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18 RANGE RIDERS WESTERN

would take millions of dollars in timber out
of the region.

He rode at a steady pace and the miles
dropped behind him. Late in the afternoon
he topped a low pass and drew rein. An-
other valley spread below him, larger than
the rest, extending in a blue haze to distant
peaks to the west.

But Reese’s interest centered on the distant
cluster of houses and stores that marked
Quilado itself. A metallic gleam in the west-
ering sun marked the line of the railroad,
and a dust cloud showed where a heavy
wagdn rolled along one of the roads. It
looked peaceful and quiet, yet the CPA man
knew that to be deceptive—as deceptive as
his own appearance. For, dressed now in
well-worn range clothing he looked the part
of a man of the range, with no hint of his ac-
tual calling of range detective. There would
likewise be no disillusioning when he spoke,
for the well-educated Steve Reese could fall
into range vernacular with ease and convic-
tion when occasion demanded.

He spoke a quiet word to the bay and
started down the slope to the valley floor. He
passed a ranch with buildings gleaming
white, the yard neat and clean. Some fine
horses stamped in the corral. The Quilado
region looked prosperous and peaceful.

At last he rode into one end of the main
street of the town. There were a few old
false-front stores and ramshackle houses,
marks of the early days. But mostly the
buildings were substantial. The bank, jail
and courthouse were of brick. The stores
had an air of well-being about them. There
were three saloons, two of them in keeping
with the general air of prosperity. The third
looked down-at-heels and the hitch-rack be-
fore it was empty.

Reese pulled in at the rack before the big
Tejano Saloon and his eyes passed idly over
the brands of the horses tethered there. He
spotted three Arrow B brands and a Box L.
Reese hitched his own horse and circled the
rack. He crossed the planked walk, pushed
open the swing doors and entered.

The saloon was quiet, and was richly fur-
nished. The bar was long and highly pol-
ished. Four men stood before it, three
bunched together and the fourth some dis-
tance away. On the floor was a clean spread
of sawdust. Tables lined the far wall, two
deep, all of them empty at the moment.

The three men who were together turned
and stared at Reese as he approached the bar.
He ordered a drink in a quiet voice and the
three paid no further attention to him. Two
of them talked in low tones to a third.

“Nick, yuh’re too blamed proddy,” Reese
heard one of them say. “Tom ain’t goin’ to
like trouble. You leave Ray Lantry alone.”

HE man named Nick was short and

squat, with beefy shoulders that
hunched up around a bullet head. His eyes
were muddy and shifty, slightly bloodshot.
His nose had been smashed long before in
some saloon brawl. His cheekbones were
high, his skin dark, suggesting Indian blood.
His lips were crooked, and slightly thick. He
wore a gun-belt around his thick paunch,

“Squatters ain’t wanted in the Tejano,” he
growled in a husky voice. “This is for Ar-
row B.”

The man standing alone at the far end of
the bar checked his whisky glass part way
to his lips. He was about forty-five, with a
thin face, the line of nose and mouth show-
ing pride and self-assurance. A gun was
snugged at his hip but Reese was certain
the man had seldom used it. His glass banged
down on the counter.

“Speakin’ of me, Mosely?” he asked sharp-
ly.
Nick half turned, a pleased light touching
his murky eyes. One of his friends touched
his arm but a single move of the heavy mus-
cles shrugged it off. Nick stepped clear of
the bar.

“Meanin’ you, Ray Lantry,” he said.

“I never heard Quilado wasn’t as free as
the rest of the country,” Lantry said. His
clear blue eyes blazed in anger. “I never
heard that the Barretts controlled the sa-
loons.”

“There’s a heap yuh never heard, Lantry,”
Nick said. His powerful hand dropped from
off the bar and hovered over his holstered
six. “Sounds like yuh never heard of Span-
ish grants, neither.”

Lantry’s fine lips curled.

“Not the kind the Barretts claim.”

Mosely’s shoulders hunched up toward his
ears. Reese tensed, gunplay wasn’t far off.
The two cowboys edged away from the bar,
watching Lantry as though expecting him to
make the first move. ,

“Lantry,” Nick Mosely said with slow and
evil deliberation, “yuh’re a cussed squatter, a
rustler and a hoss thief. Yuh got a bar of
yellow up yore back a foot wide. Yuh ain’t
fit to wipe the shoes of the Arrow B Chinese
cook.”

Lantry’s face paled. Nick Mosely didn’t
wait for him to make a play. The pudgy
hand slashed downward and the heavy Colt
blurred up with dazzling speed. Lantry
started his draw but he was crucial seconds
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late. Before the barrel cleared leather, Nick’s
gun blasted flame and smoke. The man trig-
gered a second time.

Both slugs caught Ray Lantry in the chest.
He was driven back against the bar, hanging
there like a limp doll. His hand jerked
spasmodically away from the gun butt. The
sight caught on the holster, held the weapon
tilted at a crazy angle before its own weight
sent it crashing to the floor.

Lantry sagged, arms hanging low and
heavy from his shoulders. Then he slipped
forward, hit the sawdust floor with his face.
He shuddered, rolled slowly to his side and
was still. Nick Mosely watched his work
with professional interest, his smoking six
still gripped in his hand. He jerked and his
shoulders stiffened when a quiet voice spoke
behind him.

“Drop that six, Mosely!
waddies!”

Nick’s splay fingers opened and the Colt
dropped to the floor. He slowly turned,
coarse face twisting in anger. He faced
Steve Reese, who held matched Peacemakers
in his hands. The tanned face was dark
with anger. One of the Arrow B men leaned
forward, tense, ready to make a play. Steve’s
voice sounded cold and clipped.

“Don’t try it, cowboy. Yore friend just
did murder, if I ever saw it.”

“Lantry went for his six,” Nick Mosely
growled.

“That’s a lie,” Reese said quietly and an
angry red flush swept over Mosely’s face.
Reese glanced briefly at the man behind the
bar. “Get the sheriff,” he ordered.

“That ain’t my job,” the man said stub-
bornly,

Instantly one of the Peacemakers swung
into line with the top of the white apron.

“Jailin’ a killer’s anybody’s job,” Reese
snapped. “Get the lawman.”

The man stood stock-still, watery blue
eyes searching the tanned face. He saw
only determination in the harsh angle of jaw
and chin. He edged down the bar toward the
door. The Peacemaker swung back toward
the two Arrow B hands.

“If your claw gets on that gun butt, yuh’ll
be hurt,” Reese calmly told one of the men.
“Mosely, you and yore friends better step
up to the far wall. Raise yore hands and
keep yore eyes on the paper.”

The men moved reluctantly to the wall and
Reese shifted so that he could see the bat-
wings. The bartender still moved uncer-
tainly, until he caught Steve’s steely glare.
He swallowed and hastily rushed for the
doors. At that moment they slammed in-

Stand hitched,

ward, struck by the wide shoulders of a tall
young man who carried a six with the ham-
mer dogged back. A star glinted on his open
black vest.

“What goes on?” he demanded.
did that shootin’?”

“Who

EESE briefly outlined what had hap-

pened, keeping his sixes on the three
men standing against the wall. Nick Mosely
growled angrily, started to turn, and thought
better of it. He kept his eyes glued to the
wall as he spoke.

“He drawed first, Gage, no matter what
this jasper says. I got two gents that can
prove it, besides the bartender.”

“They’re lyin’,” Reese said quietly.

The young sheriff moved over to the dead
man and bent down. He swore in amazed
anger,

“Ray Lantry! He’s about as fast with a
gun as a mossyhorn on a crutch. Who told
yuh to kill him, Mosely?”

“Yuh’re goin’ to loop a hangnoose on me,”
Mosely said, “on the word of a stranger. I
tell yuh, Lantry started the trouble. Breck
and Joe here will swear to it.”

“That’s right, Tex,” one of the Arrow B
men spoke up.

Tex Gage, the sheriff, faced Steve Reese.
The field chief shrugged slightly but didn't
let his Colt waver.

“Yuh can believe what yuh want, Sheriff,”
he said. “I saw the whole thing and Mosely
deliberately picked a quarrel. He went for
his gun before Lantry had made a move. He
put two slugs in Lantry’s body and yuh’ll
find that Lantry’s gun hasn’t been fired.”

Gage picked up the gun and broke it. His
long face grew tight when he saw the circle
of unblemished shells in the chamber. Young
Sheriff Gage was about twenty-five, tall and
slender. His movements were sure and quick,
muscles rippling smoothly in shoulders and
chest as he turned and showed the gun to
Reese. His face was long, tanned, his cheeks
flat-angled and firm. His mouth and chin
were hard, a slight quirk at the corners re-
lieving the harsh lines of the lips. His light
hazel eyes glittered as he spoke.

“Yuh’re on yore way to jail, Nick. I ar-
rest yuh for the murder of Ray Lantry.”

“Yuh’ll shore regret it,” Nick snapped.

Tex Gage said nothing but he stepped for-
ward and jerked the Colts from the holsters
of Breck and Joe.

“Just so yuh don’t get ideas,” he said.
“They’ll be behind the bar. Get goin’, Nick.”

Reese left the saloon with Gage and his
prisoner. They turned sharply to the left
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started to laugh. He slapped his thigh and
doubled over. Dusty watched him in sur-
prise, faint anger showing on his stubby
face. The ranchhouse door opened and a
man came out on the stoop.

“What’s wrong, Flapjack?” he asked the
cook. “Who’s this gent?”

“He — wants to — get a—homestead!”
“Flapjack” laughed, pointing a long arm at
Dusty. “He heard there was—land—here!”

“Light and rest yoreself, stranger,” the
man on the stoop said. “I’'m Ben Milburn,
owner of the spread here.”

Flapjack wandered back to the cookshack
and his rocking laughter could be heard even
after he had disappeared inside.  Dusty
swung out of saddle, dropping the reins over
the horse’s head. He used the action to cover
his quick, close scrutiny of Ben Milburn.

He saw a man a shade under six feet. Mil-
burn at one time had been handsome but
care had scored his long, tanned cheeks and
furrowed the high forehead. Still, there was
a ruggedness about the chin and a firm set to
the mouth that was likable. His eyes were
set wide apart, brown and grave. His black
hair, roached back, was touched with gray
at the temples.

The shoulders were slightly rounded but
the rest of the slim, muscled body showed
no mark of the years. Large, capable hands
rested on his gun-belt, the thumbs hooked in
under the buckle. On the whole, Dusty de-
cided that Milburn had passed the first in-
spection and years of making quick, snap
judgments had given the range detective an
uncanny ability to read character. Dusty
circled the horse and walked toward the
steps. )

“Is yore cook plumb loco?” he demanded
in an aggrieved tone,

Milburn smiled faintly and shook his head.

“No more’n any cook. Come inside and
we can talk. I didn’t catch yore handle.”

“Dusty Trail. If what Cooky said was true,
I’ve shore rode a blind trail.”

Milburn said nothing, but held open the
door and Dusty entered. The room was large,
and spotlessly clean. Dark furniture was
accented against the light walls. A man
looked up from a horsehair sofa, giving
Dusty a quick glance, one filled with sudden
suspicion. Milburn jerked his thumb toward
the man on the sofa.

“Dusty Trail, meet Walt Wythe. He can
tell yuh plenty about homestead ‘lands in
these parts. Trail rode in from—" Milburn
checked and looked inquiringly at Dusty.

“Tascosa,” Dusty said hastily. “Heard
about Quilado way up there.”

ALT WYTHE rubbed his lantern

jaw and his flecked green eyes studied
Dusty’s guileless face. Wpythe’s nose was
long and came to a point, where the sun had
peeled the skin. His lips were wide and thin,
inclined to be loose. They constantly quirked
into a cynical grin that Wythe obviously be-
lieved was a friendly smile. His forehead
was high and sloped inward toward the
crown of his skull. His head was not pointed
but, at first glance, it appeared to be.

The skull seemed too heavy for the scrawny
neck that disappeared into the soiled shirt
that covered a flat chest. His arms were long,
the hands big. He wore blue levis topped .
by a heavy-looped belt. A Peacemaker rode
on his skinny thigh. He spoke with a nasal
whine.

“Looking for homestead, eh?” he grinned
nastily. “Well, yuh best be ridin’ on.”

“Yuh mean there ain’t none to be had?”

“Tell him, Walt,” Milburn said heavily.
“Rest yore bones, Trail, while yuh listen.”

Dusty sat down and Walt Wythe started
talking. He outlined the story of the Murons
and how the first settlers had filed on what
they believed to be open homestead lands.
He told of the railroad lands and how the
Barretts had moved in with their tremen-
dous claim.

As he spoke, he leaned forward. His green
eyes glittered wickedly and his skinny arms
made wide, disjointed gestures. His lips
writhed with curses now and then. Dusty
decided that here was a man corroded with
hate.

This man might have right on his side but
that made him all the more dangerous. He
would kill without the least compunction,
with no thought of the law, driven by the
acid bite of his personality. Walt Wythe
would bear plenty of watching, Dusty de-
cided.

“So there’s yore blasted homestead
chances,” Walt said at last, throwing him-
self back against the sofa. “There ain’t no
land except what the Barretts might sell to
yuh. When yuh buy from them, yuh buy
land that some pore jasper has sweat and
bled for, only to lose.”

Dusty looked around at Milburn who
gravely nodded.

“I reckon Walt has just about-called the
brand, Trail. My own Rafter M here is in
the limits of the Muron grant as the Bar-
retts claim it.”

“Yuh mean yuh’ll have to buy it all over
again?”

“Or move,” Milburn added and sighed.
“Either way I stand to lose all I've ever put
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“This ain’t an owlhoot spread,” Tom said
sharply.

“Reckon it ain’t, but it’s a big one,” Hank
said easily. “I reckon there’s always trouble
on a ranch like this. Heap of folks try to
pick up beef, say, when yuh ain’t lookin’. I
got a cure for that,” He patted his holster.

“Can yuh use it?” Barrett demanded.

Hank looked around at the silent gun-
hawks and shrugged.

“Mebbe not as good as some around here,
but I ain’t never let a six grow rusty.”

Tom Barrett shifted his weight, and once
again his hard eyes traveled over Hank. He
hesitated for a moment, then made up his
mind.

“Yuh'’re hired,” he said. “Gun wages—and
yuh might earn ’em.” He singled out one of
the hands and nodded. “Snake,” he ordered,
“fix him up in the bunkhouse and show him
the ropes. Come up to the house after yuh’re
settled, Ball, so I can enter yuh on the pay-
roll.”

He turned sharply on his heel and a way
opened for him through the ring of men.
Tom’s decision was fully accepted by his
men. They wandered back to the bunk-
house, except for “Snake,” a pinched-faced,
stubble-jawed renegade, the mark of the owl-
hoot indelibly stamped on his ugly features.
He jerked his thumb toward the corral, into
which Hank turned his horse. In the bunk-
house, after that, he dumped his bedroll on
the bunk assigned to him. Then Snake told
him to report to Tom Barrett at the ranch-
house,

From the moment Hank stepped into the
hacienda, he got a feeling of the wealth and
power the place represented. It showed in
the spacious halls and rooms of the house,
even in the office where Tom Barrett waited
for him,

Hank sat on the edge of a chair while Tom
worked at a roll-top mahogany desk. On the
walls were pictures of the Barretts and the
ranch. A deep-pile rug covered the floor.
Through a wide window Hank could look
directly out onto the yard.

Tom Barrett wrote Hank’s name in a book,
stated briefly the rate of pay, outlined a few
of the ranch rules. He closed the book and
leaned back in his chair.

“King Olin is segundo here,” he said, “and
will be yore boss. Any orders from King,
my brother Art, or myself are to be obeyed
without question. Yuh might be called on to
use that gun—yuh might not.”

“Sounds fair enough to me,” Hank said,
“and the pay is shore right.”

“Mebbe yuh’ve heard stories about the Ar-

row B and Quilado,” Tom said. “We’re not
a renegade outfit. We don’t go out of our
way for trouble. We just ask for what right-
ly belongs to us and there’s some who don’t
see it our way. They cause trouble and
we've got to be ready for it. That’s why
yuh're hired.”

Hank grinned, said nothing.

Tom'’s fingers rippled a rhythm on the edge
of the desk.

“Are yuh wanted by the law anywhere?”
he asked.

Hank’s smile vanished and his face be-
came tight.

“I told yuh where I come from and what
I did. That’s enough for any man to know.
I can always ride on somewheres else if folks
get too curious.”

“Fair enough, Ball. What we don’t know
won’t hurt us. It gives us a loophole-if the
law ever asks us why we kept yuh.” Ab-
ruptly Tom twisted toward the window as
three men rode into the yard. ‘“There’s Art
and King now. They’ll be wantin’ to take
a look at yuh.”

The three men swung out of saddle and
disappeared around a corner of the house.
In a moment, Hank heard their steps in the
hallway, then the door opened and Art Bar-
rett came bursting in.” King Olin trailed
close behind him, while Nick Mosely re-
mained close to the door.

“Had a little trouble, Tom,” Art started,
then he saw Hank and stopped short.

Tom made the introductions which Art
briefly acknowledged. King Olin coolly sized
up Hank and extended his hand. Art swung
around to his brother.

“We had a little trouble in town, Nick
was in jail for a while on a murder charge.
Judge Colmar ordered his release.”

“Squatters again?” Tom asked.

Art nodded. “That’s right, and a nosy
stranger who happened to be in the Tejano
when it happened. He got the drop on Nick,
Breck and Joe. Had ’em lined up against
the wall when Gage walked in to find out
what the shootin’ was about. Gage took the
stranger’s word. . . . Tom, Quilado needs a
new sheriff, one more to our likin’.”

“Nick did the killin’ though?” Tom asked.

“Shore.” Art grinned. “And we got one
less squatter to worry about. Of course, his
daughter will probably raise ructions.”

“Daughter!” Tom exclaimed. His hands
gripped the edge of the desk until his
knuckles showed white. He glared from Art
to Nick, and licked his lips. “Who did he
shoot?”

“Ray Lantry.”
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A few moved their ha ,s closer to their
guns, a sure indication that some of them
had ridden the owlhoot trails. Tom’s scowl
left his face.

“Then you must be Steve Reese,” he said.
“Come on in the house.”

