

















2 THE SHOOTER’S CORNER s

turned into the hole (drilled quite a bit
smaller than the shank of the swivel screw)
it will hold and not tend to strip out. The
coarser these threads, the better, This swivel
may be located anywhere from 215 to 4-
inches from the toe of the butt stock.

The forcarm swivel is located about two
inches, depending on the ideas of the indi-
vidual, from the tip of the front end of the
forecarm and is secured by embedding a
proper size nut under the barrel at this
point. It should be screwed up tight enough
so that it will not turn.

Before permanent installation, the sling
swivels should be blued. An casy and satis-
factory method is that of heat bluing, and
may be used for all small parts such as
screws, pins, barrel bands, butt plates, pis-
tol grip caps, sights, ctc.

The small part should be held in a gas
flame by using a wire or tongs and heated
to a dull red. Be sure and keep it below a
cherry-red, for a minute or so, and then dip
into 2 wide-mouth container of sperm oil.
Keep the part moving in the oil. Then
hald the part over the flame until it flashes.
Remove trom the flame, and as soon as the
oil is burned off dip in the sperm oil again.
Repeat this flashing stcp several times.

A better method which has been used by
many gunsmiths throughout the country, 1s
to usc a solution of S-ounces of boiled or
raw linsced oil mixed with two ounces of
Marbles Nitro-Solvent oil. It is a good idca
to keep this oil in a wide-mouth jar with a
screw or friction tight cap as it is handy
to keep for bluing jobs that do not warrant
heating up the nitre box (which we have
discussed several times before.) Heat the
parts to a dull red and hold for 1 minute or
so, as with the sperm oil mcthod. Then
quench in the oil muxture. Lift out for a
second or so before quite cool and immed-
iately redip. Be surc and keep the parts
moving in the solution.

There are a number of materials that
maie insteresting looking pistol grip cap
and butt plates. I have made these items
using some of the ncwer plastics, alumi-
num, copper, bakelite (not so good as it
chips rather easily) and of course steel or
mallcable iron.

If a grip cap or butt plate is to be made
for a rifle that is already stocked, the size is
naturally governed by the dimensions of

said stock, which in some instznces, are a
little on the small side.

The circumference of a pistol grip at the
cap should be about 514 inches and should
be somewhat egg-shape, rather than round
at the ends. Good dimensions for a butt
plate are 5V inches long by 1 11/16-inch
wide.

The grip cap and the butt plate should
be made of the same material and decorated

.in the same vein for harmony’s sake.

The softer materials are easier on the
elbow grease, and a grip cap or butt plate
made of black plastic with a 1/16-inch
backing of white plastic, aluminum or cop-
per is “dressed up” without being flashy.

DT

oRwe cAp,  SLING SWIVEL DETAIL,

DOeY

DETAIL OF CROWN ON
GRIP CAP,

BUTT PLATE,

-

Drawing not o scale.

Say you decide to use a white basc (it may
be red or any other color) the 1/16-inch
base is first cemented to a 1/ inch thick
picce of black plastic that measures about
154 x 2-inches, or a little larger than the
base of the pistol grip of the stock. Draw
diagonals on the back (white side) to lo-
cate the center point and bore the hole for
the screw. To make the crown of the cap
you next place the block black-side up, and
scratch lines all the way around Vj4-inch
from the edge, and saw halfway through
the black plastic. Take it easy and go no
deeper than halfway!

Then saw down from the edges to these
cuts. Search around and find a stove-bolt
that is a snug fit in the center hole and turn
a nut down on the thread as far as it will
go, put on a washer, then the block, an-
other washer and a nut. Sct both nuts up
tight, cut off the head of the bolt, and you
have a mandrel to hold the piecc in the
vise or polishing head. -

Use a compass or washer or anything

(Concinded on page 144)
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. THE MASTER OF DEAD MAN’S DOME 9

TUB'S hackles stirred. But he was too

absorbed in the lease-rider’s information
to really anger. He had heard rumors in
Casper of an oil strike on the Poison Spider
Plains. And while he had not connected
that strike with his summons to Wildcat,
he found the news most interesting. It
might cven explain the town's disappear-
ance.

"I didn’t aim to trespass on anybody’s
ground,” he said rcasonably. “I'm only
trying to get to Wildcat. I was told the
town was hercabouts.”

“It was here till a weck ago!” the other
cracked. “Then Hocker found out about
it. Tra’s a heavy-handed man.”

The yellow cyes glinted maliciously, and
Stub Williams decided he disliked the man
very much. Still he kept his tone civil,
Conversational.

“I thought from the looks of the flat
that a cyclone had struck the place.”

“You thought right, farmer!” the other
cracked, smiling at a memory inside his
head. “A cyclone did strike it. The same
twister that hits trespassers on all the
Hocker leases!”

The man’s tone and his grin hinted that
he himsclf miglit be the cyclone in ques-
tion—that the same destructive force which
had scattered the town was about to scatter
Stub Williams. But Stub had come a long
ways to do a chore for Merrybelle Logan.
He still didn't know whcre Merrybceile was,
or if she had been hurt. He had to know
these things before he dealt with this cat-
faced cyclone.

“Whereat did the town come to carth
again?”’ he inquired, still casual.

“Smack-dab on another Hocker lease!”
his informant chuckled. “So the cyclone,
she hit her again! That town’s done moved
locations seven times in the last month!
Wildcat's gettin’ so all-fired bronco wild a
man can’t noway keep up with her no more!”

The cyclone laughed raucously at the hu-
mor of the concept.  Stub Williams smiled
politely, and picked up his lines.

“Well, T expect I'll find her,” he allowed.
“I got business there.”

“Just hold your horses, farmer!” the cy-
clone said ominously. “You ain't settled
with me yet. What kind of bizness you got
in Wildcat?”

Stub felt another stirring of anger, a bit

more insistent this time. But he saw no
profit in anger. No profit, either, in telling
this yellow-eyed ape about Merrybelle Lo-
gan, whom he had known in Buffalo, or
about her lawyer dad. He might have men-
tioned the fact that Merrybelle wanted a
water well drilled. But, at the moment,
that fact appeared to be his private concern.
His and Merrybelle’s.

“Monkey busincss, you would call it,” he
said with an cffort at lightness.

But the cyclone’s yellow gaze had fallen
upon the dismantled derrick tower and the
blocks and cables in the box behind the seat.
The pointed cat face sharpened, and the
roof-shaped nose twitched, as if taking
scent,

“So—ryou're one of them!” the cyclone
hissed.  “Well, you ain’t going to Wildcat.
You got bizness, here, with me!”

Stub Williams had not the faintest idea
who “them” might be, or how it came that
he was one. But the cyclone’s tone and
manner, and the way he hitched his rifle up
was evidence that whatever he was it was
not a healthy thing to be.

“Look, mistecr—"

“I'm lookin', farmer. Yo look! Look
this rifle down the throat, then turn your
team around. Drive back to the Big Dead-
man and set your wagon in the water, where
the tires won't fall off. Then unhitch your
tcam and git!”

TUB WILLIAMS looked into the wide-
spaced, almond-shaped yellow eyes. He
saw the cyclone wasn't fooling. But the der-
rick and the drilling rig represented the bulk
and nucleus of all Stub’s worldly wealth. He
wasn't about to give it up. Not without a
fight.

“You going to turn around, like I told
you?” the lease rider wanted to know, after
a minute.

Stub Williams shrugged in apparent resig-
nation.

“You got the gun,” he said bleakly.

He pulled at the lincs, and spoke to the
team. The willing animal moved off, but
the other stood stubbornly in its tracks. Stub
cursed all balky horses, and came to his feet,
swinging the length of chain.

The reluctant horse stood hunched and
tense, waiting for the bruising lash to propel
it into action, But the chain swung wide,
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lengths of drill pipe. Hell, I couldn’t get
down a hundred fect with that riggin'!”

But Asa Logan continued to smile—
fondly. “They are bringing wells in at less
than a hundred feet every day, son. She's
close to the surface here. Used to be there
was a surface secp here. Regular oil lake.
Great Tar Springs, they called it, then. In-
dians used the stuff for medicine, and Jim
Bridger mixed it with flour and sold it to
the emigrants for tar. That rig of yours
will do the trick.”

TUB'S sun-blackened face clouded with

protest. He didn’t know cxactly how to
put it. He didn't know exactly how he felt
about it.

But he couldn’t see himself wallowing
in mud and grease like a hog, for all the
money in oil. He was a driller of water
wells. He had been, cver since he'd figured
out this cheaper way of geiting water to the
surface, to save his liomestead back in John-
son County, a couple of years before.

In Johnson County, the big cattle com-
panics had sought to “solve™ the home-
steader problem by buying or stcaling title
to the creck banks and waterholes, and clos-
ing the sources of water to thosc who would
fence the land. A man could raise dryland
grain on the arid flats, and stack up pretty
neat, however, if he had a well and a wind-
mill to pump water for the housc and live-
stock and a few acres of hay.

That was Stub’s specialty, windmills and
wells. With his light drill-pipe rig, he
could pull onto a man’s place, punch a well
in a couple of days, if the water table was
at rcasonable depth, and put a failing home-
steader back on his fect overnight. He had
done more drilling than farming in the
last two years. And he enjoyed the work.
* It made him feel a little like God, trans-
forming barren desert into rich farmland.
Filling an empty wilderness with families
and houses and schools. He had done much
to change the history of his country, and
he had regarded his mission and its accom-
plishments with pride.

Therefore, when he had received a call
from Merrybelle Logan to come onto the
sullen Poison Spider desert and give them
cool pure water in place of the villainous
alkaline flow of the badlands streams, it had
seemed the crowning honor and achieve-

ment of his career. Stub set a store by
Merrybelle, and a store by his drilling outfit,
and this had been his' “command perform-
ance.”

Now, it secmed, he had been tricked.

“Did Merrybelle know about this?” he
asked the lawyer quietly. I mean, I thought
she wanted a water well.”

“My boy,” the lawyer smiled, “my daugh-
ter didn't mean to deceive you. She just for-
got to specify that it was an oil well we
wanted sunk. Besides, she wants to sce you
make something of yoursclf, and the chance
is here. She couldn’t marry a Johnny Apple-
sced, you know.”

Marry. For an instant, Stub Williams was
caught up in the bright promise of that
word. It had been spoken by Asa Logan,
himself.

The man who had opposed Stub Wil-
liams and all but forbidden him his door,
when Stub had sought to court his daughter
in Buffalo, almost a ycar before.

Then the lawyer's real meaning struck
him, like a kick below the belt. Johnny
Applesced it was, was it? Merrybelle, she
couldn’t marry a man that gave his time to
improving the country and the lot of the
men and women and children who lived in
it. She had to have a man with money. A
man as rich as Rockeyfellow.

Stub Williams® blocky jaw came out. He
shook his bullet head. "I'm plumb sorry,
Mr. Logan. I don’t drill for nothing but
water.”

SHADOW of annoyance crossed the

lawyer's face, disappcaring almost as
soon as it appeared. The smile stayed on the
sun-blistered lips. But when Logan spoke
again, there was a vibrant urgency in his
tone.

“You can’t let us down, Stub. We've a
chance here to make a million dollars, Merry-
belle and I—and you and my other associ-
ates. The oil is there, and we've a spot to
drill on. We nced a driller, and a rig.”

"Then go out and hire you one, Asa,”
Stub said coldly.

“We've been trying, for a month, to do
that very thing,” the lawyer confessed.
“We're not having any luck. Hocker’s got
Eastern backing. He can spend a thousand
dollars where my outfit can spend one. We
bring in riggers and drilless, and he hires
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his eyes were alert and wary, the brain be-
hind them desperately devising a plan of
battle.

“Now!”

Cat Bowman shouted the signal to attack.
Instantly, the three rushed in. Stub’s search-
ing eyes had scen a bottle on the bar beside
him. A quart bottle, full of busthead whis-
key. As the trio closed, he reached out a
hand, snaked the bottle from the counier,
and swung it at the ncarest head. The bottle
burst with the impact, and the man went
down. Bcfore Stub could recover, another’s
hand had gripped his face, the fingers goug-
ing for his eycs. )

The neck of the whiskey bottle was still
in the driller’s hand, the jagged glass flaring
out. He thrust the cutting edge into the
gouger's face, twisting it as he struck, grind-
ing the sawtooth cutter into yiclding flesh,
feeling it scrape on bone. Then an arm had
him around the throat, from bechind. Shut-
ting off his breath. Pulling his neck back,
to break it.

Understanding flashed in Stub’s bursting
brain. Understanding why his assailants had
not used their weapons. The plan had been
to kill him, all along, if he didn’t own him-
sclf as Hocker's man. But Hocker was play-
ing it cute. If they'd shot him down, in cold
blood, somcbody might have faced a murder
charge. If he were killed in a barroom
brawl—why, in a town like this, such acci-
dents must happen cvery day. .

His fingers clawed at the garroting arm,
but it scemed to be made of steel. His pulse
was hammering at his cars, and he knew it
couldn’t last much longer. He braced his
fect, and pulled in his neck, and struck sav-
agely backward with his head. He knew
from the cushioned impact that he'd found
Cat Bowman's face. He knew from the
shooting pains inside his skull that the blow
had a haymaker.

The arm about his throat relaxed its hold,
and tried to withdraw. But Stub gripped it
now in both his hands, holding it low in
front of him. He could breathe now, and
his lungs sucked in one ragged gulp of air.
Then he marshaled the last ounce of his
waning strength, and—still holding to the
arm before him—hunched his shoulders and
straightencd his spine, all in one coordinated
hcave. The weight was lifted from his
shoulders, as if plucked off by giant hands.

THE MASTER OF DEAD MAN’S DOME 17

He let go the arm, and Cat Bowman sailed
over his head, bodily, like a great wingless
bird.

Bowman struck the floor, headlong, some
ten fect away. The crowd had broken before
him, or his fall would have been cushioned.
He did not get up, and Stub leaned weakly
against the bar, eyes blearing around him,
his lungs working like a bellows.

The man he'd cut with the broken bottle
was out of the fight. But the one he'd
knocked down was back on his feet, coming
in. Stub was too far gone to swing out to
meet him. He put a hand out on either side
of him, gripping the edge of the counter.
When the bully was almest touching him,
he supported his weight on his hands, lifted
his boots, and drove them into the other's
middle. He felt ribs snap under his feet,
and the bully was thrown backward as if
he'd been kicked by a horse. His feet
churned to keep him erect, and he took the
whole room to fall in—striking the wall be-
side the open door with such force that he
knocked the whole flimsy panel out and dis-
appeared through the ragged hole.

UT in the middle of the floor, Cat Bow-
man had hauled himsclf up to his
knees, and had drawn a pistol. He was try-
ing to sight it, using both hands to do the
job. But his eyes wouldn’t focus, and he
was bothered by blood running down from
his forchcad from his reopened head wound.
There was a pistol 1n the sawdust at
Stub’s feet, dropped by onc of the other two
Hocker henchmen. Stub bent down and
scooped it up in his hands. It was loaded,
but he did not shoot. He had killed no one
yet, and he did not intend to kill. He wanted
only to settle this fight, and get out of Wild-
cat as soon as he could.

So, instead of shooting, he pegged the
pistol at the cyclone’s head. He scored a hit,
and Bowman went to the floor again, back-
ward. He tried to rise, but Stub had got to
him, now. He kicked the pistol from the
bully’s hands, and his boots were not still
until the Cat was stretched motionless and
bloody on the floor. Then he turned, un-
steadily, and looked abeut fer Hocker.

The oil man had not stirred from his
original position, by the door. His hench-
men had suffered an ignominous defeat, and
he—through them—had likewise lost the
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engagement. Yet he’d lifted no hand to
help them. And now that the fight was
over, he accepted its issue with a shrug.

“If you're still aimin’ to hold me for the
law, Mr. Hocker,” Stub panted, advancing
on him slowly, "I expect you'll have to do
the holding. Your hired help seems to have
quit you.”

For a minute, the oil man said nothing.
One hand was in his coat pocket, where Stub
guessed he had a pistol. But Stub wanted
no more trouble. He only wanted to get out
of town. He didn’t make the oil man draw,
and the latter showed no inclination to draw,
unless forced to it. Ira Hocker, patently, did
not kill his own snakes.

THE black ecyes sized Stub up once more
and their poison hostility was alloyed
with a wistfulness the driller could not un-
derstand.

“You argue better than I knew, boomer,”
the little man said at length. “You've talked
me out of what I had in mind. I'm going
to let you go. But get out of the country.
Get out of Wildcat and off the Dome. Get
clean off the Poison Spider Plains—if you
want to live. You understand what I mean?”

Stub nodded sourly. “I'm afraid I do, Mr.
Hocker. I wish I didn’t. T wish you hadn’t
made it so plain. I wanted to leave this place
the worst way. But now you've fixed it so
I can’t leave, without running. I've never
run from any man, Mr. Hocker.”

The oil man looked very bored. “You're
young, boomer. You're smart, and in good
health.

“I admire you, boy. I'd hate to see
something happen to you. So—think it
over. I'll give you until morning to decide.”

With that final warning issued, the oiler
turned on his heel and left the Duster Bar,
unmindful of his maimed and wounded
henchmen. Stub Williams stood on wide-
spread feet, staring glumly after him, hear-
ing a door slam hollowly—a door that
blocked retreat. He still wanted none of
Asa Logan’s foulsome black muck. But Hock-
et’s ultimatum had obligated him to stay on
in Wildcat, against his own wishes and
judgment.

He couldn’t stay on in Wildcat and be
idle. He couldn’t stay on and hold himself

aloof of che fight in which he had become

uawillingly embroiled. If he stayed, he'd

have to drill for oil whether he wanted to
or no.

“On second thought,” he told Asa Logan,
back at the bar, "I guess I'll stick around
and punch you out a well or two.”

The silence which had reigned in the
crowded room throughout Stub's fight and
conversation with Hocker closed over his
declaration to Logan as water in a stagnant
pool closed over a hurled stone. Then the
meaning and the import of his words regis-
tered with those who heard, and the room
burst into movement and raucous sound.

TUB was the center of a demonstra-

tion that bordered on a riot. Drinks
were called on the house, and Stub was feted
as a hero. Word spread over the camp that
a cat-footed drifter had stood up to Hocker
and made it stick—that this same drifter was
driving home his victory by staying around
to drill for cil under Hocker’s very nose—
and the camp’s whole populace converged
on the Duster Bar, to have a look at the man
who'd done the impossible. “Weavil”
Smith, proprietor of the bar and mayor of
the mustang town, gave his whole stock of
red-cyc away inside of an hour, and the
crowd swept away to the other dives, clean-
ing the shelves and cellars like a locust
plague. Stub Williams and Asa Logan and
half a dozen others lingered at the Duster,
after the rest had gone. And Weavil Smith
broke out a bottle of private stuff, from a
compartment which had escaped the notice
of the thirsting crowd.

“ ‘Duster’ Bar is just what this place’ll
be, when that quart’s gone!” the saloon man
said with a grin. “But now that we got a
driller and a rig—to hell with keepin” bar!
We're oil men now, Ace. All wool and a
yard wide!”

Asa Logan nodded agrcement. When he
looked at Stub Williams, there was adora-
tion in his sharp blue eyes, a smile on his
chappy lips.

“We stand a good chance now, anyhow,”
he said, more cautiously. “Williams, you've
stood this town on its ear. You'll be a big
man here, before you're done.”

Stub shook his head, adamantly. “T'll stay
here a week, just to make it look like I'm
not running, when I leave. Maybe in that
time, if this muck is as close to the surface
as you say, maybe I can punch you a couple
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notice that the minute he moved a rig in on
us, it meant war. Well, he sent 2 man to
Casper to round up a private army of hard-
cases, to match our committee. His army
hasn't showed up yet, and as long as he
knew we didn’t have any way of sinking a
well, he figured T guess that he wasn't
crowded.”

Stub Williams digested that, and felt the
small clectric waves run up his spine to the
hairline on his neck. “He knows you've got
a rig now,” he said contemplatively. “He
can'’t afford to wait any longer.”

The words were scatcely out when run-
ning fect pounded up to the cabin outside.
T'he door burst open, and a disheveled man
appcarcd, hatless and out of breath. He
clbowed his way into the lamplight, and his
excited cyes sought Asa Logan. _

“It’s started!” he gasped. And an clectric
spark passed through the assembled men,
freezing them to stone.

“What's started?” Asa Logan demanded,
the only man in the room who could com-
mand his voice.

“Hocker!” the newcomer exclaimed, still
panting for breath. “He's movin' a rig in on
the town. Dismantled a derrick, up on the
Dome—movin’ it down by wagon—got a
crew, and twenty gunmen along—to stand
us off!”

