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Neither had asked the other where
he had been; neither had inquired
about the other’s health. They were
men who talked little about their
personal affairs, They trusted each
other through hell and high water,
the baptism of gunfire and lead, and
that was enough.

Only Oklahoma Sam Bullard was
old, a man already nearing sixty-five,
Bart Fargo had just turned thirty.
The Paint Rock Kid was twenty-
eight. But each was a man with his
record behind him, and each—at some
time or place—had as many as a
dozen rewards on his head and posse-
men burning saddle leather and gun-
powder on his literally flying tail-
feathers, '

They were the last of the dreaded
0Old Death Larsen Gang, once more
than twenty strong while playing
out their own particular brands of
hell and reckless damnation south
of the Texas border and growing
many painful thorns in the sides of
certain overlord Mexican government
despots. An army had hunted them.
Paid two-gun killers and murderous
women had double-crossed them. One
by one they had dropped out of the
picture, a simple mound in the sand
marking the end of a life here and
there in lonely out-trails where the
wind blew free and the coyotes
howled to the moon and the stars.

“Back up in the pass, I thought
I heard the sounds of shots. Maybe
my ears were playing tricks on me.”

Bart Fargo was speaking again in
his lazy Texas drawl. He was taller
than either the Paint Rock Kid or
Oklahoma Sam Bullard. He was even
a trifle heavier, a broad-shouldered,
dark-haired man, wind and sun-
bronzed, as hard as saddle leather
and as tough as sun-cured rawhide.
He had those same bleak, gray eyes
that were never still, always roving,
shifty, quick and hard. Long holsters
of hand-tooled Mexican leather
slanted away at either hip.

“I maybe should not have asked
you fellows to ride here with me,
Bart.,” The Paint Rock Kid’s bullet-
scarred and deeply pockpitted face
twisted into a mirthless grin as he
spoke for the first time since they
had halted. “But I needed some help
wherni I heard that my old man and
my kid sister are in a jam, It’s
damned little I've helped them in
the past. The best thing I reckon
I ever did for ’em was to let ’em
think I was killed in a bank robbery
job down in Utah eight years ago. I
guess—"

“That’ll do, Paint Rock!” cut in
Fargo. “Enough’s been said. Ride on.
You know the way.”

N appreciative grin streaked
the Paint Rock Kid’s face as
he prodded his tall bay with his
spurs. They rode on, the sand in the
old cattle trail deadening the sounds
of the hoofs of their horses. In a
few minutes they caught a glimpse
of Devil River in the distance, a
swirling and frothing stream tearing
down through the timbered knolls
and grass-choked flats to suddenly
curve away in a rock-walled gorge
that came to an end against the
ragged black face of a mile-high
cliff at the western side of the valley.
Fargo was staring at the river
over the Paint Rock Kid’s head and
shouliders. He had heard a lot about
that river, a lot about this Devil
River Valley, one of the most rugged
and beautiful valleys on the face of
creation, and yet a place that had
the reputation of being the most
lawless and gunman-ridden hell-hole
in all Montana.

He was looking at the river when
the shots roared, when the lunging
gashes of flames came spark-shower-
ing and double-thundering out of the
darkness ahead of the Paint Rock
Kid. He saw the Kid's horse rear
and paw the air frantically; he saw
the Kid crouch low over his saddle-
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‘“Remember, Paint Rock’s sister is
here.” Fargo added that when hand-
cuffs were being clamped on their
wrists. “Take it easy. There’s plenty
of time.”

Tension held the room after that,
growing in intensity every moment.
Men kept sidling in at the door,
their guns out, nervous fingers on
their triggers, Like well-oiled autom-
atons they slipped along the wall,
their eyes watchful, nostrils quiver-
ing, a marked paleness in their faces.
Afterwards, Fargo was to know that
they had come up along the river,
shielded by the yet rocky-walled
banks of the stream above the ranch
houses, and following the north fork
of the madly scurrying waters, Not
until they had been less than five
hundred yards away had they breken
cover, coming forward in a scattered-
out mass, twelve of them, all wearing
badges. The main house had been
surrounded completely, taking every-
body by surprise. Now the man in
the checkered shirt was speaking
again:

“You might get away with a lot
of things down among the Mexicans,
but you can’t do it here, Fargo.” He
laughed harshly, a man so cocksure
of himself, “Twenty-four hours ago
you stopped in a sheep camp, or,
rather, were just leaving one. News
of your coming traveled ahead of
you, like certain little items of news
has a way of doing in these parts
now and then. Jerkline makes short
work of your stripe. Bill McBride
will yet have the pleasure of seeing
you dangling on the end of a rope.
I guess you know what I mean.”

“Sure, I know.” A nervous little
laugh came from Fargo. “I’ve met
your kind before, just like, probably,
you’ve met mine. The good old law!
I love it so well I can taste it!—
.Easy, Sam. Take it easy. Let this
duck play out his string.”

Fighting Bill McBride hadn’t said
a word, He stood there like a man

dumbfounded, like a man not know-
ing what to say, his puzzled gaze
traveling from the sheriff of Jerkline
to Fargo. He turned slowly, looked
at his daughter, and then back at
the sheriff. Fargo was conscious of
a smoldering blue-hell beside him
when he glanced again at Oklahoma
Sam Bullard.

The older man stood stiffly-straight,
as emotionless as a granite wall, and
yet there was something in his face,
something in the cording muscles
along the backs of his hands, that
smacked of lightning about to let
loose and tear everything around him
to shreds. Talking more to Bullard
than anybody else, Fargo’s voice
came again, low  and half-guarded,
a man speaking as if trying to soothe
a dangerous horse:

“We've still got time to play several
trump cards in this things.” He
laughed softly. “All we have to do
is to use our heads. A lot of people
can’t do that in a jam, It takes horse
sense and plenty of it, to know when
you are licked on the jump-start of
the draw. Now and then people some-
times like to kill to get others out
of their way.”

He hoped that would take effect,
and out of the corners of his eyes
he saw that it was taking effect.
Bullard had relaxed, and he saw that
McBride was relaxing.

McBride had takem a step back-
ward from the table. A cynical grin
was on his face. It vanished after a
moment, with men still coming into
the room, their six-shooters out,
nervous thumbs on the hammers of
the weapons, itchy fingers on the
triggers. Then McBride’s voice came,
low and emotionless, carying no anger
in it at all:

“And these
Johnny?”

“That’s right!” The man with the
eight-ball star on his vest laughed
mirthlessly. “In cold blood, about
the coldest I've ever heard of. But

men killed my
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For an answer, the old man started
humming some half-forgotten song.
Then they were being marched in-
side the office of the jail where a
rusty stove stood in the corner to
the left, a big desk to their right.
The strangest assortment of guns
Fargo had ever seen hung on the
walls. Some of them were the newest
and latest things in firearms, and
some so ancient they might have
- belonged to the first white man to
set foot in the country. He saw his
own heavy belts hung on a wooden
peg along with Bullard’s weapons,
and then the handcuffs were being
taken off.

All the rest was entirely without
ceremony. A one-eyed jailer with a
whiskey-bleared eye and a week’s
stubble of filth-matted beard on his
face fumbled with a heavy ring of
keys to open the steel door to the
corridor, Fargo and Bullard were
marched down the corridor, and
prodded into a big, evil-smelling cell
in the northeast corner of the old
building. The door was slammed be-
hind them. The bolts of a powerful
lock clattered. Their jailers turned
~away, straggling back down the cor-
ridor. The corridor door slammed,
and an ugly, ominous silence settled
over the old jail.

CHAPTER IV
Gunpowder Hell!
I reckon,”

“ AN’ THAT’S that,

grinned Bullard, “Back at
home, so to speak. Gimme the makin’s
of a smoke. I’'m fresh out an’ ain’t
got nothin’ but the habit left.”

They smoked, and they waited.
Hours passed, They were like men
who had been entombed and left
there to die of starvation and sheer
loneliness. They found the rusty iron
tap in the corner that gave them
water, but not until night came did

the one-eyed jailer bring them food,
and then it was beef and boiled rice
so old they could scarcely stomach
the smell of it. o

The one-eyed man who brought the
food did not open the door. He
dropped metal pans on the floor,
kicked them through the paint-
scabbed steel slot under the door,
and turned away while another man
stood guard behind him with his
hand on the butt of a black Colt and
a leering, half-daring grin on his
face.

