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8 REAL WESTERN STORIES

“Now,” the genial, red-faced Hans
remarked. “mebbe you go paint the
tonsils, buck the faro tiger, mebbe.
Gives goot schnapps at Heinrick’s
bar!”

Cameron shook his head. “Not this
time, Hans; got to be headin’ back
to the ranch.”

The truth, Pete admitted to him-
self as he rode out into the crowded,
dust-deep street between the freight
wagons, was that he was too well
known at Heinrick’s. Some tinhorn
would be sure to call to him, to name
him in front of some trigger-proud
punk who figured himself quick
enough on the draw to win himself a
readymade reputation.

And over at the Doubdle Eagle, they
wouldn’t yet have forgotten the shoot-
ing of two weeks ago. Pale-haired
Deuce Krup had sworn to settle an
old score and had whipped out his
sixgun, Pete never did learn the
man’s complaint; they carried Krup
out the back way, feet first.

Pete reined up in front of the
Lucky Horseshoe. The place would be
crowded; the double doors swung con-
stantly, There’d be drunken fights.
Too much gold jammed the pokes of
half the miners; too many empty pock-
ets plagued the rest. Stopping here
was asking for trouble—but man could
get blamed lonesome by himself week
‘after week on a Sierra gulch catile
outfit!

In spite of his scber intentions, Pete
found a spot for his buckskin horse at
the hitchrail and stepped up on the
‘high plank sidewalk.

He turned for a look down the
crooked, rutted street. A stage had
pulled in from the coast, and natural
curiosity drew his eyes to the coach
door. The mere glimpse of feminine
ruffles and lace would serve as a poign-
ant reminder of the civilization that
existed somewhere out beyond the
‘horizon!

But only four men jumped down
into the dust, three gold-seekers and

a derby-hatted drummer.

Then a
high, canvas-topped . wagon pulled
slowly past the stage depot and
blocked his™ view.

Cameron frowned. He knew the
driver of that wagon—the thin, boney-
shouldered frame, the blue eyes and
the fuzzy light hair circling a round
head could only belong to Eric Manx,
one of the partners who owned the
Manx and Huntley Mercantile. By
the droop of the man’s shoulders, he
appeared to be at the end of a along
and wearying journey. He must have
snaked that heavy outfit in over the
high pass from the East. But by the
warm glow of achievement in his eyes,
it had to be a precious shipment.

Then Pete caught the soft flutter
of feminine garments back under the
shirt draped from a clothesline behind
the canvas. No wonder, he thought,
the man looked proud. Lucky devil—
he’d brought his family with him!

The wagon moved slowly ahead a
length or two and stopped, the way
blocked by a lumber load and a team .
of balky mules. Cameron turned to
elbow through the swinging doors, his
loneliness suddenly welling up in him
a hundredfold, an aching tightness in
his throat that only whiskey would re-
lieve.

But the boy caught his eye, a blond-
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for the kill. And Pete had called Lew
Tyle’s bluff there on the public road,
had made the man back down and
show his yellow streak. It was more
than any man could take without a
fight.

But gambler-promoter Tyle didn’t
risk his thick, white-collared neck in
a common gun-fight. His methods were
more crafty, more deceptively certain,
and especially safer for Lew Tyle.

The rustling attempt, Cameron re-
membered, had all the marks of Tyle
planning; and the man with his arm
in a sling #ad to be the same outlaw
Pete had winged from behind a stump.
It all began to add up. Maybe even
the needless death of young Fuzzy Pot-
ter, Pete thought, looking back, had
been a part of Tyle’s scheme. If ever
again he happened to meet the two
gun-toting young drifters who had
shoved Potter into the saloon...

The night hours slipped silently past,
and the moon coasted down into the
west. At last came the faint pink glow
of dawn, and Pete moved carefully out
to the spring and filled his canteen.
He caught up his horse and threw on
the saddle. But he waited there in the
shadow of the barn, his empty stomach
growling in protest, until the first rays
of sun glittered on the high rim.

He rode out then, while shadow still
dimmed the floor of the gu]ch He rode
at a gallop, his carbine in his hand,
straight for the gap in the north rim
and the trail to Narsville.

The response came immediately.
Sunlight glinted - on steel high up on
the south rim as two men who had
been watching the Sugar Pine trail ran
for their horses. Over on the north rim,
a single carbine barrel gleamed in the
sun. Pete bared his teeth in a mirthless
grin—they had bet two-to-one on Sug-
ar Pine!

PETE HELD his course through the
dappled shadow of open pines until

the first whitish puff of smoke lifted
from the north rocks. The bullet fell
short even as he reined up and jumped
to the shelter of a tree. He raised his
sights to the last notch and answered
the fire. The range was still far too
great.

Ducking back, he swung to the sad-
dle and reined a zig-zag path through
the dewy brush for heavier timber. A
lone bullet snicked through the pine-
needles like a lost meteor above his
head.

He pounded into the open three hun-
dred yards nearer the rim, well up in
the break. And there stood the sniper
in plain sight on a bare ledge, search-
ing for Mm. The man backed frantic-
ally for cover, firing as he went.

Pete lifted in his stirrups and swung
his carbine on the rim. Shooting from
a running horse was nine-tenths luck—
but on the third shot the man stumbled
and went down, gripping his leg.

Pete set his teeth and touched spurs
to the horse. Already he could catch
sounds of pursuit behind him and he
had to choose the location himself for
his next stand.

Just beyond the crest of the pass
the trail dipped sharply downward,
swinging left and on down the moun-
tain, Pete reined to the right, crowding
the surprised horse up a narrow deer
trail to the thin ledge of another rim-
rock above the next canyon. A hun-
dred yards, and he reined up. He could
hear the clatter of shod hooves in the
break, coming up into the pass.

He slid from the saddle and rested
his carbine over a downed tree as the
first rider burst into sight. Aiming
carefully, he slammed a warning shot

into the rocks just above the man’s -
head.

But the rider wouldn’t scare. He
answered with a shot so close that it
raised bark off the log at Pete’s elbow.
Pete bared his teeth, his pulse pound-
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ing, and shot the carbine out of the
man’s hands.

But now the second rider was in
the fight. His. bullet tore Cameron’s
right jacket sleeve at the shoulder and
spooked Pete’s horse with flying bark
from the pine behind him. As the horse
snorted and whinnied, Pete threw a
hasty shot, and the man stiffened and
pitched from the saddle.

A cold knot twisted in Pete’s stom-
ach as he reloaded his carbine. “Take
that story home to your boss!” he
gritted, watching the first rider turn
back to help his fallen partner. “Next
I hope it’s Lew Tyle himself—"

When the men had ridden back into
the gulch—one strapped across his sad-
dle—Pete moved on along the narrow
rim. A mile further ahead he found a
ledge that led him down to the tim-
bered slopes and the open trail.

Pete rode into Narsville at noon,
and tle old sickne.s, the old bitterness,
ride with him. The best day of his life,
he swore, would be the day he saw the
last of this raw and reckless country
where a man could only keep himself
alive by spilling human blood!

He rode straight to the livery stable.
“Take good care of my horse,” he or-
dered. “If I’'m not back here in a year,
he’s yours for the feed bill!”

PETE HAD only time to satisfy his

own hunger at the Chinese restau-
rant on the pole-and-canvas main street
before the stage pulled in and he found
himself in the swaying coach wedged
between a fat Eastern drummer and a
silent, bearded mountain man. Oppo-
site him, three gaily-dressed Mezxican
caballeros chatted constantly in their
own tongue.

As the coach bounced down through
the dry foothills on the narrow road to
the junction at Onyx, Pete stared out
over the chaparral slopes, the last
fringe of the mountains he was leav-
ing. When he reached Onyx, he could

take the east-bound stage over the
pass, or he could continue on across
the wide, dry valleys to the coast. It
was a decision he would have to make.

Going east, he would cross the rough
mountains and grass-and-sagebrush
flats, the. scattered, countless rocky
hills of Nevada, the land he had al-
ready known. He had ranged into
Idaho on the north, and south inte
Arizona’s timbered heights and low,
baking deserts. He had even ventured
once into Utah’s slopes and ridges and
alkali flats. But beyond that lay the
unknown, the great expance of land
rolling away to the much-spoken-of
East.

He couldn’t judge the East by green-
horns who came from there, he rea-
soned. The greater number of men he
knew also came from the East, quiet,
eificient men who gave no indication
that they were strangers to a new land.
But where in the East, Cameron won-
dered, would he ever fit?> Where would
he find his place?

Maybe he should go on to the west
coast, on to San Francisco .and city
civilization—and the wvast Pacific
Ocean. He might find a new life on the
coast, but would he ever lose the ach-
ing bitterness that still gripped him?
Where, east or west, would life be
worth while without Claire Huntley?

The stage lumbered up the last stiff
grade on the Onyx road, but ahead of
them a loaded ore wagon came bound-
ing downhill, the teams out of control,
running away. The stage driver yelled
and swung sharply to the right, cut-
ring up into the chaparral. The lone
passenger on top dove for the brush.

Inside the coach, the derby-hatted
drummer clawed for the door and
flopped through into the roadside dust.
The three Mexicans jammed in the
narrow door, all yelling. Then the
heavy wagon lurched by and took the
rear wheel of the stage along with it,
a splintered tangle, and the coach
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shooter jutting out from his thigh at
just the right angle. “Of course,” he
said over his shoulder, “I’ll be back
tomorrow to collect from Sim Anders
and Hod Brown—"

Pete turned back numbly to face
Arch Frisbie’'s rage-contorted face.
Frisbie spat in the gravel and wiped
his mouth roughly with the back of his
hand. “When we hired you for Mar-
shal, Pete, we thought we’d hired a
fighter—a man!”

Pete felt his face stiffen, cold. “Get
some of your men over here, Frisbie.”
he suggested flatly, “and tote McCoy
up to Doc Smith’s office. The man
needs care—"

“Who the devil’s goin’ to pay the

doctor bill?” Frisbie asked.

“I will! Just get a move on before
the man dies!”

Arch Frishie went down along the
line of mining claims and recruited
a volunteer crew. They walked past
Pete without lool..ng at him and rolled
the unconscious . Bull McCoy on a
crude two-plank stretcher and carried
him up the grade toward the street.

Cameron worked his way up along
the stream until he came to Sim An-
ders, a meek-faced, worried-eyed little
miner standing knee-deep in a puddle
of cold water shaking a gold pan.

“Do me a favor, Sim?” he asked.
“How much did McCoy owe?”

Sim Anders squinted up his eyes
against the sun and named a small
figure. “It’s a lot of money, if he ain’t
got it,” he added.

Pete took the roll from his own pock-
et and counted out the sum. “Will you
pay Lew Tyle for him, Sim? I'll take
care of his doctor bill. And you and
Hod Brown still owe Tyle—"

Anders looked- at his empty gold
pan. “We’re both dead broke.”

Pete tripled the sum and shoved it
into the miner’s reluctant hand. “That’ll
put all three of you in the clear for a
while.”

Anders shook his head. “We thank
yuh, Marshal. But you reckon it’s

right? We don’t figure we owe Manx
and Tyle nothin’!”

“Pay ’em anyhow,” Pete gritted.
“Sometimes givin’ in to ’em is the
quickest way to beat ’em!”

But it wasn’t the answer, he knew.
He was only stalling, dodging the show-
down, buying another day’s time. And
how long could he expect to keep ahead

of Tyle? :
AS THE DAYS went by, Pete
Cameron dipped again and again
into his store of money to help the
miners pay off—until the fat roll Tyle
had paid him for his ranch up in the
gulch had been whittled thin. He didn’t
mind the cost; he would have given it
all. But he was gaining nothing. Lew
Tyle only increased his demands.

Pete met Claire Huntley on the
street. “I don’t reckon I was cut out
to be a lawman,” he declared. “I fig-
ure to give it up—"”

“Pete—no!” Claire cried. “We—the
whole town needs you, looks up to
you_))

Great, Pete thought. Just great—un-
til the day soon when they force me to
show my hand against Eric Manx!
But how could he explain it to Claire?
How could a man point out a triangle
if he was a part of it? He’d do better
to write out his resignation and leave
it on his desk and ride away!

But when he returned to his office,
Frisbie was waiting.

" “Sim Anders is bad hurt,” Arch said
bitterly. “If you’re at all interested,
Marshal—" ,

Pete hesitated, the hot tremor of in-
decision shaking through him. A man
could hold off only so long! He looked
at Frisbie, met the eyes of the man
who had been his friend. “Let’s go!”
he said.

They found little Sim ‘Anders lying
beside his empty gold pan, his face
cut and beaten, nose broken, almost
unrecognizable. The doctor and two
miners worked over him. Other miners
stood back, faces stiff with anger. Over
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have seen before. But where?” Bogan-
non shook his head.

Winters gouged Rub Eibow and ned-
ded for him to get out. When he was
gone, Winters got up. “I'm- confident
both of you could’ve told me.

“Sorry, Winters, but I'm not sure.
As a token of good faith, I'll put my
mind to it, however.”

“Yeah,” Winters commented sar-
castically. “And when you do, it'll be
katy-begone-doggie, Good-night.”

AFTER SUPPER with his charming
young wife, Winters sat quietly
before their living room fireplace and
watched golden embers do their antics.
Myra eased down beside him. “Wor-
ried, Lee?”

He started, then assumed boldness.
“Why would I be worried?”

“I’ll bite, why?”

“Being a mind-reader, maybe you
can figure if.” A

- “All right, I. figure you've seen a
ghost.”

“Ghosts don’t exist,” he declared
stoutly. “What may look like one has
always some explanation.”

“Then you have seen one.”

“You’re hard to get around, young
lady,” he said, secretly proud of her
perception. “Well, I was just thinking
about deserted houses. Bodep Opera
House, for instance.”

“Ah-ha,” Myra exclaimed triumph-
antly, “so it was a ghost.”

“You mean there’s a ghost at Bo-
dep’s?”

“Well of course; Bodeps is haunt-
ed by a singing banshee.”

Lee’s scalp tingled. “You don’t say!”

“T thought everybody knew that.”

He swallowed and backhanded his -

mustache, “Any notion who this pan-
shee could be?”

