone over to the sheep-
men, lock, stock and barrel, and he is
taking with him wide experience as a
cattleman. He knows our strength and
weakness. | say our because, while I
dont own an acre of range or head of
stock at the present time, I’'m a cattle-
man at heart. Returning to your situa-
tion, Miss Ballard, 1'd like to recom-
mend a manager for your ranch.”

“We’ve had something like that in
mind,” Betty said.

“The man | have in mind, Buck
Young, will be available in ninety days,”
he said. “In the meantime I'll be glad
to do anything I can for you. | have
plenty of free time. In fact, I'm wait-
ing for an investment opportunity to
develop.”

“But we couldn’t accept your services
without pay,” she protested.

Tremper knew the Ballard pride and
independence.

“Pay me what you would pay any
foreman,” he suggested. “When Buck
Young comes I’ll fade from the scene.
In the meantime, keep an eye on the
young man who has just entered the
dining room.”

She glanced toward the door and saw
Ron Davis taking a seat at an unoccu-
pied table. She felt a tightness in her
throat.

“Mother tried to train range im-
pulses out of me,” she thought. “The
desire to fight for grazing land, for
cattle, for independence and the urge
to war against injustice. Dad backed
her up because he had wanted me to
miss it. But it’s still within me.” She
felt such a sudden savageness that she
was afraid of it, but she knew it was
necessary to carry her through the sort
of wars that develop on the range.

“I wonder if I'd shoot a Davis if it
became necessary,” she thought.

Tremper was studying her. “Here’s
explosive that can be hard to handle,”
he reflected, “and | thought | had only
a boarding school product on my
hands.”

When they separated Tremper was
well pleased with his progress. He
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would show up at the Ballard spread,
*then learn their true financial con-
dition, which was the reason for his
cautious approach.

When he knew how much money all
the hard-put ranchers had behind them,
then he would know how much of an
effort was required to smash them.
What Tremper was after, as usual, was
the debris left after a financial smash.
But such debris was a stepping stone to
power.

As for “Buck” Young, the magical
young man who would work wonders
with the Ballard spread, he was a myth-
ical buckaroo who had helped Tremper
over many a rough spot.

Trig Tremper was in the lobby when
Ron came out of the dining room.

“I’'m sorry, Davis,” he said, “that I
was tied up. I'd have enjoyed eating
with you. I’d like to know you better.”

“Just keep on mixing into things,”
Ron thought, “and we’ll get better ac-
quainted.” Aloud he said, “We’ll run
across each other from time to time.”

HE WENT up to his room and Trem-
per went to the Water-hole. Three
of his men glanced his way, but Trem-
per motioned to only one of them.

“Cronk,” he said, when the man ap-
proached, “lI want you to take care of
Ron Davis. Milo Franzen made a slip
and it cost him his life. Remember that,
when you go into action.”

Cronk, a stolid type, nodded. “He ain’t
been here long enough to get any habits
yet. | like to wait till a man gets into
habits, then it’s easy to get him.”

“We cant wait, Cronk,” Temper
said. “Ride into the hills between Bal-
lard barbed wire, and Diablo Canyon.
I’'ve an idea Davis wants to look over
the country above Sheep Valley.”

“What about that barge stuff he
bought?” Cronk asked. “There’s a
wagon load of it.”

“Davis is smart enough to divert our
attention in one direction while he oper-
ates in the other,” Tremper said. “You
watch the headwaters of Sheep Creek.
There are plenty of spots where you
can get rid of a man, and you don’t
have to do much digging, either. 1’ll
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double the pay for this. Now watch out
or you’ll be following Milo Franzen’s
trail.”

Tremper left the Water-hole and
crossed the street to the general store.
He was about to enter when he noticed
Betty and her mother inside. He want-
ed none of Mrs. Ballard’ frosty man-
ners just then. The girl was buying her-
self a pair of overalls and a hickory
shirt and her mother was protesting.

“That girl’s on the prod,” Tremper
grumbled. “And when a girl buys over-
alls it looks as if she plans to do a lot
of riding.”

Betty was still making purchases
when Ron came in. She ignored him
and he gave her a brief glance, went
over to the counter and bought a few
things he could pack in saddle-bags,
some fresh ammunition, and tested the
best lariats in the store.

“I’ll take a couple,” he said. “What’s
the bill?”

He paid it and left. As he mounted,
the Ballards were driving away in their
buckboard. And as Ron left town, Cronk
was trailing him.

Shortly after dark Ron doubled back
on his tracks and pulled into a thicket.
He had not seen anyone trailing him,
but he believed that if he took precau-
tions a lot of the time he would live
longer.

He saw Cronk trot past, but didn’t
recognize the man. When he had lived
in the region long enough, he would be
able to identify a man by- his profile,
even when it was dark—the way he
carried his head, the set of his shoul-
ders, the curve of his back as he sat in
the saddle.

He opened a gate in the Ballard
fence, rode through, and closed it. He
rode a couple of miles through the dark-
ness, then made a dry camp. At the peep
of day he was on the move, putting as
much distance as possible between him-
self and the road. He kept to the gulches
or hugged ridges whenever possible, to
reduce the chance of Ballard riders
spotting him.

It was late afternoon when he left
Ballard rangeland behind him. The
country ahead was rough, with little
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cattle feed, though sheep might have
grown fat on it. Trees struggled for
existence, and mostly they were old,
twisted into odd shapes, affording poor
cover, and almost no shelter from sud-
den mountain storms.

The granite peak, with the top sliced
off, was familiar. Ron had seen it from
Sheep Valley, and decided that if he
skirted its northerly base he would
strike the headwaters of Sheep Creek.
Ron camped shortly before sundown.

“Steve,” he said to his horse, “it’s a
good thing | brought grain along.
There’s not enough feed to fill a sheep
in a square mile of this rocky bench.”

He ate cold food and spread his blank-
ets, then watched the cold stars come
out. An icy wind came from distant
peaks and moaned among the piles of
granite on the bench. To Ron it seemed
as if this debris had been left when the
job of making the mountains and Diablo
Canyon had been finished.

He awakened before dawn, stiff with
cold, got up and stamped about and
waited for the first streaks of day to
light the peak. While it was still pitch
dark in the lower country, a vagrant
cloud turned pink, blood red, then gold.
The sun reached the peak at length and
an eagle drifted from a ledge, wheel-
ing, looking downward. One of those,
no doubt, that fed regularly on Ron’s
lambs.

More cold food, then Ron rode slow-
ly toward a scar near the mountain
base that was choked with snow even
this late. A trickle of water formed a
stream fringed with a thin film of ice.

ON followed it two miles, then it
vanished into a crack in the rocks.
He left his horse and advanced on foot.
It was the toughest country he had ever
seen, but sheep could be driven through
it. They would lose a lot of fat, but
they would make it.
He put in hours trying to locate even
a narrow break in the rocks that would
lead to the lower country. Invariably
a promising start ended up with his
looking hundreds of feet straight down
to the tops of crags and spires. Beyond
them lay Sheep Valley. *

At last he found a thirty-foot split
between cliffs. The bottom was filled
with broken rock, but he made his way
through it, one lariat about his shoul-
ders, the other coiled in his hands ready
to toss a loop over an outcropping if
the going became too difficult.

The crack ended on granite slope that
was like a roof several hundred feet
in width, and a quarter of a mile long.
Sheep could make it from this point to
the highway, but what about a trail
leading up from Sheep Valley?

Ron removed his high-heeled boots
and slung them around his neck. Naked
feet gripped the smooth rock and
helped, but he looped convenient out-
croppings, passing from one to the
other, eager to see what lay beyond the

point where the “roof” ended in a
ragged edge.
Splicing the lariats together, Ron

worked his way toward the edge. He
was almost there when lead splattered
on the rock ten feet ahead of him, and
he heard the echo of a rifle among the
higher cliffs. He began pulling himself,
hand over hand to the shelter of the
nearest cliff.

A second and a third bullet came
swiftly, the rifleman striving desperate-
ly to bring down his quarry before Ron
reached cover. High above Ron caught
the glint of a rifle barrel, then suddenly
it slipped from the man’s grasp and
disappeared, to shatter against rocks di-
rectly below. A distant report floated
down to Ron’s ears. His would-be killer
lay slumped over a ledge and for a
moment it looked as if he would plunge
downward as Franzen had done, but
his legs were caught and he remained
there, head and arms dangling. This
attack and that made on him by Fran-
zen were amazingly alike, Ron conclud-
ed. Both times the ambusher had waited
until his intended target was in the
open, and helpless to either escape in a
hurry or fight back. Both times a dead
shot with a rifle had saved Ron’s life.

“The guardian angel again,” Ron
breathed. He drew a long breath, start-
ed to make his way to the “roof’s” edge,
then stopped in surprise.

“What’s that?” he muttered.



THUNDER OVER

Caught again at a disadvantage, Ron
planted his feet, gripped the lariat be-
tween his teeth, and drew both guns.
There was no cover, and someone was
coming through that crack, kicking
rocks right and left.

He heard Betty Ballard’s voice, sharp
and commanding, crying: “Whoa!
Whoa!”

Her horse, crazy with fright and
pain, burst into view, blood streaming
down its flanks.

“Jump!” Ron yelled. “Jump!”

Betty kicked her feet clear of the
stirrups and jumped. Her feet slipped
on the smooth surface and she began
sliding. She looked at him, despair in
her eyes, as he tried to free a lariat.

“Claw at the rocks,” he urged, and
swore because he couldn’t loosen the
knot.

She managed to stop her slide and
got up, running and slipping toward
the ragged side of the “roof,” drawing
closer to the lower edge. She dived for-
ward, gloved hands clutching at a rough
knob a couple of inches high. For a
moment she held, then slipped from
view.

Ron’s heart was pounding as he
worked his own way toward the ragged
edge. He dug in his feet, eased the
strain on the rope, and flipped it free.
He coiled it again and dropped the
loop ahead of him.

He got to the ragged edge at last and
looked down thirty feet. He freed the
rope, doubled it and hooked the bight
around an outcropping, slid down to the
end, let go of one end and dropped, pull-
ing the rope with him. He landed in a
crack filled with snow that was packed
hard enough to give him a jolt, yet had
broken his fall. Betty Ballard lay
sprawled thirty feet away. A hundred
feet down he saw fragments of her
saddle wedged between sharp rocks.
The horse had disappeared completely.

Ron carefully straightened out the
girl’s arms and legs, lifted her head.
She was deathly white, breathing in
sharp, painful gasps. Her eyes rolled,
and Ron felt helpless.
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E TOOK stock of the situation. With
the help of the lariats they could
make their way down, provided the girl
had no broken bones, and wasn’t given
to dizzy spells. Sheep Valley lay below
them, and those gray patches on green
carpets were flocks of sheep.

“And I've an idea if we could blast
off some of this room,” Ron said, “we
might make a trail out of the valley.”

He looked back at the girl. Her eyes
were open, and she was taking in her
surroundings, though dazed.

“You had a fall, Betty,” he said. “I’'m
Ron Davis. | dont know what hap-
pened to your horse, but—here we are.
Take it easy a while longer, then we’ll
make plans. We’ll have to go down. We
can’t go up.”

At length she asked, “And where
does down lead to?”

“Sheep Valley, then down to Little
River on a raft.” And he remembered
then that he had a lot to learn about
handling a raft in white water.

She started to get up. “Take it easy,”
he said. “We’re in no hurry.” He hoped
she would not pass out again, and won-
dered about internal injuries.

“l feel wretched,” she said, and lay
still, staring at the sky.

He left her and began working his
way downward, making a trail of sorts
and testing loose rocks that led to solid
ledges or slopes down which they might
slide or walk. When he came back she
was sitting up.

“l suppose you wonder how | hap-
pened to show up here?” she said.

“Yes, | do, but we won’t go into that
now,” he replied. “I’d like to get you
down to that cabin before dark. You're
in no shape to spend the night in the
open without food or blankets.”

He helped her to her feet and things
began to swim before her eyes. She
pressed her hand against them and
breathed deeply.

“Can you make it now ?” he asked.

“I’ll try,” she told him.

He supported her when he could, but
there were narrow stretches when she
had to walk alone. At such times he
roped her securely and paid out the
lariats a few inches at a time as she
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worked over to a safe spot. Invariably
she sat down as if all strength had sud-
denly left her legs.

VI

THE space of a half-hour Ron had
to lower Betty down three steep places,
then make his own way down by digging
in with hands and feet. Sometimes he
wore his boots, at other times his bare
feet clawed at bad slopes.

The girl began crying softly.

“I’'m yellow,” she sobbed. “Just plain
yellow. Going along the ragged edge of
nothing drains courage and physical
strength. Leave me here. If you try
to make it down after dark you’ll break
your neck.”

“If 1'd have taken the beating that
you have, Betty,” he assured her, “I’d
have collapsed long ago. For a moment
it looked as if your horse was going to
take you over a cliff. The next you
were clawing your way along a sloping
rock, barely missing a big drop. When
you finally had to drop, you were
knocked cold. On top of that you’ve had
to climb down a mountain that could
make a nervous wreck out of a moun-
tain goat.”

Ron picked her up and began walk-
ing, sliding, and jumping. He took some
long chances, hoping that his guardian
angel would keep his feet from slipping.

Most of the time Betty’s eyes were
closed, her body was limp and often she
shook from neryous reaction. But at
last they reached the cabin. “Here we
are,” he said. “The place isn’t too clean,
but the blankets are. | washed them
when | was here.” He sat her in a
chair, got dry hay and spread it on
one of the bunks, then he made up a
bed and helped her into it.

“I’Il get you something hot,” he said.
“Soup. Then tea. There’s plenty of
grub in tin cans around here.”

She drank what he gave her and fell
into such a heavy sleep that he had an
idea she was unconscious some of the
time. He was out at daybreak cutting
down trees which he cut into the right
lengths for a raft and dragged to the
creek. It was his plan to float the logs

down to the main river and build the
raft there.

When he heard Betty moving about
Ron returned to the cabin, stirred up a
fire in the sheet iron stove and heated
water. “There you are,” he said, “if you
feel up to it. We slid down several
muddy spots to get here.”

“I think | can manage,” she said, and
he went back to the wood pile.

When he came in again he asked,
“How do you feel?”

“| feel—sick,” she answered, “though
apparently 1 wasn’t much injured. No
cuts or bruises except on my arms and
legs. | can draw a deep breath so my ribs
are not fractured.”

“Any sore spots on your head?”

“No,” she said. “I just feel wretched.
Everything | do takes special strength.”

“You went through a lot on nerve,”
Ron said. “You almost cracked a couple
of times, but you didnt.” He regarded
her anxiously. “Do you want to sleep
some more?”

“No.”

“Do you want to be left strictly
alone?”

“No,” she said. “Let’s talk.”

“How did you happen to be riding so
far from home?” he asked.

“l was told that you might be plan-
ning to drive sheep over Box B prop-
erty,” she said, “so | kept an eye on
things. | thought you might not start
your prowling until later, but yesterday
morning when | rode along the fence
looking for tracks, I found them. 1| fol-
lowed, discovered your dry camp, then
your horse. | was just entering that
split between the rocks when someone
shot at me. | heard the bullet hit my
horse, and he bolted. You know the rest.
I’'m rather hazy on some points.”

“You never lost your head,” Ron said.
“You did some of the fastest thinking
on record, too. If you’d made one mis-
take you’d have been a goner. You
guessed right. | was looking for a way
out of Sheep Valley.”

“And didn’t find it?”

“It could be done,” he said, “if a man
wanted to spend the money. The sheep
would make it over some of the rough
stuff that gave us trouble. Wed have
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to have permission to cross your range,
though.”

“l owe you my life, of course,” she
said, “because I’d never made it down
alone, and 1°d have died. But does that
change the situation between us?”

“No,” he answered. “But here’s some-
thing that you can think about. It will
give you an idea that more than the Box
B is involved. Twice I’ve been shot at.
Each time someone, and I've no idea
who it is, killed the man who was try-
ing to kill me. The first man who tried
to drygulch me was Franzen. The sec-
ond man is wedged between rocks, up
there on the mountain. He’s likely to
be there until the sheriff hears about it.
No friend of his is going to risk trying
to bring out the body.”

RON gave her some more soup and
went outside to work. He thought
she was asleep when he looked in on
her in the middle of the morning, but
she stared at him with unseeing eyes
and said, “But, Mother, can’t you see
that the bank can’t keep on advancing
more money? We’re mortaged to the
limit now. If the price of cattle rises,
we’ll get a breathing spell, and can hang
on a while longer.”

She dropped back wearily and Ron
quietly left the room.

“Out of her head,” he thought, “and
spilling things you couldn’t get out of
her with a team of horses if she was in
her right mind.”

, He lit a cigarette and smoked half of
it, remembering that he must conserve
them.

“One thing about folks like the Bal-
lards,” he mused. “They’re true to their
traditions. They may freeze you with
a glance, and make it plain that you
come from a lower cut of humanity, but
when they’re on the skids they don*t
whine. Huh! The country needs the
Ballards, the Cal Lawrences, and the Ed
Davises. Fighting against each other
has weakened them, but it’s also made
them strong. What a team they’d make
pulling together.”

Ron was dragging raft logs to the
creek when Betty came out of the cabin.

“I’'m going to buy a pair of overalls,

Mother,” she said, “and I'm going to
ride Western fashion. The finishing
school way may have been all right
when we had money, but | think it’s
high time that | got down to earth.
Sorry, Mother.”

“That settles it,” Ron said, to him-
self. “She’s in no shape for the drench-
ing she’d get if we raft our way to
Little River. And | cant leave her and
get help.” He had thought some of
rafting it alone, sending the doctor from
Red Coulee to the Diablo Canyon ranch
where Cal Lawrence could raft the doc-
tor downstream to Sheep Valley.

Ron took Betty’s arm and led her
back to the cabin.

“l don’t care what the coroner’s jury
decided!” she cried angrily. “Ed Davis
killed Dad. He said he was going to,
didnt he? He drygulched Dad. He was
afraid to meet him in the open.” The
girl was breathing hard with anger, be-
cause the moment she was reliving was
very real.

“Ron Davis,” she suddenly demand-
ed. “what are you doing with me?” She
turned on him in sudden fury, kicking
and striking.

“Betty!” he shouted.
yourself!”

Her fist smashed his lips against his
teeth. She kicked him in the stomach
and he staggered back. Then he pinned
her arms to her sides and swung her off
her feet. *

He carried her inside, tied her to the
bunk and stepped back, wondering what
to do next.

“I've been knocking around getting
an education,” he said, “but | over-
looked one subject | could sure use
about now—nursing.”

“Don’t go, Mr. Tremper,” she said.
“l don’t need to think it over. We do
need a man, and your Buck Young
sounds like an answer to a prayer. If
you can run things until he is avail-
able, we’ll be happy.” Then she be-
gan talking about her school days.

Ron put in one of the liveliest days of
his life, and when darkness came he was
all in.

“And no night nurse to take over,”
he grumbled.

“Get hold of
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He wrapped himself in a blanket and
sat beside her bunk all night, awaken-
ing frequently to calm her.

“Have you a cold?” Betty’s voice
awakened him.

He blinked
“What?” he said.

“l asked if you had a cold,” she said.
“You sit here all wrapped up in a blan-
ket.”

“I've been riding herd on you,” he
answered. “You’ve been taking walks,
telling me the story of your life, talk-
ing to people who aren’t around here
and—”"

“Did | give you that shiner and those
puffed lips?” she asked.

“If you didn’t,” he answered, grin-
ning, “l tried to beat myself to death
during the night.”

“I’'m terribly sorry, Ron,” she said.

“It wasn’t your fault,” he answered.
“You’ve been under a long nervous
strain, then you get a bad fall. When
you grew a little wild | tried to keep
you from wandering off or hurting
yourself and you fought back.”

She was quiet a long time, then asked,
“What did | tell you?”

“Nothing that you can be hanged
for,” he answered. “I suppose | might
as well get breakfast.”

He started the fire and put over the
teakettle, then went down to the creek
and washed up. . . .

and looked at her.

HE seventh day Ron and Betty

walked down to .the river.

“That’s the only way out,” he said.
The stream was leaping over boulders,
tossing off whitecaps and throwing
spray into the air. Further down the
white water moving back and forth re-
minded Betty of a white horse’s tail in
fly time.

“What do you think?” Ron asked.
“Shall we run it?”

“Doesn’t it ever get any lower?”

“Yes. That’s how the sheep got in
here. But we might have to wait a
hundred years for it to get that low.
There’s a slim chance that Cal Lawrence
might show up. He was supposed to
bring some equipment down here.”

She brightened. “I’d say that was a

good chance.”

“No,” he said. “l imagine he’s out
looking for me. And there’s quite a
hunt on for you about now. My horse
will have returned. Yours never will.
Then there’s a third missing party—
the man who took a pot shot at me.
They’ll know we didn’t elope, so that’ll
make a pair of hunting parties, each
eyeing the other with suspicion. There’s
excitement in Red Coulee today.” vy

“Mother must be nearly crazy,” Betty
sighed.

“Yes. I've been thinking about her.
Lord knows, she never was a friend of
mine, but | don’t wish her bad luck.”
He sat down on the bank and looked at
the water. “Once you start, there’s no
turning back, Betty.”

“As long as | can remember,” she
said, “I’ve been protected, been turned
back when there was the slightest
danger. It isn’t the way to bring up a
Western girl.”

“It isn’t the way to bring up any
girl,” Ron said, “unless you’re going to
keep her for a pet.” He did a little
mental sparring before saying, “Why
can’t we pull together, Betty? I've al-
ways wanted to get along with you.
Maybe you’ll laugh, but I used to dream
about going into the world, making a
million dollars, and coming back and
riding away with you on a snorting
charger. If a couple of dozen fighters
blocked the way, so much the better.
When | grew older my dreams took a
less dramatic turn. But the main.idea
was to grow into the kind of man your
sort of girl would be proud of. It was
a shock to return and find the situa-
tion clouded by your father’s death.”

He waited for some comment from
the girl, and there being none, he con-
tinued, “When you were out of your
head you talked a lot. I’'m no eaves-
dropper, but I couldn’t leave you the
way things were going. You’re having
it tough, and you’ve turned to Trig
Tremper. My guess is that he approach-
ed you. Isnt that right?”

“Go on,” she said.

“Here’s my guess, and it’s only a
guess. Someone has stirred up trouble
between the sheepmen and cattlemen
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for their own purpose. That isn’t hard
to do, because their interests clash. |
don’t think my uncle shot your father.
If you'd give me time, I’d prove it, I'm
sure.”

“It might help,” she suggested, “if
you’d name the man or men who expect
to profit by stirring up trouble.”

“It would certainly help,” he agreed,
“put I'm not that far along. Will you
let me drive my Sheep Valley flocks over
your range? Naturally I’ll pay you for
what they eat, and I’ll agree to hurry
them on.”

“No,” she answered, “l won’t. And
if you try to fight your way through
you’re going to move into a pile of
trouble. A Davis is a Davis and a Bal-
lard is a Ballard and they will never
meet on common ground.”

“At least we know where we stand,”
he said. “It could be that one of the
two men who tried to shoot me shot
your father.”

“Possibly,” she agreed, “and it could
be that my father was shot by your
guardian angel.”

He followed her back to the cabin.
It was getting dark in the canyon and
valley, but sunlight drenched the upper
ridges and peaks. Ron was studying
the upper country, as usual, when some-
thing high up caught the sunlight and
flashed it into his eyes. It came again,
and he fixed the spot. He could see a
man’s head and shoulders, and it looked
as if the man’s elbows pointed away
from his body.

“That’s the position of a man using
binoculars,” Ron said to himself. “Some-
one knows we’re alive and down here.
I wonder who it is?’ He started to tell
Betty, then changed his mind. “I’ve
told her enough for one day.”

AFTER the evening meal she stepped
outside and looked at the stars,
leaving Ron to look through several an-
cient magazines that smelled of damp-
ness. She had evidently met a problem
while she was outside because when she
returned she said:

“I hope you wont feel that I'm un-
grateful for all that you've done?”

“I think we went into that a while
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back,” he said. “You’d do as much for
me. That leaves us even. And we’re
still going to fight it out. At least ene-
mies may respect each other, and use
sportsmanship. | know, for example,
that you’re broke. That gives me an
advantage. I'm broke, too. I'm not
bringing a lot of money to the sheep-
men. All that I’'m bringing is a thou-
sand dollars, a silver-mounted saddle
and myself. | hope it’s enough.” He
didn’t smile. “Now we’re even-Steven.”

Ron slept soundly, and awakened at
dawn, went down to the river and be-
gan building the raft. When he thought
that Betty was up he returned and
found breakfast ready. They worked
together that morning, saying little, but
accomplishing a lot. Spikes, his lariats,
rope and pieces of haywire that he
found around the camp all went into
the raft. He hewed a rough paddle with
the ax that night.

“Suppose we hit the hay early,” he
said, “and start the first thing in the
morning.”

“It sounds like a good idea,” she
agreed.

Ron awakened at daybreak from
habit. He looked over at her bunk and
it was empty.

“She’s an early bird,” he thought.

He dressed, built a fire, then stepped
outside and yelled, “Betty! Hey—
Betty!” There was no answer. “Has
she gone out of her head again and
wandered off?” he exploded. He hurried
to her bunk and felt the blankets. They
were still warm. She hadn’t been gone
long. He went outside and yelled
again. The nearby cliff echoed: “Betty!
Betty!”

He ran downstream a hundred yards
where a patch of grass reached almost
to the water’s edge. Her footprints in
the fresh dew led toward Diablo River.
He got there just in time to see her
shove the raft into the water.

“You little fool!” he yelled. “You’ll
drown yourself! Hold it, and I’ll be
with you. Drive the paddle into the
bottom and hold it. I’ll swim!”

He flung himself into the stream, but
she merely waved the paddle and let the
current take her into the fast water.
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Ron swam to the bank and crawled out.
“Huh!” he grunted. “Another unan-
swered question. Is she out of her head,
or getting the jump on me?”

Vi

THERE was only one thing to do—
make another raft.

“But what of?” Ron asked himself.

He supposed he could Kill sheep, make
ropes from their hides, and construct
something that might stay together. As
for Betty—she was just a chump. She
didn’t have one chance in a hundred of
making it through to Little River.

Ron was cutting trees a couple of
daj's later when a familiar voice yelled,
“Turn a little more steam on that axe!”

Ron whirled. “Cal! Man alive! I'm
glad to see you.”

“Where’s Betty Ballard?”

“How’d you know she’d been here?”
Ron asked. “How’d you know | was
here ?”

“Your horse showed up at Bar D, and
when you didn’t show up the punchers
started asking questions. One of them
rode out to camp and told me you’d van-
ished. Knowing you were trying to find
a trail into Sheep Valley it looked bad.
Some Ballard puncher might have taken
a shot at you. Being a sheepman, you’re
fair game, particularly on cattle range.
I was getting things organized that
night when the blamedest thing hap-
pened.”

“What was it?” .

“The dogs barked,” Cal said, “and we
didn’t pay much attention until an hour
later then one of the boys went out to
the pump and there was a note tied to
the handle. It was printed in pencil so
you couldn’t recognize the handwriting.
It said that Betty and you were in Sheep
Valley and that I'd better get you out.
Shucks, | didn’t know she was missing.
| figgered you two might get acquainted
if you were left alone, and some agree-
ment might come of it. So | took my
time building the raft. A couple of days
ago trouble hit the sheep country. Cat-
tlemen, armed to the teeth, ran wild, ac-
cusing sheepmen of stealing Betty.”

“Didnt you tell them about the note

and that she was with me?”

“No,” Cal replied, “l didn’t want to
get you into a jackpot. It looked to me
as if someone had set a trap for you to
fall into. Trouble’s popping for fair.
Where is Betty?”

“She swiped the raft | built and went
downstream!”

“Alone?” Cal was amazed.

“Unless someone got aboard around
the bend she was alone,” Ron said
glumly. “And giving me the laugh at
that. | hesitated to take a raft down
myself. 1I’'m not a white water man.
I never dreamed she’d do anything as
crazy.”

“That’s bad, Ron,” Cal said. “Sup-
pose she drowns? You dont find bodies
in the Diablo. They jam under rocks.
No one in a thousand years will believe
that she swiped your raft and tackled It
alone. You’re going to be asked some
pointed questions.”

The seriousness of this dawned on
Ron. “I hope my guardian angel gets on
the job again,” he said. “And he better
be good this time.”

“You don’t suppose he was the one
who left the note?” Cal suggested. “And
if so, what’s his game?”

“Suppose we stop speculating,” Cal
said, “and get down the river? We
might find Betty roosting on a rock.”

Ron and Cal looked for signs of either
the girl or wreckage of the raft all of
the way downstream.

“She must’ve made it,” Cal said when
they landed at Little River. “But | don’t
see the raft anywhere.”

“She might have stranded a half-mile
upstream,” Ron said, “then made her
way along the bank. The raft might
have floated again and gone down-
stream.”

That seemed logical to Cal Lawrence.
Seven times out of ten he had stranded
and had spent time and effort refloating
the raft in order to finish the run to
Little River.

They landed and made their way to
the depot. “Have you sold a damp girl
a ticket to Red Coulee recently?” Ron
asked.

“Nope,” the ticket agent answered,
“l havent even sold a ticket to a dry
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girl . . . Hello, Lawrence. You’re com-
ing down the river often these days.
If this keeps up we’ll have to run a spur
line up the Diablo to take care of the
traffic.”

“That would suit me,” Ron said. “I’ve
a bunch of sheep up there 1d like to
ship out.”

They bought their tickets and went
to a sunny spot to dry out.

“She didnt make it through,” Cal
said. “What had we better do? Report
it to the deputy here, or wait till we
get to Red Coulee and tell Sheriff Nat
Burns himself?”

“A report should be made,” Ron said,
“but 1 don’t want to be held for investi-
gation. That would be playing into
Tremper’s hands. This is the logical
place jto report. If we failed to make one
it would look bad. She might have
boarded the train without buying a
ticket. Or she could be in Little River
with friends, not wanting to be seen in
public.

“She’d sure be a mess when that river
got through with her—clothes wet and
even dirty, hair in wet strings, boots
full of water,” Cal said. “Well, here
comes our train. Let’s find a seat m the
smoker near the stove.”

CAL did a little serious thinking dur-
ing the trip to Red Coulee. “Ron,”
he said as they were nearing the sta-
tion, “you said someone was watching
you through binoculars. We’ll say it
was Tremper, though it could’ve been
your guardian angel. If Tremper, he’s
all set to ask questions about Betty.”

“I’ve been turning that angel over in
my mind,” Ron said. He could almost
hear Tremper saying, “Davis, she was
in the valley with you, so why didn’t
you bring her out? What happened?
You don’t expect any reasonable man
to believe she stole the raft and tackled
Diablo River by herself?” And any
reasonable mjm would answer, “No.”

“Suppose, Cal, that we gamble on
Tremper?” Ron said. “If he makes a
move now, it’ll show just how far he’s
gone into this business.”

“You’re the one who can be thrown
into jail, not me,” Cal answered, “and
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this is a business where no one can
play it safe.”

As they stepped from the train it was
evident that someone had telegraphed
Tremper that they were arriving. He
made a fine show of looking for some-
one else, but nodded at Ron, when he
should have expressed surprise at his
return. As they made their way to the
livery stable Sheriff Burns crossed over.

“Davis,” he said, “I’d like a report on
you.”

“l was going to report to your dep-
uty at Little River, but the train came
along and we had to take it,” Ron an-
swered. Then, with Cal as a witness, he
related exactly what had happened. “If
you want further details,” he concluded,
“I’ll be either at the Diablo Ranch, the
Bar D, or the hotel.”

The sheriff seemed undecided and
Ron walked on to the livery stable. He
and Cal rode to the Diablo Ranch, stop-
ping only a few minutes at Bar D where
Ron picked up his own horse, Steve.

“Plenty of excitement hereabouts
when that horse showed up,” Porky, the
man - mountain superintendent, said.
“Plenty more when Betty Ballard dis-
appeared. We sent out a searching party
like everybody else done. The cattlemen
was hunting Betty and the sheepmen
was hunting you. The Bar D was hunt-
ing both.”

Ron sensed something back of all this.
“Let’s have the rest of it, Porky,” he
urged.

“A while back | said to Webb,
‘There’s a sheep-cattle ruckus in, the
wind. Ron Davis is on the sheep side
this time. Which side is Bar D on?’
And Webb says, ‘Porky, an estate does-
n’t fight in a range war. 1°d look nice
galloping about with six-guns blazing.
And you cant imagine the Red Coulee
State Bank stampeding sheep over a
cliff.””

“Good news,” Cal said. “There’ll be
one less outfit on our necks.”

A sheepman rode into the camp an
hour after Ron and Cal arrived.

“You two was follered from as far
as | could see to a couple miles this side
of cattle country bobwire,” he reported.
“Theli.the rider turns back. 1 figger he’s
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hidin’ out in a draw. Shall I go down
and dust him with a forty-five-seventy
rifle slug?”

“No,” Ron answered, “but keep an
eye on him and let us know what goes
on.”

The sheepman looked at Cal for con-
firmation. “He’s boss, Joe,” Cal said.

“1 heard that he’d throwed in with us,
but didnt know he was boss. I'll take
orders from him, Cal, if that’s the way
you want it. It’d come easier, though,
if Ron Davis was a lifelong sheepman.”
Joe’s ingrained suspicion was hard to
overcome.

The following day Ron and Cal start-
ed for the headwaters of Diablo River.
It looked to him as if most of the sheep-
men in the country had gathered there.
An old-timer far too ancient to do much
physical work sat on a stump giving
directions to men who were building a
barge. He was the jack-of-all-trades-
master-of-none type, and as a younger
man had worked in a shipyard for a
year. i

“I tell yuh,” he kept repeating to any-
one who would listen, “them planks ain’t
heavy enough to take a batterin’ agin
rocks. We ain’t got corkin’ for the
seams.”

“What’s the matter with tar?” Cal
asked.

“Tar won't stand up under no strain,”
the old fellow explained. “It can be
knocked off. Corkin’, now, is wedged in
tight. I'm just warnin’ you. | don’t
want to be blamed when the whole busi-
ness sinks. Cuttin’ up them tin cans
and nailin’ strips over the seams might
help, but the first good smash will rip
off the tin.” He spat a stream of tobacco
juice toward a pile of five-gallon oil
tins.

“We can only do our best,” Ron said.

ONG before the barge was finished
the wool clip from back-country
range arrived on pack trains, and one
herder drove his flocks to the surround-
ing hills and clipped within sight of the
barge.
“That fellow would haze a deer to his
cabin before shooting it to save pack-
ing in the meat,” Cal observed, with a

trace of admiration. “He’ always been
that way.”

The wool was baled and piled up at
the edge of a pool. Several days after
the last bale was brought in, Ron in-
corporated some ideas of his own in the
barge. The old-timer chuckled as he
watched Ron and the others finish the
job.

Launching was no trick at all. They
sawed off a couple of blocks that held
the barge and it slipped along over rol-
lers into the pool. Forward and aft
were windlasses such as miners use over
deep shafts. They were of heavier con-
struction, however, and had handles on
both ends of the roller. There were bow
and stern sweeps to help steer the craft,
then amidships were racks containing
five-gallon cans, with the tops cut out,
filled with water. The bales of wool
were taken aboard and lashed, then with
a rope running to a nearby rock the
barge was windlassed into the current.

The barge struck a bar almost imme-
diately, turned and jolted its way down-
stream. There was neither bow nor
stern in the accepted sense. Whichever
end was downstream and had a sweep
on it was the bow for the moment.

A half-mile from the Diablo River
ranch camp ,the barge piled up on a bar.
A line carried ashore and a little work
on the windlass freed them.

“I'm beginning to hope,” Cal said.
“The real test is the stretch below the
Sheep Creek camp, though.”

They ran the barge into a pool near
the camp and tied it up to a boulder.

“This is enough for one day,” Ron
said. “We all need a good night’s rest.
Tomorrow we’ll see if we can throw her
ashore near Sheep Creek.”

“That’s going*to be a tough one,”
Cal predicted. ?The current from Sheep
Creep tends to throw a raft across the
stream. A raft rides high and can be
handled. This barge rides deep, and the
current can get a real hold on it.”

At daybreak they placed planks from
the barge to the bank and with much
swearing and grunting forced two re-
luctant horses aboard.

“Until they saw the barge and
guessed what was up,” Ron said, “I put
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them down as a couple of plugs, good
only for pulling farm machinery around,
but they showed more fight and spirit
than an outlaw horse at a rodeo.”

“We’d better throw ’em and lash
’em,” Cal suggested. “They’ll ride bet-
ter that way. If they’re standing, and
we hit a rock, and we’re going to hit
rocks, they’ll be knocked flat and might
break a leg.”

The horses were thrown and lashed.
They lay on the barge, eyes rolling and
seemed to be asking, “What’s going on
here, anyway?”

The men carried the machinery
aboard and lashed it, then Cal tied a
small "raft astern. “If this big barge
goes to pieces,” he said, “we may have
to take to the life boats. That raft is
our life boat. . . . Well, | guess we’re
ready.”

The men selected for the one-way
trip downstream were the youngest and
strongest among the sheepmen. From
the start it was a dizzy trip. They man-
aged to avoid most rocks, but again and
again the front end struck sand bars,
then the water piled up. Pulling hard
on the sweep they’d swing the after end
around, and the current would do the
rest.

“Sheep Creek is ahead!” Cal yelled.
“Head her in toward the bank. Pull
hard on that bow sweep. Get her head
in. Harder!” ,

Men strained until the cords stood
out in their necks and perspiration
coursed down' their faces. White water
seethed as they forced the barge over.
Five hundred yards above the creek, the
barge struck a bar, slid almost over and
stopped.

“Lighten the load,” Rod directed.

“It’s a good thing we were riding
deep,” Cal said. “Look at the bar we’d
have struck if we hadnt hit this. Get
a line ashore while we’re lightening the
load.” Ron roped a snag on the bank,
fastened a line around his waist and
jumped overboard, hauling himself
through the water hand over hand on
the lariat.

He planted his feet on the bank and
hauled a heavier line ashore and secured
it to a boulder. Those aboard, working
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the windlass, could now put pressure
on the barge. Others were emptying the
five-gallon tins of water to lighten the
load. When the last spilled over the
side, the barge was still aground.

“How good are you with a lariat?”
Cal asked. “Could you rope a swimming
horse ?”

“If | couldnt I'd quit the range and
get a job pushing a pencil somewhere,”
Ron answered.

“This job will take some doing,” Cal
predicted. “I’ll send one of the boys to
he1lcp you. He’ll pick you up with the
raft.”

S THE raft went by, Ron jumped

aboard. Under Cal’s directions, the
man landed the raft above Sheep Creek.
A few minutes later the first horse was
shoved overboard. With a rope about
his waist Ron waded into the stream
until he was hip deep. The man, hold-
ing a second lariat kept Ron from be-
ing swept off his feet.

The horse’s head and neck were well
above the water one moment, then as
the animal came to a rougher place the
water pulled it under, and the head al-
most disappeared. Ron understood now
what Cal meant when he’d asked if he
could rope. He would get two chances
at most, then the horse would be swept
beyond reach.

Thehead disappeared just as the loop
dropped. Ron recoiled his lariat hastily,
and tried again. This time the head was
high. The man on the bank hauled
away, then as soon as Ron’s feet were
on solid ground the two of them pulled
the horse from the current. It snorted
and shook itself, glad to be out of it all.

As soon as it was freed of the loop,
the second horse was thrown into the
stream. Ron had learned the trick, and
this animal was handled without trou-
ble. The men on the windlass hauled
the lightened barge clear and it began
drifting again. A man on the bank
yanked the line off the snag, and men
aboard coiled it up. As the barge neared
Ron, Cal bellowed:

“Take a line and secure it to some-
thing!”

Again it was a situation where a first



46 GIANT WESTERN MAGAZINE

or second try must succeed. A light line
came at them and again the heavier line
was hauled ashore. The two men, stum-
bling over boulders, carried the loop
to a stump, then ran downstream and
ducked behind boulders in case the rope
broke.

The stump came out by the roots and
began bouncing among downstream
boulders. Cal saw two roots, sticking
out like a steer’s horns, and he grabbed
them, riding the stump until it lodged
between two large boulders.

The barge swung inshore, two hun-
dred feet above Sheep Creek. Cal leaped
ashore.

“Ron, that was a close call. We almost
kept going downstream.” He mopped
his brow. “There are easier ways of
getting wool to market,” he said.

“But not for us,” Ron answered. “I
suppose the first thing on the program
is to clip and bale enough wool to com-
plete the barge load?”

“That’s the idea, men,” Cal said to
the others. “And make a job of it. The
more wool we have the more money to
fight this battle through to a finish. Ron
and I’ll secure the barge and get the
machinery to the bank. Then we’ll fill
the cans with water. We’re sure to go
aground again.”

“This pioneering a barge business on
the Diablo River is quite a job,” Ron
said. “If a sheep-cattle war didn’t hang
in the balance 1'd enjoy it more,
though.” He glanced at the mountains.
“l suppose Trig Tremper has men
watching us.”

“My guess is that Trig Tremper is
doing the watching personally,” Cal an-
swered, and Ron nodded in agreement.

At that moment Tremper, on a high
ridge, was watching the activity. Pow-
erful binoculars brought the scene al-
most within reach. He could identify
Ron and Cal, and was sure many of the
others were sheepmen he had seen in
town.

“Quite an idea,” he mused. “They’ve
given up driving the sheep out of the
valley and are counting on the wool
clip. The price of wool is high this year.
Hmmm. It’s time | played a hand just
to make the game interesting. Hmmm.

Chances are that barge will strike boul-
ders and sink before it ever reaches
Little River, but 1'd better make sure
of it. Atwood’s the man for the job—
Atwood can handle a canoe in white
water.”

VIl

JATWOOD was one of Trig Tremper’s
gun crew, but he had other qualifica-
tions. Now as he set out on the job for
Tremper his tools consisted of a sawed-
off shotgun loaded with buckshot to dis-
courage anyone from getting too close
to him and preventing him from finish-
ing his work; an auger with a wide bit;
several thin wooden strips, and some
nails.

Investigation having disclosed the
fact everyone at the Diablo River camp
was either downstream helping Ron at
Sheep Creek, or herding the nearby
flocks, Tremper’s men drove up with a
buckboard shortly after dusk and un-
loaded a canoe. They carried it down to
the stream, stowed Atwood’s gear
aboard, and hastily left.

Atwood stowed everything forward,
then covered the canoe from the bow
to a point near the stern with a canvas.
This kept water from spilling aboard
and sinking the canoe. In the stern,
also, he carried two picks lashed to-
gether. These would serve as an an-
chor should he want to stop suddenly.

It was dark when he started down-
stream, but white water gave him a fair
idea of the channel. Several times he
dragged the picks to check his course,
and twice he rested for fifteen minutes.
He wanted to be fresh when he arrived.

Water, piling up against the barge
and running along the side, created a
white streak. He swung toward it
dropped his picks, and listened. There
was no one aboard. It was larger than
he thought, and could carry a big load.

“But what of it?” he asked himself.
“Water will sink the biggest of ‘em if
you get enough of it inside.”

He bored holes close together just be-
low the waterline. As fast as he finished *
one he plugged it with rags and went on
to the next. When a row as long as his
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wooden strips was finished, he pulled
the rags from the holes and nailed the
strip over them. None of the nails was
driven clear in. As soon as the strips
scraped against a rock, or even a sand
bar, they would be torn off.