A full minute of silence followed the
revelation. Silence in which each man pres-
ent looked to Asa Logan, awaiting his re-
action and instruction. But Logan did not
move or speak. Logan looked to Stub Wil-
liams. After a time, the others followed the
lawyer’s lead, and Stub felt the mantle
of leadership fall squarely on his shoulders,
the same as if they all had spoken.

Stub knew then that he was involved all
the way in the fight for mastery of Dead
Man’s Dome, whether he wished it or no.
Unconsciously, he squared his shoulders, as
if to receive the burden. It was not the first
time that leadership in a fight that did not
concern him directly had fallen to him, by
default. Nor did he seek to dodge the en-
cumbrance. He could sce now that he had
been embroiled in this, actually, from the
moment Cat Bowman’s rifle had kicked dust
in front of his team, disputing his passage
across the Dry Deadman. And it was his
nature to assume. leadership in anything he
had a hand in, whatever.

“Let me get this straight,” he said easily.
“Ira Hocker is settin’ up his rig to drill a
hole and get his sample, to move this town
again. That right?”

Asa Logan nodded. “That's right. He
finds his sample, the town moves again.”

“And this is the last location, about, on
the Dome,” Merrybelle put in. “If he moves
us off from here, we're off the Dome fos
good.”

EAVIL SMITH stood up, abruptly.

“Well, he ain’t going to do that. We
warned him what would happen, if he
moved a rig down here. I'll get the boys to-
gether.”

Stub Williams shook his head. “Keep
your shirt on, Weavil. There’re a lot of
ways to skin a cat.”

The barman glowered. "They’s only one
way I know of, to skin Tra Hocker. That's
with a huntin’ knife. I'm a-going hunting!”

Williams stood up. He was remembering
Johnson County, where a fight much like
this one had shaped up, over land. This was
oil, but the issues—and the outcome—ap-
peared the same.

“This might come to shooting,” he con-
ceded, “before it’s donc. But if it does,
there will be a stink that will reach the gov-
crnor and the courts, and mavbe bring in the
national guard. In a case like that, it's a
handy thing to be able to show that the op-
position fired the first shot. That way, there
won't be so many men get hung.”

He sensed a stiffening of the tension in
the room. Weavil Smith looked at him,
thoughtfully.

“How else would we skin Hocker, boy?”

Stub managed a shrug. "I 2in’t sure. But
tell me this. What happens if we punch our
hole and get our sample first? Would the
county clerk in Casper have to enter your
claim then?”

Weavil looked at Legan. The lawyer
frowned judiciously. “I think he would. If
we got to Casper with our sample, and a lot
of witnesses and affidavits, I think he would
have to record our claim.”

“If he wouldn't,” Merrybelle put, “why
we could go to the courts. That would at
least give us a point of legality to stand on,
if it does come to fighting here, and Hocker
tries to put the blame on us. It would stiow
that we tried.”
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can't fill it, till they get tooled for bigger
production.”

“Then what we gettin’ excited for?”
Smith demanded disgustedly. “A well’s no
good, if the oil don’t run, and you haven't
got any pipe.”

“I—T was kind of hoping this one would
run, leak or no,” Logan said lamely. “Docs
look like mebbe we started to yell too soon.
I guess mebbe Hocker was counting on this
all the time.”

It was a sobered group now that stood
around the idle rig. Merry Logan, however,
did not join in the mourning. She looked
down at Stub Williams, who was seated
on the ground, drinking a cup of coftce
in silence.  Even through the thickening
gloom, Stub could rcad the absolute faith
and confidence in her look. And, under that
stimulus, an idea which had been taking
shape in a sccret place in his brain now
rosc to the level of consciousness.

“I came here cxpecting to sink a water
well,” he mentioned, holding his cup out for
a refill. "I didn't expect to tap any artesian
head, out here in the desert. I brought a
windmill wheel and pump along.”

A startled silence followed the declara-
tion. Then Asa Logan spoke skeptically.
“You mean—ryou think that puny water
pump would pump oil?”

Williams shrugged. "My puny water-well
rig punched your hole, didn't it? The well's
shallow as some water wells. I don't Anow
that my pump would work. But I don’t sec
why it wouldn’t. Might not bring up the
stream a power pump would bring. But
what the hell? A little stream is better than
no stream.”

Another silence ensued. Then Logan

spoke again, hollowly. “Pump oil with a
windmill? Now that would be something—
if it would work!”

He laughed, at first with relish, then in
resignation. “Nope. I'm afraid that’s no
good. If that would work, there would be a
lot of people doing it.”

None of the lawyer’s associates challenged
his logic, and Stub Williams shrugged again,
willing to let it drop. It wasn’t his oil well.

But Merry Logan wouldn't let it drop.
She turned on her father like a lioness
aroused, and lashed out at him in fury and
devastating contempt.

"*“So you dou't think it will work—Dbecause

it's never been done! Maybe it's never been
tricd. Have you thought of that? Nobody
had ever stood up to Ira Hocker, before
Stub came to Wildcat. And nobody had ever
brought in an oil well with ordinary farm-
well equipment, cither. Because nobody had
ever tried it—or tried standing up to Hocker,
cither! It seems to mc the least you could
do would be to let him try this other. It
looks casicr and more likely to me than the
other things he's tried—and made stand
up!”

p"No‘w, Merrybelle,” the lawyer said
soothingly, "don’t get in an uproar. We aim
to try cverything—even windmills.  But
we've been on the go here for about thirty
hours, and there 1s no call to kill ourselves
off. We can let a can down that pipe on a
line to get our sample, then turn in and get
some sicep. We can decide the windmill,
after.”

But Stub Williams was glowing from the
emphatic vote of confidence he had had from
Merry Logan. He wanted to vindicate her
faith in him, all the way. Maybe it wouldn’t
work. Maybe crude oil would be too heavy
for a windmill pump to handle. But if
Merrybelle thought he could make it work,
why he would! And he couldn’t rest until
he had.

“Boys,” hc said, throwing the dregs from
his coffec cup and standing up wearily, “I'm
dead from my belt both ways. But if we're
going to rig the windmill, I'm thinking we'd
better get it done tonight, in the dark. What
I mean is, if that deal is going to work out,
we had better find out and have it working,
before Hocker knows we're thinking about
it. When you shoot a grizzly bear, therc is
no petcentage in warning him first. And if
that windmill works, Irie Hociker will be
shot—right where it hurts!”

Silence gave its reluctant consent, and
Stub began his preliminary preparations.

LWAYS, in rigging a windmill to draw
water from a well, Stub left his drill-
ing derrick on the spot to scrve as a mill
tower, and added only the whcel and gears
and pump. It saved time and money, and it
simplified problems of transportation, on a
long haul like the one from Buffalo to Wild-
cat. .
So, his first chore was ro remove the ham-
mer and its vertical guides from his towet,
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since these would serve no purpose on a
windmill, and he’d need them anyhow on
his next drilling rig. The block and cable
he left intact, for the moment, to raise the
heavy mill wheel to position. From his
wagon he took the wheel and gears, had
Logan hoist them on the lift, and began the
tedious task of assemblage, at the top of the
tower. .

It was a rough and painful procedure,
mounting the wheel in the dark. Logan and
Weavil Smith climbed up to assist him. But
they knew nothing of windmills and hin-
dered more than they helped. But Stub
Williams was now a man obsessed, and he
drove himself as he had driven himself
earlier, at the drilling.

By midnight, the wheel and eccentric gear
were in position. The wooden blades and
vane werc attached, and perfectly in balance.
Stub attached the long pump rod and control
wire, greased the wheel and gears and set the
brake shoes to hold the wheel until the pump
was attached. Then, fecling all wrung out,
he climbed down the tower and drank more
coffee before going on.

More tedious yet for an exhausted man,
was the task of joining the eight lengths of
center tubing, and inserting these inside the
casing, dttaching the two top joints to the
double-valve pump. But Stub kept moving,
in spitc of the shricking protests of his
muscles. And by the time dawn came ghost-
ing up in the eastern sky, the pump was set,
the rod connecting it to the gear above was
in position, and the control wire was fixed
to the lever he'd bolted to the tower frame.

“Well,” he said aloud, to no one in par-
ticular, “I guess she’s ready to buzz.”

No one answered him. Not even Merry-
belle. They were so close now to knowing
that suspense was a hand at their throats,
choking them down. Stub stepped to the
control lever, and placed his hand upon it.
But he too was a bit reluctant to put his
brain-child to the test. If it didn't work-—
well, he could write off the time and effort
he had put into it. His time and labor were
not excessively valuable, to himself or to
others. But he couldn’t write off Merry's
child-like faith in him.

One way or anotlier, it had to work.

The everlasting east wind—the ogre of
the desert—was blowing strongly. Coldly.
Stub’s' damp shirt felt icy against his skin.

But he kept on sweating. He raised his eyes
to the wheel above him, and put a slight
pressure on the control lever, Turning the
wheel slowly into the wind. Releasing the
brake shoe as it turned.

A quiver ran through the skeletal struc-
ture in front of him. The thing he had built
was coming to life. It had happened a hun-
dred times before. But never just like this.

The wind caught the wheel's wooden
blades and began to strain and push at them.
The wheel began to rotate, sluggishly. The
rod moved stiffly up and down. The pump
sucked and choked and coughed. But noth-
ing emerged from the curved spout.

Stub pressed the lever further. outting
the blades more squarely to the wind. The
wheel spun faster, working hard . ;:inst the
gears. The rod worked faster, and the pump
strained and gurgled like a retching man.
Stub held the lever rigid, fighting down a
rising desire to let the wheel go, knowing
that if he did he'd strip the gears.

Suddenly the pump hawked and spat. Spat
glob after glob of thick, black sludge—the
oil-soaked cuttings and dirt which had
sceped through the sieve below, and which
had cluded his swabber. Gradually, the foul
slush thinned. The straining pump worked
more easily. The load on the gears was
lessened, and the winged wheel leaped
ahead like a hot-blooded horse given rein.
Stub gave it a little more wind, as much as
he dared. And crude oil streamed from the
pipe spout, like black blood from a wounded
hellish monster.

A high keening yell of triumph went up
from the hollow-eyed Wildcatters. A yell
that was echoed with sour and threatening
overtones from the knob where Ira Hocker’s
crew had likewise worked through the night.

OCKER'S crew also had results to show

for their long fatigue shift. Their
derrick was rigged, their boiler and engine
were set, and the boiler had already been
fired. But now that daylight had come, and
their attention had been attracted to the
seep by the cheering, they seemed to have
forgotten their own business, on the knob.
They were staring at a most improbable ap-
parition—a windmill which pumped oil
from the earth. Even at that distance, Stub
Williams could read the stunned, unbe-
lieving amazement on their faces, and espe-
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laughed at me. People are going crazy over
oil, all over the country. There just ain't
any equipment. What's allotted for this
part of the country, Ira Hocker has sewed
up, tighter'n a drum. That's where we're
licked.”

“There ain’t any shortage of windmills
and windmill pumps,” Stub Williams put
in.

Asa Logan looked at him skeptically.
“You mean you'd put in more windmills?
Pump it all that way?”

Stub put aside his impatience at hearing
the windmill disparaged, and quoted the
same statistics he'd thrown at Weavil Smith
almost a week before. He filled out his
statistics with the lawyer’s own market pre-
dictions, and mentioned the six wells already
completed, the additional fourteen or so
that could be sunk on the seep bed, as soon
as the pipe could be hauled in.

The lawyer listened intently. From dubi-
ous politeness the lawyer's expression
changed to thoughtful reflection, to rapt en-
thusiasm.

“By the nine white stripes on a turkey's
leg!” he burst out, when Stub had done.
“You're right. It's fantastic, on the face of
it. But I guess that’s just because it's never
been tried before. There is no reason why
it wouldn’t work. Stub Williams, you're the
schemingest, sharpest, smartest oil-shark in
the business. We got to have you in the
company!”

Such a compliment, from Merrybelle’s
parent, was not to be shrugged aside. Merry
herself glowed when she looked at Stub, and
the driller admitted privately that the oil
racket had its points.

Aloud he said, “I'm just a dumb driller,
Mr. Logan. I only sink the holes—for a
fee-fee.” But he didn’t say it convincingly.
And Logan wasn't listening, anyhow. Logan
was looking at the whirring windmill and
the flat beyond it, seeing it crowded with
windmills, each pumping black liquid
wealth from the ground.

“It'll be the durnedest-looking oil field in
the business!” he exclaimed with relish.
“And one of the best producers. We'll call it
Williams Field. The Little Dead Man'’s
Dome!”

He chuckled at the thought, then laughed
aloud. Laughed till his eyes watered, and he
had to wipe them with his handkerchief.

But behind his hale good humer, Stub could
sense a lingering uneasy reservation. And
he knew the lawyer had not yet told all.

“What else is bad, Asa?” the driller de-
manded to know.

Logan sobered instantly. “Transporta-
tion,” he said bluntly. “Men, there isn’t a
tank wagon to be had inside of a year. De-
mand on these is as heavy as on the other
kinds of equipment. Hocker has all that
sewed up. And we can’t haul our crude the
forty miles to Casper on Williams™ Bain.”

Stub scowled and looked away. He had
known that sooner or later one of these
obstacles that Hocker had strewn in their
path would be insurmountable. And this
looked like the one. As Logan said, they
couldn’t get their produce to Casper on his
high-box wagon. And oil in a cistern forty-
miles deep in the desert wasn’t worth a
dime.

It angered Stub that these men had
formed a habit of bringing all their troubles
to him, expecting him to have a ready solu-
tion to every problem that arose. This wasn't
his racket. His business was sinking water-
holes. In his business, when you'd sunk your
hole and rigged your pump, the job was
done. You didn't have to worry about trans-
porting your product forty miles to a refinery
and railroad, to give it a value. It wasn’t his
racket, and it wasn’t his oil. Yet, at times
like this, these wildcatters behaved as if he
were the big proprietor, they the hired men,
waiting for orders.

Stub Williams was fed up. He was tired
and licked and feeling poorly. He wanted
to tell these thumb-fingered tinhorns to take
their crude and their Little Dead Man's
Dome and shove the works. But there sat
Merrybelle beside her father, watching Stub
with the same expectant trust. And some-
how, because of this, Stub could not say the
words that were in his mind. Instead, he
said something quite different. Something
that surprised him when he heard it, for
such a thing had not occurred to him until
that second.

“A couple of months ago, I sank a couple
of wells for a farmer down the Platte. I
saw a lot of tank-wagons belonging to that
railroad construction outfit. Hauled water
for drinking and cooking, and wetting down
the new grade. Five-hundred-gallon jobs.
Wooden tanks. Light. Easy to handle.”












36 SHORT STORIES

his boot. There wasn’t any moon, but he
recognized Cat Bowman in the starlight. He
was disappointed that it was not Hocker
himself. But he knew he shouldn’t be. He
knew that Cat Bowman had not come to the
Logan shack on his own accord that night,
to kill 2 man who'd worn Stub Williams’
hat. He knew that Hocker hired others to
do his killings. Cat Bowman had made a
mistake. That was all. A big mistake. A
mistake that would cost Hocker's life, as
well as Bowman'’s.

Excited shouts and footstcps now came
to him from the shack. Weavil Smith’s
voice reached his cars, ragged and breath-
less.

“Damn '¢cm. Oh, damn 'em! Now they're
hitun' our field. Come on, boys. Lcave
Merrvhelle with Asa. We got to save our
wells!”

Stub heard it then. The wild confusion
of sound which had been in his ears for
more than a minute, but which had not been
able to break through his preoccupation with
Cat Bowman. A raucous yelling, shot
through with gunfire, down on the seep bed.
He understood then that the attack oa the
field had becn timed to coincide with the
attempt on his life. The few guards down
on the seep were fighting back. But they
wouldn’'t have much chance.

TUB found himsclf running then. Stum-
bling over the trash and gear that lit-
tered the ground.

His first impulse had been to go to Mer-
rybelle.  But the ficld had to come first.
He couldn’t go to Merrybclle yet. Always,
it seemed, there was something to do be-
fore he could go to Merry. Well, the ficld
had to be saved. If it wasn’t too late.

The gunfire on the scep in front of him
had now swollen to a raving, thundering
clamor. Then he heard another sound.
One that brought him up, to listen. It was
a low dull roaring, scemingly far away, yet
plainly audible above the clamor of the guns.
A muffled growling like the rumble of a dis-
tant earthquake.

Then the tension snapped in his over-
wrought brain. He could think clearly
again, and he readily identified the sound.
Ira Hocker had tapped a gas head, up on
the Dome. Hocker, just at this moment of
crisis, had brought in a gusher.

3
OR another minute, Stub Williams stood
motionless in the dark. Held idle by a

thought or a feeling which he couldn’t quite

bring into focus,

Ahead of him, in the seep, the shooting
was more scattered now, the yelling more
insistent. Swelling above it all, like a trum-
pet call to arms, the voice of Weavil Smith
summoned and directed his henchmen in the
fight.

Still Stub Williams hesitated. There was
little he could do in the seep. Little that
Weavil Smith was not doing. It was blind,
suicidal fighting down there, anyhow, in
the dark. If he went down and joined it,
he’d be as apt to kill his friends as his foes.
As apt to be killed by Smith as by Hocker.
But up there on the Dome—up where the
gusher was spouting—

He had it then. The Dome!
the place to hit Ira Hocker.
where he could make it count.

“So you want to rough it, eh, Ira?” he
inquired aloud, as if the oilman had been
standing at his very side. “Then we'll play
it your way this time. And, before I kill
you, why I'll cut you down to my size!”

Then he turned his back on the sound of
fighting in the seep, and started for the
Dome. He made himself walk, instead of
run. But he walked swiftly, plotting as he
went.

Ira Hocker seemed to be taking it for
granted that all the wildcat aggregation
would be kept busy that night, dcfending
their own field on the seep. He seemed also
to be taking it for granted that Stub Wil-
liams was decad. At any rate, it was known
that Hocker had engaged fifty hardcases to
do nothing but guard his field. Yet Stub
reached the Dome without being challenged.

Ira Hocker, Logan had said, was start-
ing to deepen his wells, in an cffort to get
below the sands that were being drained
by the wildcat field in the seep. Around
him in the dark, Stub could see the wink-
ing red petals of the rig lanterns, and could
hear the wheeze and puff of the heated
boilers, the measured pulsing stroke of the
rocker arms. But the center of activity ap-
peared to be the gusher ahead. Lanterns
were converging upon it from all dircctions,
dancing across the dome like fireflies in the
dark. Voices ripped out oaths and impreca-
tions, Commands and counter-commands.

That was
That was
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them so, and had tried to leave the Dome.
Then this crooked-mouthed old man had
served him with an ultimatum, and all this
had started.

To that extent, Ira Hocker was right. In
the beginning, it had been between Stub and
the spider there, and Merry hadn’t counted.
But, somewhere along the line, she had
started to count. And it was for Merry that
Stub had stayed on, beyond the time required
to show Hocker he wasn’t running. It was
for Merry that he'd fought and bled for the
Little Dead Man’s Dome. For Merry that
he'd risked his life and worked himself into
a red-eyed stupor for it. For Merry that he'd
killed, and was prepared to kill again,

BUT the odds against him now were
thirty to one. Even if he killed Hocker,
he would never lcave the saloon alive. And
Merry was now fatherless, and in a bad jam.
Stub’s dying for her wouldn’t help her out.
To help Merry, he had to live. Even if it
meant crawling in front of his cnemy.

“Let’s talk this over, Hocker,” he heard
his voice saying. "I don't believe this is my
fight, any more. You shoved it onto me, a
month before. I didn't want it. But I took
it, because I don't like being shoved around.
I've whipped you, Hocker. I've outdone you
at everything you've tried. I've burned you
out, and cut you down to my size. On top of
all that, why have I got to kill you, before
I can leave the country?”

“You've answered your own question,
son,” the oil magnate said, but more gently
now—as if explaining an obscure point of
drilling to a greenhorn. “It's because you've
done what you say that you've got to kill me
—or be killed. No amount of crawling will
save you.

“You can’t back down now.”

“I'm not backing down,” Stub objected.
“I'm backing out. Oil isn't my racket. I
don’t like it, and I don’t want any more. All
I wanted out of this deal was that girl. Her
father’s dead. But I killed the man that fired
the shot. Now if she isn’t hurt, I'll take her
and Jeave the country. Ain’t that fair
enough?”

The oilman shook his head. “You didn’t
think of that soon enough. Look at what
you've done to me. Think I could just forget
that, and kiss and make up? No. Killing
you won't undo what you've done. But it
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will make it easier for me to hold up my
head again.” :

Stub opened his mouth to speak again.
But the old man cut him off. The black eyes
were wistful again, as they had been that
day a month ago in the Duster Bar. The
voice was wistful, too. And scolding. It
was almost as if Ira Hocker were upbraiding
a wayward son.