“Yore broncs are down in the livery
stable,” grunted the jailer when Fargo
tried to question him. “Seth Plummer
took ’em in. He’s a duck who’li do
most anything. I.-reckon you ain’t
got nothin’ to worry ’bout. ’Sides
all that, you dudes ain’t mighty apt
to need broncs no more, nohow, not
with what Jasper Hutch has agin
you.”

He was just as surly and reluctant
to talk when morning came and he
brought bowls of stale mush, a pair
of tainted porkchops and tincups of
black coffee that had the look and
taste of having been boiled all night.
He was a non-committal man, one who
had evidently been given his strict
orders, and one—in spite of his looks
~whe would allow nothing to keep
him from carrying them out.

“Only one thing I've got to say,”
he half-growled. “I ain’t even got
no real right te even say it, but if
somebody makes you a proposition,
you better take it, an’ you better play
square when you do take it.”

“And you mean just what by that?”
coaxed Fargo, hoping to draw him
out at length. “We’re not Greek and
can’t read all the half-hints, you
know. Come out in the open with
it. We'll listen.”

“I've said all I’m sayin’,” sneered
the jailer. “Just a half-guess at that.
Didn’t have no right for it as I said
I didn't. Don’t try to get me in
trouble by tryin’ to get me to runnin’
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the devil was behind them. A cloud
of horsemen took shape from some-
where. Voices bawled and barked
commands. It was as though every
den and dive in Jerkline responded
with an alarming quickness. Hitch-
racks emptied. Men flung themselves
hot on their trail, and they were off
and away, horses blowing and snort-
ing, the flashing roll and bitter drum-
fire of guns making streaks of light
in the darkness.

Mary Lou McBride led the way.
They shot down through dark alley-
ways and raced up wagon-rutted side-
streets. They struck the rimrocked
knolls east of the town, and vanished
into them, with their horses and the
mare straining every muscle and ten-
don to carry their burdens out of
danger and put Jerkline behind them
as quickly as possible.

FTER riding a mile the girl had
thrown the following swarms off
their trail., Fargo admired her all the
more when he saw how she so skill-
fully worked them through the knolls
and thickets, taking advantage of
every bit of shelter as rifles were
brought into play behind them and
the crying of bullets became a steady
whistling around them as they ram-
bled on and on in the mad pace.
With horses and the mare blowing
and dripping with sweat, they pulled
up at last, having swung in behind
a high knoll and then curved back to
the top of it to allow the foremost
swarm of riders to dash on with the
sounds of their oaths and the roar
of their shots still filling the air.
Then, dismounted and holding their
animals by the nostrils, they waited
until the rest were gone, tearing it
lickety-split. When it "had grown
quiet, the girl again mounted. They
swung back along the way they had
come for almost a mile, and headed
southward, crossing the creek and
hugging the wall of timber along its
winding banks.

Three other riders suddenly
showed ahead of them when they
were a mile west of the dark mouth
of Iron Tail Canyon. The riders came
swinging their horses from around
a timbered knoll. Oklahoma Sam Bul-
lard swore in a husky whisper, sling-
ing the long holsters of his big guns
forward on their belts and again
ready to make this thing a fight or
a damned fine frolic leading to some-
body’s funeral. The girl heard him,
and lifted her hand as she pulled rein
to bring her mare to a quick halt.

“That’s good old Dad and two of
our riders!” Her voice was like a
quick, sharp whisper panting with ex-
citement. “They did their part. I
did mine. Look!”

She took off her big hat and waved
it in the starshine. An answering
wave came back, and they were riding
on at a walk to give their mounts a
badly-needed chance to catch their
jaded breaths while the three riders
in the distance brought their horses
to a halt and sat there in their saddles
waiting for them.

“Conserving horseflesh,” explained
Fighting Bill McBride with a dry
grin when they came up to him and
his bronco busters. “A good thing to
do in anybody’s squabble. How’d my
young one handle her little part of
the night’s work, Fargo?”

“As well as you, myself, and six-
teen others could have handled it!”
answered Fargo, a broad grin sud-
denly streaking his face, the first
one that had come wholeheartedly to
his face since he had come to know
the men. “I've never met anybody
better, nobody quite as good. She
was even a shade better than Paint
Rock in a jam, and that’s saying more
than you’ll ever realize. It must run
in the family.”

“It does, if you're speaking of de-
pendability when it’s hard-needed,”
nodded McBride, soberly. “We
buried Johnny the day after they
took you and Bullard off to that
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damned jail. I found what Bullard
said was true, too. Every word of
itt. And I found something else in
that money belt you brought me.
Thirty thousand dollars! The boy
was always of the saving. sort.”

“But—but tell them about the
something else in that belt, Dad!”
put in the girl, eagerly. “Something
you said was far more important than
money, even as badly as we need it
these days.”

“I did!” nodded McBride. “There
was a picture in that belt with the
money. It was a picture of Johnny
taken sitting between two men. Must
have been made in Mexico at some
time. On the back of it, in Johnny’s
own handwriting, was written ‘The
only men outside of my Dad that I
can trust to hell and back’ You fel-
lows were the two in the picture.
Pm thanking you now for what
you’ve done for me—and I'm back-
ing anything you do, Fargo. The
same goes for you, Bullard. I don’t
make f{riends quickly, but I keep
them when I do. I hope you under-
stand.

“You men are free birds now.” He
cleared his throat gently, “Out of jail
with the plain blue sky over your
heads and the wind blowing free all
around you. You ain’t wanting to
change that picture. There are the
hills.” He waved his left hand to
southward. “If you've ridden with
my Johnny, you can singe the tail-
feathers off any damned posse string
that sets out behind you. Hit the
grit. Hit it and keep going. To stay
here will only get you both killed.”

“Only we don’t hit the grit when
we set in on somebody’s deal,” half-
growled Bullard, chewing a wad of
tobacco the size of his gnarled thumb
and glancing up at the sky. “That’s
speakin’ for us both, an’ I ain’t lyin’
or takin’ too much for granted. We
most generally stick around until the
owl’s through hollerin’ an ’the elley-
funt’s passed in review for the last

time. We’re just built thataway, Mr.
McBride. I reckon we come by it
natural.”

“And you’ve said just what Dad
said you would say!” cried the girl,
swinging her mare closer to Fargo.
“Only—only it’'s going to be deadly
dangerous, Far more dangerous than
we can tell you!”

“I think, ma’am,” Fargo looked at
her with a frown, “that we’ve been
bedfellows with danger so long that
we’d be downright lonesome without
it. Where do we go from here?”

“To the hills!” exclaimed McBride.
“To the hills north of Iron Tail, to
a hide-out that’s kept men safe long
before this, long before you were
born, Fargo, if that means anything.
You can’t go on to the ranch, not just
now, anyway. You'll go—"

“Lis’en!” cut in one of the bronco
busters, a tall, hook-nosed man of
forty by the name of Bensen who
suddenly straightened himself in his
saddle and threw up his hand for si-
lence. “Hear them shots? Sounds like
they’re comin’ straight out of Iron
Tail Canyon!”

They were like whispers in the
night, faint and far-away sounds
punctuated by long intervals of si-
lence, then coming again in a fierce
chattering and thundering. They
came closer, coming rapidly, the noise
growing in intensity. Suddenly it
was not the sounds of firing at all.
There had been firing, but it had
given away to something that pat-
tered and pounded, something that
rolled and lumbered like an army of
wagons in the distance, wagons com-
ing devil-bent and with all the reck-
less confusion of a mad stampede
tearing down the broad arm of Devil
River disappearing in the canyon
mouth.

“Horses,” Fargo almost whispered
the word as he glanced at the anger-
white face of Fighting Bill McBride.
“Plenty of them, a large herd, and
they’re coming fast.”
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The whole herd of horses was in
sight now, manes flying like clouds,
tails bannering in the wind. Three of
the point riders were already taking
to the river. The other two were
crowing the leading horses of the
running herd, slowly but surely point-
ing the high-strung leaders toward
the stream. Now the leaders were
going into it, following the men who
were already in the water. Like a
racing black cloud being drawn and
swallowed into a hole, the rest of the
horses followed, going down a sharp
bank., They were gone in another
minute with seven men bringing up
the rear,

“Now look!” half-whispered Fargo,
pointing again. “The seven of the
gang who were behind the herd in
the canyon now drops back to take
care of anybody who might be sense-
less enough to try to follow right
on their heels. Look at the two points.
They’re following the horses, going
into the water. That glistening you've
noticed—"

“Is waterproofed clothes they’re
wearing!” cut in the girl, no longer
able to control her excitement. “Oh,
I understand now! Can’t you, Dad?
It’s so clear!”

