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SWAN SONG for a

Sing a song of Diantha . . .

Thrilling
A temptress in angel’s disguise, Romance
Till she fell in love with Novel

Johnny_

Who had the devil in his eyesl

wisp of golden curl before the

wavy mirror, there in the parlor

of the small hotel. For a moment, a

wicked little dimple played at the corner
of her mouth.

“1 do look like an angel, sort of,” she

told herself. “Johnny Wing ought to be

very tender with me, if he’s half as soft-

DIANTHA ADJUSTED a stray
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hearted as his dad says he is. And Pop,
the old scalawag, wont mind dying tem-
porarily—for cash and freedom.”

There was something ethereal about
the girl looking back at Diantha Day from
the mirror. She was small and slim, with
softly curling hair of pale shining yellow,
and with eyes that were very bue, very
innocent. There was a fragile delicacy
in that lovely face that always made
Diantha seem just a little this side of
heaven.

That wasn't true. Diantha was far this
side of heaven . . . about as far as a girl
who’s nice, but tough like whang-leather
and with the soul of an imp, can get. That
was probably just as well, for even a
trace of angelic leanings would spoil the
job she had to do now.

Diantha had hired herself out to break
Johnny Wing’s heart and toss it ruth-
lessly aside.

“The pipsqueak!” Diantha murmured,
recalling the picture of Johnny his father
had showed her. Stiff shoulders, eyes a
little shifty, mouth drawn to a smirk.
Only a parent could consider a man like
that good-looking—a doting parent like
old J. D. Wing.

“Handsome cuss!” J. D. had nodded
pridefully, after she’d ventured the truth-
ful remark that Johnny resembled his
father. “All the girls go for him, and
you can't blame ’em, by golly! Just one
big fault Johnny’s got—he’s too damned
soft-hearted. That’s how this designin’
actress hooked him. Her stock company
was left stranded out there, yet my sister
Peg says she’s stayin’ at the hotel and
dressin’ fit to kill . . . blast her hide!”

T>EFORE THE mirror, Diantha
o*-' shrugged and twisted another small
curl over her finger, then let it drop on
her white forehead. “I’ll make short
work of our Johnny,” she vowed. “He’ll
turn from this Zoe Devine and wilt before
me, and then | can tie him up with pink

ribbon and hand him over to the girl
his father has picked out for him. If
she cant hang on to him after his heart’s
been broken, then she deserves to die
an old maid. But what any girl can see in
him—"”

She turned from the mirror. A man’s
voice had split the early evening silence
of the sleepy cowtown. “Hi there, Johnny
Wing! Dont mean to tell me you’re in
town again tonight?”

“Big business, fellal Mighty big!” re-
turned a voice that didn’t sound like a
pipsqueak’s at all. It was much too deep
and resonant.

Diantha hurried over to the window
and peered out through the lace curtains
to see the speaker. That man coming up
the porch steps . . . She caught her
breath. It must be Johnny Wing, all
right, but he wasn’t the least bit like the
picture. Why—he was handsome! Tall
and lithe, with shining dark hair and a
good-natured grin.

This was going to be a pleasure,
Diantha thought. More of a pleasure
than she had ever dreamed. But even
as she watched, Johnny looked up and
waved, and his face lit up as if somebody
had flashed a candle before it. The reason
was soon apparent.

Zoe Devine’s voice came down, low,
smooth as rich cream. “I’ll be a few
minutes, Johnny. Do you mind waiting?”

“Of course, 1 mind!” Johnny laughed.
“But a guy gets used to it. Anyway,
I've got a little errand to do.” With that,
he disappeared into the hotel.

Diantha scurrried over to the farthest,
darkest corner and sat down, very primly.
Somehow, she felt disturbed at the quick-
ness of her heartbeats; she wasnt used
to being frightened. “A cool little devil,”
Pop always called her, because nothing
ever scared her, no matter how unexpected
or alarming. And much of the unexpected
and alarming had happened in the eighteen
years of Diantha’s life, brought up, as
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she’d been, in one rodeo after another.

She was no cool little devil now. She
was feeling as if the greatest moment of
her life were just at hand, and when
Johnny Wing appeared in the doorway,
hat off, a queer warmth, like wine, burned
suddenly through all her veins, leaving her
breathless.

Johnny peered through the dusk. “Miss
Day?” he asked politely. It was the sort
of politeness a man displays when he has
a task of courtesy to do and wants to
get it over with quickly. “Miss Diantha
Day?”

The queer breathlessness made Dian-
tha’s voice husky as she said, “Yes. Yes,
I’'m Diantha Day. And you must be John-
ny ... I mean Mr. Wing.”

She arose and walked toward him, until
she stood in the light of the hallway lamp.
There, she lifted her pale, heart-shaped
face and made her eyes wide and wistful
within their silken smudge of long-lashed
loveliness, but the strange trembling of
her small body came without any help
at all. “I'm glad you’re here, Mr. Wing.”

She saw him catch his breath. She
saw his brown eyes go startled, then
pleased, and she saw the quick way his
hand reached out to take hers. Johnny
was no longer being just polite. He was
liking it.

He grinned widely. “The name is
Johnny. And welcome to the Flying
Wing Ranch, Diantha! | hope you're
going to enjoy being with us.”

“Oh, I will. But it's been such a long
trip . . . and I've been so afraid.”

“Afraid?” His hand tightened upon
hers. “Why, you're tremblin' right now—
and you’re such a little thing! Look,
there’s nothin’ to be afraid of, sugar.
You're here, safe and sound.”

“Oh ... | know." She let her breath
catch. “But all the way out here 1ve
been thinking that—that you might not
want me here, and that you and your
aunt would hate me for coming, a stranger
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this way—and ...” She stopped, and
covered her face with those fragile-looking
hands that were really strong enough
to hold a bucking bronc in line.

She had to pull her hand from Johnny’s
to do it. but it was a gamble that paid
off. For the next instant she was in his
arms, her head against his shoulder, and
he was stroking her hair and murmuring
sweet things.

“Of course, we want you, honey,” he
told her. “Aunt Peg has talked of nothin’
else for a week! Why, she made me
promise that 1'd get Hank Smolett to
bring you out to the Flyin” Wing right
away, tonight! It’s only twelve miles,
Diantha.”

She gave a little cry of horror, lifted
her head and looked at him. “You mean
—ride out twelve miles, at night? With
a strange man?”

Johnny said in a troubled voice, “I’'m
so doggoned sorry, honey, but—well, old
Flank's a good driver, and the moon’ll be
up early. It'll be a real pretty drive.”

TYIANTHA DROPPED her head to

his shoulder again and gave what
she hoped would pass for a heartwrench-
ing sob to Johnny's untrained ears. She
wailed, “You don’t want me here! You
didn't meet me at the train, and now
you’re sending me out there with a—a man
| dont even know.”

“But Hank’s about seventy, honey!”
Johnny sounded so miserable. “And—
well, 1 should have met you. |’'m ashamed
of that, Diantha. | just plain loitered
along the way, | guess. Doggone it, |ve
been a regular heel. Poor little girl!”

He bent to kiss her gently, tenderly, as
a brother might have done. But when
his lips met Diantha's, the gentleness
suddenly left. His arms tightened and
held her close . . . close . . . until Diantha
felt her lips flame to a thousand fires
under his Kiss.

She forgot that she was supposed to be
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a timid angel ... or even a cool little
devil. She forgot everything except the
man holding her in his arms, and the
glorious tide of ecstasy that was rising
in her heart. She forgot that this was
all part of a game, and was aware only
that it was the realest thing she had ever
known in her life.

Johnny lifted his head at last, and
spoke in husky bewilderment. “l dont
know how that happened, Diantha. |
truly don’t. 1 just meant to ... | dont
know what | meant.”

Diantha knew how it happened, but
she didnt tell. It had been easy, raising
her face quickly. Yes, it had been easy,
but she wondered now as she stood there,
her cheek against Johnny’s shoulder, just
what she had done.

It was in the deal only that she was
to make Johnny love her, then turn him
down, so he could be caught on the re-
bound by another girl—the right one.
It was only meant that she was to break
Johnny’s heart temporarily, not her own.
Never her own—for with herself, Diantha
suddenly knew, it might be for keeps.

The thought of a broken heart for
herself gave Diantha courage to pull away
from Johnny, to stand there before him,
head bent, hands clasped together. “I’'m
sorry, Johnny,” she whispered. “l don‘t
know what you must think of me.”

His hand reached out to touch hers
again. “I think you’re an angel,” he
told her, his brown eyes filled with awe.

“I’'m ready, Johnny!” The low creamy
voice had come from behind them, the
same voice Diantha had heard before.
Johnny turned, and the awe in his eyes
was driven out by the admiration that
flamed there.

This, then, was Zoe Devine.

TYyANTHA LOOKED at her and un-

derstood a lot of things, for Zoe was
the loveliest creature she'd ever glimpsed.
She was tall, almost as tall as Johnny,

with dark luxuriant hair and sloe-colored
eyes. Her mouth was as scarlet as wild
strawberries, and her well-turned figure
did full justice to her sleek-fitting, pale
yellow dress. A yellow rose seemed to be
blooming in the garden of her dusky hair.

Johnny said huskily, “Zoe, you’re beau-
tifull”

The girl laughed, winked at him, then
let her gaze go to Diantha. *“So this is
the child your aunt is to nurse back to
health ?” she asked, too sweetly.

“Yes . .. oh, yes! Zoe, this is Diantha
Day,” Johnny introduced, but he didn*
tear his gaze from the actress.

Diantha nodded. Zoe stared at her
through narrowed lids. “You do look
frail, child. Although,” with a generous
air, “part of it may be because you've
not had a chance to clean up and rest
after your long trip. There’s nothing
makes a girl look more of a mess!”

Diantha kept on smiling, though she
was fuming inside. The way Zoe talked,
you’d think her face were smudged with
cinders and her eyes hollow with weari-
ness.

She said softly, “That’s so true. Only
I know I’ll be all right, out at Johnny’s
ranch. 1°ve found the West wonderful—
so far!”

She gazed directly at Zoe as she said
it, and by the quick wonder that came
into those sloe eyes, Diantha knew she’d
scored a hit.

But Zoe kept her smile as she turned
back to Johnny. *“You’re a bit early
for the dance, darling, and | suppose
you’re anxious to get this poor little waif
started for the ranch.”

Johnny was silent a moment, frowning.
Then he said, “Look, Zoe. It’s night,
and everything's strange to Diantha. She%
our guest and—and—well, | dont like
sending her out to the ranch with a strange
man.”

Diantlia’s heart skipped a beat, and she
couldn’t resist a demure glance at the



SWAN SONG FOR A WAYWARD ANGEL 11

other girl. Zoe was furious, of course.
Any girl would be—having a man prac-
tically ask to break an engagement so
he could take another girl riding in the
moonlight. The thought of that ride was
responsible for another missed beat.

But Zoe was clever, too. Her smile
was dazzling, her voice positively dripped
sympathy, as she said, “Of course she
doesnt want to take that long drive so
late. Johnny darling, |1 know! The room
next to mine is vacant, and I’ll engage
it for her, right now, and see that she’s
comfortable before we leave. There’s a
door between the two rooms, and when
the dance is over, I'll slip in and we'll
have a nice long chat!” She added bright-
ly, “Then we’ll get up early and have
breakfast—the three of us together—and
we’ll all ride on out to the ranch!”

Johnny’s face relaxed in a grin. “Fine!”
he enthused, and, as Zoe went to the
clerk’s desk, “You can sleep without any
worries, now, can't you?”

Diantha nodded. If she'd spoken that
instant, her wvoice would have broken.
Perhaps the angry tears glittered in her
eyes, for Johnny spoke up quickly.

“What’s the matter, honey?”

“Nothing . . . much,” the soft mouth
trembled ever so little. “It’s just—she
spoke of a dance. And Pop and | used
to go to dances. Pie loved them so.”

"WT7ELL, THAT was true.

Devil-may-
care Pop always managed to get a
bid to any dance, even in a strange town.
He’d dance with Diantha at first, then
start introducing eager-eyed young men,
and from then on Pop would have his
own good time. Now, though, Pop was
missing all that fun . . . Diantha sighed,
thinking of Pop in a small jail cell.

Johnny took her hand, spoke gently.
“He’d want you to go to dances again,
Diantha. 1'm sure he wouldnt want you
to grieve too much.”

“No,” huskily, “he wouldnt even like

to see me in mourning this way. He’d
want me . . . happy again.”

Johnny patted the hand he held. “Know
what, honey? We’re going to see to that.
And before your visit’s out, you’ll be
dancing. | promise it. Zoe and I'll find
you a nice partner, and the four of us’l
dance all night. How does that sound?”

For once Diantha forgot the game she
was playing. “It sounds terrible!” she
blurted out.

Thankfully then, she saw the clerk
coming with the key. “Please bring my

bags up.” Then, to Zoe, “Thank you,
Miss—Miss Devine. And dont let me
delay you. I’ll see you in the morning!”

She followed the clerk upstairs, and at
the top landing took a quick glance down,
to see Johnny’s bewildered face and Zoe’s
smiling one. When she was alone in
the small hotel room, the first thing she
did was to walk over to the door that led
into Zoe’s room. It was locked from the
other side, but Diantha drew the hasp on
her own side, too.

The one thing she didnt want was any
after-dance chat with Zoe Devine! She
didn’t even want to see the dark-haired
girl again. And as for Johnny Wing,
let him throw himself away on that black-
eyed vixen. It would serve him right!

Waltz for Two

TANTHA UNDRESSED and washed

up. She went to bed, but she couldnt
sleep. Maybe she was too tired. Or may-
be—well, how could a girl hope to sleep
with all that dance music drifting from
the hall across the street? Heavenly dance
music . . . the cool shuffling of many feet
on the floor . . . couples dancing . . .
Johnny and Zoe . . . with Johnny looking
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at the lovely dark-haired girl as if she
were the moon—and he a night owl!

Why had she ever come on this crazy
trip, Diantha wondered now. Of course,
she knew, really. It was to earn the five
hundred dollars to get her father out of
jail.

The whole thing started two weeks ago
when Pop, a star rodeo rider, ran into a
bad stretch of luck. First, Pop slipped
out one night, got drunk and lost his
remuda in a poker game. It happened be-
fore, so often that Diantha had learned
to ride herd on him pretty heavy. So she
shrugged off his escapade and borrowed
mounts for herself and Pop from the other
riders. They’d have to use their cash
prizes to buy their own horses back before
the season ended, and it would leave them
right where they started. Broke and out
of jobs . . . But that, too, had happened
before.

This time, though, the bad luck carried
over. The next day Pop lost a split-hair
decision in the bulldogging contest, and
his temper at the same time. He smacked
the timer, and when one of the judges
rushed down, Pop smacked him, too, even
harder. So they put Pop in jail, and he’d
have to stay there till Diantha raised five
hundred dollars to pay his fine. Rodeo
season was ending, so the money had to
come from some other source than riding.

She’d made for Kansas City and put an
ad in the paper. Too desperate to be
modest, she wrote:

Beautiful refined girl wants five hundred
dollars quick. Nothing too daring if it’s
lawful and decent. Wolves please keep to
cover.

In spite of the warning, there were
wolf-calls a-plenty in the Post Office box
for her, but there was one letter that
might mean something, and Diantha an-
swered it in person.

J. D. Wing, the wealthy cattle-broker,
was sweet, really, in spite of his roar.

He was short and round and bald, with
a moon face, a broad stick-up nose, and
gentle brown eyes, and made Diantha
think of a fat poodle she’d owned when
she was a very little girl. Even his roar
reminded you of the poodle. A deep rum-
ble in his throat when you were expecting
a yap.

“By gum!” J. D. roared when he saw
her. “You are beautiful! And yes, dam-
mit, refined!”

Diantha glowed softly upon him.

He kept on staring. “I didnt believe
your ad. | was afraid you’d be a—er—"
he coughed delicately, “well, somethin’
different. And | had to have a lady!”
He gave a satisfied nod. “And you’re frail,
too. That’ll knock Johnny right between
the eyes.”

“Look, mister,” Diantha said firmly,
although her smile stayed sweet. “I
wouldnt count too much on my frailty,
if 1 were you !”

He chuckled. “l want you to be able
to hold your own, but I like your lookin’
like an angel, too. You do, you know.”

She nodded. “It’s always been helpful,”
she told him, “especially when | was up
to something. Which brings me to the
subject—what am | supposed to do?”

“Huh?”

“What do you want me to do, to earn
the five hundred?”

He began talking, then, of his early
struggles . . . and of his son, Johnny
Wing. “l wasn’t goin’ to have Johnny,
poor motherless little tyke, go through
what | did. Likewise, | didnt want him
to be a dude. So | sent him to school out
West, away from the city. | let my sister
Peg take him to ranches summertimes,
and he learned to ride and rope and shoot.
Then last year | bought a ranch in Utah—
the Flyin’ Wing we call it—and | sent
him and Peg to run it. He’s made good,
all right, and the boys take to him. Only
one thing ... ” his round face sagged.

“What’s wrong?” Diantha was all
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sympathy and curiosity over the son.

"He’s lost his fool head over a damn
girl!” J. D. was shouting again. "Peg
wrote me about it. An actress! She’s
got Johnny all hogtied, and, by gum, I
wont have it!” He banged the desk.
“1 aint havin’ a female like that Zoe
Devine for Johnny’s wife!”

"Maybe she’s a nice girl and he loves
her,” Diantha put in.

“Love! Balderdash! He’s got a nice
girl to love right here in Kansas City.
Her pa’s my partner. It’s been understood
since they were toddlers that Betsy Ames
and Johnny would marry when the time
was right, and he’s goin' to do it, by gum!
And that’s what I’'m payin’ you for. But
if you dont send that actress hightailin’
it, 1 aint payin’ you a cussed cent!”

TT WAS a bit confusing, even to a
A bright girl like Diantha, but at last
she got it straight. She, Diantha, was to
go out to the Flying Wing ranch and win
Johnny away from the actress. Then,
when the actress had given up, old J. D.
and Betsy would come to the ranch. That
would be Diantha’s cue to give Johnny
the mitten, and he, broken-hearted, would
turn to Betsy.

"He’s always talked over his troubles
with Betsy,” J. D. glowered. "He’ll turn
to her now, and we’ll hustle the marriage.”

He’d showed Diantha the picture of
Johnny, then—the one that looked like
a pipsqueak—and she’d been honestly glad
that she was expected to hand him over
to Betsy Ames, for most surely he was
nothing that she, Diantha, would want
to keep. It wouldn't be much fun, even
luring a guy like that to his doom, but
she had to have the five hundred dollars.

“All right,” Diantha sighed. “I1'm for
hire.”

"Good!” J. D. beamed and rubbed his
hands together. "1’ll have Peg tell Johnny
you’re the daughter of an old friend of
mine. He died a short while ago and |

found you workin’ your life away—with
you still all frail from grief and lookin
after your father. So I’'m sendin’ you to
the ranch to get your strength back. 1l
write today, and buy you a ticket and
give you expense money . . . and from
then on you'll have to go it alone.”

Diantha’s voice stayed soft. “I’ll need
clothes,” she said dreamily. "Mourning,
mostly ... | look lovely in black. Maybe
a few things to wear when Johnny wants
me to come out of mourning. | can
charge them to you ...”

J. D. reached for his checkbook, *“You
look like an angel, but. by gum, you've
got the heart of a lady wildcat. All right,
all right! Get your duds with this. And
when you get there, work fast. | want
results—and no slip-ups!”

“So do I!'” She put the check in her
pocketbook, stood up. “I want that five
hundred, and | want it bad!”

So she got the clothes and she came
on out to Utah. For a few minutes she’d
thought she was making wonderful prog-
ress . . . especially when Johnny had
kissed her. Then Zoe had come along and
walked off with Johnny, leaving Diantha
to come upstairs and go to bed.

Remembering all that filled Diantha
with fury. She sat up, and the strains of
dance music again seemed to taunt her
ears. For a moment she stood it, then she
threw off the covers and jumped out of
bed. Jerking down the shade and putting
on the light, she began tearing things out
of her bags.

She stopped at the white, off-the-shoul-
der gown. It was a simple dress, but an
exquisite one, for J. D.’s check had been
ample, and it made Diantha look more
like an angel than a real angel could
possibly look. She shook the few wrinkles
from the dress, and hung it up while she
made herself read}—brushed her golden
hair until it hung in a shining cascade
of curls down her back; powdered her
face until it was hauntingly pale and
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lovely; sprinkled lavender water over her
underthings. And then she slipped on
the gown.

It was perfect. Diantha smiled at her-
self in the mirror. If Johnny’s heart had
twisted at the sight of her in mourning,
it would surely do a series of flip-flops
now, and no fooling. He’d be a bit
shocked probably, for he'd seen her only
in black. But she could make him forget
his shock; she’d be sweet this time, and
she’d redeem herself for letting the imp
get the better part of the angel there at
the last, down in the parlor.

She wrapped a cloak about her shoul-
ders and started for the door, and again
her heart began to beat in that quick dis-
turbed fashion. The way Johnny had
looked at Zoe . . . the dark-haired girl
had a plenty good start in the race for
Johnny’s love.

“She’s avixen, Johnny!” Diantha whis-
pered. “You've got to know that. You’ve
got to realize I'rn the right one for
you ...”

Right then, Diantha should have taken
time to remember Betsy Ames, the girl
who was really the right one for Johnny.
But she didn’t. She could only think of
Johnny.

\ TIMID girl would never have gone
-*to the dance hall alone. A timid girl
wouldn’t even have walked past the group
of men who stood just outside the door,
smoking and talking. But Diantha wasn
shy. She had learned early to take care
of herself, outside the rodeo, so groups
of lounging males held no terror for her
whatever—though one would never have
guessed it now.

Smiling timidly, with eyes demurely
lowered, Diantha walked through the aisle
they instinctively made for her, and not
a sound was uttered. Inside, the man at
the door merely smiled, apparently think-
ing she was somebody’s partner whod
slipped outdoors for an instant.

Diantha stood there at the edge of the
floor, her eyes going over the dancing
couples. She saw them then . . . Johnny
Wing and Zoe De.vine. Her hands clenched
in the folds of her skirt and her blue eyes
blazed behind the dark lashes. For Johnny
was holding Zoe close, and his eyes held
a dazed look, as if he were looking at
something gloriously bright.

Whatever progress Diantha had made,
there in the hotel parlor, was lost now.
She knew Johnny had forgotten her as
completely as if they’d never met. It was
a good thing she had come, Diantha told
herself. Especially since Zoe was edging
toward the side door that opened out
into the starlit, beautiful night. Once she
got Johnny out there, just the two of
them . . .

Diantha turned back to the doorman.
She asked sweetly, “Will you please let
Miss Devine know that there’s—well, a
gentleman who wants to see her at the
hotel, urgently. Alone. And please dont
let her know | brought the message. |
think she’d rather ... I didnt know about
the gentleman,” she finished, very shyly.

“These actresses!” he smirked. “Don*
worry. I’ll give her the message, myself.”
And he pushed his big bulk through the
dancers.

Diantha saw him touch Zoe’s arm, whis-
per something. She saw, too, the look of
alarm on the dark beautiful face. And she
smiled wickedly, as Zoe excused herself
from Johnny and hurried away.

Diantha would have to hurry, too, for
Johnny, left alone, started for that side
door—and a smoke, probably. Slipping
along the edge of the floor, Diantha
reached the exit just as Johnny came
up to it

“Hello, Johnny,” she said softly.

He stared, blinked.

“Dont you remember me, Johnny?”
There was a little catch in her voice.
“It’s Diantha . . . Diantha Day. | couldnt
sleep, and | got to thinking over what
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you said about—about Pop wanting me
to be happy—and | got so lonesome. So
—so | came over to watch the dance a
moment. You don't think it’s wrong if
| just watch, Johnny?” plaintively.

He smiled, with that sudden lighting up
of his whole face. “Why, of course not,
sugar! There’s nothing wrong in watch-
ing. And—" looking down at her as
she drew a little closer to him. “there’s
nothing wrong in a tiny whirl on the
floor. Come on, honey!”

She caught her breath. “But the mu-
sic’s so fast and lively! If it were a
waltz ... it wouldn’t seem so awful.”

Johnny grinned. “A waltz it shall be!”
and he left her to go to the musician’s
platform.

So Diantha's first dance with Johnny
was a waltz; a dreamy waltz to dreamy
music that echoed like a love song through
the place. Everyone felt it. The chatter
died and the couples danced silently under
the spell of it.

Diantha counted on that spell. She
counted on Johnny feeling it, but she
hadnt realized what it would do to her.
Johnny’s arms about her . . . Johnny’s
cheek close to hers . . . Diantha felt as
if all reality faded away When she looked
up at him, there were tears—real tears
of happiness—clinging to her long, cob-
webby lashes.

OHNNY DIDN'T speak. He just

whirled her close to the side door—
the side door Zoe’d had her mind on—
and, still keeping his arm about her, he
turned the knob. Then they were outside,
with the leaves of a big cottonwood mak-
ing dancing moon-shadows on the ground,
and with stars blinking like candles over-
head.

“Poor baby!” Johnny said, holding her
dose. “You're such a dear little thing,
Diantha. Just cry it out, sugar. It’ll
help you. You’re never goin’to be lonely
again, | promise that!”

“Never, Johnny?”

“Never!” he repeated solemnly, and
he began dabbing gently at the tear-
stained cheeks with his big white hand-
kerchief.

“You’re ... so good, Johnny.”

Her face was still uplifted, very dose
to his, and Johnny accepted the invita-
tion. His lips sought hers, and once more
Diantha found the world filled wfith magic.
It was as if the earth were filled with
the sweetness of all the flowers that had
bloomed that day . . . with the beautiful
music of all the birds that had lifted their
hearts in song . . . with the loveliness of
all the lovely things, everywhere.

After a long moment, Diantha asked
huskily, “You’re sure, Johnny—about me
never being lonely again ?”

“Of course, little Diantha. 1’ll always
be your friend. Always.” There was
silence, and then he went on slowly,
awkwardly, as if not quite sure of what
he wanted to say. “Both Zoe and I,”
he finished, and dropped his arms from
about Diantha.

It was like a slap in the face. Diantha
knew a tearing hurt, as if her heart were
being pulled apart. But, like a real slap
to the face of a sleeper, it jerked her
awake, made her remember that this was
not real. This was part of her job—for
five hundred dollars—and time was run-
ning out. Any minute, now, Zoe would
be back, furious.

It was good, having something definite
to do; it helped keep down the hurt.
Diantha’s eyes went very wide, very in-
nocent.

“But—Zoe wont want to be my friend,
Johnny,” she said in a desperate little
voice. “She wont even understand about
you wanting to.”

“Of course, she will,
grinned. “You dont know Zoe.
the sweetest girl in the world!”

“But if she doesn't, Johnny!”

“IIl still be your friend,” he smiled

honey.” He
She’s
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gently. “That’s a faithful promise . .

The promise would have to do, for it
was all Diantha had time to get. Zoe
appeared in the doorway behind Johnny,
her beautiful face a mask of fury, her
long white fingers clenched to fists.

“Oh!” Diantha gave a terrified cry
and shrank back, and Johnny whirled to
see what had frightened her.

But Zoe was quicker. Like magic came
the smile, and her voice was again honey-
cream. “Just a mistake about the mes-
sage, darling. And if here isnt little
Diantha! What a nice surprise! It’s so
lovely out here, isnt it . . . let’s all stay
a while. Will you get my cape, Johnny?”

“Of course! | knew you’d be glad to
find Diantha here.” And he grinned
broadly in an I-told-you-so way as he
went back inside the hall.

Zoe’s sweet mask dropped, then. Her
eyes blazed and her lips were a tight
scarlet line. “Just what are you after?”
she demanded harshly. “Oh, you don’t
fool me any with that innocent look and
the baby line!”

“Maybe,” the wicked dimple flashed at
the corner of Diantha’s pretty mouth, “1’'m
after the same thing you are.”

“Well, it won’t work! I'm smarter
than you are, my girl, and I'll not stand
for your interference!”

“l think you’re going to have to,”
Diantha said very deliberately, then
waited for the storm to break.

TT CAME, just as she had expected,
but not in words. With a gasp of fury,
Zoe raised her hand and brought the palm
down in a stinging blow across Diantha’s
cheek.
“You—you hussy!” Diantha blazed.
Instinctively, she caught her breath,
tensed her young, steel-like muscles, ready
to spring. Her fingers curved, prepared
to fight as a lioness fights—with claws.
But she stopped suddenly. Beyond Zoe,
she saw the door opening. Johnny—with

Zoe’s wrap. He’d take in any scene . . .

Very low, but very distinctly, she called
Zoe a choice, but inelegant name. Then,
quick as a flash she put up an arm, as if
to ward off a blow. She cried out, “Don’t
hit me again! It’s only that Johnny
and | want to be friends!”

“You dirty, unspeakable little liar!”
Zoe exclaimed, and again Diantha’s cheek
stung with a slap.

Even as Diantha dropped to the ground,
a huddled small heap, sobbing out,
“Don’t! Oh, dont hit me again,” Johnny
was running toward them.

Then his arms were about Diantha
and he was lifting her up. “Don’t cry
so, honey. You’re all right now!”

He held her tight against him while
he lashed out at Zoe, “What do you
mean, hitting this poor little thing? Are
you crazy?”

“No, I'm not crazy!” Zoe panted.
“But you sure are! You let yourself
be taken in by the schemes of a little
cheat! You let her pull the wool over
your eyes—"

“Hush!” Johnny said sternly.
that drivel!”

“Oh, Johnny,” Diantha moaned, “I*ve
brought trouble to you by my friendship.
| told you how she’d feel about us. 1—”

“She’s a liar!” Zoe shrilled. “She
doesn’t want friendship—she wants you!
Oh, you fool! Can’t you see she’s playing
you for a sucker, and you’re swallowing
her bait, hook, line and sinker?”

Johnny stood very straight, then, but
he kept one arm about Diantha. He said,
“You’re talking like an idiot, Zoe. Diantha
is my guest. She’s here because my father
sent her, and she’s staying. All she wants
is my friendship, and she’s going to have
it.. And you and all-hell cant stop it!”

For an instant the fight went out of
Zoe; she looked shocked, as if she knew
she’d gone too far. She started to speak,
but Diantha was there ahead of her.

“Dont quarrel—over me, Johnny,”

“Hush



SWAN SONG FOR A WAYWARD ANGEL 17

she begged, nursing her bruised cheek
with one small hand. *“Please! All I
want is for her to believe in you again. It
doesn’t matter ... so much .. about me.”

“But it does matter!” he ground out.
“It matters a lot. You owe Diantha an
apology, Zoe—and a real one, at that!”

The fight was back in Zoe again. “Me

—apologize to her\” she blazed. “I’ll see
her dead, first! And you, too, Johnny
Wing!”

