
































SPENCER TRACY
Still Going Up

T'S USUALLY
when you’re at the
hottom that there’s
nowhere to go but up.
Spencer Tracy, though,
has been at what looked
like the top of the lad-
der for more than twenty years, and there
still seems to be nowhere for him to go
hut up.

His career is a fabulous one, because
he's never allowed himself to be typed. He
came to Hollvwood in 1931 to play mur-
derers,  wanesters  and  assorted  riffraff,
but nowadavs (57 movies later) his fans
are more likely to think of him as an old
softic like The Iather of the Bride.

He's a0 master at the light touch of
romantic comedy, and he's a convinecing
and rugged he-man.  One indication of
his versatility is the two Oscars he won
in a row--the first for the adventurous
hero of Captains Courageous in 1938, the
second for the thoughtful, kindly priest in
Boys' Town.

Soon you'll be seeing the rugged side
of Spencer in his newest movie, a Western
called Broken [lance. produced by 20th
Century-Fox. He really is an enthusiastic
horseman. For years he was a polo player,
and he still keeps his string of polo ponies
on lus Encino ranch

“They're all put out to pasture now,”
he told me, “eating their heads off and
leading a rich, full life. Sometimes when
[ watch them, | think maybe it’s time |
put myself out to pasture too.”

But you can take it from me, Spencer
never will. He's too full of energy ever to
¢njoy loafing. He sleeps less than four
hours a night and gets to the studio so
early he had to he given a key to let him-
self in. )

His temperament 1s tamous. He's some-
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times friendly, sometimes distant; some-
times brusque, sometimes gentle ; hlue one
moment and on top of the world the next.

His wife (who really shouwld know him—
thev've heen marriedd 31 vears) insists that
he has an inferiority complex. *““He really
has no confidence in his talent,” she said
“Not even two Oscars could convince him
If he were presented with a certificate of
merit signed by every critic in the coun-
try, he’'d figure some of them were wrong.”

And yet there are hundreds of people in
Hollywood who will tell you how Spencer
has given them confidence in themselves
He's quick to praise the talent in others
which he can never see in himself.

That’s only one of the contradictions in
his character—and there are plenty of oth-
ers. He's vocally very scornful of super-
stitions, for instance, but he’s never heen
seen walking under a ladder or lighting
three on a match. And once he refused
to sign a fat new contract hecause it was
Friday, the 13th. (He turned up bright
and early Monday morning, however,
fountain pen in hand).

He often seems gruff when he meets
people he admires, but it’s only that he’s
determined to avoid apple-polishing. He
ought to have more faith in complimenting
big stars, because the only time he ever
tried it, it worked.

Years ago, when he was a struggling
voung actor on Broadway, he met Ethel
Barrymore. lle worshipped her so much
that he couldn’t help telling her so. Then
in her next play she offered him a part,
and he almost didn’t take it for fear she
thought his compliments had had an ulter-
ior motive.

As [ said, it looks as though Spencer’s
on the top of the heap. Don’t count on it
though, because with every year he stays
in Hollywood he seems to keep going up.
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Frank, San Angelo, Texas, before laying a
gold piece on the blotter.

“How have you been, Owen?" the girl
said, and Frank's eyes came up quickly.
But he could read nothing in her expres-
sion.

“Time hasn’t changed you much,
Toanne,” he said. His voice sounded deep
and somewhat rusty, as though he hadn't
used it for some time; the sound of it was
a surprise even to himself.

She lifted the gold piece, turning it
over in her hand. “For a week ?”

His  shoulders rose and fell. “Time
enough,” he said and a faint smile turned
up the ends ol his lips. “]1 never stayed in
onc place long.” She was tall, coming
nearly to his eyes, and her hair was a pale
gold, danghing in braids down her back.
Her face was thin and her checkbones
prominent. To be beautiful, her lips would
have had to be fuller, her chin less blunt, the
large eyes not so widely spaced. But it
wis a pleasant face, for in spite of the
laek of symmetry there was quality there,
and w deep capacity for life that he under-
stood well.

“You haven't changed,” she said and
he took the key she handed him. Shoul-
dering his plunder he turned, meaning to
ascend the stairs, but her voice reached
out and held him, turning him to face her.

“Owen, when Will Savage told me that
he sent for you, T hoped—" Something
fatalistic moved into her eves. “That was a
silly thing. T've heen hoping the same
thing for four vears.”

“Neither of us want to change,” he said
and a frown made deep tracks across his
forehead. **Does it matter any more?”

“FForget it,” she said and he turned
away. He felt her eyes on him as he
mounted the stairs.

N HIS face, burned to a walnut hue
O by years in the sun, was that

studied pgravity that comes to a
man when he has had too much trouble and
never enough happiness. Beneath his roll-
brimmed hat were eyes a startling shade
of blue with sharp splinters of light in
them. His nose was straight and without

a break, and his hair was tawny.

Moving deeper into the hall, his Mexican
spurs rang against the hare floor. Beneath
this sound the creak of his gun harness was
faint, a muffled protest of dried leather.

Inserting his key, Owen Frank turned
the lock and toed the door open and closed
before depositing his blanket roll and sad-
dlebags on a straight-backed chair. Glanc-
ing around the room he saw with one sweep
of his eyes the hand-planed hoards, the
pine dresser with its cracked marble top,
the brass bedstead in the far corner. A
wash-faded towel hung limply by the com-
mocde. The wall by the head of the bed, as
well as the window sill, was covered with
jack-knife artistry, made by men like him-
self, lonely and a little afraid, and just
passing through to another place equally
as lonely.

Removing his coat, he rolled up his shirt
sleeves, took off his string tie, and poured
water from the pitcher into the porcelain
bowl. After washing, he painstakingly
brushed away all signs of travel from his
clothes. He wore a dark suit and black tic.
His clothes were old but in good repair.

Around his waist a shell helt drooped
slightly, the once full loops showing va-
cancies, like a small bov who had lost his
front teeth. On his right hip there rested
a gun in a carved Mexican holster. Remov-
ing this, Owen Frank rocked open the load-
ing gate, rotated the cvlinder in a series
of dry clicks, and spilled the blunt-nosed
cartridges onto the marble-topped com-
mode. After pulling the cvlinder pin. he
took a cleaning rod and rag from his sad-
dlebag and spent a careful fifteen minutes
erasing all sign of the desert dust.

Darkness crept into the room while he
assembled the eun. He lighted the lamp
and crossed to the window to look down
at this town. He had been in a dozen like
it in the past year, pausing for a time, then
going on, vet the familiarity of Painted
Rock was soothing. IFour vears was a long
time for a man to he awav—and again he
wondered why he had gone. He worried a
little about it, for this uree to keep on the
move was like a hand at his hack.

Splitting the town was a narrow ribbon
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fastened his eyes on Owen Frank. His jaw
had a bulldog cast to it, and he puffed out
his cheeks until the ends of his thick mus-
tache bristled. “Are you waiting for me?"”
the man asked.

“I don’t know yet,”” Frank said. Down
the strect the rattle of the approaching
stage was clear in the sudden quiet. Run-
ning a darting tongue over his lips, the
man pointed to Owen Frank.

“There's a stage coming into town. Be on

it.”
“Nat tonight,” Frank said and felt the
cool wind of danger hlow against him.
Across the street, brake blacks squealed
and the coach teetered to a rocking halt
before the Wells Fargo office. The conver-
sation hetween driver and agent was low
toned but discernible in this new quiet.

The man stepped away from the har and
half turned  toward the door. “You're
stupid,” he said and whipped out a gun
from o shoulder holster.

The bullet peeled wood from the har
top near Owen Frank's elhow and the roaom
bulged with the sudden detonation. Then
the man was in a plunging run, and Frank's
shot splintered the wildlv-whipping bat-
wings, going home. The man let out a deep
grunt and cascaded off the porch.

Making the door in two jumps, Owen
Frank ducked out and to one side as the
man hred again, this time from a propped-
up position by the hitchrail. He was down
and badly hurt, but determination gave him
the strength to lift his gun.

Without hesitation, Owen Frank wiped
his palm across the hammer twice, and the
man was driven back into the dust. Mis
tardy shot whined off the eave of a build-
ing, hefare power left him and he lav hack
unmoving.

1LONCG the street, doors hanged open
A and a crowd began to gather on the

run. The saloon emptied in a minute,
each man moving to what seemed to bhe a
predetermined position.

Across the street, Sweikert and the
young gunman detached themselves from
the other Teepee riders and came over, the
outflung shop lights reflecting from Swei-
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kert's pearl-handled guns. Pausing to stare
down at the dead man, Sweikert fanned his
mustache away from his lip with the*web
hetween thumb and forefinger.

“You got the devil's luck,” he said, and
moved away.

The crowd was silent, listening, and from
the far end of the street, a horseman paced
slowly toward them. Sheriff Will Savage
elbowed his way through the pack to stand
hy Owen Frank.

Raising his head, Frank watched the
horseman approach. Burk Alvertone edged
his horse against the crowd, forcing them
to make way for him. He was an old man,
rifle straight in the saddle, and his hair and
mustache were white. He looked at the
dead man with a detached, disdainful ex-
pression, then lifted his eves to Owen
Frank. “You haven't lost the touch, have
vou, Owen?”

“Your idea>” Frank asked.

Alvertone smiled and slipped a cigar in
his mouth. The flare of the match outlined
features that were lean and predatory; his
eves were a flat and chiily grav. “There was
no harm done,” he said. “Riordan wasn't
too good, but he never would helieve it.”

Savage drew the old man's attention with
a slight movement. “Get Teepee off the
street hefore there’s more trouble,” he said.

Alvertone puffed on his cigar as though
considering it. Finally he shrugged. “Why
not, Will? Tn a week or so I won’t have
these sodhusters to worry ahout.” He made
a circular motion with hi~ hand and
Sweikert called to the Teepee men along
the street. His "heavy voice pushed at the
crowd, driving them back. Across the street,
the driver of the stage could wait no longer.
He velled to the span and rattled out of
town, the sidelamps two hohhing cells of
hrightness holding back the night.

Turning. Frank pushed his wav through,
and went into the restaurant next to the
hotel, taking a table against the hack wall.
He placed his hat on an empty chair and
went slack-hodied, leaning on the oilcloth-
covered table. The smell of food reminded
him of his hunger and he ordered, waiting
patiently until it was cooked and served.
He sat hunched over, massaging his hands



22 WILL COOK

with a nervousness he didn’t bother to con-
ceal.

The pattern of men’s pride was an old
picture to Owen Frank, for he possessed
a good deal if it himself. A man could ride
forever to forget that he had used a gun,
hut he could never ride far enough. For
what he is and has heen he carries with him
to everv new place.

The front door opened, and Burk Alver-
tone came in. The waitress shot the old man
a nervous glance and went into the kitchen.
Frank ate a little, then pushed the plate
aside for his coffee. Alvertone paused by
IFrank’s table and sat down.

“You're not mad at me, are you, boy?”

“What's got into you?’ Frank asked.
“Have you gone crazy ?”

“You are mad at me,” Alvertone said,
and a sadness came into his face. “Owen, I
don’t like what I'm doing, but I have to—
or T'll lose it all. When T came to this
country T had to chase the buffalo off to
build the house. You was just a little tyke,
but vou remember. We didn't walk off
boundary lines, you and me. We just
waved our hands at the hills and said that
we'd take as far as we could see. You've
heen my only boy, Owen. Would you fight
me?"”

“The law will fight you,” Frank said
bleakly. **You think I can’t remember? You
think I can push it aside? There are things
a man has to do because they’re right.
You're wrong, Burk. You have to see that.”

HIS time I'm committed,” he said,
T"right or wrong. What does that badge

mean to you, son? More than me?”’ He
reached across the table and touched Owen
IFrank’s hand. “Come in with me now
Quit and let that fool Savage handle it the
hest he can. ] need you, Owen, like I never
needed vou hefore.”

“Miles Rankin still with you?”

“Yes,”" Alvertone said. ““I know vou and
ke never got on, hut I'll fire him. I'll be over
at the saloon in case you decide my way.”

“You're wrong,” Frank repeated. ‘‘Dead
wrong. Don’t make me come after you,
Burk. Just don’t make me do it.”

Alvertone rose and <miled faintly. “That

would be a big chore, even for you,” he
said, and went out. Frank stared after him
until the old man went into the saloon, then
finished his coffee. Placing a half dollar on
the table, he took his hat and walked out,
going immediately to the hotel.

He passed through the lobby quickly
and went into his room. Joanne Avery
raised her hand to him as he passed
through, but he ignored her. When he
closed the door of his room she went up
the stairs, rapped on the panel, then waited
for his answering footsteps.

He opened the door. looked at her, and
turned away. She came into the room and
closed it, leaning her back against it.
“Riordan wasn’t as good a shot as Burk
thought, was he?” He turned his head
quickly and stared at her. “I was watching
from the front window. Burk is not the
same, Owen. Can’t you see it?”

“Maybe it’s something 1 don’t want to
see,” he murmured and sat down in a
chair, his elbows resting on his knees. “I
told him what I'd do. He ought to know
me well enough to understand that I mean
it.”

“The gamble is too great now,” she
said. “He is on the edge of losing every-
thing simply because he can’t bear to part
with any of his land. That’s a shame in a
way.”

“Why did Will Savage send for me?”
Frank asked. “He not only wanted a U.S.
Marshal, he asked for me in particular.”

“You’ll have to ask him,” Joanne said.
“He asked me to marry him, Owen.” She
studied him for his reaction.

Raising his head, Owen Frank looked at
her boldly for a moment. She stood quietly,
her back against the wall. A tall girl, she
seemed actually skinny with the lamplight
on her. Behind her the long shadow reached
to the ceiling. In her flowing dress her hips
were slender, only faintlv flaring. and she
seemed to have no waist at all. Her bare
arms, now crossed over her small breasts,
were slender but suggestive of strength.

His eyes lingered on her face, and in her
eves he read her pride and a will that, like
his own, knew no bhending. She was a
woman who would have what she wanted,
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but in the soft curve of her lips he read
something else. A promise, perhaps, of a
gentleness that she had yet to show a man.
This was the contradictory thing about
her that always pulled at him.

“Are you going to marry him?" he
asked.

“T don't know,” she said seriously. “I've
given up on you, Owen. A woman needs
more than hope that a man will change.”

He said nothing and began to roll a
cigarctte. She turned away from him for a
moment and he raised his eyes to her, fol-
lowing the graceful flare of her dress over
her hips.

Turning back, she surprised him in his
appraisal, and her eves held a faint amuse-
ment. “Sorry,” he said and studied his half-
smoked cigarette. e took one last puff on
the biting smoke and rose to throw it into
the pot-hellied stove.

He hunkered down in his chair again,
and cven then the picture of her was clear
in his mind—a tall girl with hair the color
of spun gold. Now that he was with her
he felt relaxed and full of comfort, and he
wondered about this. To a man who was
rarely surprised at anything, the sudden
realization that he had never stopped lov-
ing her was disconcerting, and he stiffened
his face to keep this emotion from showing.

ITFN he raised his glance again, he
Wfound her leaning back against a

table, studying him gravely. Her
hands were behind her and her hair lav
loose and shining over her shoulders.

“You always were a deeply troubled
man, Owen. I never understood what made
vou so restless.”

“Some people are like that.” he said, and
got up to stand by the stove. He stared at
the fire through the draft slots, the Aames
casting ancing patterns on his angular
face. “A man is what he is, Joanne. People
don’t change much.”

“I know," she said. “[ want vou to stay,
Owen, simply hecause vou're tired of rid-
ing over hills. But vou won't do that. You'll
stay until there’s no more challenge, and
then vou'll leave.” She lnoked at him ser-
ously, “Why does it have to he that way?"”

“What’s wrong with moving around?”

“I couldn’t live like that—without roots.
My life would have to be so that I could
look out the window and see my man work-
ing, and kiow he'd come home every night.”

He spoke gently. “You knew what I was
thinking when I looked at vou a moment
ago, didn't you?”

“Yes."”

“You're not offended

“No." she said frankly. “A man meas-
ures a woman differentlv because some
things seem more important to him than
others.” She gave him a wistful smile.
“Marrying vou would be exciting, Owen—
perhaps even dangerous—for there would
be no security, no assurance that tomorrow
would dawn in peace. Would it be worth
that risk ?"

“That’s where vour values come in,” he
said, and touched her lightly. She didn’t
protest and he shid an arm around her slim
shoulders, pulling her gently toward him.
She offered no resistance. leaning against
him as though it were a welcome relief.

Putting his hand heneath her chin, he
tilted her face. Then her arms encircled his
neck and he was kissing her. He had meant
it to be a gentle kiss, soft to show his love
and cool to prove that he was not all de-
manding, bhut the soft wetness broke
through his reserve and he grew rough.

The contradictory expression around her
lips that he had always noticed was not,
he discovered. his imagination, for in the
fire of her kiss she offered him a life that
was full and complete. It was like diving
into a hottomless pool—down, without end
or the desire for it to end. He released her
reluctantly and she touched him on the chest
in a final caress hefore moving away.

Taking out his tohacco again, he found
that his hands shook slightly when he tried
to form a cigarette. Finally he said, “That
wasn't very wise, was it?”

“Not verv,” she agreed in an unsteady
voice. ‘Tt brings back too many things that
we’'d both he better off if we forgot. We
could never make a go of it, Owen. We're
fools even to think of it.”

“Fools live short, happy lives,” he said.
“You wouldn't like that?” ’
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shirt hung 1n tatters over his belt, with the
collar and one sleeve holding it on.

Standing there, Owen Frank waited with
adrawn-out patience. Finally Reily shrug-
ged and moved around the tall man, going
off the porch. He hesitated by his gun as
though pondering the wisdom of retrieving
it, then xcooped it up and continued on
neross the street without a backward glance.

Turning to Lottic Mecechum Frank
wsked, *Ts he vour man?”

“I—T don’t know.”™ She stepped into the
light and Frank studied her, his eves sharp
as drill ends. Her lips were full, he saw,
and the olain dress accentuated rather than
concealed her <hapeliness. He could un-
derstand whv Reilv would be attracted to
her. for she was a woman to stir a man’s
thoughts until he had to tip his hand or go
awav wondering. Tt was natural that men
would watch her, and the man who married
her would have to understand this and put
nn with it.

l I?".R lashes were long and her dark

eves somehow compelling. Her ani-
mated face would express her moods
and thoughts. These things she could not
help. but Owen Frank wondered if it were
to her advantage. Winning a man would he
easy for her. much easier than it wonld be
for Toanne Averv. But where did the real
worth lie—in this woman with the ohvious
love of life in her eves. or in the quiet
nne who hid herself behind a calm exterior ?
“You're a farmer and he’s a cattleman,”
Frank said. “Did vou ever stop to think of
what would hapnen if either side found out
about vou and him?"

“We'll run awayv together.” she said
omcklv., “He’s not like vou think. He's
vood !’

“Where can vou run that vou wouldn’t
remember 2"’ Frank asked. “You’d hetter get
hack.to the grove hefore vou're missed.”

She turned then and lifted her skirts.
scurrying off the porch and down the dusty
street. Owen Frank watched her for a min-
ute, then shifted his g¢lance to find Reily
standing on the saloon porch, his head
turned to follow T.ottie down the darkened
street.
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When she passed the stable at the end
of the street, Reily turned and went into
the saloon, the batwings flapping idly after
his passage.

Leaving the porch, Frank's hoots made
small bombs of dust as he crossed the street.
Shoving the swinging doors aside, he
crossed to the bar and ordered a beer.
Felix worked the tap and slid a schooner
hefore Frank, then began polishing a spot
by the tall Texan's elbow. Frank looked at
him, and the saloonkeeper's eyes darted to
the back table where Alvertone, Sweikert
and Reily sat.

Owen Frank studied Sweikert through
the back bar mirror. There was not much
about Sweikert that he didn’t know or
couldn’t remember. Sweikert wore a cart-
ridge belt with left and right hand holsters,
both guns carried to the front of his thighs.
The tiedowns wrapped twice around his legs
before heing knotted.

Finishing his beer, he pushed the glass
aside and crossed the room, moving around
the emptyv tables until he flanked the one
occupied by Burk Alvertone and his men.

Frank glanced at Reilv, hut the voung
man was studying a spot on the green vel-
vet where someone had set a whiskey glass
down and left a circular stain.

“You think it over yet, Owen?" Al-
vertone asked.

“I've thought it over,” Frank confessed.
“T don’t want it, Burk. Call it off before
someone gets hurt. I've got to play by the
rules—vou can see that, can't you?”

“All T can see is that I'm going.to lose
my shirt if T don’t fight,” Alvertone
snapped. He took his cigar from his mouth
and sat absolutely motionless. the smoke
smoldering and forgotten bhetween  his
fingers. Reily stopped staring at the stain,
his eves coming up to Frank's face. “Don't
make me go against vou,’”” Alvertone said.
“Owen, I'm giving vou fair warning.”

“That’s no good.” Frank murmured.
“Burk, vou aren’t the law, and you don't
give orders away from Tecepee grass. Bet-
ter remember that.”

“Big talk.” Sweikert said softly, and
placed his hands flat on the table. “You al-
ways made big talk.”



FURY AT PAINTED ROCK 27

Frank turned his head and looked at the
man. “Careful now,” he murmured. “I
never was impressed with you.”

Alvertone’s hand came out and fastened
on Sweikert’s wrist. “Cool off,"” he said,
and Sweikert relaxed. Glancing at Owen
Frank, he added, “Will Savage took a lot
on himself by sending for you, Owen. Get
out of the country, but don’t wait until
morning. Do it tonight.”

“I'll leave when I'm ready,” Frank said.
and walked out.

OR several minutes Burk Alvertone
Fstare(l at the door, his fingers drum-
ming the table. To Sweikert he said,
“Take care of this hardhead, but make it
look good. You stay here with me, Reily."
“T know how,” Sweikert said, and pushed
back his chair,”” Sweikert said, and pushed
strides. Alvertone sat quietly, gnawing on
his cigar.

For a moment Reily just looked at the
old man, then said, “Owen was the only
son you had. What's inside you, old man?"

“Regret,” Alvertone admitted. “A man
fights like hell to build something, then
the time comes when he has to part with it,
and he can't. He’s got too much tied up in
it, even more than his liking for someone."

“This has a smell to it [ don't like,”
Reily murmured, and locked eyes with
Alvertone. “Tt's more than a man can
stomach.”

“Then get out!” Reily started to rise, but
Alvertone added. *“After Sweikert is done.
Just stav in that chair, hoy.”

Owen Frank was waiting by the darkened
maw of the hardware store when Sweikert
came of the saloon to teeter on the edge of
the porch. There was something in the
man’s stance that held Owen Frank mo-
tionless, for in the slow movement of
Sweikert's head was the predatory keening
ol a wolf after prey. Light spilled from the
doorway behind him, outlining him clearly.
Fragments of it sparkled on the pearl.
handled guns. Then he saw Owen Frank,
and the keening stopped.

Sweikert stepped down to the street level
and waited.

The movement was like a shouted warn-

ing. Owen Frank moved a few steps along
the walk until he again fronted the hotel.
Shifting a little, Sweikert stepped under the
hitchrail toward the center of the dusty
street, and Frank crossed over.

Men appeared along the street, waiting
in silence with a studied patience. Moving
along the walk, Frank stopped on the sa-
loon side of the hitchrail, letting the hori-
zontal bar lie hetween them.

On Sweikert’s face there was no clue to
his temper; only his eyes were alive and
watchful.

“You've been waiting years,” Frank
said easily. “You don’t have to wait any
longer, do you?”

[Laughing softly, Sweikert hooked a
thumb in his shell belt. Across from them,
the hotel door stood open, shafting yellow
lamplight onto the dust. Joanne Avery
stepped out on the porch, lifting her face
to feel the cool night air. She saw Frank
and the gunman immediately, and read the
full purpose of it.

Sweikert saw Frank’s eyes flick across
the street and he turned his head slowly,
keeping . his eyes on Frank until the last
moment, then swinging away for a brief
look before darting back.

“She’s pretty,” he said in a low voice.
“But too skinny. [ guess she’d marry Savage
if vou weren't around, wouldn’t she ?”

Half of the men on the street were farm-
ers. They moved around until they were
lining the walk solidlv on the other side of
the street. Sweikert turned his head and
favored them with a brief glance. “Frank,
[ always wanted to squeeze you until you
velped. LLooks like T have my chance,
doesn’t 1t ?"

“You're not squeezing me,” Frank mur-
mured. “T don’t bluff any bhetter now than
I did four vears ago."”

Sweikert laughed, a soft rumble in his
throat. He¢ raised his hand and brushed
his mustache. Owen Frank uncoiled, seiz-
ing the man’s wrist and jerking the arm
straight out.

With Sweikert on the other side of the
hitchrail, Frank twisted until the elbow
joint was locked, then ducked under the
har, hauling the gunman’s arm with him.
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ing ram, Frank knocked the swing-

ing doors aside. Alvertone was still
conscious and bellowing when Owen Frank
stopped suddenly at the porch edge and
gave him a lifting shove that cascaded him
into the hitchrail. Tt splintered under the
impact, and he was cast into the dust by
Sweikert.

Owen Frank stood there, his legs spread,
swaving like a tall tree in a whipping wind.
The farmers and townspeople left the walk
and began to crowd into the street, forming
a ring around the downed men. Frank left
the porch and roughed his way through the
crowd, stoppine when he gained the hotel
porch.

Alvertone was strugeling to his feet. His
face was Dbleeding badly and his clothes

u SING Alvertone’s head as a batter-

with

were torn and  fouled dust. At the
moment he looked like a dirty old man who
had spent the night in the gutter because
he didn't know any hetter. Almost blindly
Alvertone  stumbled toward his  horse,
mounted on the second try, and rode from
town.

Moving closer to IFrank, Joanne Avery
studied him, tryving to read his expression
in the lamplight floading the open doorway
The planes of his face were set and unmov-
ing. Only in his eves could she read what
he felt. She saw regret there, and pity, for
deep within this man the capacity for gen-
tleness was stronger than violence

At the far corner, Will Savage left his
office and hurried along the darkened
gtreet toward them. Across the street,
Sweikert was having a hard time of it, for
Frank’s fists had closed hoth his eyes. Grop-
ing for a moment, Sweikert came to a por-
tion of the hitchrack that was still stand-

ing, then stumbled and fell heavily, rap-
ping his head solidly against the post.

A ripple of laughter went up from the
farmers, swelling until it reached a full-
hellied roar. Watching Owen Frank,
Joanne saw an outraged sympathy come into
his face, but he made no mave to leave the
hotel porch.

Savage came on, his feet thumping the
hoardwalk. Spotting  Owen  Frank, he
stopped and said, “Whatever Burk has
done, he raised you. If T were him I'd put a
hullet in you for this, Frank. What the hell
kind of a man are you to turn on a man
like Burk? Tell me that!”

“Get out of here,” Frank said softly,
and swayed toward Savave.

The man took an involuntary backward
step hefore checking himself. T.ooking at
Joanne, he saw no sympathy on her face.
This stung him for, like most proud men,
he was eager to blame the other man for
his own weakness

“You always were crazy tough,” Savage
said. “But vou've gone ton far now. You're
a disgrace to the hadge vou wear.”

“Get out of here,” Frank repeated. and
put a hand against the sheriff’s chest,
shoving gently.

Standing where Frank had shoved him,
Savage tried to whip up his resentment to
the point of action, but somehow he couldn’t
quite carry it off. Reily had come 1o the
saloon porch and now stood along the wall.

Eight of the farmers mounted the porch
and surronnded him. Suddenly there was
a lunging of hodies, and Reily was dis-
armed and <eized by rough hands. A cry
for tar and feathers went up. and a dozen
voices pushed it along.

Without elancing at Savage, Frank left
the hotel porch and ran across the street,
hattering his  way through the milling
throng until he was next to Reily. “let
him go!" he shouted. and the calling died
out abruptly. “I said, let him go,” Frank
repeated in a softer voice, and everyone
heard it.

One by one they complied, all but one
man with a thick beard and stubborn eyes.
“Damned if [ will,” he said. “We'll take
care of this.”
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“Not tonight,” Frank said, and hit him,
sending him cascading into the arms of his
friends. A resentful grow! went up, a surg-
ing of quick tempers, but Frank stared at
each of them, his face cool and unruffled.
“Get something straight,” he said. “You
can’t wipe your own noses. If you could,
you'd have land by now and a cabin started.
Go on back to the grove. The law will
handle this.”

one at a time, but soon the tide began

to hreak and there was no stopping it.
Soon they were all walking toward the edge
of town. Straightening his torn clothes,
Reily said, **Thanks, Owen. That puts us
even, doesn't 1t?”

“Even, but not finished,” Frank said.
“You're through with Burk. You were
through when vou kicked the gun out of
his hand.”

“That’s for sure,” Reily said, and rolled
a cigarette. “You think those plow pushers
will trust me now?”

“You thinking of the girl?”

The young man shrugged. He drew
deeply on his cigarette and shied it into
the street, where it hit with a scattering of
sparks. “T'd like to throw in with you,
Owen. Tt's my only chance now.”

“I'm a poor risk, after tonight,” Frank
~aid.

“You sure planted a flag.” He watched
FFrank. turning with him when the tall man
moved toward the hotel. Will Savage had
gone on down the street, but Joanne Avery
was still waiting on the porch.

“You can be a hard man, Owen,” she
<aid, then she smiled and her reserve broke,
revealing her warmth. “Come inside, both
of var. T Aix vou something to eat.”

In the hack room of the hotel, Joanne
Avery fried a platter of ham and eggs
while Owen Frank and Reilv relaxed at
the kitchen tahle. A large wall clack ticked
noisilv, and when Frank glanced at it he
found it was nearlv ten o’clock.

Placing the platter on the table, Joanne
took a chair across fromy them and leaned
on her folded arms. \WWhen they finished,
she got up to get the coffee.

THF, blast of his words turned them,

Giving Reily a close scrutiny, she asked,
“What happened to you, Reily ?”

He raised his head and looked at her.
‘“Nothing, why?”

“Do you think you can go back to Teepee
now ?”’

“I guess not,” he said. “I was getting
tired of it anyway.”

Her eyebrows ascended xlightly. “Tired
of seventy dollars a month and no work?”

“Maybe,” Reily said defensively, sound-
ing as if he wished someone would change
the subject. He patted his pocket absently
and stood up. “Out of tobacco,” he mur-
mured, and left hurriedly.

For a moment Joanne said nothing.
Then, “He rolled a cigarette just before
he came across the street with vou, Owen.”

“Let it go,” Frank said, and smiled at
her. “Reily has a girl, and she’s a farmer.
Just stand back and let him make the jump
himself.”

She nodded and fell silent, regarding him
intently. Finally she said. “I watched your
face tonight, Owen. You hated to do that
to Burk, didn’t you?”

“Yes.” he said. “But he leaves a man
no choice. He's alwavs ruled with a
clenched fist. The habit’s strong in him,
but this time he's wrong.”

“I was sorry to see it come to a head
tonight,” she murmured. “Tt marks the be-
ginning or the end of a lot of things, doesn’t
ite”

“The beginning happened a long time
ago, and the end of this won't come until
men agree that it is to end. You take two
kids fighting in the street. One has a hlack
eye and a bloody nose, while the other has
a split lip. Someone comes along and pulls
them apart and tells ’em to quit fighting.
If they both agree, it ends there, but if they
don’t, they’ll take it up again in the alley.
When Burk’s finished, he’ll have to admit
it. The same goes for the farmers. They’ll
have to learn to pass a Teepee man on the
street without remembering the trouble
that’s been.”

everything, don’t you? You always did

SHE nodded. Y ou cut to the heart of
that, Owen. Burk has hurt the farmers
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alrcady. Two men were killed. How can
you stop people from thinking about the
ones who have heen hurt?”