“It—it’s suicide!” moaned McBride,
running a nervous hand over his pale
face. “Suicide for my horses—"

“Not for anybody!” interrupted
Fargo. “I'll say, as I have before, that
it’s part of something you should
have known long ago. Come on! If
it’'s suicide, then I'm the next can-
didate on the ticket, Sam will back
the play, I know. Come on—and keep
out of the light. We've got to hurry
through with this to see it all.”

The girl was the very first to follow
him. The others strung out behind
him, not yet understanding what he
was going to do or just what he was
going to show them.

But they were behind him to a man,
and even if he knocked at the gates
of Hell they’d follow him,

CHAPTER V
Horsethief Hell!

HEY kept to the trees. The seven

rustlers, who had turned back,
scattered out, taking shelter to watch
the mouth of Iron Tail Canyon.
Fargo saw where they went into hid-
ing, but he kept right on, leading
the way in the heaviest shadows until
they came at last to the foot of a tall,
pine-covered knoll only two-hundred
yards north of the giant whirlpool in
the river.

With no time to waste, they urged
their horses up the slope of the knoll.

Once atop it they had a clear view
of Devil River down there in its
rock-walled gorge in the bright star-
shine, and now they could see the
stolen herd and the men in charge of
it.

The men who had first taken to the
water were well in front of the horses.
Nothing could possibly leave the
stream where they were now. The
men had slipped out of their saddles,
swimming in the icy water beside
their horses and rising now and then
to quirt the animals into a {faster
swimming pace.

The whirlpool loomed directly
ahead of the swimmers, and even
Fargo found himsel holding his
breath. He watched the swimming
men reach the whirlpool, saw them
bob high in the water, and then they
were gone, one following the other.
The swimming herd of horses were
right after them. Some of the animals
bawled {rantically. Some of them
tried to turn back as terror gripped
them there in the icy current. Some
fought desperately, snorting and
slinging water as they tried to climb
atop of each other. But that raging
current had them in its power. In
pairs, they started going down, some
of them by the head, some of them
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A minute later they were flung
against a sloping bank of sand and
knocked off their feet. As they
stumbled up, Fargo’s dripping and
terror-stricken horse came out of the
water and started to dart past him.
Fargo flung out his hand just in time
to catch the wet and slippery reins.
He was not quick enough to catch
the girl’s mare, for the animal came
out of the stream a little farther away,
and bucking and snorting headed
down what appeared to be great, deep
canyon hemmed in to the north and
south by towering black cliffs.

Barely had the girl’s mare gone
-when McBride appeared, still cling-
ing to his horse. Bullard and Chug
Bensen followed, both also holding
on to their horses. They came stamp-
ing and shivering out of the water,
their frightened horses lunging along
beside them and threatening to drag
them off their feet like the half-
drowned and half-frozen wretches
they were before they could calm
them down and jerk some sense into
their heads.

“God A’'mighty, look at the stock
in here!” shiveringly groaned Mc-
Bride a minute or two later, gazing
down the canyon as he struggled to
quiet his horse. “Man alive, it looks
full of both cows and horses. The
pick of the stock of the ranges, you
can bet!”

“We've got to get away from here,”
warned Fargo. “Remember the duck
on the cliff who was shooting at us.
He knows we're in the canyon, and
the chances are ten to one in his
favor that he’ll come through some
hole and soon be on this side of the
cliff. Come on!”

He swung himself into his wet
saddle, clothing still dripping. He
swung the girl up behind him. They
were all mounted by then, and Fargo
had whirled his black to lead the way
on down the canyon when a rifle
started crashing up there in the black
ledges of the cliff above the spilling

mouth of the stream. Fargo let out
a yell as he drove his rowels into his
black’s ribs to start the wild gallop
forward.

“That’s our man after us again.
Ride!”

They rode, a scattered-out string
whipping and spurring their horses
as they sought shelter farther down
the stream while the rifleman on the
ledges up there followed them with
bullets as fast as he could fire until
they were whirling around a rim-
rocked knoll and getting themselves
out of gun-range.

“ UT of the fryin’ pan and into the

fire, so to speak the good old
sayin’,” growled Bullard a short time
later. “I reckon every dad-burned
rustler in the canyon knows we'’re in
here by this time. Listen, Bart! Hear
them hoofs ringin’? Somebody’s com-
in’ up the canyon like hell a-beatin’

the tin roof off the pore house. We’ve

got to do somethin’.”

Riders were coming, the growing
clatter and mad pounding hoofs ris-
ing like growling thunder. The shoot-
ing up there on the ledge had come
to an end, but it had been enough
to attract men down the canyon and
bring them quirting and hurrying to-
ward the place where the river raced
out of the black hole in the cliff.

“McBride’s in the canyon!” The
voice came from the cliff, the owner
of it yet hidden up there in the dead
darkness. It was a long-drawn voice
that seemed to reach down over the
canyon to go rocketing and rever-
berating to every knoll. “McBride,
his gal, an’ three others! In the can-
yon! Straight down the river, Behind
that first knoll! McBride! Fightin’
Bill McBride is in the canyon!”

“Yeah, he is,” drawled the rancher
in a low tone. “And once before he
found where his horses had been run
into that river out there along with
my old riding boss who stuck to them
until the end. 1 thought it was to
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just get rid of them because we were
hard after the gang, and because my
Old Jim Yardley had got himself
caught in the herd and wouldn’t come
out of it. I ain’t yet had a chance
to tell you about Old Jim. There’s
been too much going on. He taught
my Johnny to ride. He taught Mary
Lou all she knows. But—but say
what’s next, Fargo? I'll leave the
bossing of us up to you when it comes
to what we’re going to do from now
on.”

“Keep quiet,” whispered Fargo.
“Get your guns ready. This will have
to be fast. Catch them before they
scatter out on us and take the ad-
vantage of shelter.”

They could see the galloping rid-
ers now. There were six of them,
each man mounted on a spirited
horse, animals probably stolen from
the Iron Tail. They were no more
than three hundred yards away, and
it was evident that the pound and
clatter of the hoofs of their horses
were drowning out the sounds of the
continued yelling and raging of the
man on the cliff.

Rifles were crashing a minute later.
The riders had jerked to a halt in
the distance. The man on the cliff was
still yelling down his wild warnings
as if he had become some mechanical
instrument up there that was going
to rage and wail for the rest of the
night. One of the riders must have
heard him. Fargo saw a man throw up
his hands, saw the running horses
jam together in their quick halt with
some of them rearing and lunging.
The voice of the man on the cliff
came again, as clear and long-ringing
as a bell.

“Look out down there, boys! Bill
McBride, his gal, an’ three others
are in the canyon—"

A crash from Oklahoma Sam Bul-
lard’s old rifle cut the voice short
with its far-rolling report. One of
the men in the distance straightened
with a jerk in his saddle, then rocked
forward to crowd himself low over

his saddle-horn as his horse whirled
with him. A wild yell and a sharp
clattering of hoofs followed as the
others scattered out, their guns leap-
ing into action and blazing red fire.

It was a running war, blood and
gunpowder after that. Fargo spilled
a man from his saddle. Bensen killed
a horse with a quick shot and a bullet
that went a yard low of its mark.

They saw the horse plunge into the -

air with a death leap, saw it go down,
its rider striking the ground and a
cloud of flying gravel and dust boil-

in around them. Fargo was tilting an- .

other man in his saddle then, and by
this time Fighting Bill McBride was
into it, blazing away with a rifle that
still dripped with river water as he
snatched it out of the long boot on
his saddle. :

They rode for them after that, with
the girl clinging to Fargo’s back and
riding with her hair bannering in the
wind behind him. They came to the
place where the horse Bensen had
unintentionally shot, had gone down.
A man was lying there beside the
animal, a snarling, black-bearded
beast of a fellow with his right leg
pinned under his horse. A blazing
six-shooter started crashing in the
man’s hand. Bullard swerved close
to him, as if he was going to ride
right over him, and his six-shooters
thundered, rocking the man back-
ward with one bullet through the
chest and another that squirted blood
from a round hole in the center of his
forehead.

