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4 THIRSTY ACRES

brave enough to ride through this sun
deserves a drink. Name it. It’s on the
house.”

Clay shook his head. “If you had
gsome beer on ice, I might say yes. But
whisky is dynamite, this kind of
weather.”

Drew laughed, and there was a queer
slurring quality to both his laugh and
voice. )

“We got beer, but it would be a
mighty tall lie to say it was cold. I
don’t blame you. Warm beer is slop,
and you’re right about the whisky. ...
Looking for somebody ?”

“Yeah. Buck. He been around?”

“Not since last night. Anything
wrong ?”

“Nope. Just want to talk to him about
something.”

“He’ll probably be in again this eve-
ning,” said Drew.

The alarm clock behind the bar said
four o’clock.

“Reckon I'll wait for him then,”
drawled Clay. “Too hot to ride home
again now.”

He crossed to one of the tables and
sat down, shoving his hat to the back
of his head and wiping his brow with
a dusty shirt sleeve. Drew sat down
opposite him.

“How about a few hands of crib?
Help pass the time. Four-bits a game.”

Clay nodded. They cut for deal and
Clay won. Silence settled in except for
the flutter of the cards and the low-
voiced drone of the count.

AT HALF-PAST five a horse jangled
to a stop outside and a man with a
shriveled red face came in. Boley Stev-
ens, who owned a small ranch over to-
ward the Lost Hills. There was a
whipped, hopeless look about Stevens.
He came directly over to the table.

“That offer you made me last week
good, Frisco?’ he blurted.

Drew looked up. “What's the matter,
Boley? Lose your nerve?”

“Call it what you want,” said Stevens.
hoarsely. “Call it any blame thing. All
I know is, I'm done. This blasted set-
up has got me licked. Oh, I won't lie
to you. That water-hole of mine, the
one thing I've been gambling on all
along—well, it’s gone bad. Gone arsenic

on me. I found twenty head of poisoned
cows around it this morning. This
cussed heat would poison anything. ...
Well, how about it?”

Frisco Drew’s black eyes narrowed
calculatingly. “I'll take the place, Stev-
ens, but not at the first price I offered.
That water-hole going bad takes a lot
of value off the place.”

“Any price you think is fair will suit
me,” said Stevens. “I’ve had enough.
I fought a drought like this before and
I know now that it ain’t worth it. Life’s
too short. I've caved and I don’t give
a damn who knows it.”

Drew stood up. “What do you think,
Garrison?” He smiled thinly at Clay.
“I'm a good enough business man fo grab
a proposition while it’s hot.”

“Fly to it.” Clay shrugged.

II

D REW took Boley Stevens into a
back room. Clay walked to the front
door of the Humbug, stood looking up
and down the street. The sun was low
in the west, a fiery, crimson disc, about
to set in a scorched sky. Long shadows,
queerly black, ran out on the east side
of various buildings.

Clay left the saloon and jingled his

way down to Pete Flood’s Emporium
Store.
Flood was wrinkled, weazened,

white-haired. As far back as Clay could
remember, Pete Flood had run the Em-
porium. Clay sat on one end of the
battered old counter.

“Pete,” he said, “what do you know
about poison water-holes?”

“I've seen a few of ’em,” admitted
Flood in his nasal twang. “Back when
I was a cub about your age, I did some
mule-skinnin’. Worked on a freightin’
job across the Sarco Desert down in
Pinolino County. I .remember two
water-holes, the most invitin’ things
you ever saw. Water looked clear and
pure as you please. But one drink of
it would kill a man or a mule inside of
four hours. Arsenic. Then I've seen
bad alkali holes. Water was wet, but
thick as syrup. It wouldn’t kill you
right off, but if you drank enough of
it, 1t shore would curdle your insides. ...
Sa-ay, why you interested ?”
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all over the range, watching the cattle,
measuring grass and water. He might
have been in any of a dozen places
when the shootin’ took place.”

SOMEBODY came shuffling through
the darkness. It was “Westy” Fall,
the ranch cook.

“Clay,” he said, “Miss Leigh wants

-to see you.”

She was waiting for him on the parch,
slim and straight. Her face was a pale,
oval gleam, Clay could sense her banked
grief and worry.

“Clay,” she said, her voice tight but
steady, “I guess you're wondering why
I sent for you. But some time ago Dad
and I were talking about you, and Dad
said that if I ever needed help, or if
anything ever happened to him and I
needed someone to lean on, I was to
send for you. Dad’s own words were:
‘Clay Garrison is the strongest man
along the Buttonwillow River.’ And—
and Clay, T need someone to lean on,
now.”

Her voice quivered and broke and she
tottered toward him blindly, her hands
going out in a queer, pitiful little ges-
ture. Tears that she had held back now
burst forth. Clay put a big arm about
her and she clung to him, her face
buried against his brawny shoulder.

Clay did not try and fool himself.
She had come to him because she needed
his strength, his dependability, much
as a gister might have come to a
brother.

He said nothing, wise enough to let
her have her burst of grief over with.
He made no attempt to speak until the
violence of her sobs definitely lessened
and the shaking of her slim shoulders
stilled.

“T reckon you can always depend on
me, Leigh,” he said then, a little
huskily. '

“But if—if he dies, what will I do—
what will I do?”’ she wailed softly.

Clay patted her shoulder. “He’s not
going to die. Men like Rock Orde don’t
kill that easy. Keep your chin up. Your
dad would want you to.”

She drew away from him, dabbing at
her eyes. “I will,” she premised tremu-
lously. “But who, Clay, who would have
had reason to do that to Dad?”’

Clay shook his head. “Who knows?
This drought, this everlasting heat and
sun, it unbalances men. It might drive
some completely loco. No telling what
they might do. Come daylight and Bill
Waller and I are going to do a little in-
vestigating.”

She was still for a time. Then a new
thought came to her.

“Buck—was he home when Turk
brought you the message?”’

“Yeah,” said Clay grimly. “He was
there.”

“He didn't offer to come over with
you?”

“No, Leigh, he didn’t. But I reckon
that was because he was plenty mad at
me. I jerked him up pretty hard the
other night and he hasn’t got over it
yet. But he’ll come around. Now, you
better go and try and get some rest.”

She turned wearily away, and Clay
sought out the sheriff. They rode off
together.

In the gray dawn, they made an at-
tempt to back-track Rock Orde’s horse,
but with no success. Restless cattle
cursed with hunger and thirst, had
wiped out the sign during the night.

So they rode back to the ranch, where
they learned that Rock Orde was doing
as well as could be expected. Then
Waller went back to town and Clay to
the Sleeping G.

Buck was not around and the punch-
ers were out with the cattle. Clay real-
ized suddenly that he had had no break-

fast, so went into the house to fix up a

bite. A pair of saddle-bags lay on the
floor near the door and he absently
boosted them out of the way. As they
struck in a corner a little thread of white
powder trickled from one of them.

Clay stared. Those saddle-bags were
Buck’s—his initials burned into the
yoke strap. Clay went over, dropped
on one knee and opened the bags. Both
were heavily dusted on the inside with
that fine, white powder.

Clay went suddenly haggard. Auto-
matically he got a smear of that powder
on a fingertip, tasted it, then spat. He
stood up slowly. He hovered in mo-
mentary indecision. Then his jaw tight-
ened and his eyes took on the flare of
savage, furious anger. He forgot all
about eating. He caught up the saddle-
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bags, went out to his horse and headed
for town. . ..

LAY reined in in front of Sheriff

Waller’s office, still harsh of face,
burning of eye.” Bill was in his office
and he looked up in amazement as Clay
stalked in and slammed the saddle-bags
down on the table.

“What the—"" began Waller.

“Take a look at those, Bill,” gritted
Clay. “See if you recognize ’em.”

“They’re Buck’s.” .

“Right. Look inside ’em and taste
what you find.”

Waller followed directions, started
from his chair to stare at Clay.

“My Gawd!” he exclaimed hoarsely.
“That’s arsenic!”

“That’s right,” said Clay, his shoul-
ders sagging in a sudden, despondent
weariness. “And Boley Stevens’ best
water-hole turned arsenic, plumb mys-
terious.”

Bill Waller sank slowly back into his
chair. “Clay,” he said harshly, “you
could have hidden those bags, or de-
stroyed them and said nothing.”

“And doublecross as square a man as
ever drew breath, which is you?”’ Clay
shook his head slowly. “I'm not so
straight-laced that I wouldn’t do a lot
of things for Buck’s sake, but there’s
a limit to what I can do—and he can
do. This is it.”

Bill Waller filled a battered old pipe,
lighted it and puffed furiously.

“The cussed young fool!” he burst
out suddenly. “He ought to be horse-
whipped.”

Clay beat a clenched fist into his
open palm. “I can’t believe he did it.
I can’t believe Buck would poison a
rancher’s water-hole at a time when
water means so much.”

“You brough in the evidence your-
self,” Waller said drily. “Knowing your
dad and knowing you, Clay, it’s hard to
believe that Buck would do a thing of
that sort. Yet there it is.” He tapped
the - saddle-bags with a knotty fore-
finger.

Clay scowled. “There was some pur-
pose in fighting this drought—up till
now. Now, what’s the use?”

‘“Listen,” said Waller. “For your
sake, Clay, I'm going to stretch a point.

We'll keep this to ourselves for a while,
until we have a talk with Buck. Maybe
he can explain this, though I don’t know
how. If he can’t, there’s only one out
for me.”

“T know.” Clay nodded. “And I won’t
hold it against you, Bill.”

Waller put the bags in a corner closet,
locked it, and picking up his hat, jammed
it on his head. -

“Let’'s go find Buck,” he said.
“There’s one thing we don’t want to
forget, Clay. If Buck did poison that
water-hole, it was at the suggestion or
order of somebody else, for he’d have
no reason under the sun for doin’ it,
otherwise. So, we have a water-hole
poisoned. Yesterday some time, Rock
Orde was mysteriously shot and
wounded seriously. Maybe it just hap-
pened that way, but maybe it goes a
whole lot deeper than that. Maybe
there’s something ugly brewin’ on this
sun-blasted range and we’re just stum-
blin’ onto the first effects of it. We play
this close to our vests.”

They left the office together, headed
for Pete Flood’s Emporium as their
first stop in their search for Buck Gar-
rison. Flood always kept an eye on
what was happening in town. And he
had seen Buck.

“He’s down in the loft of the livery
barn, sleeping it off,” old Pete told
them. “He went on a roarin’ drunk last
night and Jigger Dugan took him down
there and threw a blanket over him.
Clay, you better put a plumb strong
check-rein on that brother of yours,
or he’ll wind up in a mighty tough
spot.”

Clay didn’t answer, but stalked out
of the Emporium and down to the livery
barn, Bill Waller striding beside him.
“Jigger” Dugan, the liveryman, a little,
bright-eyed Irishman, was soaping s
set of harness. He nodded toward a
little cubby-hole room in one corner of
the stable.

“He’s in on my bunk, wit’ a head on
him like a ball of fire,” said Jigger. “I
made him douse his head in the wather-
in’ trough and thin I gave him a wee
snort of likker. But he’s one sick bhoy
right now, I'm after tellin’ ye.”

Still fingering the harness, he eyed *
them morosely. ’
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you came along, kid.”
“Sure,” said Buck. “Let’s go.”

WHEN they reached the R O UP and

Down they found Jerry Hyatt and
Turk Conroy sitting on the ranchhouse
steps, smoking. Their greeting was
cordial.

“Rock’s better?” Clay guessed.
«“Shore is!” enthused Turk. “Never
was enough lead mined to kill that old
catamount. Doc Peets says he’s amazed,
but tickled pink.”

“That,” Clay said slowly, “is plumb
great.”

There was the click of a heel and
the swish of movement and a slim fig-
ure stood on the porch. Clay heard
Leigh’s quick exclamation of delight.

“Buck!” she said softly, adding off-
handedly, “Hello, Clay.”

Buck went up the steps, and he and
Leigh moved off around the porch. Clay
stared out into the night, glad that the
dark hid the wistfulness and pain in
his eyes.

“Heard about Tinsley and Stinch-

- field, Clay?” asked Jerry Hyatt.

“No. What about ’em?”

“They sold out.”

“Sold out! Both of ’em?”

“Yep, both of ’em. And I'll bet you
can’t guess who to.”

“Not an idea,” admitted Clay.

“Drew. Frisco Dan Drew. He bought
'em out, lock, stock and barrel. This
drought licked 'em.”

“Ill be damned,” said Clay slowly.
“Tinsley—he don’t surprise me. He
always was a sort of weak one, always
lookin’ on the darkest side. But Bob
Stinchfield—I always figured Bob as

being too salty to quit under punish-

ment.”

“I’ve heard that Bob’s been buckin’
the tiger pretty heavy at the Humbug
lately, and not winnin’,” said Turk Con-
roy. ‘“Maybe he got to owing Drew so
much money he had to sell to get from
under. Fve known more’n one man
who was stout in every other way to
be the weakest kind of sucker over a
poker table. I am myself, for that mat-
ter.” And Turk laughed cheerfuily.

Clay thoughtfuly built a smoke. “If

Drew keeps on buyin’ he’s going to own.-

most of this Buttonwillow range pretty

quick,” he said gravely. “That makes
three ranches he’s picked up in less
than a week. Boley Stevens’, Tinsley’s
and Stinchfield’s. He’s takin’ a long
chance. If this drought don’t bust right
soon, it will bust him.”

“Drew is a gambler,” Jerry Hyatt
said slowly. “I reckon he’s got that
figured out. On the other hand, if he
can hang on now till rain does come,
he’ll cash in heavy. Good times hit this
range again and he’ll have an empire
with those three ranches.”

Another horse came jogging up
through the darkness. It carried Ben
Cullop, Orde’s neighbor and one of the
bigger ranchers in the vicinity.

“How’s Rock makin’ it ?” he asked.

“Fine,” answered Hyatt. “Doc Peets
is real pleased.”

Cullop found a place on the steps.
“Any line yet on who shot him?”

“Not yet. We're waitin’ till he gets
strong enough to talk. Maybe he knows
something. If he does—” Hyatt’s lazy
drawl crisped to ice—” some polecat is
goin’ to stretch rope.”

Cullop mopped his brow with his
neckerchief. “Sometimes I feel like
stretchin’ my own neck,” he mumbled.
“Just to get shut of this cussed weather.
Sometimes I think there never was such
a thing as rain. Two or three times I
been half a mind to quit. Today I come
near doing it. Had a chance to sel], but
icsotmehow I just couldn’t bring myself to
e gO-"

;‘Sell!” murmured Clay softly. “Whe
to?”

“Frisco Drew. He was out to see me.
Offered me a pretty decent price. But
I’'ve worked so hard and long for that
spread of mine, I decided to hang on a
little while longer.”

“Say,” blurted Turk Conroy, “what
does Drew want to do—make a king of
himself over this whole danged range?
He buys out Stevens and Tinsley. and
Stinchfield, and now wants to buy you
out. That hombre shore is ambitious,
either that or soft in the head.”

“You say he bought out Bob Stinch«
field and Tinsley?” dJdemanded the
startled Cullop.

“That’s right. Got the word straight

" this afternoon.”

“I'll be damned,” said Cullop. “He’s
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_Clay blinked. “I had just built a
cigarette and was going to light it.
There was a wind blowing and I turned
in the saddle a little to shield the match.
Then, blooie! it hit me, While I was
fallin’ I thought I heard gum echoes.
That’s all I know except coming out
of it, getting into the saddle and riding
home.”

“You want to bless that wind,”
growled Waller. “If you hadn’t turned
a little as you lit that match that slug
would have gone straight through your
head. As it is, according to Doc, if
you've got the same kind of grizzly bear
constitution as Rock Orde, you’ll be
ridin’ again in a couple of days. Can
you recall about where it happened,

) Clay ?”

L 4

CLAY squinted painfully.

“Wasn’t paying much atten-
tion,” he mumbled. “Thinking of other
things. I remember my bronc acting
kind of nervous, shying considerable.
Yeah, I rememeber now, Bill. It was
down on that little ridge. Reckon that
polecat was hid out in some of that
brush.”

Waller nodded. “I’ll have a look
around when I'm headin’ back to town.
Remember what we were talking about

last night? Well, I'm just about con- .

vinced we're right. Soon as I get a lit-
tle more evidence, I'm calling a show-

4 down.”

“What you two talkin’ about?” asked
Buck.

“Just an idea,” said Waller. “Well,
best thing we can do is clear out and
let the old maverick get some rest. Best
thing in the world for a sore top-knot.”