“Probably can't,” he said. “The ones who
can't forget will have to go.”

“I sce,” she murmured, and folded and
unfolded her hands. “You lon’t trust Burk
any more, do you?”

“No,” he admitted. T know him, and I
know what he’s fighting. [F Will Savage
had done his job in the fArst place this
wouldn’t be happening at all.”

“Why blame Will? Can he help it if he's
weal 2"

“T guess not,” Owen murmured. “It's too
easy for another man to pick apart the
mistakes already made. Coming back here
like this wasn't what T wanted, but the
hacdge has to he served.” tle got up from
the table and went around to her, placing
his hands gently on her shoulders. “['ve
been over a lot of hills, Joanne. Tt wasn't
bucking the man who raised me that made
me afraid to come back. Tt was the thought
of seeing you again.”

She turned her head. tipping it to look
at him. “Oh?" She held his eyes for a
minute, then turned away. “T didn’t cry
much after von left, Owen. Does it hurt
to know that?"

“No,” he said, “But I've heard that cry-
ing is the storv of & woman’s life.”

“Not my life!”

“No,” he agreed, “not vours. Your life
would have to he full. Not very sedate. ['m
afraid, because there’s too much living in
you, Joanne. Too much love to waste on
tears. You remind me of the solitary eye in
a fire in the middle of a long night, where
the wind is blowing cool out of the west and
the land 1s unbroken for miles around. A
man travels a path for a long time, making
pictures in his head, and he'll cover a lot of
oround trving to find thines that it those
pictares. But they're like gold, often hunted
and rarely found. So a man tells himself
that the fun is in the hunting,-only it isn’t
so. When left here all T had was pictures,
but T don’t need them any more. Not now
I don't.”

Placing her hands flat on the table, she
held hersell completely motionless, then

rose quickly and came against him. She put
her arms around him tightly and stood that
way for a time. She spoke quictly. “What
changed you, Owen?"”

“Nothing's changed,” he murmured and
she moved away from him to lift her head
and look at him.

“Iverything is the same, Joanne. Isn't
loving a man enough, Joanne? Does it
have to he your way?”

“Maybe love is enough,” she said, “for
now, hut what of ten years from now when
you watch the grass turn green and vour
feet hegin to itch? You'd hate me, Owen,
hecause I’d be tving you down when you
wanted to move on.” She moved away from
his arms and turned her back to him.
“You're a real fidddlefoot, Owen. You've got
the monkey on vour back and you'll never
get it oft. Sometimes T wish you were run-
ning from a man instead—oh. what’s the
use? We said the same things four years
ago and it didn’t stop you then. You ask
me if [ love you enough to live your way.
Do you love me enough to live mine? Isn’t
that fair?”

“Who can say what's fair?” he mur-
mured. “I've never gotten you out of my
mind, Joanne.”

“Tt would be hetter for both of us if we
could,” Joanne said flatlv. “l.ove twists
a woman all up inside until her dreams are
lies and tomorrow is just a hazy spot over
the horizon. T know you, Owen. You
won't stay this time. FEven when your arms
are around me, you're far away from me
and T can’t reach you to pull you back.”

“I love you,” Owen said softly. “Isn't
that enough?”

“No." she said. “We have to want the
same things, and we don't.”

“T guess there isn't much more to say,
then,” he said, and moved toward the door.
He paused there and watched her, but she
had her back to him and wouldn't turn
around.

“Is this goodhve, Joanne?"

“It was goodhve hefore,” she said quick-
ly. “I have no hold on you, Owen. I've
wanted one, bhut T never could make it.”

“I don’t like to go like this,” he said
urgently.
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HAT other way is there? How
Wc:m you hurt people easily?”’ She

whirled around to face him.
“You'll figcht Burk because you have to,
because it's something you’ve weighed in
your mind and told yourself is right. When
vou're finished, the farmers will have their
land, and TNl have nothing. You'll be gone.”

“Come with me,” he urged. “Joanne,
we'll find some place to settle. 'l make
vou happyv.”

“There’s nothing wrong  with settling
here,” she insisted. “All right, T may be
making a large point out of a small one,
but T helieve that a man should be happy
wherever he is. Is that so wrong?”

“There are no arguments for either of

us,”” he said. “That’'s been our trouble,
Joanne. Neither of us have ever really

wanted to surrender to the other.” He
opened the door and went into the lobby.
At the head of the stairs he paused to look
hack. but she was still in the kitchen.

Closing the door to his room, he lighted
a small lamp.  Sitting on the edge of his
hed he removed his hoots and socks, then
stripped off his coat and shirt. Pouring
water into the howl, he washed to the
waist, then hlew out the lamp.

He hung his gun over the corner post
of the bed and remaved his pants, settling
down for the night. T.ving on his side a
while, he rolled over on his back and laced
his hands hehind his head.

The memory of Joanne's lips was strong,
and he could still feel the supple length
of her strained against him.  What she
had offered him she had never offered he-
fore to anv man, and vet it had not been
enoneh to quench his restlessness.

Accepting wonld have heen easv, for he
wias voree and time was still relative to him
-~ month or o vear made little difference.
It what of when he erew older” Would
he reeret the thines he could have seen and
e suspected that her  judgment
wirs rieht,

There was no doubt in his mind how
lis life wauld end. Some day along the
tradl he wounld grow wearv and stop—he
wits positive of that-——but right now he
had to keen mavine. A man couldn’t help

N -
aone

the way he felt about things. He had to
take life as it was offered and be happy
with it

Only he wasn’t happy and he knew it.

A sharp rapping on his door caused him
to sit holt upright. A hurried glance at his
pocket watch showed the time to be near
midnight.  The pounding grew more in-
sistent, and he pulled on his pants hur-
riedly. “I'm coming,” he said. “Keep your
<hirt tail in.”

\When he opened the door Joanne Avery
placed her hands against his bare chest and
shoved him hack slightly.  “Owen, Will
Savage just came into town. He rode out
to see Burk to trv to smooth this over,
hut he didn’t get a chance. Burk was gath-
ering his men and Will thinks Teepee is
going to raid the grove!”’

Frank cursed softly and hegan to put on
his shirt. “Light a lamp.” he said and sat
down to tug on his boots. ‘“Where's
Reily ="

“At the grove.” Joanne said quickly.
“Owen, vou've got to stop Burk!”

“That’s what T get paid for,” he said.
“Where the hell is Savage now?”

“Downstairs, waiting for vou.” she said.
and kneaded her hands.

“He’s a fool.” Frank xaid. and buckled
on his gunbelt. He went out without hat
or coat, hurrving down the stairs. Savage
was waiting in the lobby, pacing up and
down like a nervous animal.

“T wounldn't blame vou ii vou refused to
help me,” Savage said.

“You talk like a jackass.” Frank said,
and was out the door hefore the sheriff oot
into motion.

T street was dark at this hour, oils
Tn iew night lamps in the shops cast
a dim lieht on the hoardwalk as they
ran toward the end of the street, Owen
Frank in the lead. There was no sound
at all in the sleeping town other than the
pound of their boots on the wooden walk.
As they drew near the wagon road lead-
ing into the grove. Frank said, “How much
time have we got 7"
“Fifteen minutes—who knows?”
They stumbled along in the darkness.
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A hushed gloom lay over the wagon camp,
for the fires had died down to glowing
coals. As they came near, Frank drew his
gun and shot twice in the air. Immediately
he was answered by frightened calls from
the various wagons.

“Build up your fires!” Frank called,
and veered toward a farmer who jumped
down dressed in a long flannel night shirt
and waving a double-barreled shotgun.

“Don’t comec any closer!” the farmer
shouted, and pointed the gun.

“You fool—Alvertone's riding on you
to raid vour camp!” Frank’s words scemed
to sct the camp alve,

Savage hegan to heap hrush on a fire.
As the feeble flame took hold and grew, it
threw out an ever-widening circle of light.
Other men hegan to rebuild the fires and
<00n it was possible to see across the com-
pound.

They were nonc too quick. for out on
the flats they could hear the growing thun-
der of running horses. Savage was dashing
back and forth. shouting orders and getting
the men into position to defend the grove.
As Owen Frank watched them he realized
that, if anvone started shooting, the farmers
would be heaten hefore they got started.
All the cattlemen wore guns and knew
how to use them. :

Cupping his hands around his mouth,
he shouted. “Savage. listen to me! No
guns! Get me a stout rope and find some
hoe and pick handles, but no shooting!"

For a stupefied second the men gaped at
Frank. Then they moved into action A
long-legoed farmer came up with a large
cotl of heavv rape, and Frank tied one end
to the axle of a large farm wagon. Taking
the coill he unrolled it, ran across the
mouth of the camp, and secured the rope
to the rcar wheel of an old ore wagon.
drawing it knee high and as tight as he
could pull it.

Savage joined Frank, a marked worry
plain on his clean features. “Why did vou
say no guns?” he asked.

“Start  <hooting,”  Frank said, “and
there'll be a lot of dead men here. A cow-
boy is plenty proud, and getting the hell
beat out of him with a hoe handle will dent

his pride a lot more than a bullet will. Now
get the men around these end wagons,
and the women and kids at the other end
of the grove.”

There was no need for Savage to give
the order, for several farmers had already
seized on the idea, and the camp was soon
vacated. The running horses were less
than a half mile away now and there was
only a few minutes left.

[F'rank split the men into two forces, all
armed with pick handles or heavy chunks
of wood. Fifteen were sent to the other
side, where they crouched hehind the wa-
oons, while another dozen took cover in
the hrush by the mouth of the grove. Reily
came up, a short club in his hands, and
gave [Frank a wide grin.

N CAMI the Tecpee crew, yelling

now, for their blood was hot and

thev were ready for a night’s fun.
The rope strung across the opening was
almost invisible in the shadows.

“Get set,” Frank said tensely, as the
riders stormed off the road. taking the lane
lcacding into the farmers’ camp. They rode
fast and proudly and without heed of dan-
ger, smugly confident of their superiority,
and when the first wave struck the rope,
eight abreast, the force was enough to top-
nle hoth wagons in a side-splitting crash.

A dozen of Alvertone’s men were spilled
in the first rush, and the ones following im-
mediatelv behind hecame hopelessly tangled
among the downed and screaming horses.

A veritable hedlam arnse as the farmers
darted from their places of concealment,
handles swinging, whooping like Tndians.
The farmers had the complete advantage
for the moment, as the few men who re-
mained mounted backed off immediately.

The cursing and velling rose in a sheet
of sound, and one Teepee hand went down
with a stick laid across his skull. Another
man, still mounted. pulled his gun and
leveled it, but a farmer swung an ax hande
in a vicious arc and fractured the rider’s
arm with one hlow.

Teepee was not winning this and they
knew it. Most of the downed horses were
now on their feet again and running free
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of the mclee, while the battle raged thick
and fast behind them. Half the Teepee
crew was on the ground in the first minute,
while from the others, still mounted and
wheeling away, there came the first burst
of shooting.

A farmer reeled from the fight with a
bullet-shattered arm and Frank whirled,
spotting a rider getting ready to shoot
again. Closing the distance in two jumps,
Frank clubbed him across the back of the
neck with a gun and watched him wilt.

A hali dozen Teepee hands still remained
on their horses hut had withdrawn a short
distance from the camp. Some of the farm-
ers were eager to follow but Frank yelled,
“Let them go!"”

Quickly organizing his group, Savage
ran over to Frank and said, “We’ve got
them on the run. Now let’s keep them that
way.”’ .

“Be bhetter to rub it in a little,” Frank
said, and made a megaphone of his hands.
“Teepee? Rankin. vou still the ramrod?
Can you hear me?"

“T hear vou.” Rankin called from the
darkness.

““Some of vour friends are in poor shape.
Come in and get 'em. hut no guns or vou'll
vet hurt.”

For a moment of dead silence it looked
as 1f there wouldn’t be an answer. Then
at last Rankin called back, “How about
<endim’ ‘em out”’

“Come in if von want ‘em!
~tand to take a licking 7"

An anerv grow! went up from the Tecpee
men at this Frank turned to the farmers
“Disarm them and get them in one bunch.
The ones who can't walk can he carried.”

There was the soft sound of hooves in
the dust on the road and the remaining
Teepee riders, led by Rankin, moved for-
ward cautiously.  The firelight touched
them brieflv and Frank said, '“Dismount
and help vour men out of here.”

“Still like to give orders, don't vou?
You'll get vours for this, Owen.”

“Don’t push your luck, Miles.” Owen
advised. “You've just taken the licking of
vour life and if von want some more, just
sing out,”’

Can’t vou

They got down and bhegan to help their
friends. Some of the men were coming
around. A few could stand, but there were
plenty of sore heads.

“What about our horses?’* Rankin asked.

“Send a man after them,” TFrank said,
and smiled. “You can walk until they’re
rounded up.” He smiled at the shock that
appeared on Rankin’s face, fully under-
standing the mounted man’'s contempt for
anyone who walked. ‘“Get going now,”
Frank urged.

“Be a sonofagun if I will,” one man said
flatly. “I wouldn’t walk from the bunk-
house to the cookshack.”

“Knock him down,” Owen said in an
emotionless tone and a farmer obliged, flat-
tening the rider with one whip of the hoe
handle.

Teepee men, but Frank drew quiet

when he said. “This little party can

get mighty rough, boys. \What'll it be—

walk away from it or fight some more?”

“You're a dead man, Owen,” Rankin

threatened. ““I’ve always wanted to take
vou on.”

“Get out of here,” Frank said flatly,
and the farmers began to crowd forward,
driving the cowboys out of the camp with
their clubs. Savage and Frank stood by
one of the overturned wagons. When
Savage tried to light a cigar his hands
trembled.

“That
close.”

“A lot of fights are.” Frank murmured,
and turned to watch the farmers come
back into the camp. The women hegan
to leave the protection of the trees now to
rejoin their men. Some of the farmers had
been injured and a small cluster of people
formed around the man with the hullet-
broken arm.

One man ran
town after the doctor

There was no restine in the grove now.
For an hour people milled around, troubled
and not knowing what to o about it. The
doctor came and did what he could, then
left again. Reilv smoked one cigarette after

-I' HIS brought a dull murmur from the

was close,” he said.  “Damn

from the orove toward
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“You're a hell of a sheriff,” Owen Frank
said bluntly. "“You're not much of a man
cither."”

“All in the point of view,” Savage ad-
mitted. “When you get back, if vou do
vet back, T won't be the sheriff. Someone
else can have it."” :

Retly checked his gun and said, “We're
ready any time vou are, Marshal ™

“let's et it done then,” TFrank
and saddle leather creaked as men swung
up. A dead silence fell aver the grove. The
women stood by their wagons, their hands
folded under their aprons, bhut there was
no calling and no farewells.

Turning out of the grove, the farmers
fell in hehind 1Frank at a respectfu! distance.
Once on the road to Teepee, he called
himself 2 fool. The badge was only a piece
of metal: if he threw it down, another man
would pick it up and no one would ever
care. Put there was more to it than that
If & lawman enforced the law until he had
to hurt a friend or someone he loved, and
then hegan to make exceptions or quit, that
was no good. A man had to believe in him-
self and what he was doing. '

There was no doubt in Owen Frank’s
mind how this night would end. There
would be death for some; the story was as
old as the land itself. The pattern had
heen set Tong ago and there was no deviat-
ing from it. At another time and place
things would he different, but tonight was
mercly an extension of other nights. He
conld guess the end.

He had no heart for what he had to do
tn Purk Alvertone, for he knew the old
man and understood his dreams. THe could
see something of the old man in himself

Burk had molded him patiently through

the arowing years

’

said,

In Joanne Avery's eves he had watched
the strugeele between her need for security
and her love of lam, and tonight he had
readd the death of her hopes. She knew
that he would lecave her again. Perhaps
he would not feel like moving on when
this was over, but after tonight there would
he nothing left hesides Joanne.

A man could win and lose at the same
time, Ifrank konew. e had done it before.

Reily edged his horse forward and pulled
abreast of Owen Frank. He turned his
head and looked at Reily. *“You a farmer
now ?”’

“Trying to be,” he

said. “T.ottie and

I'll take a little spread of our own. I'm
not much for the plow.” Reily pointed
to a break in the clouwds overhead. A fair

wind aloft scudded them swiitly along and
the rift widened, exposing the black, star-
dotted sky.

“The stars never stop shining,” Frank
said. “Kven in the daylight when you
can’t see them, they're still there. Some-
how that’s a comfort, especially for a lone-
ly man.” e looked at Reily again. *‘f
guess you won't he lonely again, kid.”

“Not any more,” Reily said softly, and
swung around in the saddle to look at Mee-
chum and the others. The sodden plod of
the horses was the only sound except the
faint protest of leather.

”

HIEY were entering the narrow f{oot

of a valley now and he veered to the

left to keep the tringe of the hills close
by. Rocks loomed against the open sky
and vast patches of timher rose darkly.

“Alvertone will be awake for something
like this,” Retly murmured. “‘Fspecially
for you, Owen. [Te knows you and he can
see the wolf in you. You doing this for the
farmers or for what?”

For a moment Frank didn't reply. A
man does things for. himself. Sometimes
he wraps it up real pretty, but when the
peeling ix off, he's doing it for just one
quy.”

“I don’t think you bhelieve that,” Reily
stated  flatly.  Tle wheeled his horse
around. “T'll see how the others are com-
ing along.”

For another hour they continued across
the widening valley, staying to the western
slope of the mountains.  The air had a
clean, new smell to it and water rushed
through fissures from the down-tilting face
of the rocks, emptying into a strecam. The
clouds continued to disperse and u faint
light outlined the riders with increased
clarity.

In the distance, Teepee buildings reared
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from the face of the valley, and there. was
a sprinkling of lights to mark the outbuild-
ings. Riding on, Frank led them to within
a half mile of the ranch, then halted. He
waved his arm in a circle above his head
and they formed a ring around him.

“Reily,” he said, and the young man
edged his horse closer, “you and T will
go first. The rest of you wait here for
fifteen minutes. then go into the yard. Raise
hell, but try not to get yourselves pinned
down. Meechum, vou take charge and
create enough trouble to hold them.

“Reily ind T will go in through the bhack
some way. Once we get Burk under a gun,
we can call off his crew and make a clean
sweep of 1t.”

“T got you,” Meechum =said. and Reily
moved off with Owen Frank until the tall
man touched him. The night soon swallow-
ed them and they kept their horses at a
slow walk, all their senses alert for the first
sign of an outrider.

In a grove of stunted pines they dis-
mounted and picketed their horses, moving
forward on foot. When they were within
two hundred vards of the ranch house Reily
pointed toward the bunkhouse. “The crew
got back.”

The bunkhouse door stood open and a
man came out, limping. Someone closed
the door and the light was shut off. The
light coming from the windows cast pale
patches on the ground.

At the main ranch house, several rooms
blazed with light. FFrank focused his at-
tention on this. “l.et’s belly up,” he whis-
pered, and moved out, Reilv following close
hehind him.

There were a few 1xalated shrubs to mask
their approach, but the night was their
greatest allv.  Approaching from the rear,
they Dbypassed several small outbuildings
and took shelter in a woodshed not ten
vards from the back door. There was no
light in the kitchen. Reilv whispered, “The
cook 1s asleep.”

“We'll wait until Meechum makes his
run,” Frank murmured, and sat against the
rough wall. The woodshed door command-
ed a clear view of the ranch house and a
partial sweep of the yard. barn and other

outbuildings. Lights still glittered from
the cookshack and bunkhouse, and once
the shadow of a mounted man passed be-
tween—a patrol that covered the mouth of
the wagon road leading to Painted Rock.

“This could be rough on Meechum’s
bunch,” Reily said nervously, pointing to
another rider who crossed from the oppo-
site direction. “\When they storm the yard,
they’ll run smack into it.”

“They’d have to run into it anyway,’
Frank told him. His attention focused on a
gradually increasing drumming out on the
road, and he cursed Meechum’s stupidity
for not making a stealthy approach.

The farmers were thundering nearer.
One of the guards gave a hoarse shout and
armed men spilling immediately from the
hunkhouse. The farmers were close, com-
ing on at a gallop, and somewhere near the
front of the house a door slammed and a
man bawled orders in an excited voice.

)

ers broached the mouth of the yard.

Teepee hands were out of the build-
ings and carefully deployed. Frank and
Reily watched them come on. from the
shelter of the woodshed. The Teepee crew
let the riders get into the vard before open-
ing up.

The night went mad with crossed fingers
of gunfire. Under this racket, the bhellow
of shotguns was a dull booming. Horses
went down and several men left their sad-
dles, but Meechum held to his ruse. He
got through the vard. reforming his men
on the other side.

“Let’s go.” Frank said. and left the
woodshed, scudding across the hackyard
and onto the porch. Testing the door, he
felt 1t give, and let himself in, Reily close
on his heels. The voung man moved around
Frank and made his way past a table in the
center of the floor. Across the room, some
light flowed from heneath a door. They
moved toward this, while outside the can-
nonading began again, this time more in-
tense.

I_etting themselves into a long, lamplit
hall, Frank moved forward, stopping as
Reily held up his hand. Through the front

BY THE time Meechum and the farm-
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window flashes of gunfire were clear, but
there was a raggedness to the Teepee’s
firing now.

A moving man was hard to hit, and at
this range the farmer’s shotguns were prov-
ing more effective than sixguns.

The pound of horses faded a little as
Meechum whecled his bunch from the yard
to form for another rush. From their posi-
tion i the hall the two men commanded
a full view of the door. hut the position
was riskv, for anyone coming onto the
porch could see them and shoot through the
glass hefore either Reily or Frank sus-
peeted his presence.

To the left, an archway opened up into
alarge living room. Reily nodded toward
this. Moving around the young man, Frank
stepped boldly into the room and found
Burk Alvertone by the front window, par-
tiallv - protected against stray lead, and
watching intently as the hattle was ahout
to he rencwed i his vard.

“Turn around carefully,” TFrank said
in a clear voice, and Alvertone stiffened,
alter a small start of surprise. Alvertone’s
hack was toward them as they stood in the
archway, and his hand on the heavy curtain
flexed and relaxed hefore he turned around.

The shooting in the vard had died to a
few spasmodic shots. Teepee men called
back and forth to each other, for they had
wounded and dead amonge them now ; Mee-
chum had breached their position on the
last charge through the vard.

“Move away from the window,” Frank
ordered, and drew his gun. The old man
sighed and left his place by the wall. “Over
by the fireplace,” Frank advised, and Al-
vertone  gave him no  argument.  Reily
placed himself hy the tall clock to the right
of the archway, shielded hy its case. He had
his gun in his left hand, ready to cover any-
one who came in the front door.

“Call Miles Rankin in here,”
said in his mild voice.

Alvertone seemed fascinated by some
thought, then crossed to the window,
wrenching it open. “Rankin!” he bawled,
“come in herc!"”

“That's enough,” Frank warned. “One
more word and I'll shoot.”

[Frank
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Pulling his head back in, Alvertone
slammed the window and moved back to
the fireplace. There was no more shoot-
ing from the yard and someone called out,
“Farmers! You have wounded here! Come
in and get 'em!” There was no immediate
answer and the man yelled again. *“You
made us come in once, now you can do it.
No guns now or there'll he more dead
men!”

Boots rattled on the porch and Reily
sank bhack against the wall. *“Careful now,”
Frank murmured, and remained out of
sight as Rankin opened the front door and
banged it hehind him.

2 STOMPIED into the room, a big
man with a great lust for bhattle
stamped on him. “What's the idea
when we got—" He caught the lines of
strain on the old man's face and wheeled,
killing the motion when he saw Owen
Frank.
“There's another one hehind vou,” Reily
said softly, “in case vou fecl real reckless.”

Rankin gelared at Burk Alvertone.
“Where are your guts, old man? You
didn’t have to pull me into this.” Rankin's

hig hands massaged his heavy thighs, only
an inch or two from his holster. The urge
was plaimn in his cves.

“You're under arrest,
said. “Don’t bhe foolish
call off vour crew!"

“Dammed 1f T will.” he said, but it was
bluff and evervone knew it

“Go to the window, and he careful what
what vou sav,” Frank ordered.

The old man’s shoulders sagged and he
walked with dracging feet. Rankin's face
showed a raw fury as he watched Alver-
tone hoist the window and hellow to the
men in the yard. For a moment there was
a stunned silence---bhut thev were still Tee-
pee and this was an order from the hoss
himself. In a matter of minntes the farm-
ers took over, cheering and hazing the be-
wildered riders into a compact knot.

Boots tramped loudly on the porch and
Meechum came in with two other men.
Meechum'’s arm was bleeding from a flesh
wound and there was a haggard expression

Rankin,” Frank
now. Alvertone,
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around his eyes. “We lost Rogers, Harris,
Bloom and Evans. Six more have bullet
holes in ’em. 1 sent Clover back to the
grove with them in a wagon.”

“How did Teepee come out?” Frank
asked.

“Six of 'em are laid out with a canvas
over 'em.” Mecechum stated. He looked at
Owen Frank. “\What do we do now ?”

“Give those who are left horses and a
chance to run. I'll take care of things in
here”

“Some of the men want to fire the build-
mgs," Meechum said. “T'm not sure [ can
hold “em back.™

“You hold “em back.” IFrank snapped.
“Go out there and do vour job.”

Mecechum fushed. then nodded to the
two men with him and went out, slamming
the door hehind him. A thick silence fell
over the room and Rankin said, “You and
I have a game to play. Owen, and we’ll
play it.”

“Don’t he a fool now,” IFrank said, with
some tension i his voice.

Rankin langhed and shifted his feet. He
stared at the .44 i Frank’s hand, then said,
“That's a hig edge for you to have, Owen.
How about putting it away so we can start
even?”’

“No deal,” Frank said. “Once 1 would
have taken vou up on that, but things are
different now. Just reach over and un-
buckle vour gunbelt and let it drop. Don't
make me shoot yvou.™

“T just got to tryv it my way,” Rankin
said softlv, and his hand slashed for his
gun.

“No!" Frank shouted, but there was no
stopping Rankin once he had committed
himself. His gun cleared leather and was
on the upswing when Owen Frank shot,
catching” him squarely in the chest and
driving the man backward.

Rankin's gun hoomed in the room and
he fell back against a chair, rolling off onto
the floor. He tried to raise himself but
there was no strength in him, and he fell
forward and lay still.

Someone shouted in the yard and men
were running toward the house. Meechum
burst in again, his shotgun ready, but he

let it sag when he saw Miles Rankin on
the floor.

He shook his head sadly.

“Get back out there,” Frank told him.
“You've got work to do.”

“I can’'t hold ’em.” Meechum said.
“Thev're going to burn the whole place.”

Frank inclined his head toward the door.
“Reily, get out there and sec what you can
do.”

The young man left his place in a hurry
and ran outside, calling to the farmers in
a sharp voice. Alvertone waited by the
fireplace. his head hent forward, his eves
on the dead man.

OU'RE through, Burk.” I“rank said.

“T'm sorry, but that's the way it is.”

“I know it,” Burk said in a low

voice.” T've been afraid of this, hut now

that it's happened I'm almost glad in a way.

Being afraid is had for a man. It gets un-

der his skin and eats him awav. But I

don’t have to be afraid any more. It's over,
and [ can sit in the sun.”

“Maybe they won't let you sit in the
sun,” Frank said. “You tried to play God
on a white horse, and thev won't forget
1it.” The tall man touched Meechum on
the arm. "“Get the farmers together; we're
pulling out.”

“What about him?”
pointing to Alvertone.

“What about him?”

“Hell. he's still here and this is Teepee !”

“Sure he's here,” Frank said. A tired
old man who's lost his shirt. T'cepee’s only
a memory now. (Go on—get vour friends
together and get out of here.”

“All right,” Meechum said, and moved
toward the door. "I'll do what I can.” The
door closed behind him and there was no
sound in the room other than the muffled
racket from the vard. A triumphant yell
floated up. Frank moved so that he could
see through the window. A long tongue of
flame shot up by the barn, quickly catching
the side boards, and in a few minutes the
whole wall was aflame.

Meechum  asked,

There was something close to tears in
Burk Alvertone’s eyes as he saw this. I
put forty years into this place,” he said.
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“Now you're losing it in ten minutes,”
I'rank told him. “I'm sorry for you, Burk.
but you wanted to make big tracks. You
were alwavs that way. Now you can make
little ones and be content with them. A
man sometimes has to make a bargain with
life and live with it.”

‘But not you,” Alvertone said. [ raised
vou different and now I'm sorry. You're
a litle wrong too, Owen. [ guess vou do
feel sorry for me, but not as sorry as |
am for vou. You ought to make your own
bargain, son. It's been long overdue.”

Reily came across the porch then and
tinng open the door. “Owen, those plow
shovers are going crazy out there! They're
voing to put the torch to ceverything.”

“You think they can be stopped ?”

Reily shook his head. " They smell blood
now. You know how it is."”

“Sure,” Frank murmured. “Take Burk
out the back wayv and get him on a horse.
You've got ten minutes maybe, and you'd
hetter make the most of it.”

Reily agreed and motioned toward the
hall. The old man moved his head dazedly.

“1 built this with my own hands,” he
mumbled.

“Things arc  turning rough,” Reily
prompted, and  took  Alvertone's arm.

“Come on, there's no time to cry about it.”

Urging the old man ahead of him, Reily
disappeared down the hall. Owen Frank
stepped out to the front porch. The yard
wis hright with firelight as the barn burned
with a great roar. The bunkhouse and
cookshack were ablaze now, and what re-
mained of Teepee's crew stood by the
corral, saddhng for a hasty exit.

EIRCHUM came across the yard at
the head of a halt dozen men. His
face was grim and determined. He

stopped at the base of the porch and said,
“Don’t try to stop us, Marshal. We're po-
‘ng to fire the house too.”

“Burning everything
any.”

“1t'll be the end of Teepee,” one man
said. "Good men died here tonight.”

“On bhoth sides,” IFrank reminded him,
and switched his eyes from one to the other.

won't help you

Meechum said.
you,

“Get out of our way,”
"We doh’t want to manhandle
Marshal.”

“You think you could?” Frank grinned
crookedly. “All right, send in a couple of
men and haul Rankin out, then do your
damnedest.”

Meechum’s cyes turned hard as agates.
“Rankin? Where's Alvertone ?"

“Gone,” Owen said flatly. I had Reily
slip him out.”

Several men cursed loudly at this, and
an ugly mood engulfed them. Meechum
said, “I had a hunch you'd do something
like this.”

“But you're too late to do anything
ahout 1t,” Frank mentioned. “I[’'ve seen
men like you before—start out to do onc
think, then end up in a hanging mood.”

“1'm not going to stand here and argue
with you,” Meechum said. and turned to
the men at his right. "Get some of the
men to bring fire over here.”

Frank watched the man run across the
yard, then stepped off the porch to walk
around the house. Skirting the small wood-
shed. he crossed to the brushy thicket
where he had left his horse. He swung into
the saddle, although he didn’t move out.

He waited there for fiftcen minutes, un-
til he saw the fire ignited and growing
through the rooms of Alvertone’'s house.
When the flames began to break through
the roof, he turned his horse and rode
slowly down the wagon road leading to
Painted Rock.

Behind him, men called hack and forth.
[From their tone he understood that they
were enjoying themselves, the price of the
fight was temporarily forgotten. A mile
down the road he found Reily waiting for
him, one leg crossed over the saddlehorn.