“And I said the old buck couldn’t
shoot!” yelled McBride in a strange,
half-crazy voice of glee as he gal-
loped on. “That’s a horse on me, you
fighting old hellion, and you can
have the pick of the herd when you
want him}!”

Fargo spilled another man from his
horse with a quick, half-aimed shot
that jerked the man straight in his
saddle and then curved him backward
to bounce and bound off the rump of
his horse and strike the ground.

£)
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Save for that man up there in the
rocks above the river, there were
but two of the men left now. Both
were sorely wounded, both lying low
over their saddle-horns, each weav-
ing and rocking from side to side, and
neither making an attempt to fight
back. They pounded on with shots
still tearing at them. After a mile
a tall grove of cottonwoods showed
ahead. Finally a light gleamed from
the window of a low, sod-roofed
cabin under the trees.

Fargo saw one of the men crouched
over his saddle suddenly reel a little
farther than usual to the right when
his horse reached the end of the cabin.
As limply as a rag, the man fell there
at the end of the cabin. The other
man rode on, and smashed into a big
corral gate beyond the cabin to roll
to the ground in an unconscious
bundle. Then, every gun ready, Fargo
and the others were plunging into the
cabin yard and snatching their horses
to a halt just as a door opened, and
a tall, gray-headed skeleton-shape
stood in the faltering light from a
smoky lamp on a table in the front
room of the cabin.

He looked old, so old that he was
like the shadow of a ghost standing
there in the doorway of the cabin.
Beard covered his face like a snowy
cloud, a pair of sunken dark eyes ap-
pearing to burn through it. A greasy
cook’s apron was on him. His feet
were bare, and from his right ankle,
running backward into the cabin, was
a long, shiny steel chain.

“Bill!” he cried. “Bill, oh, Bill
McBride!”

“Yardley—Jim Yardley!” Fighting
Bill McBride’s voice rose like a wail
as he flung himself out of his saddle.
“]im!”

“Uncle Jim!” cried the girl, and
as if forgetting rustlers, she was
flinging herself down from behind
Fargo and darting toward the old
man in the doorway like some young
wild thing with waving hands and
arms. “Uncle Jim!”

“Howdy, Leather Britches!” The
old man’s voice was a high, cracked
wail, filled with intense emotion that
seemed to have been waiting a long,
long time for an opportunity of ex-
pression. “I—I said you—an’—an’
Bill—would some day—find yore
way—here.”

CHAPTER VI
Battle Royal!

«“ ONTHS of waitin’ here, yes,

Leather Britches.” The old
ghost of a man was going to pieces
a few minutes later. He had dropped
forward on his knees there in the
doorway with Mary Lou McBride
sobbing in his arms. “I knowed Bill
would come, would find the way. I
waited, bein’ kicked ’round, at times
whipped with a quirt if the biscuits
wasn’t just right, if the beef was
cooked a little too much or not
encugh, o

“They got me the night I got
caught in the herd an’ couldn’t break
my way out.” His voice rose into a
cackle. “In the jam comin’ through
the whirlpool I got bad hurt. Then
Jasper Hutch comes, remembers that
I used to cook mighty well, an’ they
started me in on that.”

“So Jasper Hutch has been here!”
rumbled McBride with something
moist and shiny in his eyes. “Behind
the whole show, like I've always said,
Jim?”

“Lape Lassiter’s the real boss!” ex-
claimed the older man. “Lape, the
snake who started our Johnny on the
gun trail. The woman what helped
’im left ’im, they say, in Mexico. But
—but Lassiter’s been back here
more’n a year, comin’ an’ goin’ betwix
suns. An’—an’ Jasper Hutch ain’t
Jasper Hutch. He’s Jasper Lassiter,
brother to that damned Lape . . .)”

Fargo took no part in the long
string of conversation and outbursts
of swearing that followed. He and
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money. Ain’t we always shared and
shared alike?”

“Yeah,” said Big Lem uncomfor-
tably, “we done that, Oakie.” Then
his big moon-face brightened. “Well,
that canteen ain’t going to stay empty
long now. I kin count at least five
saloon signs down the main street.
Which one’ll we try?”

“The nearest one, nacherally,” said
Little Oakie.

S THEY trotted up and dis-

mounted in front of the Howling
Dog Bar and Amusement Palace the
few loungers around the hitching
rack regarded them with something
akin to amazement.

“First I knowed the circus was
comin’ to town,” muttered a lanky
cowpoke as Big Lem and Little Oakie
plopped to the ground side by side.
Little Oakie rode the biggest cow-
horse in the Southwest, to make up
for his own lack of stature, but even
in his high-heeled boots he didn’t
quite measure up to five feet. He
weighed ninety-five, after a full meal.
Big Lem was all that Little Oakie
wasn’t. He stood six feet three in his
stocking feet, and although he tipped
the beam at two eighty, he wasn’t fat.

Little Oakie hitched his twin six-
shooters up on his lean bandy-shanks,
glared fiercely at the gawking loung-
ers, and strode into the Howling Dog
with Lem close at his heels.

“Set ’em up,” Oakie ordered the
bartender. “A bottle and two glasses
—no, not them thimbles—drinkin’
glasses. We'’re thirsty.” He poured
half a tumbler of whisky neat,
shoved the bottle over to Lem. They
raised their glasses solemnly, clicked
them together.

“Mud in yore eye,” said Little
Oakie.

“Mud,” said Big Lem.

Oakie let the fire-water sizzle down
through his esophagus, shook his
head to clear the fog from his eyes,
and seemed to grow an inch taller.

He glowered at the far end of the
bar, where a dozen or so men were
in heated discussion.

“What’s them rannies
about?” he demanded.

“Ain’t you heard?” said the bar-
tender. “Strangers, huh? Why, an
old skinflint named Ned Oakes loaned
Ollie Grimshaw some money, and it’s
due tomorrow, and Ollie probably
won't be able to pay, and old Oakes
sent a letter sayin’ he was goin’ to
take over Ollie’s place, and the boys
are a bit riled up, and talkin’ of a
hemp-stretchin’ party.”

“They are, are they?” Little Oakie
poured himself another drink and
downed it. “I’ll settle that quick
enough. Fact of the matter, that’s
what me and my sidekick Lem came
up here about. I'm Seth Oakes, old
Ned’s nevview—"

“Qh, so you’re Seth Oakes, are you?
Well now, I'm shore the boys’ll be
right glad to meetcha.” The bar-
tender raised his voice. “Fellers,” he
bellowed, “this here pipesqueak says
he’s Seth Oakes, come up here to take
over Ollie’s ranch. Step right up and
meet the varmint.”

“Now wait a minute,” said Little
Oakie aggrievedly, “I didn’t say—"
but his voice was drowned in the
sudden roar of twelve angry voices.
Twelve black-browed cowmen turned
from the bar in unison and started
toward the spot where Lem and Oakie
stood. A young curly-headed puncher
pushed ahead of the rest.

“If yo’re half a man, stranger,” he
began, “you’ll give Ollie a chance t’
get th’ money together. Ollie’s had
a run o’ bad luck—"

“I'm aimin’ to tell you,” snorted
Little Oakie, “that I come all the
way up here just a-purpose—"

A Dbeefy, blue-jawed buckeroo el-
bowed the curly-headed youngster
aside. “Lemme handle this, Red,” he
growled. “Listen, you,” he poked a
pudgy forefinger in Oakie’s ribs,
“yo’re not tellin’ us anything; we’re

jawin'
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tellin’ you. You've got just sixty
seconds to git on yore flea-bitten nags
and high-tail it outta town.”

Little Oakie’s mustache began to
tremble at the ends. “Keep yore paws
offen me, you polecat,” he snarled,
“or I'll salivate you! If youw’ll shut
that big mouth o’ yourn a minute
and lemme explain—"

“Yore explainin’ days are over, you
little toad,” the beefy puncher said.
“Come on, boys, let’s show ’em how
we treat Shylocks in Sassafras Bend,”
and he reached out to lay violent
hands on Oakie.

Little Oakie hopped back a pace,
slapped his thighs and came up with
two six-shooters that looked almost
as big as himself. “Stand where you
are!” he yelled. “I'll plug the first
man—"

An overloaded gobboon, juicy end
to, sailed through the air from the
rear of the throng. Little Oakie
stopped the upper rim with his fore-
head, the lower rim with his teeth,
and as he went down he made a
queer gurgling sound. Then, as the
crowd closed in, Big Lem heaved a
profound sigh, reached out and seized
the two nearest heads. There was a
pop like a cork being drawn from
an overcharged bottle as he brought
the two heads together.