Reese swung out of the saddle and fol-
lowed Tom. Behind him, the men watched,
some scowling and uncertain. Hank Ball
moved unconcernedly back to the bench be-
fore the bunkhouse, but he missed none-of
the expressions of the men, nor their whis-
pered curses or comments,

“A blasted badge-toter!” Snake growled
under his breath. “I reckon somebody shore
slipped mighty bad that time.”

Inside the ranchhouse Reese followed Tom
down a long hall and into the office. King
Olin sat lolling in a chair while Art Barrett
worked at the desk. Both men looked up
and instantly recognized Reese. Art came to
his feet, his dark face twisting in fury.

“Yuh're the meddler in Quilado!” he ac-
cused. “Yuh're the hombre who had Nick
jailed!”

“Raise ’em, hombre,” King said quietly. “I
been plannin’ some way to meet you.”

Reese checked, arms hanging easily at his
side. He glanced coolly from the gun in
King Olin’s hand to Art’s blazing eyes. Tom
stared from his brother to his segundo.

“What’s wrong with you locoed maver-
icks!” he demanded. “This is Steve Reese,
the man the CPA sent in answer to my let-
ter.”

Art Barrett jerked around to face his
brother. He started to speak, changed his
mind, and his lips snapped shut. He sank
down in his chair and made a gesture toward
King.

“Put up the six, King. Looks like we need
a new shuffle and deal.” He shot a glance
at Reese. “So you're the CPA lawman!”

Reese nodded coldly and displayed his
badge. He presented his letter from Colonel
Beauvine to Tom Barrett, who read it and
passed it to Art. Art dropped the sheet on
the desk, leaned back and steepled his long
fingers.

“I suppose Tex Gage filled yuh with a
bunch of twisted tales about the Arrow B
since yesterday afternoon,” he said. “That
trouble in the Tejano put us in a bad light.”

“That’s right.” Reese nodded. “But I
never make decisions until I hear both sides
of the question. What’s yore story?”

“It’s simple enough,” Art replied. He low-
ered his hands and smiled, shrugging his
shoulders. “Naturally, what was I to believe
when two of my own men told me Nick had

not started the trouble. I didn’t know you,
nor about yore credentials. If I had, I
might not have been so quick to accept
Breck’s and Joe’s story.”

“It was still murder,” Reese said.

Art flinched and his mouth set in a hard
line for a fleeting instant. Then a look of re-
gret showed on his dark, pointed face.

“Nick left some time in the night,” he
said. “I apologize for what I said yesterday,
Reese. Yuh should have identified yoreself.”

“There was too many around, Barrett. But
what about Nick Mosely?”

“We’ll make every effort to get him and
turn him over to the law. Tell the boys to
watch for him, King.” .

“They’ll shore throw down on Nick if
they see him,” King said firmly. “I reckon
we made a bad mistake, boss.”

“That’s right, King. You understand,
Reese, that Nick is incljned to be quarrel-
some and touchy, particular when he’s had
a few drinks. The Arrow B has had some
trouble with Ray Lantry over land titles, but
we're willin’ for the courts to decide our
claim in a legal manner. Nick just got mean
and his loyalty to the Arrow B caused the
rest.” '

“If T ever find him,” Tom spoke up, “he
won'’t live to stand trial.”

RT glanced at his brother, but said

nothing. Reese didn’t allow his
thoughts to show. He knew that Art was
lying, that the man knew the whereabouts of
Nick Mosely. So did King Olin, despite the
gunhawk’s smooth assurance that the Ar-
row B crew would look for the killer. Reese
was not so sure about Tom. He had a feel-
ing that Art used a few hidden cards on his
brother. Art was all friendliness as he
looked at Tom.

“Yuh'd better tell Reese what we want,
Tom,” he said. “It was yore letter that
brought him.”

Tom hitched forward.

“Yuh probably know about our claim to
Quilado lands,” he said to Reese. “I wrote
to the CPA and a man can’t be in town over-
night without hearing of it, Naturally, the
ranchers feel pretty mean about it. Art and
I understand that, but we want what rightly
belongs to us.”

“Land titles are something for a lawyer,”
Reese answered. “I wouldn’t attempt to de-
cide that for you.”

“We don’t expect yuh to.” Tom shook
his head. “But somebody is killin’ our beef
and runnin’ off more. Qur men are sniped
at on Arrow B land all the time. We think
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far he had not made much progress. He
had a deep dislike of the Arrow B, brought
on by Nick Mosely’s actions and Art Bar-
rett’s evasions. But dislike proved nothing
and might even harm the handling of the
case. A man should keep his thoughts im-
personal—and it was beginning to be hard
to do that.

Reese rolled over. Somewhere close to the
yard an owl hooted, and another answered
on the opposite side of the house. For a
time the sound made no impression on
Reese, and then abruptly he realized that
there had been a false note. He tensed, lis-
tening for a repetition of the call. It didn’t
come,

HORSE nickered in the corral and

Reese got out of bed. He stood at the
darkened window, peering out over the yard,
but saw nothing. The Running A slept peace-
fully on. At last Reese sighed and lay down
again,

He did not go fully asleep for a long time
but at last he drifted off. He did not know
how much time had passed when he snapped
wide awake. A gun had blasted out in the
yard. Reese’s feet hit the floor and instantly
he was aware of smoke. It billowed into the
room. A gun roared again and someone
shouted at the bunkhouse.

Reese jumped to the window. An angry
red glow lit the yard and along the fence row
spitting tongues of orange flame were slugs
thrown toward the bunkhouse. The Run-
ning A hands fired back, but Reese saw that
they were held inside the building by the fire
of the raiders.

Then Reese realized that the red glow was
made by fire. He heard an ominuous crack-
ling to the rear of the house. He swung
around as Aldag burst in the door, hastily
buckling on a gun-belt.

“The house is afire!” Aldag shouted. “We
been raided! We got to make a run for it.”

Steve Reese jumped for his clothing as
Aldag rushed out of the room and toward
the front door. Reese heard him jerk the
door open and the noise of gunfire increased
as more sixes joined in the shooting.

Aldag made no sound. Reese desperately
tugged at his boots, ears straining to hear
Aldag’s return fire. There was none. Then
Reese realized that the whole rear of the
ranchhouse was ablaze. Smoke made breath-
ing hard and his eyes watered until he was
almost blinded. :

He ran out of the room. In the short
hallway, the smoke was even thicker, shot
through with an angry, murky, red glow.

The crackling of the flames drowned out
everything else. Reese turned almost blindly
toward the front room and groped his way
along, guided by a draft of cool air. At last
his groping fingers touched the open door.

He breathed deeply of clear air and his
vision cleared. He saw Bob Aldag’s sprawled,
silent figure a step or two beyond the porch
where raider guns had cut him down. The
killers had surrounded the yard and had set
the fire. One group had kept the cowhands
helpless in the bunkhouse while the rest had
made sure that no one in the ranchhouse
escaped.

Steve Reese’s jaw set in a grim fighting
line. His hands dropped to his holsters and
the Peacemakers snaked out. If he had to
meet Bob Aldag’s fate, he would go down
fighting. As yet the smoke hid him from the
killers beyond the fence, but the moment he
stepped clear of the porch their guns would
be ready to blast the life from him.

He heard an ominous crackling in the
ceiling and realized that tongues of flame had
run along the rafters in the roof above. Ab-
ruptly the light in the yard increased as the
fire broke through the roof and raged into
the sky. Guns still blasted and snarled from
the bunkhouse but Reese could expect no
help from that direction.

His hands curled tightly around his gun
butts as he slipped out onto the porch. Some
keen-eyed killer must have spotted him for
a bullet snarled past his head and thudded
into the wall. Instantly he dropped flat. A
sheet of lead swept across the porch. Glass
crashed, splinters flew as slugs hurtled into
the wall. Reese would have been cut to rib-
bons had he not moved so instantaneously.

He wriggled his way to the far edge of the
porch. A sudden billow of smoke encircled
him, clawed at his throat, tried to cut off his
breath. He had to cough and his eyes were
blinded again. A draft of air lifted the smoke
but he knew it to be only a temporary re-
prieve. He faced a grim choice of death by
fire, or by the slugs of the hidden killers be-
yond the fence.

Slowly he gathered his feet under him, as
he crouched just behind the rail. There was
no movement or sound beyond the fence but
Reese knew the raiders waited there. The
yard was as light as day and there was no
cover,

His muscles tensed and then he straight-
ened, vaulted the rail, and his bootheels thud-
ded into the ground below the porch. He
saw the wicked wink of gun flame and his
own Peacemakers blasted a deadly reply. A
man screamed and the sound choked off.
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Reese’s eyes again traveled around the
bunks, hoping to find the mark of a wound
on some of the sleepers. He saw none, Hank
Ball came in the door and pulled up short
when he saw Reese. The redhead showed
only hostility.

“Gettin’ so a man can’t go nowheres but
what there’s a tin badge around,” he com-
plained.

“Did you play poker last night, too?” Reese
asked levelly.

Hank’s eyelid dropped swiftly and Snake
missed the wink.

“Shore,” Hank said. “The boys figgered
I was too new a hand to be playin’ anything
else. They opened a pot for me.”

Reese said nothing more, but turned on
his heel and walked out of the bunkhouse.
Hank had told him, in a veiled manner, that
he had not been allowed to take part in the
Arrow B’s activities, and had confirmed the
field chief’s suspicions. The gunhawks had
been out most of the night, and Reese knew
that Nick Mosely had been with them. But
there still remained the hard problem of
proof.

He crossed the yard, entered the house,
and walked down the hall to the office, where
Art and Tom Barrett sat close-huddled over
the desk. The brothers looked up as Steve
Reese came in, and Tom’s eyes widened in
surprise.

“What happened to yuh?” he demanded.

“A little trouble,” Reese said dryly. He
jerked his thumb toward the bunkhouse.
“Were your boys out riding last night?”

A brief, swift glance passed between the
brothers. Tom shook his head. Reese’s hard
scrutiny switched to Art. The man flushed,
but met the direct, challenging look.

“They wasn’t out,” he said steadily.

“Bob Aldag’s spread was raided last night,”
Steve Reese said slowly. “Raiders set fire
to the house and waited to blast Aldag and
me‘down as we ran out. Bob was killed. I
got creased. I escaped with only a few burns
and a scalp wound, but that was only luck.”

OM’S hand gripped the desk edge and
he looked slightly sick. Once again that
glance passed between the two brothers. Art
hastily came to his feet and his face showed
concern,
“That’s bad! Yuh shore yuh’re all right?”
“I’m all right. But Bob Aldag is dead.
And the small ranchers have an idea who was
behind the raid.”
Tom Barrett gulped, and his voice sounded
weak despite the bluster he tried to assume.
“They think we did it?”

“Yes,” Reese answered as he nodded
grimly. Art Barrett laughed, but the sound
was without mirth,

“Plumb ridiculous,” he said. “Why, every
Arrow B man will swear he was right here
on the spread last night—all night. They
can’t pin a thing like that on us without
proof.”

“No,” Reese conceded. He leaned over the
desk. “There’s no proof—now. But there
might be. I intend to see that the skunk who
led the raiders and the snake who ordered
the job done get hangnooses around their
necks.”

“Step sort of careful,” Art suggested with
concern. “Yuh can’t tell what might happen
if yuh go around lookin’ for trouble.”

Steve Reese smiled crookedly.

“Thanks for your worry, Barrett. The
killers won’t gain a thing by getting me. The
CPA will back me to the limit, and so will
the law. If I’m killed, another will take my
place and the manhunt will go on. No, kill-
ing me won’t help the Kkillers escape. It'll
just put the hemp around their necks that
much tighter.”

Involuntarily, Tom’s fingers strayed up to
his throat and his black eyes looked fright-
ened. He jerked his hand away when he
caught the CPA man’s searching look and
smiled weakly.

“Yuh’re right, Reese,” he said hastily. “I
reckon there’ll always be another lawman on
the trail. There won’t be any escape.”

Art moved to Reese’s side.

“Yuh'd better get some rest, Reese,” he
said, the concern still in his voice. “Yuh've
had a bad time, hombre. I’ll ride to Quilado
and offer the Arrow B’s help to the sheriff.”

“Now that’s right thoughtful,” Reese said
as he turned to the door, “but take my ad-
vice. You, Tom, and every other man on
the Arrow B payroll stay off the roads. Right
or wrong, your neighbors hate you with a
killing hatred. Keep that in mind.”

He  turned without further word and
strode down the hall to his room. As he
undressed and sank gratefully down on the
bed he had no doubt but that the Barretts
were in serious conference at the moment,
but there was nothing he could do about it.
That worried him less than what the small
ranchers might be planning. Some of them
would be for violent action, and Reese fer-
vently hoped that the cooler heads would be
able to control the rest.

He dropped off to sleep, bone-weary and
exhausted, still worrying about what the re-
sults of the raid would be. He felt sure that

[Turn to Page 40]
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his fist at Barrett, though Milburn tried to
check the fellow.

“Keep yore temper, Walt,” Milburn said
to him worriedly. “We don’t want trouble.”

“Trouble!” Walt Wythe fairly screeched.
“Who but them two buzzards there brought
trouble to Quilado? Yuh face a showdown,
Arrow B!” :

Art’s sharp glance strayed to King Olin.
The segundo’s harsh lips spread in a wide
grin and Reese’s hands dropped close to his
Peacemakers. Before Art could reply, Ben
Milburn pushed forward.

“We ain’t wantin’ trouble, Barrett, unless
it’s forced on us,” he said. “But we know
blamed well that you was behind the Run-
nin’ A raid. Them snakes was worse’'n In-
juns in the old days, burnin’ and killin’. We
want the gents that did it.”

“Yuh've come to the wrong place,” Art
said coldly. “Look somewheres else.”

“You’re the only one that gained from
Bob’s killin’,” Milburn said stubbornly.

“I say we had nothin’ to do with it!” Art
snapped.

“Yuh’re a blasted liar!” Walt Wythe broke
out.

Art’s face went pale. King Olin swore
under his breath and took a half step for-
ward, his hand slashing down to his gun.
Wythe had faded back to the crowd, but
Steve Reese recognized the signs. In a
split second there would be mass murder, for
Arrow B gunhawks outnumbered the squat-
ters.

King’s six had almost cleared leather and
his mouth opened to bellow fighting orders
to his killers who fairly ached to begin the
slaughter. It showed in every glittering eye
in the tremble of hands, clawed above gun
butts. Reese’s own Peacemakers jumped from
their holsters and he rammed the barrel
of one in the middle of King’s back.

“Freeze!” he snapped. His other six swept
in a menacing arc from gunhawk to squatter.
“The first man that pulls a six gets a slug!”

Silence fell on the whole group, a silence
in which tension piled on tension until the
very air seemed electrical. Reese caught
a slight move among the gunhawks and
his six instantly swiveled and lined on a
pinch-eyed man,

“You'll be the first in Boot Hill!” he
warned.

The man’s fingers jerked away from his
gun butt.

“There’s just one of him!” Walt Wythe
yelled, and instantly Reese’s six flicked up
and Walt stared down into the black barrel.

Reese felt King Olin’s tremor along the

barrel of the other gun. The field chief
held the men for the moment, but it was
only by the thin thread of stubborn courage
and daring bluff, and he knew it. Of course
he also could depend on Dusty and Hank,
but that would expose their hands before
he was ready.

“Just one of me,” Reese acknowledged
coldly. “But you’ll get my slug first if any-
thing starts. Art, I'll blow King’s spine
through his belt buckle if Arrow B starts
trouble.”

The Barrett brothers remained frozen,
their fingers already locked around their
gun butts. Hank Ball stood close to them.
Dusty Trail was narrowly watching the cow-
boys from the small spreads.

REE against the mob, Steve Reese
thought—just three.

Once more a tense silence settled on the
group. It couldn’t last long, Reese knew.
In a matter of seconds he would bluff
through—or six-guns would thunder He
would be the logical first target for either
side, since he alone had checked both Ar-
row B and squatters.

Instinctively he braced muscles and nerves
for the shock of tearing lead.

Then King Olin’s nerve broke, The small
round pressure of the six at his backbone
spelled death for him. He knew it. His
voice rose, holding a trace of panic.

“Don’t start nothin’, Art. Yuh'll have
me killed if yuh do!”

Art Barrett glanced uncertainly from
Reese to the ranchers, then to King’s drawn
face. Tom Barrett’s hand dropped away
from his gun.

“We're peaceful, Reese,” Tom said. “Back
to the bunkhouse, men. Stay there. Yuh
can let King go, Reese.”

“Not for a while,” Reese said grimly. “I
want to make sure there’s no powder burned.”

The gunhawks stirred, and reluctantly
moved back toward the bunkhouse. Now and
then they cast disappointed glances over
their shoulders, but at last they disappeared.

"Reese kept his gun in the small of King's

back and the other lined on Walt Wythe,

“Lift your six out slow, King, and drop
it,” Reese ordered. “No harm meant, but
I want to make sure of my own skin.”

The segundo gingerly lifted his Colt out
with thumb and two fingers. When it cleared
leather, he dropped the weapon as though
it had been hot. Instantly Reese’s six was
removed from his back. King moved to
Art Barrett’s side, face still pale, sweat
standing out on his forehead.
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Steve Reese’s glance locked with that of
Walt Wythe.

“I’m here to see justice is done on both
sides,” he said. “I don’t intend to stop your
parley, but I won’t stand gunplay. Savvy?”

“Just what’s yore brand?” Walt demanded.

“He’s a CPA man,” Art spoke up before
Reese could answer.. “Tom sent for him.”

Art Barrett told the truth, but in such a
way that it seemed the CPA was standing
behind the Arrow B. Reese flushed but again
before he could speak someone else cut in,
this time Walt Wythe.

“Paid lawman!” Wythe sneered. “I reck-
on I can read yore kind of justice. It'll be
all for the Barretts and nothin’ for us. We
want Aldag’s killers and we aim to get ’em.”

“They want trouble, Reese,” Art said. “Let
’em have it. Now yuh see what the Arrow
B has to face.”

“Shut yore fool mouth, Walt,” Milburn
said angrily. He turned to Art Barrett. “Meb-
be we’d better ask some questions. Was yore
crew away from the Arrow B night before
last?”

“None of 'em,” Art said flatly.
Reese as much.”