“Certainly.”

He stared at her. “As simple as that,
eh?”

“Sure. It’s Collinda Neverland.”

“Why her?”

“Because she was murdered there.

You wouldn’t remember; it’s been over
three years—happened before you
came to Forlorn Gap. Collinda was a
young singer, blue-eyed, blonde, dream-
like in beauty, yet with a smile which
caused great division of opinion. Some
said she smiled because she loved eve-
rybody, others that she was only
amused, as if she regarded people as
monkeys. This puzzle bothered nobody
except a singer-actor named Jason In-
bred; he settled it by murdering her.”

“And got hung for it, no doubt?”

Myra shook her head. “He wasn’t
caught.”

Winters mused for a while.
went to Bodep’s, I suppose?”

“Naturally. It was always crowded.
Gold was plentiful then, and men who
had it spent it.”

“Gave this singer many presents, I
reckon?”

“Everything imaginable. She had
more jewels than one would know what
to do with. Some thought it was to get
her jewelry that Inbred murdered her;
though others said it was from jealousy.
Only one thing is certain—she was
beautifully dead.”

Winters tried to keep his thoughts
pratical. “You could no doubt describe
both of them?”

Myra leaned forward and rested her
chin prettily on her right hand. “Well,
yes. Collinda was sort of small and slim,
so full of life, too, that when she
danced she seemed to float on air.
Sometimes when she sang, she whirled
round and round, which made her voice
sound real spooky. Jason Inbred was
medium tall, straight, slender, elegant,
but cold-mannered, haughty, and had
queerness in his face. People remarked
about his queer look, especially after
he had murdered Miss Neverland.”

Lee was impressed by Mpyra’s as-
surance respecting what she’d told him.
Nevertheless, it contained what he re-
garded as woman’s reasoning. He asked
pointedly, “How do you know Jason
Inbred murdered Collinda Neverland?”

She sat erect. “How do I know?” she

“You
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replied archly. “Who else could have
done it? He was her most persistent
and ardent suitor; everybody knew
that. She was found stabbed with a sil-
ver-plated dagger in her dressing room.
It was his dagger. And he was never
seen again. Isn’t that proof enough?”

“Sure, sure,” he answered. ‘“That’s
proof aplenty. Which explains every-
thing. Inbred murdered Collinda. Her
ghost has come back to Bodep’s to
“haunt him. But answer me this. How
can she haunt him if he ain’t there to
be haunted?”

“I didn't say she was there to haunt
bar murderer, did I?”

“Oh, didn’t you?”

-“No, but I've got a sneaking notion;
you’ve heard her singing, haven’t you?”

“Nonsense!”

“And you've seen Jason Inbred, too,
haven't you?”

“You ought to been a lawyer.” He
got up and patted her head. “Let’s go
to bed.”

NEXT MORNING he was riding
toward his office when he came
upon a group of gold-diggers near Pep-
per Neal's store. They had formed a
circle and were looking down.

Winters stopped his horse and peered
over their heads. “What have you got
there?”’

- Some drew back so he could see.

“It’s a man, Winters,” a miner told
him. “Been tortured and strangled. See
that cord round his neck?”

“Looks dead, don’t he?” said Win-
ters. _

“He’s as dead as he looks. Know him,
Winters?”

Lee swung off for a closer look at
his battered, bloody face. “Maybe
some of you rcmember h1m He’s Rub
Elbow.”

Big Moss Tyner stared. “Sure, I re-
member; Elbow used to make hisself
handy around Bodep Opera House.”

_ Another said, “Elbaw left these parts
years ago.” "

Lee remounted. “Whatever his otker
business, right now it’s with an under-
taker. You men take care of it.”

He continued to his office, searched
through pictures of wanted monkeys, at
last found what he sought—a print of
Jason Inbred. He went to Doc Bogan-
non’s saloon and showed Doc Bogie
what he’d found.

“That’s Inbred all rlght 7 declared
Bogannon, “I remember him as a char-
acter actor. Talented impersonator.
Could sing, as well.”

“Any resemblance to Ovid Train?”

Bogannon mused. “Yes, I'd say so;
with mustache and whiskers, Inbred -
might favor Train considerably.”

Winters folded his poster and stored
it in his vest. “Did you know your
friend Rub Elbow got murdered last
night?”

Bogannon was shocked. “No!”

“I figured he and Train knowed each
other, Doc.”

“There was sign of recovmtlon, 1
noticed it myself.”

“Another thing,” said Winters. “I
figure what brought Elbow back, also
brought Train, It was a treasure hunt
Doc. Elbow knowed where it was hid.
Got it tortured out of him; then stran-
gled for silence.”

Bogannon turned to a shelf. “Which

. reminds me, Winters: This letter came

on Brazerville stage last night. 'Twas
sent over this morning from @oodlett
Hotel.”

Winters tore into it and read aloud:

Dear Winters. Jason Inbred, in
for mail robbery, has escaped pris-
on. You'd know him. He used to
play-act and sing in Forlorn Gap.
Reported headed back there. Left
word he won’t be took alive. Take
him, Winters. Yours truly. Hugo
Landers, Marshal.

“LOOK FOR Ovid Train and you'll
get your man,” said Bogannon,
Winters con=1dered bneﬂy “Maybe I

don’t want hlm Doc
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“T can well understand that. Per-
haps if you’d wait around town—"

“Or go home and hide,” Winters cut
in. “No, Doc, I reckon I've got to track
him down.”

Several hours he searched in For-
lorn Gap, then he learned that a man
answering Train’s description had rid-
den north early that morning. Having
murdered Rub Elbow, Train likely
would hide for a while. If low on funds,
he’d be robbing somebody at a distance.
His search of Bodep Opera House could
wait, now that Elbow was dead.

In late afternoon, his search extended
northward, Winters pulled Cannon
Ball up short on a high mountain trail
that overlooked Pangborn Road. A
stagecoach drawn by four black horses
and swinging round curves toward
Pangborn Gulch had eaught his atten-
tion.

Immediately he witnessed such a
drama as he’d heard of, but had never
before seen. A lone rider emerged from
behind a ledge and signalled a halt with
one shot from his forty-five. Within
seconds a gun-guard was shot, a stage
robbed of its mailbag and passengers of
their valuables. Winters was too far
away to intervene, yet close enough to
observe important details.

That lone robbér who calmly sat his
horse and watched his victims disap-
pear, held himself like Ovid Train. Re-
moval of his mask disclosed Train’s
pointed black beard. His gun had gone
into an under-arm holster.

Another signiiicant detail was not
overlooked. Train did not ride on Pang-
born Road, but turned into a canyon,
one remembered by Winters as having
a dead end.

Descent to Pangborn Road required
circuitous riding of about three miles.
Dusk had fallen before Winters reached
Train’s hideout trail. Meantime, how-
ever, Winters had thought of a plan.
Train, unaware of pursuit, would build
@ campfire at dark. That campfire
would be his betrayer.

Winters moved cautiously. Memory

told him there was a drip spring some
miles ahead. There likely was where
Train would camp. When a hundred
vards from its location, Winters dis-
mounted, ground-hitched and advanced
on foot.

Woodsmoke gave warning. Soon
afterwards he glimpsed firelight. With
sixgun drawn and cocked, he leaped
round a shoulder of rock. “Don’t
move,” he commanded fiercely.

Surprise reacted quickly in both di-
rections. What Winters saw was nof
his handsomely attired robber. Instead,
a man with bush whiskers and a .pros-
pector’s baggy, scuffed shirt, trousers
and boots stared at him, startled and
puzzled.

“Don’t skeer me like that, stranger.
Old man Tweed Eadle ain’t got nothin’
you want.”

Winters, though likewise startled, ree
tained his guard “Sorry, oldtimer. You
ain’t him I expected to find.” .

“I’d hope to say not. Old Tweed
Eadle shore never bothered nobody.
Set in and have a bite of broiled ven-
ison. It ain’t frequent that two visitors
drop by in one night.”

“Two?” said Winters.

Eadle nodded. “Two. First was him
as looked in a hurry. Seeing that badge
on your vest makes me think you’re an
;)fﬁger, maybe chasin’ that other fel-
er.

“You guess right,” said Lee. “I'm
Deputy Marshal Lee Winters of For-
lorn Gap.”

CGI’VE HEERD of you,” Winters.
It’s said here and there you're

right quick with that shootin’-iron of

yours. I ain’t one to meddle, whether

business meddled with be lawful or

unlawful, but I don’t mind telling you

something.”

“Tell it, Eadle.”

“It’ll save you needless riding, Win-
ters; you’re on a cold trail. That feller
you're after stopped by for a drink of
water and asked how he could get to
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wa&s a0 other sign of life. But brake
blocks shrilled loudly as Luke pulled
the trotting horses to a halt.

The metallic click of a shotgun ham-
mer going back was followed by the
thud of a blow and a stifled groan.
Without looking around, Luke swung
lightly to the ground.

The lone passenger put his head out
of the window, apprehension plain on
his features. “What—What’s goin’ on?
Is it a holdup?”

- “You might call it that,” Luke ad-
mitted, “Climb out, fella, and don’t get
festive. Might bring on a sudden attack
o’ heart failure.”

The passenger gasped, his eyes
widened as he regarded the shining
Colt that had appeared in the tall
driver’s hand. He did not wait to argue
the point, but fairly tumbled out of the
stage __— :

Luke relieved him of his gun. Glanc-
ing up, he saw Doyle grinning at him.
“Roddy is dozin’ for a spell. Naw, he
ain’t hurt. I tapped him real easy-like.
Hey, you! Grab aholt and ease him
down.” '

The passenger obeyed. Already the
guard was beginning to groan and stir.
Luke wasted no time. Hoisting him-
self back into the seat, he released the
brake. The horses lunged into their
collars as the long whip popped over
their backs. The coach turned sharply
into the ruts of the old road, disap-
peared in a swirling dust cloud,

THE SMELL of dawn was in the air,
its grey skirmish line advancing
along the eastern horizon. Under the
desert stars, the mineral-coated surface
of Desolation Sink glimmered faintly.
Outlined against the white background
were two riders, Luke Morey and
Clem Doyle. They rode in silence,
slouched comfortably in the saddles
but alert for the first sign of danger.
It was certain that the Sheriff and a
posse were on their trail. But the dan-
ger of capture by the law was not a
prassing one. For ahead, looming darkly

against the sky, was the granite bulk
of the Alkali Range. Before long the
partners would be climbing the gravel
fan spewed out from the mouth of Dun-
geon Canyon. And at the end of that
deep, narrow gash in the-living rock
was Sky High. A tough camp, sanctuary
for some of the worst renegades in a
dozen states. In Sky High was only one
law, that of Judge Colt.

Morning was driving the shadows
from the sink when the horses climbed
the last ascent of the fan. Huge masses
of rock littered the canyon’s mouth.
From the dank depths came a whisper-
ing breath of wind. To Morey, it was
like a warning of danger.” No sound
broke the brooding hush, but his
muscles tightened. For an instant, his

fingers brushed the butt of the Colt in

its shoulder holster. No matter what
peril lurked in the canyon, they could
not turn back. Safety, if such it could
be called, lay with the lawless inhabit-
ants of the camp in its natural strong-
hold high in the mountains.

There was a creak of leather as
Doyle leaned closer to his partner.
His eyes gleamed in the shadow of his
hat brim. “Don’t jest like the feel o
things, Luke. I smell trouble.”

“Which is something we can expect
to find most anyplace,” Morey replied
with grim brevity. “We know what’s
behind; got to take a chance on what
lies ahead.”

The horses had caught the uneasiness
of their riders. They moved forward
slowly, following the trail that wound
among the rocky masses. The clink of
the shod hoofs woke little echoes.
Luke’s eyes shuttled ceaselesslv over
the sterile desolation of the canyon’s
mouth. As they advanced, the tension
increased rather than lessened.

Luke’s hors gave the first alarm. A
quiver ran through the animal’s mus-
cles; he lifted his head, sensitive ears
pointed forward. His rider’s gaze
flashed to the shattered granite ledge,
scarring the canyon wall just above
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sheriffin’ and get paid for huntin’
trouble,” '

‘Clem snorted. “Can’t expect any-
thing different. Not with you built like
a lightning rod; you draw trouble
same as it does thunderbolts.”

The partners entered Sky High
valley at its lower end. A long, narrow
trough between soaring cliffs, with the
road snaking down the center to the
huddle of buildings. As they rode into
the camp, Luke’s eyes were sharp
under drooping lids. Sky High had a
reputation even among the tough
towns of the Nevada and California

_deserts. It was with a magnet that at-
‘tracted desperate men with an itching
desire to find a refuge from the law.

Both curious and hostile glances

were levelled at them as they rode
down the rutted road. Sky High’s citi-
zens were hard-faced, cat-eyed for the
most part. But if Luke read any men-
ace in their slit-eyed regard he gave
no sign; only mild interest showed on
his long face.

The partners rode up to the Ace Cor-
ral, just beyond the Hard Rock Hotel.
As they dismounted from their weary
ponies, a man came out of the stable.
He was small and scrawny, his greet-
ing as colorless as his person. After
unsaddling and depositing their gear
in the stable, Morey addressed a casu-
al question to the listless proprietor.
“Milt Wier leave any word for us?”

. The watery blue eyes blinked rapid-
ly, alarm showed on the man’s face.
“Nope. I dunno nothin’ about it. He
didn’t say nothin’, anyhow.” And with
that he turned and scuttled hastily
into the stable.

“And what was the idee askin’ that
fool question?” Clem demanded when
they were out of earshot. _

“Wanted to know how well Weir
was known here,” Luke replied placid-
ly. “He must be a regular old he-wolf
in these diggin’s, way that rabbit laid
back his ears and loped for his burrow.”

In spite of Morey’s prediction that
Weir would ride post haste for Sky

High, the day passed without fncident.
When dusk rolled quietly down from
the sheer peaks that gleamed above
the little valley, the gambler had not

‘shown himself. From a position in front

of the Hard Rock Hotel, the partners
watched lights appear along the dark-
ening street. No one seemed to be pay-
ing them any particular attention. Sky
High was absorbed in minding its own
business. But Luke knew they were
being watched. Trouble was headed
their way at a high lope with the bit
in its teeth.