Lem tucked the glassy-eyed red-
head between his legs as he threw
the beefy man. He grunted with dis-
approval when the hurtling form
bowled over only three of the Sassa-
fras Benders, but his aim was better
with the red-head. Then he stepped
carefully over the fallen warrior at
his feet—Little Oakie looked like a
Comanche whose warpaint had started
to run—and picked up a chair,

That didn’t work at all—it splin-
tered completely on the first head
he cracked it over—and he was be-
ginning to wonder what he could use
for ammunition, eyeing the bar specu-
latively to decide whether it could
be up-ended, when the problem was

solved for him. Three of the more
daring but less prudent Sassafras
Benders jumped him from behind.

Lem reached back, picked them off
one by one, and hurled them, the
last one’s boots flying off as he sailed
through the air. Lem was begining to
relax, now, and enjoy himself, and
he stooped over and pulled a leg from
a poker table. When he straightened
up he looked around a trifle be-
wilderedly, for he was standing alone
in the middle of the Howling Dog.
Those of the Sassafras Benders who
were still conscious were running or
crawling toward both doors, front
and back.

“That’s funny,” Lem muttered, “I
thought we was just gettin’ started.”
He headed back toward Little Oakie.
“These Sassyfras Benders shore tire
easy—must be they don’t get much
exercise around here.”

E PICKED Little Oakie up and
J stretched him out full length
on the bar, took the whisky bottle
and shoved it between Oakie’s teeth.
Little Oakie blinked glassy eyes,
choked, sputtered, and sat up.

“Stand where you are!” he shouted.
“I’ll plug the first man—"

“Lie down,” Lem said. “Yo’re drunk
from tobacco juice. You shore do
look like hell, Oakie. Wait a minute.”
He lumbered out to the hitching rack,
came back with a canteen. “Here,
gargle some of this.”

Little Oakie took a gulp and spat
it out. “Aaugg!” he said. “Water!”

“Shore it’s water,” said Big Lem.
“I didn’t mean fer you to swaller it
—ijust wash some of that tobacco
juice outen you.”

“What happened?” Little Oakie de-
manded, spitting out a tooth that had
been knocked halfway down his
throat by the cuspidor.

“You forgot t° duck, as usual,”
said Lem, “Say,” he banged the bar
with a ponderous fist, “them pole-
cats mighta hurt you, throwin’ things
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He stopped, a startled look coming
into his eyes. “Lem,” he husked,
“there’s somethin’ dead around here!”

“Pheyew!” Big Lem glared re-
proachfully at Oakie. “Why, you
dang little polecat, you might at
least ’a gone outside—"

“Polecat?” OQOakie repeated. He
stared closed at the excited animal
that had followed him in. “Jumped
up Judas Priest, it is a polecat!”

The canteens clattered to the floor
as Lem and Oakie dived for the door.
They got there at the same time,
which was unfortunate for QOakie. He
bounced like a rubber ball from the
collision, caromed off the wall and
landed on his back in the middle of
the floor. There was a soft squshing
sound beneath him as he went down.

Oakie rolled over groggily, took
one look at the flattened remains of
the “pussycat” on which he had
landed, and started groping his way
on hands and knees toward the door.
He made it to the edge of the porch,
where he started to collapse, then he
got a whiff of himself and new life
came to him.

He staggered to his feet and started -

running. The cool breeze in his face
soon cleared the fumes from: his head
and he stopped.

“It’s all right, Lem,” he called, “I
killed—phewie!” and he was off again.
He circled the yard three times by
stops and starts before he finally gave
up and stood there panting.

“It’s no use,” he said. “Guess I'll
have t’ live with it the rest of my
life.”

“First time I ever saw a man tryin’
to run away from hisself,” Lem, said.
“Danged if you don’t get some queer
notions, Oakie. Well, we might as
well go back in. The canteens are
still in there—and a dead skunk can’t
smell no worsen you do.”

It was six drinks apiece, or approx-
imately one quart later, that Oakie
decided enough was enough. “’T hell
with Grimjaw,” he said. “You can

wait up all night fer ’im if you want
to; I'm gonna turn in.”

“Mud,” Lem mumbled.

“Huh?”

“l mean hess, Yoakie. I mean—
c¢’mon, les find a bed.”

They located a four-poster in a
darkened bedroom and crawled
wearly into it after hanging the can-
teens over a foot-post.

OR a few minutes quiet reigned

over the Grimshaw ranch, then
Lem muttered: “Hell, forgot t’ take
off m’ necktie.”

“You dang dude,” Oakie said
sleepily, “I didden know you wore a
tie.”

“I don’t.” Lem pondered a moment.
“Then what th’ hell is this around m’
neck?”

“Whazzit feel like?”

Lem fumbled at his throat. “Sorta
soft, an’ round, an’ cold. “’Twiggles.”

“'Twiggles?”

“Yeah, ’twiggles like a snake.”

Oakie fumbled a match out of his
pocket and scratched it on the wall.
“Hol’ it over here where I ¢’'n see
it, Lem,” he said, and as Lem obliged,
Oakie went up and over the foot of
the bed in a single leap.

“J-j-jepers!” he screeched, ‘“you
got a rattler by the throat! Fer Gawd-
sake hold it, Lem; hold it till I get
the lamp!” He skittered out into the
parlor and dashed back with the
lamp in one hand and a six-shooter in
the other.

“Hold it out from you, Lem!” Oakie
shouted, “and I'll blow its dang head
off !” His forty-five roared, and three
buttons vanished from the end of the
rattler’s tail.

“I don’t think you need t’ shoot
any more, Oakie,” said Lem, wiping
the perspiration from his forehead.
“I guess I held it too tight an’ broke
its neck. See, ’taint wigglin’ any
more.” He stepped gingerly to the
open window and threw the defunct
rattler out onto the ground.
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from: diving in and wolfing down the
chuck.

Duane turned his mind to Maureen
Dixon. So she was locking him out
of her corral because it didn’t seem
he had changed any from the wild,
fighting, far-riding puncher of a few
years ago; a waddy who had his own
little place, worked all over the range
and figured he loved her. And she was
outraged because he had “Antagon-
ized Holabird!”

Duane shrugged. He never figured
to squawk, or play at having a busted
heart or gizzard, or whatever. And,
anyhow, he had other things besides
a girl to think about.

“Fellow,” the little man broke in
on his thoughts, “I don’t understand
anybody getting into trouble over me.
That man you called Holabird: I've
seen some damned bad ones, killers,
all kinds. He’s a mixture of most of
them.”

“Forget ’er,” Duane said. “I want
company on my place, an’ you likely
can use a rest. Anyhow, I wasn’t
standin’ for Holabird slammin’ you.
I never liked him none, noway. As
for Lud Bates—he’s just a fat fool
toadyin’ to the big ones. I reckon
Holabird has got a lot bigger than he
was when I left these parts.”

“Uh, Shasta Duane’s my brand.”

“Mine’s Giffy. Bill Giffy. I never
thought I'd meet a man like you,
Duane. No need to tell you I ain’t
a sick man.” He studied Duane in-
tently. “But I will tell you, I got this
way doing time.”

“There’s more men out that belong
in—" Duane began.

“No. I want to tell you,” Bill Giffy
cut in. “Once I was an expert for a
safe and vault manufacturing com-
pany, Duane. I— Well, I went crazy,
I guess. I used what I knew to open
a safe in an express office. A couple
of longriders were with me. They
talked me in to it—which is no ex-
cuse, of course. And they got off with

most of the money and fixed it so I'd
get caught. One of them was later
killed, I heard. The other one, I don’t
know. I did five years on a twelve-
year sentence, and I’'m on parole.”

“Will you eat an’ stop jawin’?”
Duane demanded. “Look at me. Hell,
Giffy, I've taught mules to suck eggs.
I've pushed 1i'l ducks in the water.
Yessir. An’ before I'm done, I just
might kill a skunk or two.”

Bill Giffy grinned, then sobered.
“I won’t forget this, Duane. I just
drifted here for my health, and that
Holabird just took a dislike to me.
About the skunk killing: You may
have to, you stick around these

" parts.”