Then she whirled, grabbed her cape
off Johnny’s arm, and ran along the dark
side of the building and across the street.

For a moment there was silence, there
under the big cottonwood, with the moon-
shadows dancing on the ground. All at
once Johnny made a move as if to follow
Zoe, but Diantha drew a little closer to
him.

“I’m so sorry, Johnny,” she whispered.
“Is there anything | can do?”

He looked down at her, his face all
bewildered. “No,” he said slowly, “there’s
nothin’ anybody can do. It wasn't your
fault—Zoe's got to apologize to you. She
had no reason to treat you so.” His
fumbling hand began smoothing Diantha’s
hair as if he were only half conscious of
her. “She’s always seemed so understand-
ing, so sweet. And yet ...” his voice
trailed off.

“Maybe,” Diantha said huskily, “it’ll
be better to go on out home, Johnny.
Give her time to think it over, and she'll
be sorry. | know | would, if | were Zoe.”

He smiled in a twisted way. “Thanks,
sugar. | guess a girl ought to know an-
other girl’s mind. So have the clerk
collect your gear. Aunt Peg'll likely be
worryin’ about you not coinin’ before
this, anyway.”

She nodded, and together they walked
across the street to the hotel. Then
Diantha slipped upstairs and did her
packing, very quietly, lest Zoe, who might
be next door, hear her and come flying.
When it was all done, Diantha herself

carried her bags down the stairs, and was
ready when Johnny came back for her.

So Diantha and Johnny drove out to
the Flying Wing, just the two of them,
after all. They rode through the quiet
of a night made magic by moon and stars
and evening breezes, but Diantha wasnt
as happy as she should have been. For
Johnny’s eyes looked straight ahead, his
face all taut, as if he had left something
of his youth behind him in town that
night.

He turned once when Diantha was
looking at the stars. “What are you

whispering ?”
She smiled a little. "Star light, star
bright . .. ” she recited. "Wish | may,

wish | might, have the zvish—

She didn’t finish. She couldnt tell
Johnny of the wish that had suddenly
grown in her heart.

To Hold—and to Have

HPHE FLYING Wing was a big ranch,
high in the mountains that seemed to
sprawl over the countryside.
“It’s beautiful!” Diantha exclaimed as
they drove up the long lane to the ram-
bling ranch-house. “So beautiful!”

“Wait until you see it all,” Johnny
told her, rousing some from his quietness.
“There’s a canyon to the north there—
Weeping Rock Canyon—with a stream
running through it, ice-cold. It’s a swell
place for picnics.” Then he added, grin-
ning. “And there’s Aunt Peg! | figured

(1]

she’d be waitin'.

Diantha had formed a mental picture
of a gentle spinster, middle-aged. Her
jaw dropped a little when she saw Peggy
Wing in the flesh, walking toward them
from the moon-lit porch. For Aunt Peg
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was large—almost six feet tall she must
have been, and wide of shoulder, with
sandy hair drawn back and screwed to
a bun that continually shifted from one
side of her head to the other. Her eyes
were green and shrewd, her voice loud
and harsh.

“Johnny Wing!” she shouted when he
drew to a stop. “I ought to whale you!
You said you’d send the girl out with
Hank and here Ive been picturin’ all
sorts of dire happening.”

Johnny grinned as he got out. *“I
wanted to fetch her myself,” he said and
chucked his aunt under the chin. “Aunt
Peg, this is Diantha Day. | reckon we’re
both ready for somethin’ to eat. How
about some flapjacks and coffee?”

“I’ll flapjack you!” she threatened.

“But go and wash up. Diantha—you
come with me.”
There in the kitchen, Peggy Wing

faced Diantha.

“J. D. wrote me about it,” she said
bluntly, “but you can fetch me up to
date. How come Johnny brought you
home himself, when he was fixin’ to
dance with that actress?”

Diantha smiled, demurely. *“He was
afraid 1°d be unhappy riding out with a
strange man. Then—there were delays.”

Quickly, she told what had happened.
That is, most of it. The way Johnny
had kissed her, the emotions he’d aroused
in her . . . those things were her own,
and she gave no report on them.

“You’re clever,” Aunt Peg conceded.
“Right down smart and clever, | can
see that!” She put the coffee pot on the
stove and began collecting flapjack in-
gredients. “You’ll likely wind the job
up in no time, and in a way |I’'m sorry,”
raising her voice to shout above the
clang of putting the skillet on. *“It'd be
a pleasure, havin’ a smart girl like you
around for a spell. | get tired of havin’
nobody but addle-pated males around me.”

Diantha sank into the wooden rocker,

watching Aunt Peg. When a moment
of quietness came, she said, with a queer
resentment, “You’ll have a female here
eventually—for good. Betsy Ames!”

Aunt Peg cracked three eggs sharply
against the rim of a yellow bowl, then
nodded briskly. “That 1 will, and it
pleasures me even to think of it. Take
a man she can look up to and adore—
like Johnny—and she’ll be a good and
faithful wife. One to have and to hold,
from the weddin’ day forward !”

Her loud voice held a pious note as
she took the bowl in the crook of her
arm and violently began beating the mix-
ture.

Diantha was glad she didnt have to
talk any more. To have and to hold.
The old words from the marriage cere-
mony seemed to din in Diantha’s ears
above the clatter Aunt Peg was making.

Johnny had held Diantha in his arms,
but he had no thought of keeping her.
The night had caught them both in a
magic spell for a moment, but there was
nothing of that ecstasy she dared hold
onto ...

“All 1 can hold is five hundred dollars,”
she told herself crossly, “to get Pop out
of jaill And | wont even have that if
I don* ride it out as a cheat and a liar.
Oh, well—it’s all for Pop and Betsy.
They’re the ones that'll hold and have!”

But there was a hollow feeling within
her that Diantha knew, all at once, no

amount of Aunt Peg’ flapjacks could
ever fill.

CHE SAW very little of Johnny the next
N few days. A rush of work came to the
Flying Wing, and he was out early and
home late, taking his meals with the out-
fit. Diantha saw him only evenings, and
it isn’t easy for a girl to lure a man when
his mind is occupied with stray steers!
There was something else, of course, a
remoteness about Johnny that kept him g
little out of Diantha’s reach. He was kind
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to her, very gentle and considerate, but
his eyes were so often a bit bewildered.
Sometimes Diantha could have beaten at
him with her fists, for treating her like a
dear little sister, but she didn’t dare. She
kept her blue eyes wide and innocent, she
smiled at him shyly, and spoke in a low
soft voice, letting him know how happy
she was to be here, and how grateful she
was to him for everything.

“You’re so good to let me stay here,”
she told Johnny that third evening, at
supper. “You and Aunt Peg,” demurely.

“Good?” Johnny smiled. “I don’t know
what we’d do without you. You fit right
in. Doesn’t she, Aunt Peg?”

“Like a glove!” Aunt Peg gave him a
piercing look as she poured his coffee.

Well, maybe she wasnt making the
proper headway with Johnny, Diantha
comforted herself, but neither was Zoe
Devine. Johnny hadn’t ridden into town
once, all these three days. That was some-
thing . . .

She looked at Johnny now from under
her long lashes. “Everything is so beauti-
ful here, Johnny,” she said impulsively.
“Could | have a horse to ride? Fd love
to see more of the country. There’s that
little black in the corral—the one you call
Tricks.”

Johnny threw back his head and
laughed, then. “She’d have you thrown
before you got out of the corral, sugar.
Then she’d be off to Weepin’ Rock Can-
yon, to get wilder by the day. She’s plumb
full of tricks— That’s how she got her
name!”

“And that’s why she’s your favorite!”
Aunt Peg slammed Johnny’s pie in front
of him. “Too light for a cow pony, and
meaner’n a polecat, yet you’re never so
busy but what you’ll drop anything to go
hunt her when she gets away!”

“She keeps me guessin’ all right!”
Johnny chuckled. “Meek as a lamb on the
surface, but with the heart of a devil.”
Then to Diantha, “If you want to start

ridin’, honey. I’ll leave a horse in the
small corral.”

Johnny left the horse, all right; an
amiable old gray gelding who could be
urged to a slow trot now and then, but no
more, and from whose broad back Diantha
couldn have fallen any more than from a
rocking chair. Diantha—the daredevil
girl-rider, who used to risk her neck day
after day in the arena, and glory in it.

“That idiot Johnny!” Diantha told her
slowpoke mount as he ambled along in the
sage-tanged breeze that next morning.
“Giving me a skate like this to ride! As
if 'm a baby ! As if—”

She stopped, peering ahead. Just beyond
the next rise, she could hear the plod of
hoofs. Could it be Johnny? Her heart
skipped a little, then almost stopped. For
horse and rider appeared over the crest
now, and both were familiar. The way the
man rode, the youthful air of him, the
broad swinging shoulders, the silver-
trimmed riding gear—

“Pop!” she cried. “Pop!”

TTE TOOK off his hat, waved it, then

spurred his horse toward her. The
next minute she was clinging to him—until
she remembered.

“Pop!” she gasped, throwing back her
head. “What are you doing here? Did
you break jail?”

He laughed. “Nope! Just played a
good poker game, baby! It was a mighty
lonesome town, so the boys took to
droppin’ into the jail house for poker,
nights. | had a run o’ luck; enough to
pay my fine and get my horses back. So
here I am!”

“But, Pop! | wrote you—

“I know, but I didn’t like the sound of
it, Diantha. You’d taken a job, you said,
to earn my fine-money. You couldn’t
write often, and me not at all, since | was
supposed to be dead. It didn’t sound good,
pet, not for a reckless little devil like you.
So I’ve come to tell you to quit your job.
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I’'m alive again, and my pockets are
jinglin’1”

“Pop, | can't quit! It’s a special sort of
a job.” And she told him, swiftly. Not
everything, of course . . . not of the way
her heart pounded when Johnny came
near, nor how much she wanted him to
kiss her again. That was strictly confi-
dential, with her own heart.

“So you see. Pop, it’s a perfectly decent
job.” she finished, “and it wouldnt be fair
to quit. Not after | promised.”

Pop rubbed a hand across his face.
“Well, maybe you're right, baby!” He
was a stickler for promises. "But | dont
like it, so you wind it up quick and turn
this jasper over to the Betsy gal mighty
soon, or I'll take a hand.”

“But Pop—" Diantha cried, not know-
ing why she was so alarmed at the prospect
of finishing the job quickly. “You mustn’t
take a hand ! You might spoil things!”

“Why will 1? 1'll make out 1’'m a rodeo
rider, broke, and wantin’ a job to tide me
over till spring. Mebby I can sort of give
matters a push and nobody’ll be the
wiser.”

Diantha’s heart sank. It was like Pop
to want a finger in every pie. And if the
pie was too hot it wasn't Pop who got
burned, but likely some bystander.

“Pop, | wish you wouldn't try to help,”
she said again.

“Now don't you worry, baby!” he re-
turned grandly.

UT DIANTHA did worry as she rode

on. She had to work fast now before
Pop—with the best of intentions—had a
chance to try out whatever wild scheme
he could think up. What was more, Zoe
Devine would make some move soon, as
well. Right now the actress was biding
her time, Diantha was sure, wanting
Johnny to take the first step toward recon-
ciliation. When he didn't— “And he
never will!” Diantha vowed—then Zoe
would take matters into her own hands.

When she reached the ranch much
later, she saw Tricks, Johnny’s favorite
black mare, standing in the corral, look-
ing as gentle as a kitten. Diantha stared
at her. Why hadnt she thought of it
before ?

She looked about carefully, and saw
only Chuck Logan, the vyard hand,
slumped in the shade of a cottonwood,
snoring. Swiftly, quietly, she took down
the corral pole . . . the next. Tricks
turned and watched her intently, switch-
ing her long tail as Diantha took down
another pole.

“Come on, sweetheart,” Diantha whis-
pered, as from one outlaw spirit to anoth-
er. “You can do it now, and it’ll be Weep-
ing Rock Canyon for you till Johnny and |
come after you!”

Tricks must have understood her lan-
guage, for she wheeled suddenly and ran
in a wide circle, the sound of her hoofs
muffled in the deep dry sand. Then she
vaulted over the lowered place in the fence,
went running down the lane and away.
Chuck Logan slept on.

Swiftly, Diantha put back all but the
top pole, then went up to the house. Aunt
Peg was waiting on the porch.

“1 got eyes,” she rasped, “but I didn't
stop you. | hope you're still in your
senses. This means Johnny'll stop right in
the rush of work to go traipsin’ after that
mare.”

“Maybe T could ride along,” Diantha

suggested. “I’d love to see the canyon.”
Aunt Peg grunted. “I might have
known! You're smart and I'll be missin’

you when you leave here for good.” Then,
“Johnny’s taken on a new ranch hand.
A rodeo rider called Pop Curly. Nice fel-
low, too. 1 like his ways.”

Diantha tried not to show how startled
she was. Pop had acted fast!

“Well,” Aunt Peg went on, “I’ll tell
Johnny about the mare tonight. And
reckon 1°d better bake up somethin’ so you
two can carry a lunch.”
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“Well, have him give me a better horse
than that gray gelding,” Diantha sug-
gested.

“Yes. You might as well enjoy your-
self,” Aunt Peg agreed, “even if it is a
business trip, as you might say.”

A business trip ? Diantha didnt feel as
if she were on any business trip when she
started out with Johnny early that next
morning, a morning that seemed made, out
of all eternity, just for them.

She felt as if she and Johnny were
starting on a journey into Paradise itself.

Snake in Eden

PING ROCK Canyon was a bit
T of paradise, all right. Diantha caught
her breath as they dropped over the rock-
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rim and began descending the switchback
trail, it was that beautiful!

The canyon was deep and narrow, with
red rocky walls carved to strange shapes.
One big rock—the weeping rock—had
water seeping down its face, to spill into
the creek that tumbled swiftly over the
floor. Grass and trees grew along the
banks and it was cool and shadowy after
the dusty heat above.

“It’s beautiful, Johnny!” Diantha ex-
claimed as they stopped a moment so she
could enjoy the view.

“Like this it is,” Johnny grinned. “But
she can be a heller after a cloudburst, or
after a heavy rain, even. Doesnt take
anything at all to bring a gullywasher
through here. At the bottom end there’s
a pile of boulders as big as a house, all
brought down in the floods.” Then, “I'm
goin’ to find Tricks first thing. Want to
come along, or want to rest here a little
longer ?”
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“1 don't need to rest,” she told him, so
they rode together up the winding canyon,
to find the straying mare, splashing again
and again through the tumbling creek as
the trail crossed from side to side.

Johnny caught up with Tricks soon
enough, and drove the mare back, leaving
her to graze in a little cove.

“1’ll keep the halter on,” he said. *“But
it makes her mad to be tied, so we better
stay and watch her. And now, how about
eating ?”

Aunt Peg had packed a full lunch-
basket : cold fried chicken, potato salad,
devilled eggs, spiced beets, a jar of straw-
berry jam, fresh bread and butter, apple
turnovers glazed with sugar and cinna-
mon. It was like keeping house, Diantha
thought, as she spread everything out on a
flat-topped boulder. It was like getting
Johnny’s dinner.

There was a great sweetness in the
hour, eating together there in the quiet
canyon. There was a spell about it . . .
something that made Diantha tremble as
she packed away the remnants of the lunch,
then sat beside Johnny on the grassy
creek bank.

Abruptly, Johnny caught her hand and
began talking about himself, as if it were
important she should know'. He told of a
lonely boyhood, spent in schools, with the
happy summers between—summers when
he and Aunt Peg stayed at various
ranches.

“But | was lucky,” he told her. “Dad
let me do as | pleased and become a cow-
man. Lots of parents try to interfere with
their children’s future, but not Dad!”

Diantha looked away, remembering
J. D. Wing shouting out, “I’ll not have
that girl for Johnny's wife!” Remember-
ing that he had sent her all the way here,
just so he could interfere in Johnny’s
future.

She said huskily, “I guess that even
when they do interfere, Johnny, they mean
it for your happiness.”

ROMANCE WESTERN

Johnny shook his head. “It’s one thing
I never could have stood-,” he told her.
“1’d have been sure to go off in the wrong
direction if Dad had tried to force me, so
it’s a good thing he didnt. Anyway,” he
added, “nobody knows w'here another per-
son’s happiness lies. Sometimes we don't
even know it ourselves.” He went quiet
for a moment, but his fingers tightened on
Diantha’s.

Finally he grinned at her. “Now,” he
ordered, “tell me about you!” Pie was
leaning back against a tree trunk.

She looked at him, met the candid gaze
of his warm brown eyes—and felt sick in-
side, because of the lie she was living.
Tears came suddenly . . . real tears.

Johnny saw them and sat up, pulling her
head to his shoulder. *“1’m sorry, honey !”
he exclaimed. “I had no right to make you
remember your grief. Just forget it, dear.
Please, Diantha ...~

She looked at him, smiling through her
tears, trying to forget everything but this
heavenly moment. And right then the
snake entered Eden.

TAOR A voice called, in all its rich
A smoothness, “Johnny! Johnny dear!”
and Zoe came riding dowm the switch-
back, looking like a picture as she let her
horse make its sure-footed Way along the
rocky stretch.

“Zoe!” Johnny exclaimed huskily. His
face went pale but his eyes brightened as
he jumped up and strode over to meet her.

Zoe stopped her horse near the creek-
bank and Johnny lifted her down. “What
is it, Zoe? And how did you know where
we were?”

She smiled. “One of your cowhands
told me—a handsome man, Johnny, with
curly blond hair.”

“Pop Curly!” Johnny grinned, and
Diantha nodded, her mouth tight. It
would be Pop, all right, forgetting his
grand plans to help Diantha, at sight of a
pretty face. He probably hadnt even
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wondered if Zoe were the other woman in
Johnny?’s life.

“He rode most of the way here with
me,” Zoe went on, “but | wanted to come

down here alone. |—well, I knew it would
be easier that way. | could keep my cour-
age better.”

“Does it take courage to see me?”
Johnny asked.

Diantha’s hand clenched in the pockets
of her riding jeans, at sight of Johnny’s
face. It was that of a child, seeing the
tree on Christmas morning. Her hurt was
drowned out by the surge of anger she
suddenly knew.

She turned and started to walk away,
but Zoe called out, “Dont go, Diantha.
I 've come to apologize, as Johnny wants
me to—about the other night. | dont
know why | did it, Johnny, except that 1
love you so! It was hard to have you turn
to another girl, even in friendship. Will
you both forgive me?” Her eyes were
wickedly soft under the long lashes.

“Why, of course!” Johnny caught Zoe’s
hand and reached out for Diantha’s, too.
“Don’t we, Diantha?” Without waiting
for an answer, he went on, “And it was
mighty brave of you, Zoe, to come here
like this. Diantha and | appreciate it, and
from now on the three of us all will go on
as if nothing had happened back there!”

Oh, will we! Diantha thought, but Zoe
returned, a catch in her voice, “Thanks,
Johnny! Oh, thanks!” She swayed
toward Johnny and for an instant Diantha
thought he was going to take the dark-
haired girl in his arms.

Johnny didn, but the bewilderment was
back in his eyes again, and the beautiful
closeness that had come this afternoon,
was all gone now. A thousand furies
raged in Diantha’s small body.

Zoe went on in her smooth tones, *“I*ve
missed you, Johnny, and since we’re all
friends ttgain—" a quick little breath, then,
“Johnny, there is so much to talk about,
and since Diantha isn't used to this

country—can she ride home with Pop
Curly while you and 1 take the long trail
home ? | know Diantha woudnt care, and
we could take her up to Pop.”

Johnny’s face went troubled, and the
furies mingled with a great dark hurt in
Diantha. Johnny was going to agree, she
was sure of it! The lovely shade-dappled
canyon, the blue sky overhead, the world
that had been paradise ... all of it
whirled in ugly spirals for a moment. She
looked away from Johnny so he wouldnt
glimpse the sick defeat in her eyes, and her
gaze fell upon the erring Tricks—the horse
that looked so demure but was a devil at
heart.

She had used the mare once . . .
could again.

With a terrific effort Diantha pushed
the fury back and made her eyes gentie
and hurt. “It’s all right, Johnny,” she
said huskily. “I don’t mind. If you—if
you’ll get my horse . . .”

Johnny looked at her, then suddenly he
grinned. “Sorry, but | brought you here,
sugar, and I'm takin’ you home! The
three of us'll ride back to the ranch
together. 1l get the horses now.” Then,
to Zoe, “We can talk on the way in to
town.”

“Of course!” Zoe said quickly, but her
quick glance at Diantha was still tri-
umphant. If she wasnt getting her way
now, Johnny was going to ride back to
town with her . . . alone. “I’ll go with
you to get the horses, Johnny.”

“Coming, Diantha?” Johnny asked.

She shook her head, then watched them
walk away together, up the trail, around
a bend, where the mounts were grazing.
As soon as they were out of sight, Diantha
moved swiftly. It took a moment to catch
the mare, but Diantha understood every
trick a horse could pull, so in no time at
all she had hold of the halter. Then, with
one hand in the bushy mane, she flung
herself to the bare back of the startled
animal, and with a sharp slap on the rump,

she
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sent Tricks up the rocky switch-back trail.

A S DIANTHA neared the rim of the

canyon, she heard Johnny’s shout
from below. “For heaven’s sake, Diantha
—stop!”

She bent low, pretending to be clinging
for dear life, as Tricks went over the rock-
rim and out of sight of the canyon. Then
she had to give all her attention to the ride.
The mare was full of run. Stretching out,
she skimmed the ground, but Diantha
wasn't afraid, even though she had neither
saddle beneath her, nor bit to curb the
bolting horse. She could ride anything
that stayed topside up, but she couldnt
let her thoughts wander while she did it!

To the west she saw Pop making for
her, but she waved him back. For Johnny
was coming.

She heard the hoofs pounding behind
her, heard Johnny’s encouraging shout,
“Stay with it, Diantha! Hang on!”

Diantha bent lower over Tricks’ neck,
pretending to cling frantically—while she
yelled at the mare’s ear, to bring out an-
other burst of speed. It was like riding
the wind. Diantha’s yellow hair, cascaded
wildly about her shoulders. The wind
whipped the rose to her cheeks, and excite-
ment made her blue eyes almost black.

Finally the chance she sought came.
There was a short, steep dip in the trail
that carried her out of Johnny’s sight.
Going down. Diantha flung herself about
until she hung like a mealsack across
Tricks’ back. When the sharp rise slowed
the animal’s speed a moment, she dropped
to the ground and rolled swiftly away
from the plunging heels ... as Tricks
galloped on.

She lay very still, eyes closed, as Johnny
came up. She heard his choked cry and
then he was bending over her and his
voice was hoarse with worry.

“Diantha! Diantha darlin’!” he cried,
and his arms gathered her up, held her
close against his heart. “Oh, my sweet!

My sweet!” Plis lips were on her forehead,
her cheek . . . and then her mouth.

It wasn't within Diantha’s power to pre-
tend unconsciousness when Johnny’s lips
were upon hers. Had she been dead, she
felt as if life would surely have returned
under the magic of Johnny's kiss. Her
arms went about his neck and for a long,
long moment their lips stayed together and
time stood still, because nothing else in
the world mattered.

Finally, johnny lifted his head and
looked down at her, his brown eyes golden
with tenderness. “You’re all right,
sweet? Oh, darlin’, why did you do it?
You might have been killed I”

Truth crowded her lips. | couldn’t have
been killed. Johnny, she wanted to tell him
honestly, jor | can ride anything that
stays on its jeet! It was zvrong to scare
you, Johnny, and I’'m sorry. But she
dared not. Johnny would hate a liar. She
must go on playing the game . ..

“Why did you do it, darlin’?” Johnny
asked again.

“Because everything was changed,” she
whispered. “She doesn't want you to be
friends with me. She wanted to send me

away.”

“But 1didn't let you go,” Johnny an-
swered softly. “I couldnt.”

“But if I'd stayed, it would have

spoiled things for her,” Diantha persisted,
her blue eyes anxious behind the curtain
of incredibly long lashes. “And that
might spoil things for you. 1°d rather be
killed than hurt you, Johnny!”

His arms tightened suddenly. *“You
couldnt hurt me, darlin’ . . unless you
got yourself hurt. Oh, Diantha, Dianthal
I love you so!” And this time his mouth
was a frantic, hungry demand upon hers.

TOY FLOODED Diantha, a joy deeper
* and yet higher than any she had ever
known before. And, like the sun breaking
through night-black clouds, came the blind-
ing beautiful realization—the sweet truth
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that she spoke out in words, “I love you,
too, Johnny! Oh, | love you so very, very
much!”

She did love Johnny! She had come
here to make him love her, and she had
been heart-trapped herself. She loved him
.. . loved him more than life itself!

“Johnny, Johnny!” she whispered, her
head at his shoulder. “Tell me again!”

This time he repeated it solemnly, and
his words were like a vow. “I love you,
sweet. | want you for my wife. Will you
marry me, darlin’?”

“Yes, oh, yes, Johnny!”

The sound of hoofs sent them apart.
Pop came riding over the crest; sat there,
looking at them from eyes quizzically
bright. He said, “Well, reckon 1°’d better
ride back to the canyon and gather up
what you left.”

Johny nodded. *“Please, Curly. Fetch
Diantha’s mount—and Miss Devine.” He
spoke the name as if it were an after-

thought.

Pop whistled, his blue eyes wide. “So
that was Zoe Devine! Well, 17l be—" He
swallowed, then went on, “I’ll likely not

be able to pick up that black mare right
away, but she’ll be all right, I guess. No
draggin’ rope or anything.”

“She’ll drift back to the canyon,”
Johnny said, “and 11l get her again later.”

Pop left, and Johnny didn’t wait for him
to bring the other horse. He lifted Diantha
up to the back of his own mount, then
vaulted up behind her, and they rode away
together, back-trailing over the road
they’d travelled this morning—but still
on their way to paradise. As they rode,
a new song filled Diantha’s heart, a chant.
Johnny loved her. Johnny wanted her for
his wife. Johnny . .. Johnny . ..

They came in sight of tire ranch-house
and he whispered, “Your new home,
sweet. Our home to be.” He stopped tire
horse so they could gaze at it together, lost
in dreams.

Suddenly Johnny straightened and

yelled out, “Look! There’s Dad!” He
sent the horse ahead at a run.

Diantha’s hands clenched and the joy
that had filled her drained away. It wasn't
only the sight of plump J. D. down there,
waddling down the dooryard to the gate,
that jerked her back to reality. It was the
girl beside him—the small, too-thin girl
whose hair shone red under the afternoon
sun.

Johnny saw her, too. “And Betsy’s
here! Betsy Ames !” he exclaimed excited-
ly, his voice pleasure-filled.

Diantha’s throat throbbed with terror.
Betsy Ames here! Old J. D. had brought
Betsy out to comfort Johnny when
Diantha turned him down. She was the
girl J. D. wanted for Johnny’s wife—and
the elder Wing wasnt one to give up with-
out a fight.

Diantha had never minded the prospect
of a fight before, not ever in her whole life.
She’d never been really afraid before,
either . . . But she was now. Terribly,
sickeningly afraid.

Only one thing was clear.
going to give up Johnny!

She wasn't

Three Girls for Johnny

T'IANTHA WOULD have liked Betsy
Ames under any other conditions.
She admitted that to herself before the first
few minutes were over. Betsy wasn't
pretty. Her simply-combed red hair
framed a pointed, freckled face, her eyes
were greenish, but they were kind and
friendly, and her wide mouth seemed
shaped for good humor and sympathy.
Her voice was gentle and calm, yet strong.
She’d make a fine friend, Diantha
judged; one who would stand by, no mat-
ter what happened. But she also knew
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she could never have Betsy for a friend.
Instead, she was going to have to hurt her.
For Betsy loved Johnny—the way she
looked at him spoke volumes. Not violent-
ly and completely, as Diantha herself loved
him, but in a quiet, gentle way.

“1’'m so glad you’re here,” Betsy said,
after the first greetings. “It’ll be nice to
have another girl at the ranch.”

“Yes,” J.D. spoke up. “It’s too bad
Diantha wont be stayin’ much longer.”
He was looking from Johnny to Diantha,
his thick brows drawn together.

Johnny demanded, “Hey, what makes
you think she wont be stayin’ much
longer? She’s here to stay !” Then, “You
came just in time to hear the big news,
you two. And you also, Aunt Peg,” as
the big woman came out to the porch.

His arm drew Diantha close. “It all
happened very suddenly, but Diantha has
promised to marry me, folks. So meet the
future Mrs. Johnny Wing!”

There was silence, then Betsy came for-
ward. “Johnny, you’re so lucky! And
you, too, Diantha. I’ve known Johnny a
long, long time, and he’s pretty fine. ” She
kissed Diantha, who wasn’t quite sure
whether she saw, misty tears in the green
eyes or not.

Aunt Peg said hoarsely, “I suspected as
much!” and old J.D. rumbled like an
asthmatic poodle. Just what he might have
said right then Diantha never knew, for
Pop came riding up. Pop—and Zoe.

Pop said, “The young lady has a
sprained ankle, so we’ve been quite a
spell gettin” home.”

“1 ran for my horse to follow you,

Johnny,” Zoe explained low, “and
tripped over a loose rock.”

“Oh, that’s too bad!” Johnny said
quickly. “We’ll keep you right here till

you’re better. You cant go up and down
those hotel stairs with a bad ankle.” He
made introductions, then lifted her from
the saddle and started for the house.
“Wait!” J.D. barked. “We’d best tell

the news, Johnny. She’ll want to celebrate
with the rest of us. It seems that Johnny’s
got himself engaged today, Miss Devine.
To Diantha here!”

Zoe’s face paled and her eyes held pure
fury as they met Diantha’s. Only for an
instant, then the actress in her came upper-
most. “Plow sweet,” she murmured.
“Johnny’s courtships are always so sud-
den—and so short!”

“Yes, they are,” J.D. agreed.
to think of it, they are, by gum!”

Johnny looked at his father, his eyes
puzzled again, but he said nothing; just
started up the porch steps with Zoe.

Betsy followed to take off Zoe’s riding
boots, while Aunt Peg went for hot water.
Pop led off the horses and Diantha dis-
covered that she was alone with Johnny’s
father.

"Come

CHE WOULD have liked to run away,
A far away to some place where she
could hide her dreams and cherish them.
But she had never run from anything be-
fore, and she wouldnt now. When J.D.
nodded, she followed him down to a clump
of cottonwoods near the barn, where they
were out of sight from the house. There he
faced her.

“Welll” he roared. “What have you
got to say for yourself—Ilettin’ it go as far
as an engagement ?”

Diantha smiled innocently. “Johnny’s
nice, Mr. Wing. And you were wise to
send me in time. He would most certainly
have married Zoe Devine, and you
wouldn’t want that.”