There was a hright glow on the horizon,
marking the funeral pyre of the Teepcee
cmpire. Frank’s  thoughts were sad as
memory  flooded him. Beyond that, the
first light of a new sun tinted the sky, and
he studied 1t for a long time.

“Not a pretty sight,” Reily remarked,
and took out his tobacco. He rolled a smoke
and offered the makings to Frank. A
match glowed for a brief moment and was
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passed between them, then whipped out.

“Where's the old man?”

“Gone,” Reily said softly. “Does it mat-
ter where?”

“To me it does. I didn’t want to do this
to him.”

“But you did.” Reily said.

Frank stared at him. “You
shouldn’t haver”

The young man moved his shoulders in
a shrug. “Every man makes up his own
mind, Owen.”

“Yeah,” Frank said. "The prize is never
worth the cost of the ight—only the fools
and the very young believe it is. 1 should
never have come hack.”

“Some men just have to come back,”
Reily said, and ground out his smoke.
“Some men want to erase everything be-
hind them, but it just leaves a mess.”

“Let's get back to town,” Frank said,
turning his horse.

“A man can't. go on chasing the sun,
either,” Reily murmured. “She leaving
with you?”

“I don’t know,” Frank said. “That's
what I want right now, to leave here and
put this all behind me, but that won’t work.
[t just rides along with you. Sure, I want
her with me, but she's a proud woman,
Reily. If she yielded to my way, I wonder
if I'd appreciate her giving in.”

The thought stirred his latent dissatis®
faction and he tugged his hat firmly in
place, rapping his horse into a lope. IFor a
few moments he thought Reily was still
with him. but a look back showed the
voung man o hehind,

I'THOUT changmg his pace Frank
rode past the grove, seeing the
bright fires against the growing
dawn light. \WWomen moved around bhut

there was silence there, for dead men lay
covered on the ground.

think 1

At the hotel he swung off. There were
a few lamps harning in the stores as he
paused to look at the famihar street. Paint-
ed Rock was like an old friend, for he un-
derstood its mood., its vagaries, its violence ;
he had indeed contributed to all these parts
in his short stay.

In a few brief hours he had changed
men’s destinies and brought others close,
but he alone remained the same, still trou-
bled, perhaps more so than when he had
arrived.

Tying his borrowed horse, he entered the
lobby, now bare and lifeless. There was
enough daylight now to see the stairs clear-
lv. and he went to his room. In the upper
hall he halted at Joanne Avery’s door, the
rake of his spurs stilled for a moment.

On the other side of this thin panel wait-
ed a woman warm and full, but he could
not go to her, for theirs were different
dreams.

He moved on to his own room down the
hall.

Rolling his blankets with haste, he gath-
ered his saddlebags and turned toward the
door. This ritual of moving was in no way
different from other times, yet he felt a
heavy burden of regret that he must leave.
He was shaken by a wavering doubt as he
stood there.

Finally he shouldered his bedroll and
saddlebags with a quick. impatient motion,
and let himself out. Passing her room again,
he saw a shadow move across the line of
light coming from under her door. The
urge to knock was almost overpowering.
There were many things he could say to
her, but they must all end in good-hye.

Shaking his head. he continued on down
the hall. his spurs striking a musical note
as he descended the stairs. On the street
he paused to look hoth directions, then
walked toward the stable.

Once there. he saddled his horse, and
fastened bags and bedroll to the rig. When
he saw a shadow fall across the stable
doorway he turned his head. She stood
there, wearing a man’s pair of blue jeans
and a blue flannel shirt. Over her arm she
carried a light mackinaw, and at her feet
was a bedroll and a small canvas valise.

" got tired of waiting for you,” she said,
and moved along the stalls until she nearly
touched him. A small smile lifted the ends
of her lips and there was no reservation in
her eyes. I'm the way you wanted me to
be, Owen. I found that I had to have you,
on any terms.”



.
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given that a marriage was to take place.

Chipeta was to marry Chief Ouray. He
was 20, she was 17, and the year was 1859.

Ouray hecame even firmer in his defense
of the white man after the tribal marriage
cercimonics had heen performed. His restive
tribe required a strong leader for such a
policy, but Ouray, with the understanding
help of s heautiful wife Chipeta, felt equa!
to the task.

Because of his courage and understand-
ing. Ouray was called to \Washington to
negotiate a treaty to digmify  his position
with the Utes, as well as to consummate an
agreement for defense of the ever-increas-
ing number of settlers in the Rocky Moun-
tain area

Chipeta’s marriage was idvllic, and hap-
pier still when they had a son, named 1.0-
quitn. But tragedy soon struck this bhrave
airl and her hushand.

FFollowing Ouray on one of the extended
huffalo hunts to supply meat for their
tribe, Chipeta hung her babyv in its sheep-
skin-lined cradle on the frame of the tepee.
She went about her many chores, paving
little attention to the infant.

Chipeia had to cather some wood and
had ather tasks which took her away from
the camp. When she returned to tend the
habv, she found the cradle hoard and the
haby vone,

Chipeta and Ouray were inconsolable
over the loss of their onlv son. A wide-
spread  search was started, and for days
the woods were scoured in the hope that
the abductors had dropped the infant in
their haste to escape. But when no sign
was turned up, Chipeta and Ouray knew
their son was in the hands of another trihe.

Stoically, they convinced themselves the
hoy was dead, rather than think he might
grow to manhood and one dav he one of
the warriors which nccasionally stormed the
Ute camips.

"SPITE a mounting fecling of un-
D rest and tension between Ouray's
tribe and the whites, Ouray had to
take an extended trip away from camp and

took Chipeta with him.
With the strong hand of Ouray and

Chipeta no longer present to stay a blow
against the hated white man, a sub-chief in
the Utes lead an attack against the Indian
Agent in their territorv. Agent Nathaniel
Mceeker was slain, along with others in his
office. In addition, the Utes dragged oft the
women and a three year old child.

Chipeta knelt beside Ourav, who had
been taken desperately ill on their trip, to
relate the shocking news of the massacre.
“The Indian Agent has heen killed by our
tribe. They have taken women and children
captive,” she told him.

“You must go at once to stop them,”
Ouray commanded. “You are their chief
in my absence. Go at once.”

Chipeta hurriedly mounted her horse and
started down the long trail to their home
camp. The road ahead pointed through wil-
derness, fraught with danger. Unfriendly
tribes of Indians lurked there, and wild
animals added to the hazard.

Chipeta  dodged  arrows, and  wildly
spurred her horse to elude canture. She fled
from maurauding animals and heat her way
through storms, bhut at last she arrived
safelv in the camp of the Utes to carry out
the commands of Chief Ouray.

The [ltes grumbled and snarled when
Chipeta demanded that the surviving
women and children be released from honds
and hronght to her at once.

“We are in command now.” the leaders
told Chipeta, hut thev reluctantlv oheved
when she threatened them  with instant
death upon the return of Ouray. They
might not agree with their Chief, hut they
did fear him.

Chipeta made the survivors comfortahle,
takine particular care and interest in the
child among the eroup. She cave no
thoueht to her awn care ar comfort while
providing for her sisters of the usurping
race.

FENSTON and open rebellion was ap-
Tpm'ent among the Utes after the

Meeker massacre survivors had been
released and returned home. Quray was still
gravely 1ill, and only Chipeta’s soft but
firm hand prevented the Utes from fur-
ther depredations on the whites. Then
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Three horses swarmed down the
trail, and Randy's gun blazed
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“Who's the man to sec ahout the shot-
cun jab, then?"

“Idmo Purcell’s the station agent. Does
all the hiring for the company. ook, why
don’t you try your luck at prospecting,
Dunsan? The boys are cleaning up right
now. New strike up the main gulch only
last week. New sections heing opened all
the tme.””

“Mining's too blamed risky.”’

The bartender finally smiled.

ANDY  DUNSAN  pathered  his

change and tramped out to the hoard

walk. Ile¢ hitched his belt as he
patsed, letting an increasing curiosity idle
hoth ways along the street. He had a long
upper lip, strong nose, and lively eyes. He
stuck his thumbs under his belt, not to
swageer but hecanse it anchored a couple
of brown hands. The belly was fat, the
hips lean

Jug llye was one of many new placer
caomps in the hills. Tt could have been a
cowtown, he thought, but was busier, dirti-
er and more shabbily huilt, The street was
crooked, tilted, and the structures pre-
sented fronts that showed they had gone
up in a hurry. There were few horses
strung along it, and no rigs except the
stage. There was a place that called itself
o bank, but that could be pried open with
a pinch bar, from the look of it. The as-
say office was something new to him, which
also was true of the Chinese laundry up
the street.

The stagecoach was empty now, the new
arrivals sifting off. Randy took a good
ook at the man climbing hack to the hox
The harman had called him Bill Canfeld
Randy saw a man mavhe five vears his
sentor, around twenty-Ave or six. He was
thin and brown, deliberate and sure in his
motions, e fingered the ribbons and the
stage wheeled right at the next corner,
probahly making for the stage barn.

Randy pondered whether to talk to the
whip first, or go over and see Purcell. But
he decided that the agent could say yes or
no as to his getting the shotgun job, so he
tackled the thick dust of the street. A man
with a blocky chin and hig teeth was sort-

ing express tn from down country. The
job didn't seem to give him much pleasure,
and it was hard to guess what would.

He swung about and looked across the
counter, where Randy stopped. He only
lifted an inquiring eyebrow. Randy said,
“You Purcell?"

“That's right.”

- “Hear vou're looking for a new gun
guard.
“That's right, too.” The agent was

hored, not seeming to realize he was re-
ceiving an application ‘

“T'lIl take it," siid Randy.
seen.”’

Purcell pulled up his shoulders.
any experience?’’

“Rushels.”

“Where?"

“Down through the cow country. All
the way from here to the Rio Grande.”

“What T thought. But riding shotgun
and punching cows are two different lines
of work.” Then Purcefl lifted a hand and
stroked his lantern jaw. e made a gust of

“Sight un-

“Had

breath that was not derisive hut the ex
plosion of some sudden wonder.
Pressing the matter, Randy said, 1

heard about the stick-ups when T come
through Desert Wells. Happening only on
davs when there was a gold dust shipment,
with nary a sign of trouble hetween. Some-
bhody on the inside’s tipping off the road
agents. Why don't you find out who?
That's the first thing ['d do.”

The eves of Purcell narrowed slightly.
“There are only three people who could.
Me, the man runs the bank, and Bill Can-
ficld  How'd you ¢o about finding out
which one it 157"

“Tt's sure one of the three,” Randy sad
castlv. “And T wouldn’t he apt to sav how
I'd go about rooting him out. Point now is
~-do [ get that job?"

“U'd have to think it over,”
“You come hack in the mornine. ™

Randy shrugged nd went out. The
stage driver was stauding on the near
corner talking to somcone. Randy's ¢lince
harely touched the whip, for the girl draw-
ing his attention was slim and dark and
prettv. Right now she was angry at some-

said Pareell
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tensity. But it was too early in the eve-
ning to consider staving there until bed-
time. Descending to the street, he saw
Bill Canfeld turning into the Basin Sal-
oon, and followed him there.

The whip was at the bar, but the plank
was 50 crowded that Randy had to take a
place farther down. He ordered whiskey,
not wanting it, hut because it was the thing
to do. Randy lifted the drink to take a
sip, and suddenly it jumped and the whole
room seemed to explode behind him. He
knew at once that it had been the crash of
a pistol shot, right at his rear. He hauled
around, his jaw sagging, half the liquor
slopped out of his glass.

He swallowed hard and stared at a man
standing there grinning at him. The man,
obviously a red-shirt miner, held a sixgun.
and smoke dribbled out of its barrel. The
slug had ploughed into the sawdust at
Randy's heels.

The miner was looking at him derisively,
vetting ready to laugh. And then he did,
letting out a roaring blast of sound. When
he got his breath, he velled, “Gun-shy, by
Cod! And this kind wants to ride gun
cguard on the stage! What do you hoys
think of that?" He was big, rough-fea-
tured, and his eyes showed the heat of
drinking as well as raw mirth,

But his inerriment only drew a dutiful
titter from the other miners about. Randy
put his glass back on the bar, hitched his
helt, and tried to grin at them. He heard
the bartender growl, “Cut that out, Arp.
I told you I won't stand for your monkey-
<hines in- my place. Put up that hogleg
now,"”’ . :
“Only wanted to see what this button’s
aof to offer,” said Arp, “that made him hit
Murcell up for the job vacated by the late
I%d Daughterty. And Andy Bromfield and
Jake Tetherow. By God, they weren't
sun-shy. We lost a passle of dust, lately.
To my mind a gun-shy driver’s bad
enough.”

That brought a gasp from the gallery,
and Randy felt his temperature drop ten
degrees. Bill Canfield's voice said, “Any-
body would jump if a gun went off at the
seat of his pants. Put away that iron,

Hoagy Arp. and leave this fellow be.”

Randy’s cheek had developed a twitch.
He knew what every man watching ex-
pected of him or Bill Canfield—that one or
the other would turn down this big fel-
low’s wick. He did not do it, and Can-
field made no move. Randy only stood
there gulping, trying to grin it off and
looking sheepish as i his galluses had
parted at a dance. Arp reholstered his gun
and went to a table. Seating himself there,
he picked up a card hand he apparently
had put down to start the hooraw.

Canfield said, “Come on. There are
better places to spend an evening.”

ANDY followed him outdoors. On
the sidewalk Canfield halted and

shoved back his hat, saying, “Need
work pretty bad, huh?”

“Poor time to get laid off. Most out-
fits button up after fall round-up. Things
stay pretty quiet till spring.”

“I could get you on at the stage barn.”

“Much obliged,” said Randy. “That
Arp sure wanted a fight. Who's he?”

“Cot a claim up the gulch. T guess there's
heen a little talk around here about me.
Been through three stick-ups, with three
messengers shot off the seat heside me, and
[ never even got hullet burned. That’s
what Arp meant. [ didn't take it up with
him for the same reason you didn’t.”

“We're scared of him,” Randv said.

“Are we?”" said Cantield. “Well, f
Purcell puts vou on, I'tl see¢ vou in the
morning. Roll out at eight and get back
around six. It's a turnaround. We meet
the noon train at the Wells. If you don't
line up anything, se¢ me when 1 get back.”

“Thanks again,” Randy said.

He stood there a while after Canfield had
left. He had a wonder on his mind, a
curiosity as to how Hoagy Arp had known
that he had applied to Purcell for the
messenger job. He had mentioned his
wish to the harkeep, the depot agent, Bill
Canfield and the liveryman. He could see
no reason why any of them would mention
it in conversation with Arp.

He remembered that he had seen Pur-
cell emerge from the Basin just before he
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went slower, and Bill at last felt more like
talking.

Randy had spotted the place correctly
coming down, five or six miles in which
rimrock narrowed in upon the stage road,
where houlder nests and rock taluses be-
spoke a constant danger of outlawry. They
were ahout a mile into this, going back,
when Bill Iet out a sigh.

“This is where it happened the last
time, " he said. “The first was on the up-
per end of this arroyo. and the second
about half wav between. But always in
here. ILivery time the guard was drilled
withonut a second’s warning. Then three
men hoiled out at us from the rocks right
heside us.  Without decent notice, any
man’s a setting duck on top this rig. That’s
how lowdown they are, and why they got
away with it every time.”

“You do any shooting ?”

“Just once. The first time. And one of
them sent a slug drilling through the panel
that come close to killing a little girl on
the seat inside. They don't give a damn
what thev do—they want the gold dust.
After that once. I've shoved up my hands
when I was told to or the killings would
have been a lot worse,”

“For which Hoagv Arp called vou gun-
shy. ™

“That’s what he called me.
ham. ™

“You know it when vou've got dust in
the boot 2™

Bill shaok his head. “Not since the Arst
time, and that’s mighty odd. It's like they
“listrusted me. ™

“Or want vou caught flatfooted.”

“Or.” said Bill grimlv, “are getting set
10 pin the deadwood on one Cantfield. Ev-
crvbody knows there’san inside leak. And
there’s heen talk that T only made a show of
Gght that once, with the road agents care-
ful not to shoot back at me.”

“Thev've almost got you in
Randy agreed.

AYBE that bit of understanding
M had something to do with what
Jill said when they reached the
stage barn, after discharging the pas-

You heard

trouble.”

sengers on the Bug Eye end of the run.

“You figure on staying at the hotel?
Hot and noisy there, to say nothing of
expensive.”’

“Reckon it's the best I can do.”

“Why don’t you come and hoard with
us? Ed Daughterty did.™

“Your sister doesn't care for me much.”

“Penny be blamed,” said Bill Canfield.
“We'll go get your warbag. if vou're
willing.”

“Much obliged,” Randy said.

Bill had picked an attractive place to live
with his sister. It was below the camp, and
sat past a creek that had to be crossed on
a footbridge. It was a rough camp, with
all the gulches holding scum, and Randy
bet Penny could hold that bridge like a
Paiute warrior could cork up a canyon.

Much alone and thus alert, she spotted
them on the bridge and came to the door
of the little cabin, a log structure shaded
by old cottonwoods. As they reached the
house, Bill said, “You remember Randy
Dunsan. He made the trip with me today.”

Penny pulled in a long, slow breath.
“So Purcell put you on.”

“He’s going to board with us,” Bill
said, and frowned.

Her own eyes heated in quick response,
but she did not let go. Randy knew she
thought that the arrangement would not
be permanent, in light of the fate of the
last three gun guards. She said, **Supper’s
ready. T'll put out an extra plate.” Her
features indicated that she would as soon
feed the guest in the yard where a few hens
were pecking about.

Bill and Randy washed up at a bench
outside the door. Toweling. Randy said,
“You didn't take bait from Hoagy Arp,
last night, becaunse vou're suspicious of
him.”

“And of somebody else. T had a little
trouble picking out that one. He did it for
me. Turned me down cold, and inside of
two hours swapped ends. Came all the
way up to my room to tell me he’d changed
his mind. Something happened between.
Like maybe he saw .Arp and learned how
the green kid doesn’t have any spunk to go
with his strut.”
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“You've got plenty of both,” Bill said,
grinning. “And the talk you’re making
could get you killed.”

“Maybe we'll take down a gold ship-
ment tomorrow. That’s what might get
me killed."

“Not you." Bill said. shaking his head.

“Me. They know ['m suspicious. [ figured
Arp was trying to get me to brace him last
night. It's got to be one of the three of
us--urcell, Forsythe in the bank, or me.
I know it isn't me, and Forsythe's honest
as the day is long. So it's Purcell, and
Arp doing the road work with a couple of
sidewinders helping him. Arp would have
killed me, last night, if I'd so much as slid
2 hand toward my gun.”

“So," said Randy, “he'll have to shoot
vou ofl the hox, along with a braggy,
tenderfoot gun guard.”

“That's not the half of it. When I'm
dead and gone. I'll be blamed outright for
the leaks. The stick-ups will stop, to prove
it, hecause they must know they've crowded

their luck too hard already. Randy, that's

why Purcell changed his mind and hired
vou, after Arp reported on how well you
came through the test -from their way of
looking at it.”

“Rather have somebody heside me up
there with vou?” Randy asked.

“For some dammned reason, | wouldn't,”
Bill said. I don't figure yvou for any
bumbling greenhorn, although I'm blamed
il I can fgure you out. You played up
vour scare a little hig when Arp gave vou
the hooraw. But I'd feel some better if
vou'd answer a question. What're  vou
dotng here? Who sent you?”

“That's twa questions,” Randy said. He
wias combing his hair, using the mirror on
the log wall. “And they could he answered
three ways. | don’t reckon the express
company likes what's heen happening to its
dust shipments out of Rug Fve. Then |
could just need a job, like ve heen try-
ing to tell evervhody  Or- -well, the thing
most on your mind. There are outlaw gangs
in this country that would think it a good
joke to horn in and highjack a gold ship-
ment from under the noses of the local
boys. Take your pick.”
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“Ull sure keep wondering which,” Bill

admitted, “till you cut deeper into the
deck." .
[t became ecvident that Penny had
listened to everv word. They entered the
cabin to eat, and although she joined themn
at the table she was more than annoved at
the new state of affairs. Randy did not
hlame her a bit.

HIIN the morning stage wheeled
Wup at the depot’s hoard awning,

there were fewer passengers wait-
ing than had come up from the railroad the
day before. [t was almost as if the camp
distrusted riding with a green shotgun
guard more than without any at all. Randy
was on the box with Bill Canfield. He had
the express company’s shotgun across his
lap, his own six-shooter riding his hip. If
the watchers ficured he was showing off
again, he did not mind at all.

He did not swing down to the sidewalk
hehind Bill, but slid over in the seat so he
could see who got into the coach. There
werce three miners, a man who looked like
a drummer, and that was all at first. Two
men brought out the express chest and
heaved it up into the boot. Bill looked up
and down the street to sec if any late-
comers were hustling toward him. He
gave a sudden start. [.ooking in the same
direction, Randy narrowed his eyes,

Penny had come around the corner by
the bank and was hurrying toward then.
She wore a perky little hat and had a
light shawl across her shoulders against
the cool morning air. She carried a purse,
keeping a pretty tight grip on it.

Bill squared himself in front of her as
she hurried up, and he growled, “ Not ~o
fast. Where in tunket do you think you're
voimg 7

“Desert Wells, You wait till 1 buy my
fare.”

“What on earth for?"

“Mayhe,” said Penny, hurrving pas!
him, I want to see the choo-choo cars.”

But Randy was less surprised when
I<lmo Purcell sauntered out of the depot,
wearing a dark coat and hat. He grahbed
the hand hold to step up into the stage,
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Bill swinging around toward him with
cyes turned cold and hard.
“Taking a little trip, Purcell 7" Bill said.
Purcell only nodded, and got inside.
Bill's mouth pulled into a ruled flatness, for
Penny came out just then. He put a hand

on her chest and said, “Huh-uh. Not this
rip.”
“And why not 7" she demanded. "1 paid

v fare.”

“What have vou got in the purse?’

“Maybe my beanshooter. [ understand
there's sometimes  trouble hetween  here
and the railroad. Bill, T'm going. I'll hire
a horse and follow if you don't let me on
the stage. so vou might as well adjust
vourself to the facts of Iife.”

Randy saw from her eyes that she meant
it, and so did Rill. The protest Randy had
heen about to add to the whip’s died in
his throat. Better to have her where they
could watch out for her than let her dust
around on her own. IHe cussed himself for
having voiced his suspicions where she
could hear them. But it had not occurred
to him that she would decide to deal her-
self in on the game. Bill shrugged in res-
ignation and turned to swing up to the
hox.

Once the stage was over the bridge and
lining out on the long downcountry trail,
Bill spoke quietly. “VYou see Purcell get
1hoard ?”

“It was in the cards,” Randy said. “But
I wish Pennv hadn’t taken the bit in her
mouth.”

“She’d have hired a horse, just like she
threatened.  And maybe got herself nto
worse trouble. You don't know that girl,
Randy.”

“Aim to, though,” said Randy Dunsan.

E GOT very little pleasure out of that
H morning run down the grades. They

changed horses at Christmas Creek
station. The fateful canvon lay between
there and the next stop at Roaring Springs.
There was a creek to be forded somewhat
short of the long rock field. and Randy was
thinking of that as the stage rolted nearer.
3ill let the horses drink asx they crossed,
always, and that was the place, Randy

)

figured, to do what he had to accomplish
next.

That decided, he tried to ease himself
by paying closer heed to the roundabout.
The hills in the high country possessed a
marching alignment, creating, in this mid-
morning, deep and stretching shadow
washes. Sage blanketed the hottoms, while
the inclines rolled bald and bhurning to a
coppery sky. Once he saw a sage hen make
its scuttle into hiding, its hatch streaking
it bhehind. Again a gaunt coyote rose,
vawned, and looked at the stage with dis-
couraged cyes.

Then they topped the last rise before the
creek ford, alkali dust twisting far behind.
Randyv sucked in a quick Dbreath and felt
his blood crash in his temples, But out-
wardly he showed no symptoms of tense-
ness. Bill clucked one of his commands to
the teams, slowing them down the final
slant. Then he shoved hard on the brake,
short of the ford, dropped to the ground
and loosened the check reins.

Randy was readv when the whip
climbed back up. He had put the shotgun
asidé and had his six-shooter in his hand.
It was pointed squarely at Bill’s chest. Tt
brought a holt of consternation into the
driver’s dark eves.

“Get up here,” Randy whispered, “and
drive on into the crick and let the critters
wet their whistles.”

Bill emitted a long sigh, picked up the
reins as he reseated himself, and rolled the
coach on down. Randy could feel the jar
of the rocky creek bed in his spine. The
vehicle stopped in the stream and the
horses drank. The current was cold and
clear, and Randy was thirsty himself by
then—the kind of thirst that comes from
being scared. But he held his gun on Bill
Canfield. =

When the horses were hnished he said,
“Don’t say a word, Bill. Just draw up and
stop on the other bank.™

“Damn you!" Bill breathed denhantly.
“1 invited you into myv home-—introduced
you to my sister—""

“Take it easy, man.”

Bill drove on, letting the spans pull the
heavy Concord up the bank without any
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encouragement from lim. He stopped
obediently on the flat, sandy space just be-
yond. Carefully, Randy reached over and
pulled the whip's pistol.

lle said, “Drop down, now."”

He followed Bill to the ground. He ush-
ercd the whip before him as he walked back
beside the Concord to the side door. He
yanked the door open, sayving, “All right,
folks. Get down."”

He had never had more trouble with his
feelings than when he looked mto the
furtous eyes of Penny. There was a
shocked hewilderment on the face of Pur-
cell. The others were cowed, obedient, and
did not matter much to Randy.

“Pile out," he said. .

Purcell was first to the ground, his hands
held up, and Randy lost no time in pulling
the revolver out of the short holster on
his belt. I1e took Penny's heavy purse,
having (o jerk it out of her hands, and re-
alized she had a gun in it. The miners and
the drummer were unarmed. Randy lined
them up along the side of the stage. Pur-
cell's eves raked him,

“Who the hell planted you on me?” he
hreathed.

“Who would you say?” Randy taunted.

“Maybe,” Penny said, “it's a lone wolf
we all took for a curly lamb.”

“Thanks, ma'am,” Randy
promptly.

[2 KIEPT well back. The others were
H frightened, obedient, but he knew

that any one of the three he cared
about would jump him in a flash. He
looked fArst at Purcell, then at Bill, and
finally at Penny.

He said, “Turn your back, Miss Can-
field-—in which privacy vour brother can
shuck out of his loud shirt and jehu's hat.
He and Purcell are going to swap a few
duds.”

“Are you crazy?”" Bill demanded.

“Except about your sister.” FHe saw
Penny's shoulders lift at least two inches.
She had turned her back as ordered, and
he was glad he could not see her face.
“Bill, you wouldn’t havé agreed to it. So
it had to be this way. You and Purcell

told her

swap the upper part of your get-ups. Then
Purcell’s going on the box in your place.”

Penny hauled around, flinging Randy. a
half-comprehending look, and then she
smiled. She really meant it, too, and it
was like the first bright day after a long
winter. She breathed, “Of course, and who
if not me is the nitwit? Go on, Bill, and
do what he says."

“By God, no!" bawled Purcell.

Bill saw through it, too, and some of the
fury softened out of his features. He said,
“What do you know ?"" Then he grinned a
little.

Purcell seemed to realize that his
shocked protest had revealed more than he
had intended. He made a show of indif-
ferent compliance when he took off his
coat, shirt and hat, then put on Bill’s louder
shirt and set the floppy, telltale whipman's
hat atop his head. Bill stretched the agent’s
black coat a little, and the hat of the same
color perched inadequately on his crown.

“Now," said Randy, “is it safe to give
vou and Penny back your guns?”

“Depends,” said Bill, “on what part in
this you're going to permit yours truly.”

“Bill,” Randy said earnestly, “you can
do more good inside than out, this trip.
They're going to plug Purcell, thinking
he's you. They don't figure I'll give 'em
much trouble. They'll come in. FFor once
there's got to he a shooting passenger in-
side.”

“I'll handle the inside,” said Penny, “but
yvou're right. Bill's pot to be where they
can't see him.”

“l don't know what you're talking
about,” Purcell said flatly, “but ['m not
driving that rig.”

“You're going to ride the whip's seat,
anvhow,” Randy told him just as flatly.
“LEven if T have to rope vou to it. Climb
up now, hlast you. And you don’t even
get a gun for self-defense.”

Purcell could not help swallowing, and
all of them noticed. But he was in a bad
spot, for admitting knowledge of what was
coming was confessing ‘to three capital
crimes in the recent past. He swung onto
the iron step and climbed up. Bill didn’t
much like the role assigned him, but saw
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its worth and got in. Penny followed, and
Randy knew better than to tell her to stay.

But to the others he said, “I reckon
vou'd as soon have a picnic here by the
creek.”  They did not refute that, and
Randy went up hehind Purcell.

He could see that the man’s hands were
shaking, but there was enough bluff left in
him so that he pathered up the ribbons. He
knew how to drive the teams—must have
got his start with the stage company,
somewhere m the past, by doing so. The
Concord rolled on, with the start of the
canyon onlv a couple of miles ahead.

2 hundred vards of the portals. Then

he began to shuttle uneasy glances
from side to side. Randy was inclined to do
the same, hut was convinced that more than
a normal worry wormed in the man.

“What's the matter " Randy said finally.
“It's always been the gun guard that got
shot without any warning. Why should it
he different this trip?”

“l don't know what your game is,”
Purcell said huskily, “But I'm damned if
it's my joh to drive this hack through the
canvon,”

“It's vours as long as ['ve got this gun
m vour rihs. Get on, now. Quit slowing
the horses that way.”

Purcell managed to keep driving until
they were a short wayv into the shadowy,
rock-walled canvon.  Till that point the
parallel rims stood well apart, with little
hetween to furnish cover for an ambusher.
Jut ahead was a rock pimnacle, right be-
<ide the stage road, rising out of a boulder
nest that had Randy himsell concerned.
They were not quite within rifle range of
there when the agent swore, and stopped
the tewms. He grated, **'The hell with you.
I don’t know what vou figure to make out
of it, but this is as far as [ go.”

“IFime,” Randy said. “You just bought
vourself a necktie. You can get back in-
-ide now where the young lady can keep
her gun on you. And I'd suggest that you
not trifle with her, Purcell. She’s dyna-
mite. Bill’s coming back up here, but still
wearing vour duds. That way they’ll have

PL‘R(‘EI.I.'S arrogance lasted to within

to show themselves to find out what the
hell.”

He called Bill out, then made Purcell
climb down and get in below. He had no
doubt that Penny would keep the agent
docile through whatever came. Bill had a
cool, tight grin on his fice when he
mounted back to the hox.

“Bet you can play checkers,” he said.
“Some dull evening we'll ind out. What
now, if I may ask?”

“This time,” Randy said grimly, “vou
show ’'em that, given a decent chance, no-
hody can take gold dust off vour hack.”

He was considerably relieved when they
got past that first rock crop without being
molested, which assured him that the road
agents had not observed the latest ex-
change of drivers. Purcell himself did not
appear to know just where the set-up had
been made, only that it was somewhere in
the canyon. Randy was glad that Bill was
human enough to show uneasiness—he-
cause that was what he felt, himself,

Now the shaded reaches of the road
were more frequent. darker. At times the
canvon walls spread out, obviating the
chance of an outbreak of vialence. Again
the borders hugged in, with all the signs
dead right for such action.

Finally Randy said, “T think they let usx
pass. Bill. For his own protection, Purcell
must have told ’em he'd he wearing the
dark suit and hat. Now they're wondering
what the devil he's doing on the hox. Hope
it didn’t scare ‘em out."