UANE tossed silver down when

they were done, and led the way
out. There was no sign of Holabird
or the Dixons. But, while Duane was
shifting his pack to make riding space
for Bill Giffy, old Asia Yale came up
to him.

“Damn glad to meet you again,
Shasta,” he said, offering a paw. “It
done me good to see you dough-pop
Holabird, though I wouldn’t make
that too loud. Holabird, Shasta, has
got damn big the last couple of years.
An’ the rest of us is singin’ low.”

“How’s that?”

Asia Yale shook his head. “Rus-
tlers, one thing. You know how much
chance a man’s got, once his stuff is
drove up in the Broodin’ Mountains.
Me, Clay Dixon, some others, we still
graze on Public Domain. Around
Blind Park an’ Dark Meadows, Shasta.
So does Holabird graze there. An’ a
lot of our grazin’ permits expires
pretty quick.” ’

(CSO?”

Yale spat, cursed. “So, when time
comes to renew them permits, we’re
in for it. This year, I hear, man leases
so many acres accordin’ to how many
head he’s got. An’ that’ll mean this
Holabird will grab up most the free
range for the next few years.”
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ous blast from its whistle. Wheels
groaned to a grinding halt on steel
tracks, grudging to pause at this
little Notown of Nowhere for even
so important a passenger as J. D.
Bayard. They started up again with
disdainful haste, the whistle shrilled
its final insult, and the train sped on
its way.

Kinny heard, but the significance
of the sounds did not enter his con-
sciousness, Hob Vogel was speaking,
his casual words carried to Kinny
the effect of a king unexpectedly of-
fering knighthood to a subject.

“Care to join my outfit?” was all
Vogel said, but the vastness of the
compliment was dizzying.

Why, only lords of the saddle went
with a trail herd. Men with reputa-
tions, who knew all the tricks of sav-
ing a horse and extracting its last
labored step without ruining it. Men
who could work in the saddle all day,
and ride herd in their sleep at night,
if necessary. Picked old hands, wise
and tough and unkillable, who could
and would stick to the last mile. Men
like these Tree L riders. . . .

Kinny swallowed and said, “Uh—
Why——”

“There won’t be any pay, y'under-
stand,” Vogel broke in on him. “Not
till we get where we're goin’. An’
mebby not then, for awhile. Ain’t
sure yet where we’ll light. Might be
we’ll have to sell what’s left o’ the
herd after we get up there, if all the
free range is taken up. Had to start
out on spec.”

“Sure,” Kinny nodded.
stand that. Only—"

“Got so dry down our way,” pur-
sued Vogel, “a man couldn’t spit
’thout raisin’ a dust. We’re livin’ on
beef an’ coffee, mostly, with a little—
Sit on that critter’s head, somebody.
He’s comin’ up. Put a rope on him.
He’s next on the bill o> fare. Tell
Jaffy that. Like I was sayin’, Kinni-
kin, we ain’t got much family com-
forts to speak of, but when we get

“I under-

up to Wyomin’ we’ll mebby still have
a middlin’ fair spread.”

“It—it ain’t that,” said Kinny. “I'd
sure like to go up the long trail with
you. You know that. Only—well—

It was awful hard to explain a
thing that everybody knew and took
for granted. Vogel was looking at
him with a quizzical lift to one frosty
eyebrow. Obie’s eyes had turned
solemn and weighing, somehow. The
rest of the riders just sat in their
worn saddles and idly watched the
neck-roping of the steer, yet they
had the air of men with attentive
ears,

“Would it,” inquired Vogel, “be
a gal?”
“Uh-uh.” Kinny disclaimed that.

“It’s just—well—see, J.D. expects me
to—to stay on here. J.D.—he’s Mr.
Bayard. He owns the Big Arrow.”

“Heard of him,” Vogel admitted.
“Easterner, ain’t he? Big man, they
say. So you’re workin’ for his play-
hobby outfit, eh? Well then, that’s
dif’rent.”

“Yeah, I kind o’ work on it.” Kinny
felt hot. “That is, I live there.’ See,
Mr. Vogel—Hob, I mean—it’s like
this. Dad saved ]J.D.s life when he
got killed. Steer broke out o’ the
shipping pen an’ made straight for-
J.D. Dad—he was range boss—he
jumped in the way an’ tried to throw
it afoot.”

“That sounds like old Kinnikin,),
Vogel observed. “Crazy loon. The
steer got him, eh? So that’s how it
happened. This brother o’ yours—
Grant his name, you said? Does he—
h’'m—kinda work for the Big Arrow,
too?”

“No.” Kinny flushed at what he
thought was a tinge of gentle sar-
casm. “J.D. took Grant east with him
after Dad was killed.. He’s done an
awful lot for Grant. Grant wrote an’
told me, First letter I've had from
him in a dog’s age. He kinda hinted
J. D. aims to do the same for me, this
time he comes down. Give me oppor-
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the floor. And Hondo, eyes wide, in-
credulous, froze in his own draw,
staring into the smoking muzzle that
suddenly whirled and yawned in his
fare.

“Drop it!” snapped Danny Carr, no
longer lazy now, but a coiled mass
of human springs. “Drop it—or else
finish it!”

T WAS not Hondo that was the

danger, though. Danny could see
Hondo and Hagan and most of the
others. But the door and two win-
dows were open invitations for a shot
from the dark—and the bartender
was almost directly behind him. And
behind every bar, in towns like
Eagle, a sawed-off shotgun was as
much of a bartender’s equipment as
the bar bottles.

It would be the bartender! Danny’s
ears caught the slight scuffle behind
him. He saw it in Hondo’s face,
too—in his snake-like eyes, the lift
of his thin lips. If Danny turned to
face the bartender, Hondo would fin-
ish his draw and shoot like a flash.
Already Hondo’s hand was quiver-
ing—

“Hold it, Pock-face!” The words
came from nowhere, like a bolt from
the blue. “And you, bartender—you
c¢’n jest put that scatter-gun right
back where you h’isted it from.
Hustle!”

Hondo’s mouth had sagged open.
Surprise was written in the faces
of the sther men out there in front.
And then Danny saw whence that
amazing voice had come,

A long rifle-barrel poked through
the black port of a side-window but
it was centered, not on Danny, but
somewhere behind him. The face of
the rifleman was a dim blur in the
outer dark—just a blur of face and
gaunt, drooping mustaches, under a
sag-brimmed hat.

Then Danny heard the sigh of the
bartender and the thud of the sawed-
off shotgun dropped back into place.

“So fur, so good,” approved the
amazing rifleman in the window, and
the rifle barrel slid along the sill.
“Hope springs etarnal—but I'm
warnin’ you other gents ag’in puttin’
too much faith in ’er— All except
you, Pock-face. You ¢'n git on with
yore draw if yo’re hankerin’ to finish
it."

But the white beads of perspira-
tion stood out on Hondo’s forehead,
and the Colt slid from his fingers to
the floor.

“Now, Texas,” said the unseen rifle-
man, “you better rattle yore hocks
while the rattlin’ is good. Git out
the door an’ to yore hoss. I'll keep
’em kivered, but it ain’t likely they’ll
stand all night.” .

Danny waited no longer. With a
half dozen strides he was at the
door and through it, He hit the
ground running, and made for the
hitchrack., Mounted, with the roan
crowding close to the chestnut, he
whirled around the side of the saloon,
toward the window where his un-
known friend had been.

But the window was empty. The
rifleman had vanished as mysteriously
as he had appeared.

Then the light in the saloon sud-
denly went out. The darkened build-
ing rang with trampling feet and
Hondo’s wild curses.

“Outside! Git outside an’ git ’em!
They can’t git far! Git hosses an’
ride—!"

Danny slammed two bullets
through the window to cool their
enthusiasm. At the same moment he
heard hoofs start pounding suddenly
from the dark somewhere back of
the store. Not one horse, but two.
The sound was going away, growing
fainter, toward the west.

Puzzled, but grateful, Danny
swung the chestnut around, with the
roan snubbed close, and spurred due
east. As Hagan’s men poured from
the saloon, he threw a couple more
shots back at them. He heard the
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that roan against Hondo’s bay, do
you?”

But it was Bible Joe who broke in.
“Danny’s doin’ the ridin’. I'm doin’
the bettin’. That bay hoss is too fast
—I seen ’im yestiddy. But you an’
me might talk about it a leetle—"

At that moment the horse buyer’s
shout arose, calling the entrants to
the starting line with their mounts.
The riders headed down the flat.

