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(or is it ?)

BY GROUCHO MARX

Wiat do you want 
to save up a lot 

of money for? You'll 
never need the stuff. 

Why, just think of 
all the wonderful, wonderful things you can do 
without money. Things like—well, things like— 

On second thought, you’d better keep on sav
ing, chum. Otherwise you’re licked.

For instance, how are you ever going to build

WHER.e’5 My OOUSH ?/

And how are you going to do that world
traveling you’ve always wanted to do? Maybe 
you think you can stoke your way across, or 
scrub decks. Well, that’s no good. I’ve tried it. 
I t interferes with shipboard romances.

So—all seriousness aside—you’d better keep 
on saving, pal.

Obviously the best way is by continuing to 
buy U. S. Savings Bonds—through the Payroll 
Plan.

They’re safe and sound. Old Uncle Sam per
sonally guarantees your investment. And he 
never fobbed off a bum I.O.U. on anybody.

that Little Dream House, without a trunk full 
of moolah? You think the carpenters are going 
to work free? Or the plumbers? Or the archi
tects? Not those lads. They’ve been around. 
They’re no dopes.

And how are you going to send that kid of 
yours to college, without the folding stuff?

Maybe you think he can work his way through 
by playing the flute.

If so, you’re crazy. (Only three students have 
ever worked their way through college by play
ing the flute. And they had to stop eating for 
four years.)

}fou get four bucks back for every three you 
put in. And that ain’t  hay, alfalfa, or any other 
field,-grown product.

Millions of Americans—smart cookies all— 
have found the Payroll Plan the easiest and best 
way to save.

So stick with the Payroll Plan, son—and you 
can’t  lose.

SAVE me E£SY WAY... buy your bonds through payroll savings
I

Contributed by this magazine in co-operation 
with the Magazine Publishers of America as a public service.
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Red Runs the Pecos

By Joseph Chadwick

CHAPTER I

T EXAS cattle were cheap the 
spring of '66, but Texas men 
came even cheaper. The land 

was overrun with its gray-eyed sons 
—most of them jobless, many home
less, and almost all without hope'. De
feat was something new for Texans, 
and it bewildered them. Few were 
there that saw, in the aftermath of

war, a plainly marked trail and 
traveled it with purpose. Jeff Rigdon 
was one of the few.

He rode into Brazos Town of a 
sundown.

Brazos was garrisoned by Fed- 
erals, and swarming with carpet
baggers. Jeff Rigdon ignored both. 
For him, the war was over and done 
with, and he could side-step the iron-
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Jeff Rigdon’s deathbed promise to his amigo brought him to Texas 
—and trouble. For when he'd set out to market the dead man's 
cattle, drouth, disaster, and drygulchers stalked that hell-bound

herd.

fisted rule of the victors. He had shed 
his uniform within a month after the 
conflict’s end, coming by civilian 
clothes only he knew how.

He reined in by the livery barn, 
about which seven or eight men 
loitered. They eyed Rigdon and his 
outfit, a big claybank mount and a 
pinto mare under pack, without in
terest. Rigdon knew them for Con
federate veterans like himself. They 
loafed here for lack of a better place.

Jeff Rigdon’s nod was for them ah.
“This town,” he said. "It’s called 

Brazos?”
“That’s it,” said one of the group, 

coming forward. He was gaunt-faced. 
“And a good town to steer clear of.”

“There’s a ranch close by—the 
Brennan place?”

“Yeah. But there’s no use going 
there.”

“Why not?”
“They’re not hiring riders. Nobody



round here is taking on any riders.” 
Rigdon nodded to that; as though 

knowing it full well. He said, “My 
name’s Rigdon. Jeff Rigdon. I served 
with Tom Brennan.”

The gaunt-faced man turned' 
friendly; “Mine’s George Wall,” he 
stated; "I used to work for Tom. His 
widow's running his spread now.” 

“Figured; so,” said Rigdon. “I’ve 
got to see her. I  was with Tom when 
he got it a£ Richmond. Just before he 
died he made me promise to look up 
his wife and see • if she was getting 
along all right. I looked for her in 
Memphis, after-I was discharged, but 
she'd left there. Had some business 
of my own to attend to, so I’m just 
getting around to keeping my prom
ise. How do I find the place?”

“Take the north road. It’s only 
about seven miles,” George Wall said, 
and there was some change in him. 
His mood had soured. “But if yon 
just want to see Tom Brennan’s  
widow, you don’t  need to ride out 
there. She’s here in- town, at the Al
hambra.” '

“The Alhambra?” Rigdon said. 
“You mean—

“Just what you’re thinking,” 
George Wall told him.

Rigdon stared a t the man for a 
long moment, then said,. “Well, 
thanks. I’ll see you later.” He swung 
his horses about, rode slowly along 
Brazos Town’s main street in search 
of the Alhambra. He saw other idle 
men like those about the livery barn. 
He passed a five-man cavalry patrol, 
a sharp reminder that Texas was 
under military law. The Alhambra 
was halfway along the street, a two- 
storied and false-fronted plank build
ing. A combination saloon, gambling 
house, and dance hall. Now, what 
•t’otdd -Tom Brennan’s widow be do
ing in such a place? Jeff Rigdon 
asked himself.

He dismounted, tethered his liovses 
at the Alhambra’s hitchrail, but 
ibund himself reluctant to enter the 
place. He leaned against the rack, 
rolled and lighted a Mexican ciggr-

i *' ** Western Aees
rillo, and tried to think it out while 
he smoked. It was growing dhrk, and 
men coming along the street turned 
into the Alhambra. Not Texas men. 
Blue-clad soldiers and prosperous- 
looking carpetbaggers. The few who 
looked like Texans, in dress at least, 
were Unionists back from, wartime 
exile in Kansas.

RHGDON knew nothing about Tom 
* Brennan’s widows except what 

Tom had told hint during; them three 
years of: soldiering together; Tom 
had been young, only twenty-five 
when he died, and them’d been some
thing, boyish about. him that not even 
war could, beat out ai' him; He’d 
walked: tall, with a> swagger; talked 
big and laughed a- lot: He: was the 
sort who made other: men regard 
Texans as braggarts. But Rigdon had 
seen the good in him, and they had 
become friends.

Many a night Rigdon had. listened 
to Ton* Brennan talk of the girl he 
had . married in Memphis. Tom had 
met: Elena Venable one day, married 
her the next. His* company had been 
passing through Memphis on its way 
to the battle front, in camp there only 
a week. Rigdon hadn’t  been with the 
company, then; he’d joined' it a 
couple of months later, as a replace
ment. . . . According to Tom Bren
nan, there’d never been a girl as 
sweet and innocent as the one he’d 
married. And despite his boyishness, 
Tom had worried about* her.

The girl was alone, her father hav
ing been killed in the war—so Tom 
had told Rigdon. That had been why 
he worried, and sent her all his pay— 
and what money he could borrow 
from Jeff Rigdon. “I'll pay you back, 
Jeff, after I get back to the ranch,” 
Tom had always said. I t  hadn’t  mat
tered to Rigdon. He ha'd taken the 
money into the Army with him, hav
ing come by it easily enough in the 
Colorado mining camps before the 
war.

But the girl had written for money 
time after time, and finally Tom was



in Higdon’s debt to the extent of 
nearly five thousand dollars. Tom 
once said sheepishly, “Trouble is, I 
told Elena that I’m a rich cattle 
rancher. I hated to tell her mine is 
only a two-bit sprad. I guess she be
lieved that windy about me owning 
thirty thousand head of cattle.” Rig- 
don hadn’t  cared about the money, 
having no wife of his own to support, 
and he had figured Tom’s wife should 
have the best if she was all that he 
claimed . . . .

The Mexican cigarette grew short 
between Rigdon’s lips. He was still 
reluctant to enter the Alhambra and 
face the girl.

There was a building across the 
street bearing a sign that read: 
Room & Meals. Rigdon decided to 
have supper before meeting the wid
ow. The truth was, he was afraid 
of what he would find cut about her.

Rigdon dropped the brown-paper 
butt, ground it under his boot heel, 
and started toward the hotel. George 
Wall was coming along the opposite 
side of the street, his curiosity 
aroused.

“You see her?” he asked.
Rigdon said, “Not yet. I’m going 

t£> eat first.” He couldn’t  help noticing 
Wall’s wolf-lean face. “How about 
having supper with me?” he invited.

They had their meal, Rigdon pay
ing for it, then they crossed to the 
Alhambra. It was already crowded 
with soldiers and carpetbaggers and 
Unionists, and Rigdon could tell by 
Wall's frown that the Texan was un
comfortable in such company. They 
had a drink at the bar, then drifted 
about and watched the play a t the 
gambling tables. At the rear of the 
long room four couples—soldiers and 
percentage girls—were dancing to 
the music of a piano, a fiddle and a 
guitar.

George Wall nudged Rigdon, draw
ing his attention to a dudish young 
civilian sitting a t a side tablg with 
one of the house girls. “That’s her 
brother,” Wall muttered.

Rigdon frowned, studying the 
couple. The man was perhaps twenty- 
five or -six; he had curly brown hair, 
a handsome but somehow weak face. 
He was leaning close to the girl, 
whispering to her, fondling her arm, 
so Rigdon knew that she was not 
Elena.

He said, “Tom thought she had no 
relatives.”

Wall swore under his breath. “See 
that faro dealer?” he said, nodding 
toward one of the gambling layouts. 
The man he indicated was older than 
Elena’s brother, close to forty. He 
was nattily dressed in dark clothes 
in the style of men in his profession. 
He had an angular sallow face and 
there was a dusting of gray in his 
pomaded black hair. He was a half- 
handsome sort, but he had the blank 
expression of the professional gam
bler.

“Steve Durant,” George Wall said, 
low-voiced. “The three of them are 
partners, and came here together— 
right after the war ended. They fig
ured Tom had left the girl a big ranch 
stocked with more cattle than could 
be tallied. When they found out what 
the widow had inherited, Steve 
Durant took a job here. I don’t  know 
what Bert Venable does, but he’s al
ways got money. The girl’s the only 
one who spends any time a t the 
ranch. Sometimes she’s out there 
three or four days running.”

THERE was an open stairway a t 
the rear, and a dark-haired girl 

in a green dress was descending it. 
Rigdon found himself staring. She 
was no ordinary percentage girl; she 
wasn’t  the sort usually found in a 
Texas cowtown honkytonk. She be-' 
longed in one of the gaudier places 
in Memphis or Natchez, or in some 
maison in New Orleans. She was a 
beauty, and she had poise. She looked 
like the handiwork of French dress
makers and hairdressers, the way 
she was gowned and coiffured. Other 
men were starirg. There was sucfdbh 
applause from the crowd.

Red Runs the Pecos * * * 7



The girl smiled and, reaching the 
floor, curtsied.

The music stopped, the fiddler and 
the Mexican with the guitar leaving 
the platform as the girl reached it 
and took her place by the piano. The 
piano player’s fingers were light on 
the keys now. The girl smiled at the 
crowd, then began to sing. Her voice 
was low, a little husky. Her melody 
was the sort to make men forget 
their drinks and cards for the mo
ment, But her lyrics were in French, 
and the listening men could only 
guess at their meaning. It was tan
talizing, all of it—the girl’s smile, 
her caressing voice, the slight but 
meaningful movements of her par
tially bare shoulders.

Rigdon looked about.
Men were rapt. The few per

centage girls looked slightly annoyed.
Rigdon’s gaze found Steve Durant. 