Bill nodded. **This won’t hurt Purcell
much, unless there's actual trouhle. And
I'm anxious to get the whole covote bunch
cleaned out.” They were going into a blind
turn then and. as the wheels rolled on, the
driver stiffened in the seat. He said in a
whisper, “Wait a minute. Horse drop-
pings up there, still wet. Nohody's passed
us and we’ve met nobody. Theyv let us go
by, cut ahead and got around, then came
back in to the trail here. Anyv time now."”

A narrow, straight stretch followed, not
over four or five hundred feet long. Randy
was certain Bill was right, and hy letting
the stage tool past under a close inspection
the bandits had gained assurance that the

¢
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driver was not Elmo Purcell. Tf they had
identified Bill there was still a chance of
a swift, fatal shot from hiding.

UT apparently the road agents were
not that certain. There came a

crackling of pistol shots forward, then
three horses swarmed out of the rock up
there and drove straight down the trail.
Rising to his feet, Randy used both barrels
of his shotgun, dropping it as he went over
the side. Bill had the sense to go down on
the opposite side, just as fast.

Randy crowded against the near ani-
mals for what protection he could get. The
shotgun had been ineffective against the
outlaws, who still raced  straight at the
Concord that blocked the road. They were
masked, but he recognized the bhig figure
oi Arp. By then he and Bill were laying
such a deadly pistol fire against them that
they hauled off the road into the rocks.

Within seconds a more patient, deadlier
shooting was coming from those rocks. Arp
was determined to make it a decisive ac-
tion, aware finally that he was fighting to
save his own neck—whether or not he
cared about Purcell's. Randy cut over,
ot into the rocks himself, and at once be-
gan to move toward them.

He got high enough to see the peak of a
man’s hat, and let go at it. The hat dropped
from sight and he sprinted forward. A
gun blazed at him and he thought the slug
had eaten a hole in the side of his shirt.

I1¢ gained cover just as a second shot
rang out. IFrom there he saw a man
sprawled flat on the earth, unmoving. An-
other edged himself to the side of a rock.
Randy shot just as the fellow tried again,
and saw his slue reach home. He did not
like the fecling it gave him, but it was a
grim necessity—because of Penny and 8ill,
and a few hundred miners who worked
hard for their gold dust.

There had becen other shooting, but all
at once it was so completely quiet he could
hear his ear pulses crash out in their beat.
The high-pitched voice with which he called
out didn't sound like his own.

“Where are you, Bill?"

Bill answered from the right, and still
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there was no more shooting in response to
the calls. Randy made his way down to
the trail just as Bill did, neither of them
wanting to chance getting shot by a friend.
They looked at each other, without elation,
but with the ‘deeper feclings of friendship
and of satisfaction in a nasty job put be-
hind. “I got Arp.” Bill said then. *‘He
was my meat. all along. But we better see
about Purcell.”

The agent had not mustered the courage
to defy Penny's small hand gun. His voice
still tight and foreign, Randy said, I guess
you've had all you want of his company,
Penny. We'll rope him on top with me and
Bill, then go back and get our passengers.
I reckon they still want to take the train.”

“Randy,” Penny said quictly, and her”
eves asked his forgiveness. He had no
doubt that his own granted it promptly.

They left the road agents where they had
fallen, hut took Purcell on to Desert Wells.
There BRill wired the express company’s
division office. [{e sent for the sheriff to
put an official end to the case.

It was an hour later before he came back
to the stage vard where Bill waited, be-
cause he had little taste for the wave of
hero worship unleashed by the story the
passengers had told. Penny had absented
herself. but she came back with Bill. Both
were smiling.

“There’s a job for you with the com-
pany.” Bill said. “If that's what you were
really after. They disclaim you as an agent
of theirs. You're sure no outlaw. So vou
must really have heen a cowpoke looking
for a winter job."

“That’s what T kept trving to tell you,”
Randy said.

“Well, you can drive this hack as long as
vou want,” Bill said.

“What are vou going to do?"”

“Company figures I'd make a better Bug
Eye agent than Purcell did. How about it,
friend *” :

“As the new agent at Bug Eye,” Randy
said, looking at the excited Penny, “you
just hired your first man.”
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buffalo. Be quite a scramble to see who's
going to marry vou, I'd say.”

Iisther knew she was blushing. “I came
here to teach school,™ she said primly.

“Just the same.” Sam assured her, “you'll
get married. If vou don't, you'll be the
first teacher we've had that didn’t. Until
vou pick out one of ‘em there'll he so many
bucks cluttering up his place that Jim
Massey ' have to stay in the barn. They—"

“Mr. Griswold” she cut him off, “this
subject as distasteful. Tow hig 15 Willow
IPlat s

“leam’t,” he told her,  Just 14 Brown’s
store and  postoffice and - Jolim O'Shea's
blacksmith shop. You won't go there today.
Jim Massey's place s this side.”

I2sther kept the conversation i hand by
hring questions chout the country and 1ts
peaple. The road wound among the grass-
covered  hills, adding  distance  to avoid
erades, and inazliv came to a0 small bottom
through which ran a litile tree-hordered
stream. Perhaps a hundred vards off the
road stood s square and sguat sod house,
with @ hav-roofed barn and a pole corral
beyond. Griswold pulled up his team and
let out o lusty whoop. A man appeared
from hehind the barn and strode toward the
Wagon,

“Tharen Mosgaard,” Sam explained. “1
fetched him a sack of flour. He's a bachelor,
hut it won't do anyv harm for him to meet
vou first. He's so doggone wonpin-shy that
he chokes em his tongue if one savs anything
to him. ™

OSGAARD came up to the wagon.
Ie wias a big man who carried

himsell with lithe ease.  Perhaps
thirty vears old. isther thought. He wore
<tout work shoes, faded brown corduroy
pants, and a grav Hannel shirt with sleeves
rolled up and the collar open. Fhick, un-
rulv: blond hair covered his hatless head.
Wide shoulders tapered 1o lean hips. Face
and sinewy forearnis wore a golden tan.
His face was lean, with a square jaw, and
astonishingly blue eves looked from under
tawny brows,
“Tharen,”  Sum

<sd, “this 1s Miss

Boone, the new teacher. I told her your
name. Suppose you'll be up to dance with
her Saturday ?”

“How do you do,” Mosgaard gulped,
and Isther noticed that his ears reddened.
His voice had the pleasant lilt of the Scandi-
navian male. His eyes met Iisther’s for a
second. then went back to Sam. He said
nothing more. Tsther had returned his
how-do-you-do.

“That’s your flour on top back there,”
Sam said.

Mosgaard stepped back and lifted down
the sack of flour with one hand as though
it had heen feathers. FEsther's cyes re-
mained upon him, but he thanked Sam and
walked away with his flour without looking
toward her again. Sam started the horses
and the wagon rolled on to cross a bridge
over the stream. “This is the North [oup
river,” Sam told her.

“Mr. Mosgaard is quite nice-looking.”
[sther observed.

“Yep,” Sam agreed, "“but he won't he
one of the fellers tramping on each other
to shie up to you.”

Esther bit her lip. “Doesn’t he dance?”
she asked.

“No, he fiddles. Best fiddler we have.
He’ll be the only one to play all the way
through Saturday—except when he eats.
Right hefty eater, Tharen is.”

The wagon had rounded the foot of the
hrst hill beyond the stream. “There’s the
school house,” Sam said. *“Built it here to
get in the middle of the district. Some kids
have to walk more'n two miles anyhow.”

“Do they walk all winterr” she asked,
her eyes on the small one-story schoolhouse
which stood on the flat bottom of a pocket
in the hills. There were outhouses, and a
coal bin with a shed built onto its side. A
pump on a wooden platform stood in the
vard.

“They ride ponies when the weather is
bad,” Sam said. “That's what the shed is
for. Reckon you can ride ?”

“If the horse is gentle,” she replied.
“How far is it to Mr. Massey’s homer”

“Mile and a half. Too bad it 1sn’t as
handy as Tharen’s place.” He gave her a
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mischievous grin. “Of course you could
stay there if—"

“Mr. Griswold,” she snapped, “T—

“Wouldn't be scandalous,” he chuckled.
“Ii you were-to walk in there with your
satchel, Tharen would take out across the
hills like a jackrabbit. Probably never be
seen again. Re a good way for you to get
a homestead.’

IZsther gave him a sharp look. “I hope
everybody out here isn't going to tease
like you. [ should have known better than
to believe a single thing you've said.”

“[lvery blessed word was gospel,” Sam
declared. *“I never even lie to my wife.’

Iisther sniffed. But she hoped at least
parts of what he had said were true.

higgest house Esther had seen since

reaching the sandhills. There was also
a large barn and a number of smaller
huildings. As Sam’s wagon rolled into the
yard Fsther saw that he had told the truth
about one thing. On the sod, west of the
house, planks had heen laid on level string-
ers to form a large dancefloor.

[Laura Massey came out the kitchen door
running.  She was a plump, rosy-cheeked
woman of forty. There was a smudge of
flour on the side of her nose, but welcome
was bright in her cyes and smile. She came
up as Sam handed Esther down from the
wagon.

She nodded to Sam, then said to Esther,
“Well, Sam Griswold finally got you here,
Miss Boone. 1 bet he talked your arm off
was doing it. You don't want to

THE two-story Massey home was the

while he

pay any attention to what Sam says. He's
full of hot air.”
“T suspected,” listher said. “We have

people who tell whoppers in Indiana, too.”

Sam chuckled. “I never argue with
womenfolks, but you see if time doesn’t
bear me out, Miss Boone. I'm sort of a
prophet.”

“You're sort of an old rapscallion,” Mrs.
Massey told him. “Now you come right on
in the house, Miss Boone. You must be
beat after that long trip. Sam, you fetch
her things. You know the room.”
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On Friday Esther was a very busy young
woman. Laura Massey had quickly made
her feel at home, and she faced the day
well recuperated from her journey. laura
drove her to the schoolhouse.

“You'll have to get set over there today,”
[Laura explained, “because the reception
starts at noon Saturday and we have church
at the schoolhouse on Sunday. Mrs. Gus
Holt—she was our teacher last year—will
be there to explain to vou about the school
records and the books and such. Some
more women are coming to give the place
a good cleaning up. We'll try to get done
early, so everybody can rest up and be
ready for the doings on Saturday.”

The Saturday “doings’ amazed Esther.
They began at noon, when hot barbecued
beef and a staggering array of other food
was served on long outdoor tables of planks
laid on trestles. Women and their hushands
from all over the district had arrived at
midimorning to assist the Masseys with the
preparations. It was apparently an un-
written law that single men should not put
in an appearance until noon. Esther had
the feeling that somewhere there should be
an auction hlock to which she would be’led
at the proper time.

“Do you always do this for teachers?"
IZsther asked while helping Mrs. Massey
with the Saturday breakfast dishes. The
threce Massey children were out watching
the men at the barbeque pit.

“Yes,"” Laura replied, “it's the best way
for you to get to know cverybody right off.
IZverybody hopes you are going to like us
and stay here.”

“Mr. Massey wrote that you expected to
have a new teacher every year,” Lsther
said.

“We do.” [Laura smiled at her, “hecause
our teachers always get married. You will,
too."

“Don’t I have any choice in the matter?"’
LEsther tried to ask the question lightly.

“You'll have plenty of choice,” Laura
assured her. “There’ll be forty to tifty single
men here by the time the food is ready.”

“What if ['m not interested?”’ Esther
cut in.
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“Shucks.” Laura said, “girls are always
mterested. Or 1s there some fellow back
m Indianar”

[Zsther was embarrassed. *No, there isn't.
But this makes me feel so—so—"" she
Houndered.

“You'll get used to it,” Laura predicted.
“T'here are a lot of first-rate young fellows
hercabouts. A girl that stays single a year
in this country is just a born old maid.
You just look them over and sce if you
don’t find as good a man as any girl could
want. Bear in mind that any young fellow
is going to need some house breaking—
and the older they are the harder they are
to straighten out.”

I7sther sighed and abandoned the subject.

Y NOON the wide yard and the corral
were filled with vehicles and horses.
Nearly two hundred men, women and

children were noisily and merrily busy at
the long tables. Nearly half were single
men, smooth shaven and arrayed according
to Sandhill notions of Solomon in all his
clorv. Jim and Laura Massey and Esther
Poone ate dinner in the house.

“Soon as evervhody s fed,” Laura told
listher, “"we take vou out in front and
thev'll all come by to meet you. Then the
women will all come in the house and we'll
vet acquainted, while the men pitch horse-
shoes and open a keg of heer they’ve got
down in the granary. There'll be a jug or
two of whiskey, too. But 1f anybody gets
drunk he'll get chased home before the
dance starts in the cool of the evening.”

Dressed in old-rose satin, trimmed with
white l“sther stood with Laura
AMassey and other School Board  wives
while the reception line passed. The jollity
and warm friendliness of the sandhill neigh-
less an ordeal than

chiffon.

bors made it much
Iosther had expected.

Sam Griswold came by with his wife. 1
told  Martha vou were prettiern a red
heifer,”” Sam said, “and you can ask her if
I'm not o trathiul feller.”™

Martha Griseold smiled at Esther. “He
tells it most of the time, hut he sure twists
it mto some terrilile shapes,”

The spruced-up single men, well-brushed
hats in hand, smiled at Tisther, said words
into which they had put a lot of thought,
and passed on. Esther found herself watch-
ing vainly for one square-jawed face.

The end of the line was finally reached
and Tharen Mosgaard had not appeared.
Esther felt piqued. She knew Mosgaard
was among those present hecause, from a
window, she had seen lim at one of the
tables. As she turned to follow l.aura Mas-
sey mto the house she scanncd the men
milling about the vard, but caught no
glimpse of his stalwart Agure.

It was four o'clock when Jim Massey
came into the house and asked the forty-odd
women, “Reckon yvou gals could help us
shake our feet for a couple of hours until
supper is ready:”’

The women were ready. During the
visiting, Esther had learned that of the
forty-three women present only two bestdes
herself were single. Both of the others were
eighteen—and hoth were to be married in
November.

The musicians sat on kitchen chairs in
a hay rack drawn across one end of the
dance platform. Seats for the women had
heen made at either side of the platform by
placing planks across nail kegs. Esther saw
Tharen Mosgaard, in the hay rack tuning
up his violin. Then Sim Griswold walked
onto the platform and announced, *“There
will be four square dances between every
two step or waltz, so all us men will get a
chance to swing Miss Boone. Handle her
easy, bovs, we want her to last. Hank Astor
and 1 will call every other square dance.
Now get vour partners for the Arst one.”

[Esther’s heart was in her mouth. \What
was going to happen: All the wives would
of course he led out by their hushands for
the first dance, the engaged girls by their
hances. Was she going to he trampled by
other men, as Griswold  had pre-
dicted ?

Sam

NLY months Jater was listher to
learn why that did not happen. Only
one swain, a different one each time,

came to claim her for each dance. This



Tharen helped her
up, and then she
was in his arms
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named Fstes. He lived in Sandy Bend,
driving out for the Willow Flat services;
hence the early hour. His sermon was
short, most of the hour being given over
to the singing of hymns. These were sung
lustily. IZsther put a dime in the collection
box, then went out with the Massevs. Rev-
crend Tostes was at the door to speed his
departing flock.

As the Massey carriage rolled out of the
schoolyard Iisther saw Tharen Mosgaard
swing down the road toward his homestead,
violin casc under his arm.

“Mr. Mosgaard plays the violin very
well,” Isther observed.

“He sure does,” Jim Massey agreed.
“Month or so ago I was late getting home
from Sandy Bend with a load of lumber.
When I came past his place about an hour
after dark T heard him sawing away on his
fiddle. 1 pulled up the team and just sat
there and histened. e didn’t play any tune
I knew. but it was sure mighty pretty. I
hadn’t had any supper, but I stayed there
and listened until he quit and blew out his
lamp.

“Do you play any instrumentz” Laura
Massey asked Iisther.

“No. But T often wish I could learn the
violin. Does any one around here teach
ie”

“No,” Laura said. “We've talked about
trying to get a schoolteacher who could
tcach musie, but—" she shrugged. “Jim,
whip up the horses a little. We'll he late
with dinner.”

CHOOL started on Monday. Esther
S was verv busy. Besides teaching, she
had to be her own janitor. Neverthe-
less. Iisther found it impossible to stay out
of the communmity’s social whirl. Numbers
of the local swains found frequent excuses
to call at the Massey home—always around
supper time. In the sandhills an invitation
to table was mandatory in those circum-
stances. On numerous evenings the Mas-
sevs fed as many as three extra mouths.
By coincidence, this occurred almost always
on Friday, Saturday or Sunday.
Games of whist, euchre, checkers, etc.

Ma jawed me when I got home.”

always followed. One young fellow, Pat
Cunningham, was particularly persistent
with his attentions, but Esther had been
warned against him.

“You be careful about Pat,” Laura Mas-
sey told Esther after his first call at the
house. “He isn't to be trusted by a girl. He
got Susie Brand over at Sandy Bend into
trouble last year, but his pa bought him out
of it and the Brands moved away.”

Cunningham was a hig handsome young-
ster of twenty-six, son of one of the region’s
higgest ranchers. Lsther remembered that
he had held her too tight at the reception
dance and that he had smclled of whisky.
She heeded [.aura's advice, even when Cun-
ningham *‘happened” past the schoolhouse
one evening just after school let out and
pressed her to accept his escort to the Sandy
Bend dance on the coming Saturday.

September passed and Esther had not
vet accepted an invitation from any of the
cager suitors. The reason, she-was forced
to admit to herself, was Tharen Mosgaard.
This vexed her. She scolded herself. Hadn't
she come to this far and strange country
tc find @ man—almost any man? That
thought made her blush, even in the privacy
of her room. But it was true. And now
here she was, avoiding the advances of
dozens of nice and substantial young men,
because she couldn't get her mind off one
who wouldn’t even talk to her—one she
saw only at church. It was frustrating.

LLaura Massey was also baffled. If Esther
would only show a preference it would
lighten the cooking and entertaining chores
in the Massey menage. But she didn’t want
to hurry the girl.

lLaura puzzled over 1t and even dropped
an occasional hint, but light on the situation
did not come to her until early October. Tt
was customary at about that time to have
a program and box supper at the school
house. Iisther had been told about this.
Her part was the preparation of a program
of songs, recitations and dialogues by the
children.

*“All the womenfolk will fix up boxes,”
ILaura Massey told Esther, “and you have
to have one. All the young fellows will be
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there trying to guess which one it is and
buy it so they can eat supper with you.
Malkes all the boxes sell higher. The money
goes into the school fund and helps keep
the taxes down.”

Fsther put in extra work preparing the
children for the program. Most of them
were willing and eager.

“l have trouble,” [sther told Laura,
“getting them to carry the tunes. [ guess
that's because I don’t do it too well myself.”

“I forgot to tell you,” Laura said, *“Mrs.
Burr will come any time you want her to
and play the organ for them to follow. Just
send word to her by the Bailey kids. She
always plays for some songs by us grown
foll during the evening.” .

A week later Listher screwed up her
courage and said to Laura Massey, “I've
been wondering if [ could get Mr. Mos-
gaard to come and play his violin at the
program?” She felt her face flushing be-
fore her question was finished.

AURA didn't miss the blush. They
I_ were in the kitchen. The Massey brood

had been sent up to bed and Jim Mas-
sey was out hedding down the barn stock
for the night.

lLaura dropped the apple she was peeling
into the pan, and a gleam of understanding
came into her blue eyes. “Well I'll be
doggoned,” she exclaimed. “So that’s it!
You have your eye on Tharen.”

“1 have not,” Isther denied, but her
ruddy face called her a liar.

“High time that young fellow was mar-
ricd, too,” Laura went on. But he's so
bashful that you have a job cut out for you.
You'll need help.”

“It's not like that at all,” Esther pro-
tested.

“Fiddlesticks,” l.aura retorted. “It's
written all over you. [ must have been
Llind. Nothing to be ashamed of, girl. If
[ were young and single, don’t know but
what I'd pick Tharen myself. He's a hard
worker, doesn't drink much, and he's com-
ing right along on that hottom homnestead.
You could do a lot worse. But like I said,
you'll need some help—and you’ll get it.

You ever talk to Tharen?”

“He said how do you do to me the day
Mr. Griswold brought me here,” Esther
replied.

Laura laughed. “That's a lot—for Thar-
en. But you quit fretting and get to work
on him. Us women will help—and enjoy it.
We'll use our men, too, if we need them.”

listher’s cheeks were still burning. She
hadn’t really confessed, but Laura had made
her feel as though she had. “He s hand-
some,” she said, “and—and—"

As she floundered, [Laura laughed again.
“And he makes a little chill run up and
down your back when you look at him.”

Esther squirmed and looked down at her
hands clasped in her lap.

“That’s natural,” laura went on. ™ Jim
still makes me feel that way. Tharen Mos-
gaard 1s a man who can make that feeling
last, too—and until now he's been going
to waste.”

“It's—it’s not like that,” Esther mut-
tered, still looking at her hands.

For a moment laura stared at her in
tight-lipped silence, then snapped, ‘“Hell's
fire, girl. Do you want Tharen Mosgaard
or don't you? Look at me.”

Esther lifted tortured eyes. “1-—I guess
I do.” she said.

“Then you'll be promised to him, come
Christmas,” Laura declared, “but we have
to get right to work. Sewing circle meets
tomorrow afternoon at Baylors™. ['ll tell the
other women. And tomorrow right after
school vou go down to Tharen’s place and
ask him to come and play at the program.
You can drive old Nell and the huggy to-
morrow and take our kids with you, so it
will be all proper.” She smiled. “Not that
it wouldn't be anvhow—with Tharen. He'll
agree to come—he likes to fiddle and he
always comes to the programs anyhow, to
watch. He never bids on the hoxes. There
are always more men than there are hoxes
anvhow, so he has a good excuse. M-m,
something might be worked out on that.
But one way or another Tharen Mosgaard
is about done heing a bachelor. We—"

Esther smiled in spite of herself. “It—
it sounds so—so public,” she said.
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dollar. The school fund is kind of low. In
the second place, there is a feller here who
always comes and enjoys these programs,
hut has never yet bid up a box to help out
with the fund. I'm not going to mention
his name, but 1f [ don't hear some bids
from him tonight ['m going to turn around
and take his fiddle away from him and bust
it over his head.”

This brought laughter and shouts of ap-
One deep voice shouted, "“Don't
[ want to sce Sam Griswold

proval.
hid, Tharen.
irv that.”

noise, Laura Massey whispered to
l<sther Boone, who shared a seat with

her at the end of the rostrum, ‘Look at
Thuren's face. Red as a beet. We let Sam
in on this and he's going to work it to sell
your box to Tharen. Minnie Hale s hand-
ing them up to him. [ showed her yours
and Sam and she worked out the rest.”

“That isn't fair,” Esther protested.

“All's fair in love and war,"” Laura said.
“Tharen came afoot and we didn’t have
time to Agure out a way to make him take
vou home, but you can loosen him up while
vou cat supper. That fried chicken and
chocolate cake ought to help. Tharen is
powerful fond of good victuals.”

lLaura’s  whispered conversation  with
Iesther had.been noticed by Pat Cunning-
ham, standing at the back of the room. Pat
was asharp lad, and he smelled a put-up
joh. He was alert as Minnie Hale brought
the hrst hox and gave it to Griswold.

“Hlere we o, gents,” Sam said. “Isn’t
this a pretty hox? Besides, it's heavy. Look
ar the size of it 1 got a doggone good
notion to bid on it and knock it off to my-
sl What——"

“Dollar!" Hank Astor shouted.

Somcehody else bid a dollar-ten and the
hidding rose quickly to a dollar-forty.

Sam turned around. Did [ miss any
bids from behind me?”" he said. The only
male on the rostrum was Tharen Mosgaard.

S.\ M waited for quiet. Covered by the

Mosgaard would rather have had most
anything than a supper that he must share
with some woman while they sat together

at one of the desks or the long table at the
rear of the room. But Sam Griswold’s
intimation that he might be a cheap skate
had to be refuted. Redfaced, Tharen tried
to make himself raise the bid.

Before he could do so, Sam turned back
to the crowded room and said, ** All done.
Sold for a dollar-forty to Bill Douglas. I'll
save you some trouble, Bill. This is my
wife's box. T peeked while she was fixing
it up—and there's no whisky in at.”

Everybody laughed, while Minnie Hale
brought out the next box. Pat Cunningham
smiled. He thought he had it figured out.
One thing he mustn’t do was hid at all until
the right box came up.

This was necessary hecause nobody was
supposed to buy more than on¢ hox—and
if Pat were right about the skullduggery,
he suspected Sam would put him out of the
race by knocking down a box to him on
his first bid. Pat had to be foxy.

In a matter of ten minutes Sam sold
seven more hoxes. He prodded Tharen
Mosgaard each tume, but turned away and
sold the box before Tharen could get his
mouth open. Pat Cunningham watched
Esther Boone, Sam Griswold, and Tharen,
sharply, but did not bid.

Tharen Mosgaard opened the bidding on
the tenth box with a dollar bid. This rose
by nickles until Tharen bid one-ffty. Most
of the other hoxes had sold at near that
figure. Sam turned from Tharen’s bid and
said, “All done? Do I hear—"

“Dollar-sixty,” came John Walters's first
hid of the evening.

Just a little too quickly, Sam barked,
“Sold to John Walters.”

satisfaction and sharpened his watch.

[He saw several little indications. Min-

nic Hale brought Sam a box wrapped in

white crepe paper and tied with narrow

purple ribbon. Pat noted that IZsther Boone

was appearing more than usually unin-

terested. He turned his attention to Sam.

“Bid ’em in fast, gents,” Sam Griswold

said, holding up the hox. “Folks are getting
hungry. What am [—"

P:\T CUNNINGHAM nodded with
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Esther blushed. *“ Yes. T told him I would
like to learn to play the violin. He said he
couldn’t teach anybody hecause he only
plays by ear. That was about all.”

“Well, we aren't licked,” [.aura declared.
“L had Jim ask Tharen to come over to-
morrow and help put a new foundation
under the smokehouse. That will make him
stay to dinner, and we'll work it so he'll
have to talk to vou after. We'll thaw him
out.”’

to help with the smokehouse, but Jim
Massey had heen overheard while ask-
ing him. Three other young bachelors just
accidentally turned up and remained to lend
willing hands. They had to be fed after the
job was finished, and the plot was foiled.
[“sther got no chance to talk with Tharen.
He leit right after the meal, saying that he
had to cut some fence posts along the river.
The other three stayed for some time and
left only after they had learned that Esther
was going to the dance with Pat Cunning-
ham,
laura Massey was it to be tied. *“ [ could
wring their necks,” she fumed. *“Tharen’s

T HAT didn’t work either. Tharen came

too. The way those three rapscallions
erinned at me. But we'll outsmart them.
F'--"

“Please, Taura,” Iisther stopped  her,
“don't do anything else. 1 don't want to be
thrown at him hke this. 1f he liked me he
wouldn't need—-"

“Iellow like Tharen,” [aura snapped,
“needs a hrick house to fall on him.”

“Just the same,” LEsther retorted, “I
won't be a party to any more of this. | don't
want to talk about it. I'm going to go up-
stairs and do my hair before Mr. Cunning-
ham comes to take me to the dance.”

lLaura went out to where her husband
was doing odds and ends about the raised
stokehouse. “Jim," she said, “you hitch
up Nellie for me. I'm taking the kids over
to Astors to stay all night. You and me
are going (o the dance at Sandy Bend to-
night.”

“Why?" Jim asked.

After l.aura told him Jim went and

hitched up Nellie. That night he took his
wife to the dance, and their rig was not too
far behind Pat Cunningham’s red-wheeled
buggy all the way home.

Laura went upstairs with a rather dishev-
eled [Esther. When the door of her room
was closed, Iisther said, “['ll never go any-
where with him again, nor with anyhody
else. When the school term is over I'm go-
ing back to Indinna.” She flung herself on
the bed to weep into a pillow.

[isther had surrendered, but her able
allies were made of sterner stuff. However,
they were handicapped by I[isther's absolute
refusal to cooperate. All their efforts failed,
and October slipped away.

Then the Burlington Railroad, the
weather, Boreas and whatever other gods
there be took a hand. Spring and summer
had been wet, but there had heen no rain
since just before [Zsther’s arrival. The
weather remained unseasonably warm and
dry. The plentiful grass throughout the
sandhill country had grown brown and
crisp. It would still provide food through
the winter for the thousands of cattle that
roamed the vast expanse of free range, hut
the sandhill jolk were praying for rain or
snow to wet it down.

ISASTER struck on the frst Iriday
D in November. [t was a clear day,

and almost hot. A stiff wind was
blowing from the west. Esther had given
her pupils a written examination. She dis-
missed them shortly before four o'clock,
sending word by voung Jimmie Massey that
she was staying to correct and grade papers
and would be home in time for supper. She
watched the children depart and then re-
turned to her desk, where she hecame aly-
sorbed in her papers.

On a grade some tive miles west of Sandy
Bend, the lahoring engine of « freight train
spat glowing sparks into the dry grass.
Minutes later that scourge of the range-
lands, prairie fire, was roaring, driven east-
ward by the hrisk. hot wind.

It was nearing five o'clock and sundown
when [Lsther, absorbed in her work, smelled
the smoke. She jumped up and went to the
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door. There she stood aghast. From the
western horizon a pall of black smoke was
drifting over the land. . The heat of the wind
secmed to have increased.

For a long moment Lsther stood be-
wildered, staring westward into the pre-
mature  dusk.  Then Tharen Mosgaard.
riding hard on a big bav horse, appeared
from the dircction of Willow Flat. Seeing
I<sther, he swung his horse into the schoal-
yard and pulled up before her.

“What as 1177 Esther cried.

“Prairie fire over west,” he replied. *'Dry
as the country s, it will travel faster than
the wind. You come on to my house quick.”
He jerked his horse around and rode away.

Without hesitation, listher gathered up
her skirts and ran after him. As she reached
the road she heard his horse thunder across
the bridge. Minutes later when she arrived,
panting, the bay stood ground hitched in
the vard of Mosgaard's homestead. Then
Tharen came hurrying {rom the barn with
his arms full of grain sacks. This was not
the shy and bashful Tharen Mosgaard she
had hitherto known. This was a capable
man doing a job in a race with time.

“Come on,” he said, "“you will be safe
in my house. It won’t burn and T will back-
fire around the bhuildings,™

Esther followed him. He brought a five-
gallon can of kerosene irom his kitchen and
dumped the liquid into an open pail into
which he had already stuffed the sacks.
Watching him, Esther felt useless.

“What do vou mean, backfire?”
asked, “Can | help?”

He took nippers from his pocket and ran
to cut down one of two clothesline wires.
Dragging it back. he took scveral of the
saturated sacks from the pail and began
wrapping one end about the sacks, explain-
ing about backflre as he worked.

she

“This is a bad one,” he continued as he
fastened the other end of the wire to a
saddle ring. “Unless hackfire is set along
this side to help the river stop it, everything
from here to Dakota may burn. 1 will set
fire to these sacks and drag them east as
long as they burn—maybe five miles. More
mien will come. They know the best chance

to stop it is the river. You stay in my house
or go lie down in the river. It is low and—"

“Couldn’t I set backfire from the hridge
west 7" she cut in.

“No,” he said. “Your skirts and things
would catch fire. You just—-"

“Ilave you got another horse?’ she in-
terrupted.