“Look, boomer. Let me explain this. You
can’t walk into a country like this, turn it
upside-down, then just walk away and leave
it. When you whip the top dog, you're
stuck with the top dog’s job, whether you
like it or not. If you don’t accept it, you've
done the country dirt by horning in. At
least, beforehand, everybody knew where
they stood. Everybody wasn’t at everybody
else’s throat, to see who'd wear the big col-
lar. So now, it's you or me. But I think it
will be me.”

There was an aura of unreality in this
matter that Stub Williams couldn’t rational-
ize. It wasn’t natural to stand discussing a
problem of metaphysics with a man who
was about to kill you, or be killed. This
whole thing just couldn’t be.

But it was.

A part of Stub’s reluctance to fight, he’d
begun to comprehend, was that he could see
himself twenty years hence in this willful
old man who had never compromised with
life and would not compromise now.

But Stub didn’t have to make the deci-
sion. Ira Hocker made it for him. The
broken oil tycoon took a long pull at his
bottle. Then, as if expecting the drink to
be his last, he smashed the empty bottle
against the glass behind the bar, and turned,
grabbing up his pistol. The black eyes were
hard and poison now. The crooked mouth
was snarling.

TUB WILLIAMS jumped sideways,

as the old man shot. The slug smashed

his shoulder, throwing him backward. He

flipped his own gun into his left hand, and

Stub’s shooting, or his luck perhaps, was

better. He fired twice, and Ira Hocker went
down.

Slowly, then, Stub turned to face the hos-
tile crowd. The murderous volley he ex-
pected did not come. Shock, or surprise, or
fear, or a combination of all three, held the
crowd for the instant. But the enmity was
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not let himself get stampeded. He'd wait
a bit and see what happened.

But waiting merely increased his fears.
As the minutes went by and the wind
strengthened, the canoe continued to lift
and wallow, but the bow-end of her was
now pointed on a definite course. The
course lay straight for the gap between the
islands.

For the first time, Big Dan became a
bit panicky. He tried paddling with his
hands, his fect, but he almost lost his bal-
ance on the canoc. He tried trailing one
foot in the water, till he found that the drag
mercly swung the canoe more broadside to
the wind. He gave it up then and surrendered
himsclf to the gravity of his position. -

This wasn't the first time he'd been in a
jam. Not the first time the cards were stack-
cd against him. But there was a difference
now. Where before he had had a fighting
chance, had been able to win out by the
bullhecadedness of his own efforts, here was
nothing to do. Just to sprawl on his belly,
hug the slippery hull and take it on the
chin.

He looked up, around him, just as though
there was a chance of somebody being near.
And cven as he did so, he knew the fool-
ishness of it all. The Nitchies, those whom
he might call neighbors, were into the post
with their families and had been there
most of the summer. They wouldn't return
to their trapping-camps for a full month
yet. In the mcantime, he had a thirty-mile
stretch of water all to himsclf. And when
he looked ahcad, saw that the twin islands
would slip by on cach side of him and he
caught a glimpse of the whitecaps out on
the open like, something broke in his throat
that was a little whimper of fear.

He didn't want to snuff out that way;
not by drowning. Not by an extra big wave
washing him off the canoe, snatching the
canoe from him. That gurgling, drowning
stuff—that was a terrible way to go. Then,
like many a better man than Big Dan Hobbs,
he caught himsclf voicing his thoughts in
words.

“Guess I'm in for it. And I don’t wanta
die—yct. But right now, only th’ Lord can
help me. Can’t help m’sclf, that a cinch.
Ain't a thing I can do. And would yuh help
me, Lord? Jes' this once?”

Big Dan blinked, realized with a start

that he was praying. What had been the
mumblings of a man up against it was now
a cry for aid. And once he realized it and
realized how simple it was, Big Dan went
all out.

He had nced to. He had reached the is-
lands, was abreast of them. They were slip-
ping by, fifty yards off on cach side of him.
Fifty yards to a swimmer was nothing; but
to Big Dan, fifty yards could as well be
fifty miles. And duc ahead of him, with no
land in sight at all, was that thirty-mile ex-
pansc of lake.

“So will you help me, Lord? I know I
don’t deserve it. I bin pretty wild, a hell-
raiser all m’ life; but you help me jes’ this
once, and I sure won't forget it. I'll go ¢’
church every Sunday I'm in th’ post and—
yeah, T'll go t’ church, all right.”

IG DAN might have promised more,

but even in the moment of his extreme
gravity he allowed a few reservations. Feller
shouldn't promise too much. If he did, he'd
only fall down. But he'd go to church—

“Yeah, T'll go t' church, Lord; and I'll
—and I—I won't get drunk no more. Jes’
heip me outa this jackpot, Lord, and TI'll
sure play square!”

But soon the islands were gone; and with
the big waves cracking down through the
gap, Big Dan figured he was asking Provi-
dence for a miracle. Only two things could
save him—somecone happening along in a
canoe or a swift and sudden change in the
wind.

And as onc was about as impossible
as the other, only the greatest of miracles
could bring them about.

But in his extremity, the miracle was the
only hope of salvation. And Big Dan, a kid
again, alone, with Dcath waiting for him
out there, prayed as he never thought to
pray before.

“Jes’ this one time, Lord. Jes’ this onc
time, and I won't bother you ag'in. And
I'll raise the ante, I'll go the wholc hog.
Get me outa this, and I won'’t only not get.
drunk no more, but I won’t takc another
drink. And I won't fight—well, not unless
I have to—and, well, Lord, please help me
out this once!”

He looked up, shook the spray from his
eyes. Far off from behind he heard another
howl from his dogs. He swallowed hard,
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his own four pipes into_place. And when
Big Dan got up onto the chair again to try
once more to fit the ends together, he prop-
ably thought all would be well.

But things weren't well. One side of the
elbow went in, but the other jumped out.
Big Dan began to get vicious. He walloped
the offending elbow with the heel of his
hand, bawled, “"Hold ’er, can’t yuh!" at the
parson, grabbed both clbows and put his
heart into it.

There was more slipping, more grating,
another cut on another thumb. Sweat now
streamed down the big man’s face and the
cords of his neck bulged like cod-line. He
rammed, twisted, walloped; ground his jaws
and dribbled through his teeth.

“You'll go in, yuh dirty, ornery so-an’-so,
if I smack yuh flat in th’ doin’ of it!” He
gave another terrific wallop, sent the Rev-
erend Amos flying from his chair and
brought the whole set-up clattering down
around them.

Then the long-predicted blow-up hap-
pened.

WITH a roar of rage, Big Dan leaped
from his chair to the offending pipes.
He jumped on them, kicked at them,
stomped them into the very floor-boards.
Two that had failed to come apart he picked
up and hurled across the room. And only
when he could find no more damage to do,
did his fury scem to pass.

But as always, it passed as quickly as it
had come. He drew the sleeve of his mack-
inaw across his face, shoved the otter-skin
cap to the back of his head, and glared de-
fantly at the preacher.

“So what?” he demanded. "Go on; say
it! Get it oftf your chest!”

The Reverend Amos gave a rueful
smile. “There’s little for me to say, Dan.
You said it all—in the last thirty seconds.”

Dan sat down for that onc. He scemed
suddenly weak, suddenly very humble. He
looked up at the parsen, sheok his head.

“That all you got to <ay? Ain’t you go-
in’ to bawl mc out?”

The parson Jooked at the miserahie,
sweating Dan Hobbs. "I don’t bawl anyone
out. Stovepipes make me mad myselt.”

Dan dropped his glance to the wreck of
thens, at the general debris.

“I'm an awful sinner,” he muttered con-
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tritely. “All I can do is to go up and get
you some more.”

He went out, started up the trail for the
post. Night had fallen, the stars were gleam-
ing and up in the north the Lights swept
with majesty and beauty. But there was little
of majesty or beauty in Dan Hobbs' soul.
For going on threc months, he hadn’t done
bad. Hadn't lost his temper or cussed once.
He thought he was sct for life. Then, sud-
denly, he'd blown his top. Had gone on the
prod like the Dan Hobbs of other days and
cursed a purple streak. And in front of
the parson, too.

Big Dan’s soul crawled within him. So
that was the sort of guy he was! Couldn’t
keep his word, couldn’t even handle his
tongue. Out in the bush, alone, it woulda
bin bad enough; but down there, in the
schoolroom, with th’ parson to sec and hear
everything—

He ground his jaws again, and again
anger boiled within him. But this time the
anger was dirccted against himself. And so
self-centered was he that he didn’t notice
that the Hudson’s Bay store was in darkness
till he came right up to it.

“Past six,” he grunted. "Guess the old
feller's up at the house.”

He went to the house, found that McKin-
non had finished his supper and was taking
a bath. The trader's wifc suggested that if
his need was urgent he had better sce the
clerk about it. He was probably up in Taffy
Morgan’s, playing a game of pool.

So he went on up to Taffy Morgan’s and
he found not only the clerk but others pres-
ent, too. The clerk was knocking the balls
around with old McKinnon's halfbreed
storckecper; and at the counter were two of
the Jobson boys, Ed and Joe. He nodded to
them curtly, looked around and found that
this was old-home week for all the Jobson
gang. The other two boys, Ed and George,
snrawled more than sat on a bench watching
the game; and with them was Ed's half-
breed brother-in-law.

Big Dan figured it might be best to ig-
nore these three completely, so he passed by
them and up to Mcilinnon's clesk.

“Stovepipes,” he szid. "How's chances to
get a few len'ths from the store? For the
preacher.”

The clerk frowned, hesitated, but ﬁgﬁred
maybe it'd be all right; and he made a move
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bent to aid the fallen drunk. “Just try to
help; I can’t lift you alone.”

The drunk’s head rolled back and forth,
saliva at the corner of his mouth. His eyes
were wide and staring, sccing ncthing. Per-
spiration was on his face, and he pawed
clumsily at the air with his left hand.

“No,” he mouthed harshly, “no, Kleever,
no!”

Mel Carter grunted from excrtion, trying
to aid the other to his feet. The man came
partly erect, braced on his hands and knces,
shaking his head like a wounded dog's.

“Up, man,” Carter said. “Damn it, you've
got to help.”

He saw the darkness then, saw the spread-
ing stain on the other’s back. Horror touched
him, then caution. His fingers went out and
came away damp, and he shivered at the
stain upon his hand.

“My God!” he whispered. “You've been
shot!”

The man's head lifted, and sanity lay in
his gaze. He breathed deeply, the breath
sobbing through his open mouth. He
blinked, forcing clearness into his gaze.

“You're not Kleever,” he said clearly, as
though explaining to himself. “You're not
Kleever or Mott or Daniels.”

“Look,” Mel Carter said, “just sit back
and take it casy. You're hurt; I'll get a
doctor.”

Now the saliva was crimson, and the man
was coughing rackingly, falling sideways.
Only his eyes were alive, and they burned
with a dreadful intensity at Carter.

“Mcphistopheles!” he whispered past a
gush of blood. "Eight kings threatened to
save ninety-five—"  He gagged, then
began again. “Mcphistophcles—bringing
money—"

“Easy, man,” Carter said savagely, and
his gaze ran the length of the street, scarch-
ing for help and finding none.

The man’s right hand lifted, thrusting at
Carter, and dangling from it was a handker-
chief wrapped about some object.

“Meph—" he began, and then the hand
dropped and the man was dead, crumpling
gertly against the brick base of the iron
fence.

“Dear  God!” Mel Carter whispered
blankly.

He straightened, stepping back, and it
was then he realized he had taken t'¢ hand-

kerchief-wrapped object from the other’s
hand. He licked his lips, wondering what
to do. He could not carry the man; and too,
he realized the police would not like his
moving the body.

He searched for house lights, finding
none. The neighborhood was aslcep. The
nearcst tclephone would be in his rooming
house, three blocks away.

He turned and hurried toward the corner,
cursing the awkwardness of his leg, wishing
he could run. Maybe he was wrong; maybe
the man was not dead; maybe quick surgery
could save his life.

The traffic light was green, yet he crossed,
for the street was empty. His cane made
little tock-tock sounds on the pavement, and
he could hear the pounding of his heart.
Breath was hot in his throat. He looked
back, seeing the black huddle on the street
walk, then went on, forcing unaccustomed
speed into his steps.

He was across the street, going past the
corner, when he first heard the sound of the
car a block away. Headlights glittered,
scything twin streaks of brilliance along the
street. Here was help, if he could only stop
the car.

He turned, and it was then the car spun
toward the curb, tires squealing. He saw the
men climb from the car, almost running to-
ward the body. A wordless voice said some-
thing, and then the body was being lifted
and carried toward the car.

“Hey!” Mel Carter cried. “Hey!”

He saw the white blurs of faces turning
his way, saw the flicker of flame in one man’s
fist. He was throwing himself aside in-
stinctively, even as the echo of the single
shot slapped from house to house. Then
the sedan motor roared, and the car whirled
in a U-turn, flashing back along the street
and about the corner.

EL CARTER lay where he had fallen,

shocked by the sudden viciousness of
everything. Lights came on in scveral houses,
windows sliding up. A man called out.

He came to his feet. Somchow, the shot
had touched the fuse of panic in his heart,
and he felt only the urge to get away. Awk-
wardiy, he bent and found the cane and
handkerchief bundle, then began his flight.

He was half a block from the rooming
house when the first thin wail of a siren
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off before they could prowl the place,” he
said. “T'll put in an attempted robbery re-
port, for now. You'd better drop in at
Headquarters and sign a statement tomor-
row, though.” His gaze shifted to the doc-
tor. “"He be okay now?” he finished.

“Fine!” the doctor said. “The head cut
is trivial, and T'll leave a sedative. He'll
be all right by morning.”

“Then good night.” The patrolman
turned away, pausing at the door. “Next
time,” he finished to Carter, “don’t be such
an eager beaver about opening doors.”

“I won’t,” Carter admitted rucfully.

He waited patiently for the doctor to leave
a paper of sleeping powder and to shoo the
anxious landlady out. He answered auto-
matically when spoken to, but gave little
heed to the words. The night had been too
hectic for him. He'd watched a man die,
had beea shot at and then beaten. He
wanted nothing but the softness of a bed.

“Good night,” he said at last and bolted
and locked the door.

He washed down the sedative with a short
drink from the decanter, then reached for
the light knob. It was then he understood
the reason for the attack upon him.

Except for the battered deck of cards in
the seat, the easy chair was empty. The
handkerchief, the change and the chain of
keys were gone.

“Damn!” Mel Carter said bitterly and,
turning off the lamp, he limped across the
rug to the bedroom.

There was the bright flame of anger in
him then, growing by the moment. Hc lay
a long time awake, fighting the scdative;
and when at last he fell asleep there lay in
him the knowledge that the affair was not
yet ended, that scmewhere he would meet
the girl again. And strangely, despite the
dull throbbing in his head, he felt no anger
at the girl.

THE bank was almost descrted in the carly
hours, and Mel Carter paced unhurriedly
toward the tellers” cages at the rcar. A
woman cashed a check and a man made a
deposit.

Then Carter was at the window, sccing
the teller’s gaze go toward the taped bandage
at the side of his head.

“Yes, sir?” the teller said.

“These bills?” Carter said and laid a ten
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and two fives on the counter. “Perhaps you
can tell me what is wrong with them?”

“Got stung, eh?” the teller said, and held
the bills into the light, one after the other.

“Maybe,” Carter admitted. “I just didn’t
want to get picked up with a couple of
counterfeits in my pocket.”

The teller shrugged. “I'd like to be
picked up with a pocket full of these,” he
said. “They're okay.”

“Oh!” Mel Carter blinked. “Well, er—
this may sound screwy, but is there any way
of finding out if these are, well, hot?”

The teller wasn't smiling now; his gaze
was suspicious. “I'll see,” he said. “Wait
just a moment.”

He left the cage, going toward private
desks at the rear, glancing back as he walked.
Mel Carter flushed, feeling strangely stupid
and helpless in the situation, but unable to
reason out any other procedure to follow.

He caught sight of the bank guard, and
a small fist of nerves closed in his stomach.
The guard was watching, hand close to his
gun. Some signal had been passed, and now
he watched every movement Mel Carter
made.

Carter swallowed heavily, then turned
away, his gaze taking in the teller and the
official. The seated man had several sheets
of typed paper in his hand, going over the
lists. The teller bent over the desk, glancing
up now and then, and at last straightened
and hurried back to the cage.

“The money’s okay,” he said, smiling.
“What made you think it was bad?”

Mel Carter grinned shecpishly. "I guess
the gang was kidding me,” he said depre-
catingly. “Thanks for the trouble you took.”

“It's all right,” the teller said.

Mel Carter moved away, thrusting the
bills into his pocket, then retrieving his
cigarcttes. He lit one, nodding to the guard
as he went by. The guard's face was no
longer set and watchful, but his gaze fol-
lowed Carter as he left the bank.

Outside, Carter paced to the walk’s edge,
signalling a taxi. Thought wrinkled his
forchcad as he tried to find an answer to
ceverything. He opened the door and slid
onto the rear seai. "Policc Headquarters,”
he told the driver, and leaned back on the
cushions. :

Gears grated, and the taxi spun into
trafic. Carter blew thin streams of stmoke,
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realizing now that he was beyond his depth,
that this was a matter for the police. At first,
he had nurtured an idea that he might play
detective. But now he saw the fallacy of his
reasoning. This was no task for an amateur.

The minutes passed, and when the ciga-
rette was finished, he chain-lit another. The
taxi pulled into a curb, and the driver pulled
the flag. "Eighty cents,” he said.

“Keep the change,” Carter said, and
handed the man a dollar bill.

HE LIMPED up the steps to the swing-
ing doors and pushed through. He
was in a short hallway which emptied into a
large room. Three men sat in chairs at one
side, and farther on, a uniformed officer
Jeaned against a desk, talking to the desk
sergeant.

“Yeah?” the sergeant said to Carter.

“I was told to come here and make a re-
port on attempted robbery last night,” Mel
Carter said. “Whom do I see?”

The sergeant checked a desk list. “You
Mr. Carter?” he asked.

“That's right.”

The sergeant jerked a thumb to his left.
“Down the hall and take the elevator to the
fourth floor. You're to see Lieutenant
Oliver.”

“Thanks,” Carter said, and turned away,
cane tapping dreary echoes from the walls.

“Four,” he said to the operator, and felt
the clevator lift ponderously, cables rattling
overhead.

He grinned a bit, fecling the slickness of
perspiration in his palms. Somehow, this
report secemed more important, now that it
was about to be made.

On the fourth floor, he went to his right,
knocking lightly on a glass-fronted door,
then stepped through. “I'm Mel Carter,” he
said to the man bchind the desk. “I was di-
rected here to give a rcport on an attempted
robbery last night.”

"Of coursce, of course,” Licutenant Oliver
said in a friendly tone. “Sit down; this
won't take long. ”

Carter sat gingerly in a heavy chair, his
bad leg stretched uncomfortably, cane up-
right in his hand. His gaze went about the
room.

Lt was litte more than a cubicle, walls
a buff color, three immense files along
the rcar wall. At one side was a window
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overlooking a side street. The only furniture
was the desk and two chairs.

His gaze came back to the lieutenant, and
he wished then he could see past the quiet
man’s glasses. They were shiny panes, catch-
ing the light, until they were like windows
through which the officer could see but not
be seen.

He was all in green, suit a green tweed,
shirt and tic of the same shade.

“TI'll have to ask a few personal questions,
for the records,” Lieutenant Oliver said.
“Just routine.”

“Go ahead.” Mel Carter shrugged. “"He'd
learned about routine in the Air Force.”

':’Let's start with your name, age, and so
on.

“Melvin Carter,” Carter said. “Age,
thrity-two; height, six feet; weight, one
seventy-five. White, male, and a citizen.”

Oliver smiled, jotting down figures and
words on a report sheet.

“Occupation?” he asked.

“I am—I was a pilot for Coastwise Air-
lines.”

“Oh!” Lieutenant Oliver lifted his face.
“You're the pilot who brought in that burn-
ing ship a few months back.”

Mel Carter nodded grimly.
guy,” he admitted.

Oliver nodded. “That was a fine job,” he
said. “Received a medal, didn’t you?”

“And lost a leg,” Carter said stiffly.

Lieutenant Oliver dropped his gaze, writ-
ing again. Through, he glanced up.

“Now, about last night,” he said. “I have
Officer Vrerney's report. It gives most of
the details. However, you can clear up a bit.
First, do you keep anything of particular
value in your rooms, or do you carry large
sums of money with you?”

“No!”

“Could you describe this girl or your as-
sailant?”

“No!"” Carter fumbled for a cigarette.

Lieutenant Oliver nodded. “How do you
feel this morning?”

“Fairly good.” Mel lit the cigarette. “The
doctor gave me a sedative, and I took a
couple of aspirin when I woke up.”

“I'm glad to hear that,” Oliver said.
“"Sometimes those door-knockers are a bit
kill-crazy.” He laid the pen aside. “Well,
that about does it,” he finished. “We'll try
to find the girl and her companion. If we

“I'm the
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care,” he said. “"But I don't scare worth a
damn. I told the cops everything, and that’s
the end of it for me.”

