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FOR GOLDS
AND

SORE THROAT

HEN you've got the sniffles, a
Wchill, and your throat feels irri-
tated, it's a sign that germs are prob-
ably at work in mouth and throat.

Sometimes they can be killed in
sufficient numbers or kept under
control so that Nature can halt the
infection . . . throw off the cold.

If you have any symptoms of
trouble, start gargling with full
strength Listerine Antiseptic and
keep it up. Countless people say it's
a wonderful first aid and 8 years of
scientific research back them up.
Tests during this period actually
showed fewer and milder colds for
Listerine Antiseptic users . . . fewer
sore throats, too.

Listerine Antiseptic reaches way
back on throat surfaces to kill mil-
lions of the secondary invaders—
germs that many authorities say
help to complicate a cold and make
it so troublesome.

Actual tests showed germ reduc-
tions on mouth and throat surfaces
ranging to 96.7% even 15 minutes
after the Listerine Antiseptic gargle.
Up to 80% one hour later.

In view of this evidence, don’t you
think it is a wise precaution to use
Listerine Antiseptic systematically
during fall, winter, and spring months
when colds are a constant menace to
the health of the entire family?

Lambert Pharmacal Co., St. Louis, Mo.

NOTE HOW LISTERINE GARGLE REDUCED GERMS!

The two drawings at left illustrate height of
range in germ reductions on mouth and throat
surfaces in test cases before and after gatgling
Listerine Antiseptic. Fifteen minutes after gar-
gling, germ reductions up to 96.7% were noted;
and even one hour after, germs were still re-
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duced as much as 80%.



AFTER COMPLETING 20

I OBTAINED

MY RADIO BROADCAST

OPERATOR'S LICENSE

IMMEDIATELY JOINED
STATION WMPC WHERE

AM NOW CHIEF OPERATOR.

LESSONS

.AND

mHOLLIS F HAYES
3S7 MADtsa*

THANKS TO N R.I. TRAINING-

( AM FOREMAN IN A RADIO

sFACTORY. | AM MAKING?
MORE MONEY
AND HAVE TWO
N R. - STUDENTS
sHELPING ME.

OTTO CLIFFORD
Sa m SEMMA TV
qnﬂnﬂpkmx

I

Iwill TranYau 1t Howfor

iAPeen, m at.

1 WAS WORKING IN A
SARASE WHEN | ENROLLED
WITH N.R.I. | AM NOW
RADIO SERVICE MANAGER

FOR M -
FURNITVRA CO.
FOR THEIR
! 4 STORES.
JAMES £, RYAN
1S*3 SLABS ST
TAU RIVER, MASS.

MY LOUDSPEAKER SYSTEM
RAY'S MS ABOUT <35 A WEEK
BESIDES MY RADIO WORK. IF
IT HAD NOT BEEN FOR,
YOUR COURSE | WOULD
STILL BE MAKING-
COMMON WAGES.

Milton /. ieiby. jr.,
TOPTOH, PA,

RADIO and TELEVISION

Radio ia a young, grooving field fvith a
future, offering many good pay spare
time and full time job opportunities.
And you don't have to give up your
present job to become a Radio Tech-
nician. 1 train you right at home in
your spare time.

Why Many Radio Technicians Make
$30, $40, $50 a Week

Radio broadcasting stations employ en-
gineers, operators, technicians. Radio
manufacturers employ testers, inspec-
tors, foremen, servicemen in good-pay
jobs. Radio jobbers, dealers, employ
installation and service men. any
Radio Technicians open their own
Radio sales and repair businesses and
make $30, $40, $50 a week. Others
hold their regular jobs and make $5 to
$10 a week fixing Radios in spare time.
Automobile, police, aviation. Commer-
cial Radio; loudspeaker systems, elec-
tronic devices are other fields offering
opportunities for which N. R. I. gives
the required knowledge of Radio. Tele-
vision promises to open good jobs soon.

Many Make $5, $10 a Week Extra
in Spare Time While Learning
The day you enroll, | start sending you
F'Ttra Money Job Sheets which start
showing you how to do Radio repair
jobs. Throughout your course | send
plans and directions which have helped

many make $200 to $500 a year in
spare_time while learning. | send spe-
cial Radio equipment to conduct ex-
Eerimenps .and build circuits. This
0-50 training method makes learning
at home interesting, fascinating, prac-
tical. | ALSO GIVE YOU A MOD-
ERN, PROFESSIONAL ALL-WAVE,
ALL-PURPOSE SET SERVICING
INSTRUMENT to help you make
money fixing Radios while learning
and equip you for full time work after
you graduate.

Find Oat What Radio Offers You
Act Today! Mail the coupon for my 64-
age Book, “Rich Rewards in Radio.”
t points out Radio's spare time and
full time opportunities and those eom-
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ing in Television; tells. about my
course in Radio and Television ; shows
many letters from men | have trained,-
telling what they are doing and earn-
ing. Read ray money back agreement.
MAIL COUPON in an envelope, or
paste on a penny postcard—NOW!

J. E SMITH, President j
National Radio Institute, Dept. 9NM,

Washington, D. C.

J E SMITH, President, Dept 9NM,
National Radio Institute, Washington, D. C.

Bear Mr. Smith:

04-page booh,

“Rich Rewards in Radio,”

Send me FREE, without obligation, your

which™ points” out

Radio's opportunities and tells how you train men at home to

be Radio Technicians.
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WAK on the High Seas!

“SWAST-IKA SCOURGE” is one story that nobody can afford to miss
reading! With death and destruction flooding the world today, you will
want 'to go behind the newspaper headlines and see what really goes on
aboard the ships that defy prowling submarines. This is a terrifying tale
of a blind man who defied a Nazi spy . .. and how he saved a whole
sh'ip at his own peril.

The hatred

in his heart had

kindled each time the

German fanatic with

the trick mustache made

another move, when he

purged the Jews . . . loaned
planes to bomb the babies of Bar-
celona, grabbed Austria, then
Czechoslovakia. And finally plunged
Europe into a second World War___

“A blind man’s ears are his eyes ... |
can shoot your heartbeat! ... This is
for the children of Poland, and my
eyes, Gerhardt.”

There are many other throbbing stories in the December

issue of Black Mask . . . tales of glamorous women who risk
death for their men ... of the law in desperate battle against
crooks ... of the innocent caught in a web of murder. Don’t

miss your copy!

On Sale Now I 15¢ At AO Newsstands
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lie detector, fingerprinfer, secret dyes. Earn

this amazing set, a swift streamlined bike,

prlntlng press, typewriter, or_any of

300 other dandy prizes. Besides

earning prizes, make MONEY!

It's easy. Just deliver our pop-

ular magazines to customers

whom you secure in your neigh-

borhood during spare time.

Many boys claim a prizesuch as

|jDW a model “airplane kit first day.

M To start, rush card, |V|ntg gour

age, to Jim Thayer. Dept. 910,

" Crowell-Collier Publishing Co.,
Springfield, Ohio.
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FALSE TEETH ELECTRIC !

. ON REAL MOTORS, GENERATORS. ETC.
west! sodays'trial ,
PRICES Lgtyocl;irneeegotz(:)?ridbunﬁugﬁ 12 WEEKS o
WHAT VO WANT " V6u 'MUST. e To0% “Learn by Doing” Training
SATISFIED  or your money will

funded anytime within your 90 daysk')etrirael-. I have thousands of Right Here in Coyne Shops

Satisfied Customers in United States and foreign countries. MY
SPECIAL METHOD_ IS FOUNDED ON 30 YEARS' EXPERIENCE.

o 10 0 odOREL, e I'LLFINANGE YOURTRAINING

WRITE T RIAL
DR CLEVELAND DEN AI— LABORATORY Send coupon now and I'U tell you all about my quick, easy

DeF4. 50-TJ, 503-05 Missouri Ave. East St. Louis, lll. wae/ to train for your start for a betterjob and a real future
in the giant fieldof ELECTRICITY. 1'll not only tell you
Brand N EW| aboutmy training but I'll tell you how you can get this train-

ing without laying out a lot of money. You can get training
first by making a small down payment— then start 8ay|ng
for most of it in easy monthly payments starting 60 days
after your regular training period is over. My training — plus
my unusual offer— is your chance to get Started towards a
real job and a real future. Don’t dream about better pay and
a good job — prepare now to getit-

10-Day AMlaF—E «y Term*
e e e S QUICKER, EASIER WAY

duriac this sensational Bale. Al*oi Here in my big COYNE Chicago training shops you are
Royal Corona and {fmoua ;eghhfyr:l trained on real electrical machinery and equipment—not by
tavina prices. Also standard full six* office correspondence or embarrassing recitingbut by actual Prac-
modelsrebuiltand fully guaranteed at H savin*. tical work. Firstyou are told how todo athing— Thenyou are
SEND FOR BIG FREE CATALOG IN COLORS.,. w M . shown how to do it— Then you do the work yourself under the
International Typewriter Exch., DeptJP292,ChicSio guidance of expert instructors. By my method of instruction

you don't need previous experience or advanced education.

PART TIME WORK WHILE TRAINING
UNTaNT o e o o

Rreentive Accountants and C. P. A.'s earn $2,000 to $10,000ayaer pay for your room and board while traln_ing, our Employment
Thousands of firms need them. Only 17,000 Certified Public Account- Department will help \éoRuEgEet a part time job. After gradu-
u

Ante in U. S. We train you thoroly at home in spare time for ation, we will give yo Lifetime EmploymentService.
L.r.A. examinations or executive accounting positions. Previous ex-
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ants.Write for freegbook,“ Accountancy, the Profession list Pays.” G E T T H E F A C T S
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i i NOW. My Big FREE COYNE Book is full of facts an
A Correspondence Institution fihotograpyhs wgnich tell you about COYNE Practical Trailj-
ng and how you can geét this training first, and pay for it
later. It shows you how easy it is to learn by the COYNE
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S U B B about my graduate employment service, lifetime member-
ship privileges and many other facts {(ou will want to know.
Don't delay—mall coupon TODAY,
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at Home Many Firish in 2 Years e
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entrance to college. Standard H. S. texts supplied — ADDRESS
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jects if desired. High school "education is V?TE/ Important for ad-
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yped our life. Be a High” School graduate. Start your CITY .........
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OLD WIVES' TALES

LAY ERS of mystery and adventure stories, have you discovered
that unusual and exciting reading adventure of the occult, the
supernatural, the weird and the fantastic in fiction—W eird
Tales magazine? Does the strange company of werewolves,
vampires, elementals, ghosts and bogles intrigue you? A vast liter-
ature of werewolfery and vampirism built up over centuries bears
witness to the fact that men and women for generations have been
fascinated by this lore.

O 1d wives' tales? Yes, but with a rare compelling power.
Vampire tales in the best tradition are still being added to the lit-
erary store. The literature is alive and growing. The best of these
stories are published now in W eird Tales, which brings you each
month a great variety of off-the-beaten-path fiction, told with con-
summate skill by the finest literary craftsmen.

W eird mysteries, tales of black magic, voodoo, ghostly and
eery happenings, psychic experiences of strange and haunting
beauty, and adventure in the weird borderland beyond our own
hard and matter-of-fact world will take you miles away. Resolve
now to become acquainted with the unique magazine, W eird
T ales, the foremost exponent of the weird, the fantastic and the
supernatural in fiction.

C
m i/
On sale at all magazine stands on the 1st of the month

15 cents



ASHKNIFE and Sleepy, Sad
Sontag, Red Clark, Hopalong
Cassidy, Badger and Bliz-

zard—all names to conjure with in
the field of Western fiction. Read-
ers get to know them, watch for
their newest adventures, follow
their ups and downs — and all of
these famous characters have fol-
lowed each other through the pages
of SHORT STORIES. In this
issue there is W. C. Tuttle’'s Hash-
knife to keep your interest at a
high pitch, and in the next one an-
other favorite embarks on a series
of hectic adventures— Red Clark of
Tulluco, that hard-riding young
hellion created by Gordon Young.
Many of you know Red’s innocent
face and boyish appearance which
so belie his capable gun-hand, and
have doubtless followed him
through many exciting adventures
in the past; his latest exploits are
fully up to standard—if not top-
ping it a bit. The new Young novel
will run in four long instalments,
and as usual will later appear in
book form—so in four issues of
SHORT STORIES you get a two-
dollar book as well as a fine assort-
ment of other fiction. “Red Clark

for Luck” starts in our next issue.
* * * * *

ACCENT on aviation in our next
number—and in very different set-
tings The first one is in one of
Bedford-Jones’ interesting stories
of the beginnings of the airmail—
Paris during the Franco-Prussian
war when the tide of history was
turning on attempts to get news to
beleaguered Paris; next, Federal
Proving ground where some of A.
A. Caffrey’s likeable characters are
in on an experiment that many men
are making in wishful thinking
these days—a ray ship; and then we
turn northward to the land of the
Strong Cold, and hear about H. S.
M. Kemp’s “Three Fares from the
Arctic.”

* * * * *

ALBERT RICHARD WETJEN'S
sea stories have always been
popular with our readers, and we
feel that Wetjen has been absent
from our pages for too long awhile.
We were glad to welcome him back
with “A Question of Insult” in our
last number, and to keep up the
welcome with “The Small Man” in
our next one.



Malgabar Is Not a Soft Land— and Pearls Have

a Very Queer Effect on Honesty

D ark Passage

By WILLIAM CHAMBERLAIN

Author of “Red, Sunset,” etc.

HIS is not a soft story and, if you
Tare one who likes his stories soft,
tum on. Neither is Malgabar a soft land
and it was at Malgabar that the thing hap-
pened.

Anything could happen there. A land of
steaming mangrove swamps and festering
jungle; a land of black mountains rearing
up to punch their heads into zveeping and
soggy skies, of rivers which gurgle ob-
scenely through perpetual tvfilight, of rain
and of fever and of smells. That is Malga-
bar and it zvas to' Malgabar that Casey
Spade drove the “Helga." Drove her with
her stays singing like fiddle strings in the
holding wind and with the wash of board-
ing seas cream white in her zvaist; drove
her while old Fancy Dolliver’'s girl sat in
the cabin zviih the secret of a million dol-
lars and many lives locked behind her
sullen lips.

Weeping skies and the slat of the reef
points on iron hard canvas and no lights to
guide as the “Helga” slammed into the
night heedless of unchartered reefs which
8 25



might He in wait. Casey Spade didn't care.
Neither did Casey Spade care about those
virgin shell beds or Fancy Dolliver's
daug hter with her ragged canvas trousers
and her man’s shirt which could not hide
the swell of her breast.

She was just trouble to Casey Spade.
Presently, at Liantang, he would turn her
over to the magistrate and she and her
pearls and the secret of her shell bed could
all go to hell.

Meanwhile, he zvould keep his word to
old Fancy Dolliver who was dead and in
hell already. A man was a fool who came
to this country of dysentery and mosqui-
toes and stinking heat in the first place. He
was better off dead—and what business did
he have with a daughter anywayf

Malgabar is no place for a woman. Par-
ticularly if that woman is white and young
and carries a fortune in pearls belted about
her zvaist; worse, still, if she alone knows
the hidden bed where more of those pearls
may be found.

The thing had begun at Biltgree Atoll.

25 9



10 SHORT

Chapter |
DEATH AND FANCY DOLLIVER

HE boy, bringing the chit, had
found Casey Spade in Murphy’s
Bar with a beer in front of him
and Joe Purcell, his mate,
slouched opposite at the small
table, Purcell watched with red-rimmed
eyes while Casey Spade unfolded the note.
It was two short lines written in sprawling
and immature handwriting.
Father is dying of dysentery. He
wants you.
Peg Dolliver.

Casey Spade shrugged and tossed the
note onto the table top while he reached
for his beer. Well, people had to expect
to die of dysentery down here, and old
Dolliver was no better than any of the
rest of them—he didn’t know just what the
old fool thought he could do about it. The
Helga was ready to sail as soon as the tide
was right and the Helga wasn’'t going to
wait just because some worthless old goat
like Fancy Dolliver picked this particular
time to cash in his chips. As for Peg Dol-
liver, Casey neither knew nor cared who
she might be—probably some half caste
whom the old man had been fool enough
to marry.

Joe Purcell ran a hand through his yel-
low hair and then reached for the note. He
read it without interest; pushed it back
across the smeared table and picked up the
whiskey bottle.

“What's he want yuh for, Casey?” he
asked.

Casey Spade scowled at his mate across
the rim of his glass. Young Purcell was
as worthless as they come. Still, he was a
fair enough seaman and a good hand with
a gun—that counted in a business which
was not too particular if sometimes it wan-
dered a little onto the wrong side of the
law. Young Purcell had sailed with Casey
Spade for two years now.

STORIES

Casey said, “How in hell would I know
what he wants me for? If | was good at
clairvoyance | would have set up a fortune
telling shop— then | wouldn’t be bothered
with gunboats nosing around from time to
time.”

Purcell grinned and lifted his glass. It
was no secret, up and down the Islands,
that there were several frock-coated men
in Sydney who would like to question
Casey Spade. They were even willing to
pay for that privilege according to weather
beaten notices which could be found here
and there. These notices promised the
sum of four hundred pounds, gold, for
Casey’s head and made no stipulation that
his body need be attached to it.

"VAOUNG Purcell tipped his liguor down

and wiped his lips on the back of a
hand as Casey kicked back his chair and
stood up. Beyond the open lattice work of
the veranda, dusk was beginning to settle,
but the blistering heat of the day still lin-
gered.

“Maybe he wants tuh make a will,”
Purcell said solemnly, going back to the
subject of old Dolliver. “He must have
heard yuh use a two-bit word like that
clairy-what-ever-the-hell yuh call it an’ fig-
ures that you're a lawyer.”

Casey Spade grinned thinly.

He was a tall and red headed man with
a fine flare of shoulder and big hands, the
knuckles of which were eloquently scarred.
Another scar at the comer of his mouth
gave him an expression of sardonic amuse-
ment—amusement which could be belied at
times by the hard ice of his eyes. A tough
man who could take care of himself,

Murphy’s Bar was beginning to fill up
as the night fell. A yellow boy padded
softly through, lighting the kerosene lamps
as he went; a man with stooped shoulders
and a gaunt and sallow face beneath his eye
shade climbed onto a stool and began to
hammer a tinny melody out of the piano.
Presently the foreshore would be going
full blast.

25



DARK PASSAGE 1

Young Purcell reached for the bottle
again. Casey Spade said shortly, “You've
squeezed that bottle enough for one day.
Round up the crew and get back to the
ship— I'll be along in an hour or so.”
~"»"“ Got a belly-ache, chum,” young Purcell
told him, splashing fresh whiskey into his
glass. “You go on about your undertakin’
—1I'll cure my belly-ache. When you're
ready to sail me an’ the crew’ll be there
all right.”

Casey scowled and then shrugged as he
turned toward the door. Young Purcell
was an insolent pup— still, the chances were
that he would be on board the Helga when
Casey got there. The crew, too; young
Purcell was a good hand with natives. He
could boot a black bottom with the best
and have the Kanaka laughing about it ten
minutes afterwards.

The moon was just beginning to come
up as Casey left the veranda and stepped
down onto the shell. A man was coming
toward him along the path and Casey
scowled a little as he recognized the heavy'
shoulders of Frenchy Marquat. He didn't
like Frenchy Marquat; one of these days
he was going to have to tack Frenchy’s
skin out on a hatch cover to dry.

“Ho!” Frenchy said. “Eet ees Meester
Spade, eh? Too bad—Frenchy ees hear
that they 'ave hang you down at Liantang.
Maybe preety soon, eh?”

“Hello, Frenchy,” Casey told him. “You
won't be around the day they do.”

TTE WOULD have gone on by the other
but Frenchy thrust out a big paw and
stopped him. A big man with a raven flare
of beard which reached halfway to his
belt; as tough as they come and bad with
a gun or with a knife or with nothing but
his sledge hammer fists. There were stories
about the Maria— Marquat’s fast schooner
—and the white crew which the Maria car-
ried.
“You go too fas’, my fren’,” Frenchy
said. “Maybe y'ou are afraid of Frenchy?"
He threw back his head and laughed—
25

booming laughter which jarred his shoul-
ders as it bubbled up from deep within
him.

A little drunk, Casey saw, as he stood
there rocking back and forth a little on the
balls of his feet. Well, he thought sourly,
this was a poor time to be standing here
and listening to the big hyena—old Dol-
liver would likely have shuffled on by the
time that he got there at this rate.

He said, “It's been nice to see you,
Frenchy. Except for the time | had black
water fever | don’'t know when I've en-
joyed anything so much.”

Marquat leaned forward to stab at
Casey’s chest with a thick forefinger. “Ho,
Meester Casey Spade, sometime maybe |
break your neck—but not now. You come
'ave thee dreenk weeth me.”

“No drink. I'm particular who | drink
with—just funny that way.”

Marquat's laughter stopped suddenly,
but then it rumbled forth again.

“Ho, Meester Casey Spade! | theenk
that some time we have vairy gran’ fight
—me an’ you, eh? But we don’ make that
fight over thee leetle drink, eh? No! We
save that fight for thee woman—for thee
pearl, maybe. We mus’ not make thee fight
over one so leetle drink, Meester Casey!”

Casey Spade swore and turned away into
the moonlight. Behind him he could hear
Frenchy Marquat still laughing.

Back in Murphy’s Bar young Purcell
poured another drink into his glass. He
was beginning to feel good now. Presently
he would go out and kick his crew down
to the whaleboat. Casey wanted to go
down End o’ Land way—though why the
devil anybody wanted to go down End o*
Land way was beyond young Purcell. Still,
if Casey wanted to go he wanted to go.
Good old Casey.

A man left the bar and slouched across
to sit down in the chair w'hich Casey Spade
had left. Young Purcell opened one eye
and looked. It was Pete Spence, he saw;
one of Frenchy Marquat’'s crew. A fat slug
with thick fingers. Looking at Pete Spence



12 SHORT STORIES

made young Purcell’s stomach hurt again;
he had another drink.

Pete helped himself to the bottle likewise
and grinned wolfishly so that the lamplight
fell on the discolored and broken stubs of
his teeth. He reached up to wipe his hand
across the dirty stubble which covered his
jowls.

“Where'd Spade go?” he asked.

Young Purcell peered at him owlishly.
“Gone to make a will,” he said in a solemn

voice. “Very important will.”
“Will?”
“Sure! Sure! Sort of thing yuh make

when you’'re goin’ tuh leave somebody a
million dollars, see?”

Pete Spence laughed moistly but there
was a faint speculation at the back of his
nasty eyes. “You're crazy,” he said, “an’
drunk besides. Who in hell's got any mil-
lion dollars in this dump?”

Young Purcell’s expression became more
owlish than ever. “Don’ you just wish

you knew,” he said. “Got tuh be goin'—
got tuh get the crew down to the whaleboat
for Casey. Good ole Casey. Wouldn't dis-
appoint Casey for th’ worl’."

He got to his feet, surprisingly steady,
and headed for the door. For a minute

Pete Spence sat there looking after him
and sucking at his fat lips. Then he reached
out and picked up the sodden slip of paper
which still lay on the table. He studied
it for a second and then thrust it into the
pocket of his dirty canvas trousers.

Pete Spence didn't know much about
wills but he made it a point not to over-
look any bets. This might be one, he re-
flected as he got up and followed young
Purcell to the door.

He went on down the veranda steps and
out into the moonlight. Stood for a mo-
ment, thinking. Then he turned toward
the foreshore where old Fancy Dolliver's
shack stood.

Chapter 11

A ROGUE UNHUNG BUT HONEST

A KEROSENE lamp made a smudgy
n glimmer of light in the single window
as Casey Spade knocked at the door of old
Fancy Dolliver's shack. Coconut palms
threw a spidery tracery of shadow across
the ground and, a hundred yards away,
Casey could see the white cream of the
surf in the moonlight.

Casey was lifting his hand to knock
again when he heard the soft scrape of
feet across the floor. The door opened to
permit a thin shaft of light to fall across
him.

A girl’'s voice said, “Who is it?”

“Casey Spade,” he told her.

She said nothing but opened the door
wider to let him through. He glanced at
her, faintly surprised, for a moment be-
fore he turned to where old Dolliver lay.

White, he saw, and maybe nineteen.
Pretty, too, in a way with dark hair and
sullen eyes and a rich aliveness to her
skin. She was barefooted and wore ragged
canvas trousers and a man’'s shirt which
showed the soft curve of her throat. Old
Dolliver's daughter, Casey guessed, al-
though it was hard to believe that that old
scarecrow could ever sire anything even re-
motely handsome.

5
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Dolliver lay on a tumbled bed in the
corner. A glance at his caved and yellow
face was all that Casey needed—old Fancy
was turning in his chips for good and all.
Casey felt no emotion over that fact. He
went across and kicked a chair Around to
face the bed.

“Hello, Dolliver,” he said. *“Your girl
said you wanted me—well, here I am."”

The air was hot in the room. Old Dol-
liver said hoarsely, “Give me a whiskey!”

Casey Spade looked inquiringly at the
girl. She shook her head. “l was afraid
to give it to him. 1 think perforation has
set in.”

He was surprised again at the emotion-
lessness of her voice, the composure of
her face. As he had turned he had caught
her studying him with her sullen eyes. He
turned back to old Dolliver and bent to
feel for a pulse—the beat was feeble and
unsteady.

“It's going to do him no harm now,” he
told her curtly. “If you've got any bring
it here.”

She didn’'t question him but turned to
open the door of a cupboard built against
the wall.

Presently she came back with a bot-
tle and a tin cup and Casey took them
out of her hands. OlIld man Dolliver’s eyes
watched feverishly.

“Drink hearty,”
voice.

He slid an arm beneath the old man’s
shoulders and lifted him up, holding the
tin cup to his lips. OIld Dolliver gulped
greedily, spilling the liquor down across his
chin—then lay back. A tough old customer,
in a way, Casey thought as he placed the
cup back on the table. The girl was just
standing there.

Casey said in a flat

DOLLIVER'S voice was stronger.
“Whiskey’s good,” he said. “Warms
a man up, Casey. It's a hell of a thing
tuh start out on your last trip with a cold
belly.”
Pain struck him swiftly for a moment
25

then and he doubled up, his fingers pluck-
ing at his shirt. Spade eased him back;
straightening him—then the whiskey be-
gan to bite and the old man's face re-
laxed.

“Talk fast—if you're going to, Dolli-
ver,” Casey Spade told him. “You're about
through.”

“Yeah.” The old man blinked against
the smoky light and plucked at his shirt
again. “Give me another drink first, Casey.
It clears my mind, sort of.”

Casey shrugged his shoulders and then
turned to pick up the bottle. The girl
still stood there by the table, her hands at
her sides and her face wooden.

“Talk on,” Casey said curtly.
a tide to catch tonight, Fancy.”

“You ain't goin’ to catch no tide tonight,
Casey,” old Dolliver told him. He cackled
hoarsely; went into a spasm of coughing
and then lay there blinking again. Finally
he went on. “You're goin’ to do me a
favor, Casey.”

“1 don’t do favors,” Spade said curtly.

“You'll do this one, though. Maybe you
remember five-six years ago. You were
on Berande an’' crazy with black water
fever at the time.”

Casey Spade scowled and stuffed rank
tobacco into his stubby pipe. “I'm not
likely to forget it.”

He wasn't, either. For three weeks he
had lain there in a shack at the edge of the
lagoon and too sick to lift a hand. Alone
except for Anamoku and the Helga's Kan-
aka crew. In the lucid intervals, between
bouts of delirium, he had wondered that
the Kanakas had not gone, taking his head
along with them. Then, finally, Ross Fin-
nister had come by in the Dolphin and had
taken him to Liantang.

Old Dolliver chuckled thickly. “1 saved
your life down there, Casey. Now you're
goin’ tuh do me a favor.”

“More likely you'd have told Castner—
if you'd know | was there,” Casey said
sourly. “Then he’'d have come around with
his gunboat and collected me for a ride to

“1've get
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Sydney— splitting the reward with you,
of cctirse.”

“Nope. Castner wasn't around—he was
over in the Andalones when the word come
that you were down with the fever at Ber-
ande. Pete Spence figured that the best
way was tuh go down an’ put a bullet
into you an’ then wait for Castner to come
back.”

Casey murmured, “Nice of Pete. [I'll
remember that.”

LD Fancy Dolliver grinned sardon-
O ically, his spike of gray beard thrust-
ing stiffly up against the lamplight. Plis
voice was stronger now but Casey Spade
knew that that wouldn't last. The old
man had an hour left maybe— maybe not.

“Me an’ Pete were partners at the
time,” he went on, paying no attention. “I
never cared for the idea from the start—
I've done a lot of things in my life but I
ain't ever touched no blood money like
that. Still, | needed it an’ Pete talked
me into it, so we started down there in
Pete’s schooner.”

Old Dolliver's eyes were unnaturally
bright as he stopped for a minute. Casey
tamped at his pipe and listened indiffer-
ently. He had no reason to believe that
the old man wasn't telling the truth—even
Fancy Dolliver would hardly lie while he
was on his death bed and over a matter
which was of no importance any longer.

“Go on,” he said. “I've got other things
to do tonight, Fancy.”

“Well, maybe you'll believe me—maybe
you won’'t. Anyway, when we put into
End o' Land | put a gun into Pete Spence’s
belly an’ told him the deal was off. Ross
Finnister was in there in the Dolphin at
the time an’ | passed the word to him that
you were down at Berande an’ that he'd
better go down an’ get yuh.”

“Ross never mentioned it.”

“He wouldn’'t be likely to. We ain't
been good friends since the time | did him
out of that load of shell up around Lord
Howe. Anyway, | didn’t tell him myself

m-| sent one of the boys with the word.”

A fresh spasm struck old Dolliver and,
for the space of thirty seconds, he lay
doubled up in a knot with his eyes closed
and his face twisted into a dirty yellow
mask. There was nothing that he could
do, Casey Spade knew— he had seen plenty
of others go this way. OlIld Dolliver un-
derstood, too.

He whispered, “More whiskey, Casey. |
ain't done yet—an’' | ain't goin’ until |
finish.”

He got it. The girl had gone to stand in
the doorway, Casey saw; her back to the
tumbled bed. The freshening wind stirred
her cropped hair. For a moment Casey
stared at her. Not so good, he thought.
Alive, old Fancy Dolliver—good for noth-
ing though he was—had afforded her some
measure of security in a land where women
were cheap.

With old Fancy Dolliver dead it would
be different. Casey Spade had seen other
kids like this—seen them maybe a year
later at Mother Spandau’s or the Oriental
House. He shrugged and turned back to
the bed but the thought still bothered him.

Dolliver said, “You believe, don’t vuh,
Casey? Man—you got tuh believe me.
You got tuh do me this favor!”

“1'd have done it anyway,” Casey told
him sourly. “I am a fool that way. Talk
on.”

The last whiskey hadn't helped, he saw;
old Dolliver’s life was burning swiftly out.
The old man hunched himself up and his
voice was getting thicker—his words hard
to understand. Casey leaned forward with
his hands on his knees.

“You got tuh take care of my girl for
me, Casey.”

Casey Spade laughed harshly and
slammed the dottle out of his pipe and
into his hand.

“You're crazy! Hell, I'd make a fine
guardian for any kid—Ilet alone a girl—
wouldn’'t 1? Maybe you've forgotten that
I've got a price on my head, Dolliver. Or
maybe you don’t give a damn as long as

25
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you can die easy, knowing that you've
shoved her off onto somebody,”

“You got tuh do it, Casey."

The old man’s eyes were bright with the
fire that was burning him up. He hunched
himself on the bed; reached out a claw-
like hand to fasten fingers on Casey’'s
wrist.

“I'll get hold of the magistrate—it's his
job to take care of things like this. He can
send her to Sydney. | can't take her, you
fool.”

Old Dolliver’s fingers tightened. “You
don’t understand,” the old man whispered
in his hoarse voice. “She’s been in a con-
vent, Casey— I've kept her there ever since
she was a baby. | didn't want her to know
anything about the Islands. Six months
ago she ran away an’ came out here.”

Well, that was a way out, Casey Spade
thought. He could raise cash enough for
her passage back to Sydney and a convent
was a hell of a good place for her. He
turned a little. She was still standing in
the doorway and, if she had heard, she
gave no sign of it

OLD DOLLIVER read his thoughts and
his fingers clawed at Casey Spade’'s
wrist again. Sweat stood out on the old
man’s forehead in big beads which caught
the flickering lamplight.

“No,” he said. “She don’'t need tuh go
back to no convent, Casey. That's why
yuh got to look out for her. That's why
I sent for you.”

“Talk sense.”

Old Dolliver hitched himself higher and
turned a little. “Come here, girl,” he said.
She came slowly as a fresh spasm of
coughing shook the old man. He gasped
finally, “Show him the pearls.”

“No.”

“l1 know what I'm doing, girl.” Old
Fancy’'s voice was growing weaker but
there was command in it still. “1 know
Casey Spade—show him the pearls!"

She stood there for a long minute with
the lamplight over her while she looked
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at Casey, a level, mistrusting stare. Then
she turned away a little, shrugging, while
her fingers lifted to the buttons down the
front of her shirt. Presently she dropped
a worn money belt on the table beside the
lamp.

“Give it to me,” old Dolliver said.

He laid it across his chest and fumbled
at one of the pockets with shaking fingers
while Casey Spade watched. For a mo-
ment the old man had to stop while a
fresh stab of pain racked him. Then he
probed in the pocket—drew out a wad of
cotton the size of a small egg. He passed
it to Casey Spade.

“Look—at it—Casey. It's a—beauty.”

Casey could feel the hard core of it as
he took the wad in his hand—a pearl, he
guessed. Then he whistled softly. He had
not expected to see a pearl like this.

As big as the end of his thumb and per-
fectly formed—such a pearl as a man may
find once in a lifetime. Its shadowy depths
seemed to trap the smoky lamplight twist-
ing it into whorls which shifted fluidly like
the slow drift of thunder clouds at sunset.
It carried a hint of the scarlet of that sun-
set; a hint of the deep purple of late eve-
ning.

“It's a beauty, Dolliver,” Casey said
softly. “There are plenty down here who
would cut a throat or two for that. Where'd
you get it?”

Old Fancy Dolliver was going fast. He
tried twice to speak and then his words
were only a whisper.

“No—time to tell—that,” he said. “Peg
—knows—will tell. Six more—good—
pearls in the—belt, Casey. Now you know
—why—you got to look after—her. Bad
—country—"

The old man’s voice trailed away in a
husky rattle and Casey, reaching forward
to tighten his fingers on the other’s wrist,
knew that it was a matter of minutes now.
He picked up the belt and other hard lumps
in the pockets told him that Dolliver had
not been lying. Slowly he rewrapped the
pearl, slipped it back and fastened the flap.
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Old Dolliver’s lips moved again. “Whis-
key,” he said shakily.

Casey Spade eased him back again and
the old man lay there, blinking slowly in
the shadows which danced across the wall
as Casey got up. He went slowly around
the table and his voice was gentle as he
spoke to the girl.

“He’s going,” he said. “If you've got
anything to say to him you’'d better say
it”

Then he went on out to stand on the
porch and stare into the moonlight. A hell
of a way to die, he thought; still, every-
body had to die sometime. He’d probably
end up with a noose around his neck and
a trap under his feet. No pearls and no
daughter to mourn him, either.

A crack, such as a man might make step-
ping upon a dried coconut frond, stirred
him out of his moody contemplations.
Scowling he moved swiftly to the corner
where the window was—nothing there but
the moonlight. Pie completed the circuit
of the shack and came back to stand on
the porch again. He was getting spooky,
he guessed. Still, there were plenty in
Murphy’s Bar—scattered along the fore-
shore—who would be glad enough to know
about that fortune in pearls which lay in
there on the table beside the smoky lamp.

Presently he went back into the hot
room.

Old Fancy Dolliver lay quietly with the
girl standing beside him as Casey Spade
went slowly across to the table. He won-
dered if the old man was dead and the
girl didn't know— she stood so quietly with

her back to him. Then old Fancy Dolliver
opened his eyes again and his mouth
twisted sardonically. His voice was sur-
prisingly clear and strong as he spoke.

“You're the blackest—devil—1 ever run
into— Casey,” he said, “an'—the only man
I'd trust. Take care of—her.”