At three in the morning he finished
his work, dropped downstream a half-
mile and waited for daylight. He cached
his canoe a short distance above Little
River, and sauntered into town, well
pleased with his night’s work.

“I’d like to stick around,” he thought,
“and watch that bargeload of wool sink,
but there’s no telling where it’ll hap-
pen.” He decided to take the next train.
“Might just as well collect from Trig
and celebrate.” He laughed shortly.
“1I’m the only one of the last three Trig
sent out who’s lived to celebrate. Won-
der who got Franzen and Cronk. Could-
n’t have been Ron Davis. Both times it
was a drygulching, where Ron wasn’t
supposed to have a chance.”

Atwood found a saloon and bought
himself a drink and cigar. The smell of
printer’s ink reached his nostrils and
he saw a pile of Little River Messengers
on the bar. It was a four-page weekly
—one of those rangeland papers that
are published because an editor is more
interested in his work than in making
a lot of money.

Two columns were devoted to the
Betty Ballard disappearance. The sher-
iff, according to the article, had con-
cluded that xhe girl had been Killed.
Her mother was in a collapse. Arrests
were predicted with confidence.

On another page was an editorial
stating that it was high time that the
better element among the sheepmen and
cattlemen get together and work out
some plan that would be mutually bene-
ficial. It concluded with the statement
that lawlessness, which had slumbered
for a number of years in the Diablo
River country had broken out anew.

The editorial invited the reader to
look at two news stories, which might,
or might not have a connection. The
first was a rehash of Franzen’s death
as reported by Ron Davis and Cal Law-
rence. The second related how search-
ers had found Cronk, wedged between
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rocks in the high mountains, his rifie
shattered on rocks hundreds of feet be-
low.

“It’ll take only a couple more killings
for the pot to boil over,” Atwood re-
flected. “And there’ll be a couple more.
Ron Davis for one. Maybe Cal Law-
rence. Maybe Trig Tremper will get
himself killed this time.” He shook his
head. “No, Trig’s never around when
lead flies. Trig’s smart,”

He ordered another drink to quiet an
odd uneasiness, then headed for the
railroad station.

WHEN his train pulled into Red
Coulee, Trig Tremper was on hand.

“You did the job?” he asked, and At-
wood nodded. “Did you have any trou-
ble?”

“No,” Atwood replied. “Everyone
was too busy clipping wool. | could see
the glow of a big campfire and hear
sheep bleating in the distance.”

“Why didn’t you cut the barge loose
and let it drift downstream?”

“They’d stranded it,” Atwood ex-
plained. “Between Ron Davis’ brains
and Cal Lawrence’s experience with
sheep and the river they don’t make
many mistakes. I’ll draw down my
money if it’s right with you?”

“Come over to the hotel,” Trig Trem-
per said.

On the way over Atwood asked,
“Have you any idea about this Ballard
girl’s disappearance?”

“Why should 1?”

“You generally know what’s going
on,” Atwood explained. He was easily
the most intelligent of the men Tremper
hired and made it a practice to know
as much as possible about his employer.
“I hear the old lady is taking her daugh-
ter’s disappearance hard.”

“Where’d you hear that?”

“On the train,” Atwood said. “A
couple of whisky drummers were talk-
ing. Plenty of people are getting inter-
ested in this set-up. First, there’s Ed
Davis’ will, giving Ron seventy-five
thousand dollars’ worth of sheep if he
manages the ranch at a ten per cent
profit; then there was the mysterious
killings of Franzen and Cronk, then—"
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“I know—I know,” Tremper cut in
impatiently. “But | dont know who
killed those two men. I've got to find
out. How about you taking over that
job?”

“Trig,” Atwood said, “I'm fair to
middling at blowing a safe, starting a
riot, or boring holes in barges, and I'm
a good man in white water, but when
it comes to running down an unknown
killer—that’s out of my line.”

“Well, hang around, anyway,” Trig
advised. “You may be needed to start
a riot. We may want Ron Davis taken
from jail and hanged.”

“Ron Davis aint in jail,” Atwood
said.

“He’s going to be—if he isnt drowned
in the Diablo River,” Tremper pre-
dicted.

Nothing more was said until they ar-
rived at Tremper’s room where he paid
Atwood, then he said:

“About where do you think that barge
will go down? I°d like to see it sink.”

“Your best chance is at Green Point,”
Atwood answered. “You get a good
view upstream and down from there.
There’ll be enough water in the barge
to make her hard to manage by the time
it arrives there. It might even smash
into the cliffs. The river makes a turn,
and driftwood is thrown against the
cliffs by the current.”

“Green Point,” Tremper repeated.
“Isn’t that where Franzen was shot?”

“No, he was roosting in the rimrock
directly across the river,” Atwood said.
“The cliffs where the barge should
strike are directly below. From Green
Point you can’t miss a thing.”

“l think I’ll look into it,” Tremper
said.

Atwood’s eyes grew narrow with
craft. “Take a rifle along, and make
like you intend to pick off Ron Davis,”
he suggested.

“And get what Franzen and Cronk
got?”

“No,” Atwood said. “Franzen and
Cronk weren’t shot at until they opened
up on Davis. You’re safe as long as
you don’t start aiming. Now, suppose
you have Big Pete and Little Pete hid-
ing out in the rocks a half mile behind

you, so that they can cover all approach-
es. Then they’ll find out who is doing
the killing. 1'm telling you, Trig, if you
dont find out pronto you’re going to
have a hard time getting the boys to do
your gunning. They are not going to
risk getting killed.”

Trig Tremper saw the logic of this,
but he didn’t relish being a live decoy.
Again, empty cartridge shells proved
that both Franzen and Cronk had fired
more than once before the man or men
who killed them had gone into action.
Atwood was right, too, in saying it
would be hard to hire gunmen unless
this was cleared up. Dead gunmen
aren’t much good to themselves or to
anyone else.

“Big Pete” and “Little Pete” were
reliable. They would take care of any-
one who might stalk him, Tremper
knew. Finally, Ron Davis’ unknown
guardian would be interested in watch-
ing the barge.

“Mrs. Ballard has turned everything
over to me to manage,” Tremper said.
“I think 1’ll spend a few days at the
ranch.”

“Good idea,” Atwood said. “You can
ride out to Green Point and nobody will
be the wiser. Each night you can ride
back to the ranch for a good night’s
sleep. One thing is certain, they won’t
try to take that bargeload of wool down-
stream at night. If you watch from
dawn to sundown every day, you can’t
miss the show. But Big Pete and Little
Pete better take their places above
Green Point and stay there. Three peo-
ple riding back and forth might be
noticed.”

REMPER drew five twenty-dollar
Tgold pieces from his pocket and
handed them to Atwood.

“Thanks for the idea,” he said. “It’s
worth a hundred dollars. If you have
more bright thoughts, let me know.
There’s always money in the poke, you
know.”

Big Pete and Little Pete were not
related. Each had a killing to his credit
and was inclined to be cocky. Each
weighed a hundred and sixty pounds,
was swarthy, and lacked his employer’s
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love of elegance. Big Pete was four
inches taller than his companion.

They followed Tremper from the Box
B, at a respectable distance, separated
and made a thorough search of the
country back of Green Point. Big Pete
picked a spot that he would take if he
intended drygulching anyone on the
point. Little Pete did the same. Each
was confident that Ron Davis’ guar-
dian angel would take up a position at
one of the likely spots. They, in turn,
made themselves comfortable within
rifle range.

Tremper rode out to the point, which
was actually a short bend in the river.
Great heaps of rimrock covered the
area, but a couple of hundred yards’
walk gave him an upstream or down-
stream view, and of the cliffs across
the stream. It was seven hundred yards
across the canyon at this point.

Something caught the man’s atten-
tion. He got down on his knees and
examined the rocks.

“Powder marks!” he exclaimed.
“Someone rested a rifle on this rock,
and fired. The powder burned this rock.
The man who killed Franzen did the
job right herel”

He looked around for an empty cart-
ridge shell, but failed to find one.

“Smart enough not to leave evidence
around,” he muttered.

He worked his way along the canyon
rim nearly two miles, then crossed
through rough country to another bend.
Far upstream he could see Ron Davis
and his men loading-the barge.

“About day after tomorrow,” Trem-
per concluded, “the showdown will be
on.” He laughed, remembering two
wool buyers who had hurried to Little
River to buy the load. “They’d better
stretch a net across the river and catch
the bales as they float down.”

Ron’s men were working so hard
that Cal Lawrence warned them to
ease up. One of the older men shook
his head.

“We cant do it, 'Hal,” he explained.
“You know how it’s been—nothing but
hard luck for years. Every time it
looked as if we’d have a little good luck,
something happened. Every minute

counts. We’re all scared that something
will happen. And we dont want to give
it time to happen.”

They finished loading one noon, but
Ron and Cal told them flatly that they
were in no condition to take the barge
downstream that night.

“You fellows turn in,” Ron ordered,
“and we’ll call you at five in the morn-
ing.”

Because they were physically exhaust:
ed, everyone slept. It was after six
when Ron awakened, and for a moment
he wondered where he was. Then snores
in various keys told him.

“Cal,” he said, shaking him, “wake
up!”

“Danged cattlemen!” Cal muttered.
“I'm a peaceful cuss by nature. 1 Dbe-
lieve in live and let live, but you can’t
crowd me. Now these cattlemen—~

“Them’s fightin’ words, brother,” Ron
said. “I’'m a cattleman. Put up or shut
up.”

Cal began groping for his gun and
Ron roared with laughter.

Cal looked foolish. “Must’ve been
talking in my sleep,” he grumbled.
“Fine hour to get a man up. What time
is*it?”

“Six-thirty,” Ron answered.

That awakened Cal and he began
yelling at the others:

“Everybody out! Are you going to
sleep all day?”

By seven-thirty they were windlass-
ing the barge from the bar on which
it had rested during the loading. At
eight o’clock they were on their way
downstream. W.ithin five minutes they
struck a rock with enough force to
turn the barge toward the opposite
bank. They were so busy with the
sweeps that no one aboard saw the long,
thin wooden strips with bent nails bob-
bing along on the surface. As Atwood
had figured, the first rough contact with
a rock had torn them off. Water began
pouring in through the series of holes.

The barge developed a list to the
right, or starboard side.

“She’s sprung a leak,” Cal said.
“She’s hard to handle. We’re going to
have trouble getting her around the
bend.”
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“Liable to hit the wall ?”

“l don’t know whether she can take
it or not,” Cal said. They had bolted on
a heavy guard rail to take the initial
shock. “That guard rail may smash up.
Ron, we’re listing on the side that’ll hit
the cliffs. The whole load may go over.”

SH EEP VALLEY had yielded a much
higher clip than they had estimated.
They had stacked it on, and now the
baled wool on the barge loomed up high.

“If you can handle the sweep,” Ron
said, “I’ll see what can be done.”

Cal nodded, and Ron called the men
together. Part of them were put to
work shifting the cans of water to the
port, or left side of the barge. The
water below the deck shifted so sud-
denly that one of the men was pitched
overboard. He caught a rope and hauled
himself aboard.

On the starboard side Ron was lash-
ing ropes to bales of wool and lower-
ing them until they protected the guard
rail. The work was almost finished
when Cal yelled for help. Water was
all around them. The smooth stretch
where Franzen had tried to drygulch
Ron was behind, and the cliff loomed
high.

Everyone got hold of the sweeps and
began trying to bring the forward end
around, while the current fought just as
hard to drive it straight into the cliff.

“If she starts to go over,” Ron bel-
lowed, “get on the high side of the
barge. You won’t have a chance among
the bales.”

Then the cliff seemed to leap at them,
and high above Trig Tremper yelled:

“There it goes! There it goes!”

The baled wool along the guard rail
took up most of the shock. Much of
the load shifted and some of the top
bales broke loose, hit the cliff rebounded
to the deck, scattering men. The guard
rail splintered in several places, then
the barge started for the opposite wall,
the upstream end now heading down-
stream.

“Get hold of the sweeps again!” Cal
yelled. “And shift the water ballast.
One side is almost under.”

They let that side remain the low

side, but brought it up some by shifting
the cans of water to the center. Cal
put the barge on the first bar and gave
the men a breathing spell and a chance
to reload and relash the bales.

“l think,” Ron said, “we’ve a chance
of making it. There’re some rocks down-
stream, but no place where we can be
thrown into the cliffs.”

“I’Il tell you something now,” Cal
said. | happened to be knocked on my
back during the crash, and for a second
my eyes were on the cliffs of that green
point. Trig Tremper, or his twin
brother, was looking down watching the
show.”

“He saw a good one,” Ron said.

“Yes, but not the kind that he wanted
to see,” Cal said.

IX

Qrf'AL was right. It was not the kind
of show that Tremper had wanted
to see. Nor was it the kind he had ex-
pected to see. It seemed incredible that
the barge could have withstood the
shock. He couldnt see that Ron had
added bales of wool to take the shock.
He couldn’t understand why the barge
hadn’t gone down. He was hopeful,
however, when the last he saw of the
barge it was rounding a distant bend,
listing heavily, and with the men aboard
working frantically.

Tremper remembered Big and Little
Pete, stationed to pick up the man who
had shot two of his men. He knew
where they were, in a general way, but
when he signaled neither responded.

“Curse it,” he snarled, “they can’t be
watching me or they’d see my signall”
He walked back to his horse, then rode
over to the point where he was certain
Little Pete had stood watch.

Little Pete was gone. Undoubtedly
he had spent some time there, smoking
many cigarettes, and eating a lunch.

“They pulled out,” Tremper thought
wrathfully. “They’ll sweat for this.” 1

He rode as rapidly as possible to Red
Coulee where he took the first train for
Little River. But that was not until the
following morning. He told himself
again and again that Ron Davis’ barge
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couldn’t possibly have made it through,
but he had to see with his own eyes.

And the first thing he saw when he
got there was the barge. Several drays
were taking the bales to waiting box
cars, and a wool buyer was coming out
of the bank with Ron Davis.

The wool buyer was laughing.

“When my competitor and | stood on
the bank and saw that barge coming,”
he said, “he made a twenty-dollar bet
that you’d sink before you could beach
the barge. | took him. 1 figured if
you’d brought that load this far you’d
keep that load from sinking even if
you had to get under it with your backs
and crawl on your hands and knees.”

“Someone tried to sink it,” Ron an-
swered. “When we beached her we
found a row of holes that let in all the
water she’d take.”

“What kept her up then?”

Trig Tremper didn’t want Ron to
catch him eavesdropping, but there were
things he had to know. He followed
the pair closely.

“I didn’t know what might happen
to the barge,” he heard Ron say, “and
I didn't want her to sink. Every camp
has plenty of five-gallon oil tins in the
tin can dump. Sheep camps are no ex-
ception. We soldered up the holes and
filled the interior of the barge with cans.
She could take on water, but she could-
n’t sink.”

The wool buyer roared with laughter.
“Whatever gave you that idea, Davis?”

“The tin can dumps,” Ron answered.
“Another thing, I've sold the barge. A
rancher wants to cut wild hay he knows
about and take it downstream ten
miles.” He shook hands. “It’s been nice
doing business with you. I’ll have to
pull out now. The train’s due.”

The train came in and Ron swung
aboard. Trig Tremper hopped a rear
car. The sheepmen were in the smoker
and he wasn’t in any mood to see them.

“I’m leaving too much to other peo-
ple,” he thought angrily. “l’ve got to
take over myself for a while. We’ve
got to build up feeling against the
sheepmen, then add fuel to the flames.
I think I’ve an ace in the hole in Mrs.
Ballard. Betty is missing, and her
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mother’s grief should make the Red
Coulee people fighting mad.”

When the train pulled into Red Cou-
lee that evening, Tremper was first man
off. With long, determined strides, he
went to his hotel. He saw Atwood in
the lobby, but postponed the business
of taking the man apart for not sink-
ing the barge. To Trempers way of
thinking, Atwood should have known
about the tin cans.

The clerk gave him his key and sev-
eral letters. One carried a printed ad-
dress and no stamp. Someone had sent
it by messenger, or dropped it on the
desk. He opened it and read the un-
signed note:

Big Pete and Little Pete didn’t get me, as you
planned. | took care of them. Bound them hand
and foot and left them in a cave. They've work-
ed loose by now, but they cant go far in that
country without boots or pants.

“What next?” Tremper snarled. “Is
that man trying to ridicule me?”

He walked to the window and looked
down on the street. Ron Davis was go-
ing into Webb’s office. The lawyer was
up, as late as it was.

REMPER hurried downstairs and

made his way to Webb’s office. There
was too much light in front so he went
around in back, climbed wooden stairs
and went down a short hall. He could
hear Webb’s voice.

“So you got that much for the wool,
eh? Good, Ron! Good! The will pro-
vides that you must show a ten per cent
profit. You’re showing fifteen. | guess
that gives you a clear title to your sheep
ranch. What’re you going to do next?”

“Take title,” Ron answered, “then
put the money into the fight. The sheep-
men gambled on me, so I’m staying with
them until the trouble is cleared up.”

“You’ll lose your ranch,” Webb re-
minded him.

“Well, what of it?” Ron answered.
“It’s only a sheep ranch, isn’t it?”

Tremper had heard enough. He made
his way to the sheriff’s office.

“It’s about time you arrested Ron
Davis for Betty Ballard’s murder, isnt
it?” he demanded bluntly.

“Arresting is one thing, proving it is
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another,” Sheriff Burns answered. “l’ve
been investigating, but haven’t turned
up much.”

“You arrest him,” Tremper said. “I’ll
dig up the evidence.”

Then he was gone, but a short dis-
tance from the sheriff’s office he added
to himself, “And if | cant dig up evi-
dence enough to frame him, I’ll build
up a mob that’ll take care of him.”

Then he saddled his horse and headed
for the mountains and rimrock of the
Diablo River country. Big Pete and
Little Pete, without boots or pants, must
be in a vile mood by this time. . ..

The Little River Bank had given Ron
Davis a certified check covering his
share of the proceeds from the wool
clip. His first impulse was to deposit at
the Red Coulee State Bank and draw on
the amount as needed.

“That’s the wrong move at this stage
of the game,” he concluded. “Money is
my sinews of war. An old trick is to
bring a fake damage suit and tie up the
bank account.”

As soon as the bank was open the
day after his return to Red Coulee he
cashed the check and carried the money
to Webb’s office.

“How about leaving it in your of-
fice?” he asked. “I’ll take all respon-

sibility. I’ll get it as | need it. Other-
wise I’ll have to bury it under some
rock.”

“You’re going to need all of it, and
more too,” Webb said. “Here comes
the sheriff. He asked me if 1'd seen
you. | told him you dropped in last
night and that today | was giving you
title to the Diablo River Sheep Ranch.”
He sighed heavily, as if with the weight
of many burdens on his shoulders. *“I
told him that as a property owner |
didnt think you’d light out.”

Sheriff Burns came in.

“I’ll have to pick you up for killin’,
Davis,” he said. “We don’t know what
happened, of course, but Tremp—er—
witnesses saw Betty Ballard and you
in Sheep Valley. You came out alone
with a cock and bull story about her
stealing your raft. You want us to take
it that she was drowned. We think a
jury should either clear you or send

you to the gallows. 1’ll take your guns.
Turn around—back this way.”

Ron permitted himself to be dis-
armed, then he spoke. “You almost said
‘Tremper’ a moment ago, Sheriff, then
you corrected yourself and spoke of
witnesses. Why don’t you get into this
business with an open mind? Tremper
is back of all of this trouble, but he
isn’t coming into the open. Investigate,
Sheriff, and don’t be blinded by the
man. If you make a sei'ious mistake
you’re going to look pretty foolish
around election time.”

“With you hanged, and the killing of
Franzen and Cronk cleared up I'm go-
ing to look pretty good on election day,”
Sheriff Nat Burns retorted. “Come
along. No need of us chewin’ the rag.
It don’t get us anywheres.”

A half hour later the editor of the
weekly paper called on Ron Davis for
a statement. “Not guilty covers every-
thing,” Ron said. How would you like
a story about the %vool clip? It brought
us a nice piece of money.”

“I’m not interested in any sheepman’s
affairs,” the editor snorted. “I publish
a cattleman’s paper.”

“l know, the Cattlemen’s Journal.
Why not make it a real Diablo County
paper and call it the Mountain Ranch-
er?”

“l came here to interview you and
not listen to a lecture,” the editor said
coldly. “Youre a traitor to your own
kind, if you want to know what | think.
For a dirty seventy-five-thousand-dnl-
lar sheep ranch you turn your back on
cattlemen. Bah! A man who’d do that
would kick a dog or kill a girl who
learned too much about what he was
up to.”

“If 1 were the sort of a man you
claim,” Ron said, “I’d slap you silly with
my open hand. But you’re a disgrace
to the newspaper business because you
want to color the news to suit yourself
and not give it to people as it is. | won-
der how my Uncle Ed managed to over-
look the Cattlemen’s Journal. He bought
a broken-down brick yard, a sheep
ranch that was on its last legs, and a
no-good mine to will to his heirs. He
certainly missed the biggest white ele-
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phant in this county.”
“IIl twist your tail plenty,” the edi-
tor said defiantly, “just as soon as | can
get to my office.”

THE jailer came and took the editor
to the door. When he came back he
said:

“Davis, you sure go out of your way
to make enemies. That’s Mike Tweed.
People toe the mark when he’s around.”

“He was biased when he came,” Ron
answered, “and showed it. You dont
suppose | was going to get down on my
knees, or kiss his hand, do you?”

“There are lots of folks in these parts
who come mighty near to doing just
that,” the jailer said. *

When Ron again saw Tweed the man
was accompanied by Trig Tremper, At-
wood, Beefy, another of the Tremper
rough-and-tumble fighters, and Mrs.
Ballard. Several others trailed the
party into the jail corridor. Sheriff
Burns bustled around as if he had been
elected to be Tweed’ errand boy.

There was a sanctimonious expres-
sion on Tremper’s face, and he was
gentle with Mrs. Ballard.

“I'm in for it,” Ron thought. “Trem-
per’s framing something.” It put him
in a savage mood, but he couldn’t be
savage with a woman who was in real
distress.

“Ronald,” Mrs. Ballard said in a tight
voice, “you’ve never liked me, | know,
but—”-

It was the other way around, Ron
thought, as she hesitated. She had never
liked him. He couldnt tell her so, but
he said:

“Before | talk to anyone I'd like a
word in private with Mike Tweed.”

The editor looked amazed, but stepped
close to the bars, and waved the others
back.

“Tweed,” Ron said, “l don’t know
you, but I think you’ve set yourself up
as a tin god of the range and have half
the spineless people in this part of the
country fawning before you. But even
a tin god can’t approve of what is about
to take place. Trig Tremper, a yellow
so-and-so if ever there was one, is cash-
ing in on Mrs. Ballard’s grief to help
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out his own ideas. He’s set the stage.
The question is, are you smart enough
to see through all this? If you arent,
then I’'m in a tough place. That’s what
I had in mind.”

Tweed backed away and the others
came up. No one spoke except Mrs. Bal-
lard. She was biting her lip to control
her emotion. Ron could see that she felt
humbled to make any kind of plea to
one of the Davis breed. He had never
dreamed that he would see the day when
she would be humbling herself, but here
it was, and Ron didn’t like it. Yet he
knew nothing he could say would ease
her distress. Tremper had won her com-
pletely, and he was the rock on which
she was leaning.

“Ronald, where is Betty? If you
killed her, tell me and end this hoping.
It is driving me mad!”

“Mrs. Ballard, I’'ll swear on the Bible,
or take any oath that anyone can think
of, that Betty took the raft and went
downstream and left me stranded for
reasons of her own,” Ron said.

“She wouldnt do it! My little girl
wouldn’t do anything as mad as that.
Oh she wouldnt!” She was breaking
now. “Oh, what must | do to make him
tell me!”

Ron stood there, white with distress.
In all his life he had never felt as help-
less.

“You rat!” Beefy roared, genuinely
moved. “You should be took out and
hung.” He was panting with fury.

“Easy, Beefy,” Tremper warned.
“Remember, we’re law-abiding citizens.
That sort of thing don’t go. This man
will be tried, and the truth will come
out. I’ll dedicate my life to it.”

“I wish that | could depend on that,
Tremper,” Ron said. “It’ll be the first
thing that you didnt dedicate some
other fellow’s life to.”

“You vile thing!” Mrs. Ballard pant-
ed. “Youre attacking Mr. Tremper to
divert attention from vyourself.” She
caught her breath sharply, then col-
lapsed.

It was not an act. Her suffering had
been more than she could endure. There
was hate and the urge to destroy in the
eyes that Ron faced. The sheriff was
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as furious as the others, but for the
looks of the thing he said:

“Tremper is right. You men can’t
take the law into your own hands. Out
with you. All of you.”

“Why did you let them in in the first
place?” Ron shouted, “You don’t have
to answer! | know. Tremper wanted it
that way.”

Tremper and Beefy carried Mrs. Bal-
lard outside. The spectators scattered.
There were plenty of honest cattlemen
and cowpunchers who would burn with
indignation when the scene was de-
scribed to them. And to burn with in-
dignation was to act in the cattleman’s
code.

They began gathering in
groups, talking angrily.

“I tell you men,” one shouted, “we’ve
all been so busy tryin’ to scratch out
a livin’ in these hard times that we’ve
forgotten about our public duty. It’s
time we looked around and took action.”

“And if it wasnt for sheep eatin’ up
good - beef range,” another said, “we
wouldn’t have to scratch so hard to get
coffee, flour and sugar. That’s about
all 1've got the past few years, except-
in’ a little side meat.”

small

MEANWHILE the tide of indigna-
tion flamed, and Tremper’s men
added fuel to the flame by constant ref-
erence to Mrs. Ballard’s grief.

“They carried her into the sheriff’s
office,” one of them said, “and laid her
on the table. She didnt get her senses
back for fifteen minutes. Just kind of
moaned and called for Betty. We ain’t
my idea of men if we put up with it.”

Around midnight the possible mob be-
gan breaking up into small groups.
They werent ready to tear down the
jail and stage a hanging bee.

“Well,” Tremper said to Atwood and
Beefy, “we put it over in fine shape. In
another week I’ll be the biggest man in
these parts. You’ll get your cut. . . .
What about the Box B hands?” he an-
swered a question from Beefy. “They’re
a law-abidin’ bunch from what you’ve
heard ? Well, I’ve fired them. | told Mrs.
Ballard they were selling Box B beef
to rustlers. It took time to win her con-

fidence, but now that I’'ve won it, it
cant be shaken.”

“Can Davis be released on bail?”
Beefy asked. “Them sheepmen are in
the money.”

“Yes, thanks to Atwood’s blunder-
ing,” Tremper said. Atwood turned red,
but made no answer. “You can’t get
bail on a first degree killing charge, and
I’'m seeing to it that that is the charge.
... Let’s go over to the Water-hole and
have a drink.”

When they arrived Foghorn Carri-
gan was serving drinks to Big Pete and
Little Pete. The pair gave their em-
ployer sour glances. Each felt that
Tremper might have found them if he
had searched a little longer. As it was,
they had found him when he had ar-
rived the second time with pants and
boots.

They downed their drinks.

“Well Pete and Pete,” Foghorn
boomed, “shall we repeat—on the
house?”

They felt better and grinned.

“And then,” Tremper said, “there’s
one on me for all of the boys.”

“Things are goin’ to suit him,” Fog-
horn thought. “If I wasn’t neutral, and
I am neutral, 1’d side against that cuss.
He don’t ring true. A Mick like me-
eelf can spot a counterfeit, man or
money, as far as he can see ’em.”

X

B e CAUSE it was now midnight,
Tremper and his men separated and
turned in. Exactly twenty-four hours
later, five masked men rode up to the
jail and their leader went around to
the sheriff’s quarters in the rear and
knocked on the door. Sheriff Burns ap-
peared, gun in hand.

“Who is it?” he demanded.
that mask off.”

“If we intended to handle you rough-
like, Sheriff,” the leader of the five an-
swered, “we wouldn’t’ve come with hol-
stered guns. As we figger it, it’ll be
better all around if you don’t know who
we are. Just say a mob got the drop
on you.”

“What do you want?”

“Take
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“It ain’t what, it’s who,” the man
answered. “We’re after a certain low-
down sheepman. We figgered gettin’
him this way would save the county
trial money. Also it’ll save the tax-
payers buildin” a new jail, because the
mob that’s fixin’ to deal simple justice
to this buzzard’ll prob’ly wreck the jail.
Now to make it look good I’ll get the
drop on you.” He chuckled, drew his
gun and shoved it into the sheriff’s ribs.
“It aint loaded, but you don’t know
that, Sheriff. Now you make your part
look good.”

In fine humor the sheriff protested
violently. Once he was in the jail he
stiffened his protest until it had a ring
of sincerity. There was always the
chance that Ron might escape and tell
of this.

“Open the cell door,” the leader or-
dered. “Lively!”

The sheriff argued and got a jab in
the ribs for his pains, and opened the
door.

“Come on out, Davis! Or must we
come in and get you.” '

“I’ll come,” Ron answered. “I’'m out-
numbered, so fighting it out wouldn’t
do any good. The sheriff’s lost his
nerve.”

“He’s going to lose your vote,” the
leader growled. “Where you’re goin’
they don’t elect sheriffs.” At the jail
door he paused. “Don’t spread the
alarm too soon, Sheriff, or we’ll take
care of you later.”

“Where’re you hangin’ him?” the
sheriff asked.

“You know that cottonwood on the
edge of town?” the leader said. “Well,
one of the finest hangin’ limbs in the
country grows on that tree. “S’long.
Get a move on, Davis! You’re bein’ re-
leased without bail.”

They led him to a horse and gruffly
ordered him to mount. He obeyed and
the party rode out of town. Presently
the leader commenced to laugh. One
man who hadn’t spoken a word burst
into laughter also.

“Why blast you, Cal!” Ron exclaimed.
“I never dreamed—"

“We hated to do it,” Cal answered,
half-seriously, “but Tremper was fir-

ing up a cattleman mob to string you
up. There’s going to be the devil to pay
tomorrow when your body isn’t found
dangling from that cottonwood limb.”

Fresh horses were waiting for Ron
and Cal a few miles from town and
they rode at a gallop until they were
deep in the sheep country.

“How did you learn what was up?
Ron asked.

“We’ve got friends in town,” Cal an-
swered. “They reported that Tremper
was building up a lot of bad feeling. It
was easy to guess the rest. You’ll have
to keep under cover a while, but they
can’t stop you from thinking and plan-
ning. We’ll carry out your orders.
We’ve raised money.”

“Mine’s with Webb,” Ron said. “I’ll
give you power of attorney. He’ll turn
over what you need. Let’s get powder,
steel, and start drilling in Sheep Valley.
Now that the wool clip has been shipped
out of the valley Tremper may think
we’ve given up the idea of building a
trail.”

“You build yourself a raft, load it
with grub, and head for Sheep Valley,”
Cal suggested. “You can cut hay and
lay out a trail until we bring in the
powder. You’ll need a couple of men
to do the drilling.”

“We can do the blasting when a
thunderstorm is on so that it wont at-
tract attention,” Ron suggested.

He lost no time in rafting down to
Sheep Valley, on a light one-man raft
that he built the following morning. He
cached the raft in the brush, ready for
a hasty trip downstream if a quick get-
away became necessary. It was his idea
to hole up in one of the valleys that
broke through the canyon walls if the
hunt closed in on him.

A week later Cal and three men ar-
rived with powder and steel.

“Webb gave me the money,” Cal said,
“but he can’t get over the fact that in-
stead of riding along on your profit
youre throwing the whole works into
the fight.” Cal grinned. “Webb said
that you are not an orthodox younger
generation Davis. | guess he’s tired
of your cousins’ whining.”

“Any more news?”
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“Plenty, and I’'m saving the best un-
til the last,” Cal replied. “Tremper has
his own picked men on the Box B Ranch
now. They look like cowpunchers, but
they aren’t. They’re gunfighters. Trem-
per’s fighting mad because you got
away. He figgers you’re his stumbling
block, and he isn’t alone in that idea.
Read this.”

HE HANDED Ron the weekly news-
paper. It looked familiar in make-
up, but its name gave him a jolt. He
read:

THE MOUNTAIN RANCHER

(Formerly The Cattlemen’s
Journal)

Mike Tweed, Editor and Publisher.

“That’s the name | suggested,” Ron
said, “because the word, ‘rancher,’ cov-
ers both sheep and cattle outfits. This
knocks me right off the Christmas tree.”

Ron read the editorial. It said:

Beginning with this issue this newspaper
changes its name to cover more territory and
to take a broader view of affairs. Many of its
readers can do the same, with profit. This news-
paper has never liked people who fawned be-
fore, or agreed with its editor because they
were afraid of the editorial lash. This editor
can be wrong, and is wrong, as often as most
people. To be wrong in judgment is an Amer-
ican right.

This editor called at the jail the other day
to get a story from what he supposed was a
cringing sheepman. Instead he met a forth-
right American who didn’t hesitate to express
his honest opinion—and the consequences go
hang.

It was refreshing. It was a taste of the old-
time ranchman and the editor relished it. Not
since the day that Ed Davis came into this
country, young and full of fight, has there been
one like him. And the man of whom | am speak-
ing is Ed Davis’ nephew, Eon Davis. He’s a
throwback to the breed of man who made the
West.

This editor was reminded of a few things
that he had forgotten—reminded of them by
a young man who faced the noose. Actually this
editor had an idea that young Davis would try
to win him over onto his side. This editor tried
to sting him into disclosing his real self, then
he realized that Ron Davis had but one self—
his real self.

Later Davis was subjected to the ordeal of a
grief-stricken mother making an appeal for in-
formation regarding her daughter. He passed
through this ordeal with dignity and consider-
ation. Perhaps he guessed, as this editor did,
that it was a play staged by selfish persons
seeking power in our country. Perhaps not.

As this is written this editor learns that
masked men removed Ron Davis from jail. We
hope those men were his friends, but we don’t

know. As an individual this editor believes Ron
Davis not guilty of Betty Ballard’s kidnaping
or death. Some of these days we hope to shake
the hand of Ron Davis—Westerner in the
broadest sense of the word.

“What do you think of that?” Cal
asked. “If | had wings 1°d have
flown over Sheep Valley and dropped
that paper to you the day it was pub-
lished.”

“It’s the second most heartening
thing 1’ve experienced since | came back
home,” Ron said.

“What was the first?”

“The first was the faith and coopera-
tion that I got from the sheepmen,” Ron
answered. :

From sunrise until noon each day
Ron cut hay, then he,followed the drill-
ers up the trail to check on the prog-
ress they were making. The men were
experienced hardrock miners who knew
little about sheep or cattle, but could
get a maximum of results from a mini-
mum of powder. They took turns at
swinging the hammer. Evenings they
heated their steel with a small hand
forge and sharpened it.

Cal Lawrence often went along to de-
cide whether sheep could get past, or
up, areas that looked as if they needed
extensive drilling.

“Sure, they can make it,” he would
say, and the drillers would shake their
heads in amazement.

Afternoons Ron cut hay again. Prob-
ably he would go broke carrying out his
plans, but from now on he hoped to turn
Sheep Valley into a Diablo River Ranch
resource and not a liability. Ron’s com-
mon sense told him that with nothing to
gain personally, it didnt make sense.
He credited it to his pioneering instincts
and let it go at that.

Cutting hay gave him a lot of time
to think, and he thought of Betty Bal-
lard and grew depressed.

“She had the old pioneering instinct,”
he often reflected, “or she’d never have
gambled on the river. She’d have played
safe.”

Again, his thoughts would turn to
the guardian angel. He hadnt the re-
motest idea who it could be, but he was
like a good horse—on hand when
needed.
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Early one morning an excited man
arrived on a raft that was breaking up.
He was drenched, and bruised where
logs had rubbed against his flesh while
he had struggled to keep the raft to-
gether.

Ron helped him to dry ground.

“Don’t waste no time on me,” the
man said. “Get Cal. A mob is fixin’ to
smash Mike Tweed’s printin’ plant.
That stuff he put in about you has got
everybody excited.”

ON got Cal and the two of them
floated the raft that had been held
on hand for an emergency.

“I’'m going with you, Cal,” Ron said.
“Tweed stuck up for me and got himself
into this. It’s my turn to help him out.”

“And get thrown into the jug,” Cal
retorted. “You’ll be a handicap in this
deal. Sure, you want to get in there
and slug, but you cant afford that, and
you know it. We need you to lead the
final showdown.”

“I’ll duck the sheriff until we’ve pro-
tected Tweed’ plant,” Ron argued.

Cal looked at him and realized that
Ron’s mind was made up. Cal shrugged.

“I guess | can’t win every argument
with you,” he said, “even when horse
sense is on my side.” He turned to-
ward the raft, suddenly whirled, and
smashed his fist against Ron’s unpro-
tected jaw. “But here’s one argument,”
he added as Ron dropped, “that I've got
to win, fair means or foul.” He studied
the fallen man to assure himself that
he hadn’t done too good a job, then
motioned to the sheepman who had
brought the message. “Come on. You’re
going downstream with me.”

The man got onto the raft and Cal
pushed it out a few feet from shore.
When Ron sat up and began shaking
the fog out of his brain, Cal shoved the
raft into the current.

Ron watched the raft disappear. He
was fighting mad, promising dire re-
venge, but presently his common sense
got the upper hand.

“For a sheepman, Cal has a lot of
sound ideas,” he muttered. “He’s right.
I’d be a handicap. But | want to throw
fists and lead, don’t 1?”
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The remainder of the day he had a
bad headache, and that night turned in
early. At dawn the drillers awakened
him. “Thunder storm blowin’ up,” one
of them said, “and we’d better do some
blastin’ while we’ve got the chance.”

Before long came the familiar old
warning of the hardrock man who is
about to touch off a blast.

“Fire! Fire!” Ron, behind a ledge
of rock, awaited the result. Overhead
the mountains were echoing and reecho-
ing with the rumble of thunder. Light-
ning stabbed earthward and struck
rocks and trees. Here and there a dead,
dry tree blazed briefly, then the deluge
put it out. High up, rimrock tumbled
into the canyons below.

Man-made thunder shook the earth
nearer at hand. Rocks, loosened by
the first charges, were thrown clear by
the second charges. Often the debris
filled in .some hole.

“l never was one to bust my back
shiftin’ rock if powder’ll do it,” one of
the hardrock men observed. “It’s all in
cuttin’ the fuses. The shorter the fuse
the quicker the blast. | kicks out that
shoulder of rock with the first charge.
The second charge blasts the loose rock
away, then when the main charge lets
go there’s nothin’ to stop several tons
of rock from fillin’ up that hole. If sheep
are as sure-footed as you claim, they’ll
go over the hole without no trouble as
soon as the rocks settle.”

Ron served as a helper throughout
the day—making paper cylinders, filling
them with dirt to be tamped down on
the charges; carrying powder and fuse
up cliffs; and often holding roped men
to a cliff face while they did their load-
ing.

“It’s costin’ like sin,” one of them re-
marked, “and we’re goin’ to run out of
powder before the job’ done.”

“We’ll raise the money,” Ron prom-
ised.

It was dark and raining when they
returned to the cabin, lighting their
way with “bugs”—short pieces of can-
dle stuck inside of tin cans, the interior
of the cans serving as a reflector.

“It looks like we’ve had callers,” one
of the miners said as they reached the



58 GIANT WESTERN MAGAZINE

door.
door.”

It was addressed to Ron—in printed
letters. Candle wax had done a fair job
of sealing the folded pages so that they
couldn’t be opened without breaking the
seals. Ron crouched down by one of the
“bugs” and read:

“Here’s a note pinned to the

If you’ll look in Arrowhead Valley you won't
worry about that Killer charge. But go well
armed.

The hardrock men were watching
him curiously.

“This valley ain’t so big,” one of them
said. “I don’t see why a man would
leave a message. Why didnt he look
you up and tell you what was on his
mind?”

“That’s what 1’d like to know,” Ron
said. “He must’ve been in a hurry.” Ron
realized that they would want to know
the contents, because men didn’t shoot
the Diablo Canyon for trivial reasons.
“As you know, I'm wanted in connec-
tion with Betty Ballard’s disappear-
ance. This note was a warning for me
to stay under cover a while longer. They
were afraid that | might want to help
Tweed defend his plant, | guess.”

THEY seemed satisfied, though twice
during the evening they gave him
curious stares.

“I may go downstream anyway,” Ron
said. “Tweed turned out to be a good
friend.”

He lay awake until twelve o’clock
considering the note. He was convinced
that, if it were genuine, it had come
from the guardian angel. Though pos-
sibly a lawman might be trying to lure
him downstream into the waiting trap
of a posse.

That could be logical, in case the law-
man did not want to take any risk in
capturing Ron amid familiar surround-
ings, npr have the worry of shooting
the canyon with a prisoner.

His second theory was that Trig
Tremper, desperate, was trying to lure
him into the open. A blast of rifle slugs
from a canyon rim might be more suc-
cessful than Franzen’s attack.

“The guardian angel can’t be every-

where at once,” he thought. “Still I'm
inclined to think this is on the level and
that Betty may be alive and in Arrow-
head Valley. Of course, anyone can
print letters, so this could be from the
law, from Tremper, or the guardian
angel. Well, Ron, old son, you don’t win
fights playing it safe. We’ll look into
this. And we’ll go well armed as the
note advises.” It was hard to imagine
either Tremper or the law advising him
to go well armed—unless to convince
him the note came from a friend.

From the first Ron had carried a map
of Diablo River with its blank areas in-
dicating the unsurveyed portions. Ar-
rowhead Valley was one of the down-
stream canyons, similar to Sheep Val-
ley. If you looked sharp as you passed
the split in the canyon wall, and if you
had an imagination you caught a
glimpse of discolored rock shaped like a
crude arrowhead.

Betty, running the canyon, might
have landed near Arrowhead Creek,
then made her way upstream into the
valley.

“If so,” Ron reflected, “she’s been
living on trout and grass. That’s differ-
ent from finishing school grub. And the
trout would be eaten raw. Wait, hold on.
Going well-armed suggests that she’s
being guarded. That would mean grub.”

Eventually he concluded that each
theory ran into something that didnt
make sense.

“I’ll look into this,” he concluded.

The following day he told the hard-
rock men that he was going down-
stream. They shrugged, indicating they
regarded him as something of a fool.

He left that afternoon on a make-
shift raft and jammed it against the
bank several miles above Arrowhead
Creek. Presumably a watch would be
maintained daytimes at the creek
mouth. Shortly after dark he went on.
It was an eerie business trying to stay
in the white water where he could see
the rocks. The current kept throwing
him into the black stretches where rocks
loomed up vaguely, and with little
warning.

He felt the sweep of Arrowhead
Creek before he saw it, and landed a
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quarter-mile below, Stumbling and wad-
ing, he reached the creek and took stock.
The valley was silent, except for the
creek which was noisy. He waded slow-
ly upstream, steadying himself on
heavy boulders, climbing two- and
three-foot waterfalls, crawling under
water-level brush.

He came to a sluggish stretch where
the water was deeper, and quiet. He
listened.

“Full to the brim with hush,” he
thought of the valley.

Then he sniffed. The smoke of an al-
most dead campfire came to his nostrils.
It was ahead somewhere! Ron continued
his slow progress upstream.

Xl

FIRST Ron saw the glow of a cigarette
as someone took a deep puff. Then he
saw a few live coals, and the faint out-
line of charred sticks. Beyond was a
dirty gray tent. He guessed the camp
would be invisible to anyone who might
be looking down from the cliffs. Trees
appeared to surround it.

Ron was too wet and cold to have any
chance in a rough-and-tumble fight
where strength and swiftness of move-
ment decided the outcome. Slowly he
worked his way over to the opposite
bank and crawled into a thicket.