The gambler had stopped his game. 
He sat there chewing upon an un
lighted cheroot, his face unreadable, 
but his eyes greedy on the girl. Rig
don knew, then. He didn’t  need 
George Wall to say it. This was Tom 
Brennan’s widow, the sweet and in
nocent girl that Texas soldier had 
married. Alone in the world? Jeff 
Rigdon silently muttered an oath. 
This girl could have a thousand men 
»t her feet, and knew it!

There was hearty applause when 
the song ended, but the girl gave no 
encore. It was clear to Jeff Rigdon 
that although Elena was a good 
drawing card, the Alhambra’s owners 
couldn’t  afford to have her appear too 
long or too often. She kept the cus
tomers from drinking and gambling 
—and money from flowing into the 
till! Most of the crowd went back to 
those other pursuits; only a few men 
watched the girl as she talked a little 
to the pianist and then left the plat
form, while only one, a young Army 
lieutenant, approached her.

Rigdon said, “I’ll see you later," 
and left George Wall.

He was standing by the foot of

S * * * Western Aces
the stairs at the rear corner, lighting 
one of his brown-paper cigarettes, 
when the girl broke away from the 
suddenly disappointed-looking lieu
tenant. She would have passed Rig
don without a glance had he not said, 
“One minute, Mrs. Brennan.”

Maybe it was his use of that name 
that made her look up startled. 

“Yes?"
“My name’s Rigdon. Jeff Rigdon.” 
She frowned slightly. Her eyes 

were a green-flecked gray, and as 
clear as crystal. But they revealed 
nothing; their clearness was only of 
the surface. Rigdon made a sudden 
discovery: her beauty was real, but 
it lacked warmth. She said tonelessly, 
“Should I know you, Mr. Rigdon?” 

Anger rose in Rigdon. He knew 
that Tom Brennan had often men
tioned his name in letters to her. Tom 
sometimes had read passages from 
those letters aloud to him, by the 
glow of some far-off bivouac fire. 
Either the girl’s memory was short, 
or she hadn’t  given her husband’s 
letters much of a readfhg. Rigdon 
was slow in answering.

“I soldiered with your husband,” 
he said finally. “I was with him when 
he died.” That got her; he saw a 
trace of some feeling in her eyes, and 
a quiver on her lips. “He asked me, 
with his last words, to look you up— 
and look out for you,” he went on, his 
voice hardening. “He didn’t  know 
how well you can look out for your
self!”

“What do you mean by that?” 
“Tom Brennan didn’t  know he 

married a honkytonk girl.”
“A woman-has to earn her keep, 

the best way she can,” the girl said, 
still in that toneless voice. “It isn’t 
easy for—for a widow.”

“A widow,” R i g d o n  sneered. 
“You’ve always been this. You sure 
fooled Tom Brennan. But then maybe 
he fooled you, with his talk of being 
a big Texas cattleman."

Elena winced. “Have your say,” 
she said thinly. “All of it.”



1} IGDON reached into his pocket,* 
'V- brought out a sheaf of papers. 

"I want more than that,” he said, 
bitter with his dislike of her—rather, 
of her kind. “Tom sent you money 
during the three years he was mar
ried to you. A lot of money. Some of 
it was his Army pay, and some of it 
was cattle money. But most of it was 
my money—borrowed from me.”

He thrust out the papers for her 
to see.

“Sometimes he’d want two hundred 
from me, sometimes five hundred,” 
Rigdon went on. “All in all, it was 
nearly five thousand dollars. He 
signed a paper for each loan, so that 
I was protected.”

The girl watched his face, but said 
nothing.

"If you’d been what Tom believed, 
I wouldn’t  have told you about these 
IOU’s,” he said flatly. “But now that 
I know what you are, I can guess the 
money was squandered on fast living 
—by you and your brother and that 
tinhorn gambler. So I mean to collect 
on the debt.”

Still Elena did not speak.
But a man’s voice said, “Just how 

do you expect to collect, Mister?” 
Rigdon turned, saw Steve Durant. 

The gambler had come up behind 
him, and must have heard what he 
had said. Durant still held an un
lighted cheroot between his teeth. He 
was smiling, but the angles of his 
face seemed sharper..

“Well, Mister?” he prompted, an 
edge to his voice.

“She owns Tom Brennan’s ranch,” 
Rigdon said. “It should be worth even 
more than five thousand. I ’ll levy on 
that.”

“You’re pretty hard on your 
friend’s widow, Rigdon.”

"“She's no more his honest widow 
than she was an honest wife to him.” 

“Too bad young Brennan isn’t  alive 
to answer that,” Durant said drily. 
He turned to the girl. “Look at his 
papers, Elena,” he ordered. “I’m 
pretty sure you’ll find them for
geries.”

The girl’s eyes flicked to Durant 
before she took the papers from Rig
don, showing that she caught on. 
Rigdon too got it. She was to deny 
the signature upon the IOU’s. She 
glanced at several of the papers, but 
only casually. Rigdon felt that he was 
licked, that they were too tricky for 
him. He could see Steve Durant al
lowing himself a thin smile.

The girl looked up. “It’s Tom’s 
signature,” she said.
1 Durant swore softly.
He glared at Elena, then turned on 

his heel and strode to the bar.
She returned the IOU’s to Rigdon. 

“I accept them as Tom’s indebt
edness,” she said. “But how I can pay 
you back, I don’t  really know. I 
planned to drive out to the ranch to
night. If you’ll come with me, we can 
talk it over there—and come to some 
settlement. Will you please wait for 
me?”

Rigdon nodded, watched her mount 
the stairs.

He was jolted. He hadn’t  expected 
the girl to give in so easily. Across 
the room, Steve Durant had downed 
a drink and now was walking toward 
the table Bert Venable and the per
centage girl occupied. Durant sent 
the girl away. He sat down and be
gan to talk earnestly to young Ven
able.

Elena returned almost immedi
ately, having merely wrapped a vel
vet cloak about herself. She gave 
Rigdon an unsmiling look, and led 
the way to the front entrance. Out
side, she told him that she must go 
to the livery barn for her horse and 
buggy.

“I’ll follow, with my horses,” Rig
don said.

George Wall came out as Rigdon 
mounted the claybank and caught up 
the pack mare’s halter rope. Rigdon 
said, “George, I ’m going out to the 
ranch with her. Maybe I’ll have some 
sort of a job for you, if you want to 
come out there in the morning.”

“I won’t work for her and her car
petbagger friends,” Wall growled.
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■‘You’ll be working for me, if 
there is a job," Rigdon said.

He nodded and rode along the 
street, and at the livery barn, the 
hostler was already hitching up a 
sorrel mare to a buggy. Elena climbed 
into the rig, settled her voluminous 
skirts, and the hostler handed her 
the reins. She drove from the barn, 
then pulled up when her brother 
came striding up through the dark
ness. Bert Venable showed signs of 
having been drinking heavily. He 
staggered a little, his face was 
flushed, and his eyes had a blurry 
look. He halted by the doorway lan
tern. c

“Sis, where you going with this 
man?" he demanded.

“To the ranch, Bert.”
“I don’t  like it." •
“I'm sorry,” said Elena. “But there 

are many things I don't like.”
She started out again, iifting the 

sorrel mare into a canter. Rigdon 
rode after her, ignoring Bert’s shout 
of, “Look, you—”

They left Brazos Town behind, 
took the dark and lonely road north. 
Rigdon watched the girl ahead of him 
as he rode along at an easy lope'v 
She hadn’t  lifted the liood of the vel
vet cape, and Rigdon could see the 
gleaming darkness of her hair and, 
now and then, the curve of a white 
cheek. He felt his pulse begin to race. 
He called himself a fool. . , .

CHAPTER II

AHEAD, the darkness was patched 
with a square of lamplight. It 

was the window of a squat 'dobe 
bunkhouse. The other ranch build
ings were dark. The pole corral by 
the barn held half a dozen horses. 
The ranch house was off by itself, a 
small one and another ’dobe. Rigdon 
guessed the darkness hid the ranch 
headquarters’ run-down look. The 
bunkhouse door swung open, and the 
stooped figure of an oldish man was 
limned there. Peering into the night, 
he called out:
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“That you, Mrs. Brennan?"
“Yes, Hank,” the girl said, her 

voice subtly changed. It had lost the 
huskiness with which she sang; the 
chill that had been in it when she 
talked with Jeff Rigdon had thawed. 
This was as though she had one voice, 
one personality, for the Alhambra, 
and another for the ranch she had 
been left by her husband of less than 
a week. “There’s someone with me, 
Hank. A friend of—of Tom’s. Will 
you come into the house, so that we 
can talk?"

“Yes’m,” said Hank. "Soon as I 
pull on my boots.”

Rigdon remembered Tom’s telling 
him that he had left a n . old-timer 
named Hank Jessup to look after 
things at the ranch. He noticed that 
the old man and Elena Brennan were 
on friendly terms, that there was a 
mutual respect between them. RigdSn 
wondered if Hank didn’t  know about 
the girl's job at the Alhambra. . . . 
He dismounted by the corral, began 
to off-saddle. Hank came with his 
boots on and carrying a lighted lan- 

, tern. They faced each other in the 
lantern’s glow.

Hank was a small, gray man with 
a seamed-leather face. “A friend of 
Tom’s, were you?” he said.

And Rigdon told him, “We sol
diered together.”

“A good soldier, was he?”
“0ne of the best, Hank."
“Hmm. Well, I’ll unhitch the boss’s 

mare.”
They turned the horses into the 

corral, then walked to the house. 
Elena had lighted the ceiling lamp. 
There was but a single room—a fire
place at one end, a bunk a t the other, 
and a plank table and benches in. the 
center. It was an unmarried man’s 
house, but evidences thgt the girl 
really stayed here at times were' 
easily noted. The table was cloth- 
covered, the one window had calico 
curtains, and everything was tidy.

Siena asked Hank to light the kin- 
ing already set in the fireplace. 
When that was done, she said.



“Hank, Mr. Rigdon is here because 
Tom borrowed money from him dur
ing the war—to send to me. I want 
to repay that debt. Somehow, we’ve 
got to raise money on the range 
stock.” She paused, and her face took 
on a determined look. “I won’t  let the 
ranch go, unless there’s no other way 
to get the money,” she went on. “Can 
we do it, Hank?”

The old man gave Rigdon a sour 
look. “Thought you were a friend of 
Tom’s,” he said accusingly.

Jeff Rigdon was feeling a bit guilty 
over the stand he’d taken. Maybe the 
girl was actress enough to fool him, 
but she appeared differently to him 
here at the ranch. He liked the way 
she had said that she wouldn’t  let the 
ranch go. The Elena he had met at 
the Alhambra hadn’t  seemed the sort 
who would care about a two-bit cow 
spread. But—unless she had him 
fooled—this wasn’t  the same Elena.

Hank Jessup said, “You could 
maybe sell the ranch to some 
danged carpetbagger at a  giveaway 
price. But if you don’t  want to do 
that, there’s only the cattle. Tom 
Brennan didn’t  leave any money— 
none except what the Confederacy 
owes him for beef supplied the Army, 
and now that’ll never be collected. 
As for cattle—”

The oldster gave Elena an uneasy 
look. I t was clear that he didn’t  want 
to tell Rigdon about the cattle, but 
the girl said :

“Tell him, Hank.”

<<TTK7"ELL, we’ve made a gather 
V t this spring,” Hank said re

luctantly. “I took on half a dozen 
hands who were willing to hire on 
for chuck—and a promise of wages 
later on. We’ve rounded up a thou
sand Slash B steers, and are holding 
them a couple miles north of here. 
A lot of them were mavericks that 
we put our Slash B brand on.

