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while he built a smoke. He was a tall,
slim man with a rather narrow face marked
by a pair of hard blue eves. His long red
hair straggled down around his ears, and
he wore a high-crowned Stetson, with the
rim curled up at the sides, a red and black
fAannel shirt, and blue levis over which he
had drawn a pair of tight buckskin leggins.
The spurs on his heels were plain with small
steel rowels, The gun in his holster was a
44 Frontier Colt with a seven-and-a-half
inch barrel.

He smoked thoughtfully, slouching a
little as he sat there in his kak, wondering
why he should feel so uneasy. The land
was lonely, but he had been in lonelier
places than this. In fact, he rather liked
solitude, and so the chill apprehension he
had was more than the result of being in a
desolate and forsaken country.

A Dbrief memory flitted through his mind,
and he put the recollection away angrily.
It was something he did not like to think
ahout. So far as Red Cortland was con-
cerned he had no past. He had been born
when he had gone to work here at Bridle-
bit a month ago.

He frugally smoked the cigarette down
to the tiniest butt. It was not so long ago
that tobacco had been a scarce and pre-
cious item to him and he still had not shak-
- en the habit of consuming as, much of a
smoke as he could. He rubbed out the butt
and tossed it away. He put his foot back in
the stirrup and was about to start the
buckskin when he saw the vulture.

The bird was wheeling high in the sky
and all at once it darted down, straight as
an arrow, and Cortland watched it until a
slope ahead cut it from view. There was
something insistent in the beating of his
heart now; the feeling of apprehension
grew stronger. A sudden impulse told him
to holt, to leave this country, but he had
a new life here, and he was not going to
throw it away.

- Cortland sent the buckskin ahead, toward
the spot where the vulture had vanished

from sight. He glanced up at the sky once
and saw another scavenger wheeling up
there. Now a presentiment of evil de-
scended on Cortland. He still could not
understand why he should feel this way.
These were not the first vultures he had
seen, but these somehow seemed to he more
than scavengers. They gave Cortland the
impression they were harbingers of doom.

The buckskin started clamhering up the
slope. Cortland told himself he was imag-
ining things. He was still jumpy and upset
from what he had gone through in the past.
Once he was on the other side of the hill,
he told himself, he would find only a dead
cow—some dead animal. But he didn’t be-
lieve it. That disturbing prescience still
would not leave him.

The buckskin topped the crest of the
hill and started down the other side. The
sound of its approach frightened the vul-
ture, and it rose into the air with a mon-
strous, foul flapping of its great hlack wings.
Cortland watched it wheel away, a feeling
of loathing stirring. in him. The buckskin
took another half dozen strides, and then
Cortland saw what it was that had attracted
the vultures.

It was a man.

He lay with his face pressed into the
sand. his arms flung out and his legs wide
apart, almost as if he had been spread-
eagled, heid motionless and fixed by the
laxness and stillness of death.

Cortland reined in the buckskin beside
the dead man and looked around. He saw
nothing hut desolation and emptiness—the
land, the hills, the sky. The only living
things were he and the buckskin and the
two vultures, now wheeling and banking
with an unclean patience overhead.

That chill on the hack of Cortland’s neck
was very pronounced now. Ilis throat be-
gan to constrict as if an invisible band cir-
cling his neck were slowly being tightened.
There was an icy breeze sweeping down
off the mountain, but still sweat broke out
on Cortland's brow.
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not the hint of a living soul. Nothing moved.

He took a chance and shot a rabbit. Then
he built a small fire down in a depression,
hoping that not too much smoke would rise
to give him away. He cooked the rabbit
without salt and ate it. It was not very
tasty, hut it was better than nothing.

Then he began looking for a place in
which to hole up. By the middle of the
morning he had found it. It was a small
box canvon tucked into the side of the
mountain. The entrance was high-walled
and narrow. By climbing to the top of this
high palisade that formed one side of the
canyon, he could see clearly for a long way.

Now he lay up there on his belly, relish-
ing the warmth of the sun on his back and
studying the land below him. Once far
away he caught sight of a group of horse-
men, but they were not headed toward him
and soon they passed out of sight in some
timber. Cortland just lay there and
watched.