Everything was drenched. Water
dribbled out of his six-guns; his tobac-
co was sodden; and his boots were
heavy with water. He stripped off and
wrung the water from his clothing, then
put it back on. He dried out his guns
with dead moss taken from boulders.
He opened a tin of corned beef and ate
it, then watched the canyon rim for
signs of another day.

They were long in coming, and when
they did, he worked his way among
rocks above the thicket, where he could
watch what was going on, and at the
same time not be seen unless some-
one went hunting for him. At last he
saw a man, evidently on guard, though
his gun was holstered. He was bearded,
dressed in worn clothing, but looked
well-fed.

His movements were indolent and
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lazy. When he stirred himself to rebuild
the fire, he didn’t seem to care whether
the wood burned or not. The wood de-
cided to burn, which moved him to put
over the coffee pot. The aroma of coffee
reached Ron’s nostrils along with the
smell of burning wood.

The man yawned, gulped down two
cups of coffee and yawned again. He
put bacon into a pan, fried it, then
poured flapjack dough into the pan and
made himself several plate-sized cakes.
This done, he sauntered over to a bed
made of four logs pegged so that they
wouldn’t roll. The space within was
filled with dry grass. He shook a roll of
blankets roughly and a man of the same
stamp as himself crawled out.

“You keep an eye on things now,”
the first man ordered, yawning, “I'm
sleepy.”

“You're always sleepy,” the second
said. “Is the girl still in the tent?”

“Yeah.”

“How do you know? Did you look?”

“She couldn’t get away if she wanted
to,” the first said. He walked over and
peered into the tent. “Yeah, she’s
there.” He rolled up in the blankets and
the second man made himself some
breakfast.

An hour later Betty came from the
tent. “Good morning, Lambie,” she said
to the guard.

Under her fine sarcasm the man
turned red. “How many times have |
told you | don’t like that name,” he
snarled.

“A sheepman shouldn’t object,” she
said sweetly.

Ron sensed that she was trying to
infuriate the men to the point that they
would think more of their anger than
of guard duty, and give her a chance
to make a break for it.

Betty made something of a ceremony
of getting breakfast. First she piled
wood onto the fire, then, gathering up
all the dishes, she came down to the
creek. She washed her face and hands
thoroughly, combed her hair and .
washed her hands again. She gathered
up bunches of dead grass, poured sand
into the dishes and scrubbed them
thoroughly. This done, she gathered up
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everything and returned to the fire.

The wood had burned down to a nice
bed of coals. She made her own break-
fast and ate it slowly. The guard
watched her without particular inter-
est. All this was an old routine to him.

“I'm going for a walk,” she told him.
She struck off and he got up and fol-
lowed her.

When their footsteps had died out,
Ron stirred himself. He crossed the
creek on a log and pounced on the sleep-
ing man. The fellow was slugged into
unconsciousness, tied and gagged before
he really awakened.

Ron followed Betty’s trail a half mile
to a thicket, and waited. No conversa-
tion was exchanged between the girl
and her guard, and Ron’ first warning
of her nearness was her footsteps. She
passed, then the guard was opposite.
Something must have warned the man,
though, for he turned just as Ron was
leaping. They went down in a heap.
“Betty, give me a hand here!” Ron
called.

She gave one look and seemed to re-
alize only that she might be free. She
must have thought it worth a try, any-
how, because she ran down the trail,
smashing through thickets with little
regard for her safety.

ON had his hands full with

“Lambie.” The man was no lamb—
he was a brown bear. He used knees
and elbows when fists were not handy.
And the moment he recovered from his
surprise, he went in for a little at-
tempted eye gouging.

He gave Ron the hardest fight of his
life, and when the man was finally
knocked out Ron was reeling and gasp-
ing. He did a makeshift job of trussing
the fellow up, then tossed his guns into
the brush and tried to overtake Betty.

“l had a fond belief,” he muttered,
“that that girl has a lot of brains, but
she couldn’t seem to get it that 1’'m here
to give her a hand.”

He ran to the camp, but she hadn’t
even stopped. There was a muddy spot
and her footprints plainly indicated
that she had been running. Breathing
hard from running and the fight, Ron

I

lumbered along the creek toward the
canyon. There was no real trail—only
spots where the brush had been smashed
down in passing.

When he reached the canyon, Betty
had a good lead and was half-swim-
ming, half-wading towardl1the raft. He
saved his breath, knowing he couldn’t
possibly overtake her, and tried to make
himself heard above the roar of the
water.

She had evidently heard somewhere
that you could lose a race by looking
over your shoulder, because her eyes
never left the raft. She untied the moor-
ing line and climbed aboard, then looked
back. There was neither derision, nor
amusement in her expression.

Ron shook his head. “You don’t sup-
pose she thought | was in cahoots with
that pair?” he wondered. “Holy K.
Smoke, couldnt she see that that was a
real fight? But she never looked back.”

Ron, gun in hand, returned to camp.
Lambie had released his companion and
they were rubbing bruised muscles.
Both were unarmed now.

“So she give you the slip?” Lambie
said. “If ever there was a hell-cat, it’s
her. Day and night she asked questions,
tried to get away, tried to wear us
down. We’ll catch it for lettin’ her get
away, but we’re well rid of her.”

“Suppose we sit down and talk?” Ron
suggested. And at once began to explain
his own position and why he was there.

“I’'ve been hiding out,” he said, “be-
cause of a killing or kidnaping charge.
If they couldn’t stick me one way, they
would the other. The lady in the case
just got away. I'm in the clear, but you
two will have to explain things to the
sheriff—if you’re caught. Is that
right?”

Lambie nodded. Ron could see that
the pair felt that they were trapped.
Neither could detect an avenue of es-
cape, but they were searching for it, in
spite of the gun Ron held on them stead-
ily.

y“How’d you get hold of her in the
first place?” Ron asked.

“Tremper knowed you two was in the
valley together,” Lambie explained. “He
figgered you’re smooth and would talk
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her into cornin’ in on your side. He had
other plans. He figgered you’d come
downstream together, so he planted men
in a canvas boat a mile above Little
River. Us two and some others. We
lined the boat upstream and it was
tough goin’ agin the current. Instead of
both of you cornin’ down, the girl comes
by herself.”

“What shape was she in?”

“Near drowned,” Lambie said. “It
seems like she’d paddled canoes and
what-not back East on rivers when she
was in school. She figgered a raft would
be a cinch. She wanted no part of any
sheepman, and that’s why she left you
behind. We didn’t have no trouble grab-
bin” her. She was so tuckered out there
was no fight left in her.”

“Was Tremper directing the job?”
Ron asked.

“You ain’t so smart, are you?”
Lambie sneered. “Tremper dont show
hisself. He’s got to keep under cover
and give orders. He’d already figgered
a way into Arrowhead Valley. He didn’t
know whether he could handle the hell-
cat or not, so he decided to put her in
Arrerhead Valley with us to guard her.
We rolled grub down steep places,
wrapped in tents and blankets so it
wouldnt get smashed up. We had every-
thing all set, so when we got the girl
all we had to do was to bring her here.”

“Which makes you kidnapers,” Ron
said. “Still, I dont want to be bothered
with you.”

The boldness in.Lambie’s eyes, the
craft in his companion’s, puzzled Ron.
They were a dirty, treacherous pair, but
smarter than they looked. His watchful-
ness increased.

“Suppose,” he said, “we get out of
the valley together, then go our separate
ways. I’'m forgetting all about you pro-
viding you show me the way out. What-
ever is done about your kidnaping Betty
Ballard is up to the sheriff.”

“And if we dont show you the way
out?” Lambie suggested.

“I’Il shoot you up,” Ron answered
cheerfully. “Oh, I won’t kill you. Just
disable you so you can’t get the jump
on me. Then I’ll build a raft and we’ll
shoot what’s left of Diablo Canyon.”
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“Hanged if | don’t believe he’d do it,”
Lambie said to the other man. He
turned back to Ron. “Let’s get out of
here, Davis.”

“Walk ahead until the climbing
starts,” Ron said. “I’ll pick up enough
grub for a couple of meals, first. You
two™ sprawl out on the ground, face
down until I’'m ready to start.”

HEY obeyed and Ron selected sev-

eral cans of food and divided them
three ways, then he set the tent on fire.

“Hey,” Lambie protested, “what you
doin’ that for?”

“You may have an idea of putting
something over on me and coming back
to camp and hiding out,” Ron answered.
“Lack of grub and blankets will dis-
courage that. Pick up your grub and
we’ll go.”

When they began climbing, Ron sent
Lambie well ahead, and directed that
the other man remain two hundred feet
behind. If Lambie started rolling rocks
down it was just as well to have his
companion in a dangerous spot. The
latter realized this for his eyes, as he
looked at Lambie, plainly said, “No,
dont try it.”

In several places it was necessary to
rope outcroppings and climb up the rope
hand over hand. Each time when it be-
came Ron’s turn, he sent Lambie on
ahead where he could do no damage.

An hour of daylight remained when
they reached the rimrock.

“Now,” Ron said with a touch of
grimness, “we’re all tired. We’ll sleep
like tops tonight, which might put me
at a disadvantage. Pick the spot where
you want to spend the night. It should
be sheltered, because you’ll be without
blankets and wood isnt plentiful.”

Puzzled, they picked a spot near a
lightning-killed snag. Fuel could be ob-
tained by breaking off limbs. Neither
Lambie nor his companion had a knife.

“Take off your boots,” Ron ordered.
“I’ll take them with me, leaving them
on rocks where you can see them to-
morrow morning when it’s daylight.”

“Suppose you take ’em off?” Lambie
defiantly suggested.

“I'm sorry,” Ron said softly, “but
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that wouldn’t be sound strategy. | think
I can slow you down by shooting off
your boot heels. And you’d better hold
still or I might take a hunk of foot in-
stead of leather.”

“You win,” Lambie said, as if sud-
denly tired of the whole business.

The two almost threw their boots at
him. They watched him as he headed in
the general direction of barbed wire.
He put one right boot on a large rock,
then went on to another rock a half-
mile distant, where he hung up the sec-
ond on a snag. He looked back to see if
they were following him. They were
content to watch, rather than follow.
They wanted only to save time on the
boot hunt in the morning.

It was dark when Ron left the third
boot. He lined up a star to guide him,
and made his way through the night
until a rock loomed up. Here he left the
fourth boot.

He changed his direction slightly,
continued on until the country became
too dangerous for him to travel in star-
light, then settled down out of reach
of the wind.

In the gray of false dawn Ron struck
off, hoping to avoid the Box B spread
with its hostile gunmen, and equally
hostile owner. The sun was an hour
above the horizon when he caught a
rather meek horse and rode it to wire
bordering a road.

He slowed up his pace as soon as he
was on the road, hoping that someone
would come along. A sheepman, carry-
ing a rifle across fiis knees, and driving
a buckboard rounded a bend. Ron hailed
him. “I was goin’ home,” the sheepman
said, “but seein’ it’s you, Davis, I'm
turnin’ round and headin’ for Red Cou-
lee. But ain’t you takin’a chance?”

“Not unless something happened to
Betty Ballard in the lower stretch of
Diablo Canyon,” Ron answered. “Leave
me near Webb’s office. I’ll stay under
cover until the train comes in. Now, tell
me what’s happened. Did they mob
Tweed’s newspaper plant?”

“Trig Tremper give Tweed one more
chance to back down,” the sheepman
replied. “So most of the sheepmen went
back home. A nice bunch of us was on

hand, ready to fight off a mob if it
moved in on Tweed. Cal Lawrence has
sort of been the boss while you’ve been
away. Do you know what we’re afraid
of?”

“What?”

“We Agger if Tremper gets the idea
into his head that he can’t win he’ll
smash the whole country. Power’s what
he’s after—rule or ruin. It seems like
we ought to throw him in the jug on
some charge or other.”

“He works through other parties and
pays them to take the punishments he’d
ordinarily get,” Ron answered. “I’'m
hopeful, though, he’ll slip before he’s
done too much damage.”

RED COULEE had eased up for mid-
day when Ron arrived. He pulled
his hat low to cover his eyes, and slid
down in the seat to make it appear that
he was about five-feet-six. The sheep-
man turned into an alley and stopped.

“l guess the back way will be safer.
This town won’t cool off until it sees
the girl.”

Webb was astounded when Ron sud-
denly appeared in his office. He hastily
shut the door. “Great heavens, son,
what’re you doing here? This town’s
thirsting for blood.”

“If Betty Ballard made it safely
downstream,” Ron answered, “she’ll be
in on the one o’clock train.” He related
what had happened, and Webb nodded.

“Sometimes | send out for my din-
ner,” Webb said. “l guess you can eat
a square meal for a change. I’ll run over
to the hotel and put in an order. What
do you want?”

“I'd like a T-bone steak about an
inch thick,” Ron answered, “and some
corn on the cob if theyve got any.
Plenty of butter. Corn’s dry without
butter.”

“I don’t think they’ve got any com,”
Webb said.

“Then how about hot corn bread?”
Ron suggested.

“Good idea,” Webb agreed. *“Corn
bread should be eaten with butter melt-
ing and running down the fingers. What
else?”

“Baked potatoes,” Ron said. “And
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suppose we end it up with apple pie,
smothered in cream '/’

“That kind of a meal is a little rich
for a man of my age, but I’ll tell them
I’m kicking over the traces,” Webb said.
He hurried off, knowing Ron was hun-
gry enough to gnaw the leather binding
on his law books.

The one o’clock train arrived just as
the hotel sent over the tray of food. Ron
kept under cover until the hotel man
was gone, then moved to the window
and watched the passengers leaving the
depot.

“Betty isn’t among them,” he said to
Webb. “That’s serious. | hoped she’d
show up. 1°d like to attend to some busi-
ness this afternoon.”

“You keep out of sight in the next
room,” Webb ordered. “I’ll leave the
door open and we can talk. If you hear
anybody coming up the stairs keep quiet.
Don’t let your voice get too loud. By
golly, I hope nothing has happened to
that girl.”

“What’s Hank doing with the mine
Uncle Ed willed him?” asked Ron.

“Not a thing. Nor is Jed running the
brick-yard. 1ve talked to them with
tears in my eyes, but they’re resentful.
Now I’ll have those two properties in
the estate again.”

Webb talked of Tweed’s determined
stand against Tremper and what he
called “the foreign rowdies” the man
had imported.

“l wish we had a stronger sheriff,”
Webb concluded. “Nat Burns was
elected when things were quiet and no
one wanted the job. Now we need a
strong man, and we haven got him.” It
was obvious he was greatly disturbed
over the situation.

“What about the Bar D?” Ron asked.

“Under Porky’s management it’s
making money,” Webb answered. “It al-
ways has.”

“You cant tell me the name of the
institution that is going to get the
property?” Ron asked. “Along with the
bum gold mine and the brick-yard?”

“That’ll come out in due time,” Webb
replied. “Probably after peace and or-
der have come to our range.” He left
Ron with some newspapers, and turned
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to one of his cases. The afternoon
dragged and when six o’clock came the
lawyer suggested that he had better
send out for anoiiier tray.

“The evening train won’t get in until
eight o’clock,” he said, “and you can’t
show yourself.”

X1l

W ebb went downstairs, and a few
minutes later Ron heard him coming
back, two steps at a time, which was too
fast for a man of his years.

“Didn’t you tell me that this man you,
or rather Betty, called Lambie had
skipped the country with his partner?”

“l supposed the two would jump at
the chance,” Ron answered.

“Two men answering their descrip-
tion just came into town,” Webb said.
“They’re talking with Trig Tremper in
front of the Water-hole. It’s dark, so
slip down and take a look, but don’t get
caught. | don’t like this. It smacks too
much of a typical Tremper deal.”

Ron slipped down the back stairs, and
through the alley until he could see the
main street. Lambie and his partner
were talking to Tremper, sure enough.
But it soon became evident that Trem-
per was giving orders that they were
reluctant to obey. The trio disappeared
and Ron slipped through the shadows
until he could look down the main
street. The men had stopped and Trem-
per was indicating the sheriff’s office.
Lambie and his partner went ip, and
Tremper walked briskly back to the
Water-hole.

“He had to show his fangs that time,”
Ron reflected, “and he probably feels
the need of a stiff slug of firewater.”

When Ron got back to Webb’s office,
the lawyer had ordered Ron’s supper,
and explained that he would be working
overtime tonight. Ron made short work
of the meal, then fretted until the train
whistled.

“I’'m going down to the station,” he
told Webb, “l can’t stand the suspense
any longer. I'll sneak between the cattle
cars, and if Betty doesn’t show up I’ll
light out for the Diablo River Ranch.”

“1’ll be down there,” Webb promised.
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“Criminal law is out of my field, but I’'m
certainly in the mood to look after your
affairs.”

Much against his inclinations, Ron
skulked down to the station. He watched
the train come in, and breathed a sigh
of relief when Betty, wearing clothes
she had bought in Little River, stepped
off the train. He hurried to the plat-
form.

“Good evening, Betty,” he said.
“You've certainly taken a load off of
my mind. I’'m glad you made it though.”

“You have more nerve than a Govern-
ment mule,” she answered shortly. “I
don’t think you’ll get away with your
bluff.”

Someone tapped Ron on the shoulder.
“Hello, Ron Davis,” the sheriff said. “I
guess you’ll have to come along with
me.”

“Guess again,” Ron said. “There’s the
girl 1 was accused of killing.”

“In this state kidnaping is serious,”
the sheriff said. “Your men kidnaped
Betty Ballard and kept her in Arrow-
head Valley. To save their own hides
they came in a while ago, turned state’s
evidence, and made a clean breast of it.”
As Ron violently protested, the sheriff
motioned to Betty. “You just got off
the train and | haven’t had a chance
to talk to you, but werent you kidnaped
by two of Ron Davis’ men?”

“Yes,” she answered.

“I came into the valley when | learned
where you were!” Ron exploded. “You
saw me fighting the one you called
Lambie and you didn’t even wait to see
how the fight came out.”

“It was a fake fight, because Davis
wanted to make you think he was a tin
hero,” Sheriff Burns said. “The men
told me so.”

“They were his men, Sheriff,” Betty
said quietly, “l heard them talking sev-
eral times. They were being paid to keep
me out of the way. The sheepmen be-
lieved, that with only my mother on the
ranch, they could cross the Box B with
their flocks. Now if you’ll excuse me,
Sheriff, I’ll hurry home. My poor moth-
er is frantic, | know.”

“I’ll tell Trig Tremper you’re in town,
Betty,” the sheriff said. “He’ll have you

out home in a hurry. He’s been runnin’
the Box B for your ma, and he drove in
yesterday with your fastest span of
horses.”

Webb stepped up. “I believe you,
Ron,” he said, “and | think Betty has
been deceived. The best thing for you
to do is go to jail. I think I can get you
out on bail in the morning.” He shook
his head dubiously. “I’'m beginning to
realize that most of Tremper’s schemes
are airtight. 1 wonder how long it’ll be
before the range realizes it.”

“I"ll be satisfied when Betty realizes
it,” Ron said wearily. He was so tired
that even a jail bunk seemed like a
pleasant place to spend the night. . ..

THE news of Ron’s arrest spread rap-
idly, and within twenty-four hours
sheepmen were on their way to Red
Coulee. Sheepmen could vote and the
sheriff, though inwardly hostile, per-
mitted them to talk to Ron through the
bars. To a man they were scraping the
bottom of the poke to get bail money.

Because there was so much impend-
ing disorder and because feeling ran
high, bail was set at ten thousand dol-
lars cash.

“You keep your money for the days
to come,” Ron said. “Webb is going to
raise it on my Diablo River ranch. |
don’t know how he’s working it, but it’s
coming from the bank.”

They didn’t believe it, because the
bank was owned by cattlemen, but
forty-eight hours after Ron’ arrest he
was sitting in a room in the hotel talk-
ing with Cal Lawrence.

“The town is crawling with Tremper
men,” Cal said. “He’s stirring up the
cattlemen. Mostly in the past they’ve
waited for us to try to drive flocks over
their range, but now they’re out looking
for trouble. Beefy, Big Pete and Little
Pete have been ginning up, but yester-
day, I'm told, they began cutting down
and are sober.”

“Sobering up means they’re getting
ready for trouble,” Ron said.

Tweed’s paper came out Friday night,
and Ron was confident things would be
quiet until then. He kept an eye on the
plant Friday and noticed that in the
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early afternoon strangers were drop-
ping in and asking, “Is the paper out
yet?”

“Tremper men,” Ron concluded.

At eight o’clock Friday evening
Tweed put up a sign stating the paper
would be out Saturday morning at nine
o'clock. Tweed could be seen as late as
midnight setting type. Either his orig-
inal piece wasn’t strong enough, or else
it was too strong.

“It probably wasn’t strong enough,”
Ron told Cal, “and my guess is that he’s
putting teeth into it.”

People who liked to sleep late after a
night’s heavy drinking were on hand at
nine o’clock Saturday morning. Tweed
picked up a bundle of newspapers, came
out, locked the door behind him and
started down the street.

“Gimme a paper, Tweed,” a Tremper
man said, thrusting two bits at the edi-
tor.

“I deliver to my regular subscribers
first,” Tweed said, “then if there are
any left over, I sell them—or give them
away. | don’t see any reason for chang-
ing my system.”

He went down the street, shoving
papers under doors, and it wasnt until
he reached the Water-hole that a paper
was available to the mob that was fol-
lowing him.

“Here’s your paper,
said.

Foghorn Carrigan glanced at the pa-
per, restrained his impulse to whistle,
then hung the paper in the window. The
crowd poured through the batwing
doors and hurried to the window. People
overflowed the sidewalk, and some of
the street.

“One of you up in front read it out
good and loud,” a cowpuncher shouted.
“We cant all see it.”

“Yeah, and some of us can’t read,” a
range wit added.

A third man poked his head through
the batwing doors.

“Foghorn, come here!” he called. “We
need a big voice.”

Foghorn obliged, and the editorial he
read said:

Foghorn,” he

How much longer are we going to put up
with an outsider stirring up trouble? I'm not
talking to sheepmen, nor cattlemen. I’'m talking
to Diablo County ranchers and Red Coulee’s
citizens. Trig Tremper doesn’t pay a dime’s
worth of taxes in this county. He doesn’t own
a sliver of timber, a blade of grass, nor a clod
of sod. He doesn’t spin. And if firing the old
hands on the Box B and replacing them with
gun-packing rowdies can be called toiling, then
most of you can think of harder jobs.

Only the fact that Ron Davis’ friends bor-
rowed him from the sheriff at a time when he
was charged with a killing saved him from be-
ing lynched by a Tremper-inspired mob. This
same Ron Davis recently freed Miss Betty Bal-
lard from kidnapers. True, by producing the
“deceased,” he cleared himself of murder, nev-
ertheless there was personal risk involved. His
reward? The young lady charges him with
the kidnaping. Has she been influenced by
Tremper’s advice, or has this outsider so en-
trenched himself on the Box B that the widow
and daughter of the late Major Ballard are
helpless? If this is true, then the friends of the
late major should hide their heads in shame.

Using the editorial we, we hereby appoint
ourselves chairman of a committee to invite
Tremper and his men to leave Diablo County,
and if the invitation is not accepted in the
spirit with which it is tendered, then we feel
this committee should run them out of town.
The committee roster is wide open to self-ap-
pointed members. First come, first served.

WHILE Foghorn Carrigan was
reading the paper in front of his
saloon window, Ron and Cal were read-
ing Webb’s copy.

“It took some time for Tweed to
awaken to what was going on,” Webb
said, “but once aroused there are no
half-way measures about him. He
should be supported. | shall line up
squarely with him. We can’t do much
until next week. It’ll take that long to
bring the decent element together, in
force.”

“Next week may be too late,” Ron
suggested. “I think things will happen
tonight. Mr. Webb, why don’t you go
over to the sheriff’s office and warn him
that the decent citizens will stand for
no mob nonsense? Of course he’ll claim
that Tweed is pouring oil on fire.”

"1’ll do that,” Webb promised.

The lawyer was shaking his head
when he returned. “Tweed’s paper was
open on his desk,” he reported, “and a
deputy told me that the sheriff had just
received an important call. He didn’t
know when he would be back.”

“An Indian beating his squaw, prob-
ably,” Ron commented. “That sort of
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thing must be stopped, you know. I
guess we’ll have to do something.”

“That sounds like war, Ron,” Webb
said. “l suppose that is the way it must
be. Take care of yourself. . ..”

Ron detailed the less well-known
sheepmen to hang around the saloons
and pool halls and pick up what infor-
mation they could. Two of these men
returned in mid-afternoon and reported
that a mob was planning to smash
Tweed’s printing plant that night.
“Now go back,” Ron suggested, “and
drop a word in the right place that any-
one moving in on Tweed tonight had
better wear a mask. A grain sack with
holes cut for the eyes works out well.”

“Now what are you up to?” Cal Law-
rence asked.

“I'm trying to force Tremper into the
open,” Ron said. “There’s plenty of talk
about his leadership and all that, but he
does mighty little that could be proved
in court.”

By ten o’clock there was little doubt
that there would be trouble. At ten-fif-
teen Ron gave final directions to his
own men, then with a grain sack rolled
up under his arm, he made his way to
the vicinity of Tweed’s office which was
located in a one-story brick building.

Shortly after eleven o’clock the mob
milling around in front of the Water-
hole turned toward Tweed’s. The editor
heard the menacing growl. He blew out
all lights, shoved a desk in front of his
open door and waited. He could see no
percentage in locking a door that was
half glass. He leaned three shotguns
against the desk and two six-guns rest-
ed snugly in their holsters.

“If 1 shoot I’ll kill younger people—
fools, or tools who have no business be-
ing in a mob.” he thought. “Perhaps |
should let them wreck my plant, and
start over again. Still property should
be protected, if not by the authorities,
then by the owner. So I'll defend my
property.”

He felt terribly alone. It was easier
to face trouble, or a mob, with someone
at your side. He had an idea Ron Davis
might show up. Then he told himself
that Ron was needed for bigger things.

“No, | didnt size him up wrong,” he

thought. “I’'m only a sideshow, and he’s
in the main tent.”

Then he heard them coming, and a
moment later saw their vague move-
ments against the lights from adjoin-
ing windows. Someone carried a sack
on the end of a long stick. It had been
saturated in coal oil and set on fire. It
was a torch that shed drops of burning
oil every few feet. By its light Tweed
saw hooded men.

“They’re afraid to show their faces,”
he thought bitterly.

He raised his voice at last. “Stop
where you are! There are many of you
and only one of me, but as long as |
last, I’ll fight for what | own. I'm wait-
ing with a ten-gage gun loaded with
buckshot!”

When they stopped, they heard the
click as he pulled back the hammers.

“I’'m going to die tonight,” he said
grimly. “And so are some of you. It may
be you! Or you! Or you!” He turned his
head as he spoke, as if addressing cer-
tain members of the mob.

It was pathetic, this man who felt
that he had plenty of unfinished busi-
ness remaining, trying to bluff a mob.
The men were ready to rush him now.
He could sense that some were working
in from each side in order to escape the
blast of his gun. The man with the torch
looked as if he might throw it through
the window to start a fire.

OW the mob had stopped again.
“What’re we waitin’ for?” a voice
cried.

“We’re waitin’ for our leader to lead
the way!” another voice answered.
“Come on, Trig. You’re the man he’s
insulted. Come on, Trig! Make way for
Trig Tremper.”

Throughout the mob voices began de-
manding, “Where’s Tremper?”

“He’s at the hotel,” someone said.
“We can handle this without him. Let
him stay there.”

“Stay there!” a voice howled. “He
wants to be in on this. Come on/!”

The man began pushing his way to-
ward the hotel, several blocks away.
Others followed, chanting, “We want
Tremper! We want Tremper!”
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There’s a strong similarity between
a mob and a flock of sheep—either will
follow the leader. Back in the printing
plant Tweed relaxed slightly.

“A reprieve,” he muttered wearily.
“But that’ all it is. They’ll be back.”

Faintly now he could hear,- “Come on
out, Trig! Come on, and tell us what
you want done to Tweed! Hey, Trem-
per! We’re waitin’!”

Tweed jumped suddenly to his feet as
he noticed shadows moving just out of
shotgun range. Then he heard Ron
Davis’ voice.

“Tweed? It’s Davis and Cal
rence.”

They climbed over the desk blocking
the door and came in. “Both of you,
eh?” the editor said. “One of you’d bet-
ter get out. The sheepmen can’t afford to
lose both of you.”

“l don’t think they’re coming back,”
Ron said. “They built themselves up,
turned away, and now have let down. A
few may come back, but it won’t be the
mob. They’re heading for the saloons
now, but Foghorn Carrigan sent word
to all places that they had better close
down for the night—that it would look
bad if a riot started. Foghorn refused
a couple of hundred drinks tonight.”

“What made ’em turn back?” Tweed
asked.

Cal Lawrence laughed. “Ron sent our
men around saying that it would be a
good idea if everybody wore masks so
that they wouldn’t be identified. Most
of ’em jumped at the chance. That gave
us a chance to put on masks, too, and
mix with the Tremper outfit, and the
others that had gathered. We were well
organized, and at the right time began
yelling for Tremper to come and lead
us.”

“And you had an idea that Tremper
wouldnt come?” Tweed chuckled over
this bit of strategy.

“l gambled on it,” Ron said. “While
the boys were in front of the hotel yell-
ing for their leader | slipped around in
back and saw him come down the back
stairs. He’ll claim he’d already left for
the Box B when things began to hap-
pen. The man’s pretty good at saving
his face.”

Law-
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“All of which gives me material for
an editorial next week,” Tweed said.
“I’ve a cot in back. One of you can rest
while | stay on watch.”
“You take a rest and let us watch,”
Ron said. “You need to ease up more
than we do.”

X111

TRIG TREMPER had fully expected
to watch a well-planned riot from his
hotel window. He had made a quick trip
to the Box B to check on things there
and had returned to give orders to his
men, then take to the cover of his room.

He had pulled up a chair in his dark-
ened room, opened the window, and
waited for the sounds that would indi-
cate that printing presses were being
smashed and cases of type dumped into
the street. Then he had heard the voices
demanding his leadership, and had be-
gun cursing. He knew how mobs reacted
to demands from within their ranks,
and he wondered why Atwood, Big and
Little Pete and the others didn’t shout
down such demands.

Then he had heard the mob coming to
the hotel and that was when he made a
quick retreat.

Tremper had quickly saddled a horse
in his private stall a block from the ho-
tel, and while the mob was still demand-
ing his leadership he was riding quietly
along the outskirts of town. Once in the
open,” he spurred his horse into a pace
that was little short of killing. He want-
ed it to look as if he had been well on
the way to the Box B when the trouble
started.

His entrance into the ranchhouse
when he reached it was quiet. He got to
his room without being heard and
slipped into bed.

In the morning he heard Mrs. Ballard
moving about, hastily shaved, and was
his smooth, assured self when he came
down to breakfast. Mrs. Ballard greeted
him with a pleased, “Good morning,
John.” Few people used his given name,
but Mrs. Ballard thought nicknames
were crude.

Betty came down a little later. “Quite
recovered from your kidnaping experi-
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ence?” he asked. “You look lovely this
morning.”

“I’Il live,” the girl answered. “Of
course | was frightened when 1 was
first hustled into the valley, but | soon
learned that Lambie and Honey Pie
were rather stupid, if watchful guards.”

“Lambie and Honey Pie, eh?”

“Betty,” Mrs. Ballard said.
nicknames!”

“Oh there was a purpose in the nick-
names, Mother,” Betty explained. “It
made them furious, because each re-
garded himself as a hairy-chested brute.
The names really got under their skins.”
She was thoughtful. “You told me, I be-
lieve, that they had turned state’s evi-
dence,” she said to Tremper. “What sort
of witnesses do you think they’ll make?
Naturally Ron Davis will hire good law-
yers to defend himself.”

“Not very good witnesses, I'm
afraid,” Tremper said. “They can be
tangled up by a good cross-examiner.
Of course, | dont know the men per-
sonally, but I've seen them, and have
talked with others who do know them.”
He smiled. “Would you like to ride over
the Box B? You haven’t had much of a
chance since your return. You hired me,
you know.”

“Until Buck Young can take over,”
she reminded him. *“What do you hear
from Buck?”

Tremper naturally had heard nothing
from the mythical Buck, but he took
this in stride.

“Buck asked for a little more time,
Betty. The people he is with don’t want
to let him go.”

“I’ll be glad to ride over the place
with you,” she said. “What time shall
we start?”

“I’ve some things to talk over with
my foreman,” Tremper said. “How
about eleven o’clock? And we’ll take a
lunch along?”

“Eleven o’clock—and a lunch,” she
agreed.

Tremper’s confident mood changed as
soon as he was with the foreman. “I’ve
got to come out in the open,” he said.

“Davis smoked you out, eh?”

“No, Davis didn’t smoke me out,”
Tremper snapped. “Some fools in the

“Such

mob wanted me to lead them. | barely
made it out of town. | hope they went
back and smashed that blasted news-
paper plant, but I don’t know.”

“They probably cooled off,” the fore-
man said. He had spent several years
with Tremper and was one of his key
men. At times he expressed his frank
opinion, or even argued a point.

“From reports that are coming in,”
Tremper continued, “the sheepmen are
getting ready to try a drive to the rail-
road. Cal Lawrence has made inquiry
about cars.”

“There’re enough sheep in the back
country to make several trainloads,”
the foreman said. “What do you want
done?”

“I'm going to circulate the report
that 1’'m shipping Box B cattle because
I have an inside tip there’s going to be
a big drop in price,” Tremper said. “Ev-
ery rancher in this part of the country
will start shipping. What | want is
plenty of cattle, bunched behind barbed
wire, near the roads. If we can’t stam-
pede the sheep over some cliff we can
stampede cattle through them.”

AT ELEVEN o’clock Betty appeared
with lunches, and a few minutes
later they were riding over the range.
She talked about commonplace things
for a while, and then said:

“Let’s ride over to Soda Springs and
see what we have in the way of beef on
that range.”

“The range was overgrazed,”-Trem-
per said quickly, “and I shifted most of
the cattle to give the grass a chance to
come back. We’ll ride over and look at
them. They arent in very good shape.”

“And in what shape are our fi-
nances?” she wanted to know.

“l wanted to increase the bank loan
to reorganize things around here,” he
said, “but they turned me down—after
their appraiser had looked over the
cattle. Frankly, it’s going to be a long
haul, but the Box B can be put back on
its feet. You have a fine breed of cattle
and if we can lease some of the Gov-
ernment range that sheepmen now use,
it’ll give this range a needed rest.”

“In other words,” she said, “all we
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need is time, some good rains, and Buck
Young’s expert management.”

“That’s it,” he agreed.

“Well, he can’t get here any too soon
to suit me,” she said.

“Nor me,” he said.

When she returned home late that
night, Betty was in a depressed mood.
Hundreds of head of Box B cattle had
changed into tough, stringy beef.

“If a restaurant sent me in a steak
from anything | saw today,” she told
her mother, “1°d gend it right back—
and order mutton, as much as | detest
sheep. . . .”

Trig Tremper remained on the ranch
several days, then rode to Red Coulee.
More and more developments were
flushing him from the cover that he usu-
ally enjoyed. Open leadership, with
which he won or lost, was the only
answer.

Betty formed a habit of taking eve-
ning rides toward town, invariably ar-
riving home late. The fifth night she
left word that she was going all the way
to town, and wouldn’t be back for sev-
eral days.

“What’s she doin’ in town?” Beefy
demanded of Tremper when he had seen
her in Red Coulee for a day or so. “Ain’t
we got trouble enough without her see-
in’ things? You can’t tell about a fool
woman. They’re always up to somethin’.
Tweed took a dig at her in his paper,
hintin’ that she should know that her
kidnapers were your men and not
Davis’. That should get her mad up. She
might go over there and stage a one-
woman riot. Again, she might be the
type that loves them that beat her.” He
laughed loudly, as a sudden thought
came. “She should be plumb fond of
you when she finds out the beatin’
you’re givin’ her.” Then he grew seri-
ous. “Get her out of town, is my advice.”

“She’ll go in a few days,” Tremper
said. “I’ll trump up some excuse. We’ve
got everything in hand. Davis, Law-
rence and all that crowd are back in the
sheep country. Our men are circulating
the report the price of beef is dropping,
and the cattlemen are rounding up their
best steers. 1’ve never felt better.”

Tremper’s fine spirits ended abruptly

several days later. Betty hailed him on
the street.

“Good news for both of us!” she ex-
claimed. “You won’t have to pack our
troubles around any longer. Buck
Young is coming! | just received a wire
from him!”

Tremper’s poker face never served
him better than at this moment. He
couldn’t very well say, “There’s no such
person. This man who wired you is an
imposter!” He didn’t know what to say,
and finally he did say, “Fine! Finel It’s
strange, though, he didn’t wire me.”

“Oh, he didnt want to bother you,
I guess,” she answered. “He’ll be in on
tomorrow evening’s train. You’ll be on
hand to greet him, of course. You’re old
friends, didn’t you tell me?”

“Sure, I’ll be on hand,” Tremper said,
with a touch of grimness. “We aren’t
close friends, though. Rather, my
recommendation of him for the job is
based on my knowledge of his ability.”

He thought of another angle, too.
Mrs. Ballard had given him a power of
attorney that was to be revoked upon
Buck Young’ arrival. And he wasnt
ready to release such authority just yet.
Betty was regarding him curiously.

“What is he like?” she asked.

Tremper played safe. “He’s a man’s
man,” he answered.

BETTY BALLARD left Tremper and
walked slowly toward Mike Tweed’s
newspaper office.

“l suppose you’re going to declare
war on me, too,” the editor said the mo-
ment she entered, getting in the first
word—no mean feat in itself.

“No, | merely wanted to ask you if
you believed what you published about
me?” she said.

“Now that I've taken a second look
at you,” Tweed said, “l can’t under-
stand how you can believe Ron Davis
was staging a show when he came
storming into Arrowhead Valley and
tied into your guards. He’s the kind to
stand up and take his medicine and not
resort to trickery when things are going
against him.”

“l merely wanted to know how you
felt,” she murmured. “Sometimes peo-
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pie change their minds. Evidently you
haven’t.” At the door she paused.
“Here’s a news item, by the way. A Mr.
Buck Young is coming to take charge
of the Box B. He comes very highly
recommended.”

“Recommended by whom?” Tweed
asked. “I’ve seen yellow dogs that were
highly recommended. But I’ll put an
item in the paper about him.”

Betty went out without mentioning
Buck Young’s references.

Tweed was on hand the following
evening when the train arrived. To the
editor the Box B outfit was an enemy,
and anyone connected with the spread
was against him. He saw a good-looking
young man whose shoulders seemed to
be a yard wide, jump down from the
train, look around, then walk over to
Betty Ballard.

“You’re Miss Ballard, aren’t you?”
the young man said. “I’m sure sorry |
couldn’t get here sooner. I'm Buck
Young, and I’ll try to earn my pay.”

“I’'m glad to know you, Mr. Young,”
the girl said, “and I'm sure you’ll earn
your pay. There’s so much to be done.
You know Mr. Tremper, of course, he’s
the one who recommended you.”

“Sure, | know Tremper.” He walked
over to Tremper and shook hands with
that amazed individual. “Thanks,
plenty, for recommendin’ me to the new
job. Ill sure try to deliver the goods.”
Buck Young’s huge left hand carried a
heavy suitcase as if it were a handbag.
“I’ve got a saddle and warbag up in the
baggage car. Can we start out tonight,
Miss Ballard? 1’d like to begin work,
first thing in the mornin’.”

“I've a buckboard waiting,” Betty
answered.

Tweed was about to follow them from
the station, when he noticed Ron Davis
getting off the train. Ron’s clothing
looked rumpled again, and Tweed real-
ized he had made another trip down-
stream.

“How do | stand?” Ron asked the
editor. “l never know whether I'm to
be arrested for some new crime, or be
tried for the old when | show up in
town.”

“The county attorney is getting his

kidnaping case ready,” Tweed an-
swered. “The two buzzards that Betty
Ballard calls Lambie and Honey Pie are
waiting to testify when the time comes,
but life’s hard on ’'em. Everybody knows
about Betty’s nicknames and it’s a poor
day when some puncher or miner don’t
sound off. Then there’s a fist fight.” He
shook his head. “That girl’s got some
good things about her. Blast it all, |
wish that she was different.”

“So do I,” Ron agreed with feeling.
“Who’s the big cuss that she met? |
noticed him on the train. He kept to
himself and said nothing.”

“A fellow named Buck Young, the
Box B’s new boss. You know as much
as | do about him. What’re you here
for ?”

“More money, so that | can buy more
powder, to blast out more rock,” Ron
answered. “We’ve hit some granite, and
it’s dulling steel and eating up powder.”

Ron walked up the street, and found
Webb in his office. “Let’s get hold of the
bank and see if we cant shake a little
money out of it,” he suggested. “I know
it’s after hours, but we know where to
find the banker. I think I can show him
that we can pay back everything within
sixty days. The Sheep Valley trail looks
mighty good.”

The banker listened quietly when
Ron called on him, but there was a bili-
ous expression on his face.

“No,” he grunted when Ron had fin-
ished with his request. “No. Too much
trouble brewing on the range. | wish it
would be settled one way or another,
then | could do business. We cant go
on this way, with everybody losing
money. | like you, Davis, but you can’t
make a steady profit out of that sheep
ranch. Too many natural handicaps. ...
I’ll tell you what 1’ll do.”

“Go ahead,” Ron said. “I’'m listen-
ing.”

“You lease some good range some-
where, stock it with cattle, and 1’1l get
plenty of backing for you. But no sheep,
mind you, no sheep,” he concluded.
“Think it over, and let me know.”

“I'm seeing this job through,” Ron
said. “Everything I’ve done in knocking
around the country has been high school
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stuff. I'm in an institution of higher
learning now.”

EBB invited Ron back to his office.
“I’ll stake you personally,” he
said. “How much do you need?”

“Three thousand dollars,” Ron an-
swered, “and I’ll give you a mortgage
on the sheep.”

“No,” Webb said quickly, “that isn’t
security enough. My security is Ron
Davis personally.”

Ron left the following morning with
his load of powder, and feeling fine. He
knew that Webb had broken a lifelong
rule by backing an individual. It was
his theory that a lawyer couldn’t be a
miner, cattleman or businessman and
at the same time give his best to his
profession. For that reason he invested
only in stocks and mortgages which
didn’t depend as much on a single in-
dividual.

As Ron loaded the powder on the raft
the following day and started the run
to Sheep Valley, he had a feeling that
he was running the river for the last
time this season, or perhaps any other.
If he failed he had better move on
where the meat wasn’t as tough.

Men were waiting for the powder and
as soon as the raft grounded they began
packing the cases ashore. Hour after
hour they trudged up the newly made
trail to the higher levels. From the val-
ley floor they looked like crawling in-
sects clinging to the ragged edge of
nothing.

Cal Lawrence relieved Ron of his load
as he neared the “roof” that had nearly
taken his life and that of Betty Ballard
the first time he had tried to look down
on Sheep Valley. The miners had drilled
holes here and plugged them with rags
to keep out the dirt. They had left the
job of loading the holes to Ron as there
were several spots lower down needing
drilling to widen the trail. They were
spots that might well make even a sheep
dizzy.

They camped there that night and at
daylight Ron began loading the holes.
Even dirt for the tamping had to be
carried up there. It was noon before the
job was finished, and mid-afternoon be-

fore thunder and lightning began to
play among the peaks. Water was
drenching the country, and rushing
over the “roof” in torrents when Ron
lighted the fuses.