“We aimed to drive them north, to 
the Missouri markets. It’s the only 
way Mrs. Brennan can hold onto the 
spread—by selling that herd. But,

dammit”—sudden anger shook old 
Hank—“if she’s got to hand over the 
biggest part of what money the herd 
brings, there’s no sense in is making 
the drive. I t’s a danged long trail 
drive to Missouri!”

Falling silent, Hank glowered at 
Rigdon. Elena too watched the tall, 
rocky-faced rider.

Jeff Rigdon squirmed mentally. He 
could find no fault with her for the 
way she was handling the ranch. And 
suddenly he knew that he had judged 
her too quickly, too harshly, with too 
little evidence. If she wished to hold 
onto the ranch, it might be that her 
marriage to Tom Brennan had not 
been merely the act of a mercenary 
adventuress. No man had a right to 
cast stones, as it were, a t a  woman 
who earned her livelihood in a honky- 
tonk—for no man could know what 
circumstances forced her into such 
ways. Jeff Rigdon saw himself as a 
self-righteous fool.

“I just came down the trail from 
Missouri,” he said. “Every cattleman 
in Texas is heading north with 
cattle.”

“So what?” muttered Hank Jessup. 
“So the northern markets will be 

flooded with .Texas cattle,” Rigdon 
said. “The price of Texas cattle is 
never high in Missouri, and it’ll drop 
every time a herd crosses the line. 
Maybe you’ll get eight or ten dollars 
a head—or maybe you won’t  even 
find a buyer.”

Elena looked worried.
“It’s a chance we!ve got to take," 

Hank growled. “It’s up the trail or 
call it quits. Texas is cattle poor. We 
can’t  sell here.”

“The thing, then, is to find a better 
market.”

“Meaning the Southern States?” 
Hank said. “That’s no good. They 
need beef, but they've got no money 
to buy it. It’s Missouri, dammit*!” 

Elena said, “Wait, Hank. Wljat 
market are you thinking of, Rigdon?” 

“The Colorado mines,”
Hank swore. He called Jeff Rigdon 

a locoed fool. A herd of cattle could-
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n’t  be trailed across Western Texas: 
That was Indian country. The 
Comanches and Kiowas were cattle 
thieves; they traded with the New 
Mexican Comancheros, and their 
trade goods were Texas stock. And 
the Comanches hated Texans with a 
murderous hate. Besides, it was an 
unknown trail. No cattle had ever 
been trailed across the Pecos waste
land and the waterless high plains. 
Hank Jessup knew, for sure. He’d 
freighted out there, over the Santa 
Fe Trail. It was a long harangue for 
the old man, and suddenly he ran out 
of words.

“It can’t  be done,” he said, looking 
at the girl.

“It can be done,” Rigdon stated, he 
too turning to Elena. “Fve been out 
to the mining country since the war 
ended. There’s plenty of money and 
a scarcity of food. I saw a rancher* 
from the Colorado River bottoms sell 
two hundred head of beef cattle for 
thirty dollars, a head.”

“Thirty dollars!” Hank exclaimed.
Elena’s eyes had widened, were 

aglow with eagerness. “You’ll help 
with the drive, Rigdon?” she asked. 
“It’s your chance to be repaid the 
money you loaned Tom. Will you. 
Rigdon?”

Rigdon wondered if he was being 
another kind of a fool, now.

He assured himself that this was 
how he could keep that promise made 
to Tom Brennan—he could help the 
widow hold onto her ranch.

“That was my idea,” he said.

THEY talked it over for a while, 
making their plans, then Rigdon 

and Hank said good night and went 
to the bunkhouse. Rigdon picked up 
his bedroll at the corral, and tossed 
it onto one of the bunks. None of the 
beds was occupied.

Rigdon learned from Hank that 
his newly hired crew was guarding 
the cattle, which had been running 
wild in the brush so long such a 
guard was needed day and night. Too, 
tfc wasn't safe to leave any cattle

without a guard. The Tallying Law, 
enacted by the carpetbagger Legis
lature, had turned even some honest 
cattlemen into thieves. No matter 
what their brand, any cattle un
guarded on the range could be seized 
by any riders—so long as a tally was 
later made at the nearest courthouse.

Rigdon untied his bedroll.
Hank sat on his bunk and started 

pulling off his boots. The old man 
was still in a sour mood, and said, “I 
don’t  like it, Rigdon. I just kept my 
mouth shut because the gir1 was so 
keen about it. But I’m saying here 
and now, we’ll be taking a trail to 
hell when we start out for Colorado. 
We’ll be lucky to get through with 
our hides whole, let alone get the 
herd there.”

Rigdon gave him a wry grin, but 
it quickly faded.

“Rider coming,” he said.
"Now who’d that be?” Hank won

dered aloud.
The next moment, they found out. 

Bert Venable was out there, bellow
ing his sister’s name. “You send that 
son out here, Elena!” he shouted. 
“Else I’ll come in for him with a gun! 
You hear!”

Rigdon said, “Why, damn him!”
He crossed the room, flung open 

the door. Bert Venable was over by 
the house, a gun in his hand. He kept 
on shouting, and now a lamp was 
lighted inside Elena's house. Rigdon 
remembered that Bert had been half 
drunk when he showed up at thfe liv
ery barn; it was apparent that he 
was more drunk now. The ugly thing 
that was in the youth’s mind could 
only come of whisky—and of being 
primed, maybe by Steve Durant. Rig
don thought he could see the pattern 
of it.

He called out, “You looking for me. 
Bert?”

Bert gave a start, jerked his horse 
about, came riding toward the bunk- 
house. “I’ll show you, Rigdon!” he 
yelled. “I'm not letting my sister—”

“Who sent you—Durant?” Rigdon 
broke in.



“What if lie did?” the youth de
manded.

He jerked his horse to a stop with
in five feet of the doorway, swung 
his gun up, and took wavering aim 
at Rigdon. Across the way, in her 
doorway, Elena screamed. Rigdon 
had time to get his own gun drawn, 
but instead he leapt forward with 
empty hands. Bert’s gun roared, its 
shot missing Rigdon by scant inches. 
Rigdon grabbed the youth, dragged 
him from the saddle. Even as Bert 
hit the ground, Rigdon’s nst caught 
him solidly behind the left ear. It 
was a savage blow, and Bert 
stretched out limp and flat.

Hank came, picked up Bert’s gun, 
and growled, “The ornery pup!”

Elena came running through the 
darkness, a wrapper pulled over her 
nightdress. Suddenly a rifle cracked 
somewhere out in the blackness. The 
slug shrieked over Rigdon’s head. 
He yelled, “Hank—Elena, get down!” 
He drew his gun, dropped low.

The rifle cracked again, and Rig
don saw the powder-flash.

The rifleman was in the brush 
alongside the road where it ran into 
the ranch headquarters. Rigdon 
crouched low, ran weavingly forward. 
A commotion broke out in the brush 
thicket. One man swore angrily, an
other let loose a yell of pain. Then 
the thrashing-about ended, and a 
voice — George Wall’s vgice — called 
out:

“All right, Rigdon! I’ve downed 
the sneaking son!”

RIGDON found that the gaunt
faced Wall had flattened a man 

with a blow of his six-shooter. “A 
hardcase named Jack Graves,” Wall 
said. “He’s a Unionist. Hangs out at 
the Alhambra, bootlicking for the car
petbaggers.”

He explained that he had seen Bert 
Venable follow Rigdon and the girl 
to the livery barn from the Alhambra. 
He’d watched Bert return to the sa
loon, talk with Steve Durant, drink

some more, then join up with Graves. 
“I moseyed along after them,” Wall 
said, “figuring Durant sicked them on 
you.”

“Lucky for me that you did,” Rig
don said. “Disarm him. then let him 
take his horse and ride out.”

“You still want me here?”
“Sure—more than ever. I’ve got 

that job for you.”
“All right,” Wall said. “Then I’ll 

bunk here.”
Rigdon nodded, returned to the 

bunkhouse. Hank and the girl had 
gotten Bert inside and onto a bunk, 
but the youth was still unconscious. 
Despite Bert’s shaming her but a few 
moments ago, Elena was concerned 
about him. She was bathing his face 
with a cloth she frequently moistened 
in a pail of water. Rigdon felt his 
pulse begin to race again as he 
watched her. To take his thoughts off 
her, he busied himself with rolling 
and lighting a cigarette.

Bert groaned finally, came around 
with a violent start. He was sobered 
somewhat and, seeing Elena there, 
he looked sheepish.

“I’m sorry, Sis,” he muttered. “I 
guess I was drunk.”

“It doesn’t  matter, Bert.”
“That Rigdon—”
“He’s going to help me get the cat

tle to market,” Elena said, and now 
her tone was defiant. “I don’t  care 
what, you and Steve say. I’m going 
to hold onto the ranch. I’m not going 
to sell out. It’s the only home we’ve 
had since we were kids, and—” 

“All right, Sis,” Bert said, whining 
it. He turned away from her, lay fac
ing the wall. "Have it your way.” 

She left him, gave Rigdon a look, 
and he followed her outside. They 
faced each other, and Elena said 
simply, “I’m sorry, Rigdon. Bert 
doesn’t  really mean any harm. It’s 
just that he lets Steve Durant influ
ence him.”

“And you ?”
“I’m done with Steve Durant,” the 

girl replied. “For good.”
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She turned away, walking toward 
the ranch house. Looking after her, 
Rigdon wondered just how much Du
rant had been influencing her.

CHAPTER III

HANK JESSUP rustled up break
fast, and he and the two new

comers to the Slash-B ate before the 
sun was up. They went to the corral, 
dropped loops over their mounts, sad
dled up.

Rigdon said, “I’ll be with you in a 
minute. I want to talk to Bert.” 

“Talking won’t  change that young 
pup,” Hank growled. “You were too 
easy on him last night, Rigdon. And 
on that hardcase who was with him. 
He tried to kill you, and you let him 
ride out—like he’d been here to make 
a social <Jall.”

“Durant sent him,” Rigdon said 
flatly. “So it’s Durant I’ll settle with 
—in my own good time.”

He Btrode to the bunkhouse, shook 
young Venable awake.

Bert sat up on the edge of the bunk, 
a sulky look on his boyish face. His 
eyes were bloodshot, and he had a 
sickly pallor.

“What you want, Rigdon?” he 
muttered, holding his head in his 
hands.

“You sure shamed your sister last 
night, friend.”

“Well, haw’d I know—seeing her 
go off with you.”

“You’d better quit letting Steve 
Durant put crazy ideas in your 
head,” Rigdon said. He knew this 
youth was a weakling, yet wondered 
if something couldn’t  be done with 
him. “You work a t anything, Bert?” 

“Not right now.”
"Then you’d better pitch in and do 

some chores around here.”
“Me work on a ranch?” Bert said, 

offended. “Nothing doing!”
Rigdon felt like cussing him out. 

He said, “We’re driving cattle to 
Colorado. You change your dude 
clothes for some work duds, and 
come along. It'll do you more good

14 * * * Western Aces
than hanging around the Alhambra.

“Save your preaching,” Bert 
sneered. “You’ll never get.away with 
taking over Elena’s ranch like this. 
Steve Durant won’t  let you—see? 
Steve figures Elena’s his private prop
erty, and he doesn’t  like the way she 
took to you. He’d never have let her 
marry that Tom Brennan if he’d 
known what kind of a ranch it really 
was.”

“So Durant was Tooled by Tom’s 
bragging talk?”

“Brennan fooled Elena, and she 
made Steve and me believe he owned 
one of the biggest ranches in Texas,” 
Bert said sourly. “Steve has always 
wanted Elena, but he figured it was 
a big chance for all of us—her marry
ing a rich man who might be killed 
in the war.” He paused, gave Rigdon 
a mirthless grin. “We kept out of the 
picture, Steve and I, giving Elena 
<her chance. Steve knew that if the 
war didn’t  make her a widow, she 
could become one after the war—by 
accident.”