“Yes, but—"

“Get him and that other wire,” she said.
1IN ride west.” Her fingers had been busy.
Iler long skirt and two petticoats fell about
her feet and she stepped out of them. That
left her clad only in shoes, stockings, knee-
length ruffled panties and her shirtwaist.
This was no time to be modest. Tharen
ignored her dishabille.

OU take this horse,” he said. “Fle's
Ygentle. [f it gets too hot, turn him
loose and run and lie in the river. 1’1l
follow to the road and set fire to the sacks.
Then T'll get another horse and ride east.”
Esther moved toward the bay, and
Tharen grabhed her and practically threw
her into the saddle. A minute later she was
riding west, keeping as close as possible
to the river, while the fiaming sacks set
the backfire behind her.

Beneath the black pall in the west an
angry red glow was now visible. listher
had to cling to the saddlehorn with one
hand because her feet would not reach the
stirrups. Snorting with fear of the fire that
followed him, the bay nceded no urging.
Perhaps three miles farther on, Esther saw
two riders racing to micet her, dragging fire
behind them. The oncoming flames were
now plainly visible. The air was thick with
smoke and the wind-driven ash. Suddenly
aware of her insufficient wardrobe, [Zsther
turned the bay through the timber and
urged him into the shallow stream. There
she untied the wire from the saddle ring.

Riding slowly back downstream, Esther
watched the effect of what she had done.
Burning cleanly as it ate against the wind,
the backfire had blackened several hundred
yards, then met the roaring headfire, and
both died for want of fuel.

Smoke and the smell of burned prairie
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filled ksther's nose and brought tears to
her eves, as she rode into the yard before
Tharen Mosgaard’s soddy. She noted with
joy that Tharen's backfire, beyond his
buildings and stretching eastward, had becn
cffective. The death of the fire, and the
smoke hlanket, caused darkness to increase
suddenlv. In the smoky gloom  Esther
found her skirt and petticoats where she
had left them and put them on. She then
called Tharen’s name several times, but got
no reply. From the barn came the mooing
of two caws, calling attention to the fact
that they needed milking.

Esther went into the house. Darkness
there was complete. She needed a lantern
or lamp and & match. Moving carefully in
the completely strange surroundings, she
agroped hier way. She encountered chairs,
mioved them out of her way and bumped
mto a1 cook stove.

12sther was all but sobbing with vexation.
Iire had just destroyed thousands of acres
of grissland and here she was, in desperate
need of just one tiny lame—and unable to
find a match! Then her groping hand again
encountered the stove. [t was warm—al-
most hot !

Her searching fingers found a lid and
displaced it. Heat rose from the firebox,
hut no ¢low. [Esther leaned down and blew
hard. Ashes came up into her face and eyes.
She rubbed her eves and looked, seeing the
red clow of uncovered coals. She wished
she had some paper for a spill.

She stooped, tore a large segment from a
petticoat, and placed it on the hot coals.
She smelled the scorching cloth, but no
blaze resulted. She leaned close and blew.
[Flame  puffed  with a suddenness  that
Iinded her. She heard, then e lled, the
singeing of her hair. Then her vision re-
turned and she saw a hox of matches on
v smadl sheli three feet from her nose. A
minute fater she had found and lighted a
lamp.

~ HIZ cows were still bawling from the
hbarn. Two milk pails and a lantern
stood on the floor near the kitchen
door. Esther lighted the lantern, picked

up the pails, and went out. The weary bay
was standing where she had dismounted.
She left him there and went on to the barn.

Esther was almost through milking the
second cow when Tharen Mosgaard en-
tered the barn. By the yellow glow of the
lantern, which she had hung on a nail in
a pole rafter, Esther saw that he was sweat-
drenched, ash-blackened, and that holes had
heen burned in his clothing.

“I think we stopped it at the river,” he
said.

“That’s good,” she kept stripping the
cow. "“The schoolhouse is safe then?”

“Yes,” he said. “I'eed will be short south
of the river this winter, but I think most of
the cattle got across ahead of the fire.”

Esther stood up with the pail and asked,
“What do you do with the milk?”

“T put a gallon in the springhouse,” he
said, “and feed the rest to the cows and
pigs.”’

“That’s wasteful,” she said. **Laura Mas-
sey says butter is worth ten cents a pound
in town.”

“I can’t make butter,”
picked up the milk pails.

Esther took down the lantern and carried
it as she walked heside him to the house.
Tears of vexation blurred her vision. Now
that she was alone with him and he would
talk, she was not fit to be scen. She knew
that her eyebrows and front hair were
singed. Her face was dirtv and she had
been bedraggled by the splashing of muddy
water as she rode down the river. And now
she smelled of the cowbarn.

he said as he

“I don't have a buggy,” Tharen said as
they entered the kitchen, “hul as soon as
[ take care of the milk 1T will hitch up the
wagon and take you to Masseys.”

The lamp she had left burning, aided by
the lantern, made the kitchen bright. Esther
covered her face with her hands as Tharen
put down the mille pails,

“Please don’t look at me,” she begged.
“I look terrible.”

Tharen reached out a big hand, closed it
about both her wrists, and pulled her hands
down. “You don’t,” he said, “‘you are the
prettiest girl I ever saw.”
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I'd heard by the grapevine they were
coming, and from my place 1 seen when
they moved in. So after chores, as usual, I
saddled Pussyfoot and crossed the canyon
to hash things over with Rose.

1 found her in the kitchen, all excited.

“Oh Jim,” she savs, “isn’t it thrilling!
This  motion picture company—they ve
moved in with equipment and horses and
evervthing, and real actors!” She was for-
ever reading about them in her movie maga-
zines.

Her blue eyes were shining and her
cheeks all pink, and she tossed that lively
yellow hair. Regular kid she was at times,
for all her seventeen years, yet old enough
to be a wife. Her mother was, at that age.
And meantime she teased me near crazy.
Whether she knew it, I wasn’t sure.

Her ma, who never said much, spoke up
now from the sink. She had a sort of whiney
voice that matched her stringy hair and
tired ways.

“Looks like we might see something be-
sides land and beasts—for a few weeks,
anyhow." Then, like she’d said too much,
she glanced at Rose’s pa and bent back to
her dishwashing.

“What did you expect,” the old man
growled, “when you married a farmer?”
Then to Rose, like always. laving down the
law, “Don’t let me catch you wasting time
over to Kelham's, making a fool of your-
self with that fancy-pants Daryl Rogue.
Actors! Hogwash!”

She knew better than to answer him back,
but her color, always changeable, flared up
quick, and mv insides did a buck jump.
This Rogue, [ decided, was well named,
whoever he was.

“How come vou seen ‘em so soon?” I
asked her. -

She’d turned sulkv, which made her pret-
tier n ever. "“They drove down our road,”
she said, “to ask was there anyone around
handy with horses and such. They specially
said—"" she looked mischievous now. and
1 wanted to shake her—"a good strong
country hoy.”

That was enough for me. It was too
Jate to go to Kelham's then, but I aimed to
ride over first thing tomorrow.

I don’t believe in a whole lot of words,
so I nodded, picked up my hat, and walked
out. Rose knew darn well I'd wait for her
on the porch, but she didn’t come out to
say good night, though 1 fussed a long
while unhobbling Pussyfoot before mount-

ing.

it funny how pure ornery a flly can
act! One minute broke, the next
wilder’'n if she'd never been haltered.”

Answering my spur, she dropped down
to the creek that ran Dbetween our two
ranches, and crossed on my bridge. Bridge?
Well, it was a fallen redwood that spanned
the gulch, twenty foot or so. A shifty horse
could find footing on it, for the rider, the
trick was not to look down. With only a
sliver of moon, it was dark and smelled
wet under the big old bays, but we knew
every inch of-the trail.

After we'd crossed and started climbing,
I caught glimpses of the lights back down
at Rose’s; then a blaze of lights at Kel-
ham’s. The three places made a perfect
triangle, each about a mile apart.

Reaching my bharn. 1 watered Pussy,
bedded her down and took a last look at
the other horses. Then 1 turned in at my
shack.

Cinch only a bachelor would live in the
dump, that had been the tool shed of our
home. When the house burned, my folks
moved away. They'd wanted to take me
along, but T balked. Partly Rose held me,
partly it was my mountainside. In the end,
my dad staked me what he could, and said
join him if time come 1 couldn’t make a
go on my own. Now that time looked due.
Unless—

Kelham's, 1 thought. tomorrow. Bright
and early.

But doggone if next morning 1 didn't
have a sick horse. Not too sick, but him
being one of my boarders, I couldn’t leave.
It scorched me not getting to Kelham’s,
for meantime they might contact some other
fellow hereabouts. But I kept busy all day.
One thing, 1 never been unfriendly to
work.

Late afternoon my patient quit frettin’

RIDING OFF, I said to Pussy, “Ain’t
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and took to his feed. By evening I reck-
oned I could safely be gone a couple hours,
so [ shaved and cleaned up. Mighty plain
picture, my mirror showed. Plain blue
eyes, hair-colored hair, sun-tanned hide.
But good muscles, at least, six foot high of
cm,

Whistling, I threw the tack on Pussy and
1ogged off along the country road.

Long before | got there, T could hear the
racket - voices and laughing and music.
That old  tumbledown house had never
seen so much commotion in old man Kel-
ham's day, and had been dead too ever
since,

Rounding the last bend, Pussy hesitated,
snorting under her breath. [ shook her up.
All they could say was no, so | found the
hitchrack, ticd her, and knocked on the
donr. | don’t know who opened it, for the
first person I saw inside was Rose.

Y EYES about fell out. Rose, in
M a twirly skirt, high heels, and a

blouse ['d never seen—for good
reason. She looked different and beautiful ;
older.  And holding her hand was this
character Daryl Rogue.

[ didn’t know his name then, but it
wouldn’t of mattered, for this gang called
cvervone Sdarling.”

Rose turned sheepish when she saw me,
hut she made me acquainted. The women
crowded round and started kidding, some
wearing them play pants and carrying a
drink. The men wore slacks and fancy
shirts, and hall of them dark glasses. But
they treated me swell, and I had to like
‘em—all but Rogue.

He was handsome, [l grant, and well
huilt in o slieght way. Good dancer. some-
one said, and talented. Rut he looked sec-
ond-handed—bags under the eyes, hands
A mite unsteadv. He'd heen around too
long. And what his dark look and crooked
smile were doing to Rose-~say, one drink
for me, there'd of heen a fight.

And she was taking it all, flashing her
own eyes and her dimple, and coloring up.
Where she'd lcarned this act heat me! I
felt awkward as hell. My hands were too
big, my spurs too noisy, my levis corny.

But Mr. Goldson, the director, was
willing to talk business. Any help I could
give he'd pay for by the hour.

“Chiefly,” he said, “I'd like you to show
me the country. We need a spot for a spe-
cial scene, a scene with great drama.
Daryl's riding cross-country to alert the
town that bandits are going to hold up the
hank. The route he takes is dangerous, but
he's got to make time. Then he comes to
this place where any man with less guts
would turn back— And of course we want
scenery. Jt must Dbe sensational. You
know—" he waved his hands—‘trees,
cliffs, waterfalls. Get it ?"”

But [ was studying how Rose followed
everv word. No foolin’, Roguc was a real-
life hero to her.

Goldson’s voice snapped me back. “Can’t
you talk, son?” and one of the women
giggled, “He’s cute.”

Then Rose broke in.

“T know! Oh Mr. Goldson, T know
exactly.” She whirled on me. “Your
bridge, Jim! Your redwood crossing.”

But I couldn’t answer. My bridge . . .
Well, it was mine. Personal, say. A secret
shortcut only Rose and T knew about. And
here she was giving it away!

At that point my glance met Rogue’s.
No, 1 thought, damned if I'll give it. This'l
cost ‘em,

“T'll take you there tomorrow. My time’ll
be a dollar an hour.”

Goldson never spooked at the price, but
he had to know if this bridge was danger-
ous enough to suit his purpose.

“It ain’t dangerous,” I explained, “only
looks dangerous. At my end it rests on this
little rock— balancing, like, so vou'd think
a man could blow it off. I don’t know. I
never tried. l.ikely it's there for eternity,
but it {oolks chancy.”

“That's it exactlv.” Goldson said, and
he set the time for ten next morning.

[ turned to Rose. “Come on now.
late."”

“What's your hurry, good-looking ?"* one
of the girls coaxed me, and another,
“You're wasted out here in the sticks.”

Rogue shrugged like he was getting
restive. :

[t's
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Now that kind of foolishness I never
dealt with, and it made me nervous. I give
Rose the high sign again.

It was like dragging a kid from a picnic.
Her eyes went from me to Rogue. I stood
my ground. He waited, smiling his special
way that made him out a pretty nice guy—
to some. But it was Rose he smiled at.
Me he looked through like a window. And
it was her he spoke to.

“I'm rather afraid for my car on your
road. So if your friend has his, perhaps
you'd better—"

Pronto, T walked her out. Lucky we'd
taught Pussy to carry double.

and T swung on bhehind. We rode

quietly a long time, she huffy and me
downright unhappy. At last T had to say
something. “What did your pa think, vou
going to that shindig tonight?”

Her shoulders twitched. “If you want to
know, I went just to—to show him!” She
half turned and her hair, sweet-smelling,
brushed my face. “Oh, Jim, I have to get
out now and then! I don’t want to be like
Mat!”

No. I didn't want that either; not for
her. A rancher’s wife had no fun, only
work, work., work. But Rose, I thought,
there’s other things bhesides fun. You're
growing up, sweetheart.

One round arm gleamed white as she
gestured, and starlight picked out her little
gold earrings.

“Tt was so gay and glamorous; everyone
was so lovely! And you should have heard
Daryvl—Mr.  Rogue—play the guitar!
Spanish songs, Mexican, everything—just
marvclous! Tle's been everywhere and done
evervthing. It was all so exciting!” Sigh-
ing, she leaned back against me.

My voice come out husky. “So it’s ex-
ritement you want?”’

I slid one arm round her. and with the
other tried to turn her shoulders.

But some devil got in her. She laughed
and clapped her heels to Pussy. The mare
jumped. 1 grabbed the cantle and swore.

ROSIi TOOK the saddle, skirts and all.

So laughing, galloping and cussing, we.

reached her house. In a flash she slipped

off and away, and I had to head home,
feeling like a damn fool—but also feeling
awful close to heaven. . . .

I had my coffee on and eggs frying next
morning at sunup, for [ didn’t aim to neg-
lect my own work before hiring out. By
ten o'clock my boarders had heen fed and
worked, stalls mucked out, fence mended,
firewood cut. cow and chickens tended and
my shack swept out.

Waiting then, [ gave myself a treat,
fancying up Pussy. When 1 got through
she’d hurt your eyes. Plain as words, her
little fox ears and soft dark look said
thanks, but to make sure she nickered and
shoved her muzzle into my hand. Velvet,
against my big old paw. ’

Then here come my people in Rogue’s
shiny red convertible, hauling his horse.
It was a chestnut gelding about Pussy’s
size, and they’d fixed him a high-head car-
riage, to look ‘“spirited,” with a bit like a
hear trap, and put a “natural” curl in his
mane. Far as I was concerned, anyone
that rode him would still be afoot. Rogue
himself was duded up in frontier pants,
fringed jacket. loud boots and hunks of
silver.

From my place down. Goldson and the
cameramen, with their equipment, would
have to walk, but it was only half a mile.

I mounted and led off. and 1 couldn’t
help saying to Rogue, behind me “Watch
out for snakes.”

He didn’t answer, and turning, I saw his
eves were eating up Pussy. So I had to
show off a little, and jumped her over a
couple of down trees. She took them clean
and willing.

Fact, anything 1 asked her she did will-
ing, soon as she understood it wasn’t be-
vond her.

\When we come back to Rogue he said,
real unconcerned, “Not a bad little mare,
that.” .

I nearly laughed. I'd heard them words
before ; spoken ’em. too. They're the deal-
er’s opening line, when he’s underplaying
what he wants. So this guy'd been in the
horse business too . . . To Rose, a man
who’d done everything was romantic. To
me, oftener he was shiftless.
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- ELL, we reached my redwood
W bridge, prettiest spot a person could
find anywhere. Goldson stood a
long while studying how the  sunlight
mottled through the trees, how strands of
Spanish moss swung gently, and buckeyes
gleamed silver, and madrones a polished
red. He stepped out on my bridge, stared
at the churning water below and listened
to the sound it made hooming down the
canyon.  Deep green the pools were, and
the riffles foam white. .

He nodded several times, and [ liked him
when he said, “This is it. Definitely. Eh,
Daryl?”

But Rogue had edged his horse over to
azk me, You actually ride across that red-
wood 7"

“lasy as falling off a log.”

“And at’s not apt to slip off, just hal-
anced on that little rock ?”

“Never has. Course, there's a first time
for cverything.”

At that moment Pussy started, staring
downtrail. Rose had come in sight. Rogue
said to one of the others, with a wink,
“Watch this,” and louder, “‘Here comes
my ogirl”

Rose Hushed. “Oh, Mr. Rogue!"”

How should she know he wasn’t on the
level?  She was innocent as a child, and
reared nice,

jut we all had to shut up, for Goldson
was yvelling and motioning at the camera-
men, squinting at the scenery from every
angle. “Now the cameras,” he instructed
Rogue, “will be the other end of the bridge
You ride straight across to them. [ler's
ron through it. Okav?”

[ thought Rogue's okay lacked heart, and
no wonder. [First time Pussy and T tried it
we both like to died of Tright. He
horseman enough to guess no horse strange
to that redwood was likely to cross it

It didn’t take long to prove that  God
couldn’t of coaxed that sorrel across, and
the longer. Rogue fought him the balkier he
got  If he'd used more brains and less
brawn--but no. A dozen times Rogue
whipped him almost to the point.  Every
time le whirled, snorting and trembling.

When hoth were lathered up and sizzling

wis

mad, Rogue quit. Above the water’s voice
he shouted, “It can’t be done—it’s suicide!
This ammal senses the damn thing’s not
safe!”

But Goldson wasn’t easy licked. He
snapped at me, *“Will your mare cross?”

“Does, every day,” T said.

“Then how about letting Daryl use her?”
He saw my face and misunderstood. “Na-
turally we'll pay for her use,” he added
quick. “*Both horses are the swne size and
color. With a good make-up joh, nobody'll
know the difference.”

Me let that clown take my mare out
there and maybe lose his head, throw her
off balance and have her fall? I'd put too
many long years of work into her, hard-
earned savings, and a good piece of my
heart, to see her crippled or killed. | said
no.

“All right,” he harks at me, “vou ride
her across. We'll have the cameras {urther
back, different angle and so on. Maybe less
light. Double for Daryl here, and I'll make
it worth your while.”

I about dropped dead.

But Rogue busted out arguing. [t didn't
set good with him, my stepping into his
joh. He griped ['d ruin the picture, and a
lot more. He ¢ven good as claimed | was a
liar, that no one could get any horse across.

[n one motion | was ofl’ Pussy and up to
Rogue. But Goldsoun guessed my mind.
He told us, “*That's all for today.” Tomor-
row they'd paint out Pussv’s white stock-
ings and her star. They'd give me some
schooling. And to make things legal, ['d
sign a waiver or some such.

Only a rich man can afford to tight when
he pleased. Standing close, Rose squeezed
my hand.

Now, | could almost sec the nice little
house I'd build. Could be she was seeing
something of the same when she smiled
good-hy, giving me the bheneiit of her
dimiple.

“See you later,” |
after work.”

“You may see e t0o,” Rogue told e,
suddenly agreeable. “I haven't given up
hope of crossing that bridge. I want to
come over and study the thing quietly.”

saad. U nide down
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But I wasn’t listening. Goldson’s words
rung in my head, “There’s a constant need
for good doubles.” We were near enough
Studio City so that in my off season, if we
suited him this time, he might use Pussy
and me again.

at my luck they was nearly skittish.

Pushing back her gray hair, her ma
kept repcating, “It's wonderful, Jim, just
wonderful.”

As to Rose, seemed it was more the thrill
of it made her happy, rather than the money
I'd make. 1 was trying to guess whether
she knew 1'd spent cvery cent for her.

She was wearing a blue dress of some
summer stuff that sure agreed with her
shape, and her hair had the prettiest lights,
and her smile was sweeter than I'd ever
seen it.

When 1 left, she followed me to the
porch. In the starlit night, her voice was
hushed, her face close to mine. A quarter
moon rimmed the mountain. Honeysuckle
scented the dark, and its heavy perfume,
or maybe my crazy heart, or the blood beat-
ing—something, anyway, made me jump
off the porch.

Rose called, **Don’t come tomorrow, Jim.
The folksM be away. 1 had to tell Mr.
Rogue that, too.”

It was a rule of her pa's she couldn’t
have company when she was alone. The
way | felt tonight, it was a smart rule.

I rode hack toward home so groggy that
Pussy near unloaded me when she shied at
Rose’s end of the bridge. I whipped out
my flashhight to find why she'd startled.
What 1 saw—or didn’t sce—T couldn’t be-
licve. There was no bridge!

1 couldn’t belicve it, but T had to. My
light’s beam showed emptiness, nothing but
emptiness, across the gulch. On the near
bank the tree hung, pointing up into black-
ness and down into rushing water. And on
my bank the little rock—the rock that had
made it look chancy but might stand for
eternity—had rolled away. After all these
years, now, suddenly, it had slipped, and
with it the tree. But there’d been no storm,
no earthquake, no breath of wind.

I-ATER, Rose’s folks acted that pleased
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I fooled around a long while, trying to
play the light where the rock had been,
not wanting to accept what had happened.

There was nothing for it but to back-
track to Rose’s. T had to tell her our short-
cut was ruined, and with it my chance to
work for Goldson. 1 was sick. My hope
of earning extra was all gone.

The telling hurt. [t like to thrown her
parents, me losing the doubling job. Rose
took it hardest, not the money part, but my
not having the excitement of acting.

After a spell her pa said I ought to go,
since 1 still had to see Goldson, and Rose
said sadly, “Without the bridge any more
it’'ll take you a lot longer to get home.
Hard as you work, you shouldn't try to
come every night.”

hams. And the news | brought them
they already knew.
doing! _

“I was looking around,” he said, “feeling
the thing out. I had one foot against the
small rock, and braced myself to look down
into the water. I must have lost my balance
—I made a grab-—1I don't know, but I guess
my whole weight was thrown against the
rock from just the angle that would loosen
it.”

He paused. The others had heard his
story and didn’t say much, hut I found it
hard to swallow.

I only said, “That rock’s been there
mavbe centuries . . ."

“So what? There's a first time for cvery-
thing.”

“So . ..
say it stunk.

“You know, Jim,” Goldson put in, “it
may have been a lucky break for vou. Sup-
pose it had happened while vou were riding
acrossr”’

He was right, but that didn’t make me
feel any better. Might as well come to the
point. 1 cleared my throat.

“Mr. Goldson, I don’t guess you'll be
needing me tomorrow.”

He looked downright sorry. No one said
a word, til suddenly Rogue snapped his
fingers,

THAT WAS a miserable ride to Kel-

It was Rogue’s

it's funny, is all.” No use to
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“W-a-i-t a minute!” There was some-
thing about his smile, the way he shoved
his hands in his pockets, the way he looked
me over— “You were eager enough to
double for me before,” he says. “Why not
now ? Anyone with a horse that can jump
like yours— We all saw her jump today,
didn't we?”

[ didn't get it, and T didn't like his tone.
But don't come ecasy to me. [
waited.

“So why don't you simply jump the
aulch?™

Jump the guleh! Was he
said, Do | look crazy ?”

e pretended to study that. “It’'s not
crazy to take a small chanee for big pay.”

Was the man that jealous he wanted me
smashed up? And jealous of his job—or of
Rosce?

Jut [ was fed up. T turned to go.

“Wait, Jim!"" Goldson said. “Listen.
[s it really impossible ? Fog, say, five hun-
dred dollars? Can’t you use five hundred?
Think what a picture it'd make!”

I apened the door. “I'm thinking,” T
said. ““And ['m secin’ the picture-— me
and Pussy with our necks broke. Much
obliged. Oh, and being you ask, [ could
ol used the fve hundred.”

I closed the door. Outside, night lay cold
over the world. Stars were very far away,
and asmall unfriendiy breeze motioned the
trees. T went slowly to Pussy and laid my
hand on her reins. FFor a minute too [ laid
my face against her neck, in the dark, and
the cool, and the lonely.

§15XT DAY T worked hard and fast
N enough to fool my horses into think-
ing there was two of me. [ wanted

to he adone, so that when Rogue's red car

drove in, in late afternoon, | was put out.
Sceems Goldson had come to propaesition

waords

serious? I

me agam.

“Won't you change your mind, Jim,
abaut rrying the gulch? We've hunted all
day for another such site, hut there’s
nothing that can touch it. Listen, I'll
doulile the ante.”

“Mr. Goldson,” I said, “['d be real
oblized to do it—for you and me both.

Why, I not only never seen a thousand
dollars, but I never seen anyone that has!
But you can't ask a horse to jump twenty
foot, downhill, with rough footing, and no
run at it account of trees. She might make
it, but if she doesn’t-~see what [ mean?”

He saw, but still he pressed.

“You said your mare would do anything
for you.”

“Sure, after she's done it once and found
it's okay. But there's no way to practice
this. I don't mind heing a gambler, hut not
a corpse.”

But all this talk was making me restive.
I had something in mind. something that
had been nudging me all dav [ had to go
look again at where my bridge had been.

It was crowding seven o'clock when |
rode through the woads and reached the
place. [ tied Pussy and stepped to the
brink. There was the gap. all of twenty
foot. Twenty foot over fast water, steep
banks, jagged rocks. Could a horse make
it?

[ paced back and forth, testing the foot-
ing, eying distance, measuring take-off.
Then [ turned and looked straight up my
mountainside where you'd have to start
vour run for it. Awful steep it was, and
wooded thick. Facing the gulch again, 1
looked across where vou’d land. Another-
steep pitch, with bushes, stumps, trees.
Broken hones or worse—if you got over.
[T you didln’t, the best horse on God's earth
dead, and vou—so long, world. So long,
Rose.

[ couldn’t do it. Tt wasn't all heing
scared, though that too. It was also that
killing mvself didn’t make sense ; yet neither
did turning down a thousand bucks, or,
come to that, ten bucks. . ..

[ rode back up to my place, but at the
top [ threw Pussy’s reins over a laurel
branch and sunk down against its trunk.
My brains still hung around the bridge like
hawks over a coop.

Sitting there, my eyes traveled straight
across the canyon to Rose's. Like a toy
farm they lay—house, barn and bhuildings,
clear in the evening light. Her dog’s bark
reached me distinct, even the slam of a
door.
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Suddenly, hehind me, Pussy stirred. I
turned to see her staring across the valley.
Her eyes were following what [ hadn't
noticed—a car. It was winding down the
road from Kelham'’s to Rose's.

Something jarred inside me and I felt
the pulse start to beat heavy in my throat.
[ stood, as if [ could see better that way.
Rose was alone, T knew. And the car was
red.

It snaked slowly in and out of sight
along the curves. When it drew up at the
house I could see it clear. It was Rogue’s
all right-—and he knew Rose was alone.
A peared into the house. Silence hung

so long and so loud that T jumped
when a jay screeched, flashing blue through
the green. My eyes ached ; [ was stiff with
the strain of staring. Soon it'd be dark.
Already sunsct colored the mountain and
painted the scene | watched a cruel, hellish
red.

Sweat broke out on me and [ begun to
swear. Then more silence, more waiting.
Suddenly my hair rose like a growling
dog's. From over there a sound come. A
sereant,

There wasn’'t but one thing to do. I
thought of unsaddling--a horn in the chest
or belly can gut a man, but there was no
time.

Next thing we were tearing through the
trees, dodging branches, leaping stumps
and brush, down, down, down. Like a
nightmare, like the woods was on fire,
everything flashed by red—trees, rocks,
hushes.

All at once we dropped into shadow.
Ahead. the earth was split, black, wide and
deep. The noise of roaring, boiling water
filled the world. [n it, reaching for us, were
the vicious rocks.

Under me Pussy faltered. 1 spurred both
sides, [ yelled at her, but speed tore the
words away. [ dropped the reins, and lying
low, grabhed with hoth hands for her mane.
The gulch rushed at us. It’s coming. Here
it comes now—now !

[Last thing I knew was her -ars pricked
sharp, her hody hunched for the spring,

FIGURE left the car and disap-

and all hell below. Then the saddlehorn
caught my breast hone.

I come to, drunk, the mare still under me
heaving and struggling. Pain was knifing
my chest. Trees rocked past, streaks of
sky zigzagged, everything dipped and rose.
Which way was I facing?

That damn  water seemed to
through my head.

[ had to make an effort to help Pussy.
She was laboring hard—but laboring, it
come to me then--up the far slope. We'd
made it! We'd made it!

Winded, she floundered on, fighting for
breath and footing. My hat was gone.
Blood wet my face where a limb had struck
me.

Up again into the light, purple now.
There was the house, but all T could hear
was gasping and a pounding heart, whether
mine or Pussy’s I didn't know.

At the porch T flung off. [ cleared the
steps, tore open the door and landed in
the kitchen. Rogue’s face swum at me,
open-mouthed. He smelled of liquor. Then
I saw Rose. She had backed into a corner,
she was pale as snow, crying, bhut—all right.

But one thing I'd been dying to do, and
[ done it. He dropped real docile

“Play dead,” T says to him, and [ went
to Rose.

“Oh Jim,” she cried, “Oh, thank good-
ness! But—but look at you!"

“What's wrong > T grinned. “Don’t [
look romantic?”

“Oh, vour poor face!” she bawled.

[ told her, *“It's a long ways from my
heart.”

But there was no call she should he, and
a moment later [ knew for sure how her
hair felt like cornsills, how small her waist
was, and soft her lips. :

Things ot so interesting that for a spell
[ foreot a big item: Pussy could jump the
guleh. She'd done it once, in a hurry, al-
most in the dark. She’'d do 1t again, for
Goldson, for our house—which she did.

[ hustled out to check on her. She was
all right, and still friends.

M‘r‘-—*&s

pour
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TIEVE DANBY had put in five years

ol backbreaking  work, developing

those sections, and giving them up
would hurt. But the creek that watered the
grass was long dry. With a little help he
might hang on—but who in this town
would help him 7

Nobody, he told himseli morosely, and
supposed  he would become just another
homieless, jobless rider drifting across Ari-
£0NQ,

ILois Willing spoke again: ““Steve, please
don’t think hard of Uncle Abel. These are
tough times for him, too ; he's carrying hali
the county on credit, harelv keeping the
store open.”

Steve snorted. “lols, you sure surprise
me, taking up for him. He makes you
drudge here, every minute of daylight—
and for what? Robard treats everybody
the same, squeczes them for all he can get
ont of them, you most of all!”

Sudden color showed in the girl's face.
It becme her. “Steve Danby, you're a
knot-headed fool!™ she flared. ““At least
a dozen men begging for work every day,
atany wage: Uncle Abel gives you a chance
to work, has to scrape for the dollars to pay
vou, and vou turn bitter! And—drudge?
Vou know what would have happened to
me i the Robards hadn't taken me in? I'd
liave had nowhere at all to go!”

She canght herseli, biting her lip. Steve
dourlv amused at the thought of
Robard having to scrape up those few dol-
lars. e growled, *Knot-headed fool. am
17 It's sure interesting ta learn that!”

I.ois put out her hand hastily, in a plead-
g gesture, starting to speak agaimn. but
Steve stepped down from the poreh. leav-
mg her. FHe started toward his horse,
pansced, then headed on across the street to
the Ace-Deuce. Te hadn’t put his foot on
a bhrass raal i months: with cash in his
there  wias no reason  why  he
Shouldn't grant himseli that indulgence.