“Reckon that’s what Doc Peets fig-
ured,” murmured Clay sleepily. “That

3. medicine—"

. hHe was asleep before he could fin-
ish. . ..
The next day Clay was up and around

. again, a little shaky, but with the old

‘_'?strength surging stronger and stronger

in him with every passing hour. His
head was sore, but that terrible numb
feeling had left it. Doc Peets dropped
over in the morning to put a fresh
dressing on it,

“How you missed a bad concussion,
I don’t know,” confessed Doc.

27

“Just plaih lunk-headed, I reckon,”
Clay grinned. “How’s Rock?”

“Going to get well—and when I first
saw him I wouldn’t have given a cent
for his chances.”

“He able to talk yet?”

“Oh, yes. Bill Waller was out to see
him. But Rock don’t know who shot
him. He was up along the river when
it happened. One minute he was rid-
ing free and fme. The next he had a
slug in him. That’s all.”

Clay squinted soberly. “Better lay in
a lot of bandages and medicine, Doc.
You're going to need them. There’s a
pot of hell’'s brew on this range and
the lid is about due to fly off.”

“So I figured.” Peets nodded. “Men
are the biggest fools. They shoot one
another and I patch 'em up so they
can go out and get shot again.”

That afternoon Leigh Orde rode in.
Sitting on the porch, Clay’s heart took
a truant leap at sight of her. Always
she was like a sweet wind, cool and
fragrant. Clay wondered at the strange
shyness that was in her eyes. She stood
before him, slim and straight.

“If this shooting doesn’t stop, I'm
going to go crazy,” she 'said soberly.
“First Dad and now you, Clay. What
does it mean?”

“That there is a rotten spot on this
range that will have to be cleaned out.
But don’t you worry your pretty head
about it. Here, sit down and let me look
at you a while.”

She gave a queer little laugh, but
obeyed.” “Anyone would think that was
a pleasure.”

“It is. You've got no idea how much
it is.”

She looked away, soft color beating
in her cheeks. “You did a good job on
Buck, Clay,” she said. “He is almost
like his old self again.”

“You can thank Bill Waller a lot
for that. I think it was a broadside
that Bill threw at the kid that had the
most effect. .. . Doc tells me your dad
is on the way up.”

“That’s right, and I'm 8o happy about
it. Yet he’s already making threats as
to what he’ll do when he’s able to be up
and doing again. And maybe next
time—" She broke off, shivering.

“I wouldn’t worry none about that,
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the stark, grim purpose of the night
rose stronger and stronger in him.

At the lower end of the street they
dodged across, to come to a halt by the
yawning door of the livery barn. A low
voice, thick with the brogue of old Ire-
land, came to them.

“Over here, ye terriers.”

They found Jigger Dugan and Pete
Flood there.

“We been checking up, Jigger and
me,” explained Pete Flood hurriedly.
“They ain’t scattered none. They’re all
of them at the Humbug, and most of ’em
pretty drunk. You couldn’t ask a better
time, Clay.”

“The town folks laying low?’ asked
Clay.

“You’d be surprised,” answered Pete.
“You're going to have plenty of help
when things break, Clay. The dceent
folks here in town sort of tolerated
Frisco Drew before, but they’re plumb
off him now, and that bunch of whelps
he’s gathered around him. Dave Gran-
ger’s wife was talked to pretty insultin’
by one of that wild bunch this evenin’.
It was all Jigger and me could do to
keep Dave from gettin’ out his big buf-
falo Sharpes gun and goin’ huntin’.
You’ll hear that big cannon roar to-
night. Right now Dave is layin’ out on
top of the old Sunset House, ready to
gO-"

“Folks in this town thought plenty
of Bill Waller,” said Jigger.

The little Irishman wriggled nerv-
ously. “What’s it in the air tonight?”
he complained. “I’m after being jumpy
as a cat. Never did I feel so queer.
Look, all the stars are gone.”

“We're all on edge, Jigger,” said

Clay. “Well, we might as well open
the ball. We’ll hit ’em from two sides,
up street and down, with a couple of
boys out back. Pete, this isn’t any of
yours or Jigger’s chore, so you better
lay low.”
. “That’s what you think, me bhoy,”
retorted doughty little Jigger. “Don’t
you worry none about Pete and me. We
got an idea or two, we have.”

Clay and Jerry Hyatt moved off into
the gloom. Jigger and Pete scuttled off
also, two wrinkled gnomes of the night.
They went into the back door of the
Emporium, soon to reappear, lugging

something between them with special
care. Up the back way they trudged
until they came to the alley which ran
between the Humbug and the White
Front Eating House.

“This,” muttered Flood, “is going to
raise hell, Jigger.”

“Hope it puts a rock under it,”
growled Jigger. “Always I'm thinking
of Bill Waller, and that settles it.”

“We might burn the whole  cussed
town down,” said Flood.

“Let her burn,” snapped the implaca-
ble Jigger. “We're going to run a flock
of coyotes out into the open. Here,
gimme that stuff. I'll lay it.”

Pete Flood shook his grizzled head.
“We’re both in on this. Come on.”

HEY ducked into the blackness of

the alley while, in the Humbug, the
revelry was still going at full blast. Of
all that motley, tough crowd, only
Frisco Dan Drew seemed not to be en-
joying himself. He stood at the far end
of the bar, his black eyes cold, his face
a dark mask over his thoughts.

In a lull, the bartender, Dumpy
Kling, sweating and fatigued, sidled up
to Drew.

“The thirstiest bunch I ever see,
Boss,” he mumbled. “This keeps up
much longer and we're going to run
low on likker. They lap it up like it was
rain-water.”

Drew’s eyes flashed contempt. “Slop
for the swine,” he growled thinly. “Let
’em have it, Dumpy. A lot of them will
be dead before this range is mine. Keep
’em drunk and happy until it’s time for
the big clean-up. Poor tools to work
with, but a coyote is a coyote, Dumpy,
whether you buy it or hire it. Yeah,
let 'em have all they want. It will burn
up their consciences, if any of them own
to such a thing. And I'm going to need
men without consciences or hearts.”

Dumpy gulped and moved away.
Whenever he got a glimpse of the sav-
agery that had been consuming Drew
lately, it scared him.

The renegades clamored at the bar.
Raw whisky flowed, as Dumpy had said,
like rain-water. The air of the place
was hot, depressing, fetid. Tobacco
smoke lay along the low ceiling like fog,
blue and drifting, and through it the
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hanging lamps shone. dully, like drunk-
en eyes.

A man darted in at the door. It was
Spike Kirby. He stopped beside Drew.

“Garrison and his crowd are in town,
Frisco!” he panted. “They’re surround-
in’ this place. 1 recognized two or
three of ’em!”

For a moment Drew stood stone still.
Then he cursed savagely.

“And all my fighters as drunk as
dogs. I might have guessed some-
thing—"

Whatever Frisco Drew intended to
say was lost in the flat rumble of a shot.
One of the lamps dissolved in a clatter
of shattered glass and a spray of oil.
Before any man could think or move
that gun outside the door rumbled twice
more and the other two lamps went to
pieces.

For the moment the room was a
black, stagnant pool of amazement and
fear. Then came the roar of cursing,
yelling voices, and the pound and
trample of boots as the drunken crowd
went berserk with stupefied fear.

Thin and harsh as steel, Frisco
Drew’s voice cut through the clamor.

“Stay inside, you fools!” They're
laying for us outside. They’ll shoot us
to pieces.”

Some of the more sober renegades
heard, and began fighting the others
away from the door. They managed to
bring about a momentary quiet. And
as they did, from out of the blackness
of the street, the voice of Clay Garrison
rang, harsh with purpose.

“You got one chance to surrender,
Drew. Take it—or the consequences!”

The iron self-control of Frisco Drew
broke. Always he had hated Clay Gar-
rison, hated him because he knew in
his heart that Clay Garrison was such
a man as he could never hope to be
himself; hated him because he knew
that Clay Garrison’s had been the mind
behind his initial defeat in the conquest
to make an empire for himself along the
Buttonwillow; hated him because he
knew that such a man as Clay Garrison
might win the affection of a girl like
Leigh Orde, while he, Frisco Dan Drew,
never could. And lastly he hated Clay
Garrison because he knew that Clay had
not been fooled, not from the first, and

that again he had outguessed him,
trapped him.

All the vicious nature in Drew surged
up and overflowed.

“Come and get us, if you think you
can!” he yelled. “Before you do, you'll
know what perdition is like! Come and

get—

The whole town shook before the
roaring shock. A back corner of the
Humbug seemed to lift and dissolve,
while through the place where the walls
had been drove a sheet of white, sear-
ing light. Soul-shattering concussion
knocked men down as though they were
matches. A giant, invisible hand lifted
Frisco Drew clear off the floor and
hurled him against an inner wall with
crushing force. He sagged down, dazed
and stupid with shock.

EN screamed like animals. Then
they fought each other madly to
get away from the tongues of flame be-
ginning to creep through the wreckage.
Someone fell across Drew, cursing
savagely. Drew recognized the voice of
Spike Kirby. He caught at Kirby and
clung to him.

“Spike,” he gasped thickly, “this is
Drew. Help me out! The back way. We
got something to do.”

Kirby dragged Drew to his feet,
pulled him along with one hand, while
smashing with a clubbed gun with the
other to clear a way through the frantic
tangle. Somehow they located the rear
door, stumbled through to the outer air.

Out in front of the Humbug, guns
were snarling. A gun flashed not far
from Kirby and a slug bit into the shat-
tered wall behind him. Kirby shot back
instinctively.

“Come on!” he snarled at Drew. “Run
for it!”

Drew stumbled along behind Kirby,
mechanically keeping -his feet. His
brain was still numbed from the shock
and as he drew each gasping breath,
knifelike pains shot through his chest.

As they passed that point of pale
light thrown by the rising flames of the
shattered corner, a voice cried out in
startled amazement

“Kirby! Drew!”

That was all staunch little Jigger
Dugan had time to say before Spike
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all, or nearly all. And if he lost, then
indeed would he lose everything.

The threat of Frisco Drew’s dream of
empire was shattered, just as the Hum-
bug had been shattered by that charge
of dynamite which Jigger and Pete
Flood had set off, just as the drought
had been shattered by that first roar
of thunder.

When this rain ceased, the range
which had been dead and burned and
scorched would live again. Green grass
would ripple and bend before the push
of the four winds. The Buttonwillow
would flow once more. Cattle would
thrive and grow fat. The bounty of
the earth and sky would enrich the lives
of men. Yet all this would go for noth-
ing if Drew and Kirby reached the R O

Up and Down before Clay did.

; Strange, Clay thought, that he did
not question this premonition of Jigger
Dugan’s. Jigger was a queer, deep little
cuss, with much of the mysticism of his
racﬁ about him. Yes, Jigger knew, all
right.

T WAS black dark, out there on the
range. There were no stars, nothing
to guide by, yet Clay sent his mount in-
stinctively on a dead line for the R O
Up and Down. The tocsin of the thunder
had moved south and east, grumbling
in the distance like some discontented
giant, But the drive of the rain had
a settled permanence about it. it would
last for a couple of days, at least.

Clay pushed his craggy face against
the lash of the storm. He was drenched,
soaked to the skin, but his lean, rock-
hard body felt cooled and refreshed and
strong. Underfoot the earth was al-
ready soggy. The churning hoofs of
the horse never varried from a driving
tempo. The rain, so magic was its touch
on man and beast, made the bronc
strong and wild to run.

Clay’s thoughts reached ahead. In
his mind’s eye he could see Leigh Orde.
She would be out on the porch, drinking
in the sweet breath of the storm. The
wet wind would be whipping tendrils
of hair about her soft cheeks, and those
cheeks would be dewy with rain mist.

Clay fought back the wistful longing
of his thoughts. It would be Leigh and
Buck, which was all right. After all,

they would both belong to him. There
were more ways to show your love for
a girl than by the privilege of taking
her in your arms. You could work for
her and plan for her future and guard
her against the buffets of the world.
And Buck was his kid brother. You
couldn’t regret the good fortune and
happiness of your kid brother. Yes,
Leigh and Buck would be happy, and
in their happiness he would find some
reward for his own loneliness.

If he got there in time!

Clay’s mood changed. Some of the
old, hard savagery came back to him.
He had to get there in time! Auto-
matically he roweled his hard running
mount and the horse plunged down a
steep slope and Clay found wind-
whipped alders and willow clumps all
about him. It was the Buttonwillow.
Already the river was running. Then
the horse was into the rising flood,
plunging belly deep, foaming along in
short, heavy lunges. -

Out and up the other side, with the
warm, wet steam from the animal
heavy and pungent in Clay’s nostrils.
A lashing, tearing gallop once more,
rider leaning forward in the saddle,
lifting the animal on. Leigh Orde was
out there ahead—alone—ecaring for her
crippled father. And somewhere in this
drenched black world two human
wolves were racing to hurt and maim
and render all victory hollow and heart-
breaking.

Abruptly through the blackness
winked a pin-point of yellow light, The
Orde ranchhouse.

All along Clay had heard nothing but
the voice of the storm. The plunge and
pound of hoofs on sopping earth would
be muffled by the whipping wind. And
if he had heard nothing of any other
riders, it was fair to believe that they
had heard nothing of him. His eyes,
gﬁjuzted to the murk, strained to see

ead.

He passed the dim bulk of barns,
feed sheds, corrals. The flare of light
grew stronger, took rectangular shape,
the shape of an open door. And there,
silhouetted against the light stood a
slim figure, seeming to lean forward,
as though to embrace the sweet magic
of the rain.
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so we might as well see it through.”
“It’s all right with me, if we can find
somethin’ to do around this town.”
“The first thing we better do is to
put them brones in a stable and find us
a place to stay.”

S THEY turned away from the
bulletin board a yellow dog shot
around the corner, yelping, while be-
hind it, tied securely to its tail, bounded
a tin can.

For a fraction of a second the yellow
dog hesitated, then it headed straight
for Sad and Swede. Its speed was such
that afterward Swede swore that some-
thing drew a yellow streak from his
feet to the corner, then rubbed it out.

At any rate the dog, running blindly, .

attempted to go between Swede’s slight-
ly knock-kneed legs, and Swede flipped
upside down, while the tin can whipped
around his ankle, snapping the twine
cord. The yellow dog streaked away up
the street, leaving Swede on his hands
and knees, swearing.

Following the dog came a boy of
about twelve, his freckled face streaked
with dusty tears, his 'rusty hair rum-
pled Dbelligerently. He stopped and
looked at Swede, who was untangling
the cord from around his foot. Sad
grinned at the youngster, who came
closer, crooking his neck to look past
them.

“Where’d Boze go?” he drawled.

“Was that Boze?” asked Sad.

“Yeah.” The kid scratched one of his
bare feet.

“You oughtn’t to tie cans on your
dog,” said Swede.

“Aw-w-w, hell!” The youngster spat
drily and hitched up his ragged over-
alls. “I never done it. It was some of
them dad-durned square-heads from
the Box Eight. By grab, if I ever get
big enough I'll sure tie off to one of
them pelicans and, yank real hard.”

“Aw, shucks!” Sad grew sympathetic.
“Somebody pickin’ on you, Bud?”

“Yeah—but my name ain’t Bud. I'm
Percival Cadwallader Steeb. Mostly
everybody calls me Speck Steeb. And”
—“Speck” sighed dismally and wiped
his cheeks—*“I ain’t havin’ good luck.”

“Ain’t you, Speck?” queried Swede.

“Nope. Me and Boze ran away from

that durned Box Eight outfit.”

“Are you livin’ there, or just punchin’
cows for ’em?” asked Sad. .

“Aw, I ain’t big enough to be a hand
yet. They thought I was livin’ there,
but I ain’t. And by the busted tail of
a longhorn steer, I ain’t goin’ to live
there neither. I'm through.” .

“A feller like you ought to pick and
choose,” Swede said, nodding.

An old man drove up and got out of
his wagon in front of a store. His
equipage consisted of a rickety buck-
board and a pair of mismated horses.
He was little short of sevehty years of
age, with a long, white beard and white
hair. His face was seamed deeply and
colored like an old parchment, which
only accentuated the white of his beard
and hair.

Three cowpunchers rounded the cor-
ner beyond the store and went inside,
while the old man followed them in.
Speck scowled at the three punchers.