It was ten minutes later when Casey
Spade dropped an arm across the girl's
shoulders. “He’s finished, girl,” he said
soberly. “It's better so.”

She didn’'t answer but he could feel the
tremble of her slender body. Then she
twisted away; dropped on her knees beside
the tumbled bed. The sound of her choked
sobs disturbed Casey Spade unaccountably.

He scowled and picked up the whiskey
bottle.

Chapter Il

PETE SPENCE DRAWS CARDS

SEY SPADE did what there was to

be done which wasn't much. He had
lifted the girl and made her sit down in the
chair while he fed her a stiff jolt of whis-
key. Then he had straightened old Fancy
Dolliver out on the tumbled bed and had
pulled a blanket over his face. Dolliver had
still seemed to be grinning sardonically up
at him.

Casey came back to the table and stood
there for a moment looking down at the
girl. There was nothing for it, he thought
morosely, but to take her out to the Helga
now. Word of the pearls would get around
sooner or later and there were plenty
around Biligree Atoll who would like to
have those pearls. Frenchy Marquat, for
example. The belt still lay there and
Casey picked it up; ran his fingers over it
again and then held it out.

“Put it back on,” he said.
you out to the ship.”

She turned a little to look at him—that
sullen twist had returned to her mouth, he
saw, but her eyes were scared. Well, he
couldn’t blame her a hell of a lot.

“I'm not going with you,” she told him
in a flat voice.

“Pm taking

25
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He stuffed tobacco into his pipe again
and his gaze was sober. “There’s nothing
more that you can do here, sister,” he said
gently. He nodded toward the bed. “He
don’'t need you—1I'll bring a party back
from the Helga and bury him. It'll do
no good for you to wait.”

She stood up to face him, the lamplight
bright across her face and the belt in her
hands. Suddenly she snatched at the fas-
tening of one of the pockets; pulled out
the cotton wad which wrapped the big
pearl and thrust it at him.

“Is this what you want?
and get out, Casey Spade!
father—I'll bury him!”

Well, he couldn’t blame her much, Casey
thought. He could hardly expect that she
would put much faith in the good inten-
tions of Casey Spade—a man with a price
on his head. He scratched a match and
lifted it in his cupped hands while he con-
sidered how best to handle this. She mis-
took his deliberation.

“One’s not enough?” Her voice was
scornful but it trembled a little. Scared—
but she had nerve. “Take them all, then,
damn you, and then get out!”

She threw the belt at the table. It slid
across and dropped to the floor and Casey
stooped to pick it up; place it back beside
the lamp.

He asked curiously, “And if | did—what
then? What would you do?”

“What do you care?”

Casey smoked thoughtfully while he
looked at her, the smoke trickling up across
the lean brown of his face. She was pret-
tier than he had thought at first, he found.
And innocent beneath the sullen droop to
her mouth—a convent was poor training
for this.

“Maybe | don’t care,” he told her. “May-
be rm just curious.”

She turned her head to stare at him
level-eyed. “l1'd get along. There must
be some honest people—even at Biligree
Atoll.”

“l never happened to run into them,”
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Then take it
He was my

Casey told her dryly. “Pearls have got a
funny effect on honesty, sister. If | left
you alone here the chances are that you
would have that pretty throat cut within
twenty-four hours after the first honest
man learned about the pearls.”

“So you'd have me come out to your
schooner and get my throat cut there,
instead!”

Casey stared at her soberly. "Then,
again, some of these honest men might be
curious about where you got those pearls.
Such people have been known to have cute
little ways of finding out things that they
want to know.”

“You seem to know all about those cute
little tricks!” she said in a tight voice.

Casey shrugged.

“Maybe. Put the belt back on.”

“Nol!”

"Then I'll put it on for you.”

Her eyes clashed with his for a long
minute. Then a dull red dyed her neck
and began to spread up across her cheeks;
she reached out shaking fingers for the
belt. Casey turned away to pick up the
whiskey bottle and the tin cup. He poured
a big drink and turned back presently, the
cup in his hand.

“Sister,” he said in a flat voice, “Fancy
Dolliver did me a favor and he asked one
in return. You'll have to take it on trust
that I'm going to do that favor for him.
Drink this—you’ll feel better. Then we're
going out to the Helga.”

He held the cup toward her—saw, too
late, the intention in her eyes. The whis-
key splashed into his face, half blinding
him, and then she was whirling for the
door. The chair was in her way and she
half stumbled; then Casey Spade had a
hand about her wrist and turned her about.
She beat at his face with her fists but he
got an arm about her; pulled her own
arms down and back so that she lay close
against him.

“Be good, sister,” he said harshly. “You
are going to the Helga if | have to carry
you there!”
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The fight went out of her suddenly and
she lay, limp and unresisting, against him.
He picked up the overturned chair and put
her in it; then poured more whiskey into
the cup.

"“Drink it”

She drank, choking a little as the liquor
bit at her throat, and then sat down si-
lently, her shoulders drooping and her
eyes staring straight ahead, Casey pulled
the blanket higher across old Fancy Dol-
liver's face and then came back to her,

“Are you ready to go now, sister?” he
asked gently.

“Yes,” she said in a listless voice.

Casey Spade blew out the smoking lamp
and lifted her to her feet. They went
through the door, Casey latching it behind
them, and turned down through the aisle
of coconut palms which stretched to the
foreshore. A mile away the Helga rocked
on the gentle swell, her masts black against
the moonlight.

T71AT Pete Spence, crouching in the deep
I shade of a tree, waited for a long ten
minutes after the two had gone. Then
he loosened the knife at his belt and
padded softly up to the shack where old
Fancy Dolliver still lay. He listened at
the door for a moment and then went in.

The moonlight from the square window
guided him across to the bed where he
crouched, one hand feeling cautiously for
the old man’s wrist. No pulse and he
grunted with satisfaction. The old fool
Was dead all right—that saved him the
trouble of putting a knife into him.

Pete worked swiftly.

He stripped away the blanket, with
which Casey Spade had covered the other,
and draped it in front of the single win-
dow. Lighted the lamp, then, and went
across to drop the bar in place on the
door. He stood for a minute, sucking
his fat lips while the lamplight fell across
him.

Old Fancy Dolliver had not told where
be had found those pearls. Likely, though, ,
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that he had written it down somewhere. If
he had, Pete Spence meant to find that
writing—it would save trouble later.

There was a worn and leather bound
trunk beneath the bed and he dragged it
out and pried up the cover. Not much
there. Some old clothes and a bundle or
two of papers. Pete pawed through them
eagerly—copra receipts, a bill for goods
made on a Sydney firm, a couple of faded
newspaper clippings—nothing more. Pete
swore disgustedly and slammed down the
top of the trunk.

He swore again a half hour later as he
came back to stand by the table and pour
himself out a heavy drink from the bottle
which Casey Spade had left. He had gone
through old Fancy Dolliver’'s shack with
a fine toothed comb and there was nothing
there which gave any clue as to where
that virgin shell bed lay. It must be a
virgin bed, Pete reasoned darkly. Pearls
like the one he had seen through the win-
dow weren't taken unheralded from beds
known to the pearling fleet.

Well, Pete thought viciously, he'd do it
the hard way, then. The girl knew where
that bed was, so he'd find out from her. It
wouldn’t be too unpleasant a job, at that.

He blew out the light; tossed the blanket
from the window back over old Fancy
Dolliver. Casey Spade, with a fortune in
his grasp, was just fool enough to come
back and bury the old man, Pete reflected.
It would be just as well if Casey Spade
didn't know that there had been a visitor
at the shack in his absence.

He went on down the white coral road
which led to the cluster of shacks along
the foreshore. Murphy’'s Bar was going
full blast, but Pete Spence didn’t stop.
Frenchy Marquat would be in there, he
knew, and he didn't want to see Frenchy
Marquat right now. A quarter of a mile
farther on a house with dimly lighted win-
dows sprawled under the coconut palms
almost at the edge of the beach.

Pete Spence turned in here. He avoided
the open front door with its murmur of
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noise—the whine of a gramophone, shrill
laughter, a man’s drunken voice—and let
himself into a small room on the side. A
kerosene lamp flickered in a bracket on the
wall; a table, with a red cloth, and three
chairs made up the furniture. Pete closed
the door and bolted it; then went across
to hammer with his knuckles on a second
door.

A girl came presently, slipping through
and closing the door behind her. A slender
girl with the exotic beauty of the quarter
caste.

She hummed under her breath as she
turned.

“ 'Alio, Pete,” she said.

“Hello, Rosa,” said Pete Spence with
easy familiarity. “You know where Duff
Kellet is?”

“Sure.” She sat on the edge of the
table swinging one leg. “Duff ees out
front. W'y ?”

“Tell him I want to see him, will you?
Right away—and send in a quart of gin,
eh?”

She wrinkled her nose at him. “Rosa
ees not like thee gin, Pete. | bring
whiskey.”

“You bring gin, baby. You're not in
on this party an’ so it won't make a damn
bit of difference what yuh like an’ what
yuh don't like. Now hustle that good
lookin’ shape of yours out of here an’ get
Duff Kellet.”

Duff Kellet came presently.

He was a tall and angular man with a
seamed face and aristocratic hands—a man
burned dry by cheap whiskey and cheap
women. His white suit was reasonably
clean, however, and there was an aura of
respectability about him. That false re-
spectability was Duff Kellet's stock in
trade. He sat down at the red covered
table.

“You don't expect me to talk dry, do
you, my friend?” he asked with a lift of
his eyebrows. “It is bad enough to talk
with you drunk—impossible sober.”

“Take it easy. | got a job that is down
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your alley, Duff. This is where them
gentlemanly manners of yours will pay
you dividends maybe.”

“Interesting,” Kellet murmured sardoni-
cally. “l was beginning to think that the
old man had wasted all the money which
he used up to send me through Harvard.”

Chapter IV
ROSA KONAUA ALSO DRAWS CARDS

ril[HE whaleboat, which young Purcell

had left on the beach for Casey Spade,
slid gently alongside the Helga where a
lighted lantern had been hung in the
shrouds. Young Purcell’'s voice, a little
fuzzy, came out of the moonlight.

“That you Casey?”

“It's me. Lend a hand.”

He steadied the girl on a thwart as
young Purcell reached over the rail. She
went up and Casey Spade followed, paus-
ing for a moment to tell the boat's crew
to stand by. Young Purcell was standing
with his feet spraddled and his mouth a
little open while he stared—he was not
accustomed to having Casey Spade bring
girls aboard the Helga at sailing time.

“Well,” he said, scrubbing at his un-
shaven chin with the palm of his hand.
“Well an’” well. There are miracles after
all.”

“Shut up,” Casey told him. He turned
to the girl who stood in the circle of the
lantern light, looking at young Purcell
with her sullen eyes. “This is Joe Purcell,
my mate—he’s harmless enough even
when he’s half drunk like he is now. We're

taking Miss Dolliver to Liantang, Joe,
where she can get passage to Sydney. Her
father died tonight.”

“Sorry to hear it,” young Purcell said.
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“0Old Fancy Dolliver, eh? Now there was

"Shut up!” Casey Spade told him again
curtly. He turned back to the girl. “I'll
show you below.”

Young Purcell blinked owlishly. “That's
a good idea,” he said. “Mighty good idea,
Casey. I'll go along an'—”

“You'll stay on deck,” Casey Spade told
him. “Get a bucket of water and douse
your head in it—unless you want me to
do it for you.”

He took the girl by the elbow and turned
her toward the companionway. She didn’t
resist; she was probably expecting him to
stick a knife between her shoulder blades
as soon as he got her out of sight, Casey
thought sourly. Back by the rail Joe Pur-
cell turned around to old Anamoku who
was padding along the deck.

“So he’s goin’ to be a dog in the manger,
is he?” Purcell demanded in an aggrieved
voice.

Old Anamoku wrinkled his scarred face.
“What name?” he piped.

Joe Purcell swore disgustedly. “Forget

it You catch’'um one bucket sea water
strong fella, eh? Jump, you damned old
heathen!”

The cabin lamp was lighted, swinging
back and forth gently in its gimbals, as
Casey Spade stood back to allow Peg Dol-
liver to step over the raised sill. She
walked across the deck and then turned
to face him, her eyes defiant.

“Well?” she asked.

Casey Spade’'s temper flared. “Well,
nothing!” he said. “Get this into your
head, you little fool. 1'm going to haul
you to Liantang, get you a fair price for
your pearls and then put you on the Syd-
ney boat. Nothing more! And I'll be
just as damned glad to see the last of you
as you'll be glad to see the last of me.
Maybe you can get that through your silly
head!”

He could see that she didn't believe him
and he swore under his breath as he went
across to slam back the door of the Helga's
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spare stateroom. He stepped in, lighted
the lamp and then went back to the main
cabin.

“You'll sleep in there,” he said curtly,
jerking his head toward the open door.
“There's a lock so that you can bolt your-
self in.”

She didn’'t answer but her eyes followed
him as he crossed again to his own state-
room. He came back with a gun in his
hand which he tossed onto the cabin table
in front of her.

“You know how to shoot?”

“Yes.”

He'd bet a load of shell that she’d never
had a gun in her hands in her life. “Keep
that with you then. Then you can put a
bullet into Joe Purcell or me whenever
you see us coming with a knife,”

He went on out, slamming the cabin
door behind him, and stomped up the com-
panion steps to the deck. Joe Purcell was
standing beneath the lantern and the
youngster seemed to guess the thing that
was going through the older man’s mind
“l ain’t curious,” he said. “She’s just a
passenger for Liantang if you say so,
Casey.”

Casey Spade made up his mind swiftly.
He had a hunch that there was going to
be trouble—plenty of trouble before this
thing was over. It was likely that he was
going to need young Purcell’'s help and
he’'d get it best by putting the cards on the
table.

“She’s not just a passenger,” he said
morosely.

Briefly, he told young Purcell of what
had happened back there in old Fancy Dol-
liver's shack. The latter listened in si-
lence, his face more sober than usual.
When Casey Spade had finished Purcell
walked over to where the bucket of sea
water stood; he thrust his head in and
came back, shaking the water out of his
eyes.

“Well, I'll be damned,” he mumbled.
“Old Dolliver—now who’d ever thought
that that old coot— Well, I'll be damned!”
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Casey Spade said, “I'll take the boat's
crew up and bury him. Be ready to sail
when | get back—it'll be maybe two
hours.”

“Better let me go—you stay here with
the girl.”

“I'll go,” Casey told him briefly. “I'm
not going to take any chances of you stop-
ping in some place for a quick one—a
couple of shots of that rat poison and
your tongue swings loose at both ends.
See that the girl stays below decks while
I'm gone. | don’t want anybody to know
that old Dolliver is dead before we get
away from here—they might ask ques-
tions.”

“Suppose somebody comes out from
shore, Casey? What do | do?”

“They're not likely to—the word was
around that we were sailing tonight. If
they should, act natural and say nothing.
If you try and chase them off they'll know
that something isn’t right.”

“Okay,” young Purcell said sourly, run-
ning a hand through his wet hair. “I'm
goin’ to feel like I was settin’ on a powder
keg until you get back.”

Casey Spade didn't reply. He swung
a leg across the rail and dropped down
into the waiting whaleboat. The Kanakas
swung into a long stroke at his word.

A THIRD of the gin in the square

bottle was gone as Duff Kellet lifted
his glass. It was hot and Pete Spence
wiped the perspiration from his fat, pasty
face as he leaned forward to tap a fore-
finger on the red tablecloth.

“You got the picture straight,
yuh?”

Duff Kellet's eyes were bright and spite-
ful in his cadaverous face as he deliber-
ately poured more gin into his glass. He
allowed it to stand oh the table while he
took a handkerchief from his breast pocket
and wiped a drop from the sleeve of his
coat; returned the handkerchief leisurely.

“No,” he said in his faintly condescend-
ing voice. “For one thing, you haven't
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told me yet why you want the girl. 1'd
like to know that.”

“That ain’'t any of your damned busi-
ness, Kellet. 1'm offering you a hundred,
gold, for this job. You don't need tuh
know any more about it. | tell you she’s
on the Hclga an’ she don’t want tuh stay
there.

“All yuh got to do is tuh tell her
that you heard that she was in trouble an’
that you've come to take her away where
she’ll be safe. She’ll figure that you're
honest as a church in that fine gentleman
get-up of yours.”

“Thanks,” Duff Kellet murmured. He
lifted his glass and drained it. “And sup-
pose that Casey Spade, or that mate of
his, should object to my extending a help-
ing hand to old Dolliver’'s fair daughter?”

“They won't, | tell yuh. Spade will be
on shore buryin’ the old man. | seen Joe
Purcell in Murphy’s an hour ago lapping
it up. He'll be out stiff—an’, if he ain't,
I'll take care of him. The Kanakas ain't
goin’ to put up no fuss against a white
man.”

“A hundred gold,” Duff Kellet said.
His grin was more sardonic than ever as
he turned his empty glass around and
around. “It's surprising the things that
a man will do for a few filthy dollars, isn't
it, Spence?”

Pete Spence said viciously, “That'll buy
you a lot of gin, Duff.”

“Won't it? Well, it | hadn’'t been low
enough to do dirty tricks like this, |
wouldn’t be in Biligree Atoll in the first
place. Tell me one thing more, my fat
friend.”

“Well, hurry it up. Casey Spade is just
about getting back with his burial crew
by now. We got tuh be movin’.”

“Why don’t you, and a couple of your
ugly friends, just go out to the Helga,
knock the girl over the head and carry
her off? It's not likely that she could
hurt you.”

Pete Spence’s fat lips twisted. “What's
the use when | can get her all nice an’
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easy this way? Besides, I'm not ready to

slug her—yet.”
“Pleasant character,” Duff Kellet mur-
mured. “Well, it's a go.”

Spence reached for the gin bottle again
and filled both of the glasses. He pushed
one across; lifted his own. “Good! |
thought that you'd see the light all right.”

He paused and his upper lip curled up
a little bit.

“Gentleman Kellet!”

Duff Kellet's hand went out unsteadily
toward the glass; then the man stopped—
dropped his hand to the table.

“I'll do your dirty job for you, Spence,”
he said thickly. “I'll be damned if I'll
drink with you over it.” He got up un-
steadily, his eyes bitter.

Pete Spence laughed, his lips making a
sucking sound. “Come on,” he said. “We
ain’t got all night. Casey Spade ought tuh
be on the beach by now.”

"DEYOND the door the quarter caste,
w-* Rosa Konaua, straightened swiftly and
went on down the dim corridor to turn
into the smokey light of the bar! Pete
Spence and Duff Kellet stood in the door-
way for a moment; then crossed, thread-
ing their way between the tables, and dis-
appeared into the soft dusk.

Rosa’'s eyes were dark and vindictive
as she, too, went through the door into the
night. She. stepped into the coral road
and turned in the direction of the shack
where old Fancy Dolliver lay on his tum-
bled cot.

Pete Spence had a little game, did he?
Well, she—Rosa Konaua—would play a
little game, too. Case}- Spade would lis-
ten to her and Casey Spade would be inter-
ested in hearing that Pete Spence planned
to kidnap old Fancy Dolliver's girl—
though what Pete Spence, or any other
man, would want with that flat-chested
cow she wouldn’t know. Anyway it would
teach Pete Spence that, at Biligree Atoll,
you didn't turn down Rosa Konaua's fa-
vors and get away with it

Chapter V
“l PREFER AN HONEST MAN”

YOUNG PURCELL sat in a worn deck-
chair with his feet on the Helga’'s rail
and his pipe between his teeth. A cool
breeze had sprung up after sundown; it
lifted young Purcell’s hair and made his
headache feel better. The deck was de-
serted except for old Anamoku who sat up
in the bow and crooned a heathen song
to himself. The Helga carried a crew of
six besides Casey Spade and his mate—
four of them had gone in the whaleboat,
and the cook, having indulged in too much
trade gin down in Ah Kee’'s hop house,
was asleep in the forecastle.

Young Purcell held a fresh match to
his pipe and hunched himself deeper into
the chair. The faint shine of light on the
cabin skylight returned his thoughts to
the girl below.

He had gone down after the whaleboat
had left and knocked on the door of her
stateroom—given her Casey Spade’'s or-
ders about remaining below decks until
the Helga sailed. At first she had an-
swered him through the door; then had
opened it and stood there for a moment
with the light of the cabin lamp across
her face. She had combed back her
cropped hair and young Purcell had real-
ized, with a start, that she was pretty—
pretty as hell.

She had said, “lI've got to get ashore.
Will you take me?”

Damned if he hadn't almost said yes,
young Purcell thought sourly. There was
something in that scared voice of hers that
got to him. He had had to tell her that
Casey Spade would take him to pieces
bone by bone if he allowed her to leave
the Helga. Tried to assure her, too, that
Casey Spade was right and that, for the
moment, she was safer about the schooner
than she could be any place else until the
steamer put her down in Sydney.

She hadn’t believed him—he could see
that. So he had stood there like a big
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fool, twiddling his thumbs while she closed
the door again. He had heard the bolt
slide home.

Imagine having a girl like that with
fifty thousand dollars thrown in—for that
matter it wouldn’t be too tough to take the
girl and let the fifty thousand dollars go
to the devil.

His reflections were disturbed by the
pad of old Anamoku’s feet along the deck.
“Boat he come,” the Kanaka said.

Young Purcell grunted. “The captain?”

“Not fella whaleboat. Fella dinghy.”

Purcell swore and heaved himself out
of the chair. A hundred yards away a
small boat was pulling toward the Helga
across the silver water, one man rowing
and another sitting in the stern. Purcell
recognized both—Pete Spence and Duff
Kellet. The dinghy had closed to some
twenty yards when he hailed them.

“Where yuh goin’?”

Pete Spence swung twice again at the
oars and then allowed the boat to drift
gently up while he turned around. He
waved a fat hand and his voice was cordial.

“Hi, kid. Where's Casey?”

“Gone ashore,” Purcell told him. “He
had a little business tub finish up—we’re
pullin’ out tonight.”

“Yeah, so | heard. Hell, | wanted Casey
tuh do a little business for me down Kapa-
hulu way. Guess we'll come on board an’
wait for him—there ain't no point in row-
in’ back an’ talcin’ a chance of missin’ him.”

Young Purcell scowled. He didn't like
this; still, if he didn’t allow them to come
on board, Pete Spence was likely to carry
the word to Frenchy Marquat and then
the Helga would have a whaleboat load
of visitors instead of only two. He tossed
over a rope’s end and Pete came up with
Duff Kellet behind him. There was some-
thing malicious about Pete Spence’s grin
that young Purcell didn't like.

TE pulled a flat bottle from his pocket

and held it out. “Have a drink, kid.”
Joe took a short swallow and passed it
25

back. Pete tipped his head back, took a
long pull and then wiped his mouth with
the back of his hand. He grinned again
and looked across at the lighted cabin
skylight.

“Let’'s go down below an’ set comforta-
ble while we wait for Casey,” he suggested.

“Too hot,” young Purcell said. “We’'ll
stay up here.” He swung sharply with
his back to Pete Spence to bark at Kellet

who was moving toward the cabin com-
panion. “Where in hell are yuh goin’,
Duff?”

Then stars exploded suddenly in his
head and he felt the deck coming up to
meet him. Spence slipped the belaying
pin back into the rack and pulled a gun
from the waistband of his trousers.

“Go on down an’ get her,” he snapped
softly at Duff Kellet. *“I'll, take care of
things up here.”

Kellet nodded and disappeared down the
companionway as Pete Spence turned, his
lips lifting a little from his broken teeth.
Old Anamoku was padding down the deck;
he caught sight of young Purcell sprawled
there on his face and stopped.

“What name?”

Pete Spence padded toward him, the
moonlight glinting along the dark metal
of the gun in his hand. OIld Anamoku saw
and understood . He stopped and scratched
his head in puzzled wonder. These crazy
white men—my word!

“You talk'um true talk along me,” Pete
Spence sharled at him. “You no talk'um
true talk along me | kick Merry Christmas
out of you strong fella. Savvy?”

“Me savvy.”

“How many fella boys along this ship?”

“Six fella boys.” Anamoku held up his
fingers.

“Other five fella boys all catch’'um ride
along shore in fella whaleboat?”
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Old Anamoku shook his head and
pointed to the open scuttle of the fore-
castle. “One fella Matori catch’'um sleep
strong fella along bunk.”

“Good!”” Spence reached out and prod-
ded young Purcell’s unconscious body.
“Head belong white marster walk about
strong fella. You tak'um white marster
along bunk all same fella Matori. You
savvy ?”

“Me savvy.”

Pete Spence followed as Anamoku got
Joe Purcell onto his shoulders and shuffled
up the deck to the forecastle. He waited
until the two were down the ladder; then
kicked the cover shut and wedged it. His
face was satisfied as he padded back down
the deck.

T\XOWN below, Duff Kellet stood across

the cabin table from where old Fancy
Dolliver's daughter sat. Kellet's face was
grave, compassionate and his voice car-
ried a nice blend of regret over her
father's death and indignation over the
high handedness of Casey Spade. Peg
Dolliver watched, him, her eyes grateful
and the sullen droop had gone from her
mouth.

“l came as soon as | heard that you
were in trouble, Miss Dolliver,” Kellet
told her gently. *“It is unthinkable that
you stay here. Of course, Spade may
mean what he says but his reputation is—
shall we say?—unsavory and, with the
pearls-—---"

Kellet stopped and shrugged his shoul-
ders eloguently. Peg Dolliver got up and
came around the table to stand close to
him. The hardness had gone out of her
face and she looked like a lonesome and
scared kid.

“Oh, it's good of you,” she said huskily.
“1 was afraid—afraid.”

Kellet- put an arm about her. “There,
there, my dear. Everything will be all
right. Mrs. Kellet and | will be more

than glad to have you as our guest until
your affairs can be straightened out and

a safe passage can be arranged for you for
Sydney.”

The girl’'s eyes were suddenly bright
with tears as she lifted her face to him,
“And he told me that there were no hon-
est men at Biligree Atoll,” she whispered.

Duff Kellet patted her shoulder and
stepped back. “We had better be going, my
dear. Have you anything that you wish
to take With you?”

She shook her head. “Nothing.” Then
her eyes darkened again. “Suppose that
we meet Captain Spade—he’s a hard, ter-
rible man. He’'ll try to make me come
back.”

“l've taken care of that,” Kellet told
her in a soothing voice. “l brought the
sheriff along with me—he’'s up on deck
now. Spade won't dare interfere.”

The hell he wouldn’'t, Duff
thought sourly.

“I'm ready,” Peg Dolliver said smiling—
almost gaily. “How am | ever going to
be able to thank you?”

“Don’t try, my dear,” Duff Kellet said
as he followed her toward the companion-
way.

Kellet

SEY SPADE'S Kanakas dug a

grave for old Fancy Dolliver beneath
the coconut palms a hundred yards from
the shack. There was no time to knock
a coffin together—old Fancy would rest
just as easy without it, Casey reflected sar-
donically.

“I'm sorry, old man,” he said, “but I
don’t remember any of the burial service.
Rest easy and I'll look after the girl.”

He turned. The Kanakas were regard-
ing him curiously and he gestured harshly
toward them. “Fill it up!” he said.

He leaned against one of the slanting
trunks of the coconut palms and loaded
tobacco moodily into his pipe. One of
his occasional black moods was on him.
What the hell was the point of it all, he
thought. For forty years, old Dolliver had
been scraping about the Islands always
looking for the strike that was just ahead.
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Then old Dolliver had made his strike—
the dysentery had plucked him off like
a man would pluck a tick from his arm.

The Kanakas talked in low and musical
voices as they dug their shovels into the
yielding sand. From down the foreshore
came the discordant sounds of the rev-
elry which would carry on until dawn. Ro-
mantic Islands! Casey Spade spat.

A voice behind him said, “Casey Spade!
Casey Spade!”

He turned, the unlighted pipe hetween
his teeth. Rosa Konaua stood there in a
little patch of moonlight. He knew the
girl; had joked with her in the bars along
the foreshore—Iliked her quick laughter
and the carefree way in which she took
what life offered to her.

“Hello, Rosa,” he said. “Aren’'t you
afraid to be out so late at night?”

She didn't smile at his joke but came
to stand dose to him. There was a faint
odor of jasmine about her. Casey saw
that her eyes were hot and angry.

“Casey, you ’'ave thees Dolliver girl on
board thee Helga?”

All thoughts of joking left Casey Spade's
mind. He was suddenly hard and alert.

“What makes you think that, girl?”

“1 'ave hear Pete Spence say so to thees
damn Duff Kellet."

Casey swore under his breath. Next to
Frenchy Marquat Pete Spence was the
one 'man whom he wished least to have
knowledge of the pearls. He dropped a
big hand onto the girl’s arm and pulled her
around so that he could see her face.

“You're sure? How’d you find out ?”

“He ees listen at thee window there.”
She gestured toward where old Dolliver’s
shack stood. “He ees hear w’en you ’ave
talk weeth her.”

“And he told Duff Kellet? Who else?”

“Nobody else. He an’ thees Kellet 'ave
gone out to the Helga. They are going to
breeng her ashore an’ cause her much
trouble, | theenk.”

“They’'ve gone out to the Helga al-
ready ?”
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She nodded.

“How long ago?”

“Maybe wan hour. | 'ave come here
to find you but you 'ave not come yet so |
am go back to thee beach to watch for
you. W'en you don’ come | theenk maybe
I 'ave mees you so | come back here.”

Casey swore again. “They’'ve had time
to get out there and back by now,” he said

harshly. “Where were they going to take
her, girl? You know?”
“Yes. Pete Spence ees say they take

her to Gert Noonan's bungalow. Gert
Noonan—that cow—ees thee good fren’
to Pete. He does not weesh Frenchy Mar-
quat to know.”

“Where is this bungalow?”

“Over by thee creek. | show you.”

Casey thrust his unlighted pipe back into
his pocket and swung around to the Kan-
akas. “You finish'um up quick fella,” he
said sharply. “Then you stop’um alongside

whaleboat long time little bit. Bimeby me
come. Savvy?”

“Me savvy.”

Casey turned back to the girl. “Come
on," he said.

Chapter VI
GERT NOONAN’'S BUNGALOW

"D OSA KONAUA dropped a hand on
-*-* Casey’'s arm and halted him in the
sable shade of a tree. A hundred feet
ahead he saw a small bungalow half hid-
den by the lush vegetation which sur-
rounded it — a lonesome place set well
apart from the rest of Biligree Atoll.

The girl said, her lips close to his ear,
“Those are Gert Noonan's place, Casey.”

Casey Spade nodded, his eyes hard. He
tipped the girl's chin up with his fingers
and kissed her lightly on the mouth. “Good
kid,” he said. “Now you scat on back to
the foreshore. Pete Spence will cause you
trouble if he finds that you've been mixed
up in this.”

She stood there looking after him so-
berly as he went toward the bungalow*
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keeping in the shadows. There were lights
in two of the windows, Casey saw, after
he had got closer. A thick hibiscus shaded
the rear one and he made his way cau-
tiously toward that while he damned him-
self for a fool because he had left the
Helga without a gun. "

The hibiscus sheltered him while he lis-
tened. He could hear the low mumble of
voices from the front of the house but he
could neither make out what they said nor
distinguish their owners. Well, he thought
sourly, he couldn't sit there in a clump of
bushes sucking his thumb all night—he
might as well see what was to be seen.

He reached for the rail of the veranda
and pulled himself up. A board creaked
as he stepped on the veranda floor and
he stopped to listen again. The mutter
of voices went on and he guessed that he
hadn't been heard. The windotv was half
a dozen feet away and he crossed swiftly
to stand just outside the light where he
could look into the room.

A sitting room, he saw. There were a
few pieces of cheap furniture, an ornate
china lamp on the table in the center and
two doors leading away into other parts
of the bungalow. He swore under his
breath as he saw Peg Dolliver.

SHE was sitting beside the table and
with her back to~the door while the
light was bright across her cropped hair.
She was alone and that was a break, Casey
thought. He slid a leg across the win-
dow sill and stepped into, the room; the
carpet muffled his footfalls until he was
nearly at her side. Then she seemed to
sense his presence atjd turned swiftly, her
eyes widening with fear.

“Keep quiet or I'll break your silly
neck!” Casey whispered harshly.

“Wh-what do you want?”

“You—though God knows why,” he said
bitterly.

He reached for her arm and his move-
ment seemed to break the spell which had
held her. She jumped to her feet, jerk-

ing away from him, and fled to the far
side of the table.

“If you don't go [I'll
Spence.”

“You little fool! Come on out of here
with me while there’s still time!”

He started around the table toward her
and she screamed, then—a tight pitched
wail of terror—she stumbled across the
room. Casey Spade swore bitterly as he
lunged toward her. It was too late. Feet
pounded outside in the corridor and the
door slammed back. Casey tried to reach
the lamp, sweep it to the floor, but there
wasn't time.

Pete Spence’s voice rasped, “Don’t try
it, Casey!”

Casey stopped—turned. Pete Spence
stood in the doorway, a black and heavy
gun in his hand and his thick lips curled
up unpleasantly. Behind him, Casey could
see Duff Kellet's saturnine face. Spence
walked slowly forward into the room, his
eyes not leaving Casey Spade’'s face.

“Payin’ a friendly little call,
That's nice.”

“1 came to get this girl,” Casey told him
thinly. “I'm taking her back out to the
Helga—we’ll be going now.”

Pete Spence’s grin became looser, more
nasty. “You wouldn't be meanin’ Miss
Dolliver, would yuh, Casey?”

“l would.” Black anger raged over
Casey in a hot wave. Everything in him
urged him to jump forward and smash
that fat face into a bloody jelly—to hell
with the gun. It wouldn't do. “We’'ll be
going.”

Pete Spence chuckled, throatily and his
voice was mocking. “Why of course Miss
Dolliver can go back to the Helga if she
wants to, Casey. Maybe you better ask
her.”

Casey Spade turned and stared at Peg
Dolliver with curious, half pitying eyes.
The little fool! It was incredible that
she should believe the lies that they had
told her but he could see that she had.

“Kid,” he said, “when | start the ball
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huh?
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rolling here you make a break for that
window. Get down to the whaleboat on
the beach and beat the Kanakas until they
take you out to the Hehja. Tell Purcell
to head for Liantang—now! Do you un-
derstand ?”

He could see by the look in her eyes
that it was hopeless. Pete Spence laughed
hoarsely.

The girl said, “I'll stay here. Mr. and
Mrs. Kellet have offered to let me stay
here with them. Please go away. | don't
want any more trouble.”

SEY SPADE'S laugh was short and

hard. “Mrs. Kellet! You little fool!
She’s about as much Mrs. Kellet as |
am!” He jerked a hand toward the cheaply
furnished room and laughed again. “This
ought to tell you but | forgot—you’'re con-
vent raised and wouldn’t know about such
things. Well, Mrs. Kellet is nothing but a
beach tramp who commands a little higher
price than the others do. Now do you
understand ?”

“You've no right to say such things.”

“Right! You jump for that window!”

“No! Please go now.”

Casey Spade stared at her for a long
minute and then shrugged as he turned
back to Pete Spence. The latter grinned
but there was a cold, calculating look at
the back of his eyes and the muzzle of
the gun was steady.

“Yeah,” he said. “It's time tuh go now
—I'll just take yuh along with me, Casey.
I'm goin’ tuh put you where you won't
cause this young lady no more trouble.”

The girl spoke haltingly. “Wouldn't it
be all right if you just sent him back to

his ship, Sheriff? He did take care of my
father.”

“Don’t you worry, Miss,” Pete said with
a heartiness which did not conceal the
threat of his words from Casey. “He won't
bother yuh no more. Come on, Casey, |
ain’t foolin’ with yuh.”

Casey spat on the carpet.
Spence!” he said. “Hell!”

“Sheriff

He went down the corridor and across
the veranda with Pete Spence close behind.
There was nothing else to do at the mo-
ment, he thought sourly. He had not missed
that light at the back of Pete’'s eyes and
he knew that the other would shoot if he
made a break. Pearls, such as the ones
Peg Dolliver carried in the belt beneath
her shirt, were stake enough to kill for. A
path led away through the bushes and to-
ward the creek.

“Take it,” Pete Spence said.