“You put your hands on me,” Danton
Kleever whispered. "No man can do that.”

“Get back to your sideshow,” Mel Carter
said as softly.. "Next time I'll give you a
spanking.”

Danton Kleever came to his feet, head
barely topping the back cushion of the driv-
er's seat. His face was bone white, hands
clenched at his side.

“I don't like you, Mr. Carter,” he said.
“Drive on, Mort."

“Yes, sir,” Mort said, and shifted gears.

Carter slammed the door, standing with
the gun naked in his right hand, cane in
the left. Onec glimpse he had of the midget’s
malevolent child’s face; then the Packard
was sliding smoothly away.

A car horn sounded, and Carter turned,
conscious of the gun in his hand. He thrust
it out of sight in his pocket, stepping to the
curb out of the traffic. Cars whirled past
in an endless stream.

He could feel the shaking now, born of
anger and fear and revulsion for the tiny
man and his men. Hc breathed heavily,
licking his lips, then limped across the
street to the far curb. Kleever's car was out
of sight now, lost in traffic.

A taxi whirled into the curb at his arm
signal, and he gave the address of his room-
ing house. The taxi picked up speed, and
he lit a cigarette, amazed at the trembling
of his hands.

“Michael Katzintsky,” the driver’s iden-
tification card read behind its glass-faced

frame, and a sudden thought struck Carter. -

“Ever hear of a man named Mephis-
topheles?” he asked loudly.

“Huh!” The driver glanced in his mir-
ror. “Meph—oh, sure, Old Nick, the Devil,
who ain’t heard of the guy?”

Mcl Carter smiled wryly. “No, I mean a
man, probably somebody here in the city.”

Michael Katzintsky shrugged broad shoul-
ders. “Not me, Mister,” he said. “I ain’t—
s1y, maybe you mean that magician at the
Rivoli!”

" "Magician!” Excitement came to Carter.
Midget, strong man, magician, it all tied up
in onc way.

“Surc, me and my girl saw him last week.
Great stuff. Take, of course, but great.”

Michael Katzintsky laughed aloud. "My girl
screamed when he sawed a girl to pieces.
Fake, of course, like I told her. Why?”

“I heard his name today,” Carter ex-
plained. "Odd name, so wondered if there
really was such a man.”

“Oh, sure, surc. Tact is, we go right by
the Rivoli. You wanta stop?”

Mel Carter hesitated. He'd taken enough.
Now was the time to call Licutenant Oliver
and let him take over. A smart man would
play it that way.

“Okay, stop at the Rivoli,” Carter said
suddenly, and decided he wasn’t smart.

He chain-lit a cigarette, watching the
afternoon traffic. The taxi swung from the
boulevard, cutting into a business district.
Buildings were old, tawdry now, like old
men past the age of caring. Cheap stores
ranged side by side, windows dust-laden.
This was the old part of the city; once it
had been opulent, but now the paint scaled
and frames sagged, and the streets were lit-
tered with trash.

The taxi passed ball-playing kids, edging
through truck traffic and making a right turn
on Cravens Street. A block farther on, a
banner strcamed tiredly over the marquee of
a theater.

MEPHISTOPHELES AND HIS DARK
MAGIC, the banner said in faded letters.
TEN THOUSAND WONDERS AND A
MILLION THRILLS.

“"There it is, mister,” the driver said.

A moment later he swung the car into
the curb, and Mecl Carter paid the fare.
“Don’t let it fool you,” the driver called
cheerfully, and the taxi was pulling away,

UGE show placards were propped at

either side of the cntrance. A suave,
goateed man was on each placard, sur-
rounded by miracles donc in glaring red
letters.

LADY WITHOUT A HEAD, read one.
MIRACLE OF THE SPHINX, BURIED
ALIVE, FOUNTAIN OF FLOWERS, HE
READS YOUR MIND-—all were there,
begging, promising, and cheap.

The ticket seller boredly took Carter’s
quarter, machine clanging as it lifted a
ticket into sight. Then Carter was limping
through the doorway and into the popcorn-
permeated air of the darkened theater.”

When his gaze adjusted to the dark, he
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to avoid fainting, “"Mort heard Mephis-

tophictes cry out about the cards and the

cight Itings.  Daniels retrieved those cards

¢ reem, but enlv four kings are in

T want the other four”

Carter pawad 5 beaised mouth,

ot aeout, muscles tensing in |‘1\
t now; he'd

{ come too far
~] ‘)\,& a story-book hero, and
no\\ th].; was the payoff.

“T want o cut,” he osaid.

“A cul!” Danton Fleever blinked, then
nodded. "You're not cuile as igrorant of
events as we thought”  His treble voice
hardened. A cut of what?”

Carter shook his head. e had estimated
the distance to the tabic; there was a chance
he might rcach the gun.

I don’t know what it is,” he admitted.
"I just know it's worth a quartcr of a
million dollars.”

“He's stalling, Kleever,” Daniels
softly. “Let me work on him 2 bit?”

The midgct scratched his chin, gray hair
rumpled, ]ookmr7 even more like a child
playing at bcing an adult.  His hand waved
Daniels back, and then he went toward the
table and lifted the packet of money.

“It's in cash, Mr. Carter,” he said.
“There's almost a quarter of a million dol-
lats cached away.  Those four kings will
give us the answer to the location.”

He strode to the fireplace, a lighter flam-
ing suddenly in his hand. He lit the cdges
of the bills, fanning them, watching the
flames cat hungrily.

“No, Klecver!” Daniels said harshly.

“Shut up!" the midget answered grimly.
“We're through arguing the point. If any
of these bills are traced to us, we're dead.”

“But twenty thousand—"

“Twenty or a hundred, it doesn’t matter!”
Kleever said, and laid the burning bills in
the fireplace, where they flamed and crum-
bled into light ash.

Mel Carter stared.
he whispered.

Danton Kleever nodded.  “Real enough,”
he admitted. "But where it came from is
a quarter million more.” His gaze flicked
to Mort and Daniels and came swinging
back. “All right,” he finished, “produce
the four kings and you get your cut.”

Mel Carter grinned. “Not yet,” he said,
“not till I get more of the setup.”

said

“Is that real money?”

- "Kleever!” Daniels said, and begging lay
in his tone.

The midget ignored the huge man, his
cves mnfent on Carter’s bruised face. Then
he nowu’ hovsn to himself,

id auictly, as
¢ he knew by
were taken by
! wn American officers sar-
iroorders weore to destrev all
and currency ¢ their posses-

t‘wc aps.

e phiving in the USO, my friends
heard a story from a native. Tt
that once ishicd had been captured
and the attack was so fast papers could not
be destroyed comrletely.  Both money and
mapers were hidden in a cave, and the offi-
cers detailed to destrov them were killed
when @ stray shiell blew their jeep to picces.

“This native had seen a white man, some
bum, find the money and appropriate some
twenty thousand Jdollars of it for himsclf.
This whitc man had gone to the States, in-
tending Lo retum later and cop the rest.

“That. in siwort, s thc story.  The na-
tive"-—Danton Kleever's gaze flicked to
Dasicls—-"unfortunately \l ¢d fromabroken
neck before he could give the location of
the hiding phce.”

The m'JWt paced to a spot before the
couch, rocking slightly on his tiny fect, eyes
bright with inward thought. His tone was
higher, almost shrill, B

“It's there now,” he said, “a quarter of
a million dollars, ready for the finder, not
a serial number lxstcd not a thing to keep
it from lining the finder's pockets.”

Illhl I
scemed

E SCOWLED bitterly, like a boy who
has sucked a green persimmon.

“We found our man here, and we found
out too late that he had a weak heart. He
died without giving any information. Then
a nosey Federal man showed up, and we
discovered that part of the loot, a mere
twenty thousand dollars, had its serial num-
bers listed. This man, Blake, traced some
of the money to us, but made several mis-
takes, and so we naturally took him captive.
Last moht he escaped, and when we found
him again on the walk he was dead. That's
the entire story.”

Mel Carter drew a deep breath. Now
thoughts were dropping into place, making
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a sensible design.  The stake was big, huge.
Murder had walked hand in hand with the
knowledge of its existence; these three
would stop at nothing to gain such a for-
tune. '

“Well, Mr. Carter,” Danton Kleever said
quictly, and he was utterly, viciously ruth-
less, “where arc the four kings? They hold
a secret that I must have. Tell me and you
become a partner.  Try to hold out, and I
assurc you that you will talk at some time
or ancther.”

Mel Carter swallowed heavily. Now
was almost the moment. Daniels was to
one side, the midget was no hindrance. Mort
and his throwing knife were the real danger.

“Ten scconds, Mr. Carter,” Danton Klee-
ver said.

Carter could hear the soft rasp of Daniels’
cager breathing.  He could see the dead
face of Mort and the blade winking light
in his fingers. The midget stood unmov-
ing, wizened little face watching coldly, tiny
hands motionless at his side.

“Now, Klecever?”” Duniels said, and a
voice spoke softly in answer from the
dining-room archway. *

“Not now, Daniels,”” the voice said.
“We're taking over.”

Danton Kleever spun, startled, and then
went motionless again, a smile wreathing
his cherubic mouth,

“Hcllo, Betty, my dear,” he said gently,
“It's a curious thing, but until this afternoon,
I never figured you in on this deal at all.”

She stood in the doorway, a tall man at
her side, and in their hands blued automatics
glistencd dully.

“Drop it, punk,” the man said shortly,
and Mort’s knife clattered to the floor. He
grinned at Carter. “You weren't hard to fol-
low,” hc said.

“And that is that,” Betty said, and she
was calmly beautiful in the light.

v

HE tableau held. Mel Carter felt a loos-
ening of the tension in his shoulders.
This was a new factor; where it would lead,
he did not know, but he had nothing to lose
by listening.
The girl was advancing, staying clear of
Daniels’ reach. Her hair was golden in the
light, and the mannish tweed suit followed

the feminine lines of her body with breath-
taking detail,

She halted at the table, dropping her gaze
to the spread-out cards.

“You should have been a magician,
Kleever,” she said. “Then you'd know what
eight kings means.”

The midget stiffened. “You mean the an-
swer's there?” he whispcred bleakly.

“Therce,” the girl admitted. “It's a set-up
every magician knows.” She shook her head.
“That was a fool stunt, killing Mephistoph-
eles; he was Federal.”

“Federal!” Klecver said in answer.

“Sure!” Scorn touched the girl’s mouth.
“He and Blake worked together. He was
with us on the USO circuit, running down
leads about misplaced moncy. He probably
pieced together everything, after Daniels
killed that native.” She looked at Carter.
“Sorry Jim slugged you last night,” she fin-
ished. “But we wanted what Blake gave
you. Unluckily, we missed the cards then.”

Danton Kleever swore viciously, like a
child in a tantrum. The girl watched amus-
edly, gun steady in her right hand, the left
scooping the spread pack of cards together.

Then the midget was silent, and slow cun-
ning came to his small face.

“Well, that matters not now,” he said
gently. “I tell you what, my dear, suppose
we join forces?”

The girl laughed. “To hell with you, you
little squirt,” she said. “I've hated your guts
since those days when you thought yourself a
man around me.”

Never in his life had Mel Carter seen
such virulent hate in one man. It flamed
with a physical force, emanating, deadly,
until the midget rocked with the force of it.
Even the girl was shocked, and her laughter
faded.

“Daniels, take him,” Kleever said.

The strong man moved. He was smiling,
and he walked into the man’s gun at the
archway. His hands were spread, and the
first bullet barely rocked his step as he went
ahead.

The gun roared again and again, and still
Daniels went forward. Two steps, three, and
then a wilting came to his legs. He lurched,
blood smearing the whiteness of his shirt.
He shook his head like a bludgeoned ox and
almost fell. ,

The gun clicked empty, and then Daxdels
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The deck Blake passed to you had the loca-
tion of the ssland and the moncey on its edge.
Washinaten already has the information.”

Ml Carter L\(«] his new l\ h”cd alass.
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¢ loss oxcitenient,

but yvu‘ll Jive fonger,
Carter noddad. TThen s
up.’ )
Licuicnant Oliver  finishod

YEverything,” he admiited. 7

he thoue

to 11'111." the m scan bhecauss

he was ]le another chiscicr who know too
muct, And a ballistics report showed the
virl's cun kitled Blake whose body was still
‘i'n the bascment of Kleever's house.” 1
smiled. "Exoept for the roward which wiit

undouhtediv come adonz to vou shorddy, the
case s closed.”

“Thank the Lord for tha
Carter said. Hie grinned. "I be heading
back to the Airlines next week,” he {nishedd.

[ don't feel quite as uscless with a phoncy
legas Tdid. T won't fly anvthirg }‘le 2 desk,
but I'll sjl\c it 2 bit of stick pruhu

“Good!”" Licutenant Oliver slid from his

£, anywav,” Mel

stool,
go.” he

“Drop in at Headquarters before you

said.

so Dwill”

Cairter watched  the  detective  go

Joor. He fnished his drink and
fhe barlend: i refill.

hetter, slid

i 111\ cine.
The
AT W2 sons, burned ;:\..'.z)' in the
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e o coul i face guns, Lo could certainty
ace the nle.

He went along the walk, savoring the
late night alr. Midnight was fong past, and
the traic had dicd away to an occastonal car.
Fle was alone on the streer, and he walked
siowly and pexcefully toward his rooming
housce.

curtous stares of e

saw the drunk stagger about the
orner, wilking with rubber knecs, and a
nn.!tu;rcd curse broke m his mouth.
“Not agam!” he said aloud.
“Aister!™ the drunk  cailed.
m lbt\.'“’
“No!" Mcdd Carter said ﬁrmly to the
drunk, and then he was crossing the street
and going home.

“Hey,
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glanced over his shoulder at the charging
bull. “And that jonop in Taggart’s Creck
told me a buffalo never charged more than
once!”

He gave his horse its head and clung like
a barnuacle to the saddle, in mortal fear of
falling off and being left entirely at the
mercy of the Lnraggl beast. Again, he
whecled his horse and raced panllcl with the
creck. Instantly, the bull pulled up in a
cloud of dust, whirled and then crashed to
the ground on its left side and lay there,
kicking frantically, while blood spurted like
a crimson geyser from a small, round holc in
In its massive chest.

McKinney checked his herse, wheeled thie
animal about and starcd in amazement at
the dying bull, suddenly aware that somcone
had fired from the scrub, and that the report
had been blanketed by the thunder of the
buffalo’s hooves.

E GLANCED toward the creck andd
caught a flash of movement among the
scrub an instant before his horse rcared,
came down hard on “its forefeet and then
sank slowly to the ground. McKinney heard
the smacking report of a carbine as he jerked
his feet from the stirrups and sprang clear
before the horse rolled over on iis right side,
kicked feebly and lay still.

The next instant his wide-brimmed black
Stetson was snatched from his head and sent
sailing through the air by anothcr bullet
from the scrub. Diving to cover behind the
carcass of his horse, he jerked his Wcbley
automatic from its shoulder-holster and
waited, hopm;v that the sniper would grow
careless and emerge from his hiding place

“hristopher!”™  McKinncey commcnted
not at all dismayed by the strange turn of
circumstances, I must bave picked up the
trail at last. Otherwise, why should anyone
try to rub me out?”

Pecring betwceen the stiffening hindlegs of
his hotse, he looked past the line of cooli-
babs and river gums marking the course of
the creek, which meandered like a daik
green ribbop across the grassland and ant-
bed country of Australia’s Northern Terri-
tory toward « rampart of lifestone bluffs that
shimmered like a curtain of mauve silk in
the afternoon heat haze.

“This sort of welcome to the Lostman's

. Bluff country might have been expected,” he

philosophized. “'Probably the two Common-
wealth guys who preceded me got similar
welcomes. Christopher! Wish I'd had sense
enough to bring along a carbine.”

He realized now that the first bullet had
been meant for his horse. He cringed instincs
tively as he realized what wouid have hap-
pened had the sniper pressed the trigger of
his carbine an instant sooner. With the horse
down, the buffalo would have made short
work of the rider.

Just the same, he was certain that the buf-
falo was merely coincidental. Obviously, the
men he was sceking must have been awate
of his coming and “had laid an ambush at
the ford, which crossed the creek less than a
hundred yards from where he now crouched
bchind the carcass of his mount. When the
buifalo had charged, the sniper had decided
to shoot only the horse and let the enraged
bu!l deal with the rider, a plan which, if suc-
cessful, would have been a perfect cover-up
for murder.

Months later, when a police detail came
that way on a routine patrol, they would find
the skelctons of a man, a horse and a buffalo
picked clean by the dingocs and the bull
ants. They would report that some traveler
and his mount had been attacked by the buf-
falo and killed, and that the man evidently
had wounded the bull, causing its death. It
would make an interesting paragraph in the
papers, and would cause choleric, middle-

aged gentlemen in Sydney or Melbourne to
writc letters to the newspapers demanding
that the government immediately take steps
to make the Northern Territory safe for trav-
clers. And there the matter would end.

Pretty foxy, that guy, whocever he is,” Mc-
Kinncy commented. "Ch, well, I've gone up
against foxy guys before. Just the same, I'd
feel one helluva lot happier if I had me a
carbine.”

THE affair had begun with the finding of
a half burncd scrap of printed paper by
a black stockrider somewhere in the vicinity
of the bluff that bulked like a gigantic kneel-
ing camel against the sky to the northeast.
Intrigued by the coloring and by the delicate
tracery of the printing, the blackfellow had
stuck it in his hatband as a charm. Later it
had been recognized by the station boss as
part of a five pound note, so obviously
counterfeit that he had turned it over to the
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Jocal police detail, by whom it had been
forwarded to Canberra.
McKinney sourly recalled the occasion of
his last- interview with Inspector "Noby”
Clariie, of the Commonwedlth Police, the
Australian  counierpart of the  Amcrican
IF. B. I. On that won, five wecks be-
fore, McKinney had frat seen the fragment
of a haif-burmcd hanic note. He had scen
other notes, too, Austraiian and American,
which the little fospecter was displaying
with the enthusiasm of 1 dealer in sceond-
hand clothing trying to persuade a reluctant
buycr.

“Look at ‘em, Mac old boy,” Clarke in-
vited. "Look at the quality of the printing
and enaraving, Tecl the paper. Never saw
the like .”

McKinney took a five nound note from
his billfold and compared 1t with one of
similar denemination from the inspector’s
collection.

T can't sce any difference,”
adding,
do you know they're phoncy?”

The inspector stroked his scraggly, blon:
mustache with the little finger of his right
hand, his washed-out bluc cyes serious. Te
said:

“There are scveral ways of determining
that.”” He picked up a ten-pound note held
flat between two sheets of glass. “'For in-
stance, this is a sample of the tenners. It's
exactly one eighth of an inch too short.”

“Paper might have shrunk,” McKinney
sugncstcd

“We have more to go on than just that,”
Clarke admitted. "“These chappies use the
same serial numbers as those on legitimate
government issue. Scveral times two notes,
each with exactly the same serial number,
have turned up in the banks.”

“How long has this sort of thing been
going on?”

“It started during the war,” the inspector
revealed, “when your Yank troops were in
training here. We didn’t broadcast it then,
any more than we're broadcasting it now, for
fear of destroying public confidence in the
national currency. It's strictly hush-hush, you
understand.”

{cKinney's tanned, hard-bitten face re-
laxed in a grin. “You talk as if you believed
the same old Nazi push is still operating.”

The inspector nodded gravely. I do, old

-
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he admitted,

“If they're as good as you say, how
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man. The Sydaey palice picked up two tep-
flight members of the old mob in a rooming
house last week. Dona't vou cver read the
papers?”

“If that ever got into the papers,” M-
Kiancey pointed cut, Vit vas a cover-up for
somicihing cise.”

“Quite. But these chappies were very hum-
raci. In fact, they were quite will-
7 ade information on condition that
tixo e wilowed to remain in the country.”

You got this stuff of than?” McNinney
asked indicating the curreney oa the inspec-
tor's desk.

mge to

FEE little inspector sheok his head. "“No,
they were quite clean in that respect. But
they knew that the stuff was stiil being print-
cd and circulated by two of the old mob. In
fact, they  supplied  information  which
hedped us nab two of the local shovers.”

“Some more of the old O. A. gang?”
McKinney quizzed.

“These chaps weren't members of the Aus-
lands Organization,” Clarke denied. “Just
local twisters, who bought the qucer from a
middleman at twelve bob in the quid. Bloke

calling himself Jem Smith.”

McKinncy smiled. “Those Smith boys surc
get around.”

Smith boys? Oh, quite! An alias, of
course. His real name is Gemmell. He's the
contact man. He comes to town from some-
where out back, carrying a supply of queer.
On arrival, he inserts a notice in cach of the
papers. Like this.”