Cal Lawrence had already retreated
to a safe spot behind a shoulder of rock
two hundred yards away.

“Hurry, Ron!” he Kkept yelling.
“Those blasts may let go any second.”

“The miners cut the fuses the right
length,” Ron answered. “I’ve plenty of
time. A half minute yet.” He joined Cal,
and presently the roof heaved upward,
crumpled and spilled over the wall.
Water washed off shattered bits of rock,
leaving a continuation of the ledge that
joined stretches of the trail lower down.

“There she is!” Cal said. “As good a
job of drilling as ever | hope to see. It
leads straight to the split between the
rocks. Let’s see what’s beyond. A little
rain won’t hurt us.” He waved Ron on
ahead of him. “You should be the first
to make the trip from Sheep Valley up
as you were the first to come from the
mountains and climb down.”

Ron went ahead, following the same
course he had taken when he had ridden
in. Afoot, they could take short cuts,
and sheep would travel on their feet.

“Let’s keep going until we hit Box B
wire,” Cal suggested. “1’d like to get the
lay of the land in case—" He broke off
suddenly.

Ron grinned. “In case something
happens to me?” he suggested.

“This isn’t a Sunday school picnic,”
Cal reminded him.

XV

S hORTLY before sundown Ron and
Cal arrived at Box B wire. Cal went
through to a little rise of ground.

“I know where | am now,” he said.
“That’s Soda Springs Valley just be-
yond. If we could shove our sheep
through the valley we could miss a lot
of bad country where they might stam-
pede the sheep. This way is longer, but
we’ve got a better chance of making it
without Ballard punchers spotting us.
I’'ve an idea they’re expecting us to take
the short way, if we try it at all.”
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“Let’s walk a ways,” Ron suggested.
“Id like to check the valley for spots
where they could stop us. We’ll have to
spend the night in the open, without
grub or blankets, but it’ll do us good.”

They saw a bunch of Box B beef.

“There are the best beefs I’ve seen in
a long time,” Cal said. “Ready for mar-
ket. 1 wonder if the Ballards know
about this stuff? The cattle nearer the
ranchhouse look lean and run-down.”

“We’ll drive our sheep through here,”
Ron decided. “These beefs are so fat
that they won’t make any trouble. Il
bet you’d have a time forcing some of
those critters out of a slow crawl.”

“I've been hearing that the Ballards
are hard up,” Cal said. “How can any-
body be hard up with money in the poke
like this?” He nodded toward the steers.
“Well, it’s no worry of ours, Ron. We’re
neck-deep in grief as it is. Let’s pick
a place to hole up before it gets too
dark. ..

The Ballard steers looked as good in
daylight as they looked in dusk when
Ron and Cal passed them to pick land-
marks to follow for the sheep drive.
They outlined two avenues of retreat
should trouble develop. Then, keeping
under cover much of the time, they
made their way back toward Sheep Val-
ley. A piece of paper held in place by
a rock caught Ron’s eyes as he started
through the split in the rocks. It was the
now familiar print, unsigned, as usual,
and it read:

Get your sheep through®in forty-eight hours or
it will be too late.

“From the guardian angel?” Cal sug-
gested. “He’s been off the job lately, or
else felt that you were taking care of
yourself. This, now, is a warning that
we shouldnt pass up.”

“I’d sure like to know who the guar-
dian angel is,” Ron said. “He’s handier
than an extra gun in a gunfight.”

“Maybe the guardian angel knows
what Betty Ballard’s up to and figgers
it’ll be forty-eight hours before she can
put her plan into effect, and that’s why
we should act sudden,” Cal suggested.

“Betty isn’t supposed to know we
plan to drive sheep across her range,”

Ron answered. “If she should find out,
she could stop us cold before we got
started. Stampede a flock anywhere
along here and you know what would
happen.”

Cal nodded. Sheep would tumble over
cliffs like a waterfall, and from the dis-
tance it would look like a waterfall—
one that spilled dirty gray water.

“l hear a horse!” Cal said.

He raced to a shoulder of rock, with
Ron at his heels.

“If it’s somebody prowling around,
we’ll get the jump on ’em,” Ron said.
“I've been accused of kidnaping. This
time I’ll get the game as well as the
name.”

“Why not?”
Betty Ballard!”

“I’ll be hanged,” Ron said.

Betty walked to the edge of the ledge
and looked down, then as she turned to
walk back to her horse, she saw the two
men.

“Oh, hello,” she said calmly. “You’ve
done quite a job of building a trail, Ron.
It must have cost a barrel of money.”

“It did,” Ron answered, and waited.

“If you want to,” she invited, “there’s
no reason why you shouldn’t drive your
sheep over Box B range.”

“There’s a trick in this somewhere,”
Cal whispered. “It reminds me of that
nursery song.” He hummed, * ‘“Won’t
you come into my parlor, said the spider
to the fly?””

Ron Davis regarded Betty curiously.
It seemed incredible that her offer to
let him drive sheep over Box B range
could be on the level. From the first
she had been unfriendly, partly because
she hated sheepmen, but mostly because
she believed that Ed Davis, Ron’s uncle,
had killed her father.

Ron had planned to drive his sheep
across Ballard range to the highway in
a surprise move. Now he was being
granted permission. Cal Lawrence, a
sheepman born and bred, was doubly
suspicious.

“She’s a spider, Ron,” he insisted, in
a low voice which Betty could not hear
from where she stood, “though a beau-
tiful one. You’re a fly and she’s invit-
ing you into her parlor. It’s a trap.”

Cal whispered. “It’s
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ETTY was looking down on the trail

that Ron had blasted out of Sheep
Valley. It was apparent that her range
blocked use of the valley as a permanent
proposition, to everyone, unless they
first got a permit from her to drive
sheep out of or into the valley. By re-
fusing permission, she could force Ron
Davis to sell his sheep and the valley
itself to her at her own price. It would
be a quick way, Ron realized, for her
to improve the Ballard financial condi-
tion. Yet she was offering to give up
this advantage.

It didn’t make sense.

“Well,” he told Cal, “she knows what
we’re up to, and she can stop us if she
brings in enough men. So why not ac-
cept her offer and hope to get our sheep
through before she springs the trap—
if there is a trap?”

“l guess it sizes up about that way,”
Cal admitted.

Ron walked over to Betty. “We’ll
gamble on shoving them through,” he
answered.

“You may be gambling on getting
them up that trail,” she told him, “but
you aren’t gambling on me.”

“l’ve gambled on you since | was a
small boy,” Ron answered, half-serious-
ly. “Some of these days | hope you’ll
gamble on me.”

She made no answer, but gave the
lower country a final glance, then re-
turned to her horse.

“That gal’s got plenty of brains,” Cal
Lawrence said, “She looks more like
a cowgirl every day. Too bad she isn’t
a boy. The Box B might develop into
a first-rate spread again.”

“You can shed tears if you want to
over her not being a boy,” Ron an-
swered. “I'm plenty satisfied to have
the Betty Ballard as is.”

They dropped down the trail to the
valley floor where herders were separ-
ating the sheep that were to go out from
those that were to remain. The dogs,
smarter than the herders to a cattle-
man’s way of thinking, were moving
about in response to commands. Now
and then a herder would take a hand
when the sheep bunched too tightly, and
break them up.
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“Let’s start ’'em up the trail,” Ron
said.

The herders and dogs put on the
pressure, and Ron thought of water
backed up behind a dam. The trail was
the spillway. One animal started up the
trail, then they began following, some
pressing so hard that they leaped up
and fell back on the others, sometimes
being carried along before they squeezed
into position again. “They’re like dirty
water,” Ron remarked. “Except that
they’re flowing up hill.”

Back and forth, following the mean-
derings of the trail, they moved. Some
showed an inclination to climb up steep
banks. The dogs would watch them
curiously. Sometimes they drove them
into line. Again, the sheer cliffs forced
them back.

“We made a big mistake,” Cal said
suddenly. “We should’ve sent our
toughest men ahead to fight off cattle-
men who might be waiting at the top
to stampede them back down the trail.”

Ron looked anxiously upward. A
stampede on the narrow trail would
send most of the flock tumbling into the
canyons or the valley. Nor was there
any way now for men to force them-
selves to the head of the flock. The
sheep were too tightly packed for that.
All along the way he could see rocks
falling where animals too near the edge
knocked rocks off in their struggles to
reach safer ground.

The dirty gray stream moved more
slowly as it neared the crest. Ron no
longer saw individual sheep. They were
merged in a twisting line reminding him
of a huge snake seeking its way out of
a pit.

“It’s going to happen soon,” Cal said,
“if it happens at all. But I’ve been
watching the sky line and | haven’t seen
a cattleman. They could be hiding
among the rocks, though.”

With packs of food and blankets on
their backs, the men followed the sheep
to the crest. The hundreds of small-
hoofed feet, moving over solid rock
sounded like rain falling on a roof. Ron
liked the heavy, thundering pound of
cattle hoofs better.

Cal climbed to the top of a butte and
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studied the country through binoculars.

“l don’t like it at all,” he said, on
returning. “There isnt a rider in sight.
Things are too quiet to suit me. | saw
other flocks on the move—McHenry’s,
Long’s and Keys’ as a guess.”

"What about Soda Springs?” Ron
asked. “Things quiet in that valley?”

“There isn’t a steer left in the val-
ley!” Cal exclaimed. “They must've
been driven out early this morning.
That’s the trap—Soda Springs Valley!”

Ron began running along the edge of
the flock. "Turn ’em!” he yelled at the
herders. "We aren’t going through Soda
Springs Valley. We’re taking the short
cut to the highway, and we aren’t stop-
ping until after dark.”

“They’ll lose a lot of weight,” a herd-
er argued. “Ain’t no feed along the
short cut. Just scab rock and scattered
bunch grass.”

“They’ll travel on their fat, then,”
Ron replied. “They’ve got plenty of
that. 1°ve never seen heavier sheep....”

THE strange silence over the range
continued all night. The sheepmen
took turns watching, and with the break
of day they brought in horses for Ron
and his group.

“We’d better hurry all sheep along,”

one of them said. “I see a big bunch
of beefs cornin’ down Cottonwood Can-
yon.”

“Who’s driving them?” Cal asked.

“Couldn’t make out,” the herder an-
swered. “They don’t look like riders
from these parts. When | got closer one
of them cut loose at me with a rifle. |
took the hint.”

Ron realized the significance of the
man’s report. Cattle coming out of Cot-
tonwood Canyon would flow onto the
main Red Coulee road, effectively block-
ing it—and stopping the sheep until the
cattle were driven on.

“Well, Cal,” he said, “l guess it’s run
sheep run, if we expect to use the high-
way.”

“The devil of it is, you can’t get sheep
to run far—in the right direction,” Cal
answered. “They take their time.” -

“You keep ’'em moving,” Ron advised,
“and I'll see what McHenry, Long and

Keys think about things.”

“You’d better let me do that,” Cal
answered. “McHenry cant forget that
you’re a cattleman at heart. He’s as
suspicious of you as | am of Betty Bal-
lard. 1 still can’t understand why she
let us cross her range.”

“Go ahead,” Ron answered. “I’Il keep
things going here, which means leave
everything to the herders and dogs....”

Cal didn’t show up until the next
morning. He had a bandage around his
wrist, and he was fighting mad.

“Only a scratch,” he said, “but some-
one tried to drygulch me. | started after
him, then realized that | was probably
playing into his hands. | backed away
from trouble.”

"For the first time in your life?” Ron
suggested.

“It seemed the thing to do,” Cal an-
swered. “The other sheepmen are hur-
rying their bands along. The country is
rolling and they kept them moving all
night.” He removed the bandage from
his wrist and checked on it. “Seems to
be doing well enough. The bullet didnt
go deep.”

“What’re the plans?”

“We’ll meet down the highway and
go in together. An attack on one flock
means an attack on all. They want to
pool losses, if any. Then if something
goes wrong one outfit wont have to
stand it all.”

“What’s the cattle set-up?”

“l had a look into Cottonwood,” Cal
answered, “and | saw Box B cattle in
the stuff they’re driving.”

“The Box B is on the other side of
the highway,” Ron said. “How’d Bal-
lard cattle get up there?”

“It’s one more question to wonder
about, along with Betty’s letting us
through — and your guardian angel
showing up when needed,” Cal told him.
“I think I’ll ride on ahead and sleep
until you come along. I’'m tuckered out.”

Ron was riding Steve, his best horse,
again and he felt a surge of confidence.
The powerful animal could outrun any
cow horse in that part of the country,
and Ron was “run-minded” until the
final showdown came.

He headed for a ridge that would give
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him a view of all sheep and cattle mov-
ing- toward Red Coulee. It was noon
when he stopped beside a spring to rest
his horse and fill his canteens.

“A water-hole is a good place to pick
a man off,” he muttered.

He got down on his knees, as if to
drink, but instead looked at the picture
mirrored in the quiet pool.

There was the ridge, clearly outlined,
and as he watched, he saw the head and
shoulders of a man appear against the
sky line. The pool revealed only a min-
ute picture, and he whirled quickly for
a view of larger proportions. The man's
hat was down over his eyes, and Ron
caught only a picture of hat, shoulders
and worn clothing. Then, warned by
Ron’s movement, the head and shoul-
ders were jerked from view.

Ron filled his canteens, then set off
in a dircetion that would cut in behind
the spying man’s probable line of re-
treat. But among the brush and huge
boulders at the base of the ridge he
must have lost the fellow.

As he pulled up at the spot where
the head and shoulders had been, Ron
saw letters chalked on a boulder. He
read:

Thought you’d come up! Watch Squatter’s
Flat. If the showdown comes—that’s the place.

“The guardian angel again!” Ron ex-
claimed.

His eyes were bright with excitement.
His heart began pounding. This was
the nearest he had come to the man who
had helped him out of tight places, then
vanished. No need to plunge down the
steep slope hoping to pick up the trail,
though. There were too many places
for the man to hide out.

INSTEAD Ron drifted slowly to a
thicket, dismounted, and watched the
lower country. He heard a dislodged
rock tumble at last, and noted the spot.
He mounted his horse and began the
descent, planning to pass, by a gener-
ous margin, the spot where the rock
probably lay. It was his idea the guar-
dian angel would play safe and remain
under cover instead of trying to escape
in an out-and-out race.

Out of the corner of his eye he saw
the rock. It had bounded several times,
landed on brush which it partly flat-
tened down. He touched Steve with the
spurs and, risking both the horse and
himself, galloped straight into the only
possible hiding place in the immediate
vicinity.

A man and horse sped out the op-
posite side.

“The riding fool!” Ron exclaimed in
admiration a few minutes later.

The guardian angel was riding along
the ridge, confident that his sure-footed
horse would stay up longer than Ron’s.
Again and again Steve slipped on loose
dirt kicked up by the horse ahead, and
almost went down.

Suddenly Ron reached a level stretch,
and saw the man and horse for the
first time. The rider wasn’t merely sit-
ting in the saddle letting the horse take
him away. He was helping the animal
maintain its balance, by throwing the
weight of his body about.

“Steve!” Ron exclaimed. “You’re bet-
ter! You can get that fellow now.”

Only minutes later Ron was abreast,
and the man pulled up.

“Why,” he asked coldly, “are you
chasing me?”

Ron could only stare.

“What’re you staring at?” the man
demanded sharply. “You act as if you’d
seen a ghost!”

“lI am,” Ron thought. Aloud he said,
“Uncle Ed! This is a surprise. You are
supposed to have been—in a fire. Your
Quail Creek cabin burned down, and—"

“It’s all Greek to me,” the man said.

Ron’s first thought was that his
Uncle Ed had received a blow on the
head and didn’t know who he was. Then
he remembered that bones had been
found in the ashes—human bones, and
some of his Uncle Ed’s personal belong-
ings, such as his old key-winding watch.

“I’ve seen some chumps in my time,”
the man said, “but you’ve got ’em all
beat. You dont look as if you had
sense enough to come in out of the
rain.” That sounded like Uncle Ed.
“Young feller, you’ve been drinkin’ and
it’s gone to your head. Callin’ me ‘Uncle
Ed’.” He snorted.
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“You’ve done me some favors,” Ron
said, and | wanted to thank you for
them.”

“I’ve done you some favors, have 1?7
he snapped. “Well, I've been known to
lend a hand now and again. It would
seem to me that if you had the sense
nature gave geese, you would take
favors done you and let well enough
alone. If they were big favors, then |
wouldn’t say a word to anyone about
’em. Instead of bustin’ through the
brush thankin’ people who don’t want
to be thanked, 1'd hightail down to
Squatter’s Flat. Now—drift!”

Ron drifted.

“That’s Uncle Ed all over,” he mused.
“He begins by bawling me out. He’s
crazier’n a loon of course. But what
about the human bones found in the
Quail Creek cabin? That could be some-
body who jumped Uncle Ed and got
killed. He had already been exonerated
of the Major Ballard killing, but he
probably figured that another one would
convince people it was a habit and that
he really had killed Ballard.

“Maybe he did kill Ballard, and it
preyed on his mind until he’s a mental
case. Well, whatever it is, he’s done
a good job of hiding out. And a better
job of helping me out of tight places.
When this Tremper business is settled,
I’ll see what can be done about Uncle
Ed—if | can find him.

“Then there’s the property he willed.
My Diablo River Ranch ... If he isn’t
dead, the property is his.” He laughed
suddenly. “Wait’ll the beloved cousins
hear about this, particularly Jed and
Hank!”

XV

JUST before Ron overtook his outfit,
the various flocks had stopped for the
night. Cal, tough-looking and needing
a shave, had slept most of the after-
noon, the entire flock passing where he
had camped, without awakening him.

“Cal,” Ron said, “you’re a tight-
lipped hombre, and I'm going to tell
you something that’ll make your hair
curl. Keep it under your hat. The
guardian angel is my Uncle Ed!”

A cigarette popped from Cal’s lips

and threatened to set fire to his shirt.
“Who’s crazy now?” he demanded.
“He might be—I1 dont know,” Ron
answered, then related details. “And
what’s more,” he concluded, “according
to him we’re liable to run into trouble
on Squatter’s Flat.”
“Squatter’s Flat was made for trou-

ble,” Cal said. “l suppose Indians
fought there. 1 know white men have
fought Indians; rustler has fought

rustler; cattlemen and sheepmen have
fought it out there. | guess there have
been brawls between different sheep
outfits, too.”

Ron knew recent history of the flat.
A squatter had taken up a section of
ground there years ago, which had
given him control of the entire flat be-
cause the only spring big enough to irri-
gate the entire area was on his section.
He could sell water to them, or let the
excess seep into the ground, which was
exactly what he did when they refused
to pay his high prices.

Eventually someone had killed the
squatter. But the killer had been re-
garded as a public benefactor and no
one had bothered to learn his identity.

The area since then seemed to be
jinxed. Whoever tried to hold it ran
into trouble. As a result it was owned
by the county, which had taken it for
nonpayment of taxes.

The highway crossed the flat and
branch roads led to the Box B and on
to the upper Diablo River country, while
l-oads and trails turning in the oppsite
direction taped the Cottonwood coun-
try and lesser known areas occupied by
small ranchers. The main highway con-
tinued on to Red Coulee. On the edge
of town, branches had been provided
which carried cattle and sheep traffic
direct to the railroad sidings.

Supposedly the creek which mean-
dered through Cottonwood Valley, often
sinking into the sand, was the source
of Squatter’s Flat spring. But the creek
never reached the flat on the surface.

The advance guard of sheep were
within a half mile of the flat an hour
after sunrise the following morning.
Ron had ridden to a nearby hill at sunup
to check on the cattle.
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“We’ll be on the flat ahead of the
beef,” he reported to Cal on his return.

Cal could see that Ron felt a sense of
relief. He knew that while Ron had
given the best in him to organize and
lead the sheepmen, he didn’t relish the
idea of fighting his own breed of man.

As the first sheep crowded into a
narrow point between rugged hills on
the Cottonwood side of the road, and
the rough country on the opposite side,
rifles cracked. The front rank of sheep
dropped. The others began milling
about while the dogs, frantic, tried to
turn them the way they thought they
should go.

The dogs made bluffs at nipping their
charges. When this didn’t produce re-
sults they slashed lightly at the sheep’s
sides and ears, momentarily checking
the stampede.

Ron, riding low, sent Steve through
the heavy cover of trees and brush run-
ning up a nearby slope. He saw bullets
clipping twigs ahead of him and he had
an idea they were clipping other twigs
above and behind him. He alternately
began slowing down, then going faster,
hoping the change of pace would spoil
his attackers’ fire.

He threw himself from the saddle,
taking his rifle from the boot as he left.
Crouching, he led his horse behind a
boulder, then worked his way to a point
overlooking the men who had stopped
the sheep.

It didn’t seem reasonable that they
hadn’t left, someone to guard against
the very move that he had made. He
turned in time to see a line of twigs and
leaves falling. A bullet had already
passed him. He rolled behind a rock
and waited. A second bullet passed
through a leaf three feet to his left. Ron
crawled to the leaf and noticed a sec-
ond leaf thirty feet beyond, with a
similar hole in it.

HE WORKED his way to the partial
protection of a rock, rested his gun,
and lined his sights up with the two
holes in the leaves. The effect was as
if Ron was aiming along a thirty-foot
rifle barrel equipped with two open and
two glove sights. He saw nothing but
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brush and rocks, but he squeezed the
trigger and the brush above stirred
violently.

“I’'m shot!” a voice bellowed. “I’'m
shot!” A man leaped into the open,
pale as a ghost, pleading, “Don’t shoot
me again!”

“Well"” Ron exclaimed to himself.
“If it isn’t Lambie! His partner, Honey
Pie, must be around somewhere.” He
yelled, “Lambie, come here!”

The man was too frightened over his
wound to argue the point, or object
to the nickname. He slunk up.

“I should shoot you in your tracks,”
Ron said. “You blasted . . . Where’s
Honey Pie? If you lie to me Il kill
you if its the last thing | do.”

“He’s with Tremper,” the man chat-
tered. “Am | goin’ to die?”

“The instant a sheepman is Kkilled
you’re a Killer because you’re in cahoots
with the man who does the shooting.
Now get out of here. . . . Wait! Come
back here!”

He searched the man for a six-gun,
and found only an empty shoulder
holster. He drew his knife and slashed
Lambie’s pants to ribbons, cut his boots
down the back.

“Now clear out!” he said.

Ron crawled through the brush and
opened fire on the men gathered below.
One dropped, and the others fled. He
couldnt see them, but he could follow
their progress by the violent stirrings
of the brush as they fought their way
to their horses.

The object was to get the sheep
through before the cattle came, and he
could hear the distant thunder of the
advancing herd. The dead sheep were
thrown into the brush, and some of the
calmer animals herded into the lead.
Gradually the dogs and men got the dif-
ferent flocks moving again.

A wounded sheepman came up to
Ron.

“Take a look,” he said. “l can’t seem
to stop the bleedin’.”

“I’ll bandage it!” Ron said. He did
a quick job of it, and asked, “Your
gun arm?”

“Yeah.”

“Take your six-gun in your other



78 GIANT WESTERN MAGAZINE

hand, and come with me. See this thing
that’s just crawled from under a rock
where he lives with the slugs and sow
bugs?” He indicated Lambie. “He’s
your prisoner. He’ll talk later to save
his hide. Just see that he don’t get
away. Think you can handle him?”

“l hope he tries to get away,” the
sheepman said. “The way my wound
hurts 1 want to kill a Tremper man to
get even.”

“He’s a Tremper man, and he lied to
Betty Ballard and said 1°d hired him
to kidnap her. Didn’t you, Lambie?”
Ron half advanced.

“Yeah,” Lambie whimpered. “Trem-
per’s orders. He wanted to get you on
the kidnapin’ charge if he couldn’t hang
a killin” on you.”

Ron realized he was needed up ahead,
but he couldn’t pass up this chance to
get information in the presence of a
witness.

“Come clean,” he ordered. “It won’t
help you with the authorities, but a con-
fession might make the sheepmen go
easier on you. What was the deal?”

“Tremper knowed you and Betty was
in the valley and he was afraid you’d
get together and there’d be no trouble
between the cattlemen and sheepmen.
Then she swiped your raft. Well, Trem-
per had me and some others down there
in case you two showed up. We were
supposed to Kidnap you both. We
grabbed her when she landed near Little
River. We took her to the Arrerhead
Creek hideout, then .one of us reports
to Tremper. He says for us to make
like youd give us orders to grab her
in case the two of you didn’t come down-
stream together.”

“How did you put it over?”

“By pretendin’ to be talkin’ amongst
ourselves so shed overhear what we
said,” Lambie replied. “We’d say, ‘If
she gets away, Davis will give us what-
for!” Or, ‘Davis is a smooth one, and
he pays plenty. I like to work for him.””

“Then after 1 moved in and she got
away, Tremper ordered you to pretend
to confess and turn state’s evidence?”
Ron asked.

“Yeah, that’s it,” Lambie admitted.

“It looks as if Tremper is licked

now,” Ron suggested, “and being a kind
of a lobo you’re out to save yourself.”
That barb got under Lambie’s skin.
“The wound kind of took the fight out
of me, | guess,” he mumbled. “And I
ain’t no bigger lobo than Tremper.”
“Lambie,” Ron said with a mirthless
smile, “I never thought we’d agree on
anything, but we sure do agree on that.
Remember what you’ve just confessed
in a witness’ presence. You may have
to tell that story over again in court.”

RON rode up front again* but this
wasnt his day to take things easy.
Cal yelled and pointed.

“Cattle stampede!
into the sheep!”

The brush was thick, but there were
few trees and Ron could see tossing
horns as the steers leaped over obstruc-
tions. The brush was flattening before
their pounding hoofs.

“Let’s turn ’'em!” Ron yelled at any-
one within sound of his voice.

“Turn ’em in front of the sheep!” a
sheepman answered. “And keep ’em
goin’. There’s a twenty-five foot cliff
on the edge of the flat. Not high, but
high enough to break necks.” He was
white with fury because he hated all
cattlemen and now they were sending
steers against his sheep, sacrificing
good beef to destroy mutton and get a
grasp on the land.

“We’ll try and turn ’em before they
hit the sheep,” Ron said. “If they go
through the flock, we’ll turn ’em any-
way.”

“I'm blowed if I'll keep ’em away
from that cliff!” the sheepman vyelled.
“All my life I've wanted to get even.
Look at ’'em! Fat Box B steers from
Soda Springs range. Sent here to Kill
sheep!”

Murmurs of rage swept through the
sheepmen’s ranks.

“Ike is right!” the voices of several
men vyelled back.

Cal Lawrence had turned purple with
rage, and he tossed fighting words about
freely.

“You agreed to follow Ron’s orders,”
he concluded. “Now you’ll do it or
stamp yourself as welchers. You’ll be

They’re headin’
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what cattlemen think most sheepmen
are. | told you Ron’ idea. Nobody’s
held anything back from you.”

“The devil with them!” Ron shouted
savagely over his shoulder. “We haven’t
time to chew the rag!”

They galloped toward the herd, and
as they neared it, riders, yelling and
shooting to build up terror, pulled up.
Ron recognized Beefy, and thought he
saw Tremper. Then he let the animals
come abreast and spurred Steve into
action. Cal was behind him.

Ron shot the nearest steer, then the
next one beyond him. Those behind
stumbled over the falling bodies and
others began swerving. The distance
between the cattle and sheep dwindled
alarmingly.

“We cant turn ’em soon enough!”
Cal yelled. “Watch out or we’ll be
caught. Look ahead!”

Ron understood. Their horses would
hit the flock at full speed. They might
make one leap, or possibly two, then
the animals would trip over the sheep
and before men and horses could extri-
cate themselves the cattle would be on
them. It was either pull out and let
the cattle tear through the sheep, then
go on over the cliff, or gamble on racing
ahead of the stampede, skirting the ad-
vance guard of sheep, then cutting back
and making a second attempt to turn
the cattle toward town.

It was asking a lot of horses, but Ron
thought Steve could do it. Cal had
equal confidence in his own mount. A
couple of sheepmen who had joined
them knew that their horses were not
equal to it, and pulled out.

As Ron angled across in front of the
cattle there were moments when he
could almost feel the breath of the near-
est steers. Ears back, mane and tail
flying, Steve put everything he had into
the fun. He cleared the cattle by a
narrow margin, ran a hundred yards
parallel to the advance guard of sheep,
then cut across in front of the flock.

Angry sheepmen saw the cattle cut
a lane through their flock. Sheep were
tossed high into the air as the steers
hit them. Steers stumbled and fell, go-
ing end over end. Above all there was
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a bedlam of frightened bleating and
bellowing.

The sheep advance guard cut off from
the main flock followed a leader to the
rough country away from the road. The
dogs, despairing of regaining control,
stayed with them.

Impact with the sheep slowed the
stampede somewhat and gave Ron and
Cal a chance to get back on the right
hand side of the cattle. Cal suddenly
pointed.

“There’s a Tremper man who’s get-
ting justice!” he yelled. “He’s caught
among the steers.”

Dust all but obscured the man at
times. Ron couldn’t understand how the
horse kept its footing. Again and again
the mount stumbled, and was almost
knocked down as a steer directly ahead
pitched off to the left. The horse saw
an opening and leaped, landing among
dead sheep, then cleared a fringe of
live ones and swung in behind Cal Law-
rence.

“Maybe the devil’s with the cuss!”
Cal yelled at Ron.

“That’s the Box B boss,” Ron called
over his shoulder, “Buck Young. Let
him play out his hand, but have your
gun handy.”

BUCK YOUNG immediately indicated
that he was trying to save the fat
Box B cattle that had survived.

“That puts him on our side for a
while!” Ron yelled.

“He’s a reckless cuss!” Cal shouted.

Buck Young didn’t seem to 'care
whether he survived or not, and he set
a pace that curled Ron’s hair.

“No cussed Tremper man’s going to
show me up!” Cal shouted, and took a
few suicidal chances himself.

The brink of the cliff lay just beyond
a fringe of brush a quarter-mile ahead.
It was evident that Buck Young was go-
ing to turn the cattle, or go over the
brink with them. When he found a
steer that would turn even slightly to
the left, he crowded him. If a critter
was stubborn, his six-gun dropped him.

It looked to Ron as if Steve, his own
horse, was within five yards of the cliff
edge at times. Then they had the steers
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running parallel with the cliff, and
finally they were definitely edging away.
All along sheepmen were keeping the
cattle away from the brink.

As the stragglers disappeared toward
town, Ron and Cal rode back to the
scene of the clash between sheep and
cattle. There were animals to be killed
because they had broken legs; other
animals to be herded out of thickets and
other bad spots where they had taken
refuge. Wild-eyed steers snorted and
charged anything that moved. But by
late afternoon Ron and the sheepmen
got the steers into a bunch and headed
them toward Red Coulee.

“We can’t do much with the sheep,”
Cal said. “They’re scattered from
Hades to breakfast.”

THE sheepmen who gathered around
the campfire that night were mostly
owners. And they were resentful al-
most to a man.

“We had the chance of a lifetime to
get even without lifting a hand,” one
of them declared, “and we blew the
chance. All we had to do was to let
those steers go over the cliff. That’s
all. Instead, we turned ’em away from
it. I’'m no hero, and dont want to be,
but 1 know when I’'m risking my life.
There were a dozen times today when
I wouldn’t have given two-bits for my
chances. And for what? Cussed if |
know. | obeyed orders because I’d prom-
ised Cal Lawrence I’d do what Ron
Davis—a cattleman, his ownself—want-
ed done.”

“Ron isn’t going to let you down,”
Cal answered. He turned to Ron and
asked, “What’s next?”

“We’re starting now to clean out the
Tremper gang,” Ron answered.

“They’re miles from here by now,”
a sheepman argued.

“We want to get them, don’t we?”
Ron asked sharply. “So miles make no
difference. But | dont think they’ve
gone far. Their plans went haywire.”

“Ron’s right,” Cal said. “They count-
ed on sheepmen letting cattle go to
tunket today. Instead, we crossed them
up. Or Ron did. They figured that
cattlemen, stung by the loss of their

steers, would take their spite out on
sheepmen who were stung themselves
by the loss of their sheep. When things
like this have happened before the fac-
tions have gone at each other’s throats.
But Ron isn’t a short haul man; he’s
long haul. And from the first he’s
looked at this deal as a five-year, or
twenty-year haul.”

“That’s what 1’ve been driving at,”
Ron said. “l don’t like sheep. You dont
like cattle. Some fellows don’t like
blondes, and others don’t like the dark
girls, but they’re all necessary. Here’s
the play. Sheep supply clothes; cattle
supply shoes; both supply meat. 1ve
learned, much to my surprise, that
sheepmen aren’t what 1’d been led to
believe. | hope you haven’t noticed a
forked tail and horns on me.”

“You’re different,” a sheepman re-

marked. *“You’ve knocked around the
world.”

“And I’'m trying to cash in on that
experience,” Ron said. “We’ve all

learned something. There’s no reason
why sheepmen and cattlemen can’t sit
around the same table and work out a
division of the range so that the Diablo
River country will produce plenty of
shoes, clothes and meat. . . . But wait!
There is a reason.”

“What?” a sheepman asked.

“Trig Tremper,” Ron said. “We can’t
talk business, if someone is stirring up
trouble. Let’s clean ’em out. I’ve an
idea Trig and his gunman gang will get
together at Conway’s cabin and decide
whether to fight it through or scatter
and try the same deal later on in an-
other part of the country.”

“The sheep are here, the cars are
waiting for them and we should get all
the strays bunched and started for them
cars,” a sheepman remarked. “But
that’s the short-haul idea. We’ll make
more money in the long run takin’ care
of Tremper now. I’ll string along with
Ron Davis. What about you other fel-
lows?”

One by one they swung into line.

“That’s fine,” Ron said. “Now take
to the hills and everybody converge on
Conway’s cabin. 1’'m going to town and
see if | can’t get a little help.”
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“It’ll take more than a little help,”
Cal Lawrence observed.

XVI

R ON unhurriedly followed the herd
into Red Coulee. It was badly broken
up, with numerous strays in thickets
back from the road. There were several
questions that he wanted to ask, cold
turkey. One of them was—what was
Bar B and Broken Triangle cattle do-
ing in country remote from the home
range, unless the beefs had deliberately
been sent there to take part in a planned
stampede? Offhand, it looked as if the
sheep-hating ranchers had each tossed
steers into a common pot.

He found the Broken Triangle owner
at the stable getting a fresh horse.

“Listen, you sheep-lovin™—” the
rancher began as soon as he saw Ron.

“Hold it!” Ron cut in. “And tell me
what your cattle were doing so far from
home.”

“Driven off the range by sheepmen
who wanted it to look as if I was jump-
ing them, that’s what!” growled the
cowman angrily.

“You’re hot under the collar right
now,” Ron said, “or you’d think this
thing through and decide that your re-
mark doesn’t make sense. Your cattle
are strung all along the road. Theyd
have been in a heap over the Squatter’s
Flat cliff if it hadn’t been for sheepmen.
Now suppose you hold your fire until
you see the whites of their eyes, then
maybe faces will look a little different.
My hunch is that Tremper’s men rustled
your beef as part of a general scheme.”

“Tremper’s kept to himself ever since
he came into this country,” the rancher
argued. “People blame him for every-
thing just because he’s new around
here, and not a cowman or a sheep-
man.”

“Hold your final conclusion on that
a while longer,” Ron urged. “Pick up
what cattlemen you can find and light
out for the sheepmen’s camp. Youd
better go with an open mind. If there
isnt a lot of horse sense used in the
next forty-eight hours a lot of ranch-
ers are going to lose their shirts. | said

ranchers, not sheepmen nor cattlemen.
See you later.”

As he rounded the corner he ran into
two of his cousins. In the will Uncle
Ed had designated them as “Greedy
Jed” and *“Plotting Hank.”

“What’re you getting out of all this
work you’re doing?” Jed sourly de-
manded. “They tell me you used up
enough powder blasting out a trail from
Sheep Valley to buy yourself a flock of
sheep.”

“I’'m getting an education. How’s the
brick-yard business ?”

“There’s a way to break that will,”
Jed answered, “and I’'m going to find
it.”

“We’re working together,” Hank
said. “l’ve figured out a scheme.”

“Working together, eh?” Ron cheer-
fully observed. “I thought you usually-
were knifing each other in the back.
How’s the old mine deal, by the way?”

“The estate can have the mine,” Hank
retorted.

“I'd like to hear more,” Ron said,
“put quite a little work has developed
lately.”

He took the steps up to Webb’s office
three at a time, and found the lawyer
studying.

“Here’s a legal problem to sink your
teeth in,” Ron said. “Man dies, leaves
an estate, which is distributed. Then it
turns out that the man isn’t dead.”

“What the devil are you talking
about?” Webb demanded.

“Uncle Ed is still alive. | saw him.
He denied his identity. Keep'it under
your hat. | can’t figure it out myself,
but we’ll get together as soon as we
have a breathing spell.”

Normally Webb never lacked for the
right words at the right time, but Ron
left him going through the motions of
asking questions, though his lips gave
forth no sound.

As Ron hit the sidewalk, laughing,
a second-story window flew open and
Webb yelled down:

“All property is still his, Ron! You
could put in a claim for compensation
for services performed.”

“I can,” Ron answered, “but | won't.
It’s all part of my education.”
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Ron’s only thought now was to finish
the job and move on. He had built a
lot of his early plans around Betty Bal-
lard, and she had proved a bitter dis-
appoinment. If she hadn’t faith in him,
if she couldnt see through a man like
Tremper, then she wasn’t the sort of
girl to weather the tough storms Ron
expected to face, off and on, as long as
he lived.

HE WENT over to the newspaper of-
fice and found Tweed setting type.

“How would you like a good yarn?”
he asked.

“I’ve had a lot of good yarns lately,”
Tweed answered, “but I can always use
a better one.”

“Get on your nag and ride to Con-
way’s cabin,” Ron suggested. “lI may
be giving you a false lead, but it’s
worth a gamble. It may be the finish
of the Tremper gang.”

“1 hope the man isn’t killed,” Tweed
said. “When a man of his type is killed
he becomes a sort of legend. In a few
years they’ll have him robbing the rich
and distributing the money among the
poor. They’ll never credit him with try-
ing to take over a section of America
and run it to suit himself. Brought to
trial, stripped of a lot of glamour that
he’s managed to hang on himself, he’ll
look insignificant. . . . Well, it looks as
if the paper will be late again. Why
can’t you manage this headline busi-
ness well in advance of my press time,
Ron?”

Ron grinned and said, “Come along.
You’ll pick up a small item that’ll wind
up my business for a little while.”

Tweed followed Ron to the sheriff’s
office. Ron got to the point at once.

“Sheriff,” he said, “you’ve never
missed a chance to get on the band
wagon, though you’ve had some close
calls.”

Sheriff Burns said nothing, and little
of that,

“Here’s a list of men,” Ron continued,
“that 1’d like appointed deputy sher-
iffs.”

The sheriff read the list and snorted.
“Sheepmen,” he said. “I wouldnt ap-
point one of ’em a deputy—”

“Read again,” Ron said. “You’ll see
cattlemen’s names on the list. The idea
is, the bunch of us expect to corner
Tremper and his crowd. If we’re legal
deputies it will look better.”

“I'm taking care of law and order
in this town,” the sheriff declared hotly.

“Since when?” Ron asked. He
shrugged, and added, “You’ve had your
chance. Come on, Mr. Tweed.”

Tweed shook his head in disgust.
“Sheriff,” he said, “I like a blithering
idiot, but you suit me too well.”

A Dblock from the sheriff’s office they
heard hurrying footsteps. It was Sheriff
Burns.

“I’ve been thinking it over,” he said.
“I’ll appoint those fellows special dep-
uty sheriffs.”

“And | want to be chief deputy for
forty-eight hours,” Ron said, “so that
I can appoint additional men if needed.
They’ll be appointed on the scene of
action. And I’ll leave my resignation
with you so you won’t have any trouble
getting rid of me. How about it?”

“Come back to the office,” the sheriff
said. “If | wasn’t just getting over a
sick spell, and if my old wound wasn’t
hurting, 1’d give this a whirl myself.”

“You take care of yourself,” Ron
drawled. “The community cant afford
to lose you.”

“You never lose a chance to get in
a punch do you?” Sheriff Burns grum-
bled.

“Not when a man
chin,” Ron answered.

When they were outside of the sher-
iff’s office again, Tweed said, “I feel
the need of a drink. Let’s go over to
the Water-hole.”

They found things quiet in the saloon.
The bartenders were gone and Foghorn
Carrigan personally was taking care of
the needs of the thirsty. He served them
and observed:

“Where’re all my customers?”

“We’re going to cut down a few of
your customers,” Ron said. “Things
have reached the showdown. The way
it shapes up now, one group of your
customers has another group surround-
ed.”

“Who’s got who surrounded?”

leads with his
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“A bunch of sheepmen and cattlemen
have cornered Tremper,” Ron an-
swered.

“Count me in on this,” Foghorn said.
“l1 won’t stand for fightin’ around my
place, but out on the range is somethin’
else.” He reached for his billiard balls.
“These are better’n six-guns,” he ex-
plained. “Sometimes you want to take
‘em alive. . ..”

Ron Davis, Foghorn Carrigan and
Tweed made camp a mile below Con-
way'’s cabin, at two o’clock in the morn-
ing.

“If we get any closer,” Ron said,
“either side might pick us off. We’ll
turn in until daylight.” He rolled up
in his blankets and was asleep in a few
minutes.

Foghorn and Tweed weren’t as far
behind on their sleep and it was nearly
daylight before they dozed off. They
were awakened by Ron.

“l smell bacon and coffee,” he said.
THEY washed up at a spring and fol-

lowed their noses a hundred yards.

“Hyah, Foghorn,” a sheepman called.
“Why didn’t you bring your bar along?
I could enjoy about three fingers of corn
liguor on a mornin’ like this.”

“What is the set-up?” Ron asked.

“We came in on the clearin’ as per
your orders,” the sheepman said. “Then
bedded down. Some of us slept, some
kept watch. The rule was—Iet anybody
into the trap that wants to get in, but
dont let nobody out. Three, four men
rode in durin’ the night. Cal Lawrence
crawled up about ten o’clock and lis-
tened. They’re all there, with Tremper
runnin’ things. It seems like they can’t
agree on what to do next. Some claim
we ain’t got a thing on ’em, and the
best bet is to walk out, hands up and
say, ‘We’ll stand trial. Just try and
convict us.” Others figgered Ron must
have plenty on ’em, or we wouldn’t be
tough all of a sudden.”

“They know what they’ve done and
that helps break down their confidence,”
Ron said. “And Tremper’s smart enough
to know he has the peaceful, patient men
against him now. When you stir up
citizens who want only to be let alone
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to go about their business you’ve a fight
on your hands.”

They invited them to share their flap-
jacks, bacon and coffee. Cal showed up
as Ron was finishing.

“I’'m going to swear you all in as
deputies,” Ron said. “That makes us
law-enforcing men instead of men
who’ve taken the law into their own
hands.”

He went from group to group swear-
ing in the men. Circling Conway’s cabin
at a half-mile distance involved nearly
a four-mile walk. By the time he had
finished the men were beginning to
move in. At nine o’clock Ron stepped in-
to the clearing, hands in the air, gun
holsters empty.

“Tremper, | want to talk to you,” he
said. “I'm a deputy sheriff.”

“Spill it,” Tremper ordered. He did-
n’t show himself, but stood near an
open window and shouted.

“I’m here to arrest you on conspiracy,
and several other charges,” Ron said.
“We’re giving you and your outfit a
chance to give up without adding to the
charges by resisting arrest.”