This was the place where he would die,
he thought. The canyon held enough graze
for the buckskin, and there was also a
small spring that provided sufficient water.
For food he would rely on small game. It
was as good a place as he could have picked
in which to die.

The thought of death no longer fright-
ened him or made him sad. He rather
looked forward to it, for it meant the termi-
nation of life that no longer held any joy
or meaning. \What made him angry and hit-
ter was that he would have to die with his
name and memory disgraced.

He did not attempt to apologize for any
of the things he had done. In his pyst he
had erred, but he had also made full pay-
ment for his erring. Nevertheless, it was
this straying he had done in the past that
now automatically made him guilty of
things he had never done. It was this that
hurt Cortland most of all. It was this that
made these hours a torment for him.

.Now he caught sight of a lone rider.
Cortland’s eyes narrowed as he watched the

single herseman. Every rider that passed
up here would be meant for him, he thought,
and so he watched until his eyes ached. The
rider came on, climbing all the while and
apparently heading for the canyon.

Cortland had the .44 sixshooter he had
taken from Zimmerman and also Zimmer-
man’s Winchester. Cortland’s hands tight-
ened ahout the rifle as he watched the horse-
man come on. There seemed to be some-
thing familiar about the rider, but exactly
what it was did not register on Cortland’s
mind. '

The rider entered a clump of junipers
and passed through the trees, and when he
emerged, much closer, recognition came.
The rider was Shelley Graham.

HE was scanning the country as if look-
ing for something. There was a mix-
ture of emotions in Cortland as he watched
her. He knew gladness and hope, but then
he thought of the evil and disillusion he
had found everywhere, and there remained
only suspicion and skepticism in his heart.
Cortland gave another look about but
saw no one else. So he climbed down from
his post and stepped out through the en-
trance of the canvon. The girl was turning
her paint awayv when Cortland stepped out.
“Looking for someone, Shelley?” he
asked softly.

The girl whipped around in her saddle
with a sharp gasp of surprise. When she
saw who it was, she jumped to the ground
and came running up to Cortland. She
threw her arms out as if to embrace him,
but she saw the look on his face, and she
pulled up abruptly. There was some fear
in her eves as she stared at him.

“What are vou doing here?” he asked
suspiciously.

“I’ve come to help vou.”

He could not get over the feeling that
there was more to this than was apparent.
There had been so much disillusion for him
since he had come to this country that Cort-
land could not believe in goodness any
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sick. To he accused of any robbery was bad
enough. To be accused of pistol-whipping
a kindly, crippled old man turned his stom-
ach upside down. And he couldn't, as yet,
see any possible way of clearing himself.

He wondered where those men had
taken Curly and what had they done to him.
Ile knew his good-natured pardner would
get away from them if he were given any
chance at all, but he might not he given
a chance. He also knew that, if Curly did
get away, he would come straight back to
see what had happened to his pardner. And
they'd both he hung from the same tree.

Pecos’ unpleasant thoughts were inter-
rupted by the faint creaking of a floor-
board in the sheriff's office. He turned his
head that way in time to see two shadowy
higures appear in the door, guns glinting
dully in their hands. Gus started out of
his chair, an oath ripping from his lips
as his hand darted toward his gun. One of
the men leaped at him, his gun flashing up
and then down. Pecos heard the sickening
crunch of lead on bone, and Gus slumped
forward without a sound.

The two men wore long slickers that hid
their clothes. Both had wide-brimmed hats
pulled low over their eyes, and their faces
were masked with bandannas.

Pecos didn’t like the setup at all. He
knew heyond a doubt that these were the
men who had stuck a gun in Curly’s back,
the robbers. Two men who had a trail to
cover and could cover it by using two un-
known cowboys. A “jailbreak™ would be
considered detinite prooi of guilt.

Pecos came slowly off the bunk. Hexing
his big hands in futility. He watched help-
lessly while the larger of. the two men
dragged the unconscious Gus over to the
door of his cell and placed him on his back,
feet toward the cell as if he'd fallen bhack-
ward from a standing position. Then the
man reached under his shicker to pull out
a short hunting knife, the type that a man
might easily conceal in his hoot. With
one swift downward slash of his arm, he

ran the knife up to the hilt in Gus’ chest.