Clem’s cigaret made a glowing arc
as he flicked it out into the street. He
spoke fretfully. “What are these fellahs
waitin’ for? Trouble, huh! I seen more
excitement at a Sunday school picnic.”

“Keep your shirt on,” Luke advised
quietly. “That scar-faced gent at the
supper table, now; maybe you noticed
him eyein’ us like a hungry wolf? Right
at present, they’s two more fellas
across the street keepin’ cases on us.
Things are shapin’ up for a hot time
right quick.”

Even as he spoke, his sharp gaze
caught a movement at the further end
of the hotel porch. Instantly he felt
the quick, savage uplift of spirits that
the presence of danger always brought
him. He felt something touch his
sleeve, glanced down and met his part-
ner’s eyes, Nodding, he spoke lazily:
“Time for us to be driftin’, I reckon.”

The two moved forward without
any appearance of haste. From behind
the corner of the building, a figure
stepped out directly in their path,
“Just a minute, Morey. I've been look-
ing for you.”

"~ “That so!” Luke exclaimed. He
recognized Weir instantly, and at the
same time was aware of the two men
who had materialized from the shad-
ows behind them. Another pair were
crossing the street. The showdown was
coming quicker than he had expected.

EIR TOOK a step forward, brihg-
ing the two face to face at close
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range. “Didn’t expect to see me here,
did you, Morey?”

“I ain’t exactly overcome with sur-
prise,” Luke declared. ‘“Anything
special on your mind?” '

“Well, there is. I was wondering if
you heard about the stage being rob-
bed. It seems the thieves got away with
some thirty thousand in gold. Bart
Wheeler was real put out .about it.”

“Seemis I did hear something about
it, Luke drawled easily. “You on the
‘trail of the holdups, Milt?”

“In a way, yes. Oh, not for the re-
ward. I wanted to suggest that these—
gentlemen—let me handle the bullion
for them. For safe keeping, of course.
So much gold might go to their heads.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Luke rubbed
his long chin reflectively. “Only these
fellas—when you find them—might
have other idees.” )

“Never mind the play-acting!?”
Weir’s voice had sharpened, carried an
undernote of menace. ‘“The two of you
played a clever game, but you've
reached the end of your string. I want
to know where you cached the bullion;
and when I want something, I find
a way to get it.”

Luke felt his pulses quicken. Weir’s
men where closing in.

There was still time, if he acted
quickly. He opened his mouth, Clem
Doyle’s hot retort cut him off short.

“You and your Ebony Gang’ll be

in hell a long time ’fore you get any-

thing out of me!” :

“Feel like that about it, do you?”
Weir asked, his voice a gentle purr.
Snake-like, his hand slid down to his
side.

“Don’t you!” Luke said icily. He
jammed the barrel of the Colt into
Weir's belly. “Get your hand away
from that gun. That’s better. And I
wouldn’t try callin’ to your friends;
before they can get me, you'll be as
Ben Adams old mule!”

He heard the sharp hiss of Weir’s
Indrawn breath. In spite of his iron
«control, the gambler’s voice trembled

with passion. “This trick is just about
going to get you killed, Morey.”

“I wouldn’t count too strong on
that.” With a deft movement, Luke
secured Weir’s gun, “Now suppose you
tell the boys the three of us are going tc
Lave a little pow-wow. Sort of hint for
them to wait here.”

An instant only Weir hesitated;
then as the gun barrel nudged him sug-
gestively, he spoke jerkily: “Wait here,
boys, while I have a little talk with

our—friends.”

Following orders, Weir -turned
away. Instantly Luke stepped close te
his side; To the watchers, it merely
seemed that the two men departed al-
most arm in arm. For Luke had skil-
fully shifted the sixgun so that i
pressed against the gambler’s ribs.

The little procession proceeded si-
lently to the corral gate. Luke ad-
dressed his partner. “Slap our gear
on the best nags you can locate.”

Doyle faded into darkness. With the
captive, Luke moved toward the deep-
er shadows beside the stable. Weir
stopped. What are you figuring to dc
with me?”

“Aimed to lock you up,” Luke re-
turned gently. “For safe keepin’, you
might say.”

“Don’t be a fool!” Weir growled.
“Look here, Morey, you’ve got brains;
I can use a man like you. Throw in
with me, and we can run things in this
part of the country.”
~ “Now that’s real interestin’,” Luke
conceded. “Only I never was partial
to teaming up with a shunk; -don’t
like the smell none.”

Weir shrugged. “Sorry you take it
that way.” He started to turn, side-
stepped like a flash and grabbed for

the gun. Luke struck the clutching

fingers down. At the same moment
he smashed the barrel of the Colt
across the gambler’s temple; Weir
crumpled soundlessly.

Doyle was leading the horses out
when his tall companion appeared - si-

lently at his side. They mounted hasti-
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The moment or two of silence that
followed the brusk command was tense
with explosive possibilities.

¢}/ OU’RE a few minutes late to cut
in on the reward, Sheriff. We
claim these men as our prisoners.”

“Is that a fact,” Wheeler exclaimed.
He smiled mirthlessly. “Happens there
ain’t no reward offered, Milt. There
wasn’t any stage robbery, either; not
this last time. That was a putup job.
Luke figured you'd fall for it. Now
suppose you grab for your ears and
do it quick!” -

Watching Weir, Luke saw his pupils
narrow to.pinpoints, but the gambler’s
voice was deceivingly smooth. “Quite
a trick, eh, Sheriff? Our friend Morey
is smart, very smart.” His lips twisted
in & quick snarl. “Too bad he won’t
live to enjoy the reward of his virture.”

With the words, Weir spurred the
horse savagely. The animal reared,
lunged forward. At the same moment
the gambler fired pointblank at the
man who had trapped him. But Luke
had not been caught napping; he threw
himself aside, felt the bullet tug at his
coat. Then the sixgun he had snatched
from the holster bucked hard against
his palm.

Weir straightened convulsively. His
horse was already at a dead run.
For a brief space of time he stayed in
the saddle, weaving with every move

of the animal beneath him. Then he

collapsed, swayed forward and plunged
headlong to the earth.

There was no further resistance.
Morey slid his gun back into its hols-
ter, turned to find Clem Doyle on his
feet. His partner shook his head, grin-
ning sheepishly. “Bullet tore the heel
off my boot. Felt like it had busted

up my whole leg. Luck was sidin’ us
both.”

“Which is puttin’ it mild,” Wheeler
put in. “You boys took a mighty long
chance. I said so at the start.”

Luke stroked his chin. “You showed
up just in time, Bart. Didn’t expect to
find you down this far.”

“Well, that was luck, too,” Wheeler
answered. “Some of the boys were for
waitin’ down at the Rock, like you said.
But I had a hunch, so we moved on up
this morning. Was less than half a
mile away when we heard the  first
shot. The way it looks to me, we been
doublin’ our bets on lady luck ever
since you got the idee of the fake
holdup.”

“Don’t know as I'd make it that
strong, Bart,” Morey declared
thoughtfully. “Strikes me we used cur
heads some, |figuring that when you
want to get a wolf cut in the open, it’s
easier to bait/ him out than to go in his
den and grab aholt of his tail.”

“Maybe, maybe,” Wheeler conceded
doubtfully. “Only I don’t jest hanker
to act as wolf bait, myself. Speakin’ o’
that, you boys got a nice slice of re-
ward money coming for this job.”

“Reward money?” Luke looked at
his partner, shook his head. “Wrong
again, Bart. Nobody’s owin’ us any-
thing. I hear they’s some reward mon-
ey comin’ to Missus Tom Riley.”

“Now that is a notion,” the Sherift
declared heartily, “I might a-knowed
it, though. I wanna say right here and
now you boys are—"

“Yeah, we know,” Luke cut in hast-
ily. A twinkle appeared in his eyes, &
smile threatened the gravity of his ex-
pression. “We’re bait. Just wolf bait.
But we brought home the bacon!”
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a beefy shoulder under the judge’s vic-
tim, took his full weight away from
Able and walked the still gasping Mac-
Adamson through the crowd, followed
by Hermanas with the heavy bag.

Able Cain watched the trio leave. He
ran a reflective finger through the pow-
der-stained hole in his overalls and spat
against the nearest hitch post. Then,
with a shrug of frustrated disgust, re-
crossed the street to the hotel porch
and settled back in his chair.

“I SEEN THAT, Judge.” Pike Peel,
Apex’s deputy, moved his pipestem
legs through the ten foot doors of the
hotel and let his skinny shadow fall
across the judge’s perplexed face.
“Dumbest thing ...”
“Yes,” interrupted the judge. -“But
I was daydreaming here, thinking
about how. everything was so nice in
Apex. No killings for over thirty days;
no lynching since way last spring...”
“Auburn’s had three,” grunted Pike;
“an’ four more on the American River.”

“Then,” blurted the judge, “I saw
Sol climb out of that stagecoach and
I guess I blew my top. He’s castor oil
‘in a wedding cake!”

“Reek Chillhowall take care of
him,” answered Pike with a. faint
grin. “He’ll get Sol up there, in that
castle he calls his Casa, with them cut-
throats he used out in Nevada ...”
Pike drew a boney finger across his
throat, “An’ they’ll give Sol a bucket
‘to catch his own blood.”

“Nobody can prove,” objected the
judge, “that Chillhowa is really Nick-
amor Rodriques. Because a man comes
hers and builds a fine house and has
money to burn —doesn’t mean he’s the
Nevada Bandit ...”

“Tourteen men,” Pike stepped
around Able and faced the judge,
“Nickamor’s trademark. Never less’n
fourteen in the gang—never more'n
fourteen. Killed an’ robbed stages,
raided Nevada mines; even fought off
the U.S. Calvary but—always with

fourteen men. How many’s Chillhowa
got? Fourteen men lyin’ around on his
sidehill Rancho! Eh?”

Pike continued with relish. “One
man disappeared only a week after
Chillhowa moved in. An’ what’d Chill-
howa do? Hired Deefy Derrick. Right
off, hired a dumb critter like Deefy
Derrick, Eh?”

“So Deefy brings it back to four-’
teen?” agreed Judge Cain. “Now he’s
got Sol MacAdamson.”

“Sol makes it fifteen!’” Snapped Pike
Peel. “An’ T’ll lay you odds, a turnip
against a barrel of whiskey, that Chill-
howa'll be back to his original fourteen!
And Nickamor Rodriques—or Reek
Chillhowa—whichever you want to
call him, will have Sol’s carpet bag
full of coin.” '

“Fairy tales!” Shouted the judge.
“Nickamore went to Mexico!”

“An’ Captain Love killed Joaquin
Murrietta—they say! Pickled his head
in a jar of whiskey,” snickered Pike
Peel. “’Cept Chinaboys is still bein’
found with their throats slashed, an’
river miners is still being lasooed an’
their ears -cut off! Don’t,’ snorted
Pike, “tell me they can tell which Mex-
ican is which. That’s Nickamor Rod-
riques—and you'll see!”

The judge was weary of the argu-
ment. What difference did it make?
Sol had swindled enough honest miners,
had—it was whispered—even poisoned
a pair of Illinois brothers on the Yuba.
If Sol was in the hands of a murdering
bandit, the varmit could take care of
himself; and maybe even come out a
bit ahead. Anyway, Sol MacAdamson

wasn’t messing up Apex. Able Cain

pulled down his hat brim and vainly
tried to reconjure up the mental vista
of a peacefully productive autumn.
But the black eyes; the pockmarked
face of Reek Chillhowa, floated against
the sodden background. And Able’s
mental eye saw Sol MacAdamson a.
corpse—his dog chain still fastened to
his wrist, but the carpet bag empty—
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wedged among the debris of some river
bend,

The judge stirred. His conscience
was running hot needles through his
brain, and bringing a dyseptic burning
to his stomach. If, by forcing Sol Mac-
Adamson to accept the dangerous hos-
pitality of a suspected bandit, a judge
had brought Sol into danger of losing
his life-—then said judge was remiss in
his obligations. And Pike’s comparison
made sense. Reek Chillhowa could be
Nickamor Rodriques.

“Pike!” Able’s shout caught the re-
treating deputy in the middle of the
street and Pike calipered back quickly
to the porch.

“Now you’ve got a conviacing argu-
ment,” Able began, “and I guess I
have to take some action; else Sol
MacAdamsons death could haunt
mO

“So...?” Pike hunched the hol-
stered colt higher on his boney hip.

“You get on into Carson City,
Nevada. You find somebody there who
has seen Rodriques, then you bring
that witness back here to Apex. Got it,
Pike?”

“Sure, Judge. But it’ll take time;
maybe three days...”

“Three days, or three months!”
ranted the judge. “Get at it. I'll get up
to Rodriques’ Casa in the morning and
get MacAdamson out of there.”

Pike Peel clumped off the porch
toward the livery stable, Able Cain
slumped in his chair, begmnmg to relax.
Now, come morning, everything would
be. strcughtened out.

THE MOON, a glowing silver dollar
in the Sxerra sky, had beaten its
mght long path across the starry sky;
prying wnh drowsy fingers. Then the
sun at the shuttered windows of the
judge’s room, brought him out of a
nightmareish sleep. He had spent the
long night dreaming that he was hack-
ing at the lid of a golden coffin. He had
pried and chopped with rubber tools,
tooks that bent and floundered against

the coffin lid. He knew Sol MacAdam-
son was inside the eoffin and his frus-
trated urgency to pry off the lid, made
the big judge roll and toss—made him
wake up and then slip back into un-
easy sleep. The long night had been
torturous, and Able was relieved to see
the dawn. Now he would get up there
to Chillhowa’s Casa and get the gold
buyer away.

Grimly, the judge rose. He hung his
tasseled night cap on the bed post and
pulled his long wool socks over the
ankles, tucking in the red drawers. He
jammed heavy legs into a clean pair of
striped overalls; he belted on his Colt,
then donned Lis badge of office—the
greenish frock coat and the dented
black top hat. The judge rubbed a
hand over his stubbled face, glared
into the sliver of mirror on the marble
topped wash stand and shook his head.
No time to shave. Best get along up te
Nickamor’s. No, damn it, to Chill-
kowa’s Casa!