They followed it for a hundred yards
along the bank of the sluggish creek. Then
an iron-roofed shack loomed in front of
them and Casey stopped at Pete Spence’s
curt command. Some sixth sense warned
him and he tried to throw himself away
but he was too late. Spence slashed down
viciously with the barrel of the heavy gun

and Casey Spade dropped to his knees—
tried to get up and then slid forward onto
his face.

Pete Spence grunted with satisfaction
and then kicked open the door of the shack.
He worked swiftly with a coil of thin line
and, when he had finished, Casey Spade
was bound up tighter than a mummy. Pete
Spence dragged him into the shack and
stood looking down for a moment.

“I'll know where tuh find yuh now
when | .want yuh, Casey,” he snarled.
"Pete Spence ain't the one tuh overlook
four hundred pounds—even when he’s got
a pocket full of pearls.”

He closed the door behind him and
went on back up the winding path to the
bungalow.
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T\UFF KELLET was sitting with the

' girl in the parlor as Pete came back
down the corridor. Kellet had got hold of
a bottle and had been drinking again, Pete
saw. There was a hard brightness to the
thin man’s face that he didn't like.

Spence s;. | harshly, “All right, Kellet.
You can get c. i now—I'll talk tuh Cissy
here alone.”

Kellet's lips lifted ."inly as he slouched
in his chair and stared up at the other.
“I'll go after you've paid me that hundred,”
he said. “Not before.”

“You'll get out now, damn you!”

“No, no—my hundred first, friend.”

Anger suddenly darkened Pete Spence’s
fat face and he moved forward a step or
two—there was a sort of feline springiness
in the big man’s movements despite his
bulk. Kellet's stare became more spiteful.

Behind him, Peg Dolliver was looking
at Pete Spence with a mixture of per-
plexity and growing fear on her face. She
stepped up to touch Kellet's shoulder.

“] don’'t understand,” she said in a low
voice. “Why should you go, Mr. Kellet?
When is Mrs. Kellet coming?”

Pete Spence shifted his gaze to her and
then threw back his head. His coarse, ob-
scene laughter filled the smoky room; he
laughed until tears ran down his fat cheeks.

“By God, that's good!” he howled. “You
hear, Duff? When is Mrs. Kellet com-
ing?”

Peg Dolliver's eyes were wide and the
color had drained out of her face leaving
it gray and drawn. Even now she could
not believe—this thing couldn’t be so. She
put out a hand to touch Kellet on the
shoulder again. He showed no sign that
he was aware of her presence.

She forced the words out between her
set teeth. “You—mean—Casey Spade—
told—the— truth?”

Pete Spence leered at her. “Hell, baby,
you're goin’ tuh like me better than Casey
Spade.”

The girl's mouth opened slowly; she
jammed the back of her hand against it.

STORIES

Then she screamed and stumbled blindly
toward the window. Pete Spence grabbed
her before she had taken two steps. Pete
Spence turned back to Duff Kellet.

“Get out!” he said thickly.

Kellet shook his head. He said in a
thin, strange voice, “1 done a lot of things

in my time, Pete, but I've never beat a
woman. I'm taking her back to the
Helga.”

“You're what?”

“You heard me. Get your hands up and
away from that gun, Pete. I'll put a bullet
through your bowels if you don’'t.”

Pete Spence saw the gleam of a gun
in the thin man’s hand as he slowly lifted
his own arms. His mouth drooped loosely,
but there was a cunning, snaky light at the
backs of his eyes.

“Listen, Duff,” he mumbled, “let's talk
this thing over, eh? No use to go off half
cocked this way. Hell, man, I'll even cut
yuh in on this.”

“Get on outside, girl,” Duff Kellet said
in his reedy voice. “Start for the beach—
I'll join you in a minute.”

He turned his head a little as he spoke.
Not much but enough and it was the thing
that Pete Spence had been waiting for.
The fingers of his right hand— shoulder
high—closed on the hilt of the knife, which
hung beneath his shirt at the back of his
neck, and he threw with a vicious, over-
hand motion.

Duff Kellet coughed—a dry hack—and
then stood up straight, his gun dropping
from fingers which had suddenly gone
limp. The knife hilt stood out solidly
against his breast. For a moment he
swayed— tried to speak; then he staggered
through the door and his footsteps dragged
away down the corridor. Presently they
stopped.

Pete Spence grinned wolfishly and went
across to fasten the door. He turned back.
Peg Dolliver slumped on the settee, a
thick bruise darkening her pale face and
a dazed and uncomprehending stare in her
eyes. Pete Spence laughed at her and
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took his time as he approached. It tickled
him to see the fear deepen in her eyes.

“You an’ me'll get along, baby,” he said.
“Plenty of time later for love makin’.
Right now | want tuh have a little peek
at what you're carryin’ in your belt.”

He took it from her, and after he had
got it he pushed her roughly down into
the settee again and then went across to
pull a chair up in front of the table. His
breath sucked greedily as he pried open
the flaps which closed the pockets of the
belt.

It was a half hour later when he got
up and came back to her, walking with
the unsteady step of a drunken man.

“You're goin’ tuh tell me where they
came from,” he said thickly. “You're go-
in’ tuh tell me or I'll break every damned
bone in that pretty little body of yours!
You understand?”

Chapter VII
"we've got to run for it now.”

fITEN thousand merry little devils pried

at Casey Spade’s head with red hot
pitchforks as he struggled to get his eyes
open. He shouted at them to scat but
they wouldn't go. He tried to get his
hands up to bat them away but his hands
wouldn't move. He was thirsty with a
blistering, searing thirst.

Consciousness flowed slowly back into
him and, bit by bit, he pieced together
the thing that had happened. He finally
got his eyes open. Moonlight was flood
ing in across him from a window above
his head; he tried to sit up, then, and
found that he was bound, wrists and
ankles. He swore and lay back again
while he fought off the blackness which
threatened to engulf him once more. A
pretty kettle of fish, he thought bitterly.

Then he remembered Peg Dolliver back
there in Gert Noonan’s bungalow.

He groaned aloud and then set to work,
with methodical persistence, to free him-
self from the ropes. Pete Spence had
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done his job well. After ten minutes of
trying Casey knew that he would never
get them untied. He hunched himself
across the floor so that he could rest his
back against the wall while he tried to
think of some plan.

He saw, then, that the door of the shack
was opening cautiously. A thin sliver of

moonlight slanted across the floor. That
sliver widened.
A voice said softly, “Casey. Casey

Spade.”

Casey thought that he had never heard a
sweeter sound. It was Rosa Konaua's voice
and, as he answered it, she slipped in and
closed the door behind her. A moment
later he felt her soft shoulder against his
own; her fingers working at the ropes
which held his wrists.

“What are you doing here?” he asked
her. “I thought you'd gone back to the
beach.”

She told him in a low voice while she
worked.

rTTEN minutes ago she had been sitting

in one of the back rooms of Murphy’s
Bar, having a drink with Frenchy Mar-
quat. Someone had hammered on the rear
door and Frenchy Marquat had opened it.
Duff Kellet was lying there on the steps
with a knife in his chest. He had told
Frenchy about Pete Spence and the girl
up here at Gert Noonan’'s bungalow.

Duff Kellet had died there on the steps
and Frenchy Marquat had left him; gone,
probably, to round up his crew and come
up here. She had guessed that something
had gone wrong and so had slipped away.
As she had come up the path she had
heard Casey Spade’s groans.

The ropes loosened about Casey Spade’s
wrists finally. His hands were numb from
lack of circulation and he beat them to-
gether and swore under his breath as sliv-
ers of pain ran down into his fingers. The
girl's fingers were fumbling hastily at the
ropes which still held Casey’? ankles.

“We mus’ hurry, Casey,” she panted,
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her voice scared. “Thees Frenchy ees see
me as | leave Murphy’s Bar. He ees yell
at me to come back but I am run very fast.”

Casey Spade brushed her hands away.
“Let me,” he said curtly.

He jerked viciously at the knots, feel-
ing the rope cut into him at each jerk. No
matter. There was something to be taken
care of up there at the bungalow before
Frenchy Marquat arrived and time was
getting short. Maybe it was too late al-
ready. His head ached with a dull throb
and he found it difficult to think clearly.
Then the ropes loosened and Casey stood
up, the girl helping him. He swayed diz-
zily for a moment; put an arm about her
shoulders to steady himself.

The fit passed. Casey walked to the door
and the cool night wind across his face
helped to clear his brain. The shakiness
was leaving him and he started slowly back
up the path with Rosa Konaua following.

They had gone halfway to the bungalow
when a muffled scream cut across the
moonlight.

Casey Spade swore as he broke into a
loping run. He rounded a thick hibiscus
bush and the bungalow lay in front of him
in the moonlight. He went up the steps
and into the corridor through which he
had come earlier. A second scream
prickled the hair at the back of his neck—
Peg Dolliver's voice and it came from be-
hind the door at the end of the corridor.
Casey Spade drove himself at it.

Dimly, he knew that Rosa was crying
behind him, “No, Casey! He ees got thee
gun! Wait!”

The door splintered under the drive of
Casey Spade’s shoulder and then he was
through and into the parlor with its cheap
furniture and the porcelain lamp on the
table. For a split second he blinked in
the sudden light.

At the far side of the room Pete Spence
was stooped above the girl, his fat hands
on her throat. He looked up, his mouth
dropping open a little, as Casey Spade
crashed into the room—then dropped the

girl and twisted around swiftly, reaching
for his gun. Peg Dolliver slid to her
knees on the floor.

The gun spanged wickedly, but Pete
Spence had not been fast enough and the
bullet burned across Casey’'s back as he
drove. He hit the fat man just above the
knees, drove him backward and the set-
tee splintered under the impact. The gun
dropped and Casey kicked it toward Rosa
Konaua as he twisted away from Pete
Spence’s flailing arms.

“Take it. Get the girl and head for the
beach!” Casey snapped at her.

T)ETE SPENCE clawed himself free of

the wreck of the settee, crouched with
his arms out as he watched Casey Spade.
Suddenly he turned his head to look at the
table; swung back toward Casey, making
slobbering sounds in his throat. Casey saw
and understood. The belt lay there beneath
the lamp.

mHe moved swiftly; got his fingers on it
and flung it at Peg Dolliver who was try-
ing to get to her feet over by the window.
Spence mumbled crazily as he lunged for
it but Casey Spade drove him across the
room with a right hand smash which cut
the fat man’s mouth to ribbons.

Casey yelled again, “Get started!
fools, we haven't got all night!”

Out of the corner of his eye he saw
Rosa Konaua push old Dolliver’'s daugh-
ter through the window; follow herself a
moment later. Good, he thought grimly;
he could now attend to this little business
that he had with Pete Spence.

The latter had seen the two girls go, too
—the pearls with them—and the sight
drove him into mad and roaring frenzy.
Pie tried to break for the window but
Casey was watching for it and smashed
him back up against the wall. Blood
dripped down from Spence's broken mouth
and was a red smear across the front of
his dirty shirt.

“You're good with a gun from behind,”
Casey Spade said between his teeth, “Now

You
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let's see how good you are at a different
sort of a little game, Pete.”

Sanity suddenly came back into Pete
Spence’'s eyes and he got his hands up
and backed away from those stabbing fists
which were cutting his face to pieces. A
vicious swing caught Casey Spade high on
the head and, for a split second, he thought
that his skull had been split in two. Pete
Spence was a big man—strong and dan-
gerous in spite of his fat—and he under-
stood now that he would never get back
those pearls until he had beaten Casey
Spade. He gave ground a little, his eyes
darting about the room for a weapon.

“Come on, Pete,” Casey Spade taunted
hoarsely. “Maybe you'd like to try chok-
ing me for a little while?”

ETE SPENCE’'S bDbreath bubbled

moistly through his broken mouth as
Casey’s left hand flayed open his cheek
with knuckles that cut like knives. Spence
lunged forward but Casey, his eyes icy
and his face merciless, side-stepped and
slammed a right hand against the fat
man’s heart. The blow struck with the
sodden thud of an axe striking a chop-
ping block and Pete Spence’s knees sagged.
He went down on all fours, stayed there
for a minute shaking his head stupidly
back and forth; then crawled to a chair
and began to pull himself back up.

Casey Spade waited, careless for a sec-
ond.

That was almost too long. Pete Spence
was still strong and he swung the chair
up; smashed it down viciously. Casey
Spade got his left hand up to protect his
head and felt his arm go limp while red
hot pain clawed at his shoulder. He swore
bitterly at his own carelessness but there
was no time to cry about that now—the
fat man was rushing, his big fists swing-
ing wickedly and crafty triumph at the
backs of his eyes.

“Goin’ break your neck!” he was yelling
thickly. “Goin’ stamp your damned brains
out!”
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Casey Spade slid away from the rush.
His left arm hung numb and useless—
probably broken, he thought. He slipped

one of Spence’s swings and drove the fat
man back with a right hand smash to the
mouth.

He came on. This couldn’t last, Casey
Spade thought with curious detachment.
His head was ringing as though a thou-
sand sleigh bells had been dumped in
there to tumble loosely about. Presently
Pete Spence would catch him with one of
those swings—then it would be all over
and Pete Spence would catch old Fancy
Dolliver's girl and choke her some more.
That was bad; mustn't let that happen. He
shook his head violently and his vision
cleared a little.

THEN, for a split second, he saw his
opening. Pete Spence was rushing
him again, his big arms high, and Casey
Spade saw his target—that roll of flesh
which bulged the big man’'s shirt just
above the belt. Ple'd put everything on
this one, Casey thought. Pie stepped in,
careless of those flailing arms and drove
at that bulge with all the weight of his
body.

Breath exploded out of Pete Spence in
a long sigh. He seemed to wilt at the
middle; to crumple slowly. Casey Spade
straightened him with a vicious hook to
the face— then slammed him in the throat
with a right hand that was as cruel as a
war club.

Pete Spence swayed backward, crashed
down, taking the table and the lamp along
with him. The lamp splintered and hot
darkness, filled with the stink of hot kero-
sene, dropped like a curtain across the
room. Then red shadows began to lift
and flicker—those shadows grew swiftly
taller.

Casey Spade, his feet spraddled as he
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swayed a little, stood and watched the
flames lick greedily across the floor in the
wake of the spilled oil. The flames grew
higher. Weird half light danced across
the wrecked room.

Pete Spence was trying to roll over onto
his face, babbling crazily — incoherent
sounds which had no meaning. The flames
reached the wall; began to crackle wick-
edly as the dry wood caught. With an
effort Casey Spade aroused himself. Red
hot pain raced through his left arm as he
felt of it with the fingers of his other
hand— it wasn't broken, he found.

Heat beat at his face as he got down to
his knees and, working slowly and pain-
fully, got Pete Spence across his shoulder
—couldn’t leave even that rat to fry in
here, he thought morosely. It took him
three tries to get to his feet and he stag-
gered drunkenly as he turned toward the
door. He was not too soon; already flames
were beginning to make a leaping barrier.
The room was a furnace behind him as he
reached the veranda.

The cool air helped to drive the cob-
webs out of his brain and he moved faster,
easing himself down the steps with his
right hand clinging to the railing. Pain
bit at him like a knife but there was no
time to worry about that now. Voices were
lifting hoarsely from the direction of the
beach and the sound was swiftly coming
nearer.

Frenchy Marquat meant to take a hand!

ASEY SPADE staggered across an
C open patch of moonlight— dumped
Pete Spence’s limp body into a bougain-
villea clump fifty yards from the bunga-
low. Frenchy Marquat could find him or
not— Casey didn't care. It was too late for
that to make any difference now. As he
turned toward the shelter of a tree he
hoped that Rosa and the Dolliver girl had
reached the whaleboat.

They had not. Rosa’s voice called to
him softly out of the shade, “Casey!”

He stopped short and swung about;

caught a glimpse of her slender shape off
to his right and went swiftly in that direc-
tion. As he reached her she thrust out
Pete Spence’s gun to him and he took it,
pushed it into the waistband of his trou-
sers. The sound of voices was growing
louder.

“Why didn’'t you get to the boat?”

She shrugged and turned her head and
Casey saw. Peg Dolliver was lying at the
edge of a patch of moonlight, her eyes
closed and her face a stark, dead white.

“She ees so scare that she cannot walk.
She ees faint, Casey.”

Casey swore. “Help me get her across
my shoulders,” he ordered curtly. “If
we're ever going to get out of here we've
got to do it now.”

He was feeling stronger now and the
girl’'s weight was little compared to that
of Pete Spence. Rosa led the way deeper
into the trees and Casey followed, the gun
in his left hand. Behind them, the red
light of the burning bungalow was begin-
ning to leap up against the sky.

They crouched in deep shadow for a
moment, five minutes later, and watched a
dozen men go by, running hard. Frenchy
Marquat's men, drunk and crazy with the
lust for pearls. Then Rosa swung farther
to the left and they went on toward the
beach." Presently the bushes thinned; gave
way to the scattered coconut palms which
offered little concealment across the three
hundred yards which separated them from
the whaleboat. Well, they’'d have to make
a run for it

“Come on,” he said harshly to the quar-
ter caste girl.

rpHEY had covered a third of the dis-

tance when Casey Spade heard a yell
behind him. They had been seen. He
guessed that Frenchy Marquat's men had
reached the burning bungalow and then
had doubled back, flinging out a net of
searchers to catch the fugitives before they
could reach the beach. Another yell an-
swered from the left.

S



DARK-PASSAGE 33

Peg Dolliver’'s weight had suddenly be-
come lead across his shoulders and the
sand sucked at his feet as he ran. He
hoped to God that the whaleboat was where
he had left it; if it wasn't things were
likely to be a little unpleasant. Then he
saw it through the trees, pulled well up
onto the sand and with the Kanakas
stretched out beside it.

A voice yelled behind them, “They're
headin’ for the boat, Rafe! Get down the
beach an’ head 'em oft' !”

Casey Spade’s Lips tightened into a hard
line.

It was going to be a close thing—
those voices were near and it would take
time to get the boat into the water. Pie
yelled hoarsely at the Kanakas and saw
them sit up to stare stupidly about them.
Another hundred yards to go now.

Ahead of him Rosa Konaua had stopped.
“Geeve me thee gun,” she said in a hard
whisper. She jerked it from his fingers.
“1 keep them back for a little. W ’en you
get thee boat off I come.”

Good girl, that Rosa Konaua!

It seemed hours later to Casey Spade
that he reached the whaleboat; dumped
Peg Dolliver into the stemsheets. He
yelled at the Kanakas and jumped to lend
his weight as. the boat began to slide down
the sand. There were more yells back
there among the coconut palms. Then
three shots banged out viciously' against
the moonlight; three more after a little
interval.

The whaleboat slid into the gentle surf
and, at Casey’'s harsh word, the Kanakas
scrambled in. Casey, standing hip deep in
the water, cupped his hands to his mouth.

“Rosa, come on!”

He saw her, then running like a deer
through the coconut palms. Pie hauled
himself into the boat and jerked open the
cover of a locker built along one side;
slid out a rifle and yanked a bullet into the
chamber. Rosa flashed onto the white sand
of the beach.

“Row!” Casey Spade snarled over his
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shoulder as he dropped down in the stem-
sheets. “Row like hell, damn you!”

Rosa Konaua hit the water in a long,
flat dive; came up beside the stem of the
whaleboat which was beginning to gather
way. Casey leaned over and dragged her
in, dripping.

“1 theenk | get wan of those fella,” she
said with a flash of white teeth. “He ees
do thee somersault weeth hees feet een thee
air, Casey.”

HE whaleboat was a scant fifty yards

from the shore when a dark figure
broke out of the coconut grove. He yelled,
his voice carrying spitefully across the
water, and pointed. Three more dark fig-
ures joined with the first; more were com-
ing. Casey recognized the broad swing
of Frenchy Marquat's shoulders as the big
man ran across the sand.

Frenchy Marquat was yelling, black
anger in his voice, “You come back or |
shoot you, Casey! By God, you come back
here—Frenchy Marquat ees say so!”

“Get down,” Casey said harshly to the
quarter caste girl. He thought it unlikely
that any of Frenchy Marquat's men had
rifles with them, though, and it was a long
shot for a hand gun—growing longer rap-
idly.

A bullet slammed viciously into the
water a dozen yards away. More bullets
spattered down; one chipped a long splin-
ter from one of the oars and the boat
slewed a little as the Kanaka lost his stroke.

Casey braced himself against the rock
of the boat and slammed a bullet at the
middle of that dark group ashore. He saw
sand kick up a little in front of them as
he jerked a fresh cartridge into the cham-
ber and set himself again. A man yelled
at his second shot and the group dissolved.

Frenchy Marquat's voice again drifted
out, more faintly now. “Frenchy ees see
you again, Casey. We make thee beeg
fight over both thee women an’ thee pearls,
no?”

Casey Spade laid down his rifle and un-
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shipped the steering oar. Three quarters
of a mile ahead the Helga bobbed gently
against the tide. Behind, a hot red glow
lay across the sky where Gert Noonan'’s
bungalow burned.

Chapter VIII
THE HIDDEN LAGOON OF MALGABAR

T WAS well after midnight and the
wind had stiffened with the promise of

a blow in the steady gusts. The moon was
still high but Biligree Atoll had dropped
away astern as the Helga dug her forefoot
into the oily swells and fanned out a sil-
very wake behind. Joe Purcell, nursing a
sore head, had the wheel.

Down in the main cabin Casey Spade
sat on a stool with his swollen right hand
in a bucket of hot water while Rosa Ko-
naua patched up a three inch gash in the
side of his scalp. Peg Dolliver sat across
from him, her arms on the table while
she watched. Warm color had come back
into her face now and there was a steady
glow in her eyes as she looked at Casey
Spade.

Casey pulled his hand out of the bucket
and looked at it—it was swollen to half
again its normal size. The knuckles were
skinned and cut and he winced as he
pressed at one of them with the fingers of
his other hand.

“Your poor hand,”
softly.

Rosa Konaua's lips tightened and she
turned to stare at the other woman with
smoldering eyes. “I'm theenk that thees
Pete Spence ees feel more bad than Casey
ees feel,” she said tartly. “If you 'ave not
been thee little fool to run away from the
Helga thees ees not happen.”

Peg Dolliver nodded her head soberly.
“1 know. Why didn’t you let me go? You
had done enough for me already.”

Casey pulled his hand out again and
squinted at it sardonically; then trans-
ferred his attention to the girl who sat
across the table. He grinned maliciously.

Peg Dolliver said

“Hell, sister,” he told her, “we wanted
to steal your pearls ourselves! There's
nothing like a little pearl stealing now and
then to keep a man’s hand in—and to keep
up the price on his head.”

He saw that she didn’'t think that that
was funny. Well, maybe she wouldn't—
she'd had sort of a disquieting evening,
on the whole. She wouldn’t be any hap-
pier, either, if she knew just how far the
lot of them were from being out of the
woods still.

Frenchy Marquat was not the man to
allow a fortune to slip through his fin-
gers so easily and, by now, he would
know the whole story from Pete Spence.
It would have been smarter, Casey thought
sourly, if he had left Pete back there to
fry in the bungalow.

Peg Dolliver was fumbling beneath the
level of the table and presently she lifted
the belt and laid it in sight. Casey watched
indifferently as she pushed it across.

“l want you to take it,” she told him in a
low voice. “I never want to hear of pearls
again— 1 even hate the sound of the word,
Casey. Take them!”

SEY squinted at her for a long min-

ute. Then he lifted his hand and
poured whiskey into a tin cup and passed
it across to her. “Forget it, kid,” he said.
“Swallow that and you’ll feel better. You
just ran up against something that they
don’t happen to tell you about in convents.
Hell, those pearls will take you back to
England, the States—wherever you want
to go. You'll forget about all this before
long.”

“l don't want them.”

“Drink your drink. Then go climb into
your bunk—you don’t need to be afraid.
Rosa will be with you.”

She sat there with her arms folded on
the table while she studied him thought-
fully. Then she picked up the cup and
drained it; went slowly across the deck to
the stateroom and the door closed behind
her. Rosa Konaua dabbed viciously with
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the swab which she was using to clean the
cut in Casey's scalp.

“Easy!” Casey grunted at her. “That's
my head you’'re playing with.”

“You theenk she ees pretty, Casey?”
Rosa’s voice was sharp and Casey swung
about on the stool to look at her.

“Who?”

“Those wan—those Dolliver?”

“Pretty enough,” Casey told her indif-
ferently. “Why?”

“She ees not pretty!” Rosa said suddenly
in a passionate voice. “She ees thee skenny
cow! Wan. time maybe Rosa ees scratch
her eyes out! Bah!”

She moved around the table to stand
in front of him with her head thrown back
and her eyes flashing darkly against the
warm ivory of her face. The hibiscus
flower still flamed against her hair. Casey
grinned at her crookedly.

“What's tire trouble, baby?”

She spat a word at him and flounced
away to disappear up the companion. For
a moment Casey stared after her. Then
he shook his head and reached for the
whiskey.

“It's not enough that I've got Frenchy
Marquat and every other tough nut in the
Islands on my trail,” he observed sourly
to the tin cup. “Oh, no. I've got to have
a little war of my own right here on the
Helga.”

E day broke gray and sodden with
weeping skies and, by mid-afternoon,
the Helga was digging her nose into slatey
rollers while a half gale whined through
her rigging. OIld Anamoku had the wheel
and Joe Purcell stood with Casey on the
poop. The lookout had just reported that
the schooner astern, which at noon had
been hull down, had now come on up
above the bulge of the world.

When that sail had first been reported
Casey had gone aloft with the glasses; had
seen enough to know that that was the
Marta, Frenchy Marquat's big top-sail
schooner. The Maria could outsail any-
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thing in the Islands and P'renchy Mar-
quat was the man who could drive the last
knot out of her in good weather or bad.
He had been a fool to try for Lian-
tang, Casey thought morosely. He should

have turned south! Lost the Helga in that
cloud of islands down there until things
had quieted down a little. Frenchy Mar-
quat could have looked for him for a year
down there and with no more chance of
finding him than of finding a needle in a
haystack. Instead he had turned north into
the Tasmanade Passage — must run
through that twisting channel for close to
a hundred miles vet before he could swinsr
the Helga across the tail of Malgabar Is-
land and get away to open sea. Long be-
fore that the fast Maria would overhaul
them and trouble would come aboard in big
guantities.

Casey walked to the rail and spat.

There was no getting out of Tasmanade
Passage once you got into it. A dozen
miles to windward Terua Levu loomed
dully through the rain—two hundred miles
of volcanic range and jungle and cliffs
which dropped straight down into the sea.
There was no haven there. To leeward
were the Andalones; a watery desert of
half submerged islands and uncharted
reefs which would tear the bottom out of
the Helga in a matter of minutes once she
had left the safe passage.

Young Purcell, balancing himself
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against the lift of the ship, squinted at the
weather. It was closing down. A squall
marched across the water with a white
line along its forefoot.

Purcell said, “Goin’ to be dirty weather.
Maybe we can give 'em the slip tonight.”

“Maybe.” Casey Spade's voice was
skeptical as he glanced at the bulging can-
vas. The Helga was heeled far over and
running like a dog with a nose to the
ground. “If it keeps on getting stronger
there’ll be no chance to double back. We’'ll
have to keep running before it and so will
Marquat.”

“What do we do then? He’'s got a dozen
white men on board. They'll gobble us
up, Casey.”

Caseyr Spade thrust his empty pipe into
his mouth, bowl down, so that the rain
wouldn't drip into it. The hard reckless-
ness had come back into his face as he
turned toward the steps. Things didn’t look
so good, but he had beaten Frenchy Mar-
quat before and he would beat him again.

“If worst comes to worst,” he said over
his shoulder, “we’ll run the Helga ashore
at Malgabar and take, to the bush. Keep
her as she goes.”

“Worst is right,” young Purcell told him
sourly but the wind whipped the words
away.

EG DOLLIVER was sitting at the

cabin table as he went in. She looked
up and smiled at him uncertainly as he
wiped the water out of his eyes. Above
his head, spray rattled across the cabin
skylight like driven shot.

“It's a storm, isn’t it?” she asked.

“Maybe,” he told her noncommittally
while he packed tobacco into his pipe. He
stared at her for a moment over the lighted
match. “1 may as well tell you, sister.
Frenchy Marquat's schooner is coming up
fast astern.”

He was faintly surprised to see that the
news made no great impression on her and
glanced curiously at her again. She sat
with her chin on her hand and her eyes

meeting his steadily. Without knowing
exactly why he did it, Casey placed his
pipe on the table and went around to slip
his hands beneath her elbows and lift her
until she lay against him.

She didn’t struggle as he kissed her hard
on the mouth and, after a moment he felt
her lips return the kiss. The kind of a
kiss that Casey Spade had not known for
a long time; it disturbed him vaguely.

Rosa Konaua, hidden in the shadow,
softly closed the stateroom door as Casey
scratched a match and lighted the cabin
lamp. He swore at himself under'his
breath then, and went back to pick up his
pipe. Peg Dolliver had seated herself
again and was looking at him with a faint
color in her cheeks.

“Why did you do that, Casey?” she
asked. There was no anger in her voice.

“Call it impulse,” he said in a flat voice.
“Call it whatever you like. It won't happen
again.”

“Suppose | wanted it to, Casey Spade?”

TTE SHRUGGED and stabbed at the hot
XJ. bowl Of his pipe with a thumb. “I
told you that Frenchy Marquat's schooner
is coming up,” he said presently. “I blun-
dered when | headed into the Tasmanade
Channel—but that can’'t be helped now,
girl. The M.aria is too fast for us and the
way things stand she’ll overhaul us before
we can make open sea again. Our best
bet is to run for Malgabar.”

“Malgabar?”

Casey nodded. “A big island maybe
eighty miles north of here. There's an
anchorage or two where we might lose
them. If not we’ll beach the schooner and
take to the bush. It's bad country, girl-—
jungle and the salt water tribes may give
us trouble. No more trouble than we can
expect from Frenchy Marquat, though, and
that bunch of pirates that sail with him.”

Peg Dolliver leaned forward and
placed a soft hand on Casey's arm. “You
think we can reach Malgabar before—they
can catch up to us?”

2i
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“It's likely. Why?”

Her eyes were suddenly bright. “If we
can, Casey, | know of a lagoon where we
can hide for weeks and no one will ever
find us. It's the lagoon where dad found
the pearls!”

She talked swiftly, her words tumbling
across each other.

E had sailed with old Fancy Dolliver

on that last trip & month ago— a profit-
less, heartbreaking trip which had been a
failure from the first. They had been com-
ing back $long the north shoreline of Mal-
gabar when they had found that the water
casks had leaked and that their fresh water
was gone.

The wind had been light and for twenty
miles they had crept along the coast look-
ing for some sign of a stream where they
could fill the casks but they had seen noth-
ing except a monotony of sheer cliffs which
dropped down to the sea’'s edge— some-
times with a narrow fringe of beach and
jungle; more often with the rocky bastions
plunging into the sea itself. It had been
close to dark when they had made out a
shallow cove and what seemed to be a
break in the towering rims. OIld Fancy
Dolliver had thought that perhaps a stream
might be there.

He had waited until daylight and had
then gone ashore in the whaleboat, leaving
the girl on board. The whaleboat had dis-
appeared and it was four hours later when
she had seen it nose out from the cliffs. Old
Fancy Dolliver had come back on board
the lugger with empty water casks but with
his face flushed with excitement.

That was no river there. It was a deep
arm of the sea which twisted for a half
mile through a gorge and into an immense
lagoon. They had worked the Ilugger
through when the tide set in and had an-
chored that night off a shelving crescent of
beach at the west end of the lagoon. It
was here that they had found the bed of
virgin shell.

Casey Spade held a fresh match to his
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pipe and his eyes were bright. “You'd
know this place again, kid?”

She nodded. *“1I'd know it, Casey. It's
the only spot in thirty miles along that
part of the Malgabar coast where there's
any sort of a cove.”

“And it's hidden?”

“No one would ever suspect that the
lagoon lies in there. If we hadn’'t been
desperate for water dad would never have
put in there, either. If we can stay far
enough ahead of the Maria to get in with-
out being seen they’'ll never find us.”

The cabin lamp rocked in its gimbals as
the schooner crawled up a long slope of
water; coasted rapidly down the other side.
Casey Spade got up, balancing himself
against the heave of the deck.

He said tightly, “The storm will take
care of that. Marquat's got no choice ex-
cept to run before it. He’'ll run on past
Malgabar looking for sea room and figur-
ing that we'll have to do the same. With
luck we can work down the coast and
duck into the lagoon unseen. Maybe we've
got a card or two to play yet, sister.”

He looked at her soberly for a moment
and then tinned toward the companionway.

Chapter IX
VIRGIN SHELL

FITHE storm blew itself out before mom-
“m ing and day dawned with sun and no
more than a stiff breeze and the long roll-
ers to remind the crew of the Maria of the
hell which had roared up through the Tas-
manade Passage, twenty-four hours before.
Frenchy Marquat sat at the table in the
Maria’s big cabin and poured whiskey
into a tin cup while he squinted at Pete
Spence.

The fat man's face was still swollen
and cut—one eye closed and a gap in his
front teeth where Casey's fist had caught
him. Frenchy Marquat chuckled deeply
and lifted his cup.

“You are look like hell,” he said. “Nex’
time you are see thees Casey Spade I'm



38 SHORT

theenk you ’ave better run queek, my
fren'.”

Pete Spence swore and reached for the
whiskey. “The next time | see that red-
headed rat 111 put a bullet into him an’
talk afterwards:”

“You talk thee beeg war,” Frenchy said
maliciously. He drained his cup, tossed it
to the table and leaned forward on his
hairy forearms. There was a cold light
at the back of his eyes. “Me, | tell you
sometheeng else, Pete. You 'ave make thee
play for thee pearls all by yourself, eh?
You don’ weesh Frenchy to know about
that?”

Pete Spence’s shifty gaze slid across the
big man’s face and then slid away again.
He was afraid of Frenchy Marquat and
his voice was conciliatory when he spoke.

“Aw, hell—it wasn’t nothin’ like that,
Frenchy. | was afraid that Casey was
goin’ tuh get away. | had tuh move quick
an’ there wasn’t no time to let yuh know.”

Frenchy Marquat slowly doubled a big
fist and laid it on the table. His voice was
cold. “Me, Pm theenk you tell thee beeg
lie, Pete.”

The fat man tried to bluster. “By God,
Frenchy, you can’t call me no-------

TTIS voice trailed away under the black
stare of the other's eyes. Frenchy
Marquat pointed a finger at Spence’s breast
and there was a harsh finality to his words.
“Wan time you ’'ave do eet. Wan time
more you do eet an’ you are feenish, Pete.”

He snapped his fingers. “Pouf! Jus’ like
that!”
Pete Spence believed him. Footsteps

clattered down the companion steps then
and Link Ballard— a thin, whipcorded man
with a predatory face—stepped into the
cabin. He flung himself down at the
table and reached for the whiskey bottle.

“1 been aloft myself with the glasses,”
he said to Frenchy Marquat. “There ain't
no sign of the Helga, or anything else,
that | can see.”

Frenchy Marquat's face darkened an-
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grily and he jerked at his beard—a big
man, quickly roused to either laughter or
rage. He slammed his fist on the table;
jumped up.

“Bah! Ees eet that Frenchy mus’ sheep
thee boat full of fools all thee time? Thees
Helga she ees not thee bird. She ees not
fly!”

Link Ballard poured himself a generous
drink and tossed it off, his eyes sardonic.
He did not look at Frenchy but shifted his
gaze, instead, to Pete Spence’'s battered
face.

“There ain't no sign of her,”
peated sullenly.

“Where ees she go, then?
ask where, stupid leetle ape!”

“How in hell would | know where?
Maybe she worked down behind Malgabar.
Maybe she’s piled up along the coast there
some place.”

“Maybe! Maybe! Maybe!” The big
man’'s voice bellowed hoarsely at them.
“Frenchy ees look for heemself, by God!”

he re-

Frenchy ees

TTE STAMPED across the deck and
they heard him climb the companion-
way steps. Link Ballard’'s face was surly
as he poured another generous drink into
the cup and lifted it to his lips. He gagged
a little over the raw liquor and spat.

Finally he said, “I'm gettin’ damned
sick an’ tired of that!”

Pete Spence leaned forward with his
arms on the table and his thick lips lift-
ing a little above his broken teeth. His
voice was oily.