Pecas stood rooted, trying to think but
seeing only the black picture of a mighty
short future. The charge against him now
would be cold-blooded murder. He and
Curly would be *caught™ all right, hut
they’d never be brought in alive. Maybe
Curly was already dead. A terrible curse
formed in [Pecos’ throat but couldn’t get
past his tightly clenched teeth.

The smaller of the two men had unbolted
the back door and returned to the cell by
the time the killer had taken the keys .from
Gus and unlocked the door. He swung the
door hard into Gus' body, shoving it aside
a hittle. :

“Come on out,” he said gruffly.

“Come in and get me,” Pecos retorted
coldly, knowing they were going to kill
him but hoping to make it hard for them.

He didn’t have much luck. As the killer
approached, gun in hand, Pecos lunged ior
him. However. he hadn’t realized he was
standing in a puddle of water spilled by
the doctor. Now his boot slipped on the
cement floor, throwing him forward in an
awkward stumble. His groping hands
fastened on the killer’s gun wrist, but be-
fore he could regain his bhalance, the sec-
ond robber leaped in from the side to
bring the gun down hard on the back of
his head. For the second time that mght,
Pecos Ryan witnessed a heautiful display
of fireworks . . .

S CONSCIOUSNESS

him, he became aware hrst of a con-

returned to

tinual rhythmic movement that he dully
wished would stop. His head threatened
to drop off his shoulders. e wanted to
grab it with both hands and anchor it in
one position, but he couldn’t seem to find
it. Gradually he understood that he lay face
down across a trotting horse, with cutting
ropes over his back lashing him to the
saddle.

He swore thickly and tried to shift po-
sition. It was no use. His hands already
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as Curly was hoosted onto his own horse.
“Tie his feet, Bill," the taller man or-

dered. to take a

chance on him goin” overhoard.”
“Careful cuss, aren’'t you?" Curly said

“It's too blasted dark

sarcastically.

“You betcha. 1.et's get these slickers off,
Bill. Then, if anyone happens along. we
just caught these fellers and are bringin’
‘em back. They wouldn't live long enough
to tell the truth, even if they could prove
it.” '

In a moments the slow ride was
resumed. Pecos’  heart hammering
wildly. e thought it unlikely that the mine
would he far from the shack, which meant
that he'd soon know whether or not he'd
get a break. Desperately he wished that
he might flex his muscles to see how well
they would respond. He felt heavy, numb,
and there’d be no time for hmbering up.
A prayer formed in his heart, but he didn't

few
wWas

breathe 1t.

Objects along the trail were growing
more distinct.  The moon, evidently, was
on the verge of rising. IFervently Pecos
hoped that it would not become too bright
too quickly. Some things he knew he could
do well, but aeting wasn't one of them.

Then the horses stopped.

“There's vour grave, cowboy,” the killer
“Take a good look at it
last

said o Curly.
from the outside canse it's the look

vou'll get.”

“You scare the hell out of me,” Curly

retorted in blunt ghisgust.

Pecos could not control the thundering
of his heart, hut he could conttol his breath-
g, Slowly, stlently he drew air into lungs
that just weren't getting enough, With in-
finite care he wiped all expression from his
face, letting the muscles relax.

Gravel crunched as one of the men ap-
proached. He grabbed Pecos’ hair, twisted
his head around to peer closely at him,

“Hell! He's still out. Help me with
him, Bill.”

Bill laughed without humor. **Too bad he

won't know when we lower the hoom on
him.”

The next moments stretched into
an eternity for Pecos Rvan. Bill approached
on the other side of the horse. and with
hard hands the two men began untying the
tight rope. Pecos felt himself slip as the
last coil was pulled off. Then the tall
killer grasped his shoulders and heaved
upward just as Bill laid hold of his belt
to pull hackward. Pecos shoved up at the
same time, and he went off the horse like
a catapult.  His legs buckled when they
hit the ground, but he twisted, wrapping
his long arms around Bill and pulling him

few

down.

“Hey—1!"