ANNY found himself stirrup to

stirrup with Hondo on the bay.
On his other side, to his right, was
Many Coups, glued to the giant pinto.
Beyond Hondo the Crow rider held
his snorting, half-broken black to the
line.

Ahead, at the finish line, the agent
and judge stood, with the whites
clustered around. Along the line of
the course the Crow and Cheyenne
braves strung out, the squaws and
boys in the rear.

The horse buyer held his hat high,
looked along the line. Suddenly with
a shout, he brought it down—the
starting signal.

Danny heard the snort of the pinto
as the horse was drummed by the
Cheyenne’s heels—heard the shrill
yell of the Crow, and Hondo’s curse.
But at the same moment the roan
between his own knees had shot for-
ward like a bolt under the prick of
his spurs. The beat of plunging hoofs
was like rolling thunder.

Neck and neck the horses had
broken from the line, the Crow’s per-
haps a nose ahead. But inside the first
hundred yards, the pinto and the
black were even, nose for nose.
Hondo’s bay had dropped back almost
to Danny’s stirrups, a neck behind.

Saddleless, their bridles but a
twisted strip of deerhide, with an-
other wider strip for the red riders
to secure heelhold, the Indians’ horses
had the advantage of thirty pounds
weight. But the white men’s horses,
larger, grain-fed through the hard

winters, had more sinew to call upon.
Imperceptibly they began to creep
up.

Bending forward in his saddle, al-
most on the roan’s neck, Danny rode
effortlessly. The rush of air was in
his ears, the coppery Indians lining
the track a dark blur. Beneath him he
could feel the surge and thrust of
the roan’s mighty muscles uncoiling
like springs.

The roan was passing the black—
was pulling up even with the pinto.
Danny could see the rise and fall
of a coppery arm, as the Cheyenne
chief lashed his pony on. Behind him
he could hear Hondo’s sudden curse.

Then the roan was ahead—an inch
—a foot—two feet. Not a hundred
feet in front now, the finish line
showed. Yells sounded in his ears—
Hagan’s bull-like roar—old Bible
Joe’s high-pitched voice.

Danny was aware, then, of the
cause of the added excitement. The
bay—Hondo’s bay—was moving up
on him—was almost abreast of him!
The bay’s nostrils were a welter of
foam, his flanks were bloody from the
raking spurs. The little pock-marked
man was riding brutally, cruelly, with
quirt and spurs.

And the bay was drawing ahead!
That was the incredible fact. The
bay that Danny had seen pressed to
beat the Crow’s pony the day before
—the bay he was sure could never
throw dust on his roan—was drawing
ahead!

For the first time Danny really let
the roan feel the spurs—felt its an-
swering leap as it flashed to the front.

Then in that moment when the
knowledge of victory was thrilling
Danny’s veins, Hondo suddenly
cursed, swung his quirt. It bit, not
into the bay, but into Danny’s roan,
fairly across the roan’s muzzle. The
roan, mighty horse that he was, broke
stride under that unexpected slash
—he faltered, then picked up stride
again.
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The bent old body straightened.
Jube Turner’s voice rose shrilly.
“I’m onto yore game, Chris Slagle!
I know you’re Curly Jack Slade’s
poodle, but that don’t scare me. And
it don’t give such scum as you the
right to shove me into the street!”

“Sassy, huh?” Slagle snarled
nastily. “You ol’ goat, I aim to teach
you some manners!”

Chris Slagle’s fist lashed out and
drove into the oldster’s face, hurling
him to the street. Stunned, Jube
Turner rolled over, swayed to his
knees, spitting blood and dust from
his mouth. His face was gray with
rage as he grabbed for his gun.

Chris Slagle had been standing
spread-legged, grinning coldly down
at the oldster. Now his hand moved,
there was a spurt of gunflame and
smoke, and old Jube Turner wilted
down slowly into the dust again, un-
fired gun in his hand. Still grinning,
Chris Slagle holstered his gun,
turned and started back along the
walk.

As the gunshot boomed out, Tal
Brady had already leaped out the
door and was running across the
street. Instantly, he had sensed what
was about to happen. He knew Jube
Turner was dead. Cold fury churned
in his eyes.

“Just a minute, Slagle!” he said
flatly.

Chris Slagle stopped. He looked at
marshal Tal Brady, his amused grin
turning to a sneer. v

“Well?” he asked.

Tal Brady paced on up to the
killer. His arms were loose at his
sides, But Slagle must have sensed
something deadly in his attitude. His
burly shoulders hunched forward, and
his stubby fingers splayed over gun-
butts.

“Well, Mister,” Slagle said trucu-
lently, “what is it?”

“This!” Tal Brady hissed, and his
bony fist exploded with all the weight
of his muscular body behind it

against Slagle’s bewhiskered chin.

The savage blow smashed Chris
Slagle to the ground. By the time
he regained his senses Tal Brady had
disarmed him and was hustling him
along the street toward the jail. He
shoved the dazed, cursing killer into
a cell, locked the door and went back
to the street. y

A small crowd had gathered about
Jube Turner’s body. They looked at
Tal Brady with new respect in their
eyes as he approached. Some of them
asked questions, But Tal said noth-
ing. He turned the body over to the
town coroner, then went back to his
office. The bitter light had deepened
in his eyes, that certainty of ulti-
mate defeat had deepened in his
heart. Now, he knew, Curly Jack
Slade would be coming to see him.

ND he was right. It was an hour

later when he saw Slade come
from the gaudy-fronted saloon down
the street and come toward the
marshal’s office. There was an easy,
confident swing to Slade’s lithe body
as he strolled along. His fancy boots
gleamed in the sunshine, his cream
Stetson was pushed back from his
curly yellow hair.

Tal Brady didn’t get up from his
chair as Curly Jack came into the
office, Curly Jack draped a leg care-
lessly across a corner of the desk,
looked smilingly at Tal Brady.

“Now that you've had your little
joke, Brady,” Curly Jack said softly,
“you can turn Chris Slagle out.”

“I don’t see any joke,” Tal said
slowly. “And Slagle won’t either,
when he feels a rope about his neck.”

“Like that, huh?” Curly Jack asked
mockingly. “Since when is it against
the law for a man to defend himself?
A dozen men saw Jube Turner go
for his gun first. You saw it your-
self, if you were watching.”

“I saw it,” Tal Brady nodded. “All
the same, it was murder, Why beat
about the bush, Slade? For some rea-



BOOTHILL'S BADGE-TOTER

son, you wanted old Jube Turner
killed, Chris Slagle got the job. The
fact that he forced Turner into draw-
ing first, doesn’t keep it from being
cold-blooded murder.”

Curly Jack Slade was still smiling.
“So what?”

“So I locked Slagle up. He’ll be
tried, according to law. Until then
he stays in a cell!”

“Have you gone crazy, Brady?”

Tal shook his head bleakly, and
said, “I’m just through bein’ a yellow
dog. I’'m not fool enough to think I
can gain anything by fighting you.
I know I won’t have a chance. All
the same—Chris Slagle stays in jail!”

Curly Jake Slade said nothing for
a moment. He reached into a pocket
of his gaudy jacket, took out several
slips of paper.

“Maybe these will make you change
your mind,” he said, and held the
pieces of paper before Tal Brady’s
eyes.

Tal Brady didn’t change expres-
sion, but he felt like a chill wind had
fanned him. The slips were 1.O.U.s,
totaling $3000, and signed by Dan
Brady. Tal knew they weren’t
phony. He fought to hold his voice
steady when he spoke.

“Why didn’t you mention these last
night?”

Curly Jack shrugged. “I thought
they might come in handy—Ilater. I've
had them a couple of weeks. I'm a
little low on cash, and I might call
on the kid just any time for my
money. 1f he couldn’t make these
good, and you wouldn’t, it might go
pretty hard with Dan Brady. You
savvy that, don’t you?”

“I savvy that,” Tal Brady nodded,
his lips stiff and white. “And Slagle
stays in jail. Maybe, by now, you can
savvy that!”