“Listen,” he said, “there’s plenty more
feel the same as you do. Suppose we find
the pearls, what happens? He takes half
an’ nine of us split the other half. That
don’t suit me, Link.”

The smaller man slouched m his seat,
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his eyes beady while he watched Pete
Spence. “Talk on,” he said curtly.

Pete smiled nastily. "I ain’'t ready tuh
talk yet, Link. Just keep your mouth
shut an’ your eyes open. Maybe things
might break so that we split them pearls
two ways between us. Are yuh on?”

“I'm on,” Link Ballard told him, reach-
ing for the whiskey again.

Frenchy Marquat's voice, bellowing with
anger, summoned the two on deck.
Frenchy, himself, had been aloft—damn-
ing the incompetents which served him
for a crew as he went—but he had been
able to find no more than Link Ballard
had found. IHe boomed curses as they
got sail onto the Maria.

Presently she headed east along the
coast of the island.

The Helga had been sighted through
the squalls as they drove toward her, and
from where they had seen her Frenchy
Marquat knew that it would have been
impossible for Casey Spade to beat back
to the south side of the island. There-
fore, he reasoned, Casey must have taken
a chance and held on down the coast, hop-
ing to reach the south side when the storm
was over. There were inlets there where
a man might hide for a little while.

It was good enough reasoning. It was
the plan that Casey Spade would have fol-
lowed if old Dolliver's daughter had not
told him about the hidden lagoon.

Well, Frenchy Marquat thought with
satisfaction, his schooner could sail three
feet to the Helga’'s two and Casey Spade,
quartering a sea like the one that had been
running yesterday, would have little lead.
They ought to overhaul him before he
reached the eastern tip of Malgabar—if
not there, then on the beat back up the
southern coast. Frenchy had no fear that
Casey Spade would try to keep on going
east. The Andalones laid an impassable
barrier across his way there.

It was six days later when the Maria
had completed the circuit of Malgabar
and lay anchored beneath the cliffs a half

25

dozen miles to the east of the cove
Peg Dolliver had told about which hid
the passage to the lagoon. Frenchy Mar-
guat, convinced now that the Helga had
piled up on the north coast, had his two
whaleboats out searching. His own he
took to the east, keeping close to the cliffs
while he scanned every rocky point for
signs of wreckage; the other he had sent
back to the west with Pete Spence in
charge.

It was mid-afternoon when the latter
boat rounded a bastion of fallen rock and
came into the little cove. The four men
at the oars stopped rowing to breathe a
bit and the boat drifted closer while they
looked.

“Funny lookin’ place,” Pete Spence said
without much interest. “Maybe we better
pull in an’ look at it.”

Big Swede Larsen leaned on his oar and

spat, a scowl on his scarred face. “What
the hell's the use?” he demanded. “We’'ll
just have tuh pull out again. | say let's

go back to the ship—I'm tired of heavin’
at this damn oar!”

Link Ballard squinted. “Nothin’ in
there,” he said. “You couldn't hide a
whaleboat in there—Ilet alone a schooner.”

“1 want a look,” Pete Spence told him
briefly. “There’'s something funny here.”

Link Ballard’s thin lips lifted unpleas-
antly. “Maybe you wouldn’t think it was
so funny if you'd been pushing this scow
around all day. You been sittin’ back
there on that fat stern of yours—"

“Well, by God!”

T INK BALLARD stopped with his

~ mouth open and turned to look in the
direction in which Pete Spence had sud-
denly pointed. The whaleboat had drifted
down until it was a scant fifty yards from
the surf which creamed up in the little
cove. Just beyond, the entrance to a pas-
sage loomed darkly.

“That's where the Helga went!” Pete
Spence shouted exultantly. “We've got
‘'em trapped!”
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The whaleboat slipped into the narrow
gut between the;walls. It was a half an
hour later when sunlight began to mottle
the black water again and Pete Spence
lifted a warning hand. The boat drifted
gently around the corner of the wall and
the lagoon lay in front of them. Into that
lagoon, storm driven, Casey Spade had
brought the llelga, brought her as Peg
Dolliver called the landmarks, only to
crash her on the reefs at the end. Now, a
mile away Pete Spence could see the wreck
of her driven high up on the sand of a
narrow beach.

Link Ballard stared for a moment and
then glanced at Pete Spence, grinning
wolfishly. He jerked his head back to-
ward where the Marin lay.

“Maybe this is the chance you been look-
in’ for, Pete.”

Pete Spence sucked at his thick lips and
rubbed a hand across the bristle on his
face, his eyes greedy. “Maybe it is,” he
said; “We’ll just stick around in here
until dark.”

T WAS close to sundown when Casey
Spade left the jungle and came out
onto the beach close to where the Helga
lay. He was tired; his shirt had been
ripped to ribbons by thorns and his shoul-
ders were scratched and raw. He walked
slowly across the sand to where young
Purcell and two of the Kanakas worked,
stepping a mast in the one good whaleboat
that was left after the Helga had suffered
her mortal wound.

Young Purcell dropped his hammer and
wiped the sweat from his face. “Well?”
he asked.

Casey Spade sat down on a box in the
sand and stuffed tobacco into his pipe
while he stared moodily down the beach.
The Helga lay fifty yards away with the
bottom ripped out of her. She had struck
broadside on and lay on a nearly even keel
and high out of the water, but she would
never sail again. Beyond her and back
toward the edge of the jungle, the Kanakas
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had erected sail cloth shelters for them-
selves; Casey, young Purcell and the two
women had continued to live on board.

“l got to the rim,” Casey said finally.
“There’s no sign of the Maria unless she's
lying to the east and close in. There's a
big point that butts out there and she
might be behind that, but | doubt it.”

Young Purcell jerked a thumb toward
the whaleboat. “Well, she’s ready when-,
ever you are. She’s no cutter but she’ll
take us into Port McCoy all right, barrin’
accidents.”

“Good.” Casey smoked thoughtfully
for a moment. “We'll pull out tomorrow”™,
Joe. We're running low on supplies—and
I want to get to McCoy before word of
this business gets around if | can. There'll
be plenty besides Frenchy Marquat who'll
be interested in old Dolliver’s shell bed
when they hear the news.”

“Yeah.” Young Purcell's voice was
faintly reluctant. “Me, | ain't in any
hurry tuh go, Casey.”

OUNG PURCELL sat down on the
gunwale of the whaleboat and squinted
at the wrecked schooner. Peg Dolliver
was there, sitting on the cabin skylight
with her knees hugged up while she stared
across the lagoon at the sunset. Young
Purcell had looked at her a lot these last
six days, Casey had noted; Peg Dolliver,
too, had always seemed to be particularly
gay when young Purcell was around. Last
night the two of them had been sitting
across there on the sand in the moonlight
when Casey had turned in; it had seemed
to him that it had been a long while later
when he had finally heard the sound of
their footsteps on the companionway steps.
He shrugged and poked at the bowl of
his pipe. Unaccountably he could not
forget the feel of the girl's lips against
his own when he had kissed her that night
down in the cabin. He wondered if he
could be jealous of young Purcell. Then
he laughed shortly and put the thought
away.
25
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"“How about the shell?” he asked.

Young Purcell unwillingly withdrew
his attention from the deck of the Hclga.
“W e've cleaned out the best of it,” he said.
“There’'s more there, but it's scattered an’
it will take a diving rig to work it. The
shelf that old Dolliver stumbled onto was
rich all right—I1 figure the rest is only
average.”

“Any more pearls?”

“Three.” Young Purcell fumbled in
the pocket of his shirt and pulled out a
small round box—handed it to Casey.
The latter took it without opening it as
he stood up.

“We’'ll load the whaleboat tonight,” he
said. "The tide will start to turn about
four tomorrow morning—when it's run-
ning good we'll shove off.”

Young Purcell said, “Okay, Casey,” and
turned to the two Kanakas who squatted
in the sand.

T)EG DOLLIVER met Casey as he
4 climbed wearily over the rail. Her
eyes were sympathetic as she looked at his
scratched shoulders and torn shirt, but she
didn't speak. Rosa Konaua sat on the
rail across the slanting deck, her eyes
sullen as she watched the other girl follow
Casey down to the cabin.

Peg Dolliver said, “You've had a hard
trip, Casey?”

“Not bad.” Casey Spade went across
to a cupboard and poured himself a stiff
drink. Then he opened a locker and took
out the leather belt and a square biscuit
tin; carried them across to the table. “Sit
down,” he said.

The sunset was a crimson glow across
the skylight as he opened the biscuit tin.
He peeled away a layer of cotton as the
girl bent above his shoulder. The dying
light touched the pearls, bedded there in
the cotton, with soft fingers. For a long
minute Casey sat there looking; then he
took the box, which young Purcell had
given him, from his pocket and laid the
last three pearls beside their fellows.
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“Forty-one, not counting yottr original
seven, kid. It's a good haul. I'm no
pearl expert but there’s not a runt in the
lot of them and it's my guess that they’ll
bring better than a hundred thousand
dollars.”

“They’re beautiful,” she murmured. “I
hated them once—they meant terror and
beastliness and death. Now they mean
life, Casey!”

He looked at her curiously. Her face
was flushed a little and her eyes were
bright—it was hard for him to realize that
she was the sullen girl whom he had first
seen in the smoky lamplight back there
in old Fancy Dolliver's shack.

He shrugged and turned his attention
back to the table. She watched as he picked
out the original seven pearls, wrapped
them carefully in cotton and slipped them
into the pockets of the leather belt. He
stood up, then, with tire belt in his hand.

"We’'re leaving in the whaleboat tomor-
row, kid,” he said in a matter of fact voice.
“1 don’t think that there's a chance that
well run into any more trouble, but a
person can't tell. These belong to you
alone—keep them with you and, if any-
thing should happen, keep quiet about
them. You've got a sizable fortune right
there,”

She gazed at him steadily. “We share
and share alike, Casey,” she said. “l won’t
take them.”

“Not those, we don't” He tossed the
belt across her arm. “Old Fancy’s legacy
to you, kid—I told him I'd see that you
got it. Now trot along and tell that worth-
less mate of mine that | want to see him
immediately.”

E stood there looking at him in the
dying light from the cabin skylight for
a long minute. Then she walked slowly
toward him and held up her face. Her
eyes were very bright.
“l didn't know that there were people
like you, Casey Spade.”
She kissed him quickly on the mouth and
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then swung about toward the companion-
way. He heard her singing as she went
up the steps. After a little Casey Spade
laughed mirthlessly to himself and picked
up the biscuit tin. He paused on his way
to return it to the locker and poured him-
self out another drink.

Rosa Konaua was still standing by the
rail as Peg Dolliver gained the deck. The
quarter caste came swiftly across, her dark
eyes bitter and her mouth twisted, to drop
a hand on Peg’s arm and spin the slighter
girl half about.

“You can't have heem!” Rosa spat
viciously. “He ees mine an’ you can't
have heem! You understand”

Peg Dolliver slapped her hand away.
“1 don’'t know what you're talking about,”
she said in a flat voice.

“You leave heem alone. If you don’
leave heem alone Rosa ees keel both of
youl”

Chapter X
TEE ROAD TO HELL

T WAS hot in the narrow stateroom and

Casey Spade couldn’'t sleep. For an
hour he tossed and turned uneasily, his
mind alive with a jumbled chaos of
thoughts; then he swore under his breath,
slipped into his trousers and padded in
his bare feet across the cabin. It was a
quarter to twelve, he saw.

Some impulse moved him to pause and
lift his gun belt from the hook where it
hung against the after bulkhead. He
buckled it about him and went slowly up
the steps.

The moon was high in the sky as he
stepped out on deck and the crescent of
beach shimmered in front of him. He
paused in the shadow by the break of the
poop and looked for a long minute. A
little breeze was stirring up, here and there
was a peacefulness about the night which
drove away the gloomy reflections which
had kept him from sleep.

He was just about to step out of the

shadow and go across the deck to drop
down onto the sand when it happened.

A shot spanged out suddenly, the sound
whipping viciously across the moonlight.
Then one of the Kanakas yelled from the
tents at the edge of the jungle—two more
shots ripped wickedly through the peace
of the night. A man’s voice, hoarsely pro-
fane, bellowed from the jungle.

Casey Spade jerked his gun free and
jumped forward. A bullet burned across
his naked shoulder and he saw a thin
rapier of flame leap across the gunwales
of the loaded whaleboat. Then two shad-
owy figures came across the Helga's rail
—Big Swede Larsen in the lead with a
sawed-off shotgun in his hands.

He vyelled thickly as he saw Casey
Spade; swung the shotgun up and pulled
both triggers. He was a split second too
late. The buckshot slammed into the poop
as Casey lunged out and down, shooting
as he fell. He saw both of his bullets
strike, Swede Larsen spinning about and
toppling on his face as the lead ripped
through his chest. He was dead when
he struck the deck.

The Swede’'s companion was standing,
his feet spraddled wide, and a jumping
gun in his hand. Casey Spade rolled to
his knees, shot, swore as he missed and
shot again. The raider dropped his gun
suddenly and jumped for the rail; a sec-
ond later Casey saw him zigzagging across
the sand toward the jungle.

A rifle crashed wickedly behind Casey
and the runner doubled over and dropped
to his hands and knees. He tried to crawl
and then wilted onto his face as Casey
turned. Young Purcell was jerking a
fresh cartridge into the chamber of the
smoking rifle.

“There’s one by the whaleboat!” Casey
Spade snapped harshly as he fingered fresh
loads into his gun.

He heard Pete Spence’s thick voice yell
something from the shadow's where the
Kanakas were camped and he dropped to
the sand and started there in a leaping
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run. A lean figure darted back toward
the jungle—Link Ballard, shooting as he
ran. Casey Spade slammed a bullet at
him, saw it kick up a little volcano of sand
and shot again. Link Ballard dropped
the rifle he was carrying but didn't slow
down and the jungle swallowed him.

He saw nothing more of Pete Spence
and guessed that he had got cleanly away.
Casey swore bitterly.

One of the Kanakas, young Vatua, lay-
on his face in the sand with a great hole
tom through the middle of his back. Old
Anamoku, too, was dead with a bullet hole
between his eyes. Dark and bitter anger
suddenly swept gustily across Casey Spade.
This had been cold, deliberate murder—
nothing else. The Kanakas had not been
armed and Pete Spence had crept up on
them and Kkilled them while they slept. He
had been a fool not to leave Pete Spence
to roast when he had the chance!

E CALLED harshly, “Narui!”
The voice of old Anamoku’s son
answered him from the jungle fifty feet
away and, careless of the fact that Pete

Spence might be watching him from am-
bush, Casey went across.

Kanaka, crouching and half scared to
death, in a thick clump of fern and
squatted down beside him.

“You listen along me strong fella,” he
said in a reassuring voice. “You stop’'um
along schooner. You telll'um all boy he
stop’um along schooner. Plenty safe along
schooner no fear. You savvy?”

He found the.
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“Me savvy.” - * *

Cascv Spade held the black gun where
the native could see and patted it. “Maybe
fella try stop’'um you | cross along that
fella too much. 1 make stomach belong
that fella walk about. You savvy?”

“Me savvy.”

Casey slapped him on the bare shoulder.
“Get going then!” he snapped.

Quiet had suddenly fallen over the
moonlit crescent of beach again. Back by
the liclga Casey saw a heavy-set figure
get up from behind the whaleboat and go
forward toward the wrecked schooner
with his hands in the air. Young Pur-
cell’'s voice snapped at him. Then Narui
and the other three Kanakas broke from
the velvet line of the jungle and raced
across the moonlight as though the devil
chased at their heels.

Casey cupped his hands about his mouth
and shouted harshly: “Purcell!”

Young Purcell’s voice came back at him.
“Aye.”

“Get the whaleboat into the water and
tie it up on the lagoon side of the Helga

so that it can't be seen from here. Then
get all hands under cover—I’ll cover you
from here. Got it?”

“1 got it!”

Casey slipped into the shadows and
made his way cautiously toward where
Link Ballard had disappeared, stopping to
pick up Link’s gun as he went. He stopped
now and then to listen but heard nothing
except young Purcell’s voice as he shouted
at the Kanakas. They ran the loaded
whaleboat into the water and, wading,
towed it out of sight behind the Helgas
black hull.

Casey Spade had half expected a fusil-
lade from the jungle but it didn’t come. He
had no way of knowing how many men
Pete Spence had had with him — where
Frenchy Marquat was with the rest. Well,
there was nothing left to do now but wait
for the tide and make a run for it, he
thought sourly.

He turned and headed back across the
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sand, indifferent to the fact that he was
risking a shot in the back. He paused for
a moment beside the crumpled figure of
the man young Purcell had brought down;
turned him over. It was Gus Radeke, a
beachcomber who had used to hang about
Liantang, Casey saw.

Purcell was lying flat on the Helga's
deck, his rifle across his arms, as Casey
Spade stepped back on board. He had
armed the Kanakas and they were scat-
tered along the rail likewise. A heavy-set
man, with a pasty and scared face, lay in
the scuppers across the deck with his arms
bound behind him. Joe Purcell jerked his
head and grinned.

“Got me a little playmate, Casey. Cute,
ain't he?”

Casey spat and rubbed at his shoulder
where the bullet had burned his skin. The
Kanakas had got over their panic, he saw
—-they were good enough with a gun when
they had white men back of them. Mean-
while, young Purcell’s prisoner would tell
him several things that he wanted to know.

“Take him down to the cabin,” Casey
said. “See that the women stay in their
stateroom. I'll be down in a minute.”

'VT'OUNG PURCELL nodded. He laid

down his rifle and went across to kick
the bound man to his feet and head him
for the companionway. Casey went for-
ward along the deck and knelt to turn
Big Swede Larsen over—not bad shooting,
considering that he was falling when, he
pulled the trigger, he thought sardonically.
Young Narui looked up as Casey squatted
beside him.

“Father belong you all finish,” Casey
said in a fiat voice.
The Kanaka nodded sullenly. Casey

pointed toward the jungle where Pete
Spence and Link Ballard had disappeared.

“Me cross along that white fella mak’'um
finish father belong you too much. You
watch’'um eye belong you. All fella
watch'um eye belong him. Maybe you see
that fella you sing out strong fella, eh.

Me come mak’'um that fella finish. You
savvy?”

“Me savvy,” the boy said grimly.

Young Purcell had dumped his prisoner
down on a settee in the cabin when Casey
got there. The latter wasted no prelimi-
naries. There was a harsh rasp in his
voice as he stood, legs spraddled a little,
in front of the man whom he recognized
as one Jeff McKinnon.

“Talk!” Casey Spade told him in a flat
menacing voice.

McKinnon talked, his words tumbling
over one another in his eagerness to an-
swer Casey’s questions. When he had done
Casey nodded thoughtfully and swung
back to young Purcell.

“Keep him tied up and stick him in the
galley,” he said curtly. “Then check the
whaleboat over again. We're going to have
to make a run for it, Joe.”

“Yeah. Looks that way.” Purcell's
face was sober. “I hate tuh think of that

He left the sentence unfinished as he
went around to prod McKinnon savagely
to his feet and shoulder him toward the
door. The two went out. Casey Spade
looked at his watch, saw that it was ten
minutes to one. He scowled thoughtfully.

T WOULD be hard going but they
didn’'t need the tide to get back out
through the passage. In the bright moon-
light, though, they would be an easy tar-
get for Pete Spence and whoever else he
had in the jungle with him—too easy a
target to take the risk. The moon would
set in another three hours; that would
leave them close to an hour of darkness
and, with the tide helping them, they
ought to get through the pass unseen.
After that it was a matter of luck.

He turned at the sound of a door open-
ing and saw Peg Dolliver looking at him.
She came forward slowly into the light and
he saw that her face was pale. Casey sud-
denly was conscious that he was standing
there barefooted and half naked and that
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there was a smear of blood along his fore-
arm. The girl did not seem to notice.

“l heard everything, Casey,” she said.
“It's bad, isn't it?”

He smiled at her suddenly and sat down
on the edge of the table, swinging one
bare foot. His holstered gun gouged at
his leg and he shifted it so that it swung
free.

“Not too bad,” he told her. “Don’t get
ready to throw your hand in yet, Kkid.
We've still got a few cards to play.”

She shook her head. “Casey, it can only
end one way. What can you do against all
of them? Frenchy Marquat wants the
pearls—-let me take them to him. If I do
it will end all this. He won’'t want you
and—and Joe any more. Don’t you see?”

Casey Spade stared at her quizzically
for a long minute. A good kid; a thor-
oughbred, all right. He laughed and went
across to drop a hand on her shoulder.

“Kid,” he said, “Frenchy Marquat and
I have had a tangle corning for a long
time now. You, nor the pearls, wouldn't
make any difference in it so get that crazy-
idea out of your head. Understand? Be-
sides, Joe Purcell and | are interested in
those pearls ourselves—we can’t see mak-
ing that bunch of pirates a present of
them.”

Her eyes were grateful.

“You think we’'ve got a chance, then?”

“We've got better than a chance. The
Maria is maybe six miles down the coast.
Frenchy Marquat is not going to get wor-
ried about Pete Spence’'s whaleboat until
maybe mid-morning. After that it's going
to take time for him to find the cove and
it's likely that he’'ll waste a day— maybe
two—searching the lagoon before he fig-
ures we've slipped out. He'll find the shell
that we’'ve opened and maybe he’ll spend
more time looking for the bed that we
fished it from. In the meanwhile we’'ll
slip down the coast and find ourselves an-
other hide-out.”

“It sounds easy.”

Pie grinned at her again as he turned

to go into his own stateroom. He closed
the door behind him and reached for his
shirt. It might not be so easy at that, he
reflected morosely.

Rosa Konaua came out of Joe Purcell’s
stateroom and went swiftly across to the
cabin companion without glancing at the
girl who stood ,by the table. She reached
the deck and young Purcell’s voice drifted
faintly'- toward her from the galley. The
Kanakas were looking the other way as
she slipped over the rail and into the
water.

Chapter XI
A MAN OF HIS WORD

COEY SPADE had been wrong when
he said that Frenchy Marquat's
schooner was half a dozen miles down the
coast. When Pete Spence’s whaleboat did
not return that evening the Maria had up-
anchored and beat slowly west along the
coast keeping a sharp lookout for the miss-
ing boat. French}- did not trust Pete Spence
any farther than he could see him.

The wind was light; by midnight had
died away altogether. Frenchy Marquat
swore and dropped anchor a quarter of a
mile off the cove. They'd lie there until
morning and then he would take the other
whaleboat and run down that damned Pete
Spence. When he found him he'd settle
this thing for once and for all, by Gar!

The moon was drifting down toward the
black ramparts two hours later when the
lookout sang out hoarsely. Frenchy Mar-
quat, sleeping in a canvas chair on deck,
heard and was wide awake instantly. He
padded forward.

“W 'at you see, hey ?”

Long Colberd, the lookout, pointed to
the moonlit water which lay between the
schooner and the cove. “You see what |
see?” he asked.

“Hah! Somebody ees sweem, eh? You
stand by, Long, to help heetn aboard. Me,
I'm theenk he ees tell where ees go that
no-good Pete Spence.”
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The swimmer moved steadily toward the
schooner, a stream of phosphorescence
trailing out behind. Long Colberd leaned
over the side of the rail with a coil of rope
in his hand. The swimmer stopped to tread
water for a moment—take a fresh bear-
ing.

Colberd vyelled, “Hi, you! Over here—
I'll give yuh a line. Hell, Frenchy, it's a
girl!”

Fie tossed the line and Rosa Konaua
come across the schooner’s rail like a cat.
Frenchy Marquat stalked forward, his eyes
narrow as the girl wrung the water out
of her skirt and pushed the wet hair out
of her eyes.

“ 'Alio, Frenchy,” she said.
surprise to see me, I'm theenk.”

Frenchy Marquat smiled with a flash of
white teeth. “Oui. It ees thee great pleas-
ure—thee vairy great pleasure.”

“You are

ril[HE moon had set and the night was

dark with the cold, uncomfortable
darkness which comes before dawn when
Casey Spade dropped down into the wait-
ing whaleboat. He spoke softly to the
Kanakas and they pushed away from the
Helga and began to row, the oars muffled
in the oarlocks. The walls were black shad-
ows against the stars as they moved slowly
out into the lagoon and turned toward the
passage.

They reached the entrance half an hour
later and Casey Spade began to breathe
more easily, as they slid into that narrow
slash which would lead them to open sea.
He felt the run of the tide catch at the
heavily laden boat and begin to pull it
along. They were almost to the second turn
when something warned Casey of danger
ahead.

He whispered a sharp command to the
Kanakas and they stopped rowing while he
listened. At first he could hear nothing
except the faint murmur of the wind blow-
ing through the gut—then his ears caught
a new sound. He swore bitterly to himself
as he identified it as the creak of oars and
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the low mumble of men’s voices. The tide
drifted the whaleboat to the far side of the
turn and, as the rocky wall fell slowly
away from in front of them, Casey saw
the vague outline of a ship midway down
the passage. It was the Maria; Frenchy
Marquat was towing her through.
Well, that was that.

CASEY slapped a curt order at the Kan-
akas and they began to back the
whaleboat, turn it about and work itaround
behind the shelter of the rocky wall. There
was nothing to do now but go back to the
Helga, Casey thought morosely; if they
had to fight it had better be on ground of
their own choice.

Young Purcell said under his breath,

“So that's where that damned girl went!”
He spat.

The whaleboat crawled slowly back up
the channel toward the other turn. An
idea kept hammering at Casey Spade’s
brain as he squinted ahead into the dark-
ness. He put it away as crazy—an idiot's
scheme—but the thing came back. Well,
why not? It was a gamble and the odds
were all against him but he had gambled
before. The audacity of the thing might
win for him. He spoke shortly and young
Purcell left his seat beside the girl and
moved back beside him.

Casey outlined the plan in a low voice,
his words clipped and hard. If Jeff Mc-
Kinnon had been telling the truth there
were not more than four or five men, be-
sides Frenchy Marquat, left on the Maria
most of those would be in the whaleboat.
In making the last turn the schooner
would swing close to the wall—that same
jagged shoulder of rocks on which the
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Helga had been wrecked—and it would not
be impossible for a man to board her un-
detected by the crew in the towing whale-
boat.

“1'll take two of the Kanakas with me
and drop off there,” Casey said thinly.
“With luck we’ll take the schooner, keep
quiet until after she’'s been towed into the
lagoon and then gather in the boat's crew
as they come back on board.”

“You're crazy!” Young Purcell’s whis-
per was high and shaky. “Let's get back
to the lagoon an’ take to the bush!”

Casey shook his head with a hard final-
ity. “We’'d never get through, kid—this

is Malgabar. If we did we'd rot on the
beach mwaiting for a boat. This is our best
chance.”

“l go with yuh then!”

“No. You'll look after the girl. Work
back into the lagoon, find a place to hide
the boat and then wait for a signal from
me. Understand?”

“What if it doesn't come?”

Casey Spade laughed shortly. “Then
you're no worse off than you are now.
Buck up, kid. We've scraped through
tighter places than this.”

“l don’t remember 'em,” Purcell mum-
bled sourly.

The dark shoulder of the turn loomed
ahead and Casey spoke softly to the Kan-
akas. Young Narui answered sullenly
and then he and another shipped their oars
and picked up rifles. A second command
and the other two stopped rowing and
allowed the whaleboat to drift—a moment
later it scraped against the rocky wall and
Casey stood, feeling in the darkness for
a hand hold. He found one and pulled
himself up; whispered to the Kanakas to
follow. They hesitated. Then young Pur-
cell snapped at them and Casey heard them
scramble up. A flat ledge a dozen feet
above the water gave what he wanted and
he moved cautiously along it— squatted
down to wait with the Kanakas beside him.

Young Purcell’'s voice drifted at him
out of the gloom. “Good luck, Casey.”

5

“So long, kid.”
The girl’'s voice was so low that he
scarcely heard it. “Good-by, Casey Spade.”

TT WAS three-quarters of an hour later
* and the sky was beginning to lighten a
little above the rim when Casey heard the
towing whaleboat come into the turn. The
creak of oarlocks grew louder. The boat
passed so close beneath them that Casey
could have reached down and touched the
heads of the crew. One of them shouted.

“N’other bend here, Frenchy. It's sharp
as hell—watch it!”

“1 watch heem.” Frenchy Marquat’'s
voice from the schooner. Casey Spade
nodded with satisfaction. He leaned over
the ledge and tried to see how many men
there were in the boat below but darkness
was still an inky blanket in the passage
and he could make out nothing but the
long outline of the boat and the shadowy
movement of shoulders swinging back and
forth. No matter. With the tide running
against him it was likely that Frenchy had
put all of the rest of his crew into the
boat.

The whaleboat crawled slowly ahead and
the sounds grew fainter as the rocky wall
cut them off. It was a long ten minutes
later that Casey’s straining eyes picked out
the thing that he looked for—the vague
bulk of the Maria. She came on slowly,
drifting down toward the ledge. Her bow
slipped past and then her foremast loomed
above the three; at last her poop was di-
rectly below and Casey saw the thick
bulge of the shoulders of the man who
stood at the wheel.

He touched young Narui with a warn-
ing hand and then dropped down, his gun
out. Frenchy Marquat heard the sound
and whirled.

“Wat thee hell!”

Casey’s voice slapped at him viciously.
“Keep your hands on the wheel, Frenchy,
and keep quiet!”

“Ho! It ees Casey Spade!”

“Keep quiet, damn you! Narui!”
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There was no answer and suddenly
Casey realized that he had heard no sound
of the Kanakas dropping after him. He
swore with a swift, bitter explosion of
breath as he understood. They had de-
serted and he was alone on the Maria. He
jumped forward, swinging his gun at
Frenchy Marquat’s head.

Too late!

Frenchy Marquat laughed—a great bel-
low of sound which rolled up between the
narrow walls—and flung up an arm to
ward off the blow while he dove forward.
Casey smashed at his head with his left
hand and then Frenchy’s weight struck him
a numbing blow and the two slammed to
the deck.

The gun was jerked from Casey's
fingers as he twisted free, rolled into the
wheel and jerked himself up. He had to
keep away from Frenchy, he knew; there
was no man in the Islands who could beat
Frenchy Marquat in a close in fight. If
the other ever got those great arms of his
about Casey he would crack his spine like
a match stick.

“Ho, Casey Spade! 1 'ave tell you that
wan time we are 'ave thee gran’ fight, eh?”

Well, it looked as though this was the
time. They had heard up there in the
whaleboat. A man called back hoarsely; de-
manded to know what the hell was the
matter.

The sable blackness which lay in the
passage was beginning to turn gray as the
dawn broke.

Frenchy Marquat rushed, his big arms
spread wide. Casey Spade slid away from
him and smashed at the big man’s face
with his whole hundred and ninety pounds
behind tire blow.

His right arm suddenly felt paralyzed
—as though he had slammed his fist
against a wall of solid rock—but Frenchy
Marquat still came on, laughing.

A tough man! Casey Spade set his feet
on the planking and slammed both fists at
that white-toothed grin above the black
beard. Left! Right! Frenchy Marquat

shook them off and came on.
unexpectedly.
“Casey! Casey!”

Help came

UT of the comer of his eye Casey
O saw that it was Rosa Konaua and that
she had the gun. He tried to call out to
her as he backed from Frenchy Marquat's
rush but he stumbled and then the big
man’s arms were around him. Frenchy
Marquat was lifting him as though he was
a baby; slamming him down against the
deck.

A thousand knives were jabbing into
Casey's chpst as those vise-like arms tight-
ened; nausea flowed over him in a hot
wave as he fought for breath. He heard
a shot—low, it seemed, and far away.
Then, suddenly, the pressure about his
chest was released and he gulped cool air.

“Leetle cat! You ’ave shoot Frenchy
Marquat!”

The big man’s swaying figure danced in
front of Casey Spade’s eyes as he shoved
himself up to his knees. Then, for a split
second, everything seemed to stand still
there in the growing light. Rosa Konaua
with a smoking gun in her hand. Frenchy
Marquat standing on spraddled legs.
Dimly, Casey was conscious of noise
which ripped the quiet morning apart up
ahead at the entrance to the lagoon. Shouts
and gunfire.

“You 'ave shoot Frenchy Marquat!”

He shook his head slowly as though he
could not understand the thing that had
happened to him. Then he walked for-
ward, took the gun from the girl’'s unre-
sisting fingers and tossed it over the rail.
He shuffled back across the deck and sat
down heavily on the cabin skylight.

Casey Spade got slowly to his feet. Then
a rifle sounded wickedly from up ahead
and a sledge hammer blow smashed across
his temple. He toppled backward and felt
himself falling. Water closed over him
and vaguely he knew that he was going
down—down. Instinctively he fought
against it

28



DARK PASSAGE 49

Chapter XII
trail’s end

TAAWN was beginning to break and a
dirty gray haze lay .over the lagoon
as young Purcell brought the whaleboat out
of the passage and turned it down along
the edge of the jungle. Creepers come to
the water’'s edge here—one place was as
good as another, he thought morosely.

He snarled at the Kanakas and headed
the boat into a tangle of vines which
formed a curtain of vines along the water’s
edge. Too late he saw the trap ahead.

He yelled, “Get down!” to the girl and
reached for his rifle—then slumped down
on his face in the boat as a bullet ripped
through him.

Gunfire ripped the morning apart and
rolled back from the towering walls. One
of the Kanakas jumped to his feet; then
spun crazily and fell into the water. The
other dived over the side of the whaleboat
and swam frantically with bullets kicking
up little geysers about him. Peg Dolliver,
her mind stunned by the suddenness of the
attack, sat still.

Pete Spence, a smoking gun in his hand,
splashed through the shallow water and
laid a big hand on the gunwale of the
boat. He poked at young Purcell’'s limp
figure, grunted and then turned his atten-
tion to the girl. Behind him came Link
Ballard, his arm in a dirty sling, and Jeff
McKinnon.

Pete Spence grinned, lifting his thick
lips in sneering derision. “Well, just look
who's here,” he said. “l knew that you
an’ me were goin’ tuh get acquainted one
of these days, baby.”

He snapped a command over his shoul-
der and his two lieutenants ran a second
whaleboat out of the creepers and stopped
it alongside. Pete reached for the girl.
She struck at him and he gave her a
vicious blow which flung her against the
side of the boat. Pete Spence’s fingers
probed at her side and he nodded with sat-
isfaction as he felt the belt. He lifted her
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and dumped her into the bottom of the sec-
ond boat.

A shot from the direction of the pas-
sage made the three pause for a minute. No
more came. Pete Spence hauled himself
across the rail.

“Let’'s go,” he said. “We need a ship
now an’ by God we're goin’ tuh get one.”

HARP, stinging pain drove conscious-
S ness back into Casey Spade. Salt
water struck him in the mouth and he
choked— fought away the blackness which
was trying to engulf him again. His head
finally began to clear.

He was jammed into a crotch in the
rocks, he saw, and it had been one of
those sharp edges gouging into his side
which had aroused him. Shadows still
were dark across the water but he knew
that daylight had come. He inched himself
up on the rocks and sat there for a long
while, his head cradled on his knees while
he vomited. Presently he felt better.

He was, he saw, midway between the
first and second turns of the passage. He
listened but there was nothing to be heard.
Well, he thought sourly, his fine scheme
had been a hell of a flop. Now there was
nothing left to do but get back to young
Purcell and the girl somehow—they’d have
to take to the bush and hope for the best.

He swore and lowered himself into the
water again. The salt stung at the shal-
low furrow which the bullet had ploughed
across the side of his head.

The tide was running strong now and
it was slow work. He rounded the second
turn and stopped to rest for a minute be-
neath the ledge where he and the Kanakas
had waited last night. The two of them
were gone and he cursed all natives with
a sudden surge of anger. There was no
sign of the Maria—they had taken her on
out into the lagoon, he guessed.

Presently he went on, keeping close to
the walls where the current was less of a
drag. It was a half an hour later when
he got a hand hold on the rocks and pulled
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himseif up to look. The schooner lay two
hundred 3ards out in the lagoon, her an-
chor down and her lines dim in the early
morning haze. Then something else caught
Casey Spade’s eye and he felt a cold hand
clutch at his stomach.

Fifty feet away his whaleboat bobbed
gently, half hidden by the tangle of the
jungle.