“How about it Reese?” Milburn asked.

Reese knew that Art Barrett lied, but he
dared not tell Milburn and his friends as
much. They would instantly start the range
war that the CPA man was striving to avoid.
He faced Milburn unflinchingly.

“Art told me the Arrow B hands were
right here. I haven’t made any move against
the Barretts because of what happened at
the Running A. Is that enough?”

“Not by a blamed sight!” Wythe shouted.
He faced Art and Tom, green eyes blazing.
“Yuh figger yuh got away with that burn-
in’!  You figger yore hired lawman here
can protect yuh! Right now, yuh hold the
blue chips, but yuh shore will pay.”

“Is that a threat?” Art demanded.

“Shore it is. If the Running A was burnt,
the Arrow B can go up in smoke too! If
Ray Lantry and Bob Aldag was shot down,
I reckon some Barrett blood can flow.”

“That’s enough, Wythe!” Steve Reese
snapped.

Art made a slight negative gesture with
his hand.

“Yuh're speakin’ for yoreself?” he asked
Walt Wythe.

“Blast yuh, no! I’'m talkin’ for every ranch-
er in Quilado that yuh've tried to run off
—~Milburn and the rest of ’em. I'm talkin’
for pore Karen Lantry, whose pa yuh had
shot down.”

“You've said enough, Wythe,” Reese said

“I told

coldly, and his eyes cut along the group.
“Head for your homes and stay there, men.
If you want law and justice, there’s a sheriff
and judge in Quilado. Work through them
or don’t work at all.”

“I'm goin’,” Walt Wythe said, a rasp in his
voice. He shook his fist at the Barretts and
snarled at Reese. “But I ain’t goin’ for my
rights to a crooked judge or to a hired law-
man like you! We'll be back, Barretts, and
yul’ll wish yuh’d never come to Quilado!”

E NECK-REINED his horse and rode

off, thin shoulders set in a stubborn,
fighting line. Milburn flushed, started to
say something, but sighed instead. He fol-
lowed Wythe and the rest of the men, a
round dozen of them, fell in line behind Mil-
burn. Reese watched them go, guns still in
his hands.

At last he holstered the weapons and
breathed a deep sigh of relief. He turned
to Art.

“That was close, Barrett.
you're fighting.”

Art smiled, and then laughed. “Scare-
crows, that’s all. King, get one of yore men
ready to ride to the sheriff. That redhead we
just hired will do.”

“What’s on your mind?” Reese demanded.

Art’s brows rose.

“I’'m just takin’ steps—legal, Reese—to
protect my property. Yuh can’t object to
that.” ‘

Reese shook his head but his dark eyes
were filled with suspicion. "Art Barrett could
be depended on to pull some trick out of
the hat, though the CPA man couldn’t see it
at the moment. He turned and walked back
to the house. A few minutes later, he saw
Hank Ball streak out of the gate and head for
distant Quilado.

“Now what move is Art making next?”
Steve asked himself.

The answer, he decided, would have to
wait on developments.

Late in the afternoon, Hank Ball returned,
with Tex Gage riding beside him. The young
sheriff came directly to the house while Hank
led the horses to the corral. Steve Reese
stepped out into the corridor and Art hailed
him from the office door.

“Better come in, Reese.
hear this.”

Reese walked into the office. Tex Gage,
sitting in a chair by the desk, nodded briefly.
King Olin and Tom Barrett stood by the win-
dow. Artsat down in the desk chair, grinned
crookedly at Reese and then faced the law-
man.

You see what

I want yuh to
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from his lungs. Instinctively Reese fired,
but he knew he had missed, and already the
prowler had reached the door.

He paused there long enough to throw a
slug in Steve Reese’s general direction, and
it might have found its mark had the CPA
man been on his feet. But the blow had
driven him back and down against the wall
so that the bullet smacked into stucco at
least a foot above his head.

HE prowler whirled then and was gone,

boots rapping down the hall. Steve
Reese came to his feet, gasping for breath.
He could only take a few faltering steps to-
ward the door in pursuit. The prowler had
made his escape all right.

Doors banged open down the hall. Art
Barrett’s shout of alarm sounded and King
Olin answered. Reese had his breath now
and he pulled a match from his pocket,
struck it. By its flickering light, he found
the lamp and in a moment the whole room
was lit, Art Barrett burst in, Colt in his
hand. His black eyes looked wild.

“What happened?” he demanded.

Reese stood by the torn-up bed, looking
down at a still figure. King Olin came lung-
ing through the door and pulled up. Reese
turned on him, eyes hard and jaw set.

“Murder,” was all he said.

Art moved slowly forward as in a daze,
and stared down at the body on the bed.
Tom’s frozen features were strained, the eyes
glazed. Blood had soaked through the night-
shirt all over the man’s chest, powder burns
were in the cloth,

King Olin swore stolidly.

“The killin’s son made shore of the job,”
he mumbled. “Who was he?”

“That,” Steve Reese answered ominously,
“is what I intend to find out.”

“Didn’t yuh get a look at him?” King de-
manded.

Reese shook his head.
his shadow,” he said.

He told about seeing the prowler in the
patio, and then trying to trail the man in
the darkened house. He touched his chest,
which still ached from the heavy blow.

“Things moved too fast for me,” he said
ruefully.

Art turned from the bed. “Mebbe he left
some clue,” he said in a hushed voice.

“I doubt it,” Reese said. “Won’t hurt to
look, of course.”

They heard the shuffle of boots in the hall
and Art turned. Some Arrow B men stood
at the door, staring at the body on the bed.
Snake looked around the room, then at Art.

“Saw no more than

“We heard the ruckus and figgered meb-
be yuh needed help,” he said, and jerked his
thumb toward the bed. “Looks like we’re
too late.”

“Somebody killed Tom,” Art said. His
eyes flashed. “And I aim to have the
sneakin’ son dancing on air before this is
over. Nothin’ yuh can do, boys. Though
yuh might scout around outside and see if
yuh can find which way the killer went.”

“Who was he?” asked Hank Ball who was
with the Arrow B men.

Art shrugged. “We don’t know—yet.”

King Olin had been circling the room while
Art talked to the men and Steve Reese
watched the expressions on the faces of all
of them. This killing had been accomplished
too easily, he was thinking, for an outsider
to have done it. That was always possible,
of course, but Reese couldn’t believe it. But
as his sharp eyes touched on each face he saw
only honest surprise mirrored there.

King swore again, his voice muffled. Steve
swung around. The segundo was half under
the bed and now he scrambled out, holding
up a cloth with a scorched hole in it.

“Handkerchief,” he growled. “Looks like
the sidewinder muffled his gun in it before
he shot poor Tom.”

Art took a long stride across the room
and snatched the cloth from King’s hand.
Reese stepped close and the Arrow B hands
crowded into the room. King stood up as
Art’s fist tightened on the handkerchief.

“This ain’t Tom’s,” he said. “Here, I'll
show yuh.”

He turned to a tall chest of drawers and
jerked one open. He pulled out another
handkerchief and held both out to Reese who
instantly saw the difference. One was of a
finer cloth, of better weave. The powder-
burned one was coarse, cheap, the sort of
thing that could be bought in any cowtown
general store. Reese studied the handker-
chief King had found under the bed.

“Not many cowboys use a white handker-
chief,” he said thoughtfully. He looked at
the Arrow B men, “Let’s see yours, men.”

They pulled out bandanas of assorted sizes,
colors and degree of cleanliness Reese nod-
ded, as though his point had been proven. He
turned the handkerchief carefully in his fin-
gers, and instantly noticed a slight, faded
marking in blank ink on the hem. King saw
it, too.

“That’s Ah Sin’s mark!” the segundo ex-
claimed. “He’s the Quilado laundryman.”

“Hitch up the buckboard,” Art snapped,
“and get ready to ride, We'll get our killer
tonight.”
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In less than half an hour a grim proces-
sion rode out of the Arrow B yard and
headed for Quilado. Tom’s body, wrapped
in blankets, lay in the back of the buckboard.
The gunslamming killers of the Arrow B
rode grouped around the wagon, with Art
Barrett, King Olin and Steve Reese heading
them,

'ONE of the men spoke and Reese was
glad of the chance to do some thinking
about the handkerchief. He knew the bul-
let had been fired through it, and that Tom
had died. But why had the killer used the
handkerchief? It wouldn’t muffle the sound
of the shot as a pillow would have.

And why had the handkerchief been
dropped under the bed?

The killer had moved fast and Reese gave
him full credit for thinking with lightning
speed on his feet. Reese still believed that
the killer was no outsider and he didn’t rule
out the probability of Nick Mosely being
the murderer. And there was no motive for
the killing either, unless some small rancher
had struck back at the Barretts. But Reese
did not believe that. Such a line of reason-
ing just wouldn’t hold water.

Most of Quilado was in bed when the Ar-
row B rode into town. Art did not head
for the sheriff’s office but rounded the corner
of a side street. He pulled up before a small
store building, completely dark.

“Rouse the Chinese,” he ordered King.

The segundo dismounted and pounded on
the door. Reese quietly checked the silent
crew and found all of them present. No
man had slipped away during the ride to
Quilado.

The door opened a crack and an old Chi-
nese looked out. King grabbed him and
yanked him to Art’s side. Barrett leaped
down, extending the handkerchief while an-
other man struck a match.

“Whose is that?” Art demanded. “That’s
yore mark.”

Ah Sin looked at the mark and his almond
eyes gleamed. He bobbed his head in eag-
erness.

“Ah Sin know. Them Tex Gage. Ah Sin
do allee washee Tex Gage.”

A sigh went along the line of waiting men
like a breath of vengeance. Art’s hand tight-
ened on the handkerchief until it was wadded
in a firm knot in his fist. His jaw stuck out.

“Tex Gage!” he spat out venomously.
“Curse his killin’ hide! He’s in love with
Karen Lantry and he knew Tom was. He
knew he’d have no chance against what Tom
could offer. And Tex and Tom had quar-

reled!”

“What do you intend to do, Barrett?”
Reese asked.

“Do?” Barrett twisted around to face the
CPA man. “My boys will get Tex Gage if
they have to tear the jail down brick by
brick! There’s plenty of places to hang
him right along the street here!”

“That’s a one-way ticket to a hangnoose
yourself,” Reese said quietly. “Maybe you've
got enough proof against Tex, maybe not.
But you’d better present it legally.”

“Yuh’re sidin’ that badge-toting killer!”
King exclaimed and ugly sounds of approval
came from the men,

Reese’s jaw set as he faced Art Barrett.

“Tex Gage is innocent until proven guilty,”
he said sternly. “No lynch mob can do that,
no matter how sure its members feel about
the evidence. I'd say it was mighty flimsy.
So will all of Quilado if you take the law
in your own hands.”

“Curse it, Reese, what do yuh expect me
to do!” Art yelled, and swore lividly.

“If you hang Tex Gage, Art,” Reese said
steadily, “or make any move against him, ev-
ery man in New Mexico will be against you.
Every court and lawman will condemn you
and be after your scalp. Take that evidence
to the local judge and tell your story. If he
sees fit, then he can issue a warrant to arrest
Tex and hold him for trial. Arrow B will
be clear all the way through.”

Art Barrett sat silent and his men seemed
to hang on his decision. But many a hand
rested against the smooth wood of a gun
butt. King Olin stood looking up at Art.
Ah Sin, forgotten, quietly slipped inside his
shop and the bolt snicked home. He wanted
nothing at all to do with such troubles.

Steve Reese waited, tense. He noticed that
Hank Ball sat his horse close, keeping a close
watch on every move made. The field chief
made a brief gesture, so quick that no one
except Hank caught it. Reese’s finger point-
ed toward the distant jail, then made a slight
sweeping motion toward the wide range be-
yond the town. Hank’s lips spread in a slight
grin,

“Mebbe yuh’re right, Reese,” Art Barrett
said slowly, at last.

“Don’t listen to him, Art!” King Olin
burst out. “Yore own brother was killed. I'm
for stringin’ up the killer!”

“Does the segundo rule the Arrow B?”
Reese asked swiftly, and Art’s head jerked
up. Reese had touched his pride. His lips
set in determination and he stuffed the pow-
der-burnt handkerchief in his pocket.

“Yuh're right, Reese,” he said. “No use
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Mosely. There might be a little trouble when
Reese presented the court order, but he felt
capable of handling it. The ranch looked
peaceful. Stock was scattered about and two
pack horses were drinking at a stream.

He came into the Arrow B yard as another
rider rounded the corral and headed for the
gate. Neither man had time to avoid the
other and Reese stared into the swarthy face
of Nick Mosely. The gunhawk recognized
Reese at the same instant.

Viciously he pulled his horse to one side
and his hand slashed down to his gun. Reese
spurred his mount and the animal lunged
forward. The impact sent Mosely’s horse
back on its haunches.

Reese’s guns jumped from their holsters.
Nick’s strained face loomed close and the
man’s six blasted. The CPA man felt the
sting of powder and the whistling cut of the
slug as it fanned by his face. Then his own
guns bucked back in his hands, spitting flame
and smoke.

Mosely jerked erect in the stirrups, his
thick lips pulled back from his teeth, unut-
terable surprise showing in his face. He
catapulted back over the cantle and hit the
ground, a limp, lifeless bundle. Steve Reese
vaulted out of leather and ran to the sprawled
figure. As he turned Nick over on his back,
men erupted from the bunkhouse and King
Olin shouted from the ranchhouse.

They came streaming toward Reese who
arose, sixes still in his hands. Art and King
came to a plunging halt as Reese’s guns cov-
ered them.

“What in seven devils busted loose out
here?” King demanded, and then he saw
Nick’s swarthy face. His shoulders jerked
and he shot a quick look at Art Barrett.

“Barrett,” Reese said, “you told me that
Nick Mosely wasn’t around the spread any
more. He resisted arrest just now on a
charge of double murder, and wrote his own
death warrant.”

Art stared wildly then gained his tongue.
His head lifted arrogantly.

“Resisted arrest! You have no authority
to make arrests!” Reese’s quiet smile
checked him and he caught the glint of lamp-
light from the metal badge on the CPA man’s
shirt. His eyes narrowed.

“What was Nick doing here, Art?” Reese
asked.

“I—I don’t know,” Art said confusedly.
“I reckon he came sneaking around to get
the stuff he left. Shore, that’s it.”

“I’ll need convincing on that point,” Reese
said meaningly. “Looks,as if the little ranch-
ers aren’t the only ones who harbor outlaws.”

King laughed, but it was forced.

“Shucks, Reese, yuh wouldn’t doubt Art’s
word, would yuh?”

“You might call it that, King,” Steve Reese
answered flatly. His glance cut around to
the circle of hard, tight faces. “There are
too many gunhawks on this spread, and all
too much involved in this whole mess for me
to trust any man completely.”

Art took an angry step forward but
checked himself as he realized he faced the
silent threat of Reese’s guns. The CPA field
chief holstered one and reached in his shirt
pocket for the court order. He extended it
to Art Barrett.

“As a peace officer of Quilado County,
I'm serving this on the Arrow B, I intend
to see that you obey it.”

Art accepted the paper, asked someone to
strike a match. He held the paper close and
read it, his scowl deepening, At last he
dropped his hand to his side, stood stiff and
quivering with anger. He swallowed once
or twice and finally spoke in a choked voice.

“You hold the aces at the moment, Reese.
But the trumps are still out. Yuh’ll do me
a great favor by gettin’ off the Arrow B.”

Reese shook his head.

“Not yet, Barrett. I’m a lawman on duty.
I intend to find out who killed Tom—and
why. I intend to find out why Nick Mosely
was here tonight. I intend to find out ex-
actly how the Arrow B fights for the Muron
grant.”

Art’s lips quivered and his face paled.
Reese saw the gunhawks strain forward. A
word would start gunsmoke against odds that
even Steve Reese could not face. His hand
tightened around his six that was lined on
Art Barrett’s heart. If that word was spok-
en, Barret would be the first on his way to
Boot Hill '

“He needs blastin’, Art,” King growled, -
and the men strained forward.

RT BARRETT took a deep breath, ex-

pelled it gustily. His shoulders lost
thelr ramrod stiffness and he managed a
smile. He shook his head at King,

“Why, King, Reese is only doin’ his duty.
We have to help him all we can. The Arrow
B is a law-abidin’ spread. Reese, I don’t
know why Nick Mosely was here. I didn’t
know he was. This casts suspicion on us,
and I'm sorry for it. But we’ll do all we
can to help yuh.”

Reese said nothing, but looked slowly
around at the gunhawks. Art understood
the meaning of the look and his voice grew
gruff as he sharply ordered the men to pick
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up Mosely’s body and get back to their quar-
ters. King Olin shivered a little, then turned
away toward the house.

Reese had won this encounter but the
larger stakes were yet to come, he knew. He
went to his room and made sure his Peace-
makers were close to hand before he drifted
off to a troubled sleep. One murder had
already been done here, and Reese knew that
only his vigilance would keep him out of
Boot Hill.

The next morning, Art Barrett was all
smiles. Once more he apologized for his
anger and again insisted that Nick Mosely
had slipped into the spread without his
knowledge. Reese listened but made no
statement as to whether he believed Art or
not,

He rode into Quilado with the Arrow B
man who drove the buckboard with Nick’s
body. In town, Reese turned the body over
to Keever and explained what had happened.
The deputy looked unhappy and puzzled.

“I never heard of so much gunsmoke,” he
sighed. “Yuh reckon Art knew Nick was
around?”

“Undoubtedly,” Reese answered. “But the
trick is for us to prove it. At least, yuh can
close the Lantry case. I wanted to get Nick
alive. He could have told us more about
the Aldag killing and fire, and maybe some-
thing about Tom Barrett’s murder. We've
still got a long way to go.”

“And it gives me a cold sweat to think
about it,” Keever said. “Shore glad yuh’re
on the case, Reese.”

Steve smiled his thanks and left the jail.
He walked down to the little telegraph office
and spent some time wording a wire to Colo-
nel Beauvine at Austin. He asked that the
CPA man in Washington make an immedi-
ate report if the Muron grant had been con-
firmed by any branch of the government,
or if there would be any action in the near
future on the surveyor’s report.