The Casa was a massive structure.
The judge left his buggy outside of the
enclosure. Field rock and mountain
granite had been hewed, mortared and
stacked into a square wall; entered by
a gate of huge oak logs and held firm
by forged iron braces.

Behind the wall was a two-story
building—the porch racing entirely
around the second story—with narrow
windows that reminded Able of rifle
ports. Behind the main building a
smaller structure—like a carriage house
perched on thin legs, reached by a
steep stairway—was what the judge
thought might be a carriage house or
groom’s quarters. This was near the
stable and chicken houses. Close by,
enjoying the shade and aroma of the
manure stack, was a hog pen. The
areaway passing the main building, was
filled with rose bushes, their stark
green leaves constrasted sharply with
the white river rock of the driveway.

The judge paused at the front door,
raising his knuckles to kmock, then



80 REAL WESTERN STORIES

drew back, listening. A low moan,
spaced by guttural sobs, leaped from
the carriage house. Able stepped around
the corner, shouldered his way down
the narrow paths of the rose garden
and halted at the foot of the stairway.
The Casa was silent and seemed de-
serted.

He glanced into the barn, empty of
animals. Chickens scratched silently in
the heavy dung of the barn floor. The
pigs, dozing in the morning sun,
breathed heavily and watched their
beady, evil little eyes holding him in
a cold stare.

THE JUDGE began the ascent. A

step creaked stridently and a
scream broke from behind the door.
Able shuddered and drew his colt. He
glanced nervously over his shoulder
then, with determined haste, reached
the top step. He raised his gun-butt
and rappad authoratively on the panel.
“Open up!” He shouted. “What’s the
fuss about?”

“Who's that?” It was a cracked
whisper, the mumbled words of a man
with his face pressed tightly against
the inside panels.

“The Judge,” answered Able; ‘“this
is the judge out here. Is that you, Mac-
Adamson?”

“Yes...” The words were stronger,
ready to break into sobbing. “Are you
sure you’re the judge?”

“Damn it! Course I’'m sure; come
out of there.”

The noise of a heavy dresser being
pushed aside, reached Able, Slowly the
door edged open a few inches. An eye,
its pupils seeming as large as an olive
pit, stared out of the crack; it circled
around and glared past the Judge like
the beam of a hooded lantern seeking
the corners of a dark raom.

“Thank heaven! Thank heaven, it’s
you.” Sol MacAdamson flung open the
door and brushed past the startled
judge. “Come on...” Sol had stum-
bled down the stairway and was beck-

oning. hiz whnla hadsr in & fit Af chab_

ing. “Come on, Judge, hurry! We've
got to get out.”

“Hold on.” Able Cain, his Colt
gripped tightly, edged into the room;
it was a shambles. The bed, a heavy
iron affair, had evidently been braced
against the door. The washstand, mar-
ble top broken, lay on its side. Only the
table was upright and, gleaming faintly
in the daylight, was a lighted lamp.
Across the floor, Able peered care-
fully, was a staggered trail of blood.
Drippings obscenely reflecting the
light from the lamp. It was a chilling
sight and Able drew a long breath of
relief as he stepped outside and drew
the deor closed. .

He looked around. Sol McAdamson
had fled; even as he looked up, the gold
buyer was disappearing through the
wall gates. A man in a jolting run, his
legs propelled by fear.

Cautiously, with that tugging reluc-
tance that make a2 man turn to watch
over his shoulder, Able strode back to-
ward the main building. He stepped
gingerly across the flatstones of the
walkway to the front door and ham-
mered the gun butt against its solid
panels. He waited. Whatever was going
on here—or had gone on—Able was
going to discover. Obviously possessed
by fear, Sol MacAdamson had barri-
caded himself in the carriage house.
The judge grunted, thinking back. Had
Sol left without his carpet bag? Yes.
Sol had even shed the dog chain from
his wrist; did that mean he had given
up the coin?

With an irate boot, Able kicked at
the door. It sprang open with a crash
and Able found himself face to face
with Deefy Derrick, The man was
drunk, staggering, hoary-eyed drunk.
Deefy waved a bottle of tequila, hoist-
ed the neck to his saliva cracked lips,
he gulped a gurgling drink then, smiling
childishly, proffered the bottle to the
judge. :

The judge groaned inwardly. What a

contrast. Ountcida racrino awav in nana
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ic, was Sol MacAdamson. Here, at
home in the plush living room ef this
huge house, was Derrick—happily
drunk.

Able reached out .and pressed the tall,
gangling man aside. Derrick’s knees
buckled and he staggered backward,
like a bag of disjointed bones, as though
some hidden strings from behind a cur-
tain had snapped and let the puppet
sag.

HE JUDGE searched through the

rooms of the upper story. Evidence
of a hasty departure were everywhere.
He returned to the large room, poked
through a deserted kitchen; then, cross-
ing to the now snoring Derrick, Able
paused. In the dull shadow of a dining
table, sagging now like a broken water
bag, was MacAdamson’s empty green
carpet bag. A knife had been inserted
along the brass bound rim and seared
a clean cut the length of the bag. The
.dog -chain and wrist manacle were un-
locked. The judge stared. The wetal
cuff being unlocked gave him a curious
feeling. Sol would never have willingly
unlocked that cuff! What had hap-
pened here? Where was Reek Chill-
howa, and where were his thirteen re-
tainers? Whose blood was dripped on
the carriage house floor? And Deefy
Derrick, seeming in complete possession
of this magnificent Casa. Had Derrick
somehow driven off the Spainards?

Bending over the drunken man, Able
searched the pockets of the blue jeans.
A knife, deerskin handled and with a
nine inch blade, a sack of tobacco and
a block of Chinese matches, some coins
and a piece of writing paper folded
evenly...Clean, fresh paper. The

judge opened the paper and stepped to

the doorway. _

In a flowing script, it read simply:
‘To whom it may concern. This is to
make it known to all men that I, Sol-
omen MacAdamson, do release, for
services rendered by one Mister George
Derrick, to said Derrick, the sum of
fifteen thousand dollars. The above

sum being in my possession in @ green
carpet bag.” :

It was signed, Solomen Maqc-
Adamson, :

Judge Cain whistled through hie
teeth and glared down on Deefy Der-
rick with new respect.

“Come on, Son.” Able hoisted Der-
rick to his feet and hooking a forearm
through the man’s legs, heaved the
sodden form onto his shoulders. Der-
rick was heavy and Able grunted
through set teeth as he carried the bur-
den to his buggy. “We’ll get you down-
town; and, between you and Mac-
Adamson, maybe make some sense out
of this mystery.”

In front of the hotel, Sol MacAdam-
son had gathered a crowd of sardonic
listeners. The gold buyer’s keening was
cut off by Able’s arrival with the buggy
load of drunken Derrick. Sol pointed
a shaking finger and shouted. “That’s
him! The murderer...!” '

Derrick turned, scrunching himself
into a more comfortable position by
draping his feet over the buggy box.
He smiled in his sleep.

Dismounted and curling the reins
over the whipstock, the judge dropped
his halter iron weight, snapped a clamp
on the horse’s bit ring and turned.

“Start at the beginning, Sol, and tell
us: Where’s the -Chillhowa clan? How
come the Casa is deserted? And,” the
judge fished the paper from his bib
pocket, “tell us how come you gave
your coin and this paper to Derrick?”

“You ask #im/!” Raved Sol. “Ask
him what he done. Killed a man. Maybe
more than one, even. Then threatened
me. And I gave him my coin and that
paper to save my life...”

“Derrick’s dead drunk,” answered
Able. “So you start at the beginning,
like I said. Now when Chillowa lugged
you up to his Casa yesterday afternoon
—what came off?”

- “We had dinner,” Sol was calming.
“Then I was given the carriage houss
room. Mr. Chillhowa showed me every
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town; and, between you and Ma
Adamson, maybe make some sense o1
of this mystery.”

In front of the hotel, Sol MacAdan
son had gathered a crowd of sardon
listeners. The gold buyer’s keening w:
cut off by Able’s arrival with the bugg
load of drunken Derrick. Sol pointe
a shaking finger and shouted. “That
him! The murderer...!”

Derrick turned, scrunching himse
into a more comfortable position L
draping his feet over the buggy bo:
He smiled in his sleep.

Dismounted and curling the. reit
over the whipstock, the judge droppe
his halter iron weight, snapped a clam
on the horse’s bit ring and turned.

“Start at the beginning, Sol, and te
us: Where’s the Chillhowa clan? Ho

come the Casa is deserted? And,” t}

judge fished the paper from his bi
pocket, “tell us how come you gar
your coin and this paper to Derrick?

“You ask kim!” Raved Sol. “As
him what he done. Killed a man. Mayt
more thaa one, even. Then threatene
me. And I gave him my coin and th;
paper to save my life...”

“Derrick’s dead drunk,” answere
Able. “So you start at the beginnin;
like I said. Now when Chillowa lugge

make it known to all men thot¥-Sol**™ you up to his Casa yesterday afternoo

omen MacAdamson, do release, for
services rendered by one Mister George

Derrick, to said Derrick, the sum of

fifteen thousand dollars. The above

—what came off?”

“We had dinner,” Sol was calmin
“Then I was given the carriage hous
room. Mr. Chillhowa showed me ever
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courtesy. He ordered Hermanas to give
up his room. Hermanas grumbled but
slept out in the hayloft. I slept until
just before dawn, then I was waked by
footsteps on those creaky stairs. Der-
rick entered my room, he was carrying
a lamp and a long-bladed knife ...”
“This one?” Able drew the horn
handled weapon from his pocket.
“That’s it!” shouted Sol.

ABLE RAN a fingernail along the
blade, loosening flecks of dried
blood. “Was it a bloody knife?”

“Not the first time,” said Sol. “He
just held the lamp and the knife. Stand-
ing there, looking down. Then he
punched me with the handle—I think.”

“What'd " you mean, you think?”
asked Able.

“When I first heard the stairs creak.”
Sol admitted sheepishly, “I covered up
my head with a blanket, but I could
see the light and knew it was Derrick in
that room. He jabbed me a couple of
times and I rolled over. He set the
lamp on the table and went out of the
room.”

“What’d you do then, Sol?”

“I rolled over and went to sleep,”
admitted Sol. “T’m not used to Tequila,
and I thought I was dreaming until,
about a half hour later, when Derrick
came back into the room. This time,
his knife was bloody, and he stood over
me a long time. I knew he’d killed
someone else and was going to kill me.
I begged for my life and he just stood

—aglaring at me. Then I understood.

He kept staring at my carpet bag. So
I wrote out that paper ... And don't
say it’s legal! There were no witnesses,
Judge. No witnesses ...”

“You wrote out this paper?” The
Judge prodded.

“Yes. And after Derrick studied the
paper, he grinned and made me unlock
my cuff and he carried my bag out, I
locked the door and jambed the furni-
ture against it. I stayed there until you
arrived, Judge.”

Able Cain was staring into the east.

The sun blurred two figures of ap-
proaching horsemen. One was Deputy
Pike Peel, a stick-like shadow of a
thin man on a fat horse. Pike, rifle
cradled with its muzzle pointed into
his prisoner’s back, urged the animals
into a trot; pulling up to edge his
mount through the crowd.

“That’s Herman’s!” Sol MacAdam-
son snapped.

“It is,” agreed Pike. “Like you or-
dered, Judge.” The deputy addressed

“Able. “I brung someone what knows

Nickamor Rodriques. Catched him up
on the mountain, never had to go clear
to Carson.”

“You, Hermanas.” The judge was
blunt. “What went on at the Casa, last
night?” :

“Senor,” Hermanas began_ He had a
wart, bristling with stubby hair on his
jaw and Able found himself watching
the muscles flex the wart as he talked.
“There, at the Casa, we have much
excitement. This one,” he pointed to
Sol, “gave to Derrick, the gold he car-
ried in the carpet bag. Reek Chill-
howa,” Hermanas smirked as he used
the name, “sold the Casa, Senor. To
Derrick. Understand, Judge?”

“Why?” blurted Able.

“Cause- Reek Chillhowa says he is
long overdue in Mexico. He longs for
the heat of the desert, for the true
tequila, for the plump Mexican ladies.
So ...” Hermanas spread his hands.
“So Derrick gave him fifteen thousand
dollars, American. Reek gives the Casa.
He writes a paper. All lezal ...”

Sol MacAdamson groaned. “But the
money wasn’t legally ...”

“Hush!” snapped the judge and di-
rected Pike to search the pockets of
the drunken Deefy Derrick. Tucked
in a tobacco pouch was another receipt.
The judge read it aloud.

“The Casa Chillhowa, in considera-
tion of a payment of fifteen thousand
dollars, is sold to Senor George Der-
rick.” The paper was dated and Able
started as he glared at the signature.
Boldly, it sprawled across the full width
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of the document. Nickamor Rodriques.
A RIBALD laugh from the crowd

broke through the judge’s bewild-
erment. He jutted his head forward
until Hermanas drew backward in
dismay.

“Sol MacAdamson claims,” Able
gritted, “that Derrick killed someone
and entered his room with a bloody
knife. Sol signed the coin over to -Der-
rick for fear of his life. If he was
forced to sign away his coin, Derrick
did not have the legal right to take
that money. If so, he had no right to
give Nickamor Rodrlquess the fifteen
thousand. Derrick was a member of
Rodriques’s gang. .

“Not so0,” Hermanas blandly re-
plied. “Senor Derrick takes care of the
hogs—only. And I, Hermanas, direct
Derrick. I tell him when to kill a pig—
when to fatten a pig. He is what you
call a hog-sticker.”

The wart on the Spamard’s jaw
jumped as he suddenly exclaimed.
“Aha! I see what happen. This could
be. Derrick comes to my room before
dawn, because the night before I give
him orders to butcher a pig...”

“That was last night?” prompted
the judge.

“Yes, Judge. So Derrick, he comes
before the dawn. He thinks 7 am
asleep; he does not know that Senor
MacAdamson 1is sleeping in my
bed...”