He swam toward it. Young Purcell lay
on his face with blood making a moist,
dark patch across the back of his shirt. He
was unconscious but still alive. Casey-
turned him over gently and probed with
swift fingers. The bullet had gone clear
through, high in shoulder, but Purcell had
lost much blood. There was no sign of
Peg Dolliver or the Kanakas.

Casey ripped his shirt into strips and
bound Purcell up as best he could to stop
the bleeding—kicked the dunnage away,
then, and eased him into a more comfort-
able position. He could see nothing of
what went on there on the Maria as the
haze had thickened so that only her masts
were visible. Once or twice he heard the
hoarse shout of men’s voices.

Well, he thought sourly, there was no
use sitting here and sucking his thumb.

He took young Purcell’s gun from where
the latter had dropped it, plugged muzzle
and breech with a bit of his shirt and
jammed it into his own holster. That haze
would help him—at least he would be able
to find out what the situation on the Maria
was. He shoved the whaleboat into the
concealment of the high bank and started
to wade toward deep water—stopped as
he heard a muffled splashing off to the
left.

“Casey Spade! Casey Spade!”

A faint call but he recognized the voice
and scowled blackly. It was Rosa Konaua.
She had caused him enough trouble al-
ready—then he remembered how Frenchy
Marquat’'s arms had suddenly loosened that
killing hug back there in the passage. He
owed the girl a good turn for that.

“Where are you?”

“Here, Casey.
hurt bad.”

Come queek—Rosa ees

T TER voice sounded closer now and he

splashed through the shallow water
in that direction—saw her after a minute
or two. She was beating feebly with her
arms in order to keep afloat in the shallow
water when he reached her.

“1 am afraid that you weel not come,
Casey,” she murmured.

She had been beaten—terribly beaten,
Casey saw and he swore savagely. Her face
was puffy and shapeless and bubbles of
red foam spotted her lips as she breathed.
He carried her back to the whaleboat and
laid her down gently beside young Purcell.
She tried to smile at him and. then lifted
one hand toward her breast.

“Here,” she whispered.

Casey Spade pulled away the torn edges
of her dress and then swore viciously
again. A knife wound left ugly red lips
against the ivory of her skin. Pie knew,
suddenly, that she was dying.

“Who did it, kid?”

He had to bend close to catch her an-
swer. “Link Ballard—McKinnon, Casey
—they ask me—where you are—where are
thee—pearls—but |1 don’------ tell.”

She coughed and the scarlet dyed her
lips again. There was nothing that he could
do for her, Casey knew bitterly. Nothing
that anybody could do for her now.

“Rest easy, kid. You'll feel better in a
little while.”

She smiled again faintly and he knew
that she understood. “You love me, Casey.
Jus’ a leetie?”

“Yeah, kid.” He reached out his hand
and smoothed her hot forehead. *“I love
you—rest easy.”

She reached up for his hand and her
eyes were dark. “I 'ave been very bad—
Casey. | 'ave show—Frenchy— thee pas-
sage. | 'ave do that—because | 'ave hate
her—1 'ave not weesh her to 'ave------ you.”

“l know,” Casey told her soberly. “It's
all right, kid. Things like that happen.”
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“You weel forgeeve me— Casey.”

“There’'s nothing to forgive, kid.”

Her fingers tightened convulsively on
his hand. “You—mus' go to her— Casey.
She ees on thee—Maria weeth Pete Spence
—you mus' go—queek.”

Black rage shook Casey in a whirling
gust as she closed her eyes. He released
her fingers gently and stood up. He looked
for a moment at the Maria’s masts, thrust-
ing up out of the haze two hundred yards
out there in the lagoon; then waded swiftly
in until the water reached his armpits—be-
gan to swim.

TTE COULD hear low voices on the

schooner’s deck as he hauled himself
up onto the bobstays. He paused for a
minute to pull the plugs from his gun and
knock the water out of the action. Then
he went up over the bowsprit and dropped
to the deck. His face was lined and old
and the mark of the killer was on his face
—the Casey Spade who had hanged Jake
O’'Gada at Baradoon.

Four men lounged in a compact little
group by the foremast. Their talk died
away suddenly and their mouths were open
as they saw Casey's dripping figure sud-
denly appear. There was fear in their
eyes. Casey recognized one—Bill Holman,
a fair enough young fellow whom he had
used to like. Well, Bill Holman’s number
was up along with the rest. Casey swung
his gun up.

“Wait a minute, Casey!” Bill Holman
shouted, his face gone a stark write.
“Wait!”

“Talk fast!” Casey’s voice slapped at

They stood still with their hands lifted
them with the merciless bite of a whip,
and the fear of death deep on their faces.
Bill Holman wet his lips.

“We ain’t got anything tuh do with this,
Casey. We shipped on with Frenchy but
we didn't know nothin’ like this was go-
in’ tuh happen. For God’s sake believe
me!”

Casey Spade moved forward, cat-footed,
and with the gun still raised. Little more
than kids—the four of them. There was
conviction in Bill Holman’s voice.

“We didn't have nothin’ tuh do with
what went on down there in the cabin,
Casey. We’'d have tried tuh stop it but
they had the guns!”

“Get below!” Casey snarled at them sud-
denly. “jump, damn you!”

He Kkicked the forecastle scuttle shut
after them; wedged it and went swiftly
aft. He heard Peg Dolliver scream as he
reached the cabin companion and he went
down the stairs in a leaping run.

RENCHY MARQUAT sat at the
cabin table with his shoulders hunched
and his big hands laid, palm down, on the
table. Flecks of blood were bright against
the blackness of his beard and deep lines
slashed down across his face. There was
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a choking rattle in his throat as he
breathed. Frenchy Marquat was dying and
he knew it but he was still master of the
Maria.

Pete Spence stood on spraddled legs in
front of the table, a triumphant smile on
his face and a knife in his hand. Behind
him, Link Ballard and Jeff McKinnon held
Peg Dolliver between them. The girl's
face was very white but her lips were
firm.

Frenchy Marquat said slowly, “You ’ave
hear me, Pete. You weel let thee girl go—
Frenchy Marquat ees not torture women,
eh? You understand”

Pete Spence laughed.

“Bring her up here, boys, where Frenchy
can see. It'll give him something tuh think
about while he’s on his way tuh hell. Now
you talk, girl!”

Crash!

The cabin door splintered and then
Casey Spade was in the cabin, crouching a
little and with the black muzzle of his
gun covering the three across the table. His
voice was as thin and hard as a razor edge.

“Get to one side, girl!”

Pete Spence’'s fat mouth hung open; he
blinked as though he couldn’t believe what
he saw. The two men behind him had
frozen to motionless statues. Fear had left
Peg Dolliver's limbs ice and for a second
she, too, stood motionless. That instant
was long enough for Pete Spence to re-
cover.

He reached out a fat arm and jerked the
girl close to him, lifted the knife until its
point was against her throat. There was
a crazy look of triumph in his red eyes.

“Drop that gun!” he snarled. “Drop it
or by God I'll cut her throat from ear to
ear!”

A sick wave of hopelessness flowed over
Casey Spade. It was in his eyes and Pete
Spence saw—laughed viciously. Half drag-
ging the girl, he edged around the table.

“It's a pretty little throat, ain't it
Casey? It'd be a shame to spoil it, eh?”

Frenchy Marquat slowly stood up, sway-
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ing a little. There was more blood on
his beard now but his eyes were bright. A
tough man— Frenchy Marquat. Pie grinned
a little, his teeth flashing white in the brown
of his face.

“You weel let her go, Pete,” he said,
“Frenchy Marquat ees tell you.”

“Get back there, damn you T

Frenchy Marquat still smiled as he
moved forward and Pete Spence broke
under that smile. Pie shoved the girl away
and his hand flashed forward. The knife
buried itself hilt-deep in Frenchy Mar-
quat’'s breast but it did not change his
smile. Pete Spence screamed again as
those big hands reached for him; pulled
him close.

The scream died.

Link Ballard went for his gun and Casey
Spade was suddenly cold with a deadly
calm. McKinnon’s bullets thudded into
the bulkhead by his head as he deliberately
raised his gun. It jumped in his hand
and he saw the little black hole which sud-
denly appeared in Link Ballard’'s forehead.
Still deliberate, he swung toward McKin-
non and laid three bullets in a handsbreath
over the big man’'s heart Pie turned
back.

Pete Spence lay on the deck with blood
running from his mouth while Frenchy
Marquat stood over him. P'hen the big
man turned slowly ; slowly made his way
back to the table and sat down with his
palms, flat in front of him, holding him
up.

He said, “A gran'—fight— Casey—eh?
Frenchy—'ave—tell—you.”

He bent forward slowly and laid his
head on his hands.

EPILOGUE

niHERE was a stiff breeze but the sea
*. was calm. Great piles of clouds
crawled slowly up above the horizon,
painted crimson and gold by the sunset.
The Maria bowled along easily, her fore-

foot snoring through the gentle swells and
-25
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her wake a white fan behind her. Liantang
was a short day’s sail ahead.

Casey Spade had the wheel. He sucked
on his stubby pipe and stared somberly
ahead, his thoughts busy. What would the
end of all this be, he wondered. There
was old Dolliver dying in his shack back
at Biligree Atoll. There was Duff Kellet
dead with a knife in his chest and Rosa
Konaua buried beside Frenchv Marquat
back there in the lagoon at Malgabar. Well,
the Islands were like that.

Joe Purcell and the girl he" loved—and
who loved him—were well out of it, he
thought. He could see them up forward
by the rail now. Young Purcell had
his good arm about the girl's shoulders
while the two of them watched the sun-
set.

Well, Casey thought, he could go, too.
His share of the pearls would be enough
to take him wherever he wanted to go—
Paris, New York, London, Rome. He was
still young. He'd sell the Maria in Lian-
tang, cash in his pearls and go. To hell
with this sort of a life. He’'d go before he
ended up like old Dolliver had — like
Frenchy Marquat; he'd go before------

The Maria lifted sweetly to a long swell.
A puff of warm wind lifted Casey’s hair
and the reef points cracked as the sails bel-
lied full. A sweet ship. She spoke to
Casey—a language which he understood—
and the blackness of his mood suddenly
fell away. His pipe tasted good.

He'd sail awhile longer, he guessed.
After all there was plenty of time for
Paris, New York, London, Rome.



It Isn’t What You Start Out to Do That Counts

Nester

By BRUCE DOUGLAS
Author of “Home Range ” “The Build-up ” etc.

MUST be silent,” Marian
thought, and sat looking at the
two men, a slow pulse beating
in her throat. “If | speak now,
it would imply a doubt of him.
All 1 can give him now is silence. Con-
fident, expectant silence.”

Shadows from the fire played across
her face as she sat, a bowl in her lap,
stringing popcorn for the Christmas tree.
The tree stood in the familiar comer
where they had had one every Christmas
for four years—ever since little Billy was
born. The whole room was poignantly
familiar to her, familiar as an old shoe. It
was hers. Part of her house. Hers and
Ed’'s. She had even helped him build it,
and had planned and fashioned the cur-
tains and shelves and all those homey little
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things which go to turn a ranchhouse into
a home.

She looked at it now with different eyes,
seeing a strangeness, now that she was
going to lose it. But the feeling of loss
was secondary, dulled by her fear of that
big, dominant, slightly smiling man who
stood with his back to the fireplace, tow-
ering over her husband.

What mattered now, above all else, was
that Ed should prove that he had the right
stuff in him. That he should come out of
it truly worthy to raise his son by precept
and example. It was bitter hard to lose
all that you had built up in five hard-
working years, to be set adrift to start all
over again. But it would be infinitely
harder if the honesty in Ed proved too
weak to stand this final strain.
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The muscles in Marian's throat tight-
ened as she silently wondered what it
would be like to go through all the future
years scorning her husband.

It's the things inside a man that count,
Marian’s grandfather had stated many’s
the time, and had quoted Bible to prove
his point. Now Marian was realizing how
true had been his words. They could lose
their home, yes; sell off all the cattle at
starvation prices and let the little ranch
which had become part of themselves go
back again to original desert. Things like
that could be won again with more years
of work. But if Ed lost that bright thing
within him which made her proud of him,
it could never be regained.

D Y THE very relaxation of her pose
“*%* she tried to express her confidence in
Ed; but a gnawing fear was in her heart
as she watched Ray Mullock. She faired
him, feared what this visit meant, what
his smilingly expectant suggestion might
do to Ed. Ray Mullock had been there
before. Two times. Once in the first
year they had been in the valley; and again
in that hard, starvation winter after in-
spectors had killed practically all their lit-
tle herd to prevent Texas fever from
spreading on the range. Ed had sent him
away both times, angered at his sugges-
tion of easy money to be made by preying
on the vast herds of Mark Clayton.

But now things were different; and the
big, smiling rustler knew it. Marian could
read the knowledge in his bold eyes as he
smiled at her husband. Before, Mark
Clayton had merely been a neighbor, and
Ed had been obeying the Mosaic law:
Thou shall not steal. But now that he had
felt the harsh, grasping injustice of that
neighbor, would his principles be strong
enough to hold out in defense of the very
man who had destroyed the work of five
years of his life?

Ray Mullock spoke. “That water hole
has been public property ever since cattle
were first brought to this range.”

25,

Marian’'s gaze shifted to her husband.
She saw him swallow slowly before speak-
ing. He nodded. “I know it, Mullock.
But Clayton come by it in a legal way.- It's
hard; but he's got a right to it now.”

“A right!” Ray Mullock’s voice boomed
out, full of scorn. “Law or no law, no
man has a right to hog water on a desert
range an’ freeze his neighbors out by
keepin their cattle from drinkin’. When
you picked your land to homestead, you
could’ve had that water hole yourself. In-
stead you picked this place, because you
figured that no man had a right to hog that

water. That's true, ain't it, Brett?”
Ed nodded soberly. “Yes. That's
true.”

“An’ now Clayton runs his fence around
that hole; an’ you say he has a right!”

TI/TARIAN watched fearfully. Mullock’s
XfX arguments were true. That was
what gave them such dangerous force.
Ed’'s face was clouding, and he did not
meet the rustler's eyes.

Mullock said, “You've got a nice snug
ranchhouse here, an’ a good start on a
herd. You worked five years to build up
this spread. Then Clayton puts a fence
around a water hole, and makes your out-
fit worthless in a day. Where did that
value go? Didn't Clayton rob you of it?”

Mullock was watching Ed closely.
Without giving him time to answer, he
gestured toward the Christmas tree. He
spoke sneeringly. “Hell of a sorry Christ-
mas you folks are due to have, thinkin’
about havin’ to pull out the next day.”

It was the wrong note. You can't argue
a man into a crime by reminding him of
the birthday ofthe Savior. Not a man like
Ed. The shameful thing which Ray Mul-
lock wanted Ed to do would have to be
done on the very eve of the nativity of the
Man who preached Love thine enemies.
That Christmas tree meant even more than
that. It meant Marian, and little Billy,
and the fine tradition that they and Ed
had built up together. .With rising hope,
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she looked toward him. Once again Ed
was looking Mullock straight in the eye.

“You're driving at something, Mullock.”
His voice was gruff. “Come to the point.”

Ray. Mullock stepped to the door and
threw it open. Damp, chill air swept in,
touching the heightened color in Marian’s
cheeks. Outside, though it was only four
o'clock in the afternoon, the dusk of eve-
ning was coming on. The sky, completely
overcast, was the color of slate, with
darker clouds rolling up from the north.
Mullock nodded toward them.

“In another hour,” he said, “it'll be pitch
black an’ snowing. I've got men ready to
push five hundred head of old Clayton’s
steers through here to the foothills if
you'll say the word. The snowr will cover
their tracks. You'll get a five dollar cut
on each steer, an’ don’t have to lift a hand.
All you've got to do is deny that any cattle
came across your land; an’ the unbroken
snow will back up your statement. Think
of it, Brett—twenty-five hundred dollars!
By rights, Clayton owes you that much,
because it's Slayton who made your whole
spread worthless. It's only fair you
shouldn’t go away empty-handed.”

Marian held her breath. That was the
argument she had feared, the one she had
known was sure to come. Making it look
as though Ed had a right to get back at
Mark Clayton for what he had done. Mak-
ing it look as though stealing wouldn’t be
stealing. Her eyes were on the rustler.
She wanted to turn back toward her hus-
band, but quelled the impulse. He would
read the fear in her glance; she could not
conceal it now. So she remained quite
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still. It seemed an age before Ed spoke.
When he did, his voice was strained and
harsh.

“Mullock, you've opened the door. Now
go on through it. Get out!”

ATCHING, Marian saw Ray Mul-

lock’s eyes widen suddenly, then nar-
row. “Brett,” he said, “you’'re a fool. |'ve
got all the plans laid for this drive just
before the first snow, an’ it's too good a
chance'to pass up.”

There was iron in Ed’'s tone now.
“You’'ll have to pass it up, Mullock. I've
told you before, an’ | tell you again—
you’'ll drive no rustled cattle across my
land!”

Mullock snarled.
land much longer. Don't forgt that.”

Ed did not answer. He merely gestured
with his thumb, and Mullock went out
through the doorway. Ed closed the door,
stood for a moment listening until hoof-
beats told that the rustler was gone, then
turned to Marian.

“Shall we get Billy up from his nap
now?” he inquired mildly. “Or maybe
w’d better finish decorating the tree first?”

Marian wanted to fling herself into his
arms, to release the flood of proud tears
against the warm roughness of his shoul-
der. But that, too, would betray the fact
that she had had doubts. Ed must never
know that she had doubted him. Moving
slowly, so as to keep her face averted from
him for a time, she leaned over and lifted
the strings of popcorn from the floor.
When she spoke, her voice matched Ed’s
in casualness.

“We'll finish the tree,” she said, “and
light it. That way well see the full won-
der in his eyes when he first comes out.”

Ed’'s face lighted up at that, and the
hardness about his jaw relaxed. But there
was a turmoil within him that he could not
long suppress. Marian noted it, and un-
obtrusively kept supplying him with things
to do—handing him ornaments to hang on
the tree, getting him to fasten the base
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more securely. She recalled a phrase her
grandfather used to quote: The devil finds
many things for idle hands to do. But what
about an idle mind—a mind harassed with
conflicting thoughts and conflicting emo-
tions? She began to talk. Of their mar-
riage five years ago. Of how they came
out here together in their big wagon con-
taining all their worldly goods, and took
up this land and filed on it at the county
seat. Of her discovery that little Billy was
coming, and how they hurried in the build-
ing of their house, Marian helping as much
as she could.

From time to time Ed looked at her
strangely; and she knew that he was won-
dering at her flow of words. She wasn't
a hand to do much talking generally. But
she avoided his eyes and chattered on,
knowing that she was failing. It wasn't
much of a surprise, then, when Ed finally
laid down the fluff cotton he held in his
hands and turned toward the door. He
seemed almost shamefaced when he spoke;
but there was a compulsion within him
that he could not resist.

“You finish the tree,” he said gruffly.
He picked up his sheepskin coat and hat
and put them on. Then he lighted a lan-
tern. “I'm going out to the shed for a
while. Got to sort out the things we’ll be
needing to pack in the wagon.”

E watched him as he went out, not-
S_:ng the broad spread of his shoulders.
Her hands made futile little gestures un-
derneath her apron. Perhaps it was best.
Ed needed to be alone. Perhaps, out there
by himself, he would manage to wrestle
through and gain some peace of mind. It
was hard, bitter hard; and Ed was never
a man to share his troubles. There was an
aching tension in her throat as she turned
back to the tree and began throwing on
the little puffs of cotton.

Marian was right. Ed needed to be
alone. He had left the house for that
purpose and no other. He needed time
and solitude to quell the savage rage which
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burned within him, the resentment against
Mark Clayton, and against the civilized
inhibitions in himself which kept him from
doing what Ray Mullock had suggested.

The excuse he had given Marian—that
he intended to sort out the things they
needed to pack in the wagon—had been a
weak one. That could be done tomorrow,
or even on the morning of the following
day. No need to take just those exact
minutes out of the year when his son
would see the Christmas tree and his eyes
would light up with the wonder of it. The
truth was that Ed could not bear to see
it. Not this year. So he made the flimsy
excuse and left. But since he had given it
as an excuse, he mechanically set about
sorting the collection of tools and gear
which cluttered the shed.

TTE SET the lantern down on the car-

pentry bench and commenced taking
tools down from their hooks on the wall
and packing them in their box. The cold
steel chilled his fingers, and he held them
above the lantern to warm them. As he
worked, his mind went over all that had
happened; and finally'he managed to reach
a sort of calm. He could not, he con-
cluded, take property which belonged to
another man. No matter how much that
man had wronged him. Stealing is steal-
ing. Those steers belonged to Mark Clay-
ton, and if he helped in their theft, he
would be a thief. If he took the twenty-
five hundred dollars Ray Mullock had
offered, he would be stealing it from Mark
Clayton, regardless of what Mark Clayton
had done to him.

“No,” he muttered, and shook his head
in emphasis, “1 couldn’t do it. It wouldn’t
be right.”

He felt better when the point was set-
tled. But resentment against Mark Clay-
ton was still hot within him. No matter
how he figured it, he could find no right
and no justice in Mark Clayton’s owning
that water hole. Finished with the tool
box, he started working on the big clutter-
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box on the floor, taking things out and
sorting them in plies. And as he worked,
before his eyes was a clear picture of the
big water hole.

The water hole was in the point of the
big valley where Mark Clayton ranged his
herds. Foothills pinched in beyond it,
then opened out into the smaller valley
where Ed Brett had taken up his claim.
The whole itself was of volcanic origin.
A low upthrust of granite in the midst of
thirsty sand, it formed a huge cup fed by
cold springs rising from deep within the
bowels of the earth. Always the ewater
flowed; always the cup was full; the
longest drought had no effect on it

HE GROWLED to himself, “It ain’t
right.” And his brows drew together
in a frown. It wasn't right. That water
hole supplied a vast area of semi-arid
range. Deprived of its use, no rancher
could raise cattle on that sandy range.
Mark Clayton had come by its ownership
legally enough. But in doing so he had
ruined Ed and forced him to sell his cat-
tle and move away from the range.

Ed was satisfied that he couldn’t steal
from Mark Clayton to make up for his
loss. He would pull out with his wife and
child and household goods and make no
trouble. But he resented leaving that
water hole for Mark Clayton’s enrichment.

And at that moment, Ed Brett found
the stick of dynamite!

It lay at the bottom of the clutter-box,
left over from the half dozen sticks he
had bought to blast down an overhanging
cliff which threatened to cave in on his
cattle when they were grazing. That had
been last spring. Ed had blasted that cliff
after the winter snows had melted into the
cracks and weakened it further. And the
one stick had been left over. He had for-
gotten all about it

His knees were suddenly shaky. Hold-
ing the dynamite in his hand, he sat down
on the stool and stared at it. It had even
been prepared with a piece .of fuse. In a

far comer of his mind, Ed rebuked him-
self for his carelessness in not removing
the fuse before laying the stick away. But
the rest of his mind was seething in a red-
dish, whirling haze.

Dynamite. There is a suggestion about
a stick of dynamite that is held by no other
invention of man. Power. Explosive, de-
structive power. Power to rend and shat-
ter. Power to destroy. Ed’s hand shook
as he had held the stick; and again before
his eyes came the clear vision of that big
granite pool of cold water. Of water which
alone made useful a vast area of dry range
for Mark Clayton’s herds.

It came to him that without that water
hole, Mark Clayton could use only half of
his range, would have to sell off much of
his herd and run a smaller spread.

There was a kind of poetic justice in
the thought. Ed could not steal from Mark
Clayton. He would go away empty handed
and start anew somewhere else. But Mark
Clayton had no right to hog that water
hole. He had no right to the profit to be
had from its ownership.

Ed knew what dynamite could do. He
had seen its effective destruction of the
overhanging cliff. This one stick of dyna-
mite, if properly placed in one of the small
crevices in the granite cup, would blast
that cup. It would make deep, wide fis-
sures through which the priceless water
would seep into the sands far beneath the
surface of the ground.

For minutes Ed sat motionless, staring
at that powerful force of destruction in his
hand. Then, his jaw set, he rose shakily,
fumbled in a pocket to make sure he had
matches, and blew out the lantern.

It was full dark when he came out of
the shed and trudged with determined
slowness in the direction of the narrow's
leading into the larger valley. The first
flakes of the coming snow storm flurried
into his face, melting on his hot cheeks.
They reminded him of Ray Mullock- He
wondered idly whether the big rustler
would dare to try to bring cattle through
o 25
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that narrows before he pulled out of the
valley, and decided that he would not.

A LONG about dusk, old Mark Clayton
came to the conclusion that it would
be a good idea to spend the night in the
line cabin next to the water hole. That
damned nester would be pulling out in a
day or two. No telling what sort of devil-
ment he might hatch up before he left.

For all of the five years that Ed Brett
had been in the valley, Mark Clayton had
referred to him as “that damned nester.”
Not from any personal spite against Ed
Brett himself, but simply because he had
homesteaded in the valley. In old Mark’s
opinion, any man who homesteaded a
claim next to a big spread was, ipso facto,
feathering his nest and increasing his
herds at the expense of his rich neighbor.
Whenever a handful of steers was driven
off—and small bunches of steers are con-
stantly being rustled from any really big
spread—Mark Clayton cursed Ed Brett
and declared that he was in cahoots with
that Mullock jasper up in the hills. Con-
sequently he felt no twinge of conscience
at getting legal possession of the big water
hole and freezing the nester out.

The fact that it was Christmas Eve made
no difference to old Mark Clayton. He'd
just as soon spend that night in a line
cabin as any other night. Since that time
many years ago when Mark Clayton’s wife
and infant daughter had died suddenly of
malignant diptheria, all days had been

alike to him. The big ranchhouse had be-
come a desolate and gloomy place, increas-
ing in its dustiness and gloom as Mark’s
hair and beard grew gray and his temper
crusty. All that Christmas Eve meant to
him now was that most of the .cowhands
would be in Burford, getting tight in the
Cattlemen’s Saloon, and the spread would
be short-handed for a couple of days.

So Mark Clayton strapped on his gun-
belt, went to the corral and saddled a horse
and struck out across the range in the
deeping gloom toward the peak of the
valley. A chill, damp wind whipped slant-
wise across his shoulders, causing him to
turn up his collar and pull the muffler
tighter around his neck. There was snow
on the back of that wind, snow in the
surrounding grayness that was gradually
darkening into black, tie touched spurs
to his horse, urging the animal into a fast,
mile-eating lope.

At the water hole, he had to get down
and open a gate before he could reach the
cabin, because he had had the whole thing
enclosed in barbed wire to keep Ed Brett's
cattle out. Flis numbed fingers fumbled
at the loop of wire which held the gate.
Once inside, he stabled the horse in the
lean-to, fed him, and entered the cabin.
He lighted a candle which stood on a table
and looked about, his mind checking off the
items that should appear. Canned goods
and cooking utensils on the shelves over
by the stove. Wood in the wood box. But
not much wood. He made mental note
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that the last cowboy who had used this
cabin was due for a bawling out. And
another that if he was to have a hot break-
fast, he must go easy on the wood and go
to bed early. Couldn’t do much watching
while he was in bed though. Well, any-
way this was probably just a wild goose
chase. The damned nester probably didn’t
have guts enough to start any trouble. If
there was going to be trouble, it would
have started when he put the wire up
around the hole.

While he was Kkindling the fire in
the stove, the increasing wind outside
brought a familiar sound to his range-
wise old ears. He sat'up and listened, then
reached over and brought a leathery palm
down on the candle flame. There was no
mistaking the message of the wind. Horses
were approaching, several of them; and
back of the clop of their hooves came the
low rumble which meant cattle on the
move.

Old Mark moved over to the door and
opened it. Snow was falling now, and
darkness had come. Using an old plains-
man'’s trick, he stepped outside and leveled
himself on the ground, thus bringing the
moving objects into relief with a back-
ground of dark gray sky. Three horse-
men were approaching in a group, their
course aimed so as to pass close to the
water hole on the cabin side. Some dis-
tance behind them, he made out the dark
blur of a slowly moving herd. He could
hear the shouts of flank riders as they kept
the animals in a compact file.

Anger rose hotly in old Mark’s brain.
Rustlers. And by the sounds he judged
that they were pushing a hefty cut of
steers. He strained his eyes in an effort
to identify the three approaching riders,
finally picked out something vaguely
familiar in the shape of the leading man.
Rising, he stepped back into the entrance
of the cabin and stood there. His gun
was in his hand when the riders came
abreast of the cabin.

“Mullock!” TheMiallenge of the old

warrior resounded sharply through the
dark. “l've known all along you were a
rustler; but this time, by Godfrey, I've
caught you red-handed! Get your hands
up high. I've got you covered.”

Mullock’s answer was to leap sideways
off his horse, keeping the animal between
him and the rancher; and the other two
men shouted and jumped also. Answer-
ing shouts came from along the edges
of the herd.

“What's the matter up there?”

“Trouble!” Mullock shouted. “Stop the
drive till we clear it up!”

In the doorway of the cabin, old Mark
saw the three men disappear into the blur
of darkness and falling snow. He grunted,
and cursed himself a little. Caught by
that moss-bearded old trick! He should
have stayed low on the ground, so as to
keep those men silhouetted against the sky.

Rut there was nothing to do for it now.
A gun boomed, a streak of red bloomed
suddenly in the darkness, and a bullet
sang by old Mark's ear and broke some
crockery at the other end of the room.
He let fly at the streak, then stepped hack
suddenly and slammed the door. From
without came Ray Mullock’s bellowing
voice, issuing orders.

“Rifles, you fools! Get your rifles and
get back out of six-gun range. Then drill
that cabin until we get him! He saw us
and recognized us. We've got to get him
now, or we're through in this valley.”

OUCHED down at one corner of the

window, old Mark growled into his
whitening beard. All of a sudden he real-
ized that he was in a tight fix. A damned
tight fix. Mullock had guessed correctly
that he did not have a rifle. Now they
would edge back beyond six-gun range,
surround the cabin, and wipe him out. He
had no illusions about the wiping out part.
Ray Mullock meant what he said. It had
been a mistake to call the man by name;
but he had been too angry to think of that
at the time. He whipped up his gun and
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fired in the general direction of Mullock’s
voice, then flattened down to the floor as
two answering bullets winged their way
through the window.

There was silence for a time. Then the
deep boom of forty-fives was replaced by
the flat whine of high-power rifle shots.
Bullets jerked their way through the flimsy
wooden walls, zoomed across the room,
and jerked their way through the opposite
walls. Old Mark felt a cold lump at the
pit of his stomach. This cabin was not a
shelter, it was a trap. Those men outside
could rake it from any angle. Coolly he
estimated that it was just a matter of min-
utes before he would be joining the Hal-
lelujah Chorus with his spurs on. Well,
he had always wanted to go out like that.
No long years of rheumatism and gradual
disintegration, and of increasingly bitter
loneliness.

He reared up on one knee and flung
three shots in quick succession at the flash
of a rifle in a clump of trees darkly visible
against the sky.

He tilted his gun ever so slightly
to try to make the distance. Then he
scrambled quickly to one side just before
three holes bloomed at once in the wall be-
neath the window.

After a few moments of caution, he
crawled back and peered out. Breath
gasped into his lungs in a sudden startled
inhalation, and his jaw sagged. “My
God I he whispered. “Dynamite !”
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A FAIRLY short distance from the

cabin, over by the water hole, a man
was standing, a lighted match in his hand.
He stood there coolly, within easy range
of old Mark’s gun, touching the match to
the fuse of a stick of dynamite. As old
Mark watched, the fuse began to sputter,
and the man slowly raised the stick over
his shoulder for a throw.

Old Mark’s jaws ached with tension as
he grimly lined up his gun and fired. As
the match flickered out, he could see the
man jerk and swing half around. But the
dynamite had left his hand first. Old
Mark blinked, and in that instant saw his
wife, and child, and all the events of his
past life in a quick photographic moment
of memory. He tensed his muscles, wait-
ing for the blast that would demolish the
cabin.

The blast came, deafeni-ngly; and the
cabin leaned away from the force of the
explosion; but it did not collapse. Old
Mark picked himself up from the floor
where he had been thrown. Wonderingly
he peered out of the shattered window.
The bunch of trees that had been outlined
against the sky was gone. Completely
gone. And it had been from those trees
that the rifle fire had come. The ringing
was going out of his ears; but there still
remained the sound of distant thunder.
Mark identified it as the rumble of stam-
peding cattle—stampeded back onto the
range from which they had been driven.
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A ghastly thought came to him. He
stumbled to the door, threw it open, and
staggered out toward the water hole. As
he stumbled along, a mutter of words
came from him,

“He wa'n't aimin’ at the cabin! He
threw that stick at the rustlers! An’ me,
I shot the man who was pitchin’ in to
save mel”

TVTARIAN stood in the center of the

room, pondering what to do. It was
five o’'clock, and little Billy should have
been waked from his nap at four. The tree
was ready except for the lighting of the
candles.

She went to the window and looked out.
For the short distance that the light from
the room penetrated outward, she could
see slanting lines and whirls of snow. Be-
yond was blackness. She strained her eyes
toward the shed, but caught no gleam
from Ed’s lantern. A little premonition
of fear developed inside her. She brushed
away the thought which had come into her
head, assuring herself that it was the fall-
ing snow which kept her from seeing the
light. But by the time she had got into
her coat and pulled a shawl over her head,
her heart was beating rapidly; and when
she stepped out of the house and closed the
door, she ran in stumbling, awkward steps
through the gathering drifts toward the
shed.

She found it dark, and remembered that
she had brought no matches. There were
some in the shed, though; Ed always kept
matches, and lighted one. The lantern
stood on the bench. She lighted it and
looked around.

As she walked back toward the house,
she carried the lantern and walked slowly,
striving to gain control of the panicky fear
which welled within her. One thing she
knew. Whatever had happened, whatever
the reason why Ed had gone away without
telling her first, the Christmas tree could
be delayed no longer. She would be slow
about dressing Billy, hoping that Ed might
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show up in time; but Billy must be waked.
And she must control herself so that Billy
should not sense her excitement and fear.
Ed would be coming in after a while, she
told herself. Soon. Fie would not like
it if her groundless fears had been allowed
to spoil Billy’s Christmas Eve.

While she was dressing Billy, the wind
brought the muffled booming of distant
guns. Marian heard, and tried to believe
that she did not. But when the dynamite
went off, scarcely half a mile to the north-
ward, that sound was unmistakable. It
seemed to her that her heart stopped; and
.when she was finally breathing again, she
felt weak and sick.

Again she thought, “What must it be
like to go through life scorning your hus-
band?” And, darkly following, came that
other fear: “Or am | even now a widow?”

To cover her inner turmoil, she left
Billy in the bedroom and went in to light
the candles on the tree. That finished,
she sat down in a chair and called him. He
came, stopping in the open doorway, his
little face shining with the glory of the
sight. Marian held out her arms; and
Billy crossed the room and climbed into
her lap.

“Song,” he demanded.

E knew what that meant. For more
than a week she had been singing to
him the old, familiar Christmas hymns and
carols. She raised her sweetly tremulous
voice in “Silent Night.”
Billy demanded another, and another.
Vs
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She was still singing when she heard the
impatient stamp of a horse just outside
the door. Rising, she put Billy down in
the chair, then crossed the room and
opened the door. Billy followed, staring
out into the rectangle of light.

“Daddy!” he exclaimed.

Marian lifted a hand to her tightening
throat. Mark Clayton was helping Ed to
dismount from the horse. The sleeve of
Ed’s coat had been cut away; and there
was a bandage around his left arm, up
near the shoulder. Ed’'s face was white
and drawn. He motioned with his right
hand for Mark Clayton to go in ahead of
him, and Marian stepped aside as Clayton
entered. She noticed, strangely, that the
old man stopped in the doorway just as
little Billy had done, his leathery face
softening at sight of the Christmas tree.

“Ed!” she said as her husband entered.
“Er, what—what has happened?”

Mark Clayton was standing with his
back to the fireplace, his feet braced apart,
staring at the lighted tree. “I'll tell you.”
His voice was gruff. “That jasper Mul-
lock was running off a big slice of my
herd. They had me holed up in the line
cabin, and were sniping for me with rifles.
Ed, here, he saved my life. Then he—he
got shot.”