“Durant planned on killing him?” 
“Like he will you, Rigdon!” 
Rigdon stared at him. Drunk or 

sober, Bert Venable was Durant’s 
man—loyal even though just last 
night the gambler had tried to get 
him, with the help of that hardcase, 
to do murder. Burant was conscience
less, but Venable was dangerous be
cause he was weak and a fool.

Rigdon said savagely, “You go 
back to Durant, if you’re too damn 
good to work as a ranch hand. But 
from now on, don’t  ever cross me up. 
As for Durant, you tell him that we’ll 
settle this thing the next time I get 
to Brazos Town!”

He turned, strode to the door. 
Bert called after him, “Like Bren

nan, you’re a big talker, Rigdon! . .  .’’ 
Jeff Rigdon began outfitting the 

Slash-B for the trail. He and George 
Wall went on a horse-buying trip. 
They built up their remuda with ani
mals obtained from other Texas 
ranchers who, being short of cash 
and long on livestock, were willing



to gamble on being paid later. Rig- 
don hadn’t  money enough to pay cash 
for the horses.

His trip to the Colorado mines 
hadn’t  netted him much profit. His 
prewar partner in the freighting 
business had sold out and gone back 
East, leaving only eight hundred dol
lars on deposit with a bartender for 
Rigdon. What .was left of that eight 
hundred dollars would be needed for 
a stock of provisions and gear for the 
trail. A wagon, too, would be needed.

THE wagon was a rebuilt Army 
rig, and George Wall got it from 

a friend down at Bosque. It was ac
quired like the horses, on credit, and 
with it George received a dozen oxen. 
Half the bulls would serve in yoke, 
with the others remaining in reserve. 
Six more trail hands were hired, each 
man carefully chosen. George Wall 
brought them to the Brennan ranch, 
but Rigdon hired them only after 
making sure they were frontiersmen 
as well as cowhands. All were that, 
and were either Confederate veterans 
or ex-members of the State Troops.

All else ready, Rigdon sent the ox- 
drawn wagon to Brazos for provi
sions and some gear. George Wall 
and Hank Jessup went along with 
Luke Summers, the colored man 
hired to do the cooking and handle 
the wagon.

Rigdon gave Wall all of his money 
except fifty dollars, with orders to 
buy flour, beans, coffee, bacon, salt, 
and whatever else Luke would need 
for his cooking. He told Wall to buy 
axes, pots and pans, matches, and 
blankets for the men who lacked bed
ding—along with what othec gear 
might be necessary. Rigdon planned 
to go to town himself, for reasons 
of his own—but he wanted to be 
alone, so as not to involve the other 
Slash>B men.

He was saddling his grulla horse at 
the corral when Elena came from 
her house. The girl was spending all 
her time a t the ranch, nowadays, and 
though she hadn’t  said so, Rigdon

knew that she had quit the Alham
bra for good. She seemed to guess his 
destination, for she said:

“Jeff, don’t. I t isn’t  worth it.”
“You worried about Durant?” he 

asked.
She flushed, bit down on her un

der lip. “No, I’m not worried about 
Steve Durant,” she said. “But the 
success of our trail drive depends 
on you. If there’s a showdown be
tween you and Durant, and some
thing happens to you, then all my 
hopes for the Slash-B will be gone.”

“Durant tried to have me killed,” 
Rigdon said. “I should have settled 
with him long ago.”

“If I ask you—”
“Don’t,” he said, and swung into 

the saddle.
He gave her no opportunity to use 

her feminine wiles on him, if that 
was her intent. He rode out, lifting 
the big grulla into a lope. It was not 
so much that Rigdon needed to settle 
past accounts with Durant as it was 
a need to insure himself against fu
ture trouble with the gambler. He 
was sure that Durant blamed him 
for Elena’s quitting the Alhambra— 
and just as sure that the man would 
try  to even matters by striking at 
him when the herd was on the trail. 
Rigdon wasn’t  going to give him the 
chance.

The Slash-B wagon was just leav
ing Brazos when Rigdon reached the 
town. I t  was heavily loaded. Luke 
Summers walked beside the oxen, his 
bullwhip popping. Hank Jessup and 
George Wall rode a little distance be
hind the rig. Rigdon merely lifted his 
hand to them, jogged on into town, 
and dismounted before the Alham
bra. It was mid-afternoon, and, 
though there was a bit of activity 
along the street, the saloon was al
most deserted.

Rigdon had a drink a t the bar* and 
said, “Steve Durant still around?”

The bartender nodded. “Upstairs,”
he said.

Rigdon mounted the stairs at the 
rear of the room, and it tobk him to
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a narrow hall with half a dozen doors 
along each side—like the hallway of 
a cowtown hotel. One door stood 
ajar. Glancing in, Rigdon saw a cou
ple of the Alhambra’s percentage 
girls lounging about. He ignored 
their quick flirtatious looks, and 
asked which was Durant’s room. It 
was the last one down the liall, on 
the right side, he was told. He went 
back, heard Durant’s voice, and 
shoved open the door.

DURANT was lounging in a 
chair, his feet propped up on a 

stool. Bert Venable was seated at a 
small table, over a game of solitaire. 
Fear crawled into Durant’s eyes, but 
beyond that the gambler’s face didn’t 
change. Bert Venable swore.

Rigdon said, “Bert, get out. I'll 
have a talk with your partner.’’

Bert swore again, stood up. “You 
want me to stay, Steve?’’

Durant said mildly, “You go, Bert.” 
The fear in his eyes was replaced by 
shrewdness, and he half grinned 
when Bert closed the door behind him. 
“What’s on your mind, Rigdon? Not 
that trouble of a couple weeks ago?” 

“Suppose it is, Durant?”
“I’m not armed, friend. And 1 

don’t  intend to arm myself.”
“You sure play it safe, tinhorn.”
“A man who makes his living at 

cards learns not to bet against odds, 
Rigdon. I made my play—and lost.
I put Jake Graves and Bert onto you, 
but their killing you wasn’t  in the 
cards. Now you’ve got a good chance 
of collecting the money you loaned 
Tom Brennan — along with his 
widow.”

• “You’re giving up too easy,” Rig- 
don said suspiciously.

“Why not?” said Durant. “The 
ranch isn’t  worth enough for me to* 
worry about. As for the girl—” He 
paused, shrugged, gave Rigdon a 
mocking grin. “After all, Rigdon, you 
know and I know that she’s nothing 
but a cheap little, floss. A—”

Two strides took Rigdon across the 
room.
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All because of an insult to a girl he 

himself had thought ill of, he grabbed 
Steve Durant and pulled him out of 
his chair. He let loose with one hand, 
slammed a fist into the gambler’s 
face. Durant reeled back, crashed 
against the wall. He swore at Rigdon, 
and pulled a derringer from his coat 
pocket. The room rocked with the 
derringer’s blast, and Rigdon, hit in 
the left side, staggered as the impact 
of the slug spun him halfway around. 
But Rigdon got his gun out, and fired 
before Durant could blast with the 
derringer’s second barrel. The gam
bler fell away from the wall, toppled 
against the bed, sprawled to the floor 
between bed and wall.

Somewhere, a woman screamed.
A man, farther away, began to 

bellow, “Patrol! You, soldiers!”
It was Bert Venable yelling.
The window across the room was 

open. Rigdon stumbled to it, crammed 
his big body through. He lowered 
himself from the sill, at arm’s length, 
then dropped. He hit the ground on 
his feet, but his knees buckled and 
threw him. However, he was at the 
rear of the Alhambra, and safe so 
far.

He picked himself up, moved to
ward the alleyway alongside the 
building. He saw a five-man cavalry 
patrol gallop past the alley, drawn 
there by Bert Venable’s shouting. 
Other men ran past, driven by curi
osity. Giving the soldiers time to dis
mount and run inside, but not long 
enough to find out what had hap
pened, Rigdon headed for the street.

His left arm he held tight against 
his side, hoping to hide his wound 
from anyone he passed. Near the 
mouth of the alleyway, he realized his 
chances were good. More and more 
people came hurrying, from every 
direction. He stepped from the alley- 
way, joined the growing crowd in 
front of the saloon. Bert Venable was 
not in sight. Apparently he had led 
the soldiers upstairs. Four of the 
cavalrymen were inside, and the fifth 
stood holding the patrol’s mounts.



Higdon pushed through to the 
hitchrack. “What’s up, soldier?” 

“Don’t  know. Somebody yelled 
“murder.’ ”

“Murder, eh?” said Rigdon, un
tying his grulla horse. “That’s bad.” 

He led the horse away from the 
cavalry mounts, swung to the saddle.

Somebody bawled, “That’s him! 
Get the sneaking son!”

Rigdon kicked spurs to the grulla, 
gave it a yell. Looking back, he saw 
Bert Venable, still yelling, leaning 
from one of the Alhambra’s upstairs 
windows. The soldier holding the 
horses blasted away with nis car
bine, but Rigdon’s grulla was already 
hitting a gallop.

TWO miles from town, Rigdon 
overtook the slow-moving Slash- 

8 wagon and the riders guarding it. 
Both Hank Jessup and George Wall 
saw the bloodstain spreading farther 
and farther across Rigdon’s shirt. 
And they guessed that there had been 
a showdown with Steve Durant.

Rigdon said, reining in, “The Fed- 
erals are after me, so I’ll have to 
make a run for it. Hank, you take 
over as trail boss and get the herd 
moving. Get started tomorrow morn
ing. If I give the soldiers the slip, I’ll 
meet the outfit somewhere along the 
trail.”

Hank nodded jerkily.
George Wall said, “How bad are 

you hurt?”
“It’s just a flesh wound.”
“Still, it needs doctoring,” Wall 

said. “Change horses with me, and 
I'll lead the soldiers away from you 
—and you can get to the ranch.” 

Wall would have it no other way. 
He was already dismounting.

Mounted on Wall’s roan horse, Rig- 
don rode ahead of the ox-drawn 
wagon by about fifty feet—as though 
he had held such an advance position 
all this while. Hank rode the same 
distance behind the rig, and George 
Wall, as the five blue-clad cavalry
men came pounding up, streaked out

across the flats on the grulla. The 
soldiers swung after Wall, giving the 
Slash-B outfit hardly a look. It wa3 
a wild chase, for the soldiers began 
shooting when they saw their quarry 
increasing his lead. But Wall was 
well out of range. <£

Once they were sure Wall had led 
the soldiers miles from the road, 
Hank suggested that he and Rigdon 
ride on. Luke Summers could bring 
the wagon on to the ranch alone. The 
truth was, Hank saw that Rigdon 
was beginning to droop in the saddle. 
The old-timer suspected that Rig
don’s wound was more than torn 
flesh. When they reached the ranch 
and dismounted, Rigdon’s knees gave 
way and threw him to the ground. 
Hank had to call Elena from the 
house to help get the unconscious 
man into the bunkhouse.

Time stood still for Jeff Rigdon. 
He lost all track of it, and dir’ not 
care. He was not so much in pain as 
afire with fever, and when he was not 
burning up, he was shaking with 
chills. He was plunged into blackness 
that only occasionally faded to a 
murky grayness. Sometimes he had 
glimpses of faces through the gray 
haze, and he heard, as from afar off, 
voices speaking words his mind 
couldn’t  grasp. During those inter
vals of semi-consciousness, he tried to 
climb back out of the blurred night
mare—but always he fell back, deep
er into the queer black nothingness. 
His will was weakened, and betrayed 
him.