“Them punchers is the jiggers from
the Box Eight that tin-canned Boze,”
he informed. “Took all three of ’em to
hog-tie me, you betcha. That old man
in the wagon is Eph Wyatt. He can
whip his weight in anything you want
to mention.”

“Pretty old to be fightin’, ain’t he?”
ventured Sad.

“Well, I don’t know. Pa said that old
Eph gets fightener every year.”

Sad laughed and patted the youngster
on the shoulder.

“Some folks are that way, Speck,”
he said. “Where is your father?”

Speck’s eyes suddenly filled with
tears and he shoved both hands down
deep in his pockets. Sad and Swede
exchanged a quick glance, as Speck
looked up at them and said:

“Well, you see, he—he’s dead now.”

“Aw, gosh!” exploded Sad mourn-
{}llllly. “Speck, we didn’t know about

at.”

“Oh, thas all right.” Speck smiled
through his tears. “Folks never learn
nothin’ unless they ask questions. My
dad owned the Bar S Ranch.”

“Oh, yeah.” Sad nodded thoughtfully.
“Well, ain’t you got no relations, Speck?
Nobody to look after you?”

“No-0-0,” Speck sighed deeply. “Any-
way, I don’t know of any. Pa wasn’t
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much for relations. Lot of these folks
around here got to tryin’ to fizure out
what to do with me, and I’ll bet some
of ’em won’t get the cramps out of their
brains for a year. Bill Wyatt says he
can use a boy about my size out at the
Box Eight, so they send me out there.
Bill’s that old man’s nephew, but he's
owner of the Box Eight. I stayed two
days, and I'll tell a man I worked.
Whooee! Bill hates Boze. Bill hates
everything, I reckon. He run Boze off
the ranch twice, but Boze comes back
every time. Then Bill tells me to run
the dog off the ranch and keep him off,
so I run Boze plumb down here where”
—Speck grinned wisely—*“I can keep
us both off.”

“And then they come down here and
tin-can the dog, eh?” said Swede.

“Sure did. But Boze'll come back.”

“That’s all right, but what about
you?” asked Sad.

“Don’t nobody need to worry about
me,” assured Speck.

“Uh-huh.” Sad scratched his head
thoughtfully. He admired the indepen-
dent attitude of the youngster.

“TI'll get along,” remarked Speck.
“All T ask is that they leave me and
Boze alone. . . . There’s the little son-
of-a-gun now!”

11

VENTURING back to the cornmer
beyond the store, Boze was peering
around into the street. Speck whistled
to the dog, and it ran to meet him,  Sad
and Swede grinned at each other and
walked to the store entrance, while the
boy and dog romped up the street.

“Somebody’s hot under the collar,”
observed Swede, at sounds of an argu-
ment from within the store.

“I tell yuh, I don’t want him around!”
It was Bill Wyatt, a thin-faced, buck-
toothed cowboy, speaking. He spat
savagely and accurately at a sawdust-
filled box.

“It was your own idea, Bill,” said Al
Weller, the big storekeeper.

“Yeah.” Bill nodded. “But I thought
~ he’d be worth somethin’. Hell, he won’t
work!”

Old Eph Wpyatt squinted at his
nephew.

“You wasn’t payin’ him no wages,
was you, Bill?”

“Not so you could notice it.”

“You can hire full-grown men for
forty a month, and you might remem-
ber that the kid ain’t more’n twelve
years old.”

i‘ll was givin’ him a home,” retorted
Bill.

“You wasn’t givin’ him nothin’. He
had to earn one.”

“There’s no use quarrelin’,” said the
storekeeper quickly.

“I’'m not quarrelin’,” said the old
man. “The poor kid got a tough deal all
around. I liked Jim Steeb. He was a
fool to drink himself to death and throw
the kid into a community that’s got
more kids than they know what to do
with. .Bill had an idea that he could get
some cheap labor, I reckon. I ain't
sayin’ a little work will hurt any kid,
but a youngster oughtn’t to have to
work twelve hours per day for his bed
and three meals.”

“I don’t know why you’re hornin’
into this,” declared Bill.

His uncle squinted at him so closely
he shifted uneasily.

“You didn’t think I cared to explain,
did you?” asked the old man slowly.
“I ain’t never been in the habit to
apologizin’, have 1?”

“That’s all right, Eph.” The store-
keeper was a trifle anxious.

“Well, I don’t care what you do.” Bill
shrugged and threw some silver on the
counter. “Gimme some smokin’ and
papers, Al.”

As he pocketed the articles, Speck
and Boze came in. The dog slouched at
the boy’s heels, recognizing its enemies,
but Speck was unafraid. The men had
noticed Sad and Swede, but had not
paid much attention to a pair of strange
cowboys.

“That dog don't know when to get
insulted,” Bill laughed.

“You let that dog alone,” said Speck
firmly. “He ain’t never done nothin’
to you, Bill Wyatt.”

Bill laughed and started for Boze.
The dog darted back toward the door,
barking snappily.

“You let that dog alone!” shrilled
Speck again, blocking Bill. “By golly,
some day I'll be big enough—"
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Bill’s open palm splatted against his
ear, sending him sideward into the
counter, and Bill started toward the
frightened dog.

“You oughtn't to do that.,” Sad
Sontag stepped between Bill and the
dog. There was no threat in Sad’s voice
nor actions. He was smiling with his
mouth, but his eyes were serious.

“Hadn’t, eh?” Bill stopped and looked
Sad over curiously, the first time he
had even seen this cowpuncher.

He turned and looked at Swede, who
was lounging easily against a counter,
paying no attention to Sad, because his
entire attention was centered on the
two men who had come in with Bill
Wyatt.

Bill’s eyes came back to Sad.

“What’s the idea of you hornin’ into
this?” he demanded.

“I ain’t hornin’ in.” Sad smiled. “I'm
just tellin’ you.” .

Boze seemed to realize that the im-
mediate danger was over, so he came
over and sniffed at Sad’s boots. Speck
had regained his feet, and was busily
rubbing a red ear. Bill looked back at
his two men and found their attention
on Swede. .

“And,” said Sad softly, “any man
that would slap kids and tie cans on a
pup’s tail is a low-bred coyote.”

The storekeeper ducked behind the
counter, and the old man edged slowly
out of line. Bill Wyatt was deadly with
a six-shooter, and there could be but
one answer to that insult.

Still Bill Wyatt did not move. His
half-closed eyes looked into the wide-
open gray ones of Sad Sontag. They
seemed to hypnotize him. Neither made
any motion toward a gun.

“A feller that would hit a kid ain’t
got the nerve to fight.” Sad’s voice was
pitched low, but carried clearly. “You
might fight, if you was in a corner—but
I doubt it.”

But Bill Wyatt did not move. Sad
inched toward him, coming closer and
closer. One of Bill’s men swore won-
deringly. They could not see Bill’s face.

UDDENLY Sad’s left hand shot out,

grasped the brim of Bill’s sombrero
and yanked it down over Bill’s eyes. It
was done so quickly that Bill did not

have time to jerk away. He stumbled
forward.

But the hypnotic spell was broken.
Bill ripped out an oath as he flung back
the hat and flipped out his gun. But
the barrel of Sad’s struck him across
the right wrist, forcing him to drop his
gun. The next instant he measured his
full length under the table.

“Glory to gosh!” whooped Speck.
“Right in the ear!”

Bill’s two men had not moved, for
the simple reason that the blond Swede
still leaned against the counter, dan-
gling a big six-shooter in his right
hand, his lips pucked in a whistle, while
his round blue eyes never wavered.

Sad kicked Bill’'s gun aside and
waited for him to get up. But Bill was
in no hurry. He slid from under the
table, rubbing his swelling ear.

“You know now how it feels to get hit
in the ear, don’t you?” chuckled Speck.
“Maybe next time you’ll have a little
sense.”

Bill got slowly to his feet and walked
out of the store. Abe Snow and “Snipe”
Lee, his two men, followed him. They
gave Swede a wide berth in passing.

“And thus endeth that chapter,” said
Sad, smiling.

“Maybe not,” said old Eph Wyatt
dubiously. “My nephew Bill won’t for-
get it for a mighty long time, stranger.”

“Memories has caused a lot of folks
to lose their minds,” said Sad, rumpling
Speck’s hair and feeling of his ear.,

“Aw, it don’t hurt now,” protested
Speck. “The wallop you gave Bill Wyatt
cured me. Whooee, I'll bet he’s sore!”

A man was coming into the store, but
turned to look across at the hitchrack,

" where the three men from the Box

8 were mounting. It was “Buck”
Rainey, the sheriff, a short, heavy-set
individual, with a yellow mustache and
squinty. eyes.

“You missed a circus, Buck,” said
Eph Wyatt, whose feelings in regard to
his nephew were well-known. “Bill just
got knocked cold.”

“Yeah?” The sheriff elevated his eye-
brows. “How come, Eph?”

The old man laughed and detailed the
story, while the sheriff considered Sad
and Swede.

“And he popped him right in the
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greeted them warmly and introduced
the owner of the Oreana.

“You interested in the Bar S sale?”
asked Bunty.

Sad nodded. “Kinda. We’re lookin’
for some stock, and thought this might
be a chance to buy some reasonable.
’Course we don’t want a lot of runts.”

“We might take a ride out to the Bar
S this evenin’,” suggested the sheriff.
“The boys threw three hundred and ten
head into the pasture last night. You
might look ’em over.”

S ‘(‘iWe’d appreciate the chance,” agreed
ad.

They spent the rest of the day loafing
in the shade, and did not start for the
Bar S until late in the afternoon. They
found the ranch buildings badly in need
of repair, but it was easy to see that at
one time the Bar S had been consider-
able of a ranch.

There was no one at the place, and
the sheriff explained that there had
been no one in charge since the death
of Steeb. They rode out past the cor-
rals and on to a knoll that furnished a
view of the Bar S pasture of about a
hundred acres.

But there were no cattle in sight. The
sheriff squinted around wonderingly.

“’S funny,” he muttered. “They were
here last night.”

“You sure this is the place?” asked
Swede.

“I'm as sure as anything,” replied the
sheriff and urged his horse off the knoll.

They rode to the lower end of the
pasture, where they found that the
barb-wires had been cut, and about a
hundred feet ripped off the posts.

“They knew how to do it,” observed
Sad. “They cut the wires, bunched the
ends, tied ’em to a rope and just rode
’em loose.”

“And let the whole herd drift,” ob-
served the sheriff. “Well, that’s plumb
meanness, I’d say.”

Sad looked at the sheriff and grinned.
“Sheriff, do you think that they just
turned them cows loose?”

“Eh?” The sheriff’s eyebrows lifted.
“You don't think that anybody would
try to rustle a herd like that, do you?”

“Why not?”

“Well, you can’t get away with that
many. Anybody would be a fool to try

and steal a herd like that.”

“All right.” Sad grinned widely and
turned his horse. “You know the morals
of this country better than we do.”

HEY rode back to Oreana and

stabled their horses. The sheriff was
thoughtful during the ride, but could
hardly bring himself to believe that
anyone would steal three hundred and
ten head of cattle in one herd.

“I think that someone is just doin’
it to be mean,” he declared.

“And I think they’re doin’ it for
profit,” Sad said firmly.

The sheriff imparted the story to
Bunty O’Neil, who swore and ques-
tioned them all closely. The sheriff told
Bunty what he thought about it, but
Bunty did not agree.

“They’ve had about twenty-four
hours’ start,” he observed. “And you
can move a big herd a long ways in that
length of time. It’s so dry in the hills
that you couldn't trail a herd, so the
best you can do is trust to luck.”

“It kind of looks like we might as
well go home,” observed Swede. “If
there ain’t no cows for sale.”

Bunty’s eyes grew hard as he leaned
on the bar and toyed with his glass. The
sheriff cleared his throat and sent his
own glass spinning down the bar.

“Bunty has got a lot of notes against
the Bar S,” he explained. “And if there
ain’t no cows—Bunty loses.”

“That’s the how of it, eh?” said Sad.

“Yeah,” said Bunty angrily. “And
I'll get them cows—or get somethin’.”

“You’ve got sort of an idea who took
’em, ain’t you?” asked Sad.

“How would I?” snapped Bunty.

“I don’t know—I'm no mind reader.”
Sad walked away from the bar and
grew interested in a poker game.

Bunty looked after him, an angry
glint in his eyes, but said nothing until
Swede walked away.

“What did he mean, Buck?” he then

asked.
The sheriff shook his head. “I don’t
know. I hope the boys show up tomor-

row, but I'm scared they won't. We've
got to try and find them missin’ cattle.
I don't believe yet that anybody had the
nerve to steal a herd that big.”

The sheriff left the saloon, but Bunty
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went into his saddle. -

Swede was mounted almost as soon,
and while the sheriff’s posse serambled
for safety and took pot-shots at the in-
furiated steer, Sad and Swede rode out
of gunshot toward a place where they
might ery out their mirth in safety.

A bullet finally took all the fight out
of the steer, and the dusty, scratched
and bruised posse managed to get to-
gether for a mutual condemnation meet-
ing. Wheezer had lost a tooth in his
collision with Wyatt, and he seemed
to think that Wyatt had done it with
malice aforethought. Snipe Lee had a
lump the size of an egg over his right
eye.

“Blame yourself for that, Snipe,”
wailed Wheezer. “You hit yourself with
that hondo.”

“I did not! The steer hit me!”

“You never was within fifty feet of
that steer!”

“What did you turn it loose for?” de-
manded Wyatt.

“He told me to,” Snipe said, pointing
at Buck, who was rubbing his shoulder.

“Ain’t you got no sense of your own ?”
queried Wyatt plaintively.

“You ought to listen to nobody but
Bill,” declared Wheezer sarcastically.
“He’s your boss, Snipe—the clumsy
danged fool! Yeah, I mean you, Bill!
How did you ever expect to dodge a
steer, goin’ the way you was? If it
hadn’t been for you, I'd still have them
guns and we’d have our prisoners.”

“You didn’t have them guns when we
met,” declared Wyatt. “Not by a dang
sight, you didn’t! An’ I'm no clumsy
fool, either.”

“Well, you ain’t an active one, that’s a
cinch.”

“Aw-w-w, don’t fight about it,” wailed
Buck. “Nelther one of you are acrobats,
and you’re both fools. Why didn’t you
watch the prisoners?”

“Why didn’t you?”
Wheezer angrily.

“’Cause I was hangin’ to that steer’s
horn by my vest, that’s why. It's a good
thing that vests don’t have sleeves.”

“Well, we might as well go back,” said
Wheezer. He put his right forefinger in
his mouth and invited them to inspect
the damage. “Aw-w-gle ugl nahk umf
foot 'n aw-w-gl,” he told them distinctly.

countered

“Yawgl nawgl woggle,” replied the
sheriff seriously.

Wheezer spat. “Think you’re danged
smart, don't you?”

“Well, I can talk any language you
can. Let’s go home.”

HEY limped back down the draw to

their horses, mounted  and rode back
toward Oreana.

“What'll you do if them fellers come
back to Oreana?” asked Wyatt.

“You don’t think they will, do you?”
asked Buck.

“I said, if they do.”

“Wel), if they do, I don’t know what
I'll do, Bill. And if they don’t, I don’t
know either. There wasn't a thing
around that they could use to blot a
brand nor change one.”

“Then why did they throw that
steer ?” demanded Bill.

“I don’t know. Do you? You seen as
much as I did.”

“Why did they turn that steer over, if
they wasn’t goin’ to get at the brand?”
questioned Snipe Lee.

The sheriff glared at him.

“That’ll be about all for this lesson,”
he said angrily.

“Well, can’t we discuss the thing?”
Bill asked peevishly.

“Sure you can. But don’t ask me
things. I ain’t got no brains, and I'm
willin’ to admit it. Ask Snipe a few
questions, if you must ask somebody.”

“Ask him why he turned that steer
loose, "suggested Wheezer.

“Or you might ask the steer,” said
Buck. “He prob’ly heard ’em say what
they was goin’ to do with him.”

The questions ended right there, and
the four men said little more on the way
to Oreana. It was rather late in the
afternoon when they arrived. The
sheriff and Wheezer went to their office,
where they rubbed their bruises with
liniment and used up their supply of
court plaster.

“This afternoon’s work wasn’t any-
thin’ to brag about,” said Buck mean-
ingly. “I don’t reckon Bill and Snipe
will spread the joyous tidin’s, so we
won't.” .

“I once read about a sheriff that al-
ways got his man,” said Wheezer. “He
just never made no mistakes. I don’t
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“Are you lookin’ for the answer in a
book?” asked Bill Wyatt sarcastically.