J.D. eyed her sternly. “You know the
girl 1 want him to marry!” he retorted
bluntly. “And you knew it would ball
things up, havin’ Johnny blurt out that
way that you’re engaged. Betsy’s got a lot
of pride, dammit—so much that she
wouldnt marry Johnny at all, if she knew
I was wanglin’ it this way. And she won'’t
take Johnny back so soon, neither, after
hearin’ he’s engaged to you.”
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“Which is very well,” Diantha said
sweetly, “because—” she drew a long
breath, then let him have it. *“Because I
don’t intend to let her have Johnny.”

“What!” he shouted. “Why, you fe-
male pirate! That was your agreement!
For five hundred dollars you were to
entice Johnny away from that actress, then
give him the mitten. Well, you've hooked
him all right. Now turn him loose—and
take your five hundred and get out!”

Diantha shook her head. “You can keep
your five hundred, Mr. Wing,” she told
him evenly, “because 1'm not giving
Johnny up. | love him, you see,” her voice
softer. *“I1 didnt plan on that, but it hap-
pened. | love him dearly.”

“Do you think 1711 let you make a fool
out of me?” J.D. roared. “And do you
think Johnny'll marry you when he finds
you were just a girl I hired to lure him
away? When he finds you’re the sort of
girl who’d take a job like that, for pay?
And don*t think I wont tell him, young
lady—for | will, dammit! 1e got a copy
of your ad, and the endorsed check | gave
you for clothes. 1l just have to show
them to Johnny, and then you wont have
a chance to turn him loose. He’ll do the
job himself!”

Diantha felt the color drain from her
face, and her heart was twisted in a new
way. For the first time she realized, fully,
the hurt that would come to Johnny. Oh,
from the start she’d known there would be
some hurt, but that was before she knew
what love really was, how it took complete
possession of you. For the first time she
comprehended what it would mean to lose
somebody you loved. And now for
Johnny to lose her in this horrible, sordid
way . . .

She couldn't have that. It wasnt only
her own right to love for which she must
fight now—-but for Johnny’s happiness as
well. She looked at J.D., and knew' that
it would do no good to appeal to his
sympathy. All the older man wanted right

now was his own way. She had to fight
with different weapons.

She said levelly, “And after Johnny
turned me down—do you think he’d have
Betsy? When he found you’d interfered
in his life to the point of hiring a girl to
break his heart, do you think he'd tamely
let you have your way? You know he
wouldnt. He’d probably marry Zoe De-
vine quickly, just to show that he was run-
ning his own life !”

The shot struck home. J.D.’s face
sagged and he licked at his dry lips. “All
right. We re at stalemate then. But |
don’t give up, so you'd better think it over,
by gum. I'm givin’ you just twenty-four
hours to get through here and leave! If
you havent done it by then, 11l tell
Johnny, regardless. 1’ll not let you cheat
me!”

She looked at him, then slowdy turned
away, not trusting herself to further
speech. From the house came Zoe’s soft
voice . . . and Betsy’s. Diantha gave a
mirthless smile. Three girls for Johnny,
right here under the same roof! The other
two thought Diantha triumphant, right
now, not knowing that she had only
twenty-four hours to live in Johnny’s
heart. Only one short day.

CHE WALKED slowly toward the
A house. Overhead, gathering storm
clouds began to cast gray shadows over
the world that had been so bright only an
hour ago, and Diantha was filled with a
loneliness as big as the earth and as dark
as storm.

The storm clouds stayed overhead,
laced with lightning and split by thunder,
finally sending down rain upon the parched
earth. Diantha’s loneliness grew, too, and
that was a strange thing, because Johnny
was close, and he was so very gay.

The whole evening should have been
gay, for Pop came in and told stories about
the exciting rodeo life that Diantha knew
so well. Aunt Peg brought out sweet cider,
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and doughnuts, and everybody laughed as
they ate . . . blit under it all there was a
tension.

Old Mr. Wing kept staring from under
his heavy brows at Diantha, his gaze tele-
graphing her his constant warning; and
Zoe sat very still, her eyes sultry when-
ever she looked at Diantha—sultry and
shrewd, letting Diantha know she hadn't
given up yet.

Only Johnny was happy—thoroughly
and completely happy, and so sure that
Diantha shared his joy. His brown eyes
were alight with tenderness whenever he
looked at her, and his hand was always
reaching for hers. Constantly he made
little opportunities for them to be together,
inventing excuses to accompany her to the
kitchen, the porch—so he could grab her
in his arms and whisper, “My little wife-
to-be I My own sweet darlin’ dear ! | love
you so!”

There was ecstasy in Johnny’s Kisses,
but there was pain now, as well, the sharp
pain of wondering how she could ever live
without him . ..

Finally, the evening drew to a close.
Pop started to leave, but came back from
the porch to say that the rain was pouring
now, with all signs pointing to a long siege
of it.

“So | reckon all hands had better stay
close tomorrow,” he added.

Johnny stood up, frowning. “That
could easy mean a gullywasher up in the
canyon !” he exclaimed. “With the ground
as dry as it is. the rain wont soak in,
but’ll wash off the top. And Tricks is up
in the canyon!” Then, after a moment’s
thought, “1’m goin’ to ride up there first
thing in the mornin’ and get her, rain or
no rain! She might get caught in the
canyon, or if she comes up, | don’t want
her runnin’ around without shelter.”

He turned, grinning, to Diantha. “1’m
crazy to ask it, I guess, but I was won-
derin’ if you’d like to wrap up in a poncho
and ride through the rain with me? Get

your first real glimpse of ranch life in the
raw r
“You’re crazy!” Aunt Peg declared

flatly. “No girl would want to, Johnny
Wing!” And old J.D. jerked up his head
to glare.

She shouldnt. Diantha knew she

shouldnt—but with Johnny smiling at her,
offering her a few more hours of heaven
before the dark time came . . . how could
she refuse? It would be something for
them both to remember, always—even
though they had nothing else.

“Oh, Id love to, Johnny!
start early?”

“At dawn,” he agreed.

There was a gasp—from Zoe. For a
moment Diantha got another glimpse of
pure hatred in those sloe-dark eyes before
the girl let her lashes droop. She put her
hand to her foot as if pain had wrung the
gasp from her.

Pop said, “I’ll carry you to your room,”
and before she could protest, he lifted her
up and went down the hall with her after
Aunt Peg.

There was only a quick opportunity for
another good-night kiss from Johnny—
one that was heartachingly sweet because
Diantha knew that by this time next night
Johnny might not want to kiss her. Then
she started down the hall to go to her own
room.

Pop was waiting in the hallway. “Meet
me in the barn soon as the folks are
good ’'n asleep,” he whispered as he passed
her.

Diantha nodded mutely. Pop had some
other wild scheme up his sleeve—she knew
the symptoms—but what did it matter?
She couldn't sleep anyhow, not this night,
and she might as well listen to what he had
to say. He couldn't change things. Shed
have those pitifully few hours alone with
Johnny on the ride tomorrow, and after
that . . .

“If only I could die!” she whispered
fiercely.

Shall we
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CHAPTER SIX

Angel for Hire

TVANTHA WRAPPED a blanket

about her to run to the barn, and
when she got there, Pop took it, shook it
free of rain and threw it over a stall gate.
Then he stood before her, lighting a ciga-
rette—with the flare of the match showing
Ms face to be graver, older-looking.

“What are you goin’ to do, Diantha?”
he asked at last.

“1'm going with Johnny tomorrow,” she
returned low.

“And after that? You see, | was cornin’
back from the corral and | overheard most
of your talk with Johnny’s father. Pie just
gives you till tomorrow night, baby. So
when you come home with Johnny—what
then?”

“I dont know, Pop ! Oh, I don’t know!
I love him so . .. Id rather die than
hurt him!”

“Yet you’re hangin’ on till old J.D.
spills out the truth!” Pop said sternly.
“You’re riskin’ havin’ him turn back to
Zoe, just because he’s so hurt and mad!
And she’s no girl for him, Diantha. |
know. She’sa bad one!

“You see,” his tones sounded em-
barrassed, “when we were in K.C. some of
the boys 'n’ me used to visit a little night
club across the river. There was a girl
there—Zola Devine she called herself—
and she wasnt any good. The boys talked
about her. She’d been married three or
four times, and each time it was to a man
with lots of money who paid her off, after-
ward, because they found she was such
a hell-cat. Her last husband was mixed up
in a shootin’, and this Zola was supposed
to have somethin’ to do with it, but she
disappeared. And today | saw her out
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there, big as life and twice as devilish!
That’s why | was surprised to have you
call her Zoe Devine.”

"Oh!” Diantha gasped, remembering
how scared Zoe had been at her false mes-
sage at the dance—that a man wanted to
see her. "Does she know you recognized
her?”

“Well, no,” he said. “And | didn't feel
like a man ought to throw the past in a
woman’s face. That is, | didn’t—until
tonight, when | saw how she looked at
you. When | carried her to her room, I
told her to get away tomorrow or Id
spill the beans.”

"You’ll have to tell Johnny!” Diantha
exclaimed.

"You dont know men, baby, or you’d
understand why | cant. And you’d under-
stand why it wouldnt make any difference
to Johnny, the way he feels. No, we just
got to get her out of here ahead of us—
or with us. She can travel, all right. Her
ankle aint swollen a bit. That way, we
may save Johnny from havin’ her twist his
life all up. But—there’s still somebody
else to think of. Betsy.”

Diantha couldn’t answer. Pop puffed
at his cigarette in silence a moment, then
he went on gently, “I guess it was bound
to happen, baby—that we should bite off
a bit more than we can chew. We've al-
ways gone headlong through life, plungin’
into things without thinkin’ it out first.
Like me sockin’ those men and landin’ in
jail, and like you takin’ this job to get me
out. We’ve both been that way, and now
—1 guess we’ve both taken a cropper.
Cause I'm in this with you, honey.”

Diantha's knees went suddenly weak.
“Pop, what can | do?” she begged. “1 do
want those hours tomorrow, so I’ll have
them to remember later. When we come
home, then I'll tell him that—that | don’t
love him.”

"Could you do that, baby?” he asked.
"After bein’ with him? Could you make
him understand?”

Diantha shut her eyes, thinking of
Johnny . . . Johnny, with the laughing
brown eyes, the tousled dark hair. Johnny,
whose lips had transported'her to the gates
of heaven itself.

She whispered, “I’ve been selfish, Pop.
I was ready to hurt him more than |
needed to I’l—1’lIl leave him to
Betsy. He’s fond of her, and—" her voice
broke a moment, then she went on, “I
won't go tomorrow, Pop. I’ll send Betsy,
instead, and we’ll get out while they’re
gone. You and l—and Zoe.”

“Yes, I'll guarantee that Zoe goes!”
Pop’s voice was grim. "We owe that to
Johnny. And another thing—I'm tellin’
J.D. where he can go with his five hundred
bucks! 1°ve got half a mind to paste him
on the nose for gettin’ a girl like you into
somethin’ like this! Well, there’s a train
leavin’ town at eleven tomorrow mornin’,
and we’ll be on it. My horses, too. We’'ll
be headed for far places by the time
Johnny gets back with the black mare.”

Diantha was too benumbed to plan any
more. “All right, Pop.”

He held her against his shoulder a
moment, then he wrapped the blanket
about her again. “Just one more thing,”
he cautioned before she left for the house.
"Watch out for this Zoe. When 1| told
her she had to go, she said if she couldnt
have Johnny, you wouldn't either. 1 told
her to leave you alone, but she doesnt
know you’re my daughter, so my threat
may not count for much. So watch out.
She’s the devil’s own spawn!”

"1’ll watch,” Diantha promised vaguely,
but she really didnt give heed to Pop’s
warning. Her thoughts were all with
Johnny . . . remembering that this time,
tomorrow night, she’d be going farther
away from him each minute.

¥ YING WIDE awake in her bed,

Diantha heard the rain slacken a bit
toward morning. She heard, too, Johnny’s
spurs clinking down the hall as he tiptoed
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to the kitchen, pausing for an instant out-
side her door—maybe to blow her a silent
kiss. She heard him clattering around,
and after a time there came the fragrance
of boiling coffee.

Diantha lay there rigid, fighting the
urge to go out and see Johnny once again,
to feel his lips against hers, his arms about
her. But she couldnt. If she did, she’d go
with him to Weeping Rock Canyon and
Johnny would be hurt more than he
needed to be.

At last she heard him go outdoors and
down the porch steps, and then she got
up and slipped down to Betsy’s room.
Surprisingly, the red-headed girl was
awake.

“l’ve been thinking things over,” she
told Diantha. “And | want to—”

“Never mind that now,” Diantha said
low. “Listen—I want you to do some-
thing for me, Betsy. Will you go to the
canyon with Johnny this morning? 1ve
got such a headache, and Johnny hates to
take the trip alone ...”

Betsy looked at her. “You are sick,
Diantha! Let me do something for you!”

“No, thanks. All I need to do is go back
to bed and sleep a few hours. And I can
do that, if | know you’re going with
Johnny.”

“Of course I'll go if it means so much
to you,” Betsy returned. “But Johnny
wont be happy about it!”

“Make him as happy as you can,
Betsy!” Diantha begged. “Please!” and
she went back to her room.

From behind the drawn curtains of her
window' she saw Betsy struggle out
through the thin rain, in boots, a drawn-
down rubber hat and the poncho. She saw
Johnny’s head jerk up when he recog-
nized Betsy. His glance went to the house
and for a heartbeat Diantha thought he
was coming back—but he didnt He lifted
Betsy to the saddle and they rode away
together. Johnny and Betsy . . . Not
Johnny and Diantha. Never that again.

Diantha buried her head on the pillow
for a wild instant, wanting to scream out
her protest. And by the time she’d fought
down her turmoil and looked again,
Johnny and Betsy had disappeared into
the gray mist of rain.

GHE GOT up and dressed swiftly, jerk-

ing on her clothes with trembling
hands, throwing the few things that were
her own into a bag. She wanted nothing
J.D. had bought her.

Pop was already in the barn with the
horses, saddling up, getting ready.

“Zoe’ll go with us,” he said grimly. “I
went around to her window last night and
told her. That is, I didn’t tell her you was
goin—" with a dry smile. “I thought I
wouldn’t give her that satisfaction till the
last minute. But | did say you were my
girl, so she’d know | meant business.

“There she is now!” he nodded toward
Zoe, coming through the rain, walking
without a limp, her face white under the
black shawl on her head.

Pop had already saddled her mount, and
left it in the shelter of the shed. Now,
without a word, without even glancing
beyond to where Diantha and Pop stood
in the morning shadows, Zoe climbed to
the saddle, quirted the animal into a run

. across the barnyard, down the lane.

“Guess she didnt want our company,”
Pop observed dryly, “Well, as long as
she’s gone and—"

“Pop!” Diantha gasped, catching his
arm and pointing. “She’s following
Johnny and Betsy. No . . . she thinks
it's Johnny and me ! Pop, she’s up to some-
thing bad!”

Diantha grabbed the bridle of the sor-
rel Pop had just finished saddling, and
backed it around. Then she flung herself
up. “I've got to follow!” she cried out.
And then her mount, too, plunged out of
the shed into the gray rain, to go pound-
ing down the lane and into the canyon
trail after the others.
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It was the same trail over which she
had gone with Johnny, only yesterday.
It had been baked and cracked and rutted
then, rising to a fine dust cloud behind
them. Now there was water over every-
thing, because the parched ground, almost
as if it had refused to believe in the
miracle of the rain, was slow to absorb it.

Diantha raised her head and tried to
peer through the rain, but she could see
nothing but grayness. There was nothing
to do but ride blindly onward.

Minutes passed . . . miles passed. Her
face and clothes were covered with mud,
as was the sorrel’s coat. Sometimes the
animal slipped on the surface mud and
only Diantha’s firm small hand kept him
from falling. Sometimes she thought he
was veering from the trail, but knew it
was better to trust his instinct rather than
her own. And she was wise. At long last
a horse nickered ahead . . . her own an-
swered. She saw dark bulks in the mist
and heard the roar of rushing water, and
knew that the flooded canyon depths were
close by.

She turned her horse toward those mov-
ing shapes. The roar of the water dinned
in her ears and hid the sound of her ap-
proach. It must be the gullywasher Johnny
feared—the water that poured off the dry
ground into the canyon, sending the creek
higher and higher, until it washed every-
thing before it. Was Johnny down there?

Zoe’s voice rose shrilly above the water’s
roar. “Call Johnny for me, Dianthal”

Before Diantha’s horrified eyes the scene
was suddenly clear. Zoe was pushing a
poncho-clad figure toward the canyon’s
rim. She thought Betsy zvas Diantha!

Diantha cried out, “Betsy, no, no!” and
(juirted the sorrel straight toward Zoe,
wildly hoping to push Zoe aside—push
her off the cliff . . . anything ! But it was
too late.

Before even her cry rang out, Zoe had
given Betsy a sudden push with both
hands, and there was a quick, startled

scream as Betsy went over the rim and
down . . . down . ..

Diantha stopped her horse so suddenly
he reared, and her eyes went wide,
frightened. She knew what those gully-
washers were like: torrents of raging wa-
ter, up-torn bushes and trees, even boul-
ders carried in their powerful current. A
man wouldn’t have a chance to swim
through such as that, much less a delicate
girl. And Zoe had known that—Zoe, who
was already riding away into the mist and
rain, thinking her revenge was done.

There was another shout then. “Betsy,
| heard something!”

And Johnny came into sight, leading
Tricks. Johnny was safe . . . but he’d be
too late to save the only girl who’d be left
to comfort him.

Quick as a flash Diantha whirled the
horse in a circle, thankful that all her
father’s ring stock had been trained to
follow orders, to take chances. The sorrel
shied only an instant as he came to the
rockrim . . . then he went on, gallant
animal that he was. Over the edge and
down, with Diantha gripping the saddle
to stay in it. There was a sudden splash

. . the icy shock of the water rising
around them.

CHE GAVE a gasp of relief as she felt

the horse swimming under her, in
hopeless struggle against the awful cur-
rent—but swimming. At least, they
hadn't struck any boulders. Clinging to
the saddle horn, Diantha slipped free
to ease her weight from the struggling
sorrel, and to try to guide him to where
a choked cry was calling for help.

Somewhere above those rainclouds the
sun was rising, and a little of its light
came through—enough for Diantha to
glimpse Betsy clinging to a tree-limb.
The current was carrying Diantha and
the horse right toward it, but suddenly
she saw the floating heavy tree-stub that
would reach Betsy first.



SWAN SONG FOR A WAYWARD ANGEL 33

Diantha screamed hoarsely as the stub
hit Betsy and washed over her, and those
limp hands loosed their hold on the limb.
But as if by a miracle, the stub caught in
the tree-limb, too, eddying slowly for an
instant—and holding Betsy fast until
Diantha came alongside, just in time to
fling an arm under the unconscious girl’s
shoulders and carry her along.

The sorrel had stopped trying for shore
now. He was struggling to keep his head
above water as the current carried him—
and the girls—to the lower part of the
canyon, where great piled-up masses of
jagged rock awaited them.

Then, when nothing but doom seemed
ahead, when it was all but certainty that
they would all be battered to death on
those cruel rocks, a voice came straight
and clear through the roar of the waters,
the grind and clash of the rocks.

“Diantha! Hang on, darlin’!”

Diantha turned her head, and right
then—as if to give her a last glimpse of
Johnny, whom she loved so dearly—the
clouds parted a little, letting down a shaft
of light. Faint, but enough to see Johnny
whirling his riata . . . and enough for
Johnny to see them. Diantha cried out to
the horse, and the animal jerked up his
head just as the rope came down. The
noose fell low enough to go over the
horse’s neck and shoulders, and about
Diantha as well.

Another shout—Pop’s. Another rope
falling from another angle in the twisting
canyon . . . and then the horse and his
burden was being slowly drawn toward
shore.

Johnny was in the water. Pop, too.
She felt the strain on her arm ease as
Pop took Betsy, and then Diantha herself
was in Johnny’s arms, being held close,
while the horse scrambled to the safety of
a ledge.

It was still raining, and the air was
cool on her drenched garments, but
Diantha had never felt so happy and safe

in all her life before. Because Johnny’s
lips were so warm upon hers . . .

After a long time she remembered. Her
eyes flew open. “Johnny, |ve got to tell
you—" she began. “lVve been wicked,
but I didnt realize how it would hurt
you. Only IVve been hurt, too, because
| learned to love you so. You see, it
was all a trick at the start—"

Swiftly, she told him everything, right
from the beginning. Even about Pop.
“You thought | looked like an angel,
Johnny,” she finished, “but I wasnt any
angel. | was really a devil at heart,
and—"

Johnny chuckled and his arms tightened.
“Like Tricks! Guess | loved you for the
same reason | do her—because deep down
| knew you’d keep me guessin’.” Again
his lips found hers.

“But your father,” she protested
faintly, when the kiss ended. “He’ll—”

“Secretly he’s liked you all the time,
and | know it!” Johnny told her. “It’s
just that he hates to admit he’s been
wrong. But | reckon he’ll come to time
when he learns that Betsy has ideas of
her own concerning a guy back home.”

“I tried to tell you in my bedroom be-
fore, Diantha,” Betsy said.

Diantha looked up and smiled at
Johnny.

“Want to hire an angel—permanent?”
she asked pertly as she pulled his face
down to hers.
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came for?” he demand-
ed, and kissed her.
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in Iront of the weather-beaten

ranch-house and put her hand on

the horn. Then she leaned back to take

a deep breath of the pine scented air. It

always smelled so heavenly fresh on the
mesa, she though.

She snatched up a compact while she
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waited, and running a powder puff over
her face, surveyed herself in the mirror
critically. Topaz-colored eyes stared back
at her from under a riot of red-brown hair
that the wind had loosened. She touched
the puff again to the row of tiny golden
freckles that marched across her slightly
up-turned nose, but it didnt do any good.
Those freckles, like character, couldnt be
hid. Sighing, she put the compact away
as a man started across the yard toward
her.

Watching Blake Moseley, a thrill shot
through Natalie. He was so good looking
and virile in his arrogant way, with the
broad shoulders and lean hips typical of
the western Colorado rancher. If only he
werent so mule stubborn!

He came up to the car, smiling. But
she didn’t miss the wary look in his eyes
or the stubborn lines about his mouth.
Plainly, Blake hadn’t changed.

UTJI, PRINCESS!” He always called
her that when she drove the car
instead of riding. “Slumming again?”

Natalie swung the door open and
stepped out. “Now, Blake, is that nice?
A girl almost burns out her bearings
climbing this mesa to see you and you
start being sarcastic. | only came be-
cause—

She stopped in confusion, unable to
finish with his smoke-gray eyes watching
her face like that.

“Yes?” he prompted. “Why did you
come, Nat?”

When she didn’t answer he reached out
his long arms and pulled her into them,
rough and quick.

“Was it for this?” he demanded, and
kissed her.

For just a second Natalie stiffened in
surprise. Then her lips took fire under
his and ecstasy ran like flame through her
veins. Blake Moseley kissed as he did
everything else—with a confident ruthless-
ness little short of savage. He was so sure

of himself—so very, very sure of himself.

The wistful thought had hardly crossed
her mind when the kiss ended as abruptly
as it had begun. Blake—just let go of her
and turned away.

“If that was what you wanted, you got
it,” he said coolly. “So you might as well
go now.”

Natalie gasped as though she’d been
slapped. To be so suddenly snatched up
into heaven, then so rudely kicked out,
was almost too much. For a moment she
wanted to die of humiliation, then anger
came to her rescue. She hadnt wanted to
quarrel with Blake but if that was what
he wanted—uwell, then, that was what he’d
get!

He had already started off, so she had
to hurry after him. “That wasn’t wdiat |
wanted and you know it darn well, Blake
Moseley! | wanted to try to talk some
simple common sense into your stubborn
head—"

He stopped and looked down at her, his
eyes now like ice. “If by sense you mean
sell Sky Acres, you can save your breath,
Natalie. 1've told you that before and it
still goes. My father and his father owned
this land before me and I'm not parting
with it.”

Natalie’s thin patience snapped. “You
don’t mean own. You mean used! Actual-
ly you dont own a third of your range,
Blake, and you know it. It’s government
land you hold under a cheap grazing per-
mit, so you dont care how you abuse it.
You've overgrazed for years until the land
is utterly -worthless and yet you persistent-
ly refuse—"

“That’s my business,” he interrupted,
rudely. “And | dont need a bunch of
fool turnip growers to tell me how to run
it.”

“It’s our business, too!” she cried,
hotly. “What affects your land affects
ours. By overgrazing you’ve brought
erosion and flood dangers to the whole
valley. Just look at the big gullies every-
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where! What do you think that means to
us when water starts pouring down the
mesa wall in the rainy season, washing
away our rich soil and crops?”

He said tightly, “Why don't you move
if you don* like it—instead of asking me
to?”

“Our moving wouldn't change the pic-
ture. You'd still go on robbing the land
of grass, and in time neither the valley
nor the uplands will be worth anything.
Land doesnt belong to just individuals,
Blake. Cant you see that? It’s every-
body’s, and for that reason must be pro-
tected—"

“Bureau propaganda,” he said, shortly.
“Put out by a bunch of guys in Washing-
ton who want to tell a man when to
breathe. It’s no use giving me that stuff,
Natalie. | believe in every man for himself.
I 've never asked anything of anybody, ex-
cept just to be let alone to run my own
life.”

“Your own life!” she mocked. “Graz-
ing sheep and cattle on land everybody
owns! Getting free range and water but
refusing to care what happens to men
whose taxes help provide that range. The
growers in the valley have put real money

Pins a delightful Cupid’s caravan of Western
stories by Marian O’Heam, Roby la Verte
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into their land and into irrigation—and
you think you've the right to set up here
like some feudal baron and see them
ruined? Just because your grandfather
was a pioneer land grabber doesnt mean
you can keep living in a kingdom all your
own!”

“I’'m doing all right.” He was getting
very angry, she saw, and realized with a
sense of shock that they were quarreling
bitterly.

She tried speaking more evenly and
quietly.

“The other upland ranchers are all
willing to sell or lease,” she reminded
him. “But it will do no good to idle the
rest of the land if yours is kept grazed
down. Sky Acres is really the key to the
whole project. If you would just lease
for ten years—"”

She saw it was no use and defeat,
washed over her. Suddenly it was all al-
most more than she could bear. Not just
the fact that failure of the valley bean
grower’s flood control project meant so
much to her father and his associates.
That was important; but even more im-
portant was the completely selfish stand
Blake Moseley was taking.
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On an impulse she moved closer.

“Doesnt it mean anything at all to you
what | want, Blake? Didn't—that Kiss
just now mean anything?”

He said, unsmiling, “I think it meant
good-bye. We’ll never see things alike,
Nat."

He turned and walked away, in his
quick, arrogant stride. That left Natalie
nothing to do but leave, too. Because of
the hot tears that blinded her she almost
wrecked the car a couple of times driving
back down the rough mesa road.

Tears of anger or hurt? She wasn't
sure which. She’d almost thrown herself
at Blake Moseley, and for a moment there
in his arms, with his lips so hard against
hers, she had been sure she loved him
terribly. But wouldnt any girl feel like
that with a man like Blake kissing her so
savagely? And she couldn’t actually be
in love with a man whose principles she
despised as she did Blake’s. Rather, his
lack of principle . . .

CHAPTER TWO

KissadRun Rander

ZOOMING IN sight of the valley again
A she was sure she hated Blake Moseley.
Hated him for standing in the way of as
constructive a program as the Deer Valley
Associated Growers flood control project.

The valley was such a beautiful sight,
with its miles and miles of young fruit
trees and rich, level acres readied for
spring planting of the pinto beans for
which the area was already famous.
“Turnip growers,” Blake had contemp-
tuously called the growers. Her heart
hardened at the remembrance. No one
knew better than he that the beans for
which the Deer Valley soil had proved to
be so well adapted were as paying a crop

as his sheep and cattle any day. Provided,
of course, that last season’s disastrous
flood was not repeated too often. Even
floods could be controlled in time if Blake
would accept the high price they were
offering for his poor land and let them
work out their government approved pro-
gram of soil conservation.

The familiar black and white car of the
Ranger Service stood before the pretty
frame bungalow that was home to Natalie.
Her spirits lifted a little. After Blake,
Walt Nash’s friendliness would be more
than welcome.

He came across the yard to meet her, a
striking figure in his neat uniform and
broad-brimmed hat. “Better looking than
Blake Moseley, really,” Natalie told her-
self. “And a man to respect and admire.”
Yet, the thrill she had felt in watching
Blake come toward her an hour ago was
lacking now. That, she told herself firmly,
must be because she knew Walt so well
and knew that he would always play the
part of a gentleman. And gentlemen were
so often unexciting—

Ashamed of the thought, she smiled
more warmly than usual at Walt and in-
vited him to stay for supper.

Natalie's brother Bill came in right be-
hind them. “Any luck with his nibs?”
he asked, eagerly.

She shook her head. “He’d stay even
if he was as hungry as his cattle looks."
Then she added, bitterly, “He called us
fool turnip growers.”

Sixteen-year-old Bill started calling
Blake Moseley a few names still less choice
but Walt stopped him.

“Calling names won’t get you anywhere,
Bill,” he said. “What Moseley needs is a
fire built under him like they used to do
for those stubborn Missouri mules.”

“1 wash | knew how,” Bill said, hotly.

“Maybe | do,” the Ranger hinted. “If
he lost his grazing lease he mightn’t feel
so cocky. He hasnt land enough of his
own to support a fourth his herds. These



HOLE CARD

ranchers couldnt get by with running this
country if it wasnt for the government
land they hold and use.”

Virtually the same thing Natalie had
told Blake an hour or so back. Yet, oddly,
she didnt like the sound of it coming
from someone else.

Walt and Bill were still in close con-
ference when Natalie called them to sup-
per. Her father came in and listened to
Bill’s report of her failure.

"Well, there’s no law to make a man
sell his home unless he wants to,” he said,
quietly, but Natalie caught the note of dis-
appointment in his voice. “It looks like
we might as well give up. The govern-
ment men wanted action this spring.”

"Maybe they’ll get it,” Bill said.
"Spring ain’t over yet, Pop.”

An excited note in his voice made
Natalie look at him sharply. She was in
time to catch the glance that passed be-
tween the boy and the Ranger and to be
puzzled by it. But she dismissed it quickly
from her mind. Bill was impetuous but
Walt would keep him in line. The kid
was crazy about Walt and all his uniform
stood for.

A FTER SUPPER, Walt lingered a

while, then bid them good-bye.
Natalie accompanied him to the car.
When they were outside, he said quite
suddenly, "Nat, are you in love with Blake
Moseley ?”

"Certainly not,” she said, but not quite
as sharply as she would have wished.
"Why do you ask that, Walt?”

“Because | want you to marry me.
You must know I'm crazy about you,
honey.”