It was the fifth day, though Rigdon 
did not know that until later, when 
the fever burned itself out and the 
haze cleared from his mind. He found 
himself lying upon a pallet, under 
blankets, a bowed roof of canvas 
above. Wherever he was, the quarters 
were cramped. Boxes and sacks and 
gear crowded the small cleared space 
given over to him. Stranger still, the 
floor beneath him had motion. Rig
don understood, then. IPs the Slash- 
11 wagon, he told himself. We’re mi 
the trail.
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He was startled, and wondered, 
How long have I  been laid up?

He tried to rise, but all he could 
do was lever himself up on his elbows 
and then drop back. He was that 
weak. His rangy muscle-corded body 
had become an empty shell. He lay 
back, gasping, listening to the creak
ing of the wagon wheels and Luke 
Summers’ voice as he yelped a t the 
oxen. Farther away sounded the 
bawling of the trail herd and an oc
casional shout of a rider. Rigdon re
laxed. He was half alive, a t least. 
And the Slash-B cattle were on their 
way to market. The promise made 
so long ago to a dying man was being 
fulfilled.

v CHAPTER IV

SUNLIGHT suddenly poured into 
the wagon. The canvas tarp over 

the front opening had been lifted. 
Somebody climbed back from the 
wagon seat. Rigdon said, his voice 
hollow, "Hank, that you?”

“No, it’s I—Elena.”
The girl knelt beside Rigdon. There 

were tears in her eyes, relief glowing 
upon her face. But she had undergone 
another transformation. Her dark 
hair was tucked away under a  man’s 
broad-brimmed hat. She wore a flan
nel shirt, jeans, boots. Her smooth 
white face was weathered. Rigdon 
stared.

“You—what are you doing here?” 
“Looking after you, Jeff.”
“It’s crazy!” he gasped. “A woman 

on a trail drivel”
Elena smiled. “What about the 

pioneer women who traveled all the 
way overland?" she said. Then, fierce
ly: “I t  was my chance to break away, 
Jeff—from Bert and the past. I 
planned to come, all along. Your 
being hurt and sick had nothing to 
do with it.” Her voice softened. “But 
I'm so glad you’re recovering, Hank 
and I were so worried/*

Rigdon’s brain was reeling. He 
couldn’t  believe that She- was here.

He said, “George Wall?”
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Elena’s pleasure faded. “He hasn't 

joined us,” she said gravely. “And 
it’s five days now.”

George Wall’s continued absence 
gave Rigdon another sort of night
mare, one that stayed with him dur
ing his waking hours. I t was a pic
ture of the gaunt-faced rider fall
ing under cavalry guns—and being 
thrown into a shallow grave in some 
lonely place. He didn’t  want George 
to have made such a sacrifice. He 
blamed himself. Rigdon couldn’t  rid 
himself of a sense of guilt, knowing 
that he shouldn’t have permitted 
George to act as bait for those sol
diers.

As his strength returned, within 
the next few days, Rigdon kept 
watching the back trail. But there 
were no signs of a rider trailing the 
Slash-B outfit across the vast empti
ness of frontier Texas.

The third day after ridding him
self of the fever, Rigdon rode up 
front on the wagon seat. The fifth 
day, he had Hank saddle a horse for 
him. But he wasn’t  yet fit to help 
handle the herd. He rode alongside 
the chuck wagon, holding his mount 
down to its lumbering gait. The sad
dle punished him. He had to will 
himself to take the punishment.

A good part of that day, Elena rode 
with him. She was mounted on a 
pinto pony, and she rode well. Rigdon 
had difficulty recalling her as she had 
been that night in the Alhambra 
when he first saw her. I t was hard to 
believe she ever had been, other than 
this lithe, sun-darkened girl in man
nish clothes who ate with rough men 
about a campfire and slept a t night 
with no more shelter than blankets.

For some time now, Rigdon had 
realized that she had something on 
her mind. That she wanted to talk 
about that something. Now, as they 
rode stirrup to stirrup, she said: 

“Jeff, there’s-something I want you 
to understand.”

“I’ve no right to expect explana
tions from you, Elena.” *

“Maybe not?’ she said. “But some



how I want you to know that—well, 
that I thought I was in love with 
Tom, He made me think I was. I let 
him believe I was alone in the world, 
because—because I wanted to deny 
my past. I didn’t  want Tom to know 
about Bert and Steve. Tom kept send
ing me money, and I let him—because 
I did believe he was rich. I shared it 
with Bert,

"And that’s where I was doing 
wrong. Bert and I were orphaned in 
our teens, and Bert became friendly 
with Steve. Why? Because Bert is 
weak, and wanted an easy living. And 
Steve wanted a partner in his tin
horn schemes that never made him 
rich, as he hoped.” She lowered her 
gaze, and color burned in her cheeks. 
“Maybe, too, Steve wanted a hold on 
Bert because—because of me.”

RIGDON said nothing. A frown 
gathered on his sick man’s face. 

Elena looked up, and cried out, "I 
never let anything be between Steve 
and me! You’ve got to believe that!” 

Rigdon wondered, Do I believe it? 
The same instant he felt ashamed 

of himself. He had hit Steve Durant 
when the gambler talked against 
Elena—so didn’t  he believe in her? 

He said, "I believe it, Elena.” 
Her relief was plain. "When Tom 

died, it seemed the end of everything 
for me,” she went on, more calmly. 
"I let Bert and Steve talk me into 
coming to Texas. They hoped the 
ranch would be all Tom had made me 
believe it to be. When it wasn’t, we 
were stranded here. And I was glad. 
The ranch seemed like a real home 
to me, poor though it was. I became 
afraid I ’d not be able to keep it, so 
I took that job at the Alhambra. 
Then you came along, and gave me 
hope.”

•‘You’ll never lose it now,” Rigdon 
said.

"No,” Elena whispered. "And I’m. 
•'rateful to you.”

That night a rider loomed out of 
ihe darkness, hailing the trail camp. 
Rigdon lay awake in his blankets; it

was as though expecting the hail. 
He pulled on his boots, went to meet 
George Wall. They shook hands. 
Never in his life had Jeff Rigdon been 
so glad to see anyone. George Wall, 
looking more gaunt than ever, slid 
off a done-in brown horse.

"Been on your trail for two days 
and nights of steady riding, changing 
my horses wherever I could make a 
trade,” he said.

He explained that he had led the 
soldiers a long way east, keeping just 
out of gun range. They had quit the 
chase a t nightfall, but the next day 
a bigger patrol was out hunting him. 
He had played hide-and-seek with the 
Federal troops, letting them catch 
sight of him occasionally. They had 
charged after him every time.

“That grulla horse of yours was to 
them what a red flag is to a bull,” 
Wall said, grinning.

The patrol had kept after him for 
three days, and he kept leading them 
east—giving Rigdon plenty of chance 
to head the other way. FinalW he had 
holed up with a rancher he knew, in 
the Morada hills. He’d left the grulla 
there, for safekeeping. He had ridden 
back to the Brennan ranch on a paint 
horse, and nobody had bothered him.

“But they’d fired the ranch, Jeff,” 
he said. "Burned it out.”

“The soldiers?” Rigdon asked.
“No. I t was Steve Durant and a 

couple toughs,” Wall told him. "I 
heard it from Matt Stabley, who has 
a place near by. Stabley happened by 
and saw it. Bert Venable was along. 
He tried to get Durant to hold off, 
but, according to Stabley, Durant 
was crazy mad.”

Rigdon swore. “I thought I’d killed 
that tinhorn,” he said.

“You just winged him,” Wall said. 
"Stabley told me Durant looked 
sound, except that his left arm was 
in a sling. It sure surprises me that 
Durant hasn’t  followed the herd—to 
get back the girl. Her leaving is 
what really got him. Stabley heard 
him teU Bert that she wouldn't get 
far.”
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Wall went to the cook fire, where 
Luke kept a coffeepot hot for the 
hands riding night herd. Rigdon 
turned uneasily toward where Elena 
lay in her blankets. She was awake 
and had listened, all right. Rigdon 
crossed to her.

"I figured I freed you of Durant,” 
he said. “I’m sorry, Elena.”

“And I’m scared, Jeff,” she said, 
shivering.

THE trail the Slash-B followed 
was twice as long as one would 

have been through the hostile lands 
of the Comanches and Kiowas. But 
the freedom from Indian attack was 
worth the additional weeks of travel. 
Jeff Rigdon as guide for the outfit 
was following the trace of the South
ern Overland Mail, Butterfield’s stage 
route, which had been abandoned at 
the outbreak of the war between the 
States.

The herd plodded by the haunted 
chimneys of Fort Phantom Hill, 
turned south, and drifted its slow, 
way through Buffalo Gap. The Texas 
frontier lay behind; this was wilder
ness country. ■

It was country through which cat
tle had never before been driven. 
Past Fort Chadbourne, the outfit 
swung south and west to cross the 
North Concho—crossed the divide to 
the middle Concho, where the cattle 
and horses were watered for the 
badlands ahead. West for many miles 
was Centralia Draw, desert land 
reaching to the bitter Pecos. Rigdon 
led the way, day after day, over the 
stage trail—over the Castle Moun
tains by way of Castle Gap, and 
twelve miles beyond was Horsehead 
Crossing.

But many of those days were sheer 
torture.

Six days of crossing desert waste 
to the Pecos with the cattle bawling 
out their misery, too thirsty to* bed 
down at night, could be as much of 
a strain as fighting off Indian raids. 
The white, bitter dust rose in tor
tuous clouds, and the sun was merci
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less. Bleary-eyed riders had cracked 
lips, parched throats. The 'and was a 
hell of dry heat and alkali. The steers 
grew drawn and gaunt, their tongues 
lolling far from their mouths, and 
when death approached, as it did for 
many, their eyes sunk into their 
sockets.

Some thirst-maddened animals 
charged at the riders who drove 
them endlessly on. And finally, at 
the Pecos, the herd stampeded. Some 
drowned in the river. Others reached 
alkali ponds short of the river prop
er, drank the poisonous water, and 
died in their tracks. There was quick
sand too, and Rigdon and his trail- 
weary riders fought to save steers 
caught in the bog.

Nearly two hundred head of dead 
Slash-B cattle marked the desert trek 
and Pecos crossing. It was a dear 
price. But Jeff Rigdon saw that cattle 
had not been the full toll exacted by 
those six weeks of trail driving. As 
he looked at each of the crew, from 
old Hank Jessup to Luke Summers, 
the cook, he saw that the ordeal had 
sapped and aged them. He knew that 
he too was marked. He felt it, deep 
inside. He wondered then if he had 
done right, bringing men and ani
mals over such a trail. He doubted 
the wisdom of it.

He looked at Elena, and the sight 
of her thinned-down face, the blue 
shadowings beneath her red-rimmed 
eyes, made him wince. Beauty in a 
woman was a fragile thing. Certainly, 
the trail had robbed Elena of hers. 
Or had it? Rigdon wondered. Deep 
in her eyes was a warm glow, upon 
her thirst-parched lips a brave smile. 
She seemed to read Rigdon’s troubled 
thoughts, for she said softly:

“It’s all right, Jeff. It’s not as bad 
as it seems.”

Somehow, he realized that'it was so.
He’d given hopeless men the hard

est kind of work, but in work they 
at least found hope. And Elena was 
freed of her past. While he had kept 
his promise to a dead friend. The 
trail up the Pecos would be hard,



treacherous in stretches, but it would 
have an end.

Rigdon said, “Well, let’s shove on.” 
There was an uneasiness in him. 

He’d come by it when George Wall 
brought the news that Steve Durant 
still lived.