“Maybe.” Sad considered Bill thought-
fully. “Say, we was up to your place
yesterday, after the red steer busted up
your party. You've got quite a place,
Wyatt. Judgin’ the number of Box Eight
catﬁle in the hills, you must be doin’
well.”

Bill Wyatt did not reply, but shot a
glance at Snipe and Abe, who plainly
vciere wishing that they were somewhere
else.

“Yes sir, you seem to be doin’ well,”
repeated Sad. “You don’t brand very
deep, do you?”

“What do you mean ?” demanded Bill.

“Just what I said. Beauty may only
be skin-deep, but a brand sure ought
to go into the epidermis.”

“I don’t get your drift.” Bill spoke
evenly and straightened up. “If this is
a sale—let’s sell somethin’ and have it
over.”

He climbed down off the fence and
leaned against the nearest post. Several
more got down, Bunty O’Neil among
them. . ’

“I made my bid,” said Sad. “Is some-
body goin’ to raise it?”

“Those cattle are worth more than
that,” declared Bunty. :

“Go ahead and bid more,” growled
Wheezer. “Nobody stoppin’ you, Bunty.”

“I ain’t goin’ to bid on what already
belongs to me.”

“Does it belong to you ?” asked Sad.

“You're damned right it does! I've
got the notes to show it right here.”
Bunty slapped his pocket. “I've got
enough owin’.to me to more than cover
the ranch and everything on it!”

“Let me see one?” demanded Sad.

“Let you see nothin’!”

“I don’t believe you’ve got a note,”
persisted Sontag.

“That so?” Bunty said drily. “Well,
I have. The sheriff has seen ’em, and
so has a lot of other folks.”

“Say!” snorted Wyatt. “These two
men here tried to steal a steer from me
yesterday, and the sheriff arrested ’em,
but they got away. Why don’t he ar-
rest ’em agin?”

“That’s my business!” snapped Buck
Rainey.

“What’s the idea, Buck?” asked Gil-

roy, the rancher.
“I don’t know.” Buck shook his head.
“Scared of 'em,” jeered Bill Wyatt.
“Tt was your steer,” reminded Whee-
zer. “Why don’t you do somethin’, Bill?

‘Are you handcuffed ?”

“I still think that you ought to show
them notes, Bunty,” said Sad, paying
no attention to Bill Wyatt.

“Why ?” demanded Bunty.

“I don’t believe they’re any good,
Bunty.” :

“You don’t, eh?” Bunty took an as-
sortment of papers from his inside coat
pocket. “Then take a look at one!”

SAD accepted the folded sheet of paper
and looked it over. It was a properly
constructed ninety-day note for twenty-
six hundred dollars, and signed by Jim
Steeb. Sad opened the book and looked
at something on the fly-leaf.

“Was Jim Steeb sober when he signed
this note?” he asked.

““As sober as a judge,” declared Bunty.
“I didn’t want any slip in my dealin’s
with him, Sontag. I never let him sign
a note when he was drunk. Are you
satisfied ?”

“Nope.” Sad looked up from the book
and motioned to Speck.

“Speck, I want to ask you a question.”

Speck came willingly, and Sad held out
the book to him.

“Do you remember that book, Speck ?”

“Sure. .My dad gave it to me last
Christmas.”

“You see, gents, he recognizes the
book,” said Sad. He opened it at the
fly-leaf. “Was your dad sober when he
wrote that, Speck ?”

The boy nodded quickly. “He never
was drunk at home, Mr. Sontag.”

Sad closed the book, placed it on the
ground and held the note out to the
sheriff.

“Take a look at that, will you, Sheriff.
I'm goin’ to ask Bunty to show us the
rest of ’em.”

“The rest of 'em?” parroted Bunty.
“What you mean?”

“The rest of the notes, Bunty,” said
Sad evenly.

“What for?” .

“Because those notes are all signed
‘Jim Steeb.’”

“Signed .-. . Why, you damned fool,
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T HAD been a long time since he had
worn those guns, but he had always
kept them oiled and cleaned and ready
for action. He buckled on the belts, ad-
justed the holsters on his hips. His hands
flashed down and the guns came up. He
smiled. He hadn’t lost any of his skill.
He thrust the guns back into leather
as he heard voices. He opened the door
and stepped out. Two men dressed in
range clothes stood just inside the big
entrance door of the stable. Treadway
knew them both and didn’t like them.

The big man who wore no hat, and had
close cropped hair and an ugly face was
Joe Spalding, owner of a little horse
ranch ten miles south of Festival. The
other man was Hank Wilson, a shifty-
eyed individual who worked for Spald-
ing. “Oh, there you are, Treadway,”
Spalding said. “Heard you bought a new
horse yesterday.”

“I did,” Treadway answered quietly.
“News sure travels fast around here.
Did you two come to congratulate me or
do you think I made a bad deal ?”’

“What’s the horse look like?” Spald-
Ing snapped.

“A bay with a blaze face,” Treadway
sald, “And about three years old.”

“I thought so0!” snarled Spalding..

“That’s one of the horses that were
stolen from my ranch three days ago.”

“Sure,” said Treadway. “You happen
to own the only bay with a blaze face in
all this part of the country ? Unhuh, and
you are the only man in all the West
who ever carried a Colt forty-five!”

“I don’t like the way he acts, Joe,”
Hank Wilson said. “Strikes me as
mighty suspicious.”

Treadway stepped forward. He had
been standing in the shadows just out-
side the door of his office. For the first
time the two men noticed the two guns
that he wore. Spalding blinked and
glanced quickly at his companion. Wil-
son frowned and looked unhappy.

“Of course we might be mistaken,”
Spalding said. “You mind showing us
the horse, Treadway?”

“Not at all,” said the stable owner.
*“He’s right over there in that first stall,
Go ahead and take a good look.”

He remained right where he was as
the two men walked over to the stall and
peered at the horse. They took some time

about it. Treadway waited patiently.

“That’s him,” sald Spalding, swing-
ing around and walking back toward
Treadway. “That’s the bay that was
stolen from my ranch.

“It sure is,” said Wilson. “I'd recog-
nize that horse anywhere.”

“I didn’t think you would have the
nerve to keep a stolen horse right here
in town, Treadway,” Spalding said.

“Right careless of me, wasn’t it,”
Treadway said dryly. “Maybe I just
kept him around in case I ran into a
couple of liars like you two.”

“Liars!” snarled Wilson.

He reached for his gun. Treadway
lunged forward, caught Wilson’s right
wrist and gave it a twist. Wilson’s hat
fell off and his gun went flying across
the stable floor to disappear beneath the
front wheels of the surrey. Treadway
released his grip on Wilson’s wrist and
swung around to face Spalding, who
changed his mind about drawing his gun.

“I said liars and I repeated it,” Tread-
way said. “I’ve had that bay you just
identified for three years and the horse
happens to be a mare. The horse I bought
yesterday was a pinto, and I have a bill
of sale for him from the Leaning L boss,
Tom Lee. He sold me the horse!”

Spalding cursed and lunged at Tread-
way. The stable keeper landed a hard
right to the rancher’s chin. Spalding
reeled back and then dropped.

“All right, Wilson,” Treadway said,
turning to face the other man. “Soon as
your bosg recovers we'll go see Sheriff
Hunter about this. I'm curious as to
why you two have been so anxious to
start trouble with me. Reckon Hunter
will find a way to make you talk.”

“That isn’t necessary,” Wilson said
nervously, “We made a mistake. That’s
all. I was plumb certain that was the
stolen horse there in the stall. It seems
that I was wrong.”

PALDING opened his eyes and then

got slowly to his feet. He looked
anxiously at the stable keeper. It was
quite evident he had no desire to con-
tinue the fight.

“Treadway wants us to go see the
sheriff, Joe,” Wilson said. “I been tell-
ing him there’s no need to do that.”

Treadway stared at a large roll of
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bills that evidently had fallen out of
Spalding’s pocket. It looked like a lot of
money in that roll. “You dropped some-
thing, Spalding,” he said.

“Huh?” Spalding glanced down, saw
the money and picked it up and put it
in a pocket of his levis. “Thanks.”

“All right.” Treadway drew his right
hand gun and covered the two men.
“Now we go see the sheriff. March, and
don’t argue about it!”

Spalding and Wilson headed out of the
stable with Treadway following closely
behind them, the gun ready in his hand.
He felt more uneasy than ever as they
went toward the sheriff’s office.

He could only think of one reason for
these two accusing him of stealing, or
at least buying a stolen horse, and try-
ing to start a quarrel with him. It was
to establish an alibi. But why did they
need one? From the first Wilson had
been nervous and frightened when
Treadway suggested they go see the
sheriff. Did that mean they had killed
Lem Hunter? Mark Treadway did not
know yet, but he was terribly worried.

They reached the sheriff’s office. In-
side an oil lamp gleamed and the door
stood wide open. Hunter was slumped
forward across his desk.

“So I was right,” Treadway said, his
voice harsh with the bitterness that
swept over him. “You killed him.”

“You're crazy,” Spalding said. “If
: 3n3{<t>r'1e killed the sheriff, we sure didn’t

oit.” .

Treadway stepped forward, going to
the still figure at the desk. Spalding and
Wilson were apparently forgotten for
the moment. The rancher saw his chance
and snatched out his gun.

“You’re not holding us for this kill-
ing, Treadway,” he snapped, covering
the stable keeper with the gun.

“That’s right,” said Wilson as Tread-
way swung around to face them. “We
watched the sheriff go into his office just
before we went into the hotel. That
wasn’t more than twenty minutes ago.
Then we came right to the stable.”

There were footsteps outside. Some-
one running along the plank walk, “Hey,
Sheriff|” a voice shouted. “Two masked
men robbed the hotel, knocked out Gus
Ward the night clerk and got away with
a thousand dollars!”

OE SPALDING suddenly turned as

he heard the voice. Treadway’s gun
was still in his hand. It came up, roar-
ing. Spalding dropped his own weapon
as the ex-Ranger’s bullet got him in the
right arm.

“What in the ringtailed blue blazes!”
Sheriff Hunter sat up, and stared about
him dazedly. “Can’t a man take a nap
without folks shooting off guns?”

“When you sleep you sure don’t fool
about it, Lem,” Treadway drawled.
“Sure was a relief when I got close
enough to see you were breathing right
easy-like. For a time I thought someone
had killed you.”

“Hey, Sheriff,” shouted the local citi-
zen who had been doing all the yelling
as he burstinto the office. “The hotel has
been robbed. Two masked men knocked
out Gus Ward, stole a thousand dollars.”

“We know,” Treadway said. “We've
got the holdup men right here.” He nod-
ded to Spalding and Wilson. “Wilson ad-
mitted that they went into the hotel just
about the time the robbery must have
taken place, and Spalding is carrying a
big roll of money.”

“It was all Spalding’s idea,” Wilson
said quickly. “He’s been going broke out
at the ranch and needed some extra cash
in a hurry. He figured if we robbed the
hotel, then hurried over to the stable and
picked a quarrel with Treadway about a
stolen horse, no one would suspect us.”

“Had a feeling something was going
to happen tonight,” said the sheriff,
smiling at Treadway. “Then I had to
fall asleep and miss all the excitement.
I was right in thinking I needed a dep-
uty, and I'm sure glad I have one.”

“What deputy ?” Wilson queried.

“Me!” Treadway took out his badge
and pinned it on. “And you two have
been under arrest ever since you started
to pick a fight with me at the stable.”

He felt good. Better than he had in
the last ten years, His bad leg and arm
hardly bothered him at all. The sheriff
sent the local citizen for a doctor to take
care of Spalding’s wounded arm. Then
the old lawman smiled at his deputy.

“The Rangers catch any badmen to-
day, Mark?” he asked.

“Two,” Treadway said. It was strange
how good that old joke sounded now that
it had a different answer!
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late, for suddenly danger was an actual-
ity rather than a shadowy foreboding.
It happened fast.

A man had crowded to the bar beside
the Kid, a tall, angular man, beard-
stubbled and loose-lipped. .

“Give a feller elbow room, can’t you!”
the man growled, and shouldered the
Kid away so violently as to send him
staggering backward to crash against
another man.

This other fellow, barrel-like in build,
cursed him viciously. “Watch where
yuh’re goin’!” he snarled and shoved
the Kid, hurling him back against the
first man.

The play was so well timed, so patent-
ly a planned job of trouble-making that
it shrieked a warning to the Kid. The
anger that blazed in the eyes of both
these men was completely out of pro-
portion to what prompted it, while the
tied-down holsters of the two proclaimed
their calling—and their intent. Others
saw the play and read its portent. Sud-
denly men were falling over each other
in a mad scramble to get out of the pos-
sible line of fire,

Shadow Loomis had slid away as si-
lently as though he were made of the
substance of his sobriquet. The Kid
stood alone with the two men, one on
either side of him. He was at an angle
where they would catch him in a raking
crossfire once they went for their guns.
And that was what they were going to
do, just as soon as they found a halfway
plausible excuse.

“Get at it!” the Kid said with a vast
disgust.

hey needed no further invitation.
The Kid, facing the taller of the two,
didn’t need to see the man’s downward
darting hand, for the gesture registered
in the fellow’s yellowish eyes. Instantly
the Kid was twisting aside, jerking his
own gun in the same motion. The walls
- sent back hammering echoes as two
guns roared. The Kid fell sideward to
the floor. The tall gunman fell too,
drilled through the heart.

But only one dead man sprawled upon
the floor. The gunman’s bullet had
breathed hotly past the Kid’s ear, miss-
ing him, He had purposely fallen to save
himself from the other gunman and the
ruse had worked, for a bullet had droned

over his head as he fell. Hitting the floor,
the Kid rolled, the next shot from the
squat gunman geysering dust into his
eyes. But firing from the floor, the Kid
saw the man take three hesitant steps,
then trip over his partner to fall dead
on top of him. o

The Kid came to his feet, gun still in
his hand, his eyes flickering from one
face to another, measuring the men who
crowded against the far wall.

“Which one of you is Hoyt Durham ?”
he demanded in the hush that held the
crowd.

From the shelter of a post supporting
the ceiling, Hoyt Durham stepped, his
swarthy face as expressionless as the
top of a table.

“I'm Durham, stranger,” he said.
“Some mighty nice shooting you did.
What can I do for you ?”

“These your men?”

Durham stroked his mustache, his
gaze sliding over the two dead gunmen.

“They came here this morning asking
for a job,” he said. “A man in my posi-
tion has to have others to guard his
back sometimes, but I have no use for
men of their stripe. I turned them down.
T&at’s what put them on the prod, prob-
a y-n

Stooping, the Kid turned one of the
dead gunmen’s pockets inside out. A
handful of gold coins tinkled to the floor.
The Kid scattered them with the toe of

_his boot as he straightened.

“Probably!” he said mockingly.

HIS GAZE locked with Hoyt Durham’s
and in that instant a name
drummed through the Kid’s head per-
sistently. Herod! A red-handed king
who had lesser men do his killing for
him. But because there wasn’t a shred
of proof to back his suspicions, he
pouched his gun and strode out without
another word.

As he shouldered along the erowded
walk, a reckless anger was burning with-
in him. He found himself abreast of a
building whose big bay window bore
the lettering:

CAPROCK TRIBUNE
Thackery Weaver, Editor

He turned inside. Enthroned behind a
huge pigeon-holed desk in a littered
room, redolent of ink and glue, sat a
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plump, pink-cheeked, gray-headed man
who blinked owlishly through a pair of
thick glasses.

“You Weaver?” the Kid asked.

“That’s me,” the man admitted. “Can
T help you?”

“You can answer a question,” said the
Kid. “You gave Dan Callishaw a write-
up in your paper, a write-up that men-
tioned everything about him, includin’
the date of his birth. Do you always
make it a point to find out a man’s birth-
day?”

Thackery Weaver beamed pridefully.
“The Caprock Tribune boasts of its
thoroughness,” he said. “We find it pays
to be alert. In our files we have complete
lists of data on anybody of importance.
Should a piece of news break, we can
instantly embellish it with all the neces-
sary details.”

“I savvy,” the Kid said. “You could
practically write an obituary ahead of
time. You’ve got a finger on everybody
in town, eh ?”

“Anybody who is prominent. I can
supply the date of birth, the place, the
past history of all our leading citizens
including newcomers like Tyler Whit-
man and Kurt Ormond, his chief engi-
neer.”

“I'd like a look at those lists,” the Kid
interjected.