He frowned darkly. “He thinks that
I am sleeping in the hayloft. Derrick
finds a man with his head covered. He
punches him with the knife. The man
does not awaken, so Derrick leaves and
kills a pig. Job done, he returns and
the knife is now bloody, no? He re-
turns, as always, to show that he has
killed the pig as I order. MacAdamson
is filled with fear, he gives up his gold
to save his life—he thinks. Derrick is
pleased and, with the gold, wakes
Nickamor. He buys the Casa. Is so?”

“But,” Able Cain groaned in mock

desperation, ‘‘everyone knows Deefy
is deaf and dumb.”

Able  halted and looked into the
startled eyes of Sol MacAdamson, then
finished with a hoot of laughter. “Eve-
ryone knows, but Sol MacAdamson!
Sol thinks Derrick killed someone with
the bloody knife when all he’s done is
kill a pig and returned to report the
task is finished! Sal signs over his
money. Gives it—to Derrick!”

Judge - Able Cain waited for the
hoots of the delighted crowd of Apex
citizens to-calm down. Sol MacAdam-
son, his face fallen with shock, shrank
within himself and waited for the
solemn pronouncement of the judge.

“Thus—all facts gathered and ex-
amined,” the sonorous voice poured
out. “I pronounce that George Derrick
came by this money without force or
coercion. He purchased the Casa
Rodriques legally, and has a duly
signed bill of sale, signed by one Nick-
amor Rodriques. Further, I pronounce
that one Sol MacAdamson, being with-
out funds, is considered a vagrant on
the unsullied streets of Apex and that
he shall remove himself forthwith im«
mediately, or suffer the consequences
of a canter on a greased pole.”

Able turned to Sol and spat, “Get!”
Sol turned and trudged through the
crowd and plodded up the road.

“What about Hermanas?” began
Pike. “He’s a member of Nickamor’s
gang, ain’t he?” ‘

“I’11 ponder that,” grinned the judge.
“In the meantime, let him join Nick-
amor Rodriques in" Mexico—if I want
him, I'll send for him!”

“What about Deefy Derrick?” asked
Pike.

“As owner of the Casa Rodriques—
and being an influential member of
this commumty——I’ll permit hnm to
sleep off his drunk in my buggy.”

The judge strode over to the hotel
porch and settled down into his pad-
ded barrel chair.

*
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XT MORNING at breakfast

they were still in accord, but were
not so outspoken. And after the meal,
Wid watched them come out of the
bunkhouse one at a time with their war-
bags packed. Individually they went
to the house to draw their time and
singly they left the ranch and headed
in different directions.

When they were all gone, Wid moved
to the corral and built himself a cigaret.
He was smoking it thoughtfully and
gazing into the distance of the prairie
when he heard the door of the house
close. And several moments later, Miss
Margaret was standing beside him.
“I've got your money ready.”

Wid turned his head to regard her.
She was a tall girl with brown hair and
blue eyes, Her figure was well propor-
tioned and her expression reflected the
good humor of her being. But the re-
sponsibility of running the ranch the
three years since her father was killed
by an outlaw stallion made her manner
grave, ,

“I don’t remember asking for it”
Wid said.

She started and studied him for a
few moments, as though she had never
really seen him before. Then she said,
“I appreciate your intentions, Wid, and
I thank you. But I realize what has
happened, and I can’t let you sacrifice
your life needlessly.”

Wid remembered what the first
rancher he’d seen in this valley had
said when he asked him for a job.
“Margaret Palmer is hiring. Better get
rid of that gun though; she won’t have
anyone who might be a gunslinger on
her place.”

Wid had glanced at his tied-down
gun and then regarded the rancher with
his level gaze. “Why?”

“Her brother was a gunhawk,” the
rancher had said, “and he left the
~ valley to follow his profession. It hurt
the old man and the boy’s sister. Then
they heard he’d been killed in a range
war in Texas; and after the old man
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have anything to do with a’man who
might be one of the breed.”

Wid remembered that he’d consid-
ered not coming here, but he was down
to his last dollar. He'd stuffed his gun
and rig into his warbag and Miss Mar-
garet had hired him, although she had
been dubious after seeing the worn
spot on his levis made by the holster.

Now Wid shrugged. “What makes
you think I'll be sacrificing my life?”
he asked, as though the idea were
ridiculous.

“That little gunman of Dawson’s is
a killer,” she said. “I have an idea of
what he told you boys last night and I
know he’ll carry out his threat.”

Wid thought of Dawson and scowled.
Dawson owned the neighboring Bar D
ranch, and was said to be totally un-
scrupulous and very ambitious. The -
Bar D had already swallowed several

-adjoining ranches and now Dawson had

his eye on the Palmer spread. To this
end, he had begun to court Miss Mar-
garet; but the girl had spurned him. He
was making his move now to force her
to marry him by scaring away her em-
ployees. Unable to operate the ranch,
she would be forced to accept his pro-
posal or sell out; and Wid knew what
she would get for the ranch if she sold
it.

Wid laughed lightly. “You're imag-
ining things. The gunman came in to

‘borrow makings while his boss was

talking to you.”

The girl regarded him for a moment
then turned her gaze. Wid knew she
had too much respect for a man’s dig-
nity to say anything more on the sub-

ject. Presently she said, “I’ll make the

chuck tonight,” then walked back to-
ward the ranchhouse.

Wid watched her go, a mixture of
thoughts confusing his mind. He hadn’t
intended to stay here this long; he’d
only wanted a stake, then he was going
to move on. But something about Miss
Margaret had held him here.

It might have been her pleasant man-

ner nr tha wav cha ¢vantad tha wone
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or just the way she looked. Wid knew
that he had become infatuated with her
and yet he hesitated to admit it to
himself. He told himself he wanted to
get a little bigger stake, or a little more
rest where he wasn’t known. ..

UT HE STAYED on another week,
then another, and soon a month had
passed. Still he made no effort to move
on. He watched as Dawson courted the
girl, cursing to himself because Miss
Margaret was too good for the rancher.
He knew that she wasn’t for the likes
of him either, and yet he couldn’t bring
himself to drift onward. .. _
He killed the day doing odd chores

around the ranch buildings. He took.

the evening meal with Miss Margaret
in the house, doing his awkward best
to mind his manners and keep up his
end of the conversation. Afterward he
went to the barn and stood in the door-
way, building a cigaret and then smok-
ing it.

Dawson and the gunman came rid-
ing out of the setting sun. They reined
up before the house, and the gunman
let his sneering glance rest on Wid. The
rancher said something to the gunman
and Wid ground the cigaret under his
heel and headed slowly for the bunk-
house,

In the empty building, he dug the
gun rig out of his warbag and strapped
it on. He drew the weapon several
times for practice, then went back out-
doors.

Dawson and the gunman had dis-
mounted and hitched their horses. The
gunman had started toward the bunk-
house, but he paused as he saw Wid
and laughed mirthlessly. “Look at this,
boss,” he said, and pointed at the gun
strapped to Wid’s waist.

Dawson stepped out from behind the
horses and studied Wid. He was a man
in his middle thirties with good fea-
tures marred by the ruthlessness of his
expression. He didn’t share the gun-
man’s mirth; he simply said, “Take
him!”

The gunman crouched a little, pre-
paratory to make his draw. “Go
ahead!” he taunted Wid; “make your
move!”

Without changmg his position, W1d
said, “I’m giving you both a chance to
get away from here and stay away!”

The gunman laughed, as though it
were all a great joke; yet through it
all his eyes never left Wid. Dawson
kept his gaze on Wid, his expression
becoming more thoughtful.

Wid waited fully a minute. Dawson
and the gunman made no move to ohey
his edict—as he had known they
would. Then he assumed a. crouch
similar to that of the gunman; ard in
that moment, the gunman realized for
the first time that he was up against
someone of his own calibre. His lips
formed a silent curse and he drew,

WITH THE gunman’s first move,

Wid went for his gun. He bested
the gunman’s draw by a slim fraction
of a second. His sixgun roared and the
gunman was driven backward, his
weapon discharging harmlessly into the
ground.

Wid swept his glance to Dawson and
saw that the rancher was making a
play. As Dawson’s gun cleared leather
he triggered. Dawson spun in a com-
plete circle, then fell face forward to
the ground.

Wid waited a moment then holstered
his sixgun. Both Dawson and the gun-
man lay still in-death. The door of the
house opened and Miss Margaret stood
on the gallery her eyes wide in shock
at what she saw.

Wid went into the bunkhouse. He’d
packed his warbag that afternoon and
he tossed it over his shoulder and
walked to the corral. He dabbed a loop
on his claybank and proceeded to sad-
dle the mustang.

It was always like this since he’d
taken up the gunflghtmg profession. He
couldn’t stay in one place long, he had
to move on. And he had known he
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considering the business he does.”

Garvey paused to study his cards but
he kept Helm in the corner of his eyes.
“Some figure he must have quite a
wad of cash hidden around his place
somewhere.”

Soon, but not too soon, after that,
Cliff Helm brought the game to an only
fairly profitable conclusion. Tom Ho-
gan pushed his chair back, got up and
made his way out of the saloon beside
Helm.

“Well, you sure were in a hurry to
end that game,” Tom said, grinning
good naturedly, as they w‘alked down
the street. “What’s got into you? Since
you first noticed that old jigger at the
bar you’ve been acting queer. Know
him?”

FOR ANSWER, Cliff dug an old pa-

per, worn around the folds, out of
his wallet, and handed it to his friend.
Tom opened it gingerly, expecting it to
fall apart, and whistled at what he
read.

“You mean this Hepler actually
owes you twenty-five hundred dollars?
See here, Cliff, when did you ever get
twenty-five hundred dollars worth of
beef on the hoof?”

Helm let the paper fall into folds
again and returned it to his wallet.
“This was a long time ago, Tom. My
share of my father’s estate. My dad
never really approved of me. Seemed
like I was always getting to some sort
of a jam, or another, and he never had
any sympathy for me. He was always
telling me that it wasn’t as though I
didn’t know how I was supposed to
act. I guess I felt sorry for myself, for
1 left home. When the old man died and
left me that herd it really got me.”
Cliff scuffed up a little pile of dust
with his booted toe, then looked off
toward the far horizon.

“I really fixed myself up, though,”
he continued. “Sold .all the cattle to
Elmer Hepler. But when I went around

to collect T found out he’d resold them
and lit ant Ha inet cramoad ta dvan Ant

of existence. I searched for years, but
didn’t see him again until now. It’s

sort of a shock.”

“Yeah, and now that you’ve found
him what are you going to do?”’ Hogan
grabbed Cliff’s shoulder, his eyes glint-
ing a little, like a man who has just
found gold. “According to what old
Garvey said, Hepler has plenty of
money. Twenty-five hundred dollars is
rightfully yours and you can prove it.
Come on, I'll go help you collect!”

Cliff Helm’s dark eyes searched
Tom’s, but without saying a word he
turned and started back toward the
saloon, Hogan clumping along behind
him.

Cliff pushed open the saloon doors,
walked slowly up to the straight-backed
old man, handed a paper to him. “I'd
like to collect this money now, Hep-
ler,” he said sharply.

The old man stood there as though
turned to a stone and did not say a
word for a full minute. He raised his
jigger of whiskey and gulped it down,
set the glass back on the bar and
turned to go, stopping only long
enough to say, “You can’t expect to
collect a debt like that after seven and

~ a half years. It’s a dead issue; the law

won’t recognize it!” And he stalked
out.

Cliff Helm’s eyes blazed. His face
flushed and his jaws set determinedly
as he started after Hepler. He felt
Hogan’s hand on his arm, restraining
him, and he turned.

“Let go of me, Tom!” he comman-
ded, as he pushed Hogan’s arm away.

Tom let his arm fall, walked beside
Cliff and tried to stop him again by -
blocking his way. “Don’t be a damn
fool, Cliff,” he argued. “Better cool off
some before you face the Hepler gent
again, I said I’'d help you collect, but
take it easy. Don’t get yourself all
worked up.”

Cliff tried to get by Tom and looked
over: his shoulder to see Hepler riding
off stiff and straight in the saddle.

Than ho hlasad at Wamon (WThe Aid
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you stop me? I could have killed that
old son...”

“Sure you could,” Tom interrupted.
~ “That’s what I was afraid you’d do.
I don’t mind helping you, as I said, but
I don’t aim to be a party to a mur-
“der!” He watched the anger slowly
‘leave Helm’s face.

Cliff clumped morosely out into the
street. “Well, I guess that takes care
of that. You heard the miser. He must
have been blasted out of a hunk of
rock!”

Tom watched his friend scuffing
along muttering. “Sure wasn’t born
like an ordinary human. Something
damned queer about that character. He
‘doesn’t look like a dirty money-grab-
bing crook.”

“Look, friend,” Hogan said, “why
.don’t we sit back and watch this Hep-
ler fellow? Maybe we can separate him
from some of his money if we work it
right.”

Cliff shot Tom a calculating glance.
“Work it right?” he mused. “Probably
would take dynamite to get it out of
that stiff-looking old gent.”
~ Tom Hogan grinned. “I wouldn’t say
that,” he argued. “We can go have a
talk with him anyway.”

Cliff nodded briefly, “Let’s go.”

HE TWO men rode out to the Hep-

ler ranch and found it spread out
in front of them; neat white buildings
clustered together in the middle of the
desert floor—a regular oasis in the bar-
ren desert.

“What a layout!” Cliff exclaimed
as he took it all in, '

They rode on and looked it over
from different angles without going
any closer till dark. When the sky be-
gan to look grey they rode up to the
white-washed buildings. They found an
old Mexican leaning up against the
bunk house. Cliff hailed him.

“Howdy, hombre. Is the old man at
home?” :

The Mexican looked up, shook his
head, but didn’t speak.

“Anybody else around?” Cliff in-
quired.

The old man shook his head again,
looked at the riders with sleepy eyes,
then let his chin drop on his chest.

“This old Mex isn’t going to talk,”
Cliff whispered, “and I think he’s fak-
ing that sleepy look.”

Tom nodded in agreement. We’d bet-

ter stick around till Hepler gets back,”

he suggested.