The inspector opened a desk drawer,
brought out a strip of newspaper and passed
it to McKinney. "This is the agony column
of the Morning Herald,” he explained. “The
insertion bordered with blue pencilling is
the one I just referred to.”

McKinney smiled as he read: “Muriel.
Am in town. If you still love me, ring the
usual. J. S.”

“Ring the usual, of course,” the inspector
went on, “means to ring a certain number on
the telephone, which we located in an empty
house in the Surrey Hiils district. Here's
the way it works: Smith arrives in town with
a consignment of the qucer, inserts his no-
tices in the papers and waits. When one of
the shovers sees the ad, he ‘rings the usval’.
Gemmell, alias Smith, who is waiting be-
side the phone, instructs his caller to go to
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a certain place, usually remote, and wait
there, wearing in his Japel a certain flower
designated by Gemmell.

“The last time, the passer made contact
with Gemmell on the coust highway a few
miles north of Manly. When the shover
recetved his instructions, he drove to the des-
ignated spot and waited there for more than
an hour. ’

Presently  Gemmell drove up in a
rented car, having, no doubt, first made sure
that he wasn’t running into a police trap.
Having met the shover, he showed samples,
quoted prices and went through the usual
rigmarole. According to Rates—onc of the
passers now in custody—Gemmell never
picks the same spot twice.” He broke off
with a shrug. “It's all pretty damned
hopeless.”

“Scems to me that all you'd have to do
would be to stake out a man or two in the
vicinity of that Surrey Hills place,” McKin-
ncy pointed out,

THE inspector shook his head slowly. "It
isn’t as casy as that, old man. Gathering
in the shovers—even arresting Gemmell—
isn't going to break up the racket. We've
got to get the plates.”

“Australia,” McKinncy drawled softly, “is
approximately three million square miles in
arca. Have you got a line on the guys who
arc doing the printing?”

“According to Krolin, one of the ex-Nazi
underground blckes, the printing is being
done by one Lrich Ducrst, who was sent out
from Germany back in '38 for the purpose
of organizing a counterfeiting ring here in
Australia.  According to cur informant,
Duerst is a master operator. He not oniy
prints the notes, but makes the paper they're
* printed on. What d'you think of that?”

“Quite a lad,” McKinney conceded. "I
recall hearing of a guy back in the States
who worked the same racket. But the Treas-
ury dicks finally put the arm on him.”

“Oh, we'll eventualiy gather in Duerst,
never fear,” Clarke declared confidently. “'It
may take yecars, though. In the meantime,
thosc chappics down in Canberra are giving
our department what-ho.”

McKinney said “If this Duerst character
is making his own paper, he’ll be shipping in
supplies from time to time. You can’t make
paper out of air and water ™

“Two months ago,” Clarke declared, *'a
bale of Irish linen clippings was trans-
shipped from a Cardiff tramp steamer and
shipped around the land on the coastwise
steamer Bengali to a consigace in Darwin.
Now, that was, in itsclf, a suspicious circum-
stance since no one in a place like Darwin
could have any legitimate use for Irish linen
clippings.

“We detailed a man to travel with the
clippings in the Bengali. He reported from
Darwin that he was heading south into the
Lostman's Bluff country, following the bale
of clippings, which was being transported by
camel-back. His last report came from Bir-
dum, at the end of the railway line. He
hasn’t been heard from since.”

“So you sent another man to look for
him? McKinney hazarded.

“Righto. I haven’t heard from him for
sceveral weeks. However, I'm sure we're on
the right track. Look at this.” The inspector
produced from the desk drawer a scrap of
paper which looked like part of a partly
burncd bank note. “This was found by a
black rider on onc of the cattle stations up
there. Take a good look at it.”” He handed
McKinney a jeweler’s eyeglass.

McKinney pressed the loop against his
right cye and studied the piece of paper.
Presently he said, “All the gingerbread
scrollwork seems to be smeared, as if the
paper slipped in the printing press.”

“Righto,” Clarke confirméd. “"The black-
fellow who found it thought it was some
kind of charm. \When his white boss saw it,
he recognized it for what it was and passed
it along to the police. They sent it to Can-
berra.”

McKinney said thoughtfully, “The count-
erfciters myst have been burning their spoil-
age. They wouldn't be likely to leave any
spoiled jobs lying around, I guess. This one
didn’t burn completely, and was picked up
by the wind and maybe blown for miles—
could have been hundreds of miles, for all
we know.”

“I don’t think it had been blown very far
before the blackfellow found it,” the inspec-
tor argucd. “For one thing, it doesn’t have
the look of paper that had been out in the
weather for a long time. In fact, it seems
quite fresh.” He looked across the desk at
the American and smiled thinly. “Inter-
ested?” '
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McKinney lifted his broad shoulders
in a shrug. “Why should I be? I'm no
copper.”’

Clarke grinned. “If you're not, you've
been going through the motions in a very
convincing mannet.

“Look, old man, wc're terribly short-
handed. Cocldn't you posipone that trip
homie to the States a little while?”

“Every time § plan atrip Stateside, vou
pop up with another of those little jobs.
Hell, man, Lave a heart!”

“The depariment will sce that you ars
suitably rewarded.”

McKinney, who aiready had morc money
than Lic could spend in an ordinary lifctime,
grunted as if the little inspector had jabbed
him in the solar plexis,

“Look, brother,” he growled, “those pin-
dling rewards I've reccived in the pest from
those fancy-pants tightwads down in Can-
berra I've always turned over to the Bush
Brotherhocd. All I'm intcrested in now is
vhat's happened to thosc two Common-
wealth cops.”

The little inspector’s faded bluc eyes
twinkled behind the icnses of his pince-nez.
“1 fancicd you'd be willing to co-operate,
Mac,” he declared happily. “Well, old man,
the Bengali is again in port and duc to sail
tomorrow for Darwin. If you travel on her,
you might be able to learn the identity of
the consignce of that bale of linen clippings.
But once you reach Darwin, you'll be on
your own.”

“If thosc guys are really making their own
paper,” McKinncy said thoughtfully, “they
must be located where there’s little or no
travel. Paper mills stink. But what d’you
mean I'll be on my own after I reach Dar-
win? Don’t I get any help from -the local
jonops?”’

“Let me give you a few words of ad-
vice,” the inspector suggested. “You've
been very lucky with past assignments. But
don’t let that success make you over con-
fident. Fortunately, you don’t look like a
police ofticer.  Perhaps that's your greatest
asset. So don’t try to act like onc. If you
need help, contact the ncarest police detail.
But don't associate openly with the police.
I suspect that the two missing men made
that mistake and had themselves taped.” He
rose and offered his hand. “Good luck, old
man!” h

O FAR, McKinney reflected, as he pe:red

between the stiffening hindlegs of kis
dead horse, his eyes probing the linc of
scrub along the creck bank, lic hadn’t had
much luck. He thought sourly of his profit-
less wanderings to and fro over the grass-
lands of the Nortthern Territory, of the
lick of cw-operation shown him
siice detail nearest the spot where
burned scrap of bankaole had been
1. Perhaps Head Constabie Corcoran,
iiam, or Constable Mecker, Clarence, had
nailing to tell him. Or, pernaps they were
jedlous of Iiis status of successful amateur,
a dabbler in pelice affzirs who really should
have known helter.

U

"Lucky me!” McKinney  commented
gloomily. ""To succeed where the regular
cops have failed. ‘That just isn't done—

except in story books. All I'm likely to get
out of this detail is a slug in the guts. Yeah,
Brigint Bey McKinney.”

Quict hung like a blanket over the sur-
roundings. A pair of native companions
emcerged from the scrub and went into their
strange Jove dance. Watching the gvrations
of the dancing cranes, McKinney began to
wonder if the sniper had withdrawn. He
was about to rise from bchind the carcass
of his horse when 2 flock of galah parrots
crupted in screaming flight above the tree-
tops. Next, a green and ycllow cloud of
budgerigiroos curved from the scrub,
soared in compact, graceful flight out over
the grassland and then curved back toward
the creck and vanished in the brush a mile
from where they had emerged.

“Something scared those budgies,” Mc-
Kinney reflected. “"Could be our friend with
the itchy trigger finger changing position.
Oh, oh!”

Farther down stream another flock of
galahs whecled into the air. Then a band
of kangaroos, led by a towering “old man,”
burst from the scrub and went Jloping
through the Mitchella grass. McKinney ven-
tured to raise his head above the barrel of
the dead horse as a patter of hoofbeats
echoed through the creek bed. He caught a
glimpse of a horseman heading upstream
as if the devil were at his heels.

“Well!” McKinney exclaimed wonder-
ingly. “Looks like he's decided to call it a
day. He scared the galahs and the budgies
and the 'roos. But what in hell scared him,”
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and leaving blackened desolation in their
path, so that another rainy season must
come and go before trail herds could again
be driven over that route.

Whea, at last, the remaining rope was
fast about the hindlegs of the dead horse,
Charlic passed the bowline over his horse’s
head and vauited lightly into the saddle.
McKinney bound a bandanna over the cyes
of his restive brumbie and mounted.

“OGkay, Charlie,” he warned. “Take a
steady pull and pray to your fuzzy-headed
gods that the ropcs hold. Now! Easy docs
it!”

The two horses bowed their necks and
took up the slack. The carcass moved,
bounced over the uneven ground as the
riders headed at a trot toward the wall of
flame, which strctched from the edge of the
scrub for more than a mile, and was creep-
ing slowly out over the grasslands.

Reaching the line of flame, McKinney
spurred his horse across the blazing grass
and faced westward. The two men then
maneuvered the carcass until it lay squarely
across the fiery windrow. Then they drove
in the spurs and went galloping along the
line of burning grass, dragging behind
them the carcass of the dead animal, the
weight of which pressed out the flames.

The first run to the end of the blazing
line was ticklish work. Their horses bucked,
shied away from the heat. Never an ex-
pert rider, McKinney was in momentary
danger of being pitched hcadforemost into
the flames. When, at last, they reached the
end of the mile-long strip of fire, they
swung about and dragged the carcass back
over the blackened ground, repeating the
maneuver over and over until no spark
remained.

Bchind them, the cattle were drifting
toward the creck in a compact mass, with
the riders and their dogs keeping taem
bunched together. There was no hurry, no
confusion and little noise, save the occa-
sional warning bark of a kelpic.

Satisfied that there no longer was any
danger of firc, McKinney dismounted an.l
temoved the ropes from the legs of the
carcass. As Charlic coiled the scorched
whip lashes, he grinned admiringly and
declared in his soft voice:

“You one pella plenty savvy.”

McKinney grunted sourly. Many times in

his life he had been knocked down. But
he never had fziled to come up swinging.
He felt now as if he had been knocked
down, that he was up aguiin and ready to
start swinging the instant he saw anyone
to take a swing at. He realized that the
grass fire had been just one more attempt to
climinate him. The saiper had been fright-
cned away the afternoon before by the ar-
rival of the cattle. Apparently, he hadn’t
gonc far. Returning, he had remained in
hiding until shortly before dawn, and then
had started the fire up-wind from the bedded
cattle, hoping they'd stampede down-wind,
over-run the camp and trample the sleeping
men.

“Nice guy!” McKinney commented.
“"Willing to cause the deaths of Finley and
his crew in hope of getting me. Brother, 1
hope we meet soon.”

IGURATIVELY, there was blood in

McKinney's eye as, later that morning,
he rode slowly through the creek bottom,
following the trail of a horse that showed
plainly in the soft, moist earth.

Finley had pushed the cattle safely across
the ford and had paused on the gast side
of the creek, to let the animals graze, while
he and his crew prepared breakfast. Mec-
Kinney staycd with them until they were
ready to drift on toward another ford some
ten miles down stream.

Now, as he rode along in the sparse
shade of the river gums, McKinney's Irish
was up. Until the day before, he had con-
sidered the assignment as mere routine. But
the two attempts upon his life had changed
it to a strictly personal matter. No longer
was he satisfied merely to seck certain
wrongdoers, report their whereabouts to the
police and let the officers finish the job.
Now he wanted to make the clean-up in
person, to get his capable hands on the
man who had started the fire in hope of
climirating him along with the droving
crew. The more he thought about that, the
angrier he became.

“Of all the dirty, low-down rats!” ke
growled. “What he needs is a face-lifting,
And he’s going to get one, too, if I can
land on him before the cops can move in
to protect him.”

His map told him that the_creek came
no closer to the Ebluff than thirty miles,

/
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Having already concluded that the place
made the most logical hide-away for those

whom he sought, he was puzzled to ac-
count for the route being taken by the man
he was trailing. According to his reasoning
the fellow should have taken the most d: rcct
route. Yet, by following the course of the
creck, he 1ctml]y was going away from the
bluff, which bulked like a great, white
mound against the sky, far to the north-
east.

Reining in, McKinney took a pair of
field gl!sscs from his saddle- bw and
focussed them upon the eminence. }Ic had
a clcar view of its eroded face, of the jumble
of huge boulders about its foot, which al-
most concealed the dark arch of a cave
opening. High above the summit, a filmy
column of smokc wavered in the clear,
morning air.

“Looks like somcHod> s hanging arcund
there,” he commented. He w atched the bluff
for the next half hour, without secing any
other sign of human occupancy. Finally he
put away his glasses and looked dubiously
at the strange hoofprints in the soft carth.

Twice before, since coming into the ter-
ritory, he had found himself following
trails which had led nowhere. Convinced,
now, that the bluff was inhubited, he was
impatient to reach it, and was deterred from
leaving the cover of the creck and striking
out across the open country only by the
rcalization that he would be spotted from
the summit of the eminence before he had
covered the first mile. On the other hand,
if he followed the trail, he might again
find himself up a blind alley.

A\V/ARE that he couldn’t approach the
bluff until after dark, he rode on,
keeping his cyes on the line of hoofprints,
satisiied that he was following the man
who had shot at him the afternoon before,
and who later had tried to wipe him out
along with the drover crew by sctting the
grass firc.

The creck bottom was alive with game.
Galah parrots rose, screaming, into the air
as he passed. Cockatoos scclded him from
the safety of the higher branches. Bush
turkeys, too fat to fly, scurried clumsily
from under his horse’s hooves. Twice, he
flushed a band of kangaroos. And once he
crossed the trail of a small herd of water

buffalo. He worried because of the conuno-
tion brought about by his presence, realiz-
ing that the flight of the birds and thz
l\ancvlroos v\ould betray him to any bush-
wisce person who might happen to be watch-
ing the creek from the summit of the bluff.

At ncon he halted to rest his horse and
make a billy of tea. Dismounting, he teth-
cred the animal, collected a few handfuls
of bark and started a hot, smokeless firz.
He filled the can at the creek, set it on the
fire and then unsaddled his horse, removed
the bit and allowed the animal to graze. He
was about to take his walkie-talkic radio
from his tucker bag, to make his daily con-
tact with the police station at Birdum, when
he noticed that his mount was staring fix-
cdly toward a clump of bushes a hundred
fect aw ay.

Unhurriedly, McKinncy shoved the little
radio sct out of sight. Keeping his back to
the clump of bushes, he thrust his right hand
inside his shirt bosom and slid lns auto-
matic from his shoulder holster. Then he
whirled, the big Webley aimed from waist
level.

“Okay, brother,”
come out now.”

The bushes shook as a man emerged
from cover, grinned placatingly at Mc-
Kinney and declared in an unmistakable
Sydneyside accent:

"I wasn’t up to nothin’, Matey—straight,
I wasn’t. Just takin’ a bit of a deckko at
yer, that's all.”"

McKinney looked him over with apprais-
ing blue eyes. The stranger was short and
slender and very blond, with shrewd, blue
eyes deeply set on cither side of a large,
bony nose, the skin of which had becn
badly sunburned and was now beginning
to peel. In his ragged shirt, torn trousers,
dusty wide-awake hat and broken shoes, the
little man looked like a typical swaggic town
on his luck.

“Well,” McKinney said carelessly, I
reckon there'll be no charge for just looking
at me. I was just about to mug up. Feel
like joining me?”

The little man beamed. “My bloody oath!
I was a-cortkin’ off bchind them bushes
when you halted. Blime! I ain’t had a sniff
o’ char in a month. Not since I lost ma swag.
Me name’s Grimes.”

“Mine’s Jones,” McKinney doclared with

he drawled, “vou can
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he peered through the darkness and saw
the prone figure of a man outlined dimly
against the graying floor of the cave. Moving
mutnously he crept forward, touched the
man’s back with feather- llght fingers and
discovered that the fellow was bound hand
and foot with strips of leather, which he
surmised were parts of his own belt.

MCKINNEY scarched the man for weap-
ons and found none. When he turned
him over on his back, he caught the din sheen
of glasses on the other’s face and realized
that he was nonc other than the little man,
Kempie, who had been effectually gagged
by the simple expedient of forcing a lump
of limestone into his mouth and securing 1t
in place with a clammy bandanna that
smclled strongly of perspiration.

"Christopher!”  McKinney wondered.
"This business gets screwier all the time.
Evidently the same guy knocked out both
of us. But why both?”

He surmised that the puzzle would re-
solve itself in time, and decided to go ahcad
with his plan to maroon the ging. Kempie
was conscious, and might talk. He tried to
talk now in a protesting gurgle as McKin-
ncy heaved him over his shoulders in a
fircman's Jift and carried him from the
cave.

A hundred yards from the entrance, Mc-
Kinney deposited his burden among a maze
of boulders. Squatting on his heels beside
Kempie, he said wheedlingly:

“Listen, fella, I represent the law. \¥e've
got you and the rest of the gang dead to
rights. Want to tell me if we've missed
anything? It might make matters casicr for
you.”

Kempie glared through his spectacles and
mumbled around the limestone gag. Thica,
as McKinney unfastened the bandanna, the
little man spat out the lump of limestone
and looscd a yell which the American was
certain could be heard for at Jeast half a
mile.

“No you den't, brother!™ Mcllinney clop-
ped his right hand heaviiy over the other's
mouth. "If you let out another yap, I'll belt
“hell out of you.”

When Kempie tried to bite his hand, he
forced the stone between the man’s lips and
bound the bandanna in place.

"Okay, fella,” he drawled, "if that’s the

way you want it. But you're only makmg it
lnrder on yourself.”

He decided to go ahead with the rest of
his plan, aware that, under Australian law,
he had no right to force a confession,
Kempie glared defiantly through his spec-
tacles as McKinney examined his bonds and
settled the gag more sccurcly in place.

“Well,” McKinney said, “"I'm  leaving
you to think it over.”

He returned to the cave, paused for a few
minutes outside the entrance and listened to
the bubbling noises of the camels and the
restless movements of the horses, which were
still being plagued by the brumbie. Satisfied
that no one was waiting for him, he crept
inside and felt his way toward the camels.

Tlie long-necked beasts rose expectantly
as he paused beside them. McKinney sur-
miscd that they hada’t been watered that
day. Unbuckling the headstall of the neat-
est camel, he struck the animal sharply on
the hmdquarlcrs The camel walked sedate-
ly to the entrance, sniffed loudly and then
took off toward the billabong in a swinging
trot.

The remaining pair of camels followed
the first as fast as McKinney could free
them. After they were gone, he rebuckled
the headstalls, so as to make it appear that
the beasts had pulled their heads free. He
next turned his attention to the horses. Once
freed from their halters they headed toward
the slough at an eager "1llop Oniy the
arass- fed br. ambic refused to leave, When
Mc.\mnf tricd to drive it frem the cave it
swung 1bont and It fly with both hind
fect, reluctant to leave thc small ration of
mts remaining in the feed trough.

McKinnev let the animal <tw, realizing
lhwt onc horse would make little difference
to the marooned pang. He started towar:

the ramp, [l\(n ]11‘!‘/'»;: U(,{(qh ‘,‘,’_I“"l‘, LN
saw a light flicker through the fissure.
Whirline, hie ran frocy (he vove and locis

cover bchind a boulder opposite the en-
trance.

MAN cxme throuch the fissure and

walked down the ramp, raising above

his head a g1sol ne Lantern which filled the
cavern with its hard, white "hre

“Hi, Kempie!” he called. “Where the

devil 'ave yer got to?” He looked toward

the stakes where the horses had been teth-
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The stamp and scuffle of feet on the rock
floor biended with the thud of blows and
the labored breathing of struggling men. To
McKinney, it was like listening to a radio
thriller; he could sce nothing, could only
surmise from the racket that a free-for-all
was going on inside the upper cavern.

Quietly, he felt his way through the fissure,
blundered into a small side cave and came
up against a blank wall. He groped through
the intense darkness until he again rcached
the fissure. Halting, he listened, suddenly
aware that the clamor of battle had ceased.

For scveral moments there were only
sounds of heavy breathing. Presently a voice
whispered in the darkness.

“Are you all right, Johan?”