At the saloon’s swinging  doors  some-
thing impelled him to glance back. T.ois
Willing was watching from the store porch,
a small, oddly forlorn-looking figure.

A dew idlers were inside. Steve said,
“Beer—and set them up for the others.”

Wias

1 ket

The saloon loafers came hurriedly to the
bar, grinning, slapping his hack. Foolish
extravagance, sure—but a man could go
crazy thinking about his troubles; he had
to blow off steam some way.

A man chuckled at Steve's c¢lbow. ““Dan-
by, T always admired your style! Too many
whimpering old women in this country, just
hecause times are a little tough; you've got
the guts and the backbone to say the hell
with it!"

He was a fellow named Jud Ileeper
whom Steve had noticed around Pipestem
occasionally; he wore flashy gear and
seemed to have money. And he had never
before appeared aware of Steve Danby at
all.

“Forget the hogwash that passes as heer
mn this dump,” Leeper went on. “I've got a
hottle of bourbon at my table in back. Come
along and we’ll split it.”

Steve went with him. Why not? Being
treated with deference by anybody was a
novelty—and even more so when it came
from a man who seemed to have mastered
the difficult trick of staying prosperous
when about everyhodv else was going
broke.

T THE shadowy, moderately cool
rear of the saloon he had a small

shock. A woman was sitting there, a
somewhat full-blown blonde. quite hand-
some. Pipestem looked askance at women
in saloons. But this, Leeper told Steve, was
Fay Burnett, of Tucson, where such a prac-
tice was regarded differently. There people
thought nothing of it.

The woman smiled warmly at Steve. She
didn’t seem aware of his worn and dusty
clothes, the rough dark stubble on his long
jaw. and s¢he chatted easily, laughed ire-
quently, squcezed Steve's arm appreciative-
Iv when he tried a small joke.

Two fingers of hourbon put a pleasant,
relaxed feeling in him. He felt disappoint-
ment when Fay Burnett consulted a watch
pinned to her shapely hosom. “Getting
late. 1 must return to the hotel.”

Jud I.eeper chuckled. *‘Steve, don't take
it so hard!”" he said. “You’'ll see her again.
Matter of fact, why don’t we all have din-
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ner together. Bueno with you, Fay?”

“I'd love it!" she said, with a parting
smile for Steve.

Fay left by the Ace-Deuce’s side en-
trance. “She works for a lawyer at Tucson,
came up here to check a land title for him,”
Leeper conlided to Steve. “And sure took
a shine to you, too! That's all right with
me; Fay isn't my type.”

Steve said wryly, “No use my getting in-
terested in her!”

[.eeper pursed his mouth sympathetical-
ly. “Things going rough for you? Well,
now—might throw a dittle business your
way—-"

Steve leaned forward eagerly.
kind of business?”

“It goes like this: There’s a packing
house at Bishee that'll huy heef any time,
paying a straight fifteen bucks a head for
whatever's  broucht in—and it doesn’t
hother a seller with questions or ask for
hills of sale."”

Steve shook his head. “I haven’t got
any beef; [.eeper -—sold the last of my stock
for lack of water, six months ago."

“Call me Jud,” the other said. And
added softly, **What about the cattle vou
choused out of the Chimayo for old tight-
fist Robard?”

Steve felt shock. He didn't reply, couldn'’t
think for a moment of anything to say.

“I'd figure vou put about three hundred
head in the upper valley for him,” Leeper
went on quickly. “Right guess?”

“What

Wrong guess. [t was somewhat more
than three hundred head.
“Look,”  T.eeper said, “you’ve tried

playing the game according to the laws set
up by the likes of Robard. and what has it
gotten vou? The toes are damned ncar out
of vour hoots! Me, T live high, hit the
bright liglts when | feel like it, carry a fat
roll and always put the hest of evervthing
on my hack. You could live that way, too!”

“Now, wait-—"" Steve hegan.

“No, you hear me out. Nearly five thou-
sand bucks on an even split, vou and me.
An easy drive through the hills to Bishee
and you'd have a nice chunk of cash to
spend on Fay in Tucson! But that's a big
valley, with a lot of canyons—"

BAD TIME 87

He paused, suggestively. Steve had
penned Robard's cattle in a spur canyon
with precipitous walls, had woven a tight
brush fence to hold them there. There was
a little water in the canyon; they'd make
out until fall, when prices might he up and
Robard could sell the cattle, that he had
talken on a defaulted note, without a big
loss. And a lot of canyons seamed the
Chimayo hills; a man might hunt for a
month without finding the right one.

Steve said, throat dry, “The two of us
couldn’t handle a drive of that size to Bis-
bee, Jud.”

[Leeper chuckled. “Who said we'd try?
['ve got a couple of punchers lined up to
lend us a hand.” .

“But—you said a two-way split—"'

The other showed a wicked grin. *‘Easy
to forget about them, once we make de-
livery. Think it over. I'll see you at the
hotel.”

for a new shirt and pair of levis—
cuffed outside so they hid his worn
hoots. Also he bought a harbershop shave.

Dinner at the hotel dining room was en-
jovable for him, after a month living on
fathack, soda hiscuits and canned tomatoes
in the hills. Jud Leeper genially insisted on
paying, producing an impressive wad of
bills. He did not again mention his proposi-
tion. And Fay Burnett showed Steve a
friendliness, an interest in all he had to say,
that made evervthing seem brighter to him.

At the end of the meal [.ecper left them.
The woman readily agreed to a stroll. She
and Steve walked up the street and back
again, her hand on his arm. It was a sultry
night of lowering, bharren clouds, hut she
didn’t seem to mind. He certainly didn’t—
he was too acutely aware of her occasional-
Iy brushing against him, of @ musky scent
that tantalized his nostrils.

“I was getting bored, Steve,” Fay con-
fided. “A small town like this—not know-
ing anybody— O, Jud, of course, but he's
only an acquaintance, and we don’t have
much in common. I feel that you and [ are
old friends already."”

As he said a reluctant good-night on the

STI",VIC spent some more of his money,
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hotel porch she added, “I'll be leaving
soon. And—you don’t belong here, Steve.
Come to Tucson! I'll be hoping for that.”

He turned away. stepping a little high.
to encounter [Lois Willing. She studied him
from worried hrown eves.

Steve, [ saw vou and that woman—"

“No 7T he said.

“I know it’s n-none of my husiness, but
I'm afraid for you.”

He frowned at her. “Go on back to the
store, l.ois. There’s still time for you to
¢rah another dime of trade for Robard.”

The girl stood her ground. “Steve, I
just don’t understand. Something must be
wrong. A woman like that—the clothes
she wears, the mioney she spends . . . and
vou . ..

I1e felt hot blood in his face. “First I'm
a knot-head. and now ['m somebody no
woman wonld be interested in!”

“1 didn’t mean that!™ Lois cried. “And
I- I'm terribly sorry I called vou a knot-
head. Tf vou can’t see what I do mean—
Oh, g-go ahead and make a fool of your-
self !

She left him, running, and stumbled and
fell while starting to cross the street. Steve
went quickly to help her up. lLois slapped
his hand awav. She was weeping. She ran
on, leaving him standing there.

Steve bedded down at the Star stable for
the night and lav long awake. T.ois’ words
«till in his head. He rose late to another
sultry dav, washed at a water trough, and
<tarted, through habit, toward Robard’s
“tore (o pick up cheese and crackers for
hreakfast. He caught himself just in time
He wasn't going to spend another cent with
that tightfist. or give l.ois another chance
te downrate him.

Then he saw that the store was closed.
This puzzled him. Robard generally opened
at the crack of dawn.

He turned north. toward the courthouse.
feeling a little queasy hut bound he was
going to find out if Fay Burnett really was
checking land titles.

It was closed, also. Not until he heard
the cracked hell of the town church ringing
did he realize this was Sunday ; he had lost
all track of the davs.

HE courthouse janitor was sunning
Thimself on the steps. In answer to

Steve's question he said sure, a blonde
woman had been in several times to pore
over county land plats.

He headed back along the street, heard
his name called and saw Jud Leeper. with
two other men. idling in an auction corral.
Steve walked slowly to join them.

“Meet Poley and Keech, the punchers I
was telling you about,” [Leeper said.
“They’re ready to go to work and so am L.
You made up your mind vet to throw in
with usr”

The punchers nodded meagerly, without
speaking. They were a tough-looking pair
and both packed guns.

Steve was tempted to say sure, he would
throw in. Maybe Leeper was right, that
men like Robard made the laws and used
them to squeeze the life out of men like
him.  Why not live high, if only for a
while?

He heard himself sav, “Give me a little
more time, Jud.”

“How long does a man need to decide he
wants a bucketful of cash dumped in his
lap?” Leeper demanded, eves abruptly hot
and angry. Then he caught himself. “Sure,
boy. think about it some mare. But not too
long : we got another deal on the fire. De-
cide and make it quick.”

Steve left them, slanting across the street
toward the hotel. He saw lLois Willing on
the far walk. She was church bound, wear-
ing her Sunday dress, something old and
<somewhat shabbv in blue velvet.

And she wasn’t alone. Pat Hegan, the
countv sheriff, was talking to her. Steve
veered wide, pretending he didn’t see them.
Hegan called out and came hurriedly to
intercept him.

“Steve, me and some others are worried
about vou and the company vou're keep-
ing.” the sheriff said. *“Those three vou
were just talking to . . . 1 haven’t a thing
right now 1 can pick them up on, but
they’ve got long, crooked records. Don’t
know what they’re hatching, but I'm cer-
tain it’s no good. Don’t know that woman
at the ‘hotel, either, but she’s tied in with
them, some way. Stay clear of them all!”
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abruptly saw a way he could prove Lois and
Hegan all wrong, settle the doubts they
had put in his head. And if things went
the way he was sure they would, he might
he in Tueson soon, too.

“All those names mean something—like
Hangtree Canyon, where a rustler was
Iynched.” Steve told the woman. “I've
spent a lot of time in Hangtree lately—"
He caught himself.

“Really 7" she said. **Steve, would vou
~ignal the waitress for more coffec, please?”

The stage was on time, and Fay Burnett
got aboard. Steve was watching, back in a
recessed doorway across the street. He had
Leen there for an hour, after alleging that
he had some business to handle and telling
I"av goad-hve.

Now he felt hoth relieved and somewhat
ashamed of himself, Fay had been in the
lobby, in plain sight, that whole hour. She
hadn't spoken to anvone. Certainly not to
Iud Leeper, who hadn’t showed at all.

He had to give Teeper an answer, and
the thought of Tucson, of seeing Fay again
with his pockets Tined, had a powerful pull.
Stll, the decision to put a crooked loop in
his rope came hard. Steve left the doorway
and started slowly down the walk.

Some people were i the street, excitedly
discussing the thick clouds that again filled
the <kv. hoping the break of the long
drought wax due, Onlv another false hope.
Steve thonght o there had been many such
davs, for months,

He looked for leeper, withont result,
and presently again ran into Lois Willing,
She was using hoth hands to snng her skirt
against a rising wind that rioted i her
hrown har.

TEVTE sad coldlv, “Yon shadowing
me, or just hinting somebody  else,

7 Nike Hegan, whell throw  another
warning in myv teeth about the company 1
leep ™

“Hewan? 1 didn't say a word to him

about vou ! lLois said. **And I'm not doing
any shadowing, either. 1—I came to tell
vou something—"

“About IFay Burnett, maybe?’’ And, as
<he bit her lip, mutelv nodding, “You've

said enough already. She just left town for
Tucson. She invited me to call on her there,
and maybe 1 will.” A gust of anger was
suddenly in him. *“She had this town
pegged right—it’s cheap, sees a man on his
knees, and vammers warnings at him to
stay meek and starve! Woell, the devil with
such mealy-mouthed talk!"

Lois cut in, “She didn’t leave town,
Steve. She got out of the coach at the old
dry ford, just beyond town. [ was walking
that way, trving to think of something to
make you see things plain. Those three
men you talked to this morning were wait-
ing for her, with horses and a wagon: they
all went otf toward upper Pipestem.”

Steve whirled and left her, running. lLois
started to follow, crving for him to wait.
He did not pause or look back.

IGHTNING forked and thunder rum-

bled above the dark Chimavo hills.

The wind that lashed grav sage and
creosote bush here in this wide expanse of
upper Pipestem valley held a breath of
moisture.

Steve halted his buckskin a moment,
looking through gloom like early twilight
toward Hangtree Canvon nearby. He had
driven his horse hard, getting here. Now
he reined the animal up a hogback.

He had taken a .44 from his blanket roll,
at the Iivery stable. 1t was thrust under his
helt. \When he heard a horse whinny, a
sound shrill above the wall of the wind as
he crested the hogback ridge, Steve lhifted
the gun and eared back its hammer.

The horse wickered again, in a hollow
helow : it was one of a wagon team, stand-
mg painfully on three legs. Then he
glimpsed IFav Burnett, as he rode down the
reverse slope. She was standing alone near
amotte of stunted, tangled junipers, duster
billowing. The woman turned toward him,
face going pale, deep lines appearing in her
cheeks.

Steve stopped, lowering his gun, oddly
unable to feel much anger, she looked so
strained and worn. “So you did tip them
off r™

“Yes, though they'd have taken me off
the stage anyway,” Fay said wearily. *‘Pre-
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tending to leave was part of my joh—also
filling your head with moonshine ahout
Tucson, making you eager to throw in with
Jud. T was glad you did tell me, because
I'm so tired of seeing people hurt; they’d
have heaten you, and worse, to get the
name of that canyon if vou had put them
off any longer. [ had checked county rec-
ords, looking for land owned by Robard,
and they had hunted through a dozen can-
yons, but we couldn’t find those cattle.
Steve, they never meant you to gain any-
thing from this deal. Now get away before
they come back! Run!”

Jud l.eeper’s voice cut in:
iron! Quick, damn you!”

The man's horse came crashing through
the junipers. A gun in his fist lined at
Steve, who slowly opened his hand and let
the .44 go. l.eeper swung his mount along-
side the huckskin. “Fad a hunch you might
he along, so I waited and watched. And
liere you'll stay !

“Jud, you promised me . .
time " Fay cried.

[.eeper curled a lip at her. “You know
I never leave anybody hehind to flap a loose
lip!”

He swung his gun-weighted fist at
Steve’s face, a sudden hlow that opened a
vash and started blood flowing. “That's for
taking your time ahout naming the canyon,
saddle-tramp!™  And, to the woman,
“You're so tenderhearted, get hack in those
trees and change to your saddle britches
while I'm dealing him out. We'll harness
his horse in place of that hurt team nag,
then join Pulev and Keech, and start mov-
ing those cattle just before dark.”

Steve lifted his hand to wipe the blood
away from his mouth. [n the same motion
he lunged at [Leeper, grabbing for the man's
gun.

[Leeper jerked back, slashing the barrel
at him. Tron crunched into his shoulder
and Steve pitched out of his saddle in a
hard fall.

Thunder roared and rain came, driving
hard. Steve rolled and twisted, trying to
get away. leeper chopped a shot that
spouted dirt in Steve's face. A close miss;
the next would nail him

“Drop that

. no killing this
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THEN a drum-roll of hooves sounded

and a rider came down from the ridge
at a wild run, careened recklessly into
[.ceper’'s mount, and both horses crashed
down, squealing and kicking.
l.eeper was thrown clear. Steve went
for him—heedless of the thrashing animals
in his way—-took a hammering hoof against
his thigh, staggered, but kept his feet. He
hit [.eeper in a headlong dive just as the
man came crect, and slammed him flat
again.
Steve slugged him in the face. The man'’s

gun roared deafeningly in his ear. Steve
grabbed for the weapon and battered

[Leeper’'s hand against the ground; Leeper
cried out, dropping the iron. Then the
man’s fingers were at Steve's throat, dig-
ging in, clamping tight.

Steve jerked his head, breaking that
arip. leeper clawed at his eyes. Steve
slugged him again and l.eeper whimpered,
going slack. Steve started to lift himself;
[Leeper kicked viciously, sending him reel-
ing away. He threw out an arm for bal-
ance and something slapped his palm. [t
was a gun, his own, put there by a blurred
ngure glimpsed from the corner of his eye
for only an instant through pelting rain.
Not Fay Burnett—she was in front of him.

Then there was a wild whining about
Steve's face, like angry vellowjackets, and
he saw two shadowy riders up on the ridge,
their powder fire streaking this gray after-
noon as they tried hard for him. Poley and
Kecch were hack. He knew what had
brought them, knew with what hot anger
they wanted to put their hullets into him.

But Steve swung back toward Leeper,
saw him an his feet, digging a stub-har-
reled hideout weapon from under his coat
Steve slammed in one fast shot at [.eeper,
and turned his gun on those ridge riders.
Three more shots and one lurched, spilling
from saddle. More guns were roaring from
somewhere and the other one ran.

[Leeper was helly down, struggling weak-
ly with both hands to lift his short-barreled
gun. Steve moved quickly to kick it from
his grasp. [.eeper looked up at him, mouth
working. “Everything tight in my fist—all
those cattle waiting in THangtree Canyon—
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and a two-bit puncher took it away!”

He went limp and still, slumping forward
m  blood-spattered mud. Fay Burnett
brushed past Steve, then settled down and
lifted his head, cradling it against her
hreast.

Riders poured over the ridge and into
the hollow. Pat Hegan leaped down. Abel
Raobard slowly dismounted. Somebody up
on the ridge yelled, “You got that other
one, Sheriff !

Steve saw Lois Willing, talking fast to
Robard. Still shadowing him, he thought.
Then he looked for the rider who had
driven that horse into lLeeper’s mount—
someonce he still didn’t know—who had also
put his gun back into ‘his hand. And he
saw no one—except l.ois, dress muddv and
forn, hair a damp cloud about her shoul-
ders.

The knowledge that lois was the one
who had saved his hide left Steve shaken.
e walked toward her.

Robard had his face tilted up. “T.ooks
like this storm is hlowing on south. But it's
enough to tide us over. And just in time,
for me. 1 was about to close myv doors.”

The truth of this was in his voice, his
tired, seamed face. Steve felt shame, real-
izing how selfishly intent he had heen on
his own problems, how willfullv blind to
the troubles of others. ‘‘Abel, those thieves
were after vour cattle. And | nearlv threw
in with them.”

“But you didn't! And you couldn’t have,
Steve ! 1.ois eried.

“Mavhe not. T hope vou're right,” Steve
~aid.

to come looking for that beef. What
made them think the cattle were in
Hangtree Canvon?”

Steve stood silent. Tlegan joined them,
irowning at l.ois. “Girl. we nearly ruined
<some good horses, trving to catch up. after
you tore out of town, yelling at us to follow
along! 1.eeper’s done for. A good thing,
I’d say, for the woman's sake; she’s his
wife, and mightv sick of the life he led her.”
Then, curiously. *“Abel, just where are
your cattle?”

ROBAR D said, “Queer place for them

“In a spur off Two Squaw Canyon, a
dozen miles on north,”” Robard answered.
“l.ooks like Steve gave a wrong tip on
purpose to trap them—and we'll let it go at
that.”

“No,” Steve said. ‘I still hadn't made
up my mind then whether 1'd go for an easy
steal ; 1 was just trving to find out ii there
was  some—tic-up—Dhetween  Jud T.eeper
and Fay.”

“And you came to stop them, when you
knew the truth, even though vou didn't
have to!” Loix cried. Then her glance
shifted to Fay Burnett and she bit her lip,
turning away. Steve knew what she was
thinking, that maybe it was concern for
Fay that had brought him here.

And her first thought was right. He had
come to stop them, not caring anv longer
ahout himseli. All he felt now for Fay was
pity.

He said, *‘Sheriff, Fay tried to warn me
off. T'd appreciate it if vou'd go easy on
her.” Hegan nodded, and Steve went on,
“Suppose it would he easy enough now for
me to clear out of here, move along, away
from Pipestem. But you had it right—
tough times can be outlasted, but not the
way I almost picked. T'm cinching my belt
plenty tight: I'm sticking, no matter what
comes!”

Robard cleared his throat. *‘Steve, there
ought to be some water now in that creek
of yours. And your graze is better than
anvthing in these canyvons. Suppose you
move my cattle there. I'll split the profit
with you when we sell, come fall.”

“Abel. thanks,” Steve said unevenly.
Then he went after l.ots, stopping the girl
with a hand touching her shoulder.

A queer thing, he thought, that a
straight, sure track could be right under a
man's nose and he should have such a hard
time finding it. But a good thing there was
so much time ahead for staying on it, now
that he was certain where he was going.

“You were right—1've bheen a knot-
head,” he said to l.ois. “But I'll move
those cattle south and work like sin to get
ahead, if you'll be there with me.”

Her eyes, glistening like stars, gave him
his answer.
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“With our own house and a hundred and
sixtv acres of good land, we can prosper.
In the spring. T'll plant wheat and potatoes
—acres of potatoes. T talked with a home-
steader in Cottonwond the other day. He
savs spuds are wonna he a money crop in
these ports, 1-=7

Suddenlv Susan pushed herself up in
bed. “Fred!™ <he tensed. T.isten!”

He cocked an ear as he watched the fire-
light flutter across her tight face. The wail
of a covote, coming from the mountains
three miles hack of the house. sounded on
the Dlnstery nioht.

“Inst the wind,” he said. " Probably the
canvas  flapping  on our old  conestoga
waeon.

Her fingers gripped his forearm. ““No.
Ifred.” she said, “horses—running!”’

He swung his stubbv legs out of the bed.
pulled on his overalls, slipped his feet into
his hoots, and clomped across to the win-
dow. Rubbing a spot of frost away with the
heel of his hand. he peered through the
small hole into the dark, cloudy night.

two horsemen as they rode straight

toward the house. Ahout twenty feet
from the little front porch the horses swer-
ved toward the south. One of the horsemen
pushed something off his horse, and it thud-
ded like asack of wheat as 1t hit the frozen
ground. “Then Fred watched the riders dis-
appear mto the cottonwood thicket a hund-
red vards south of the house.

“What-—what is 1t Susan asked. sit-
ting up in hed.

Fred couldn’t amswer at Arst. His heart
wiax in his throat, and hot currents of fear
shot along his nerves,

“Tell me'™ Susan eried. “\What is it ?”

Then Fred heard the low moan. like
somebady dving in pain. Emotion charged
up to his throat and he swallowed sharply

He Tifted his mackinaw off a peg near the
door, pulled the mack on, helted it, and
buttoned it snugly under his chin. Then he
grahbed up his shotgun from its place by
the head of the hed and hurried outside to
mvestigate.

As he rushed out into the cold night, the

TIII’.N he saw the darker shadows of

white fog of his breath steamed up around
his head.

The hulk of shadow was lying a few feet
from the porch. Fred bent down, struck a
match, and cupped it in his hands over the
constricted face.

Short gaspings for hreath came from the
dving man. and blond stained the front of
his blue-checked shirt. The wind sucked
out the match, hut Fred had recognised the
man.

“Tom Kane!” he mumbled, stupefied
with fear. Suddenlv he was so sick he
could have vomited.

Tom Kane owned the biggest ranch in
the Powder River country, and ran seven
thousand head of cattle. Kane's ranchhouse
was two miles to the east, across Pigeon
Creek—the houndary line between Fred’s
land and Kane’s.

During the late summer Fred had helped
Kane with haying. Sometimes Susan had
gone to the ranch with him and spent the
day with Mrs. Kane. Although Tom Kane
had often shown his hatred for other sod-
busters in the valley. he had appeared to be
good friends with the Bishops. had loaned
them tools, given them advice ahout the
Powder River climate and soil. and had
treated Fred and Susan like real neighhors.
Fred wanted to be friends with the Kanes,
but he didn't like the attention Tom Kane
was showing Susan.

A week ago Kane had given Susan a
new dress. The homesteaders had said
then. Fred remembered, that Kane was
making a fool of him. Fred liked Kane
and hadn’t wanted to helieve them.

Two davs after Susan received the dress,
a thousand head of Kiane's cattle were
stolen.

Kane accused the sadbusters and turned
a cold shoulder on Fred. \Vhen Ired had
next gone to the ranch to ask for a day’s
work, two of Kane's cowhands had all hut
chased him off the place.

Now he stood up, realizing the trouble
he was in. He felt sure that whoever had
stolen Kane’s cattle had also dropped Kane
in his yard—for dead. Everybody would
readily draw the conclusion that Fred had
killed him.



NO BARGAIN IN BLOOD 95

USAN called from the door. “Fred,
S where are you?"

He looked at her as she stood in the
dunrway. The soft curves of her body were
sharply outlined by the light from the fire-
place and from the lantern in her hand.

“Get dressed, Susan,” he said urgently,
“and ride to Cottonwood. Get the doctor
and the sheriff. This man is dying!”

“Get him in out of the cold. He'll
freeze.”
“Hurry ! he pleaded. “Can't take a

chance on moving him. [1 he dies, Susan,
I'm in jor it!”

“Who is it, IFred?”

He dreaded telling her. Then she pulled
a coat around her shoulders and came out
into the yard with the lantern. He met
her. bhut she pushed around him, and he
said quickly, “It's Kane.”

“Tom Kane!" she said, one hand mov-
ing swiftly to her throat.

“Yes—hurry, Susan! Get the doctor.
Ul keep watch.™

“Watch?”

“We're—T'm on the spot, Susan. Kane
was dropped here for a reason—to make
it look like T killed him. If we can get the
doctor hefore—"

“Oh, Fred!” she cried. giving him the
lantern, and then she dashed back toward
the house. “Get a horse ready,” she called.
“while T dress.”

With the lantern swinging in his hand
he ran around the north corner of the
house and headed for the squat little harn.
His two horses--which had  pulled the
Conestoga all the way from [ndependence.
Missouri—whinnied as he opened the door
Quickly he bridled and saddled one of the
horses and led him out of the harn.

Susan, dressed in boots and - riding
trousers, met him at the porch. She bhut-
toned Fred's overcoat around her and then
swiung into the saddle. In a moment the
horse was pounding southward throueh the
thicket, heading for Cottonwood, three
miles away. He didn’t want to send her on
the ride alone, hut he felt that she would
be safe. Whoever had dropped Kane here
couldn’t afford to molest Susan. If they in-
tercepted her or killed her. that would be

definite proof that Fred was innocent.

The sound of Susan’s horse, drumming
along the frozen trail, was growing faint
when Fred heard the sound of other horses.
He tightened up. but thought to blow out
the lantern. The hoofbeats had come from
the cottonwood thicket. Nervously, shot-
gun readied, Fred moved around to the
south of the house and stopped against the
front wheel of the Conestoga. He sucked
air into "his lungs, held it, and tried to
catch the sound agmin. He couldn’t see any-
thing, or hear anything except the bluster
of the cold wind and the low, painful moan
of Tom Kane dying. Then he made out two
shadows against the dark sky where the
ground. cast of the thicket, rose to a kind
of high knoll. The two horsemen were
heading toward Kane's. Slightly relieved.
Fred let the compressed air out of his
lungs and began breathing normally again.

Now Fred became aware of the bitter
cold. His ears stung as though they had
heen frosthitten, and his fingers ached. He
thought of the nice pleasant fire glowing in
the fireplace. Tf he could go inside just a
few minutes—but Tom Kane! If Kane
didn’t die before Susan got back with the
doctor, e would contract pneumonia. Fred
knew that Kane should he moved, bhut the
vision of Kane dving in his arms sent
shivers of horror down his back.

| ll“. FOUND the lantern again, lighted

it, and set it heside IKKane’s face. The
man on the ground wasn't gasping
any more. His face held the expression of
cold denth  Suddenlv, Fred was on his
knees at the rancher’s side, feeling his
pulse. He didn't seem to have anv pulse
Huvsterin clawed at Fred's heart
He lifted Kane into a sitting position,
then ruised him to his feet. With Kane
hohbbling like a rubber man, [Fred shd
around in front of him and let him drape
across his shoulder. Then Lred staggered
across the porch and on into the house. He
eased the bleeding man down on the bed.
Kane started a low moan hut a gasp cut it
off as the life scemed to go out of him.
Fred knew he had done the wrong thing
by bringing Kane into the house. The exer-
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tion had probably brought his death.

red pulled the covers up over Kane
and tucked them around his shoulders. and
then he went back out into the yard and
vot the lantern. He came back in, closed
the door. hlew out the lantern, and set it
down on the floor heneath the coat pegs.

He slumped wearily across the room to
the fireplace and  stood there thinking,
starmg at the fire. He asked himself, why
would those horsemen dump Kane in my
vard? Mavbe there was more between
Susan and Kane than he knew, although he
had  suspected  that  Kane's intentions
weren't altogether neighborly. Maybe Kane
wanted  Susan for  himself. Mayhe the
horsemen knew that. Homesteaders in the
vallev had said as much. Maybe if Kane
died—if he wasn't dead already—bhoth
hamesteaders  and  ranchers  would  think
he had killed Kane for revenge. He was sure
they would think it. The sheriff would
think it, ton. Mavhe if. . ..

He was still staring into the fireplace
when the clatter of hoofs came to him on
the blustery wind. He picked up his shot-
cun again and waited inside the door. If the
Nillers were  returning—then  he  heard
Susan’s voice calling to a fellow rider.

When he opened the door she and Dr
I'vndon were dismounting in front of the
norch.

“Where's Tom
Lreathing rapidly.

“Inside.” Fred said. *“FHe would've frozen
cnt here.”

As Dr. Lyndon grunted disapproval for
moving Kane, Fred led the wav into the
house, lighted  the  kerosene  lamp. and
placed it on a chair by the bed for the
doctor to work hy.

Dr. Tyndon pulled the covers down and
~aw the hlood on Kane's chest. “Hot water,”
he sand, feeling Kane's pulse.

“Have to heat some.” Fred said.
stared at him. At least
conld’ve had water heated.™

The note of aneer in her voice dug at
Fred's heart e said, “Maybe 1 had a
reason for not heating water.”

His words cansed her to stop. She looked
at him. dis’+ 57 in her eyes. Then she went

Kane 7" Susan  asked.

Susan vou

for the teakettle, filled it with water from
a pail near the door into the back room,
and hung the teakettle on a hook inside
the fireplace. They couldn't afford a wood-
burning stove yet,

After a moment Fred said. “Did vou get
word to the sheriff?”

“He was out on a raid somewhere,” she
explained, “but T left word for him to come
as soon as he got hack.”

place. stirred the logs into flame, and
then watched Susan go to the bed to
help the doctor with Kane.

The eight-day clock on the mantle was
striking twelve when the doctor began
gathering up his instruments. When he was
ready to leave he turned to Trred.
“Don’t move him again.” he
You almost finished him.”
Fred protested. “But it was so cold—"
“I know.” the doctor said. *“You proba-
bly kept him from getting pneumonia, but
vou took an awful chance. That bullet was
verv close to his heart.”

Fred and Susan walked out on the porch
with the doctor. \When he was gone they
turned back into the house.

Susan crossed to the hed and looked down
into the unconscious man’s quiet, angular
face. He was breathing heavily, but with
MOTC easc Now.

Fred picked up the lamp. blew out the
heht, and then walked across the room
and set the Tamp on the mantle beside the
clock.

Susan said, “What'd vou do that for?"

“Caution.” he  said. Kane's
Killers.™

After 2 moment came to stand
beside Fred in front of the fire. “Fred,” she
asked quietlv, “did von mean what vou
said—-abent not having the water ready?
You sounded as if vou wanted Tom to die.”

He aveided her question “You think a
lot of Tom Kane. don’t vou., Susan?”