The two dismounted and walked
about to stretch their legs. They left
the Mexican to his siesta and strolled
aimlessly around the corner of the
house. Once out of sight, they started
testing doors and windows. None were’
open, The window that opened onto
the porch seemed the likeliest, and
Tom set to working on the lock with
a knife blade. It didn’t give easily.

“Probably rusted tight,” he growled.
“A nice way to ruin a perfectly good
blade.”

“Keep trying,” Cliff urged. “I’ll buy
you a dozen new ones!”

A low, ominous growl was their first

. warning that a big dog had followed

them. The two men froze. The dog
waited too, muscles quivering. As Cliff
moved to pick up a stick from the
yard, the dog sprang at him. Tom
jumped after the dog and they both
landed on top of Helm and went down.
Tom got hold of the dog’s collar be-
fore he could get his teeth into the
downed man’s arm.

The dog screwed his head around to
get at Tom, but by holding the collar
up behind the animal’s ears and keep-
ing him at a stiff-armed distance, Tom
managed to protect himseli while free-
ing his gun of its holster. He gave the
dog a smart clip on the head with the
butt end of it.

he animal went limp. Cliff Helm
was up then, and after brushing the
back of his hand across his face, went
to work on the window lock. Tom
jerked the cord from a bamboo cur-
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. tain, hanging on the porch, and tied the
dog to a pillar.

Cliff finally had the window open
and he climbed through it eagerly,
stopped just inside and called out:
“Tom, maybe you had better check
that Mexican. I don’t trust his sleepy
act.”

OUNG HELM turned and found

himself in a stiffly furnished par-
lor which had an unused air about it.
After a glance around, he moved cau-
tiously into the next room. This looked
more promising.

It was a small room with a desk tak-
ing up the most space. He drew down
the shade and lit a wall lamp, looked
the room over. There was nothing as

- obvious as a safe. Cliff started to go
through the drawers of the desk with
~quick tense motions. He wasn’t used
to these methods of doing things. He’d
never had to steal before to get what
belonged to him; but when a fellow
steals from you ...

What he found was an ordinary
collection of books of accounts, letters,
bills and receipts. Nothing to give any
clue. His mouth straightened purpose-
fully. He just wanted to lay his hands
on the money Hepler owed him and
leave, but it evidently wasn’t going to
be easy. He didn’t come into this
room to snoop, but—he ran his hat to
the back of his head with his thumbs
and settled down to an envelope stuf-
fed full of clippings. They might give
him some inkling to what this Elmer
Hepler was up to. The very first one
brought forth a surprised whistle.

A small, one-column picture of a
scared looking kid who didn’t look
like he was much good, accompanied
by the story of the sentencing of one
Jess Hepler to jail for ten years for
a robbery. Even with that poor like-
ness to go by, Cliff guessed that Jess
must be old Hepler’s son.

Another clipping, dated two years
later, told of a jail break and listed

young Hepler as one of the escaped
prisoners. The rest of the clippings
were all cut from the perscnal columns
of paper all over the country. They
read: “Jess, I want to see you. I un-
derstand now. Answer through this
column, Dad.” And, “Jess, forgive me.
Perhaps it’s not too late to help you.
Please write. Dad.” There were other
variations of the same thing.

Cliff remembered the address on one
of the bills. He turned back to that
and found not one b&t many had come
from detective agencies. Looking
through these, he began to be sure
where the old man’s money was going.
He had to be a miser to have enough
to pay off all these claims. Some of the
agencies were honest enough to dis-
continue after a fair try, but the othe
ers had gone offering scraps of hope
and asking for more money to coveg
expenses.

Helm looked up from the pile of
bills and found himself staring at a
picture on top of the desk that he
hadn’t seen before. It was the same
boy that looked scared and sulky in
the newspaper picture; but here he was
smiling and he looked like a nice, aver-
age sort of a kid. '

Cliff sat staring at the picture, let-
ting himself get used to this whole dis-
covery when a harsh voice, crumbling
under the impact of emotion, came to
him from the doorway.

“So you had to come around and
snoop! What did you think you’d find
—buried treasure?”

HELM JUMPED up and whirled
to face Elmer Hepler, who stood
behind a quivering gun, his face pur-
ple with rage. Cliff raised his arms
without being told to. He felt guiltier
now than he had when he climbed in
through the window. His voice seemed
to choke its way out. “Nobody knew,
Hepler.” ,
“Well, you know now,” the old mafy
stated bitterly. He stood there, loolp
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ing at Cliff without saying anything

more, In this silence, he seemed to be

struggling for control of himself. He
was quite different from the severe,
chisel-faced man Helm had encoun-
tered at the bar in town.

In this charged and uncomfortable
silence, Tom Hogan was ushered into
the room by the old Mexican, a .45
pistol aimed at his back. The Mexi-
can gestured with his gun and Tom
took his place beside Cliff, avoiding
his eyes and looking at the picture
on the desk,

He looked up, puzzlement in his
eyes, and inquired of Hepler, “Who’s
that?” nodding toward the picture.

Hepler started forward, opened his
mouth to speak, when Cliff Helm
answered Tom. “It’s his son.”

Hepler gave Cliff an angry, “Shut
up, you!”

Tom Hogan looked blank with sur-
prise. “Sorry,” he said lightly, “I
just thought it was someone I knew.”

Hepler strode up to him, lowered
his gun. “Where did you see him, fel-
low? Tell me!”

Tom looked more bewildered than
ever. He swallowed a couple of times
and said, “Well, it’s probably not the
same kid. It's been years...”

“Tell me!” Hepler thundered.

“Well, I don’t know who he was,”
Tom began. “He told me his name
was Johnny Dixon. We threw in to-
gether. One night we were having a
game of poker and a hard loser drew a
gun on us. He was going for me but
Johnny went for him. He got  shot
clean through the middle, trying to sav
my life.” :

The old man stared hard at Tom for
a long moment, then sank slowly down
into the chair near the desk and his
gun clattered to the floor.

Tom Hogan and Cliff Helm lowered
their heads and Tom continued. “Folks
around there had a real liking for John-

ny. He seemed to have something -

bothering him he never told anybody

about. We all got together and gave
him a real good funeral. It was the
only thing we could do for him. I owed
him more than I could ever repay.”
Hogan looked at the picture again.
“I’d never forget him, Hepler; I am
sure it was your boy.”

It seemed as though whatever had
been holding the old man so straight
melted out of him just then. He looked
old and even feeble as he huddled on
the chair.

Tom went over to him and touched
him on the shoulder. “We're sorry,
Hepler.” He told him gently,

The old man sat there staring at the
floor. His voice came low and a little
blurred. “At least I know now. Never
had a chance to square myself with
him, He was mixed up in a robbery
and I pushed him out when he needed
help. He was not a bad kid—just a
little wild...”

The two intruders stood awkward-
ly, not looking at each other,

Hepler finally looked at Cliff Helm.
“Did you wrong, too,” he admitted
ruefully. “Not on purpose, though. I
heard Jess was here and forgot all
about you; he wasn’t of course. I
never did find him, for he’d changed
his name. Never knew what it was till
now. I was desperate and would have
used anyone'’s money, I recken.”

Cliff juggled his -hat between his
hands. “The way I look at it,” he
said, “that money would have gone a
long time ago anyway. I never could
get any good out of the stuff. Forget
it, Hepler; you don't owe me any-
thing.” He started toward the door.
“Come on, Tom, let’s go.”

The two men went outside, jumped
astride their mounts and rode away
without looking back. They heard a
dog howling behind them. When pres-
ently it stopped, Tom said, “Well, I
guess they let that fighting dog loose.”

“Yeah,” Cliff answered absently,
“I reckon they did.”

*
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He waited for his pursuer to catch up with him . ..

L
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“Thought maybe you could use
this,” he murmured, then proceeded to
picket his own horse. Finding Thorson,
the roundup foreman, he reported with
equal brevity.

“I'm Peterson—repping for John
Clayberg, down on the Dry Fork.” For
a newcomer, silence is golden.

They called Thorson “Four Eyes”—
just as other men called Teddy Roose-
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velt “Four Eyes”, in another roundup,
some hundreds of miles to the east. His
flesh padded the saddle comfortably,
yet not to a point of burdening him-
self or the pony. He had observed the
gift of the antelope, which was already
beginning to waft its tempting fra-
grance as thick streaks were slapped
on hot pans. The meat would be a wel-
‘come change from a diet of beef.
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“There’s quite a gather of Lazy S
cattle,”” Therson remarked. The Lazy
S was Clayberg’s brand. “You ain’t
figuring on taking them back, then?”

“No. Clayberg instructed me to sell
them and bring back the money.”

HORSON nodded, rubbing bristly

chin. “Easier than drivin’ them
back, after so far a drift,” he conceded.
“But it makes a risky ride, carryin’ so
much cash.”

“Could be,” Peterson conceded, and
took his place at the end of the line,
tin plate in hand. The antelope was
succulent. Nothing more was said, re-
garding the matter, for a couple of
days. By that time the others of the
‘roundup crew had confirmed their first
favorable estimate. Peterson did his
~work effectively, never shirking. As
the lone representative of a distant
_outfit, he was not required by custom
to do more than keep watch of the
gather of Clayberg cattle, and dispose
of them at the end. But no man worked
harder or. to better advantage as the
roundup curried out the bills of the
Big Wolf.

The others called him Pete in proof
of acceptance. On the second day, Bart
Ladue voiced a common and growing
concern.

“I reckon you and Clayberg both
know what you’re doing, Pete,” he
said dubiously. “Just the same, you’re
askin’ for trouble. Big trouble, to sell
those critters and then head back
through such empty country with all
that money. It might. not be plumb
empty. I wouldn’t want to be the man
to do it.”

“It’s a job, and it has to be done,”
Pete replied, simply.

“Yeah.” Ladue eased tired muscles,
standing and stretching in the saddle,
eyes fixed on a big roan steer which
eyed the brush. “But you’ll be carry-
in’ near five thousand dollars.
have been robberies—and for that

There

amount, plenty of men would cut your
throat.”

Pete’s shoulder lifted in an easy
shrug. “You're thinkin’ of Trap Nel-
son?”

“Him mostly,” Ladue cunceded.
“One of the men he killed, last spring,
was a friend of mine. It’s bad medicine
to ride alone, so long a trip.”

“Not much choice, that I know of,”
Pete sighed. “Nobody else going that
way, that I know of.”

“That’s the trouble. ... I'll be head-
in’ for the Judith in a couple of weeks,
but I guess you couldn’t wait.”

“Afraid not. Clayberg needs the
money to pay some bills, around the
tenth,”

“T sure hope he gets it,” Ladue
grinned. “You watch out for yourself.”

The roan bolted suddenly for the
brush. Ladue was after him as quickly,
horse and rider exploding through the
tangle of brush to face a surprised and
disconcerted truant and haze him back.
Nothing more was said concerning the
risk of Pete’s return journey. The
others of the roundup crew shared
Ladue’s concern, but he had spoken
what was in- thexr minds, and it was
not a subject to harp upon. -

HEY MADE the Painted Meadows,

as planned, on the final day of the
roundup. The hills which cupped them.
were vivid with color. A score of buy-
ers waited, men who had ridden out
from Great Falls, some from as far
away as Butte, to gather up such stock
as was for sale. It had been a good
summer, and all the beef was fat.

Most of the outfits were taking their
gather and heading back to their home
ranches. Only a few small bunches
were up for bidding, aside from the
Clayberg beef—half the expected num-
ber. Compeétition was brisk. Peterson .
ended up with more than five thousand
dollars to carry back to his employer.

Thorson held out his hand, the next
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morning. “Luck to you, Pete,” he said.
“And sleep light.”

““I'll aim to,” Peterson agreed. A
man of few words, but competent. He’d
need to be, the foreman reflected,
watching him head south. It was a

journey he would not care to under--

take.

Pete rode that day and the next,
and the return was a repetition of the
ride north. He saw no one. It might
be that he was watched, and the pos-
sibility of a bullet from ambush was
not soothing to the nerves. There was
no possible way to guard against such
an attack. But he’d realized the risk
before undertaking the job, and the
experience had been pleasant, so far.
He’d made some good friends in coun-
try where he had been a stranger.

He was boiling coffee and slicing the
nub end of a bacon slab when he heard
the other horse, bunched hoofs plowing
down a rocky slope. The rider was
making no effort to go quietly, which
was reassuring, but Peterson arose
from his squatting position beside the
fire, his hand resting not far from his
gun belt.

The breath went from his lungs in
a slow easing as Bart Ladue rode into
sight. He grinned in frank relief at
swht of Peterson.

“So you're all in one piece yet, eh?
That eased my mind. I ain’t been
sleepin’ right, thinkin’ about you, Pete.
It got to the point where I decided
that, since I had to go, I might as well
make my trip early. In case you don’t
mind company.”

“I like company,” Pete assured him.
“These are long miles. Sorry about the
bacon; I just sliced the last.”

Ladue was hobbling his horse. He
jerked his head toward his saddle.

“Plenty in my saddle-bags. Dig some

out.”

Peterson did. The two talked far
into the evening, sprawled near the
fire, for the fall air was chill. They
kept far enough back to afford un-

certain targets to a possible marksman.
Pete used his own saddle-bags for a

“pillow, but beyond that he took no

obvious precaution.

HE WAS unsaddling the next eve-
ning when Ladue thrust the gun
against his back.

“I don’t like to kill a man unless I
have to,” Ladue explained, grinning
broadly, and reached with his other
hand to help himself to Peterson’s gun.
“Always easier and nicer to do things
in a nice friendly way. But I need that
cash.”

Pete tensed, a big man whose hands
held leashed power. But that was of
no use against the slap of a bullet. His
shoulders fell resignedly. “You'll be
telling me next that you're Trap Nel-
son?”

“That’s right,” Ladue agreed cheer-
fully. “I have a lot of names, when it
comes to that. Now go ahead and cook .
supper. Only remember who I am, and
that I pack -the hardware.”

Pete obeyed, with no outward show
of concern. He was a cool one, Ladue
admitted, watching. Too cool. Such
men were dangerous. Once supper was
out of the way, he’d have to shoot him.
Not only did Peterson know who he
was, but he’d be quite capable of turn-
ing the tables, given half a chance.