That's as far as Bill got with his startled
protest. numbed arms were slow
moving, but he used the weight of his
body, smashing a shoulder into Bill's face.
The man tried to roll atvay, but Pecos
flattened him out with a hard knee. He
heard his horse lunge away. Then he
heard, just an time, a boot land behind him.

Pecos threw himself to the side, pulling
the luckless Bill over on top of him. The
man screamed as his companion’s first
bullet tore into his body. Pecos’ arms were
working better, finally. He got the left
one around the throat of his thrashing ad-
versary. \Vith the right he fumbled for
the man’s gun. A hullet slammed into the
ground by his car. Another thudded into
Bill. The man started up so violently that
Pecos couldn’t hold him. Then he dropped
back. a dead weight that flattened Pecos
For a moment he

Pecos’

and left him breathless.
lay still, unable to move.
Before lie could collect himself, a panic-
stricken horse thundered past, crashing
blindly through the brush. The tall killer
cursed viciously. He hred one more shot
that hit Bill with a sodden thud. Pecos
caught a glimpse of the killer as he whirled
toward a snorting, fidgeting horse. The
moon had risen, but its light was dim.
Pecos saw only a tall cowhoy who threw
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When Jeff opened his cves again the
sun full in Tus face. He
blinked at it dazedly, closed his eves for a

was  shining
brief moment.  Every muscle in his body
ached, hut in spite of that he felt better.
The swelling of his lips was not as bad,
and his tongue didn’t choke him when he
tricd to swallow.

He sat up, stiff and sore, weak and dizzy.
He looked over to the place where Big Rill
Sue had almost
stopped in his breast

and lain. and his heart
Sue was there, but

Big Bill Powers was gone.

Wild thoughts. flashed  through  Jeff's
brain. te felt of the holster at his side. THis

gun was gone! He looked for the canteen.
It was gone too Big Bill was gone, and had
taken them with ham'!

Jeff serambled to his feet. telling him-
self that he was not awake——that this was a
nightmare he was having. No man could be
No
man could do this to the woman he had

so Jow s to leave them here to die!

planned to marry, not even to save his own
life! But it wasn't a dream. The ache of
his body the pounding of his heart, was
too real.

Jeff saw tricns m the sand leading off
to the west. \Wildly, stumbling in his hurry,
he {ullowed them. He knew 1t was uscless,
but something scemed to drive him on.
Mavhe Bill had just started! Perhaps he
could sull catch him!

Then Jeff saw the canteen Iving in the
sand him.  He forward,
knew hefore he picked it up that it would
be empty. He clutched it in his hands,
stared dazedly at it, and then a stream of

ahead of raced

hitter curses flowed from his lips.

Jefl remembered the words of old Milt
Harmon: ““She loves you, Bill. Don't ever
do anvthing to hurt her. It would break her
heart.”™  Jeff could picture the look that
would he on Sue’s face when she learned
that Big Bill had gone, leaving them with-
out water.

Slowly, his face an expressionless mask
Jeff started hack to the place where he had

left Sue. She was sitting up, watching him
as he came toward her. Jeff was glad he
had found the canteen again. She wouldn’t
know Bill had emptied it.

“Where have vou been?" she asked him.
“Where—where’s Bill?"”

Jeff looked at her a long time without
“We didn’t want to wake
vou up.” he finallv said o« Bill thought it
would he better if he went on alone. He—-he

saving anvthing.

said he could make it to town and bhring
back help. He told me to tell you not to
worry.” Jeff smiled strangely, then went
on again: “He'll make it, Sue. He's strong
eniough to lick even the desert.”

Jeff thought he saw a look of pride in
Sue's eves. Big Bill was strong all right—
but he did not have the sort of strength it
took to make a man. The desert had licked
him.

“\We'll go on,” Jeff told her. **We'll go
as far as we can bhefore Bill brings help. It
shouldn’t be long now.”

They started out, the sun already high
in the heavens. Sue walked lightly at his
side. Jeff wondered if it was pride for
Big Bill that made her walk that wav—
pride for the man she thought was facing
the desert alone to bring them help. . .,

AN

grow

HOUR passed, and Sue hegan to
weary.  Jeff hegan to weaken,
He found it harder and harder to place one
foot in front of the other, and he knew that
his throat was dry and caked again. He
wondered what he would do if Sue sug-
gested that thev drink from the canteen.
Then he remembered that she hadn’t
asked for water all of yesterday. He hoped
she wouldn’t ask for 1t today.