Marian’s face lighted, and a load seemed
to lift from her heart. She turned toward
Ed. But he looked away.

Ed’s smile was an unhappy grimace;
and his voice was harsh. “Sounds swell,
when you put it that way. But there’s
no use coverin’ up. You know damn’ well
| didn't fetch that stick of dynamite to
your water hole intendin’ to fight Ray
Mullock with it.”

“Our water hole,” old Mark corrected,
sitting down in a chair. “I'll have my men
take down that wire tomorrow; an’ you
can buy back your cattle at the same price
| took 'em off of you.”

Ed wasn’'t listening. He was staring
straight into Marian’s eyes; and she saw
pain, and shame, and a great longing. She
reached both hands out to his arms, touch-
ing the wounded one with special gentle-
ness.

“Ed,” she said, and had to swallow be-
fore she could go on. “Husband, it's not
what a man starts out to do that counts.
It’s what he finally ends up doing.”

Ed made a kind of choking sound in his
throat. Marian stepped in close, and felt
Ed’'s good arm tighten about her.

Over in his chair, old Mark Clayton
produced a bandanna and blew his nose
loudly. “A pair of damn’ good neighbors,"
he muttered. “Three,” he amended, and
held out his hand to Billy.

Billy moved confidently across the room
and climbed up into his lap, snuggling
back against the graying beard.

“Song,” he demanded.
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Fifty-Thousand Dollars Worth of Fur Vanished by Air; and on

Dead Man's Hand

By H S

Author of “Police Call from Grassy

HE crime had been simple, well-

planned, and carried through

without a hitch. Two men

aboard a high-powered plane,

armed with a letter of authority
from Winnipeg, had made the rounds of
five Hudson's Bay posts between the
Churchill and the Barrens and had, in one
day, vanished completely with fifty thou-
sand dollars worth of fur. The audacity
of tire thing proved its success. That, and
the plausibility of the letter.

The letter was on official stationery. It
merely stated that for business reasons the
work of bringing out the mid-winter fur
had, this year, been entrusted to the A.A.l.
Airlines ; and the manager of the individ-
ual post would be good enough to cooper-
ate to the best of his ability. The managers
cooperated ; so that now the Company was
short the fifty thousand dollars and the
Mounted Police were left holding the bag.

All the crimes were perpetrated within

M. KEMP

Portage,” “Northern Frame-up,” etc.

three hundred miles of Spear Lake. When
Corporal Lev- Harlan heard of it—and he
heard of it the very next morning from
Pilot Shorty McCall — he piled into
Shorty’s plane and made a round of the
raided posts. But he found out little. The
plane bore the registration of CF-AOT,
which was doubtless fictitious, the men
aboard her answered to a description that
could have fitted a hundred other men; and
from the last post called at, Lew learned
that the raider had struck out in a south-
easterly direction. With this to go on, Lew
came into Headquarters without delay.
Meanwhile, wires were burned up as
telegrams hummed over them, landing-
fields were contacted and oil-companies no-
tified. But two days passed, and Superin-
tendent O’'Shea shook his grizzled head.
“We might as well give up right now,”
was his verdict. “If it was a man afoot,
we'd get him. But a plane making two
hundred miles an hour—why, those black-
25
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guards are probably in the States by this
time with the fur all peddled off!”

So there was nothing left but to trust to
luck, hope for a break, and tell Lew Harlan
to get back on the job again.

But Lew Harlan had not seen town for
two years; and Lew decided that a lay-
over was coming to him. So he pleaded
that his teeth needed attention, received
scant sympathy from an O.C. who had
heard the yarn before, and was given forty-
eight hours in which to get them fixed.

Lew Harlan sought out Pilot Art Nich-
ols and told him his troubles.

"Art,” he said; “I'm booked to fly in
next trip with you. You’'re going out now,
but if you should run into tough weather,
bust a landing-strut, or by any other means
be forced to show up a couple days late,
I won't grieve.”

Art Nichols, tall, leathery, and wise, gave
a grin. “Okay, fella. We’'ll see what can
be done.”

So when Art failed to show up on the
day appointed, Lew didn’t worry. Nor did
he worry when Art was another day over-
due. But the Airways did. Shorty Mc-
Call bumped into Lew on the street that
afternoon and told him things.

“I'm pulling north tomorrow, and you're
coming alone. Aw, we don't care if you
never get back,” he told him. “We’re won-
dering what's the matter with Art.”

“The matter with Art?” echoed Lew.
“He’s probably hit dirty weather some
place and is sitting down till it blows over.
But anyway,” getting onto a more personal
note, “who says I'm going back with you?”

“Your boss. Major O'Shea. He said
that seeing | was going in, it'd be a swell
chance for you to hit north, too. So, big
boy, your stay in the bright lights is over.”

Lew growled, got Headquarters on the
phone, and received confirmation.

“Yeah,” the orderly-room
agreed. “You're going back, all
Eight bells in the a.m.”

So at eight the following day, Lew
Harlan took a seat beside Shorty Me-

at

sergeant
right.

Call in a roaring Fairchild and watched
civilization drop astern. Shorty said little
at first, then he turned on to the subject
of his trip.

“Me,” he said, “all I'm going in for is
to find out what's happened Art. He’'s got
no radio; so he can be anywhere and we
wouldn't know a thing about it.”

"Where was this flight supposed to have
taken him ?” asked Lew. ,

“Vermilion River,” answered Shorty.
“A hundred and ninety miles north-
east of your hangout. But this wouldn’t
take him four days.”

No, agreed Lew; it wouldn’'t. Nor, some-
how, could he think that Art was lying
over just so that Lew himself could have a
longer stay in civilization. And for the first
time Lew7began to wonder if Art had run
into trouble after all.

N THE silence that followed, Shorty be-
I gan to lift the nose of his ship. They
climbed to three thousand feet; to four
thousand, and Shorty held her there. The
patchwork panorama of frozen river, lake
and muskeg reeled away beneath them.
They cut the windings of the Green River,
droned across the Eagle Hills, came out
again over the level country’ surrounding
Eagle Lake. Shorty thrust out his chin in
the general direction of the north.

“One hunk of country | never did fancy
—this piece ahead. Seventy miles of a dry-
hop. Now if there was only a couple of
lakes—” and his words trailed off into si-

lence.

For he was still in his seat, staring
ahead.

Suddenly’ he thrust out a finger. “What's
that? Over there!”

Lew Harlan had seen it also—a splash
of red against a spruce-covered hill.

“Looks like—looks like—” and Lew left
the sentence unfinished.

Grim-faced, Shorty went into a dive;
rolled the ship onto one wing. They
touched the frozen surface of Eagle Lake,
swung shoreward and came to a stop a few
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feet out. Shorty McCall, face set and
hard, nodded to Lew Harlan.

"O. K. Let'sgo.”

“In the timber, the snow was knee-deep.
Grimly, ominous foreboding sealing their
lips, they fought their way for half a mile.
When they stopped for a breather, Lew
Harlan climbed the lower branches of a
spruce tree.

“Straight ahead!” he called down to
Shorty McCall. “Two hundred yards.”

More wallowing through the snow; and
in a few minutes they came onto a tiny
clearing and what was left of Art Nichols’
red-and-black plane.

They pulled up short, numbed by what
greeted them. Wreckage was scattered for
two hundred yards in every direction.
Wings, landing-gear and tail-assembly
were telescoped into unrecognizable junk.

Lew Harlan moved forward and began
to tear mwith his mittened hands at the
debris. Shorty McCall was with him. Lew
looked into the pilot's round, cherubic fea-
tures and found them gray and lined.

“You needn’t bother, Corp,” said Shorty
metalically. “Art didn't walk out of a
mess like this!” But he lent a hand, rip-
ping at a twisted, battered door.

The plane was empty, indication that
Art Nichols had been homeward bound
when the crash occurred; and in what was
left of the pilot’s seat they found what was
left of Art Nichols.

Lew Harlan, at twenty-eight years of
age and with seven years in the Mounted,
was not yet inured to stuff like this. An
involuntary shiver went over him. For
the crumpled body in parka and pilot’s cap
was less like a man than anything else.

“By gad, he must have hit!” he managed
to say.

“Yeah,” agreed Shorty bleakly. “That's
the way they generally hit. The way I'll
hit, too.”

Lew shot him a swift look. “How can

we carry him out?”
“Better not try it The Aviation Inspec-
tor’ll have to come in and check things
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over. There'll be more of us then, and we
can fetch a stretcher along.”

“Then there’'s nothing to be done just
now?”

“All that's needed,” answered Shorty
McCall, “has been done already.”

EY tramped back to the ship, climbed
in. With the starting of the motor,
Lew' Harlan felt a certain qualm. He had
done about as much flying as the next man,
but the remembrance of what he had seen
back there in the bush rode with him now.
Perhaps Shorty McCall was remembering
also.

The pilot's face was grim, and crow’s-
feet wrinkles bunched around his eyes. But
his hands were steady on the controls, and
there was no hesitation in the way he lifted
the ship into the air.

Once there, he held straight on; and a
couple of hours slipped by. Civilization
rushed toward them; and Shorty McCall
was banking sharply over the city. Coolly,
perfectly, he came to a landing down on
the river-ice.

A crowd had formed in anticipation of
what the news might be. In the foreground
was Peterson, local manager of the Air-
ways. He was alongside the ship before
it came to a stop. As Shorty McCall slid
his window' down, Peterson was looking
questioningly up at him. Shorty nodded.

“Total loss. A mile this side of Eagle
Narrows and half a mile in the bush.”

Lew Harlan heard Peterson’s sharp in-
take of breath. “And Nichols?”

“Total loss, too. Better not ask too
much.”

Shorty McCall dropped to the ground.
Lew followed him. Peterson spoke.

“I'll have to wire Regina. The Depart-
ment’ll need a check-up.”

“As though,” said Shorty bitterly, “that
could do any good f

The crowd of gathered onlookers opened
to allow the three mert to pass; and when
the top of the river-bank was gained, Lew
Harlan spoke to the others.

25
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“You boys go ahead.
barracks if you want me.”
There he reported to his commanding

I'll be up at the

officer. Superintendent O’Shea heard him
through. “And what d'you think hap-
pened?”

Lew shrugged. “Engine failure, |1 guess.
Funny thing. Shorty was just mentioning
that dry-hop between Eagle Lake and Sled
River. Said he didn't like it at all. It
looked as though Art was nursing a faulty
motor all the way across it, but failed to
reach safety by half a mile.”

The O.C. shook his head. “They didn't
come any better than Art Nichols.”

“No better at all. And Art was a pretty
close friend of mine.”

After a moment, O’'Shea said, “ There’ll
be an investigation?”

“The Airways have wired the Depart-
ment already. An inspector will probably
be in.”

Lew Harlan was correct in his supposi-
tion. In less than two hours an inspector
landed from his own light ship. Almost at
once another start for Eagle Lake was
made, the Inspector in his own ship and
Superintendent O’Shea, Lew Harlan and
Shorty McCall in the other.

“And what can | tell from this?” asked
the Inspector as they stood at the wreck of
Nichols’ plane. “Anything could have hap-
pened—anything you like.”

Shorty McCall gave a cold, cynical grin.
“Then give ’'em the usual blah—pilot's
error. Let it go at that.”

They loaded Nichols onto a stretcher
brought along for the purpose and blun-
dered back to Shorty’s ship. But ready
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to start south again, the Superintendent
offered a suggestion. =

“You might as well get north, Corporal.
You can do no good in town. There's
just the chance you’ll run onto some sort
of a lead regarding that fur theft. Al-
though”— wearily—“the Lord alone knows
where it'll come from.” He turned tc
Shorty McCall. “What d’you say?”

The pilot was agreeable. “No trouble
to take him there. What'll it be—a hun-
dred and fifty miles? About an hour’s
run.”

ORTY'’S estimate was correct. In
slightly less than the hour they circled
above the trading posts, Indian shacks and
snow-banked teepees that represented the
settlement of Spear Lake. The Airways
maintained a base at this point, with Red
Morgan as the mechanic in charge. As
Lew Harlan stepped from the plane, Short}'
had a word for him.

“You can tell Red about Art. If I go
over there, it'll mean stopping. And time's
getting along.”

Lew nodded, watched Shorty streak
away for the south, then turned toward his
detachment. But he found the place cheer-
less and cold; so after starting a fire in
the heater, Lew pushed over to see Red
Morgan.

Morgan was sandy-haired and twenty-
six, humorous-mouthed and a wizard with
an airplane engine. He was tinkering with
a burned-out magneto, and watching him
was Matt Sewell. Sewell was black haired
and bearded, the successful operator of a
string of commercial fish camps and a
caterpillar freighting outfit. As Lew
stepped in, Sewell looked up from the
barrel on which he sat.

“Hyah, Lew! Was it you came in with
Shorty?”

Red Morgan turned. “And why couldn’t
Shorty stop? | gave that lug a couple of
dollars to bring me in some smoking.”

Lew closed the workshop door and
warmed his hands over the heater.
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“Shorty,” he said, “was in a hurry. He
had a dead man on board.”

The two stared at him. “Dead man?”
echoed Sewell.

“You didn't hear about Art. He crashed
just this side of Eagle Lake.” There was

a fractional pause, and Lew added, “We've
just come from the wreck.”

Red Morgan was breathing hard. He
began to shoot Lew a string of questions.
“When did it happen? How? Who was
with him—?”

“Art was on his way home from Ver-
milion River. Last Wednesday—"

“Last Wednesday?” exclaimed Matt
Sewell. “Why, he stopped off here on his
way down. Sure, Wednesday.”

“But what went wrong?” demanded Red
Morgan. “Motor failure?”

Lew shrugged. “If you could see the
wreck, you wouldn’'t bother asking.”

“There wasn't much the matter with
Art's ship,” stated Red Morgan flatly.
“I've serviced it too often. And Art wasn't
the sort to take unnecessary chances.”

“Ain’'t that the way it generally is?”
asked Matt Sewell. “Always a good plane
and always a good pilot that piles up?”

Lew agreed; and just then the jangle
of dog-bells was heard coming down the
trail. Lew turned to the window behind
him and saw an Indian and a four-dog
string making for the shack. The outfit
stopped, and the man got out of the sleigh.

He came in as Lew held the door open
for, him, and began to speak in Cree.

“There has been an accident. A plane
crashed near Eagle Lake. My father-in-
law saw the accident, and here is his writ-
ing to tell you about it.”

The Indian extended a note to any of
the three, but Lew took it from him. Hold-
ing it so that the light fell full, Lew began
to spell out the pothook syllables. “O-ma
ka musse-na-he-ka-yan—this that | am
writing is to tell you of a plane that | saw
crash near Eagle Lake—"

“When was this written?”
the man.

Lew asked
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“Three days ago. It took me three days
to make the trip.”

“1 see. Art Nichols’ plane. We know
all about it.” He read on then, and as he
did so he began to frown. At the conclu-
sion of his reading he looked up at Sewell
and Red Morgan. “That's funny. The
letter says the plane hit ground with the
motor full on. What d'you make of that?”

“Yeah; funny,” agreed Matt Sewell.
Red Morgan frowned thoughtfully. “It
rules out any chance that Art’s motor failed
him. Knowing that motor like 1 did, 1
couldn’t feature that happening.”

“But there's another angle to it,” stressed
Lew. “If something had gone wrong—
say a control wire snapped or something
of that sort— Art would have cut his motor.
Wouldn't he?” he asked Red Morgan.

“1'd figure so,” agreed the mechanic.

Lew turned to the Indian. “Your
father-in-law says the motor was going
full blast when the plane hit, but he doesn’t
tell me how it hit? Do you know? Was
the pilot skimming the trees, out of con-
trol— ?”

“No,” said the Indian quickly. “The
old man said that he watched the plane
for some little time. It was going fast and
quite high; then suddenly it went into a
dive. The pilot leveled off again at about
the height a man could shoot; but the nose
went down sharply and the plane began to
spin. It was still spinning when it struck.” .

Lew grunted. Red Morgan could speak
no Cree, so Lew interpreted the Indian’s
remarks. “Now what?” he added. “I'm
no flyer, but this chap'’s version of the acci-
dent makes me think. It seems to me that
if the motor was going full-on at the time
it hit the ground, Art couldn’'t have been
himself. He may have fainted or some-
thing.”

Red Morgan nodded. “If he slumped
forward, he'd shove the stick forward too.
That'd push the nose down.”

“And if he went forward like that and
to one side,” suggested Matt Sewell, “he’d
give her rudder enough to start the spin.”

25
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“But what would make Art faint?” asked
Lew. “He wasn't the fainting sort.”

“He wasn't,” agreed Sewell. “Only now
you mention it, Art was sort of under the
weather when he was here. Touch of the
grippe—the shiverin’ kind.”

Lew’s brows went up. “That so? And

what was he taking for it? Not liquor?”
“No. Aspirin.”
“Aspirin?” repeated Lew. “And where

would he get that?”

“From Sam Cox, over at the Hudson’s
Bay. Matter of fact,” exclaimed Matt
Sewell, “that’'s what made Art land. He
came up to my place askin’ if | had any
rum; and when | said | hadn’t, he said
he'd walk over to the Bay and see what
he could get from Sam Cox. All he got
was the aspirin.”

Lew was frowning, chewing on his lip.
Watching him, Red Morgan asked, “Would
aspirin knock a man out?”

“They might—if he took enough of
them.” Lew folded the letter he had re-
ceived from the Indian, opened his parka-
front and slipped it into his tunic pocket.
“Maybe nothing to all this,” he stated.
“But I'll pass it along.”

BUT after his solitary supper that night,
Lew decided to go over to the Hud-
son’s Bay post and have a talk with Sam
Cox. Sam Cox was by nature gruff and
surly; and since locking horns with him
once or twice over infringements of the
Game Act, Lew had left him severely
alone. But Lew wanted more satisfaction
over Art Nichols’' death than Red Morgan
or Matt Sewell had been able to supply.

He found Cox at home, reading a maga-
zine in a chair. The post bookkeeper and
the storeman were playing a game of cards,
and Cox’s Indian wife was making mocca-
sins in the kitchen.

Without being invited, Lew walked in
and said he wanted ten minutes of Sam
Cox’s time.

“And what about?” growled Cox,
fur we lost?”

“That

“We lost?” grinned Lew. “You didn't
lose any, did you?”

“No. Mebbe I was lucky.”

“Maybe you were,” agreed Lew.
was the only post they missed.”

“Yeah?” Sam Cox’s lips drew into an
unpleasant grin. “But this was the only
place that had a policeman on the job.
Mebbe that explains it.”

“And that,” smiled Lew, “never occurred
to me!” But then suddenly his manner
changed. “No; I'm after something else.
Art Nichols crashed just north of Eagle
Lake a day or so ago, and I'm trying to
find out why'.”

Sam Cox’'s heavy brows drew together.
“Crashed? Anybody—hurt?”

“Art was killed.”

There came the scrape of a chair at the

“This

table. The bookkeeper spun around.
“Art's killed? Why—good lord! Art
killedt”
Lew nodded. “The day he left here.

Coming back from a trip to Vermilion
River.”

The store-man, a half-breed, was staring.
“Art was over here that day. Wasn't he,
Sam?”

Sam Cox nodded. The trader was bald-
headed, with a broken nose, sagging mus-
tache and a hard chin. “He was over;
sure. And now he'd dead.”

“And now he’'s dead,” repeated Lew.
He waited a moment, then asked, “He got
some aspirin from you for his cold, didn't
he?”

Sam Cox scowled. “Believe he did.
Yeah. Jerry give him some that day.”

“And what sort were they? Or,” sug-
gested Lew, “how’d you like to show me
some of the same kind?”

Sam Cox’s scowl deepened. “What's
aspirin to do with what happened to
Art?”

“Possibly nothing,” Lew told him. “On
the other hand, Art was either unconscious
or the victim of some sort of a stroke just
before the accident happened—so I'm pass-
ing up no bets.”
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Sam Cox nodded at last.
Jerry. Get some for the feller.

The half-breed went out; but in a few
minutes he returned with a small metal
package. Lew took it, and found the con-
tents to be aspirin of a nationally adver-
tised brand.

“That the kind you gave to Art?”

‘ Sure,” said the half-breed. “And | told
him—Ilike I tell 'em all—not to take more'n
a couple at a time.”

Lew dug into his breeches’ pocket and
threw fifty cents on the table. “I'm buying
these,” he stated. “I'm apt to get a cold
myself.”

Back at the detachment, he typed out
all the new angles on the plane crash he
had been able to discover. Then he made
up his blankets and went to bed. But at
eleven of the next morning he heard and
s3w Shorty McCall’'s plane come in and
land in front of the Airways’ workshop.
He put on his outer clothing, intending to
catch Shorty before he left; then he saw
the plane turn and come taxiing in his
direction.

He waited, and soon Shorty came up to
the house.

“All right,

E HAD a bundle of letters for Lew,

but Lew ignored these to give Shorty

the gist of what he had typed out the pre-
vious night.

“Red agreed with me that the fact that
Art’s motor was full-on when he hit seems
to indicate that Art was not—well, not in
tull possession of all his faculties at the
time. What | mean, no pilot would see
the ground coming up at him at three hun-
dred miles an hour and keep his motor
full-on to hit it’"

“I'll say he wouldn't!” said Short)
grimly. “But Red was telling me—he got
to thinking about the crash last night.
Seems like the pin that holds the pilot chair
down solid in them old Veedees sometimes
works loose. Art's did, once; but Red
figured he'd got it fixed. If Art's chair
broke away, he wouldn’t have no grip, no

purchase to handle either stick or rudder-
bar.”

Lew nodded. *“That's worth remember-
ing, all right. And here’'s something worth
remembering too. Art was groggy with
the flu the day he was killed; and he was
doping himself with aspirin.”

But Shorty was unimpressed. “Art
took aspirin all the time. Took it for head-
ache, toothache and everything that ailed
him. 1've seen him down five tablets and
never turn a hair. If he took enough to
knock him pie-eyed, he must have taken a
whole box at once.”

“He wouldn’t be fool enough to do that,”
decided Lew. Then he asked, “What
brought you up here to-day ?”

Shorty frowned. “What's that to do
with Art Nichols?”

“Nothing, perhaps. 1'm just asking.”

“Got me a load for some prospectors
near Cree Lake,” said Shorty. “And this
is only the first load of three or four.”

“I'll tell you why I'm asking you,” ex-
plained Lew. “It may only be a case of
bats in the belfry, but 1'd like to go down
to the crash and poke around again.”

“Smart cop, eh?” grinned Shorty. “Fig-
ure you'll find some of them aspirins?”

“1 might,” admitted Lew. “It’ll be quite
a job. But while that storeman of Sam’s
says he gave Art one kind of aspirin, he
may have given him another.”

Shorty shrugged. *“You saw the wreck.
Think you'll have any luck?”

“Might. There's a side-pocket in the
door of Art’s plane like there is in the old-
type cars. He just might have kept the
box of tablets in there where they'd be
handy to get at.”

“Well,” said Shorty after a while;
“there ain’t nothing to stop you. | figure
on passing here again about two-thirty this
afternoon and making town by dark."

So when Shorty came south again later,
Lew climbed aboard. The hour’s run—
shortened by a tail-wind—brought them to
Eagle Lake, where they landed.

“I'll like this dry-hop worse than | ever

S
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did,” was Shorty’s glum comment. ‘“Art
pretty near made it—but not quite.”

“If it wasn't for the fact of that straight-
down power-dive,” said Lew, “1'd say he
was trying to make the lake when he
crashed. Maybe he felt this spell coming
on, and was trying to make the lake be-

fore he passed out.”

ONCE again they tramped their way to
the scene of the crash. There, Shorty
gave a grin. “All right, smart cop. Start
hunting!”

It looked hopeless; and after ten minutes
of prying into the wreckage" it proved as
hopeless as it had looked. For the side-
pocket was empty, save for a folded air-
map and the protruding neck of a thermos
bottle. Finally Lew gave up.

“And now— ?” asked Shorty.
to town? | guess you'll have to.”

But he had to speak twice before Lew
heard him. “Y’'know,” said Lew; “l've
still got it in my mind that Art wasn’t con-
scious when he crashed.”

“Well?” asked Shorty. “lI don’t think
so, either. But what about it?”

“And,” continued Lew, “although this
tragedy has shoved everything else into
the background, don’t forget that a couple
of other flyers walked off with fifty thou-
sand dollars worth of Hudson's Bay fur:
.When you get two happenings like that
together, you wonder if they're connected.
What | mean, did Art accidentally dope
himself, or was he doped for a reason ?”

Shorty McCall, standing there in the
chill afternoon wind, became restive,

“Art doped? With them aspirins?”

“Know what I'm going to do?” suddenly
asked Lew, hard-jawed. “I'm going to
order an autopsy. | want to know what
Art had in him.”

“I'll tell you what Art had in him,” said
the practical Shorty McCall. *“Coffee. See
that vacuum flask?”

“And what about the vacuum?”

“Nothing particular. Only Art guzzled
coffee all the time. Said it pepped him up

3*

“Coming

and kept out the cold. And if he was
feelin’ punk with the flu—"

Lew nodded, and crawled into the wreck
again.

The vacuum flask was of the nickel-
plated type; and while its glass interior was
hopelessly shattered, the shell was whole.
Lew ripped away the side-pocket and re-
moved the thermos in his mittened fingers.

Shorty took another glance at it. “That
ain't Art’'s,” he said. “His was corra*-
gated; this one’s smooth.”

“And it came out of Sam Cox’s store,
added Lew. He turned the bottle end-up
and displayed certain scrawly markings.
“Qut of Sam’s store,” he repeated. “These
hen-tracks are his cost-price and the dollar
is his selling price. 1've worked that code
of his out. The bottle set him back just
twenty-eight cents.”

“A neat profit,” grinned Shorty. “And
now you've got the bottle, what're you go-
ing to do with it?”

Lew shook the thing; and above the
rattle of broken glass he detected the gurgle
of liquid.

“I'll get the contents analyzed,” he said
promptly. “And if they aren’t as healthy
as they should be, the fingerprint branch
gets a job.”

A slow grin spread over Shorty’s face.
“I'm glad | haven't got your suspicious
mind. With all the enemies | got, 1'd be
scared to eat!”

They went back to the plane; and a few
minutes later were in the air with the Eagle
Hills due ahead. But for all his confi-
dence, Lew Harlan felt a bit less sure when
he faced his O.C.
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“I'll admit | haven’'t much to go on,”
he told him. “But this letter, the Indian’s
story, and Art's taking of aspirin, all
seemed to warrant a closer look.” He pro-
duced the thermos and set it on the O.C.’s
desk, “Shorty McCall tells me Art was an
inveterate coffee drinker. It might not be
a bad idea to have the contents of this thing
analyzed; and if they turn out bad, have
an autopsy performed on Art and get the
bottle itself checked for fingerprints.”

The O.C. squinted at the bottle, then
up at Lew.

“And if they do turn out bad, whom do
you suspect?”

Lew hesitated. “I can’'t say that | sus-
pect anybody. It's altjsgether too early for
that. But there’s one thing | think is
significant. Five posts yielded fifty thou-
sand dollars worth of fur—say, ten thou-
sand dollars apiece.

Spear Lake, however, the biggest post
in the district, could have contributed
eighteen thousand. And Spear Lake was
not visited at all.”

O’Shea’s eyes drilled Lew Harlan stead-
ily. “I follow you, Corporal. 1 also know
this man Cox who runs Spear Lake. The
autopsy will be made and the contents of
the thermos analyzed. | don’'t know how
long a job that'll be, but if McCall is go-
ing back north to-morrow, you’'d better go
along. I'll push the findings through to
you as soon as | get them.”

But Lew Harlan, still hankering for
that spell in town, cast out a feeler.

“You think I should get back?”

“Certainly. Work from that end. And
keep an eye on Sam Cox.”

So north again went Lew. But he could
have been given one day in town without
much damage; for on Shorty McCall's
second trip in he brought a bulky letter
from Superintendent O’Shea.

Lew got it in the detachment, while
Shorty hung around to see if he might
glean a little information for himself. And
Lew’s features hardened as he read.

He gave a low whistle backtracked to

read a line or so again; looked up at last
into Shorty’s inquiring face.

“Well,” he said grimly. “l was right.
Three-quarters of a grain of strychnine
was found in Art’s stomach; and another
full grain in the thermos bottle.”

“What?” croaked Shorty.

Lew repeated himself. “And that's not
all. The bottle held fingerprints. The
report says they were blurred and partially
overlapped, but they showed three distinct
sets. One was of a woman; one were Art’s
own. And one more,” said Lew with the
ghost of a smile, “belonged to a man who
has been dead for twenty-two years.”

Shorty, already shocked by the hews
Lew had given him earlier, blinked twice
before he spoke. “Dead?” he repeated.
“Dead for twenty-two years?”

Lew nodded. *“In other words, they be-
longed to Joe Mason—a man who was
murdered by his partner down on the
Mackenzie in nineteen-sixteen.”

OWLY, Shorty McCall drew a pack-

age of cigarettes from his pocket. He
took one out, tapped.it absently on a thumb-
nail ; then, remembering, dug out the pack-
age again and handed it to Lew. At last
he said, “Anything else you'd like to spring
on me now you're at it?”

Lew shrugged. “I'm only telling you
what's ill this letter.”

“That Art was poisoned, and that a dead
man’s come to life!”

“Don’t know anything about a dead man
coming to life,” demurred Lew. “But
somebody seems to have resurrected the
prints of a dead man’'s hand.” He sud-
denly asked, “Ever heard of Joe Mason?”

“Never did—till now.”

Lew grunted, and referred again to the
letter. “The O.C. gives an outline of him
here, but | read the case myself in one of
our old blue books. Joe Mason, it seems,
trapped near the Arctic Circle with a duck
named Noyes. Nobody saw much of him
as he stayed on his trap-line pretty well.
But one day he barged into a trading post
..... n" Zi%
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at Arctic Red River, held it up and backed
out with all the fur he could grab. He
left his fingerprints, however, on the win-
dow in the door which he shoved against,
and the police got a clear copy of them.
But later, when the boys did locate him,
he had been dead in his cabin for over
three months. This was in the early sum-
mer; and as no fur was found in the place,
it was concluded that his partner— Noyes
=—had killed him and pulled on.”

Shorty scowled. “Then if he was beefed
by this Noyes guy, how could he leave
his fingerprints on Art’s thermos?”

“Don’tyou see?” demanded Lew. “Ma-
son must never have been Kkilled at all.
What happened was that he killed Noyes
and dressed the dead man in his own cloth-
ing. If three months went by before the
body was found—and remember it was in
the summer—it was easy to see how the
police made a mistake. | mean, a mistake
in the identity of the dead man.”

For a moment or so Shorty chewed on
what Lew had told him. “So Mason’s
alive today,” was his grim comment. “And
somewhere around here. That's worth
knowing.”

“And when | catch up with him,” prom-
ised Lew, “he’ll have to give an explana-
tion of not only what happened to Mister
Noyes, but how his own fingerprints come
to be on a thermos bottle containing
strychnine.”

“Any idea who this Joe Mason is?”
asked Shorty.
Lew’s answer was noncommittal. “May-

be. But before we discuss that, we've a
bigger problem. The problem is to decide
why it was so necessary to murder Art.”

Lew took a cigarette then from Shorty’s
package. Shorty himself dropped into a
vacant chair.

“Art seems to have been murdered, all
right,” admitted Shorty. “Though I don’t
know who’'d want to murder a decent feller
like him.”

Lew shrugged. “l’'ve been doing a bit
of guesswork—just in case. And my guess-

25

ing tells me that Art was murdered be-
cause he knew too much.”

“You mean that Art was mixed up in
the theft?”

“Good Lord, no!” retorted Lew. “I mean
he was murdered because—well, because
perhaps he blundered on to something.
Look at things this way; Art flew around
here for a couple of days after the hold-up,
dropped off here four or five times aud
nobody bothered him. Why? Because
there was nothing to bother him about.
But he takes a trip into a different locality,
and right away he gets killed.”

Shorty’s eyes narrowed. He nodded
slowly. “You figure, then, that Art rati
into something between here and Ver-
milion River?”

“Well; it seems plausible enough.” Then
Lew said, “The last post to be raided that
day was Long Portage; and the boys at
the Portage told us that once she was
loaded up the ship struck off in a south-
easterly direction. Now; come over here.”

Lew crossed to a large-scale map hanging
on the detachment wall and, with his
thumb-nail, drew on it two bisecting lines.
One line ran from Spear Lake to Vermilion
River; the other ran southeasterly from
Long Portage. “Supposing that Art did
bump into anything, it would be some-
where around where these two lines cross.
One line will be his route to and from
Vermilion River. The other is the line of
flight of that raiding plane hitting home.”

Shorty scrubbed his chin. “May be
something in what you say. And | sup-
pose you're going to suggest we breeze up
there and see what we can see for our-
selves ?”

“l was hoping you'd say that, Shorty,”
smiled Lew. “I can’t go chartering planes.”

“l can't charter 'em either. But if it
means doing something for Art Nichols,
the Airways'll stand the cost.”

"OUT Shorty was loaded for Cree Lake.
' He said he would pull over to the Base
and unload there. It took Lew just five
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minutes to get his grub-box, bedding and
rifle together, then he taxied across to Red
Morgan’s.

The mechanic came out of the workshop
as the plane swung in. He grinned up at
Lew.

“You've sure got the flyin’ bug. Where
away this time?”

“North,” answered Lew. “Trying to find
a reason for killing a man.”

He dropped to the ground, swore Red
Morgan to secrecy, and gave him a guarded
statement regarding the death of Art
Nichols. “And you can help, Red,” he
told the man, “just by answering a few
questions. And here’s the first—when Art
stopped off here on that last flight of his,
did he mention seeing anything out of the
way? | mean between here and Vermilion
River?”

Red frowned, and said he couldn’t recall
Art mentioning anything except how tough
he felt.

“And you're sure of that?” pressed Lew.

“Pretty sure,” agreed Red. “Why?”

“Because we think Art ran into some-
thing, mentioned it, and got murdered for
not keeping the information to himself.”

Red pondered the statement. “Likely
enough,” he agreed. “But who would he
mention it to? Not to me or to Matt; and
we were the only two he saw.”

“Were you?” suggested Lew.

Now Red was frowning. Suddenly he
looked up. “You mean, Sam Cox?”

But Lew didn’t answer, for Shorty was
becoming impatient. “We’'re going north,
Red, to look around. I'm dumping the
freight here and picking it up on the way
back.”

With the freight dumped into the ware-
house, Shorty gassed up and demanded the
five gallons of oil he had left with Red a
week previously. Red merely grinned at
him.

“You're out of luck for the oil. Some
rat pinched it.”
“Pinched it?” echoed Shorty. “Out of

the workshop?”

STORIES

Red admitted that it had been left out-
side. “Matt told me | should stow it away;
but I figured it would be all right where
it was.”

Shorty wiped his gasoline-soaked hands
on his parka. “One swell dish! Two
hundred-odd miles staring me in the face,

a leaky motor, and no spare oill Who,”
he demanded, “pinched it?”
Red looked his penitence. *“Search me.

But if you've got to have oil, | can get some
light tractor oil from Matt. He and the
crew are away to the fish camps, but | can
chisel some from his housekeeper.”

“Tractor oil in an airplane! Boy, do
I love the idea!” Then, ‘Well, all right,”
Shorty sighed. “It won't be any worse
than fish oil—and I've run on that in a
pinch.”

But when Red returned with the sub-
stitute oil, Shorty scowled down at him.

“That may do it. And if it don't,” he
predicted, “you’ll be on hand to tell me
why. Meaning, you're coming aboard as
a greaseball—with a chance of earning your
pay!”

So, a few minutes later, Shorty, with
Lew Harlan and Red Morgan along, swung
his ship and went roaring off northeast.
He climbed steadily, till his altimeter
showed six thousand feet, then held on.

He turned to Lew Harlan beside him.
“Those two lines you drew crossed some-
where around Indian Lake. A hundred
and twenty miles out. Guess we don’t get
excited till we're there.”

But he and Lew and Red Morgan
scanned the country closely. Twice Shorty
swung off his course on a trip of investi-
gation, only to come back to it again. Then
Indian Lake, raggedly round, its spruce
islands showing as tiny smudges, showed
up.