“Come and get us,” Tremper said, “if
you’re ready to pay the price. You're
out to frame us and we know it.”

“Is that final?”

“You figure it out,” Tremper taunted.
“You've got ten seconds to get under
cover.”

Ron made it in nine, and rifle bullets
ripped through the thicket that con-
cealed him. Then rifles on all sides
opened up. Window panes fairly ex-
ploded under the impact of lead, and
the stove-pipe protruding above the
roof poured out wood smoke through a
dozen bullet-holes.

The fact that surprise was complete
was evident, for their horses were
bunched under a big shed, and no
guards were on trails leading to the
clearing.

Firing on both sides ended suddenly.
The deputies and the Tremper outfit
were saving ammunition. Too many
bullets were ending up in log walls, or
the brush and timber surrounding the
clearing.

“I guess we’ll have to rush ’em,” Cal
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said to Ron. “It’ll be a bad business
after our first man falls because then
every Tremper man will know he’s
fighting to escape the noose. What do
you think?”

“Tremper’s already got one or more
killings on his conscience, or he would-
n’t resist,” Ron answered. “We’ve got
family men in our ranks. 1’d hate to
see them Killed. Growing kids need their
old man, and a woman needs her hus-
band to run the ranch.”

“What’s the matter with us single
men rushing the cabin ?” Cal suggested.
“If you could close to the north wall,
and me the south wall, we could shoot
through the windows and get most of
’em. We’d only expose our hands when
we shot. There’d be a lot of misses but
they couldn’t duck forever.”

“Just forget all that,” one of the
ranchers said quietly. “A married man
has more of a stake than a single one.
If there’s any rushing done, we’ll do it
together.”

“What about tonight?” another asked.
“In the darkness they couldn spot us.”

“In the darkness some of them would
sift through,” Ron argued. “We’ve got
’em all now. Once they scatter some of
’em never will be caught.”

“If we fired the brush,” Cal suggest-
ed, “the flames would sweep across the
clearing and might touch off the cabin.”

Ron shook his head. “Their horses
are tied. They’d be badly burned be-
fore they broke their ropes. Fire’s out.”

“l hadn’t thought about the nags,”
Cal said.

ON studied the situation.
“I’'ve an idea,” he said at last.
“It might work. Somebody came in a
spring wagon. Where is it?”

“Half-mile down the road,” a sheep-
man said. “It’s mine.”

“We’ll pay you for it,” Ron said. “Can
you bring it up to the fringe of timber
on the high side of the clearing?”

“Sure.”

“Don’t show yourself. You’ll pick up
a slug.”

While the man was gone, Ron sent
word that he wanted every lariat within
reach. Lariats were relayed from group

to group until Ron was surrounded with
them. With Cal’s help he tied them to-
gether, coiling them up like a rope.
Leaving three or four men to watch the
cabin, the others began gathering dry
grass in a clearing that had once been
a hayfield.

They loaded it onto the spring wagon,
packing it down by criss-crossing it
with well-dried limbs. They piled the
load high, then lashed it into place with
barbed wire, Ron tied the lariats to
the wagon tongue, then as the others
put their shoulders to the wheels, Ron
snubbed the rope around a tree and
paid it out a little at a time. The pull
kept the tongue, and therefore, the front
wheels straight. Just before the load
rolled into the open, Cal touched a
match to the top. He didn’t want it
burning too fast.

The Tremper men saw it coming, and
opened fire, hoping to cut the rope and
let the load run wild. Nearer and nearer
it came to the cabin. “Get buckets!”
they could hear Tremper yelling. “When
the load hits, drench it with water.”

When the load was twenty feet from
the cabin, Ron held fast for several
minutes to give the flames a chance to
build up into sheets of solid fire. Sud-
denly he slacked away and the wagon
struck the cabin wall.

Cal’s rifle went to his shoulder as
the first man fled from the blazing cab-
in. Then he lowered it. The man’s hands
were high in the air. He had the temper
of the deputies gaged perfectly. «He
knew there was not one in the lot who
would shoot down an unarmed man.

The others followed, Tremper among
them, hands upraised, scattering like
quail, hoping to' confuse the ring of dep-
uties. Each man thought he might es-
cape while the others were being caught.

“Grab ’em before they reach the
brush!” Ron yelled.

He knew there might be men in the
cabin, waiting with loaded rifles, but it
was a chance they had to take. Empty-
handed the Tremper men sprinted into
the clearing.

“Pick your man and stay with him,”
Ron ordered. “Don’t grab just anyone!”
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XVII

AMBEYING Ron Davis’ orders, Fog-
horn Carrigan was the first to act.
Winding up, he let go with a billiard
ball. Atwood’s head was the target and
Foghorn scored a bull’s eye. Atwood
dropped onto his face and didn’t move.
Ron was after Tremper, but the man
was fast on his feet, and in superb phys-
ical condition. On ground of his own
choosing Tremper whirled. Behind them
they could hear the shouts of men en-
gaged in finish fights, while above the
crackle of flames they heard ammuni-
tion exploded as the heat reached the
discarded guns.

“I'd like to have shot it out with
you, Tremper!” Ron called.

“You’re a fool, Davis!” Tremper
yelled back. “Never let your man
choose his own weapons. I’'m a trained
boxer, among other things.” He viewed
the encounter with satisfaction. “What
are the rules?”

“No rules,” Ron answered. “You’ve
never lived up to a rule in your life
when the chips were down.”

Something stabbed him in the right
eye and Ron knew that Trerrfper had a
vicious left jab. It came again and
again, rocking his head back, keeping
him off-balance, giving him no chance
to get set. He let one bounce off his
head, then waded in. He felt Tremper’
jaw Dbend under his own right cross,
then a stomach blow buckled his knees
and drained strength from his legs. He
covered up when Tremper came in for
the kill, and whipped a left hook into
the stomach.

Tremper’s jaw came down and Ron
got him with a right cross again. The
man rolled with the punch, and it lost
much of its power. There were no
rounds, no referee, no rules against low
blows. Tremper hit Ron low just once
and got one back that turned his face
greeh.

“Keep your
growled.

He worked on Tremper’s stomach,
then tried the right cross again. His
fist almost shifted the man’s nose an

punches up,” Ron

inch off-base. Ron almost went down
from a stomach punch, and for a mo-
ment the two stepped back, breath com-
ing in sharp gasps, each wondering why
the other didn’t fall.

“Well-matched,” a voice said, and
Ron saw that it was Buck Young who
had spoken near them. “My money is
on Davis, though.”

“One of your imports, Tremper,” Ron
taunted. “Not very loyal.”

“He isn’t Buck Young,” Tremper
panted.

The slugging match continued. Ron’s
legs were like lead, and he was growing
arm weary. But he saw less confidence
in Tremper’s eyes, and that lashed him
to greater efforts. The man’s blows no
longer carried a sting. His jaw grew
slack, and traits in his character that he
kept under cover began creeping to the
surface. His eyes were cold with craft
when they were not clouded by the fog
from Ron’s blows.

He staggered back at last and his
arms dropped.

“Don’t hit me again,
panted. “I’'m through.”

Ron thought, “I’'m through from the
feel of things.”

Then Tremper’s hand went to a back
pocket and he whipped out a short-bar-
reled bulldog revolver.

The difference between a champion
and a bum is the fact that the champion
has something left in an emergency.
Ron’s left hand knocked the weapon
aside before Tremper could pull the
trigger. He didn’t remember swinging
at Tremper’s jaw with his right hand.
It was instinctive. He felt the bones of
his hand bend under the impact, then
Tremper was sprawled on the dirt, the
bulldog firing twice because the man’s
finger worked convulsively. Ron got the
gun, then he sat down.

After a while he lashed Tremper’s
wrists together, then helped the man to
his feet. Ron looked at Buck Young,
wondering what he might do, but the
Box B foreman did nothing.

Ron headed his prisoner back to the
clearing. It looked as if there had been
fighting all over the place. Brush ,and
grass were tramped down, there were

Davis,” he
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shreds of cloth, even of flesh, along with
buttons and tufts of hair scattered
about.

“Let’s head for town,” Ron said. “We
made a hundred per cent haul.”

“I didn’t,” Tweed complained. “I
didnt see the fight between Tremper
and you. I’'m a fine newspaper man.”

“l saw it,” Buck Young said. “I'll tell
you about it. Best fist fight | ever saw.
You’ve had training, Davis.”

“Yeah,” Ron answered. “I learned to
fist-fight in the Chicago stockyards.
Tremper didn’t know that when he
chose his own weapons.”

IT WAS a strange group that rode to
Red Coulee. Sheepmen and cattlemen
dropped out as they came to flocks or
bunched cattle, but ranchers, riding out
because they had heard a fight was go-
ing on, took their places, and the guards
remained about the same in numbers
when Ron arrived at the jail.

“Here you are, Sheriff,” he said.
“And be sure that they dont get away,
or you’ll have all of Diablo County on
your neck. I’'m going over to the hotel
to clean up and get a night’s sleep. Cal,
will you get the sheepmen and cattle-
men together at a meeting tomorrow?
I’d like to hit the trail tomorrow night,
but I want to know that those hombres
are pulling together, and are raising
meat, shoes and clothes instead of ruc-
tions.”

“Cal’s tired,” Buck Young said. “I’ll
do it.”

“And who are you?” Ron asked.

“1’'m temporarily Buck Young, but ac-
tually Tip Logan. | married a school-
mate of Betty Ballard’s. Betty sent for
me to run the Box B, saying I’d have to
pose as Buck Young. Well, with a wife
and baby, and out of a job I1’d have
posed as Billy the Kid.”

“The Box B is in good hands,” Ron
said.

“I’'m a hairpin that has to size up all
angles before | join one side or the
other,” “Tip” Logan said. “That’s why
I was a kind of spectator.”

“How’d you happen to be around
when the cattle stampeded through the
sheep?”

“Well, some of Tremper.’s bunch
hazed most of the Soda Springs cattle
over into the Cottonwood country,” Lo-
gan explained. “I guess the idea was to
bust the Ballards, and use their steers to
kill off your sheep. When | found that
bunch of cattle, they were mixed up
with beef Tremper had tricked ranchers
into driving to market because the price
was supposed to drop. I'd been in a
stampede or two before and knew a
couple of tricks.”

“And your tricks turned the cattle,”
Ron said.

“Cal Lawrence and you didn’t act as
if you were out for a ride,” Logan
drawled. “You go get your rest and let
me pack the load a while. Big-hearted
Tip, they call me.” He grinned. “Always
picking up the load when it’s light. ..

It was noon when Ron awoke and
looked at his face.

“Only a face that a mother could
love,” he growled. “I can’t shave it.”

He went down and gave the barber
a tough job.

“You stopped a lot of punches, didn’t
you?” the barber said.

“Yep,” Ron answered. “Led with my
chin.”

He went to the hotel dining room as
soon as the barber was finished.

“I guess I'll eat in one of the private
boxes,” he told the waiter. “This face of
mine wont draw trade.”

As soon as he had given his order, the
box curtains parted and Betty Ballard
stepped in.

“Good afternoon, darling,” she said.

“Trying to be funny?” Ron growled.
That “darling” had given him a real
kick, and he was annoyed because there
was no affection behind the word.

“I'm inviting myself to dinner,” she
said. “l told the waiter 1’d take the
same.”

“What put you on the right trail?”
he asked, as he quickly arose and seated
her. “I’'m supposed to have kidnaped
you.”

“Ron, | knew that you were really
rescuing me that time in Arrowhead
Valley,” she confessed. “But Lambie
and Honey Pie, with their talk about
working for you, puzzled me, and | won-
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dered what was behind it. Then | began
to wonder about Tremper, so | decided
to play dumb—which wasnt hard for
me to do—and learn what was going on.
Tremper and | looked over the Box B
and things were in a sorry shape. | won-
dered why he kept me away from the
Soda Springs range, so | rode over and
found out. He had the best steers on the
ranch bunched there, waiting to drive
them into the Cottonwood country.”

“And he did,” Ron said.

“l began to doubt therg was a Buck
Young, and it struck me | could force a
showdown on that by bringing in a good
man and having him pose as Buck
Young. Tip Logan jumped at the chance
and played the role beautifully. Trem-
per didn’t know what to do.”

“If he said there was no Buck Young,
then he’d have stamped himself as a
fraud.” Ron chuckled.

“That’s right,” Betty said. “I wanted
to tell you the whole story and work
with you, Ron, but you were doing all
right, and I thought if | pretended to be
bitter toward you I’d learn more. It was
hard to do, Ron, but I've gathered a lot
of evidence that will help send the
Tremper crowd over the road for con-
spiracy.” She drew a long breath. “Ron,
I loved the story you told about me be-
ing a sort of goal in your life. And I
must’ve been a terrible little snip. Poor
Mother, she never could understand
why 1I'm like Dad. Dad and | loved her
and we let her try to make a lady out of
me, but I'm afraid | didnt take a polish
that lasted.”

“Go on,” Ron said. “We can eat any
time.” Their soup was getting cold.
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HE smiled at him shyly.

“Perhaps you had better go on
from here.”

He told her about his Uncle Ed, then
said, “I know of a ranch in the Grassy
Bend country. It’s run-down, but we
can get it for the taxes. The bank will
help us, because it’s stuck with the ad-
joining property and would like to sell.
It’ll be a tough grind for several years.
.. . How about it ?”

“l hate to leave this country,” she
said, “the roots have gone deep, but—
when do we start?”

“Maybe a girl wouldn’t want to mar-
ry a man whose face looks as though
it had gone through a meat grinder,”
Ron said. “Can you get ready in a
week ? | think my face can.”

The church was filled and when the
wedding was over Mrs. Ballard duti-
fully kissed her son-in-law. He was still
a Davis, and always would be, but he
was the best of the lot and she took con-
solation in that. Besides, it took men
like Ron Davis and Tip Logan to run
a cattle or sheep ranch. And Ron did
have a way with him.

Cal Lawrence was best man, and
managed to stumble over his own feet
during the ceremony. Mike Tweed was
thinking, “I’'m going to put this wed-
ding on the front page.” And Foghorn
Carrigan, uneasy in a church, had left
his billiard balls behind. As he under-
stood it, they didnt have brawls in
church.

As the crowd left the church Lawyer
Webb noticed a quiet figure huddled in
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the corner and went over.

“Ed Davis,” he chided, “what do you
mean by coming back to life, and gum-
ming things up?”

“It’s like this,” Ed Davis explained.
“l had two worries. | wanted to find out
who killed Major Ballard, and I won-
dered who | could leave my property to.
You fixed up my will and | thought, ‘I’'d
like to see how my heirs handle things.’
So | arranged to die’.”

“You made a good job of it, as usual,”
Webb said.

“I figured that if | was supposed to
be dead the man who killed Ballard
would grow careless. Otherwise the
crime would always be laid at my door
even though a coroner’s jury declared
me innocent. I’ve got the evidence, and
Ron got the man—Tremper. It was his
opening gun. He knew that if the major
and | pulled together, he didnt have
a chance, so he drygulched him.”

“Ill. be hanged!” murmured
lawyer.

“Did you tell Ron that if he made a
go of Diablo River ranch that he was to
inherit the Bar D—and the rest of the
estate ?”

“No. You see, Ed, Ron told me you’d
popped up and therefore there’d be
nothing to inherit. You inherit property
from deceased people. Remember?”

“Where’s my horse?” Ed Davis left
the church in an undignified hurry.
“Where’d Ron and Betty go?” he de-
manded of Mike Tweed, outside.

The editor thought he was seeing a
ghost and could only point. Never in his

the

life had he had so much news. Some of
the advertisers might be crowded out.
Well, what of it? He had trouble collect-
ing from them, anyway.

Ed drew up beside the buckboard a
half-hour later. It had taken time to
shake off fools who insisted he was no
longer on this earth.

“Hey, Ron, where do you think you’re
going?”

“So you’ve finally decided to admit
you’re Uncle Ed?” Ron said.

“Confound your hide!” Uncle Ed
snorted. “If you had any sense you’d
settle down now that you’re married!
Where’re you going?”

“Betty and | are going up to the
Grassy Bend country and do a little
pioneering,” Ron answered.

“Oh you are? Trying to get out of
hard work, as usual. Webb didnt tell
you, but my estate is yours. That in-
cludes the Bar D. Now as soon as your
honeymoon is over, come back here and
we’ll fix up the papers.”

“Betty, did you hear that?” Ron de-
manded.

“Of course | heard it,” she said spirit-
edly. “And why not? You’re one of the
few men in this country who could re-
ally run it. Your Uncle Ed is smart.”

A twinkle came into Ed Davis’ old
eyes. “And the estate includes a brick-
yard that don’t pay and a mine that
can’t seem to show a profit,” he said
tartly. “Pioneering in the Grassy Bend
country. Huh! If there's any pioneering
done by the Davis family I’ll do it my-
self.”
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DUTCHMAN'S
FLAT

There was an angry

whine above them,

then the crack of a
rifle

by LOUIS L’AMOUR

settled in a gray film upon their
faces, and Neill could see the streaks
made by the sweat on their cheeks and
brows and knew his own must be the
same. No man of them was smiling and
they rode with their rifles in their

-I- HE dust of Dutchman’s Flat had

hands, six grim and purposeful men
upon the trail of a single rider.

They were men shaped and tempered
to the harsh ways of a harsh land,
strong in their sense of justice, ruth-
less in their demand for punishment,
relentless in pursuit. From the desert

SIX MEN FOLLOW TELL-TALE TRACKS ON A LYNCH TRAIL
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they had carved their homes, and from
the desert they drew their courage and
their code, and the desert knows no

mercy.
“Where’s he headin’, you reckon?”
“Home, mostly likely. He’ll need

grub an’a rifle. He’s been livin’ on the
old Sorenson place.”

Kimmel spat. “He’s welcome to it.
That place starved out four men | know
of.” He stared at the hoof tracks ahead.
“He’s got a good horse.”

“Big buckskin. Reckon we’ll catch
him, Hardin?”
“Sure. Not this side of his place,

though. There aint no short cuts we
can take to head him off and he’s point-
in” for home straight as a horse can
travel.”

“Aint tryin’ to cover his trail none.”

“No use tryin’.” Hardin squinted his
eyes against the glare of the sun. “He
knows we figure he’ll head for his
ranch.”

“He’s no tenderfoot.” Kesney ex-
pressed the thought that had been dawn-
ing upon them all in the last two hours.
“He knows how to save a horse, an
he knows a trail.”

They rode on in near silence. Hardin
scratched his unshaven jaw. The dust
lifted from the hoofs of the horses as
they weaved their way through the cat-
claw and mesquite. It was a parched
and sunbaked land, with only dancing
heat waves and the blue distance of
the mountains to draw them on. The
trail they followed ¢led straight as a
man could ride across the country. Only
at draws or nests of rocks did it swerve,
where they noticed the rider always
gave his horse the best of it.

No rider of the desert must see a
man to know him, for it is enough to
follow his trail. In these things are the
ways of a man made plain, his kindness
or cruelty, his ignorance or cunning, his
strength and his weakness. There are
indications that cannot escape a man
who has followed trails, and in the two
hours since they had ridden out of Free-
dom the six had already learned much
of the man they followed. And they
would learn more.

“What started it?”

The words sounded empty and alone
in the vast stillness of the basin.

HARDIN turned his head slightly so
the words could drift back. It was
the manner of a man who rides much
in the wind or rain. He shifted the rifle
to his left hand and wiped his sweaty
right palm on his coarse pants leg.

“Some loose talk. He was in the Bon
Ton buyin’ grub an’ such. Johnny said
somethin’ at which he took offense an’
they had some words. Johnny was
wearin’ a gun, but this Lock wasn’t, so
he gets him a gun an’ goes over to the
Longhorn.

“He pushes open the door an’ shoots
Johnny twice through the body. In the
back.” Hardin spat. “He fired a third
shot but that missed Johnny and busted
a bottle of whisky.”

There was a moment’s silence while
they digested this, and then Neill looked
up.
“We lynchin’ him for the killin® or
bustin’ the whisky?”

It was a good question, but drew no
reply. The dignity of the five other
riders was not to be touched by humor.
They were riders on a mission. Neill
let his eyes drift over the dusty copper
of the desert. He had no liking for the
idea of lynching any man, and he did
not know the squatter from the Soren-
son place. Living there should be
punishment enough for any man. Be-
sides—

“Who saw the shooting?” he asked.

“Nobody seen it, actually. Only he
never gave Johnny a fair shake. Sam
was behind the bar, but he was down
to the other end and it happened too
fast.”

“What’s his name? Somebody call
him Lock?” Neill asked. There was
something incongruous in lynching a
man whose name you did not know. He
shifted in the saddle, squinting his eyes
toward the distant lakes dancing in the
mirage of heat waves.

“What’s it matter? Lock, his name
is. Chat Lock.”

“Funny name.”

The comment drew no response. The
dust was thicker now and Neill pulled
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his bandanna over his nose and mouth.
His eyes were drawn back to the dis-
tant blue of the lakes. They were en-
ticingly cool and beautiful, lying across
the way ahead and in the basin off to
the right. This was the mirage that
lured many a man from his trail to
pursue the always retreating shoreline
of the lake. It looked like water, it
really did.

Maybe there was water in the heat
waves. Maybe if a man knew how he
could extract it and drink. The thought
drew his hand to his canteen, but he
took it away without drinking. The
slosh water in the canteen was no
longer enticing, for it was warm, brack-
ish, and unsatisfying.

“You know him, Kimmel?” Kesney
asked. He was a wiry little man, hard
as a whipstock, with bits of sharp steel
for eyes and brown musclecorded hands.
“I wouldn’t know him if I saw him.”

“Sure, | know him. Big feller, strong
made, rusty-like hair an’ maybe forty
year old. Looks plumb salty, too, an’
from what | hear he’s no friendly sort
of man. Squattin® on that Sorenson
place looks plumb suspicious, for no
man can make him a livin’ on that dry-
as-a-bone place. No fit place for man
nor beast. Ever’body figures no honest
man would squat on such a place.”

It seemed a strange thing, to be
searching out a man whom none of
them knew. Of course, they had all
known Johnny Webb. He was a hand-
some, popular young man, a daredevil
and a hellion, but a very attractive one,
and a top hand to boot. They had all
known him and had all liked him. Then,
one of the things that made them so
sure that this had been a wrong killing,
even aside from the shots in the back,
was the fact that Johnny Webb had
been the fastest man in the Spring Val-
ley country. Fast, and a dead shot.

Johnny had worked with all these
men, and they were good men, hard
men, but good. Kimmel, Hardin and
Kesney had all made something of their
ranches, as had the others, only some-
what less so. They had come West when
the going was rough, fought Indians
and rustlers, then battled drought, dust

and hot, hard winds. It took a strong
man to survive in this country, and
they had survived. He, Neill, was the
youngest of them all, and the newest
in the country. He was still looked upon
with some reserve. He had been here
only five years.

Neill could see the tracks of the buck-
skin and it gave him a strange feeling
to realize that the man who rode that
horse would soon be dead, hanging from
a noose in one of those ropes attached
to a saddle horn of Hardin or Kimmel.
Neill had never killed a man, nor seen
one killed by another man, and the
thought made him uncomfortable.

Yet Johnny was gone, and his laugh-
ter and his jokes were a thing passed.
They had brightened more than one
roundup, more than one bitter day of
heart-breaking labor on the range. Not
that he had been an angel. He had been
a proper hand with a gun, and could
throw one. And in his time he had had
his troubles.

“He’s walkin’ his horse,” Kesney said,
“leadin’ him.”

“He’s a heavy man,” Hardin agreed,
“an’ he figures to give us a long chase.”

“Gone lame on him maybe,” Kimmel
suggested.

“No, that horse isn’t limpin’.
Lock is a smart one.”

They had walked out of the ankle-
deep dust now and were crossing a
parched, dry plain of crusted earth.
Hardin reined in suddenly and pointed.

“Look there.” He indicated a'couple
of flecks on the face of the earth crust

This

where something had spilled. “Water
splashed.”

“Careless,” Neill said. “He’ll need
that water.”

“No,” Kesney said. “He was pourin’
water in a cloth to wipe out his horse’s
nostrils. Bet you a dollar.”

“Sure,” Hardin agreed, “that’s it.
Horse breathes a lot better. A man
runnin’ could kill a good horse on this
Flat. He knows that.”

HEY rode on, and for almost a half
hour, no one spoke. Neill frowned
at the sun. It had been on his left a
few minutes ago, and now they rode
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straight into it.

“What’s he doin’?” Kesney said won-
deringly. “This ain’t the way to his
place! The trail had turned again, and
now the sun was on their right. Then
it turned again, and was at their backs.
Hardin was in the lead and he drew
up and swore wickedly.

They ranged alongside him, and
stared down into a draw that cracked
the face of the desert alongside the trail
they had followed. Below them was a
place where a horse had stood, and
across the bank something white flut-
tered from the parched clump of grease-
wood.

Kesney slid from the saddle and
crossed the wash. When he had the slip
of white, he stared at it, and then they
heard him swear. He walked back and
handed it to Hardin. They crowded
near.

Neill took the slip from Hardin’s fin-
gers after he had rpad it. It was torn
from some sort of book and the words
were plain enough, scrawled with a flat
rock for a rest.

That was a fair shutin anyways six
aint nowhars enuf, go fetch more men.
Man on the gray better titen his girth
or heel have him a sorebacked hoss.

“Why, that .. .!” Short swore softly.
“He was lyin’ within fifty yards of us
when he come by. Had him a rifle, too,
I seen it in a saddle scabbard on that
buckskin in town. He could have got
one of us, anyway!”.

“Two or three most likely.” Kimmel
commented. The men stared at the
paper, then looked back into the wash.
The sand showed a trail, but cattle had
walked here, too. It would make the
going a little slower.

Neill, his face flushed and his ears
red, was tightening his saddle girth. The
others avoided his eyes. The insult to
him, even if the advice was good, was
an insult to them all. Their jaws tight-
ened. The squatter was playing Indian
with them, and none of them liked it.

“Fair shootin’, yeah! Sutter ex-
ploded. “Right in the back!”

The trail led down the wash now, and
it was slower going. The occasional

puffs of wind they had left on the desert
above were gone and the heat in the
bottom of the wash was ovenlike. They
rode into it, almost seeming to push
their way through flames that seared.
Sweat dripped into their eyes until they
smarted, and trickled in tiny rivulets
through their dust-caked beards, mak-
ing their faces itch maddeningly.

The wash spilled out into a wide, flat
bed of sand left by the rains of bygone
years, and the tracks were plainer now.
Neill tightened his bandanna and rode
on, sodden with heat and weariness.
The trail seemed deliberately to lead
them into the worst regions, for now
he was riding straight toward an alkali
lake that loomed ahead.

At the edge of the water, the trail
vanished. Lock had ridden right into
the lake. They drew up and stared at
it, unbelieving.

“He cant cross,” Hardin stated flat-
ly. “That’s deep out to the middle.
Dumed treacherous, too. A horse could
get bogged down mighty easy.”

They skirted the lake, taking it care-
fully, three going one way, and three
the other. Finally, glancing back, Neill
caught sight of Kesney’s uplifted arm.

“They found it,” he said, “let’s go
back.” Yet as he rode he was thinking
what they all knew. This was a delay,
for Lock knew they would have to scout
the shores both ways to find his trail,
and there would be a delay while the
last three rejoined the first. A small
thing, but in such a chase it was im-
portant.

“Why not ride right on to the ranch?”
Short suggested.

“We might,” Hardin speculated. “On
the other hand he might fool us an’
never go nigh it. Then we could lose
him.”

The trail became easier, for now
Lock was heading straight into the
mountains.

“Where’s he goin’?” Kesney demand-
ed irritably. “This don’t make sense,
nohow!”

There was no reply, the horsemen
stretching out in single file, riding up
the draw into the mountains. Suddenly
Kimmel, who was now in the lead, drew
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up. Before him a thread of water
trickled from the rock and spilled into
a basin of stones.

“Huh!” Hardin stared. “l never
knowed about this spring afore. Might’s
well have a drink.” He swung down.

They all got down and Neill rolled
a smoke.

“Somebody sure fixed her up nice,”

he said. “That wall of stone makin’
that basin ain’t so old.”

“No, it aint.”

Short watched them drink and
grinned.

“He’s a fox, right enough. He’s an
old ladino, this one. A reg’lar mossy
horn. It don*t take no time for one man
to drink, an’ one hoss. But here we got
six men an’ six horses to drink an’ we
lose more time.”

“You think he really planned it that
way?” Neill was skeptical.

Hardin looked around at him. “Sure.
This Lock knows his way around.”

When they were riding on, Neill
thought about that. Lock was shrewd.
He was desert wise. And he was lead-
ing them a chase. If not even Hardin
knew of this spring, and he had been
twenty years in the Spring Valley coun-
try, then Lock must know a good deal
about the country. Of course, this range
of mountains was singularly desolate,
and there was nothing in them to draw
a man.

O THEY knew this about their

quarry. He was a man wise in the
ways of desert and trail, and one who
knew the country. Also, Neill reflected,
it was probable he had built that basin
himself. Nobody lived over this way
but Lock, for now it was not far to the
Sorenson place.

Now they climbed a single horse trail
across the starkly eroded foothills,
sprinkled with clumps of Joshua and
Spanish bayonet. It was a weird and
broken land, where long fingers of black
lava stretched down the hills and out
into the desert as though clawing to-
ward the alkali lake they had left be-
hind. The trail mounted steadily and a
little breeze touched their cheeks. Neill
lifted his hand and wiped dust from his

brow and it came away in flakes, plast-
ered by sweat.

The trail doubled and changed, now
across the rock face of the burnt red
sandstone, then into the lava itself,
skirting hills where the exposed ledges
mounted in layers like a vast cake of
many colors. Then the way dipped
down, and they wound among huge
boulders, smooth as so many water
worn pebbles. Neill sagged in the sad-
dle, for the hours were growing long,
and the trail showed no sign of ending.

“Lucky he aint waitin” to shoot,”
Kimmel commented, voicing the first
remark in over an hour. “He could pick
us off like flies.”

As if in reply to his comment, there
was an angry whine above them, and
then the crack of a rifle.

As one man they scattered for shelter,
whipping rifles from their scabbards,
for all but two had replaced them when
they reached the lake. Hardin swore,
and Kimmel wormed his way to a bet-
ter view of the country ahead.

Short had left the saddle in his scram-
ble for shelter, and his horse stood in
the open, the canteen making a large
lump behind the saddle. Suddenly the
horse leaped to solid thud of a striking
bullet, and then followed the crack of
the rifle, echoing over the mountain-
side.

Short swore viciously. “If he killed
that horse . . .!” But the horse, while
shifting nervously, seemed uninjured.

“Hey!” Kesney vyelled. “He shot
your canteen!”

It was true enough. Water was pour-
ing onto the ground, and swearing,
Short started to get up. Sutter grabbed
his arm.

“Hold it! If he could get that can-
teen, he could get you!”

They waited, and the trickle of water
slowed, then faded to a drip. All of
them stared angrily at the unreward-
ing rocks ahead of them. One canteen
the less. Still they had all filled up at
the spring and should have enough. Un-
comfortably, however, they realized
that the object of their chase, the man
called Chat Lock, knew where he was
taking them, and he had not emptied
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that canteen by chance. Now they un-
derstood the nature of the man they
followed. He did nothing without ob-
ject.

Lying on the sand or rocks they
waited, peering ahead.

“He’s probably ridin’ off now!” Sut-
ter barked.

Nobody showed any disposition to
move. The idea appealed to none of
them, for the shot into the canteen
showed plainly enough the man they fol-
lowed was no child with a rifle. Kimmel
finally put his hat on a rifle muzzle and
lifted it. There was no response. Then
he tried sticking it around a corner.

Nothing happened, and he withdrew
it. Almost at once, a shot hit the trail
not far from where the hat had been.
The indication was plain. Lock was
warning them not only that he was still
there, but that he was not to be fooled
by so obvious a trick.

They waited, and Hardin suddenly
slid over a rock and began a flanking
movement. He crawled, and they wait-
ed, watching his progress. The cover
he had was good, and he could crawl al-
most to where the hidden marksman
must be. Finally, he disappeared from
their sight and they waited. Neill tasted
the water in his canteen, and dozed.

At last they heard a long yell, and
looking up, they saw Hardin standing
on a rock far up the trail, waving them
on. Mounting, they led Hardin’s horse
and rode on up the trail. He met them
at the trail side, and his eyes were
angry.

“Gone!” he said, thrusting out a hard
palm. In it lay three brass cartridge
shells. “Found ’em standing up in a line
on a rock. An’ look here.” He pointed,
and they stared down at the trail w'here
he indicated. A neat arrow made of
stones pointed down the trail ahead of
them, and scratched on the face of the
sand stone above it were the words:
FOLLER THE SIGNS.

Kesney jerked his hat from his head
and hurled it to the ground.

“Why, that dirty ... " He stopped,
beside himself with anger. The con-
tempt of the man they pursued was
obvious. He was making fools of them,

deliberately teasing them, indicating his
trail as to a child or a tenderfoot.

“That ratty back-shootin’ killer!”
Short said. “I’ll take pleasure in usin’
a rope on him! Thinks he’s smart!”

They started on, and the horse ahead
of them left a plain trail, but a quarter
of a mile further along, three dried
pieces of mesquite had been laid in the
trail to form another arrow.

Neill stared at it. This was becom-
ing a personal matter now. He was de-
liberately playing with them, and he
must know how that would set with
men such as Kimmel and Hardin. It
was a deliberate challenge, more, it was
a sign of the utmost contempt.

The vast emptiness of the basin they
skirted now was becoming lost in the
misty purple light of late afternoon. On
the right, the wall of the mountain grew
steeper and turned a deeper red. The
burnt red of the earlier hours was now
a bright rust red, and here and there
long fingers of quartz shot their white
arrows down into the face of the cliff.

THEY all saw the next message, but
all read and averted their eyes. It
was written on a blank face of the cliff.
First, there was an arrow, pointing
ahead, and then the words, shade, so’s
YOU DON'T GIT SUNSTROK.

They rode on, and for several miles
as the shadows drew down, they fol-
lowed the markers their quarry left at
intervals along the trail. All six of the
men were tired and beaten. Their
horses moved slowly, and the desert air
was growing chill. It had been a long
chase.

Suddenly, Kimmel and Kesney, who
rode side by side, reined in. A small
wall or rock was across the trail, and
an arrow pointed downward into a deep
cleft.

“What do you think, Hardin? He
could pick us off man by man.”

Hardin studied the situation with
misgivings, and hesitated, lighting a
smoke.

“He aint done it yet.”

Neill’s remark fell into the still air
like a rock into a calm pool of water.
As the rings of ripples spread wider
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into the thoughts of the other five, he
waited.

Lock could have killed one or two of
them, perhaps all of them by now. Why
had he not? Was he waiting for dark-
ness and an easy getaway? Or was he
leading them into a trap?

“The devil with it!” Hardin ex-
claimed impatiently. He wheeled his
horse and pistol in hand, started down
into the narrow rift in the dark. One by
one, they followed. The darkness closed
around them, and the air was damp and
chill. They rode on, and then the trail
mounted steeply toward a grayness
ahead of them, and they came out in a
small basin. Ahead of them they heard
a trickle of running water and saw the
darkness of trees.

Cautiously they approached. Sudden-
ly, they saw the light of a fire. Hardin
drew up sharply and slid from his horse.
The others followed. In a widening
circle, they crept toward the fire. Kes-
ney was the first to reach it, and the
sound of his swearing rent the stillness
and shattered it like thin glass. They
swarmed in around him.

The fire was built close beside a small
running stream, and nearby was a neat
pile of dry sticks. On a paper, laid out
carefully on a rock, was a small mound
of coffee, and another of sugar. Nobody
said anything for a minute, staring at
the fire and the coffee. The taunt was
obvious, and they were bitter men. It
was bad enough to have a stranger
make such fools of- them on a trail, to
treat them like tenderfeet, but to pre-
pare a camp for them. . .

“I"ll be cussed if | willl” Short said

violently. “I’ll go sleep on the desert
first!”
“Well—” Hardin was philosophical.

“Might’s well make the most of it. We
can’t trail him at night, no way.”
Kimmel had dug a coffee pot out of
his pack and was getting water from
the stream which flowed from a basin
just above their camp. Several of the
others began to dig out grub, and Kes-
ney sat down glumly, staring into the
fire. He started to pick a stick off the
pile left for them, then jerked his hand
as though he had seen a snake and

getting up, he stalked back into the
trees, and after a minute, he returned.

Sutter was looking around, and sud-
denly he spoke. “Boys, | know this
place! Only | never knew about that
crack in the wall. This here’s the Mor-
mon Welll”

Hardin sat up and looked around.
“Durned if it ain’t,” he said. “l aint
been in here for six or seven years.”

Sutter squatted on his haunches.
“Look!” He was excited and eager.
“Here’s Mormon Well, where we are.
Right over here to the northwest there’s
an old saw mill an’ a tank just above
it. I’ll bet a side of beef that durned
killer is holed up for the night in that
sawmill?”

Kesney, who had taken most to heart
the taunting of the man they pursued,
was on his knees staring at the diagram
drawn in the damp sand. He was nod-
ding thoughtfully.

“He’s right! He sure is. | remem-
ber that old mill! I holed up there one
time in a bad storm. Spent two days
in it. If that sidewinder stays there
tonight, we can get him!”

As they ate, they talked over their
plan. Travelling over the rugged moun-
tains ahead of them was almost impos-
sible in the darkness, and besides, even
if Lock could go the night without stop-
ping, his horse could not. The buckskin
must have rest. Moreover, with all the
time Lock had been losing along the
trail, he could not be far ahead. It stood
to reason that he must have planned
just this, for them to stop here, and
to hole up in the sawmill himself.

“We’d better surprise him,” Hardin
suggested. “That sawmill is heavy tim-
ber an’ a man in there with a rifle an’
plenty of ammunition could stand us
off for a week.”

“Has he got plenty?”

“Sure he has,” Neill told them. *“I
was in the Bon Ton when he bought his
stuff. He’s got grub and he’s got plenty
of .44%s. They do for either his Colt
or his Winchester.”

Unspoken as yet, but present in the
mind of each man, was a growing re-
spect for their quarry, a respect and an
element of doubt. Would such a man as
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this shoot another in the back? The
evidence against him was plain enough,
or seemed plain enough.

rET beyond the respect there was

something else, for it was no longer
simply a matter of justice to be done,
but a personal thing. Each of them felt
in some measure that his reputation
was at stake. It had not been enough
for Lock to leave an obvious trail, but
he must leave markers, the sort to be
used for any tenderfoot. There were
men in this group who could trail a
woodtick through a pine forest.

“Well,” Kimmel said reluctantly, and
somewhat grimly, “he left us good cof-
fee, anyway!”

They tried the coffee, and agreed.
Few things in this world are so com-
forting and so warming to the heart
as hot coffee on a chilly night over a
campfire when the day has been long
and weary. They drank, and they re-
laxed. And as they relaxed the seeds
of doubt began to sprout and put forth
branches of speculation.

“He could have got more’n one of
us today,” Sutter hazarded. “This one
is brush wise.”

“I’Il pull that rope on him!” Short
stated positively. “No man makes a
fool out of me!” But in his voice there
was something lacking.

“You know,” Kesney suggested, “if
he knows these hills like he seems to,
an’ if he really wanted to lose us, we™d
have to burn the stump and sift the
ashes before we found him!”

There was no reply. Hardin drew
back and eased the leg of his pants away
from the skin, for the cloth had grown
too hot for comfort.

Short tossed a stick from the neat pile
into the fire.

“That mill aint so far away,” he
suggested, “shall we give her a try?”

“Later.” Hardin leaned back against
a log and yawned. “She’s been a hard
day.”

“Both them bullets go in Johnny’s
back?”

The question moved among them like
a ghost. Short stirred uneasily, and
Kesney looked up and glared around.

“Sure they did! Didnt they, Hardin?”

“Sure.” He paused thoughtfully.
“Well, no. One of them was under his
left arm. Right between the ribs.

Looked like a heart shot to me. The
other one went through near his spine.”

“The heck with it!” Kesney declared.
“No slick, rustlin’ squatter can come
into this country and shoot one of our
boys! He was shot in the back, an’ |
seen both holes. Johnny got that one
nigh the spine, an’ he must have turned
and tried to draw, then got that bullet
through the heart!”

Nobody had seen it. Neill remember-
ed that, and the thought rankled. Were
they doing an injustice? He felt like a
traitor at the thought, but secretly he
had acquired a strong tinge of respect
for the man they followed.

The fire flickered and the shadows
danced a slow, rhythmic quadrille
against the dark background of trees.
He peeled bark from the log beside him
and fed it into the fire. It caught,
sparked brightly, and popped once or
twice. Hardin leaned over and pushed
the coffee pot nearer the coals. Kesney
checked the loads in his Winchester.

“How far to that saw mill, Hardin?”

“About six miles, the way we go.”

“Let’s get started.” Short got to his
feet and brushed off the sand. “I want
to get home. Got my boys buildin’ fence.
You either keep a close watch or they
are off gal hootin’ over the hills.”

They tightened their saddle girths,
doused the fire, and mounted up. With
Hardin in the lead once more, they
moved off into the darkness.

Neill brought up the rear. It was
damp and chill among the cliffs, and
felt like the inside of a cavern. Over-
head the stars were very bright. Mary
was going to be worried, for he was
never home so late. Nor did he like
leaving her alone. He wanted to be
home, eating a warm supper and going
to bed in the old four poster with the
patchwork quilt Mary’s grandmother
made, pulled over him. What en-
thusiasm he had had for the chase was
gone. The warm fire, the coffee, his
own weariness, and the growing respect
for Lock had changed him.
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Now they all knew he was not the
manner of man they had supposed. Jus-
tice can be a harsh taskmaster, but
Western men know their kind, and the
lines were strongly drawn. When you
have slept beside a man on the trail,
worked with him, and with others like
him, you come to know your kind. In
the trail of the man Chat Lock, each
rider of the posse was seeing the sort of
man he knew, the sort he could respect.
The thought was nagging and unsub-
stantial, but each of them felt a grow-
ing doubt, even Short and Kesney who
were most obdurate and resentful.

They knew how a backshooter lived
and worked. He had his brand on every-
thing he did. The mark of this man
was the mark of a man who did things,
who stood upon his own two feet, and
who if he died, died facing his enemy.
To the unknowing, such conclusions
might seem doubtful, but the men of
the desert knew their kind.

The mill was dark and silent, a great
looming bulk beside the stream and the
still pool of the mill pond. They dis-
mounted and eased close. Then accord-
ing to a prearranged plan, they scat-
tered and surrounded it. From behind
a lodgepole pine, Hardin called out.

“We’re cornin’ in, Lock! We want
you!”

HE challenge was harsh and ringing.

Now that the moment had come
something of the old suspense returned.
They listened to the water babbling as
it trickled over the old dam, and then
they moved. At their first step, they
heard Lock’s voice.

“Don’t come in here, boys! | don’t
want to kill none of you, but you come
an’ | will'! That was a fair shootin’!
You’ve got no call to come after me!”

Hardin hesitated, chewing his mus-
tache. “You shot him in the back!” he
yelled.

“No such thing! He was a-facln’ the
bar when | come in. He seen | was
heeled, an’ he drawed as he turned. |
beat him to it. My first shot took him
in the side an’ he was knocked back
against the bar. My second hit him in
the back an’ the third missed as he was

a failin’. You hombres didn’t see that
right.”

The sound of his voice trailed off and
the water chuckled over the stones, then
sighed to a murmur among the trees.
The logic of Lock’s statement struck
them all. It could have been that way.