Of course Natalie had known. Didn't
girls always know things like that? Or—
did they? Remembering Blake Moseley
she wasnt so sure. She had hoped until
today that he was crazy about her, too.
Today she had found out he was just . . .
crazy.
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Walt had his arms about her, pulling
her close. “Will you, Nat?” he begged.

It was healing salve for her wounded
pride, hearing that note of supplication
in his voice. And why not? she asked
herself. Walt was everything she admired
in a man. He commanded the respect of
the whole valley and a girl should find it
easy to love him. He wouldnt humiliate
her and make her feel cheap and common
as Blake had done. Impetuously she
turned her head and gave him her lips in
answer.

The kiss was vaguely disappointing.
Not because Walt was lacking in ardor.
He held her very close and kissed her long
and passionately. Almost too passionately.
Natalie freed herself as quickly as she
could and pleaded a headache so he would
leave.

Before he would go Walt had to tell
his big news to Pop and Bill. They were
so frankly pleased that Natalie tried to
put more warmth into her good night kiss.

Yet it wasnt Walt’s lips that she lay
awake that night remembering. It was
just because Blake had been so savagely
rough, she told herself. He simply didnt
know how to be the gentleman Walt was.
She’d get over Blake and she’d start by
genuinely loving Walt, she vowed over
and over. Yet, her heart kept asking,
could love be made to order like that?
There just wasn't any answer . . .

A busy week followed. Natalie yielded
to Walt's pleas for an early wedding and
as news of the engagement spread over
the valley there were parties for them
and a round of gay festivities.

Through it all Natalie moved like a girl
in her sleep. A constant war between her
heart and her head went on, with neither
winning. Sometimes she would be sure
she loved Walt, that he represented every-
thing she wanted in life. She would even
find a momentary thrill in his kisses. Then
suddenly everything would be flat, and
she would wish the wedding was already
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over. Once married to Walt, then she
would be able to forget Blake Moseley . . .

A ND THEN one day she looked out

of the window and saw Blake dis-
mounting before the house. At once her
heart went out of control and started doing
acrobatics. Her knees shook so, it was
all she could do to open the door without
betraying her emotion.

Blake looked angry.
asked for her father.

“tie and Bill are in Cortez,” Natalie
told him.

His smile was thin and didnt reach his
hard, angry eyes. “l rather expected
that,” he said, harshly. “And | bet I
know with whom he’s doing business
there. Well, he and that two-bit govern-
ment grazier ought to get along. They’re
both the shape of cork screws.”

Sudden, swift anger made Natalie forget
everything else. *“You’ve no right to say
that, Blake Moseley!” she cried. “Pop
isn’t crooked and you know it!”

“Then he hob nobs with thieves and
you know the old saying about birds of a
feather. It isn’t exactly honest, 1’d say,
what they’re doing to me. Two hundred
sheep stolen night before last and at least
three hundred run over the bluff and killed
last night—"

Natalie recoiled in horror. “But you've
no right to think Pop or any of the valley
men had anything to do with it! They
wouldnt—"

But she was remembering things that
made her suddenly sick. The little hints
Bill had been dropping about things turn-
ing out all right, the secretive way he made
numerous telephone calls in a guarded
tone of voice, the excited gleam of his
eyes the past week. And Bill had been
out for the past three nights until very
late. Yet what was she thinking about!
Bill was no thief . . .

“Somebody owes me about three thou-
sand bucks.” Blake was saying, tightly

Brusquely, he

“And | just stopped by to leave word that
I aim to collect. Either in money or hide,
| don't care which.”

He was turning away when Natalie
found her voice again. “But why do you
think we know anything about your stolen
sheep? It’s bad enough calling us turnip
growers, Blake Moseley. But sheep thief
is just too much!”

Blake didn’t smile. He just stood there
looking at her as though she were someone
he’d never seen before.

“l don't believe in things just happen-
ing,” he said. “So when | get notice the
District Grazier is coming to tally my
band right on the heels of losing five
hundred head, | got sense enough to know
what it means. That grazing permit | hold
under the Taylor Act and that you seem
to think isnt altogether honorable is about
to be taken away from me. And in a way
that 1°d say fell far short of being honor-
able itself.”

Natalie knew what he meant. If the
grazier found Blake’s tally short he could
use it as a technicality for voiding his per-
mit if he wanted to. Under the Taylor
Act land was allocated according to the
number of sheep a rancher grazed. As
long as he maintained the average set the
land was his to hold and use. Only the
complaint of the District Grazier, report-
ing to the Advisory Board that the rancher
was not living up to his agreement, could
void the lease.

Suddenly Natalie was remembering
what Walt had said the day she came back
from Sky Acres. That Blake, like a stub-
born mule, needed a fire built under him,
and that if he lost his grazing permit he
wouldn’t feel so cocky. The thought that
Walt might have had a hand in this, as
well as Bill, was revolting. Walt was a
Ranger, a man sworn to protect property
and property rights! He couldnt be
mixed up in sheep killing and stealing!
Yet how well did she know Walt Nash,
the man? she asked herself. Actually she
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only knew the right things he stood for.

Blake was watching her, must have
seen her mental distress. Abruptly he
asked, his voice softening, “Nat, do you
really love that guy? He isnt good
enough for you.”

Natalie stiffened, all her defenses going
up. “Would I promise to marry him if |
didn’t?” she hedged. “And what has that
to do with your sheep getting killed?”

“Just this,” he said, slowly. “That guy
has been after me for a long time. Longer
than I've known you. If he's behind all
this 1’'m going to skin him and hang his
hide up to dry. But not if it hurts you too
much. You may find that funny but |
don’'t want to hurt you.”

Natalie moved blindly toward him, al-
most against her will. “Blake ... ” she
whispered.

He caught her close and kissed her,
long and hard. And again ecstasy was
like fire in Natalie’s wveins, tingling
through her from head to toes. For a long
heavenly moment she forgot everything
—the humiliations this man had heaped
upon her. her anger against him for his
stubbornness, even Walt whom she was
going to marry.

She was weak and trembling when
Blake raised his lips from, hers, took his
arms from about her and stepped back.
Once more his face was set and grim.

“You don* love him,” he said, harshly.
“You couldnt love one man and Kiss
another like that. So you can tell Walt
Nash for me that if |1 find he’s back of
what’s happened at Sky Acres he’d better
start hunting a job, and somewhere else!”

He turned and walked to his horse, and
Natalie stared after him, the earth falling
away from under her feet. That was all
Blake was going to say to her! After
kissing her like that, after the way she had
kissed him back, that was all he was going
to say. He was just leaving, but she’d die
before she’d call him back. How could
a man be that stupid and cruel ?

Lesson in Love

QHE WAS still nursing her bitterness
A when she heard a car drive up. Quick-
ly, she went to the door, trying to hide
the traces of tears on her cheeks. When
she saw Walt she was glad. Now she
would soon find out . . .

“Walt,” she opened right up on him,
“do you know anything about Blake
Moseley’s sheep being killed and stolen?
He seems to think you do.”

Walt grinned. “He’ll have a hard time
proving it,” he said. “l was in Cortez
last night and the other night, too. I've
plenty of proof of that.”

Suddenly all Natalie’s vague suspicions
crystallized. “Why would you need
proof?” she demanded. *“Surely no one
would suspect a Ranger of such things.”

“Well,” he hedged, “everybody knows
I owe him something. He’s been trying
to get me dismissed from the service for
years. Who told you about the sheep,
Nat?”

“Who told you?”” she countered. *“And
do you know about the grazier coming to
make tally at Sky Acres, t00?”

“Sure, | know. It’s a Ranger’s business
to know things, hon.”

“It’s a Ranger's business to protect
life and public property,” she said,
steadily. “Not promote trouble and law
breaking because of petty spite. Walt, this
is going to ruin you.”

“It’s not going to touch me,"” he re-
turned, confidently. “It may make trouble
for Bill and the boys who helped him,
but I’'m in the clear. What are you beef-
ing about, Nat? You wanted a fire built
under Moseley and all | did was tell the
kids how it could be done. When they
learned how easy it was to get Moseley’s
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grazing permits they got busy. All 1 did
was arrange for the grazier’s visit and tip
him off—”

“You mean buy him off!” Natalie said,
hotly. She couldn’t remember when she’d
ever been so angry before. “What you've
done is a monstrous thing, Walt Nash,
playing on boys’ emotions and inciting
them to actual crime. It’s worse than if
you’d done it yourself! But don’t think
you’re going to get away with it. 1’'m go-
ing to tell the Board myself—"

“You’ll tell nothing.” His face was sud-
denly hard and cold as he grabbed her by
both arms, pulling her close against him.
“You seem to forget your brother’s in it
up to his neck. You talk and he’ll go to
the pen for a good long stretch. 1'm clear,
I tell you. It’s Bill who’ll take the rap.
His word wont count against me for
he'll be a confessed thief. So you just
keep your pretty mouth shut and let Blake
Moseley lose his land. That’s what you
wanted, isn’t it? He’ll listen to selling
talk, now.”

Natalie could hardly believe this was
Walt Nash talking. She was suddenly
terribly frightened and sick at heart. For
she knew he spoke the truth about what
would happen to Bill if she interfered.

“You’re horrible,” she gasped. “You
knew | didnt want it done that way.
Neither did Pop or the other men. You've
used a few susceptible boys to do your
dirty work— | think 1 hate you, Walt
Nash!”

She struggled to free herself but he
only pulled her closer, his hands like iron
bands on her arms.

“You love me,” he said, softly. “Re-
member? You've promised to marry me
and you’re not changing your mind. Not
unless you want to see the kid sent up.”

She couldn believe he meant it. How
could he marry a girl who despised him
s0? But Walt didnt seem to mind about
that. He pulled her closer and kissed her,
hard.

“I'm crazy about you, Nat,” he said,
huskily. “You can’t back out on me now.
I won't let you. I’ll make you love me—"

There was such a queer mixture of
frightened whining and arrogant com-
manding in his voice that Natalie was
suddenly no longer afraid of him. Only
contemptuous. Plainly, Walt Nash was a
man very unsure of himself. Only the
hate he carried for Blake Moseley and
the desire he felt for her were definite
emotions in him. Yet a man as unstable
as that was capable of carrying out his
threats.

Suddenly it was all too much for
Natalie. She decided to wait and ask her
father’s advice. Or maybe Blake’s, for
now she no longer thought of Blake as
her enemy, a man who stood in her way.
He was the man she loved, a man who
was being framed. Between them they
would find a way to show up Walt for
good.

“Please go now,” she begged.
I’ll think about it.”

“Think hard,” Walt warned.
remember what | said about Bill.”

Not until he had gone did Natalie
realize the wind had shifted to the north
and the temperature was dropping fast.
Gray clouds were scudding across the sky
and piling up like dirty rags in places.
The late spring storm they had been fear-
ing was about to break and Natalie shiv-
ered as she felt the sharp chill already
in the air. This had all the earmarks of
a real blizzard.

“And

nPHE SNOW started before night and
she was relieved when her father tele-
phoned from Cortez that he and Bill
would wait until morning to come home.
The highways would be dangerous.
Yet she prowled the house uneasily as
darkness set in. Outside, the wind howled,
driving snow and cutting sleet before it,
but the storm inside Natalie was even
worse. How could she prove to Blake
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that she hadnt had any part in trying to
break him, without giving away Bill’s
part in it? Bill was too young to realize
the enormity of the thing he had done.
And too young to be prison-branded, to
feel the withdrawal of public trust.

It was so important, Natalie realized
heartbrokenly, that people trust each
other. Living in suspicion and distrust
of others had made Blake so hard to reach,
so granite-like. That mustn't happen to
Bill. Yet how could she prevent it with-
out being disloyal to Blake? Blake, who
was fighting his own love for her! And
fighting against his own better instincts.
She understood that now.

Suddenly she couldnt stand it any
longer. She simply had to talk to Blake,
to hear his voice. Maybe there would be
something she could say to him to show
him how she felt, to break down the wall
between them.

The storm was increasing in fury and
she doubted that the telephone would be

M e e I . N e B

Gam® W ith Me .

Love, come with me, riding,
Share the sweet night,

The clouds are in hiding,
The moon’s silver bright.

The sage scent is heady,
The desert smiles fair,
Come love, maize you ready
For wind in your hair.

Let the wide spaces beckon!
I’d ride endless miles

If 1 always could reckon
On winning your smiles.

There’s a preacher could bind us,
Make you my dear wife,

And dawn, love, could find us
Corralled safe for life!

— Beatrice Mimro Wilson

FOR CUPID 43

working. Still, she could try it . . .
The call to Sky Acres went through
after a short delay but it wasnt Blake’s
voice that finally answered her. It was
the worried one of his old Indian house-
keeper.
“He not home,” the woman said. “He
go to watch sheep and not come back.”
Natalie hung up, then went to the door
and opened it. Wind and snow rushed
in with such force she could hardly get
it shut again. It was bitterly cold, she
realized. Dangerous for man or beast
caught out unprotected. Now a new fear
for Blake was added to her other worries.
An hour later she called again and was
told Blake hadn’t come in. After that she
called every ten minutes and by the time
another hour had passed she was frantic.
Something terrible had happened to
Blake! He wouldnt stay out in a storm
like this—unless he couldnt get back.
Just as she was trying to decide what
to do, the telephone rang. When she
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answered, the guttural voice of the Indian
woman told her, worriedly, that Blake’s
horse had returned to the barn without
his rider. They both knew what that
meant. Blake was hurt, if not killed. And
in that storm he wouldn't live long if he
was unable to keep moving.

Natalie knew then what she must do.
She started calling the valley growers,
one after the other, explaining Blake’s
probable plight to them. They all agreed
that a searching party must be organized,
and she asked them to meet as quickly
as possible at her house.

By the time they began arriving she
had her own horse ready, with extra
blankets and hot water bottles strapped
behind the saddle. She was dressed as
warmly as possible in some of Bill’s
heaviest clothing and the men looked at
her in dismay.

“You’re not figuring on going, Nat?”
one of them remonstrated. “Pop wouldnt
like that.”

“Pop couldnt stop me,” she said,
firmly. When another man added it was
too bad Walt Nash had gone back to
Cortez because he would stop her, Natalie
just closed her lips tightly and said noth-
ing. Time enough for talking later.

TT WAS rough going up the mesa road

in the howling storm. The wind was
a monster demon fighting them every inch
of the way and the cold bit deeper and
deeper until Natalie had to fight the urge
to lay her head down on the pony’s warm
neck and just go to sleep. But the ice in
the snow whipping her face raw, helped
keep her awake.

It seemed hours before they reached
the top of the mesa and started covering
Blake’s range in ever widening circles.
It was after Natalie had lost all idea of
time or place, and was conscious only of
the white world around them and the
white heat of the cold striking deep into

her bones, that they heard the faint sound.
After a while it came again, plainer—a
man’s call for help.

They found Blake imprisoned in one
of the deep crevices that criss-crossed his
range. He had blundered into it in the
blinding storm and had badly sprained
an ankle. Unable to climb out he had
settled down to wait until morning. Only
the fact that the full force of the wind
didnt reach him had kept him from
freezing.

“At that, | doubt if I could have stuck
it out until daylight,” he said, later, when
rescuers and rescued were being served
hot coffee in Blake’ living room by the
smiling Indian woman. “l dont know
how to thank you fellows for what you
did for me.”

His eyes met Natalie’s and understand-
ing flashed between them. “Maybe | do,
at that,” he corrected himself, slowly. “I
guess the best way to thank you is to talk
your own language. I've been saying |
didn’t care what happened to you, but
you didnt let that stop you from coming
to my help in a pinch. So you can have
Sky Acres at your own price any time
you’re ready.”

The men looked happy enough to shout.
One of them cleared his throat lustily.
“You won't lose by it, Moseley,” he as-
sured Blake earnestly. “There’s lots of
good range to be bought that hasnt been
overgrazed ...”

“I think,” Blake said, watching Natalie,
“that Il settle down in the valley and
grow beans. If Nat will teach me—"

His eyes were saying much more to
her, though, and Natalie smiled back at
him. “I1’ll teach you,” she promised.

She wished the others would hurry up
and leave. She wanted to find out what
Blake had to say now, after he'd kissed
her as only he could—and her heart had
a hunch it began and ended with “I love
you . .
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STORMY-TIME
SWEETHEART



She closed her eyes,
trembling a little

she waited for his kBs
to bum her mouth.

HE SUDDEN storm came sweep-

ing down from the mountains in a

crashing, dark fury. Forked light-
ning raked across the sky and thunder
echoed and boomed, while tire rain drove
across the rangeland in solid curtains of
water. It caught Laurie Kane, full out in
the open,'with no protection.

She had seen the black clouds balling up
over the hills but she was only a little over
half a mile from the Barlow ranch and
figured she could make that shelter before
the storm struck. She had urged her horse
into a full gallop and traveled like a rocket,
but she lost the race. She was still a

47



48 ROMANCE WESTERN

quarter mile from the ranch when the first
deluge of rain hit her.

Laurie slackened speed and resigned
herself to her fate. In a few minutes, as
she had expected, she was drenched and
heartbroken. Here she had spent all morn-
ing ironing the new white silk shirt and
primping and fixing her dark golden hair
in a sophisticated, upswept hairdo that she
thought would appeal to young Mark Bar-
low and not make her look too dowdy in
comparison with ultra smart young ladies
he mustve known back East. And now
the storm had undone all that work.

The blouse, as well as her fashionable
divided riding skirt, were now a sodden,
dripping mess, that clung chillingly to
Laurie’s lithe young figure. And to make
matters worse, the fancy hairdo was now
just a soggy clump on top of her head
that let trickles of water down the nape of
her neck.

But as she neared the Barlow ranch,
Laurie’s anger and dejection lessened. A
slow smile broke out on the healthy, apple-
cheeked loveliness of her face. This dis-
aster could turn out to be a blessing in
disguise, after all, she realized.

Before, she had planned only to stop off
at the Barlow place to water her horse.
She had hoped that she would see Mark
there and get a chance to talk with him,
and that perhaps she would be invited to
stay for dinner that night. But those had
only been wishes. There was no guarantee
of their coming true. But now, Laurie
realized, they would have to take her in
until the storm stopped and let her dry her
clothes. Maybe, if she said a few brief
prayers, the stonn would keep up for the
rest of the afternoon and she'd have to
stay there. With Mark . ..

Driving up to the low, rambling main
building of the Barlows’ small but pros-
perous spread, Laurie felt the pulse in
her neck begin to dance. A flush of
pleasant anticipation colored her cheeks

and throat. All over her body nerve-ends
began to tingle as she thought of being
with Mark again after all this time.

TT HAD been six years now since the
A Barlows had sold their ranch and
moved East. That would make Mark
twenty-three. She wondered if he had
changed much. She knew that she had.
When last she had seen him, she had been
an awkward, gangly-legged, freckle-nosed
and stringy-haired kid, with just a hint of
budding beauty in her figure and in the
deep green depths of her eyes, tier figure
had rounded out since then. The freckles
had faded and the almost white, sun-
bleached blondeness of her hair had dark-
ened to a tawny gold. She hoped Mark
would be pleased with the change in her.
He had never paid too much attention to
her back then when they were both very
young. At seventeen, Mark was already
full grown and almost mature. Slender
and tall and dark he was, with deep-
waved, jet black hair and that wild, un-
tamed look in his laughing dark eyes.
Whenever Laurie and her father, Dr.
Kane, who was an old friend of Mark’
dad, went out to the Barlow ranch for a
visit, the two youngsters got along fine to-
gether. Mark would try to tease her in
his boyish way and try to outride her in
races across the range on their ponies.
Sometimes they would ride clear to the
foothills of the nearby range of mountains
and climb up the steep cliffs of the canyon.
Laurie had never complained or resorted
to tears when he’d beat her out at some-
thing or tease her, and she had won
Mark’s grudging admiration for that.

And Laurie had worshipped him. She
would never forget the day that he broke
the news to her that they had sold the
ranch and were moving East. They had
been standing at the top of a canyon cliff,
quiet and tired after the long climb up-
ward. The late afternoon sun was warm
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upon their heads and a westward breeze
caressed their flushed faces like gentle,
soothing fingers. They were standing side
by side and somehow their hands had met
and clasped.

“You know, I'm going to miss you,
stringbean,” Mark had said softly. That
was his pet name for her, then. She
wouldnt have stood for anybody else to
call her that, but with Mark, it was all
right.

She’d turned to him and they’d looked
deep into each other's eyes, and there
was in Mark’s an expression of tender-
ness that Laurie had never seen there be-
fore. "I’ll miss you, too, Mark,” shed
admitted.

His eyes moved over her, speculatively.
“Y know,” he said, “I have a hunch that
in a few more years you’re goin’to be a
beautiful gal. And since | won*t be here,
then, 1 want to be the first to steal a kiss
from you.”

Suddenly he bent his head and their
fresh young lips met in a rush. His arms
gathered her close to him and they clung
together for a moment. There was a shy-
ness and awkwardness in the first kiss and
a sweet ecstasy that Laurie would never
forget.

A few moments later, they broke apart
and laughing off their embrarrassment,
raced back down the side of the cliff to the
ponies, tethered in the canyon below. All
the way back to the ranch, Laurie had
hoped that they would stop and Mark
would kiss her again. He hadnt done
that. But he’d done something nicer.
He’d said:

"1I'm going to write to you, Laurie.
Every week. And some day, when | get
through school, I’'m coming back here to
you.”

Those farewell words and the memory
of that one brief, childish kiss faded to the
back of Laurie’s mind after a few months,
when she heard no word from Mark. And

as the years went by, she had determinedly
pushed all thought of him to the back of
her mind. She told herself that she had
forgotten Mark Barlow.

HE PROMISE of beauty Mark bad

seen in her had become fulfilled and
[*urie had become the belle of the small
cowtown where they lived. She was the life
of every dance, every party. But none of
that really meant anything to Laurie. She
was just passing time, trying to substitute
excitement and a variety of beaux for the
deep inner sense of loneliness that shed
suffered since Mark went away and never
even bothered to write her.

From time to time, old Doc Kane re-
ceived letters from Mark's dad. Once, after
reading a page, he looked over at Laurie
and shook his white-haired head.

“Old man Barlow’s boy is givin’ him
fits again, Laurie,” he said. “He’s a real
wild one, Barlow says. Gettin’ into one

scrape after another—women, fightin’,
liquor.” Dr. Kane sighed then and
chuckled a little. *“Remember goin’

through that stage m’self when | was a
young buck. Dont* mean nothin’, really.
The boy'll probably settle down and wind
up as fine a man as his Paw. He’s just
sowin’ a few wild oats. Goin’ over fool’s
hill, we used to call it.”

“Really, father?” I7aurie said, with
lifted eyebrows and what she hoped was
just the right amount of indifference. But
then she caught her father staring at her
speculatively and knew that he had noticed
the sudden trembling of her fingers at her
mending and the sudden rise of color to
her cheeks, at the very mention of Mark’s
name.

A month ago, she’d heard that the Bar-
lows were coming West, and had bought
back their old spread. The only thing that
spoiled her happiness at the news was that
Mark wasn’t coming with his father, right
away. He was finishing up at college and



50 ROMANCE WESTERN

had about a month more to go. Never had
thirty-one days gone so slowly for Laurie.

Now Mark was back though, and she
was going to see him. But as she drove the
last few yards up to the ranch-house, Lau-
rie remembered the gossip she’d heard this
morning, about Mark Barlow’s arrival last
night.

He’d gone stright down to The Fiats,
the town’s largest and wildest saloon and
gambling casino. Hed taken too much to
drink and lost a lot of money at the gaming
tables and become involved with one of
the hostesses at the place. There had been
a couple of fights, too. Mark Barlow’s
arrival from the East had caused a stir,
all right.

Laurie’s friend, Katie Martin, who had
come running over to tell her about it
first thing, had rolled her dark and dreamy
eyes.

“They say he was just—just terrible,
Laurie!” she whispered. “He—he was
actually’ reeling. And this blond little
good-for-nothing gal—such carryings on
there was between those two ! | heard tell
he kissed her and hugged her, standing up
on the bar before all those people. He must
be absolutely wild, Laurie!”

“Yes,” Laurie had murmured. She
could picture Mark doing something like
that. She could almost see the daring, im-
pudent flashing of his eyes and hear his
crazy ringing laughter . . . All the breath
seemed to catch in her throat at the
memory of him. “Mark—always was a
wild one.”

“So handsome, too, | heard.” Katie
whispered, grinding the knife deeper. “All
the women are carzy about him. Why, |
heard tell that it was the sheriff’s wife who
interceded and kept him from getting
thrown in jail. They say he just smiled at
her and she begged her husband not to ar-
rest him ! Honey, I'm afraid you wouldn't
have a chance now, with a man like that.
After all, Laurie, lie’s been away to col-

lege in the East. Lie’s not going to want
to bother with any poor little countrified
small-town girl like—"

Laurie had wheeled on her friend
angrily. “Hush 1” she'd cried. “I—I don't
want to hear any more of your gossip!”

jYIOW, OUTSIDE the Barlow ranch-

” house, as she tethered the team to the
hitching rail and ran up onto the verandah,
her knees were so weak she could hardly
stand. Maybe Katie was right and she’d
been a fool to come out here. But she’d
had to. She’d had to at least look at him
once more, be close to him for a little
while, hear him talk, watch his smile.

The storm had settled down now to a
steady pouring rain. Laurie was drenched,
soaked through and through. Like a
little drowned rat, she thought, ruefully.

She knocked on the door and when no-
body came, stood there listening. But
there was no sound from within the house.
She smeared rain from her forehead with
the back of one hand, and pounded on the
door with her fist, again. Still, nobody
came. The house was empty. They must
all be out.

Laurie half turned and started off the
verandah. But then she looked at the
teeming, slanting rain, and felt herself
shiver a little. She was beginning to get a
chill from her soaked and clinging cloth-
ing.

“I’lIl be hanged if I’m going to take that
long ride back to town in the rain,” she
told herself. “I1’d get my death of cold.
I'm sure the Barlows won’t mind my using
their house as a shelter while they’re not
here.”

She tried two of the windows on the
verandah, and finding the second un-
locked, climbed into the crudely but com-
fortably furnished living room of the
ranch-house. Soon she had a roaring fire
going in the old stone fireplace. She stood
in front of it and took down her hair,
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fluffing out the golden abundance of it in
the warmth of the blaze.

After a few moments, she went upstairs
and into a bedroom. In the closet, she
found an old checkered hunting shirt and
a pair of tan trousers. She could tell by
the size of the shirt and the faint, mannish
scent of pipe smoke about it that it was
Mark’s. Swiftly she stripped off her soggy
blouse and skirt, and after toweling her-
self dry with the shirt, put it on and
stepped into the trousers. The clothes
hung on her voluminously and she had to
roll up the bottoms of the trousers and the
sleeves.

She picked up her wet things then and
went back downstairs, where she hung
blouse and skirt over a straight-backed
chair by the fire to dry. She was standing
in front of a wall mirror, fluffing out the
long wildness of her still damp and tousled
hair and thinking that the out-sized man’s
shirt and trousers she wore didnt really
make such an unattractive outfit after all—
when the front door slammed open.

Laurie pivoted and saw Mark Barlow
standing there. He was wearing a poncho,
sleek black and running with rain water.
His short-clipped black hair was wet and
curly. Looking at him, Laurie took a deep
breath and held it, and her heart ham-
mered against her ribs until she thought it
would burst out. For Mark had changed,
too.

Award

He was even better looking then ever,
an inch or two taller, and he had filled
out. His shoulders almost blanked out the
doorway against which he stood. His dark
eyes still held that wild, devil-may-care
look, but in addition there was now a sort
of nonchalant, worldly expression in their
depths, too. The only signs of last night’s
episode in town, were a slight discolora-
tion on one cheekbone and a scratch on his
scpiare chin, which merely added to the
altogether breathtaking, rakish hand-
someness of him.

Laurie recovered some of her aplomb.
“Well,” she laughed, “it’s a good thing
you didn’t come busting in like that a few
minutes ago.”

She glanced at the wet clothing draped
over the chair, fixing a roguish, provoca-
tive look on her face, and hoping that it
would give her a sophisticated, wise ex-
pression. Then she turned to Mark and let
her eyes roam over him in bold, obvious
interest.

Mark looked toward the wet clothes she
had taken off, too. He looked startled for
a moment, then walked slowly toward her.

“Who are you?” he demanded. “You
look familiar but | cant quite place you.
Where do | know you from? What are
you doing here, anyhow? How did you
get in here? What—"

“Whoa!” she laughed. *“One question
at a time. So you dont remember me,
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Mark? Your memory isn’'t very good, is
it? Or is it that hangover you must
have?”

He stared at her some more, squinting
his long, narrow dark eyes until they
crinkled at the corners. "1 reckon so,” he
said, haltingly. “Because | can't seem to
remem—"

He broke off then and snapped his
fingers. “Yeah,” he said. “Last night.
It—it must be that. The blonde from the
saloon—I don’t remember too much about
it right now, but that’s who you must be. |
dont know any other pretty girls in
these parts. You see, lve been away
and—"

“1 know,” T"aurie cut in, her eyes spark-
ling mischievously. She wondered what
would happen if she continued to let Mark
believe she was the girl he’d been with last
night. A little thrill chased through her
at the boldness of the idea. “So you still
think I'm pretty. 1—I was alraid you
might have changed your mind.”

His eyes ran over her, swiftly, apprais-
ingly. “You’re plenty good to look at all
right. Let’s see. . .lvy, your name was—
something like that, wasn't it?”

When she didn’t answer, he went on,
“All right, lvy, answer my other ques-
tions.”

She told him, then, how she’d gotten
caught in the rain and had been afraid of
catching cold and when she found nobody
at home, had climbed through the window.
While she talked, he slipped off his
poncho.

“You've sure got your nerve with you,”
he said, a little coldly. “But that doesnt
tell me why you came out here from town
in the first place.”

“Well, I—uh—you see,” Laurie began,
searching for a plausible reply. Finally
she blurted out, “My bracelet! Yes, that
was it. I—well, | came out to get back
my bracelet.”

“Bracelet?” he repeated, dumbfounded.

“What bracelet are you talkin’ about?”

“l can see you don’t remember much
about last night at all, do you, Mark?”
Laurie said, smiling teasingly.

He shook his head. “Hardly a blessed
thing.” He put his fingers up to his tem-
ples and squinched his eyes shut. “You've
got my head bursting again. What—what
about this bracelet?”

“Well,” she fibbed, “it was just a plain
gold bracelet. But you insisted on taking
it as a symbol of our—our undying love!”

He looked so crestfallen that for a mo-
ment Laurie felt thrusting pangs of guilt.
But just as she was about to confess her
hoax, Mark spoke up again.

"Look, you can* stay here, lvy. Forget
about the bracelet. If I took it, it must be
around here somewhere. 171 look for it
later and when 1 find it, bring it into town
to you. If it doesnt turn up, I’ll pay you
whatever you say it was worth.”