Reese also asked that Grant Simpson be
located and questioned as to the Quilado sur-
vey, particularly closely if the man seemed
more prosperous than usual, dating from his
stay in Quilado. Reese asked for speed. He
finished his wire by writing:

I CAN'T HOLD THE LID DOWN MUCH
LONGER, AND I'VE MANAGED IT SO
FAR BY LUCK.

He felt better once the long telegram was
on its way. He returned to the Arrow B
and immediately a cloud of suspicion and
dislike closed in about him. King Olin spoke
only when forced to. The gunhawk crew
watched Reese narrowly. Time and again

they were openly insulting, and Reese felt
they had instructions to pick a quarrel with-
him. .
Art Barrett dared take no direct action
against the lawman, but the gunmen crew
could. Art would be duly regretful if Reese
were killed in a gunfight and would undoubt-
edly prove in a court that Reese himself had
started it.

All over the Quilado range there was an .
uneasy peace. Reese sensed it. The Arrow
B men remained on their own territory, Art
not yet defying the court order and injunc-
tion. But down beneath the surface trouble
stirred. Reese could feel it.

He tried to get some further line on Tom
Barrett’s murder. He spent a day checking
Tom’s room again, going over it inch by
inch. But there was no clue to be found
as to the identity of the killer.

Steve Reese sank down on the bed and
looked around, once again discounting the
powder-burned handkerchief. It simply did
not fit in, except to place Tex Gage under
suspicion as a means of clearing the real
killer. Reese was certain that the young
lawman had not been near the Arrow B that
night. But Reese was still far from knowing
who actually had blasted the life from Tom
Barrett.

He dared not question Hank Ball closely
in the presence of the others, nor could he
appear too interested in the redhead. He
also wondered what Dusty Trail might have
to report. He arose from the bed with a
sigh. Despite the risk, it was time for a
conference with his two aides.

HE next day he managed to pass word
to Hank, setting the meeting for the
following night at Quilado. Reese then rode
over to the Milburn spread, where he was
received as coldly and as with as much suspi-
cion as was accorded him at the Arrow B.
“We ain’t right shore of yuh,” Milburn
said flatly. “Yuh carry a CPA badge and
we learned yuh was made a Quilado deputy.
But yuh’ve checked every blame move we've
made and we ain’t no further now in bein’
free of Barrett than we’ve ever been.”

“Sounds like Walt Wythe has been talking
again,” Steve said.

“Maybe Walt has talked,” Milburn said
defensively. “But he’s makin’ a heap more
sense than you do. You ask us to sit tight
and do nothin’. Walt wants to fight for his
rights on his own two legs. That shore lis-
tens good to the rest of us.”

“Fight all you like with the law backing
you,” Reese answered, “and T’ll also back
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open. Dusty, keep trying to hold the small
ranchers in line. If they start trouble now
we might as well roll up our tents and go
home.”

“T'll try, Doc, but it ain’t easy.”

“Yuh might let ’em whiff them cigars yuh
smoke,” Hank drawled. “They’d be knocked
out and couldn’t do nothin’.”

“Some day, yuh jughead,” Dusty answered
without rancor, “you’ll get eddicated to a
good cigar—if yuh get a new set of brains.
Adios, Doc. I’ll try holdin’ Wythe and the
boys.”

He rode off, heading back for the Milburn
spread. Hank and Steve Reese shook hands
and the redhead reined around, riding for the
Arrow B. Reese rode into Quilado where
he asked if a message had come for him.
There was none and he headed for the Bar-
rett ranch,

It was late when he rode in. The ranch-
house was dark except for a light in the of-
fice. Reese unsaddled and turned his horse
into the corral. He slipped quietly into the
house and walked silently down the hall to
his room. His hand was on the knob when
he heard King Olin’s voice raised.

“Yuh got to get rid of that lawman, Art!
We can’t do a thing with him around.”

EESE realized then that the office door
was open a crack. He stood still in

the hall, listening. Art growled something

he could not hear, then Art’s voice rose.

“I’m handlin’ Reese, all right! I'm still
ramrodin’ this spread, King, and I know
what I'm doin’!”

“I shore hope yuh do,” King answered.
“So far, it ain’t worked out so well. Nick’s
dead and Tex Gage is still roamin’ around.”

“Lantry’s gone,” Art answered, “and we
haven’t got the Runnin’ A to worry about
any more. Tex faces arrest the minute he
shows his face. I think we’ve done all right,
King.”

“Mebbe,” King answered, and was silent
awhile. When he spoke again, a new note
was in his voice. “Art, I reckon I ain’t mak-
in’ enough dinero. There’s been a heap of
new risks added to the job. Yuh’d better
raise my pay some.”

“Impossible,” Art snapped. “Yuh make
enough now, not countin’ the bonus you've
got for a job or two.”

“I ain’t arguin’, Art,” King said flatly. “I
want a raise. Mebbe I might decide to be-
come yore partner.”

“Are yuh crazy?” Art demanded.

King laughed and stirred.

“Not me, Art, and yuh know it.

Kick in

with the raise. If yuh don’t I reckon I can
tell a mighty interestin’ story. There’s a
gent not far away that’d be pleased to hear
it. Yuh wouldn’t want me to do that, Art.”

“Blackmail!” Art swore luridly, then was
silent a moment. And when he did speak a
weary note of surrender was in his voice.
“All right, King, you win this time. But yuh
might carry things too far.”

Reese heard the men move and silently
slipped into his own room, quietly closing
the door behind him. In a moment he heard
the jingle of King’s spurs and the man’s
heavy tread as he walked down the hall.

The CPA field chief leaned against the
door, his eyes glowing. His fist slowly
clenched. If King Olin had nothing on Art
Barrett, the gunhung segundo would never
have got away with his demands. Art had
correctly named it as blackmail,

Reese swung away from the door and
walked across the dark bedroom to the win-
dow. He stared- out on the shadowy patio.

“King and Art are deep in this,” he
thought. “King’s power is based on what
happened to Lantry, Aldag and Tom Bar-
rett, because Art has handled the land claim
openly, except for Simpson.”

As Reese’s knuckles pressed into the sill
he was recalling an old trick that often
worked. Plotters were always suspicious of
their partners. Thought of treachery was
never far from their minds. Reese intended
to use that knowledge.

If he could sow seeds of suspicion in King
Olin’s mind, and in Art’s at the same time,
he might easily cause a fight between them.
When liars and plotters started fighting
among themselves, the truth generally came
out.

“You might call it dynamiting,” Reese
thought, with a crooked grin, as he turned
from the window. “I'll set the fuses right
away.”

Steve Reese had no chance with King Olin
or Art Barrett the next day. Art busied
himself in Quilado, going to a conference
with his attorney. King Olin took most of
the gunhawks, including Hank Ball, and the
crew rode out on the range to check on the
Arrow B herd. Reese was left alone at the
spread and there was nothing he could do.
Time dragged.

Late in the afternoon, Art came back but
he shut himself up in his office. Reese waited,
and at last knocked on the office door. He
entered at Art’s growled answer. The owner
of the Arrow B glared at him.

“What do yuh want?” he demanded.

Reese chose to ignore his surliness. He
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sat down in a chair, black eyes keenly watch-
ing Art’s face,

“I’'m making a little progress,” he said
blandly. “I thought you’d like to know. I
think I’ll know in a few days who raided
Aldag’s spread along with Nick Mosely.”

Art swung around sharply, then checked
himself. He smiled.

“I'm glad to hear that, Reese,” he said.
“I never figgered we’d ever learn about that.”

“Oh, there’s always someone in a crowd
like that who'll sell out,” Reese said easily,
and Art’s eyes narrowed. Reese changed
the subject easily, shrewdly guessing the ef-
fect on Barrett. “How much do you trust
Olin?”

“King?” Art answered, though his eyes
probed at Reese as though trying to read the
motives behind the question. He leaned for-
ward. “Fully. Why do yuh ask?”

“Just a passing thought,” Reese said, and
arose.

He had planted the first hints of suspicion
and he was certain they would grow in Art’s
mind. He turned to the door but paused when
he heard the rapid thrum of hoofs in the
yard. Art swung to the window.

“Somethin’s wrong!” he exclaimed.

ING Olin came striding down the hall,

his face dark and angry. He brushed

by Reese and came to a halt before the desk.

“Them blasted rustlers have struck again!”

he said. “One hundred prime head of Ar-
row B run off and the trail plumb lost.”

Art’s face twisted in fury.

“Where was the crew?”

“That water-backed bunch of rannies!”
King sneered. “They was sleepin’ their fool
heads off. If yuh'd let me put my boys to
watchin’ the beef, yuh’d not lose any.”

Art’s fist pounded down on the desk. He
glared up at Reese and his lips twisted back
from his white teeth.

“Mr. Lawman,” he said with heavy sar-
casm, “can my boys go out after the herd
and the rustlers? Am I permitted to leave
my spread to report this to the sheriff ?”

Reese flushed, but held his temper.

“You can trail all you want, Barrett, and
you know it. But don’t jump to conclusions
and start shooting up any spread on suspi-
cion only.”

“We’re riding to Quilado, King,” Art
snapped. “I'll see if Keever will give us more
rope than the tin badge we have with us.
Mebbe Judge Colmar will revoke the writ,
since rustlers can help themselves to the
whole Arrow B as it stands.”

He came to his feet and buckled on his

gun-belt. Brushing by Reese, he strode
down the hall. King Olin grinned wickedly
at the field chief and his fingers brushed his
gun butt.

“Hold down the spread, lawman,” he
drawled, “and keep the Chinese cook plumb

legal. Mebbe he ain’t got a warrant to kill
one of our chickens. Yuh'’d better check
on that.”

King was gone. Steve Reese felt the an-
gry flush'leave his face as he followed more
slowly down the hall. By the time he had
stepped into the yard, Art, King, and most
of the crew had streamed down the trail to-
ward Quilado.

Reese leaned against the door post, think-
ing. Art had been honestly surprised and
angered by the news of the rustling and
Reese had to discard a suspicion he had held
for some time. Art was not rustling his
own cows to keep the country stirred up as
an excuse to move against the small ranch-
ers,

Reese caught sight of Hank’s lean figure
near the corral and the redhead made a swift
signal, moved around the corral to the back
of the barn and into the maze of stock pens.
Reese remained where he was for some time,
then moved aimlessly toward the cookshack.
He circled the shack and walked idly toward
the barn.

A small group of Arrow B gunslammers
stood before the bunkhouse door but they
paid no attention to Reese. They were used
to seeing him around now. He walked the
length of the barn and toward the stock-
pens and saw that no one was watching him.
He idled down the main aisle to the far end
where he could not be seen from the ranch-
yard, and heard Hank’s low hiss.

The redhead sat hunkered down against
the fence in the last pen. Reese joined him.
Hank grinned crookedly, then chuckled.

“We had us a rustlin’,” he said, and chuc-
kled again. “Art lost a heap of beef.”

“To whom?” Reese asked.

“To King Olin,” Hank answered and the
field chief’s start of surprise sent the red-
head to chuckling again. Then Hank’s smile
vanished. “It’s a dirty, doublecrossin’ set-
up, Doc. King must have decided I was all
right, because he had me ride along. We
hit up toward the north line where some of
the cattle was grazin’. Went like clock-work.
Some of the boys choused the cattle direct
west. No trouble. King had ordered the
line riders plumb away from there.”

“Where’d you drive the beef?”

“Not far from the mountains to the west,
Doc. A crew met us when we was nearly
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there and yuh’d never guess who headed
’em.”

“No.” Reese shook his head. “I’ll not
try. There have been too blamed many sur-
prises already.”

“It was the fire-eatin’ gent that rode in
here with Milburn and Dusty. Walt Wythe
and King Olin was plumb friendly. They
had a long talk but I couldn’t get close to
hear what they said. Acted like they’d done
this before and some of the boys said they
had.”

“Walt Wythe!” Reese whistled.

“Later King called me over and told me
I'd get my cut of the beef,” Hank said. “He’d
decided I was all right, he said. I asked him
how he figgered on gettin’ away with it.”

“What did he say?”

“He just laughed,” Hank answered, “and
said it had been done before and would be
done again. King hinted that Quilado was
kept stirred up on purpose, so’s King could
chouse off the beef, putin’ the blame on the
small ranchers. Wythe gets a share for han-
dlin’ the cows and sellin’ em. He shore is
a snake, Doc.”

“And a smart one,” Steve Reese said slow-
ly. “I never would have figured this angle
in the case.”

“King hinted Art couldn’t do much if he
did find out who stole the beef,” Hank went
on. “I reckon he’s got somethin’ on Bar-
rett, though he ain’t playin’ it till he’s forced
tO.”

“I’'m beginnin’ to see light,” Reese said
slowly. “I reckon I'd better ride to Quilado
myself. Keep up the good work, Hank.
You've just about tied up the case for us.”

“Be careful yuh ain’t seen,” Hank warned.
“I wouldn’t like to be caught right now. I
figger I can learn a heap now that King has
decided I'm an owlhooter.”

[

EESE smiled, nodded and cautiously

arose. There was no one around and
once again he strolled aimlessly toward the
barn. When he rounded the building, he
saw that the gunmen were still grouped
around the bunkhouse door. Only one man’s
glance passed over him, and that was com-
pletely disinterested.

Reese went to the corral, roped and sad-
dled his horse. He rode out of the yard,
paying no attention to the gunhawks who
idly watched him. He saw Hank hunkered
down at one corner of the bunkhouse, idly
whittling on a piece of wood.

As soon as Reese was out of sight of the
Arrow B he cut off of the road so that he
would not meet Art Barrett and King Olin
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coming back from town. He cut across the
range at a fast clip and reached Quilado in
record time. He saw no sign of Art and
King, still he ghosted up to the rear of the
jail instead of boldly approaching it from the
front.

Keever was cramming cartridges in a rifle,
getting ready to go on the trail of the rustlers.
Reese told what he knew of the business and
the deputy placed the rifle on his desk. His
face showed anger.

“From what yuh tell me,” he said, “I rec-
kon I know about where them cows are. So
that’s Walt Wythe’s game, playin’ both ends
against the middle!”

“It’s King Olin’s, too,” Reese said. “I'm
expecting a wire that might give us more of
a line on Art Barrett. Wait until I check
with the telegraph office.”

Keever went with him. There was a wire
waiting from Colonel Beauvine. Reese read
it and his lips flattened. He passed the mes-
sage to Keever and the deputy swore under
his breath.

“So Grant Simpson was bought out by the
Barretts! He faked a survey to fit their
claims.”

“I suspected that,” Reese said, as he
nodded. “At my suggestion the CPA man
in Washington got busy. Simpson was ar-
rested in St. Louis by a US Marshal and
they want Art Barrett. The Land Office
has now decided, because of the fake survey
and the tricky way the Barretts played, to
grant no portion of the Muron claim. In
other words, Keever, the Barretts are
whipped and the small ranchers have clear
titles to thelr spreads.”

“What about Wythe?” Keever asked, and
Reese tugged at his lower lip.

“Pick him up. Catch him with the stolen
cows if you can. I’'m riding out to the Ar-
row B. Bring Wythe there for a showdown,
I think we’ll get at the heart of a lot of
questions when Wythe talks.”

“There’s not the slightest doubt of it,”
Keever said. “But how are you going to
make Wythe talk?”

Steve Reese considered for several mo-
ments. There were Indian methods to make
a man talk, but the CPA was above their use.
But Reese as well as Keever knew that some-
body in the case had to crack up.

If finding the lost stock would help, then
the rustled herd must be picked up as soon as
possible. Time was of essence.

“I’m leaving Wythe to you,” Reese told the
law man. “He’s your catch.”

“What about you?” Keever asked.

“I’ll work out my end,” the CPA man said.
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tree beyond the barn.”

“Get a rope!” someone yelled and men ran
eagerly back to the bunkhouse.

Rough hands grabbed Reese and the guns
were jerked from his holsters. The whole
play had broken so fast that Reese realized
he faced utter defeat. Hank was already
downed and Art Barrett intended that Reese
himself should be silenced.

EESE stood tight-lipped, making no
effort to throw off the hands that held
him. There was no use and he knew it. He
could only wait and hope for the smallest
ghost of a break. Resolutely he kept his
eyes from Hank’s still form.

As he was hustled toward the bunkhouse
he saw a man appear momentarily in the
doorway, carrying a coiled lariat. Art Bar-
rett came striding behind the men. Back at
the ranchhouse, two bodies lay still and inert.
As the crowd moved away and around the
barn, one of them stirred, pushed itself up.

Hank Ball’s narrowed eyes gleamed sav-
agely. King Olin moaned but the redhead
paid him no attention. He scooped up his
sixes and hastily shoved fresh cartridges in
the chambers. His side burned and the belt
band of his trousers was stained with blood,
but he pressed his lips tightly, fighting the
pain.

He started toward the barn, hand clutched
against his side. He edged around it and
saw the big tree, shadowy in the night, Men
busied themselves building a fire there and
soon the flames leapt high. Steve Reese sat
straight and granite-jawed atop a horse be-
neath a limb, the noose already around his
neck. The renegade named Snake tossed the
rope up over the limb, pulled it tight and
looked around at Art Barrett.

“Lash it,” Art ordered with an evil
chuckle, “so he won’t fall when he gets up
there.”

Two men moved to Snake’s side, ready to
whip the horse into motion with their hats.
Hank Ball leaned against the barn, not trust-
ing his wounded side. His guns lined down,
one on Art and the other on Snake,

“Yore party is over, hombres,” he said.

Art spun around. Snake jumped to one
side, hand slashing to his holster. Hank’s
gun blasted and Snake sagged against the
tree and fell limp. The rest froze. Hank’s
voice carried firm and clear.

“Drop yore six, Barrett. Lift that noose
off Reese and cut them ropes. Pronto!”

Art Barrett, face white and strained,
opened his fingers and the gun dropped to
the ground. The men stood straining for-

ward but they dared not buck the steady
twin guns that menaced them. Art moved
to Reese’s horse, reached up and slashed the
rope that bound his arms. Reese hastily
lifted the noose from his head and swung
out of saddle. For a fraction of a second,
he stood between Hank and Art Barrett.

Barrett moved then with the speed of a
striking snake. His arms clenched around
Reese. His voice lifted in a yell.

“Get that red-headed son!”