A long moment passed, and then
Hardin spoke up again.

“You come in an’ we’ll give you a
trial. Fair an’ square!”

“How?” Lock’s voice was a challenge.
“You ain’t got no witness. Neither
have I. Ain’t nobody to say what hap-
pened there but me, as Johnny aint
alive.”

“Johnny was a mighty good man, an’
he was our friend!” Short shouted. “No
murderin’ squatter is goin’ to move in-
to this country an’ start shootin’ folks
up?

There was no reply to that, and they
waited, hesitating a little. Neill leaned
disconsolately against the tree where
he stood. After all, Lock might be tell-
ing the truth. How did they know?
There was no use hanging a man unless
you were sure.

“Gab!” Short’s comment was explo-
sive. “Let’s move in, Hardin! Let’s get
him! He’ lyin’! Nobody could beat
Johnny, we know that!”

“Webb was a good man in his own
country!” Lock shouted in reply. The
momentary silence that followed held
them, and then, almost as a man they
began moving in. Neill did not know
exactly when or why he started.- In-
side he felt sick and empty. He was
fed up on the whole business and every
instinct he had told him this man was
no backshooter.

Carefully, they moved, for they knew
this man was handy with a gun. Sud-
denly, Hardin’s voice rang out.

“Hold it, men! Stay where you are
until daybreak! Keep your eyes open
an’ your ears. If he gets out of here
he’ll be lucky, an’ in the daylight we
can get him, or fire the mill!”

Neill sank to a sitting position be-
hind a log. Relief was a great warmth
that swept over him. There wouldnt be
any killing tonight. Not tonight, at
least.
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Yet as the hours passed, his ears grew
more and more attuned to the darkness.
A rabbit rustled, a pine cone dropped
from a tree, the wind stirred high in
the pine tops and the few stars winked
through, lonesomely peering down upon
the silent men.

With daylight they moved in and they
wept through the doors and up to the
windows of the old mill, and it was
empty and still. They stared at each
other, and Short swore viciously, the
sound booming in the echoing, empty
room.

“Let’s go down to the Sorenson
place,” Kimmel said. “He’ll be there.”

And somehow they were all very sure
he would be. They knew he would be
because they knew him for their kind
of man. He would retreat no further
than his own ranch, his own hearth.
There, if they were to have him and
hang him, they would have to burn him
out, and men would die in the process.
Yet with these men there was no fear.
They felt the drive of duty, the need
for maintaining some law in this lonely
desert and mountain land. There was
only doubt which had grown until each
man was shaken with it. Even Short,
whom the markers by the trail had
angered, and Kesney, who was the best
tracker among them, even better than
Hardin, had been irritated by it, too.

The sun was up and warming them
when they rode over the brow of the
hill and looked down into the parched
basin where the Sorenson place lay.

But it was no parched basin. Hardin
drew up so suddenly his startled horse
almost reared. It was no longer the
Sorenson place.

The house had been patched and re-
built. The roof had spots of new lum-
ber upon it, and the old pole barn had
been made water tight and strong. A
new corral had been built, and to the
right of the house was a fenced in gar-
den of vegetables, green and pretty
after the desert of the day before.

Thoughtfully, and in a tight caval-
cade, they rode down the hill. The stock
they saw was fat and healthy, and the
corral was filled with horses.

“Been a lot of work done here,” Kim-

mel said. And he knew how much work
it took to make such a place attractive.

“Don’t look like no killer’s place!”
Neill burst out. Then he flushed and
drew back, embarrassed by his state-
ment. He was the youngest of these
men, and the newest in the country.

No response was forthcoming. He
had but stated what they all believed.
There was something stable, lasting,
something real and genuine in this
place.

“l been waitin’ for you.”

HE remark from behind them stif-
Tfened every spine. Chat Lock was
here, behind them. And he would have
a gun on them, and if one of them
moved, he could die.

“My wife’s down there fixin’ break-
fast. | told her I had some friends corn-
in” in. A posse huntin’ a Killer. I've
told her nothin’ about this trouble. You
ride down there now, you keep your
guns. You eat your breakfast and then
if you feel bound and determined to get
somebody for a fair shootin’, I’ll come
out with anyone of you or all of you, but
| ain’t goin’ to hang.

“l ain’t namin’ no one man because
I don’t want to force no fight on any-
body. You ride down there now.”

They rode, and in the dooryard, they
dismounted. Neill turned then, and for
the first time he saw Chat Lock.

He was a big man, compact and
strong. His rusty brown hair topped
a brown, sun-hardened face but with
the warmth in his eyes it was a friendly
sort of face. Not at all what he ex-
pected.

Hardin looked at him.
some changes here.”

“I reckon.” Lock gestured toward the
well. “Dug by hand. My wife worked
the windlass.” He looked around at
them, taking them in with one sweep of
his eyes. “l’ve got the grandest woman
in the world.”

Neill felt hot tears in his eyes sud-
denly, and busied himself loosening his
saddle girth to keep the others from
seeing. That was the way he felt about
Mary.

The door opened suddenly, and they

“You made
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turned. The sight of a woman in this
desert country was enough to make any
man turn. What they saw was not what
they expected. She was young, perhaps
in her middle twenties, and she was
pretty, with brown wavy hair and gray
eyes and a few freckles on her nose.
“Won’t you come in? Chat told me he
had some friends coming for breakfast,
and it isn’t often we have anybody in.”

Heavy footed and shamefaced they
walked up on the porch. Kesney saw
the care and neatness with which the
hard hewn planks had been fitted. Here,
too, was the same evidence of lasting,
of permanence, of strength. This was
the sort of men a country needed. He
thought the thought before he fixed his
attention on it, and then he flushed.

Inside, the room was as neat as the
girl herself. How did she get the floors
so clean ? Before he thought, he phrased
the question. She smiled.

“Oh, that was Chat’s idea! He made
a frame and fastened a piece of pumice
stone to a stick. It cuts into all the
cracks and keeps them very clean.”

The food smelled good, and when
Hardin looked at his hands, Chat mo-
tioned to the door.

“There’s water an’ towels if you want
to wash up.”

Neill rolled up his sleeves and dipped
his hands in the basin. The water was
soft, and that was rare in this country,
and the soap felt good on his hands.
When he had dried his hands, he walked
in. Hardin and Kesney had already
seated themselves and Lock’s wife was
pouring coffee.

“Men,” Lock said, “this is Mary.
You’ll have to tell her your names. |
reckon | missed them.”

Mary. Neill looked up. She was
Mary, too. He looked down at his plate
again and ate a few bites. When he
looked up, she was smiling at him.

“My wife’s name is Mary,” he said,
“she’s a fine girll”

“She would be! But why don’t you
bring her over? | havent talked with
a woman in so long I wouldn’t know

how it seemed! Chat, why haven’t you
invited them over?”

Chat mumbled something, and Neill
stared at his coffee. The men ate in un-
comfortable silence. Hardin’s eyes kept
shifting around the room. That pumice
stone. He’d have to fix up a deal like
that for Jane. She was always fussing
about the work of keeping a board floor
clean. That wash stand inside, too, with
pipes made of hollow logs to carry the
water out so she wouldn’t have to be
running back and forth. That was an
idea, too.

They finished their meal reluctantly.
One by one they trooped outside, avoid-
ing each other’s eyes. Chat Lock did
not keep them waiting. He walked down
among them.

“If there’s to be shootin’,” he said
quietly, “let’s get away from the house.”

Hardin looked up. “Lock, was that
right, what you said in the mill, Was
it a fair shootin’?”

Lock nodded. “It was. Johnny Webb
prodded me. | didn't want trouble, nor
did 1 want to hide behind the fact |
wasn’t packin’ an iron. | walked over
to the saloon not aimin’ for trouble. |
aimed to give him a chance if he wanted
it. He drawed an’ | beat him. It was a
fair shootin’.”

“All right.” Hardin nodded. “That’s
good enough for me. | reckon you’re a
different sort of man than any of us
figured.”

“Let’s mount up,” Short said, “l got
fence to build.”

Chat Lock put his hand on Hardin’s
saddle. “You folks come over some time.
She gets right lonesome. | don’t mind it
so much, but you know how women
folks are.”

“Sure,” Hardin said, “sure thing.”

“An’you bring your Mary over,” he
told Neill.

Neill nodded, his throat full. As they
mounted the hill, he glanced back. Mary
Lock was standing in the door way,
waving to them, and the sunlight was
very bright in the clean swept door
yard.
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A NOVELET BY
W. C TUTTLE

SKEETER

WILLIAM HARRISON SARG,
known as “Skeeter Bill,” leaned against
the bar of the only saloon in Temple
Rock, and considered the fly-specked
back-bar. Skeeter was at least seven
feet tall, in his high-heels and sombrero.
He had wide shoulders, which tapered
sharply to a wasp-like waist and a long
pair of skinny legs, encased in tight-fit-
ting, faded overalls. He wore a colorless
shirt, a wispy, red handkerchief

100



BILL COMES TO TOWN

This salty seven-footer heads

for Yellow Butte to celebrate a kid's
birthday—and does some plumb fast shooting on the way!

around his long neck, the ends held tight
with a blue poker-chip. Around his thin
waist was a home-made, form-fitting
gun-belt, and his holstered Colt .45 hung
Ibw along his thigh.

Skeeter Bill was not handsome. His
face was long, thin, with high cheek
bones, and a gash-like mouth, and eyes
that were just a little green tinted. He
was not handsome, but he looked effi-
cient. A fat bartender, one damp lock of
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hair plastered down over one eyebrow,
looked questioningly at the tall cow-
poke. Skeeter shook his head.

“If it was ice-cold 1’d take more,” he
said quietly, “but 1 jist cain’t go more’n
three bottles of luke-warm pop.”

“Yuh’re the only pop-drinker I’ve
met,” said the bartender. “Yuh won’t
never git happy on that stuff.”

“No,” agreed Skeeter,” nor unhappy,
either, my friend. How are things these



102 GIANT WESTERN MAGAZINE

days in Road-Runner Valley?”

“Oh, all right,” replied the bartender.
“You'’ve been there?”

“Not for a couple of years. Been down
in the Panhandle, where | didn’t hear
much news of this country. You been
down there lately?”

“Couple months ago. | worked there
for a year, tendin’ bar in the Seven-Up
at Yellow Butte.”

“Yea-ah? | used to know Buck Had-
ley. He still own it?”

“Not now. It belongs to Slim Lacey.”

“Slim Lacey?” Skeeter stared at the
bartender. “Yuh say that Slim Lacey
owns the Seven-Up?”

“Well, he did a month ago, | know.”

Skeeter shoved his hat back and
scratched his forehead. He seemed a
little astonished.

He said: “Well, mebbe it’s all right.
You’d prob’ly know Hooty Edwards.”

“No, | didn’t, but I've heard of him.
He left there before | went to Yellow
Butte.”

Skeeter cuffed his hat sideways on
his head, leaned his elbows on the bar
and scowled at the fat bartender.

“You mean that Hooty Edwards ain’t
down there no more?” he asked incred-
ulously.

The bartender shook his head. “Did-
nt you know about him?”

“Know what about him?”
Skeeter quickly.

“That he went to the pen for twenty
years.”

asked

KEETER’S head and shoulders sag-
ged momentarily, and he blinked in
amazement.

“You aint jokin—I hope you are,
Mister,” he said huskily.

“I wouldn’t joke on a thing like that.
He’s been gone quite a while, they told
me. He wrecked the bank in Yellow
Butte. Never did have another one.”

“I'm a sea-serpent’s sister!” whis-
pered Skeeter. “Tell me what yuh know
about it, will yuh?”

The bartender told him that “Hooty”
Edwards had forced the banker and his
wife from their home to the bank. There
he had compelled the banker to open the
vault. Then he tied them both up and

took his own time in looting the vault.
It was close to morning, and the sheriff,
coming from an all-night poker game,
looked into the bank window and saw
moonlight shining through the open
doorway at the rear of the room.

He ran around to the rear of the
building, just as the robber was riding
away. They exchanged shots, and the
sheriff said he scored a hit, but the man
got away.

Later in the day they found Hooty
Edwards sprawled beside a trail near
his own ranchhouse, his white horse
tangled up in the brush near him. The
bandit had ridden a white horse. Ed-
wards still had the black mask around
his neck. The doctor said he had been
shot and would have eventually bled to
death, if they hadn’t found him.

Skeeter listened to the whole tale, his
face a mask of his feelings.

“Yuh see,” remarked the bartender,
“he wasn’t able to prove no alibi. His
wife said he left home after supper,
cornin’ to Yellow Buttp. Hooty said he
didn’t know what happened. He had a
few drinks in Yellow Butte, but every-
thin’ is a blank atfer that, except that
he remembers gettin’ on his horse. They
gave him twenty years—but they didn’t .
get the money back. They say he cached
it, but he swore he didn’t remember
what he done.”

“He was married,” said Skeeter
slowly, “and had two kids.”

“Yeah, I've seen ’em; a boy and a
girl.”

“The boy,” said Skeeter huskily, “is
named William S. Edwards. They
named him after me, Bill Sarg. He’ll be
twelve years of age in a few days, and
I was aimin’ to help him celebrate his
birthday. Came all the way from Texas
to do that. Yuh see, he’s the only kid
that ever was named after me.”

“That’s hard luck, Sarg. So you’re
Skeeter Bill Sarg. I've heard of you.
They say you can drop a dollar with
yore right hand from yore hip, draw
yore gun and hit the dollar before it
hits the ground.”

“l have,” nodded Skeeter soberly,
“and 1I'm also shy the little toe on my
right foot. They used to say that | had
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more brains in my right hand than |
have in my head, too. Mebbe it’s ‘cause
| use it more. | wonder what Mrs. Ed-
wards is doin’ to support her family.”

“Worked in a restaurant, when | was
there, slingin’ hash. She’s a pretty
woman, I’ll say that.”

“She’s awful nice, too,” said Skeeter.
“I wouldn’t like to hear anybody say
she ain’t. And that kid was named after
me, too. Well, I reckon I’ll be movin’
on. See yuh later.”

“Are you goin’ down to see the Kkid,
Sarg?”

Skeeter nodded. “After all,” he re-
plied, “no matter what happened, he’ll
have his twelfth birthday in a few
days.”

“Tell him hello for me,” said the bar-
tender. *Jist say that Fatty, the bar-
tender, said Happy Birthday.”

“We both appreciate that,” said
Skeeter, smiling faintly. “I’ll tell him.”

A pall of dust hung over the town
of Yellow Butte as Skeeter Bill rode
in. They were loading cattle at the big
corrals down at the railroad tracks. Yel-
low Butte was the shipping point for
all of Road-Runner Valley. There was
nothing beautiful about Yellow Butte,
with its crooked, narrow streets, sand-
blasted signs and false-fronted build-
ings.

AZILY Skeeter Bill dismounted and

tied his horse at a hitchrack which
was- mercifully in the shade of the
Seven-Up Saloon.. On the other side of
the street Skeeter could see the faded
and scarred gold lettering on a large
window, BANK OF YELLOW BUTTE. It was
used now as a store-room for the gen-
eral merchandise store.

Skeeter Bill was familiar with all of
Yellow Butte, even those places of busi-
ness whose signs had long since faded
out. He went into the Seven-Up Saloon.
It was quite a large establishment, with
gambling layouts along one side, and a
long bar on the other. It smelled of
stale beer and spilled liquor, but it was
cool in there.

Several men were at the long bar, and
Skeeter recognized them at a glance—
Sam Keenan, owner of the Tumbling K|
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Al Creedon, the big sheriff, Muddy
Poole, his deputy and Slim Lacey who,
the bartender at Temple Rock had said,
was the new owner of the Seven-Up
Saloon.

Muddy Poole was the first to recog-
nize Skeeter Bill in the subdued light
of the room, and he emitted a yip of
delight.

“If it ain’t Old Skeet!” he exclaimed.
“Welcome back among us!”

“Hyah, Muddy,” grinned Skeeter
Bill. “Gents, howdy.”

They all shook hands with Skeeter,
but not all were as enthusiastic as
Muddy Poole, who said:

“Where on earth did you drop from,
Skeet?”

“Oh, | just drifted in, Muddy.
Thought 1'd see what the old place
looked like again. How’s everybody?”

“Finer’n frawg-hair—mostly.”

Skeeter looked curiously at Slim
Lacey. When Skeeter Bill left Yellow
Butte, Slim Lacey was a down-at-the-
heel swamper in a little saloon at the
other end of town, and without a decent
shirt to his back, but now he was wear-
ing white silk shirts, broadcloth pants
and patent-leather shoes. Slim’s smile
was always sickly, and it hadn’t
changed much.

Skeeter Bill said, “How yuh cornin’,
Slim?”

“Fine, Skeet. Yuh’re lookin’ good.
Glad to see yuh back. Have a drink?”

“You never knowed Skeet to take a
drink,” reminded Muddy.

“Thank yuh,” smiled Skeeter Bill.
“You’ve got a memory, Muddy.”

“It ain’t hard to remember them what
dont drink, Skeet.”

“Well, 1’ve got to go back to the cor-
ral,” said Keenan, placing his glass on
the bar. “We’re shippin’ today, Skeet.”

“Yeah, | saw the dust in the air, Sam.
How’s the market?”

“Just fair. It’s always down, when
I’'ve got stuff to ship.”

Muddy Poole walked outside with
Skeeter Bill. Muddy knew of the friend-
ship between Skeeter Bill and Hooty
Edwards.

“Do yuh know about Hooty?” asked
the deputy quietly.
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Skeeter Bill nodded. “I saw Fatty, the
bartender, in Temple Rock, and he told
me about Hooty. First I°d heard, Muddy.
It shore hurt to hear a thing like that,
don’tcha know it?”

“Hurt me, too,” said Muddy. “Hooty
was fine. Margie is workin’ down in
the New York Chop House, doin’ her
best to keep the kids goin’. We’ve tried
to help her, Skeet, but she’s proud.”

“Yeah, | bet she is. Whatever be-
came of the Circle E, after they sent
Hooty away?”

“Well, the law took it over for the
bank. Yuh see, the bank was busted
flat, and so was most folks around here.
Yuh never can sell a thing like that for
what it’s worth. In fact, nobody was
in shape to buy it, but Sam Keenan
finally bought it for about two-bits on
the dollar.”

Skeeter Bill nodded slowly. “lI can
understand that, Muddy. But how come
Slim Lacey owns the Seven-Up? When
| left here he didn’t have a cent.”

“Well, it does sound kind of funny,
but it jist goes to prove that yuh never
can tell which way a dill-pickle will
squirt. Buck Hadley wanted to sell out
and go back East, and Slim got himself
a idea. He was tendin’ bar for Buck at
the time. So Slim borrowed money to
pay down on the place, and paid it off
so much a month. Maybe it ain’t all
paid off yet, but he’s doin’ all right.
Slim shore turned over a new leaf.”

“I'm glad to see him gettin’ ahead,”
said Skeeter Bill. “Well, I’ll be headin’
for some food, | reckon, Muddy. See
yuh later.”

Margie Edwards dropped a tray of
dishes flat on the floor, and stood there,
staring at Skeeter Bill, ignoring the
broken glass and crockery. Only a few
people were in the little restaurant at
the time. The crash was terrific, bring-
ing the cook-proprietor, Shorty Hale,
from the kitchen on the run. He
blurted:

“My gawsh, can’t yuh even—” and
then he stopped, staring up at Skeeter
Bill.

“Howdy, Shorty,” said Skeeter calm-
ly-

“Well—huh—howdy! Skeeter Bill

Sarg!”

“I'm sorry,” said the woman quietly.
“It—it slipped.”

“That’s all right,” assured Shorty.
“I’ll get a broom.”

Margie Edwards looked at Skeeter
and down at the mess on the floor. She
said, “I’ll be off shift in about ten min-
utes, Skeeter.”

“Sorry | scared yuh,”
slowly.

“You didnt. You shocked me, Skeet-
er.”

Shorty came back with a broom and
a dust-pan.

Skeeter said, “Shorty, 1’d like to have
about six eggs, sunny side up, and a
lot of coffee. The pie can wait until I'm
through.”

“Cornin’ right up,” grinned Shorty.
“My, my, you ain’t changed a bit, Skeet-
er. Six eggs and coffee—and the pie
awaits. Set down with him, Miz Ed-
wards,\l’ll do the waitin’ this time.”

he smiled

I-ESS than an hour later, Skeeter sat
with Mrs. Edwards on the porch of
their little house, which was only an un-
painted shack, discussing the misfor-
tunes of the Edwards family. Margie
Edwards was still a pretty woman, in
spite of her hard work, trying to keep
her family together. The two children
were in school.

“lI hear from Hooty almost every
week,” she told Skeeter. “He’ grown
bitter.”

“If Hooty pulled that job, why would-
n’t he be bitter?” asked Skeeter.

“He didn’t!” declared Margie flatly.
“I don’t care what the law says. Every-
body was against him, because the
breaking of the bank just about broke
everybody in the valley. They took the
ranch and all the stock, trying to get
something out of it.”

“Did Hooty need money, Margie?”

The woman nodded. “He did, but only
to expand. Hooty wanted to raise better
cattle, and breeding stock is expensive.
The bank wouldnt help him. They said
he had hair-brained ideas.”

Skeeter sighed and wiped his fore-
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head with a sleeve.

“l can’t figure out why Hooty didnt
know what happened.”

“He couldn’t either, Skeeter. He says
he only took three drinks in the Seven-
Up Saloon that night, but he barely re-
members getting on his horse. After
that, it was a blank, he says.”

“At the trial,” said Skeeter,” did any
testimony show that Hooty had only
three drinks?”

Mrs. Edwards nodded. “Yes, it did.
Slim Lacey was tending bar at that
time, and he said Hooty didnt drink
enough to be drunk. He didn’t think
he had more than three drinks.”

“Slim Lacey must have done pretty
darn well,” remarked Skeeter. “He was
broke when | left here.”

Mrs. Edwards nodded. “l guess he
was. | never speak to him. One day
he got fresh with me, and Hooty
knocked out his front teeth. If you look
close, he has a bridge for two front
teeth.”

“I’d like to have seen that!” Skeeter
Bill smiled.

Mrs. Edwards admitted that she was-
n’t making much money and that Shorty
Hale wasn’t the best boss on earth.

She said, “He was all ready to ex-
plode over the broken dishes, when he
saw you, Skeeter. He’d have probably
fired me on the spot.”

“Yeah, | reckon so.” Skeeter grinned.
“Sometimes | believe | have a calmin’
influence on folks, Margie.”

They sat there and talked, until the
two children came home.

Nellie was nine, a slip of a girl, with
big, blue eyes, looking very much like
her mother, but Bill was husky, red-
headed, and had eyes like his father.
Nellie was shy of this tall stranger, but
Bill let out a whoop. He remembered
Skeeter Bill, and shook hands with him.

“Gee!” he said, “It’s kind of like
home, Mom. Where have you been, Mr.
Sarg?”

“Down in Texas, Bill, followin’
dogies. Yuh’re sure growin’ up fast.
How old are yuh, Bill?”

“I’ll be twelve next Saturday.”

“Yeah, that’s right. Twelve years old.
Bill, 1 was the first outsider to poke a

finger at yuh, don’teha know it?” ,

“Mom told me you was. We were
talkin’ about you a while ago, kind of
wonderin’ where you were. And now
you’re here.”

“Talkin’ about me?” marveled Skeet-
er Bill. “Well, 1 do know! Bill, what
would yuh like to have for yore birth-
day?”

Young Bill thought it over soberly.

Finally he said, “If I could have just
what | want, 1’d take—my dad.”

Skeeter looked at Bill’s mother, and
there were tears in her eyes. No one
had any comments, until Skeeter said
quietly:

“Yeah, | reckon we’d all like that,
Bill. Well, 1 guess I’ll kind of drift back
and see who | can talk to. Yuh never
know who is glad to see yuh back. I'll
see yuh some more, folks.”

“You are welcome to stay here with
us, Skeeter,” said Mrs. Edwards quick-
ly. “Our home is your home.”

“That’s shore sweet of yuh, Margie,”
he said soberly. “No, I couldn’t do that.
But I'll be around.”

Skeeter Bill picked up his big hat
and went slowly up the dirt street.

Young Bill said,” Mom, he’s an awful
lot like Dad.”

ARGIE nodded thoughtfully and
went into the house.

Nellie said, “Gee, Bill, is that the man
you was named after?”

“That’s right, Sis. | hope | grow up
with long legs and big hands like he’s
got. They say he can take a mean steer
and stand him right on his head.”

“Why?” asked Nellie.

“Aw, you’re just a girl—you wouldnt
understand. Let’s go in and help Mom
get supper.”

Skeeter Bill wandered up to the
Seven-Up Saloon. Few people were in
the place, and Slim Lacey was sitting
at a card-table, reading a newspaper.
He nodded to Skeeter, who went over
and sat down with Slim.

“How does the old place look to yuh?”
asked Slim, folding the paper and toss-
ing it aside.

“Same as ever.
yuh a few questions.

Slim, | want to ask
I heard about
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Hooty Edwards in Temple Rock. On
that night, how many drinks did Hooty
take in here?”

Slim smiled shortly. “Skeeter, I cant
swear to it but | think he took about
three. Mebbe it was four. But no more.”

“Whisky?”

“Yeah. | don't believe he ever drank
anythin’ else.”

“Any special kind of whisky, Slim?”

“No. Just bar-whisky, out of a barrel.
What’s this all about?”

Skeeter looked thoughtfully at Slim
for several moments.

“Slim,” he said confidentially,” I'm
goin’ to prove that Hooty never robbed
that bank.”

“How?” asked Slim blankly.

“A lot of other folks would like to
know, too, Slim. Keep this under yore
hat, will yuh? 1 don’t want to be in-
terny)ted in my job. You’ll know later,
but keep it dark, Slim. See yuh later.”

Skeeter went over to the general
store, where he bought a package of
tobacco and cigarette papers. Then he
sat down on the shaded porch to enjoy
a smoke and commune with his own
soul.

“Bill Sarg,” he told himself,” yuh’re
crazy, but it’s pleasant. If I can make
enough people believe that I know some-
thin’, I might find out more’n 1 know
now. Anyway, one more lie won’t hurt
my immortal soul, | reckon.”

He was sitting there when a lone
rider came into town, started to draw
up at the Seven-Up.Saloon, but swung
around and came over to the hotel
hitchrack. Skeeter Bill grinned slowly.
The rider was Fuzzy Davis, owner of
the Bar D spread, and one of the most
explosive characters Skeeter had ever
known.

Fuzzy was only a few indhes over
five feet tall, and in wet weather he
might weigh a hundred pounds but that
hundred pounds was all fighting man.
He wore a five, triple A boot, but his
45 was as big as anybody carried on
their hip.

He tied his horse, swore a little un-
der his breath, as he stepped up on the
sidewalk, and then he saw Skeeter Bill.
He didn’t say anything at once. He

blinked, looked away, adjusted his
neckerchief and cleared his throat rasp-
ingly. Then he looked at Skeeter once
more. ,
“Mebbe,” he remarked quietly, *it’s
the heat, and ag’in mebbe it’s my gen-
eral run-down condition but doggone
it—you look like somebody I’ve known.
Set my mind at rest, will yuh?”

“Hyah yuh, Fuzzy,” Skeeter Bill said
with a grin.

“You ole pelicano!” snorted Fuzzy.
“You darned ole— How are yuh,
Skeet?”

“Finer’n the down on a gnat, Fuzzy.
Set down, you little anteater. How’ve
yuh been, anyway?”

Fuzzy sat down and drew a deep
breath. “I'm terrible,” he whispered.
“I’'m mad, and when I'm mad, I'm ter-
rible.”

“You look fine, Fuzzy.”

“That’s the whole trouble with me,
Skeet. The finer | look, the worse |
am. |’ betcha that when I'm dead,
they’ll say, ‘Well, well, there’s Fuzzy
Adams, | never seen him look better.””

“You ain’t sick, are yuh?” asked
Skeeter Bill.

ROWNING, the pint-sized rancher

shook his head. “Shucks, no! I'm
mad, | tell yuh! Listen, will yuh? This
mornin’ | went over to my big water-
hole at Hangin’ Rock. You know the
place. It’s fenced, along with about
seven hundred acres. Water’s scarce
around here, and there was only enough
for my few dogies. Well, sir, some
sticky-rope son-of-a-gun had tied off
on about a quarter-mile of almost new
barb-wire all over creation. My spring
was almost dry and around it was every
blasted Tomahawk, JML and Tumblin’
K cow in the valley.”

“That,” remarked Skeeter
“Don’t sound like a joke.”

“It wasn't intended as no joke, Skeet.
The ends was cut as slick as a whistle.
I dunno if Ill ever git that water-hole
cleaned out and built up again. See
why I'm mad? Yuh do? Well, yuh’re
an observin’ sort of a feller, Skeet. How
come yore back here, and where yuh
been?”

Bill,
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“Been down in Texas, Fuzzy. Yuh
see, |—well, you knew that Hooty Ed-
wards named his boy after me, didn’t
yuh ?”

“Hooty,” replied Fuzzy, *“was prone
to do fool things. Go on with yore alibi,
son.”

“Well, 1 came back to help the kid
celebrate his twelfth birthday, Fuzzy.
And look what | found out!”

“Yuh mean—about Hooty? Oh, yeah.
Well, that was bad, Skeet. 1’d have
sworn that Hooty was honest, even if he
did name his kid after you. Honest, but
slightly ignorant, as yuh might say.”

“l appreciate yore sympathy for the
boy,” said Skeeter soberly. “But just
what are yuh goin’ to do about that
water-hole ?”

“Me? What am | goin’ to do about
it? Huh! I'm goin’ to get the sheriif
to swear out a warrant for Dan Houk.
Me and him aint friends, yuh under-
stand. We aint been for years. It’s
jist like the big spit-in-the-crick to do
a think like that.”

“Any proof, Fuzzy ?”

“There yuh go! Dad blame it, yuh’re
as bad as Emmy! Proof? You’ll git
sued for false charges. Dad blast it,
aint this a free country? You stilt-
legged gallinipper, cornin’ up here from
Texas, tellin” me what to do! It’s my
water-hole, ain’t it? Well, don’t set
there and grin like a monkey with a
stomach ache. Say somethin’.”

“How is Aunt Emmy, Fuzzy?”

“Well, that ain’t exactly changin’ the
subject. She’s fine.”

“Still actin’ as yore guardian angel,
eh?”

“She sniffs my breath, if that's what
yuh mean. Got the best nose for alcohol
in the world. Her ma was scared by a
bloodhound. Emmy is all right, except
that she uses the Bible as a rule-book.
She’s ag’in the Devil, I know that. |
ain’t never knowed anybody so set
against a entire stranger as she is ag’in
the Devil. Pers’nally, 1'd like to meet
him and ask him how he stands it.”

“Mebbe it’s the heat, Fuzzy. If yuh
get hot enough yuh can stand anythin’.
How’s the Bar D goin’, except for the
water-hole?”

“Well, pretty good, Skeet. Have yuh
got a horse here? Yuh have? Go hang
the hull on him, and we’ll be goin’.”

“Yuh mean, yuh’re invitin’ me out to
the ranch?” asked Skeeter.

“I am not—I’'m orderin’yuh. Emmy’d
never forgive me if I told her you was
in town and didn’t come out with me.
And you know what it means to not
have forgiveness for yore sins, Skeet.”

Skeeter Bill had known Aunt Emma
Davis for years. Tall, rawboned, severe-
looking, her wispy, colorless hair
drawn tightly to a frizzly-looking knob
at the back of her head, she stood on
the porch of the Bar D ranchhouse,
shading her eyes against the sun as
Skeeter Bill and Fuzzy rode up to the
porch.

“Emmy,” called Fuzzy,” | found me
a prodigal son.”

Skeeter grinned, and Mrs. Davis
leaned out further, clinging with one
hand to a porch-post.

“Skeeter Bill!” she half-screamed.
“You—you git off that horse and come

here! Where on earth did you come
from ?”

“Aunt Emma, I’'m fresh from Texas,”
he grinned.

“Youre fresh from any place you
come from, young man. Unpin your-
self from that saddle. My, my! You’re
the last man | ever expected to see! |
had a hunch that you two was the
sheriff and deputy, cornin’ in to tell me
that Fuzzy was in jail or among the
angels. Yuh see, he had a awful mad
expression when he left here. No, |
ain’t goin’ to kiss you, Skeeter. Fuzzy’s
the only man | ever kissed, and dont
make any funny remarks about it. |
realize that I’ve missed a lot in life.”

F uzZY took the two horses down to
the stable, while Skeeter Bill sat down
on the shaded porch with Mrs. Davis.
She didn’t ask questions but waited for
Skeeter Bill to tell what he wanted to
tell.

“Yuh’re lookin’ fine, Aunt Emma,”
remarked Skeeter.

“I look just like

I’ve looked for
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twenty years and it aint fine. Time
dont improve me, Skeeter. You ain’t
changed.”

“I’'m so good-lookin’” said Skeeter
soberly, “that any change would have
to be for the worse. | feel good, too.
Yuh remember that Hooty and Margie
named their boy after me, dont yuh?”

Aunt Emma nodded. “A terrible
thing to wish upon a helpless young one,
Skeeter, but go ahead.”

“He’s twelve next Saturday. | asked
him what he wanted for his birthday
and he said he wanted his dad.”

Mrs. Davis looked sharply at Skeeter
Bill. “You wasn’t here, when Hooty
Edwards—got in trouble, Skeeter. You
dont know what it meant to the folks
of Road-Runner Valley. It busted the
bank, and busted all of us. Most of us
aint got back on our feet since—I know
we aint. | feel awful sorry for Margie
and her two kids, but | can’t feel sorry
for Hooty.”

“You feel sure that he done it, Aunt
Emma?”

She nodded quickly. *“It’s a cinch,
Skeeter. It didn’t take the jury five
minutes all to agree that he was guilty.
Even his own lawyer said they didn’t
have a leg to stand on. It made it awful
hard for Margie. Lots of folks act like
she was guilty, too, but she didn’t have
no hand in it. The two kids had a hard
time in school, too. Most of their par-
ents went busted in the deal, and it
ain’t nice for kids, havin’ fingers point-
ed at fem.”

“Hooty was my friend, Aunt Emma,”
said Skeeter slowly.

“I know he was. You two was thicker
than seven fingers on one hand but
hard facts are hard facts, Skeeter.”

“Yeah, | reckon so. What became of
the banker and his wife?”

“Oh, they moved away. Henry Wel-
don ran the bank for Phoenix men, and
they closed it. Never opened since. The
loot was close to a hundred thousand
dollars, they said, but nobody ever found
where Hooty cached it. He swore he
didn’t know what he done.”

Fuzzy came up from the stable and
sat down, mopping his brow.

“How’d yuh like to ride out to Hang-

in” Rock Spring?” he asked. “l’*ve got
my two cow-pokes out there, tryin’ to
bring order out of chaos, as Emmy
says.”

“I’d like to,” said Skeeter, rising.

‘Don’t be too late,” said Mrs. Dauvis.
‘Til have supper ready at six o’clock.”

“I aint never been late to a meal out
here, Aunt Emma,” Skeeter said with
a grin, and added,” And, as a matter
of fact, | ain’t had a good meal since.”

On the way out there Fuzzy ex-
plained about water troubles in Road-
Runner Valley.

“l had to fence Hangin’ Rock,” he
explained. “The other spreads have got
more water than | have and they wanted
to keep me from havin’ any. It was my
property and not open range. The court
decided that for me. But—uwell, you can
see what happened.”

“You and Dan Houk aint friends,
eh?”

“Never have been, Skeet.
to run me out.”

“They tell me that the bank took over
Hooty’s place and sold it to Sam Keen-
an.”

“Yeah, that’s right. The bank sold
the stock, but sold the ranch to Sam.
He got it dirt-cheap, too.”

They found Len Riggs and Ollie
Ashley, Fuzzy’s two cowpunchers, at
the spring, working with shovels, try-
ing to repair the damage that the cattle
had made. Both of them remembered
Skeeter Bill.

Skeeter rode over and looked at-the
tangled wires, where they had been left.
This was a real menace to range stock,
no matter what the brand. He rode
down along the fence-line, looking it
over. Some of the posts had been set so
loosely the wire had pulled them out.

He'd like

KEETER was sitting on his horse,

studying the situation, when his
gaze fell upon an object beside some
trampled brush. He swung down, with-
out dismounting, and picked it up. It
was a raw-hide honda with about a
foot of hard-twist lariat rope still at-
tached. Evidently a rope had snapped
from the wires or a post and the honda
had been flung aside where the rider
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had not been able to find it.

Skeeter looked it over carefully, took
off the piece of rope and put the honda
in his pocket before riding back to the
spring, where Fuzzy was working with
the two cowboys.

They had the spring pretty well
cleaned out, but it would do little good
without a fence. They tied their lariat
ropes to the tangled wires, and man-
aged to straighten them out. It was
quite a job, getting the fence back where
it would obstruct cattle from the spring
and putting the wire back where it
would not tangle cattle.

“Who’s ridin’ for Dan Houk now?”
asked Skeeter, as they rode back to the
ranch-house.

“Ab Steele, Jim Grush and Andy
Case,” replied Fuzzy.

“Does Sam Keenan still ramrod his
own outfit?”

“No, he’s got a feller named Johnny
Greer. He’s a good man, too.”

“Looks to me like a turkey-necked
gun-slinger from Texas,” declared Len
Riggs. “Chaws his tobacco and his
right hand is always crooked, ready to
fit a gun-butt.”

“Len is a natural born fault-finder,”
Fuzzy explained. “Why, he can’t even
see any good in me.”

“That,” said Skeeter, smiling, “is an
intelligent state of bein”.”

Len whooped and slapped his leg with
a quirt. “That’s a good one!” he de-
clared. “I still don’t like Johnny Greer.”

“If he wasn’t-all right, Sam Keenan
wouldnt have him, yuh can bet on
that,” declared Fuzzy. “Sam’s partic-
ular.”

Mrs. Davis had a big supper ready
for them and they all did justice to it.
Skeeter declared it was the first real
meal he had eaten since he left Road-
Runner Valley. He wanted to go back
to town that evening but the Davises
vetoed that at once.

Skeeter Bill and Fuzzy went to Yel-
low Butte next day. Fuzzy wanted to
talk with the sheriff about the vandal-
ism, as he called it. Al Creedon, the
sheriff, listened attentively, and said
he’d see what could be done about it.
While they were talking, Sam Keenan

and his foreman, Johnny Greer, walked
in. Keenan introduced Greer to Skeeter
Bill, and Fuzzy told them what hap-
pened at Hanging Rock.

“Well, did yuh get yore fence fixed
again?” asked Keenan.

“Yeah, after a fashion, Safn.”

“Well, if yuh need more men, I’ll send
some over, Fuzzy.”

“No, we got it fixed pretty good. It’ll
need a little more wire, but I've got
that at the ranch.”

“The only thing is,” remarked the
sheriff, “will it be torn down again by
the same persons? If they done it once
—yuh know.”

“Might be interestin’.” Skeeter Bill
was grinning. “If they come back again,
they might be surprised, ’cause I'm
watchin’ that particular part of these
United States.”

“What do yuh mean, Skeet?” asked
the sheriff curiously.

“Just what | said, Sheriff. They had-
n’t better come back and start grabbin’
wire again.’

“That watchin’,” said the sheriff. “It
might be a long job.”

“Yeah, it might. But who has more
time than | have? They dont need to
hurry. 1 like to loaf in the shade.”

Skeeter Bill and Fuzzy left the office
and went up the street. The little cattle-
man was grimly serious.

He said, “What’d yuh tell ’em that
for, Skeet?”

“Well, it’s true, Fuzzy.”

“True, shucks! You ain’t goin’ to
watch that water-hole.”

Skeeter stopped short and
down at Fuzzy.

“Who’s goin’ to stop me—you?” he
asked.

Fuzzy shoved his hands deep in his
pockets and glared up at Skeeter Bill.

“You ain’t tryin’ to antagonize me,
are yuh?” he asked.

“I'm tellin’ yuh to stay down on yore

looked

own level. Dont contradict a grown
man, Fuzzy. I'm goin’ to watch that
water-hole.”

UZzZY cuffed his old sombrero over
one eye and spat into the dusty street.
“Well, if yuh are,” he said complain-
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ingly, “Why tell everybody what yuh’re
goin’to do. That ain’t usin’good sense.”

“l don’t care who knows it, Fuzzy.
That way, | won’t have to shoot some
innocent friend of mine. 1’d hate that.”

“Yore logic,” declared Fuzzy, “is as
uneven as a corduroy bridge over a
rock-pile. If they know yo’re watchin’
’em, they won’t come out there.”

“And the fence don’t get torn down
again,” added Skeeter.

“Yuh’ve got me beat,” sighed Fuzzy.
“When yuh left for Texas yuh was at
least half-witted—but yuh deteriorated
—badly.”

Skeeter Bill’s eyes twinkled. “I like
bein’ crazy,” he said. “It makes thinkin’
so easy on the head. And another thing,
Fuzzy—when yuh’re crazy, nobody can
figure out why yuh do crazy things.”

“Mebbe it’s the heat,” sighed Fuzzy,
“l dunno, | reckon we better go back to
the ranch, where mebbe Emmy can talk
some sense™ into yore empty head,
Skeet”

They went back to the ranch and
Fuzzy told his wife what Skeeter Bill
insisted on doing. To his surprise, she
said:

“Well, | think that is just lovely of
him!”

“You—u-u-uh—why, shore it is,”
agreed Fuzzy. “You aint ailin’ no-
where, are yuh, Emmy?”

“Why?”

“Well, I dunno—I jist thought—oh,
well, let it lay. He wants a couple
blankets, a pair of-overalls, a shirt and
a old hat.”

“What’s he going to do—impersonate
an Injun?”

“l dunno, Emmy.
opinion, 1I'd say—"

“l don’t, Fuzzy,” interrupted Aunt
Emma sharply. “If Skeeter wants
something, get it for him.”

“Yes’m, shore. Bein’ as you both act
crazy, maybe I’'m the one that’s plumb
loco. | dunno.”

It was after dark when Skeeter Bill
rode away from the Bar D ranchhouse,
blankets and clothes tied behind his
saddle. He also carried some dough-
nuts, a tin cup and a canteen of cold
water. He refused to say what he in-
tended doing out there, just grinned.

If yuh want my

GIANT WESTERN MAGAZINE

He did not ride up to the spring but
tied his horse in a mesquite thicket and
walked the last two hundred yards in
the brush. The brush crowded in fair-
ly close to the spring but to the north
was a spread of open country, covered
only with knee-high growth. Near the
spring was a pile of old posts, left over
from the fencing.

Skeeter scouted the country fairly
well, but it was too dark for him to see
any considerable distance. He cut some
brush and sat down behind the pile of
posts, working in the dark, Skeeter was
not an artist, and his creation wouldn’t
even have fooled a wary crowd, but
from a distance it might be mistaken
for a man.

The neck and head was a broken piece
of fence-post, to which he tied a stick,
over which he fitted the old coat. After
due deliberation he fastened it into the
post-pile, with only the head and shoul-
ders showing above the pile. Then he
draped the overalls over the posts, giv-
ing the right effect for anyone View-
ing the spring from the south side.
Skeeter did not have light enough to
look it over critically. Then he took his
blankets back in the mesquite, found an
opening, and stretched out for the night,
looking up at the stars.

“This is Tuesday night,” he said
half-aloud, “and Bill’s birthday is Sat-
urday. Maybe I'm seven Kkinds of a
darned fool but | ain’t quittin>-on Bill’s
druthers—until | have to quit.”