CHAPTER V

JUST beyond Pope’s Crossing was 
the New Mexico line. Having 

forded the river, the Slash-B outfit 
trailed north along the west side of 
the treacherous Pecos. It crossed the 
Delaware and the Black, then met 
the first soldiers since Fort Chad- 
bourne. The patrol was out of Fort 
Sumner, commanded by a young lieu
tenant.

"I advise you to cross to the east 
side,” the officer said, after greetings 
were exchanged and questions an
swered. He gestured toward the 
mountains looming to the west. 
“They’re the Guadalupes, where the 
Mescalero Apaches rendezvous."

So another crossing was made, but 
now the trail herd passed small set
tlements—Comanche Springs and 
Bosque Grande and Mexican villages. 
The cavalry patrol must have spread 
word of the herd’s coming, for a 
visitor arrived at the camp set up one 
day’s drive from Bosque Redondo— 
or Fort Sumner. He was a bewhis- 
kered man with shrewd eyes, and he 
rode around the herd with a specu
lative gaze.

Rigdon told Hank Jessup and 
Elena, “A cattle dealer, sure.”

The man was that. He introduced 
himself as Curt Bateman, and said, 
“I won’t  beat about the bush. I’ve 
got a contract to supply beef to Fort 
Sumner, for the Navajo and Mes- 
calero Indians. I'm having trouble 
meeting the demand, and the Indians 
are causing trouble because they’re 
hungry.”

“We’re heading for the Colorado 
mines,” Rigdon said.

“I’ll save you a long drive.”
“More money at the mines, and

that means higher prices for u s .'
Bateman said without blinking, 

“Eight cents a pound, on the hoof.” 
Rigdon did the blinking, Hank 

Jessup choked on his tobacco cud. 
Elena had no way of knowing that 
seldom, if ever, had Texans received 
so much for their cattle, and she 
asked, “Is that a fair price, Jeff?” 

Rigdon gave her a grin. “It’s fail’, 
all right,” he said. “I think we should 
make a deal. We’d probably lose some 
of the herd before we hit Colorado, 
anyway, and have to take a loss.” 

The herd was driven into a fenced 
meadow at Bosque Redondo, and 
Curt Bateman made payment in gold 
coin. . . .

It was the day after Bateman had 
met the outfit. The Slash-B hands 
made their night camp outside the 
settlement, and after chuck Elena, 
with old Hank’s help, paid off the 
riders. For most of them, it was the 
first money earned since war’s end. 
It was too good to keep, and there 
was a Mexican cantina in the settle
ment. Those riders, with a great 
thirst to quench, headed for the can
tina. Hank Jessup followed them, but 
he was experienced enough a drinker 
to draw only a small part of his fore
man’s wages.

There remained then only Jeff Rig
don, and Elena said, “Now I want to 
pay off Tom’s debt to you, Jeff—plus 
wages.”

Rigdon took Tom Brennan’s IOU’s 
from his pocket and deliberately 
dropped them into the campfire. “It’s 
paid,” he said. "You owe me only 
regular trail boss wages.”

“Why, Jeff?” the girl said, gazing 
at him with widened eyes.

“I made a promise to Tom,” he 
-said. “I told him that I’d see that 
you were all right. I’d never have 
told you that Ton* borrowed that 
money except that things looked 
different to me when I found you in 
that Brazos honkytonk. I see things 
the way they are now. So I'm keeping 
my promise. You keep that money. 
Elens. It's your stake for the future.”
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Elena shook her head. “Jeff, people 
don’t  do things like that,” she told 
him. “Not even rich people. And you 
—don’t  you need a stake for the 
future, too?” •

“Not if the Slash-B drives more 
cattle to market, and keeps me on 
as trail boss.”

“The Slash-B will, Jeff. It will!”
“Then I’ve no need to worry about 

the future.”
He met her eyes, smiled into them, 

letting her know that he considered 
her his future. Elena gave him a 
wavering smile. Despite her mannish 
clothes and sun- and wind-roughened 
face, she was all woman again and, 
to Jeff Rigdon’s eyes, incredibly love
ly. This moment of understanding 
between them was a wonderful one, 
but a sound of riders shattered it.

Rigdon frowned as he listened, and 
said, “That can’t  be the boys coming 
back, already.” And he drew Elena 
well back from the glow of the fire. 
He drew his Henry rifle from his pile 
of saddle gear on the ground. The 
shadows about the chuck wagon 
helped conceal them.

Six riders jogged up, reining in on 
the far side of the fire.

Elena gripped Rigdon’s arm. 
“There’s Bert!” she whispered.

“And Durant,” Rigdon muttered.

STEVE DURANT'S eyes were 
sharp. He found Rigdon and the 

girl there by the wagon, and a 
twisted smile curled his thin lips. 
The gambler wasn’t  his dapper self. 
His shallow face was dark with a 
whiskery growth, and trail dust 
filmed his now untidy clothes. Rigdon 
could see an ugly glint in his eyes. 
There was a wild rage in Durant. 
And not even his gambler’s nerveless 
will could hide it.

“It’s been a long trail, Rigdon,” he 
said flatly. “Luc^y for me I didn’t  
wait longer in Colorado. I’d heard 
that a buyer in New Mexico was 
offering a high price for cattle, so 
it occurred to me that you might sell
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the herd here. You wonder how I got 
here with my friends?”

Rigdon didn’t  say anything. He 
stepped away from the wagon, so 
that Elena wouldn’t  be in the line of 
fire that was sure to come. Her face 
was blanched with her fear.

Durant went on mockingly, “Bert 
and I traveled to Missouri and then 
came west across Kansas by stage. 
We got horses at Pueblo, Colorado, 
and picked up our four friends who 
like to see justice done—and so rode 
south to meet you. Last night we met 
the cattle buyer, and he told us where 
the outfit was camping.”

“Quit the fine t  a 1 k,” Rigdon 
snapped. “I can see that those four 
ride for money, not justice. Get on 
with it, Durant. The odds are with 
you. But this Henry rifle will give me 
a chance—to get you!”

There was a flurry of quick move
ment. Elena had run out into the 
open, to face Durant and his men.

“All right, Steve,” she said chok
ingly. “You win, as always. But we’ll 
bargain. You want me and you want 
money. I'm game, and there’s more 
money here in camp than you ever 
saw at one time. But Rigdon rides 
out.”

Rigdon knew it wouldn’t  work, 
even if he’d let it  be a bargain. He 
could see that Steve Durant might 
want the girl and the money, but he 
wanted revenge more, Durant had 
lost Elena to two men within a period 
of little more than three years—lost 
her though actually he'd never pos
sessed her—and it was more than 
the man’s pride could tolerate. Re
venge was more than a desire, it was 
a need.

Durant said, “Bert, get your sister 
out of here.”

Bert Venable looked as trail-worn 
as Durant. He was leaning forward 
in the saddle, peering at Elena 
through the flickering firelight with 
a dark intentness. H,e looked older, 
Jess boyish, sipce Rjgdon had seen 
him at Brazos Town.



“Sis,” he said, “come out of there.” 
Elena shook her head. “It’s got to 

be my way, Bert,” she told him. “I 
asked little enough out of life. I can’t  
have that, so now I’ve got to see Rig- 
don ride out of here—safe. Let me 
have that much, Bert!”

Bert squirmed. “Steve, it's little 
enough,” he muttered.

Durant cursed him. He gestured 
with his gun, to one of the four 
toughs, and ordered^ “You, Ed. Get 
the girl out of there !”

THE man kneed his horse for
ward, leaned from the saddle 

to grab at Elena. She shrank away, 
and then Bert rocTe in. He yelled, 
“Leave her alone, Ed!” He was be
tween Elena and Durant and his 
four hardcases. So Rigdon swung the 
Henry rifle to his shoulder.

Ed fired the first shot, shouting a 
warning at the same instant. His 
shot went wild, and Rigdon’s blasting 
Henry tore him from the saddle. 
Rigdon leapt back to the chuck wag
on, for its uncertain shelter, as 
Durant and the other three hardcases 
opened up. Slugs ripped and. tore 
through the wagon’s sheeting and 
sideboards. Rigdon saw Bert Venable 
catch Elena up and ride out of the 
camp with her. He saw Durant swing 
away, not in flight but to circle the 
wagon. The three hardcases came 
riding in, their guns blazing—men 
intent upon earning blood money.

The Henry blasted again, and its 
ounce slug downed a horse and rider. 
Rigdon fired again, and missed. The 
two riders closed in, meaning to ride 
him down. Then one screamed, flung 
up his arms, lost his seat, and fell 
sprawling. He’d been shot in the 
back, and Rigdon saw Bert Venable 
—alone now—shooting from beyond 
the fire. The remaining liardcase 
jerked his mount away, narrowly 
missing Rigdon, and tried a getaway. 
Both Rigdon and Bert fired after 
him, and missed.

Then Bert yelled, “Behind you, 
Rigdon!”

Rigdon whirled, saw Durant drop 
from his horse and take cover be
hind a rock. Durant fired once, then 
again, and the third time let his Colt 
hammer fall upon an already fired 
chamber. The gambler let out a mad
man’s yell as he rose and flung the 
empty weapon at Rigdon. He leapt 
toward his spooked horse, and it 
shied away from him. Rigdon held 
his fire, ran forward.

Durant got hold of the horse’s 
trailing reins, but it reared up and 
struck at him with its forelegs. He 
reeled back, another crazy howl es
caping from deep inside him. He lost 
the horse then, and turned his face 
with all its hatred, rage, and terror 
toward Rigdon. Suddenly be wilted.

“All right, damn you! You’ve got 
me!”

“Durant, I ought to shoot you 
down like a dog!” Rigdon said sav
agely. “Get back to the fire, so I can 
keep watch on you!”

He should have guessed that the 
man hadn’t  played his last card. 
Durant obeyed too meekly. Halfway 
to the fire, he pretended to stumble. 
He straightened, whirled, and he had 
pulled a derringer from inside his 
coat. It was the same sort of play 
as had taken place the day in the 
Alhambra. But this time Rigdon fired 
a second shot after his first downed 
the man. He would have fired a third, 
but saw it wasn’t  necessary. This 
time Durant was dead. . . .

The Slash-B crew came riding 
baejc, torn away from the cantina by 
the racketing gunfire. Soldiers from 
the fort came, too. But the officer 
who demanded an explanation was 
willing to accept the evidence as it 
was most easily read: that a band of 
outlaws had attempted to steal the 
Slash-B cattle money. He had to ac
cept that, being a gentleman as well 
as an officer, for it was Elena who 
gave him the explanation.

When the soldiers were gone, 
taking the dead am i with them, the 
Slash-B hands returned to their 

(ContmVfCd on page 49)
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Bound by His Badge
By Ray Gaulden

Although Sheriff Dawson had plenty ot sand in his craw, he didn't 
savvy how he could tackle the tough trigger job one of his kinfolk had

cut out for him.

JED DAWSON sat 
on the porch of 
Neal P e n d e ll’s 

f e e d  s t o r e  a n d  
watched Jose Gomez 
leave his adobe down 
at the far end of Rim- 
roclc’s single street and 
come shuffling up
town th ro u g h  the 
hock-deep dust. As al
ways, Jed Dawson 
thought of the rifle 
that belonged to the 
little Mexican, and 
how hard he had been 
trying to get Jose to 
part with it.

The swift mutter of 
hoofs caused Dawson 
to turn his head in the other direc
tion, and he forgot all about Jose 
Gomez as he watched his son-in-law, 
Chase Latimore, ride into town on 
his big, blaze-faced stallion.

Chase was a handsome cuss and it 
wasn't hard for Jed to see whŷ  Nancy 
had fallen for him. He was a smooth 
talker and he had a way about him. 
But he wouldn’t work, and he spent 
too much time around a poker table. 
Jed had gotten him a couple of jobs, 
but Chase had quit them before the 
week was up.