Instantly perdition broke loose. A dozen
guns blasted, sending a hail of lead toward
the barn. Hank had dropped flat, but his
sixes roared with steady precision. Two
men dropped, and a third had his legs
knocked out from under him. Hank’s face
held a reckless light as he returned the ene-
my fire,

Steve Reese twisted around savagely, try-
ing to free himself from Art Barrett’s grasp.
He managed to work his elbow and arm as
a lever, and succeeded in partially freeing
himself. His fist pounded up and landed a
glancing blow in Art’s face. Barrett’s head
snapped back and his grip was wholly brok-
en. He caught himself and came boring in,
fists pumping like pistons. There was des-
peration and fury in his dark face.

Reese met the rush, but could not check
it. He was driven back, though he rained
blows on Art’s face and ribs. Barrett seemed
impervious to pain. Dimly Reese heard the
blast of shots around him as Art looped in
a blow that was parried and the CPA field
chief landed a solid punch to his opponent’s
jaw.

The man went down, arms outflung. His
fingers touched the gun he had dropped and
curled around it. Desperately Reese threw
himself forward in a flying tackle. He
thudded atop Barrett, fingers grabbing for
the man’s gun wrist as the muzzle swept
around. Savagely he jerked and the gun
exploded. Power particles burned Reese’s
face but he hung grimly on. Barrett tried
to wrench free, using knees and fist,

Hank fired desperately to keep the gun-
hawks at bay. His guns spat constantly and
finally the hammers clicked on empty cham-
bers. The redhead cursed as the gunslam-
mers yelled in triumph and came forward,
though still cautious.

They did not hear the cavalcade come
pounding through the main gate until the
first of the horsemen swept around the cor-
ner of the barn, guns spitting from his pudgy
fists, his sleepy round face grim and tight.
Behind him rode Keever, Milburn and Tex
Gage. Out by the gate, a beautiful girl
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financially than it is right now,” Crawley
was saying. .

He sat tipped back in his chair, long legs

extended in front of him, stone-gray eyes on
the ceiling as if he knew no one in the room
would argue with him.
" “After a man has served Paulina County
as long and faithfully as Bing Austin has,”
he went on, “it is by no means fair that we
should forget him. I should say, Bing, that
a small business is what you need. Some-
thing like a restaurant, or perhaps a harness
shop. Or say a hotel. I believe you have
been unable to save much money from your
sheriff’s salary.”

Crawley paused, and eyed Mose Younger
a moment as if he weren’t quite sure how
the judge would take his suggestion.

“I’ve always tried to make it a rule to base
my loans on character,” Crawley continued
then, “rather than the amount of property a
man owns. I certainly would be willing to
grant you such a loan, Bing, one big enough
to set you up in a paying business. But gen-
tlemen, I feel that Paulina County should
do something for Bing in consideration of
his services in wiping out Tod Orchard’s
gang. My suggestion is that we grant Bing
a lifetime pension, starting at the time of his
resignation. Dale Russek could be appointed
sheriff until the people act at the elections
next fall.”

HAT was too much. The pine board

clattered to the floor between Bing’s
legs. He made a wild sweep with his knife,
and jabbed it into his left leg. It stuck there,
the handle quivering for a moment. Craw-
ley stared at Bing open-mouthed as if he
expected blood to start pouring from a
wound.

“Hod dang it, Crawley!” Bing bellowed.
“I don’t want yore blasted old pension! I
didn’t ask for no loan. I'm sheriff, and I'm
goin’ to stay sheriff till the people of Pau-
lina County vote me out. I ain’t goin’ to
resign. Yuh can just put that in yore pipe
and smoke it!” :

Crawley swallowed. He looked at Doc
Hyman and Mose Younger, and then at
Bing. There was a pained expression on
his thin face as if he considered it nothing
less than treason to be spoken to in that
manner, _

“But Bing,” he said persuasively, “you’ve
got a wooden leg. You can’t ride around
over the county like you used to. You've
been the best sheriff Paulina County ever
had. It seems to me that the wise thing for
you to do is to resign now before something

comes up that you can’t handle, and thereby
lose your fine reputation.”

“Yuh’re tryin’ to butter me up like a piece
of toast,” Bing snapped, “but it don’t go.
Mebbe I can’t ride good, but I can still set
in a buggy. Yuh’re tryin’ to make out I'm
an old has-been. I'm thirty-two, and I ain’t
done by no manner of means.” He slapped
the star on his shirt front. “That’s stayin’
there!”

Crawley’s face hardened. “I hate to say
this, Bing, but Dale Russek’s been your dep-
uty long enough to know what your job en-
tails. He’s strong and able-bodied. He’d
make a far more capable sheriff than you can
be in your condition.”

Bing jerked the knife from his wooden
leg, snapped the blade shut, and shoved it
into his pocket.

“Dale Russek will make a good lawman
one of these days,” Bing said, “but he ain’t
a good one yet. He’s been my. deputy for
six months. Yuh got to train a lawman
same as anybody else. Mose, yuh’re a cat-
tleman and a good one. Yuh’ve been in the
business all yore life. Yuh think yuh could
learn it in six months?”

“No, I don’t,” Younger admitted. “There’s
plenty I don’t know yet.”

“You, Doc”—Bing glared at Hyman—
“yuh’re a crackin’ good sawbones. Yuh had
to be, or I'd be a dead duck right now. I
get all shot to pieces when I take on the
Orchard bunch. Reckon folks figgered I
was dead when they picked me up. Yuh
took my leg, but yuh saved my life. Yuh
reckon yuh learned how to do that in six
months?”

“No.” Hyman shook his hearded head.
“I'm like Mose. I'm still learning.”

“Mebbe you know all there is to know
about the banking business, Crawley,” Bing
snapped, “but bein’ a lawman’s different. It
takes nerve and straight shootin’, shore, but
that ain’t all. Yuh’ve got to notice a lot of
little things that most folks don’t notice. If
yuh don’t, yuh make some bad mistakes that
cost lives. Yuh can arrest the wrong man,
or let the right man go, and one’s as bad as
the other. Dale ain’t learned that, and yuh
can’t expect him to in six months.”

Crawley’s face might have been granite.

“Austin,” he said harshly, “I’ve tried to be
fair with you, but you won’t have it. There
is nothing left for the county court to do
but ask for your resignation. I have peo-
ple’s money entrusted to me. I can’t afford
to gamble on a bad job of law enforcing with
the Beauty Kid working in northern Ne-
vada.”
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“For once yuh’re talkin’ sense. The
Beauty Kid is plenty smart. Yuh got a pile
of cash in yore safe?”

“More than Paulina County can afford to
lose.”

“Then I'll see what I can do about keepin’
it there.”

Bing Austin picked up his cane, and
stamped out, his wooden leg cracking sharply
against the bank floor.

Doc Hyman’s bearded face broke into a
grin.’

“I was wondering how long Bing was goin’
to sit there quiet like. You're a good banker,
Ed, but I don’t see why, knowing human
nature the way you do.”

“There’s nothing funny about this, Doc,”
Crawley said coldly. “We've got to get rid
of Austin, one way or another.”

Bing Austin thumped down the boardwalk
while anger cooled within him. Much of
what Ed Crawley had said was true. It took
a tough, two-fisted sheriff to rod Paulina
County, and a man with a wooden leg could
be neither tough nor two-fisted.

Word was already out among the long-
riders what had happened to him. It would
be worse before it was better, and it was still
months before election. Bing had no inten-
tion of running again, but he wasn’t resign-
ing now because Ed Crawley told him to.

In another six months Dale Russek would
be better than an average lawman. Bing
Austin would quit when his term was out,
and not a day sooner.

Bing turned in at “Buck” Grady’s restau-
rant, and took a back table. He had noted
the two pinto horses racked in front, and
wondered whose they were. The brands
were unfamiliar to him, and he hadn’t known
there were two pinto horses m Paulina
County.

Buck Grady came up to Bing’s table.

“Howdy, Sheriff,” he said affably. “What’ll
yuh have today?”

RADY was a new man in Saddle Rock.
He had never said where he came from,
or what he had done before he drifted into
town and paid Ma Dunn a good price for
her restaurant. Of one thing Bing was sure.
Grady had never run a restaurant before,
He was paying Ma Dunn big money to keep
her on as cook.
“Got some good steak?” Bing asked.
“Shore have.” Grady grinned. “You know
Ma’s cookin’.”
Grady grinned easily. His dead-fish eyes
had a way of looking at everybody, and no-
body in particular,

“Reckon I'll have steak then,” Bing said.

After Grady had gone back into the
kitchen, Bing saw Dale Russek sitting at the
end of the counter. Like Bing, Dale always
ate his noon meal here, and unless he was
out of town on a job, he never varied five
minutes from twelve o’clock. For an instant
anger flamed again in Bing Austin, and died.
There was no use blaming Dale. He was a
good boy, and loyal. Chances were he
wouldn’t take the sheriff’s job if Crawley did
succeed in boosting Bing out.

Half a dozen other men were perched on
the stools. Two were strangers, the rest
Paulina County men whom Bing knew well.
The strangers were sitting next to Dale.
Tough-looking men, Bing saw, with a week’s
growth of beard on their faces, and the dust

_of hard travel on them. Bing guessed that

the pinto horses belonged to them, and his
curiosity was stirred as it always was when
he spotted strangers who looked as if they
were in a hurry.

Grady had come back from the kitchen.

“That was a bad stage *hold-up over in
Bent River County,” he said loudly. “Yuh
hear about it, Dale?”

“No,” Russek said, and looked up from
his plate.

“Yep,” Grady went on, “it was a lollapa-
lazoo. They got ten thousand or better out
of the strong-box. Shot the driver and
guard. I reckon the Bent River sheriff’ll be
along right soon hot on their trail. There
was two of ’em, and they was ridin’ pinto
horses. I dunno why they had them kind
of broncs. They’d shine up like a prairie
fire on a dark night. I'm betting you and
the sheriff’ll have a job, Dale.”

“We'll be ready if they show up here,”
Dale said.

Quietly the two strangers had slid off their
stools. They were outside and mounted be-
fore Dale Russek saw them. He took a
quick look through the window just as the
men dug in the steel, and went down the
street in a cloud of dust.

He slipped off his stool and came back to
Bing.

“Them hombres are ridin’ pinto broncs,”
Dale said softly, “and they didn’t finish their
grub. They just ambled out when Grady
began talkin’. Yuh reckon they’re the jasp-
ers he was talkin’ about?”

Bing hadn’t missed a move.

“Could be, Dale,” he said quietly. “Just
set tight for a minute, and see what hap-
pens.’

Grady had gone to the window.

“Sheriff,” he said, as loud as before, “did
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yuh see them huckleberries? They shore
looked like tough hands.”

“They did for a fact,” Bing said.
about that steak?”

“I reckon it’s ready,” Grady said, and went
into the kitchen.

“Mebbe I ought to hightail out after them
two,” Dale said worriedly.

“Set tight,” Bing said again.
meal.”

Bing had started on his steak when a rider
thundered into town from the opposite di-
rection the two men had taken. He reined
to a stop in front of the jail across the street
from the restaurant,

“Sherifi!” he bawled.

“There’s yore sheriff,” Grady called. “It’s
just like I said. He’s after them fellers.”

Dale went through the door before Grady
finished talking, the rest of the men behind
him. Bing took another bite of steak before
he followed.

The stranger packed a star, and his horse
was lather-coated. He, like the two men
who had left on the pinto horses, hadn’t
shaved for several days, and trail dust lay
heavily upon him.

“Did a couple of tough-looking hombres
ride through this town?” the stranger de-
manded. “They was toppin’ pinto hosses,
and likely looked like they’d come quite a
ways.”

“They just pulled out!” Grady said ex-
citedly. “They was in my restaurant eatin’
when I started tellin’ about the hold-up in
Bent River County. All of a sudden they got
up and lit out on their pinto hosses.”

“That’s them!” the lawman roared, and
swore. His eyes caught Bing Austin’s star.
“You the sheriff?”

Bing nodded.

“I’m Sheriff Webb from Bent River,” the
stranger snapped, “and I'll need some help.
Them two killed a driver and guard on the
Bent River stage, and got away with ten
thousand. I've been chasin’ ’em for three
days. They’re tough hands, and I don’t care
to take ’em on alone.”

“Yuh’ll get help,” Bing said, and nodded
at Dale Russek. “Reckon yuh’d better ride,
Dale.” .

“Shore,” Russek said, and headed for the
livery stable.

“Ain’t you goin’?” Webb demanded, and
then seemed to remember something. “Say,
yuh’re the hombre that lost a leg in the scrap
with Tod Orchard’s bunch, ain’t yuh?”

“Yeah,” Bing said “Yuh won’t miss me.
Dale’s a good man.’

“We ought to have more’n two,” Webb

“How

“Finish yore

said. “They’re plenty tough, them jiggers.”
IS eyes swept the crowd around him.
Practically every man in Saddle Rock
was there.

“I need all of yuh,” he announced. “Yuh’re
plumb blamed lucky them varmints didn’t
take a crack at yore bank. Yuh'll all be a
heap safer when we run ’em down. Saddle
up, and get a move on. Them fellers ain’t
lettin’ no grass grow under their feet.”

“Yuh reckon one of ’em was the Beauty
Kid?” Bing asked.

“Nope,” Webb snapped. “The Beauty
Kid’s way over in Idaho by now. I don’t
know who these fellers were. A couple of
tough punchers that figgered on grabbin’
some easy dinero, I reckon. They shore hit
the jack-pot when they stopped that stage.”

Five minutes later the heavily armed cav-
alcade swept out of Saddle Rock, leaving
Bing, grizzled old Mike Zachary, the livery-
man, and Buck Grady standing on the board-
walk. Ed Crawley hadn’t left his bank.

“Looks like we’re about the size of this
pueblo’s male population,” Bing said, “ex-
cept for Crawley and Joe Evans over in the
depot. How come you didn’t go, Grady?”

“I'm kind of like you and Mike,” Grady
said, and stared longingly after the posse.
“I ain’t much good on a hoss. Mebbe we
ought to get a buckboard and foller that
outfit. I'm purty handy with a hogleg.”

“We wouldn’t do much in a buckboard,”
Bing said. “How’d yuh hear about that
hold-up, Grady?”

“Joe Evans told me,” Grady said quickly.
“It came in over the depot wire this morn-
ing.”

“I see. Well, yuh'd better have Ma do a
pile of cookin’. When that posse gets back,
they’re goin’ to be plumb hungry.”

Bing moved along the street to the corner.
There he turned down the side street that
led to the depot. He wasn’t too handy yet
with his peg-leg, and he didn’t like to walk.
Ordinarily he spent his time in his office, but
he had some walking to do today, and if his
hunch panned out, he was going to be mighty
busy, and soon.

Grimly he hoped he had figured it out
straight. If he had, he would show Ed Craw-
ley that it took more than a peg-leg to put
a good lawman on the side lines.

“If a wire came in about that Bent River
hold-up, how come I didn’t hear about it?”
Bing demanded of Joe Evans.

“What yuh talkin’ about?” Evans asked
hotly. “No wire came in about no hold-up.”

“Yuh didn’t tell Buck Grady about a hold-
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up in Bent River County?”

*I shore didn't.”

Bing thought a moment, and then he
asked: “Did Grady send a wire lately?”

Evans nodded. “He sent one two—three
days ago. It wasn’t anything important.
Somethin’ about fishing being good in Pau-
lina County.” '

“Did he get an answer?”

“Yeah. It was from the same gent Grady
had sent his wire to. Said he’d be here at
one-thirty today.”

“Where did it come from?”

“Some little town in northern Nevada.
Rattlesnake Switch, I think it was.”

“Thanks, Joe.”

Bing glanced at his watch. He didn’t have
much time, but enough. He moved as rap-
idly as he could back to Main Street, and
went into Grady’s restaurant.

“Howdy, Sheriff,” Grady said affably.
“Come back to finish that steak?”

Bing came up close to the counter. He
pulled his gun, and lined it on Grady’s ample
stomach.

“I came back to take care of some unfin-
ished business,” Bing said coldly. “Yuh’re
under arrest, Grady. Head for the jail, and
stay ten feet ahead. A man with a peg-leg
ain’t much good in a fist fight. If yuh try
to get at me, I’ll kill yuh.”

Grady’s face paled. He glanced at the
door, then looked at the clock on the shelf
behind him,

“What yuh arrestin’ me for?” he de-
manded. “I ain’t done nothin’.”

“Mebbe yuh ain’t,” Bing said, “but yuh’re
shore aimin’ to. Get movin.”

“Yuh can'’t arrest me for somethin’ I ain’t
done,” Grady insisted doggedly.

“If 'm wrong I'm in a hole,” Bing ad-
mitted, “but if I ain’t, yuh’re in trouble. The
charge is accessory before the fact happened.
That sounds good, and it'll do. Get goin’.”

Grady went then, across the street, and
into the jail. When the cell door had clanged
shut behind him, Bing asked:

“Yuh want to talk, Grady? It’ll make it
easier for me, and it’ll shore make it easier
for you when they pull this job off, and yuh
come up for trial.”

“I got nothin’ to talk about,” Grady in-
sisted.

“Yuh got plenty to talk about. This has
got all the earmarks of one of the Beauty
Kid’s jobs. I don’t know of any other bank
robber who figgers things out neat and tricky
like he does. Yuh lied about Joe Evans tell-
in’ yuh about a hold-up in Bent River
County.”

“All right,” Grady muttered. “I lied, but I
don’t know nothin’ about the Beauty Kid.
Them two hombres told me about the hold-
up before you and Dale come in. I tried to
give yuh a tip, but yuh let ’em slip out from
under yore fingers., Yul'll have a hard time
explainin’ that, Austin,”

“That’s all yuh’ve got to say?”

“That’s all, cuss yuh,” Grady snarled.

ACK in his office Bing replaced his
Stetson with a battered, dirty one. He
took off his clothes, and slipped into a ragged
shirt and a pair of dirty levis. He slit the
left leg of the levis, fastened his holster in-
side, and replaced his gun in the holster.
Then he pinned the hole shut so that it
would not be noticeable to a casual observer.
The gun hung heavily, but again it was
something that would not likely be seen. He
took a Winchester and a sawed-off shotgun
from the gun rack, and hobbled down the
walk to the livery stable.