He bent forward and stared straight in-
to her eyes, his own narrowed almost to
slits. Laurie had to glance away under
the steadiness of his stare.

"You know what | think?” he said,
suddenly. “I think you’re lying. | dont
believe there was any bracelet. But it
makes a good story and it’s served its
purpose. I’ll give you a hunk of cash the
first of the month, when | get my allow-
ance, if you’ll breeze out of here, now,
pronto, before the old man gets back. He’s
been biting my head off all day about last
night’s escapade, as it is. Go on, now
and be a sweet little honey and get out of
here. You can have those old clothes you’re
wearing, but take your others with you.
I’ll see you in town the end of next week
and maybe a little cash will salve your
broken heart or pay for your lost bracelet
or whatever you want to call it.”

COMETHING ABOUT Mark’s pat-
A ronizing manner when he said that,
got under Laurie’s skin. Now, she deter-
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mined to teach Mark a lesson. He’d gone
just a little too far to think he could get
away with that with her—even if he did
have her pegged as some abandoned little
hussy from the town saloon, a plaything of
the evening, to be discarded the next day.

She drew herself up haughtily and her
eyes seemed to snap green fire. “You’re
not going to treat me like that, Mark Bar-
low,” she said. “You’re not going to be
rid of me, that easily. In the first place,
it's still raining cat-and-dogs. 1'd be
drowned again before | got a hundred
yards.”

He looked back over his shoulder and
out the window, at the rain that was still
coming down in bucketfuls. He groaned
and put his hand to his forehead again.

“Besides—” said Laurie, folding her
arms over her chest, “I kind of like it
here. It’s sort of—well, cozy. Just the two
of us, alone in the house, with a nice warm
fire blazing in the hearth, the rain beating
on the roof . . . Listen to it, Mark.”

He moaned again and didnt look at
her. “I—I cant,” he said, painfully. “I
cant hear anything but the tom-toms
beating inside iny skull.”

“Poor Mark,” she said, with sudden
pity. “Maybe | can fix up your headache
for you. Some cold, damp cloths on your
forehead might help.” She took his hand.
“Come over and lie down on the settee
for a while.”

He shook her hand away, angrily. His
face grew red and temper flared in his
eyes. “Listen, Ivy,” he raged. “You’re
not getting away with this. The old man’s
liable to come back any minute. We were
over visting a neighbor and saw the smoke
from our chimney. They sent me back to
investigate. You’re going to get out of
here, if | have to carry you out and put
you on that horse myself."

Laurie put her hands on her hips. A
roguish smile dimpled her cheek. *“You’re
so masterful, Mark,” she said, breath-
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lessly. “That’s what | like about you. |1
dare you!”

“Why, you—you little imp!” he
roared.

He bent abruptly, and gathered her up
off the floor into his arms. Laurie just
squealed and threw her arms around his
neck, burying her face against the warmth
of his throat.

“You’re so strong, Mark!” she
breathed, hugging his neck with all her
might.

When he looked down at her, she sud-
denly turned her face up to his. Their lips
brushed and Laurie could feel his arms
tighten about her. She closed her eyes,
trembling a little in a moment of tense,
maddening expectancy, as she waited for
his kiss to burn her mouth.

But it didnt happen. Instead, he set
her back down on her feet, his eyes glow-
ing like hot coals.

“You cute little vixen!” He broke out
into a broad grin, He put his hands on
her shoulders and shook her gently. “You
knew very well that | could never carry
you out without kissing you, didn’t you?
And that once | kissed you | probably
wouldn’t be able to send you away.”

He stepped back from her a little and
let his glance travel over her again. The
bagginess of the too-large men's clothes
that she wore, somehow did not completely
hide the firm roundness of her figure. It
merely made it more subtly alluring. And
there was something about the way her
now almost dry, dark golden hair cascaded
loosely about her shoulders, that was more
intriguing than if she had spent hours fix-
ing it up.

“You are a lovely little trick,” he said.
“No wonder | stayed in that place too
long last night and drank too much. e
known hundreds of girls like you, baby.
But this is the first time |1’ve ever met one
the next day and could look at her without
witicing.”
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He walked over to the settee then and
sprawled his long, lean figure out upon it.

"All right,” he said. “I reckon you can
begin your treatment of my headache,
honey.”

Laurie smiled and pulled a chair over
beside the settee. She put her hand upon
Mark’s broad, high forehead. “Maybe |
won't need the cold damp rags,” she said,
gently. “Perhaps my fingers will be cool
enough. ”

He closed his eyes as her long, cool-
tipped fingers softly caressed his warm
forehead. “Yeah, honey,” he murmured.
“That’s fine, just fine.”

/~YUTSIDE, THE wind blew rain
against the windows in a sudden gust
of fury and the sound of it was like tapping
hands. The hearth fire flared and crackled
and popped out sparks, the reddish glow
of its flames falling over them, making
flickering shadows about the room.

Laurie looked down at Mark’s hand-
some features, now softened and gently
highlighted by the flame-glow. His hair
was so dark and tousled, like a little
boy’s . . .

Her reverie was interrupted as Mark
suddenly reached up and took her hand
from his forehead. He brought it down to
his mouth and gently pressed the palm to
his warm lips. A delicious thrill-shock ran
up Laurie’s arm at the instant of contact,
seemed to permeate her whole body like
the inner glow of a glass of wine. She held
her hand tight to his mouth for a moment
and then she slid off the chair to her knees,
there beside him. She put her arms around
his neck and pressed her cheek against his.

“Mark, oh Mark!” she murmured.
"l1—I can't help it, Mark. I’m ashamed of
myself. | know you think 1’'m no good
and just a—"

Lie didnt let her finish. He reached up
and cupped her chin with one hand and
brought her face down to his. His lips

closed hard against hers . . . stayed there.

Laurie felt herself go weak and she
would have sunk to the floor if his arms
hadn't been around her, holding her. His
kiss seemed to take all the strength from
her but she didnt care. She didnt want
it to stop. She wanted it to go on and
on.

It didnt though. It ended very abruptly
as the door burst open again and there
was the sound of a sharply indrawn
breath. Laurie and Mark broke apart.
Laurie leaped to her feet. Mark came up
off the couch like a jack-in-the-box and
they both stared gape-jawed at the young
woman who was standing there, looking at
them, just inside the doorway from the
verandah.

She was almost as young as Laurie and
nearly as pretty. She was tall and slender,
in the yellow slicker that covered her rid-
ing clothes.

“Well—" the newcomer said. “What’s
this, Mark? What’s going on here?”

“1—" Mark spluttered and fumbled for
words but couldnt seem to get them out.
"Well, you see—uh—Ruth, it’s this way.
|—~

The girl called Ruth tapped one foot
impatiently as Mark’s words trailed off.
“Yes, Mark, go on,” she said. “You were
saying—

But Mark just looked blank.

In desperation, Laurie finally blurted,
“Mark, who—who is this woman? Do
you know her?”

Before Mark could answer, Ruth said,
“I’'m Mrs. Barlow. Now suppose you tell
me who you are, young lady, and the in-
troductions will be complete.”

T AURIE FELT her stomach turn over.
There was suddenly a terrible burst-

ing pain around her heart.
“Mrs.—Mrs. Barlow?” she repeated,
dumbfounded. Tears began to sting her
eyes. “Oh, | see. Mark, you’re married!
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You brought a wife back with you. Why
didnt you tell me—"

Suddenly, she broke off and wheeled on
Mark, her eyes fiery, her cheeks crimson.
“You brute!” she cried. “Letting me kiss
you, letting me make a fool of myself!
You two-timing, rotten scoundrell!”

She swung her arm and caught him
across the cheek with a stinging slap. Then
she raced toward the door.

Ruth tried to stop her. “Wait a
minute!” she begged. “You cant—"

“Leave me alone!” Laurie told her,
knocking her hand away. She flung open
the door, raced across the porch and
through the beating rain toward her horse.

The next minute she was heading back
to town at full gallop. The rain drove full
against her now, stinging her face like pel-
lets of hail, and soon she was once again
sopping soggy wet. The rain got into her
eyes, too, but she didnt care. They were
full of tears, already.

Laurie was so wrought up, so sunk in
despair, that she didnt hear the pounding
of a horse’s hooves beside her until it was
too late. When sire finally turned, the
rider, now racing close alongside, reached
out with one arm, circled her waist and
pulled her off onto his mount.

As he reined in, Laurie began to kick
and squirm. She continued to fight him
and beat at his back with her tiny fists, as
he swung down off the saddle.

Mark kept saying, *“Easy, honey,
easy!” And finally she was so exhausted,
she had to stop fighting against him.

He held her more gently then and
whispered, “That’s more like it, Laurie,
darling. That’s more like my precious
stringbean!”

At the sound of that pet childhood
nickname, Laurie looked up at him in
astonishment. “You called me— Mark,
you know' who | am! How did you
know?”

He laughed. With one hand, he pushed
the long soaking wet hair away from one
of her ears. His fingers touched a mole
almost hidden beneath the lobe.

“You have a little heart-shaped birth
mark under your ear, there,” he said,
chuckling. “You had me fooled, Laurie,
for a while. 1 really thought that you
might possibly be Ivy, the girl 1 met last
night. Until | picked you up in my arms,
that first time, back there in the house and
saw that tiny mole up real close. Then I
knew who you really were and that you
were just trying to hooravww me.”

iiIHPHAT DOESN'T change the fact

A that you made love to me, Mark!”
she cried. “And you a married man.
Mark, how could you do it? Why did
you?”

He was still smiling. “That was my
revenge, honey-child,” he told her. “I was
just getting even with you for teasing me.
When Ruth started to explain to you that
she wasnt my wife, but my cousin, Art
Barlows, | just winked and gave her the
high sign, behind your back, to keep
quiet . . . You see, Laurie, we brought
Art and his bride here from the East.
They’re spending their honeymoon here,
with us.”

“Ploneymoon,” Laurie echoed, almost
reverently.

“Yeah,” he said, holding her close
against his chest, so that she could feel the
pound of his heart, blending with her own.
“That word has a nice sound to it, doesn’t
it? Y’know, I ve been watching those two.
It—it’s sort of got me, made me jealous
and unhappy, seeing them both so con-
tented. Last night was my last fling,
Laurie. 1'm ready to settle down now.
How about you, stringbean ?”

She said, “What do you think, Mark?”

And then their lips came together
again.
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IT HAPPENED
AT HIGH MESA

When adorable Audrey tried

to spur on a too-cautious Casa-

nova, she nearly rode high-

wide-'n-handsome for heart-
break.

UDREY BRENT was happily
A aware that Nick Sanders had de-
liberately maireuvered to be alone
with her for the first time in her two
weeks’ stay at his High Mesa Ranch.
Maybe the new blue satin shirt that
matched the deep azure of her eyes had
something to do with it. Or the way her
short, fringed buckskin skirt flared about
her slim figure. Or the way her brown
hair rippled loose on her shoulders this
evening.

Anyhow, here they were, walking down
the lane away from the ranch-house, with
the cottonwoods rustling like tiny angels’
wings above them, and Audrey feeling
like she was floating straight into Para-
dise. She closed her eyes against the
clear-cut wonder of Nick's brown profile
and fair hair against the sunset, to imprint
the picture forever on her heart. And
at that moment his hand closed on her
arm.

“Audrey,” he said huskily, “I wanted
to speak to you about something mighty
important.”

58

“Yes, Nick,” she said softly.

She turned and lifted her starry blue
gaze to meet his. And was lost in the
changing depths of his clear-gray eyes.
.She caught a fleeting expression of tender-
ness. Then a sudden warm dancing glow
like twin candles taking fire.

His hand on her arm tightened. Audrey
felt a pulse beat wildly in her throat. She
trembled, and knew that he was aware of
the excitement coursing through her.

With a broken sigh Nick swept her
into his arms. Some detached part of
Audrey laughed softly, tenderly. Nick
had no need of words. His eager kiss on
her lips, his arms holding her breath-
takingly dose spoke for him. Then she
lost the last shred of detachment, and
was whole-heartedly returning his Kkiss.

But too soon, Nick was slipping his arm
through hers and resuming the walk down
the lane. Audrey walked in a daze, her
cheeks glowing rose and her eyes misty
with dreams.

They came to the end of the lane,
rounded the line of cottonwoods and stood
looking down into a grassy little hollow.
The overflow' from a watering tank kept
the spot green. A big slab of granite made
a natural seat against the slope. The stone
seat was occupied by two people. They
made a striking picture, with their sleek
black heads so close together. The girl’s
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coiled braids were set off by a red ribbon.
The man’s head was a cap of ebony waves
above a gaudy shirt.

“Why,” Audrey exclaimed,
Swing Britton with Ethell”

The wind that came up every evening
when the sun went down blew her words
over her shoulder, so that the couple
below didn't hear. The same soft wind
carried Swing’s voice plainly to the top
of the low hill where Audrey and Nick
stood under the cottonwoods. Swing was
crooning a love song, his voice low and
intimate. Ethel was giggling apprecia-
tively.

Audrey smiled and glanced up at Nick.
“You know, Swing just came from a
vaudeville circuit. We heard in Mescal
that he could do almost anything with his
voice.”

Nick was scowling. “Why’s Ethel out
here alone with that dandified outcast
from a play-house?”

“Qutcast?” Audrey echoed, puzzled.
Then with a bit of warmth, “Swing Brit-
ton left the stage to hunt for the Silver
Sisters mine, as you very well know, Nick.

“there's

And why shouldn't Ethel enjoy his
company ?”
“Because Ethel doesnt savvy his

breed,” Nick replied flatly. “Britton’s a
smooth-talking, good-looking cuss, but
we don't know a darn thing about him
beyond that.”

“He’s Dad’s partner,”
minded him.

But she hardly knew what she was
saying. She was fighting tears from her
eyes, struggling against the sobs that rose
in her throat. As soon as Nick saw Ethel
with Swing he’d seemed to forget all about
Audrey. Gone was the tenderness and
fire from his eyes, the sweet huskiness
from his voice.

Audrey bit her lips till they stung and
clenched her hands in the folds of the
buckskin skirt, fighting her deep disap-
pointment. She'd dared to think Nick

Audrey re-

Sanders really loved her because she’d
wanted his love with every breath she
drew. He must have seen the hunger in
her eyes, heard the plea in her voice, and
so had taken her for a walk down the lane.
Had taken her kiss and already for-
gotten it.

In that moment she fiercely hated him
and Ethel Parsons. Then she saw that
Nick was going to break up the twosome
down in the grassy hollow.

“For goodness’ sake,” Audrey ex-
claimed with a laugh so brittle that it
broke. “Ethel is over twenty-one, isnt
she?”

Audrey could see, even if Nick couldnt,
that Ethel was deliberately staging this
little act. She was flirting with the hand-
some stranger just to rouse Nick’s
jealousy. It had been plain to Audrey
from the moment she came to High Mesa
that Ethel wished to be much closer to
Nick than a neighbor and lifelong friend.

Nick hesitated. Then he shrugged and
turned back to Audrey. When they were
again in the darkening lane between the
cottonwoods he stopped abruptly. He
faced Audrey, and in spite of her hurt and
anger she couldnt keep her heart from
beating high with hope. She looked up,
and seeing the first pale star twinkling in
the violet-blue of the twilight sky she
made a fervent wish that Nick would say
it didn’t really matter to him what Ethel
did. That he wanted to talk about Audrey
—and their future.

4h"W/rHAT 1 really aimed to speak about
7 anyhow—" Nick began awkward-
ly, and stopped.
“Yes,” breathed Audrey,
steadfast on the star.
“Reckon there’s no use beating about
the bush,” Nick declared. “It’s Swing
Britton. | don* trust that jasper.”
“Oh!” gasped Audrey. The star dis-
appeared in a mist of tears. “How could
you?”

her gaze
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“1 reckon that glib-talking coyote has
you fooled too,” Nick stated bitterly.
“What | mean is, your father is plung-
ing into this mine hunt blind. He’s bought
the best equipment. He’s packing a roll
that would choke a steer and he’s aiming
to set out tomorrow morning with an
hornbre that he ran into three weeks ago
in Mescal and never heard of before.”

Audrey took a long, quivering breath.
She managed to speak with restraint.

“For your information, Nick Sanders,
my father is an excellent judge of char-
acter. He didnt make a fortune dealing
with people who would swindle him. Now
that he’s retired, if he wants to amuse
himself seeking lost gold mines, you can
rest assured he'll get his money’s worth
out of any venture he goes into.” She
forced her quivering lips to tilt scornfully
at the corners. “After all, Dad’s no fool.”

Even if his daughter is, she added
silently. She turned sharply away from
Nick’s searching gaze.

“I’m not worryin’ so much about your
dad’s wasting his time and dinero,” Nick
said quietly. “1’'m wonderin’ if he knows
how good his chances are of not coming
out of Haunted Mountains at all.”

Audrey whirled about. Her eyes flashed
and her voice trembled. “Don’t be ridicu-
lous! Don't let your absurd jealousy of
Swing Britton make a fool out of you,
Nick Sanders.”

“Jealousy?” He looked startled and

his mouth straightened as he stared at
her flushed face. “You mean you and
that hornbre—” He broke off and the
incredulity faded from his eyes. “I
savvy,” he said curtly. “1 should have
seen how it was.”

Audrey spun away. She ran down the
lane with the tears streaking over her hot
cheeks, holding her hand pressed to her
breast as though to ease the sharp, tearing
pain there.

Later, lying in her dark room, Audrey
heard voices outside her open window.
When she recognized the two speakers
as Nick and her father she sat up and
listened.

“Thanks, Sanders,” her father said
firmly, “but | don* figure I’'m taking any
chances.”

There was a moment’s silence, broken
only by the faint crackle of paper and then
the rasp of a match against a bootsole.
Tobacco smoke drifted in through the
window before Nick spoke again.

“l can recall three other parties that
felt that way, Mr. Brent. They stopped at
High Mesa on the way into the mountains,
too. One was a man with as good an
outfit as you have, one an old desert rat
with only a pack burro and lots of savvy,
the third a pair of young professors on
vacation. They all went into the Haunted
Mountains certain they were on the right
trail to the Silver Sisters mine.” He
paused, then concluded quietly, “None
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of them ever came out to tell about it.”

Audrey couldn't repress a shudder, but
her father seemed unimpressed.

“Things are different with us, Sanders.
Britton and | have a sure thing. He has
the only map of the mine that ever turned
up. He got it from an old-timer who
joined up with his vaudeville act. The
prospector who originally discovered the
Silver Sisters mine was this fellow’s
brother.”

“Then why,” Nick asked dryly, “didn’t
the old jasper claim the mine for him-
self?”

“Superstitious about it, apparently,”
Mr. Brent explained. *“Believed along
with the natives that the Indians had put
a curse on it. Seems like young Britton
helped the old fellow out of a tight spot
and so he gave the map to him.”

“And then,” Nick’s voice was still dry,
“Britton came to you in Mescal with the
story and you financed the whole busi-
ness.”

“With my eyes wide open,” affirmed
Mr. Brent. “And now, Mr. Sanders,
much as I’ve enjoyed staying at your
ranch, and grateful as | am that you folks
will look after my daughter while 1’'m on
this little excursion, my plans still go.”
His voice was pleasantly casual. “Here
comes Miss Parsons. And it’s time for
me to turn in.”

Audrey sat straighter, her slender back
rigid as she listened to Ethel greet her
father. But before his footsteps had died
away Ethel said in a low urgent voice,
“Nick, | had a hunch you were worried
about something.”

“First time | ever saw you lose your
head over a jasper like that, Ethel,” Nick
offered somberly.

“You mean Swing?” Ethel laughed
softly, and in her laughter Audrey recog-
nized feminine triumph. “Nick, darling,
you know | was only teasing you.”

Audrey pressed her hands tight over
her ears. But she couldnt shut out the

soft murmur of their voices, moving away
together in the darkness.

TV[EXT MORNING Audrey watched

” her father and Swing set off with
the two ranch boys whom they’d hired to
help them on the trip. Then she sat down
in the sunny kitchen and accepted a second
cup of coffee from Nick’s pretty, plump
mother.

“Thank goodness the menfolk are all
out of the way for a bit,” Betty Sanders
sighed. 'She answered the question in
Audrey’s eyes with a nod. “Nick’s taken
some block salt out to the pasture.”

Audrey dropped her lashes over tell-
tale blue eyes. She felt a warm rush of
color suffuse her face and neck. Just the
mention of Nick’s name could do that to
her.

“Nick’s an ornery critter even if he is
my son,” Betty mused. "He’s stubborn
as all get out when he gets his heart set
on something. But everything’s got to be
just so before he'll open his mouth.” She
gazed out the window. “His pa was the
same way. | thought he never would pop
the question. Had to see the whole future
laid out like a blueprint first.”

Audrey’s color deepened. She picked
up her teaspoon and sugared her already
sweetened coffee.

Betty went on serenely, “About girls
for instance. Nick can act dumber than a
bronc just out of the hills. But when he
decides things are right for him to marry,
he wont let any grass grow under his
feet.”

There was a flash of color outside the
window. It was Ethel coming from the
corral, a gypsy-red bandana tied about
her smooth black hair.

Betty glanced out with an indulgent
smile. "l dont know how 1’d make out
without Ethel coming over to help me,”
she remarked.

Ethel came into the house like a favor-
ite daughter, greeting Betty with a breezy
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kiss. Audrey’s polite smile felt as though
it were carved on her face. It was plain
as daylight to her that Mrs. Sanders had
guessed 'her secret and was kindly trying
to tell her that when Nick got around to
it he’d marry Ethel.

Hours later Audrey sat curled on an
old bench in the shade of a drooping wil-
low and watched Nick ride in from the
pasture, sitting tall and easy in the saddle.
Coming nearer and nearer. And in the
house, Ethel waited—knowing full well
how desirable she appeared in a saucy
red-checked apron, surrounded by the
rich fragrance of baking chocolate cake.

Audrey could cook, too. But she meant
that to be a pleasant surprise for her
future husband. Suddenly the thought of
any man but Nick coming home to her
was unbearable. She jumped to her feet
and ran down to the corral, obsessed with
the need to see him, to hear him speak
to her alone out in the deserted, sunshine-
flooded corral.

The gate was on the far side of the
barred fence, so she decided to climb over.
Nick had already led his horse inside and
seemed to be in a powerful hurry to get
to the house. Still watching him, Audrey
placed her toes between the cedar poles
and sprang nimbly up, thankful that she
wore sturdy jeans.

And then she gave a sudden cry of
surprise and pain and flailed the air with
her arms as her boot toe firmly caught
in the top rail. She jerked her foot des-
perately and the rail gave way. She
pitched headlong from the top of the fence,
closing her eyes and screaming again as
she fell.

But she never hit the rough, rutted
ground. She was caught in strong arms,
and her eyes opened wide to meet Nick’s
concerned gaze.

“Nick,” she gasped, and her arms went
around his neck, clinging as though she
still feared she would fall.

His arms tightened reassuringly. But

Audrey still clung to him. His face was
almost touching hers, framed by his bat-
tered old Stetson against the burning blue
sky. Brown and clear-eyed and dear to
her beyond the whole world.

His lips, warm and sweet and strong,
came down on hers. He was gathering
her tighter into his arms. For a blessed,
brief instant his face was pressed to hers.
Then he set her on her feet, held her while
she steadied herself.

“These fences are sort of tricky,” he
said quietly. “Reckon you’d better look
twice before you jump.”

t'T'HE NEXT morning Audrey refused

Betty’s invitation to ride over to a
neighboring ranch with her and Ethel.
As soon as the two women were out of
sight, she hurried down to the barn and
saddled her favorite pony. She'd be sure
to catch up with her father and Swing
quite soon, heavily loaded as they were . . .

She couldnt stay at the ranch and face
Nick Sanders again. No telling what she
might do or say. And though he might
kiss her again for a moment as though he
meant it, he would immediately put her
away from him. His eyes would become
guarded and opaque and he’d suddenly be
out of her reach.

The wind was warm on her face and
the sun scorched her back, but she made
good time, heading straight into the foot-
hills and the canyon that Swing had
pointed out. The mountains loomed closer,
darker, and she looked up at them curious-
ly, trying to recall what she’d heard about
this lost mine her father was hunting.

It was named the Silver Sisters mine
because from the mouth of the little side
canyon in which the lost claim was located,
two of the mountain peaks towering over-
head were said to assume the shape of
shawled women. And there was some-
thing about an old Indian curse . . .

Just then, rounding a sharp bend,
Audrey unexpectedly met up with two
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riders coming down from the mountains.
She recognized Ed and Bert, the two boys
who had accompanied her father.

“Why on earth are you going back?”
she asked, fear sharpening her voice.
“Has something happened?”

“Not yet, ma’am,” Bert replied, glanc-
ing swiftly over his shoulder. “But | told
Ed we hadn't ought to go into the Haunted
Mountains, no matter how much your old
man paid.”

“We’re gittin’ out, ma’am, while we
can,” Ed added. “When a voice speaks
to me plumb out of the flat wall of a cliff
and tells me to git, I git. | dont fool
around with no kind of spirits.”

Audrey stared at them in amazement.
It was ridiculous, here in this crystal-clear
dry air, with warm sunshine flooding over
them, to speak of spirits. But the two
boys stuck to their story. As they herded
the mules along the trail that morning, a
short distance behind her father and
Swing, a voice had suddenly thundered
from the face of a cliff, warning them to
turn back while there was yet time.

Ed and Bert went on their way, and
Audrey pushed on up the trail, following
their reluctant directions. The mesquite
and saguaro now rapidly gave way to
scrub oak and manzanita, and the air be-
came sharp and cool. Stopping long
enough to rest her horse and eat her sand-
wiches beside a rushing stream, Audrey
reflected that those boys werent any too
bright anyhow. They’d no doubt been
frightened by an echo, or the wind.

She traveled most of the night, stopping
only to rest her horse, and next afternoon
she came into sight of the camp. She could
see her father, sitting against an upright
slab of stone, making notes in the little
book he carried. Her relief was so sharp
that it left her breathless; she hadn't
known until then how her apprehension
had grown through the long ride.

Her father called a greeting.

“Can’t get up,” he explained as she

came up to him. “Had a little accident
and hurt my leg. Lucky to get out of it
that lightly.” He indicated a heap of
stones and earth and tangled brush.
“Rockslide fell across the trail. Missed
Britton, behind me, by a hair.”

As Audrey explained her presence she
glanced up at the cliffs rearing steeply
overhead. Then, when she’d satisfied
herself that her father’s bruised leg was
properly dressed she walked over to stare
at the pile of fresh debris, trying to reason
herself out of the shock and increasing,
unreasonable terror she felt. Suddenly,
she bent to examine a pale golden gleam.
How, she wondered, had a length of new
rope become almost completely buried in
the rockslide?

“Howdy, Audrey!” Swing’s surprised
voice reached her from the far side of the
camp.

He appeared relieved at her unexpected
arrival. “Mebbe you can argue your dad
into turning back,” he declared. “1’ll do
some scouting around myself and then
report.”

“We’ll see in the morning,” Mr. Brent
decided.

Audrey hoped that he’d be sensible and
leave. Even though it was a shame to
give up this near their goal, she couldnt
shake off the fear that had a strangle hold
on her.

npHAT EVENING she couldnt relax,

bone-weary though she was. The camp-
fire made a bright circle of warmth and
light. But back of that light there were
strange rustlings in the dark. Secret,
mysterious voices of the night. A chill
wind howled down a box canyon like a
fretful spirit.

But no spirit had planted a rope in that
pile of rock debris. Audrey stared in the
flames. What if there was some deter-
mined person or persons who deliberately
kept alive the tale of the old Indian curse,
and meanwhile drove away or murdered
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anyone who came dangerously near the
Silver Sisters mine?

She shivered. She’d tell Swing about
that rope the first chance she had to talk
to him alone. She wouldnt tell her dad
and risk rousing his stubbornness and
defiance.

Audrey resolutely fought against the
homesickness she already felt for High
Mesa Ranch, the heart-hungry longing
for Nick. She lay awake while the camp
quieted. When her father was snoring
peacefully she decided that it would be
safe to waken Swing. But before she
could call him she saw him slip out of
his bed roll, and moving as silently as a
cat, slip away from camp.

Just as silently, Audrey followed. She
could understand his restlessness. Hed
been nervous all evening. His dark eyes
had glittered with excitement, with the
expectancy of finding the lost mine.
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Swing moved swiftly and Audrey barely
managed to keep on his trail. Breathless,
she stumbled into the open mouth of a
little side canyon and paused to listen.
She glanced up just as the moon pushed
through a cloud bank, and a thrill of ex-
citement, of recognition, shot through her.
For clear against the sky rose two oddly-
formed peaks. Like giant, shawled women
they bent toward the little canyon between
them, the moonlight glistening whitely on
their rounded, smooth tops.

The Silver Sisters!

In the excitement of her discovery,
Audrey called to Swing. When he didn't
reply, she looked around hopefully. And
just as her glance crossed the bald face
of the nearest cliff, a deep, thunderous
voice boomed out:

“Go! Leave Haunted Mountains while
you live!”

Audrey gave a gasping cry and froze.
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The voice came straight out of the bare
face of that cliff!

“Swing!” she cried frantically. She
turned and plunged through the brush,
scratching her hands and face, calling for
Swing.

“Audrey, what happened?”
swered close at hand.

She was babbling with terror and shock.

"The voice—the voice that Ed and Bert
heard! D-didn't you hear it?”

Swing laughed, but his laughter was
cut short.

“Reach for the sky, you voice-slingin’,
play-actin’ coyote,” came a sharp com-
mand. “And then let’s hear you laugh.”

“Nick.” Audrey was beyond anything
but a faint whisper for the moment. “This
must be a crazy dream,” she said weakly.

But it wasn't a dream. It was a very
tall and solid Nick who stepped into the
clearing. Swing’s hand darting to his
hip was fast, but Nick was faster. The
shot from his Colt echoed and re-echoed
in the narrow canyon. Swing stood
dumbly staring down at his own gun lying
yards away.

“Mighty nice- little ventriloquist act,”
Nick remarked, coming forward. “They
were right when they said you could do
anything with your voice, Britton. 1 fig-
ured that one out after | ran into Ed and
Bert.”

“And with a rope,” Audrey said clear-
ly, though her knees were buckling be-
neath her. “That’s why the new rope
was buried in the rock slide. You, behind
Dad, swung a loop over a boulder above
and loosened it. You t-tried to kill him.”

He an-

JTACK AT the camp where her father

was hobbling around and yelling what

the hell was going on, Nick explained his
opportune arrival.

“1 wasn’t four hours behind you on the

trail,” he told Audrey. “Then when I

met Ed and Bert | came all the faster.”

He flicked a sharp glance at Swing, sullen
and silent, his hands bound behind him.
“1 laid low to see what this coyote meant
to pull. So | was right on your heels
when you followed him out of camp,
Audrey.”