Thackery Weaver came out of his
chair. He was short and pudgy, and if
he hoped to look belligerent he only
looked ludicrous.

“Just who are you, mister?” he de-
manded in a less cordial tone.

“Trouble-shooter for the M.P.” the
Kid said. “Trot out those lists. I crave
to see just who’s included.”

WEAVER hesitated, shrugged, and
moved over to an old-fashioned
filing cabinet that stood against one ink-
smudged wall. Dragging out a drawer,
he fumbled in its depths for several min-
utes. When he turned, his pink jowls
sagged with amazement.

“They’re gone!” he cried. “My lists
are gone—stolen! What do you know
about this, mister? What made you so
interested in them ?”

“Never mind,” said the Kid.

He was studying the little newspaper
man, trying to read Thackery Weaver's
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character and to fit it into one of three
patterns. But Weaver was hard to read.
Those glasses made him so for they dis-
torted his appearance.

“What do you think about the rail-
road?” the Kid asked casually. “Any
reason why it shouldn’t run through this
section ?”

“The railroad ?” Weaver repeated, and
instantly struck a pose. “The railroad is
the dream of every far-sighted citizen
of Caprock and our paper was the first to
point out the benefits to come from such
an undertaking. Why, in an early edi-
torial of mine—"

“That’s enough,” the Kid said
brusquely, then softened his tone. “I'm
thankin’ you for your trouble. And
here’s a tip for you. There’s news for
your paper at the Drovers Rest and the
go’lden Slipper today. Better go after

Weaver reached quickly for paper and
pencil.

“News!” he cried excitedly. “But
you're news too. I'd like to give you a
write-up. Now if you’ll just give me
some data—"

f“No, thanks,” the Kid said drily, and
left.

At the railroad office he found a
characteristically brief telegram for him
from Whitman. It read:

SORRY ABOUT CALLISHAW, YOU’RE
PROMOTED. REPORT TO ORMOND.

The work train was chugging out of
Caprock and the Kid made it on the run.
He found a seat in a car overcrowded
with graders and steel-layers and,
hunkered there, he recalled something
he had completely forgotten in the ex-
citement _of the gun-duel. Shadow
Loomis . . . That man might be a piece
to the puzzle too. Apparently Loomis
was a dissolute barfly, yet he didn’t play
the part to perfection. Watching him in
the mirror, the Kid had seen Loomis
step out of character, but hadn’t had a
chance to do anything about the dis-
covery.

Shadow Loomis had begged for liquor
and downed his first drink. The Kid
wasn’t so sure about the others. But
one thing was certain—Shadow Loomis
had poured his last drink into the cus-
pidor at his feet.
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END o’ steel!

The Gospel Kid reached it in the late
afternoon and with his neck craned from
a window of the work train he had his
first glimpse of the scene. Beyond Cap-
rock the jerky march of the rails to t_he
mountains had been halted by the icy
hand of a Montana winter. But now the
Montana-Pacific was stirring to activity
like a hibernating bear freshly released
from its season of bondage.

Weather-beaten tents and construc-
tion shacks mottled the prairie. Supplies
were scattered everywhere. The bridge
crews were a score of miles ahead and
beyond them a tunnel crew was already
drilling a hole through the first barrier
of the Big Thunders. But most of the
workers were here, a teeming army of
them.

"Standing on a siding was a special car
with a lonely sort of dignity—the office
of the engineering staff. The Kid crossed
to it. In the car he found Kurt Ormond
busy at a desk piled high with reports
and papers.

Waiting for Ormond to be free, the
Kid studied the man who was second in
command to Tyler Whitman. He was
surprised to see that Ormond was ap-
parently little older than thirty; a still-
faced, sharp-featured man, browned by
exposure. The Kid wasn’t sure whether
he liked Ormond or not. The chief engi-
neer had a machinelike quality that
made him as impersonal as a donkey-
engine. When Ormond spoke, that was
emphasized in his metallic voice.

“Well ?”

“Whitman told me to report to you,”
the Kid explained. “I'm McGrath, the
new trouble-shooter. Dan Callishaw is
dead.”

“I know,” Ormond said. “I just got a
wire from O’Dade. If Whitman hired
you, that settles it. But I’'m not so sure
it was a good idea.”

“You don’t like my looks, eh ?”

“I've nothing personal against you,”
Ormond said. “I just happen to know a
lot about you. Ty knows those same
things and hired you, anyway. Your
brother, Hellvation Hank, was a man in
anybody’s language, but you’re a differ-
ent kind of gent. You were mixed up in

HELL AND HOT LEAD

a few shady deals down in Texas, Mc-
Grath, and we know it. Your back-trail
makes no difference to me, so long as you
play square with the Montana-Pacific.
But I'm wondering. When the road is
fighting for its life, I'm not so sure I
want a man around whose history has as
many missing pages as yours. Do we
understand each other?” _

“I reckon,” the Kid said, without
rancor. “Anything else?”

“You’re here to avenge your brother,”
Ormond went on. “I can read that in
your eyes. It would please M.P. mightily
if you caught up with The Three, but
the railroad comes first, if you're work-
ing for us..Maybe you’ll be off riding
your own trail just when we most need
you.”

“Me, I've got two jobs to do,” said the
Kid. “One of them is to see M.P. steel
cross the Big Thunders. That would be
for Hank—but maybe you wouldn’t un-
derstand that. If I have to do my other
chore first, I'll quit the railroad. Right
now I crave to go to work. Callishaw said
something about an agitator being here.
Maybe I should have a look-see around.”

Ormond nodded. “Somebody’s stirring
up the crews,” he admitted. “I haven't
had the time to try and smoke him out.
Some of the work is let out on contract,
which means a lot of strange faces
around camp. Go have a look—but be
careful.”

The Kid paused at the door. “Met a
queer gent in Caprock today,” he said.
“Shadow Loomis he calls himself. Know
him ?”

Ormond’s interest quickened. “Yes,”
he said. “Looks like a barfly but I've
wondered about him. If you get a chances,
McGrath, have a long talk with him and
see just what you can find out.”

The Kid stepped from the car. Kurt
Ormond had been blunt, outspoken, but
the Kid carried no grudge on that score.
They each had a job to do. Part of Or-
mond’s job had been to weigh Matt
McGrath for any weakness he might
find. That was as it should be,

Blending with the toiling crews, the
Kid made an unobstrusive tour of in-
spection, seeing men who worked hard
and men who worked lazily and studying
all of them in silence. There was a cer-
tain advantage in the fact that he was
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new here. His presence didn’t spur the
lazy to a pretense of industry. The Kid
wasn’t concerned with lazy men—it was
something sinister he sought. And with-
in an hour he found it.

FAR OUT on the grade, when a score
of men leveled the roadbed, their
pace determined the pace of those who
came behind them—the track layers and
those husky men who swung the sledges
to inch the rails toward the west. Here
was the key to the trouble that slowed
down work. The Kid saw them loitering,
saw them put their heads together for
whispered consultations time and again
while those behind had to wait.

The straw-boss of this sluggish crew
was a broad-shouldered giant who had
been on the work train out. The Kid
sized up thc man purposcfully and final-
ly tapped his shoulder.

“I’d like to talk to you,” he said.

The giant turned and for an instant he
stood slack-jawed, his eyes widening.
Then his lip curled as he surveyed the
Kid from head to foot.

“Texas man, eh ?” he said. “I saw you
in the Golden Slipper today. You're
mighty handy with your gun but I never
knew a Tejano yet that was worth two
cents without his hardware. I got noth-
ing to talk to you about. Get out o’ here,
mister, before you get trampled on!”

Kurt Ormond was striding toward
them and the Kid waited for the chief
engineer’s arrival.

“Stick around, Ormond,” he said. “I’'ve
found the gent we was talking about,
I'm thinkin’.”

“You’re crazy!” Ormond snapped
while the Kid slipped off his gun-belt.
“It’s Curly Bottsinger you're bucking.
He’s the toughest rough-and-tumble
man in the Caprocks. Do you want to get
killed ?”

“Shucks,” said the Kid. “The Cap-
rocks ain’t so big. You gents ever seen
the Panhandle?”

He hit Bottsinger then. His left fist
arched to smash bunched knuckles into
the giant’s face, a terrific blow. It was
the quickest way to get things started,
the Kid had decided, for he knew he had
found the man who was delaying the
steel. That man was the kind who could
understand no argument but action.
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But the blow scarcely shook Bott-
singer. He came forward with a wild
rush and the Kid was cold with the real-
ization that it had been a great deal
easier to start this fight than it was go-
ing to be to finish it.

Bottsinger’s fists lashed out as the
Kid bobbed beneath them. For a single
second the giant was off balance and in
that golden moment the Kid’s right
whammed against Bottsinger’s chin.
The giant only laughed, his own fist
swinging. The Kid saw it coming—saw
it too late. He tried to twist aside but
Bottsinger’s knuckles grazed his shoul-
der, sending the Kid somersaulting
backwards onto the ground.

With a roar of triumph Bottsinger
came after him and the giant’s intent
was obvious. It was going to be a rough-
and-tumble fight now, the kind of fight
where the immense bulk of Bottsinger
would be an overwhelming advantage.
But as the giant launched himself upon
the fallen Texan, the Kid rolled to his
back and his legs jack-knifed, his boots
crashing against Bottsinger’s broad
chest, hurling the man away. Before
Bottsinger could recover himself to rush
again, the Kid was on his feet and carry-
ing the fight to him, his arms pistoning.

They crashed together, slugging toe
to toe until the Kid turned himself into
a dancing, darting figure, hard to find
and harder to hit. All the while his own
fists were taking toll of the giant and
cheers went up, for an unofficial recess
had suddenly been declared and every
worker ringed the fighters, yelling, ex-
cited, shouting advice that was only a
dull roar in the ears of the Kid.

It was a battle that was to go down
in the annals of the Montana-Pacific and
at first the Kid was sick with the
thought that its end was inevitable. He
had tackled Bottsinger because it was
part of his job, but there was another
reason as well. Kurt Ormond had been
dubious about the Kid—and not entirely
without justification. Here was the
chance to prove himself. Then he’d won-
dered if he had bitten off a great deal
more than he was going to be able to
chew.

But he was still on his feet, still slug-
ging, and it came to him that he had
worn the fine edge from the fighting
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strength of Curly Bottsinger. The man
was still before him, a red, blurry shad-
ow that refused to go down. But Bott-
singer's blows had less dynamite behind
them. The Kid threw himself into the
fray with a fresh fervor, born of a faint
glimmer of hope.

He ripped rights and lefts at Bott-
singer’s body and face, taking punish-
ment while dodging the giant’s mallet-
like fists with an automatic efficiency.
Once when they went down together,
Bottsinger’s thumb fumbled for the
Kid’s eye. But the Kid managed to heave
him aside, come erect again, and the
giant came after him.

Then it was an endless repetition of
what had become a nightmare—slug
and dodge, hit and ride with a blow,
drive and drive and drive until that
bloody bulk was before him no more.

E WAS like a man in a troubled
dream whose motions are sluggish
when speed is needed, whose strength is
water when it had to be steel. He feinted
awkwardly, his gesture threatening
Bottsinger’s midriff. The giant dropped
his huge fists for protection and his jaw
was exposed. The Kid had hit that jaw
a dozen times but he hit it again, hit
it with everything that was left. Bott-
singer fell, sprawling loosely on the
ground.

But he would be up again. He would
be back with those mereciless fists flail-
ing, and the Kid would go down. He
knew that. He could gauge his own
powers and knew he had gone to their
limit. But something was decidedly
wrong, for Bottsinger wasn’t getting up.
Bottsinger was staying on the ground.
Spitting out a tooth, Bottsinger forced
a single word through his broken lips:

“Enough.”

Bottsinger was beaten! And horny
hands were seizing the Kid and a hun-
dred men were surrounding him, pound-
ing his back, trying to shake his hand.
But there was strength enough in him
to speak and he did, his voice sounding
nothing like his own.

“Gents,” he said, “I’m no great shakes
with a shovel but I'd like to see this road
finished. I reckon you'll have to do the
rest of it. Back to it, you terriers!”

They were a fighting breed, and they
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could understand a fighting man. They
returned to the grade enthu.siastlcally
and only the Kid, weak and dizzy, stpod
there with Kurt Ormond while Bottsing-
er painfully propped himself upon one
elbow.

“You’re a McGrath all right, curse
you!” the giant snarled. “Hellvation
Hank was the only man your size who
ever packed your kind of wallop!”

“Get out when you're able!” the Kid
said wearily. “Get out—and stay out!”

There was admiration in Ormond’s
eyes.

“You just manhandled the giant of
th-;ad Caprock country!” the engineer
said.

“A giant?” the Kid repeated, and
shook his head. “ ‘And there went out a
champion out of the camp of the Phili-
stines,” ” he muttered, “ ‘named Goliath
of Gath....”

“What’s that?” Ormond asked.

The Kid made no answer for it was no
more than a hunch he had. But there
was balm for his bruised body in the
thought that perhaps he had just met up
with another of The Three, and beaten
the man.

ViI

0N HIS first day in the service of
the Montana-Pacific, the Kid had had
his baptism of fire and of fist, conquered
a champion, and won the respect of the
brawny breed who pushed steel toward
the sunset. If the days that followed
were not so hectic, they were busy, with
the Kid policing the grading crews and
stamping out the last of the dissension
among them. There was excitement too,
and danger, for another trestle was
blasted skyward and there were nights
when the Kid never saw the cot in the
tent that had been assigned to him. But
his was the satisfaction of having done
his part when the end of steel reached
Lazura in record time.

A mile a day, sometimes more as
April turned into May, the track had
crawled, and the first of June saw.the
railroad’s arrival at Lazura. And Lazu-
ra took on a new lease of life for the
bubble had burst at Caprock and the
wise ones hurried to this new font of
fortune. Even the Golden Slipper made
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the move. True, this was a new Golden
Slipper, a flimsy building of wood and
canvas designed for transportation from
town to town. But the same bar and
tables were here, freighted overland by
Curly Bottsinger. And “The Lady of the
Nile” smiled down from a fragile wall
upon the thirsty of Lazura-town.

Thackery Weaver was here, too, his
press pounding in a big tent. The Kid
met the editor on the street and had to
listen to Weaver’s enthusiastic babbling.

“It’s not the Caprock Tribure any
more. It’s the paper that follows the
rails, the End O’Steel Echo. When the
road is finished, I’ll go back to Caprock.”
He fixed his weird stare upon the Kid,
his voice peevish as another thought
struck him. “Why didn’t you tell me you
were Hellvation Hank’s brother? Every-
body knows it now and everybody knows
you're here to avenge Hank. I could
have giv,en you a mighty nice write-
up. .... ’

The Kid shouldered on. A score of
business places were hanging out shin-
gles, all proving that Caprock was
following the steel. In a dark alley that
first night, the Kid caught a glimpse of
a phantomlike figure scurrying along
and was sure it was Shadow Loomis. He
chased the man, calling his name, but
Loomis merged with the gloom and was
gone. Yet the Kid was certain he’d seen
Shadow Loomis, and the puzzle re-
mained.

A great restlessness was beginning to
stir within Matt McGrath. The novelty
of the grading camps had worn off, and
the marching days had brought him no
nearer to his goal. Of course he was see-
ing the triumph of the Montana-Pacific
for word came that the Central West-
ern’s progress was not alarming. That
pleased the Kid, since the railroad was
Hellvation Hank’s unrealized dream.
But he was no nearer to The Three and
he longed for a change in routine. So it
was that Tyler Whitman found him more
than responsive when he gave the Kid a
special order.

“You’ll find the Deadman country
yonder,” Whitman told him, a wave of
his arm indicating the Big Thunders
Jooming above them, miles away yet
seemingly at the end of the steel.
“There’s a beef herd being gathered on
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that range for delivery to the camps. I'd
rest easier if you'd meet the herd and
make sure it got here.”

“Rustlers ?” the Kid asked hopefully.

“Maybe. Or perhaps the herd never
was gathered.”

“Don’t the Deadman ranchers like the
feel of railroad money ?”

Whitman frowned. “You might as
well know the truth of it,” he said.
“Storm Herndon of the H-in-a-Hat is
king of the Deadman range and a crusty
old codger he is. He hat.:s the railroad
and makes no bones about it, figures it
will fill the country with sod-busters.
Yet, Herndon is a friend of mine. We
rode range together, along with Hellva-
tion Hank, before we had fuzz on our
faces. But if Herndon’s got it into his
head to buck the road, he’ll fight hard.
If he decides to starve us out, the other
Deadman ranchers will probably follow
his lead. See what you might be up
against ?”