“You got a Winchester here, ain’t yuh,
Mike?” he asked the liveryman.

“Yeah,” Zachary said curiously. “Why?”

“I’m guessin’ the Beauty Kid has schemed
up the neatest bank job yuh ever heard of,”
Bing answered, “and we ain’t got much time.
I want a couple of old sacks and a bottle of
whisky.”

Zachary stared at him a moment pop-eyed.

“The Beauty Kid!” he whispered.

He scurried to the back of the barn, and
came back with the sacks, and a half-filled
whisky bottle.

“I don’t see what yuh’re gettin’ at, Bing,”
he said, “but yuh’re an old hand at the busi-
ness. I reckon yuh know what yuh’re doin’.”

“I think I do,” Bing answered grimly, “but
Ed Crawley may have some doubts.”

He sprinkled the whisky liberally over his
shirt front, and handed the bottle back to
Zachary.

“Stay out of sight, Mike,” he advised, “and
keep yore Winchester handy. Don’t start
anything till I do.”

Bing had a tough time handling the shot-
gun, rifle, and sacks, but he got them to the
bank. He laid the Winchester on the walk
in front of the bank, covered it carelessly
with the sacks, and then took the shotgun
inside.

Ed Crawley looked through the teller’s
window as Bing came up, and sniffed.

“You've been drinking, Bing!” the banker
exploded. “Just because Dale’s out of town
you’re acting like a fool.”

“Shut up!” Bing snapped, and shoved the
shotgun through the window. “Yuh had a
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lot to say this mornin’ about how useless a
peg-legged sheriff was. We're goin’ to find
out who’s right mighty soon. Keep that
scatter-gun handy, and don’t get excited.
Yuh'll cook my game if yuh go off half-
cocked.”

“You're drunk, Austin,” Crawley snapped.
“What kind of play-acting is this?”

“It ain’t play-actin’, Crawley. Unless I'm
wrong, the Beauty Kid’s cooked up a scheme
to empty the town so’s he can rob the bank
nice and easy. Remember what I said about
goin’ off half-cocked? No use of getting
yoreself killed. Wait till I start things.”

Bing hobbled out of the bank, leaving
Crawley staring after him. It was almost
one-thirty when Bing reached the sidewalk.
There he waited, but not long.

A buckboard turned into Main Street two
blocks north of the bank, and pulled up in
front of where Bing stood. There were two
men in the rig. The driver was a tall, red-
headed gent dressed like a cowpuncher. The
other was short and slender. He wore a
gray suit and an expensive cream-colored
Stetson. His features were fine, almost girl-
ish. That would be the Beauty Kid, Bing
thought,

Both men stepped down from the buck-
board, and looked up and down the street.
Then they came up to Bing, and paused, the
slender man’s china-blue eyes raking him,
the coldest, hardest eyes Bing had ever seen,
and he had met up with more than his share
of tough hombres in the years he had sher-
iffed Paulina County.

“Howdy,” Bing said, and hiccuped. He
seemed surprised.

“The town looks deserted,” the slender
man said.

“Yesh,” Bing said. “Plumb empty.” He
hiccuped again. “Sheriff showed up chashin’
shome crooksh. Took everybody with him.”

“Why didn’t you go?”

Bing reeled uncertainly, and grabbed at
the hitch-rack. :

“Me?” He grinned foolishly. “I wanted
to go, but they wouldn’t take me. I alwaysh
mish the fun.”

Apparently the slender man took Bing for
a drunk exactly as Bing had meant to be
taken.

“Come on, Lou,” the man said.

Bing didn’t move until the men were in-
side the bank. Then he stooped, unpinned
the slit in his trouser leg, and pulled his gun.
Just as he started hobbling toward the bank,
two riders on pinto horses came into view
at the south end of Main Street. They were
leading two saddled horses, and Bing saw,

in the one, quick glance he gave them, that
they were the men who had left Grady’s res-
taurant so hurriedly an hour and a half ago.

Bing reached the bank door just as the
slender man said:

“Yuh’re looking at the Beauty Kid, hom-
bre. Get yore safe open, quick, if yuh want
to live.”

Ed Crawley was staring at the two men,
mouth open, fear hard in his eyes. Then he
did the very thing Bing had been afraid he
would do. He grabbed for the sawed-off
shotgun.

HE Beauty Kid and the man beside

him had guns in their hands. Crawley
didn’t have a chance. The Kid’s gun flamed,
and Crawley slumped to the floor.

Then Bing opened up. His first shot
ploughed through the Kid’s neck. The red-
headed outlaw wheeled away from the tell-
er’s window, and pitched a shot at Bing, but
he hurried it too much, and missed. Bing
fired twice, and the redhead sprawled over
the Beauty Kid’s inert body.

Bing dropped his Colt, and clawed the
sacks away from the Winchester. For an
instant the outlaws had pulled up their
mounts in front of the livery stable, appar-
ently surprised at the gunfire. Then they
saw Bing, and whirled their horses, but they
were too late. One of them tumbled out of
the saddle with Bing’s first shot. Mike Zach-
ary got the second one.

“Keep ’em covered, Mike!” Bing yelled.
“I’ll be there as soon as I get a look inside.”

The Beauty Kid and the redhead were
dead inside the bank, but Ed Crawley was
not. He had been hit in the chest, and he
was bleeding badly, but it looked to Bing
as if the banker would make it. He plugged
the wound the best he could, and hobbled
down the street to where Zachary stood over
the two outlaws.

“They ain’t hurt much,” Zachary said, and
swore. ‘“Dang it, I thought I'd got that one
between the eyes, but I just parted his hair
for him.”

“Crawley’s hurt purty bad, Mike.
know where Doc is?”

“He went out to Bob Melody’s place.
Ought to be back any time.”

“Let’s get these ornery sons into the cala-
boose,” Bing said, “and then you go get
Crawley’s wife. I reckon we’d best leave
him in the bank till Doc gets back. . . .”

The posse rode in a little after sundown,
tired, dusty, and empty-handed.

“Where’s that Sheriff Webb?” Bing de-
manded.

Do yuh
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though weighted with the bitterness of an
empty old age. He didn’t get up, gave no
indication that he was aware of the tall,
wide-shouldered young man in faded levis
and flat-heeled freighter’s boots walking
slowly toward him in the cedar-beamed liv-
ing room.

The measured drip of a sweating olla that
splashed on the red floor tiles beat into Matt
Stilwell’s ears and brain like the click of a
penitent’s beads. It seemed to shout at him,
warning him,

He removed his dusty hat, placed it on
the adz-squared mantel over the wide fire-
place. His features were craggy, deeply
chiseled, and he moved with the lithe grace
and sureness of a man who knew how to
handle himself, whether afoot or wheeling
freight over mountain or desert. He faced
his father, blue eyes wide, honest—the kind
of eyes that could sparkle with good humor,
or narrow into chill slits.

Old Adam turned his shaggy head slowly,
as though reluctant to expend the effort.
His eyes were dark coals, deep-set, smolder-
ing behind stiff, bushy brows. They snapped
at his son. Matt remembered the lobo he
had cornered on Table Top. He had looked
that way.

“So, the whelp comes back, to pick the
bones of his old man’s kill,” growled Adam.
Rumbling, his voice chased the silence into
the shadows of dark doorways. “A cussed
two-bit teamster—a no-good grubbin’ la-
borer!” he shouted. “Yuh threw up the
chance to rod the best cow ranch in Hoss-
shoe Valley, to haul other folk’s truck!”

Adam spat into the cold fireplace, wiped
the strings of amber tobacco juice from his
wiry beard.

“I told yuh ten years back I never wanted
to see the likes of yuh again,” the oldster
rasped, “unless yuh was ready to settle
down here on the Walkin’ R and go to work.
I'm tellin’ yuh again!”

A B ATT saw his father tremble with the
A anger whipping through his lean old
frame. He saw the cane by the chair and
the stiff leg thrust out straight. It looked
the way a gnarled scrub-oak looks, dead and
old and good only for earth, for humus.
Matt’s eyes narrowed. It would be just like
Reb Culver, he reflected, to move in, a yellow
coyote, brave when the choused-out herd
bull was too old and sick to fight.

“Yuh’re not goin’ to get the Walkin’ R!”
shouted the rancher. “You nor that skunk
of a Culver, savvy?”

The cane fell with a clatter. Old Adam
gripped the arms of his chair, his rope-
twisted hands bony mauls.

Many times on the trail home, ever since
the day a drifting cowhand had told Matt
what was going on, and he had turned his
general freighting business over to his fore-
man, he had worked over in his mind what
he would say to his father. He would try
to explain away the harsh idealism that had
been his as a kid of eighteen, ten years ago.
He would tell him the hate he held for the
struggle a cowman had to put up to keep
his name out of the gone-to-Texas book.

Apaches—they had been bad enough. And
then it had been the rustlers and the am-
bitious small ranchers with running irons
always hot and ready to doctor a brand. All
that just to make a living. Adam had sur-
vived, bitter, ruthless, a tyrant in his climb
to cattle king, stepping on any who got in
his way.

He hadn’t been crooked, an out-and-out
cattle thief but, like the other big cattlemen,
his riders had always carried mighty careless
ropes on their hulls, and six-shooters that
rested easily in oiled leather holsters. At
twenty-eight, with a business of his own,
standing on his own feet, Matt Stilwell could
understand his father a bit better, could give
him credit for the sweat and courage and
brains it took to earn a place in the sun.

A man didn’t have to shove others around,
though. Facing the old cowman, crippled
up, self-willed as an old she bear with cubs,
Matt felt his arguments and explanations
dying. Once again, as in his youth, he knew
the strong will of his father, felt it beat
down his ten-year shell of self-confidence,
steal with fear’s cold fingers to his back and
ripple there, to lay, palm-down, on his wide
shoulders like wet soogans on bed-out after
a flash flood.

“I heard the Walkin’ R was in trouble,”
Matt said. “That’s why I come back. But
I don’t want no part of yore man-killin’ cow
ranch, I heard that Reb Culver filed home-
stead papers on Sucio Creek. That cuts off
yore water. I thought mebbe I could do
somethin’ about that. Didn’t know yuh was
laid up with a bad leg, or I'd’ve come sooner.”
Matt felt like a fool button.

Adam got to his feet, Lame. He stum-
bled over his cane on the floor, kicked at
it with his good foot. It broke against the
smoky lava rocks of the fireplace.

“Drygulcher—shot off my knee-cap six
months back,” he growled. “Culver’s man,
I reckon. And Culver’s got Sucio cut off,
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shore enough. He’s makin’ me pay to water
my critters! I didn’t know till he filed on
the creek that there was any Gover’ment
land on the Walkin’ R. But it was there,
and that skunk’s got it. He's farmin’ down
on the lower bench. Got four or five hoe-
men workin’ for him, raisin’ spuds and such
stuff and sellin’ ’em in town.

“And that ain’t all. He got hisself ap-
pointed postmaster of Diablito—and spends
his nights stealin’ mine and some of the
other fellers’ stock. But what in blazes am
I tellin’ you my troubles for?”

Old Adam’s eyes traveled over his son’s
husky body, came to a rest on Matt’s hips.

“You too strait-laced to wear a iron, or
just chicken, like yuh was as a kid? Yuh
got nerve, offerin’ me help. Get out!” The
cowman roared now. “Get out, and don't
show in Diablito! I shore don’t want any
of the old-timers to see what’s carryin’ my
brand!”

Matt knew an empty feeling in the pit of
his flat stomach. It just didn’t seem to be
in the cards for his father to do anything
but bluster and hate. Anger came slowly
to Matt, yet it came and it was hot. His
face took on a grim, blocky determination,
was finally a replica of the old fire-eater in
front of him.

“All right,” he said thinly. “I’ll get out.
I won’t be comin’ back, not until I've got
Culver’s hide. But I'm comin’ back then,
and when I do, yuh old shell-back, yuh’re
goin’ to greet me with a smile. For the
first time in yore ringy life, yuh're goin’ to
say thanks for favors done!”

Matt spun on his boots, stamped out of
the house, to swing up on his big deep-
chested roan at the front gate. Old Adam
limped after his son, watched hot-eyed as
Matt pulled a six-gun from his rolled slicker
from behind the cantle and thrust it into
the waistband of his levis. He didn’t look
back, touched his spurs into the gelding’s
ribs, and rolled a cloud of dust toward
Diablito on the desert edge of Horseshoe
Valley. The trace of a smile tugged at
Adam’s stern mouth.

“Misjudged that boy, shore as the devil,”
he muttered into his beard. “And him buck-
in’ Diablito alone!”

Adam made his way back into the house,
his big bony hands gripping the door frame,
easing himself inside. There was no peace
in his heart, and the gaze he laid on the
small faded tintype of his wife in the book-
case was a somber, brooding thing. His
long fingers laced through his beard, pulled

at the wiry whiskers. A cow-country cath
rumbled deep in his chest, boomed from his
lips to crash harshly in the silence. . . .

JABLITO was sprawled out on the

edge of the valley, a handful of shacks
and false-fronted buildings set down hit-or-
miss along the sides of the dusty wide
streets. It hadn’t changed much that Matt
could see. There were a few more saloons,
maybe, and Boothill had spread out some.
The jagged rim of Los Coyotes reared up
at its back, threw long shadows in crazy-
quilt pattern down into the outskirts.

Matt rode slowly down the wide main
street, the lowering sun flashing red and
blue on his speckled roan. His eyes stalked
the shops along the walks. Some of the
names on the peeling signs won a grim smile
of reminiscence from his taut lips. These
folks would have cause to remember him,
a Stilwell. Matt’s mouth twisted. He won-
dered—and grinned at his own naive thought
—if the name still engendered the hate it
once had.

He pulled up in front of Diablito’s post-
office, tied his roan and stepped up on the
walk. Leaning lazily against the post-office
front wall, he pulled out the makings and
fashioned a cigarette—and a crook-billed
thing it was, spilling its brown flakes as he
struck fire to the crimped end.

His blue eyes were narrow cracks swivel-
ing up and down the street. Three doors
down, tinny music blared forth from Ike
Allen’s saloon. Three punchers, faces red
with tanglefoot, scuffed in horseplay under
the wooden awning. A frown cut into Matt’s
tanned forehead. Punchers they might be,
but they had the stamp of gunmen about
them, wore twin irons low on their hips, and
had the eyes that go with that sort of
thing.

One of them, a tall man, lean as raw-
hide, was doing most of the loud talking,
waving his long arms to accompany a
drawling harangue. Matt caught the brand
name of his father’s lay-out and tensed,
suddenly alert. He didn’t like the cut of the
fellow’s mouth, nor the little green eyes that
flashed his way a time or two.

The gunman must have felt Matt’s stare,
for he turned around to glare brazenly, ar-
rogance and belligerence in his pale eyes. It
wouldn’t be hard to pick up a fight in this
town!

Matt took a deep drag on his smoke and
snapped it out into the street, moseyed
into the post-office. The clerk behind the
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stamp window was stacking a little roll of
quarters, He slipped them into a piece of
brown paper and rolled them tight, scribbled
his count and put them away before he
looked up.

He wore a pair of grimy sleeve-guards and
a green eye-shade pulled low over his bulg-
ing white forehead. A cigarette dangled
from his colorless lips, and when he spoke,
it jerked up perilously close to the celluloid
shade.

His “what can I do for you?” was com-
pletely automatic and impersonal.

Matt stared, silent, moody. Maybe he was
just a fool, to ride into this lone-handed. He
thought of his freight wagons, his crew and
his string of deep-chested, big-barreled Per-
cherons; his bunch of wiry little sure-footed
mules down at Tucson. The respect and
admiration of honest men and a going busi-
ness could fade ten towns like Diablito.

Trouble seemed to ride these little cow-
towns with a spade bit, and here he was
walking right into it with a loaded six-gun
in his belt. He, who could hit a jack rabbit
at fifty feet—if the rabbit held still and the
wind was right—was going in to beard a
gunny like Reb Culver.

The foot of the one jack that had held
still was in his hip pocket. Matt pulled it
out and rubbed it, eased it inside his sack
of Bull in his shirt pocket, over his heart.
His lips were a tight, white band over his
teeth. He pulled off his leather driving gloves
and wiped the cold sweat from his palms
against the legs. of his pants.

The clerk pushed back his eye-shade, his
watery eyes darting to Matt’s outthrust chin,
the cold eyes, and the butt of the .45 heeling
up from the freighter’s levis.

“I’'m from the Walkin’ R,” Matt said. “I
want to see the postmaster, Reb Culver.”

The clerk’s eyes flicked over Matt’s shoul-
der to the tall, green-eyed gunny strolling in
the front door. There was a warning in
that glance and Matt spun around, saw the
slash-mouthed gun-dog lounge through the
outer office with jingle-bobs tinkling, lean
lazily against the partition with its rows of
rent boxes and mail slots.

Rawhide muscles moved over the bone-
lean angularity of the gunman with catlike
smoothness. He yawned and pulled a lint-
fuzzed leaf of burley from a pocket, tongued
it into his wide mouth. It made a lump as
big as an egg under his leathery cheek. His
fingers were long, black-nailed talons hov-
ering close to the walnut butts of the big
Colts swinging in their tied-down holsters.

“Stilwells ain’t got no business with Reb
Culver, pilgrim,” Green-eyes drawled in a
nasal twang. “Reb’s busy. Besides, nobody
from the Walkin’ R is to home in Diablito.”

“Reb’s not too busy to see me,” Matt said,
his voice thin-edged and brittle.

The heavy lids over the gunman’s eyes
crawled down. “Reb’ll decide that,” he put
out flatly.

ATT remembered Reb Culver, his

quick, white gambler’s hands and his
gunman pose to cover a tinhorn rep. He
remembered also Reb’s .41 hide-out that
wasn’t a hide-out because the bluster and
inflated ego of the man had always made
a point of showing it.

Reb Culver, postmaster! Matt snorted in
disgust, and wondered at the size of the
pay-off Reb had given for the appointment.

He moved over to the chest-high writing
desk and slid a pad of blank money order
forms toward him. After he got the gummy
pen to working, he scribbled something on
the blank and handed it to the white-faced
clerk,

“Yore high leader will want to read that,”
he said, and added tersely, “I’ll wait for his
answer.”