H1HERE was a head wind that cut down
4- their speed, but in a few more minutes
they were over the lake. They saw bald,
rocky points, deep bays, the mouth of the
Indian River against the far shore and,
25
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finally, the river itself. It wound north-
ward into the Barrens, crooked, serpentine.
Shorty turned to Lew.

“Don’t see anything here.”

Lew agreed. Red Morgan said that
somewhere, somebody had slipped in their
reckoning.

“Looks like it,” grunted Shorty.
I'll try her a few more miles.”

Holding the same altitude, they swept
on. There was the lake and the river and
the islands, but nothing else to arouse sus-
picion. Another mile or so and they would
pass the spot where Lew’s lines had crossed
each other. From there on search would
be useless, and Lew’s fine theory would
be all washed up.

But Lew was staring at something that
appeared right in the frozen mouth of the
Indian River. He squinted at it a long
time before he nudged Shorty.

“There in the mouth,” he mentioned.
“What d'you make of it?”

Shorty squinted too. “lIsland. Why?”

“That's no island,” said Lew. Then he
suddenly stiffened. A pigmy figure was
running from there to shore.

Shorty was on the point of nosing down.
“Hold her up 1’ ordered Lew. “Leton you
haven't seen. We’'ll get a better look as
we go by!”

Shorty held his ship on a level keel, and
in a few moments they were over the
mouth. All three saw it then, and recog-
nized it for what it was—an airplane,
camouflaged with spruce-boughs.

“By the gods!” gritted Lew. “A plane!”

“And something else !” cried Shorty. “A
train of dogs near shore!”

Other details now came clearly. There
was a low fire burning in the bush oppo-
site the plane and white blobs that might
be covers or blankets. But apart from that
one figure, there was no sign of human
life.

“They’re somewhere around,” said Lew.
“But keep right on.. They'll never know
we've seen them.”

So they went by, and kept going till

25

“ Still,

ten miles down the river.
spoke.

“Now, you fellers; I'll start back and
hit the river on a flat glide.”

‘Without them hearing us,” stipulated
Lew.

“Sure. I'll cut the motor and land well
this side of them. Then we can sneak up
through the bush and see what it's all
about.”

Shorty began to bank, lost altitude; and
midway of where they had seen the plane
and where he now was, cut the motor.
There was the faint whine of the prop,
the rush of air past the cabin; and the
river and the bush began to slide up at
them. A mile from the mouth, or as nearly
as Lew could judge, the skis touched gently
on the snow.

Lew was the first man out. He opened
the cabin door rifle in hand, and stepped
down. Shorty was following him—when
Lew heard a thud and a bubbling grunt.
He wheeled in time to see Shorty sinking
to his knees and Red Morgan swinging a
length of aluminum pipe.

Lew was numbed for the moment; and
the consequent hesitation almost proved his
undoing. For Red Morgan jumped from
the plane full at him.

But Lew managed to throw himself side-
ways, and Red Morgan’s charge carried
him by. Then he turned, grabbed Morgan
by the throat as he struggled to get up
and smashed him heavily in the jaw.

It was a blow that would have knocked
most men cold; but Morgan merely
grunted, dropped the pipe and flung his
arms around Lew’s neck. For some sec-
onds they heaved and struggled. Snow
got into their ears; into their eyes, and
half-blinded them. But Lew hung on—
till Morgan lifted his heel and drove it
down smashingly over Lew’s kidneys.

It was a paralyzing blow. Lew went
down on his face, groaning in agony. He
felt more than saw Red Morgan spring
up, and he waited for another smash over
the head from that piece of pipe.

Then Shorty
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But the blow never came. Instead, he
heard the motor of Shorty’s ship turning
over. A second or so later, with Red Mor-
gan at the controls, the machine was taxi-
ing full throttle up the river.

Lew waited for another minute or two,
then gritting his teeth he managed to crawl
up. The pain in his back was still severe,
but the slumped-over figure of Shorty Mc-
Call lying off to one side demanded action.

He moved over to him. Shorty was
motionless, with a stream of blood cours-
ing down his forehead. Lew removed the
pilot’s cap and found a jagged scalp wound
just above the ear. He dug out his hand-
kerchief and bound it as best he could;
then after replacing the cap he grabbed
Shorty beneath the armpits.

Shorty was a tough haul at any time;
but now, limply unconscious and with Lew
handicapped by the blow that Morgan had
given him, it was a colossal task getting
him up to the bush. But scarcely were
they there than Shorty opened his eyes.

HE BLINKED up at Lew, looked
around him, then heaved himself to
an elbow. He was frowning, like a man
waking from a nightmare. “Hey, what—
what happened?”

Lew told him. “And all that saved you
was that heavy cap.”

“But why Red Morgan?” insisted
Shorty. “Where does he fit in?”
Lew ground his teeth. “I'll tell you

where he fits in.
behind this racket.
couldn’t see it!
your plane.”

Shorty sat up, though the effort made
him wince.”

“Away with it. Why—he can’t fly!”

“But he's gone. Up the river. Taxi-
ing.”

Shorty understood then.
that much. And he’ll meet those other
fellers.” He suddenly came to his feet.
“Then what are we waiting for?”

Lew recovered his rifle and shook it

He's one of the mugs
And I'm the mug who
Right now he’s off with

“He can do

clear of snow. “Chances are we’ll be too
late. But it's worth the try.”

They took to the bush, where their move-
ments would be hidden. Lew was in poor
shape for the heavy travel and Shorty,

slugging along behind, grunted and
groaned. But Shorty made one observa-
tion.

“Remember, Lew, Red tellin’ us he had
a brother down in the States in the rum-
running business ? Owned a plane? Well,
now the rum-running ain't so hot, what
d'you want to bet he ain't mixed up in
this ?”

“] don't bet,” said Lew.
thing.”

The snow was deep in the bush but they
made fair progress. But when they had
covered the better part of half a mile, the
sudden blast of an airplane engine stopped
them in their tracks. They listened tensely
and the roar came again.

“That ain’t my ship,” stated Shorty. “It's
the other one. Warming up!”

Lew gritted his teeth. |If the roar of
the motor were any indication, they could
not be more than a few hundred yards
away. But they might as well be miles
away once the other ship began to pull out.

They quickened their pace; but in a
minute or so the roar of the plane came
again. And this time the roar continued.

Shorty read its meaning. “They’'re leav-
in" us, Lew. Pullin’ out. We're licked,
and we might's well admit it.”

“I'm admitting nothing!” snarled Lew.
“This rifle’ll carry up to seven hundred
yards, and I've a belt full of shells!”

They made one more effort, but the

25
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sound of the motor was fading to a steady
hum. And when finally they broke through
the bush, the plane was but a faint speck-
far out on Indian Lake.

Shorty, face streaming with perspiration,
glowered at it. "Seven hundred yards!
Well, seven hundred yards is no good
here.”

Baffled, Lew looked around him. They
were, on the left bank of the river, right
at the mouth. Shorty’s deserted plane was
there, undamaged as Lew had expected to
find it.

Beyond the plane was the string of
dogs. They were still harnessed, still
hitched to the toboggan; left stranded to
fend for themselves. As Lew looked at
them, his lips twisted grimly.

TTE SAID nothing to Shorty at the mo-
ment, but he had recognized the dogs.

They were Matt Sewell's.

But Shorty had noticed something—
something that lay on its side out in mid-
river. It was partly covered with the
spruce-boughs that had camouflaged the
plane.

“See that oil-can?” growled Shorty.
"That's the one | left with Red Morgan.”
His jaw toughened. "And | know what
it all means now. That plane came down
because she lost her oil. Mebbe a break
in the line. The two fellers aboard her
knew they were stuck, so they took a
chance and hit across country. Compass
reckoning.”

“And Matt Sewell obligingly brought
‘em back with the oil,” added Lew. "They
are his dogs over there.”

Out on Indian Lake something flashed.
It was the sun, catching on the hull of the
plane.

“Look!” almost yelled Shorty.
turning around!”

Lew tried to read the meaning of the
move. Shorty explained it.

"See? With their load and the tail-
wind, they can't rise. Watch 'em!”

Lew did, and found that Shorty’s words

“They're

were no mere guesswork The plane swung
again, due into the wind.

Faintly they heard the crescendo of the
motor. Billows of snow went up. With
an increasing throb of sound the plane
came racing toward them.

Lew dropped to a knee. “Down, Shorty!
Here’s our chance!”

He opened the breech of his rifle, blew
the loose snow from it and pumped in a
shell. With one eye iixed on the plane,
he brought the gun to his shoulder.

The plane he estimated to be a good mile
away. Heavily loaded as she was, it would
take that much of a run to get her up
And as Lew watched and the seconds
ticked by, he wondered if she would make
it at all.

But at five hundred yards he saw day-
light beneath her skis. She wobbled un-
certainly for a moment, dipped; then be-
gan rapidly to climb.

And climbing, she gained speed. She
came rushing toward where Lew and
Shorty were crouched in the dead grass at
river's edge. Lew judged her height now
to be five hundred feet; and when she was
half that distance away, Lew set himself.

He aimed deliberately at the windows of
the pilot's compartment. Spang! The
crack of the .303 brought immediate re-
sults.

The ship reeled, zoomed suddenly up-
ward. Motor wide open and propeller
whistling, she fought to get out of range.
She was almost due above them now; and
Lew fired again twice in quick succession.
And again he got a hit.

For the ear-splitting drone of the motor
turned to a shrill, high-strung whine; and
Shorty began to yell.

"The prop! You got her prop!
—she’s going to pieces!”

The high-pitched whine had changed to
a metallic clattering. Chunks of the motor
flew off. The big ship seemed to tremble.

Lew held his fire, for the plan© was
swinging in a crazy bank. She began to
keel over, to slip away from the river and

Look
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toward a grove of heavy timber on the far
shore. Lew heard the rush of the wind
through her struts, saw her roll till her
belly was toward them. Downward she
sliced, gathering speed as she went—till
with a ripping, tearing crash she went out
of sight in the timber.

3R a moment neither man spoke. The
Psilence seemed terrific, uncanny. Across
the river the tips of the trees were still
waving. The cloud of snow that went up
seemed to hang in the cold air. Then Lew
clambered to his feet and started off on
the run.

There was always the danger of fire
following a crash; and he wanted to be
there in case this happened.

But there was no fire. He and Shorty
broke into a small clearing to find the
ship on its side. One wing, as well as the
landing gear, was completely crumpled.
The other wing was spiked on a stripped,
naked tree.

Lew, finger hooked about the trigger of
his rifle, led a cautious advance.

“1 don't trust these babies—even though
| don’t see anything of 'em.”

He and Shorty made halfway across the

clearing when Lew detected a movement
beneath the crumpled wing. He pulled up
short, then in one swift second he had
dived for cover, taking the surprised pilot
with him.
- A machine-gun started its savage chat-
ter. Bullets plowed into the spot that the
two had vacated, and Lew shoved Shorty
down on his face.

“1 saw him,” gritted Lew.
in time.”

He raised his head at last. Through the
scrub he could see a man at the plane. It
was Red Morgan, and Red had a sub-
machine gun at his shoulder.

There came another burst of fire. Red
was searching the two men out, and Lew
knew they were In a bad predicament
Around them the undergrowth was fairly
heavy, but not heavy enough to hold out

“And just

machine-gun bullets. If Red lowered his
sights a bit or caught a glimpse of them,
the jig would be up.

Then a third burst came, and Lew
watched the stream of lead mow a pattern
immediately in front of his nose. This
was dangerous in the extreme, and some-
thing had to be done.

But this time the firing was cut short.
Lew risked it and looked up. Red had
the gun in his hands, banging at the am-
munition drum. Something seemed to
have gone amiss with the mechanism and
the gun was temporarily out of operation.
It was Lew'’s chance—if he cared to take
it And he did.

He got up, grabbed the rifle and began
to streak across the clearing. Red Morgan
saw him coming and tried his own gun
again. Lew’'s heart skipped. He could
almost feel those ballets smashing through
his body. The fear lent him greater speed.
He ran on, yelled to Red to surrender; and
when he came to within a dozen feet of
the man he threw his rifle smash in his
face.

It was a vicious blow, one that knocked
Red Morgan out completely. But Lew
didn't know this until he had the man
pinned down, knees driven in his chest.
It was Shorty himself who pointed out
the obvious fact.

Lew nodded, and from his pocket pulled
out a pair of handcuffs. With these on,
he said, “Let’s see to the rest of 'em.”

Inside the cabin of the plane they found
three more men. One, at the controls,
was dead, his neck twisted grotesquely.
The second man, unconscious from a blow
in the temple but definitely alive, was Matt
Sewell. The third, heavy built, with a thin
mustache and treacherous black eyes, was
nursing a broken leg.

“All accounted for,” said Lew. (

TNSIDE the plane he saw something
else—bales of fur piled in orderly ar-
ray. But these would have to wait until
the men had been attended to.
5
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The dead man was red-headed. This
Lew saw as he and Shorty laid him on
the ground. There was also a striking
resemblance between the man and Red
Morgan.

“Your guess, Shorty,"” said Lew, “was
all to the good.”

Matt Sewell, still inert, they dragged .to
one side and as a precautionary measure
roped his hands. Then Lew turned to the
man with the broken leg.

The fellow looked up at him, coldly

vicious. His hand strayed toward a hip-
pocket.

“Try it!” snarled Lew. ‘Til bust your
jaw!”

He frisked the man and found a snub-
nosed automatic on him.
i “Pretty toy,” he added.
it myself.”

More tenderly than the thug deserved,
Lew and Shorty set his leg for him. When
it was done, Lew decided he needed a
smoke. “And you and I, Shorty, will have
one as well.”

Lew lit the thug’s cigarette and shoved
it between his teeth. With his own burn-
ing, he summed, things up.

“Seems like I've got to rearrange my
lineup. Looks as though Sam Cox goes
into the clear. Red and Matt Sewell prob-

“1'd better keep

ably organized this thing—both the hold-up
and the murder of Art.” He turned to the
other man for confirmation. *“Is that the
way of it?”

But the fellow grinned crookedly. *“I
ain't talkin’, see. What you want to know
you can find out.”

“0. K.,” said Lew with a smile. “And
I guess | will. [I'll probably find out Red
and Matt were -back of this thing. 11l
figure that Art saw this plane on his trip
to Vermilion and really did mention it to
one or both of them. And I think I will
be able to prove that while Art bought the
thermos bottle from Sam Cox, he got it
filled at Mat Sewell’s house.”

Shorty broke in. “How?”

“Fingerprints. The prints of Joe' Ma-
son will probably dovetail nicely with Matt
Sewell’s, and the woman’s prints will be
those of the gal who keeps house for him.”

Shorty smiled. “You're pretty smart,
Lew. And there’ll be another stripe in
this for your good right arm. You catchum
stolen fur, lots of murderers, everything
else. Yeah; pretty smart.”

But Lew only grinned. “Smart? After
all the fool mistakes I made? Never mind
talking about another stripe. If the Old
Man knew the sort of a mug | was, he'd
take down the two I've got!”



And Hashknife*s Partner

Was a Fella Who Had Never Even

Been on a Horse!

H asiiknife's Partner
By W. C. TUTTLE

Whose Last Hashknife Story was “The Doublecrossers of Ghost Tree”

1 "M GOING to be a towboy, too.”

Hashknife Hartley’'s spurs
rasped musically as he halted
his six feet-three inches of whip-
cord frame and looked down

into the dimly-lighted features of a little
youngster, sitting on a rough bench in front
of the stage station at Cottonwood. There
was a woman seated beside the little boy,
her features shaded by a wide hat.
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“That's shore goin’ to be-fine, pardner,”
replied Hashknife, a chuckle in his voice.
“Goin’ to ride bad broncs, rope cows and
go to town on Saturday night, | suppose.”

“Sure,” replied the boy stoutly.

“Good for you. Just remember to never
tie yore rope. Take a dally, and yuh can
always unhook from a bad actor. Save
yore saddle, too. Know what | mean?”

“Sure,” nodded the youngster.

25
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“And,” continued Hashknife soberly,
“when yuh fee! yourself partin’ company
with yore saddle, try and relax.”

“Yeah—you bet,” agreed the little boy.

“Well, good luck,” said Hashknife. “Tell
the foreman that yo're a friend of Hash-
knife Hartley, will vuh?”

“Sure.”

Chuckling to himself, Hashknife turned
and went across the street. It was nearly
time for the stage to leave for El Conejo,
down in the Crow River Valley, forty miles
away. It was still too hot for daylight
travel, and even at this time in the evening
the thermometer stood at ioo degrees in
the moonlight.

Hashknife met his partner, Sleepy Stev-
ens, in front of the Maverick Saloon.
Sleepy was shorter than Hashknife, but
broad of shoulder, his legs slightly bowed
from years spent in the saddle.

“1 was talkin’ to the stage clerk about
Crow River Valley,” said Hashknife.
“There’s several small spreads, but there's
one big one, the JF. The owner was a
feller named John Forrest, who lived in
Chicago. He left everythin’ to his son.
The driver says it's a fine spread, with
plenty good cows and fancy horses. He
said that Forrest was busy raisin’ fine
stock, while his son was busy raisin’ hell.”

“Is that all yuh learned?” asked Sleepy.

“Yeah—why?”

“l got mine from a bartender,” said
Sleepy. “There was a killin" down there
some time ago, but they caught the Kkiller
—and his name was Len Ellers.”

“Len Ellers? So they got him at last.
Ex-actor, gambler, horse thief, smuggler—
and they got him for murder. Plenty
smart, Sleepy—that Len Ellers.”

“Yeah, | reckon he was. The last stage
brought the word that the jury had found
him guilty of murder in the first degree—
and he’s to be sentenced tomorrow.”

“And that,” said Hashknife, “will likely
be the end of Ellers.”

“Do we go down into Crow River Val-
ley?” asked Sleepy,

25

“Oh, | dunno—1 s’pose we might as
well, Sleepy.”

Sleepy shifted his position and let the
lamplight fall on Hashknife's long, lean
face.

“Didja find any mail here for us, Hash-
knife?” he asked.

“Oh, just a small letter.
portance.”

“From Bob Marsh, eh?”

“Aw, shucks, he wouldn’'t write us—not
after the letter you wrote him.”

“What did he say?”

“Aw, he just said that—who you talkin’
about, Sleepy?”

“Bob Marsh, secretary of the Cattle-
mens’ Association.”

“Oh, him! Oh, yeah—well, who said I
heard from him?”

“What did he say, Hashknife?”

“Well, he just said he was glad to know
where to get in touch with us. He said he
knew John Forrest very well, and was
sorry he died. He said he was sorry you
felt like yuh do about him.”

Nothin’ of im-

~fIAHAT big liar! Bob Marsh has just

one idea and that is to offer us up
as a burnt offerin’ on the altar of the
Cattle Association. Ever since they went
half-witted and elected him secretary,
he's—"

“He’s paid us well,” interrupted Hash-
knife. “Even if we sometimes do find
that things ain’t exactly as he said they'd
be—"

“Which makes him out a liar,” declared
Sleepy. “And in that letter he’s askin’ us
to go to Crow River Valley, eh?”

“No-0-0, he didn't—not exactly. He said
he knew John Forrest, and before Forrest
died he wrote Bob several times. Some-
thin’ about losin’ cattle.”

“And he feels that Tom Forrest needs
help, eh?”

“He don’t even know Tom Forrest, but
he said that Tom was sort of a wild-oat,
and might welcome our help in gettin’
things straightened out. He said he had
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written Tom Forrest about us, and he also
said that Tom Forrest had never been in
Crow River Valley, and didn't know a
damn thing about cows.”

“Just a small letter,” jeered Sleepy.
“Nothin’ of importance, eh?”

“No,” replied Hashknife quietly.
ain’t much of a hand to write.”

The night stage swung around in the
dusty street, straightened out and rattled
past them, disappearing in a great cloud
of dust.

“Well,” said Sleepy, “l reckon we bet-
ter get somethin’ to eat, before we tackle
that long ride. No use spendin’ another
night and day in Cottonwood.”

“Well, we don’'t have to go down there,
Sleepy. After all, we're our own boss. I'm
not crazy to go down there. Prob’ly a
gone-to-seed cowtown, hotter than the hubs
of hell—and too quiet for anythin'.”

“Well, we can talk it over, while we're
eatin’,” said Sleepy.

During the meal Hashknife told Sleepy
about the little boy, who was going to be a
cowboy.

“Was the woman pretty?” asked Sleepy.

“1 couldn’t see her face,” replied Hash-
knife. “The lighted window was behind
her, and she had on a wide hat. That kid
was as cute’s a bug’s ear.”

“Did they go out on the stage?”

“l dunno. The stage driver was talkin’
to 'em before | came out. Well, what do
yuh say about Crow River Valley?”

“l wish Bob Marsh hadn't mentioned

“Bob

it.”

“He did—casually, Sleepy.”

“Casually, en? Then it's worse than |
thought. But | suppose -we'll go. Bob

Marsh would speak casually of the Custer
Massacree—and you know what happened
to Custer.”

“1'd call it the Custer Battle, Sleepy. If
they’'d wiped out the Injuns, it would al-
ways be known as a battle.”

“What's that got to do with Crow River

. Valley?”
“You started the war— 1 didn’t,” grinned

Hashknife, as he leaned back to allow the
waitress to place the food in front of him.

A FTER a hearty meal they went to the
mk* feed corral, where they paid their bill
and saddled their horses. As they led the
animals outside, they saw the stage go
past, the four horses at a fast trot, while
behind them came a man on horseback. The
feed corral man said:

“That's funny—bringin’ the stage back
here.”

The stage drew up at the stage station
where a crowd quickly gathered. Hash-
knife and Sleepy rode over there and saw
them taking a body out of the stage.

“Me and Ed found the stage cramped
around in the road,” the rider was saying,
“the driver down in the dust, loaded with
lead; so we chucked him into the stage and
brought it back here.”

The clerk at the stage depot said, "The
lock-box is gone, too, but I don't think
there was much of anythin’ in it.”

“No passengers tonight, Frank?” asked
one of the crowd.

“Not that | know about,”
clerk.

Hashknife dismounted, handed his reins
to Sleepy and went into the depot The
excited clerk met him, and Hashknife said:

“Wasn't there a woman and kid on that
stage ?”

“A woman and kid?
think so.”

“l seen a woman and little boy, sittin’
outside there just a few minutes before
the stage was due to pull out.”

“Yuh did? Huh! 1 never noticed.”

“Don’t yuh sell tickets on yore stage?”

“Nope. Folks pay cash to the driver—
mostly. Oh, that's right, you were in here,
askin’ about Crow River Valley.”

“And,” said Hashknife, "I looked
through the window over there and the
driver was talkin’ to the woman.”

“Uh-huh. But | didn’t notice her. May-
be it was somebody down here to see him.
'Course, they could have got on the stage

5

replied the

I dunno. 1| don't
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and | didn't see 'em. Btrt if they did—
where are they ?”

“1 guess maybe they didn’t,” said Hash-
knife. “Was the driver married?”

“No, he wasn't—and that's lucky, 'cause
he's as dead as a door-knob.”

Hashknife nodded and went outside,
where he inquired more about the woman
and youngster. One man said:

“Say, | seen a woman and a kid cornin’
from toward the depot this evenin'. It
wasn’t long after a train came in from
the east. But | didn't pay any attention.
The woman had a big valise.”

The baggage was still strapped on the
stage, but there was no large valise. Hash-
knife examined the rope lashing, scratched
his chin thoughtfully and went back to his
horse, where he mounted.

“Find out anythin’?” queried Sleepy.

“Not much. Nobody seems to know
what became of the woman and kid, except
that one man thinks he saw them cornin’
from the depot this evenin’, and the woman
was luggin’ a big valise. That valise ain’t
on the stage, but there’s one thing that
don’'t look right.”

“What's that?” asked Sleepy curiously.

“The rope lashin’ on the baggage is tied
off in a hard-knot.”

“That's nothin’,” laughed Sleepy. “May-
be the driver was a hard-knot man.”

“Mebbe,” agreed Hashknife. “We’ll
hope he was.”

THEY were only about a mile out of
Cottonwood, when a galloping rider

caught up with them.
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“A feller at the feed corral said you was
headin’ for El Conejo,” the man explained,
“so | high-tailed it out to join yuh. I'm
Benson, deputy sheriff—Skinny Benson—
and | don't like long rides alone.”

"Glad to have yuh along, Benson,” said
Hashknife pleasantly. “We're strangers in
this part of the country.”

“Uh-huh. Well, I'm not. Borned and
raised around here. Popular choice for
sheriff three, four years ago—but a lot of
folks didn't bother to vote.”

“The county seat is at EI Conejo, ain’t
it?” asked Hashknife.

“That's right. Why—1 dunno. Cotton-
wood’s the better town. | came up last
night, tryin’ to serve some papers in a
civil suit.

“Duke LeRoy, foreman of the JF
spread, wanted an attachment on two
horses from a feller named Weldon, who
was supposed to be in Cottonwood. Wel-
don’s been gone almost a year. If | was
sheriff, 1'd shore find out somethin’ before
I sent my deputy all that distance. But
that's like Pecos Miller—Ileaps before he
looks— the danged idjit.”

“Pecos Miller is the sheriff, eh?” said

Sleepy.

“Uh-huh. Good 'n, too, if yuh believe
him.”

“l heard,” remarked Hashknife, “that

you've got a prisoner down in yore jail
—headin’ for a rope and plenty foot-
room.”

“That's right. Feller named Len Ellers.
Killed Hank Drew in a poker game. |
reckon he'll hang. Awful nice feller, too.
Re-fined—Dbrushes his teeth.”

“No-0-0-0!" exclaimed Sleepy.

“Well, he shore does—1 seen him at it.”

“Looks like a waste of time,” said
Sleepy. “Tryin’ to save his teeth, when the
law’s goin’ to kill off the rest of him.”

“That's the way | look at it,” agreed the
deputy heartily. “They're bettin’ on
whether he gets the rope or a life sentence,
and then they're bettin’ that if he gets a
life sentence, he won't live to serve it.”
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“Hank Drew was well liked, eh?” said
Hashknife.

“Not while he was alive. After a man’s
dead, some folks shore dig up a lot of
virtues to pin onto him.”

“How far is El Conejo from the Bor-
der?” asked Hashknife.

“Oh, 'bout eight, nine miles. Two miles
below the Border to Agua Rojo. It ain't
much of a town, this Agua Rojo, but she’s
right smart of a hangout for revolution-
ists and contrabandista, not to mention
plain and fancy horse-thieves, et cettery.”

“1 heard that the JF spread was a good
one,” remarked Hashknife.

“Yeah, that's right,” agreed the deputy.
“Best in Crow River Valley, OIld Man
Forrest cultivated good horses and cows,
and they say he’s got a rich gold mine on
there. Yuh hear lots of things, yuh know.
Me, | don’t believe half what | hear—even
if 1 tell it myself. OIld Man Forrest died
bade in Chicago quite a while ago. Just a
while ago they stopped lawin’ over the will,
and the ranch went to Tom Forrest, the
son. No good hombre, they tell me.”

“Is Tom Forrest in the valley?” asked
Hashknife.

“Just about. | heard that Duke LeRoy
came in to take him out to the ranch, last
night, | think. | ain't never seen the young
man.

“Mack Riggs, the lawyer, has been
kinda runnin’ things, until the feller gets
here. Mack handled all the lawin’ for the
JF spread. | don’t like him, but | don’t
reckon that keeps him awake nights.”

“Yuh never can tell about mental telepa-
thy,” remarked Sleepy.

“Well, | ain't never heard of that,” said
the deputy, “but that's nothin’, 'cause ever
little while 1 run onto somethin’ | never
heard about. You two ain't cornin’ down
here to look for jobs, are yuh?” .

“Meanin’ that there ain't any?” queried
Sleepy.

“There ain’'t been a loose job in Crow
River Valley since Old Settin’ Bull started
to set down. ’'Course, with a new owner

on the JF, yuh can't tel. He might fire
Duke LeRoy and all the crew.”

“Is Duke LeRoy a good man?” asked
Sleepy.

“Physically—yeah. Mentally and morally
—Well, 1I'd kinda hesitate. They say he's
a heller with the Mexican gals down at
Agua Rojo. Me, I dunno much about that,
‘cause Agua Rojo is no place for an Ari-
zona officer to go snoopin’.”

“Well,” said Hashknife, “we’'ll take a

look at EI Conejo, anyway.”

T WAS about four o’clock in the morn-
I ing, when they rode down the main
street of EI Conejo and found a crowd of
men in front of the sheriff's office, several
of them carrying lighted lanterns. Except
for the windows of the Cactus Patch Sa-
loon, it was the only lighted spot in the
town.

“Lovely dove, what's happened?” ex-
claimed Skinny Benson, the deputy. “Gosh,
I wonder if they've lynched Len Ellers!”

They spurred their tired horses down to
the jail. One man lifted a lantern and
identified Skinny Benson, who said:

“What's goin’ on around here?”

“Somebody shot Ellers through the bars
of his winder,” replied the man. “Hit him
in the head with both barrels of a shotgun.
The sheriff and coroner are in there now.
The judge sentenced Ellers to a life im-
prisonment, and somebody likely thought
it wasn't enough—so they added a few
ounces of shot.”

They dismounted quickly and the deputy
piloted them into the office. Pecos Miller,
the sheriff, and Doctor Jim Adams, the
coroner, were just coming from the cell.
They looked sharply at Hashknife and
Sleepy. The sheriff said:

“Well, they got him, Skinny. Blowed
his head almost off, too. | was afraid of
somethin’ like that, when the judge sen-
tenced him to life.”

“Was you here, Pecos?” asked the dep-
uty.

“Hell, I was home and in bed.

25

no!
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Somebody heard the shot fired, and figured
it was around here. They couldn’t get any
answer from Ellers through his window;
so they came down and got me. It ain't
any wonder he didn’t answer.”

The deputy turned to Hashknife. “Want
to take a look at him?” he asked.

“Sure,” replied Hashknife, and before
the sheriff or coroner could voice any ob-
jection, the three men went quickly down
the corridor. The deputy picked up a
lighted lantern just outside the cell door,
and they entered.

Evidently the man had not been moved.
He was on his back near the middle of the
small cell. The body was clad in a gray
suit, wrinkled badly, a soft, white silk shirt,
and slippers. It was the same suit he had
worn all during the trial. There were a
few shot-marks on the wall opposite the
window, but practically all the lead had
smashed into the man’'s head and face at
very close range, obliterating every feature.

Skinny Benson had no desire to examine
the body closely, but Hashknife got down
on one knee and looked the man over care-
fully.

“Somebody,” remarked the deputy,
“must have called him to the window, and
socked him with the whole load.”

Hashknife nodded slowly, his gray eyes
thoughtful in the lantern-light.

“Kinda looks like he had been double-
crossed,” he said.

“How do yuh figure that?” asked the
deputy.

“Look what time it is,” replied Hash-

knife. “This man was dressed.”
“Yeah, I—by gosh, that's right! Ex-
pectin’ to go somewhere, eh?”
“Kinda shapes up thataway,” replied
Hashknife, as he got to his feet. The

sheriff came back to the cell doorway.
“We’'re goin’ to have the boys move the
body down to Doc’s place,” he said.
Hashknife and Sleepy stabled their
horses, took their war-sacks and went to
the EI Conejo Hotel, where a sleepy-eyed
man showed them to a room.
25

“So they downed that feller, eh?” he
said. “All that noise waked me up. Well,
I don’t reckon that the judge’'s sentence
was heavy enough to suit some folks.”

“Hank Drew was well liked, eh?” que-
ried Hashknife for the second time that
night.

“Liked? No, | don't reckon so.
we don't like murderers down here.”
“Particular, eh?” queried Sleepy.

“Well, yeah, we're kinda finicky' about
some things, Mister. Well, here’s yore
room. If there ain't no water in that
pitcher yuh can go down the back steps
and git some at the pump. Most folks use
the wash-bench, outside the kitchen door.
If yuh hanker for a bath yuh can git one
at Misery Miller’s barber shop, down the
street a ways. Most everyone does—at
times. ’'Course, yuh can't git one at this
time o’ night—but who the hell wants one
at this time o’ night? You jist rode in
with Skinny Benson, didn’'t yuh? | thought
| seen yuh. | was down at the jail. Well,
I hope yuh rest well. Adios, amigos. |
should have said ‘Buenos noches, amigos,’
but there ain’'t much night left. 1 forgot
to tell yuh, yuh might have to prime the
pump. Well, so long.”

“Just like a danged phonograph record,”
declared Sleepy, after the man had clumped
down the hallway. “How" he hates to talk!”

But

ASHKNIFE chuckled and began
drawing off his boots. “l'd shore
like to see that bathtub in Misery Miller’'s
barber shop,” he said, “but I reckon we’ll
have to wait until tomorrow—or rather,
daylight today.”
“Yeah!” muttered Sleepy, yawning
widely. “Man, they shore messed up poor
Len Ellers, Hashknife.”

“Didn’t they! | wonder who blasted
him.”

“That,” replied Sleepy, “isn’'t worth
findin’ out. He deserved hangin’ — so

what's the difference?”
“Mebbe yo’re right,” nodded Hashknife
soberly. “Yeah, yuh may be right But
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why was he dressed—at that time in the
niorain’? Mebbe that's how the}' got him
to the bars. Somebody was pretendin’ to
help him escape—mebbe. They got him
up to the bars, expectin’ a saw— mebbe—
and look what he got! It had to be some-
thin’ like that, Sleepy. The shooter must
have stood on a box—or somethin’. That
window is too high for him to shoot from
the ground. He had to have the confidence
of his victim. Yeah, it looks like they
double-crossed the man.”

Sleepy looked curiously at his tall, lean-
faced partner.

“You ain't diggin’ in this deal, are yuh?”
he asked. “Len Ellers got what was corn-
in’ to him. What do we care how he got
it?”

Hashknife stared thoughtfully at one of
his boots, as though he had not heard what
Sleepy said. Suddenly he sat up, grinned
at Sleepy and said:

“That's right—sure. Nothin’ to dig into.
Well, let's hit the hay—it's almost daylight
—and we don’'t do much sleepin’ after the
sun hits this place.”

Sleepy smiled wryly, as he stretched out
on one side of the bed.

“Nothin’ to dig into,” he muttered. *“I
don’t like the way yuh said that. When
yuh talked about it, yuh used too many
‘rnebbes.’” Mebbe this and mebbe that. |
can read you like a book, Tall Feller.”

“Too much ridin’ in the moonlight—
mebbe,” said Hashknife soberly. “You
don’t feel bad in any one place, do yuh,
Sleepy ?”

“C’'mon to bed—that sun is almost due.”

They were a queer pair, these wander-
ing cowboys, whom Sleepy had dubbed,
“Cowpunchers of Disaster.” Always going
somewhere, but never finding a permanent
destination; always wondering what might
be on the other side of the hill, and never
satisfied, until they had found out—and
saw another hill ahead.

Hashknife, christened Henry, came from
the Milk River range of Montana. Son of
a range minister, born with a wanderlust,

he drifted into the Southwest, finally reach-
ing the ranch which gave him his nick-
name. Here he met Sleepy Stevens, who
could barely remember that his correct
name was David. Sleepy was also of the
race which won't stay still, having wan-
dered down from the ranges of Idaho;
and from.the day he and Hashknife started
out together, they had never been apart,
except for a day at a time. Money meant
nothing to them, except for necessities.
They would only work long enough to get
a few dollars, when tire lure of a distant
hill would cause them to pack up their
war-bags and wander on.

To the keen minded Hashknife any sort
of a mystery was a challenge. When range
detectives failed, Hashknife succeeded, un-
til his services were in demand by the
Cattle Associations and private interests.
But Hashknife did not want to work for
money. The life they led had made them
fatalists. Death had struck at them so
many times—and missed—that they knew
they would not die until their number was
up.

Hot lead had grazed them from beside
the trails. It had smashed through win-
dows at them at night, and time after time
they had backed out of saloon or gambling
palace, guns hot in their hands, the crash-
ing of 45s in their ears—unhurt. They
pretended to each other that they were
looking for a peaceful place to buy a ranch
and settle down; but they both knew that
they would keep going as long as they could
see a strange hill ahead, or a mystery to be
solved. Sleepy did not analyze anything.
He was content to let Hashknife unravel
the mystery, while he trailed behind, his
gun handy, waiting for the end of the
trail. He feigned a dislike for dangerous
jobs, and complained often, but down in
his heart he was as eager as Hashknife.