“Herndon ?” said the Kid. “There was
a girl on the train into Caprock, name
of Lana Herndon.”

“His daughter,” Whitman explained.
“Storm sent her East for schooling. She
dlda’t !ike it, and she’s just as stubborn
as he is.”

HE Kid asked no more questions, but

another hour found him in the saddle
and out on the plain. Pushing hard that
long day, he passed Deadman-town,
sleepy and silent, awaiting the magic
wand of the Montana-Pacific to awake it
from its drowsiness, and he ate with the
M.P. tunnel crew upon the slope of the
Big Thunders that night. Dawn found
him angling northward, skirting that
frowning range.

It was wild, rugged country with up-
thrusting ground forming a palisade of
cliffs with a stream gurgling at their
base. These cliffs were an effective bar-
rier forcing the M.P. to swing to the
south. The engineering staff had decided
to detour before drilling a tunnel. But
such matters held little interest for the
Kid. Circling back on the prairie again,
he scanned the horizon and in the late
afternoon saw the dust raised by a thou-
sand hoofs as a moving queue of cattle
moved stolidly across the range.

A half-dozen riders hazed the beefs
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along. There was no chuckwagon with
the outfit but an open-topped wagon,
piled high with supplies, led the caval-
cade in the point position, a small figure
holding the reins. Touching spurs to his
horse, the Kid thundered toward the
wagon, whirling his mount to rein short
abreast of it.

“Railroad beef ?” he asked, and found
himself staring into the blue eyes of
Lana Herndon.

She was in levis and jumper with her
hair tucked uider a floppy sombrero.
The Kid stared, tongue-tied. This girl
had crowded his thoughts many times
since their brief meeting beyond Crow-
foot Gulch but mostly he had remem-
bered the coldness of her last glance and
had puzzled over it. That same coldness
was in her manner now. >

“Yes,” she said stiffly.

The Kid paced his mount beside her
wagon. “Didn’t think I'd find you here,”
he remarked.

“This herd belongs to a half-dozen
Deadman spreads. Each outfit has a rﬁp
riding with it. I'm here for my dad’s H-
in-a-Hat.”

The Kid grinned. “Storm Herndon'’s
willin’ to feed the railroad, eh ?”

Her chin came up. “He made a bargain
with Ty Whitman last fall,” she said.
“He's keeping that bargain. After that,

he’ll decide whether we sell more beef to-

the M.P. What do we want with a rail-
road on this range?”

“It'll get cattle to market without
walkin’ the tallow off ’em,” the Kid ob-
served. “It’ll mean prosperity for the
towns along the right-o’-way.”

“Like Caprock ?” she mocked. “Is that
your idea of what a town should be like ?
Drunken men and painted women?”

He shrugged. “I saw a sawbones
operate on a man once,” he said. “It
wasn't pretty, but afterwards the gent
was in better shape than he’d ever
been.”

She had no answer for that. Suddenly
spurred by an impulse, he swung from
the saddle to the wagon seat, taking the
reins from her hands before she could
protest. “Miss Herndon,” he said, “I
wouldn’t mind knowin’ what there is
about me that makes me look like a side-
winder totyou.”

“You don’t know why ?”
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He shook his head.

She was silent for a thoughtful mo-
ment. .

“Hellvation’ Hank was my friend,” she
said at last. “He always stopped at the
H when he was in the Deadman country.
He was a wonderful man. All he ever
owned was the clothes he wore and the
leather-bound Bible he carried, yet he
was a lot happier than many men who
measured themselves and each other by
the acres they owned and the cattle they
tallied. Can you understand that?”

“Hank,” said the Kid, “Was almost old
enough to be my father. So I didn’t
know him well. He wrote me right often
but I never saw him after I was a but-
ton.” v

“And you never worried about him,
either,” she snapped. “Yet Hellvation
loved only two things—his work, and his
kid brother. Oh, he told me all about
you!”

“Musta’ of been pretty,” the Kid ob-
gerved drily.

“It was ag pretty as Hank could make
it,” she retorted. “But he was too honest
to deny the truth. Young Matt was down
on the Border. Matt was running wet
cattle across the Rio. Matt was mixed
up in some shirt-tail revolution and was
smuggling guns into Mexico. Matt’s
name was linked with a bank robbery in
the Panhandle. It seemed like Matt was
in trouble most of the time.”

HE turned toward him.

“Can’t you understand what you
did to Hank?” “What it meant to him
to have the brother he loved the kind of
man who was everything Hank preached
against and hated? Do you see that
couldn’t be any real happines for Hank
when he knew what you were? That's
the cross Hellvation Hank carried. And
you're the man who loaded it upon his
shoulders!”

“But I'm here on account of him,” he
reminded her.

_“Yes!” she blazed. “To shoot and to
kill! That would be your way, Matt Mec-
Grath! I knew it when you spoke your
piece to Tyler Whitman.”

“Maybe Hellvation Hank wouldn't
mind,” he said, remembering things he'd
read. in his brother’s Bible. “Didn’t the
Israelites have to get a mite rough with
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the Philistines before they won the
Promised Land ?” }

The silence that fell between them
was broken only by the bawling of the
herd, the creak of the wagon.

“When a feller is young and head-
strong he forgets a lot of things,” the
Kid finally remarked. “He forgets the
mother who kept a lamp in the window
for him, and the father who was stern
because his own blood had been hot
blood once. And he forgets the brother
whose ways weren’t his ways. But it’s
a long trail from Texas, and a man can
do a heap of thinking on it.”

He paused, his voice thick with suffer-
ing. “Then I began to savvy why patched
britches and a four-dollar hoss was good
enough for Hank,” he said. “I’d have
liked to told Hank about that when I
got to Caprock. But you can’t talk to a
tombstone.”

He turned at the pressure of her hand
upon his arm and he was amazed to see
" tears jeweling her eyes.

“I—I'm sorry, Matt,” she said. “I
guess I forgot something, too—some-
thing about ‘Judge not, lest ye be
judged.””

The Gospel Kid smiled for it was as
though a fence had been torn down
between them. After that their talk
turned to trivial things as the afternoon
waned and dusk stole across the range.

Thunderheads were massing about
the distant peaks and heat lightning
played above the horizon when they
made camp. Now the Kid had his first
chance to meet the trail crew, five salty
riders from as many different spreads.
But the Kid did no more than acknowl-
edge the introduction, for his interest
was centered in the signs of a coming
storm and his concern was for the bed-
ded herd.

“T’ll take the first watch,” he volun-
teered.

VIII

THE Gospel Kid, in saddle again,
rode toward the bedded herd, a darker
bulk against the crowding darkness.
Circling, he sang softly to them, hum-
ming his favorite toneless tune. A few
drops of rain spattered against him and
the sky growled a deep-voiced threat.
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Yet the Kid knew a measure of con-
tentment at this moment. Born to the
saddle, he was doing his own kind of
work once again. And he was remember-
ing the half-forgotten dream of every
wandering cowboy, the dream ‘of a
spread of his own and a herd to bear his
brand. '

But the Kid was also uneasy. For the
feeling was strong upon him that the
darkness cloaked forces which were no
less potent because they weren’t visible.
There was something nameless out there
in the night, something he felt but
couldn’t define. The cattle showed signs
of restlessness, too, snorting irritably
while horns rattled.

Minutes lengthened into an hour and
deep darkness swathed the land as the
Kid rode circle. A winking eye of fire
had marked the distant camp where the
weary riders slumbered, but now the
fire had died away. The Kid’s uneasiness
became a clamoring presentiment of
danger.

And then, as if in answer to his mood,
rifles banged in the distance, barking
from where the camp lay. Then suddenly
the night was alive with riders, men who
materialized out of the gloom with
thundering guns. The raiders of the
night swept down upon the far side of
the herd, shouting and blazing away as
they came.

Scared snorts became wild bellows as
the cattle exploded into action. Instantly
the herd was surging across the range in
a mad stampede. And it the midst of
it, a chip tossed by that torrent of fear-
crazed beef, the Kid was swept along.

Ride the stampede! That was all the
Kid could do. His long body flattened
out over his mount’s neck, he was car-
ried forward by the fury of the herd’s
wild rush. It was dangerous enough to
be swept along by the maddened beef
but it would be certain death to try and
check the crazed creatures.

Yet in the midst of peril the Kid’s
real fear was not for himself but for
Lana Herndon. Guns in the distance
meant the raiders were keeping the
camp busy.

Who were those horsemen—hired
guns of The Three, of Central Western,
rustlers who had sighted prime beefs,
theirs for the taking? Whoever they
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were, they had struck, and struck hard.

Thinking of Lana’s peril goaded the
Kid into making a desperate play. Rein-
ing carefully, he forced his horse toward
the fringe of the herd. It was slow,
nerve-racking work for a single misstep
might send horse and rider down be-
neath those thundering hoofs. Ahead
was a bit of higher ground, and the Kid
inched toward it. If he could gain that
slight promontory, the herd might split
and go around him. But the bluff seemed
a million miles away and steers were still
bolting past him as he angled toward it.
Thirty feet....twenty....ten.... In
a few seconds he would be forcing his
horse up the bluff, climbing to safety.

But that was when disaster overtook
him. He never knew how it happened.
Maybe a gopher hole tripped his mount,
maybe the horse lost its footing trying
to dodge the raking horn of a fear-
crazed steer. Whatever the cause, the
horse suddenly stumbled and the Kid
sailed over its head. He tried frantically
to twist himself, to land on all fours.
But the ground was rushing upward, a
blinding light exploded before his eyes,
and a greater darkness engulfed him. ...

The lash of rain against his face
brought the Kid back to consciousness
and he found himself sprawled on slop-
ing ground. He had reached the bluff
after all. He lay there trying to coordi-
nate his thoughts.

Lana! The herd! With the rush of
memory he sat up, to find himself alone.
Only the sibilant sound of the rain broke
the silence and a flash of lightning re-
vealed an endless vista of prairie, with
no }wing thing in sight except his horse
which stood nearby, reins trailing.

Apparently the mount hadn’t been
crippled by the fall. Painfully the Kid
pulled himself into saddle and rode
toward the distant camp site. The wagon
still stood there, and a cowboy sprawled,
his sightless eyes staring into the sloppy
heavens, a bullethole in his head. It
wasn’t the rain that chilled the Kid then.
Lana was gone and so were the other
four cowboys who had been hazing the
herd. '

Prisoners? It didn’t make sense that
the raiders would take prisoners. But
the Deadman riders were gone, so the
Kid headed in the direction the herd had
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been stampeded, hoping that somewhere
he might find the missing.

RAILING wasn’t easy for the rain

had increased in its fury. But the
sign was plain in the sodden ground al-
though it would be washed away by
morning if this storm continued. By
cupping matches the Kid managed to as-
sure himself that he was on the right
trail. He had no way of knowing how
long he had been unconscious, but he
soon realized it couldn’t have been long.
The trail was fresh enough to prove
that.

But most of the night was gone before
a lightning flash gave him a glimpse of
the herd far ahead. He was overtaking
it! Riders were hazing the spent cattle
along as he could see in the light that
lasted for only a second before deeper
darkness descended. The Kid’s impulse
was to put spurs to his horse, but he
realized that caution might be his most
potent weapon now.

He was beginning to recognize this
country. He was nearing those palisad-
ing cliffs he had skirted the day before.
They reared straight ahead, which
meant the herd would have to angle
either to the north or to the south.

The shallow stream which ran along
the bottom of the cliffs had been
whipped to a fury by the rain when the
Kid stood on its bank a half-hour later.
Risking a match, he saw sign plain
enough. The herd had been forced into
the stream and the Kid, schooled along
shadowy trails, smiled at the ancient
ruse. The raiders were taking no
chances. Let a wrathful posse of Dead-
man ranchers come riding in search of
their vanished herd. Let them find sign.
It would dead-end on the banks of this
stream. Somewhere to the north or
south the cattle would come to solid
footing again.

Now the Kid could trail only by guess-
work and there were two directions to
take. He might have chosen one of them
had not a sound reached him, one so
faint as to be almost lost in the storm,
yet recognizable. A shot! And he could
have sworn it came from directly across
the stream!

His eyes strained, the Kid waited im-
patiently for the next lightning flash. It
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was slow in coming for the rain was
beginning to abate. But the lightning
came again, giving him a glimpse of the
narrow strip of shore on the farther
side. There was no place to hide a herd
of cattle on that skimpy shelf, clogged
with willows and bushes, with the cliffs
rearing behind them. Yet the Kid forced
his reluctant horse into the stream and,
finding the water no more than belly-
deep to the animal, he prodded the cay-
use to the other shore.

And there, thrashing about among
the dripping bushes on that narrow
strip of land, he made another discovery
—one that stiffened him in his saddle.
These bushes had no roots. They had
been piled here so as to appear natural
to a casual eye on the opposite bank. But
actually they were screening the mouth
of a tunnel leading back under the cliff.

The Kid whistled low and tonelessly.
A tunnel—a cleverly concealed tunnel!
No wonder the herd had vanished. Prob-
ably a hundred other herds had vanished
from the Deadman country in like fash-
ion. With a storm to wash out sign, the
raiders had the means of making cattle
seemingly disappear from the face of
the earth!

Out of saddle, the Kid cautiously
edged into the tunnel, leading his horse.
The silence of a tomb brooded in the
place and the Kid risked a match or two.
This was a natural tunnel. Probably the
course of a subterranean river that had
flowed here once had been changed by
some upheaval of nature. The floor was
dry and rocky, and the ceiling curved,
never less than ten feet high, sometimes
twice that height. »

The tunnel was straight as an arrow,
a faint glow marking its farther end.
When the Kid emerged he found a rain-
washed moon fighting to pierce the
storm-scudded sky. The Kid passed a

- hand before his unbelieving eyes. Be-

fore him spread a valley, hidden behind
the cliffs, a lush valley. And not half a
mile away sprawled two cabins and a
mammoth peeled-pole corral that held
the snorting herd.

HERE was a perfect hideout. Rustlers
L& could hold beefs here as long as
they chose, leisurely blotting brands be-
fore hazing them on to some dubious

markets. Irate cattlemen could scour the
range beyond the cliffs in vain.

But the Kid wasn't interested in cattle
at this moment, nor in the possibilities
this place afforded to those who knew its
secret entrance. Where were Lana and
the riders? Were they prisoners here?
One of those cabins was dark and silent
but light was showing from the windows
of the others. Tying his horse in a clump
of dripping bushes, the Kid eased toward
the nearest window and raised his eyes
above the sill.

In the glow of a flickering lamp on a
split-log table he saw eight men inside.
Eight big men and little men, on the
faces of all the stamp of viciousness.
They were talking as they discarded
dripping garments. But the Kid didn’t
wait to try and hear what they were say-
ing. These were the raiders, obviously.
The Kid was interested in prisoners.

He crept toward the other cabin. It
had only one small window, too small to
allow the passage of a human body. The
Kid heard restless movements inside
and the faint murmur of voices. Seratch-
ing on the window sill, he ventured a
whispered :

“Lana!”

The window swung inward. “Matt?”
the girl whispered excitedly.

“You all right?” he asked. “And the
boys? They in there?”

“All except Dave Woods of the Flying
V. He was killed when the camp was at-
tacked. Another of the boys was singed,
but he isn’t badly hurt.”

“What’s those snaky gents’ game?”
the Kid wanted to know. “Why did they
fetch you here?”

“They didn't intend to,” she said.
“After the raid but we took the trail
after the rustlers. You were missing but
we thought we’d find you trailing the
herd, too. We followed them to the creek
and we thought it was a good place to
rush them. But they were too cagy for
us. They prodded the herd into an amaz-
ing tunnel and ambushed us as we
trailed after them. And we walked right
into their trap! I managed to fire once
before they had us covered.”

“I heard the shot,” the Kid said.
Anger stirred as a new thought crossed
his mind. “You shouldn't have taken
that trail, girl. The boys shouldn’t have
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the girl here, ain’t we? That makes this
jigger a stray.” He pinned a glance on
the Kid. “Where’s your horse ?”

“Yonder in the bushes,” the Kid con-
fessed without hesitation.

“Take a look-see at its brand you,
Shark Lund,” Cisco ordered and the big-
nosed man hurried to obey. He was back
quickly. “A bay with a brand I never
saw before, Yawberry,” he reported re-
luctantly. “It ain’t from the Deadman
range.”