The clerk’s eyes goggled. He whirled
away from his cage, vanished from sight.
The gunman moved over and leaned against
Reb’s office door.

“Listen, stranger, yuh askin’ for trouble,
or yuh just plumb fool? There ain’t no-
body goin’ in there and brace Reb. I say so!
You mosey, before I get my mad up.”

Reb paid well for his gunmen. This one
was all lobo, and as quick. But a freighter
had to be quick, too, and sure of movement.
Matt’s right hand dropped toward his six-
gun and, as the gunny’s talons stabbed down,
came up and out, straight, hard—flush to
Green-eyes’ bony jaw. Rocky muscles that
could tool a load of heavy freight over the
roughest mountain road, were behind that
blow. And the snap at the end of it was
delivered with the certain control of a whip
artist,

The gun guard sagged, his half-drawn six-
shooters sliding back into leather. The green
eyes rolled grotesquely, showing the muddy
whites. The gunman unraveled and fell,
out on higs boots. The clerk, crouching be-
hind the safe, gave a terrified squeak. Matt
opened Reb’s door and stepped inside the
cubby-hole.

Culver’s office was small, seemed hardly
large enough to contain his sleek bulk. One
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dirty-paned window and a door opened onto
the back alley. An old spur-scarred, roll-
top desk squatted in one corner. Reb sat
in front of it, sorting out a pile of green-
backs. His eyes were warm and brown and
rested lightly on Stilwell. He smiled, show-
ing his white teeth. It was a cold smile.
Matt thought of a bobcat with kittens he
had cornered one time in Tanque Verdes.

“I heard the fuss out there, Stilwell,” Reb
said quietly. “If yuh don’t know it, this is
a Goverment office. Yuh can’t come in
here and cause trouble. Yuh should have
waited till I was free.”

“Free to steal the balance of the Walkin’ R
herd!” Matt said. “I’'m here to buy yore place
over on Sucio Creek like that note said that
I sent in here with yore little fieldmouse
clerk with the green blinkers. Yuh're ruin-
in’ my old man’s range and it’s got to stop!”

Culver smoothed the long, silky mustache
on his short lip.

“That’s pretty big talk for a Stilwell, ain’t
it? The land on the creek is mine—proved
up, and I've got the patent. If old Adam
wants any of my water, he’ll pay. As for the
rustlin’, yuh’ll have to prove that—to my
sheriff!”

“Yuh're a slippery snake, Culver.”

The postmaster got to his feet. There was
a scrape of boots in the outer office, then
half a dozen hard-case gunnies crowded into
Reb’s cubby. The one Matt had downed
with a slug to the jaw stood at his elbow,
shoving hot hate at the freighter. Matt felt
the harsh dig of a gun in his back, slowly
raised his hands. The man holding the six
wore a star on his vest.

“Close that door,” ordered the boss of
Diablito. “This nosy son is a Stilwell. Yuh
all know what that means. .. You, Gila,”
he said to the gunman with the green eyes,
“get rid of him—for keeps. I've got the old
man over a barrel, and I don’t want any-
thing to spoil that. The boys up in the
Santa Rosas have just about got the Walk-
in’ R herd cleaned out, all but a few stock-
ers. Tonight we'll finish up old Stilwell and
take over.

“Jim and Pode will stay with the place
on Sucio—that little farmin’ try pays. The
rest of you boys will rod the Walkin’ R.
We'll make a buzzard roost out of that
lay-out—throw a few tight loops over the
little ranchers in the Rosas. I'm workin’
on a deal to run a spur here to Diablito.
That’ll make it mighty easy for us to fat up
the stock we’re runnin’ over the Mex line
and ship out from here. Like I done told

yuh-all, if yuh stick with me, we’ll all be
on Easy Street in no time.”

Culver liked to brag, Matt thought, and
a grim smile twitched at his lips. The gun-
men grunted, filed out of Reb’s office, leav-
ing the freighter facing Culver. “Gila” prod-
ded Matt’s ribs with his drawn six-gun,
jerked the gun from his belt and tossed it
on Culver’s desk.

“This jasper won’t bother yuh no more,
Rem,” Gila snarled. “Not after I get done
with him.”

Matt’s jaw was rocky with defiance, but
under the threat of Gila’s gun there was
nothing he could do at the moment. He
preceded the gunman from the office, out
into Diablito’s darkening street. . He felt
embarrassment—defeat prodding him down
the boardwalk,

LD Charlie Wilson, standing in the

doorway of his saddle shop, recognized
Matt, stared wonderingly into his face. His
bearded jaws opened, but whatever he
wanted to say caught in his accordion-
pleated neck as Gila scowled at him, sent him
scuttling back into the shop.

Lamps winked on as Matt and Gila walked
down the length of the wide street. Matt
lowered his head and hoped the townsmen
he knew weren’'t watching. It would kill
his father, break the old man’s pride to
know a Stilwell had been marched through
the town at the point of a gun; pushed along
as though he were an outlaw or a tramp, be-
ing escorted out of Diablito.

Gila called a halt at Humbolt’s hardware
store, jabbed Matt inside and shouted into
the dim interior. Bert Humbolt waddled to-
ward them, fat and perspiring. He smelied
strongly of paint and stale sweat. The plump
hand wiping the damp bandana over the
shiny expanse of his bald head was stained
with axle grease, and left a brown smear on
his whiter skin.

“Matit Stilwell!” He beamed at the
freighter, peering through the dim light.
“By golly, boy—thought shore that old bear
of a pa of yores had chased yuh out of this
neck of the woods for good. I hear tell he’s
bein’ rustled out of business. Is that—"
Humbolt broke off, his little marble-eyes
goggling at Gila. “Matt, you trailin’ with
fellers such as—” He saw the gun in Gila’s
hand.

“Shut that ‘baccy trap, Humbolt,” Gila
snapped savagely. “I want a shovel. Round
point, with a long handle. And trot it out
in a hurry!”
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Swift understanding flooded young Stil-
well. As the sudden shock of Gila’s plan
burst over him, he took a step away from
the green-eyed gunman.
Gila moved fast. He lifted his six-gun,
to swipe the long barrel in a chopping slash
at Matt’s head. Matt jerked, and the front
sight sliced into his cheek.
“Stand hitched, savvy?” grated the gun-
man. “Yuh done lost any chance yuh had
back there in the post-office when yuh
slugged me. I’'m dealin’ now.”
Matt wiped at the blood springing to his
face and trickling down his blocky jaw.
“You son!” he said huskily. “Throw
down that iron, an’ I'll whip yore insides
out.”
Gila cuffed him, slapped him in the mouth
with a bony hand.
“Another try like that, an’ I’ll skin yuh
alive,” he snarled.
Humbolt wheezed back from the tool rack,
held out a new ash-handled shovel.
“That’s costin’ yuh a sawbuck,” he said.
“It ain’t costin’ me nothin’,” Gila snapped.
“Then it comes out of Reb Culver’s poke!
That tinhorn don’t own this town, nor me
neither.”
“Yeah?” Gila growled.
fat stuff!”
His .45 arced over Humbolt’s bald head,
connected with a pulpy squash. The store-
keeper raised on his feet, quivered, his eyes
rolling, then wilted down over his big belly
and stretched out on the floor.
Horror blazed in Matt’s eyes. Even down
in the Tucson area he had heard of Gila—
the “Gila Kid” some called him—a rustler,
highwayman and all around gunman with a
pair of fast Colts for hire to the highest bid-
der. He was as dangerous as a copperhead.
There wouldn’t be an out here. This was
the end of the trail. Matt ground his teeth
helplessly, stumbled out of the store at the
prodding end of Gila’s threatening .45.
Gila jerked his head toward the end of
the street. :
“Thataway, Stilwell, and keep a-goin’ till
I tell yuh to stop.”
_ Matt’s blood ran icy in his veins. A fine

sweat broke out on his upper lip. His eyes
swiveled up and down the silent, empty
street. There wasn’t a soul in sight, but he
knew there was more than one pair of eyes
on him. He could feel them peeking from
the safety of closed windows and locked
doors. A boogered town! Why should they
endanger their lives to take up the fight—
for a Stilwell!

“Here’s yore pay,
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And the law. It didn’t mean a thing, not
with the sheriff a paid gunny in Culver’s
gang of killers. “Thataway,” Gila had said
—to the end of the street and the purpling
desert beyond.

“Come on!” Gila growled impatiently.
“Rattle them hocks, freight man. Spooked,
ain’t you?” he taunted. “Well, that’ll pass,
soon’s yuh dig a nice deep grave for yore-
self and digest a bellyful of lead I got for
yuh here in this equalizer. Where yuh’re go-
in’, ten span of them blue-nose mules of
yores wouldn’t pull yuh out!”

They reached the end of the street, passed
the last shack and kicked through the scat-
tered bottles-and cans and trash, the dirty
skirts of Diablito. Matt halted on the edge
of the bench that fell away abruptly to the
floor of the desert. There was a dry wash
down there at the bottom of the twenty-
foot bank, lined with brush and willow and a
few cacti.

One of the cacti grew at his feet, and in
the fast fading twilight he could see where
the broad green bands had been slashed by
some little kid with a new knife and the itch
to use it. It hadn’t been many years since
he himself had done just that trick.

OR a moment he could see the ghost
of the boy he had been, serious-faced,
dominated by stern old Adam; motherless,
raised by faithful old Sing Lee. And now he
was going down there in that wash, filled
with the odds and ends of things, the cast-
offs of a rough new town squatting in desert
sufferance. And he wouldn’t be coming back.
He slid and stumbled down into the wash,
with Gila close behind him. The gunman
called a halt in the sandy bed, screened by
the brush from the town’s fearful watchers.
“Start diggin’, wagon-man,” Gila said, and
tossed the shovel to. Matt. “And make her
deep. We don’t want no flash flood to sluice
yuh out.”

He moved off ten paces and hunkered
down in the brush, his eyes like those of a
snake, watching Matt’s every move.

Matt knew fear then, cold, shuddering
fear that dried the sweat on his long back
and slowed the action of his heart. He dug
slowly, his mind racing. Gila wasn’t fooling
—he had known that from the start. He
would do just what he said he would, and
if anyone in town had any idea of interfering
it would be too bad for them.

But there had to be some way out of
this; some way to make a stand for himself.
He rebelled at the thought of being shot
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down, an unprotesting, frightened clod
without the nerve to put up a fight.

As he worked, a plan began to glimmer
dimly in his brain. Digging a grave. In
sand. An arroyo which, in flood times, was
a roaring torrent. The plan was an incom-
plete thing, dangerous, half-formed. But
anything would be worth a try. Gila would
kill him anyway. No chance, no matter how
slim, could be discarded.

His muscles tensed, trembling cords over
his arms and shoulders.

He continued to dig, and the plan took
more definite shape. He felt a cold calmness
settle over him. The mere thought of the
slimmest possibility of outwitting this killer
lent a steadiness to his hands, put a cold
gleam in his eye.

Gila watched carefully for a time, spat out
his chew and drew out the makings to roll
a smoke. Matt’s shovel grated against a
rounded stone, sliced down through a rotten
piece of driftwood like a knife through but-
ter, its sharp edge cutting into the damp sand
two feet below the dry surface. He stepped
down into the hole, squared it and evened
the sides.

He paused after ten minutes of work,
searched his pockets for his handkerchief,
found it, brought it out to wipe his streaming
face. He turned slightly away from Gila
and shook out the handkerchief. He could
feel the gunman’s eyes boring into him, and
he hoped the green eyes hadn’t seen the sil-
ver dollar pocket-piece he let slip to the sand
at his feet.

Gila blew out a mouthful of smoke, let it
curl about his twisted lips.

Matt went back to his task, carefully
working the piece of driftwood he had
hoarded up over his boots so that there was
a clear space of some two inches between the
wood and the bottom of the grave. He
brought his shovel down hard on the wood,
smiled grimly at the hollow sound he pro-
duced, as though his shovel had bitten into
a buried box.

“Gila!” he called out, and hoped his voice
was convincing. “Look here! Silver—
money, by grab! I've broken into some-
body’s hide-out, shore as shootin’!”

Gila jerked to his feet, approached slowly,
wary as a wolf.

“If yuh're tryin’ to put over somethin’,
feller, I'll slit yore yeller gizzard.”

But the gunman took the bait, looked
down into the hole. Matt’s heart pumped
like a piston beneath his shirt as he stooped
and retrieved his silver dollar and tossed it

to Gila.

The green eyes peered at the dollar. Sus-
picion filled his glance.

“Say, what yuh tryin’ to palm off?” he
snarled. “This here silver is plumb smooth,
like it come out of yore pocket.”

“Look here,” Matt said. “See this piece
of rotten board? Part of an old box, looks
like. Mebbe some miner’s cabin-bank,
washed down last spring in the rains. The
sand would smooth her off some.”

Gila’s green eyes widened.

“Say, yuh suppose . . . Gimme that shovel
an’ we'll see what yuh found!”

He still held the gun in his right hand,
reached out with his left for the shovel.
Matt held it to him, point first. As the gun-
man’s fingers touched it, he parried and
brought it smashing down on Gila’s gun-
hand.

The gunny leaped back, dropping the six-
gun and howling with pain. The sharp edge
of the shovel had sliced into his flesh. Matt
whirled the long handle about his head,
slashed at Gila. But the gunman saw the
move and leaped aside. Before Matt could
recover his swing, Green-eyes had scooped
up his gun with his left hand, thumbed back
the hammer.

The six-gun roared, flashed in Matt’s face,
and he felt the fan of death as the lead
whined by his ear and slapped into the sand
up the wash.

ATT was out of the grave in one

pantherish leap, his shovel swinging.
The strength that could snap a sixteen-foot
bull whip and make it sound like a pistol
shot was behind that swing. The blade of
the shovel hit Gila flat side to, thudded
against the man’s lean ribs. The head of
the shovel snapped off, sliced out into the
gathering dark.

Gila staggered, all the wind knocked out
of him. His face purpled as he tried to
drag air into his tortured lungs. He gasped
with pain as fractured ribs knifed into ten-
der flesh. But he kept his feet, six-gun still
in hand.

Matt stared, stunned for the moment, at
the broken handle in his fists. The end was
splintered, a long jagged, sharp point where
the neck of the shovel had fitted over the
white ash. Matt grunted out an oath. The
last vestige of fear left him in the tide of
red anger and hate surging through his
rawhide frame.

Suddenly the shovel handle was no longer
a stout piece of wood, but the war lance of
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a fighting Stilwell. Some ancient Saxon an-
cestor knew life again at that moment. Head
up, Matt drove straight for Gila, the sharp
point held level before him.

Gila shouted as the slivered end bit into
his hide. He screamed, cursed, and screamed
again as Matt pierced his middle and drove
the shaft through him, spitting him like a
barbecued beef on shipping day. Matt yanked
the shaft free, lifted it high over his head
and brought it down on Gila’s sloping brows.
It made a swishing sound as it cut through
the air, thudded hollowly as it cracked down
on the gunman’s skull.

Wires snapped between brain and muscle.
With the last instinct of living, Gila’s fin-
ger jerked the trigger of the six-gun. A blow
like the kick of a bronc wheeler slammed
into Matt, sent him staggering back on his
heels. He swayed there in the sudden si-
lence, felt warm blood leap from his shoul-
der and trickle down his left arm. There
was a buzzing in his ears that grew loud
and roared. The sand leaped at him, was
warm to his skin. It was restful there where
he lay, quiet—dark.

Dark! Cold horror gripped Matt Stilwell.
He had fallen into the open grave! Gila’s
promise!

The primal instinct for survival tore into
Matt’s brain, raced with its message through
his tough body. Wound forgotten, he clam-
bered out of that half-dug grave. A spooked
critter with the fireballs rolling the tips of
his horns couldn’t have moved faster,

Matt Stilwell staggered through the wash
and up to Diablito’s street. His left arm was
numb and bleeding where Gila’s lead had
sounded him. The pain was a pounding
sledge. But he had retrieved Gila’s six-gun
and had it now, gripped in his right hand,
swinging by his side.

A little kid, standing open-mouthed and
staring in front of his shack of a home,
watched Matt in frozen interest, turned and
ran ahead of him on the walk. He stopped
stock-still, devilment in his bright little eyes.

“Looky-looky-looky!” he chanted. “See
the man rollin’ up the street, drinkin’ up his
family’s meat. Ya-ya-ya!”

There was the delicious terror of the mo
ment in the kid’s eyes and face. He held his
ground, trembling, a race-horse at the line.
He waited until Matt was five feet from him,
his dirty face suddenly white as he saw the
blood on Stilwell’s arm and shoulder. He
didn’t wait after that, but leaped the paling
fence, caught his made-over pants and ripped
free to run like a shot-at coyote.

Matt grinned in spite of the pain, and went
on. A rattle of shots down the street rang
out in the stillness. Three riders swirled
out into the fading light and vanished in
a cloud of dust. A man started out of Hum-
bolt’s hardware store. He turned a fright-
ened face toward Matt and scooted back in-
side.

Time was an illusive cloud, the dream-stuff
of a mind filled with pain, confusion. Matt
hung to the upright of the wooden awning
in front of the post-office. Diablito was si-
lent, holding its breath. Twilight was gone
and night hovered over the town like a
broody hen. He stumbled over the body of a
man in the office doorway. It was a lean old-
ster with a brush of gray hair, almost white.

Adam Stilwell groaned, pulled himself to
his hands and knees. He weaved there,
cursing, mouthing oaths.

“Dad!” Matt gasped. “What—"

The old rancher managed a smile. There
was blood on his shirt front, wet and red,
seeping from his leathery old hide.

“Matt, boy,” he said huskily, “I couldn’t
send yuh off like I did—mebbe to yore death.
I—I follered yuh. Me and three of the
Walkin’ R boys. We shot up Culver’s gang,
sent ’em battin’ out the heel flies, but . . .
Don’t go in there! Don’t go in the post-
office. Culver—he’s holed up in there. He’ll
kill yuh shore.”

Adam fell, trembled there on the board-
walk,

Matt rolled his father on his back. He
couldn’t wait to do more, but reeled into the
post-office. He recognized the old cowhand
crumpled on the floor as one of the men
who had worked for the Walking R before
he left to become a freighter. The man looked
to be dead, for he lay still and quiet.