“Ja. 1 am sitting on his legs,” Johan re-
plied in an accent that suggested Hamburg.
“How did he get in here? I saw nothing
until I woke up and found you struggling
with him.”

"“"He must have been hiding in that small
cave off the passage,” the first speaker said.
“When I went down to secc what was both-
ering Wilben, he slipped in here. Probably
he hoped to rescue that police spy we're
holding. Light the lantern and let's sec
what he looks like.”

The soft crackle of a match was followed
by a ycllow glow which revealed Ducrst
standing over a figure huddled like a bundle
of old clothes on the rock floor. A few yards
away another man was touching the flame
of the match to the mantles of a gasoline
lantern. As the light flared up, filling the
cavern with its white glarc, McKinney saw
that Duerst was gripping a Webley auto-
matic.

“The swine tried to shoot me—twice,”
Duerst declared in an aggrieved tone. “Turn
him over, Johan, and let us see who he is.”

The other man set the lantern on the
floor, stooped over the inert figure and
droned, “'He iss not dead.”

“That is good,” Ducrst said. "Now we
can force him to tell us who he is and wiy
he came here. Turn him over.”

Johan turned the unconscious man on his
back. He said, "If he is of the police, that
is bad. Ja!"

Duerst shrugged, stepped closer to the
light and examined the pistol in his hand.
“This gun is government 1ssue,” he declared.
He stuck the weapon inside the waist-

band of his trousers and peered down at the
man on the floor. “Judging from Wilben's
description of the fellow he claimed to have
shot down there in the slough last month,
I'd say that this is the same man.”

Wilben,” Johan declared heavily, “is a
boasting liar. It would not surprisc me to
discover that he also lied about killing that
one yesterday.”

"Grenfel warned us about that one,”
Ducrst said. “"Wilben should have taken
particular care to liquidate him. However,
Johan, it is a warning. Now that we’ve used
up the last batch of paper, we might as well
get ready to leave. Sooner or later, the police
will smell us out.”

“How can we leave without our horses
and camels?” Johan asked.

Duerst shrugged. *"Wilben will recapture
them. He's supposed to be expert on such
matters.” He looked down as the man on
the floor groaned. "Ha! He's coming out
of it.” He kicked the man viciously in the
ribs. “Snap out of it, schwein!”

The other sat up, blinked at Duerst and
replied in a burst of Sydneyside profanity
hot cnough to boil water. Seeing him, hear-
ing his high-pitched voice, McKinney stared
from the fissure, his amazement growing as
he recognized the tousled blond head, the
hatchet face and the large bony nose of the
little swaggie who called himself Grimes.

UERST again kicked Grimes in the side.
“Enough of that!” he snarled. “"Who
are you and why are you here?”

“I,” Mr. Grimes declared solemnly, “am
a bloke who spent a couple of years stickin’
bayonets in swine like you and listenin’ to
‘em squeal.”

“So? You need a lesson in courtesy,”
Duerst declared softly. He looked at Johan.
“Get a rope.”

Johan shoufiled from McKinney’s field
of vision and returned with a coil of rope.
Deciding that matters had gone far enough,
McKinney sprang inside the cave. Duerst
whirled, his right hand streaking toward
the butt of the Webley stuck inside the
waistband of his trousers.

Before he could draw the weapon, Mc-
Kinney hit him—hit him on the point of his
prominent chin with a bony left which had
behind it all the gentle persuasiveness of ‘a
battering ram. Duerst’s body arched as he
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under him, the salt spray on his face, Bulwar
Nash, the young licutenant assigned as
skipper, had been letting his mate handle
things. And that was as it should be. Festus
knew sail. He'd bring her in, snug and ship-
shape—probably his last job for the Navy
before he was billeted about.

Festus glanced at the youthful helmsman
whose knuckles whitened as they gripped
the spokes of the big wheel. “Try to get
the feel of the ship, lad. Ever dance with
a lady?”

“Aye aye, sir.”

Festus grinned reminiscently. “When 1
was your agc, there wasn't a better waltzer
than I was. Nor a better helmsman, either.
Now, just remember, you're not stcerin’ a
battlewagon. You're dancin’ with a beau-
tiful lady when you're at the helm of a
windship. Take it easy-like. Don't step on
her tocs. An’ listen to tlie sea an’ wind.
That's your music, lad.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

Snatching at his cap again, Festus went
on: "I was seveateen when 1 signed on the
Silver Cloud. Four-masted bark with a skip-
per harder'n a crimp’s heart. Belayin® pin
soup an’ handspike hLash was the daily
ration—but I got along. They said she wus
a cranky ship. But she wasn't. She had spirit
an’. none of thosc scrimshankin’ goneys un-
derstood that. I loved her an’ she kncw it.
Only trouble was I always got the helm in
foul weather an’ lost sleep. But a man don’t
mind losin’ slecp if he's dancin’ with a
beautiful lady—"" Festus paused as he heard
footsteps on the companion.

Bulwer Nash, Licutenant U.S.N., anl
skipper pro-tem of the Ariel, clumped heav-
ily aft. The two officers exchanged salutes
and Licutenant Nash growled: "I'll talke
over, mister. Go forward and pipe up ail
hands. I want more sail on this hooker.”

Testus’ mouth opened. “Mere sail! But
sir, I been in sail an’ T thought—"

“I'll do the thinking for the ship.” Nash's
voice took on the rasping ring ¢f a handsaw
striking a nail. Licutenant Nash had been
reeling his way, satisfied to let his mate
handle the deck while he nursed his con-
fidence and mined his memory for whatever
sailing ship lore he had been exposed to.
But, after two days at sea, blown by fair
winds, Bulwer Nash was ready to do some
skippering himself.
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“Aye aye, sir,” Festus responded, Jam-
ming his hat down hard. “But I wouldn’t
advise gettin’ any more muslin on her—"

“Set the upper topsails,” the skipper said
explosively, secking the words he had been
studying in an old sailing ship manual. "Thz
jib and the stay—the lower stays'ls. Main
and mizzen.”

“Aye aye, sir.” Festus twisted his mus-
tache with bony fingers. “"But sir, most of
the iads don’t know a gasket from a sheet.
An’ if that storm happens to change its
mind about where it’s goin’, we might have
the sticks blown out ot her. Why I remem-
ber a voyage on a skys’'l yarder called the
Tally Ho. Shipped a green crew out o
Seattle an’ run into a snorter off'n Flattery.
I'm tellin’ you, sir, we was lucky to—Ilucky
to—"" Festus’ voice trailed off as he became
awarc of a rosy tint dawning above the
young licutenant’s collar.

Licutenant Nash’s mouth was a thin line
between his aquiline nose and barge-like
chin. His dark cyes glinted ominously.
When the tight lips parted, the words bark-
ed out like shells from a six-inch rifle. “Go
forward, mister.”

“Aye aye, sir.” Gabby sighed and went.

THE nicknime “Gabby” wasn’t entirely
apprepriate. True, his words flowed like
a rain-swollen stream; but this was not
the conventional variety of gab that ran
the gamut from humidity to politics. Festus
yarned of windships and the men who sail-
ed them. To him, canvas was the exquisite
fabric with which man had captured the
winds to drive the tea clippers and the grain
racers, the Black Ball and Swallowtail pack-
cts over the deep sca roads to adventure,

He glanced at a downy-cheeked lad
soojie-moojicing the after cabin paint-

work. Eighteen or so, the boy was. At that
age. Festus Perkins had been four years
before the mast. At fourteen, he'd stowed
away on a wooden bark, commanded by his
father, He remembered thie old man's scowl
—and the twinkiing eyes—when he'd said,
“"Son, ve'll not be comin’ through the cabin
winder. It's up through the hawsepipe for
you. An’ when ye get 2 ship of your own--"

Festus had his mate’s papers in sail when
he was younger by five years than Lieuten-
ant Nash and he would have been a skipper
if the first world war hadn’t changed his
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plans. The shooting over, he was assigned
to such windship chores as the Navy had
left and, regretfully, he put his boyhood
dreams aside. Coal and o1l had something
to do with it; but mostly it was a romantic
interlude which resulted in the acquisition
of a wife and family who deserved the
security the Navy offered.

But, Festus Perkins necver forgot sail—
and scldom did he allow anyone clse’ to
forget it. The walls of his office at Pearl
were covered with pictures of famous sail-
ing ships. His bookcase bulged with wind-
ship shore.

in this office, one quict morning, Gabby
was regaling a CPO with a yarn: "You
could sec Cape Stiff, a purple rock risin" up
out of the sea, but there wasn’t time for
sight-secin’ what with a sixty knot no'wester
hammerin’ us while we tried to claw in
canvas frozen stiff with ice. We finally had
to go about and run clear around the world
to reach the Pacific an'—" He broke off as
a messenger handed him an official looking
envelope. He opencd it and stared at the
contents.

Suddenly, Gabby Perkins sat upright.
Then, a wide, slow smile lit up his long,
craggy face. He balled his fist and brought
it down on the desk, sending papers flying
and overturning the ashtray. The office force
looked up, startled, as he rose, jammed his
hat on his head and stalked out muttering:
“Hey ho, blow the man down!”

THE order affecting Festus Perkins had
its origin with the Secrctary of the Navy
who sent it to the Chief of Naval Opera-
tions.

It was radioed to Cinpac at Pearl
who relayed it to the arca commander at
Guam. The admiral wiped the perspiration
from his forchead, shook his hecad, and
pushed a button.

Boiled down, it ordered the Navy to sail
—not push or puil——the Norwegian train-
ing ship Ariel from Malakal Harbor at Palau
to Honolulu. "It's one of thosc things, gentle-
men,” the admiral told his staff. “"We can’t
tow her. That wouldn’t add to the Navy's
prestige if it got into print. We'll call for
volunteers from ships in the arca, find a
skipper and mates—and hope they make jt
in less than six months.”

Someone mentioned Festus Perkins, com-

menting drily: “Gabby can talk the arms
off an octopus, but he knows sail.”

Festus was duly traced and, in a happy
daze, said goodbye to his wife, Elva. He
was flown to Palau and installed as first
mate of the square-rigger Ariel.

On the foredeck, Festus tilted his hat and
sniffed the wind. The typhoon season was
about over but, carly that morning, the
Navy Weather Central at Guam had re-
ported a small cyclonic disturbance moving
northwestward from 8 North, 140 East. If
it behaved like most typhoons, cutting a
wide arc cast of the Philippines, there wus
little to worry about. If not-—Festus shook
his head and then grabbed for his hat.

The skipper’s orders were carried out and
the canvas went up—but not without diffi-
culty. Mr. Johnson, the sccond mate, had
papers in sail. The third mate and bosun,
and a few older hands had sailed before
the mast. But the rest, although willing and
eager, were quickly confused.

Festus sprang aloft to loose a gasket, or
stood by the running gear to pick out the
right downhaul or halliard until, finally,
the upper topsails and staysails were sheeted
home and the courses set. The ship plunged
smartly through the shimmering sca, a
gurgle in her throat.

“All duc respect to the skipper—'" and
Festus glanced aloft uncasily, “but he's a
mite stubborn. Could be he’ll get into trouble
if'n he won't listen to some advice.”

"He ain’t the kind to take advice.” John-
son, the seccond mate was a tall, gaunt man
whosc hard bluc eyes stared at the sea with
a constant challenge. "You don’t s’pose he
volunteered to skipper this craft just for the
ride, do you? Why, he actually thinks he
knows everything about sailin’ because he
knows all about yachts—h= says.”” Johnson
snorted. "As if handlin® a dinky one mast
fore an’ after in some bay makes him a
sailor! Nope, he won't take no advice, but
he surc as hell will tilie credit. He saw to
it he got his name in all the papers when
they towed that recaptured cruiser from
Tokyo to Manila. They said he sailed her
across! What happened was that a chief
bos'n suggested they raise some canvas to
steady her on the towline.”

“An’ he got the credit for—sailin’ a cruis-
er!” Festus chuckled. "“Well, mister, it’s-the
skipper what gets the credit—if any. But,
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he gets the blame, too. Reminds me of a
voyage I made in the Llsnore. Iron bark
out o' Frisco with grain for the United
Kingdom. “Cautious” Cassidy, her skipper
wias, an’ he'd kept warnin’ the mate about
that insct current off Chile, but when he
knocked off for a bit of shut-cye after seven-
ty-two hours on the bridge an’ the mate'd
pucd he Elsinore up— Well, who do you
igger got the blame?”

THE southerly wind held until midnight,
then began to decrease. By eight beils,
when Festus relieved Johnson, the air bare-
ly stirred.

The szils slated in the creaking yards
in rhythm with a long swell from the
couthwest. Aloft, the stars arced across the
sky witih the ship’s motion. But, in the
southwest, there was a blanketing blackness.

“"Maybe you better call the skipper,
mister,” Festus said to the second mate.
“We're in for a blow, or I'm a sojer.”

“A lot of good he'll do,” growled Joha-
son as he left.

Wihen Licutcnant Nash
glanced at the sea and sky.
rain squall, mister,” he said.
from the radio officer?”

"No sir. But radio sull ain’t so good it
can tail a storm like a pilot fish ha, a
shark. It don’t look good to me, an’ if I
was you, I'd get some canvas oif her, right
now-—'

“You would, ch? If T listened to you,
mister, we'd probaby lift Diamond Head
some time next yecar.”

“But look, sir,” Festus cxplained patient-
ly. "This ain’t a battlewagzon what ain't
bothered by squalls. Or cven a windship
with a full crew of expericaced hands where
you can keep canvas up til the last minute.
Though, cven then, it ain’t safe. Why, once
when I was with the cannery fleet, an” our
skipper was tryin’ to run ia with the fiest
load, he left cverything up but the cook's
shirt, with the glass fallin’, an’—"

“That's enough, mister,” Nash inter-
rupted hardship. “If you want to do some-
thing uscful, some star sights might help.”

came aft, he
“Looks like a
“Anything

DAWN broke blood red, with the glass
dropping. Two hours later the skipper
ordered all hands piped up and the ship
siripped to lower topsails, reefed foresail,

and fore topmast staysail. But the order
came too late.

The swell had increased and working
aloft was difficult. Then, the wind blew up
from the southwest in a whiny murmur
which inereased to violent, explosive gusts.
Suddenly, the upper main tops;ul split with
a crackling roar, streaming out in tatters.

Aloft, the green crew f umbled frantically.
The wind blew harder and great seas ham-
mered the decks, smashing and snarling
through the gear, lashing the boats and
housing. The ship, caught unprepared,
yawed and rolled until it scemed that she was
going over on her beam ends.

But when, finally, the tattered canvas was
secured, the Ariel ran comfortably before
a quartering sea under shortened canvas.

“Pretty, ain’t it?”" Mr. Johnson panted
as he looked aft. The deck gear was a mass
of sprawling wreckage. The radio shack had
been stove 1n, the equipment smashed and
soaked with salt water. There would be no
help from radio if they meeded it. Not for
days.

“You'll think,” Mr. Johnson went on bit-
terly, “"we'd been in a real storm instead
of the tail end of a small twister.”

She ran under shortened sail for two days,
slanting toward the Northern Marianas, a
chain of steep volcanic islands and reefs
stretching north and scuth for ncariy four
hundred miles. Meantime, much of the
wreckage was cleared away and sccured,
the canvas mended, and the craft generaily
shipshaped. But Bulwer Nash was not sat-
isfied with her appearance and said so.

“Don’t you worry, sir,” Festus assured
him. "We'll lmm her neater’n the commo-
dore’s quarter deck on Navy Day when she
drops the hook at Pearl. Why, you should've
scen the brig  Coralie after she came
through a pampcro off Panama. Foremist
and p' >hoor smpncd off clcan like a candy-
stick.  Yards an’ boems snarled up in a
hooraw's nest you never did sec the likes of
which. But—"" Testus paused as the skipper
snorted and went forward, then continued
his recital to the helmsman.

Cn the third morning after her battering,
heavy rain slashed down from an unbroken
black sky. But the wind had eased. Gabby
Perkins, pacing the poop, paused vccasion-
ally to stare uneasily into the muiky gloon.
He didn't like it. There’'d been no sights fer
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Jim was cat-footed from years of sailing
the Bounding Bess across the Lumberton
bar, but as he turned to the door, it was
all he could do to keep his feet. Number
Three stopped with locked brakes scream-
ing then started again with a jerk that like to
have snapped the couplers.

N Sundays, when we had no freight
service, the maintenance crews made
their heavy repairs. Nat Duggan took his
section gang to Mile 94 with orders to re-
place the trestle girders with heavier steel.
The bridge was flat-bedded, with no mem-
bers rising above the rails, resting on a
central pillar in midstream. Big Injun Creck
ran quiet but deep underneath. Duggan
studied the time card and figured he could
change one panel between each passage of
trains. With an early start and good luck,
the first new beam would be in place before
Number Three was due. Nat laid the re-
placement steel along the ends of the cross-
ties over the Creek to be handy when needed,
rigged scaffolding and sct to work.

Bad luck came up first rattle out of the
box. The nuts on the first panel were rusted
fast to their bolts. Wrenches slipped on the
formless lumps. To chip the bolt heads with
mauls and cold chisels would take too long,
for the working period before Number
Three arrived was the shortest one of the
day. Duggan found a center girder in good
shape and moved his crew there.

The bolts slipped out smoothly. With the
whole gang straining on pinchbars, the gir-
der was pried out and the new stecl slipped
into its place. Duggan glanced at his watch;
the job was ahead of schedule.

“Take five minutes, boys,” he called.

Their bare torsos shining with sweat,
the crew laid down their tools and set up
a shout.

“Water boy!”

Barefooted Petey Wills came running
across the trestle, toting the pail. Kidlike,
he clowned. When the {irst man put out his
hand for the bucket, Petey danced back,
missed his step and went over the side, pail
and all. The boy could swim like an eel,
but Big Injun Creck runs through a swamp
above the trestle and the water tastes like
an old boot.

Duggan fished Petey out of the creek with
a rope end and pointed downstream.
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“Take the path along the crick. There’s
a good spring under that big rock at the
bend,” the foreman directed. “Run now,
the boys are thirsty and you'll dry quick.”

Petey’s tow head bobbed in and out of
the manzanita bush. He was almost at the
spring when he disappeared. The crew
heard his yell, thin and high with pain
and terror.

“I-I-I-E-E-! I'm bit!”

UGGAN jammed a first-aid kit into his

pocket. “"Gimme the snake killer!” he
yelled. A gandy dancer held out the Jacob’s
staff, an ironshod hardwoed pole, used in
checking the grade. Snatching it, the fore-
man lit out, skipping four crossties at a
jump, and hit the path with his throttle wide
open. His gang watched him reach Petey,
then his pole thrashed wildly in the brush,
striking in all directions.

“Therc’s a whole mess o' them! Duggan
cried. Rattlers will gang up sometimes in
dry summers and it's bad medicine to come
on them unbeknownst. The foreman’s six-
gun roared, pumping lead into the slither-
ing sand ecls.

Duggan called for help. "Bring your
shovels, boys!” His voice altered suddenly.
“"One got me!”

The section gang tore down the path,
promising the snakes hell with the hide off.
Even the flagman left his post.

In the cab of Number Three, Dan Price
checked his orders.  “Section gang work-
ing at Mile 94.” Coming around the curve
leading to the straightaway to the bridge,
the engineer whistled and cut his speed.
The track was clear, no flagman in sight.
Dan thought nothing of it, our overworked
gandy dancers were always being yanked
off scheduled jobs to handle slides and
washouts. Number Three headed out on
the span at twenty miles an hour.

Nearing midspan, the locomotive tipped
downstream and the track had a soft feel,
as though the rails were rubber. From his
window, Price saw the crossties dipping to-
ward the abandoned scaffolding and sensed
his peril. The train’s motion had jasced the
unbolted beam off the pillar, throwing the
full strain on the rail above. Instinctively
the engineer closed his trottle and yanked
his airbrake lever.

Even as his hands moved, Prioz seversed
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XIII

ODIKER was reshoeing his horse
when Sam walked to the black-
smith shop and said, “Miss Kate
want dat you come ter the house.
T'ree men ridin’ up frum

town-way."”

“What of it?"

Sam wiped at the sweat on his black
moon-shaped face. “De colonel am sick
a-bed an’ she doan’ want him pestered by
meddlesome town folks lak a sher'ff askin’
erbout dem Walterses.”

Kate met Rodiker on the veranda. “If it
is somebody from town you tell them the
colonel isn’t home.”

He fingered a loose button on his shabby
vest as he gazed at her. “Why not the truth
once in a while?”

Kate made a face at him. She was sun-
burned to the raw but there was compensa-
tion in the fresh summery dress, glove-tight
about the waist and the skirt flared stiffly.
Her hair was braided and coiled around her
head. She was small-boned and not tall but
she was high-headed, like a thoroughbred.
She said, “I won't have him bothered when
he is sick.”