“Where do you hail from, mister?”
“Cisco” Yawberry demanded.

The Kid grinned. “Now I ain’t askin’
you no questions,” he reminded. “Can’t
a gent keep his back-trail to himself ?”

IT WAS like teetering on the edge of a
volcano, and the Kid wondered how
long it would last. But he was still alive,
a miracle in itself, for these hardcases
had the look of men who might have
killed him first and asked questions
afterward. It was the very boldness of
his attitude that was his saving. He had
aroused their curiosity, and perhaps
their grudging admiration. The Kid pur-
sued his brash policy with an assurance
he was far from feeling.

“Do I smell coffee boilin’ in that
cabana?” he asked. “I'd shore like
some.” '

He was studying the rustlers all the
while. He had seen a thousand faces
along the Montana-Pacific’s right-of-
way, and he couldn’t know whether he'd
seen these eight before. Also, he couldn’t
be sure whether they’d ever seen him or
not. But he had been at end o’ steel most
of this last month and he was certain
this crew hadn’t been among the work-
ers, so sure that he was gambling on it.
And he was winning, for Cisco Yaw-
berry pouched his gun.

“Fetch him a cup of coffee,” the
rustler chief ordered.

Squatting cross-legged, the Kid took
the steaming cup when it was handed
to him. One by one, the men dropped to
the ground, forming a semi-circle facing
him. Following Yawberry’s cue, all the
rustlers had leathered their irons but
they were eyeing the Kid warily, es-
pecially the snaky, big-nosed man who
answered to the name of “Shark” Lund.

The Kid knew how fragile was this
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spell he had cast by his apparent fear-
lessness. By his own admission, he had
trailed them here. What was more to
the point, he possessed dangerous
knowledge—the secret of that tunnel
which served them so well. That made
him just as much of a menace to their
security as those five prisoners who
knew of this hideout. Chances were his
fate would be the same as theirs.

The Kid decided on the most des-
perate bluff of all—a bluff that would
shorten his life to a span of a second if
it were called. He cursed and reached
for his gun, speaking swiftly. The out-
come of this play was going to depend on
how fast he could talk, rather than on
how fast he could unlimber his gun.

“You're not collecting Montana-Paci-
fic head money on me!” he snarled. “I
ain’t bein’ taken alive, savvy!”

He had moved so swiftly as to catch
them unawares and though he had
wrenched his gun from leather he might
have died then. There were eight of
them and at least one of them could have
got him. But they stared open-mouthed.

“Montana-Pacific head money!” Cisco
Yawberry echoed. “You sayin’ the rail-
road’s got a price on you?”

“Don’t stall!” the Kid spat. “You
know well enough it has! You’re aimin’
on packin’ my pelt to Tyler Whitman. I
could see it in the eyes of every blasted
one of you as you watched me!”

“What's Whitman want you for?”
Yawberry demanded.

“You’re bluffin’.” The Kid laughed.
“You know I’'m the gent who put a bullet
through that long-geared Texas trouble-
(sihooter of M.P.s in Lazura the other

ay.n

“McGrath! Heard tell of him. You
killed that gent!”

“As dead as he’s ever goin’ to be!” the
Kid snarled.

Yawberry grinned broadly. “Put away
your gun, Dusty,” he advised the Kid.
“You got us plumb wrong. See that herd
yonder? That's beef Montana-Pacific
had a notion it was goin’ to eat.”

His ruse had worked!

That was the Kid's triumphant
thought but in the midst of it he knew
an almost overpowering temptation. He
bad this crew under his gun. Why not
force the play through as he had planned
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men—Goliath and Herod and Judas.
One was as guilty as the others, yet if
his torturing suspicions were true, how
could he kill Lana Herndon’s father?
And what could he say before the tri-
bunal of his own conscience if he
wreaked vengeance upon Durham and
Bottsinger and spared the third man?
That was why the Kid worked like
a demon from morning to night, until
he began to sense that a man may move
swiftly, but never so fast that he can
escape from himself. But still he toiled
on with the heart gone out of him until
Tyler Whitman, misunderstanding,
called him aside on that last day of July.
“Are you trying to build this railroad
single-handed, Matt?” he chided.
“There’s a limit to what one man can
do, but you don’t seem to realize it.
The trouble seems to be all over, and
you’ve earned a rest. Take a couple days
off and go to Deadman and have some
fun. That’s an order, understand?”

HE KID didn’t argue. There was no
lure for him in Deadman but he took
the work-train back to town, finding the
blackness of the tunnel enroute no
darker than his mood. He alighted,
swung along another clamorous street,
seeing the same signs that had adorned
Caprock and Lazura, hearing the same
barkers shouting from a dozen saloon
doorways. He swung past the tent hous-
ing Thackery Weaver’s End O’ Steel
Echo, quickening his pace, for he was
.in no frame of mind to listen to the
garrulous editor. He turned into the
Palace Hotel for want of a better place
to spend his time.

The room he was given overlooked the
alley and the Kid sat before the window,
staring out with brooding eyes, the
clamor of the street beating against him
as it rose from the distance. He got an
idea of going on a good toot, and was
annoyed to find that such an inspiration
no longer held any allure for him. And
while he sat there, wrapped in gloomy
thought, he saw a figure steal surrep-
titiously down the alleyway below and
recognized the gaunt, seedy-looking man
—Shadow Loomis.

The Kid’s interest quickened. He had
never got any more than within shout-
ing distance of Shadow Loomis since
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that day in Caprock when he had bought
liquor for for the man—which Loomis
had poured into a cuspidor. But the Kid
had thought of Loomis often and had
wanted to talk to him. So now the
Gospel Kid swung a leg over the win-
dow sill, dropped to the roof of a low
shed flanking the rear of the hotel, and
leaped to the ground. Loomis was
angling out of the alley when the Kid
next glimpsed the man and he followed
silently and swiftly.

The trail of Shadow Loomis was a
sinuous one and sometimes the Kid was
hard put to keep him in sight. But he
managed and was still trailing when
Loomis scuttled into a small shack on
the outskirts of the town, a sagging-
roofed shack so decrepit-looking as to
be a fitting abode for the dissolute man.
Was this where Loomis lived ? When the
Kid pressed an ear to the outer wall he
heard only the slight movements of one
man inside.

The Kid opened the door without
knocking and stepped inside.

A crude table, a few crippled chairs,
a cot and a rusty stove furnished the
single room. Loomis was seated behind
the table, and just for an instant as-
tonishment crossed his face as he re-
cognized the Kid. Then his eyes became
as bleary-looking as ever and his voice
held its familiar whining note.

“What you doing here?” he demanded
with a show of truculence. ’

“I’'ve come for a palaver,” said the
Kid, “and I ain’t in a mood to mess
with words. Just who in blazes are you
—and what’s your game?” ‘

“Game?” Loomis countered, half-
cringing. “I’'m just a gent that’s down
on his luck. I'm not making trouble for
anybody.”

“That’s all you've got to say?”

“That’s all,” Loomis quavered.-

The Kid swept the table aside ‘with
a brush of his hand and he was upon
Loomis in the same motion, his fingers
gripping the man’s stringy throat.

“Talk, curse you!” the Kid gritted.
“Talk up—and fast! You’ve followed the
steel all the way from Caprock. You
sneak and you snoop, and you’re always
around. Mister, maybe you’re one of
The Three. You’ve got a lot of explainin’
to do. Start talkin’!” .
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XII

LOOMIS, gasping, managed to speak.

“The Three!” he spluttered. “You
figure I'm—"

“I don’t know,” the Gospel Kid said
truthfully, for suddenly he was a little
ashamed of his own belligerence.

This seedy-looking individual was a
man of mystery, all right, but where
was the proof that he was also a man
of evil? The Kid realized that he, him-
self, was clutching at straws, looking
in vain for another Judas, when he had
already found the real one.

“Wait!” Loomis cried. “I'll show you
how wrong you are!”

He scurried to his cot and dragged
something from beneath it.

“Look!” he said. “Do you still think
I'm on their side of the fence ?”

“Another one!” the Kid exclaimed,
and all of the doubt left him as Loomis
held aloft a pine headboard much like
the one the Kid had seen in Dan Calli-
shaw’s room back in Caprock. The let-
tering read:

HEere LIES S. LooMIs
Died August 15, 18—

His EArs Was Too Bic For THE
Srzg Or His HraD

“August fifteenth!” the Kid said.
“Shucks, man, that's only a couple of
weeks away! Just why have they put
the deadwood on you?”

Loomis thrust the headboard out of
sight and, as he regarded the Kid
thoughtfully, the bleariness went out of
his eyes and his shoulders straightened.

“Maybe I'd better tell you the truth,”
he decided, and even his voice had
changed. “They’'re after me because
%hely suspect what I really am. Here—
eel.”

He took the Kid’s hand, pressing it
against his shabby corduroy coat and
the Kid felt the bulge of something
sewed inside the lining.

“Government credentials,” Loomis ex-
plained.

The Kid’'s eyes widened. “A Govern-
ment man! Doing what?”

“Keeping an eye on the race between
the M.P. and the C. W. The Govern-
ment has promised to subsidize the first
road to cross the Big Thunders. A bond
issue and a gift of a couple hundred
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feet of right-of-way on both sides of
the rails isn’'t to be sneezed at. But the
Government wants the race to be fair.
I'm here to watch.”

“But why didn’t you let us know ?” the
Kid demanded. “Why didn’t you tell
Whitman, or Kurt Ormond ?”

“T was told to work incognito, playing
whatever role I saw fit. I came to Cap-
rock last fall, pretending to be a sort
of drunken remittance man. That’s how
I met up with Hellvation Hank.”

“You knew Hank ?”

Loomis smiled wryly. “Knew him?
He tried to save me from what he
thought I was! He worked hard to keep
me away from the whisky I appeared
to be drinking. Yes, I knew him—and
respected him highly. It was to Hank
that I first spoke of The Three—some-
thing I had no business doing. But the
railroad meant a lot to Hank.”

The Kid was all excitement. “You
know who The Three are?” he de-
manded.

“I know the identity of two of them,”
Loomis admitted. “Since I'm pretty
sure the M. P. also knows, there isn’t
any reason why I shouldn’t speak the
names of Durham and Bottsinger. I
don’t know who the third man is. But
Hank did some snooping himself, and
he learned the whole truth, somehow,
for he told me so. ‘Come to church and
maybe you’ll hear all three names,’ he
told me. That night he died.”

“But you've got your suspicions,” the
Kid said bluntly. “I’'m askin’ you, as
one man to another, is Storm Herndon
tied up with The Three?”

“I don’t know,” Loomis said. “Once
I managed to search Durham’s private
office, but I couldn’t find a thing to im-
plicate anybody. Herndon was in Cap-
rock last fall, though, and this spring
too. Nobody’s talked more against the
railroad than he has. If I was trouble-
shooter for M. P., McGrath, I'd have a
plain talk with him.”

“You're dead right!” the Kid said
slowly. “And I'm going to do it—
pronto.”

He extended his hand, a ghost of his
old grin crossing his face.

“I'm sorry I mussed you up,” he said.
“Take care of yourself. When those boys
send out those timber tombstones,
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The lettering read:
HERE LIES MATTHEW MCGRATH
Born January 1, 18—
Died August 2, 18—
HE WAS LUCKY—BUT HIS
LUCK RAN OUT
The Kid scarcely gave it a glance.
“I'm quitting the railroad,” he told
Whitman. “No, I'm not runnin’ out on
account of that headboard. It's just
like I told Kurt Ormond once—I've got
two jobs to do. One was working for
the railroad. I said if it ever happened
1 had to take care of the other job first,
I'd leave the railroad. Looks like now
I've got some business of my own to
tend to—important business. I'm takin’
a little pasear across the range.”

WHITMAN regarded him thought-
fully.

“Have it your way, boy,” he decided
at last. “I'll ask no questions. And I'll
feel better if you’re somewhere else
for a spell. But I want you to know that
we’'ve got a place for you here when-
ever you finish this other job of yours.
And be careful!”

Ten minutes after they’d shaken
hands the Kid was in saddle, following
the rails back through the tunnel and
beyond it, then angling northward. He
made a fireless camp when night over-
took him not far from the cliffs that
barricaded the hidden valley. Most of
the day his mind had been upon what
might happen at the end of this trail.
It wasn’t until he was stretched upon
his saddle blanket, studying the stars
and smoking a last cigarette, that it
came to him with something of a start
that his birth date as lettered on the
headboard had been the correct date.

That was queer. Dan Callishaw’s birth
date had been correct, too, but Callishaw
had given information to Thackery
Weaver which the editor had used in
his newspaper write-up about Callishaw.
Callishaw’s birth date had become public
knowledge.

On the other hand, Loomis’ headboard
had mentioned no birth date. But Loom-
is, seemingly a barfly, wouldn’t be in
the list of names and data Thackery
Weaver had kept, the list the editor had
claimed had been stolen.
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But no man from Caprock to the Big
Thunders had known the birth date of
Matt McGrath, save Hellvation Hank.
And Hank was dead. The Kid went to
sleep trying to solve the riddle.

With morning he gave it no further
thought. The miles were unreeling be-
hind him and he was nearing the lush
coulee that sheltered the H-in-a-Hat
buildings. And his mind once more was
only on what he had to say to Storm
Herndon when he faced that fiery cattle-
man. .

XIII

BELOW the ranchhouse, the trail
dipped into the coulee where the ravine
was narrower and riotous with rose
briars, serviceberry bushes, and a few
scraggy fir trees. The shrubbery formed
a screen of sorts.

The Gospel Kid rounded a turn to find
himself facing an approaching rider. His
heart leaped. It was Lana, in levis and
jumper and floppy sombrero.

For a silent moment they faced each
other as each jerked to a halt.

“Matt!” Lana cried then. “You've
come back!” Something in his face made
her voice falter.

“I’'ve come to see your father, Lana,”
he said. “Maybe you can guess why.
But tell me one thing first, Lana—some-
thing I've got to know. Did you wire
him you were coming to Caprock by
train last spring?”

“No, I didn’t. I was coming home
against his orders. I... Oh, I see what
you're driving at! That dynamiting in
Crowfoot Gulch. Matt, there was such
a ghastly misunderstanding about that!
After Dad drove you off the place, I de-
manded that he explain and he did.”

“I’'m listenin’,” the Kid said woodenly.

“Dad was in Caprock that night and
he happened to see a bunch of riders
head out of town leading a pack-horse
with a box of dynamite loaded on it. He
thought Curly Bottsinger was heading
the outfit, but he wasn’t sure. The more
he thought about it, the more he won-
dered what Bottsinger intended doing
with dynamite along the railroad right-
of-way. Bottsinger hated the railroad
because it meant the finish of his freight
line. Dad hated the railroad too, but
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he couldn’t stomach underhanded fight-
ing. He fretted about it until he decided
to follow those riders. He trailed them
to Crowfoot Gulch. He left his horse
and crept to a ledge for a better look,
but got there too late. He just barely
had time to shelter himself behind an
outcropping of rocks when the blast
went off.”

“I savvy,” said the Kid, but there
was skepticism in his voice.

“But you don’t!” she countered. “Dad
recognized you as the man who’d jumped
him in the gulch. All he could do that
night was fight back. He thought you
were one of the dynamiters. Do you
wonder that he flew into a rage when
he saw you again?” Her lips quivered.
“I'll always remember what you said
when I thanked you for saving our lives.
‘I just happened along,’ you said. ‘It
might have been anybody!” Dad just
happened along, too. Doesn’t that entitle
him to the benefit of the doubt?”

“It does,” the Kid conceded. “And
yet the whole thing is too pat—too pat.
He claims to be Ty Whitman’s friend
in spite of their difference of opinion
about the railroad. Why didn’t he tell
Whitman about the explosion?”

“He couldn’t even be positive it was
Bottsinger he’d seen,” she said wearily.
“Besides, you don’t understand Dad’s
viewpoint, Matt. He loves the old ways,
which is why he hates the railroad. I
did, too, until you pointed out that real
towns would grow out of the debris of
the dreadful boom-towns. Maybe Dad
will see it some day. Deep in his heart
he has a real admiration for Ty Whit-
man. And he did deliver beef to Whit-
man just as he had promised he would.
Why, only last week he told me he’d
deliver more if Whitman’s price was
right. Our whole crew is back in the
hills now, cutting out stuff to build a
herd for the railroad.” : :

“Why not?” the Kid rasped. “The
rustling of railroad beef is finished now
that the hidden valley isn’t any secret.
A man couldn’t pretend to be selling
beef to the railroad any longer. He'd
either have to actually deliver, or ad-
mit he’d as soon the graders starved.”