Matt pulled Gila’s gun level, thumbed back
the hammer and kicked open the door lead-
ing to Reb Culver’s little office.

ULVER crouched in front of his desk,
There was blood on his shirt, smearing
the whole front of the white linen. A pile
of greenbacks was heaped up about a satchel
there by the hand with which he was steady-
ing himself against the desk. Surprise died
slowly in his brown eyes and sudden hot hate
blazed there.

Matt saw the gunny, the one who had
worn the sheriff’s star when earlier he had
faced the boss of Diablito town, stretched
out on the floor.

“Come and get it, Stilwell!” Reb snarled.
“I’ve downed yore old man, and I'm still
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and of their good neighbors’ labors.

“Not that you little uns’ll savvy right
now,” he went on. “All that concerns yuh
both is clean britches and lots of grub. But
one day yuh’ll take holt yore own selfs.
There'll be rich pasture land of timothy and
alfalfa. Yore mother and T’ll watch yuh
fork and tame a string of blooded hoss stock
—spankin’ young fillies an’ colts for which
the moneyed hoss folk in the East’ll pay
well.”

Mary smiled softly and dabbed at her
lovely moist eyes. One day, the children
would understand the price of development
of Sun-Bear Valley—not only in calloused
hands, and tired, worn bodies, but in heart-
breaks, anxiety and grief. For the wilder-
ness, beautiful as it was, threw many a stern
challenge at these settlers.

“Like it, honey?” Dal asked.

“It’s wonderful, Dal darling. You’ve worked
miracles, but there’s something lacking still.
Neighbors, Dal—more neighbors, men, wom-
en and children. I just long each day to
hear the welcome rattle of wagon wheels and
the jangle of harness. But we want more
folk here like Doc and Marta Carson, and
Ella and Tom Bruce and their little Donna.”

“Right, honey,” Dal told her. “We men-
folk often talk it over, and each time one of
us goes out to the settlement for supplies, we
advertise the valley. But we got to be care-
ful about that. We’ve got to have clean-
minded, hard-workin’ folk in here, folk that’ll
raise kids to grow up with our’n, folk that
understand the laws of God and man.”

‘ HEY reached the fringe of the berry

patch where they would pick wild fruit
for an hour or so, while the boys slept. The
good Marta Carson had injured an ankle,
and Mary Baldwin was determined to do
Marta’s share of picking and packing this
fall. The people of Sun-Bear Valley shared
and shared alike. None went short—joys,
sorrows, work and pleasure were all shared.
Upon such spirit depended the success of
any homestead district. Upon such spirit
depended the future of a nation.

In the shade of the underbrush birds called
and sang, squirrels chirped and chipmunks
scurried back and forth in all their impu-
dence.

Now and then, from high overhead, came
the wild scream of Yeepek, the great bald
eagle chieftain, warning the wilderness crea-
tures that he was lord of the altitudes.

Snugly close to his brother, young Jimmy
slept soundly, albeit he twitched and kicked
in his sleep—a state which never completely

released him from the adventures of the day
in his boisterous young life here in the wilds.
As the Baldwins picked, they talked and
planned. :

The sudden blast of two shots in quick
succession- startled Dal. It was the code
signal of distress. With a word to Mary, Dal
strode to his Winchester and fired two shots
in answer. Quickly they gathered up the
children and their equipment and moved
back as hurriedly as possible. Either Doc
Carson or Tom Bruce had fired those shots.
There was trouble in Sun-Bear Valley !

Dal found plenty of trouble awaiting him.
Ella Bruce was in the Baldwin yard in a
state of great excitement. Little Doc Carson
was missing and Tom Bruce had set out on
his trail. But that was not all the bad news.
Baldwin’s horse pasture fence had been taken
down, and his valuable horse stock rustled.

Dal quivered in every nerve fibre as he
listened to Ella’s story. She had hurriedly
put up a lunch for Tom.

Mary led her to the cabin. Dal must have
a quick snack before he left.

Dal looked off toward the north country.
His one big hope for the future of his family
at Sun-Bear Valley was related closely with
the future of his horse raising. He had
started with Naieta, a blooded filly, now a
six-year-old matron and mother of three
youngsters showing excellent promise.

They were the get of King, the handsome
wild savage stallion leader of the far hills.
One young colt, a two-year-old, was the
pride of Dal’s eye. He intended to breed an
old mare of Doc Carson’s to the colt—a mare
with quite a strain of Percheron blood.

Dal was building to a fast, strong strain
of saddlers which would command a hand-
some price. One day soon he had hoped
to bring in some blooded Kentucky stock,
financed from revenue from his trapping.

But now his entire spread was gone! Doc
Carson, his close friend, was missing, and
Doc was in no condition, arthritic cripple
that he was, to travel far afoot in the rugged
levels to the north and northwest. Dal was
sure that Doc had immediately gone out on
the widelooper’s trail. . . .

Dal’s conjecture was right. Though there
was no way for him to know that, Doc had
come over alone to the Baldwin homestead,
with a report on Marta’s condition An old
wrangler, a great lover of horses, he had
limped along to the north pasture. He was
shocked on arrival to see the switching tail
of a horse ridden by someone just leaving
the area. The pasture was empty—the fence
down,
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“Malotte!”

Doc had been sure this was the work of
Quirt Malotte, a half-breed with whom Dal
had had a heap of trouble. Malotte had
chosen this moment to start meting out ven-
geance for the beating Dal had been forced
to give him.

Dal joined the womenfolk and hurriedly
ate the snack Mary had prepared.

Ella Bruce suggested that she had better
hitch up the oxen, and go bring Marta Car-
son to the Baldwin home.

“That sound like sense to you, Dal?” she
asked.

Dal nodded.

“Right, Ella. All gather here and stay till
we menfolk get back. Doc’s liable to twist
hisself all out of joint in them canyons, or
he’s liable to get to fannin’ that old forty-four
if_”

“Dal!” exclaimed Mary. “You think—you
think there’s a man back of this? That the
stock were rustled? - By Quirt Malotte?”

“That stock of Naieta’s, even if it was so
minded, couldn’t have kicked down a snake
fence Tom and Doc and I built, honey,” Dal
told his wife. “That broken fence is man
doin’s. Malotte, I'm shore. If it is, and
Doc gets to throwin’ lead, even to scare the
breed, there’s no tellin’ just what that critter
might do. But don’t mention none of this
to Marta. Now I’'m headin’ out. Watch out
for yoreselves and don’t worry too much
about us.”

AL kissed his wife and children and

patted Ella’s shoulder. He strode swift-
ly away, but soon he turned and waved at
the watching women.

Then he was gone, and Mary sighed.
Should Malotte be successful in getting clear
away with the stock, all Dal's work would
have been in vain, and he would be forced
to make a new start—from less than scratch.
And then there was the thought of danger
to the menfolk, especially to Doc Carson,
crippled as he was.

“Had I better come over and help you
hitch the bulls?” Mary asked Ella.

But Ella shook her head. “I can manage,
Mary honey. Tom rigged a rack to hold the
yoke. All I got to do is drive the bulls under
it and pull out a couple of wooden pins and
fix the bows. They’re pretty quiet exceptin’
when yore cow is bellerin’, then Blue gets
so’s he has to be watched.” Blue was the
bull of the team.

Mary smiled and nodded. She watched
Ella cross the creek bridge, and her eyes
filled with tears. Theirs had been a severe

four years here in the wilds. Together they
had toiled fiercely against all challenges and
threats—fire and snows, famine and the men-
ace of Quirt Malotte who had once stolen
Naieta and had robbed Dal’s trapline.
They had begun to see a light ahead;
promise which guided them to a greater hope
for the future. Dal had built up the nucleus
of a horse band. His little irrigation system,
from the springs to the north, served his
first grain acreage adequately, which acreage
guaranteed Dal and his neighbors seed grain,
provided that there was no early fall frost.
But now fate had struck them more sharply

. than ever before, and Mary’s heart was heavy

with misgiving.

She conned the northwest—the forbidding
mountain peaks—and tried to visualize the
wild, rugged canyons and those plateaus
where the wild creatures roamed, including
King, the stallion leader and his band. She
was afraid for the menfolk on the trail of
Malotte.

Her lips parted, framing a gentle prayer
for their safety.

Now Mary firmed her hands and returned
to the cabin. The children required atten-
tion. There was plenty to occupy Mary’s
time, especially since Marta Carson, the scru-
pulous housekeeper, would shortly be along.
Mary loved her neighbor, Marta, It was
Marta who had brought both Mary’s children
into the world.

But as Mary worked, she wondered—won-
dered what was taking place in those upper
levels, where cougar, grizzly, the wild horse
band and Yat, the leader of the wild sheep
band, roamed. )

One thing that had happened was that Doc
Carson had grimly held on to the trail of
Dal’s rustled stock. Now he was growing
deadly weary.

“Sufferin’ smoke of the seven-toed gram-
pus!” he muttered as he lost his footing and
slid down a steep gulch wall. He firmed a
grip on the butt of his old .44, got painfully
to his feet and started to rip out another
barrage of sulphurous implications. A sharp
twinge of pain in his arthritic leg arrested
him.

It was as well he did button his lips, for
a piece of loose rock rolling down the oppo-
site bank, warned him of the presence of
someone, or some creature. Doc froze. He
forgot the pain in his leg. Twice, as he
trailed the rustled stock, he had come across
man tracks, despite the fact that every so
often the rustler had come along his back
trail brushing out his sign.

Doc realized that he was trailing a skilful
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trail man. But on Doc’s own admission, he
had trailed such “varmints” as Malotte from
the Mexican border to the Canadian line,

He swore softly under his breath at hav-
ing sounded off at his fall. Slowly he melted
back into the shadows of a small cave and,
through narrowed eyes, conned the lip of the
gulch wall opposite.

A hat suddenly caught his attention. Doc’s
lips grew taut and he toyed with the trigger
guard of his gun. For Doc had wrangled
stock and rustlers in districts where on such
occasions as this men drew and threw lead
and asked questions afterward.

“Carcajou critter should be plugged,” he
breathed softly. _

He felt deeply for Dal Baldwin who had
been a great friend and grand neighbor. But
he realized that Dal himself would not have
cut down any man in a drygulching. He
would give even his worst enemy a chance
to draw.

Now the man’s face appeared momentarily.

“Malotte!” Doc muttered.

ROM Dal’s description of the breed, and

having on one occasion seen the breed,
before he even knew Dal, Doc knew he was
not mistaken. He slipped his trigger finger
inside the guard.

“Jumpin’ catfish!”

Surely it wouldn’t be recorded as a crime
against Doc if he plugged this critter who
was less desirable at Sun-Bear Valley than
the lowest carcajou. Doc mused on this
subject as he trembled with the urge to cut
loose. He had not forgotten Malotte’s male-
factions against Dal.

Now here this man creature had appeared,
not more than forty feet from Doc’s .44. He
couldn’t have missed him in the dark at that
range, and yet Doc held his hand. Even
though it was not impossible that Malotte
might get clear away with all Dal’s stock.

Sorely troubled, Doc continued to argue
with himself until he suddenly heard the
clatter of hoofs and realized that Malotte

had mounted and was again on the trail of

the rustled stock.

Doc flexed his limbs, groaning with pain.
But he swore as he massaged his crippled
leg. He had to get along, for soon the ashes
of dusk would be sifted down on the wilds.
The wild creatures would begin to call and
prowl.

Stuffing fresh ‘“eating tobacco” into his
cheek, he replaced an old knife in his
breeches pocket, gave his buckskins a hitch,
and crawled up out of the gulch. He hit a

rim-rock trail, but suddenly turned and

moved back to the gulch.

Here, Indian fashion, he made sign wtih
willows—trail sign which he knew Tom
Bruce could read. Doc seemed to be sure
that his former trail partner would be along
the back trail somewhere, with Dal Baldwin.

But Doc was not psychic, and what he
could not feel was that at this very moment
Quirt Malotte was on his back trail, rubbing
out sign. There would be no trail for any-
one to follow.

The half-breed grinned. He had been the
wise one, to send his cayuse clattering off
along the rim-rock trail. The stolen horse
band was already well-hidden in a grassy
boxed-in meadow a few miles to the north-
east, and now Malotte was intent on trapping
his trailer. He fumbled with some green
rawhide in his pocket, and scowled.

“D’ leetle wan wit’ d’ bent knee,” he told
himself. “I mak’ him weesh ’e never take
my trail. Sapre tonnerre!”

The breed quivered with rage and hatred.
He had always coveted the horse stock. of
Baldwin, the homesteader, especially the lit-
tle blooded mare and her young stallion.
These two alone would bring in much money,
money which would give him security and
ease for some time.

Cavalry officers would pay good prices for
such stock. And Malotte promised himself
a young squaw, one to do all camp work
while he relaxed beyond reach of Baldwin, in
a life of ease.

He crept forward, until he again picked up
Carson'’s trail—an easy trail to follow—until
it finally petered out in the hard rock trail.

Doc was moving with great caution now,
realizing that he could not afford to make a
misstep. He also realized that prying eyes
might be watching.

Now and then he picked up sheep sign—
tracks that were fairly fresh. He had al-
ways planned on a sheep hunt. He and
Marta contemplated packing a lot of wild
mutton down for winter.

Doc suddenly halted, freezing to complete
immobility as he caught the close-in ringing
bugle of King, the wild stallion leader. Doc
had never seen the wild one. But, an old
wrangler, he had thrilled many a time to the
stories Dal Baldwin had told him of the big,
savage gray one.

This wild, ringing cry brought memories
of other areas to the south, where he had
hunted wild horse bands. Slowly he shifted
his eating tobacco from one cheek to the
other.

All at once his eyes opened wide. Poised
on a plateau a few hundred yards distant,
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was the wild stallion, King, the most mag-
nificent creature Doc had ever seen. Tail and
mane pennanting in the breeze, the wild one
posed in grandiose splendor.

It was cbvious to Doc that the stallion
was hurling a challenge at some creature in
the area below. He watched King toss his
head angrily, and stamp the ground sharply
with his hoofs and instantly Doc realized
that Dal Baldwin’s horse band was not far
off.

Cocking an ear, he half turned. He had
caught a sound at his back, but the shadows
were deepening now, and he could see no
movement. He waited a long moment be-
fore again turning, and was in time only to
see the silver tail of the wild king as the
great one leaped from his line of vision.

OC moved on. This new country, to

eastward, intrigued him. It was gently
rolling, and brush-covered. He conned with
admiring eyes a belt of fire-killed spruce,
stately and handsome log and lumber timber.
He had visions of building the first school-
house in Sun-Bear Valley, with logs and
whip-sawn lumber from this stand.

Now he reached the point at which the
stallion had posed. A sharp gasp escaped
him. Down in a grassy meadow, into which
there seemed no inlet, and from which there
was no outlet, save by a stiff climb of sev-
eral feet, stood Dal’'s horses—Naieta, her
young stock, and the little wild mare Dal
had trapped in the hills.

But Doc suddenly started. Naieta’s young
stallion reared and lunged, screaming wildly
as he caught the big wild king’s scent.

“By the eye teeth of Sam Scratch!” Doc
breathed. “The little feller’s challengin’ his
pappy. If they meet, the King’ll kill him
shore as shootin’!”

Doc started to slide, recovered, then set
himself for a well-timed leap to the grass
below. He must get down and quiet that
little hellion of Naieta’s before damage was
done.

Just as Doc poised himself, some object
whirred and caught him sharply between the
shoulder blades, hurtling him crashing to the
turf below. He was barely conscious as he
landed in a twisted heap, but he did hear a
thick, throaty chuckle, a man-made sound,
before he faded out into unconsciousness. . ..

“So! D’ leetle wan is awake, no!”

Doc started at the sound of the half-breed’s
voice. Dawn was breaking and Doc shivered
with the cold. He had been tied up during
the night and his limbs pained him, his back

giving him especially severe pain.

He reached a hand down to his holster, but
it was empty. The breed chuckled.

“Don’t t’'ink Malotte is a fool, m’sieu. I
’ave yo’ gun.” He drew closer to Carson
and squatted down on his haunches, Indian
fashion. “Eet is you who are a’ foolish wan.
Now Malotte mak you pay. Yo’ frien’s never
fin’ yo’ trail. I back trail all tam an’ feex
tracks. Now I tie you up wit’ wet rawhide.
Tonnerre! You ever hear of heem? When
she shrink an’ grow tight—"” Malotte made a
face. “I know you know all ’bout heem,” he
hissed sharply through his teeth. “Sapre!
Wan day I get d’ beeg feller, Bal’'win.”

Doc was too badly hurt to offer any form
of resistance. He had heard of the wet,
green rawhide torture used by old Indians,
and some white men. He had once come
across a victim of such means of torture.

But if there was no fight in Doc’s body,
there was fight in his tongue.

“Yuh’re a dirty horntoad, Malotte!” he
growled. “And don’ sell them frien’s uh
mine too short. They’ll get yuh if they have
to track yuh clear to the Canadian line.
Yuh’re worse’n a skunk-bear, and smell mos’
nigh as bad!”

Malotte chocked the heel of his right hand
hard into Doc’s windpipe—a cruel blow
which almost sent Doc back into uncon-
sciousness. While he fought for breath, he
felt the wet rawhide being fixed as he was
tied by the wrists and forehead to a sapling,
in the glare of the sun. Its heat would shrink
the thongs tighter, tighter,

Doc wondered about Dal and Tom.

The sun rose like a fiery ball as it scored
through the dawn mists. Hatless, standing
against his bonds, Doc already found it diffi-
cult to breathe. He could not turn his head
an inch, nor move his arms. Malotte had
moved into his line of vision and was eating
a meal of jerked venison, washing it down
with cool spring water which he drank from
his black sombrero.

Doc Carson’s throat and mouth were
parched, his lips cracked, but he would die
of thirst rather than appeal for water.

For an hour or more the half-breed slept,
his head pillowed in his saddle. Doc, almost
in a semi-coma, dozed, but every now and
then awakened with a start, gasping as his
bonds grew tighter. His temples throbbed
fiercely and in his heart there was a deep,
sorrowing thought for Marta.

The day dragged on. Doc’s tongue was
thickening. As the sun swung, the breed
came and turned Doc toward it, readjusting
the bonds. [Turn to page 82)]































