“Why, ves. He's—"

Fred cut in. “This is going ta be nasty,
Susan. whether Tom Kane dies or not.
Kane's an important man in this valley.
Somehodv i< going to pav for this. The

FRED knelt down in front of the fire-

warned.

“aominst

Susian
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what the scheme was when you and your
pardner ordered me off the ranch the other
day. Now I know. You wanted to get it
started that Kane had it in for me. Maybe
he has, but you and your pardner aren’t as
cunning as vou think. Where is that var-
mint who rode through myv vard with vou
carlier 2 Call him in hefore 1 blast your guts
out.”

“You got me all wrong. Bishop,”™ Cassi-
day said.

“Have 177 Fred said, and then motioned
to Susan, “Hold this gun on him while I
get his revolver. Tf he tries anvthing, blow
hm to Kingdom Come.”

He shifted the shotgun into Susan's
trembling hands. She stood in the doorway,
while Fred stepped to Cassiday’s right and
picked up the 44-40 Remington. When Fred
straightened up, he checked to see that the
gun was loaded and then jabbed the barrel
against Cassidav's spine,

“Now call vour pardner,”
“hefore my finger slips.”

“Hey, Slick.” Cassiday called through
cupped hands. ““Come on out. This fool'll
1l me. ™

Susan  screamed. Fred's guts  turned
over, fear bristled the hair on the hack of
his neck. and his heart was a hammer
pounding his ribs. Slick  Gillis, another
Kane cowhand, stood behind Susan in the
doorway, and he had a gun against her
Fack. Gillis’s face was like a covote’s, with
satanic cves, lean cheeks, and lean jaws.
Fred cossed himself for not checking that
hack door. Because of that mental slip,
somehodyv was going to die—mavhe Susan,
and then Tam Kane.

: -
ANTE it easy, sis,” Gillis was sayving.

!—"Gimmo that shotgun and don't try to
act up.”

Susan surrendered the gun. Gillis set it
msiede the door and said to Cassiday, “Tf
that hack door had heen fastened, vou’d be
o dead rabbit. Thev're a smooth bunch of
hemesteaders. \We thoueht they were in
hed. and thev were waiting for us.”

Fred said, ““You can't get away with this
deal.”™ His words were empty and uncon-
vincing. He knew it was a futile attempt at

Fred said,

bluffing. Of course, if Gillis killed Susan,
he could kill Cassiday in return. The
thought left him sick—Susan’s life for Cas-
siday’s!

“We have nothing against you,” Cassi-
day said. “We just wanna see the hoss.”

“To kill him—is that what you want?”
Fred asked.

“Look, Bishop,” Cassiday reasoned.
“Kane wants your wife. Now. he came
here, invaded the privacy of vour home, in-
sulted vour wife, and vou called his hand.
He drew on vou. You had to kill him 1in self
defense. That would make reason with a
court.”

Fred's palm was sweating on the handle
of the Remington. He looked past Cassiday
at the crooked covote face of Gillis. He
knew what Cassiday wanted—and what he
was determined to get, one way or
another—and Fred had no hope of stopping
him. All he could do now was to hluff and
<tall for time.

“T don’t get 1t."" he said.

“It’s this wav.” Cassiday said. “Kane
wants vour wife. The whole valley knows
it—" )

“Go easv on that angle.” Fred warned,
“or T'll drill you.” Too late. he knew he'd
said the wrong thing.

“Listen to him talk,” Gillis guffawed,
“and me with a gun in his wife's back. He
wants to be a widower.”

Cassiday said. “Why're vou so anxious
to help out Kane? T know Kane. If he lives,
he means to have vour wife, or he'll—"

“Spill the storv,” Gillis said. *“Then if he
doesn’t want 1t that wav, we'll do it our own
way. That sheriff has heen hot on us all
night. We've gnt to get to the hunkhouse
hefore he starts checking there.”

Fred listened for the sound of horses, but
the night was a blustery turmoil of wind
and clouds. He knew he had stalled as long
as he could.

“I've got money on me, Bishop.” Cassi-
day said. "Big money. hecause Slick and
me've just made a haul from a thousand
head of Kane’s cattle. I'll give you five hun-
dred just to let me see the bhoss for one
minute.”

“That's no dough,” Fred said, still try-
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She landed with a thud, rolled over
twice and then came up on hands and
knees, feeling around frantically in the
deep dust for the gun, which had gotten
away from her.

The spray had soaked her face, and
now the dust made streaks of mud on it.
She looked so funny, all braced for war and
missing her gun, that Cleve settled back
and laughed.

Her ¢ves took a rigid head on him.
Slowly she got to her feet, muddy little
fists jammed to slim hips. *“Another decked-
out hombre from Fandango.” she observed
scornfully.  “Whatever pried you away
from the honkytonk—run out of money?”

“Nope. The gals all got to fighting over
who was to dance with me next. So I pulled
out hefore somebody got killed.”

“I'Il just het! T—"" She bit her lip and
looked down, feeling around in the dust
with the toe of a boot. “Doggone it, that
was Pa's gun. [f 've lost it—"

“Is vour old man a horsethief too?"
Cleve asked dryly.

“Why, you duded-up doggoned—" She
drew a big breath, but couldn’t seem to get
any more words past the sudden tightness
of her lips. She looked so little and furious
and forlorn that Cleve regretted that word
he'd used.

So he got up, saying, “Couldn’t help
noticing those twenty horses you just drove
across. The word says they were stolen
last week, from some ranch to the north of
here. Sheriff 1s looking for ‘em.”

“In the hottom of a bottle in One-Eye
Barker's place? Why, that good-for-noth-
ing Dan Kelson couldn’t catch—"" Sud-
denly she stopped and gave Cleve a long,
searching look. What she saw wasn't likely
to impress her much—-six feet and some of
cowhoy, redheaded and mediuin lean,
decked out in finery that hadn't settled to
fit his frame as yvet. But she went on, ** Mis-
ter, I'm no horsethief. Pa 1sn't either. Un-
derstand ?"’

At twenty-six he'd been pounding
siddles for a long time, and a cowboy
learned to fgure things out for himself,

C [LIEVE rubbed a hand along his jaw.
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sometimes from mighty meager sign. For
a girl who wasn't a horsethief this one had
heen prompt to draw iron at the mere sight
of a stranger.

Didn't matter much to him, though, one
way or the other. He tilted his head, lis-
tening, and then said, “Sounds like those
horses are going away from here fast. Be
hard for you to catch 'em again, regardless
of whose they arc. Being a gent, T just
might round 'em up—"

“Huh!” The girl looked him over a
second time, slowly, from shiny boots to
fancy-striped pants to gaudy silk shirt and
unstained Stetson. “A good-time hombre
like you couldn’t drop a loop on a fence-
post!”

“So?"” Cleve was easygoing, generally,
but this girl’s persistent scorn was enough
to rile any man. Her saddle horse had
trotted up the creek bank a ways and was
looking back to see what she aimed to do
about it. So Cleve stepped into his own
saddle, shook out his catch rope, and rode
up there.

He didn't know exactly why he was do-
ing it. Man could get himself in bad trou-
ble by dabbling with stolen horses. He'd
just make her see that he wasn't one of the
good-time Fandango hombres like she
thought, and then he'd ride away from her,
fast.

When he got back to the ford he was
leading her horse. She took the loop off.
She'd found the gun and had put it back
under the band of her levis, but she didn't
seem of a mind to use it now. She paused
with foot in stirrup to watch Cleve as he
coiled the rope.

“Mister,” she told him, “you've got
yourself a job. If you want it, that is. I'll
need help catching those horses, and I'll
need help driving them. It'll take about a
week. I'll pay you ten dollars.”

No feminine wheedling, no batting of
eyes. A business deal, mister, take it or
leave it. She was trying to act independent
as all get-out. But there was a lost, little-
girl look in her hig gray eyes that said she
needed help. Somebody said, “Might as
well, seeing as how One-Eye's fargo game
swallowed all my nioney.”
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That voice, it turned out, was Cleve’s
own. Something way back in his head was
telling him that he ought to get out of this,
pronto, but something else had taken com-
plete charge of him. He didn’t understand
what 1t was, but it was enough to scare a
man.

She swung lithely into her saddle. “Say,”
she remarked, “you liave got rope burns on
your hands, at that. What were you doing
lolling around in Fandango?”

He sure wasn’t going to tell her that he
was the drab kind of hombre who'd stuck
to the same job for five vears, down on the
Mogollon. That he'd saved his money be-
cause there'd heen nothing else to do with
it. And that sooner or later a young buck
decided it was time to strike out and have
some fun. What he said was, “Well, it
seemed far enough from anywhere so a
certain sheriff wouldn't come looking for
me."

“Oh.” Ter voice scemed small and dis-
appointed. She didn’t say* anything more,
just kept looking at him. So he amended,
“It just happened to be a lady sheriff, and
me being such a handsome galoot, she—"

The girl’s sudden laughter interrupted
him. “What makes you tell such lies?” she
demanded.

He grinned at her. brash as he could
manage. ‘“*Why shucks, the plain old truth

isn’t generally interesting.”
A Cleve’s gaudy silk shirt was dusty
and brush-torn. His boots were
scratched. His blood was coursing faster
than it had in weeks; a little work, it
seemed, was mighty good for a man. He
and the girl had the horses rounded up and
were driving them through a gap between
low hills.

Her name, it turned out, was Amy. Scott.
She saw how Cleve was sizing up the
horses, and she gave him a sidelong glance.
“Say,” she asked suddenly, “you aren’t
really on the dodge, are you? I mean, you
haven’t killed somebody ?”

“Not lately,” he told her solemnly.
“There’s just so much room on a gun for
filing notches, anyhow.”

COUPL.E of hours after that,
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“You're as crazy as Pa is!” This made
the second time she’d laughed: it was a
clear, bell-like sound that made a man feel
good. Then she added in a small voice, “I
supposed you’ve noticed something about
those horses.”

“Yup. All young, solid color, none over
fifteen hands high. Somebodv aimed to
sell this bunch to the Army. All but that
pot-gutted old gray over there!”

Amy laughed once more. ‘“Pa says you
always need one like that for the quarter-
master to reject, else he’ll turn back some
of your good ones just to make it seem like
he’s doing a good job.”

Cleve tilted his hat low over his eyes
against the slant of the setting sun. “How
come they got sold to that ranch they were
stolen—I mean, the one you drove 'em away
from?”

“That greenhorn rancher needed horses,
I guess,” Amy snapped. “And those lazy
crooks in Fandango saw an easy way to
make themselves some money.” Looking
straight ahead, she drew a deep breath and
went on, ‘““Mister, I'm going to tell you the
whole thing. T drove ’em away from that
ranch, all right. But it wasn’t stealing.
How can anybody steal his own property?
I mean, they belong to Pa, and he’s in jail,
put there so he can’t look after his own
interests. Ile was driving them to Fort
Tuttle when he made the mistake of going
past Fandango. That crooked sheriff and
his plavmates jailed him on charges of
beating and rohbing Candelario Mendez,
and helped themselves to his horses. Be-
ing too lazyv to drive them to the fort, they
sold them to the first sucker that came
handy. But Pa sneaked a letter out of the
jail and it reached me in X1 Paso where I
was working, and I—"

“Slow down,” Cleve advised. “You
don’t need to say it all on one breath! What
were you aiming to do with the horses?”

“I've got to get them to the fort! Pa’s
got a contract with the Army and if the
horses aren’t delivered it'll be canceled or
something. I've got to get the money for
them, so I can hire a lawyer for Pa!”

Cleve whistled softly, thinking of the
three hundred miles of rough, barren, most-
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ly waterless country that lay hetween here
and the fort. A mighty tough trip for a girl.

“You're thinking I'm telling vou a tall
one,” she accused. “You don't think a
sheriff would do such a thing. Well, you
don’t know the kind of sheriff they've got
around here! Fancy Dan Kelson never
even got clected, reallv. He and his bunch
just moved in and shoved the old office-
holders to one side and dared them to do
something about it. And with the Terri-
torial capital so far away—"" She shrugged.
“Well, they've been lolling around ever
since, having themselves a good time and
never doing any work and never running
out of money. Where do you think they
get it?"

I'EVE had done some wondering
C about that, during his brief stay in

Fandango. The sheriff and his boys
cut some fancy and expensive capers. But
now Cleve straightened in his saddle, look-
ing ahead witth narrowed eves. “We're
coming to something,” he mentioned.

“That’s the Mendez place,” Amy said.
“I'm staying with Dofa Mendez. You see,
her hushand’s in jail too, as witness against
Pa." A fgure appeared under a ramada
at the ranch, and Amy waved a greeting.

Cleve shoved his hat back on his curly
red hair. Amy's father was accused of
heating and robbing a man, and here Amy
had cottoned up to the hombre's wife. Far-
ther i man got into this thing the crazier it
hecame. :

Dona Mendez was simaller, even, than
Amy. A wisp of a gray-haired lady. all
primped and powdered, with a lace collar
and a black dress. A man would think she
was decked out for a stroll down the street
in a city, but here she stood in a ranchyard
with sonmie chickens scratching in the dust
nearby. One little brown hand lifted a
single-action 45 from the folds of her
skirt and centered 1t on Cleve.

Amy laughed nervously. * Put that away,
Dona Mendez. He's all right, in spite of
his fancy rigging. He's going to help us.
His name is Cleve Huntley, and he—"

“T think he looks jus’ like the hombres
from Fandango. This one is not much for
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handsome, but mayhe you ‘ave listen to the
big lies he tell, no?”

“Gosh, no!" Amy said frantically. “I
mean. he tells ‘em all right, but he's not
very good at it and anvbody can tell
when—"

“If he go back an’ tell the others vou
‘ave brought the horses here—'" The ham-
mer of the single-action clicked back. “I
think it is bes’ to shoot him now !”

“Doggone it, don’t vou dare!” Amy
cried. “That fort’s a long way away and
we've got to have a man to help with the
drive! He's not one of those crooks. [—I
just know it!"

Dona Mendez's dark eyes lighted. The
gun lifted higher. “So? Mavbe he talk the
pretty words, but T think—"'

Cleve had hent a glance around toward
the horses, and now he horned into the
argument to mention, “Way them Army
remounts are drifting off vou might not
have enough of 'em left to make any drive.
Why don’t we .pen 'em in that corral first
and decide whether to shoot me after-
ward?"”

The gun lowered, then disappeared from
view. “Jus’ like my Candelario would ’ave
say it! Always he think of the work, not of
himeself.” Dofa Mendez made shooing mo-
tions. “Hurry, hefore the horses get away.
W’en vou are through 1 will "ave ready the
supper.”’

That meal wasn’t much for grub, just
eggs and beans and tortillas, but there was
magic in it. Amy had scrubbed her face,
put on a pink dress, and had done some-
thing to her hair. Man wouldn't have
thought this could be the same girl who
had gone rolling in the dust at the ford. In
the candlelight this one was downright
lovely.

Cleve didn't have much to say during
the meal, partly because of an odd sort of
lump that scemed to have lodged in his
throat. The womenfolk talked about how
they were going to lure a lawyer and up-
set Fancy Dan Kelson. Cleve got to think-
ing ahout the stretch of country between
here and lFort Tuttle; sand, c¢ndless ridges
of upended rock, deep dark canyons. If
he were going to drive those horses through
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he'd need help—at least one tough hombre
who’d fight sandstorms and risk danger-
ous going, for nothing more than plain rid-
ing pay.

There wasn't any of that kind of help to
be found in Fandango, where fancy-dressed
hombres lolled around and vied with one
another at faro and drinking and dancing.

UPPOSI he did get the horses through
S to the Army bhuyer. What happened

when the Army found out they'd been
stolen from a‘ranch> Or could vou call it
steahing ? Dan Kelson would, for sure. And
he was the sheriff.

Cleve's brow furrowed. He'd gotten
himself into a tangle this time. When he
stole a glance toward Amy he knew blamed
well that he wasn’t going to back out of it,
cither. Wasn’t going to let her take the
risks on that desert trail.

When the meal was over Dofia Mendez
shoocd Cleve and Amy out onto the porch.
The horses were quiet in the corral, and a
hig round moon was lifting over the hills.
Amy perched on the rail and looked at it.
Cleve’s  Adam’s apple bobbed a couple
fimes, but he didn’t get anything said; the
lump 1n his throat was getting bigger all
the time.

A subdued rattle of dishes came from
the kitchen, barely audible through foot-
thick adobe walls. Candelario Mendez had
built solidly and well. The house was like
a fort, with a thick door and plank window
shutters that could be closed in case of
sandstorms,

Seemed like no time at all before Dona
Mendez finished her chore and came out
to the porch. **1s very quiet out here,” she
said softly. ** "Ave the hombre run out of
the pretty lies, senorita ™

“1 reckon he has!”™ Amy said. giving
Cleve a look that was pure muschief.

He hankered to sav something about the
seriousness  of  hucking the law—even
crooked lnw—and of driving horses across
the high desert. Didn’t get started, though
Dona Mendez said, *“ My Candelario always
was the quiet one too, w’en he look at the
moon. Now he is in the jail. Me, I ’ave
try to get other hones’ people on this range
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to do something about this thing that ’ave
happen to our town. They write to the
governor of the Territory, but there is no
answer.” She looked at Cleve. “This one,
sciiorita, 1 think is sy hombre. Maybe
vou bes’ not let him get away !”’

“Shucks,” Amy commented merrily, “I
think the hig long cowhoy is just plain
scared of women!”

She sure looked impish-pretty in the
moonlight when she said that. Scared of
her? Cleve's mouth opened to deny it, then
sagged some more when he realized from
the shaky feeling in his knces that some-
thing sure had him boogered. Best he
could do was say hollowly, “[ ain’t either!”
and stomp off to a shed to bed down for
the night.

He didn’t get much sleep. though. The
chickens roosted in the shed, and kept
making little crooning noises from time to
time. Cleve’s thoughts kept whirling from
Amy Scott to stolen horses to the desert
between here and Tuttle, and back to Amy
again.

Along toward morning he gave up try-
ing to sleep. He threw the saddle on his
horse and headed toward Fandango, riding
fast. The 1idea that had come to him was
so simple that he wondered why he hadn’t
thought of it before. 'There were two
hombres in Fandango who'd he glad to help
him make that drive. Scott and Mendez !

All'a man had to do was bust them out of
jail. Cleve managed a grin, but it wavered
some. He'd figured on a little harmless hell-
raising when he struck out from his last
job, and here he was tackling a chore of a
different size.

HIIN he rode mto lFandango it
was just past sunup.  One-Eye
was locking the front door of his

place, which had been a general store be-
fore it blossomed out as a honkytonk
saloon and gambling palace. One-Eye was
no carly riser, so last night’'s jamborce must
have broken up only a little while ago and
he had just finished counting his money.
His bald head lifted alertly, and he peered
into the street as Cleve jogged past.
Cleve swung into an alley. Not being
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familiar with the methods of jailbreaking,
he paused to think a minute.

It had heen easy enough to drop into the
way of living in Fandango. Sleep till noon,
then stroll out of the hotel and see what
the swaggering, fancy-dressed hombres on
the street were cooking up for the day's
entertainment. Might he a horse race, a
chicken pull, or whatever. Man could get
i bet on anything, from the turn of a card
to the time of day. Watch a fight, or get
into one yourself, with plenty of onlookers,
and moneyv changing hands.

A good-time town, whose inhabitants
would be pretty much asleep at this hour.

Cleve glinced down ruefully at his brush-
tattercd rigging and remembered how he’d
hought the outfit to make folks take notice
of him. Right now he didn’t want to be
noticed at atll. And as far as he could fig-
ure, the only way to bust a jail was go
ahead and bust it with whatever tools came
handy. He dismounted and, easing through
a stand of dry weeds, reached the little jail
building. He peered through the single
harred back window.

There was just one cell in the place, with
a bunk on either side. [n the middle, on an
upended hox, was a checkerboard. Cleve
called cautiously, “Hey, in there!”

A little old codger with a pink face and a
hristling gray mustache got out of one of
the hunks. “Who in blazes are you?"”

Cleve mentioned his name. [ reckon
vou're Mr. Scott. Well, I've come to pry
vou out of here.”

Bushy white eyebrows lifted. "*The heck
vou say. What kind of trick has IFancy Dan
Kelson thought up this time?”

“No trick at all.” Cleve glanced warily
around. “And [ haven't got all day to
palaver, cither!” Quickly he told Scott
what had happened and what he planned
to do.  Scott looked at him shrewdly.
“Darned it [ don't believe there's one hon-
est man in Fandango after all,” he said.

Two mioutes later Scott's cellmate, a
Mexican whose porthness came naturally
from Dona Mendez's good cooking, had
heen awakened. The two prisoners started
pulling their clothing aver their long un-
derwear.
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Cleve suddenly realized that he hadn't
hrought horses for them. He ran to the
livery and returned in a few minutes with
saddled mounts. Might as well make his
sally into horsethieving a good one, he
thought wryly.

Everything in Fandango seemed quiet as
he looped his catch rope around the bars
of the cell window, ran back to his horse
and stepped up, taking a firm grip on the
horn.

The horse lunged ahead, dancing side-
wise in response to the rein. Cleve looked
back as the rope tightened against his hip,
and saw the sun-dried wood of the window
frame splinter as the bars came free.

Sam Scott whooped, which wasn’t wise,
as he scrambled out.

As if in answer, a shout rang through
the town. “Hey, Kelson! Wake up, every-
body! That redheaded drifter is busting
the jail!”

One-Eye Barker's voice. Even bhefore
its echoes died away, there was a scramble
of activity at the hotel. Windows slammed
up and doors banged open. Underwear-
clad men crowded out onto the second-
story gallery with guns in their hands.

Cleve didn’t have to say anything to Scott
and Mendez. They jumped into their sad-
dles and followed him at a headlong run
down the alley, bending low over the horns.

UNS banged loudly against the
morning stillness.  Bullets wailed

past the fleeing men. Cleve twisted
around in his saddle and saw that the hom-
bres up there on the gallery were yelling
at each other—likely making bets on who'd
down the fugitives.

For a sure thing, they'd have no com-
punction about shooting to kill. Cleve sus-
pected they'd had considerable practice at
it.

Be a waste of shells, though, to shoot
back at them from the top of a galloping
horse. He jammed his half-drawn gun back
into the leather and bent around the corner
of the blacksmith shop.

That gave the fleeing men temporary
protection. By the time they had to swing
away from it they were able to swerve be-
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hind a knoll which gave them shelter for
several hundred yards of travel. That put
them bevond sixgun range.

Cleve lifted a hand, saw that it was shak-
ing, and grabbed hold of his belt with 1t so
others wouldn't notice. Neither of his com-
panions had been struck by flying lead.
Scott was a couple of shades whiter than
he'd been hefore. Mendez smiled wanly and
said, “NMe, 1 don’t like getting shot at!”

Sam Scott. reined his horse close to
Cleve's. “Pretty close squecze, that one
\WVhere are we headed now ?”

“It'll take those hombres a while to get
clothes on their backs and horses under
‘em. We'll get your horses and head for
Tuttle.”

“Will, hev 7" Scott’s eyes were the same
smoky color as his daughter’s, and could
he just as bright with spirit. “Who are
vou to be dishing out the orders?”’

Cleve grinned brashly. “I'm the hombre
that’s going to marry Amy, if she’ll have
me!"”

“Are, hey?" Scott looked him up and
down. “Maybe a redheaded hombre is what
the Scott tribe needs, at that! 1 contracted
to deliver those horses, all right, but what
chance have we got to drive 'em fast enough
so Kelson's bunch don’t catch up with us?
I got a notion vou're crazy! Just the kind
of rannthoo myv daughter would—"

“The very same thing,”” Cleve remarked
dryly, “as she said about you!”

Scott's mustache seenied to bristle. ““Did,
hey 7 IIN paddle her till she hollers!”

Cleve chuckled. *VYou'll have a time if
vou try that!"

It was midmorning when the three rid-
ers, topping blowing and sweated mounts.
trailed into the vard of the Mendez place.
Dona Mendez was  fussing  with  her
chickens,  Amy was down by the corral
Her shim hack got mighty straight as Cleve,
who was far in the lead, stepped from his
siaddle. She marched right up to him and
said, “What did you think you were pull-
ing off, sneaking away like that? I'll bet
vou all of a sudden remembered the honky-
tonk girls—"" Then she spotted Scott and
Mendez. “I'll be doggoned !’ she breathed.

- “*How'd you do that?”
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Cleve’s chest swelled. The shakes were
getting into his knees again, but he was
determined to pay them no heed. He arched
his neck and grinned at Amy Scott. “I'm
hable to do most anything when T get
riled.” He grabbed Amy and kissed her.
“Gal.”" he said, “me and your pa and
Candelario have to light out of here fast,
else Kelson and his boys’ll catch up with
us. But when T get back here there’s going
to be courting done. I got my eye on a place
down on the Mogollon. good range that
nobody’s claimed. We could— I mean,
yvou and me—"

The way Amy was looking up at him,
soft red lips parted and eyes shining,
stopped his breathing.

who had dismounted and gone run-

ning into the house, emerged with
two rusty old revolvers and a sawed-off.
That house, Cleve thought, must be an
arsenal as well as a fort. “Senor,” Mendez
hollered to Cleve, ““we mus’ hurry! These
two livery nags you got, they are no good
for more fas’ riding. Scott an' me, we
change saddles to two of my ‘orses! Then
we outrun them outlaw !"

The two oldsters headed for the corral,
lugging saddles. Cleve stared at them and
wondered if he'd heard right. Outlaws?
If that was an outlaw bunch it sure would
by passing for a sheriff's posse about now.
Man got kind of mixed up sometimes-
maybe being in love helped that along.

“Oh, darn!”’ said Amy Scott. “‘I should
never have gotten you into this mess, Cleve.
Now, you've gone and busted a jail to get
Pa and Candelario out, haven’t you? Bet-
ter hurry, then. And you be careful, you
hear, when you get into those badlands. 1
want you back.” Rising on tiptoe, she
kissed him,

\When Cleve got back on his horse and
hurried to the corral he didn't know
whether the pounding he heard was made
by hoofs or his heart.

Candelario and Scott were letting down
the gate poles, hazing the horses out. A
few minutes later the drive was under way,
with the remounts strung out in a line that

A BOUT that time Candelario Mendez,
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topped a hill. Cleve lnoked back and saw
Amy and Doila Mender standing in the
ranchvard, wavine eood-hy.

The drive didn't 2ot far, thoneoh, Tt had
gone only about a mile when there was a
crashine sound of ennbre back at the ranch
Scott, Mendez, and Cleve vanked reins and
lonked at cach other.

Cleve had a sudden all-gone feeling under
his wishhone. Just like Amy, he thought
to cut loose at Kelson's bunch to delay
their pursuit of the fngitives. Two women,
alone against that bunch. And it had been
Cleve's fool move that had led Kelson to
the ranch. . ..

He vanked his horse around. “T'm going
hack,” he said, touching spurs to his mount.

They all went back.  Scott was on one
side of Cleve and Mendez was on the other,
their faces grim, when thev raced up the last
hill and 'ooked down again at the ranch.

There had been more shooting during the
agonizing minutes when they still couldn’t
see what was egoine on down there. Now
they spotted the six fancy-dressed riders
from [‘andango, just dismounting in front
of the house.

Amyv and Dofa Mendez were over at the
well, a hundred yards on the far side of
the house. They must have heen drawing
water, and had cut loose at the riders the
minute they got in sight. But the range
had been long, and there were no downed
men lying around anywhere. '

It had made them mad enough, though,
to throw lead at women. Now Amy and
Dona Mendez were hunched down behind
the stone curbing of the well, both of them
firing over the top of it now and then to
keep the Fandango hombres annoyed.

Then Cleve saw something else. The
lathered livery nags that Scott and Mendez
had ridden out from town were now tied
under the ramada. Somebody had thrown
a pair of old saddles on them'!

And Fancy Dan Kelson, a handsome.
slab-faced  hombre with  sideburns, had
gulped the bait. While chickens scattered
from his path, he stomped toward the
house, shouting for those iuside to sur-
render. He'd taken the idea that his es-
caped prisoners had forted up in there,
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with their womenfolk to protect them.
Cleve was willing to het his hottom dollar
that Amy had worked that whizzer.

CEVE and his companions opened
C up.  Kelson jumped like he'd heen

stung  Which wasn’t likely, even
though one af the booming reports had
heen made hy Candelario’s sawed-off shot-
aun; the range still was too long.

Put them on notice, though, that one of
the fugitives possessed a weapon which
would he lethal at closer range. Caught in
the middle. the Fandango bovs had guns
pointed at them from the well on one side
and from the hilltop on the other. They
hunkered down and velled for Kelson to do
something. .

He turned his head and spoke a com-
mand. They all made a run for caver, and
the handiest cover was the house. The last
man in slammed the heavy door hehind
him.

Cleve felt a chilling apprehension. Kel-
son’s bunch had all the protection they
needed now, and they could shoot through
the windows and pick off their attackers
First thing to do about it was get Amy
and Dofia Mendez away from that well and
to a place of safety.

Before he could do that, though, Amy
proved that she had ideas of her own. She
left the cover of the well curbing and
darted right up to the house, reaching it
hefore those inside had time to get them-
selves squared around. What she did was
prop a heavy timber against the door. Then
she ran arnund the house, keeping low and
close to the wall, slamming the plank win-
dow shutters into place and bolting them.

Sam Scott whooped. When Cleve got
his breath hack he joined in, making it
right gleeful when he heard muffled shouts
of dismay and some banging noises from
insice the house.

He raced ahead. hoping there were no
knotholes in those shutters that would let
a gun muzzle poke through, and swung
close past the house, reaching down a long
arm that clamped about Amy's waist. Lift-
ing her up behind him, he backed his horse
away from the house.
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N THIZ SUBJIECT of cutting horses
O nohody writes more colorfully or

more  knowledgably than Thomas
W. Allen, whose news and comments on
the subject appear once in a while in the
rodeo magazine Iloofs and Horns.

The old remark about “people who can’t
do things, write about them.” doesn’t apply

to Allen. He owns several cutting horses
and often wins with them. He’s also a
judge, an instructor, and the loudest-

whooping fan in the stands on the few oc-
casions when he's not involved in the con-
test himself.

Right now he's whooping 1t up for a
little mare named Poco Il.ena, owned by
Don Dodge, recent winner of the cutting
cvents at Tucson, Ariz., and Sacramento,
Calif.

The Tucson show was a real classic.
There were 40 horses, all pointing their
noses toward an $8,000 purse. including
entry fees. After two go-rounds the feld
had been cut down to twelve of the great-
est cutters in the country. Marion’s Girl
was in the lead with 238 points, Miss
Texas had 287, and Poco l.ena and Royal
King were tied for third with 286. How
close can you get? \We'll let Allen tell it
from here:

“The tension was really high, and 1t
was anybody’s show. The cattle were right,
the sun was out all day and the usual
wind was absent for the showdown finals.

Iiveryone clamored for front seats; the
timers, judges and officials were all keyed
up, the dogies were brought in, and all
hell broke loose.

“Up to this point the best cutting per-
formance by a single horse that I ever
saw was by the great two time world cham-
pion Skeeter, at St. Paul, Ore., in 1950,
when he had to lay down and lock horns

with the cow to kecp it from getting by. I
had never expected that T would see an-
other go-round with so much action.

“Well, chum, I did; and that little Poco
I_ena just naturally rubbed all the hair
off her belly in putting on the greatest in-
dividual performance I have ever wit-
nessed.