Her eyes widened with horror. “I
see,” she said. “I see it all! You think
Dad’s a—a Judas! You think he’s one of
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The Three!”

“God knows I don’t want to think it!”
The Kid’s voice was dull with pain. “But
I've got to go and talk to him, Lana,
straighten this thing out—forever.”

“No!” she cried and swung her horse
to block the trail. “I can’t let you! Can’t
you understand ? He flayed you because
he thought you were a sneaking dyna-
miter. He’s sorry for that now, but
you're still a railroad man. Dad would
be bitter. You're bitter, too, and if you
accused him of being one of The Three,
he might say he was, just to spite you
and Ty Whitman!”

“The blood call is strong, Lana ”

“Dad clings to an idea like a burr
clings to a saddle-blanket,” she hurried
on. “He has the same opinion of you
that I once had, the opinion we formed
when we saw how Hank suffered for
your sins. That’s another reason I can’t
let you go to Dad. He doesn’t know
that the Gospel Kid is a different man
than Matt McGrath of Texas. He liked
Hank a lot, Matt. If you knew how
much, you’d know that Dad couldn’t be
one of The Three.”

TILL the Kid’s eyes were stern. The
two were close to each other now

and she laid a hand on his shoulder as
she lifted her eyes to his

“Matt,” she said, “every girl meets a
certain man some time—the one man.
I always felt that I'd know mine the mo-
ment I saw him. Would it make any
difference to you if I told you I met him
beyond Crowfoot Gulch ? Would it mat-
ter if I told you I wanted to hate hym
when I discovered who he was—but that
I couldn’t?” :

He gently took her hand from his
shoulder. “Would it matter?” he re-
peated. “Lana, I've always been a
tumbleweed, and I never cared much if
I ever took roots Yet when I saw that
hidden valley, I began thinkin’ what a
nice place it would be to have a spread
with a few cattle under my iron. I've
been lookin’ for such a place ever since
—since the night 1 stopped the train.
Don’t you savvy how it is with me,
Lana? Can’t you understand that I've
been fighting against a showdown with
Stor;r,l, Herndon, fighting for two monthg
now



120

In this most unorthodox fashion they
declared their love and there was irony
to transcend irony because what shone
in her eyes was mirrored in the Kid’s
and yet he couldn’t seal their declara-
tion with a kiss, for there was still a
lingering doubt in him.

“l want to believe you,” he said
hoarsely. “I—I do believe you. But why
didn’t you come and tell me the real
reason he ran me off the place? Two
months I've waited and wondered.”

“I wanted to come,” she said. “But
I couldn’t leave him again. You see,
when he rolled down the gulch that
night, he landed in a cluster of rocks.
He was hurt, but he managed to reach
his horse and get away. Since then he’s
grown steadily worse. The doctor from
Deadman says he’ll get over it .in time.
But for the last two months he’s
scarcely been able to leave a chair. There
is no bitterness like the bitterness of a
cripple, Matt.”

“A cripple!” the Kid echoed, horror
in his voice, and then he was remem-
bering Storm Herndon half-rising from
his chair and settling back again.

But he was thinking of something
else, too, something that left him weak
and trembling—a mental picture of him-
self forcing a showdown with a fiery,
vitriolic rancher, Storm Herndon going
for his gun and he, the Kid, beating him
to the draw, only to discover too late
that he’d fought a cripple!

“That’s why I was repping for Dad
with the herd,” Lana went on. “I didn’t
" tell you about it, because I knew you’d
see for yourself when you met him.”

“I'm mighty sorry, Lana,” he said.

L)

That was as far as he got for sud-
denly guns were barking in the distance,
echoing along the coulee. Those guns
were speaking at the H-in-a-Hat ranch-
house, where a crippled oldster was,
alone and defenseless. Instantly the man
and the girl were spurring their horses
in a wild gallop down the coulee which
broadened out where the ranch build-
ings sprawled ahead of them.

Thundering away in the opposite di-
rection, bent low over saddle-horns,
were seven riders. Leading:them was
Cisco Yawberry, a bearded giant in a
saddle. There was no mistaking him.

)
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But the Kid was more intent on fol-
lowing Lana who was hurling herself
from her horse and running toward the
long porch.

Then the Kid saw what she had seen,
and the sight that met his eyes was
proof enough that Storm Herndon was
no ally of The Three. For Storm Hern-
don lay upon the planking of the porch
in a shapeless heap, and his shirt front
was soggy with blood.

Quickly the Kid dropped to his knees
beside the fallen rancher, making a
brief, but comprehensive examination.
He glanced up, and he and Lana looked
at each other across the body of her
father. He read the desperate question
in her agonized eyes.

“He's alive,” he said.

She said nothing then, nor did she
ever, to remind him that he had mis-
judged Storm Herndon.

“How badly is he hurt?” she asked,
and drew a look of admiration from
the Kid because her voice was so firm.

Along the Kid’s smoky back-trail he
had seen many men laid low by lead and
he could gauge the seriousness of Hern-
don’s wound with an accuracy that was
almost professional.

“We've got to get him to a doctor as
fast as we can take him there,” he said.
“I've fished out a few bullets in my time
but I wouldn’t dare probe for that one.
It’s too near his heart. Can you get
a wagon ready?” ’

Y THE TIME she had a team hitched

to a buckboard he had rummaged
ingside the house and found bandages,
and whisky for an antiseptic, and had
doctored the stricken rancher as best
he could. Herndon’s pulse was feeble
but the thread of life was still there.
The man and the girl lifted him into
the wagon bed with infinite care, mak-
ing the unconscious man as comfortable
as possible in a nest of blankets. It was
not until after they had put the ranch-
house behind them that Lana spoke
again.

“They must have learned that Dad
was going to keep on supplying the
M. P. with beef!” she burst out. “That
Yawberry outlaw was sent here to kill
mmlif there was no other way to stop

m ”
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“But he isn’t dead,” the Kid reminded
her. “And the doc out at end o’ steel is
a mighty good one. He’ll patch him up
pronto.”

After that little was said. Lana, back
in the wagon bed, crouched beside the
still figure of her father. It was a night-
mare journey, though, for contrition
rode with the Gospel Kid. But with the
realization that he had passed judgment
on an innocent man came a determi-
nation to save the life of Storm Hern-
don if human endeavor could make that
miracle possible.

It seemed an endless trek along an
endless trail. His urge was to lash the
team into a gallop, but on this rough
ground he didn’t dare. He could only
crawl along, seemingly at a snail’s pace,
conscious that the slightest jar might
lessen Herndon’s chance of living.

Once the rancher opened his eyes.
“You ain’t tellin’ me who I can sell my
beef to,” he muttered, and lapsed into
unconsciousness again.

Obviously he was deliriously repeat-
ing something he’d said to Cisco Yaw-
berry when that rustler and his crew
had swooped down upon the ranch, evi-
dence enough that Lana’s intuition had
been right, that she had unerringly put
her finger on the reason for the shoot-
ing of her father.

The Kid’s eyes were peeled for Yaw-
berry and his riders as they rolled along.
But the prairie lay bare before them as
far as they could see. The long day spent
itself at last, and darkness overtook
them, but still they plodded onward.

XIv

NOW at least there was a moon to
light the way and the Gospel Kid, guid-
ed by Lana Herndon who knew this
range, finally came onto a road of sorts.
After that the wounded man was not
jostled as badly as he had been. With
the moon climbing above them and the
stars sparkling against the dark canopy
of the heavens, they headed toward end
o’ steel. And sometime during the night
they reached the rails.

To Deadman town now, or to end o’
steel? The Kid made a quick decision,

“End o’ steel is closer and chances
are the sawbones will be there,” he said.
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“If he isn’t, we can pack your dad back
to town by train.”

Lana smiled wanly. “We’ll have to
keep him unconscious if we expect to
get kim on a train, I imagine.”

The Kid turned the team paralleling
the rails. He watched for the headlight
beams of a locomotive, hoping that a
work-train might come along. If one did,
he could flag it and get Storm Herndon
into camp far faster than in this slow-
moving buckboard.

But the moon had faded by the time
they reached the railroad tunnel and
with it faded the Kid’s hope that a train
was running.

He knew there wasn’t room enough
for a wagon to skirt the tracks inside
the bore, so had to force the team up
onto the tracks, which shook the wagon
violently. Lana cradled her father’s
head in her lap, easing some of the

-shock, and then they were in the black

depth of the tunnel, guided only by the
rails they followed. As fervently as the
Kid had wished for the coming of a
train before, he now prayed that the
track would be clear. When they reached
the end of the tunnel safely he sighed
his relief.

“Four—five miles to camp,” he told
Lana.

Dawn was breaking as they came to
the end of the steel. But the flame of life
still flickered in Storm Herndon and the
grueling race with death was nearly
won.

They rounded a curve to see the camp
sprawled ahead. Then the Kid knew in-
stantly that something here was al-
mighty wrong.

Men were swarming everywhere,
pouring from tents and construction
shacks in various stages of undress,
rushing about like leaderless ants.
Someone pounded an iron triangle. On
a siding a locomotive puffed, its whistle
beginning to scream.

Tyler Whitman was in the midst of it
all, bare-headed, his gray hair flying as
he gesticulated, issuing orders that were
lost in the roar of startled voices. Leap-
ing from the wagon seat, the Kid stum-
bled stifly to him.

“What’s goin’ on?” he demanded.

“You're back!” Whitman roared.
“Good! It’s a showdown! Central West-_
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ern has struck—hard. I should have ex-
pected something like this! We've got
them licked so they’ve become desper-
ate. They’'re risking everything to break
our back with one blow!”

“But where are they striking?” the
Kid asked.

“In Deadman. All night long Bott-
singer's stage-coaches and freight
wagons have been bringing men into
town—toughs from the C.W. camps.
They’re taking over Deadman, lock,
stock and barrel. They can tear up our
tracks, keep supplies from coming
through. And without steel we're
bogged down—licked!”

“Storm Herndon’s in that wagon,”
the Kid reported with a jerk of his
thumb. “He was shot down, wounded
bad, because he insisted on selling beef
to you. Where’s the doc?”

“Storm — wounded!” Whitman
groaned. “The doctor went into Dead-
man with Kurt Ormond before the
trouble broke. Key O’Dade started a
message through when the toughs be-
gan taking over the town. Either the
wire was cut or Key was dragged away
from the instrument. The line’s dead.
But I'm taking every man into Dead-
man to give them their fight! I'll hook
on my own coach. Have Storm loaded
into it. We’ll get him to the doctor!”

“Mister, I'm working for the railroad
again,” the Kid said, and was off.

Confusion was thrice-multiplied as a
locomotive backed up to a string of flat-
cars with Tyler Whitman’s private car
coupled to the front of them. Onto the
flatcars piled the M.P. workers, hun-
dreds of them, and even horses were
forced up plank inclines to be taken
along. There were few guns in the camp
but those available were passed around.
The rest of the men chose hickory pick-
handles, or any other sort of weapon
they could lay their hands on.

W’HITMAN personally supervised the
loading of Storm Herndon into his
car and climbed in. The Gospel Kid had
one last glimpse of Lana’s pale, strained
face as she followed her father. Then
the Kid swung into the locomotive cab
just as the huge iron monster lurched
to life, gathering momentum as it rolled
along the unballasted roadway.
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They were on their way to Deadman,
the whole fighting force of the Montana-
Pacific, to meet the challenge of the
Central Western. Would they be too late
to prevent the :vandalism that would
spell the finish of the M.P.? It was a
desperate play the rival railroad was
making, but if the Central Western was
victorious today, then the Central West-
ern would be victorious in the race for
Government subsidization. _

Let the matter come to court later.
How could a bankrupt Montana-Pacific
wage a courtroom battle? The real fight
would be in Deadman.

There was Shadow Loomis to be con-
gidered but even though Loomis might
report his findings to his superiors
later, by his own admission he could
identify only two.of the three men who
were behind this underhanded fight
against the M.P. And Shadow Loomis
might not even be alive.

The Kid’'s head was craned from the
cab window while a sweating fireman
toiled beside him, They were almost at
the tunnel when the Kid suddenly saw
Shadow Loomis ahead of them, in the
middle of the track. He had emerged
from the tunnel’s black mouth astride a
horse and he was racing straight toward
the oncoming train, gesticulating wildly.

The engineer, leaning from the op-
posite window, saw the Government
man, and reached for the brake lever.
With steel grinding against steel as the
train slid to a stop, the Kid was out of
the cab just as Loomis flung himself
from his horse.

“Thank God you stopped in time!” the
man panted. “The tunnel’s doomed!”

“Doomed!” the Kid echoed.

“It’s going to be dynamited! I took
to the hills like I told you I would. Not
more than half an hour ago I saw riders
working with dynamite, tamping
charges into drill holes above the east-
ern end of the tunnel. The head of the
outfit was that bearded fellow who's
been around Deadman- a time or two
lately — Yawberry, they call him.
They're going to close the tunnel, I tell
you " -

So shooting Storm Herndon wasn’t
the only devil’s work that Cisco Yaw-
berry had had to do for The Three! But
that wasn’'t what made the Kid stare,






























132

He went to the door and peered out
into the street. Down at the saloon
three riders from one of the spreads
were swinging out of their saddles.
The moon looked very pretty hanging
there close to the peak of old Bald
Top. Lampton sighed as he got to
thinking what the deputy marshal had
said about Cactus Bend becoming a
wild town. The gunsmith didn’t figure
he would like that. Not any.

Lampton went back into the shop.
He struck a match and held it to the
wick of the lamp. The dead man
looked lonely in the yellow light.
Lampton knelt and made sure that
Russell wasn’t breathing. The mar-
shal had cashed in his chips, all right.

There were voices and footsteps out
on the board walk. Sheriff Dan Clark
loomed big in the doorway. A fast-
moving fat man when he wanted to
be. He looked at the body and then at
Lampton. There were other men be-
hind him.

“Was told you might need me,
Matt,” the sheriff said. “Feller passed
the shop and figured there was trou-
ble. That looks like that feller Joe
Russell lyin’ there.”

“It’s Russell, all right,” Lampton
said. “Somebody got him with a
throwin’ knife. He's dead.”

Sheriff Clark stepped into the shop,
with other men crowding in after him.
Four of them there were men Matt
Lampton knew well. They were all
looking at the body and not paying
him much mind. The sheriff turned
the corpse over. There hadn't been
much bleeding. Joe Russell still
looked surprised and hurt.

“You see who did it, Matt?” Clark
asked as he stood up.

“No,” Lampton shook his head
“Someone stood just outside the open
door. I wasn’t wearin’ a gun. I blew
out the light to keep him from gettin’
me, too. Russell aimed to tell me
somethin’ when he was killed.”

“You boys take the body down to
the undertaker,” the sheriff ordered.
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“Tell Ben Dale I'll be along to talk to
him shortly.”

The four men picked up the corpse
and moved out of the shop. They were
talking quietly among themselves as
men will when something is puzzling
them. The sheriff sighed and seated
himself on a box. He thought best, sit-
ting down.

Matt Lampton walked over and took
down the gun-belt hanging on a peg
in the wall. He buckled the belt
around his waist so that the holster
hung down against his right thigh. He
wasn’t rightly what could be called a
fighting man but he’d never been one
to shirk trouble. The weight of the
.45 in the holster was comforting,

“I ain’t goin’ to insult you by sayin’

‘you could have killed the marshal

with the knife, Matt,” the sheriff re-
marked. “Still there’s some folks that
might think so.”

“No cause for me doin’ it.” Lamp-
ton frowned. “Russell was a stranger
to me. I never said more than ‘How-
dy’ to him until he came here tonight.
But he must have had a reason for
comin’ to see me. You figure what it
could be, Dan?”

“Maybe he aimed to have his gun
repaired,” said the sheriff. “Might not
have been workin’ just right. What
did Russell tell you?"

AMPTON told how he suspected
Russell was a lawman, because
of the pinholes in the dead man's shirt.
It was characteristic of the gunsmith
to keep working as he talked. He was
putting the gun with the new trigger
spring back together, and staying busy
as a man will who likes his job.

“So I told him about there bein’ a
couple of hombres knocked over the
head and robbed lately, but said the
town wasn't what you'd call really
wild,” said Lampton. “Russell said,
‘Not yet, it ain’t, but it will be. That’s
why I'm here. I'm after—'”" Before
he could finish somebody got him with
the knife.”
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