ECOS MILLER, the sheriff, had left
P early in the morning for Cottonwood
to investigate tire stage holdup and the
killing of the driver. Skinny Benson, the
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deputy, was eating breakfast in the hotel
dining room, when Hashknife and Sleepy
came down.

“Quite a night,” he observed, as they
sat down with him. “Most excitement
we've had in a dog's age. Did you sleep
good ?”

“What there was of it,” replied Sleepy.
“How hot does it get here?”

“What's the hottest place you've ever
been in?” countered the deputy.

“Death Valley in July.”

“Shucks, that place is frigid beside Crow
River Valley.”

“Is there a Crow River?” asked Hash-
knife, stretching his long legs under the
oilcloth covered table.

“After a cloud-burst. I've seen it three
times in my life. If yuh like aigs for
breakfast, I'd advise yuh to take the hot-
cakes.”

“That’'s right,” grinned the slatternly
waitress. “The last case hatched before we
served half of 'em. ' Cutest little things
you ever seen.”

“Bring us the hot-cakes,” said Hash-
knife.

A FTER breakfast they went down to

the jail with Skinny Benson, and
Hashknife looked over the murder cell
again. Skinny watched him curiously, as
he studied the bars and sill of the barred
window, and squatted on his heels to ex-
amine the floor closely.

“Readin’ sign, eh?” he remarked. *“I
heard of it bein’ done. Me, | can jist about
tell the difference between a boot-track and
a horse-track in the mud. A cow-track
don’'t puzzle me so awful much either. But
| shore don’t,go in for pickin’ up threads
off a floor.”

Sleepy grinned slowly,
straightened up.

“Discover anythin’?” he asked.

“The man,” replied Hashknife soberly,
“was shot in .the head with a shotgun.”

“My Gawd!” breathed Skinny Benson.
“1 don’t see how he does it!”

2%

as Hashknife

“It's like teachin’ a cow how to fly,”
said Sleepy. “It takes patience.”

They went out and examined the win-
dow from the outside. The bottom of the
window was over six feet from the ground
level, making it necessary for the killer to
have stood on something. Hashknife ex-
amined the ground carefully, before they
went back to the street, where they met
Mack Riggs, the lawyer, who was coming
down to the sheriff's office.

The lawyer was tall and gaunt, with a
bony face, pouched eyes. He wore rusty-
black, a collarless shirt, and a broad-
brimmed black hat.

“Oh, yes; Hartley and Stevens,” he said,
when Skinny introduced them. *“Marsh
wrote me about you gentlemen. Said you
might come down here. | understand you
were in Cottonwood last night, when they
brought the stage-driver back.”

“Yeah, that's right,” agreed Hashknife.
“And we got here just after they found
your client had been killed.”

“A dastardly thing, too,” declared Riggs
hotly. “No doubt Ellers was guilty, but
the sentence of the court was adequate, |
detest people who take the law into their
own hands. Did Pecos go to Cottonwood,
Skinny?” "4

“Yeah, he left early. A lot of good it'll
do for him to go up there, too.”

“This country,” said the lawyer, “needs
a grand clean-up.”

“We were thinkin' of strikin’ the JF
outfit for a job,” said Hashknife.

“Well, I don't know,” said the lawyer.
“Tom Forrest will probably be jn today
from the ranch. | haven’t any idea what
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changes he will make. He is a new man
in this country. [I'll ask him about it.”

‘That’'s fine,” said Sleepy, but added,
“1f he don’t happen to have any jobs open,
it'll suit me just as well. If the hubs of
hell are any hotter than this valley, I dunno
how they keep on operatin.’” | never did
like to herd roast beef.”

“We're used to it,” laughed the lawyer.
‘There’s worse places than Crow River
Valley, my friend.”

“1’ve heard preachers speak of 'em,” said
Sleepy soberly, “and they shore belittled
the place and population.”

“] can't talk much about climate,” said
Skinny Benson, “ 'cause | don’t believe I've
ever been less'n ninety in the shade.”

FTER the lawyer left them, Hashknife
A suggested going down to the doctor’s
place and looking at the corpse in daylight.

“I'll go with yuh, but 1 won't look,”
said Skinny Benson. “When they've got
their heads blowed off, | kinda lose all in-
terest.”

Old Doctor Adams greeted them very
warmly, and was perfectly willing to let
Hashknife examine the remains of Len
Ellers.

He watched curiously while the tall,
gray-eyed cowboy scrutinized the body.
Hashknife seemed particularly interested
in examining the victim’s coat, especially
under the arms.

“By any chance,” asked the doctor, “are
you a detective?”

“Not by any chance,” smiled Hashknife.
“I’'m just a curious person, Doc.”

“l realized that,” said the doctor dryly.

“1 wonder what became of Len Ellers’
ring,” said Hashknife.

“Ring?” queried the doctor.
no ring—as far as | know.”

“Notice the light colored band on his
third finger of' his left hand, Doc? A ring
usually makes that mark, don’t it?”

“Why, | hadn't noticed,” muttered the
doctor, looking closely. “Hm-m-m. It
does appear of a lighter color.”

“He had

STORIES

“Slip yore own ring loose and look at
the skin, Doc.”

“Well, I—you are right, sir.
cidedly lighter.”

“What kind of a ring did he wear,
Skinny?” asked Sleepy.

“Well, yuh can search me,” declared the
deputy. “I don’t remember anythin’ about
it Mebbe he wore one—1 dunno. Pecos
Miller might remember.”

“Thanks a lot, Doc,”
“Sorry to trouble yuh.”

“It has been a pleasure, sir,” replied the
old doctor. “Glad to have you come down
any time.

“1 suppose | shall have to go to Cot-
tonwood to conduct an inquest, and hurry
back to conduct one here. Merely a mat-
ter of law, of course. Well, good day,
gentlemen.”

They met Mack Riggs, the lawyer, who
was on his way down to see the doctor.
Skinny Benson asked the lawyer if he knew
anything about Len Ellers’ ring, but the
lawyer did not remember anything about
him having a ring. However, the lawyer
asked the doctor about it.

“Hartley, the tall cowboy, mentioned it
to me,” said the doctor. “He seems a
very observant person. In fact, he spent
some time in examining the body.”

“What for ?” asked the lawyer curiously.

“I'm sure | do not know, Riggs. Do
you know anything about Hartley?”

“What do you mean—anything, Doc?”

“Oh, I just wondered, because he seemed
rather interested in the remains of Len
Ellers. That isn't exactly a cowboy trait,
you know.”

“No, it isn't,” agreed Riggs seriously.
“1 got a letter from Tom Marsh, secretary
of the Cattle Association—hm-m-m-m-m.
Well, I'm sure it was merely a—.”

Mack Riggs had a habit of breaking his
sentences, when thinking swiftly.

“No, I know nothing about him, Doc,”
he said finally. “When do we have the
inquest ?”

“1 am waiting until the sheriff gets back.
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It is de-

said Hashknife.
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We may have to hold one in Cottonwood
and one here. Hot, isn't it?”
“Oh, about a hundred and fifteen in the

shade, Doc. [I'll see you later.”
IT WAS late in the afternoon, when
Tom Forrest, the new owner of the

JF, Duke LeRoy, the good looking fore-
man, and one of the cowboys came to town.
Sleepy was in the office with Skinny Ben-
son, and Hashknife was over in the Cactus
Patch Saloon, leaning on the bar and talk-
ing with “Topaz” Blair, the owner and
boss gambler. Blair was a medium height
person, addicted to topaz jewelry, fine
clothes and perfume. They were discuss-
ing the shooting of Len Ellers, when the
three men from the JF spread dismounted
in front of the saloon and came inside.

As they came toward the bar Blair called
a greeting to Duke LeRoy. But the third
man in the party stopped short, staring
toward the bar, his back to the light. Then
he whirled and went swiftly toward the
doorway. Duke LeRoy turned his head,
also stopping.

Sleepy and the deputy were crossing the
street, but halted as the man from the
saloon fairly leaped into his saddle. He
whirled his horse around, and the light
glinted on the gun in his right hand. The
next moment he fired point-blank at Sleepy
Stevens. The frightened horse whirled
around, but the man shoved the gun past
his own body and fired again.

Skinny, Benson had sprung aside, reach-
ing for his gun, but Sleepy's .45 jumped
twice from the heavy recoils, and the man
plunged out of his saddle, crashing down
on the edge of the saloon porch, while the
horse whirled and went buck-jumping
across the street.

Hashknife led the rush from the sa-
loon. Someone ran for the doctor, and
people came hurrying from every direc-
tion.

“Why, the son of a gun, tried to Kill
us!” panted Skinny Benson. “Must have
gone crazy. Shot twice, before Sleepy got
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him. Man, | couldn’t even draw, before he
was goin’ off that saddle, his feet wavin’
like a couple of flags.”

“Well, he's plenty dead now,”
Hashknife, after a quick examination.

“What the hell got into him?” wondered
Duke LeRoy. “He was all right, until we
got into the saloon. Fie whirled and—"
Duke LeRoy shoved back his hat and then
erubbed his forehead, looking around as
though seeking an answer to the riddle.

“His name’s Dell Morgan,” said Skinny,
as though making a disclosure.

Duke LeRoy nodded slowly. “Been with
us over a year.”

The doctor came and his examination
corroborated Hashknife’'s statement.

“They say they run in threes,” he re-
marked. “The stage driver, Len Ellers and
this one. | hope this is the last one. |I—
| suppose we may as well move him down
to my place. Rather cramped for room,
but—will someone find a blanket, please?
The sun is very hot today.”

“Maybe that was it—the sun,” suggested
Tom Forrest. Hashknife looked keenly at
the new owner of the JF. Tom Forrest
was of medium height and weight, rather
handsome, but showing decided marks of
dissipation. He was wearing a good qual-
ity suit of brown, with sombrero and high-
heel boots.

“Yeah, it could be a touch of the sun,”
said Topaz Blair.

said

A FTER they took the body away Hash-
knife and Sleepy went over to the
shaded porch of the hotel.

“That was close,” remarked Hashknife
quietly. *“His back was to the light and |
didn’t recognize him, but I guess he recog-
nized me. Then when he saw you, he
thought he was trapped, Sleepy.”

“l didn’t recognize him either, until he
was down,” said Sleepy. “Delbert Hogue,
goin’ by the name of Morgan. He must
still be dodgin’ that murder charge in
Wyomin'.”

“He was,” reminded Hashknife. *“Lost
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his head and started shootin’. It's a won-
der he didn’'t gun down both of us, before
we realized who he was.”

“Could have—easy. But | reckon our
luck still holds, pardner.”

Tom Forrest and Duke LeRoy had
joined Mack Riggs, the lawyer, and the
three of them walked up to Riggs’ office.

“Might be an openin’ at the JF,” said
Sleepy.

“1 prefer to work in a cooler climate,”
replied Hashknife. “Anyway, it's a good
alibi for Hogue's actions. As long as they
don’'t know the truth, it will be better for
us.”

The sheriff came home late that night,
got Doctor Adams and went back to Cot-
tonwood for an inquest. When that was
finished, there would be two more to hold
in El Conejo. Mack Riggs came to Hash-
knife and Sleepy in the hotel, and told
them that there was no chance for jobs
at the JF. Tom Forrest had decided to go
along with his former outfit, minus one
man.

There was little comment over the shoot-
ing of the man they had known as Dell
Morgan. Everyone seemed to take it for
granted that the man had suddenly gone in-
sane and tried to kill Sleepy and the deputy
sheriff. Every action pointed to such a
thing; so Hashknife and Sleepy accepted
their theory, and let it go at that.

Skinny Benson said, “The shootin’ was
justified, and everybody knows it, but 1'd
keep an eye on Clay West. He was Mor-
gan’s bunkie out at the JF, and if he ain't a
bad boy, I've never seen one. He ain’t
had no trouble that 1 know about, but he
don’'t pack a gun in a short holster, and
tie it down for looks. And he's awful
narrer between the eyes and his-ears ain’t
no bigger'n a good-sized walnut.”

rpoHINGS were uneventful around EI

Conejo, until the sheriff and coroner
finished at Cottonwood and came back to
hold a double inquest in ElI Conejo. The
inquest over the body of Len Ellers was

merely a matter of form, as there were no
witnesses. Not so in the matter of Dell
Morgan. They put Clay West, Morgan'’s
bunkie, on the stand, and he testified that
Morgan was normal when he left the JF
Ranch. West was all that Skinny Benson
had said, and he rarely took his eyes off
Hashknife and Sleepy.

Tom Forrest did not come to the in-
quest. Duke LeRoy testified that he did not
notice anything peculiar about Morgan, un-
til the cowboy deliberately left him and
Forrest in the Cactus Patch Saloon, turned
and went outside, where he mounted and
shot at Sleepy and Skinny. Of course,
Sleepy and Skinny testified to what they
knew; and Doctor Adams said that, in his
opinion, Morgan was temporarily insane
when he fired the shots.

Sleepy was exonerated by the coroner’s
jury, and the inquest was closed. But
evidently it was not to end peaceably. Clay
West drank heavily and alone. Finally he
took his horse from the hitch-rack, left it
in front of the Cactus Patch Saloon, reins
dragging, and came back in for another
drink. Hashknife had-been watching Clay
West closely, and had noted that West
placed his horse for a quick getaway, be-
fore coming back into the saloon.

Hashknife was at the bar, facing the
room, one heel hooked over the rail, his
elbows on the counter. There were sev-
eral men at the bar beyond him. Sleepy
was watching the play at a roulette wheel,*
but keeping an eye on West who came back
into the saioon, staggering just a little. But
he came on toward the bar, apparently
paying no attention to Hashknife, as if
intending to go past him. But he swayed
a little, his left foot coming down squarely
on Hashknife's instep. It was a very pain-
ful thing, but Hashknife’s left hand flashed
out, his fingers looping into West's neck-
erchief. With a jerk of his arm, he
whirled West's'back against the bar, with
force enough to knock over several drinks.

“Why don’tcha rattle before yuh strike ?”
rasped Hashknife.
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West, dazed and uncertain, reached for
his gun, but Hashknife was twisting
swiftly, and his right fist thudded under
West's chin, before the turkey-necked cow-
boy could lift the gun from its holster.

West's head snapped back, and he
crashed down on the bar rail, from where
he bounced onto the floor, knocked cold.

“Well,” remarked Sleepy, “the bad-man
took a holiday!”

Nothing more was said for the moment,
but all eyes were on Hashknife, who
seemed unconcerned and entirely relaxed.
He lifted his right foot and looked at the
scraped instep on his boot.

“What did he do?” asked Duke LeRoy

Hashknife looked at LeRoy and replied
quietly, “It wasn't what he did, it was the
way he did it. He was lookin’ for real
trouble, LeRoy. He staked his horse out
there, fixin' for a getaway. Probfly thinks
he’s a fast gunman, and he’s achin’ over the
fact that his bunkie was killed by my pard-
ner.”

“Did he step on yuh on purpose, Hash-
knife?” asked Skinny Benson.

“Keep yore bill out of this,” growled the
sheriff, as he came over and looked at the
fallen West. Then he looked at Hashknife
and said, “Yuh must have hit him hard—
he's still out.”

“His kind don’t need to be hit hard,”
replied Hashknife.

Clay West groaned and tried to sit up.
Hashknife plucked the gun from West's
holster and tossed it to the sheriff.

“Yuh never can tell which way a dill
pickle is liable to squirt,” he said.

EST got to his feet, clinging to the
bar with both hands, until he got his
balance, when he used one hand to explore
his chin. Hashknife watched him curi-
ously as understanding gradually returned.
He felt his empty holster, decided he did
not want a gun, anyway, and asked the
bartender for a drink. His voice was
hoarse and indicated a painful jaw.
“It's all right, Pecos,” remarked Skinny,
25

“but | still retain the right to speak and
ask questions; and there ain't nobody got a
right to tell me to keep my bill out of
things.”

The sheriff glared at Skinny, seemed
about to speak, but changed his mind.

“1f you've had enough to drink, we’ll be
goin’ back, Clay,” said LeRoy,

Clay West nodded painfully and fol-
lowed LeRoy outside, not even bothering
to get his gun from the sheriff.

“It seems funny,” remarked the sheriff,
looking at Hashknife, “but we never had
any trouble around here until the last
couple days. A killin’ in Cottonwood, two
killin's here, and now—this.”

Hashknife looked down at Inis scraped
instep, flexed his toes and looked at the
sheriff.

“Are you a friend of Clay West?” he
asked curiously.

“No, l—why do yuh ask that, Hart-
ley?”

“Well, yuh seem to be kinda complainin’
beause | slapped him down.”

Pecos Miller flushed slightly and seemed
confused for the moment, but said, “Well,
it—it could have been an accident, yuh
know. He was drinkin’.”

“Suppose,” suggested Hashknife coldly,
“that we figure it wasn't any accident—and
let it go as it lays, Miller.”

“Sure,” agreed the sheriff.
all right.”.

“Clay West just picked the wrong
rooster,” said Skinny Benson, “and I'll
bet he won’t eat com off the cob for a long
time.”

Hashknife and Sleepy went back to the
hotel, where Skinny Benson joined them
a little later.

“Sure, that's
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“Unless all signs fail," said Skinny, “I'm
liable to trade my hundred-dollar job as a
deputy for a chance to hunt a forty-a-
month job punchin’ cows. Pecos Miller
don't like the way | spoke to him, when
he told me to keep my bill out of things.
Me and him had a few words at the office.”

“All this trouble is likely puttin’ him on
edge,” said Sleepy.

“It shore is,” agreed Skinny.
ready to snap at anythin'.”

“Did you know Jim Forrest?” asked
Hashknife.

“Oh, yeah, | know him pretty good.
He was all right for a city man.”

“Tom Forrest never came here, while
his father was alive, eh?”

“No, he didn't. This is the first time he
ever was here. | reckon it's the first time
he ever was on a ranch. Don’t know a
cow from a horse, they tell me.”

“Only child, 1| suppose,”
Hashknife.

“No, there was a boy and a girl,” said
Skinny. “1 understand that she up and
married a feller that her father didn't like

“He’'s

remarked

a-tall. | heard the readin’ of the will, and
all she got was one dollar. | 'member her
name in the will—it was Alice Benton.

That's all it said—one dollar to my daugh-
ter Alice Benton. | dunno if she ever
got it or not.”

“Riggs handled all that, eh?” queried
Hashknife.

“Yeah. | s’pose he sent her that dollar—
I dunno.”

“What about this village of Agua Rojo,
Skirmy?” asked Hashknife.

“Aw, that ain’t much of a place. One
good sized cantina and a bunch of adobes.
They tell me that Slim Kelly moved in a
while ago and is helpin’ Tony Rodriguez
handle the amusements of Agua Rojo.”

“Who is Slim Kelly?” asked Sleepy.

“Slim Kelly,” replied Skinny, “is the
leadin’ suspect along this part of the Bor-
der.”

“Suspected of what?"

“Everythin’. Slim weighs close to three

hundred on the hoof, half Mexican, half
Irish, and for a feller of his size he can
shore squeeze through a mighty small hole.
The Border Patrol watch him like a hawk.”

“What about Tony Rodriguez?”

“Tony is a half-pint-sized part Mexican,
part Yaqui Indian and part rattlesnake;
and | reckon the rattlesnake predominates.
He wears fine clothes, and carries a throw-
in’-knife in every seam. They're a fine
pair, Slim and Tony. | don't want any-
thin’ to do with either of them.”

“1 have a feelin’ that 1'd like to meet
those two,” said Hashknife,

“If yuh do— keep yore guns out of
sight,” advised Skinny. “They've got an
old jail down there, with walls three feet
thick. Theyxtell me that Slim Kelly is
jefe policia and magistrado. If yuh ask
me, it's a hell of agood place for an Atner-
cano to keep out of.”

"Anyway,” remarked Sleepy, “we ain't
got any business down there.”

"I'm just wonderin’,” said Hashknife
thoughtfully. Sleepy sighed and looked
at Skinny.

“We’'ll prob'ly go down there,” he said

dryly.

A GUA ROJO was just about as Skinny

Benson had described it. Hashknife
and Sleepy, with their guns hidden inside
the waistband of their pants, tied their
horses in front of tire Pasatiempo Cantina
early in the evening, and entered the big
two-story adobe.

There were few people there, and none
of the gambling games were operating.
No one seemed to pay any attention to the
two strange cowboys.

There was a balcony around one side
and both ends of the largest room, and a
stairway led up from about the center of
the side. Opposite this stairway was the
long bar, reaching nearly the full length
of the room. There was nothing ornate
about the place. The walls were of plaster
on adobe, discolored, cracked and chipped.
A few bull-fight posters decorated the
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walls, and a faded Mexican flag hung up-
side down at one end of the room.

Hashknife and Sleepy had a drink, wan-
dered around the room, and finally walked
back to the front of the house, where
Hashknife was nearly impaled on a bayo-
net. as he stepped outside. Here were four
nondescript, half-soldier, half-police, rifles
pointed at the midriffs of the two cow-
boys.

“You are a preesoner,” declared the one
with the longest mustache.

"“Lovely dove!” gasped Sleepy. “Look at
the scarecrows, Hashknife.”

Hold off the hands,” ordered one of
them, and proceeded to find Hashknife's
Colt. Then he removed one from Sleepy’s
person.’

Then they prodded their bayonets at
Hashknife and Sleepy and forced them to
walk about a block down the street, where
one of them opened the door of an adobe
house, and motioned them inside. Slim
Kelly was sitting at a battered desk, a
bottle of tequila at his elbow, his shirt
hanging over the back of his chair.

Kelly would easily weigh three hundred
pounds, and was about six feet four inches
in height. He had an Irish nose, a Mex-
ican mustache, and the biggest face either
of the cowboys had ever seen. He tugged
at his mustache and questioned his men.
One of them placed the two six-shooters
on the desk.

“What you doin’ down here?” growled
Kelly. “Packin’ guns! Who the hell do you
think you are? What's your name? Where
you from?”

“Not guilty,” replied Hashknife soberly.

“Oh!” grunted Kelly, scratching his
right cheek. “Like hell”

“We was behavin’ ourselves,” explained
Sleepy. “Why don’t yuh teach yore police-
men better manners? Pokin’ American
citizens with a bayonet. We'll have the
American soldiers down here and—"

“Bull!” snorted Kelly.

“Yeah—more or less,” agreed Sleepy.

Kelly took a drink from his bottle.

25

“Charged with packin’ concealed weapons,
eh?” he grunted.

“Sure,” agreed the mustached policeman.
“l theenk they are mucho malo hombres.”

“How much money yuh got?” asked
Kelly.

“I'll buy yuh a drink,” offered Sleepy
quickly.

"Search them,” ordered Kelly.

“But,” protested Sleepy, “we’re Ameri-
can citizens.”

“In Mexico,” reminded Kelly.

rpH E searchers placed two pocket-knives,
“m several extra revolver cartridges and
two dollars in money on the desk-top.

Kelly snorted disgustedly. *“Put 'em in
the jail,” he ordered. “One man go on
guard.”

“For how long?” queried Hashknife.

“What difference does that make?”
countered Kelly, uncorking his bottle
again. “Maybe I'll let you out some day—
American citizens!”

They were prodded outside and taken
to an adobe jail, which had walls three feet
thick, barred windows so small that noth-
ing much larger than a humming-bird
could pass through, and an oak door that
was at least six-inches thick. The floor
was of adobe, hard as concrete, and there
was not a stick of furniture nor a blanket
in the place.

“Well,” remarked Sleepy, as he peered
at the stars through the tiny window,
“you wanted to meet Mr. Kelly. | hope
you're satisfied, Hashknife.”

“He’s rather a quaint character,” said
Hashknife.

“To hell with his character—1 want out
of here.”

“So do I, but I don't see how it is go-
ing to be done. Those windows are im-
possible, and—well, you saw the thick-
ness of that door. | wish we had some-
thing to sit on, except on the floor. There's
one thing—we’'re not a bit cramped for
space.”

“I've still got my tobacco and papers,”
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said Sleepy, turning away from his con-
templation of the stars. “We might burn
down that door.”

“Yeah, we might—in six, eight months.
If we only had a—sh-h-h-h!”

There were voices outside, speaking in
Mexican, rather loud, at first, but dimin-
ishing in volume to ordinary conversation.
Then came a half-yelp of surprise, a thud,
a subdued chuckle. A voice called:

“Hashknife! Sleepy!”

Both men answered quickly.

“This is Skinny Benson,” said the man.
“That fool guard let me walk right up to
him, because | spoke Mexican as good as
he did. How in hell amT goin’ to get yuh
out, | wonder?”

“How did yuh know we were in here,
Skinny?” asked Sleepy.

“Oh, 1 followed yuh down here, and I
seen 'em jail yuh. Me and Pecos Miller
had a fight after you two left and | busted
him in the nose. Say | believe | can shoot
this lock loose. It's pretty big, but | don't
reckon it's awful husky. 1 been searchin’
this guard, but he ain’t got the key. Kelly
don’t take any chances on the guard bein’
bribed. All right, I'm goin’ to blow hell
out of this lock; and you come runnin’,
‘cause they’ll hear the shot all over town.”

A moment later Skinny's .45 smashed
the big padlock, and he flung the door wide
open for them. He had an extra six-
shooter and the guard’'s rifle, which he
handed them, as they ran toward the shel-
ter of some old adobe ruins, fifty yards
away.

“Skinny, yo're a jewel,” declared Hash-
knife.

“That ain't what Pecos Miller called
me,” panted Skinny. “He’s mad.”

“Unless I'm mistaken, he’'ll be madder
than that before he goes through life.”

Sleepy peered around a corner of the
wrecked adobe.

“We've got 'em interested,” he reported.
“There they go headin’ for the jail. Where
do we go now? We've got to find our
horses.”
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“They're still tied near the cantina,” said
Skinny. “l seen 'em a little while ago.
Kinda risky—goin’ up there.”

“Personally,” said Hashknife, “1 am not
through with Mr. Kelly; and up around the
cantina is the last place they'd ever expect
us to be. They'll feel sure that we've
headed for the Border.”

WITH Skinny Benson leading the way,
they circled the rear of the buildings,
until they came to the rear of the cantina.
The windows were covered, so that only a
little light came through.

They crouched among some old barrels
and boxes in the dark, and wondered what
to do next.

There was a slanting shed, built against
a part of the rear, and at the upper end
of the shed roof was a window.

“1 hope it ain't nailed down,” said Hash-
knife.

“We ain't goin’ up there, are we?” que-
ried Sleepy.

“If it's all right, you can come on up,”
replied Hashknife, climbing up on the bar-
rels to the eaves of the shed.

“Of all the fools!” groaned Sleepy.
“They’ll shoot us next time.”

“What's he lookin' for?” whispered
Skinny.

“A quick finish—1 reckon,” complained
Sleepy.

“C’'rnon up—it's loose!” Hashknife
whispered. “Look out for nails.”

“Look out for bullets, yuh mean,” said
Sleepy. “C’'mon, Skinny, we might as well
all be crazy.”

Hashknife had opened the window,
which led into a hallway. About thirty
feet away was a lighted spot at the top
of the stairs. They could hear the buzz
of conversation, the clink of glasses and
the rattle of poker-chips in the cantina.

They crawled through tire window. A
few feet to their right was a partly opened
door, leading to one of the sleeping rooms.
There was a sound of voices in the ad-
joining room; so Hashknife -carefully
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shoved the door wide and they moved
quietly into the vacant room.

They could distinguish Slim Kelly’s
heavy voice, and then another, higher
pitched in anger.

“Yeah, yuh had 'em cold, and yuh let
‘'em get away.”

“1 know,” rumbled Kelly. “Somebody
shot the lock off. Can | help that? The
guard has a busted head, and don't know
anythin.” The boys are lookin' for 'em.”

"Lookin’ for 'em! Hell, they're back in
Arizona by this time—and you won't never
get that chance again. Know who they
are?”

“No.”

“Well, they're Hashknife Hartley and
Sleepy Stevens.”

“Madre de Dios!” gasped Kelly, laps-
ing into Spanish. | know men who -would
pay—"

“Yo're damn right they'd pay—and pay
big money.”

“All right,” said Kelly, “we won't talk
about it any more. | sent for you, because
I'm not doin’ a credit business. | want
that five hundred dollars.”

“1 never made the deal with yuh.”

“Yo're part of the deal, my friend. |
made the deal with Riggs, and you will
tell him to send me the five hundred by
momin’.”

“Oh, he'll send it to yuh, Kelly.”

“Yo're damn right, he'll send it. But |
want it tomorrow momin’, and you can
pack .that message to Riggs. Tomorrow
momin'—not any later.”1
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“All right, I'll tell him. Riggs is on the
square, Kelly.”

“So is Slim Kelly. Only Kelly is blamed
for everythin’. If | was as crooked as
Mack Riggs, I'd have been hung long ago.
That money better be here before noon to-
morrow.”

“I'll tell him. Buems noches.”

TT'ELLY grunted a reply. Hashknife

peered around the doorway and saw
a cowboy turn and go down the stairs
into the cantina. He only had a fleeting
glimpse of the man, and could not be ex-
actly sure of his identity. They listened
for a while. Finally they heard a slapping
sound in the room, the splashing of water.
Hashknife stepped into the hallway, with
the two men behind him, shoved Kelly's
door open and stepped inside.

The big man had stropped his razor and
was just starting to lather his huge face,
when he jerked around, looking into the
muzzle of two guns. Hashknife and
Sleepy'’s six-shooters were lying on a little
table near the bed. Kelly was in his un-
dershirt, his pants sagging low on his hips,
but not much lower than his lower jaw,
when he looked at the three men.

“What the hell!” he grunted through
the lather.

Sleepy picked up the two guns, looked to
see that they were loaded, and tossed one
to Hashknife. Kelly did not seem a bit
amused. In fact, he seemed to shrink a
little.

“Set down, you fat porcupine,” ordered
Hashknife quietly. Kelly slumped into a
big chair, his huge hands flat on the arms.

“Do you know who I am?” asked Hash-
knife.

“No,” lied Kelly.

“That's fine,” smiled Hashknife. “You’ll
never know who Killed you.”

“Killed me?” gasped Kelly. “Why, all |
done was put yuh in jail and—"

Hashknife laughed, and Kelly broke off
his alibi.

“l can see now why Riggs offered us
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two hundred and fifty to kill yuh, Kelly,”
romanced Hashknife. “He didn't want
to pay you that five hundred,”

“He offered you two hundred and fifty
dollars to—" Kelly fairly shook with in-
dignation. “You let me go! You let me
get a hand on Riggs. | break every damn
bone in his body. I won’t hurt you. What
the hell | care about you? | want Riggs.”

“Keep yore voice down,” warned Hash-
knife. “If somebody comes up here, we’'ll
have to kill you. Now, take it easy. Riggs
is double-crossin’ yuh. He will never pay
you that five hundred dollars. But just
between you and me, I'd like to double-

cross Riggs.”

“Let me go. When you do that, you
double-cross Riggs.”

“No, no, Kelly. Yore hash is on the
fire.”

trYou can’t kill me, Hartley.”
“No, you don’t know me. | suppose you
guessed my name.”

TT ELLY subsided, an expression of fear
in his eyes. He did not like theglint in

Hashknife's gray eyes, nor the set ex-
pressions on the faces of Sleepy and
Skinny, who were both wondering what
this was all about. Even Hashknife was
doing a lot of wondering, as he sparred
for an opening.

Hashknife went on.
this place?”

“l1 own half.”

“Who do yuh want to will it to?”

“Will?”

“Yeah. You won't need it much longer.”

Kelly licked his thick lips. This was
getting serious. From down in the can-
tina came the strains of a Mexican or-
chestra. Kelly drew a deep breath and
shook his head.

“1 never think you murder a man,” he
said.

“Execute,” corrected Hashknife.
sins have found you out, Kelly.”

“What can | do?” whispered Kelly. “I
don’'t want to die.”

“Kelly, do you own

“Yore
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“There’s one thing you can do to save
your life, Kelly.”

Kelly’s eyes snapped wide and he leaned
forward.

“What is that?”
iously.

“Tell me where you are holdin’ that
woman and little boy.”

Kelly blinked rapidly.
|~

“Don’t do it, Kelly,” warned Hashknife.
“One minute and you’'ll be dead.”

“Madrc dc Dios, 1—"

“Sleepy,” said Hashknife coldly, “take
yore watch and call off every fifteen sec-
onds. At sixty seconds, I'll shoot him.”

Sleepy drew out his watch, looked at
the second hand, and whispered:

“Gol”

Kelly’s eyes shifted around the room,
came back to Hashknife's gun muzzle. Tire
hammer looked like the head of a strik-
ing snake, and he .could see that muscular
forefinger hooked around the trigger.

“Fifteen seconds,” whispered Sleepy.

Kelly drew' a deep breath and twisted in
his chair. His big hands gripped the arms
of his chair, as though trying to draw his
huge body erect.

“Thirty seconds,” said Sleepy coldly.

Kelly slumped back, his mouth opened
a trifle, and his breathing was audible in
the room, as the watch ticked off his re-
maining few' moments of life.

he blurted out anx-

“1 swear to you,

“Forty-five seconds,” said Sleepy. “Fif-
teen left, Kelly.”
“I'll talk!” gasped Kelly. “To hell with

everythin'! They’re at the Rancho Lugo.”

“1 know the place,” said Skinny, vastly
relieved. He believed that Hashknife would
really shoot Kell}'.

“Kelly, I'm givin’ you the benefit of the
doubt,” said Hashknife. “If you lied, 111
come back and load yore carcass with
lead.”

“1 do not lie— I swear,” said Kelly.

“Look out!” snapped Sleepy. The foot-
steps of several men could be heard* com-
ing up the hallway.

25



HASHKNIFE'S PARTNER 97

The three men whirled toward the
door, ignoring the huge Kelly for a mo-
ment. He came to his feet like a cat, swung
around and flung that heavy chair into
the three men, who were so close together
that it fairly swept them against the wall.
Almost at the same moment Kelly dived
like a blocking fullback, crashing his huge
bulk against the flimsy door, and taking it
right along with him into the hallway,
where he swept into his own men, bowling
them over like ten-pins.

Kelly went down with them, but man-
aged to get to his feet and went diving for
the stairway. There came the sound of
splintering railing, a yell from the cantina,
and a heavy crash, as the big man landed
full in the center of an ecarte game.

Hashknife, Sleepy and Skinny stumbled
into the hallway, where Sleepy kicked the
rifle out of a policeman’s hands. Another
was flat on his back, trying to pump air
into his tortured lungs. There was no time
to waste now. With Skinny Benson set-
ting the pace, the three men went out
through that open window, ran down the
sloping roof of the shed and sprang far
out into space, avoiding the piled boxes
and barrels.

All were badly shaken from landing on
high-heels in the hard dirt, but no ankles
were twisted. The town was aroused now.
People were running about the narrow
street, and someone, likely one of the po-
licemen, fired his rifle in the air several
times.

“Can’t get the horses at the hitch-rack!”
panted Skinny.

“We can, if we've got shells enough!”

snapped Hashknife. “C'mon!”
/ They raced around the shed and ran for
the hitch-rack. A knot of men near the
rack disintegrated, when Hashknife sent a
bullet over their heads. The light was bad
and they had little time to select their own
horses. Someone started shooting from the
doorway of the cantina, and one of the
saddled horses at the hitch-rack went down
in a kicking, squealing heap.
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T SEEMED ages to them, before all
three men were mounted. Hashknife
sent two shots toward the doorway, as they
galloped away, with Skinny Benson in the
lead and Sleepy far behind. A quarter of
a mile out of town, Hashknife and Skinny
waited for Sleepy to join them.

“l1 got me a damn mule!” yelled Sleepy
in the darkness. “Didn’t yuh hear him
hee-hawin’? My gosh, | thought 1'd never
get him into a run! Nobody got hit, did
they

“All intact,” replied Hashknife. “Man,
that was a close call! Skinny, where is
that Lugo Ranch?”

“Back the other way,” replied Skinny;
“It's south of Agua Rojo.”

“A