Sitting there on a bale of hay, the 
afternoon sun shining on the sheriff’s 
badge pinned to his dark blue coat, 
Jed Dawson watched Chase ride up to 
the Blue Bonnet Saloon and dismount.

The young man stood 
on the plank walk for 
a moment, letting his 
gaze run the length of 
the street. His eyes 
found his father-in- 
law and he stared de
fiantly. Then he put 
his shoulders back and 
swaggered into the 
saloon.

Dawson’s face was 
solemn and he won
dered how much long
er it could go on this 
way. Chase had al
ways been a wild one, 
but Jed had hoped he 
would settle down aft
er the wedding. He 

hadn’t  though, and 'chere was that 
stage holdup a month ago. Jed hadn’t 
said anything about the pocket knife 
he found at the scene of the robbery. 
It didn’t prove anything for certain, 
and the sheriff hoped he was wrong 
thinking what he did.

FOOTSTEPS close by snapped Daw
son from his brooding and he 

turned to look at Jose Gomez. The lit
tle Mexican was smiling. “Buenos 
dias> Senor Jed,” he said cheerfully. 
“You are looking very good today.” 

Jed made a sour face, but there was 
a twinkle in his eyes. “I look like hell 
and you know it. You must be after 
some money.”

Jose put a pained expression on
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his brown face. “You are my friend, 
Senor Jed. Do you think that I always 
come looking only for dinero ?”

Jed nodded. “Nearly always. And 
right now, I can tell by that look in 
your eyes what you’ve got on your 
mind.”

Jose spread his hands. “You know 
me too well.’’

The little Mexican helped around 
the livery stable now and then, but 
most of the time he spent sitting in 
the shade. He had a great love for 
tequila and as long as he had the price 
of a bottle of the fiery stuff, he was 
happy. But most of the time he was 
broke and there were not many in this 
town of Rimrock who would lend him 
money.

But Jed Dawson had a heart as big 
as the bale of hay he was sitting on 
and he didn’t  often turn the little 
Mexican down. Except for a rifle that 
his father had left him, Jose had sold 
everything of value that he owned. Jed 
had been trying to get the gun for his 
collection, but Jose claimed it was 4 
keepsake and that he could not part 
with it.

Jose said, “If you could lend me the 
price of one little bottle of tequila, I 
will work and pay you back. I—I will 
even clean your office tomorrow'.”

The lawman took off his hat and 
ran stubby fingers through his wiry 
gray hair. He pursed his lips and final
ly said, “Tell you what I will do—buy 
that rifle from you.”

Jose sighed wearily. “Must we go 
through that again? I would gladly 
give you the rifle, but it is a keep
sake.”

“I know—I knoV,” the sheriff 
growled. “Well, you can’t  blame me 
for trying. And here’s your money.”

The little Mexican’s face lit up. 
‘’Gracias, Senor Jed.” And with the 
money in his hand, Jose started 
quickly toward the Blue Bonnet Sa
loon.

“Don’t forget, you’re going to clean 
the office tomorrow," the sheriff called 
after him. But if he heard, Jos6 did 
not turn around, and watching him,

Jed couldn't keep from smiling. He 
liked that little lazy, tequila-loving 
Mexican.

The sheriff arose, glancing at his 
big gold watch. He stepped off the 
porch and walked toward the cafe. He 
passed the saloon and for a moment 
he stopped, staring thoughtfully. 
Chase was still inside and Jed con
sidered going in and having a little 
talk with him. But that son-in-law of 
his was a hard one to do anything 
with. He was pretty hot-headed.

Jed went on to the cafe, nodding to 
folks he knew, walking down this 
street where he had walked so many 
times before. He stood outside the 
cafe and tried to decide whether he 
should have a bite to eat. He didn’i 
feel very hungry and he remembered 
that he had always had a good appe
tite when Nancy was home and doing 
the cooking.

And then he swore softly and 
thought: Feeling sorry for myself.

THE clatter of hoofs drew his at
tention and he recognized Ed 

Wade, riding down the street toward 
him. The young man waved and rode 
close.

“Hello, Jed. You’ve got a visitor 
down at the house. Reckon you know 
who it is.”

Jed Dawson’s eyes brightened and 
he looked up at Ed Wade, grinning 
faintly. “Thanks, Ed. I 'llrfo  right 
down. How’s things o<S*?at the 
ranch ?”

“Just fine, Jed. Got the house paint
ed and started to work on the new 
barn.”

Jed glanced toward the little white 
house on the edge of town where he 
kept bachelor quarters now that 
Nancy was gone. Then he turned to 
Ed again and said:

“Been thinking I’d get out to see 
the place, Ed, but I don’t  stray far 
from town any more. Things are pret
ty peaceful these days. Makes a man 
kind of lazy.”

Wade rolled a smoke. “You ought to 
be entitled to a little rest. Up until
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the last year, you didn’t have time to 
sit around.”

“Well, it’s different now, Ed,” Jed 
sighed. “The badmen are thinning out 
—getting fewer all the time.”

Jed saw that Wade’s eyes had found 
Chase Latimore’s big stallion a t the 
rack in front of the saloon. The young 
rancher's face tightened and Jed had 
a pretty good idea what was in his 
mind. Ed Wade had gone steady with 
Nancy before Chase stepped into the 
picture, and Jed had hoped Ed was 
the man his daughter would marry. 
The boy was well liked on this range 
and he was a  hard worker. But it had
n’t  turned out the way most folks 
figured it would.

Jed coughed and Wade straightened 
in the saddle, picking up the reins 
quickly. He kept his eyes turned away 
from the lawman. “I better be getting 
on, Jed.”

“Well, so long, Ed. I’ll see you 
around.”

The sheriff stood for a moment, his 
face gloomy as he watched the young 
rancher ride on down the street. When 
Wade had stopped a t the post office, 
Jed turned and walked in the other 
direction. He approached the house 
that twenty years ago he had built 
for his young bride. Nancy was born 
here, and then pneumonia took her 
mother.

I t was a well-built house and there 
was a pick# fence that he had been 
intending to paint, but, somehow, he 
had never got around to it. And now 
that he was alone, he reckoned it did
n’t  make much difference. About the 
only thing that mattered any more 
was the big rocking chair on the front 
porch, where he could sit of an eve
ning and look at the mountains.

“Hell,” he muttered. “I’m getting 
old.”

He wasn’t  really—just forty-five, 
but he had worn a badge for eighteen 
years, and that, he knew, had made 
more than one man old before his
time.

As he wept through the gate and 
up the rock-lined walk, Jed remem
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bered how he used to come home and 
hear Nancy singing, and how she 
would run to meet him and throw her 
arms around him. It was different 
now; she was not singing and the old 
shine was gone from her brown eyes.

He said, “It’s good to see ‘ you, 
honey.”

NANCY gave him a smile, a little 
tired, he thought, a little forced. 

"It’s good to see you, too, Dad,” she 
said. Then she glanced around the 
room. “I’ve been trying to decide 
where to start cleaning. Don’t  you 
ever pick anything up?”

He smiled crookedly. “Don’t  do 
nothing but sleep in here. All my en
tertaining is done on the porch.”

She shook her head. “You men.”
Jed studied her, his face serious. 

“You’ve got something on your mind, 
Nancy.”

She stared at the floor. “It’s Chase, 
Dad. I’m worried.”

He put his hands on her shoulders 
and said quietly, “Do you want to 
come home, Nancy?”

She looked up at him quickly, shak
ing her head. “No. I can’t  do that, Dad. 
He needs me, and I love him in spite 
of the way he’s been acting lately.” 

“You’re one in a million, honey,” 
Jed said, touched by her loyalty.

She bit her lip. “Dad, I’ve been try 
ing to get him to leave here. I haven’t  
told him why, but it's because I’m 
afraid something might happen— 
something that would cause you to 
have to go after him. And Chase is so 
quick-tempered. Oh, Dad, even if he 
did something really bad, I couldn’t  
stand the thought of you having to— 
to—”

Her lips trembled and she buried 
her head on Jed’s shoulder. He felt 
worse than he had felt in a long time, 
but he tried to keep it from showing 
on his face. He patted her arm.

“Now you quit worrying your pret
ty head. Nothing’s going to happen.” 
But he was just talking—saying 
words that he didn’t-believe.

Nancy cleaned the house and they



visited for a while, and before Jed 
realized it the sun was disappearing 
and shadows were gathering in the 
yard. Nancy moved toward the door.

“It’s later than I thought, Dad. I’ll 
have to get home and fix Chase's sup
per.”

Jed stood on the porch and watched 
her go, watched her walk- swiftly to
ward the little house where she and 
Chase lived up the canyon. When she 
was out of sight, he started back up
town and he remembered that he had 
not eaten since early that morning. He 
deeided he had better do something 
about that.

He passed Hanson’s blacksmith 
shop and the big smith called to him. 
A rancher from back in the hills had 
bought a new piebald and Hanson 
wanted to show Jed what he thought 
was a fine piece of horseflesh. The 
blacksmith had just finished shoeing 
the animal.

Jed was standing beside the forge 
when he heard the swift pound of 
hoofs out on the street. He felt him
self stiffen a little and a nameless 
dread began to crawl along his spine. 
He went quickly to the doorway, just 
in time to see a rider flash by. Jed 
recognized Chase Latimore, flattened 
along his mount, spurring hard.

And then the sheriff heard a man 
yell, “Stop him, somebody! He just 
killed George Holms!”

A numbing coldness shot through 
Jed Dawson, and for a moment all he 
could do was stand there with a sick 
look on his face, his mind, whirling. 
Then he got his gun out, but his hand 
was shaking so that he couldn’t  aim. 
"Sack up the street a gun roared and 
from the corner of his eye, Jed saw 
Neal Pendell standing on the porch 
of his feed store, a smoking weapon 
in his hand.

Chase’s mount was hit and it did
n’t  go much farther. The horse stum
bled and went down, but Chase lit run
ning. Bent low, he raced down the 
canyon toward the house where he 
and Nanev lived.

OTT BENDER, a driver for Wells 
Fargo, came running up to the 

blacksmith shop, his face white. "He 
cleaned out the express office, Jed,” 
the man said breathlessly. “And then 
he hit old George with the butt of his 
gun—split his head wide open. It was 
awful, Jed. It was—”

Jed moved into the street, aware 
that the townsfolk were crowding 
around him. He heard Neal Pendell 
say, “He can’t get far afoot. Let’s get 
him.”

Jed looked around him, a t the. faces 
of men who were his friends.' Most 
of them had wives and kids to think 
about, and there wasn’t  a real gun- 
fighter among them. Besides, it wasn’t  
their job to go after Chase.

“This is my job,” Jed said grimly. 
“I’ll handle it—alone.” •

Neal Pendell came up close to him. 
“Hell, Jed. Chase is your son-in-law. 
Why don’t  you let us take care of 
him?”

Jed shook his head. “George Holms 
was a good man. He’s dead now, and 
I’m the sheriff.”

He moved down the street, down the 
canyon, walking on stiff legs, his face 
gray and hard—like a piece of granite. 
He wondered what h^d got into Chase, 
what had made him think he could 
get away with robbing the express of
fice. But a man like Chase usually 
thought he knew all the answers. And 
now it had happened—the thing he 
had been dreading, the thing Nancy 
had been afraid of.

And it could end only one way, he 
thought. He would have to kill Chase, 
for he knew that his son-in-law would 
never be taken alive. The man, Jed 
thought, deserved to die, but it would 
break Nancy’s heart to have her 
father end that misspent life.