None of that showed in the outlaw’s
face or voice as he talked and ate; out-
wardly they were as friendly as before,
except for the gun always at hand.
Ladue finished. wiping his mouth and
stretching, always keeping a careful
distance between the two.

“I'll take that money now, Pete,”
he said, almost apolegetically. “Have
to be riding, and make the most of the
night.” )

- “Help yourself.” Pete shrugged.
“You seem to be in control.”

“I planned it that way; makes for
less trouble.” Keeping a wary eye on
his companion, Ladue upended the sad-
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dlebags, spilling Peterson’s possibles on
to the ground. There was a tintype of
a girl-at whom Ladue gave a second
look, grinning as he glanced sideways.
. “Quite a looker,” he said. “I didn’t
think that of you, Pete.”

“My sister,” Pete explained.

“Makes me almost wish I was your
friend,” Ladue complained. He fin-
gered through the odds and ends,
frowning as he failed to find the mon-
ey. It had not occurred to him that it
would not be in the saddle-bags.

“Where is it?” he demanded impa-
tiently. “Shell. out.” His voice rough-
ened. “I haven’t got all night.”

“I guess it’s up to you to find it,”
Peterson suggested. “Why should I
want to help you?”

Crossed, Ladue’s temper was brittle.
He shook out Peterson’s blanket,
scowled blankly around the camp
Peterson’s horse was still saddled, since
Ladue had ordered the animals leit
ready to travel. He swung back, the
gun suddenly a thing of menace.

“I figured you’d think you were
smart,” he growled. “And I guess you
are. But there’s a limit. I don’t mind
killing a man when I have to. By de-
grees, if it works better that way.
Where’s that money?”

. Peterson sighed resignedly.

“You can’t blame a man for trying,”
he argued. “But come -along, if you
like.”

Ladue was at his heels as Peterson
moved toward his horse. He was sus-
picious, the look of a fox en his face.
Peterson lifted a stirrup, hooking it
over the saddle-horn, and reached for
the cinchi-buckle. “I’ll have to wmasad-
dle, since you insist,” he said, and
started to loosen the cinch.

T HAPPENED {ast, too much so
for the surprised outlaw. The cayuze
piched violently, kicking outward with
both hind feet. Ladue tried, too late,

mid-section and flung him back, where
he lay, groaning and breathless. Imme-
diately, the cayuse calmed again, and
everything .was as before, except that
Peterson had the gun,

“You hurt much?” he inquired so-
licitously. “That pony sure hates it
when you tickle him at the wrong
spot.” -

Resignedly, Ladue decided that, with
his wind back, he wasn’t much hurt.
Had he been a few inches closer it
might have been different, but the dis-
tance had been nicely gagued.

“Since you wanted to ride tonight,
we may as well keep going,” Pete add-
ed. “You ride ahead.”

He took precautions, one of which
consisted of tying Ladue’s hands, with
a lariat about the outlaw’s waist. He
had no need to explain the consequen-
ces should Ladue decide to kick his
horse to a sudden run.

They reached the Lazy S buildings
as the cook was yelling chuckwalla,
and took their places at the table with
the rest of the crew. Clayberg was an
interested auditor regarding the jour-
ney. Once their hunger was satisfied,
Peterson lifted down the saddle-bags—
Ladue’s, as the outlaw observed with
widening eyes. From the bottom he
took out the money and tendered it to
Clayberg.

“That was damned clever,” Ladue
conceded. “But how did you manage—
or suspect me, to do a trick like that?”

Pete scrubbed at unshaven chin, his
eyes red from lack of sleep. “Not much
to it,” he said, and turned back his
vest to display a Sheriff’s badge. “I
knew you were operating in that coun-
try, so I offered to rep for Clayberg.
I figured with that much money at
stake, you’d show up. When you did,
and told me to get bacon out of your
bags, I put the money in. Couldn’t
think of a likelier place.” '
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ed marshal of Dodge City and was a
competent young officer, well-liked by
everyone. Bat, himsglf,_ was as com-
petent as ever; shortly .after being
elected Sheriff, he captured the notori-
ous Dave Rudabaugh for train robbery
at Kinsley, Kansas. Even though the
young Sheriff had to exceed his
boundry authority, he went right ahead
and arrested the outlaws way out-
side his own jurisdiction. Later, this
same Dave Rudabaugh became a mem-
ber of the vicious Billy-the-Kid faction
in New Mexico.

On April 9, 1878, young marshal Ed
Masterson noticed that an intoxicated
man named Jack Wagner was carrying
a sixshooter, contrary to the city or-
dinance forbidding such a practice, Ed
disarmed the man and turned the gun
over to Wagner’s boss, Alf M. Walker,
advising him to check the weapon with
the bartender according to law. This
occurred in the Lady Gay -Dance Hall.
Shortly after, Ed Masterson and Nay
Haywood stepped outside the
Lady Gay, to get a bit of fresh air. A
few minutes later, the trouble-making
pair, Walker and Wagner, walked
through the door; and Masterson saw
that Wagner again had the gun in his
shoulder holster.

“I’ll take that gun,” Masterson de-
manded.

“Like hell you will, who do you
think you are?” was the drunken re-
tort of Wagner.

A scuffle ensued and Haywood
stepped forward to assist Ed. At that,
Walker drew his revolver and told him
to mind his own affairs.

At that moment a pistol report
sounded, and Ed Masterson slumped to
the board walk, shot through the stom-
ach. Bat Masterson, and several other
lawmen, had been close by the Lady
Gay when the shooting occurred, and
rushed toward the scene when the
scuffling and shouting began,
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BAT LEARNED the names of the
men responsible, and at once went
after them. In front of the Peacock
Saloon, he found Wagner and Walker.
Five shots were fired, and both Wagner
and Walker were wounded. Wagner
staggered into the Peacock Saloon,
threw his arms around Ham Bell and
cried, “Catch me, I'm dying!”

Bell shoved him off into the middle
of the floor with the reply, “I can’t
help you now.” Wagner remained there
until some friends removed him to Mr.
Lane’s room, where he died the next
morning. He was buried April 11, 1878,
on Boot Hill.

Walker rushed into the saloon also
and tried to give his gun to Ham Bell;
Bell told him to throw it on the floor
if he did not want it. Walker did so and
ran out the back door. He fell, a short
distance from the Peacock, and was
taken to a room over the Wright store.
He was badly wounded in the left lung
and the right arm; later, he died in
Texas as a result of the lung wound.

Ed Masterson had walked across the
street and staggered into the Hoover
Saloon. His last words were to George
Hinkle, “George, I'm shot.” Hinkle put
out the fire in Ed’s clothing, which had
been started by the pistol of Wagner,
fired at such close range. He was
carried to Bat’s room, where he died an
hour later, never regaining conscious-
ness.

Ed Masterson was taken to Fort
Dodge for burial, with Bat the only rel-
ative able to be present at the funeral,

‘as Thomas Masterson, Sr., and his wife

were unable to make the trip from
Wichita at the time.

Early in July of 1878, the Comique,
a theatre owned by Dick Brown
and Ben Springer, advertised that
comedians Eddie Foy and Jim Thomp-
son would star for several weeks.

One evening, the noted Texas gun-
man, Ben Thompson, went backstage
to heckle Foy. Half drunk, Thompson
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yelled, “Get your head outta the way;
I wanna shoot out the lights.”

Foy reported that he never liked
Thompson, and thought the badman
held the same feeling towards him.
However, the plucky little comedian
was not to be intimidated; he refused
to budge so Thompson could shoot out
the lights on his dressing table.

“All right, then, if you want me to
splatter your brains all over the wall,
okay wtih me, too,” yelled Thompson.

At that moment, Bat Masterson
"walked backstage and disarmed
Thompson after pushing the gun to-
ward the ceiling. It appeared as though
Ben was just about to fire into the
frightened Foy’s face.

In January of 1879, Bat Masterson
was appointed a United States Deputy
Marshal and quelled anticipated trou-
ble in Canyon City, Colorado, between
the Denver and Rio Grande Railroad
Company and the Atchison, Topeka,
and Santa Fe Line. The former com-
pany claimed that the latter company
had not complied with the terms of its
lease, and it was determined to take
the railroad into its own hands for
operation, even if force had to be em-
ployed.

Again in June of that year the same
trouble flared up in Colorado, with
Masterson taking a posse of fifty
armed men to Pueblo and maintaining
order until relieved by other United
States officers.

With. the coming of the election for
Sheriff, Bat again threw his hat into
the ring; but his enemies had organ-
ized and began to throw “mud” at his
term of office. He was accused of
spending too much money for what
was done, and all sorts of criticisms
were used. It was later learned that too
much money was being spent, but it
was also discovered that John Means
had been forging script against Bat
Masterson for conveyance of prisoners
.to the state penitentiary. Means had
been using this money to gamble.
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In spite of this, Bat was defeated in
the election for Sheriff by George

Hinkle; with 404 votes for Hinkle
and 268 votes for Bat.

N FEBRUARY of 1880, Bat left .

Kansas for Leadville, Colorado, to
check on business ventures there. After
that, Bat seemed to float around the
country, always using Dodge City as
a stopping off point, however, as his
brother, James, was. still city marshal
of Dodge.

In March of 1881, Bat served as a
deputy in one of Wyatt Earp’s posses
in Tombstone, Arizona. He was follow-
ing his profession as a gambler in that
city at that time. Bat was somewhere
in New Mexico, a month later, when
he received a wire from Dodge City
asking him to return to sece that his
brother, Jim, got a fair deal with A. J.
Peacock and Al Updegraph in the
question whether the latter should be
dismissed from their employment or
not. Jim Masterson and A. J. Peacock
were partners in a dancehall and saloon
business in Dodge City at this time,
with Updegraph being one of the bar-
tenders. Jim wanted to dismiss the
man; Peacock did not.

On Saturday, April 16, 1881, Bat
alighted from the train at Dodge and
saw Peacock and Updegraph walking
across the street. He hailed them and
stated he wanted to speak to them, but
evidently they misjudged his inten-
tions, for they grabbed their guns and
ran for cover.

Naturally Bat took their actions to
mean only one thing—a-fight. He took
cover behind a slight embankment left -
by the railroad graders.

The firing commenced immediately.
Bat’s bullets took big chunks out of
the corner of the building behind which
the two men had run. At the same time
some unknown parties fired several
shots at the Peacock-Updegraph party,
one of the bullets passing through the
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more muscular than Johnnie. His face
was brown from many hours in the
sun and in his steady brown eyes Walk-
er saw a spirit of courage. Ed seemed
to sense something was wrong the in-
stant he saw Walker. He stopped in
the street, in front of the bank, as
Walker approached him.

“Your horse?” asked Matt.
~ “That’s right. Why?”

“Looks like one I owned. Mine got
stolen from a tie-rack in Tonto about
three months ago.? Walker moved
around to the left side of the bay.
“That your brand—the Lazy 227

“I paid for that horse, Mister,” said
Ed, “I don’t want no trouble.”

The sound of their voices attracted
attention, but everyone listening cau-
tiously remained a safe distance away.
Inside the bank, all transactions mo-
mentarily stopped when Walker open-
ly accused Ed Larkin of horse steal-
ing.

Larkin’s face paled. “You’re wrong,
Mister.,” “Thunder belongs to me; I
paid cash for him.”

When Matt Walker produced the
bill of sale, the light of hope seemed
to die in Ed’s eyes. He drew a deep
breath, held it—then it quietly slipped
away from him.”

“It’s been forged,” groaned Ed. “I
can tell. That bill of sale wasn’t made
out to nobody. You’re framing me
for. .
of Frank Craig looking out the saloon
window and understood.

“I'm giving you two seconds to
draw,” said Walker, backing away.
“Better move fast.”

HE COULD hear people scurrying
off the street, the sound of a horse

blowing,. then absolute silence. He be--

. Why?” Then he caught sight
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came aware of his own breathing; it
sounded loud and heavy in his ears.

It was obvious Larkin didn’t want
the gunfight, but he had no alternative.
Walker watched the homesteader’s
hand jerk for his holster before bring-
ing up his own sixgun. The impact of
the three bullets which split Larkin’s
chest flung him back against the hitch
rail. Ed fired twice before stumbling
to the ground; both shots went wild.

Somewhere down the street a wom-

.an screamed and Matt Walker could

hear men cursing, knew how they hated
a hired gun. He wished now he had
never accepted the job; he wanted to
get it over as quickly as possible. As
soon as he downed Johnnie Larkin, he
would ride North; and Walker, the
hired gunman, would become a bitter
memory—and maybe, someday, almost
completely forgotten.

He turned, and walked down the
center of the street toward the general
store.

“Johnnie Larkin,” he yelled. “I just
killed that no-good horsethief Ed. If
you’ve got any guts you’ll come out
and face me like a man!”

Inside the store he heard excited
commotion. “You mustn’t go out
there!” he heard a man exclaim. Some-
one volunteered to take Johnnie’s place,
but within minutes Johnnie Larkin ap-
peared on the street, Down the street,
a smile of triumph crossed Craig’s big
fat face. Walker hated the sight of
him. -

Walker’s gun came up so fast that
Johnnie scarcely managed to clear
leather. Johnnie Larkin was dead be-
fore falling face down on the ground.
People came running from all direc-
tions.

Walker rolled Johnnie over with his -
boot. A surprised gasp came from him
as the black sombrero fell away from
Johnnie’s head and long brown hair
spilled from it.

“She’s dead,” said the doctor, grave-
ly. “Never had a chance.”

Matt Walker shuddered revulswely
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leled the High Sierras, a cloud of white
alkali dust rose above the billowing
creosote and cncelia bush. Ahead of
the cloud two black figures were mov-
ing.

“Mebbe black day all over,” he
said. “Honored guests come to Sher-
man House, why not? I go tell Mr.
Boss Sherman.”

1.5 bare fee. pattered out of the
Kitchen, througl the dining .oocm o2d
front room of the ¢ld dcsert hostely.
At the front door, he stoppel and
stared out on the porch, and there
was a glint of affection in his eyes.