They reached High Mesa Ranch two
evenings later, and Nick went on into
Mescal with his prisoner.

Betty Sanders fussed over Audrey.
“Nick sure made things hum when he
found you’d struck out for the mountains
alone,” she remarked. “He lit on me and
on Ethel for not mindin’ you. Ethel got
mad and left—for good, she claims.”

“But—but—she and Nick—" Audrey
faltered.

“Honey,” Mrs. Sanders said gently,
“if Nick had wanted to marry Ethel he’d
a done it long ago. Like I said, he’s plumb
stubborn about such things. Everything’s
got to be just so with him before he’ll say
his say.”

That evening. Nick rode in, looking so
handsome that Audrey’s heart turned clear
over. After supper, in an extremely polite
manner, he invited her to walk down the
lane.

She went, stepping along in her fringed
buckskin skirt, her brown curls blowing
and her blue eyes wide.

“About Britton turning out to be such
a sidewinder.” Nick began gravely, “did
—did you really care?”

“Mr?” Audrey cried. “Long as he got
caught before he did any real damage, of
course | don't care. I'm glad.”

Nick’s relieved smile broke like the sun
coming out of clouds. “Then,” he said,
“I reckon it’s all right for me to tell you
I've loved you from the day you set foot
on the ranch—"

Audrey went into his arms with a sob.
Then he kissed her and she was lost to
the world again, with the rustling cotton-
woods like tiny angels’ wings beating
through her.



by Sandy Mill

is back again for another roundup

of the latest doin’s on wax—and
what did you think of the last crop?
Takin’ a sort of bird’s eye view, | see
that my predictions on two really paid
off. If you haven't been driven crazy
listening to Art Mooney’s Four Lcaj
Clover, we have out here. | hear tell that
the MGM waxing has passed the million
mark. Not bad for a song more than
twenty-five years old. Tex Williams
Never Trust a Woman seems to have
caught on, too. Guess there are a lot of
guys who go for that talk—and a lot of
women curious to hear just what Tex
has to say.

Well, to get on with the business of this
month’s latest, | thought you might like
to have me corral what | know of
America's number one cowboy hero,
whose life story will soon be immortalized
on the screen. Genial Gene Autry of
movie, record and radio fame. People
are forever writing in to hear about this
Oklahoman who made good, but there is
so much of interest about him it’s hard
to tell where to start.

Frinstance, did you know that Gene
might still be a teletype operator in Chel-
sea, Oklahoma, if Will Rogers hadnt
happened by and heard him sing ? It hap-

I I ELLO,. FOLKS, your record rater

pened this way. Gene was punching a
key for a living back in "Twenty-nine, and
one night while he was strumming his
guitar and humming, a man came in to
send a telegram. Gene didnt pay any
particular attention to him—just kept on
playing and singing. When he stopped,
the stranger came over and in that famous
drawling voice said, “Well, young feller,
all I can say is that you're wasting your
time out here. You ought to be in radio.”
With that he put down his telegram,
smiled and walked out. That was the
boost that Gene needed ; he quit his job
and set out to be a singer. It was years
later that Will found out that his chance
remark was the inspiration for Gene
Autry’s fabulous career.

America’s leading cowboy box-office
attraction was born in Texas and grew up
in Oklahoma. His dad was a cattle buyer,
and Gene learned a lot about the cattle
business by helping out after school. He
was still a youngster when he started
working for the railroad and learned his
dots and dashes from the railroad teleg-
rapher. But after Will Rogers led him
to quit his job in Chelsea, he took his
guitar and headed for New York. Three
weeks later he was back in Oklahoma—
broke.

He kept trying, though, and soon landed

o Riding the Record Range "
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a job in a Tulsa station, KVVO. You
folks out there may remember Gene when
he was Oklahoma’s Singing Cowboy. He
attracted a big following and was soon
signed by a record company. His first
record was a song he wrote with another
telegraph operator, called Silver-Haired
Daddy 0} Mine, and it sold more than a
million copies. After that he landed a
radio spot in Chicago, and then a Holly-
wood contract. He had a small spot in
a Ken Maynard horse opera, but his fan
mail was so huge that Hollywood bowed
to public demand and featured Gene in his
own movie. He starred in many serials
and his first full length motion picture
was Tumbling Tumbleweeds.

In addition to being America’s number
one cowboy Gene has held a lot of firsts
since his career reached its peak in movie-

land. Did you know he was the first
cowboy to make recordings . . . the
first singing cowboy on radio . . . the
first to make singing westerns . . . and

the first movie star to have a town named
after him? Yes sir, that’s true, for there’s
a town in Oklahoma called Gene Autry.

During the war Gene was a flight
officer, and the first thing he did after
serving Uncle Sam,for three years was
to join the USO and tour the South
Pacific. Now he’s back in uniform again
—his cowboy outfit. If you can’t see him
riding at a rodeo or in his pictures, you
can always hear his records, for he’s con-
sistently one of the best sellers.

I hope you've enjoyed this little Autry
sketch, folks. And if you have any other
favorites you’d like to see in this celebrity
corral, just pick up your pen 'n let me
know.

Curly Williams

Here’s another Columbia Records
folk-artist; they sure have a good crop
of them. Curly is one of the best modern
hillbillies in the business, and, like many

other folk-artists, is going in for a sort
of orchestra in dance tempo with a sweet
violin, instead of the standby harmonica
and guitar. Frankly, I like both, just so’s
the artist is good at it—and Curly'is plenty
good. The first side features Curly sing-
ing Just A-Pickin’ and A-Singin’, and
it has a lively string band accompaniment
of the Georgia Peachpickers. This first
side is a novelty number, but it’s the other
side | really go for. It’s The Georgia
Polka, and | bet my new boots you’ll be
hoppin to this one, it’s that good and
lively. That’s Joe Pope who does such a
fine job on the vocals.

Karl and Harty

The rather cynical trend to warn men
from mixing numerous ingredients with
women is heard in Capitol’s Americana
series featuring the talented twosome of
Karl and Harty. You’lll weep in your
beer when you hear this sad song, but
take heed . . . Don't Mix Whiskey with
Women. This type of musical story is
always a good bet, and it takes on added
color with the musical mood contributed
by the guitar and mandolin—oh, so sad.
You Cooked Your Goose with Me is a
typical folk humor tune, and those who go
for hillbilly songs will like this.

Salty Holmes with his Brown Country
Boys

Decca Records doesn’t feature too many-
folk artists, but with Salty Holmes,
theyve got someone to sing about. Salty
is a new Country Series artist—a slick
and skilful harmonica player who has
been a frequent guest on the Red Foley
“Grand Old Opry” program on Saturday
nights. This, his first for Decca, features
an original composition which he also
popularized. It’s Mama Blues, very com-
mercial, and with some very unusual har-

(Continued on page 98)



When a Western moon is shining
On mountain, hill and plain,
And the stock is all corraled
It’s time to sing again.

Then the campfires flicker brightly,
And cowboys gather round

To croon of lonesome prairies
Where the purple sage is found.

And Western maids ivho listen
Wander out to stand close by,
While the silver moon above them
Slowly winks a solemn eye.

For he knows that moonlight magic
Still abounds in this wide land,

And lovers, two by two, ivill soon
Go walking hand in hand.

For night and music, lad and lass
Were made for hours like this,

And when the moon dips low, romance
Is branded with a kiss!

mCatherine E. Berry
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carpet, inches deep, on the Running-
Deer trail. They silenced the hoofs
of Fran Bonner's pinto as, with the cool
mountain breeze against her cheeks, she
reined the mount around the sharp bend.

Then she caught her breath in quick
astonishment. Ahead was a bunch of wild
turkeys, clustered about a spring! She’d
taken them plumb by surprise—but now
the big birds saw her and took instant
flight, their wings drumming and their
feathers flashing color.

Fran quieted the pinto’s rearing and
snorting. She pushed her sombrero back
from her small, lovely, but troubled face.
“Gosh!” she said aloud. “Calico, old boss,

PINE NEEDLES formed a cushiony

we’ve seen something today! | never
thought 1°d get that close to wild
turkeys!”

“You wont again, likely,” observed a
masculine voice. “Not if you always do
that good a job of scatterin’ ’em.”

Fran swung to stare at the lank, tanned
young hombre who rose out of some brush
that had been piled against a windfall. She
felt color come to her cheeks. From the
tone of the man’s voice, it seemed that
she’d done something wrong. And Fran’s
feelings were bruised enough already,
without being told off by this underfed-
looking stranger.

“What was | supposed to do, cackle or
something to let them know | was com-
ing?” she demanded, lifting her chin.
“And what were you doing, hiding in that
brush? This isnt hunting season!”

The man was building himself a smoke.
He licked the paper carefully, and
watched her with level gray eyes that
seemed amused.

“Maybe | was scared one of them big
gobblers would mistake me for a grass-
hopper, an’ eat me.”

70

Ssy
Kenneth L.
Sinclair

“Oh!” Fran suddenly realized that this
must be the man she had come up here to
find. And if he was, she sure had gotten
things off to a bad start. “You-—you’re
camping at Wild Horse Lake, arent you?
I heard about you down in Sycamore.
I’'m Fran Bonner, and | want to hire you
to—"

Her words were coming with a rush
now, crowded by the urgency and the
worry behind them. But he held up a
hand and interrupted her.

“Hold on there!l Wait a minute. My
ears ain’t geared to talk that comes at ’em
that fast. There’s time an’ to spare, up
here in the forest. Kind of draw off from
things a ways, an’ take it easy. Light
down. We’ll sit on the grass here, till you
catch your breath.”

Fran obeyed, almost without realizing
that she was doing so. The stranger’s
easy-going calmness seemed to be con-
tagious.

U'VOU’RE RAY WALTON?” she

A asked. “The storekeeper in Syca-
more, where you bought supplies, said
that you looked like a top hand.”

“Well, I've throwed a catch rope, a
time or two. But | ain't lookin’ for work
right now.”

“Oh please! 1ve got to make a beef
gather. -There isn’t much stock—the two
of us should be able to do it in four days.
But | can’t do it alone!”

He glanced at her in mild surprise.
And suddenly she was aware of the fact
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Beautiful Fran thought she had sparked the
paint-slinger’s interest— till he gave her the

brushoff for a blonde!
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that, in worn, denim levis and man-style
shirt, she didn’t look altogether helpless.

But he said, “You must want to bring
in them critters powerful bad. Cant you
get any help down around Sycamore?”

“They’re all afraid!” she burst out—
then instantly regretted what she had
said. “Dad’ range is rough country,”
she amended. “B-but | e just got to turn
those critters into cash. Dad’s in jail—I
cant just leave him in that terrible place,
and it takes money to get him out.”

Amusement flickered again in those dis-
turbing gray eyes. “What’d he do, kick
his heels too high on Saturday night?”

She shook her dark head. “It was just
a harmless prank! But someone turned it
into a robbery, and theyve got Dad
charged with it.”

Ray Walton leaned back, resting his
elbows on the grass, and looked up at the
deep blue of the Arizona sky. *Sounds
like-you Bonners are a rip-snortin’ outfit—
Say, did anybody ever tell you that the
way your nose kind of tilts up at the end
is a sign of a mischievous disposition?”

Fran wondered why that odd comment
should bring a sudden warm glow to her
heart. But she was spared from thinking
of a suitable retort by the sharp clip-clop
of hoofbeats which announced the arrival
of another party.

The rider was Cline Sawdell. Stocky,
with quick impatience in all his move-
ments, he brought his Arabian horse
around the bend of the trail and dis-
mounted.

He slapped his quirt against the leg
of his riding breeches as he strode for-
ward. “Saw you line out this way, Fran,”
he said. “Figured this was what you had
in mind, so | thought 1’d better follow
along. She been trying to hire you,
drifter ?”

Ray Walton didn’t seem nettled any.
He yawned. *“Yup. She wasn’t gettin’
anywhere with it, though. We drifters
are a mighty lazy lot.”

Cline looked satisfied. “Just as well.
She’s all worked up over nothing. You
know how these fillies are—the closer
you get ’em to the altar, the more skit-
tish they get.”

“1 wouldnt know about that,” Ray
said. “Always sort of stood back from
'em a ways, an’ watched the fool things
that others did when they went courtin’.”

Cline’s face hardened. Ray was on his
feet now—and for a moment the two
faced each other. Fran scrambled to her
feet too, realizing that, beneath the sur-
face, there was a subtle clash between
these men.

Cline was glaring. He was handsome,
Fran had always thought, in a square-
jawed pugnacious sort of way. He had
an office in Sycamore town where he
conducted an ore-buying business and
loaned money to stockmen on the side.
Until a few weeks ago, he never had given
Fran a second glance.

Then he started calling around, at the
ramshackle Lazy B spread, almost every
night. Within a week he had proposed—
and he kept right on proposing.

Now he warned Ray Walton, “Dont
get humorous with me, drifter. And stay
away from the Sycamore country!”

“Generally,” Ray said, “l go where
I damn well please.”

“Meaning you’re going to help this
fool girl with her beef gather?”

“Maybe.”

Cline shook his head. “Cowboy, if you
ever get near that Lazy B, they’ll carry
you—"

Ray's hand dropped, with magical
speed, to the gun that Fran hadnt even
noticed he had. The weapon seemed to
leap from the holster, and center upon
Cline Sawdell.

/pLINE’S MOUTH worked a couple
A of times, before sound came forth.
“Gunman, eh?” he said in a fury-
strangled voice.
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“Nope. Just an hombre who likes to
have things calm, placid, an’ serene. |'ve
learned that the best way to handle a
gent with mean ideas is to do what he’s
thinkin’ of doing—one jump ahead of
him! Now climb on that fancy horse, an
git!”

Cline retreated to the Arabian. But he
wasnt through yet. He said, “No man
living can pull a gun on me twice. You'll
be well advised to stay plumb away from
these parts, drifter. | carry a lot of weight
around here.”

“Carry some around your middle, too,”
Ray said dryly. “But you got me so terri-
fied, this minute, that 1’'m shakin’ like an
aspen leaf. Better mosey down that trail,
before my finger triggers this shootin’
iron accidental.”

Cline mounted up, his face dark with
wrath, and reined the Arabian roughly to
the trail. In a moment the bend hid him
from sight.

“Gosh!” Fran breathed.

Ray grinned, like the row had ruffled
his feathers not a bit. “Reckon you've
hired yourself a hand, Miss Fran. | dont
aim to get inquisitive, but | cant help
wonderin” what kind of a ranch you got,
where there ain't a solitary hired hand to
do the work.”

“Well . . .” Fran paused, wishing she
could think of some neat way of bending
the truth around a little. *It’s not much
of a spread, any more. All the cowboys
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quit. They couldnt put up with finding
their stirrup-straps unbuckled, salt in the
stigarbowl, and water in the bunkhouse
lamp. That sort of thing wore them down,
| guess.”

He gave her a sudden, understanding
grin. “Your dad?”

She nodded. “Uh-huh. Dad’ a grand
old guy—but | think he just never grew
up.”

“He sounds like quite an old gobbler,
Fran. Tell you what I’ll do—I"l go get
the horse | got staked out up the slope
a ways, and ride over to the lake after
my stuff. You stay here and rest. You
must be tired after the ride up here, and
I dont reckon Sawdell will be coinin’
back.”

Ray loosened the cinch of Fran’s saddle,
and led the pinto to the spring for a drink.
Then he stepped into the pile of brush,
and emerged a moment later with a big
piece of paper which he rolled carefully
and tucked under his arm. Fie gave Fran
a reassuring grin and set off at an easy,
long-legged stride through the pines.

Fran rested. But Ray Walton’s lean,
tanned face, with that ready grin that
fitted it so naturally, started haunting
her.

Partly to be doing something, partly
because her curiosity was bubbling up,
she rose and went over to the pile of
brush. It was arranged in horseshoe
shape, and as she stepped inside she saw
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a narrow opening through which the oc-
cupant could watch the spring.

There was a sort of tripod affair, made
of pine sticks, in the blind. It supported a
two-foot-square board. The ground under
it was littered with pencil stubs.

The hombre had been hunting turkeys,
all right—but not with a gun. With a
pencil.

Fran whistled softly. “Have | hired a
cowboy—" she mused, “or an artist?”

After Ray had come back, leading a
laden pack-horse, and they had started
toward Sycamore town, she asked him

point-blank.
“Little of both, 1 guess,” he told her.
“Between ridin’ jobs, | like to sling a

little paint. Always wanted to make a
picture of wild turkeys, so | came up here
to fix up some workin’ sketches.”

Fran glanced at him through long
lashes, wondering at the sudden feeling
of shyness which possessed her. “1’m sure
sorry | scared the turkeys away,” she
told him.

“Never you mind that, Fran. Right
now I’'m wonderin’ why that Sawdell
cuss is so all-fired interested in keepin’
you from making your beef gather.”

“He wants to marry me.”

Ray tilted back his head and grinned.
“Now that clears it all up fine! If that’s
his style of courtin’, why dont he just
throw rocks at you?”

“You don’t understand! I’ve turned
him down. And now that Dad’s in jail,
Cline thinks he can crowd me into chang-
ing my mind, by fixing things so I can’t
get Dad out without his help.”

Ray looked thoughtful. “Let’s go see
your dad, in that Sycamore calaboose,”
he said after a while. “I got a little
money.”

FIUT WHEN Sam Endicott, sheriff of
Sycamore county, told Ray that
Fran’s father was being held for three

hundred dollars bail, the cowpuncher-
artist shook his head.

“More’n | got,” he admitted. “Could
we see the prisoner?”

“Sure,” Endicott said, taking a .big
ring of keys down from a nail and ambling
along the cell corridor. “But keep
away from ’im, else you’ll likely find a
rotten egg in your watch-pocket, or some-
thin’ such. Fley, Bonner, you got com-
pany !”

Trem Bonner reached a hand through
the bars to shake with Ray, when Fran
introduced them. Jail hadnt taken any of
the pepper out of old Trem. His face was
as rosy as ever, his very blue eyes alert
as they inspected Ray Walton.

“Fran roped you in, huh? Figured she
would. All she’s got to do, that daughter
of mine, is crook her finger an’ all the
young bucks in the Sycamore country

come a-runnin’.
“Dad!" Fran snapped.

“It’s kind of odd,” Ray said, “that all
those young bucks you mentioned didn't
pitch right in and help her gather that
beef.”

“With all of ’em owin’ money to Cline
Sawdell, one way or another?” old Trem
demanded. “Many a young ranny that
thinks he’s in love, I’ve noticed, calms
down awful sudden when it comes to a
choice between the gal an’ eatin’ regular.”™

“Old-timer,” Ray said, “you’re a keen
observer. Now, just what did you do to
get yourself locked up in this place?”

“Nothin” at all! Well . . . next to
nothin’. All | done was sneak into ol’ man
Kirby’s house an’ stuff some tarpaper up
the chimbly of his stove. When a man
builds a fire, the heat makes the tarpaper
sort of swell, an’ the smoke backs up an’
pours out of the stove right elegant. But
the thing was, somebody robbed Kirby
of his life savin’s that same night—the
ol’ fool had ’em stuck in a cheese-box,
Since | was seen leavin’ the place, they
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got me tallied for a thief! When all |
aimed to do was stir things up a mite. .

Ray reached through the bars to put his
hand on Trem’ shoulder. “Dont you
worry, old-timer. We’ll get you out of
here before the environment plumb
poisons your better nature.”

Sheriff Endicott snorted loudly. “Don’t
lose any sleep over that, stranger ! Trem’s
been in here so many times, we've talked
about buildin’ a special cell for ’im. If the
charge aint distrubin’ the peace, it’s a
complaint swore out by the victim of one
of his jokes.”

Ray gave Fran a sharply quizzical look
that made her want to sink through the
floor. Without coming right out and say-
ing so, she had given him the idea that her
father was a stranger to jails, and that
that was the reason she wanted to get
him out as soon as possible. Now she'd
been caught in her fib.

But a grin creased Ray’s lean features.
“Reckon we’d better go see the gent who
got robbed, Fran,” he said, mildly.

UST AS they passed the bank, on their
way to old Lost-Lode Kirby’s cabin,
Cline Sawdell’s flashy station wagon tore
down the street and came to a halt in front
of Cline’s office.

The girl who got out matched the sta-
tion wagon for style. She was a little taller
than Fran, slim and trim in her outfit of
white silk blouse, breeches' and polished
riding boots. Her blond hair fell to her
shoulders in soft waves.

Ray whistled softly. “Well! Now who
might that be?” he inquired, watching
the girl go into Cline’s office.

Fran was a while answering. She was
acutely aware of her own faded working
outfit. And, for some fool reason that she
couldnt quite savvy right this minute,
she was infuriated by Ray’s alert male
interest in the lithe and graceful bit of
scenery he’d just observed.

“That’s—that’s Veronica,” sire told
him, biting back her feeling of chagrin.
“Cline’s sister.”

“Hmmm! Right pretty gal. Slick as a
fresh-curried colt. Calculates to get her-
self looked at, too.”

Fran couldnt summon an answer for
that. But she made a quick resolve: The
minute she got home she was going to
get out of these working duds and into
that new dress. If this long-geared galoot
liked ’em slick and flashy, she aimed to
show him that she could keep up with
Veronica any old day !

She was still deep in contemplation
when they reached Kirby’s place. The
whiskery old prospector, lamed by injur-
ies he’d received in a mine cave-in years
ago, seemed glad to have someone to talk
to.

“Yes-siree,” he said sadly. “That skunk
took every cent of my savin’s—nigh onto
eight hundred dollars—from this ol’
cheese-box | kep’ under my bunk. Didn*
touch anything else, though. Had all my
maps showin’ the lost mines in there, too,
but he let 'em be.”

“Lost mines?” Ray asked.

“Yep! I got more lost-mine savvy than
any other man in the country, | reckon.
Spent a good many years huntin’ em.
Got maps for mines all the way from the
Lost Dutchman, down by Weaver’s
Needle, to the Blue Bucket, up in Oregon.
Here—nhave yerself a look.”

Fran could tell, by Ray’s expression,
that he’d heard all about lost mines. Gen-
erally speaking, the legends were pretty
much alike—and for every mine, there
were a hundred “authentic” maps float-
ing around.

But Kirby had unshakable faith in the
legends. “These are worth more’n the
money, to me,” he went on, leafing
through his maps. “Got an even dozen of
'em— Hey! There’s one, here, that looks
like new paper. That aint right . .
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With trembling hands, the oldster un-
folded the paper. It was blank. Hurriedly
Kirby counted the remaining maps.

“One of 'era's gone!” he announced
despairingly. “It’s—it’s the one for the
Sleepin’ Burro Mine that the skunk
swiped! He slipped this blank paper in its
place, figurin’ maybe that 1°d just count the
papers an’ decide they was all here.”

“You think Trem Bonner did it?” Ray
asked.

“Shucks, no! Me’n that ol’ foozler, we
been feudin’ back an’ forth for years,
puttin’ gunpowder in each other’s ’baccy
an’ such. But he wouldnt steal my map.
Funny thing, though—that mine is sup-
posed to be right around here some’ers.
The map don* tell where. All it shows is
the Injun tunnels inside the mine, a regu-
lar maze of ’em, with the gold at the end
of just one partic’lar tunnel. Likely they
never was timbered, an’ most of ’em have
caved in, an’ a man’d have to dig—”

In another moment, Kirby would have
been wound up on his favorite subject,
but Ray Walton interrupted gently, “It’s
getting pretty late in the day, old-timer.
Fran and | will have to hit the leather to
get to her ranch by dark. Thanks a heap
—and | hope you get your map back.”

AT THE Lazy B ranch-house, Fran
stepped out of her room and braved
the shrewd scrutiny of Maria, the cook.

A slow, knowing smile came to her
face. “Senorita, you are pretty like the
picture, ft! You make the young hombre
open wide the eyes, I’'m theenk!”

“Don’t be silly, Maria. | just want to
show him that even in the back country,
people can be civilized.”

“Ees that what make the blue eyes
shine like the star?” Maria inquired
knowingly, as she finished setting the
table.

But when Ray Walton came in from
the bunkhouse, reasonably curried and

slicked up, he didn’t open his eyes wide.
He just stopped in his tracks and said,
“Good gosh!”

“What’s the matter?” Fran smiled.

His gulp was audible. “In that dress,
with your hair so—well, you look like—
you look like— Well—good gosh!”

With that for a send-off, the meal went
pretty well. Maria hovered around more
than was necessary, eyeing Ray with ap-
proval and sending meaningful glances
Fran’s way.

After the pie and coffee, it took some
coaxing to get Ray to go out to the bunk-
house and bring in some of his paintings.
But when Fran saw them she caught her
breath.

“Why, they’re all—beautiful! People
would leap at a chance to buy them.”

Fie shook his head. “They ain’t for
sale, Fran. | paint ’em because | like to
do it.”

Fran looked at his lean, calm young
face, and felt a deepening stir of interest
in her heart. Quickly, she put her hand
on his arm.

“Ray, | feel guilty about dragging you
into this. Cline has kept everybody else
from helping me make the gather—and

after the way he threatened you ... Please
be careful!”
“Shucks, I’ll make out. I’'m an hombre

that likes trouble not at all, anyhow. Like
to stand off a ways from things, to get a
better look at ’em. First thing in the
morning we’ll start that gather, Fran.”

Before she could guess his intention, he
bent his head and brushed her lips with
his. The kiss, brief as it was, filled her
with tingling shivers.

“ *Night,” he said, and strode off.

With the brilliant light of an Arizona
moon streaming through her window, and
the image of Ray’s easy, humorous grin
filling her thoughts, Fran was a long
while getting to sleep. She found herself
treasuring, in memory, every moment of
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his nearness . . . his kiss. . . But at last

she slept.

HEN SHE woke, it was with sur-

prise to see that the sun was high.
Dressing hurriedly in her working out-
fit—but spending a little extra time with
her hair—she called to Maria in the
kitchen.

The Mexican woman told her that Ray
had eaten his breakfast long ago; that he'd
saddled and gone, before sunrise.

She hurried through breakfast, then
went out to catch and saddle Calico.
Mounted, she rode swiftly up the canyon
trail and through the broken country that
comprised the Lazy B range.

Worry pulled at Fran’s nerves. And
with it, a feeling of annoyance, because
Ray had ridden off without waiting for her
to guide him.

Yet it was with a sense of tremendous
relief that she saw him round a bend of
the trail and come rapidly toward her.

“Ray!” she called. “Didn't you find
any of the stock?”

He nodded, grinning slightly. “Yup.
Seen a few. But we cant make a gather
—all you've got left is breeding stock,
and if you sold that you’d have nothing to
build a herd on. I reckon your dad will
have to stay in jail. He seems right at
home there, anyway.”

Fran stiffened. Did he have to remind
her of the way she’d played on his sym-
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pathy by letting him think that her father
was a stranger to jails?

“You don’t understand!” she cried.
“It's not just to get him out. 1ve got to
hire a lawyer!”

“l got a better idea. Just sit back
an—"

“I certainly will not sit back! Darn it
mister, you're working for me. Either
take orders or quit!”

Even as she said that, she wondered
what imp of temper possessed her.

And his reaction was about what she
expected. He thumbed back his Stetson,
got a stubborn, I-wont-be-pushed-
around-by-a-woman look on his lean face,
and said, “Little Miss Firecracker, by
gosh! Just for that, I'll let you stew a
while. Good-bye!”

Lifting his horse to a lope, he swept
past her.

Feeling thoroughly angry with her
temper, with Ray, and with everything
in general, Fran returned to the ranch.
Maria gave her a shrewd glance.

“Senorita, what is the matter? Is it
that the young hombre ’‘ave give you the
kiss—or that he ’‘ave not?”

Fran fled to her room. There, she put
trembling hands to her cheeks and stared
accusingly at her reflection in the mirror.

“Did you have to go an’ fall in love
with that spindly, paint-slingin’ galoot?”
she demanded.

The mood lasted a while. But along in
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the afternoon curiosity and worry over
what might be happening in Sycamore got
the best of her. She saddled and rode into
town, stopping at the jail to ask old Tretn
if Ray had been in to see him.

“Nope,” her father informed her. “But
I been seein’ plenty of what’s goin’ on!
Jail’s the best place | know, to keep up
to date on what happens. Right through
this window | seen your long-legged
cowboy hobnobbin” with Cline Sawdell,
there in the street. They was practically
pattin’ each other’s backs! What did you
put that cowboy up to, anyway?”

“N-nothing!” Fran blurted, through a
sudden screen of tears.

She left the jail as soon as she could.
But just as she slipped Calico’s reins from
the hitch-pole she saw Ray come out of
Cline’s office and cross the street to the
cafe. He wasn't alone. Lithely matching
his stride and keeping a dainty hand on
his arm—uwas Veronica Sawdell.

She was nearly out of town when Ray
came running along the sidewalk. *“Fran!
I got to tell you—ui

“You dont have to tell me anything!”
she said icily. “You can come after your
gear and your paintings any time. And
I'm glad you don’t have to stand off a
ways from Veronica, to see how pretty
she is!”

Wanting to bite her tongue off for hav-
ing betrayed her feelings, she dusted Cal-
ico with the ends of the reins and got out
of there.

CHE WAS sitting on the Lazy B porch
A that evening, trying to get used to the
fact that Ray had sold out for money and
a pretty face, when the sound of approach-
ing hoofs set her nerves to tingling.

But it wasn't Ray. It was Cline Saw-
dell, and he swung down from his horse
and helped himself to a chair. He had a
complacent look on his square-jawed face.

“Kind of throwed a crimp in your little
scheme, didn't it, when your drifter cow-

boy went to work for me? He’s kind of
taken a shine to Sis, too.” Cline leaned
over and patted Fran’s hand.

She snatched it away. But that didnt
seem to ruffle him any—he was used to it
by now.

“Best thing for you to do,” he informed
her, “is get down off your high horse and
marry me. You’ll have money, fine clothes,
a car. We can put that father of yours in
an institution—"

“Dad’s not crazy!” she flared. “It’s
just that he lived in pioneer mining camps
when he was young, and they had no
amusement except playing jokes on each
other. It got into his blood. Now you get
out of here, Cline Sawdell!”

She stamped her foot But Cline just
grinned and moved toward her, reaching
out his arms.

Suddenly, the screen door creaked and
Maria stood there with a cleaver held
meaningly in her hand.

“Hombre,” she said, “is bes’ you get
the hell out!”

Cline got. But his going didnt change
anything, as Fran realized during the
long, sleepless night. He had her in a
corner. The only way she could keep her
father from a probable prison sentence
was to accept Cline’s money—and pro-
posal.

In the morning Fran dried her eyes and
rode to Sycamore, resolved to go through
with it.

But she found the town in a state of
wild excitement. Lost-Lode Kirby came
limping out of the cafe to tell her the
news.