** 'Sick’ ought to be enough.”

Kate shook her head. “The colonel
wouldn’t like that. He thinks sickness is a
kind of—of—well—Jack of courage. He
won't want anyhody to know. Don’t you
understand?” She smiled to make the ex-
slanation more lucid.

“Did he tell you to say he is not at home?”

“He is aslecp and won't know.”

“The dogs will wake him. He'll ask who
came.”

Kate frowned with perplexed thoughtful-
ness as she turned about, and a starchy rustle
whispered along the hem of the dress that
Old Johany's young wife had labored over.
Dogs were sprawled here and there and
would bark. She looked toward Rodiker and
nodded assentingly:

“I never thought. I told you I am not
very smart!”

He was alone on the veranda with his
thumbs in his belt as three men rode at a
walk around the wide-lace-dripping palo
verde. The dogs raced out 2nd yapped, but
no one gave them attention and, the day
being hot, they lolled out their tengues and
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got into the shade again. The riders came
close before they pulled up, and the man
with the sheriff’s badge on his gray vest said,
“Howdy."”

Rodiker looked at him, then at Dougal

Bevarts; and after that at the third man who
wore a star-pointed badge. It said, “Dep-
uty.
The sheriff was a large, red-faced and
puff-bellied man, sluggish, and rather sad-
eyed with the signs of too much whisky,
habitually. “Afraid of me,” the colonel had
said. Rodiker could sce how that might well
be so, though fatty indolence prebably
helped the sheriff to be even tempered and
not hunt trouble. He gazed at Red ker and
asked casual-like, “You are Jack.n?”

Rodiker said, “Ycs.”

A wide smile came on Doug.i Bevarts’
dark face and lingered with a look of
friendliness as he said goodhumoredly:

“From what I've heard, T figured you as
eight feet ta!l and three across!”

Dougal had the Bevarts’ heavy features,
but an easy devil-may-care manner dis-
tinguished him from other mcn of the
family; and though above thirty, he hadn’t
yet settled down and liked to gamble.

The sheriff asked, “"Col. Arnold home?”

“But sick a-bed and can’t see anybody.”

“Now that's regrettable,” said Dougal
Bevarts, sounding sympathetic; but the
deputy, a man with slabsided jaws, yapped,
“Conven’ent!” with such animosity that
Rodiker eyed him and demanded:

“"Meaning just what, you?”

The silence was heavy then. It was the
silence of a small flame creeping toward
an open powder keg. Rodiker’s hand nad
dropped from the belt and hung, paim-
back, on a level with the gun’s low-slung
butt. Words wouldn’t have increased the
challenge that was offered.

Rodiker heard a soft sound in the hall
bebind him. He knew that Kate had put
herself there to peer threugh the door’s
crack and overhear, and he thought she was
opening the door wide but he wuuldn't
take his eycs off these men to look around.

The sheriff suddenly blurted, “God
A’mighty. Jackson, we didn’t come for
trouble!”

“Hell, no!” said Dougal Bevarts, leav-
ing his lips parted in a fixed grin-that
showed big white tecth.
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significance of betrayal. No trusting any- Le could make it to Woodward by mid-
body! moraing and not rattle a spur. From mid-

Then he thought of Sue. “Just a kid,”
was maybe truc but not the whole trutiy;
grown up, she still had the same frank
passion as when she had fought against
having her arms pulled from his neck. And
pretty; pretty as Bess or pretticr. But there
was Judas-blood in the Claytons, and no
matter how much Slim might try to redeem
liimself, he had done what wasn’t forgiv-
able.

He rode ints Apache Flat and looked
toward where he had shot Pete Croy out of
the saddle, and beyond that place he had
overtaken Slim. He went by the spot where
the buggy stopped and remembered Kate's
being tricked into the belicf that he, Rodi-
ker, had led the murderers.

TFar-scein’, the Bevartses! Which  re-
minded him again of Col. Arnold’s gucss
that lic, presumably "“Jackson” by name,
was also an outlaw but an encmy of Rodi-
ket's.It's all right to be an ontlaw if Yank
Arnold can use yox! So far Arnold had
been too sick to make much use of the
outlaw, I'll make him sicker soon!

As he rode up the grade and again saw
the light burning late at Whitman’s his
thoughts once more gathered understand-
ingly around Katc. In spite of swift re-
current doubts, he trusted her and had a per-
plexed wonderment that he did. Her admis-
sion of childish admiration for him was a fa-
voring influence because he, too, had always
remembered the colonel’s pretty child whose
pained ankle made her faint—or so he had
thought. That she had schemed coquettishly
scemed amusing now, though his vibrant
wariness wouldn't let him forget that she
was tricky with lies and could be dangerous.
She had scorched his neck with a quirt and
ordered him hanged when she thought he
had run Arnold cattle in on the Baddens.
He admired her for that.

He didn’t pause at Whitman's. People
there would mention to others that he had
been by, and if word got abcut he might be
laid for again. He also rode wide of Mo-
heela, not leaving the horse stabled there,
as Old Johnny expected, then using the
stage as the colonel had instructed.

After rounding Moheecla he returned to
the stage road where he pulled the horse
into a walk, taking it easy for he knew that

night on he began to pass freighters, the
jeiklinz drivers rocking in a doze en their
seats as the texms plodded over the familiar
road.

T SUNUP he locked down from the
red hills and saw Woodward, still
some two hours away: it lay all spradled out
like a lot of toy blocks on a rumpled carpet
that was mostly buil colored. The town was
larger now than when he had been in with
beef drives; and drawing nearer he saw the
checkered eficct of city blocks, and the jack-
straw outline of the stock yards, and the
track side’s stilt-legged water tower which
lowered its hollow beak to pufiing engines.
Outside the town lie dismounted, pulled
his shirt and concealed his revolver by
hianging it under his arm, then fastening
the holster's end thongs about his waist.
He stowed the belt in a saddle bag. The
rifle was still in its scabbord but would be
left at the stable.

He hadn’t a watch but knew the time
was near 10 o'ciock when he dismouated
in the livery stable’s wide ruaway.

A fat man with a straw in his mouth
sauntered up and said, "Howdy," taking
notice of Rodiker’s hard looks and the
splendid Arnold-branded horse that was a
long way from home.

Rodiker said, “Col. Arnold sent me to
meet some woman rclation of his due on
the afternoon train. She's fussy, I hear, so
I want to hire a pole buggy instead of
going back by stage.”

The fat man chewed his straw.
Arnold, heh? Who's the relation?”

“Sister'n-law.”

“She comin’ back? Well now, ordinary,
I'd want a pretty good deposit, but for the
colonel 'tain’t nec'sary.” He looked Rodiker
up and down and grinned. “At first I
wasn't sure of you. You didn’t look the
kind of man to be on that kind of horse!
Not spruce enough.”

“I'll be spruce by train time,” Rodiker
told him and walked away, thinking some
of what the colonel would say about hiring
a buggy herc to return all the way to the
ranch. By the time 1 get back with that
woman 1 won't care what he says!

Rodiker went to the Ace restaurani for

“Cel.
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FI_WHE stable man was all for Col. Arnold
and called it a damn’ shame that the
Bevarts would now grab off half the Arnold
property. He said, “An’ Dougal must've
planned for trouble "cause he had two men
with him here in town, and when he drove
out with her they tagged along. Onc’s called
Mack. Don’t know the other. Both rode
Lazy S's.”

The first miles from town were upgrade
toward the lumpy red rocks that often had
the sunsct glow of fresh blood. Dougal
Bevarts wouldn’t have any fear of being
chased, but probably would push the team
hard, being that kind of man. He had come
to town with more purposcs that Rodike-
suspected, and had carried out that purposc.

Rodiker met a rickety wagon piled high
with crooked wood and asked the ragged
Mexican if he had scen the buggy. The
woodchopper  gravely  pulled  the bone-
studded horsc to a stop, and was rcady to
discuss the fact that he hadn't scen it.

An hour later Rodiker turned into a
barren yard before a small adobe that the
weather had gnawed to ncar ruin. Ragged
tots huddled in the doorway to peer, and a
ponderous Indian woman waddled through
them.

Yes, the buggy and horsemen had
stopped; they used water from the well
without asking, and had driven on without
thanks. There were two men on horseback
with the buggy.

Some miles beyond Rodiker came to a
roadhouse that was back from the road and
lay under deep bluff-cast shadows though it
wasn't yet sundown. Old outbuildings strag-
gled off and sagged in disrepair, and were
followed part way by a broken fence of up-
right sticks that had once guarded a garden.
Dougal Bevarts wouldn't stop with his
bride, not at this unclean place, but threc
horses were at the hitching rack, and it was
on one of those horses that Dougal had
ridden to Arnold’s with the sheriff. Rodiker
couldn’t read the brand from the road but
he could rccognize a horse he had seen as
readily as he remembered a man he had once
taken notice of.

He turned from the road and moved
along at a walk, with his hat shadewingly
over his eyes and his cyes struck here and
there, searching for signs. All three horses
at the bark-stripped rack were Lazy S's.
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Dougal’s was the best and carried a finer rig
than either of the others.

Rodiker dropped the reins when he left
the saddle and withcut a pause started for
the door where a chunky man looked out.

The chunky man shouted back over his
shoulder, “Hey, Mack! Here's that Jose!"
Then he stood aside as Rodiker entered, but
spoke jeeringly. “Hiya, Mex! Lookin’ for
somebody? Couldn’t be a lady you’ve lost,
could it?”

Rodiker’s swirling glance took in the
room; it was dim, not large, with low ceiling
and a pine-board bar from window to dirty
window across one end. The floor was hard-
packed earth.

Two more men were in the room; one was
behind the bar and, by the vague light of the
dusty window, his round face looked fatly
swoolen and sullen under the flat-crown
black hat. His hair was Indian dark and
coarse, covering his ears, and he wore a dirty
buckskin vest from which much of the bead
design had dripped away from broken
threads.

The man called Mack was on the drinking
side of the bar and stared at Rodiker, and
wasn’t amused by his partner’s joshing. “A
Spaniard named Jose,” Cora Arnold had
told Dougal Bevarts; and this was the man
and Mack didn't know him but uneasily
sensed something familiar.

The jocular man said, ““Was you scairt to
show up at the weddin’?”

Rodiker's thumb went over his shoulder,
indicating the horses outside as he asked,
“Where's Bevarts?”’

The question had a %erk to it; and the
jocular man threw away his goodhumor, put
on a scowl, stuck his fists on his hips and de-
manded loudly, “Can you tie that! Yank Ar-
nold’s greaser talkin’ like—""

Rodiker hit him; the blow flashed up from
the hip and wasn’t a fist for he struck the
fellow's throat with thumb and fingers
spread, knocking breath out of his windpipe
as his head rocked back, then the fingers
closed chokingly. The fellow tugged at
Rodiker’s grasp but couldn’t break it, and
Rodiker banged his head rapidly against the
"dobe wall as if using the head for a knocker.

For a long moment Mack stood in dazed
glaring as he watched his husky companion
being batted as a man might bang a dummy
about; but something in Rodiker’s size and









R
XV

HY Jogs knew the horse and didn't bark

whea Rodiker reached the ranch before
sunup. He turned the horse loose in the cor-
ia! and made his way to the bunkhouse,
pulled his boots at the doorway and went
quictly to his blankets where he lay on his
back with hands folded under his head. He
was dog-tired but sleepless. His thoughts
were stiil being woven and unraveled, much
of the time about Ronnie, but he couldn’t
shut out Cora Arnold.

When the strav boss sang out the bunic-
house was still dark though the sky was
dawn-streaked. Mcn stirred and grumbled
meaningless complaints. Rodiker hadn’t
closed his eyes. He didn’t get up for the
breakfast cail.

The black horse indicated that he was
back and soon Col. Arnold seat Sam to ask
where was Cora Arnold. :

When he first had a good look at Rodiker,
Sam opcned his mouth wide, then closed it
noiseléssly but rctained a pop-eyed stare,
wondering at the change from an unkempt
beard to the smooth-faced dark huc.

Rodiker said tonclessly, “I'm a dudc
now,"” and felt of his cheeks, again nceding
a shave.

“Huccome Miz Ahnold ain’t wid you?”

“The lady had other ideas.”

He stamped into his boots, slipped on the
vest, made a cigarette. Sam eyed the brightly
beaded vest and bcamed approval.

“Dat sho’ am a styl'sh garment, Mist’
Jackson.”

Rodiker's palm rasped his beard. "I'll
trade it for a shave.”

The big Negro's grin widened like a split
watermelon. "“You jes’ funnin’.”

Rodiker emptied his pockets, folding and
sticking Old Jerym's agrcement into a boot
top, then tossed the vest to Sam.

“Try it for size.”

“You is earnes'?”

Sam proudly slipped on the vest. It was
big but not big e¢nough to meet in front ¢f
his bear-shaped body, which didn’t ruch
matter and he beamed at himscIf in the picce
of looking glass on a shelf by the door.

"Even-steven,” said Rodiker.

Sam went to the bunkhouse kitchen, boe-
rowed the cook’s razor, and returned with
hot water and ycllow soap. Rodiker sat on a
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backless chair with a flour sack tucked under
his chin and had the carefullest shave of his
life. After that Sam brought a pint tip cup
of stale black coffce and admired himself in
the looking glass while Rodiker smoked
thoughtfully.

“Sam, between friends, what do yeu think
of Cora Arnold?”

~Sam, under tie influence of Rodiker's
gift, looked about cautiously before i con-
fided. "She jes’ whiic trash in fine cioz!”

Rodiker murmured enceuraging!y, “T'll
go along.”

“I neber say dat to nolody b'foh, an’ I'll
say I ncber said it 'f you say I has!”

“Fair enough. But what gave you the
idca?”

“I scen her onct lovin® up a fella frum
town. She seen me see her »:1 she came later
an’ say, "You dut’ black nigger, doan’ you
dare say boo crbout me?" "

“Who was she making up to?”

“"Dunno. Jes' a young fclla in city duds
dat come wid visitin' foiks. I kep’ my mouf
§l'1st kaze if a white lady call you a lvar, you
1S.

“She ever try to make up to the colonel?”

“He'd a-tuk her head off! He's a gent'-
mun, suh! An’ his own brudder’s wife?”’
The big Negro's cyes clouded wratiifully.
“"Huccome you talk lake date erbout the
colonel?”

ODIKER met no one in the house and
went up the stairs; the door was open

and the colonel, dressed except for boots and
hat, sat in a chair without pillows and stared
from a window. He turitied and frowned

toward Rodiker as if at a stranger, then the

frown relaxed ond, ignoring the changed
appecarance, he asked matter-of-factly:

“Where is Mrs. Arnold?”

Rodiker was still in the doorway, his
thumbs in the front of his belt and the
straight back gave him a high-shouldered
look. He said quietly:

“She married Dougal Bevarts in Wood-
ward.”

Yodiker had braced himself for wrath,
but silence followed. Col. Arnold didn't
move, not even a muscle twitched as he
gazed at Rodiker. He seemed still listening
to the words that had been spoken. A dog
near the colonel’s chair stirred and bitingly
nosed for fleas, and when he sprawled flat
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behind. Then turned on Rodiker and told
him, "I don’t believe it!”” But she did and
asked, “"How on earth?” After that she
whirled toward her father. "Does that mean
—will the Bevartses get—oh, does it?”

Col. Arnold plucked at the tuft on his
lower lip as his eyes slanted toward a far
corner of the cciling. *"Would I give up my
brother’s property to men who hired him
murdered?”’

Kate’s glance turned uneasily toward
Rodiker as she left the room but he didn’t
see and sat stiffly taut until introduced to
the two men.

Neither was old and both had the sun-
burned leathery skin and bulging thigh mus-
cles of horsemen. It was a tribute to the
former range boss, Marl, that the colonel was
using the two of them to do his work.

One was a bronzed Swede, his clipped
hair being white enough to look grey, and
the china blue eyes were sheltered behind
perpetually narrowed lids; his thick shoul-
ders were egg-round and his neck drooped.
His name was Tom Small.

Frank Pierce was thinner, darker,
straighter, with a way of staring suspiciously.
His mouth was crooked and tight; bad tem-
per seemed to lie within him like hot coals
under ashes. Rodiker took note that he was
left handed, with a hand-stamped belt and
holster, and wore girl-leg spurs.

Both knew of Rodiker as “that man Jack-
son” who had licked Zig Bevarts and friends
in a town fight, had shot Pete Croy when
Pete and others tried to dry gulch him, had
ordered the Walters brothers hanged after
turning them into Badden’s barn and smok-
ing them out. So it appeared that this mys-
terious stranger was all of a sudden some
kind of right hand man to the colonel.

After handshakes, TFrank Pierce said,
“The talk is, Mister, that you are a range
detective.”

Rodiker impassively answered, "A range
detective that says so wouldn’t be much use,
would he?”

Frank Pierce stared before he replied, not
pleasantly, “We're all Arnold men! It’s like
vou didn't trust us.”

Rodiker said, "I draw wages to do as
F'ra told. I've not been told to tell anybody
what I do.”

Tom Small rubbed both palms on his
knees and nodded. Frank Pierce kept staring
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at Rodiker as if at somebody he didn’t like
but met unyielding eyes, and so looked
away. The colonel watched but made no
comment, then offered cigars.

The two foremen talked business under
the shadow of cigar smoke, and Rodiker lis-
tened. Tom Small said somehow cows kept
drifting south. Frank Pierce said fiercely
that line riders needed hauling over the coals.
‘There was talk of grass and water, and about
pushing the herds to higher ground for
summer feed. Rustling was going on, and
Frank Picrce said he'd like to get his hands
on anybody that dared touch an Arnold cow
with a hot iron.

The colonel didn’'t mention Enzo or Los
Muertos Canyon, though the canyon was
ncarest to San Miguel Ranch, where Pierce
was in charge.

With business over, the conversation got
around to Ronnie’s escape from jail. Frank
Pierce said, "I don’t see how it could’'ve
bcen any friend of them Rodikers done it
‘cause they and the Claytons are close as
hand in glove. Slim’s known as that Jack
Rodiker’s best friend.”

Tom Small commented with slow
thoughtfuiness, ““That seems so right it
spoils the report that Rodiker himself is
back and got his brother out.” :

Frank Pierce grinned. "Wisht he was
back, Colonel! I'd sure like some of that
reward of yours. It still stands?”

“And will until he's hung!”
colonel.

Tom Small was untalkative; now he
blinked a few times, shook his head, rubbed
his palms on his knees, then took the cigar
stub from his mouth and said carefully,
“I'm not a very smart feller. But Bill Brody
is 2 Bevarts man, and a friend of the Clay-
tons, so cven if that Ronnie kid stole one of
his horses, why would Bill Brody have him
drug to the hoosegow?”

Nobody commented, and Tom Small
sucked again on his dead cigar butt.

said the

HEN they had gonc Col. Arnold was

breathing hard and looked tired. He
sternly said, “Damn this thing of being less
than half a man!” and sat on a couch that
was overlaid with Indian blankets. He lay
back wearily but couldn’t get his breath and
sat up again, erectly. He said, “Don’t mis-
judge Frank Pierce by his bad temper. He
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has worked for me since hie was a boy and
he is brave; loyal, too.”

Rodiker sat solemaly silent, scarcely lis-
tening as he recmembered how the colonkl
had said Cora Bevarts would not get any of
his brother's property.

After a time the colonel said, "I have
some plans for you but they will wait.” He
asked Rodiker for the whisky that was out
of sight on a shelf, then drank no more than
a thimbleful and gave the bottle back with-
out comment for Rodiker to return to the
shelf. The coloncl drew his breath as if
laboring up hill and for a long time stared
at the portrait of the young dark woman on
the wall. He looked around to ask:

“Do you think Rodiker is back in the
Santsander?”

“Wouldn't surptise me none.” ‘

“That mecans the Bevartses are trying to
use him against me, and will do what they
can to protect him. Don't you think?”

Rodiker said, “Sounds logical.”

“Ask Kate to come, will you?”

Kate was in the kitchen talking with Old
Johony's good-looking, pleasant wife and
wasn't wearing the gypsy dress. She rubbed
her pecling nose and told him:

“Aficr Sam showed me that wvest, 1
thought I'd fix up too. I wore it at a school
doin’s called a féte, and shocked the pinch-
noscl, knock-knced old heifers who look
after somcthing they called ‘morals’. Onc of
them told mec I must be full of sin to want
to look so wicked. But aftcr I learned about
Cora today, I didn’t feel like playing 1 was
queen of the gypsics. And you've made Sam
perfectly worthless! A while ago he was
steutting around out there and talking to
himsclf. And Old Johnny's drunk as a hoot
owl, so did you bring him some medicinc for
his ‘stomik’?”’

“It was in a saddle bag but—"

“If you buricd it ten fect deep, be all the
same to him!”