“So fast was the action that Don Dodge,
as good a rider as you will ever see, and
who has up to now been a total stranger
to that saddle horn, had to latch onto that
old apple but quick. And if it had not just
happened to be in the right spot at the
right time, Don would have taken up a
homestead smack in the middle of the
arena.

“They must have been feeding that sec-
ond cow critter Don cut out on raw meat
for a month, or else he was a cross between
a kangeroo and the jumping frog of Cala-
veras County, because he made turns that
were so blind fast that no horse could
possibly stop him—but Poco Lena did!

“That little mare threw sand and rocks
for 40 feet, but not once was she out of
position and not once did she give ground
—and if you ever saw a cow critter de-
termined to join its cronies, that was one.

“Besides being fast, the action was sus-
tained for a long time. \Vhen the whistle
blew, Poco Lena had come up from be-
hind and copped the prize.”

According to Alleii, the spectators went
wild during this contest. He mentions es-
pecially Ma Hepkins, the publisher  of
Hoofs and Horns, and a beloved rodeo
figure. He says, “She got so excited and
hollered so loud and jumped so high that
once she came down three seats away and
landed in the lap of a sheepherder from
Montana. We had to strap her down for

the rest of the show.”
111
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I'rom Tucson, Allen went to Sacra-
mento, Calif.  Unfortunately he and his

wife Iiva didn’t go direct, but took a stop-
over at Las Vegas, Nev.

Allen wanted to find out how the roulette
wheels worked, but he never did find out,
cven though he studied them quite a while.
At least he never found out how to make
them work for him.

But he got a chance to recoup some of
his losses, hecause there was a Calcutta
Pool on the cutting-horse contest at Sacra-
mento. (This is like a regular betting
pool, except that the ticket on each horse
is auctioned to the highest bidder hefore
the contest.)

Tom Allen, having seen Poco l.ena at
Tucson, picked and bought a ticket on
her.

His confidence was justified, and now,
he says, “his ponies can go back to eating
hay instead of sawdust.”

l.ike any honest fan of any good sport,
Allen can sce room for improvement. He
thinks now that there should be amateur
cutting-horse contests for novices, as well
as the hig professional ones. As things
are now, riders who have horses well
started on their training can’t get any
competition without bucking the top pro-
fessionals.

There were a few amateurs entered at
“Tueson, for instance, but for each of them
it was $125 in entry fee down the dramn.
If vou happen to have that kind of money
Iving around loose because you can't get
it into your wallet, you can enter the big
shows for the experience. But not many
youngsters  with  up-and-coming  cutting
horses can pav so dearly for practice.

Tom Allen has a good solution to this
problem i the wdea of a novice class with
small entry fees and small purses. [e
thinks that the professional hovs would be
willing to donate their services as judges
and officials for the good of the sport.

Since there's no spare time in most after-
noon or evening programs, the amateur
competition could be held in the morning.
Allen seems to think that the average rodeo
fan would not be interested in seeing any
hut the top horses. Personally, we disagree.

OUT OF THE CHUTES

We think the stands would be jammed up
to see the novices too. There’s nothing
more fascinating than figuring which
rookie might someday be a champion, and
seeing the mistakes of the partly-trained
cutters would make you appreciate the ex-
perts all the more.

Another advantage to a class for begin-
ners is what it would mean to the future of
cutting.

At the top the ranks are always being
thinned. Horses, like people, get old or
infirm, and sometimes the greatest cutting
horses are sold to riders who are unable
to keep them winning.

Cutting horse contests are becoming
more and more popular, and there 1s a
seriotts shortage of new competitors com-
ing along.

Allen points out that the more encour-
agement that is given to newcomers, the
quicker this shortage will be filled.

Tom Allen is a highly respected person
in the cutting field and his suggestions are
likely to be acted upon. One of his crusades
has been to have the National Cutting
Horse Association repeal the rule which
prohibits the rein hand from touching the
saddle horn.

Since the rider is practically only a pas-
senger on his cutting horse’s back, plenty
of men (and women) who are not up to
rodeo riding compete and win in cutting
contests. The horseman is not allowed to
cue his mount at all—not hy reining or
even by shifting his weight.

But often in a dodging, shifting duel
between horse and cow (like the one Allen
described above with Poco [.ena) even a
good rider needs some help to stay aboard.

Allen has therefore asked the NCHA
to relax the rule as a help to older riders,
to those who lack experience or have a
physical disability. He figures vou shouldn’t
have to ride like Casey Tihhs to enter a
cutting-horse contest.

So that rule is likely to bite the dust any
minute. Whatever Allen helicves is pretty
likely to he the best thing for cutting, and
cveryone in the sport seems to know it.

Adios,
THE [EDITORS
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the snow-filled Devil’s Cut. Ahead was a
heavy stand of timher. He came into the
trees, thankful for their shelter, yet not
daring to pause for fear that he might go
to sleep.

He chewed on the dried meat until his
jaws ached. He heat his gloved hands to-
gether. Rut he moved forward—slowly,
very slowly now, feeling each tree in the
darkness to tell him which was north. His
great fear was of circling in the blackness.
He moved on through what seemed end-
less hours, but finally the sky lightened
in the cast and he came slowly down off
the ridge onto the irregular plateau. As the
sun climbed he could see the reservation
huildings in the distance. .

The glare of the rising sun on the white-
ness hurt his tired eyes, and he held them
nearly closed as he moved slowly, dogged-
ly, on.

Twice he rcalized that he was stand-
ing perfectly motionless. that he had been
standing thus for some time although he
had thought that his feet were moving. His
mind played strange tricks. Once he fell
and had great difficulty in rising. After-
wards he figured that it took him six hours
to cover the four miles from the mouth of
the pass to the reservation, but at the mo-
ment he no longer had a sense of time.

He was closer now, and someone must
sece him.  Drowsiness rose up through him
in waves. Then, suddenly, he was walking
hetween the Indian quarters, walking on
a cleared path, and there was a babble of
excited voices. Then he fell.

DWARD LLORD was crying. He was
E a religious and well meaning man, for

all his lack of ability and judgment.
It was his wife who was competent, and
it was the wife who worked the wet boots
from Tolliver’s feet and packed snow
around them to draw out the frost.

Lord was standing by the chair. Through
his tears he told Tolliver that he had prayed
and that Tolliver’s effort was an answer to
those prayers. There was food on the
reservation for less than a week. After-
wards he sent for the chief, and the old
Indian came.
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Owen Tolliver had no idea how old he
really was. He had heen older than Joe
John, but he was still straight, still walking
solidly, proudly.

“You are another Joe John,”
“l knew he would send someone
could not come himself."”

Tolliver remembered then that Johnny
Short Bear had not gotten home, that the
chief did not know that [oe John was
dead. He did not try to explain then. He
saved his strength for what had to be said.
He told of the cattle in the meadow helow
the Devil’'s Cut, of the thirty feet of snow
in the pass. “You'll have to send your
people after them.”

He did not hear what the chief answer-
ed. The telling had taken the last of his
strength. He did not know what they did
until Cantwine told him the following after-
noon.

Cantwine said, “You know how I feel
about Indians, but T have to take my hat
off to these warwhoops. They came waltz-
ing down, three hundred of them, men and
squaws. First they butchered twenty head
and they ate as if they hadn't eaten for a
year. They’d come down through the
Cut on snowshoes and they beat quite a
path, but not enough to get the cattle
through. Next they gathered wood and
built a whole chain of fires, up through
the Cut. I thought first the darn fools ex-
pected to melt out all that snow, then [
realized what they were doing. They
burned the fires half the night. The snow
the heat melted ran down into the stuff
below, and froze solid as soon as the fires
were out. That way they built a bridge
of i1ce across that snow pack solid enough
to drive the cattle over. We left the cook
sled at the meadow and rode up here over
the ice. The Indians—three hundred hun-
gry workers—are bringing up the herd
now."”

Tolliver grinned faintly. Cantwine said,
“You're a hero.” His tone held its old
trace of mockery. “I told them Joe John
was dead and without you they would have
starved. They think you're something spe-
cial. They might even elect you chief.”

Tolliver said, “The credit isn’t all mine.

he said.
if he
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at daylight,” and turned toward the bunk.
He was up and had the fire going a good
hour before the sun rose. They made the
Patton place by noon and. finding it desert-
ed, paused only to make coffee hefore push-
ing on. The wind was down, but the sky
above their head was again leaden, prom-
1SIng more snow.

Dogs greeted their arrival at the Walt-
ers yard, as thev turned in through the
gate shortly after dark. The door came
open, emitting yellow light. Walters's
hoarse voice demanded to know who it was.

As they stepped in Walters stared at
them dully, and Tolliver realized that for
some reason the man had lost all his bluster.
“I never expected to see you again, Owen.”

Tolliver was surprised. “Why not?”

The man’s voice was weary. “No one
could have lived through those ice storms.”

“We were at the reservation.”

“You mean you got the herd through?”
Walters was incredulous.

“But of course.”

The man’s heavy shoulders sagged. “I
wish [’d sent my cattle with you. I wish
I'd done anything with them, anything.
_Five days it blew. A man couldn’t get out
of the house, he couldn’t find his way to
the barn. The cattle drifted before the
wind, some of them clear to the east rim.
They're dead, all of them. We're ruined.”
The thought of it was too much for him.
He sank down in the chair beside the stove
and huried his face in his hands. “The
whole valley 1s wiped out. I don't think
that there are a hundred head left alive in
the whole section.”™

Tolliver and Shorty stared at each other
in appalled stlence.

HIL town of Benton was stunned by
Tthe ice storms. For davs they raged,

crusting the whole valley in a cocoon
of ice which was inches deep. [t cleared,
then snowed again, and the thermometer
went to ten below, then twenty, then twen-
ty-five. It was the coldest weather anyone
could remember. When the storm hnally
ceased the sun came out to sparkle on the
ice, to sparkle on a world which had been
claimed by death.
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Men rode through the bitter weather,
searching for driited stock. They found
the cattle all along the ridge of the eastern
rim, where they had moved before the driv-
ing wind—some standing, some buried in
drifts, all dead.

The country was paralyzed. No one
could think of anything except the stag-
gering loss. The wealth of the valley was
gone. Herds which the owners had strug-
gled years to build had been wiped out.

Bryan Hall drove Martha Martel out
to the Box M in his cutter. Grace Perkins
watched them leave town and watched
again as they drove in after dark and came
to the restaurant to eat.

She knew from Martha’s face what the
news was, but she asked anyway. Martha
said in a dead voice, ‘“All gone. There
isn't a living head on the Box M. Even
the horses drifted.”

Grace said, “But what happened to
Owen and the men with him? If they were
caught in the open by this storm. . . .”

Both Bryan and Martha stared at her,
and Martha said, shortly, “If Owen had
stayed at home where he helongs he might
have managed to save some of our stock.”
Her tone was flat, final, and Grace moved
away, knowing that they would not send
out a search party to hunt for Tolliver.
The town believed him dead. but in her
heart she refused to give up hope.

It was three days later when Shorty
rode his weary horse into the livery and
walked on his stiffened legs to come into
the restaurant.

The news of his arrival spread across
town like wildhre, for he had told the host-
ler that the full crew was safe and that
they had delivered the cattle to the Indians.

Grace looked at him when he entered
the restaurant, hardly daring to believe |
her eyes. “Weren't you with Owen Tolli-
ver?"”

He nodded, sinking tiredly onto a stool.

She hesitated over the next question. “Is
he safe?”

Shorty told the story
cook was hurt, how the
stayed with him while he
ridden for help. “Owen

then, how the
Cantwines had
and Owen had
got a sled at
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Walters’s and went back after the cook,”
he explained. “I’'m to get the doctor and
take him out to the Walters place.” He
broke off, for the restaurant door had open-
ed and Martha Martel came in, followed
Ly Brvan Hall. She walked directly to the
counter, taking the scat next to Shorty.

“You should have come to tell me at
once,”’

He looked at her with weary eyes. “1
was coming, as soon as 1 got some coffee.”

“The cattle,” she said. “\What happened
to the herd? Arc they safe?”

“On the reservation. The Indians came
down and got them through the Cut. We
lost a few, not many.”

who had been drowning and sudden-

Iv tinds herself free of the dangerous
water. “*And the money? The agent paid
Owen, didn’t he?”

Shorty had his mouth full. He nodded.
“It's safe with the Cantwines and the cook
at Brady's. Tt was too heavy to bring on
to Walters. We travelled as light as we
could.  Owen will bring it down on the
sled”

Martha Martel had known Shorty for
vears and had never paid any attention to
him. At the moment he was dirty and
hearded and unkempt. but she leaned over
and kissed him impulsively. *“You're a dar-
ling.”" she told the startled rider. “I love
vou. [ love all of you.”

The room behind her had heen gradual-

Slllj took a dcep breath. like a person

Iv fillng with curious townsmen. Some-
one laughed.  Someone started a cheer.

For an instant they forgot that all the
cattle in the valley were dead. that they
had lost evervthing, that the money which
Tolliver had received for the Box M herd
was about the only monev thev would see
tor a long time.

The doctor came in to talk with Shorty.
The livery hostler was getting the sleigh
ready. the crowd broke up. and Martha
Martel left, with Bryan Hall trailing her.

Grace said to the doctor suddenly, “I’'m
going with you.”

Both he and Shorty turned to stare at
her.
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“There’s no woman at Walters’s,” she
said. “You’'ll need somone to help, some-
one to nurse.”.

Shorty made his protest. “It’s thirty
miles to Walters’s, ma’am, it’s bitter cold,
and the road is bad. 1 had to get a fresh
horse at Hempstead's and another at De-
Chute's.”

She did not listen. She was already
talking to her mother, telling her what food
to prepare, what things to send. Then she
walked out and let the doctor tuck the
blankets carefully about her, and they
were on the road. The doctor drove the
fresh team, and Shorty, rolled in blankets,
was asleep in the rear seat.

It was cold, but the sun was blanked by
sheltering clouds and there was no glare.
They made good time. Still, it was three
hours before they reached DeChute’s, and
the sky in the north grew constantly more
ominous.

DeChute wanted them to wait over, but
(irace Perkins argued with the doctor until
he reluctantly agreed to push on. With
a fresh team they started for Hempstead’s.

Darkness caught them at Cloud’s cross-
ing, and as they came up the steep bank
on the far side it was bheginning to snow.
The doctor urged the team forward. He
was a middle-aged man who had spent
most of his life in the valley and was used
to making long calls in all kinds of weather,
but as the snow increased and the wind
blew up he was frankly worried.

Shorty was awake, still in the rear seat
of the sleigh, grumbling to himself, “If we
get off the road we're finished.” But they
did not get off the road. They came into
Hempstead's a little after nudnight, so
chilled that it was hard for them to walk
from the barn across to the house.

daylight. The snow had stopped and

they made Walters’s by ten o'clock, to
find Tolliver had not yet returned with
the crippled cook.

They argued, both Walters and the doc-
tor saying that Tolliver had probably been
caught in last night’s snow and laid over
at Patton’s.

‘ l "HEY were on the road again before
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and he knew a quick unease.

He pulled the tired team close to the
house door, and got stiffly down. He thrust
the door open, calling Ray Cantwine’s name
as he did so.

There was no sound from within, and
no heat came out through the doorway to
greet him. With fingers stiff and claw-
like he fumbled in his pocket, found and
lit a match. and saw the glint of the lamp
chimney i the tny glow. Moving across.,
Lie lifted the chimney and put the dving
match against the charred wick.

It was too far gone, and the flame died.
e cursed in the sudden darkness, so tired
that he felt the effort of finding and light-
g a second match was almost beyond his
~trength.

But somehow he worked his stiff fingers
back into his pocket, got a second match,
<truck 1t on the table edge. and lighted the
limp. e serewed up the wick and  set
the chimney i ats place before he turned
1 look at the bare room.

Only then did he see the cook on the
floor. Dully he wondered why the man
would lie there without even a blanket to
protect him from the cold. Then his tired
cves took i the bullet hole, just above the
cld man's flattened nose, and the stan
vide by the dried blood where it had run
down and hardened across the floor.

IFor a moment he was motionless. Then
His head cleared and he was at once alert,
and a sudden, all-consuming anger built
up within him as he looked quickly at the
vest of the room,

The cook’s forty-four was close to the
snarled hand, as if the cook had been
drawing 1t when the shot that killed him
come. Aside from the body the room was
cinpty. - All but two of the blankets were
missing. The food was gone--—so was the
codfee pot and the small frving pan.

And the gold? It seemed to him that
lie should have thought of the gold first.
e suddenly recalled Ray Cantwine’s
smile as he had left the gold with the old
cook. Ray had said, “Would you be leav-
ing all that gold here with us if it weren't
snowing outside, friend Owen?”
under his breath.

Tolliver cur-:1 now
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He had killed the cook by leaving the gold
here in the cabin, killed him as certainly
as if his own hand had squeezed the trig-
ger.

Mechanically he turned to the stove, laid
a fire and lighted it, and then. looking back
at the table. saw something which had es-
caped his attention hefore. Someone had
taken a piece of charcoal from the ashes
and scratched a message on the table top.
He bent over and read:

“Sorry, the old fool wasn't reasonable.
He pulled his gun.”

There was no signature, but the words
and the silent body made the message very
plain. The Cantwines had taken the gold
and started to leave. They should have
disarmed the old man. Maybe they had not
realized he wore the gun tucked into the
waisthand of his trousers. He had pulled it,
trying to save the Box M. and they
had left him where he fell.

OL.ILIVER stared down at the crude,
Tsme:lrc(l words, and then stonily he

went back mto the night, drove the
sled to the barn, and stabled the tired team.
Afterward he came back into the room,
rolled himself in his blankets, and stretched
out on the hard bunk.

He was asleep almost at once. Years
of traming and utter exhaustion combined
to wipe his problems irom his mind, but
that same training roused him hefore day-
hight.

The fire had gone out and the stove was
nearly cold. He rebuilt it, went out and
got food from the sled, and cooked break-
fast without even glancing toward the
cook’s hody.

Afterward he picked the hest of the lead
horses and saddled it, fastening a small
package of food hehind the saddle. He had
no rifle and wished for one, but wishing
could not produce it. e mounted and
rode out, following the tracks which the
Cantwines’ snowshoes had made as the
brothers had headed southeast, ignoring
the road.

The tracks were drifted shightly, but
they were still clearly visible and easy to
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How did they manage to get away with the
pold?"”

Tolliver told him what had happened,
how he had found the old cook dead on the
cabin floor. “You haven't a rifle to spare.
have vou?”

“1 haven't. They even walked off with
my short gun, damn them, and all my
shells. But 1t’s the loss of the horses that
puts us m a spot. [ was going to take the
woman imto town a soon as the roads are
fit. No use staving here. The ice storm
killed all our stock.”

Tolliver had a second cup of coffee
before he rode away. The Cantwine tracks
led onward toward the castern hills. Maybe
the brothers did plan to cross the moun-
tains to Aspen, but he was not sure. Ray,
he thought, was a shrewd and caretul man,
and Ray must have planned to steal the
gold as soon as he heard of the plan to
make the drive to the reservation. This
explamed  many  things which had  heen
puzzling Tolliver. [t explained why Cant-
wine had refused the return of his twenty
cows when the other ranchers had taken
hack their stock. 1t explained why he had
heen so willing to volunteer to accompany
the herd while all the other men i the
valley had refused. It explained why he
had stayed on, even after Porine had quit.

Ray Cantwine had been gambling. He
had gambled that somehow Tolliver would
vet the herd through, and that once the
cattle had been delivered and paid for there
would be an opportunity to steal the gold
and escape from the country.

And things could not have worked out
hetter for Cantwine. e and his brother
had nearly a full dav’'s start. They had
iresh horses and food and a rifle, and they
knew the broken ground of the eastern
hills as few men did. But were they really
meaning to leave the valley to the east, or
did they have some other plan?

He studied the sky. noting the clouds
hanking agamm in the north. A fresh snow
would blot out the Cantwines' tracks very
quickly. \What he needed was help, a posse
of the whole valley {or the hunt. He needed
to dispatch riders to each of the towns
along the railroad, if he meant to head

TODHUNTER BALLARD

them off. His best move was not to keep
on following the tracks, but to head direct-
lv toward Benton and more help.

The casiest way out of the valley during
the winter months was south along the
stage road which lead out through Day-
light Pass to Cap Rock, on the main line
of the Pacific Railroad. There was also
a road to the east, and the Cantwines might
manage to get through its drifts on snow-
shoes, but certainly not if thev kept their
horses. Another road lead westward past
the Walters place and on over the moun-
tain wall to Dorchester. This too would
be filled with snow, and there was no rail-
road, but the mam stage line ran through
l.orchester, connecting with the trains at
Mountain Springs.

UT if the Cantwines were going
B south or west, why did they continue

heading directly east? Perhaps they
meant to reach the hills and turn south,
following the bench behind their-own ranch,
hehind Grover's and the Box M, until they
had made a half circle around the valley,
bypassing Benton to reach the main trail
close to the mouth of the southern pass.

He debated. They would need to avoid
all of the higger ranches, and would have
to travel a good twenty or thirty miles out
of their way. He could follow their curv-
ing tracks, or he could cut directly south-
west toward town, pick up what riders he
could find, and fan out in an effort to cut
off their escape.

He made his choice. 1{ he guessed
wrong, 1f the Cantwines were actually
planning to attempt the eastern pass, he
would lose them altogether. DBut it was
worth a gamble.

As it was he was a good half day be-
hind them, he had no snowshoes, and it
was going to storm again. In the storm
he was hound to lose the tracks long hefore
he caught up with the fleeing men.

He turned and rode south, heading di-
rectly for Benton. In the late afternoon he
was directly east of the Walters ranch and
he angled across, meaning to strike the
main road somewhere between Walters's
place and Hempstead's. 1t had begun to
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T DID not enter his head to turn back
I to one of the ranches for possible help.

Time was important now. If he could
catch the brothers before they abandoned
their horses and pushed on up through
the piss on snowshoes, it was all he asked.
He also felt that he had the advantage of
surprise.  The Cantwines would not ex-
pect him to be so close behind them. They
would think that he was probably still fol-
lowing their tracks along the eastern hills.

The trail wound into the hottom of a
shallow  gully, and the wind was now
shrectly at ns back. He had lost all con-
ception of passing time. He was chilled
to the hone and bhoth of his hands were
numb. He wondered how much longer he
could manage to stay in the saddle, how
much further ahead his quarry was. Then,
through the curtain of the sifting snow, he
saw the gleam of light.

Ile thought that his weary eyes were
plaving him  tricks. and then the light
showed again. He realized that he was
approaching  the  Walters’s  summer  line
camp, that the Cantwines must have paused
fo rest, to take shelter from the storm.

He rode his tired horse forward at a
walk.  The snow blotted the light again.
and vet again, nuntil he was within a hun-
dred vards of the crude building.

He saw the lean-to beside the shack.,
ind guessed that the Cantwines had shelt-
ered their animals within and circled to
come up wind, so that the stabled ammals
might not scent his mount and give a nick-
ered warnming.

He dismounted heside the line of a ruin-
ed corral and tied his animal to one of
the ancient posts, flexed his hands to try
to bring hack their circulation, and then
removed his right ¢love and drew his gun.

IHe moved forward. The shack was old
and weather-heaten and Walters did not
trouble to keep it in repair. The single
window wis broken: someone had stretch-
ed a blanket to keep out the cold and snow,
but light came through the chinks hetween
the ill-set logs. e came close to the wall
to peer through one of these cracks.

Charley Cantwine was beyond the stove,
sitting on a box-like chair, while Ray got
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supper on the rusted stove. The smell
of boiling coffee and frying meat reached
Tolliver and made him weak, sending a
sharp. knife-keen pain through the pit of
his empty belly.

For a moment he was forced to press his
gloved hand against the rough wall for
support. Then he looked again to make
certain that both Cantwines had their backs
to the door. Reassured, he made his care-
ful way around the corner of the huilding.

There was a wooden latch. He lifted it
gently with his left hand, still gloved. His
right was bare, gripping the cold metal
of the gun. Then he thrust the door in-
ward, stepping through the opening, say-
ing in a voice that had a cracked sound
even in his own ears,

“Don’t move, cither of you.”

RYAN HALL watched the doctor
B and Grace Perkins drive out of Ben-
ton, then turned away from the hank
window feeling angry and dissatisfied.
Looking up to ind Gilbert North, the teller.
watching him, he spoke sharply to the man
without remembering exactly what he said.
Afterward he moved bhack to his desk
and sank heavily into the chair. For long
moments he sat motionless, his shoulders
hunched. his big body utterly slack. Any-
one watching might have assumed that he
was asleep with his eves open, hut Byran
Hall had never heen more alert.

His active mind was trying to readjust
his position to the current happenings, and
he did not find the picture pleasing. Until
the killing ice storm had wiped out most
of the vallev cattle, the future had seemed
very bright. But in a few tragic days
everything that so many had worked for
had heen swept away.

1Tall had no way of knowing how wide
a territory had been struck by the storm.
He did not realize that the condition, in-
stead of being local, affected the entire
northwestern portion of the country, cov-
ering the great plains to the Rockies. This,
in fact, was the year of the "Big Die.”
That was the way men later referred to it.
Nearly every rancher north of Texas had
heen wiped out. It was a blow from which
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Something had to be done, but if this were
handled properly it could be turned to his
own advantage. Owen Tolliver had made
that possible.  He smiled coldly at the
thought. If Tolliver had not gotten
through to the reservation with the Box M
herd. had not sold it for eight thousand
in gold, the situation would be nearly irre-
trievable.

But the gold which Tolliver was bring-
ing south might save the hank, and if well
used might put Bryvan Hall in control of
the whole valley.

He rose and got his coat. told the teller
he would he gone an hour, and then stepped
from the bank to move along the snow-
filled street to the hotel. He passed no
one on the sidewalk. Tt was bitter cold,
and the town was huddled bhehind the
shelter of 11s frosted windows.

He came into the lobby and. finding it
deserted, hesitated a moment, then climbed
the stairs and moved along the upper hall
to Martha Martel's door.

He knocked. and heard the girl stir
within. She called out, asking who it was.
He told her, and there was a marked pause
hefore the door opened and she was facing
him.

“T've got to talk to vou. It's tremend-
ouslv important.” e kept his voice low.
There might be someone in the adjoining
room, and the building’'s walls were thin.

She hesitated. Tl meet you in the lobby
in five minutes.

That did not please him. He would have
preferred to talk with her in the privacy
of her room, but he knew her well enough
not ta argue.

“It's this way.” he said when they were
finally seated in the corner of the empty
lobby. “The vallev lost ninetv per cent
of 1ts cattle in the recent storm. The small
outfits fared better than the larger ones
hecause they only had a few head to look
after. In some cases they even brought
their calves into the houses.™

She looked at him wordlessly, and he
went on. “You were lucky, although you
lost your breeding stock and calves. Toll-
ver got most of your beef animals over
the pass and got paid for them.”
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Still she did not speak. She had her
father’s ability to listen, to make the other
person take the lead. It irritated Bryan
Hall that her expression was so hard to
read, that it was difficult to guess what she
was thinking. A little of this irritation
crept into his voice when he added.

“So, because Owen Tolliver is a stub-
horn fool, because he practically stole your
herd, you come out in comfortable circum-
stances while the rest of the valley is
ruined.”

She nodded. and he said, almost harshly,
“Can’t you talk? Haven't you anything to
say ?" '

“What do you want me to say?” She
was unhurried, probing him with her eyes.
“You came here to talk to me. I'm waiting
to find out what is on your mind.”

“Can’t vou guess?” He was reluctant
to express his plan until she gave him some
lead.

“I don’t like guessing.” Her words
were crisp. “What do vou want, Bryan?
What do you hope to gain?”

“What makes you think that I hope to
gain anything?”

She smiled faintlv. without nurth. “I
know you rather well, Bryan.”

“Do you?” This was not exactly the
opening he had heen hoping for, but he
realized that it would have to do.

“I think I do. You have always man-
aged to keep your eye on the main chance.
[ think the reason I decided not to marry
you 1s that in a great many ways you and
I are much alike, so alike that I would not
risk 1t. One famliv cannot stand two
leaders.

our argument. “We are alike. That

is the reason I'm here. [t’s only fair
that you be told that there is a good chance
that the bank will fail.”

She was instantly alert. all pretense of
disinterest gone. ‘“Fail?”

He nodded. “We owe the Territorial
Land Bank at Cap Rock about twenty-five
thousand dollars. We discounted that
much paper with them and put up cattle
mortgages that we hold as security. Since

F OR the moment he accepted this with-
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He smiled at her. He had the heady
feeling of being finally appreciated. He
said, “But it’s not ruined, at least not
i the way vou mean. \WVhen T made those
cattle loans, T took secondary mortgages
on the ranches themselves and 1 did not
turn the land mortgages over to the Cap
Rock hank.

“Tirst we levy on the chattel mortgages.
get adeficency judgment because the cattle

arce dead. then we foreclose on the ranches.
Inside of six months the bank will own
three-quarters of the vallev, and you will
own the hank: therefore, the valley will be
vours. \With the land as collateral we'll
hive no difficulty in getting an outside
loan to restock the range—or, if we prefer.
we can sell the whole place to one of those
syndicates of foreign investors who have
heen buving  heavilv mnto the American

cattle husiness.™

g turning over the possibilities which he
7 had outhned. The valley had origi-
nally helonged to her father, and she had
alwavs resented the fact that he had given
i good part of it away. Yes. it would be
nice i the Box M flled the valley, if her
from on¢ mountain range

I11< was staring at him, her busy mind

steers grazed
to the other.

She sad, slowlv, ““And just where do
von figure vourseli inoall this, Bryan?
What do vou expect for vour share?”

e did not like the sharpness of her tone,
It he told her, “All this will take careful
handling by someone  who understands
Bronks, and bankers, and money. Yon need
me. Tt would be far simpler if you married
me. Really, [ have never stopped loving
vou.”

She dismissed this with a little impatient
gesture.

He hid his disappointment. He had
waited a long time. He could wait longer.

TODHUNTER BALLARD

He could so involve her affairs that she
would never be able to straighten them
out without his help.

He said, “1'm sorry. T chose a poor time
to remention my feelings for vou. [ still
love you. no matter how vou feel. and my
one real desire is to help vou. You can
decide how much mv help is worth. You
can decide after the bank and the valley
are safelv in vour grasp.”

She said, “Brvan. don’t get hypocritical.
I told vou before that I know vou too well.
l-ven now T’ll het T can guess what you are
thinking—that vou will complicate things
to the point that, unless I make a deal
you like. you will see that | never get
things straightened out.”

He was suddenly angrv. It was as if this
girl could read his innermost thoughts.
He felt suddenly that he hated her. but he
controlled himself.

He said with painful clearness, “\What
does that mean?”

“That T don’t trust you,” she said. “You
have a devious mind, Bryvan. The first
thing you thought of aiter the storm hit
was how to turn the situation to vour own
advantage.”

He let some oi his feclings show as he
sneered. “Don’t try to make me believe
you are feeling sorrv for vour ncighbors
who had their cows winter-killed. The only
thing in this world that ever interested you
was taking care of vourself.”

She nodded. *“That's right.”
was as hard as his.

“Then why criticize me?”

“I'm not criticizing you. I'm merely say-
ing that I never mtend to give vou the
chance to do to me what you are planning
that we will do to others.”

He lost the rest of his restraunt. saving
savagely, “So you intend to use my plan
to take the valley and fireeze me out en-
tirely 7"

“P'm not certain what | intend to do. 1
may even keep you at the bank, and give
you the chance to make something for your-
self. But if 1 do, I'll watch cvery move
you make."”

For a moment his anger was so great
that he could not speak. Then he mastered

[ler tone
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