Curly Jack Slade quit smiling, Cat-
cruelty leaped into his slitted eyes.
“I savvy you’re a plain damn fool!”
he snapped. Then, suddenly, Curly

Jack was smiling with smooth suavity
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again, but the cruel, mocking light
stayed in his eyes. “But I’m willin’ to
overlook all this, to forget about what
you did last night, about you jailin’
Chris Slagle. I savvy you just for-
got a lot of things—for instance, a
gent that used to be called Tonto
Pete Morgan!”

Tal Brady shook his head. “I hadn’t
forgotten that, Slade,” he intoned.
“I know I'll never be able to forget
it, while we both live. I've been ex-
pecting you to mention it, to threaten
me with it, to make me crawl on my
belly before you, as you have for the
last two years. Oh, I know I didn’t
have to crawl, Slade—but I thought,
at first, that I could play your game
and retain some of my self-respect
at the same time. I know now I was
wrong. I've closed my eyes to your
lawlessness, to your stealing, killing,
robbing. I’ve been worse even than
you, if such a thing is possible. And
now—I'm right back where I started!

“That’s what you mean, isn’t it,
Slade? Unless I do as you say, you’ll
tell folks that marshal Tal Brady is
really an outlaw, with a price on his
head, that he was known up in Mon-
tana a few years ago as Tonto Pete
Morgan. You’'ll send me to the pen.
Is that right?”

Curly Jack Slade laughed softly.
“That’s right,” he said. “But I'd hate
to do that. It’d be hard on that kid
finding out you’re not really the tin
god you’ve made him believe you are.
I don’t think I’ll have to do that,
though. You changed your mind yet
about turnin’ Chris Slagle loose?”

Tal Brady’s face was gray, his eyes
haggard, but defiant.

He said tautly, “No,
changed my mind!”

Curly Jack Slade got to his feet.
With a soft white hand he flicked a
speck of dust from his dark velvet
trousers. “Then you've got just five
hours to change it,” he said. “Till
eight o’clock, tonight. I'll b?’ at my
cabin, if you want to see me.

I haven’t
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Curly Jack turned and went out
onto the street. Tal Brady watched
him go, a leaden, hopeless feeling
in his heart. He knew Curly Jack
wasn’t bluffing. He had it in his
power to ruin Dan Brady, to put Tal
Brady in the pen, and he’d do those
things. .

S HE sat there, Tal Brady cursed

the wanderlust that had driven
him for five years. That was one rea-
son, now, that he could excuse Dan’s
wildness. A few years ago, Tal
Brady’s thirst for excitement had
driven him beyond the law. He’d been
known as Tonto Pete Morgan and
ridden for two years with Butch
Trone’s owlhoot gang up in Mon-
tana. His picture was put on some
reward flyers. It was only after news
of his father’s death that he had
returned home when he realized how
crazy he’d been. He’d sworn to go
straight, and to keep his kid brother,
Dan, on the right trail.

Somehow, somewhere, Curly Jack
Slade had come across one of those
reward notices. And he’d used his
knowledge to advantage. Not for his
own sake, but for Dan’s, Tal Brady
had played Slade’s game. But now
matters had taken a crazy turn. In-
stead of saving the kid, the weapon
that Slade held over Tal’s head had
driven Dan Brady to the brink of
ruin.

An hour passed, and Tal Brady
didn’t get up from his chair. He was
worried about Dan’s absence, plagued
by indecision. He knew he’d done a
crazy thing in defying Curly Jack
Slade. But it was too late to back
down now.

The sun arced lower, and the frame
buildings cast shadows across the
street, Latigo was quiet, still, as if
waiting for something to happen.. ..

Suddenly, a gunshot crashed out.
Tal Brady jerked to his feet, went out
onto the street. Somewhere down the
street, a man was yelling stridently.

Several men were running along the
street, toward the bank building. Tal
heard a quick drum of hoofs, but
the running horse was somewhere out
of sight.

Tal ran along the street, entered
the bank. The grotesquely sprawled
figure of wiry, gray-haired Jim Tate,
the bank president, lay on the floor,
a bullet through his heart. Baldwin,
the paunchy cashier, stiff-lipped with
fear, was trying to tell what had hap-
pened.

“A slender gent,” Baldwin gib-
bered. “He came in through the back
door, just as we were about to close
for the day, as Jim was carrying the
last of the money to the vault. He
had a gun in his hand, and a black
hood over his head and shoulders.
He told us to raise our hands, But
Jim told him to go to hell, and made
a dive for that desk drawer over
there where there’s a gun. Then this
masked gent let him have it, grabbed
up the bundles of money Jim had
dropped, and went out through the
back door. He must have had a horse
out there in the alley.”

“Did you recognize him?”
Brady asked tersely.

The paunchy cashier shook his
head. “There was something familiar
about his voice, but I can’t place it.
No, I don’t know who it was, unless
I heard his voice again.”

“Did anybody see him ride away?”
Tal asked.

Nobody had seen the hooded rider.
Tal went to the inert body, turned
it over. Jim Tate was stone dead.
Several loose banknotes lay on the
floor beside him. And, on the floor
where it had been concealed by Tate’s
body, Tal Brady found something
else—something that made his heart
feel like an icy band had suddenly
clamped about it.

Quickly, Tal Brady took the ob-
ject from the floor, slipped it into
his pocket. There was a stunned,
bewildered feeling in his brain as he

Tal
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Spivy observed, to his bearded chief-
tain: “The more you ast Irb not to
tackle it, the more set he was on it.
Notice that, Jim?”

Somewhat to Idaho’s surprise, Jim
Odom laughed.

“Ide,” he said, “mebbe I knowed
what I was doin’! Yeah—I wanted
him to go. Matter o’ self-defense for
us all, pardner. That damn little desert
sidewinder, he can make you think
black is white ef only you’ll listen
to him, and you and the other boys
shore did. Any dog that’ll fetch a
bone—but I already said that. A little
later, you and me will ride into Gold
Rock and hang around in the dark and
see what happens. Hafta be keerful
though, because we’ve not been there
fer a long time, and the town’s built
fast lately and we might git sawta
tangled up. Now le’s have some grub,
Ide.”

Idaho
fire. . . .

Spivy kindled a supper

ITTLE Irb Rane had decided that

it would be better if Ben Sutters
didn’t know he was going alone to
stick up the bank vault guards, so
he kept well behind Sutters on the
way to town.

He arrived at eleven o’clock that
night and haunted the deepest shad-
ows while he waited for the last saloon
to close. Then he left his pony under
black live oaks in the edge of the
business section, and soundlessly
slipped here and there getting the
lay of things. There was no moon. No
light showed anywhere, The town was
bigger than he had thought. He was
the better part of an hour in finding,
above the main doorway of an almost
new brick building, these words in
dim white—GOLD ROCK CITY
BANK.

Ben Sutters had said two windows
were open for air, one at the front
and one at the rear. Rane located the
open front window, knelt nearby in
the darkness and for twenty minutes

did nothing but breathe, watch and
listen. This killer kid was very cau-
tious, this robber of a poor, lone little
ranch woman. If he fell down on the
present job—but he wouldn’t. Never
had fallen down on any job, had he?

At last his ears detected what
seemed to be a light snore. He smiled
a hard and narrow smile.

Now came a part of the nefarious
task that was really ticklish—getting
himself across the windowsill and in-
side without making a sound, and
without showing his slender body
against the lesser darkness of the
street.

He inched his way like a marauding
snake and congratulated himself upon
the result. Again he indulged in a
hard and narrow smile. Sheriff Sid
Parrott was a smart jigger, was he?
Well, he’ld show him. On his knees
and one hand—the other hand was
carrying a ready .41 double-action
Colt—Rane moved soundlessly across
the floor. He came to a wall, followed
it stealthily to a doorway, crept
through and stopped to listen. Next,
he must locate the guard who was
awake. If only the hombre would
cough, or sneeze, or light a ciga-
rette. . . . Now all was still, so
deathly still. Strange fear began to
gnaw at the yellow soul of Little
Itb. He crept a few yards farther
in the blackness.

Another doorway yawned, this one
at his left. He found it with his free
hand, did not see it. In there, per-
haps. . . .

He crept through that doorway.
Suddenly he was aware of a human
presence very near to him, or thought
he was aware of it. The fear that was
gnawing at him became stark. The
door behind him closed with a queer
noise, and he shot to his feet with a
.41 hawkbill in both slim hands.

“What the hell—” he chattered, as
a light illuminated the outer room.

Another light glowed from some-
where in the rear. In the kid’s ears



