“Big robbery last night, Fran! Some-
body burgled Cline Sawdell’s office. He
found it out when he opened up this morn-
in’,an’ he up an’ accused that cowpoke
you hired. They found Walton sleepin’ in
the haymow of the livery barn, an’ they
got ”im in the calaboose right now!”

Followed by Kirby, Fran hurried into
the jail. In the cell next to Trem’s, look-
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ing calm and unconcerned, was Ray Wal-
ton. The sheriff and a group of townsmen
were milling around in the corridor. Cline
was there, too, looking angry and grim.

DAY GAVE Fran a ghost of a smile.
“Now that everybody’s here,” he
said, “I might as well confess—

“W ait!” Fran cried impulsively. “Sher-
iff, he couldnt have done it! He was at
the Lazy B last night!”

“Thanks, Fran,” Ray said, giving her
a look that made her heart race wildly.
“But it’s no go. 1’'m guilty as hell. You
see, | found a lot of signs of activity, of
comin’s and goin’s, out there on the Lazy
B range yesterday. What happened was
that Sawdell or somebody workin’ for him
stumbled onto the lost Sleepin’ Burro
Mine. But it was on Lazy B land—so
Sawdell figured a good way to get the
property was to marry into the Bonner
family.”

“The drifter’s lyin’!” Cline barked.
“He’s got no proof!”

Ray’s smile turned wintry. “l was coin-
in’ to that. Havin' found the mine, Saw-
dell discovered he was up against a stone
wall. The thing was all caved in—he’d
have to dig out a whole mountain to find
where the gold was. So he stole Kirby’s
map, aimin’ to get Trem Bonner blamed
for it— Trem, who put you up to pullin
that whizzer on Kirby?”

“Hell!” piped old Trem, in sudden
comprehension. “l was havin’ me a drink
in the sloon, an’ Cline drifted in an’ we
got talkin’ about jokes 1'd pulled off, an’
he said—”

“That’s about what | figured,” Ray
interrupted. “But the thing was to get
hold of some proof. | had to play up to
Sawdell, hang around his office till 1 found
out where he kept his valuables. Then, by
a little burglary, | found this.”

He reached into his pocket, took out a
[folded and yellowed bit of paper and
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handed it through the bars to Lost-Lode
Kirby. “That your map, old-timer?”

“Sure is!” Kirby exclaimed. * Sawdell,
you dirty—"

Quick as lightning, Cline whipped out
a gun. Sweeping it in little arcs to cover
the crowd, he backed toward the door,
beads of sweat glistening on his face.

“Don’t try anything, boys!” he warned.

There was no danger of that. The
sheriff and townsmen stood open-
mouthed, stunned. But in that moment
of paralysis, Fran saw Ray reach through
the bars and pluck a .45 from the holster
of one of the crowd.

Cline saw that move, too, and swerved
his gun toward Ray. And with her breath
frozen in her throat, Fran heard the roar
of two shots, so closely spaced that they
sounded like one.

Cline's bullet plowed into the ceiling—
Ray’s had already struck the jasper’s arm,
upsetting his aim and spinning him
around by its impact. Through the chok-
ing shower of plaster-dust from the ceil-
ing Fran saw Cline pinned to the door-
jamb by the weight of a dozen angry men
before he could fire again.

When things had quieted down a little,
Ray yelled for the sheriff.

“Endicott, are you going to let me out
of this cage, or do | have to kiss this gal
through the bars?”

Ray was released at once. But it was
going to take a court order to get old
Trem out, because formal charges had
been filed. On the way to the courthouse,
Ray suddenly stopped and pulled Fran
around to face him.

His eyes were solemn. “Little lady,”
he said. “First 1'm gonna propose—and
then 1’'m gonna kiss you.”

“It’s okay with me,” Fran sighed. “Just
dont stand back a ways—that’s all.”

Ray did plumb well with the proposal.
And then Fran lifted her face for the kiss
that filled her with tingling shivers . . ,
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ELLY FRAZER was almost re-
D lieved when she was not met at
the station, she felt so tired and
dusty from the long trip. A hot hath would
perk her up; a little rest would make her
look more like a bride-to-be, and, since
she had been only a little girl when
George had seen her last, she wanted to
make a specially good impression. But,
as she looked over the crowd at the sta-
tion she thought: He could have sent a
message.
A freckle-faced boy was shouting at
her: “Help you with your bag, lady?”
“Why—yes,” she said, smiling down
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Delly was slow to recognize

Jack Simmons — but with
him was the most gorgeous
girl she had ever seen.

at him. “Thank you very much. | want
to go to the best hotel, please.”

“There ain't a hotel, lady,” someone
spoke up. It was an ancient, bearded man,
weighted down by two heavy pistols.

Delly’s consternation must have shown
in her expression. The man added in a
kindly manner, “Didn’t you say somebody
was going to meet you?”

“But he's not here,” she said. “Maybe
the telegram didn't arrive. If only—" She
glanced over the crowd again. “I’'m sure
he’ll come!”

“Looky here, lady,” the old-timer said.
“You’re a mighty pretty little filly. This
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country is short on ladies, especially good
looking ones, and that feller’s been ex-
pecting you a long time. Chances are he
got to waiting around a saloon or two
and is dead drunk right now. You tell
me who he is and I’ll sober him up for
you. I'm Pete McKee—station-master.”

“Oh, George wouldn't drink," she said,
confidently. But the man only lifted his
heavy eyebrows as if he had never heard
of a man who would not bend an elbow
on occasion.

“l mean George Polk,” she went on.
“Mr. George Polk. He’s from my home
town. We were—I| mean—he was going
to meet me here.”

“Oh, George?” the man said. He asked
the boy in an exaggerated tone of defer-
ence, “You seen Mr. Polk?”

The kid nodded. He seemed frightened.

“Which saloon’s he in?”

“Ain’t in any,” the boy said.

“Then where on earth is he?” Delly
cried.

“Gone!”

“Looky here, kid,” the old-timer said.
“Where’s George at?”

“Yonder.” The boy pointed to the blue
haze of mountains far off on the western
horizon. “He lit out yesterday. Said he
was going to California. He stole Jack
Simmons’ best horse—and—went—"

“That’s preposterous,” Delly insisted.

A crowd had gathered. There were no
women in it at all, and Delly began to feel
fear. These men were all staring at her
in such a queerly intent manner. No one
offered to help her. But one of the men
confirmed the boy’s statement.

“And that ain’t all. If you was to ask
me,” he said, “George aint likely to come
back.”

Delly was afraid that she might break
down and cry. The old-timer touched her
arm.

“Come along with me, Miss. You can
bunk at the Widow Neil’s.” It was aston-

ishing how soft and assuring his voice was.
Then he bellowed at the boy, “Hop to it,
kid. Pick up the lady’s bag. And you,
Joe,” this to one of the pop-eyed crowd,
“mind the station while I’'m gone.”
Pie led Delly off through the throng of
staring, pressing men.

TAELLY HATED the widow, a hatchet-
faced woman who had nothing good
to say about anybody or anything.

“Last one in this room, George Polk,
turned out to be a horse-thief,” she
snapped. “He ran off without paying his
board.” She glared bitterly at Delly. “See
to it you don’t entertain no gentlemen in
this room. It’s fifteen bucks a week—in
advance. Supper’s at five-thirty—sharp 1”

Delly paid the fifteen dollars just to get
rid of the woman. She gave the boy with
her bag a dollar, and the one who brought
her trunk from the station got two. And
then she flung herself down on the iron
cot. She had thought she would just lie
there and cry, but no tears came to her
eyes. This was George’s room; there was
no doubt about it. This was the bed on
which George had slept. The rickety desk
against the wall was the one on which he
had written those letters describing the
glories of the West.

Delly lay there, staring at the scarred
desk top for many long minutes. She
could picture George writing to her, com-
posing those little notes in his precise
handwriting.

George had thought he was writing to
Delly's older sister, Tess, who never had
answered any of his letters. One day, just
in the spirit of devilment, Delly had writ-
ten back in her sister’s name, and after this
had gone on for some time, she began to
believe she had fallen in love with him.
So when he proposed that she come out
and marry him, Delly had accepted—in
her sister’s name. It had been a crazy foo!
thing to do, and actually coming wan
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crazier yet. But Tess had gotten married
to the new doctor, and Delly figured that
George would like her just as well once
he got used to the idea.

She got up and glanced into the foggy
mirror above the commode. She was not
as pretty as Tess, maybe. But she knew
that her wide blue eyes and long lashes
were beautiful. There was just enough
curl to her fair hair. Maybe her mouth
was a little on the generous side and her
nose was too skimpy, and her chin rather
girlish. But what did that matter? She
had a strong little figure with nice curves.
She could ride a horse and had once been
on a camping trip. She would make a
much better wife for a man in this sort of
country than her homebody sister. Delly
Frazer did not feel that she had cheated
on George.

She tried to remember what he looked
like. He was tall—she knew that—but
whether he was handsome or not she could
not be sure. Possibly she had made it all
up to fill her romantic dreams. George
Polk—a horse-thief—gone to Californial

It was all a cruel joke, a form of west-
ern hazing, Delly said to herself as the
tears stung her eyes. And just then some-
one rapped'on the door.

“Oh!” Dell}" was so startled she cried
out aloud. “Come in!”

She ran to the door as it opened, and
a man stood there on the threshold smil-
ing, holding a wide-brimmed, fawn-col-
ored Stetson hat in his hand. He was tall
and just as handsome as she had
dreamed . . .

“Tess?”

“Oh—George!”

Delly rushed to him. She flung her
arms around his neck and kissed him full
on the mouth. She hugged him to her and
lifted her feet from the floor. Then she
moved her head back to get another look
at him. 'Her guess had been right. That
horse-thief story had been invented just
4o torment her.

“George,” she said. “lve got some-
thing to confess. 1’'m not Tess. She mar-
ried the new doctor. I'm her kid sister
Delly—remember? | wrote all those let-
ters.”

She was quite breathless when she fin-
ished, but glad that she had told him all
about her deception right at the start. He
seemed pleased, too.

“Little Delly—all grown up.” His
voice did not seem quite right to her. She
also thought that George had had brown
eyes. But this man’s were blue like the far
edge of the prairie sky. “Little Delly—
and prettier than a pinto colt.” He had a
wonderful smile. “1 knew it all the time,
kid. | never did cotton as much to Tess as
you would think, How about another
kiss?”

His arms were around her. He pressed
his lips down on hers and Delly’s heart
took a great jump. This was better than
the dream, than the idle romancing. Won-
derful, stirring George. The West sure
had made a man of him.

“Break it up, Jack,” the landlady’s
voice suddenly grated. “And you, you
hussy—you can get right out onto the
street. | told you no entertaining men in
this room.”

The widow wasted no time. She tossed
Delly’s bag into the hall, threw her hat
after it, and started to push on the trunk.
Delly disengaged her lips and looked into
the man’s blue eyes. He was laughing
silently.

“Jack?” she asked.

“Everybody calls me Jack out here,”
he explained. From the corner of his
mouth he said to the landlady, “Relax,
ma’am. Little Delly and me are getting
hitched first thing in the morning.”

“I’ll be—" Mrs. Neil exclaimed. “You
sure are a speedy -worker, Jack Simmons.
| thought that girl was the one your no-
good friend George Polk who stole your
best horse was bringing in from the East.
That’s what the kid with her bag told me.”
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“That was her sister, Tess,” Jack Sim-
mons said. “This one here is little Delly.
She’s mine.” His smile was absolutely un-
ruffled while he went on with this incredi-
ble tale. “Ain't it so, Delly?”

He sighed, and he kissed her again.

“No, it aint!” Delly tried to say, but
her words were muffled by his pressing
mouth.

She began to fight. She jabbed a heel
into his instep and he released her, hop-
ping around on one foot. The landlady
returned to pushing the trunk.

“1 thought there was something funny
going on,” she shrilled. *“Jack Simmons,
you’re no better’n that horse-thief, |
reckon.”

Delly squared off in front of her, her
eyes sparking.

“If you weren't ten times as old as me,
you old witch,” she shouted, “1°d trim you
down to size. As for this drafty old barn—
I didn plan on staying here anyway.”

She picked up her hat and bag and
strode away down the hall.

JACK SIMMONS followed her, limp-
ing along on his injured foot. When he
tried to take the bag she slapped his hand
away. Outside, she hesitated, glancing up
and down the street. Jack Simmons was
still dogging her.

“Didn’t mean anything, honey,” he was
telling her. “Just couldn't help it. That
pretty mouth was made for kissing, and
that little figure was just begging for a
hug. I'm afraid 1’m going to do it again.”

“You better not!” she snapped.

She moved away a couple of paces, and
he followed. She hurried along a little
faster, and was almost running by the
time she reached the station. A sign
chalked on a blackboard announced that
the next Eastbound train would leave at
six A.M. tomorrow. Delly yanked open
the waiting room door and slammed it in
Jack’s face. She was so completely furi-
ous she threw down the bag and stamped

on the floor before she realized that her
behavior was being observed.

A man had been standing by the win-
dow watching her. He wore the outfit of
a cowboy, with a gun belt and holster
strapped around his lean hips.

“She's mad at somebody,” he said.

By now Jack Simmons had followed
her into the office. “Mad at me,” he told
the stranger. “She came all the way from
Vermont to marry me. So | kissed her.
Now she’s going back home.”

“We can't have that,” the other said.
“It’s against the law for such a pretty girl
to go back to Vermont. If it’s not, we’ll
pass a law.”

“That’s right,” Jack said. “Meanwhile,
Lew, couldnt you put in a good word for
me?”

“Pleased to,” the cowboy said. He
bowed to Delly who could do nothing but
glare at him. He held his big hat over his
heart as he talked. “Name is Jack Sim-
mons. Operates the Red Ball Line, horses
and trucks, freighting. Weight about one-
seventy. Married frequently—has eight
children—and a rotten disposition. Drinks
and beats his wives. Now, if you’re look-
ing for a real catch—"

“Hey!” Jack shouted.
here ! Those wives—"

“Forgot them,” Lew went on without a
break. “Those were last month’s wives.
Now, lady, you surely would not dream of
returning to Vermont when you can mar-
ry a man like me?”

“Maybe we ought to mention your
boss’ daughter at this point,” Jack Sim-
mons suggested.

“Ah, yes,” Lew said. “She eloped with
a townsman but we brought her back and
the boss detailed me to watch her. But—”

Delly’s fury boiled over. She felt fenced
in between these men. They were talking
as if she were something that could be
bought and sold, or traded over the coun-
ter like a string of beads. She kicked the
cowboy on the shin, pushed him out of

“Now—Ilisten
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the way, and fled. Wrenching open the
first door she saw, she ran through, and
right into old Pete McKee, the station-
master.

Pete folded her into his big arms. “Beat
it, boys,” he roared. “Delly’s my girl!”

He slammed the door shut on them with
a tremendous thud.

CHAPTER TWO

The Cowboy and the Lady

NNELLY JUST lay up against the old
man’s chest and laughed. She was
quite hysterical. But she felt safe in here
in the small room with the surprisingly
tough and tender old-timer. Pete McKee
patted her on the back with a big, hard
hand; and after a while she brought her
laughter under control and became quiet.
Pete led her to a chair.
“I'll fetch you a cup of tea,” he said.
“If those scoundrels bother you again 1l
take my blacksnake whip to them.”

Old Pete left her for a moment. Delly
could bear him outside somewhere, clat-
tering pots and dishes and mumbling
through his mustache. She wiped away
the tears and blew her nose and was
ashamed of herself for letting those two
men stampede her. She made a picture of
herself handling them with great disdain,
the next time they met, the perfect lady re-
buffing a pair of hoodlums.

Then Pete was back with the hot tea.
He had not asked her any questions, and
apparently had no intention of doing so.
But Delly thought he deserved an ex-
planation.

“That Jack Simmons kissed me in front
of old hatchet-face,” she told him. She
was surprised that she remembered the
kiss with more pleasure than anger, and
she was afraid that her scowl was uncon-

vincing. “So the widow kicked me out.
She called me a—a hussy!”

“And what did you call her?”

“An old witch!” Delly said. She added,
“1 tried to think of something more suit-
able. But—Dbut where | come from, ‘witch’
is considered pretty strong.”

Pete roared. He tossed off the contents
of his tea cup.

“You’ll do,” he said, and she sat up
straighter in her chair. Then he asked,
“You pulling out tomorrow? You going
home?”

“No!” Her answer was instantaneous.
“l came out here to marry George Polk—a
and I'm staying until I find him. George
never stole Jack Simmons’ horse. Jack
Simmons, the hound, invented that story.
He and that Lew—"

Pete cleared his throat. “I got to be get-
tin’ to work, Miss. Make vyourself to
home,” he said. “If you stick around
maybe | can fix you up with the job of
ticket-seller. The last one—uh—well, you
might say he absconded with the railroad’s
funds.” He seemed -curiously embar-
rassed. “At least he pulled his stakes, and
the funds aren’t in the safe.”

Pulling stakes seemed to be a habit of
people in this town, Delly thought. First
of all George—now this agent. Or were
they one and the same?

“If you need anything, just set up a
holler. Here—” Pete handed her a big
Colt pistol. “Shoot this off three times—
only don’t have it pointing at anybody.
You can bunk down in the corner. Ain‘t
nothing to eat in the Kkitchen, but any
saloon in town will give you a handout.
Go to the back door. Ladies ain’t allowed
in the front way.”

Delly got to her feet, hesitatingly, hold-
ing the pistol at arm’s length.

“Oh, thank you, Mr. McKee,” she said.
“But | couldnt put you out.”

“Forget it,” he insisted. “And if you
need me—well, hell, everybody in town
knows where to find me. Sometimes I’'m
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even here at the depot, if there’s a train
to be reckoned with.”

As he left, he gave her one final bit of
advice. “If those two hombres bother you
again, shoot them. You won't get hanged
for it.”

And then he strode out, whistling cheer-
fully.

Delly sat in the big chair looking at the
frightening pistol, sniffing the odors of
tobacco and whiskey that filled the room,
listening to the growling of her hungry
stomach and composing a mental letter to
her mother.

It seems that George Polk stole a horse
from one Jack Simmons who kissed me and
proposed to me. Only 1 ran aneay from him.
Then a cowboy | met proposed. Then old
Pete McKee, the station-master, who's real-
ly a darling, made me some tea and said |
could bunk in the depot and sell tickets. He
gave me a big pistol. There doesn’t seem to
be a restaurant in town so I'll have to go
begging my supper at the back doors of the
saloons which line both sides of the main
street . . .

Delly had to laugh when she pictured
her horrified mother reading that yet un-
written letter. Tess would say that Delly
was joking. Pa would call the whole af-
fair ridiculous. The doctor, Delly’s new
brother-in-law, would say that, as he had
suggested all along, no good could come
of that child rushing off into the wilder-
ness.

The laugh made her feel much better.
It also brought voices from the front room.

“She’s not mad any more.” That was
the cowboy.

“She’s forgiven us.” That was Jack
Simmons. “I’ll toss you to see who gets
her.”

“Fair enough,” Lew said.

Delly debated what she should do. She
practically had been promised a job here,
so it would be within her rights to pick
up that pistol and order those men off the
property. But after once putting down the
Colt, she was not at all sure she wanted

to pick it up again. It looked like such a
deadly instrument ... It had plainly been
designed to kill men—not game.

Her stomach contracted again with hun-
ger and she suddenly became very bold.
The men were discussing who would toss
the coin. Delly took out a quarter from
her purse and opened the door to the out-
er room. The men’s faces turned toward
her. Their expressions were of polite
amusement.

“I’ll do the tossing,” she said. “You
can call, Mr. Simmons. After all, I met
you first. That should give you a sort of
priority.”

“Ah!” Jack Simmons said.

“You havent won—yet!” she reminded
him.

Delly tossed the coin, caught it on her
left wrist and immediately covered it with
her right hand. Jack Simmons was look-
ing to her for a hint. She nodded her
head.

“Unfair—unfair!” Lew shouted.

Smugly, Jack Simmons said, “Heads.”

Delly glanced under the palm of her
hand.

“Tails,” she said. Lew' whooped. Jack
Simmons groaned.

Delly stuck out her chin. “If we’re go-
ing to get married, cowboy, | want to
change to something fresh. What’s more,
I dont figure on getting hitched on an
empty stomach. You willing to wait until
I wash up ? You willing to buy me a meal ?
And how about that girl you have to
watch ?”

“Not at all,” Lew said. “I mean—yes,
indeed. | can handle everything.” He
jerked a thumb toward the front door of
the station. “Run along, also-ran,” he
said to Jack.

T'|ELLY TOOK hertime. Only the fact

that she was faint with hunger kept
her from stalling longer. She washed up
in the little kitchen, carefully scrubbing
off the dust of the long train ride. Then
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she dressed in fresh underthings, satin
high-heeled sandals, and her only dinner
gown. It had a great swirly skirt of deep
blue that emphasized her wide eyes, and
a tight little bodice that praised the firm,
girlish curves. It left her shoulders bare,
but the weather was mild enough. Last,
she combed out her blond hair until it
shone like polished gold.

Finally ready, she opened the door and
stepped into the dusty front room of the
station. It was quite dark out, and some-
one had lighted the swinging lamp over
the counter. Jack Simmons had left—but
Delly’s gallant for the evening, the cow-
boy, was lying sound asleep on a bench
with his mouth open. Smiling grimly, she
shook him. He promptly jumped to his
feet.

“Yes, Mr. Terhune! She wont get
away—" he said. “l mean, pardon me,
Miss.” He smiled wanly. “Miss—uh—"
Obviously he had forgotten her name, but
she would not help him.

He finally changed his line. “Great
jokester, Jack Simmons. Tried to tell me
you were the little heiress who was com-
ing out to marry George Polk.”

Heiress? she thought. How did that
notion get around? “Look—" she asked.
“What’s George really done?”

“Why—uh—really nothing,” I>ew said
hastily. He seemed embarrassed at having
brought it up. Fie switched swiftly.
“Didn’t you mention eating? Lord, girl,
but you’re gorgeous.”

He had finally wakened up. His eyes
admired hers, and they admired her mouth
and the way her gown-hugged her figure.
He leaned forward to kiss her caressingly,
briefly, on the tip of her bare shoulder.
Then he closed his eyes tightly and shud-
dered.

“l cant stand it!” he said. “Let’s go.”

Taking her arm, he hurried her out.
There was a cool spot on her skin where
his lips had touched her shoulder. She
was becoming confused again. George

marrying an heiress ? Lew must have been
teasing her. But he had seemed com-
pletely sincere. Maybe George Polk had
not been up to any good, after all . . .

She was aware of Lew’s hand on her
arm as he walked along with the rolling
gait of a man at home on horseback. She
was glad that she had cheated at the coin
tossing to get him as her escort tonight.
His kiss had been a gentleman’s tribute to
a lady’s beauty—while Jack Simmons’ im-
petuous caresses were brazenly stolen
goods. Going out with this handsome
cowboy would spite that quick-to-kiss
freighter.

She swayed slightly against her com-
panion as she realized that she did not
even know his full name. Though he hur-
ried along, practically dragging her after
him, she wanted to take it easy, to see
every new thing in the soft spring night.
The rattle of spurs . .. the pound of booted
heels . . . the strange language everyone
so jocularly shouted to each other . . .
the smells of horses and stale beer and
dust . .. the way all the men turned com-
pletely around to stare when she passed
and went on in silent awe after she had
gone . .. Delly wanted to savor each new
sight and sensation in this strange town.

But Lew did not give her a chance.
After passing what appeared to be the big-
gest and fanciest cafe in town he ducked
down a side alley. A dimly lighted sign
over a door stated: famirty entranct.

Delly balked. Was this what old Mc-
Kee meant about begging at the back
door ? But Lew reassured her. Fie opened
up the door and she stepped inside. After
a small lobby a brilliantly lighted room
shone with clear glass, white tablecloths
and polished silver. Delly had not ex-
pected anything like this. As a waiter led
them to a table, she saw that there were
many other women among the diners.

And then she noticed that a man was
grinning insolently at her. Slicked up as
he was, and without his fawn-colored
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Stetson, Delly was slow to recognize Jack
Simmons. But with him was the most
gorgeous girl she had ever seen, a statu-
esque redhead with translucent, white
skin.

“There's Jack Simmons with one of his
wives,” Delly said to Lew.

The cowboy glanced around briefly. He
started. When he turned back, Delly
thought she saw pure hatred in his eyes.
She imagined that was what a man looked
like when contemplating murder . . .

Lew quickly recovered  himself.
“Charming couple, aren't they?” he said.

TAROM THEN on, all the fun was gone

from the evening. Lew’s manner be-
came stiff. Lie seemed to have forgotten
Delly. When she asked him questions he
answered offhandedly.

“Everybody’s been acting so funny
about George Polk,” she said in despera-
tion. “Why won't anybody tell me just
what he did? From what Pete McKee
hinted, he robbed the railroad. Old hatch-
et-faced Widow Neil said George stole
Jack's best horse. You started to say
something else about him, then suddenly
shut up.” She ran her tongue across her
lips to moisten them. “And where did
you get the idea that |1 was an heiress?”

“Rumor,” he said casually. “You know
how it is. A man’s going to marry a girl—
Well—he wouldn’t marry any old girl who
happened by. She’s the most beautiful
girl in the world. Or she has the biggest,
roundest eyes. Or she’s rich. It’s always
that way. | dont know how those rumors
start.”

“You do so,” she insisted. “Especially
that one about me being an heiress.”

Lew was signalling the waiter. Delly
knew that he hadn’t told her the whole
story, but there seemed little chance that
she would get any more from him. The
old anger was surging up again within her.
But her escort ordered a bottle of cham-

pagne and poured her a drink. She had
never tasted the stuff before, and was in
no hurry to do so now.

Lew clinked his glass against hers.

“To love in the springtime,” he said.
“To beauty, honor and fidelity.”

Delly joined in this strange toast. The
wine tasted good. It seemed to warm her
and exhilarate her at the same time. She
looked up and found herself looking
straight into the green eyes of the red-
headed girl.

Jack Simmons’ “wife” glanced away
immediately. But Delly had the feeling
that the redhead had been studying her.
A slow blush spread down her cheeks,
The other girl was talking with false ani-
mation now, throwing her quick words at
Jack Simmons.

Delly glanced back at Lew, a secret
smile radiating from her lips. But the
waiter was bringing on the main course
now, and Delly was so famished she could
think of nothing but eating. The steak
was two inches thick and the potatoes fried
to a crisp. The coffee served with it. was
strong enough to stand up without a cup.

“That’s the way they like it out here,”
Lew told her. “You'll get used to it. |
remember when | first came out here ...”

Jack Simmons had ordered champagne,
too, as if to show that he wasn* to be out-
done. The redhead sipped with perfect
aplomb. Though Lew was still telling of
his first week at the ranch, Delly distinct-
ly heard Jack Simmons’ toast.

“To George Polk,” he said. “What a
man!”

The redhead choked on her champagne.
Jack Simmons retained his perfect smiling
dead pan. If he knew that Delly was look-
ing at him and had heard his toast, he
showed no sign of it. But Delly believed
she had suddenly found out where she
could get the answers to the questions that
bothered her. Lew was eyeing her cu-
riously.

“What’s the matter?” he asked. “You
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werent listening to what I was saying.”

“Of course | was,” Delly insisted. “You
were telling me about your first week
here.” He had said something about his
boss, but she had not the slightest idea
what it wes-. She repeated the words.
“About your boss, Mr. Terhune—and it
was very interesting.”

The red-headed girl laughed merrily.
Lew pushed back his chair.

“This place is getting crowded,” he
said. “Come on.”

HpHIS TIME he walked slowly, so that
“m she was able to take in all the sights of
the main block of the town’s single street.
Every other building was a saloon. They
bore huge Signs, ten pretty girls from
OLD NEW ORLEANS . . . OUR WHISKEY
GUARANTEED GEN-YOU-WINE . .. OUR TA-
BLES ARE SQUARE . . .

There was a saddle shop and a little
drugstore. Henry’s Tonsorial Parlor was
running full blast, both chairs occupied by
men with lathered chins. There was a
general store, and suddenly they were
passing the office of the Red Ball Line that
Delly remembered was owned by Jack
Simmons. The livery stable was next, and
beyond it, the station, which was Delly’s
home for now.

The night was balmy and full of stars,
and Lew suddenly became romantic.

“I could hire a real Western-style rig.”
he suggested, “and ride up the bluff over
the river. Up there you can see my ranch
m-and the lights of town.”

The recklessness that had caused Delly
to come out and toss the coin that had
made the cowboy her escort for the night
was still with her.

“Why not?” she said. “I’d love it-1”
And that would spite Jack Simmons some
more, she thought.

“Wait here.”

He ducked into the livery stable. Ex-
citement was gathering in Delly’s breast,
spreading warmly through her, lifting the
throb of her pulse. Glancing down the
street, she saw Jack Simmons and the red-
headed girl come out of the alley way.
They looked about, but could nothave seen
her in the shadows. After a moment of
indecision they moved off in the other
direction.

Lew was leading out a buckboard to
which two horses were hitched. A robe
was thrown over the seat. Gallantly, like
a well-established suitor, the cowboy
gave Delly a hand up. Then he swung to
the seat and carefully tucked the robe
around their legs though the night was
hardly cold enough for it. He picked up
the reins, and they were off.

The horses were fresh and eager for a
run. They trotted smartly out of town,
down toward the ford across the river,
then, without taking it, turned into a
winding road that lifted up the long slope
of a not-so-high hill. At the top the horses
turned right and stopped, and it was as if
they had come this way often before. Like
horses on a milk route they knew exactly
where to go.

Delly laughed. “I’'m not the first girl
you've brought up here,” she chided.

He was uneasy, not prepared for joking.
Yonder, across the water, Becky could
make out the dark rectangles of the ranch-
houses. Lew helpfully pointed out the
shadowy buildings and other features.

“That’s the corral—there’s the stables
—and at the far end is where the hands
bunk. The largest building, with all the
lights burning, is the main house. The
boss is waiting for his daughter to come
home, | suppose.” His tone was bitter.

Dellv said swiftly, “That red-headed
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girl in the restaurant—is she the one?”

“Jane Terhune,” he said, still bitterly.
“Old Man Terhune’s pride and joy.”

His mouth was grim. There was a rat-
tle of hoofs below and two horses bearing
riders splashed into the ford. A girl’s
laughter drifted up to the bluff as they
hesitated a moment. Then the riders went
on toward the ranch.

“She’s the one Jack Simmons said was
your girl—the one you’re supposed to be
watching ?”

Lew’s eyes were intent. Then he
laughed. “Oh sure—my girl. Like the
wives. Jack isn't married. It’s just a

standard joke. Every bachelor cowpoke
is supposed to be in love with the boss’
daughter.”

He leaned toward Delly. The moon
had come out from behind its cloud screen,
and the silver light revealed the clear glow
of her skin. “You’re too damn lovely for
George Polk—" he said.