The rising heat waves made the desert
ahead of them dance crazily before their
eyes, and doubts began to assail Jeff. He
could feel the strength leaving his body,
but he kept on. He’d have to keep on.

She stumbled and fell. It was all Jeff
could do to pull her to her feet again. He
(Continucd on page 112)
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eyes on you, and we won’t take the money.
Red Peale ain’t got nothin’ hut a case of
nerves.”

Yancey said, “You been watchin’ him.
What about him?”

“Keeps ridin’ that line hetween Ratchet
and Big N. Keeps ridin’ down towards
Slavin's pig-sty, then comin’ back. Keeps
walkin® the floor. T swear that man don't
sleep.”

Yancey said, “You think he's sweet on
Miss Acton?”

“That 1s a funny thing,” said Hiram.
“He don’t spoon around her none. She
seems so helpless -an” everything—why I
almost get to feelin’ sorry for her myself,
and us without a two-bhit piece to git to
the Coronado. But Peale, he don't sashay
around her at all.”

Yancey nodded. ** Noticed it myself. Miss
Grace'd be plumb lonely if I didn't talk to
her.” *

“You!" said Hiram disgustedly. *“ Wom-

en, dogs, poor folks. That’s your favorite

company. There am’t no profit for us in
that.” He picked up a large stone and
hurled it savagely.

The rock ricocheted off a small boulder.
It struck the ledge in a shaded spot. Flecks
of stone sprayed ahout. George wheeled and
raced, barking happily, picked up one of
the pieces and brought it to Yancey, wag-
.ging his tail and lolling his tongue.

“T'I be doggoned,” said Yancey. “George
likes them ricochets. Won't run aiter a
plain tossed rock, It's gotta bounce off
corners!

e broke off as though someone
had shot the tag end of his words from his
He stood, staring at the rock in
his hand. .

He turned, the indolence gone from him.
He handed the rock to Hiram and stepped
across to where the thrown stone had hit.
He bent and examined the ledge. He whis-
tled, long and low, and George came nos-
ing to his side, tail wagging.

Hiram was down alongside him, his big

mouth.

Now ain't that dog somethin'?

jacknife in hand. He was prying at the
rock, and for once the little man’s hands
shook so he could scarcely work. After a
moment, he stopped, collapsing onto his
haunches. He said, “No use. Of course it's
there. That's it. That’s the whole thing.”

Yancey. said, *“Hiram, duck! Roll and
duck.”

The two men lay down and rolled. They
got behind a boulder just as bullets whizzed
past. Hiram said, “Glasses. They been
watchin’ us all along. \When we found it,
they were ready.”

The crossfire drummed. Iven the splin-
ters had the tell-tale dull glint of the pre-
cious metal. ‘

They lay behind the rocks, their ritles
twenty feet away, hanging from their sad-
dles. The buckskin and the black had heen
in fights before, but had never learned to
like hot lead. Yancey said, “Jhey got ns
unless we can get a gun. Hold still, pard-
ner.”’

Hiram slammed an elbow nto his middle
as he tried to get up. " You big dumbhead,
this ain't your work. . . . He relaxed a
moment as the rifle fire increased. At
least there ain’t no one above us . . . vet.”

Yancey said, “They all know. George
Acton found it out, and was tryin’ to sober
up and make use of it. That's why he sent
for us. But whiskey had him. Slavin knew.
(George had told him, maybe when he was
drunk. So Acton was scared Slavin would
talk, and like all drunks, he was abusin’ the
man he should've played cozy with. \Ve
come in, then. Pribble seen we was hired
guns. ‘$hat made him edgey-like. Pribhle
stood to take it over.- All he needed was
George Acton dead and the mortgage date
due.”

Hiram said grimly, “Slavin killed Ac-
ton. . ..

“Ain’t proved,” said Yancey. He thought
of the picture of the slim man in the tight
uniform. “You thought of somethin’ else?”’

Hiram said, “Uh-huh. Grace Acton don't
know it.”
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