Skeeter Bill’s range training- had
taught him to awaken at any unusual
sound, but he slept right through until
the light of a false-dawn painted the
hills for a few minutes. It was cold
up there in the brush.

He watched the real dawn spread
slowly across the divide, sending
streamers of color onto the high points
around the valley. He sat up in his
blankets, buckled on his gun-belt and
drew in deep breaths of the morning
air.

Suddenly he jerked to his knees, fling-
ing the blankets a side. From some-
where, fairly close, came the whip-like
crack of a rifle. Twice more it blasted,
the echoes clattering back from the
hills. Skeeter Bill was on his feet, gun
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in hand, hunched low. Then he went
swiftly out along the brush to where
he could see the spring and the pile
of posts. His dummy was piled up at
the foot of the post-pile, the hat six
feet away!

v

C autiously Skeeter lifted his
head. The shots had come from the
north, and Skeeter caught sight of
something moving. It was a man, or
men, on horseback. Skeeter’s view was
only momentary but Skeeter Bill was
not being fooled by anybody. He stayed
right there for at least fifteen minutes.
There was not a sound. Several cows
drifted in from the south and began
drinking.

Skeeter Bill walked out and looked at
his dummy. One bullet had hit the hat,
gone through the thin piece of fence
post, mushroomed badly, and blown a
hole five inches across at the front of
the old hat. Another bullet had struck
about a foot lower on the post, and had
split it into two pieces. The bullet-hole
was a foot below the top of the collar.
The third bullet had missed.

“Mighty good shootin’ in that light,”
said Skeeter Bill, his face grim. “Either
of those bullets would have blasted the
life out of a man.”

Skeeter Bill took the coat, hat and
overalls. He threw them on his blankets
before starting up the slope. He was
careful, as he -went up through the
brush. The killer might not be quite
satisfied with his own convictions, and
come back to verify them. Bill worked
his way slowly, watching the ground.
He had gone about a hundred yards
when he found where a boot-heel had
cut into the dirt.

Then he found where a horse had
been tied, and more boot-prints. It was
not difficult for Skeeter Bill to back-
track those high-heel tracks, because
the man had made no attempt to dis-
guise his trail. Finally he found the
spot where the man had rested, wait-
ing for daylight, and here he discovered
three empty brass hulls where the man’s
rifle had flung them. They were of

thirty-thirty caliber and of a well-
known brand. Skeeter looked them
over carefully and put them in his
pocket.

Then he got down on his hands and
knees, examining every inch of the dirt
around where the man had waited. He
rolled and smoked a cigarette before
going back to his blankets, which he
rolled up, with the bullet-marked
clothes, and went to his horse.

Breakfast was almost ready at the
ranchhouse as Skeeter dismounted and
carried his bundle up to the house.
Fuzzy greeted him at the door.

Skeeter Bill merely unrolled the bun-
dle, handed the hat to Fuzzy for exam-
ination, and held up the coat for him
to look through. Fuzzy squinted at
Skeeter, his jaw sagging a little.

“l made up a dummy,” said Skeeter,
“and that’s what they done to it. Three
shots—two of ’em dead-center.”

Aunt Emma and the two cowboys
came in to look at the remains, and
they all stood around, solemn-faced.

Fuzzy said, “That kind of ruins my
appetite for breakfast, Skeet.”

“Dead-center—twice!” breathed Len
Riggs. “How far, Skeet?”

“At least a hundred yards—and in
awful bad light, too.”

“Breakfast is ready,”
Emma soberly.

There was little conversation at
breakfast. For once in her life, Aunt
Emma had no suggestions. This was
a serious business. When they.had fin-
ished Skeeter and Fuzzy stood outside
together.

Fuzzy said, “Skeet, you must have
been lookin’ for somethin' like this, or
yuh wouldn’t have made up that dum-
my.”

Skeeter Bill smiled slowly. *Just a
hunch, Fuzzy—a hunch that worked
out.”

“I’'m still fightin” my hat,” said Fuzzy.
“Yuh mean to say that they want water
so bad that they’re willin” to murder
to keep that spring unfenced?”

Skeeter shook his head slowly. “I
don’t, Fuzzy. This deal goes back a
couple years, | believe. Somebody don’t
want Skeeter Bill Sarg in circulation.”

said Aunt
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“Hu-u-uh? You mean—they’re gun-
nin’ for you Skeet?”

“They knew | was watchin’ that
water-hole, Fuzzy, and they believed |
was dumb enough to set on that post-
pile. My hunch is that the water aint
got a thing to do with it.”

Fuzzy Davis’ eyes held a strained,
nervous expression, as he tried to get
the situation straight in his own mind.
It was difficult to puzzle out anyone’s
reasons for wanting to kill Skeeter Bill.
Finally he said:

“l don’t sabe the deal, Skeet. You
ain’t had no trouble with anybody
around here. Shucks, you jist got here.”

“Take a look at that old hat,” said
Skeeter soberly, “and don’t forget they
thought my head was inside it.”

SKEETER BILL wanted to go to
town, so Fuzzy went with him. They
tied their horses to the rail in front
of the general store where Skeeter
wanted to buy more tobacco. Emory
Van Ness, the old merchant shook hands
warmly with Skeeter Bill, and sold him
the tobacco.

“l heard you was in town, Skeeter,”
he said. “Going to stay with us for a
while, | hope.”

“Yuh can’t never tell about me,” re-
plied Skeeter Bill. “I’'m a tumble-weed,
Emory.”

Skeeter’s eyes swept over the supply
of rifle and revolver ammunition on a
shelf behind him, but did not see the
brand of rifle cartridges he had found
at the water-hole.

“Do yuh need some shells?” asked
Fuzzy.

“I’'ve got plenty for my six-shooter,”
replied Skeeter. “Have you got a thirty-
thirty, Fuzzy?”

“Yeah, I've got one, but the firin’-pin
is busted. Been layin’-off to get it fixed,
but there aint no gunsmith around
here.”

Skeeter mentioned the brand of the
shells he had found at the water-hole,
but Van Ness shook his head slowly.

“We ain’t had none of them for a
couple months. Got some ordered. Sam
Keenan bought the last box | had. Them
others are the same thing. In fact, |

have more calls for them.”

They left the store, and Skeeter Bill
drifted down to the New York Chop
House to say hello to Margie Edwards
but she was not in evidence. Another
woman was waiting on the tables.

Shorty Hale, the owner, came out
from the kitchen, his face just a bit
sheepish. Skeeter Bill asked about
Margie.

Shorty said, “She quit the job last
night.”

“Yea-a-ah? Did she get a better job,
Shorty?”

“She—she didn’t say. Just left.”

Skeeter went down to the little house
and found Mrs. Edwards laboring over
a wash-tub.

“Shorty told me you’d quit the res-
taurant, Margie,” Skeeter said.

“Shorty must be getting polite,” she
said. “He fired me.”

Skeeter looked sharply at her. “What
for, Margie?”

“l don’t know. We didn’t have any
trouble. Everything was going along
all right but when my shift was fin-
ished, he told me that | didn’t need to
come back.” She brushed a lock of hair
off her forehead. “I dont know what
I am going to do now.”

Skeeter Bill turned abruptly and left
the house, his long legs taking long
strides, as he went back to the restau-
rant. Shorty came out to the counter
and found Skeeter Bill waiting for him.
The expression on Skeeter’s face was
not pleasant, as he said quietly: e

“Why did yuh lie to me, Shorty Hale?
She didn’t quit.”

Shorty swallowed painfully, but tried
to bluster.

“After all—well, she—"

“Go ahead, Shorty. What did she do
—or say?”

“Nothin’,” admitted Shorty miser-
ably. “Listen, Skeeter—this is between
me and you—I don’t own this place—I
work here. The owner said to get rid
of her and | had to do it. Honest
I did.”

“Who owns it, Shorty?”

Shorty Hale shook his head. “I can’t
tell yuh, Skeeter. If | did, I’d lose my
job. I’'m supposed to own the place.
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Don’t tell anybody that | don.
had to tell you.” «

“Sam Keenan?” asked Skeeter quiet-
ly. Shorty blinked rapidly.

“l cant tell yuh, Skeeter.
job.”

“Shorty, | want an honest answer;
does Sam Keenan try to hang around
Margie Edwards?”

“l—1 hear he does,” whispered
Shorty. “I don’t reckon it’s any secret.
He kinda liked her—before Hooty got
sent up. It ain’t none of my business,
but | heard that he asked her to get a
divorce and marry him only a week
ago—and she refused. She’s kind of
foolish. Sam could give her everythin’
and take care of them two kids.”

“Much obliged, Shorty. | wont men-
tion it.”

“I—I hope yuh dont.
job, Skeeter.”

Fuzzy Davis was waiting for Skeeter
Bill in front of the general store. Skeet-
er said, “Fuzzy, let’s ride out to the
Tumblin® K and see Sam Keenan. We
can cut across the hills from there.”

I jist

It’s my

I need this

GRUMPILY Fuzzy said it was all
right with him, but wondered why
Skeeter wanted to go to'the Tumbling
K. In fact, he was trying hard to un-
derstand this tall, long-legged cow-
puncher, who had always been more or
less of an enigma. On the way out
Skeeter said:

“Fuzzy, did you ever know that Sam
Keenan was -tryin’ to shine around
Margie Edwards?”

“Well—uh—oh, 1°ve heard he was.
Never paid no attention, myself. Why?”

“l just wondered,” replied Skeeter
Bill.

Sam Keenan’s place was a regular
bachelor ranchhouse, with very few re-
fining touches. There was a long, rick-
ety porch. A man was sitting on the
steps, working over a gun. He was
“Arizona” Ashley, who had been Keen-
an’s cook for years, a thin, wiry old-
timer. He shook hands violently with
Skeeter Bill and Fuzzy, and invited
them to sit in the shade.

Ashley said, “Sam went to Silver
Springs yesterday afternoon and the

boys are all workin’. Sam’ll prob’ly be
back late this afternoon. How have
yuh been, Skeeter?”

“Just fine, Arizona.
well.”

“Yeah, I'm all right.”

“What are yuh doin’—gettin’ ready
for a war?” asked Fuzzy.

Arizona grinned. “No, | hope | aint*,
Fuzzy. The boys are alius kickin’ about
the way this gun shoots, so | thought
I’d tinker it a little. Just gettin’ ready
to try it out. See that tin can on top of
the mesquite out there, Skeet? See if
you can hit it.”

Skeeter took the rifle cuddled the butt
against his shoulder, and carefully
squeezed the trigger. The tin-can jump-
ed into the air and disappeared. Skeeter
Bill levered out the empty shell, dnd
handed the gun to Arizona, who said:

“See anythin’ wrong with that gun,
Skeet?”

“It shoots where yuh hold it, Ari-
zona.”

“That’s what | alius tell the boys—
it aint the gun, it’s you.”

“Skeet always could shoot the eye
out of a gnat,” said Fuzzy.

“And never lift its eyebrow,” added
Arizona soberly. “It’s jist a gift, that’s
all. Some folks never can learn. Are
yuh stayin’ at Fuzzy’s place, Skeet?”

“Yeah, for a few days. I'm sort of a
drifter, Arizona.”

“l know yuh are, and I’'m sorry,
Skeet. It don’t pay. | used to want to
keep movin’, but | finally got smart,
and | says to me:

“ ‘Arizony, yuh’re gettin’ old. A roll-
in” stone gathers no moss. You get a
good, steady job and stick with it.” And
that’s what 1’ve done. I’ve been here
eighteen years, and look what I’ve got.”

“What have yuh got?” asked Skeeter
Bill.

“A steady job and | only owe three
dollars and six bits. Yuh never can tell
how I°d be fixed if | kept on driftin’.”

“Yuh’ve made a lot of sacrifices to
git where yuh are, too,” remarked
Fuzzy. “lI ’member when yuh didnt
have anythin’.”

“That’s before | got smart, Fuzzy.”

Yuh’re lookin’
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D eclining to wait and eat supper
at the Tumbling K, Skeeter Bill and
Fuzzy cut across the hills to the Bar D.
Aunt Emma was a little worried.

She said, “After what happened this
mornin’, 1’d naturally worry.”

“Nobody wants to hurt Fuzzy,” said
Skeeter Bill.

“They shot
they ?”

“l resent that, Emmy,” protested
Fuzzy. “Mebbe the heat has affected
yore good manners. Set down and fan
yourself.”

“I think I will,” she smiled. “I’ve got
the mulligan simmering on the stove,
and the biscuits ready to shoot into the
oven. That old stove is hotter than
what sinners have facing them. Any
news in Yellow Butte?”

“We didn’t find any,” sighed Fuzzy,
fanning himself with his hat. “At least,
I didn’t—I dunno about Skeet. | seen
him come from the New York Chop
House, walkin’ like the devil was prod-
din” him. He was gone a few minutes,
and came back faster’n that. Into the
Chop House he goes, stays a minute or
two, and comes out.”

“Keepin’ cases on me, eh?” s:
Skeeter Bill. “I’'d like to ask yuh a
question, Fuzzy; did you ever hear that
Sam Keenan owns the New York Chop
House?”

“Sam Keenan? No, | never did,
Skeet. Where’d yuh get that idea?”

“Things kind of come to me,” replied
Skeeter Bill.

“How is Margie Edwards?” asked
Aunt Emma.

“She got fired,” replied Skeeter Bill.
“Shorty told me she quit, and she said
she was fired. So | put it up to Shorty
and he said that he didnt own the cafe
but took orders from the owner, and
that the owner had told him to fire
Margie.”

“Aw, | think he’s tryin’to crawl out
of it, Skeet.”

“If 1 thought he was, 1’d drown him
in his own soup.”

“By golly, that’s
Fuzzy.

up a dummy, didnt

it!” exclaimed

“What’s it f  asked Skeeter Bill quick-

y“A sensible use for Shorty Hale’s
soup. At that, it might be too thin to
drown a man. You can breathe it with-
out difficulty.”

“Fuzzy!” exclaimed Aunt Emma.
“That is ridiculous. But, Skeeter, what
on earth gave you the idea that Sam
Keenan might own that restaurant?”

“l dunno,” sighed Skeeter Bill, “I
suppose | had a hunch.”

“You and yore hunches!” snorted
Fuzzy.

“Go look at that old hat, Fuzzy, and
the back of the coat.”

“Yea-a-ah, | reckon yuh do have
flashes of intelligence. Sometimes | get
smart, too.”

“When?” asked Aunt Emma soberly.

Fuzzy turned to Skeeter. “Ain’t it
like a woman—alius tryin’ to pin yuh
down to a exact date?”

“And never gettin’ an answer,” said
Aunt Emma, heading back for the
kitchen.

Ollie Ashley and Len Riggs wanted
to go to Yellow Butte, and Skeeter Bill
decided to go with them, against the
protests of Fuzzy Davis, who declared
that Skeeter might run into trouble, es-
pecially in the dark.

“Trouble is my middle name, Fuzzy,”
Skeeter Bill told him. “I’ll be all right.
Besides that, I’ve got two good men
with me.”

“Them two?” scoffed Fuzzy. “Lot of
help they’d be. | can snap my fingers
and make ’em both go for cover.”

“When, for instance?” asked Ollie
soberly.

“Aw, yuh’re just like Emmy, alius
askin’ for dates. Go ahead and get
killed. Might improve the country—I
dunno.”

Ollie and Len tied their horses at the
Seven-Up Saloon, but Skeeter rode
straight down to the Edwards house. He
tied his horse to the rickety fence and
went up to the lighted house. Young
Bill came to the door to welcome Skeet-
er Bill. Margie and Nellie were read-
ing a book. They were delighted to see
Skeeter.

Margie said, “You went out of here so
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fast yesterday that | had a feeling you
were mad at me.”

“Shucks, | never get mad at my
friends,” said Skeeter with a smile. “I
just had somethin’ on my mind at that
time.”

They sat and talked for an hour, be-
fore the two children went to bed. After
they were gone Skeeter Bill asked Mar-
gie if she knew who owned the New
York Chop House.

“Shorty Hale,” she replied.

“Shorty says he don’t, and that he
had orders from the owner to fire you.”

“That’s funny, Skeeter; everybody
believes that Shorty owns it. And if
there were another owner, why would
he want to fire me? | haven’t done
anything—not that | know about.”

KEETER BILL shook his head,
hunched forward in an old rocker.
Then he looked at her and said quietly:
“Margie, | dont want to pry into yore
private affairs, but 1’d like to know if
Sam Keenan ever made love to you?”
Margie Edwards’ laugh sounded
forced, but she said, “It wouldnt be
anything new—if he did, Skeeter.”

“Wanted to marry yuh, eh?”

“Yes. But | wouldn’t marry him,
Skeeter. | told him | was waiting for
Hooty to come back, and he said—well,
he said I’d have a mighty long wait. |
told him 1°d get along all right.”

“Were Hooty and Sam Keenan good
friends?”

“Well I don.’t know if they were good
friends, but they certainly werent ene-
mies, Skeeter. But what is all this
about? You ask questions like a law-

er.”

Y “I’'m tryin’to make two and two equal
six, Margie. | kind of feel that I’ve woke
up some sleepin’ dogs in Road-Runner
Valley, and they ain’t happy about hav-
in” their sleep interrupted, 1l be on
my way to the ranch, I reckon, but Il
be seein’ yuh again, | hope.”

“Be careful,” she warned. “I don’t
know what you are trying to do, but it
is probably something dangerous.”

“l like it,” he said, smiling at her.
“Don’t worry, Margie;this is only Tues-
day.”

He closed the door behind him, leav-
ing her wondering what he meant
about this only being Tuesday.

It was very dark out at the old fence,
and Skeeter Bill almost had to find his
horse by feel rather than by sight. As
he slid the reins over the horse’s head,
something told him that danger was
near him. There had not been a sound,
but some sixth sense warned him.

Instantly he ducked low, intending to
slide under the horse but a hissing rope
slashed across his face, jerking tight
over the bridge of his nose, and he was
yanked backwards into the dirt. The
horse whirled in against the fence when
Skeeter Bill went down, and a voice
snapped a curse.

Skeeter came down on one hip and el-
bow, and for a fraction of a second the
rope slacked. In that fraction, Skeeter
Bill drew his gun and shot blindly, try-
ing to use that tightening rope as a
guide. A man yelled sharply, and the
rope fell away.

Quickly Bill jerked the rope from his
eyes, going flat, gun ready. A shot
blasted out, and the whirling horse went
completely over Skeeter Bill but did not
strike him. He heard a man running
away along the fence as he got to his
feet and caught his horse. Margie called
from the doorway:

“Skeeter Bill! Skeeter, are you
hurt ?”
“I'm all right, Margie,” he called.

“Somebody was just foolin’. See yuh
later.”

The two kids crowded in behind their
mother, questioning her about the shoot-
ing but she was unable to tell them
what happened, except that Skeeter Bill
said he was all right.

“I’ll betcha he’s a ring-tailed wolf in
a fight,” declared young Bill proudly.
“Look at them shoulders! Man, | hope
I grow up to be as good a man as he is.
Mom. | bet dad would like that.”

“Yes, | believe he would, Bill. Now
go back to bed and forget it. Skeeter
Bill can take care of himself.’

Skeeter rode back to the Bar D. Fuzzy
and his wife were still up. Ollie and
Len had already returned home and
were in the bunkhouse. Skeeter’s nose
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was skinned, and there was a rope-burn
over his left eye. He told them what
happened.

Fuzzy said, “Skeet, things like that
ain’t no joke.”

“l ain’t jokin’, Fuzzy. It’s got me
puzzled tryin’ to figger why they tried
to rope me. What their idea was | don’t
know, unless they figured on draggin’
me around. Anyway, it turned out all
right. | shot once, but | don’t reckon
I hit anybody. Come to think of it,” said
Skeeter thoughtfully, “l heard a man
yelp.”

“Well, that’s the doggoneddest thing |
ever heal’d!” exclaimed the little cow-
man. “Skeet, can’t yuh tell us why
they’re aimin’ to ease you off this mor-
tal coil ?”

“Yore guess is almost as good as
mine, Fuzzy.”

“Yeah, almost,” said Fuzzy dryly.
“Emmy, why don’t you get into this dis-
cussion? Ain’t you got no ideas?”

UNT EMMA shook her head, and
almost lost her glasses.

“I reckon we might as well go to bed,”
sighed Fuzzy,” unless yuh want to stay
up, Skeet, so as not to disappoint ’em
if they come out here to finish up on
yuh.”

“No, I think they’re too disappointed
to try again tonight.”

They were getting ready for bed,
when they heard horses, coming up to
the house. Fuzzy went over by the door,
waiting for the visitors to knock, when
a voice called:

“Fuzzy, this is Al Creedon!”

“The law is among us,” whispered
Fuzzy, and opened the door.

It was the sheriff, with his deputy,
Muddy Poole. Skeeter Bill was standing
in the doorway to the kitchen, and
called a greeting to the officers.

“Ridin’ late, ain’t yuh, AIl?” asked
Fuzzy.

“Kinda. Glad yuh’re home, Skeeter.
We hoped you’d be.”

“What’s eatin’ yuh, Al?” asked Skeet-
er curiously.

“About what happened tonight—at
Edwards’ house, Skeet. Several of us
heard the two shots fired, but we had a
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hard time findin” where it was. Mrs.
Edwards told us that it happened in
front of her place, and that you said you
was all right.”

“That’s right,” admitted Skeeter.
“Somebody tried to rope me in the
dark.”

“He’s still got rope-burns on his eye
and nose,” said Aunt Emma.

The sheriff nodded. “Skeeter,” he
said, “did you know a feller named
Dutch Held?”

Skeeter Bill shook his head. “l don't
believe | ever did, Al.”

“I've heard of him,” said Fuzzy.
“They say he’s a bad boy.”

“Was,” said the sheriff. “Skeet, how
many times did you shoot?”

“Once. Somebody shot at me, too.
Just two shots fired. I’ve got a kind of
hunch that | hit somebody.”

“So have 1,” said the sheriff quietly.

Skeeter Bill looked sharply at the
sheriff.

“What do yuh mean, Al?” he asked
curiously.

“Where was yore horse, when you
started to climb on him ?”

“Why—right in front of the gate.”

“Uh-huh. That makes the corner of
the fence about twenty feet away. Well,
Skeeter, we found Dutch Held at the
corner of the fence, dead as a door-knob.
He had one bullet through his right
arm. In fact, it busted his arm at the
elbow. The other bullet was in the back
of his head. That one killed him instant-
ly.”
ySkeeter Bill stared thoughtfully at
the floor. That other shot had not been
fired at him, but into the back of Dutch
Held’s head.

Fuzzy said, “It don’t make sense, Al.”

“What do you think, Skeeter ?” asked
Muddy Poole.

“There’s only one thing to think,
Muddy,” replied Skeeter Bill, “The man
who was with Dutch Held didn’t want
to fool around with a crippled man, so
he blasted him down.”

“That would be a terrible thing to
do! exclaimed Aunt Emma.

“Would yuh mind doin’ a little talkin’,
Skeet?” asked the sheriff.

Skeeter Bill smiled

slowly. “Go
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ahead,” he said, “l ain’t got no favorite
subjects, so select yore poison, AlL”

“One of the boys from this spread in-
timated that somebody tried to murder
you this mornin’, Skeeter. They tried it
again tonight. It just happens that I'm
the sheriff of this county and things
like that are my business. What’s yore
opinion ?”

“I agree with yuh, Sheriff. Go right
ahead and find out who is tryin’ to kill
me. It’s all right with me.”

“You mean you don’t know?”

“Sheriff,” replied Skeeter Bill seri-
ously, “if | knew—sure—yuh dont
think 1°d be waitin’ for them to try it
again, do yuh?”

“Like I told yuh on the way out here,
Al, we’re wastin’ our time,” said Muddy
Poole. The sheriff sighed and got to his
feet.

“1 reckon yuh’re right, Muddy. | hope
| see you again, Skeeter.”

“That’s a cinch,” said Skeeter sober-
ly. “You go ahead and hope that I can
see you.”

After the two officers had gone,
Skeeter Bill said:

“Fuzzy, what do yuh know about this
Dutch Held?”

“Well, he was a bad boy, Skeet. Sus-
pected of rustlin’, horse-stealin’, smug-
glin—finally, murder. Shot a feller in
a holdup in Yuma. Dutch used to be
around here once in a while, when he
worked for the Double Circle Seven,
north of Silver Springs. | hadn’t heard
anythin’ about him lately.”

“Much obliged, Fuzzy. Well, folks I
reckon we can go to bed and get a good
sleep. | think that somebody is awful
disappointed over tonight’s work—and
it ain’t me. Goodnight, folks.”

“You better say your prayers,” ad-
vised Aunt Emma.

Skeeter grinned at her and said,
“Aunt Emma, how about you doin’ it
for me? My prayers never seemed to go
high enough to do any good.”

“1°d like that,” said Fuzzy seriously.
“It’ll give her less time to implore the
Lord to make me a better man. | dunno
who she’s holdin’ up as an example.”

VI

AVI1THOUGH Fuzzy went to Yellow
Butte with Skeeter Bill next day, he was
not enthused over it at all. They talked
with the sheriff, who told them that the
inquest would be held Saturday fore-
noon, delayed because Doctor Board-
man had to go to Crescent City on busi-
ness. Skeeter Bill lost no time in going
down to see the doctor, who was ready
to drive away.

“l wanted to ask yuh a question,
Doc,” said Skeeter Bill. “On the day or
two after Hooty Edwards was shot, was
you called on to treat any sort of a gun-
shot wound?”

The gray-haired doctor shook his
head. “No, I’'m sure | wasn’t, Sarg. |
would have remembered it, I’'m sure.”

Skeeter Bill thanked him and went
back to the main street, where he found
Fuzzy Davis and told him he was going
to Silver Springs.

“I’ll be back for that inquest,” he told
Fuzzy. “Don’t worry—I’ll be here.”

“Who’s worryin’? demanded the little
cowman. “You must think yuh’re awful
important. Go ahead and get yourself
shot. Silver Springs is a awful nice
place to die. I'll tell Emmy to pray for
yuh.”

“Every little helps.” Skeeter flashed a
smile. “Much obliged, Fuzzy.”

It was late Friday night when Skeet-
er Bill came back to the Bar D ranch.
Aunt Emma fixed supper for him, and
Fuzzy did a lot of hinting, but Skeeter
did not mention why he went to Silver
Springs.

Aunt Emma said, “Fuzzy and | have
to be at the inquest.tomQrrow and they
said you’ve got to be there, too. | saw
Margie Edwards and they’ve told her
to be present and bring the two kids.”

Skeeter Bill smiled over his coffee.
“We’ll have a regular old-timers’ reun-
ion,” he said. “Anythin’ new, Fuzzy?”

“Nothin” unusual. I went out to Hang-
in” Rock water-hole but the fence is all
right yet. Nobody shot at yuh in Silver
Springs ?”

“No, they treated me all right.
place over there.”

“You can have it,” replied Fuzzy.

Nice
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“Yuh’re goin’to the inquest, ain’t yuh?”

“If 1 live—yeah.”

“My goodness!” exclaimed Aunt Em-
ma. “You ain’t figurin’ on gettin’ killed
between now and then, are yuh, Skeet?”

“Livin’ in a benighted land like this,
Aunt Emma, it don’t do for anybody to
plan too far ahead.”

Saturday was always a big day in
Yellow Butte. It was the shopping day
for almost everybody in Road-Runner
Valley and they not only brought their
kids, but their dogs, as well. By ten
o’clock all the available hitchrack space
was taken. Fuzzy and Aunt Emma tied
their horses behind the sheriff’s office,
along with Skeeter’s horse.

They held the inquest in the court-
room at the courthouse, with Doctor
Boardman, the coroner, officiating. The
room was filled, long before the inquest
was called to order. Mrs. Edwards and
her two children, Fuzzy and Aunt Em-
ma and Skeeter Bill, all being witnesses,
were accorded a special number of seats
at the front.

From his position Skeeter Bill could
look over most of the crowd. Many of
them he had known for a long time. In
the front row of seats he could see Slim
Lacey and Sam Keenan. Behind Lacey
was Johnny Greer, Keenan’s foreman,
and some of his men. In the selection of
a jury, Sam Keenan was chosen, along
with five other men of Yellow Butte.

Sheriff Al Creedon and his deputy,
Muddy Poole, had seats near the cor-
oner, basking in the gaze of the pro-
letariat.

Doctor Boardman opened the pro-
ceedings, outlining the circumstances of
the finding of Dutch Held’s body, and
giving the cause of his death.

“In my opinion,” stated the doctor,
“someone held a forty-five almost
against the back of Dutch Held’s head
and fired the fatal shot, the gun held so
closely that it burned his hair.”

He waited for that fact to soak into
the crowd and then said:

“We will now call Skeeter Bill Sarg
to the stand.”

The coroner clumsily administered
the oath for Skeeter Bill to tell the
truth, and Skeeter swore that he would.

SKEETER took the chair, stretching
his long legs. He shoved his hol-
stered gun to a handy position.

The coroner said, “It is hardly proper
to wear a gun on the witness stand.”

“Who is liable to have more need of
one, Doc?” asked Skeeter, and the
crowd laughed. The doctor nodded, and
said:

“Go ahead and tell the jury what hap-
pened in front of Mrs. Edwards’ home.”

Skeeter told them in detail of the at-
tack on him, how he got out of it, and
said that he didn’t know anyone had
been killed.

“I thought that shot was fired at me,”
he confessed, “until the sheriff came
out to the Bar D and told me what hap-
pened.”

“l understand that you do not know
—did not know—Dutch Held, and that
you do not know why the attack was
made on you,” said the doctor.

“I never met Dutch Held, but I deny
the last statement, Doc.”

The doctor stared at Skeeter for sev-
eral moments, and asked quietly, “Do
you mean to say you know why you
were attacked?”

“l do,” replied Skeeter Bill coldly.
“They tried it before, Doc, but they shot
a dummy, instead of me. It was good
shootin’, too, but yuh cant kill a fence-
post, even if it is wearin’ a hat. Yuh
see,” he continued, after a pause, “the
dry-gulcher made a mistake. He never
picked up the empty shells from his
rifle. Almost every rifle leaves its own
mark on a shell. Mebbe it’s the way the
firin>-pin hits the primer, a scratch on
the shell, always in the same place. Doc,
I found those shells and | shot a gun,
just to get the empty shell—and they
match.

“But wait a minute! This deal is
older’n just a few days. It goes back to
the conviction of Hooty Edwards. Yuh
see, gents, a bartender put dope into
Hooty’s whisky that night, and that’s
why Hooty didn’t know what happened.
It’s a cinch that no doped man could
have robbed that bank. That man had
to be cold sober.

“The sheriff swapped shots with the
bank-robber that mornin’ and the sher-
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iff was sure he hit the man. Gentlemen,
he did, but it wasn’t Hooty Edwards.
The man he hit went to a doctor for
treatment of a gun-shot wound next
day, but not to Doc Boardman. He was
scared to do that.”

There was a long silence in that big
room. Every eye was on Skeeter Bill,
waiting for him to continue. He moved
his long legs, pulling his feet in close to

his chair. Then he said in a brittle
voice:

“Slim Lacey, keep yore hands in
sight.”

Suddenly Skeeter Bill flung himself
sideways, landing on his knees, six feet
away from the witness chair just as a
bullet smashed into the back of the
chair. Johnny Greer, hunched behind
Slim Lacey, had drawn a gun, unnoticed
by anybody, except Skeeter Bill, who
had seen his shoulder action.

Skeeter Bill’s gun flamed from his
kneeling position, the bullet slashing
across Lacey’s shoulder, but centering
Greer. The room was instantly in an
uproar. Keenan, in the jury box, flung
a man away from in front of him, giv-
ing him room to shoot. He fairly
SPrPSITIPfl *

“You dirty bloodhound, I'll—"

Skeeter’s gun flamed again, and
Keenan went to his knees over empty
chairs, flinging his gun ahead of him.
Men were clawing at each other, crash-
ing over chairs, trying to get awray from
the line of fire. Someone yelled:

“Slim Lacey isegettin’ away! Stop
him!”

There was no chance to get through
that milling crowd. Skeeter Bill whirled
to the front windows. They were not
built to be opened, but Skeeter hurled a
chair through one of them, and went out
onto the sidewalk as Slim Lacey ran
from the entrance. The gambler saw
Skeeter Bill, whirled, gun in hand, but
caught his heel and went flat on his
back, firing one shot straight into the
air, before Skeeter’s toe caught the gun
and kicked it halfway across the street.

Men were piling out of the court-
house. Skeeter yanked the gambler to
his feet. Al Creedon and Muddy Poole
had fought their way loose from the

119
crowd, and came running. One of the
men was the gray-haired prosecutor,
who had sent Hooty Edwards to the
penitentiary, and his face was just a
little white.

“I’l talk! panted the frightened
Lacey, cringing at the expression of the
faces around him. “lI—I didn’t kill any-
body. | gave Hooty the dope in his
drink, but Keenan paid me to do it. |
put it in his last drink, when he said
he was going home.”

“Keep goin’,” said Skeeter
tensely.

Bill

THE gambler blurted out his confes-
sion hastily, in a high-pitched voice.

“Sam Keenan was broke, and he rob-
bed the bank, and put the deadwood on
Hooty Edwards. He—he wanted Ed-
wards’ wife. Then Keenan bought the
Seven-Up and the New York Chop
House. | didn’t own the saloon, but ev-
erybody thought | did.”

“Why did they try to kill me?” asked
Skeeter Bill.

“Because they thought you knew too
much. They wanted to make Fuzzy
Davis sell the Bar D. That’s why Keen-
an hired Greer, and Greer was an old
bunkie of Dutch Held. Greer was the
best shot in the state. He says he shot
Dutch accidentally, when Dutch ducked
in front of him. He was tryin’ to Kkill
you, Skeeter. That’s all 1 know. But
I didn’t murder anybody—honest, |
didnt!”

Muddy Poole snapped handcuffs on
Slim Lacey and headed for the jail with
him. Keenan wasn’t dead, but badly
hurt. They carried him outside; he was
conscious. He said to Al Creedon and
the prosecutor:

“Mrs. Edwards can have the Tumb-
lin” K—it’s hers. Where’s Skeeter Bill?”

“Right here, Sam,” replied the sher-
iff, pushing the tall cowpuncher for-
ward.

Sam Keenan scowled up at Skeeter
Bill, his voice weakening, as he said:

“You win, Sarg. But I’d like to live
long enough to kill Doc Higgins over at
Silver Springs, for tellin’ you that he
doctored a bullet-wound on me the day
they got Hooty.”
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Skeeter Bill hunched down lower, his
face grim, as he said:

“Yuh’re wrong, Sam. Doc didn’t tell
me that. Yuh see, he wasn’t cornin’ back
to Silver Springs until today, so |
couldn’t wait.”

“You—uh—" Keenan blinked pain-
fully, as he realized what had happened.
Then he said, “But you found that
matchin’ thirty-thirty shell, Skeeter.”

“No, | didn’t, Sam,” denied Skeeter.
“l tried to, but the blamed extractor
flung the shell through a crack in the
porch floor, and | didn’t have a chance
to shoot twice.”

“What did yuh have?” whispered
Keenan.

“All I had was a rawhide honda,
which | found at Fuzzy’s spring, after
the wires was torn loose. It’s got a JG
mark, done with a hot wire. That
sounded like Johnny Greer, and that’s
all 1 had—except the knowledge that
when a man’s guilty, he’ll fall for a lie,
and you was guilty, Sam.”

Skeeter Bill turned away. Fuzzy,
Aunt Emma, Margie Edwards and her
two children were talking excitedly.

Fuzzy said, “We’ll have Hooty back
here in two shakes, | tell yuh. You’ll
own the Tumblin’ K, too. Whooee-ee!
Ole Skeet shore mussed up that rat’s
nest in a hurry, didn’t yuh, Skeet? 1 jist
shook hands with Dan Houk. We was
both so darned excited that we forgot
to be enemies. He invited me to have a
drink, but Emmy was listenin’. Well,
darn yore long hide, why don’tcha say
somethin’?”

Skeeter Bill smiled slowly, his eyes
shifting from face to face, until he was
looking at young Bill Edwards, his blue
eyes slightly red, cheeks just a trifle
tear-stained. His eyes were just a bit
wide, as he looked at Skeeter Bill.

Skeeter Bill said, very softly: “Happy
Birthday, Bill!”

“It—sure—is,” whispered young Bill,
and Skeeter walked away, yanking his
hat down over his eyes.

tOhcdt a Jmcbtfifool!

By SIMPSON M. RITTER

HEN Jeremiah MacAllister Partridge appeared in La
Juanta about 1878 he looked and acted like a tender-

foot.

certain local lights.
While the young man was traveling the coun-

the Easterner.

His precise speech and exact table manners offended

Max Heller, particularly, couldn’t abide

tryside on business Heller entered his room and ripped up the
Easterner’s clothing.

The next morning Heller discovered that his room had been
visited and considerable damage performed on his personal

effects.

him. Big, confident, Heller half telegraphed his punch.

He sought out the newcomer and prepared to thrash

Par-

tridge took it on his right forearm instead of his chin and his
left forced the bigger man’s stomach inward almost to the

spine.

Heller stepped back and lashed out with a left.

Partridge let it whistle past his

right ear as he closed in with both arms flailing.

Heller went for his gun.

He was noted for his fast draw.

It was out and practically

leveled when he found it kicked from his hand by his opponent’s knee and the tender-
foot, for the first time really looking angry, coming at him with a leap that carried both

men to the ground.
tended.

“All right, all right,” whined Heller.

“And so, | imagine,” said Partridge, “has this town.
If you’re here tomorrow I’ll call on you and every day that you’re here.”

and stay out.
Heller got.
Partridge stayed on.

Heller landed on his back and took the brunt of the blow, as in-
Partridge grasped the bully’s hair with one hand and with his other fist
pumped vibrating blows into the bristly face.

“l've had enough.

Let me up.”
Get out in twenty-four hours

The sheriff disclosed that the tenderfoot was his new deputy

secretly imported to rid the town of Heller and others like him.

Heller should have investigated Partridge more closely before starting on him. He
might not have discovered that he was the new deputy but he might easily have learned
that Partridge was not only a former United States Army officer but an amateur boxer

of some reputation.



A BOO BOO BOUNCE STORY BY

BEN FRANK

The deputy sheriff of Coyote County discovers that a

ten-dollar bill can stretch plumb far when it's coaxed!

H AVING et my dinner, | am about
to go back to the jail office, me being
none other than the deputy sheriff of
Coyote County U.S.A., when my wife
reaches into the cooky jar and pulls
out a ten-dollar bill.

“Hopewell,” she says, “stop by the
dress shop and leave this money which
is for a dress | bought myself yester-
day.”
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| take the ten-spot and feel a slight
tremor move through me. It has been
no little time, and then some, since |
have thusly held so much dinerc in my
fingers, and 1 recall how | owe “Forty-
rod” Frye and “Ton-thumb” Tucker
each a sawbuck and that they have been
pressing me for payment, and no mis-
take.

My wife notices this tremor | have.
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“Hopewell,” she says business-like,
“do not get no funny ideas about that
tenner. Should you fail to pay it to the
dress shop, | will lose my temper in-
deed !”

“My dear,” | say hurt, “don’t you
trust your husband?”

“No!” she says, and slams the door
out of which | have just went, so hard
it likes to knock off my hat.

| put the sawbuck into a pocket and
wander along the one street of Polecat,
thinking how utmostly awkward it is
to be married to a dear wife who is
stingy with your money so much that
you have to borrow here and yon for
beers and such until you are in the red
twenty smackeroos to two gents who
lose their patience after some six-odd
months of not being paid back.

While thinking thusly, who should 1
meet but a bow-legged hombre by the
name of “Springtime” Springer. Now
Springtime is nothing more than a
saddle bum who wanders around and
about, working as little as possible and
coming to Polecat once each year in the
spring, which it is now, to visit rela-
tives and pick up a few free meals until
he is invited to move elsewhere.

“Hopewell,” he says, smiling very
dapper, “yuh’re indeed a sight for sore
eyes. How is everything, includin’ the
little woman, and | know yuh will loan
me ten bucks, which I will repay imme-
diate upon closin’ a deal | have in
mind.”

Now, loaning money to a gent like
Springtime Springer is the same as
throwing it in the creek. | shake my
head somewhat feeble, for Springtime
carries a long-barreled Colt which he
is now fingering lovely.

“Springtime,” | say, “l am sorry that
I do not own such a handsome sum.”
A LOOK of great sadness comes to

his whiskery face, and he no longer
looks so glad to see me.

“Hopewell,” he says, “I am in dire
need of this money. Are yuh positive
yuh do not have ten dollars?”

I think of the ten in my pocket and
feel my throat go dry, for I am not one
to be untruthful to a gent with a long-

barreled Colt. Then | remember how
my wife slammed the door, so | shake
my head very brisk.

“Good-by, and it was nice to have saw
you,” | say.

I hurry away and am relieved that he
does not follow me. In fact, he bow-legs
it the other way, and | stop by the post
office and fish out the ten-spot to make
sure | still have it.

It is indeed a very handsome piece of
paper with Alexander Hamilton giving
me the eye very friendly, and | am
about to put it back into the pocket
when a bony hand reaches over my
shoulder, and Alex disappears amongst
four bony fingers.

“Much obliged, Hopewell,” a cracked
voice says, and | find | am staring up
into Forty-rod Frye’s bleary eyes. “I
had begun to think yuh never was goin’
to pay me what I have loaned yuh previ-
ous.”

“Forty-rod,” | gasp, “kindly return
that sawbuck, or—"

“Prattle-puttie!” he says, and walks
away very brisk.

Feeling no little faint, | lean against
the post office front, for I am now very
far in the dog-house, and no mistake,
without money to pay for my wife’s
new dress. Then I recall that only this
morning, “Boo Boo” Bounce who, be-
sides being my bos's, is also sheriff of
Coyote County, had two spare tens
which he is saving for a rainy day.
Now, Boo Boo is no hand to advance
money to anybody, especially me, but I
think that in a case like this he might
be touched. So I hurry on toward the
jail.

Just as | step around the corner of
the jail building, who should I meet but
Superstitious Snyder, a bony-faced
stranger who has been in Polecat less
than a week and is forever telling about
the ghosts he has saw in his travels
around and about the wide world.

“Hello, Hopewell,” he says, smiling
no little friendly. “By-the-by, how
would yuh like to become a wealthy
man ?”

“Wealthy?” | say hoarse. “I will
gladly settle for ten dollars and—”

He shakes his head sad. “Forget it,”
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he says, and hurries away from me like
I am a bad case of smallpox.

| tiptoe up the jail steps and go into
the office very quiet, for this is Boo
Boo’s nap-time, and he does not like any
sudden noises. But Boo Boo is not asleep
this day. In fact, he is utmostly wide
awake and is setting in his easy chair,
blinking his eyes rapid and twiddling
his fat thumbs very energetic.

“Boo Boo,” | gasp, “what has gone
and happened?”

He jumps slightly and turns so he
can see me.

“Hopewell,” he says, “never, never
slip up on me like that! Incidental, |
am about to become a millionaire.”

“In that case,” | say, “you will gladly
loan me ten dollars to—"

He waggles a finger at me and shakes
his head so violent his three chins quiv-
er no little.

“No,” he says, “but | will consider
giving yuh a share of my gold.”

“Gold?” | say no little astounded.

“Indeed, yes,” he says, smiling very
happy. “Deputy, | have got a map to the
lost Lobo Mine!”

“No!” | exclaim.