And he kissed her.

npHOUGH SPIE was not exactly swept

off her feet, Delly did not mind that
kiss. The men out in this country seemed
to need a little extra loving once in a while.
She guessed she needed a little too, after
her hard trip from the East and her long
day of frustrations. So she put her arms
up around his neck and pressed her lips
to his.

Lew held her closer, and he was not
making fun of her as he kissed her, as Jack
Simmons had done. There was a lot of
comfort in his embrace. After a while she
moved her lips away from his and lay
with her head against his chest. Her eyes
dosed. She felt him bending over her,
and his mouth seeking hers again, and she
turned up her face to his just enough so
their lips met again.

But now there seemed to be something
lacking, and, curiously, she thought of
Jack Simmons taking her into his arms
just as if she were his real sweetheart.

She remembered how she had clung to
him—and her pulses took a sudden leap.
Abruptly, Lew held her away. He was
looking far off into the night and the end-
less sky over the rangeland.
“It’s no use,” he said. “We’re both in
love—but not with each other. 1’'m sorry.”

“I'm not,” she said. She laid her cheek
against his and looked up at the stars too.
“I'm not sorry—and I’'m not in love. It’s
a funny thing, cowboy, | don*t even know
your full name, but coming up here with
you did something for me. It sort of set
me free. You can kiss me again, and then
take me home—I mean back to the sta-
tion.”

lie looked down into her eyes. “You’re
the loveliest girl 1've ever met,” he said.
“Maybe if you were the first, as well—”

“It is that redhead then?” she said. “It
really is the boss’ daughter?”

He did not answer, but that was no
longer necessary. The whole story was
too plain on his face.

“Down in the restaurant—the way she
was acting,” Delly went on, “1 don't think
she has so big a yen for Jack Simmons.
She was burning her torch for someone
else.”

“Of course,” he said gloomily. *“I
thought you knew. Didn’t Jack tell you
about this man she ran off with?”

“Jack never told me anything,” she said
with some heat.

Lew’s bitter laugh was back. “You
asked for it,” he said. *“She ran off with
George Polk. My gal—your man—" His
lips had thinned. “And the sour note
is—” He said it slowly, as if he were a
judge pronouncing the death sentence, “I
never knew she was the girl | wanted un-
til she did run away.”

“George?” Delly cried.

“Sure . ..she ran away with him. Yes-
terday. But her horse threw her and we
got her back. George is still hiding out
somewhere. Jane’s old man, the boss, de-
tailed me to keep her from running away
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again. It’s driving me crazy. So when
you won me tonight by tossing that coin
| asked Jack to do me the favor of keeping
his eye on her.”

George Polk was certainly keeping him-
self occupied, Delly mused.

“Jane Terhune’s sure a luscious item,”
she said wistfully.

Lew laughed, as if the confession had
lightened the load he had been carrying.

“What’s George Polk got that |
havent?” he asked.

“George hasnt got anything—anything
at all,” she assured him. She threw her
arms around him and gave him a big,
bright kiss. “Now, let’s go on home, cow-
boy.”

T EW LEFT her at the station. A light

burned inside, and Delly wondered if
old Pete McKee had come back. She
pressed her lips warmly to Lew’s for a
moment after making him promise to come
and see her again. The she slipped into
the station.

The faintest odor of an exotic perfume
mingled with the stronger smell of tobacco
smoke to greet her. So she was not at all
surprised to find Jane Terhune in the back
room, sitting in the big chair and smoking
a long Mexican cigarette. She jumped to
her feet when Delly closed the door,

“You keep away from him,” she or-
dered.

“Oh, dont worry about that,” Delly
said cheerfully. “l1 dont want him any
more. You can have him, lock, stock and
barrel.”

Jane Terhune was even lovelier here in
old Pete McKee’s room than she had been
in the restaurant. Her gown enhanced the
naturally full curves of her figure, and the
dim light softened the brilliance of her red
hair and green eyes. Even in her anger
she was wholly feminine, and Delly could
easily understand how the boss’ daughter
could break the hearts of all the ranch
hands. Why, a girl like this was more

dangerous than a whole army of rustlers.

But it was also apparent to Delly that
Jane did not trust her in the least. She
was accustomed to having a free hand with
her men, and did not know how to handle
competition. This made her a little unsure
of herself now. It caused her to be angry,
when ordinarily Delly knew, she would
have been cool and superior to any other
female.

Jane said sharply, “I’ll make a deal with
you, sister. You stay away from my man,
and I’ll stay away from yours.”

Delly was bone-tired. She wished Jane
Terhune would go away and let her sleep.
She would willingly have agreed to just
about anything.

“Okay,” Delly said. “It’s a deal."

The redhead shrugged her shoulders.
She rubbed out her old cigarette on the
window sill and lighted a fresh one. It
glowed cherry at the tip, and her eyes
gleamed with a green fire. She paced
across the room and back.

Delly threw herself into the big chair.
Evidently, Jane Terhune, tasting victory,
was becoming arrogant.

“One thing you better remember,” she
said. “1’m giving you more than you’re
giving me. Just keep that in mind. George
tried to elope with me. George would
have done anything to get me, especially
after your telegram came. He had been
gambling too much and had gotten into
debt. He borrowed money by claiming he
was going to marry an heiress. Everyone
knew you were writing to him. Then that
telegram came, saying you were on the
way. And sister, he couldn't even remem-
ber what you looked like—"

A red-hot fury was sweeping through
Delly Frazer. She gripped the arms of
the chair until her muscles ached and her
knuckles turned white. When she spoke,
she barely managed to hold her voice in a
vise of self-control.

“1 sure appreciate you telling me that."”

“Think nothing of it.” the redhead said.
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“It’s free. Now that we see eye to eye, |
better be getting back to my jail. My old
man locked me in my room. So | had to
climb out a window and cross that damned
river in these fancy clothes. You ever try
doing that ?”

“No,” Delly said. “Not yet.”

Airily, Jane Terhune blew smoke at the
ceiling. “I'll let you in on a secret, sister.
George is hiding up in Antelope Canyon
waiting for me to come back. | wish 1
could see his face ,when you turn up in-
stead.”

Delly leaped up. She had taken her lim-
it from this redhead.

“You’ll have that chance,” she snapped.
“You’re going to be there. And I’'m go-
ing to make him decide who he wants—in
front of both of 1s!”

“No, Ma’am,” Jane said. “My little
scheme didn't work. 1 only ran away with
George to make Lew jealous. 1 let my
horse go so Lew could catch me. But I
suppose I'll have to try something else.
He and Jack Simmons are the only two
men | know who wouldnt lie down and
die for me.”

For a moment, Delly was bewildered.
“Lew?” she repeated.

“Of course, stupid, Lew Parkman. We
made a trade—remember? You promised
to leave him alone—"

"OUT DELLY was stalking the other

girl, and the redhead, in sudden ter-
ror. backed up until she struck the wall.
She opened her mouth to scream, but Del-
ly’s palm slapped down hard, ringing like a
whip-lash in the confined space of the
small room. Jane Terhune lost her voice
when Delly slapped her a second time.
Three good blows, and then the redhead
began to fight back . . .

It was like battling a cat. Jane fought
with a hissing fury, her green eyes like
molten emeralds. And Delly was driven
by a pure, overwhelming fury that washed
out all the weariness of this endless, baf-

fling day. She kicked and scratched and
used her fists. When Jane got a clinch on
Delly and twisted her arm, the Eastern
girl applied some quick-thinking judo, and
both tumbled onto the floor.

Delly landed on top—good and hard—
and with both hands full of the gorgeous
red hair, made as if to bang Jane’s head
against the planks. The pride of the Ter-
hune ranch surrendered.

“The man’s crazy in love with you,”
Delly gasped. “You ought to be ashamed.
But you’re just the sort who would think
of eloping with one man to make another
man chase you. And it worked, this time.
I mean Lew. Up there on the bluff all he
could talk about was you.” The suspi-
cious green eyes widened. “Only he
thinks you ran away' with George because
you really preferred George. Fie doesn’t
know it was a trick.”

Delly was on the verge of crying. She
untangled herself from the redhead and
stood up. Jane’s whole face had softened
strangely. She got off the floor and, stand-
ing beside Delly, gently touched her shoul-
der.

“I'm sorry, Miss Frazer, really,” she
said. “I’'m sorry as the devil. 1 didn't
mean that about George. Fle's just—well
—1 didn't mean it. The livery boy told
me you had gone riding with Lew, and—
well, 1 was so furious | didn’t know what
| was saying.”

“Go away !” Delly cried. “Go on home.
Climb back into your old window before
your father finds out you're gone and fires
Lew. Go on! Get out!”

The contrite redhead moved toward the
back door. “It was big of you to tell me
what Lew said—"

Delly had reached the end of her rope.
All her energy had been put into that brief
fight. She stumbled across the room and
pushed the other girl out the door. For
a while she leaned against the casing, too
weary to move back into the room. Si-
lently, Jane vanished down the alley, but,
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as Delly still slumped there, the whisper-
ing of men came to her.

She turned off the lamp and crouched
by the window to peer into the gloom. A
man swore. She recognized .the timbre of
it. Her present host, old Pete McKee, was
somewhere out there.

“She’s headin’ back for the ranch now.
Come on, Jack—Ilet’s get a drink.”

Then Delly spotted him. He was across
the alley, standing in the shadows. Prob-
ably he had been there all evening spying
on her. A second figure broke from the
shadows. That would be Jack Simmons.
Both men had been in a position to witness
her battle royal with Jane Terhune.

The two moved up the alley, out of
hearing and out of sight.

CHAPTER FOUR

Where’s My Man?

13ECKY DID not know that she slept.
She was having a wild dream. Jack
Simmons ona big black horse swept
down the street and captured her. She
dreamed that he lifted her to the saddle
and kissed her, and that they were caught
in a blizzard and were freezing to death.
Then she woke, shivery with the cold.
Someone was tapping on the door.

“Time to get up, Miss,” came Pete
McKee’s voice. “The train’s due in half
an hour.”

“But I’'m not going,” she called out.
“1 came here to marry George Polk—
and I’m sure going to make a try at it.”

Old McKee must have known very well
that she did not intend leaving today.

“You might as well forget George,”
he told her now. “He aint coming back.”

“Then I'll go out and find him,” she
said.
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"Nothin’ more mule-headed than a wo-
man—especially a young one hunting a
man,” Pete said. “Well, take it easy.” He
retreated hurriedly. Delly put on her
riding clothes, then went into the little
kitchen and made herself a cup of hot
coffee. She was just beginning to enjoy
it when there was a great clatter in the
waiting room and again, a fist pounded
on the door.

She opened up a crack to peer out, and
there was Jack Simmons with her trunk
on his shoulder.

“Brought this from the widow’,” he
said. “Heard you were going back East
today. All for the best, | reckon. Where
you want your trunk?”

She stepped aside. “In here,” she said.
“But I’m sticking around. | came out here
to get married, and by heck, I'm going
to. | got my man all picked out, and my
loop ready to dab on him. Is that the way
you put it in this country?”

“You’re learning awful fast,” he said,
admiringly. Gently he set the trunk where
she had pointed. “Only—you got to find
him first,” he suggested.

She wrinkled her nose at him.

“l have,” she said.

“Where?” he asked.

But Delly only laughed at him. She was
playing this now like a game of checkers.
Yesterday she had been all confusion. But
today she knew just what moves she
would make, and she would take her
chance on the opposition. She was play-
ing for keeps, and the stake might very
well be heartbreak.

After he had gone, she put on her hat,
got her riding crop from the trunk, and
went down to the livery stable. Even
though every man in town openly gaped
at her, she had the odd sensation that she
was being observed by unseen persons as
well. At the barn she picked out a lively-
looking horse, and asked the stable man
if he knew where Antelope Canyon was.
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“Cant miss it,” he said, and told her
flow to find it.

Delly was in a hurry now. She turned
right on the dusty road and kicked her
heels into the horse’s ribs. When the road
began to climb and took a bend around a
low bluff she halted a moment to blow the
horse and look back over her trail. Two
riders were just leaving town—Kkeeping
to the side of the road where they would
not be very conspicuous. Over toward
the Terhune ranch a small group of horse-
men had just started down toward the
ford.

She kicked her horse into a run.

Everybody was hunting George Polk
—but Delly figured on getting there first.

THIS MUST be Antelope Canyon
“# Delly recognized it by the landmarks
that the livery stableman had described to
her. She turned left, riding into it at a
fast trot, following the narrow trail along-
side the deep little stream. Jane had said
that George was up here waiting . . .

“Jane?”

“George!” Delly cried.
toward the voice.

The silence was bigger than the canyon
as Delly stepped down from the saddle.

“Where are you, George?” she asked.

“Beat it,” he said finally *“Look, kid,
I was only joking in those letters. Go on
back home.”

Firmly she said.
George.”

“l got another girl,” he said. A sudden
fear hit his voice. “Mow’d you know
where to find me?”

“Jane told me,” Delly said innocently.
“She’smarrying Lew Parkrnan. She must
have told him, too. At least, he’s riding
out here with a whole bunch of men. |
came to warn you—"

Again there was no sound in the canyon.
Then George came cautiously from the
brush, holding a rifle before him, looking

She turned

“You’re joking now,

m JkyUM to

REPAIRJOB

ECANBEA

In LESS Time
with LESS Work!

YOU can laugh alaulorepalr rob-
lems when you’ve got MoToR’s
New AUTO REPAIR MANUALI *Cov-
ers every job on every car built
from 1935 to 1948!—from carbu-
retor to clutch—quickly, easil
Simply look up make, model, jo
Clear |Iluslrated Instructions.  This
remarkable 1948 Edition contains
all facts you’ll ever need from
Auto Mfrs’ Own Shop Manuals.
Over 700 big 8i/2" x I1" pafces—
more than 200,000 service, repair,
adjustment, replacement tune-up

facts. Over 1700 cut-away pictures,
diagrams show exactly WHAT to Solves EVERY Job
do, HOW to do it. Used by U.S. On EVERY Car BLIIH from
Army, tech schools, auto servicemen. c 1935“10329 ! K
overs a car makes,
SEND NO MONEY all G53 models, including

Crosleys, Kaisers and Fraz-
ers Jeeps' Over200 charts,
tables; Valve Measure*
monls; Engine Clearances;
Generator; Body Service;

Book sent on FREE TRIAL. If not
icompletely convinced that it’s the
answer to every problem return it
in 7 days, pay nothing'. ‘Otherwise

send onl (plus 35c posta e L
then S2 monlhly for 2 months; %gc Eaa‘fgn%ag Sélr?ga,'éﬁeﬁpé%'&,
one month later. Write us TODAY! ing, Lubricating Systems;

Transmissions; Univorsals’

MoToR Book Dept., Desk 28G,
RearEnds, and much more!

572 Madison Ave., Now York 22,
N. Y.

For that NEW Look use
ME. AMD MIS.

Beautlfy your skin as you shave”
MR. a “semi-liquid rushless shavmg cream
sclenllflcally develcp ed to smooth and beautify yofir skin.
MR. —Ellmlnale's1 razor-burn and chapping. It gives you a facial
ou

MRS.—Romance and roughness don’t mix. For that satin- smoelh
s’\}mns texture shave legs and under arms with MR. AN

SNo need_for “after-shavo” Iotlons
en

d 81 for several weeks’ su
Dept. M, Firebird Corp., 120 Liberty St.,

s im 1 AIR ffSTO S

low-

pprxP(ew York 6, N, Y.

shools

either standard BBS,
lets  Orbsteel

darts. Fast, slngl
action compression chamber." Single
6hot, silent shooting.* Use Indoors or out-
Sftfm is ? odeled
R tor famous tar-
Sob Jg N get istol  Ecenemical to
Darts operate. Die cast aII melal n
non-slip moulded I'IB
Pellets chined = steel chamber and\-
[barrel.  8-in long; 4V2-in.Y

Jaeep; full size,
[welghs 15 0z. EAGH- §349 ]gj
2 77
soo *Yor’ 5150
(Order plenty;) Hoister 5oc.
bgpt B-238, Detroit 7, Mlchlgan

-Iels
c
iOHNSON SMITH & COBIPAN

Cady

§11.95 VALUE! Order by mafland SAVE!
Firmly woven virgin wool and fine- spun
rayon. Twillweave resistswinkles. Hold
crease, gives amazing wear. Expert fash—
ion tailored for perfect fit. thpper front.
Roomy pockets, _bar- acked or double
slren th. Blue Tan, Sa Brown
Dk. Blue- Gray WAIST SIZES!
28-36 pleated —38-44

Send name, waist size, color.

SEND NO MONEY y postman only $8.95 Plus

C.O.DVOr, send money and save C.0.D.” Money- Back
Guarantee!

LINCOLN +xii0rs

Dept.
Llncoln, Nebr.

95



LEATHERETTE AIR CORPS TYPE

CASE MG[ound & Polished
INCLUDED iniscus Curved Lens®

SON BLASSES

For All Outdoor Uses!

Manufactured to high optical stand-
ards. 14 Karat Gold Filled frame—
Pyralin sweat bar—Comfort cable

ROMANCE WESTERN

right and left. He seemed scared stiff.
He said, “There arent any men coming
after me. They tried to find me before
and couldnt—"
He cocked an ear, listening. He could

temples—Sage green lenses—Large
aviation type.

Just pay postman on deliver lus charges
SE’I\IDL\IOO’\QIO[\I'I(EDYPIY If yo 8 geﬁd remittance wnhyo[r)der we sgend
post paid. rder

ago 22 Ilinois

TERANS EMPORIUM,
High School Course

stand a shave and a square meal, Delly
thought, suddenly very sorry for him.

“1 came all the way out here to marry
you, George,” she said in a clear, strong
voice loud enough for any audience to

VE
1148 W. Chicago Ave

fMany finish in 2 Years hear. “But I guess | cant, now. | cheated
b 2ienia raSident school work o Rrepbres Yot college 1 kid si i
leﬁtrance exams. Standard H. S. texts supé)llled Diploma, on yOU. I m TeSS kld sister. She marrIEd

BCredit for H. S. subjects already completed ngle subjects |

5desired. High school education ie'very important for advancement

1in business and industry and socially. Don't be handicapped all
four life. Be a High School graduate. Start your training now
Free Bulletin on request. No obligation.

AmaricajiSchool,Dept,ha49. Drexelat58th,Chicago37

L.
I’Il help you get extra cash to fill your
pockotbook—to live on. Supply my
food and household producte to regular
customers. No experience or capital
needed. 1’1l Bond FREE assortment of

i fine full-size products to test and show;
Start near homo, full or spare time.
Gift premiums. Rush name and address
today for Free outfit. Hurry!

Soy Nothingi BLAIR, Dept. 42-DK. Lynchburg Va.

[fM [IM EIM T

fflu i BECOME AN EXPERT B Il 1

a doctor—and 1ve got another man all
picked out. If you'll give me back the
money you stole from the railroad, and
Jack Simmons’ horse. I’ll hold them up
here while you get away.”

“You’re lying,” George snapped.
“They sent you out here to help trap me.”

George was like a caged animal. He
was a little berserk. A pebble rattled down
the slope and a blued rifle poked its snout
over the edge of the big rock behind which
he had hidden himself. Delly was between
him and the weapon.

“l got you under my sights,” Jack
Simmons said coldly. *“Drop that gun,
George.”
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TNSTEAD, THE cornered man grabbed

Delly for a shield. Instantly, Jack-
dropped his gun and dove over the top
of the big rock, straight down onto George
Polk. Delly managed to squirm away
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THE BRIDE CAME A-COURTIN’

Then he hauled the frightened man to his
feet.

“Where’s my horse?” he asked.
“Where’s the money you took from the
railroad ?”

George nodded dumbly toward a sort
of cave away from the trail.

Delly was empty and spent. She had
been afraid of this, afraid that Jack Sim-
mons had followed only to get back his
horse. She bit at her lower lip to help
maintain her composure.

“Drift,” Jack Simmons said to George.
“Delly wasnt lying. Those men from the
Terhune spread will be here in a couple
of minutes.”

George started slowly, then leaped into
the saddle of the livery stable horse and
spurred up the canyon. He never once
looked back.

Delly turned wide eyes to Jack Sim-
mons. His smile was warm, and there
was a bit of the devil in it, too; just as
there had been the day when she first met
him.

“1 don't know who this feller is you got
picked out for your man,” he said. “But
I've been putting my mind to the same
problem and have a candidate of my own.
Me . . . if you’ll have me.”

She fell into his arms. And when he
kissed her, then she knew—as she should
have known from the first moment—that
he had been destined for her. The whole
world swept dizzily around them, and her
lips were soft and inviting under the firm-
ness of his.

“Have you?” she whispered. “I’ve—
got you.”
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KNOWLEDGE
THAT HAS
ENDXIJRED WITH
THE'PYRAMIDS

VPTHENCE came the knowledge that
built the Pyramids? Where did
the.first builders in the Nile Valley acquire
their astounding wisdom that started man
on his upward climb? Did their knowledge
come from a race now submerged beneath
the sea? From what concealed source came
the wisdom that produced such characters
as Amenhotep 1V, Leonardo da Vinci, Isaac

Newton, and a host of others?

Today it is known that they discovered
and used certain Secret Methods for the
development of their inner power of mind.
They truly learned to master life. This
secret art of living has been preserved and
handed down throughout the ages and to-
day is extended to those who dare use its
profound principles to meet and solve the
problems of life in these complex times.

Has life brought you that personal satis-
faction, the sense of achievement and
happlness that you desire? If not, it is
your duty to yourself to learn about this
rational method of applying natural laws
for the mastery of life. To the thoughtful
Eerson it is obvious that everyone cannot
e entrusted with an intimate knowledge
of the mysteries of life, for everyone is not
capable of properly using it. But if you
are one of those possessed of a true desire
to forge ahead and wish to make use of
the subtle influences of life, the Rosicru-
cians (not a religious organlzatlon) will
send you A Sealed Book of explanation
without obligation. This Sealed Book tells
how you, in the privacy of your own home,
without interference with your personal
affairs or manner of living, may
receive these secret teachings. Not

weird or strange practices, hut a
rational application of the basic

ficfin laws of life. Obtain your com-
plimentary copy by addressing

your inquiry to Scribe F.D.F.

The ROSICRUCIANS
(AHORC)

Sail Jose, California
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HeSp Yourself to Quick Reiisf witii QUINSANA
— Amazifig Results bo Athlete’s Foot!

Tests prove that 9 out of 10 get complete relief
from itching, burning Athlete’s Foot after 30-day
Quinsana treatment.

Quinsana’s antiseptic action helps prevent the
growth of the fungi that cause Athlete’s Foot. It
works fast to end the misery of itching, cracking,
peeling between toes. And daily Quinsana use
helps prevent recurrence of Athlete’s Foot!

Reiieve burning tired feet! Soothing, cooling
Quinsana Foot Powder helps keep feet dry, com-
fortable. It aids in absorbing excessive perspira-
tion. Quinsana helps combat foot odor.

Shake Quinsana on your feet. Shake it in shoes to
absorb moisture. Use Quinsana every day.

FOOT

M t-swsn QU'NSANA POWDER
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WITK 5% DDT
,. . for- dogs. Kills fleas and
lice quick. Keeps fleas off 5
7 days. Many home uses.

OR WITH ROTENONE
.. for cats. dogs. Quickly
kills fleas, lice. Kills fleas
when put on a single spot
Pre-war formula.
EITHER KINOi 25¢ & 50c
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ANIMAL LOVERS ASS'N

ROMANCE WESTERN

(Continued from page 68)
monica tricks. Salty makes his harmonica
imitate a baby so well, you’ll have trouble
believing it’s not a real live baby. The
other side features Salty doing a different
version of the old railroad song, John
Henry, and with his Brown Country Boys,
he gets off some hot instrumental licks.

Chet Aikens

The popular Chet Aikens of Victor
fame comes up with two that | think you’ll
like. This first number is the perfect
vehicle for Chet and his famed guitar,
and it could well lie Chet’s theme song.
In My Guitar Is My Sweetheart, he gets
off some lively strumming on this spirited
ditty which tells of his love for his
“stringed sweetheart.” The flipover is
an unusual combination of some terrific
barrelhouse rhythms and rustic strings.

Bob Wills

When Bob Wills, formerly a Columbia
artist, switched to the MGM label, he
really boosted MGM’s rating in the folk
music field. His first record for MGM a
few months ago, is currently on the best-
seller lists of any number of national
polls. You probably have it yourself—
Bubbles in My Beer. This new release
promises to achieve the same popularity.
You’ll be taking off your Stetson to these
two solid Wills originals, for they're ter-
rific. Closed for Repairs is a story of
broken-hearted love, introduced in Bob’s
unique style and sung by smooth-tonsilled
Tommy Duncan who is joined by the
harmonious Playboys. You’ll like the
modern dance tempo arrangement sparked
by Les Anderson’s rhythm guitar and
Bob’s violin. Little Cozvboy Lullaby is a
tender, melodious song, done in an easy,
lilting style.



very kitchen need *or quick m A No. 1 beouty <

Seems foo good fo be true until you see

) steaming hot water running continuously

r from any one of your cold water faucets!
With the revolutionary new KEM INSTANT

HOT WATER HEATER you get as much hot

water as you want—right when you want it!

All without waiting, fussing with fires or the

landlord!

Just Turn Faucet To Regulate Temperature
f Not just hot water, but water at exact heat desired, is what
you get with this amazing new heater! A slight turn of your
faucet gives you water of any desired temperature from
warm to extra hot.

Easily and Quickly Attached
Takes only a few seconds to attach or remove KEM
THESE ADVANTAGES

INSTANT HOT WATER HEATER. No special skill or

V NO MOVING PARTS to weor knowledge required. Easier to operate than the aver-

owoy or get out of order age electric iron!

V Suns onAC or DC current

Constructed of handsome Fits Any Standard Faucet

hammered aluminum B KEM INSTANT HOT WATER HEATER fills a long and urgent
V Measures 7va" x 33«”, requiring

smallstorage space when notin use need in basement, garage, cottage, tourist camp, office

V Fits any standard cold water faucet and factory—and when home hot water supply fails in

. . kitchen or bath.
V Carries 7-foot extension cord

V Takes only few seconds to attach FU"y Guaranteed

/ °Efx2%meg}’neg|y low cost operation — Heater is precision made and guaranteed against any and
only a few cents an hour all defects in material and workmanship. With ordinary

V Fully guaranteed against defects

care, it gives many years of satisfactory service.
in material or workmanship

KEM COMPANY, Dept. 37,18 E. 41st St.. New York 17. N. Y.

KEM COMPANY ~
YOUR MONEY REFUNDED WITHIN 5 DAYS Dept. 37, 18 E. 41 st St., New York 17. N. Y.
O Rush KEM HOT WATER HEATER CO D. I'll poy postman $3.98

IF KEM HEATER FAILS TO GIVE
INSTANT HOTWVATERL

Don’t be inconvenienced another day by lack of hot water In i
home, cottage, office or factory. ORDER YOUR KEM HEATER
TODAY! SEND NO MONEY. Just fill in and mail coupon and STREET
then pay the postman $3.98 plus postage when your heater
is delivered, or send $3.98 and we will pay postage.

plus postage.

O Enclose $3.98, send postpaid

NAME.....oirn

cITy ONE STATE oomivemssssersinnn



New Direct Mail Plan Saves You Big Money!

/ Unbeatable

rs?tK:. 3

Front SfT /

RICHLY GRAINED LEATHERETTE TRIM

We challenge comparison because nowhere . . but NOWHERE will you
get these fine seat covers at our low price! Yes, thanks to our amazing
direct-from-distributor to you plan, you can now own long wearing Deluxe
Auto Seat Covers at much lower prices than you pay elsewhere. And don’t

Colorful, Water . h . "
let our low price lead you to confuse our fine covers with those being

Repellant Scotch

Plaid Fibre sold elsewhere « No indeed! These are top-quality, DelLuxe Seat Covers
finely tailored of rugged, water repellent scotch-plaid fibre and richly
Check YOUR CHOICE OF Front Seat STYLE grained leatherette. Their smooth fit and handsome appearance will vastly

improve the looks of your car, make it easy for you to slide in and-out,
p otect your clothing and upholstery, and check driving discomfort.

A SEND NO MONEY . . . pay postman $3.98 plus postage or send cash and
SOLID SACK we pay postage. If not completely delighted return within five days for
For 4-door mfund under our you-must-be-pleased— or money-back guarantee.

Sedan

American Merchandising Co., Dept. SC105
9 Madison Ave., Montgomery 4, Ala.

DIVIDED BACK | Please send me the DelLuxe Seat Covers for car checked off below: |
SOLID SEAT | Make Model. Year_ i
For Coupe or | FRONT SEAT TYPE—A _ i
Coach front. | CHECK O Iam enclosing $ in full payment. Send Postpaid. r
| ONE O Send C.O.D. 1will pay postman $. plus postage, j
INDIVIDUAL Name_
SEATS Address”
For divided Zone. State_

back and seat
YOUR SAVINGS MOUNT UP LIKE MAGIC

STEAMING HOT WATER  BECAuse

All You Need For 101 Uses YOU ...

A Real Money-Maker
for You . . . Because
FRIENDS AND RELATIVES WILL HELP YOU
SAVE, JUST TO SEE HOW IT WORMS!

You'll see those nickels and
dimes rapidly add up to mighty W\

dollar bills with this new Juke v .
Box Bank that's a gay plastic N f Its Wis*I
reproduction of the tuneful To B<Thrifty

Julée fBo>< down at the corner
PRESTO'ELECTRIC soda ountalr? Bring .it out at
{5 cail “The coins an currency
WAT E R H E AT E R will really pour in, because

everyone wants to see it light

For a Limited $ Jt9 8 n up electrically and flash its bit
Time Onl 2 |**g of advice: "It’'s Wise to Be o
Y Thrifty”—to which we might Put Your Coins in
FAST ... CONVENIENT ... SURE' add: it'seasy to be thrifty Slot ond Prcss-in!
No\{v you can enj[cy the quury of s(eamm hoi when youhave an attenti'n- )
‘dNi)n lhhav[e to I?e?;lmyeour ﬁolusedo ge{ in® Slmh d; getting, fun-producing Juke Box JUKE BOX
B B A, Al e e S, o BLAZES WITH LGHT
anywheret’ B3 “rot evergymmggfmm Boifing SEND NO MONEY: send only AS IT FLASHES:
s to taking a bath. ‘Immediate delivery your name and address. Then

egg

guaranleed OHIKEN yMerealcyt Sé))‘/'v postman §4.98 Pay postman only $1.98 plus

plus postage on de Ilver?/ Or send cash and we postage. If you are not delight-

oaslrgousrt]a e. If not deflighted, return in 5 days ed, return within 10 days for
speedy, cheerful refund.

AMERICAN MERCHANDISING COMPANY,
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