It was something over an hour later that
Kate ran with stumbling haste to the corral
where Rodiker was scratching between a
colt’s cars, and called:

"Oh, come! Papa’s downstairs and can't
breathc and Sam—I don't know where,
damn him!”

He climbed the logs and jumped down
beside her, but she stood perfectly still and
almost trance-like as she said:
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“It's Aunt Cora marrying like that! I've
always hated her!”

Col. Arnold was downstairs at the office
desk with a hand to his throat, and his
sunken eyes had a dull perplexed stare as he
asked brokenly, “"What is the matter with
me? I can’t-—can’t get my breath!”

Kate told Rodiker, “Upstairs, please!”

He stooped and lifted the colonel who let
one arm fall laxly over Rodiker’s shoulder,
but held a long brown envclope in the other
hand. There was no weight to his body; ail
the tall erectness was skin and bone and he
gasped like a man who is suffocating.

Kuie said, "He would come down here
to look for—"" Then she broke off and ran
ahead on the stairs and, anxious but un-
flustered, waited at the top.

Rodiker helped her undress and put the
coloncl to bed.

XVIII

HAT night Rodiker pulled his boots,

making rcady to turn in, but a noisy
crib game was going in the bunk house, so
he stepped outside with a cigarette to think
things over and saw a shadow move furtively
at a corner of the kitchen.

The cook was among the crib players.
Rodiker flipped his cigarette upward, care-
lessly letting it fall and splash sparks. That,
he knew, would keep the prowler from again
peeking for a long minute or two, then Le
went on sock-covered tiptoes into the un-
lighted kitchen and, Jooking through the
back door, saw thc shadow-shape presscd

«closc against the kitchen wall and peering

around the corner. He couldn't tell whether
or not the man had a gun in his hand, but
said, "Get ‘em up!”

Hands flew overhead as the man turned,
and Rodiker stepped from the datk door-
way to movce nearer. That brought him into
the starlight and the kid gulped, “'Jack!”

Rodiker at once reached out and jerked
the boy to him, looked quickly into Ronnie’s
wide-eyed face and said, “'Go to the stable!™
and gave a shove. “I'll mect you there!”

Ronnie crouched as he started off, ani
Rodiker’s long-reaching hand fell on him
again and straightened him up:

“"Walk like a man! Don’t hurry! Never
look on the dodge!” '

Ronnie tried but with a tired hobbling
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up the trail with a herd, wranglin’ the re-
muda. He got a beatin” when he came home.
He ran off again. When he came home that
time he was packin’ a gun and a heap of
experience.  He didn't get a beatin® then.
He got somethin’ a sight worse.”

The horse tossed its head, snorted vio-
lently. )

Cot went on talking. “Stories had come
down the trail about that boy, some of them
damned lies. He'd gone clean to hell, they
said, and wasn't fit to run with decent folks.
He went to a dance. No girl would dance
with him. He went to mectin’. The old par-
son prayed for him—The Top Sinner—
callin’ him by name before everybody. That
did it, Strcak. The boy went away from
there with hell in his neck. Just like you, he
was. He never went back. He never went
back because the only folks on his home
range who had treated him white were wild
fellas and boys who wanted to be wild, and
girls who didn’t give a damn. It's been that-
away ever since, wherever he's gone. Yes,
Streak, I understand. Reckon T'lI have to
move on again. And if I can raise the moncy
to buy you, damned if I don’t take you with
me

TALKING easy and taking his time that
way, Cotton Dane at length saddled and
rode the horse. He rode it outside in the
pasture for fear that it might pitch into the
stout corral and break its neck, rode it with-
out once touching its slick hide with quirt
or spur, rode it while it pitched like a maniac
horse and he let it go until it could scarcely
lift a hoof from the ground. He, too, stag-
gered when he stepped off.

Breathlessly, he told the buckskin, “You
gave mc a damned good fight, fella. No
hard feelin’s.”

Cot led Streak back into the corral, un-
saddled and rubbed hith down with a gunny-
sack. Though the horsc’s hide twitched at
the unfamiliar touch, it was ridden out and
didn’t have the strength to fight much. Danc
went to the bin and got a box and gave it a
feed of corn. After a while the buckskin
sniffed suspiciously at the corn, picked up a
few grains, then lifted its beautiful head
and looked at the man with something akin
to wonderment in its bloodshot eyes.

Cotton Dane smiled. “Sorta hard to be-
lieve, ain’t it, Streak? I understand.”
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OING into the stable with his rigging
Cot caught a glimpse of movement in
the end stall adjoining the corral. He
dropped his saddle and sprang back. Jerk-
ing his six-shooter down from where he had
hung it on the corral, he looked through a
crack in the log wall where the chinking was
gone.

Patsy Ann!

They nict at the door. In her right hand,
hanging at her side, she held one of Tandy's
heavy revolvers. Obviously taken aback and
angry at having bceen discovered, the girl
went to pass him.

Glancing down at her pistol, he drawled,
“Shall we shoot it out, or talk it out?”

Cot kind of liked the challenging tilt of
her head as she looked up at him. “Aren’t
you going to ask me what I'm doing here?”

“No, I'm not. That’s your business.”

Patsy Ann went on a bit dcfiantly, “T saw
that horse kill Tony. I'd hate to have it kill
another man, so I hid in a stall and watched
through a crack. I can shoot. I'd have shot
the horse to keep it from hurting you. Once,
there in the corral, I almost did.”

“Don't,” he said firmly. “Don’t cver
shoot that little horse for what he’s doin’ to
me. He fights fair and square in the only
way he knows how to fight. Between him
and me it's man-to-man."”

He paused, then added in a cold and im-
personal voice, “And he fights me because
I'm what I am, not because of what I used
to be.”

The girl stepped past him. Without look-
ing up, she said, "As you told the horse,
don’t be so daggoned suspicious of folks.
Use your head!”

Cot stood there for a moment, then it
dawned upon him. "You listened!”

Color flooded Patsy Ann’s neck and ears.
He couldn’t sec her face. She walked on.

Shortly after supper Tandy Walker came
to the bunkhouse and called Cot outside. -
The old man talked fast as though he was
embarrassed and in a hurry to get it over
with., “Far's I'm concerned, there ain't but
one honest bank in the country and that's
Louic Oppenheim’s in San "Tonio. When
d'you want to get started?”

Again Cotton Dane’s face was a gambler’s
mask. For a long moment his peculiar cyes
remained fixed on the old man’s face, but his
mind’s eye saw the dawn of a new day over
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a new world. It was breakin’ light in a
world where decent folks didn't make a
proud man cat dirt simply becruse he had
raised a little hell in his time. He was about
to take his first step in that new world and
he wouldn't trust his voice.

"Changed your mind alrcady?” asked
Tandv. "I thought you was a gamblin’
man.”

Although this was, perhaps, the big mo-
ment in Cotton Danc’s adult life, he grected
it with the outward nonchalance of his kind.
He grinned, and drawled. “Soon as T can
catch up a fresh horse Ul hit the trail.”

“Mornin’ is time cnough,” said Tandy,
and went back to the house.

Cot ambled over to the horsctrough and
sat down. He rolled a cigarette, kind of
wishing that he could go and have a talk
with Strcak and tell that outlaw buckskin
what had happened to him.

ON THE way to breakfast the next morn-

ing Cot gave Clay Burton a sealed letter
which he had written the night before. “If
you don'’t see or hear from me within a week
from today, give this to Tandy, will you?
Don't mention it to anyone before then,
please, and don't lose it.”

Dying to ask questions, the old cowhand
promised. He put the letter in the inside
pocket of his vest and pinned it there with
a mesquite thorn.

Mounted on the toughest horse at head-
quarters Cotton Dane took it easy like a
drifting cowboy going no place and in no
hurry to get there. But Cot didn't feel as
easy as he looked. In fact, the fifteen thou-
sand dollars gold in his saddlebags probably
weighted more heavily on him than it did on
the tall roan he was riding. A shot from
ambush was what he feared most. This was
rolling prairie with mottes of timber and
brush thickets which, in later years, would
overflow the land and make of it an ocean
of chaparral. He couldn’t avoid all the
thickets and trces. But long and intimate
companionship with danger had sharpened
his senses to the point where the flitting of a
bird in a tree, the rustle of wild hogs in the
brush, the stealthy movement of a deer
through chaparral, or the unnatural shape or
behavior of a bush caught his attention and
demanded closer scrutiny. He had great re-
spect for the nose and ears of his horse, too,
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an animal bred in this country. By cortectly
interpreting its behavior while still wa#nin
five miles of headquarters he discovered an-
other rider sitting his horse in a clump of
huisache north of the trail, a long rifle shot
away.

Gambling that the man woulds’t hit
him if he tried, Cot rode leisurcly on. He
kept an eye on his back trail, though, and
when topping out of a sag caught sight of
the rider leaving cover and coming his way.

Danc had expected this. The spy would
follow him for a given distance to make cer-
tain that he didn't turn off the main trail,
then another would pick him up or the two
would pull a robbcry. With so much at
stake, Cot resolved to play safe if he could.
Just over the crest of a sharp rise the road
swung around a small thicket. He quickly
got down and led his horse to cover in the
brush, left it there and hurried back to the
trail where he crouched behind a bush and
waited. The rider halted on top of the ridge.
After a moment he came on at a trot,

Cotton Dane sprang into the road ten feet
ahcad of the horse. “Stick 'em up!”

The animal shied and reared and the big
red-headed rider had all he could do to keep
his saddle. Cot was right on top of him so
that he got no chance to make a break. The
horse calmed down quickly and the rider cut
loose a string of oaths.

Danc motioned with the barrel of his six-

shooter. “Shut your damned mouth and pile
off!” :
The big man had the face of a fighter.
He glared at Cot for a moment as if calcu-
lating the odds against him, then stepped
down stiffly. “If this is a stick-up, you're
wastin’ your time, stranger.”

“It's my time,” snapped Dane. “Drop
your belt. Now, strip your horse naked.”

“What the—?"

“Strip it if you want to save your riggin’!”

The man went to unsaddling and Cot
picked up his gun-belt. Presently, Dane
said, “All right, Red. Now, point that plug
towards the San Pedro and give it a cut with
your quirt. That's where it belongs and it’ll
go home. Quick, or I'll ear-mark you, so
help me!”

The San Pedro horse made dust up the
hill. Said Cot, “Take out after it, Red.
Maybe you can catch it.” :

The big fellow stood there, frownina.
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lcarned, he'd no doubt burn the breeze to
their canyon hangout. Dane hoped that he
would be able to finish his business and get
away from there before this happened and
he also hoped that, with the way the bandits
were patrolling the country, there wouldn't
be many of them left in camp. In fact, he
was gambling strong on that.

Red Wallace's hidcout proved to be a
small rock cabin decp in the canyon, prob-
ably built and abandoned by an carly pio-
necer. Cot reined in a short distance away
and looked the place over. There was no
onc in sight, though smoke curled up from
the chimney and Two horses under saddle
were staked on the spring branch that
trickled down the floor of the canyon ncarby.
Only two—Dane heaved a small sigh of re-
lief.

He hailed the cabin,
Anybody home?”

No answer from the house.

“"Howdy, Mister Dane!”

That voice jerked Cot half around in his
saddle, Over the top of a ncarby boulder
partially screencd by brush, he faced a man
with a rifle. Danc instantly recognized the
fellow and inwardly cursed his luck. Of all
the outlaws he had cver known, why in hell
did he have to meet this one—the worst of
the lot!

Nevertheless, he called out cordially,
“Why, howdy, John! Mighty glud to sce

ou.”

g The man came lumbering around the
boulder, a burly fellow with the face of a
sheep and the body of an ox. A fugitive
from the East who had lost himself in the
West, this crook floated in the dregs of the
frontier underworld. It was well known
that he'd stoop to any crime. He was uni-
versally disliked and distrusted. The under-
world tolerated him because of his amazing
skill with weapons and lack of scruples,
which made him useful at times, and his in-
gratiating manner which flattercd many of
the aristocrats of crime. Cot had never
known a more dangcrous fighter with any
weapon, ot none at Qll. The fellow fr ankly
admitted that he wasn't a smart man, thus
deceiving some people into tlnnkmg him
cven dumber than he was. His Western
name was John Smith.

Dane’s wits were working fast, had to do
it. Since any man was likely to come out

“Howdy, up therc!
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second best in a fight with John Smith under
any conditions, Cot knew that he’d have to
out-think the crook and himself choose the
time and place and sct the stage for the
trouble which was certain to follow his play
with the money. Accordingly, he said he'd
likc to stay all night here under cover.

The big outlaw bobbed his head and
rubbed his knotty hands together. His voice
always sounded as if he were fearful that
someone else would hear it. “Of course,
Mister Dane, of course you must stay. If the
law comes around, just leave ‘em to me. I
ain’t smart like you, Mister Dane, but I
know lots of ways to make a good law out
of a bad one.”

John Smith had known Cot as one of the
elite of the underworld and therefore
fawned upon him. He hovered around and
got under foot while Dane was unsaddling
and was at the point of laying hold of the
heavy bags before the harassed cowman suc-
cceded in diverting his attention to some-
thing else. Cot wiped sweat from his face
and it wasa't the heat. Trying to shake off
this tail-wagging crook was dangerous busi-
ness, for he sometimes flew into childish
and illogical rages when he would maul,
knife or shoot without warning or reason.
Dane wanted to keep him in a good humor
and utterly devoid of suspicion until the time
came to act.

Smith’s companion met them at the door
of the cabin, a lanky fellow named Joe
Wilson. Cot ]udged him to be just average
Border riff-raff having no more intelligence
than John Smith himself.

AFTER supper, Smith placed a bottle of
Pine Top whiskey and a tincup on the
table. Cot hunkered down with his back
against the wall. The others sat on a bunk
directly across the room and they smoked
and talked and drank a little. Over in a
corner on a nail a crippled old lantern splut-
tered at moths and things.

John Smith did most of the talking. He
talked about everything and nothing in par-
ticular until Cot at lenoth concluded that
the man had something speclal on his mind
and was trying awkwardly to get around to
it. Once or twice he made vague reference
to “a job, a big job.” Dane grew impatient,
even anxious, for some of the other bandits
might very well come in before he had fin-
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ished here and got away; but he knew that
it would be plain foolish to rush things when
dealing with a man as dangerous and erratic
as John Smith.

Yinally, when he could get in a word, Cot
asked carclessly, “A while back you men-
tioned some job, John. What is it, if you
don’t mind sayin’?”

“Yes, I did, Mister Dane.” He looked
craftily about the cabin. " A couple of weeks
ago a bunch of us boys, Red Wallace was
our boss, we—" And John Smith described
the raid on the San Pedro.

Cot Danc now wore the mask of a pro-
fessional garobler. He said coldly, "It strikes
me that you bungled the job.”

The obsequious crook’s triangular face
pouted. He dropped his voice to a husky
and confidential whisper. "1t was all poor
Red's fault. Maybe I shouldn't say that, but
its’ true. I wanted him to let me go into the
house alone. When I crack a crib, Mister
Dane, there ain’t any noisc. I take all the
noise out of cverything in the place, even
the cat if they've got a cat. But poor Red
wanted to shoot up the ranch Western style.
He was soft.”

Though Cot Dane had rubbed elbows
with all manner of men and life had other-
wise hardened him, his back pressed against
the wall as he drew away from the brute
across the room. He wished the cabin were
wider.

Neveriheless, his voice dida't reflect his
feelings. “Interestin’, John, but what has
all this got to do with the job?”

John Smith went on to say that the money
was still at the San Pedro, that spics were
covering the place and that the ranch
wouldn’t be expecting another raid so soon.
He wanted Daae to lead the gang in a sec-
ond aliempt.

“I ain't ot the brains to plan things and
lead muw hke you can, Mister Dane, and we
-ain’t got nobody clse that is fit to do it,”
whined the crook. T love to do the work—
things that yox weualdn’t do, but I nced a
smart man like you to say where and when
and fix up getaways and hidcouts. I hope
you'll throw in with us, Mister Dane. Of
course, if you don’t, the boys and me will
tackle it alone—my way.”

Cotton Dane gazed at the toes of his
boots. His thoughts raced and they were
painful thoughts to endure—tackle it alone

SHORT STORIES o

—my way— Cot saw this murderous devil
stealing through a house that was never
locked, moving as silently as an evil spirit,
armed with a knife and the strength to kill
without a sound. Patsy Ann, her mother and
Old Tandy slept in that house.

Dane wished for a hat to hide his eyes.
He knew what they must look like now.
Never before had he wanted to kill 2 man
without giving him an even break. Even
break, hell! He wouldn’t gamble those San
Pedro lives on his skill with a gun. He
wouldn't take that gamble cven with the
odds in his favor. Now the odds wete heavy
against him. He was no match for John
Smith.

Cot grinned at the bandits, and drawled
pleasantly, “I'm sure much obliged, John.
Of course, you know that I've never bossed
a bunch like this one. I'm no stick-up artist.
I'm a gambler. But if we can make a swap
on how to split the gatherin’s, I reckon
maybe we'll do business.”

John Smith nodded at Jake as if he had
just done something to be proud of. He
hastened to say, “We won't have any trouble
about that, Mister Dane, and when this job
is finished we’ll find scme more, won't we?”

“Why not?” said Dane.

He shrugged carelessly. The time had
come to bet his cards, such as they were. The
big crook was wholly off guard now. Dane
got up slowly. Carefully he kept his hand
well away from his holster, for although
John Smith needed plenty of time to think
out an unexpected thing, his physical re-
flexes were so trained as to be lightning fast
and a perfectly innocent gesture might set
them in motion.

Cot would play it safe until after he had-
told these bandits where he got the money in
his saddlebags. Then, if he should lose his
gamble and never leave here, John Smith
would’t go and raid the San Pedro again.
He reached down to the bags. From the
side of his eyc he saw the crook lean for-
ward, hungrily watching every move. He
took out a small buckskin sack, snugly filled
and tightly tied with a thong.

Carclessly tossing the sack to Smith, he
said, "There’s a little surprise for you, boys.
Open it, John, count it and split it between
ou.

’ John Smith’s stubby fingers fumbled -at
the thong. Joe eagerly moved closer to him.









THE STORY TELLERS’ CIRCLE

ioothills, for mustering, where cach owner
cats out his own brand. The cattle range
ail winter on the plains, and are roundcd
up—or mustcred—again in the fall, when
alves are countad, cleanskins branded and
fat beeves sclected for market, after which
the others are driven back to the ‘snow
leases in the mouvntains, where salt icks
placed at strateg:ic points keep the stock from
drifting too [ar during the summer. )
“And that is, I believe, a fair picturc ot

the Australian buckaroo.”

Nei Martin,
—0—

Anybody Here Tired of Texas?

¢ HEN this story,” worrics  Caddo

Camcror, “shows up in the stick of
manuscripts on your desk, Mr. Editor, sure
hope you don't take onc look at it and go
to whistling that song, 'T'm Tired of Texas.’
Maybe you wonder why T don't stay away
from that country between the Nucces and
Rio Grande. In many respects there are lots
of better countrics, (my apologics to the
good citizens of Laredo, Alice, Eagle Puss,
pcarsall, Cotulla, Carrizo Springs .“.'nd other
garden spots, who won't agrcc_thh me),
but, for a writer of my type of story who
likes to feel that nothing occurs in his yarns
which was improbable in the time and re-
gion in which the story was laid, Old South-
west Texas is made to order.

“For cxample, when Cotton Dane tells
about catching some cow thieves with the
goods and killing two of them, I'm glad to
know that he was a piker compared to men
who actually rode that range. Let's glance
at a few historical facts.

“Fifteen thicves were caught with cattle
on Palo Alto Prairic and fifteen thicves were
killed. . . . The Sheriff of Nueces County
wires for Rangers, slating that five ranches
had been burned in the past weck. . .
Eleven men killed in one raid by phony
Amecrican vigilantes. . . . Jesus ( pronounced
Hasoos) Sandoval, a Texas-Mexican, and
his partncr ran onto thieves and hung four
to onc tree. . . . After stolen stock, Ranger
Captain - McNelly invaded Mcexico with
thirty men and killed no telling how many
thieves, including General Juan Flores of
Las Cuevas. . . . A man and his two sons
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The prayers of the most worthy people often fail. Why?
The unworthy often have the greatest health, success,
riches and happiness. The best, smartest, and most in-
dustrious people often have only pain, poverty and sor-
row. Why? Thirty yearsago, in Forbidden Tibet, behind
the highest mountains in the world, a young Englishman
found the answers to these questions, His eyes were
opened by the strangest mystic he met during his twenty-
one years of travels in the Far East. Sick then, he re-
gained health., Poorthen, he acquired wealth and world-
wide professional honors. Hewantsto tell the whole world
what he learned, and offers tosend 29,000-word treatise,
FREE, to everyone who aska promptly. It is a first atep
to the POWER that KNOWLEDGE gives. There is
no cbligation. Writo for YOUR FREE COPY today.
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