“Yes. And in return for yore assist-
ance, | will cut yuh in the tune of ten
per cent.”

He reaches into the drawer of his
desk and comes up with a faded, yel-
lowish paper, which he spreads out very
careful.

IN ONE corner of this paper, | see the
words “Lobo Lingo” and recall how
many years ago a gent by the name of
Lobo Lingo claimed he found a place
where gold nuggets was thicker than
fleas on a dog.

However, old Lobo never could find
this place a second time because he lost
the map, which he made, showing where
at the mine was. Now, Lobo is long dead
and the mine is still unfound. Personal,
I have been inclined to doubt that there
ever was a Lobo Mine.

So | say, “Boo Boo, | bet this map is
a fake.”

His face turns somewhat pinker than
previous, and | realize | have said the
wrong thing, but none-the-less, he lays

a fat finger on a X on the map.

“This,” he says, “is where at the Lost
Lobo Mine is. Yuh will kindly observe it
is located in—but never mind. Should
I tell yuh more, yuh’d likely spill it, and
we would have us a gold rush on our
hands, which we utmostly do not want.”

He folds the paper and puts it back
into the drawer, which he locks secure.

“Of course, if yuh do not wish to be-
come wealthy, Hopewell, | will find a
man who—"

“Boo Boo,” | say, “at the moment, all
I need is ten dollars cash. If yuh would
loan me ten of the twenty which—"

“l paid ten for the map,” he says
cold, “and 1 will need the remaining
ten for supplies. Good-by, and kindly
do not mention said map to any citi-
zens.”

“Leave us not rush me out of this
ten per cent,” | say hasty. “The map is
on the level?”

“Of course, it’s on the level,” he says.
“Do yuh think I am one to toss ten ring-
ers into thin air?”

Then he explains how it is that Su-
perstitious Snyder found this map in a
old tin can buried under a flat rock
when he was looking for fishworms, and
how Superstitious himself started to
look for the lost mine, but one night
what should he see but old Lobo Lingo’s
ghost following him. Now, Supersti-
tious is not one to fool around with a
ghost, so he comes to Polecat, and after
studying the wvarious citizens, around
and about, choses Boo Boo as the man
he can trust to buy the map for ten dol-
lars cash and a promise of ten per cent
of the gold.

“Well,” 1 say, “leave us get the gold
pronto, and with my ten per cent | will
pay back the ten dollars.”

“It is not so easy as that,” Boo Boo
says, shaking his head. “In the first
place, it may take some time to find the
mine for some of the landmarks may be
gone by now. Also, we have got to have
a excuse to leave town for a few days
without nobody knowing why-for we
are gone. Should it get rumored about
that we are going for gold, there would
be a stampede. Howsomever, once we
stake out our claim, all will be duck
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soup no little for us.”

He taps his fat fingers on the desk
very thoughtful.

“We must make it look like official
business has took us out of town,” he
goes on. “Think of something, Hope-
well.”

| set down and think. | can see only
one way for us to get out of town un-
suspected. Especially by my wife.

“Boo Boo,” | say, “for the good of
the cause, | will risk all. Tonight I will
slip out of the house and commit a
crime, such as busting into some place.
In the morning, we will have a excuse to
leave town in search of the breaker-
inner, who nobody will suspect is I.”

He smiles very handsome and holds
out his hand.

“Shake, Deputy. | am utmostly proud
of yuh.”

We shake hands very solemn. Then he
pulls his last tenspot from a vest pocket
and hands it to me.

“Deputy, whilst 1 am studying the
map, Kindly run acrost to Nail-head
Nutter’s store and buy us ten ringers’
worth of provisions for said expedi-
tion.”

Feeling the ten in my fingers, | re-
member my wife’s new dress, but I am
not one to be tempted on first thought.
So | cross the street to Nail-head’s store
and step inside.

HERE comes a bellow that makes

the windows rattle. This bellow
sounds like “chicky-choo-00” and is
nothing more or less than *“Chicky-
choo” Crump sneezing as usual, and |
see he has come in from his homestead
and is buying a gunny-sack full of grub.

“My, my,” | say pleasant, “you are
really going to eat no little handsome
at your place, Chicky-choo.”

He gives me a cold stare, slings the
gunny-sack over a shoulder and walks
out.

“What is the matter with him?” |
ask Nail-head.

He shakes his head. “Dunno. He acts
like as if he is afraid to talk, which
aint like him.”

I happen to glance across the street
and see the dress shop, and this gives

me a second thought about Boo Boo’s
money.

“Nail-head,” I murmur, “how is Boo
Boo Bounce’s credit?”

“Fine up to, say, ten dollars,” he says.

“That is good,” | say, “for he sent
me to buy ten dollars’ worth of groc-
eries on credit.”

A few minutes later, | walk out of
the store with both the groceries and
the ten smackeroos, which | consider
only a small loan from Boo Boo and will
repay same as soon as | get my ten per
cent.

On the street, | stop and fish out the
ten-spot and fold it neat and am about
to tuck it deep in a inside pocket when
who would step up but Ton-thumb
Tucker. He is the butcher, and is so
called Ton-thumb on account it is esti-
mated that he has added a good ton of
weight with his thumb to the various
cuts of meats he has sold. Recalling how
I owe him ten dollars, | make haste to
hide the sawbuck, but it slips from my
fingers and flutters to the ground very
plain to be seen.

“Ah, ha!” Ton-thumb says, scooping
up the money. “Thanks no little, Hope-
well, for paying yore debt.”

“Ton-thumb,” | say hoarse, “that is
my wife’s—”

“What is the wife’s is the husband’s,
and visa visa,” he says, and goes on to
his butcher shop.

In spite of the weakness that has set-
tled in my knees, I go on to the jail.
Boo Boo smiles very wide at me..

“Deputy,” he says, “with my gold I
am going to have apple pie with cream
every morning for breakfast.”

“Me,” | say somewhat feeble, “will
use the first twenty dollars | get to pay
off my debts.”

But Boo Boo does not seem to hear
me. He shuts his eyes, and on his fat
face comes a expression you would ex-
pect to see on a little boy’s face who is
setting on Santa Claus’ lap.

That same evening while | am eating
supper, my wife says, “Hopewell, did
you pay the dress shop the ten dollars ?”

“Naturally,” | answer, looking her
very direct in the eye.

She does not question me further, for
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at that moment, Grandma Grinder from
across the street drops in to gossip, and
for once | am glad there is such a thing
as a woman’s tongue.

| go to bed early and lay there in the
dark with my eyes shut, waiting for
my wife to go to bed so’s | can sneak
out to commit a crime, for she is a very
sound sleeper, and once in bed and
asleep, she is out for good and all until
daylight.

The next thing | know, it is morning
with the sun peeping in a window, and
I am still in bed, while my wife is get-
ting breakfast, and | have committed
no crime indeed.

Boo Boo will not like this, | think.

And then | remember how | have
not paid the dress shop and have
charged the groceries up to Boo Boo.
Just as the sweat begins to work out
on my face from worry, there comes
a fierce banging on the front door.

“Deputy,” | hear Boo Boo vyell,
“trouble is a-foot!”

I begin to feel somewhat faint. Boo
Boo, | figure, has jumped to conclusions
about me committing a crime and will
be no little put-out when he learns
otherwise. Half dressed, | hurry to the
door, and there is Boo Boo, and with
him is “Jigger” Joe, who owns the Pole-
cat Emporium, and Jigger Joe is tear-
ing his hair and swearing with gusto.

“Somebody busted a back window of
my saloon,” he says, “and stole right at
three hundert dollars from the cash
drawer!”

BOO BOO gives me a sly wink, and |
realize he thinks it is | who robbed
the cash drawer, and | grow somewhat
fainter.

“Deputy,” Boo Boo says, “signs show
that this desperado has rid out of town.
We must saddle up and follow, pronto!”

“l don’t see how yuh can tell he rid
out of town,” Jigger Joe frowns.

Boo Boo smiles at him fatherly.

“Jigger, us lawmen are trained to
read signs that the ordinary hombre
cannot see. Come, Hopewell, leave us
hurry!”

“Hopewell ain’t et,” my wife says.

The way | feel, I know | cannot swal-

low one single bite of nothing, so | say,
“Duty before food, my dear,” and grab
my hat and follow Boo Boo and Jigger
down the street to the stable behind
the jail.

Jigger watches us saddle our hosses.

“l hope yuh two jaspers ain’t just
puttin’ on a act,” he says skeptical. “If
I dont get back my three—”"

“Never fear, friend,” Boo Boo says.
“Us lawmen know this criminal busi-
ness from A to 2.7

“l notice,” Jigger says dry, “that
neither of yuh has got a gun. How can
yuh catch a owlhooter without artil-
lery?”

“Deputy,” Boo Boo roars, “do not
stand there doing positively nothing.
Trot into the jail and bring me my
forty-four. Also, do not forget yore
shotgun.”

“Oh, oh,” I say. “l have loaned my
shotgun to—"

“Never mind,” he smiles. “With my
trusty forty-four in hand, yore shotgun
would be only superfluous baggage.”

“What is all that stuff yuh got tied
behind yore saddles?” Jigger wants to
know.

“Grub,” Boo Boo says. “Hopewell and
me are alius ready to take up the trail
of the lawless for days at a time.”

I rush into the jail office and dig Boo
Boo’s forty-four from the desk drawer
where he keeps it unloaded, him being
no little gun-shy. Also, | get a box of
shells, for I realize that even if Boo Boo
don’t know it, we have got us. a real
criminal on our hands. Outside, 1 hand
both gun and shells to him. He buckles
the gun about his oversized middle, but
gives the shells back to me, him being
no little fearful of live ammunition.

“Give me a boost, deputy,” he says,
and | do so.

In no time a-tall, we are clattering
out of Polecat very brisk and heading
straight for the mountains.

“Hopewell,” Boo Boo says fondly, “I
am right proud of the neat way yuh
busted into Jigger’s saloon last night.
Without doubt, yuh are the smartest
deputy in the U.S.A. How-some-ever, it
was not hardly necessary for yuh to
take the three hundred cash. Just a ten
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or so would have been okay.”

I am about to tell him I did not rob
the Emporium, but at the mention of
“ten” | remember that | have not paid
for my wife’s dress. Also, | recall |
have charged the groceries to Boo Boo.
It comes to me then that should Boo
Boo learn the truth about the robbery,
he will likely call off looking for the lost
Lobo Mine at the present, thusly mak-
ing it impossible for me to get my ten
per cent. This is when | decide to wait
until we have the mine before telling
him 1 did not break into Jigger’s Em-
porium.

“I hope yuh have hid the three hun-
dred in a safe place,” he goes on bliss-
ful. “As soon as we stake out our claim,
we will return to Jigger his money and
say that when we caught up with the
outlaw, he dropped the money and es-
caped.”

“Where at is this lost mine?” | ask,
changing the subject to things more
pleasant.

“In the fan end of Dead Man’s Can-
yon,” he answers. “We should ought to
get there by midnight. There will be a
full moon to help us. By morning, we
should have our claim staked out and
be ready to ride homeward.”

We ride on in silence, me thinking of
how | will pay the dress shop and Nail-
head out of my ten per cent, and Boo
Boo likely thinking of apple pie every
morning for breakfast. By and by, we
ride into the mountains. About mid-
afternoon, we come to Dead Man’s Can-
yon and take the narrow trail that leads
into it. | see several hoss tracks and
point out the same to Boo Boo.

“Likely some cowboys lookin® for
strays,” he says.

NCE in the canyon, we follow a
twisting stream westward toward
the far end of the canyon. There are
many tall pines and numerous boulders
around and about, so the sun does not
hardly get to us. It is very dreary and
lonesome, and | find myself looking
back to see if the ghost of old Lobo
Lingo is following.
Sooner than you would think, it gets
dark, but now there is less trees, and

the moon comes up over the canyon rim
very pretty, making it possible for us
to see somewhat dim here and yon. At
various times, | think | see the ghost
of old Lobo Lingo, and my hair rises
under my hat, but it is only the shadows
I see until the time when we stop to rest
our hosses. Then | see a movement, and
a figure very black darts across a strip
of moonlight and disappears in deep
silence. Goose pimples break out on me
no little.

“Did you see that man on a hoss?” |
whisper to Boo Boo.

“No,” he says. “And leave us not be
seeing things that are not to be seen.”

I say no more about ghosts, but wipe
the sweat off my face. We mount and
ride on into the night.

At last Boo Boo says,
should come to a ole cabin.”

We round a tall boulder and behold a
cabin in a weed-choked clearing with
the moon very bright upon it.

“Now, to the right till we come to a
lightnin’ split pine,” Boo Boo whispers
hoarse.

We turn right, and sure enough, we
come to a pine which is split very neat
from top to bottom.

“Hopewell,” Boo Boo says excited,
“luck is indeed with us. All the old land-
marks are still standin’! Now, leave us
dismount and pace off a distance of one
hundred feet toward yon pinnacle which
looks like a man’s thumb sticking up.”

We slide from our hosses and start
walking through the brush when all at
once we hear a very noisy noise.

“Don’t move!” a voice says business
like. “I got yuh two varmints covered!”

We do not move the slightest. A tall
jasper steps out into the moonlight with
a shotgun gleaming very wicked. This
gent | do not recognize, but | have a
feeling it would take little urging for
him to leave us have a blast of buck-
shot.

“l hate thieves,” he says raspy. “Es-
pecially pig-stealers. 1 am goin’ to turn
yuh over to the sheriff.”

“lI am the sheriff,” Boo Boo says
hoarse. “And this is my deputy. We are
not stealing pigs, and no mistake! We
are looking for a desperado who robbed

“Soon we
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the Emporium in Polecat.”

We show the jasper our badges, and
he becomes somewhat mollified and
ceases to point his shotgun at us.

“Sorry,” he mumbles, “but there has
been numerous persons snoopin’ around
and about my pigpen of late, so natur-
ally I thought yuh two was doin’ like-
wise.”

We learn that he is a cowboy by the
name of Bucko Bing and has recent
swapped his hoss and saddle for the
cabin and forty acres and some pigs to
a gent who lived here previous.

“I got tired of punchin’ cows,” Bucko
says, “so | decided now was a good time
to settle down. How about yuh fellers
cornin’ in for some coffee. | get kinda
lonesome for somebody to gab to out
here.”

We follow Bucko into the cabin and
he lights a lamp and puts the coffee on.

“Funny thing about this hombre |
swapped my hoss to for this place,” he
says, poking at the fire. “Must’ve been
a artist or somethin’. Left a lot of yel-
low sheets of paper and pencils and
things. One of the sheets has got a
drawin’on it. Sort of a map, but it don’t
make sense to me. I’ll show yuh it.”

He digs into a pile of old yellow pa-
pers and comes up with the drawing,
which he spreads on the table. Boo Boo
and me stare at it pop-eyed, for it is
exactly like the map Boo Boo got from
Superstitious Snyder for $10 and ten
percent.

Bucko points to the X that marks the
lost Lobo Mine. “What | don’t under-
stan»d,” he begins, “is this here—"

FROM outside comes an unearthly roar
that makes my skin crawl no little.
“What’s that?” Boo Boo gurgles.
“We’ll find out!” Bucko says gritty.
He grabs up his shotgun and heads
through the door. Boo Boo and | follow
close. The roar comes again, but this
time | know what it is. It is Chicky-choo
sneezing, and then | see him standing
by the hoss at the lightning-split pine.
“Another pig swiper!” Bucko says,
and aims his gun.
“Don’t shoot!” Boo Boo says, and
Bucko don’t.

We round up Chicky-choo and all go
back to the cabin. He explains very in-
dignant that he is not trying to steal
nobody’s pigs, but that he is merely
looking for a strayed cow. Then Chicky-
choo sees the map on the table, and his
eyes also bug, and then some.

“What’s this?” he asks feeble.

“A map, | reckon,” Bucko answers.
“But as | was startin’to tell the sheriff,
this X don’t make sense exactly. Yuh
see—

He never tells what to see, for at this
precise moment, a pig lets out a very
high pitched squeal.

Cussing no little severe, Bucko grabs
up the gun and leaps through the door.
Us three follow close behind, and pres-
ently we come to a split-rail pigpen in
a nearby hollow. There is a man stand-
ing with his hands on the top rail.

“Hist 'em!” Bucko shouts angry.

The man lifts his hands and turns
quick, and | see he is nobody but Forty-
rod Frye. We take him back with us to
the cabin.

“Forty-rod,” Boo Boo says severe,
“have yuh turned to a pig rustler?”

“Prattle-puttie, no!” he says indig-
nant. “l was ridin’ through the canyon
on my way to Dry Springs and kind of
got lost. Just as | was studyin’ which
way to go, yuh jaspers rushed me, and
e

His voice choked off, and his eyes
blinked no little fast. He was staring at
the map on the table.

“What’s this?”
cracked voice.

“It was left here by the feller from
who | traded for this cabin and the
pigs,” Bucko Bing explains. “Like |
have been tryin’ to tell the sheriff for
the past half hour, this here X marks
the place where at—"

A pig lets out a squeal, and Bucko
grabs up the shotgun.

“This time for sure,” he says, “I bet
somebody is tryin’ to snatch a pig off’n
meTfl

He rushes out the door, the rest of
us tagging along behind. We slip up
toward the pigpen, and sure enough,
there are two hombres in the middle of
it, and the pigs are squealing like they

he asked in his
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have got their tails in a wringer.

Bucko covers the two gents very neat
with the shotgun, and bellows, “At last
I have caught yuh, yuh blasted pig
rustlers!”

“Why,” Boo Boo murmurs, “them
two gents are none other than Spring-
time Springer and Superstitious Sny-
der, both of who I know quite well.”

Boo Boo is right. Springtime and Su-
perstitious climb out of the pigpen,
looking no little worried. Especially Su-
perstitious Snyder.

“How come,” Boo Boo asks cold, “is
it that yuh two gents are around and
about this time of night in a pigpen?”

Superstitious eyes Bucko’s shotgun
and swallows hard.

“Springtime forced me to come here,”
he says.

“Correct,” Springtime says. “I did so
because | did not entirely trust friend
Superstitious, him being somewhat of
a stranger. Leave us go into yon cabin
where at there is a light, and | will ex-
plain precise.”

We all go into the cabin with both
Springtime and Bucko keeping an eye
on Superstitious Snyder, who seems no
little unhappy and wishes he Was a
thousand miles elsewhere, and no mis-
take.

WHEN we get inside, Springtime
sees the map on the table, and his
eyes stick out far enough to hang a hat
over. “Where at did that map come
from?” he asks fierce.

Bucko draws a breath and scratches
his left ear.

“l have been tryin’ to tell about this
for some time, but something alius hap-
pens before | finish. | found this map
mixed up with them ole yellow papers.
It is a map of this end of the canyon,
and that X marks where at my pigpen
is located exactly. | dont understand
why anybody would make a map to
mark a pig—”

Springtime grabs Superstitious Sny-
der by the throat.

“Swindler!” he roars. “It is a good
thing I didn’t trust yuh, but made yuh
come with me to look for the lost Lobo
Mine. If | hadn’t of, the ten dollars |

give yuh for a map would be gone for-
ever!”

“I might mention,” Bucko says grim,
“that this gent yuh are squeezin’ so
rough by the neck is the same gent who
traded me this cabin and the pigs for
my hoss, which | saw standin’ by the
pigpen.”

But nobody is paying any mind to
what Bucko Bing says. We are listening
to Superstitious Snyder who is talking
very fast indeed to keep from being
choked to death by Springtime.

It comes out that Superstitious has
made numerous fake maps while he re-
sides here in the cabin and has sold
them, not only to Boo Boo, but also to
various citizens, including Forty-rod
Frye, Chicky-choo Crump and Spring-
time Springer. All this is why so many
gents have visited Bucko’s pigpen of
late.

Pronto, Forty-rod, Chicky-choo and
Springtime want their money back and
get it from Superstitious, all except Boo
Boo. He says nothing about having been
stuck for one of the maps. He merely
looks pale and shakes his head until his
three chins quiver no little, and then
some.

As for me, knowing there will be no
ten per cent, | feel all is lost, for I recall
how | charged the groceries and did not
pay for my wife’s new dress.

Chicky-choo is the last to get his ten
smackeroos back. Suddenly his nose be-
gins to twitch, and he lets forth a
“chicky-choo-o0!” that almost puts out
the lamp.

“Come to think of it,” he puffs, “this
canyon is open range, so Superstitious
didnt own this place a-tall. He has
swindled yuh outa yore hoss, Bucko.”

“No, he ain’t!” Bucko says, and goes
outside and rounds up his hoss and
leads him back to the cabin.

By now day is breaking, and we see
that Bucko’ is indeed the very same
black hoss that Superstitious rid into
Polecat some few days ago, and also the
same saddle and saddle-bag.

It is plain to be seen that Bucko is
happy to get said animal back.

“l was fed up with pig raisin’ any-
way,” he says.
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This is when we notice that Super-
stitious Snyder has snook away from us
and is gone, and Forty-rod allows it is
good riddance. Then him and Spring-
time and Chicky-choo mount their own
hosses and head back toward Polecat,
leaving Boo Boo, Bucko and I standing
by the cabin.

“Come, Deputy,” Boo Boo says to me.
“Leave us go look for the desperado who
robbed the Emporium.”

And he gives me a slight wink, which
| do not return, for | feel new worries
fall upon my shoulders.

After we are some distance from the
cabin, I ask, “How come you did not get
your sawbuck from Superstitious?”

“It would not do for the citizens to
realize that their sheriff was took in by
such a scheme,” he says. “Howsome-
ever, we will now round up Supersti-
tious and recover said money in private.
Incidental, Hopewell, where did yuh
hide the three hundred yuh took from
the Emporium?”

This is when | tell him it was not |
who did the robbing, but slept the long
night through.

I NSTANTANEOUS, the blood drains
I from his fat face. Then it comes back
with a rush along with various cuss-
words very fierce.

“Hopewell, yuh skunk!” he says
hoarse. “Consider yoreself no longer the
deputy sheriff of Coyote County. Also,
consider yoreself in hot water very deep
for suppressing information—"

“Shh!” 1 hiss. “Is that not Supersti-
tious Snyder now crawling over yon
ridge?”

It is none other than he, and we leave
our hosses hid and also crawl over the
ridge amongst the boulders and bushes.
At the top of the ridge, we catch a
glimpse of Superstitious sneaking
around amongst some plum thickets
very lovely with bloom.

“This is indeed peculiar funny,” Boo
Boo murmurs. “Yuh would think he’d
get as far away as possible, and no mis-
take, instead of going back. Leave us
follow the rat.”

Which we do, not letting him see us.

When we come to the edge of the

clearing, we see Superstitious sneaking
toward Bucko’s hoss, which stands tied
to a sapling in the shade of the cabin.
Smoke is pouring from the chimney,
and we catch a faint smell of bacon and
coffee, which tells us Bucko is having
one more meal in the cabin before mov-
ing elsewhere.

Just as Superstitious begins to untie
Bucko’s hoss, Boo Boo steps out and
says, “Hold, yuh swindler!”

Superstitious whirls about, looking no
little surprised. At this precise moment,
Bucko Bing steps outside, scratching
his left ear and looking about uncertain.

“What’s a-goin’ on, gents?” he asks.

“It appears,” Boo Boo says, walking
up to Superstitious very grim, “that
this crook is about to steal yore hoss,
and—”"

That is as far as Boo Boo gets, for
Superstitious hauls off and plants a
hay-maker square in the middle of Boo
Boo’s stomach. Boo Boo lets out a groan
and bends double. Superstitious reaches
out and lifts Boo Boo’s forty-four from
the holster and levels it very business-
like, and no mistake.

“Stand back, gents, and do not try to
stop me,” he says icy. “Although | have
give up some nice sawbucks, | do not
propose to part with the money I stole
from the Emporium!”

Boo Boo, Bucko and me stand there,
doing nothing, while Superstitious
climbs into the saddle. Without lower-
ing the forty-four he works his left
hand inside the saddle-bag, and a satis-
fied smile comes over his bony face.

“Ah,” he says, “the money aint been
touched. Adios, chums, and do not try
to follow unless yuh want to get shot.”

That is when | remember the box of
cartridges in my pocket.

“Why,” | say, “Boo Boo’s gun is not
loaded!”

Boo Boo blinks no little rapid. “Why,
so it aint!” he yells, and grabs Super-
stitious’ left leg.

Both Bucko and | swarm upon the
hoss and hold him very firm, while Su-
perstitious tries to shoot the empty gun
and kick his leg free, both of which he
cannot do. Then Boo Boo pulls, and Su-
perstitious comes out of the saddle and
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hits the ground hard and tosses about
most violent, but Boo Boo keeps a tight
grip.

A pieqgs of paper flutters from Super-
stitious’ shirt pocket and falls near my
feet. On this paper, | see a likeness of
Alexander Hamilton and realize that
here, without doubt, is Boo Boo’s saw-
buck.

A tremor runs through me, and the
next thing | know, | have put my foot
on Alex’s face, thus hiding the bill very
neat from all eyes. It is then that Super-
stitious Snyder gives up, and Boo Boo
clicks handcuffs very tight about his
wrists.

This same evening Boo Boo and |
are setting in the jail office, with him
looking no little pleased.

He says, “Deputy, carryin’ a empty
gun has its advantages, and no mistake.
If my gun had of been loaded, we—"

He shudders. Then he leaps to his
feet no little sudden.

“Hopewell,” he says hoarse, “I plumb
forgot about the ten ringers | paid for
that fake map! It was not in the saddle-
bag, for in that was the precise amount
that Jigger Joe lost from his cash
drawer. And Superstitious did not have
no extra tens on him after everybody
who he sold maps to was repaid. Hope-
well, what could of happened to my
lovely ten—"

HE is interrupted by the door bang-
ing open, and in walks Jigger Joe
with three ten-spots waving in his fist.

“Boys,” he says, “I figure yuh deserve
some reward for gettin’ back my three
hundert—say, about ten per cent. So
here is three tenners.”

“Thank yuh kindly,” Boo Boo says,
taking the three tens no little quick.

After Jigger has left, Boo Boo sets
down very content.

“Deputy,” he smiles, “leave us no
longer worry about my lost sawbuck,
for I have my money back plus ten
ringers.”

“Boo Bo0o,” | say desperate, “do not
forget it was | who remembered that
your gun was empty. For this, I should
be rewarded with no less than ten dol-
lars.”

“Tut, tut!” he says. “If yuh hadnt of
thought of it, I would have.”

Then | grin wicked, and say brittle,
“You would not want me going around
and about, telling the voters of Coyote
County that yuh paid ten dollars for a
fake map, would you? You wouldn’t
want a story like that accidentally to get
in the Polecat News, would you?”

His chins quiver slightly, and his fat
face grows pale. Slowly he peels off
one of the tens and hands it to me.

“Deputy,” he says, “kindly disregard
my rough words to yuh a few hours
previous. Also, good-by for today, and
I will expect yuh back to work in the
morning, for yuh are indeed a very fine
deputy.”

“Thank you,” | say humble.

“And do not fret about not getting ten
per cent of a million dollars or so,” he
goes on kindly, “but be happy with the
ten smackeroos which yuh now hold in
yore hand.”

I am indeed happy, and no mistake.

| put on my hat and go home, not for-
getting to stop on the way at Nail-head
Nutter’ store to pay for the groceries,
and also at the dress shop | pause a
moment to leave the sawbuck which
dropped from Superstitious’ shirt pock-
et and over which | put my foot, thusly
paying for my wife’s new dress.
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ADOBE WALLS

An exciting true story of the
Llano Estacado in the days of
the pioneer buffalo hunters!

by FREDERICK R. BECHDOLT

TTHE man for whom Bent’s Creek
was named is almost forgotten. So are
the men who died fighting within sight
of the walls a mile or two from where
Bent’s Creek empties into the Canadian
in the Texas Panhandle.

Orchards, alfalfa-fields, and farm-
houses have long since taken the place
of wild grasses and timber, until the
original setting has vanished almost as
completely as the walls of gray adobe.
But the hills still stand, and tablelands

which stretch southward to the enor-
mous mesa known as the Llano Esta-
cado.

In the days of free grass, when cattle
kings succeeded the Comanches who had
been the red lords of the Llano and the
adjacent ranges, the story of the adobe
walls, of the flat where dead men lay
in unmarked graves, was told by sun-
burned young riders on the range, and
in Tascosa’s roaring dance-halls. Old-
timers heard it from buffalo hunters in
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Mobeetie and Fort Griffin. The tale in
its entirety made a bold pageant.

When bearded trappers, in mocca-
sins and fringed buckskin roamed the
Rocky Mountain country from the Colo-
rado to the Yellowstone, Bent’s Fort
stood near what is now the city of Las
Animas, Colorado. In the west, the
peaks that part the waters of the con-
tinent stood out against the skyline;
eastward, the land rolled away to the
wide prairies. Before the heavy portals
that gave entrance to the thick-bas-
tioned adobe walls, a long road wound
into the southwest. Here covered wag-
ons which had traveled from the Mis-
sissippi began the last leg of their
journey to Santa Fe, where Colonel Wil-
liam Bent’s two brothers and Ceran St.
Vrain, his other partner, lived within
the fort they had founded as a trading
post.

Red men of many nations gathered
there to camp outside the fort and bar-
ter pelts of beaver, mink, and muskrat
for beads, lead, powder, calico, and gew-
gaws which Colonel Bent’s wagon trains
brought from St. Louis. They came by
the hundreds until the open space be-
fore the walls was dotted with their
peaked lodges.

In the spring white trappers came
from distant streams and mountain
meadows, to dispose of their season’s
catch, to dance in the low-ceilinged
room, to drink strong wheat whisky
from Taos, and brandy from beyond the
Mississippi—and sometimes to fight
grim deadly duels with knives or pistols.
Every day of the year were to be found
here those grizzled, leathern-cheeked
rovers who found the passes across the
Western mountains and made the first
rude maps of the larger rivers—the
pathfinders.

Bent’s Fort was the most famous of
the outposts of the American Fur Com-
pany in the West.

And of the men who built those sta-
tions Colonel Bent was rated the
shrewdest. He held the commerce of a
wild country which now comprises sev-
eral great States, and his name was
known everywhere, even in the smoky
lodges of the red men. Still he was not
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satisfied, because far to the southeast,
where the Comanches roamed and raid-
ed. Red lords of the Llano Estacado,
they traded their rich loot only with the
swarthy traders from Taos and Santa
Fe who came to meet them on the banks
of the Canadian—the Comancheros, as
inen called them.

Every year these venturers fared
forth from the Spanish settlements of
New Mexico with their two-wheeled ox-
carts, and the traffic grew so rich that
Colonel Bent thought it worth his while
to try to divert it to the fort. The Co-
manches were willing; so were their al-
lies, the Kiowas, who paid several visits
to the trading post. But the bold Chey-
ennes with whom they were at war
made things so unpleasant that the ex-
peditions ceased. And Colonel Bent saw
some of the most profitable commerce of
the prairies go back into the hands of
the New Mexicans.

He discussed the matter with such
rovers as old Bill Williams, Jim Brid-
ger, and the mulatto, James P. Beck-
wourth, who had spent years dealing
with the Indians. He decided to build a
branch trading post on the banks of the
Canadian, right in the country of the
Kiowas and Comanches.

Land of the Comanches

One day a file of horsemen and pack-
animals passed from the gates of the
stockade and lined out into the east.
Of the riders a number were Mexicans,
wearing steeple-crowned sombreros and
leathern-strapped, wide-mouthed trou-
sers. There were five Americans, clad in
buckskin, with powder-horns slung by
their sides, and long-barreled, muzzle-
loading rifles across their saddle-bows.

The lank hair of two of these was
shot with gray; the lines were deepen-
ing in their sunburned faces. They had
been with the firm of Bent & Company
when they had built the first picket
stockade further up the Arkansas, and
their business had taken them far be-
yond old Santa Fe, to the Jornada del
Muerto, over the Rio Grande, into re-
mote Chihuahua.

Jim Murray, the leader of this expe-
dition, was one of them; and the name
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of the other was Fisher. Behind them
rode “Uncle John” Smith, a man of
thirty who was as powerful among the
Cheyennes as one of their own chiefs.
A young hunter for the fort who was
already beginning to make a reputation
as an Indian fighter came next. “Kit”
Carson was his name. And with him
rode his friend Lucien Maxwell, who be-
came famous when he obtained the
great Maxwell Grant.

Traveling eastward, they passed the
mouth of the Purgatoire River and
went on beyond Choteau’s Island. Near
the southwestern corner of what is now
Kansas they left the wagon tracks, and
before long forded the Cimarron, the
stream where quicksands and sudden
freshets were to claim many a bold
horseman during the next five decades.
Following the river they crossed the
Santa Fe Trail and struck off into an
untracked wilderness, picking their
course by such landmarks as John
Smith had learned from the Cheyennes.
Their long-barreled rifles furnished
them with meat from herds of lumber-
ing buffalo and swift bands of antelope.
Always they kept a keen lookout for In-
dians.

When they had followed a tributary
of the Canadian’s south fork to its
mouth they were in the land of the Co-
manches. Beyond the bluffs which lined
the valley, lay the country of the Kio-
was. The trails of the Apaches were
visible at the creek crossings.

Virgin Territory

Finally they struck the clear-watered
creek which now bears Colonel Bent’s
name. And when they saw the wide bot-
tomland where grass was lush, they
said, “Here is a good camping ground.”

Deciding to build the trading post
here, they set the Mexicans to work the
next day. Within a week the first long
rows of adobe bricks were drying in the
hot summer sunshine. Soon the adobe
walls began to rise on the flat. Before
the first leaves were turning yellow in
the thickets the first building raised by
white men in the Texas Panhandle had
been erected. Within were sheds to
house the goods the pack-animals had

brought, living quarters, and a great
corral for the stock between sunset and
sunrise.

The Comanches came from the Llano
Estacado, hesitant in their approach.
But when one of the traders advanced
with his hand upraised in the peace
sign, the chief rode forward to meet
him. They were willing to talk things
over. So the pipes were brought out.
The leaders of both parties squatted in
a circle, each taking his puff in turn,
and there was much slow conversation.
When an understanding of the purposes
of the expedition had been arrived at,
bartering began. Before snow flew the
little company from Bent’s Fort depart-
ed, driving before them the mules and
ponies that they had acquired, and
which later were sold in the Missouri
markets for good prices.

When spring came, they were back
again. The Comanches brought to
Bent’s Creek the loot of their raids be-
yond the Rio Grande, and stock no doubt
from Texas farms on the Trinity, the
Brazos, and the Nueces. By day a Mexi-
can herder tended the growing band. At
night they were locked within the adobe
walls.

The summer passed. There was rich
trade, and no trouble.

Marooned Among Hostiles

Jim Murray, Fisher, John Smith, Kit
Carson, and Lucien Maxwell returned
with the advent of the third spring.
This time there were only two Mexi-
cans, the day herder and the cook.

One day when the Mexican herder
was dozing in the saddle, a band of Jica-
rilla Apaches came stealing through the
thickets, crawling through the high
grass, camouflaged by earth and herb-
age until their bare bodies seemed part
of the land. The sentry at the fort had
no suspicion of anything wrong until he
slid from his pony, dying, with half a
dozen arrows in his body, and the stam-
peded herd was being driven on a dead
run toward the bluffs.

The six men left at the fort were
afoot. All that summer’s accumulated
wealth had vanished in a rattle of hoofs
and a swirl of dust. The white men were
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marooned, a hundred and fifty miles
away from any of their own race, right
in the heart of the Indian country.

One thing was clear—the longer they
waited, the worse would be their plight.
The loot within these adobe walls would
draw the tribes from all directions.
Once signal smokes began to rise, a red
circle would form, drawing in tighter
day by day. If the white traders wanted
to see Bent's Fort again, they had to
strike out at once.

Within the gates were three decrepit
mules. These were loaded with food and
ammunition. The rest of the goods was
cached after the fashion which French
Canadian trappers had introduced into
the country. A great hole was lined with
buffalo hides, and when it was filled
with stores, it was so skilfully covered
that the spot could not be distinguished.

They set forth when night came on,
with Murray in command. They did not
take the trail toward the mouth of the
Cimarron but picked a course by the
stars across the country. They muffled
the hoofs of the pack-animals in sacks,
and did no talking. No man was al-
lowed to strike a light; there was no
smoking.

Indian At+ackl

So they stole across the flat, climbed
the low bluffs, and came out on the up-
lands where the rocks were knifelike
and cactus grew among the brush.
There was no moon. Landmarks were
invisible, and they, could barely distin-
guish one another’s forms. Prickly pear
and cat’s claw tore their garments.
Their moccasins were shredded, their
feet were bleeding, but they pressed on,
dumb as the shadows. The eastern sky
began to brighten and turn a faint pink.
Then as the sun rose they saw a cluster
of moving dots afar off.

“Indians,” said one of the traders.

Another pointed grimly. The dots
were coming toward them, but there
was a chance that the savages had not
seen them, since the approach was slow.
The white men were looking about for
shelter when Jim Murray called:

“Here they come, boys! Bunch up
them mules!” He ordered the Mexican

cook to hold the three animals. “The
rest of you scatter out!”

He and the old timer, Fisher, dropped
flat in the short buffalo grass and
looked to the priming of their rifles.

The band on the racing ponies drew
nearer. There were more than fifty of
them, Kiowas, their bare bodies daubed
with paint. A tall chief in the lead wore
a great war-bonnet with trailing
plumes. The drumming of ponies’ hoofs
and shrill war-yells came down the
wind.

Smoke-wreaths floated away from the
two muzzles of the guns in the hands
of Murray and Fisher. The naked body
of the chief pitched from his pony’s
bare back. The charge wavered, as the
white men reloaded.

The Indians went sweeping by, send-
ing a cloud of arrows. But before the
last had buried itself in the dry turf
the yelling pack had drawn well out of
range.

In moments they came on again until
the foremost ranks were so close the
warrior’s faces could be seen. The rifles
began barking, and four more riders
fell. A fifth lay pinned beneath his dy-
ing pony. The charge broke.

There was no further attack. The
band had drawn away for good.

“We’ll shove on now,” Murray said.

Kit Carson to the Rescue

They reached water some hours later
and rested until night, when they re-
sumed their journey. It was many.days
before they brought the news of what
had happened to the fort on the upper
Arkansas. Colonel Bent sent an expedi-
tion to recover the goods, but the Indi-
ans had burned everything until only
the walls remained. The cache had been
looted. No attempt was ever made to re-
occupy the place. v

As the years went by, the adobe
walls began to crumble. What had been
a fort became lines of gray mud, in
places barely more than waist-high. The
Texans had organized their Rangers.
The Comanches were falling back be-
fore them and their forays were
becoming less extensive. They were for-
saking the richer prairies for the arid
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Llano Estacado. Here they made their
stand, and even the coming of the stage-
line which crossed a corner of the great
mesa could not dislodge them. Game
was as plentiful as ever, and before the
steady march of civilization the great
mesa remained a Comanche strong-
hold.

During the Civil War, the plains
tribes made a truce among themselves
and went on the warpath to drive the
white men from the West. The Chey-
ennes, Arapahoes, Comanches, and Kio-
was swept over the country. They mas-
sacred teamsters; destroyed wagon
trains; and for a time this link of com-
munication between the Union and New
Mexico was cut. Kit Carson, with his
wisdom in Indian fighting, was given
command of a regiment of New Mexico
volunteer cavalry, to clean out the war
parties.

In the summer of 1865 his scouts
brought him word at Fort Union of a
band of Kiowas and Comanches en-
camped along the Canadian, and he took
four hundred horsemen out to find
them. When they reached the Dbluffs
overlooking Bent’s Creek, they saw a
village of a hundred and fifty lodges
near the adobe walls which Carson and
his companions had abandoned nearly
thirty years before.

He gave the orders to his men to
charge. The men spurred their horses
to a dead run, but before they had
crossed the flat the warriors were ready
for them, and so stubborn was their
stand that the battle lasted until late
in the afternoon. Then the red men
broke and fled, but more than sixty of
them were cut down as they made for
bluffs.

The grass of the next spring hid the
last evidences of the bloodshed. But as
the years went by the Comanches still
roamed over the Llano Estacado as they
had roamed since the memory of man,
the red lords of an arid wilderness.. ..

Along the Santa Fe Trail

In 1874 the old Santa Fe Trail was a
well-beaten road. Every few miles, all
the way from Dodge City to the Colo-
rado boundary, it came within sight of

the newly built railway. In places the
Arkansas River’s windings were be-
trayed by a dark line of brush and tim-
ber in the south. Beyond those thickets
lay the domain of the Indians. No white
hulifer might enter it with impunity.

The herds of buffalo which grazed
from here to the Rio Grande belonged
to the Cheyennes, the Arapahoes, the
Apaches, the Kiowas, and the Coman-
ches. So said the Medicine Lodge treaty
of 1867, and patrolling troops saw to it
that the provisions were enforced. But
save for this one provision, both Wash-
ington and the red men ignored the
compact utterly.

The first raw winds of spring were
sweeping the prairies of southwestern
Kansas. On those windy days of early
March the traffic of the rutted old high-
way was picking up. Wagons were
rumbling eastward, and horsemen
passed every day. Buffalo hunters were
drifting into Dodge from their lonely
dugouts and cabins on the Kansas plains
and beyond the Colorado boundary.
They were big, rugged men who wore
their hair to their shoulders. Their
limp-rimmed, low-crowned sombreros
seemed to be the universal head-gear.
They also favored fringed buckskin
shirts and vari-colored mackinaws. All
carried long-barreled sing le-shot
Sharp’s fifties. To an extent, they were
men of property, for they owned their
wagons and outfits, and the skinners
and cooks with them were their em-
ployees.

Hunting was business with these
men. They were experts at marksman-
ship and stalking. Upon their skill with
the big-caliber rifles depended their
profits or losses. So many hides, so
many dollars.

As they drifted into the young town
this year the outlook was not promising.
Ever since the railroad’s construction,
the number of buffalo hunters had been
increasing, and the herds which men
had said were beyond extermination
were vanishing from north of the tim-
ber beyond the upper Arkansas.

Dodge City Doings
Dodge City in those days marked the
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real terminus the railroad, although
tracks had been built to Canada at the
Colorado boundary. The buffalo hunters
this year had preceded the cowboys and
the trail herds and the cold-eyed gun-
men. But the little town of unpainted
pine buildings was enjoying a brisk
prosperity. Teamsters and construction
hands, booted freighters and troopers
from the military post, crowded one an-
other on the narrow sidewalks and
mingled in the noisy barrooms, drink-
ing, gambling, dancing. The buffalo
hunters joined in the festivities. They
roistered through the long nights to the
whining of the fiddles; they drank the
stinging whisky; they tried their luck
at faro and stud and monte. After the
long winter’ loneliness, they had their
playtime. Then when their blood had
cooled a bit, they sought the outfitting
stores, thinking about the coming sea-
son’s business.

One day a number of them were in
the store of Leonard & Myers. The
counters were heaped high with heavy
blue flannel shirts, mackinaws, slickers,
and thick blankets. Rifles stood racked
in a long rov—W inchesters and Sharps
and Remingtons. The rafters were hung
with tinware. The odor of oiled leather
mingled with the smells of soap and cof-
fee, salt meat and brown sugar.

The hunters were lounging around
the stove, for the prairie wind was raw.
The talk had simmered down to what
was uppermost in every hunter’s mind
—the next season’s herd. Each new ar-
rival brought the same report. Where
the prairies once had been covered with
bison only scattered bands had been
found last season.

There was no use talking,
agreed. The harvest was over.

“North of the Arkansas,” commented
Myers, nodding as he came from behind
the co