Dakota Sherman, hotel proprietor,
was sitting out there on the porch, sit-
ting as he did, hour after hour, during
these days of terrific heat. His great
bulk overflowed in waves of flesh
and muscle from the rocking chair.
From his pink, bald head a single wisp
of gray hair rose in a question mark.
His open mouth emitted snores on the
outblow and gasped for breath on the
intake. In front of him were two pails
of water and a huge pink foot was
thrust in each.

Sung Lee stared at his lord and mas-

ter, then reached into the hip pocket

of his over-sized jeans and brought out
a mouth organ. He shined it caressing-
ly on the knee-length tails of his alpaca
shirt. One deep breath into his narrow
lungs, and he blew loudly. He was
playing “Reveille,” and at three o’clock
in the afternoon the notes of, “I can’t
get 'em up” rang just as truculently
as at dawn.

The mouth of Dakota Sherman
closed; his head moved on its neck
hinge, his pale blue eyes blinked open.
He swallowed grimacingly, thrust out
both feet and the pails of water tipped
over. He strove to rise, but was too
entangled and relaxed again. Then his
voice shrilled out, a squeaky tenor.

“You dang heathen!” he cried.
“Wakin’ me up when I just get com-
fortable! Wakin’ me up when I had
clean forgot my chilblains. Look at
that theri.ometer over there! The
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thing says 122 degrees. Me with
chilblains at 122, right in the middle
of the Mojave Desert. The worst
chilblains any man e.er had—"

“Honored guests come to Sherman
House,” announced Sung Lee. “Mr.
Boss Sherman be ready, why not?” -

A skinny arm and talon-like hand
pointed southward. The two horsemen
were plainly visible. Dakota jerked
himself upright, squinted until his eyes
were almost hidden behind the protec-
tive furrows common to old desert
dwellers. “They’re sure comin’ hellity
larrup!”

Sung Lee slid across the front rom
to the mantel, picked up an old six-
shooter and slithered back to the
front porch and Sherman.

“Sung Lee al'ays find good thing
come velly slow,” he intoned. “Bad
thing al’ays come velly fast. Two hon-
ored guest men ride hellity lallup; you
take slixshooter, why not?”

Dakota thrust the unloaded six-
shooter into the bulging flap of his
suirt over his belly, leaned back in the
rocker and waited. “Bad things do
seem generally to come fast,” he mused.
“Like Sung Lee said. Suppose...he
has a hunch?”

HE CA-LUMP, ca-lump of
hoofs, the mouse-like squeak
. of leather, the clank of iron

“shoes on rocks were increasingly clear

as the horsemen approached.

“They ain’t cowmen,” Sherman de-
cided. “They ain’t the law. Must be
mine promoters. No! Diggity-dog,
they’re gamblers, that’s what. White
sombreros, swell goatskin boots, Span-
ish spurs, plaited silk shirts! Sure,
they’re hot-shot gamblers. . . . Travelin’
light. Just one canteen and one saddle
roll between ’em. ., .”

The two horsemen reined up at the
hitching rail and studied the decrepit
hotel with cold, doubting eyes, which
took in at a glance the half-dozen little
houses which huddled around the old
building like forlorn chicks around a
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moulting hen. The older man spoke to
the younger without moving his lips.

“All right, agreed the latter and

raised his voice. “Hello! Hello, hippo-
potamus! What you got here,
morgue?”’
. Dakota waddled forward. The two
men stared at him with incredulity, so
huge and round he was, so red his
face and bald head.

“Sheriff after you?” Dakota asked.
“No offense meant,” he added quickly.
“But don’t go callin’ me a hippopota-
mus!”

“Thanks for the advice, brother,” the
older man said. He threw his leg over
the pommel and slid to the ground.
His companion did the same. “Who’s
going to take care of this crow food?”

Dakota Sherman hesitated. For
nineteen years he had run this old des-
ert hotel, and during that entire time
he had never turned a stranger away,
no matter what was the visitor’s color,
condition or poverty. True, he had not
had many chances to turn people away.
For days at a time, not a single guest
would appear. On the other hand, he
sometimes had as many as six guests
—particulary when cattle buyers came
through, during the spring and fall
rodeos. But instinctively Sherman
didn’t want to take these two strangers
into his hotel. Sung Lee had given him
a premonition of trouble ahead.

He shrugged his plump shoulders.
After all, he ran a hotel; a hotel must
have guests; he had a duty as host to
perform.

“Just a minute,” he said, and turned
to call into the structure behind him.
“Sung Lee! Hi, Sung Lee! Come take
‘care of the horses!”

From the depths of the hotel came
the response: A pattering of feet aid
an intoned, “Yessee, I coming, please,
Mr. Boss Sherman.” ,

The two men removed the saddle
roll from the older man’s horse and
mounted the steps to the porch, which
creaxed under them. Dakota noted
their moneybelts, stuffed and wel-
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rounded. There, in the shade, the two
produced silk bandanas and wiped the
caked alkali from their faces. Simul-
taneously the hotel proprietor knew
who they were—recognized them by
reputation. The older fellow was tall,
spare, with faded blue eyes, a passive
face that could easily have passed the
roll call at an undertakers’ convention.
The younger man offered direct con-
trast: Small, wiry, black of eye,
smooth of face—a handsome fellow in
a slick Latin way, with full lips and a
black toothbrush mustache.

“Hello!” cried Sherman. He turned
to the tall man. “Deacon Wilkins, eh?
And your side kick.” He nodded to-
ward the younger man. “He’s The
Monte Kid, aia’t he?”

“Good guessing, brother,” Dea,con
Wilkins agreed. “Now what about
some grub and then a bed? We’ve rid-
den hard and fast.”

“Sure,” agreed the host, and im-
mediately wished the word unsaid.

As he waddled back to the kitchen
to help Sung Lee prepare ham and
eggs, Dakota made up his mind to one
thing. He’d get rid of these two strang-
ers as soon as he could. He’d give them
poor food, a hard bed; that back north
bedroom was full of bedbugs. He was
sure of that. Some fleas, too. He'd
give them that room. He’ll tell them
right quick that he had run out of
food. Sure, he’d get rid of them all
right. .

He had to get rid of them. Word
had preceded Deacon Wilkins and the
Monte Kid—word that where they
went, hell began to pop.

TOSE SIX little houses around

I the Sherman House—each sur-
rounded by a saggine picket

fence to keep the cattle out of meager
gardens, when the herds were driven
to -the mountains in the spring, and
again when they came milling back
to the desert floor in the fall—those
six little houses came alive. Grapevine
telegraph had flashed the news through
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the settlement, big news: “Dakota
Shreman has two strangers at his
le»?”

The women could least contain their
curiosity. Widow Flemin g, directly
across the road, sent her daughter,
Marjorie, to get the first news—and
with her came trouble.

“Ain’t any bigger than a minute,
Margie Fleming ain’t,” Dakota
thought, rapt with sheer pleasure in
the girl’s appearance, the unstudied
grace of her moment the ivory tint of
her face and the blueness of her eyes.
But every second of that minute
is sure pretty...She must be
eighteen, 'most nineteen at that...She
. ought not to be roamin’ loose any long-
er. I sure’ll be glad when she and Jerry
Powers get hitched.” He raised his
voice, “Hello, Marge!”

Th~ girl nodded and pattered lightly
up the steps to his side. “You know
what I came for. Ma’s just flowing
over with curiosity.”

Dakota looked blank then allowed
signs of intelligence to creep across his
face. “Oh, you mean about the new
arrivals? Tell your mother not to get
excited. They don’t aim to stay.”

- “But who are they?”

Dakota wanted to

couldn’t.
“Just a counle of hot-shot gamblers
down from Nevada,” he said. “By the
name of Deacon Wilkins and the
Monte Kid. But they ain’t stayin’.
By the way, Margie, where’s Jerry
Powers today?”

“He’s riding herd for the Terrapm
outfit. Why?” -

“Aims to come back tonight?”

“Sure. We got our regular date.”

“Why don’t you do me a favor and
him a favor?” asked Sherman. “Why
don’t you ride out and tell him to stay
out there by the chuck wagon tonight?
Ain’t no reason fo. him to take that
long ride, after a hard day’s work.”

The girl’s expressive face immedi-
ately became serious. “What’s the

lie, but he
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idea? Why don’t you want Jerry

" around here tonight?”

Dakota was silent a minute, rub-

-bing neats’ foot oil from a brown bottle

into his pink feet. “Well, it’s safer,
that’s all,” he blurted. “These hot-shot
gamblers might set up a table. Jerry’s
a grand boy, but he’s wild. Not exact-
ly wild, but like a bronc that ain’t
never been broken. He’s a gambler, too
—a natural gambler. Bless your heart,
I’'ve seen that redhead bet on which
way a locoed would turn, right or left.
A boy like that is just fish for fellows
like Deacon Wilkins and the Monte
Kid... Now you be a nice girl and
ride out to the Terrapin chuck wagon.
Tell Jerry Powers to stay out there;
you can make him believe anything.”

“Is Jerry’s money the only thing
worrying you, Dakota?” the girl asked.

“Well, it’s important money, ain’t
it?” demanded Sherman. “It’s the mon-
ey you and him aim to get married on.
"Most six hundred simoleons, ain’t it?
Damn’ important money!”

“You haven’t any other idea, Dako-
ta?” Marjorie Fleming suggested,
mockingly. “You don’t want to get
me out of the way, too, maybe?”

“Why, hell, no!” blustered Dakota,
hopelessly entangled. “But of course
if you would stay away—"

Motion behind checked his words.
He turned his pink bald head. There
in the doorway stood the Monte Kid,
fresh washed, cool and handsome in
his white silk shirt, bow necktxe and
polished boots.

“Why, hello,” said the Monte Kid
advancing. He bowed low before the
girl, sweeping the porch with one white
hand. “Queen of the Mojave Desert!
I salute you.” He smiled, showing his
regular white teeth, and his eyes
flashed frank admiration.

Marjorie Fleming smiled back. She
liked the homage which shone in The
Kid’s eyes, she liked his handsome
trimness, his grace, his air of elegance.

“Listen, you!” shrilled Dakota,
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glowed with frustration, anger. It was
not the money alone he was losing.
There was something more—and it had
to do with Margie Fleming and the
Monte Kid.

Those black eyes across the table
seemed to taunt Powers. They seemed
to suggest that he, Jerry Powers, was
an insignificant cowboy while the
Monte Kid was g man of the world,
slightly condescending, slightly pitying,
but very contemptuous—a man who
could make short work of winning
Margi. Fleming.

Joment by moment, murderous
rage mounted in that hotel room. Old
Dakota Sherman felt the hot breath of
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it, and knew that there would be a
blowoif. Twice, he tried to get Jerry
home, twice the young desert man
shook off his hand with an oath, Now
Dakota saw Jerry fondle the gun on
his hip. The old hotel proprietor moved
to the sideboard and let his hand rest
on a long-necked vinegar cruet, This
was fated to be the last hand. Jerry
had three nines dealt him, one of them
hidden. He pushed in his remaining
chips. “Call that, tinhorn!” he snarled.

The Monte Kid turned over a third
queen, “The queens sure always like
me, boy,” he said. “That makes three
of them. Queens—desert queens.”

For two.seconds, five seconds, Jerry
Towers stared at the cards. Suddenly
he swore a high-pitched, half hysterical
oath. He leaped to his feet, knocked
over his chair behind him. His hand
shot down to his holster, up again,
carrying an automatic. At the same
instant the vinegar cruet in Dakota’s
ham-like hand crashed across Powers’
coppery head. The young cowboy
went down like a wet sack. '

Sung Lee came trotting in from the
kitchen. “Here iodine,” he cried. “Make
hurt worse.” He stooped and poured
plenty of the fluid into Jerry’s cut and
battered scalp.

“Help me get him home, Sung Lee,”
Sherman ordered.

“Velly, velly busy in kitchen,” Sung
Lee declaimed. “Got to plactice on
moul. organ, why not?” He trotted
out of the door again. ,

Dakota picked up Jerry Powers and
slung him over his shoulder, zroaning
to himself at the thought of what he’d
had to do. In the front room he heard
motion, saw a shadow moving across
in front of him, out the front door.
Against the white alkali road he could
see who it was.

“Margiel” he called. “Come help
me with Jerry! I had to bash him
down.”

“Help him yourself,” the girl called
bitterly. “I saw everything that hap-

[Turn To Page 120] -t
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his gun and held it by the barrel.
Around the table in the other direction
moved the Monte Kid. He, too, had his
gun out, ready to- pistol whip Sung

“You are a little buzzard,” an-
nounced Deacon Wilkins sadly. “We’ll
have to give you a lesson.”

Sung Lee slid down in his chair,
bowed his head. The butt of the pistol
in the hand of Deacon Wilkins creaked
across his head just above the ear. Sung
Lee’s head wobbled to the right. Over
there the pistol butt of Monte Kid
slashed him on the cheek and drove his
black top-knot back again—a double
action pistol-whipping.

An elephant trumpeted shrilly in the
doorway of the dining room, an ele-
phant emitted its animal scream of
rage, an elephant stampeded. Dakota
Sherman would rather have been hit
himself with those pistol butts than to
see Sung Lee beaten so mercilessly. He
charged, and Jerry was with him.

The old hotel proprietor dashed
around the table to reach Deacon Wil-
kins, but Powers didn’t dodge the
table; he dove across it, his long lean
body flying through space, his head
and shoulder smashing the Monte Kid
in the stomach and knocking him back-
wards. The gambler went down and the
cowboy was on top of him. A gun
sounded, muffled, on the floor and the
two men were at each other like wild
cats.

Dakota Sherman was still upright.
He had wrapped Deacon Wilkins in his
huge fat arms; he was squeezing until
the sparse form of the gambler seemed
to sink into Sherman’s flesh. But the
gambler was sinewy, and he had his
left arm free. He drew it back and
smacked it into the stomach of old
Sherman, smacked with every ounce
of strength he had. Dakota’s face grew
purple, and he sounded an agony-ac-
cented “umph.” Then Deacon Wilkins
began to use his feet. ’

[Turn To Page 128]


