Jed passed Jose Gomez’s adobe and 
he saw' the little Mexican sitting in 
the doorway, a bottle of tequila, beside 
him. The sheriff thought; Nothing to 
worry about except where he’s going 
to get the next bottle.

Jose peered at him, but Jed kept 
Ms eyes straight ahead, knowing that
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somewhere in this steep-walled can
yon Chase Latimore would be waiting 
with a gun in his hand, ready to kill.

Then the town was behind him and 
Jed came in sight of the little two- 
room house that Chase had rented 
from a man in town. It was here that 
he had brought Nancy and she had 
fixed the place up real nice. It wasn’t 
much, but Nancy didn’t complain.

Jed drew close and he saw Nancy 
in the doorway, standing there with 
her hand to her throat, and he knew 
that Chase had been here, that Nancy 
knew-. He wanted to tell her that she 
would have to try to understand— 
that his being here was just some
thing that couldn’t  be helped. But 
looking at her, at the horrified expres
sion on her face, he knew that she 
would never understand.

Then Chase came around the side 
of the house and Jed’s hand touched 
the butt of his gun, a deep sickness in
side him. Chase was bad and he would 
never change; he had been building to 
something like this for a long time. 
But still, Jed Dawson could not bring 
himself to draw his gun. He had shot 
plenty of bad ones in the past and 
their ghosts did not bother him now. 
But this time it  was different.

His hand remained at his side as 
though it had been fastened there and 
he wondered if. he could ever move it 
again. He kept looking at his daugh
ter, but he was aware of Chase’s 
twisted features. And then he saw 
Chase’s gun coming up and his mind 
was screaming at him, telling him 
that in a minute he would be dead.

Jed braced himself, waiting for 
Chase’s bullet to smash into him, but 
it didn’t  come. Chase jerked suddenly, 
for above, on the rim of the canyon, a 
rifle had made a thin sharp sound.

Chase Latimore twisted around and 
sank to his knees, then onto his face.
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Nancy uttered a little cry and Jed 
whipped his eyes to the canyon rim, 
but whoever had fired the shot was 
gone now.

Nancy ran to Chase’s side and Jed 
went forward slowly, his legs weak, 
his insides trembling. He looked down 
at his son-in-law and did not need to 
be told that the man was dead. There 
was sorrow in Jed, but there was re
lief too. He pulled Nancy gently to her 
feet and held her close to him.

“Dad,” she whispered. "Dad, I’m 
glad it wasn’t  you.”

"Yes, honey,” he said. "I’m glad it 
wasn’t  me.” And Jed was thinking: 
It will take her a little while to get 
over it, but she will, and the next time 
she will find the right man. . . .

The town was quiet and a soft 
breeze was blowing down the canyon 
when the sheriff came to Jose Gomez’s 
adobe. The little Mexican was sitting 
in the doorway and Jed squatted down 
beside him.

Jed said, “Jose, I’m glad you didn’t 
sell me the rifle, and I’ll never ask you 
again.”

Jose Gomez pushed his high-peaked 
sombrero back and his brown face was 
impassive. "Why this sudden change, 
Senor Jed?”

The sheriff stared at him steadily. 
“It’s no use playing dumb, Jose. I 
found your empty tequila bottle up 
there on the rim.”

The little Mexican sighed and 
spread his hands. "I could not see two 
good people hurt, Senor Jed.”

The sheriff arose, a tightness in his 
throat. “I could use a drink, Jose—a 
big one.”

“Me, too, Senor Jed.”
"The saloon is still open,” the sher

iff said.
They walked down the dark street 

together.



Cowpoke’s Firebrand Legacy
By Cliff Walters

Dan Prentice had not only 
fallen heir to a few heifers, 
but he’d also been willed a 

three-way gun grudge.

T IIE hundred-mile ride had end
ed. Dan Prentice had traveled 
over gray badlands, through 

spring-flooded creeks, across miles of 
melting snow atop the Campfire

Mountains, and finally down into the 
little valley beyond.

Now, having reached a picturesque 
destination to which he had rather not 
come, the young puncher spur-jingled 
his way into the only dwelling in 
Chain Springs Valley. Eventually he 
reached the open door of a log-walled 
room in which lay an emaciated, iron- 
gray man.

For a moment the eyes of the two



men met. Then Waldo Blount weakly 
offered a thin hand and said:

“Thanks for heedin’ the message in 
my letter, Dan Prentice—for cornin’ 
to see me and getting here before it’s 
too late. I’m glad to see you took after 
your mother who was my sister, lad. 
You’ve got her brown eyes, the same 
square chin. And the same brown hair 
—with just a little riffle to it.”

Dan still hesitated in the doorway, 
his steady, neither friendly nor hostile 
gaze riveted on this uncle whom he 
had hoped to meet up with someday; 
but under different circumstances. 
Dan had hoped that the onee-husky 
Waldo Blount would be able to swing 
fists when and if they ever met. But 
now the uncle who had ignored the 
code of decency and justice to further 
his own ends lay weak and pleading 
in the shadow of death.

“You won’t—shake hands?” Blount 
asked despondently. “You won’t  for
get the past and—”

“I can’t  forget it,” Dan said, moving 
into the room. “But Mother, being the 
wonderful woman she was, .might 
want me to forgive it. So . . .” He 
took a hand from which all strength 
had ebbed.

Hoof beats sounded in the ranch 
yard. Then heavy boots came clump
ing into the sepulchral ranch house. 
Dan Prentice turned and saw a stocky, 
red-faced man framed in the doorway. 
The man said gruffly:

“Well, Waldo. Who’s the handsome 
young company?”

Blount answered, “Shale Cavanard, 
meet my nephew—Dan Prentice.”

SHALE CAVANARD froze. His 
heavy-browed eyes, as brittle- 

hard as the shale rock Dan had seen 
exposed in veins along the edge of 
badland gulehes, fastened belligerent
ly on the younger man.

Waldo Blount said, “When it comes 
to the showdown, I guess blood’s 
thicker’n water, Shale. When you’re 
layin’ flat on your back, tryin’ to look 
into the shadows ahead and see where 
your next camp’ll be—well,'you can’t
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help lookin’ back, too, over the trails 
you’ve traveled. Years ago Dan’s 
mother and me inherited a livery barn 
from our father. I run the place.

“I gypped my sister outa her share 
of things. Maybe ’cause I didn’t  like 
the man she was goin’ to marry. And 
maybe ’cause dollars always seemed 
bigger to me than wagon wheels. But 
now I’m squarin' the debt as best I can 
at this late date. I’ve willed the Chain 
Valley place to Dan here, hopin’ he’d 
come to see me—which he has.” 

Surprised, almost as tense as Shale 
Cavanard was, Dan said, “Hold on, 
Waldo Blount. It’s too late now to 
square—”

“Nephew!” Shale Cavanard snarled 
at the dying man. “So he’s the great 
bronco twister I read to you about in 
the county paper — the great Dan 
Prentice that rode an outlaw bucker 
no other man had ever been able to set, 
and won first money at the biggest 
contest in the state. He’s your nephew, 
Mr. Blount? And you didn’t  even men
tion it at the time. You sneaked a let
ter off to him when you found out 
where he was, and got the doc to mail 
it in Bisonville!”

“That’s right,” Blount said weakly. 
“I didn’t  want you r ’arin’ up, like you 
are now, Shale, if Dan wasn’t  goin’ 
to show up here.”

“Why wouldn't he show up, at the 
last minute, and ^rab this fine little 
cow outfit that I ’ve helped you build?” 
Cavanard retorted fiercely. “I thought 
you’d be grateful enough, Blount, to 
do the right thing by me!”

Loudly, angrily, Cavanard railed 
on. He accused Blount of being a con
science-stricken coward who, haunted 
by his evils of the past, was now try
ing to save his soul from perdition by 
double-crossing a loyal friend.

Dan, angered by this abusive tirade 
heaped upon a helpless man, inter
rupted Cavanard by saying bluntly, 
“Just what does Blount owe you?” 

“Nothin’, really,” his uncle replied. 
“I’ve paid Cavanard regular wages 
for workin’ here. Wages he blowed on 
a big spree in Bisonville at the end
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of every month. And I’ve kept his 
lyin’, no-good sidekick, Joe Tamplyn, 
on the payroll for the last six months. 
Not that one man couldn’t  look after 
this little place, and the cattle that’re  
always standin’ knee-deep in grass.”

“Would you’ve turned this spread 
over to Cavanard if I hadn’t  showed . 
up?” Dan demanded.

“Yeah, I guess,” was his uncle’s 
reply. “But only because there was 
nobody else to—”

“There’s somebody else now!” Cav
anard raged, thick lips quivering. 
“But it was me that protected your 
range from three different homestead
ers that-had their eye on the lower 
spring and the ground surrounding 
it.”

“You was protectin’ what you 
thought was goin’ to be your outfit, 
Shale,” spoke the weak voice of the 
man on the bed. “What’s happened to 
that last would-be homesteader, that 
ganglin’ greenhorn — Sam Garfield? 
You loaned him a gray horse to swim 
the Bison River on when word come 
that his son, herdin’ sheep, had been 
bit by a rattlesnake. But Garfield 
hasn’t  fetched the horse home yet.. 
And—” Blount’s failing eyes shifted 
to the watch pocket in Cavanard’s 
overalls—“I see you’re packin’ a new 
gold watch.”

“Garfield let me keep his watch for 
him. He was afraid he’d get it wet, 
swimmin’ the river,” Cavanard said. 
The sturdy two-hundred pounder 
abruptly changed his manner. In a 
conciliatory tone he added, “It ain't 
too late yet for you to do the right 
thing, Waldo. Why don’t  you make me 
and Dan Prentice pards—-by leavin’ 
this outfit to us both?”

“I don't owe you anything,” was the 
answer. “I owed Dan’s mother a lot. 
I'm givin’ it to her son. And to him 
only.”

Cavanard clenched and unclenched 
big hands, apparently wishing he had 
Waldo Blount’s throat between them. 
Then he turned and strode out of the 
house.

IF DAN PRENTICE had suddenly 
turned from cowboy into cattle

man, he experienced no elation. This 
generous gesture of a dying, con
science-goaded uncle had come too late 
to help the early widowed mother of 
a lad whose youth had been darkened 
by adversity . . .

“This gray that Cavanard loaned a 
would-be homesteader,” Dan said 
to his uncle. “Was he a high-headed 
horse?”

“A half-locoed digger that’d toss 
his head so high he’d bash in the hose 
of any man ridin’ him—if his head 
wasn’t  tied down,” Blount said. 
“Why? Did you meet that long-geared 
Sam Garfield ridin’ him?”

“You seem to be in great pain,” Dan 
said. “Don’t  you want a doctor?” 

“Yeah,” was the answer. “I told 
Cavanard to go to Bisonville and get 
the doc this morning—or send Joe 
Tamplyn for him. Maybe you’d go, 
Dan. Take the bay team and buck- 
board. And get Doc McGown back 
here as fast as you can.”

Dan was harnessing the bay team 
when Shale Cavanard came to the 
barn door and said, “You can run 
back in the house and play nursemaid, 
Lucky Prince Charmin’. I’ll drive to 
town after the doc. I want to get a 
quart of nerve tonic, anyhow.”

“I’ll go,” Dan replied evenly. “I'll 
find the doc, instead of a saloon, when 
I get to town. And maybe I’ll get back 
quicker than you would.”

“The new boss givin’ orders al
ready!” sneered the big man. “Well, 
you haven’t  took over here quite yet.” 

’ Hard words flew, and then fists. The 
big fists of Shale Cavanard tried to 
bring Dan down in quick, vicious on
slaught. But Dan, because he was cool 
and agile, managed to weather that 
sudden storm — and rock Cavanard 
with a savage blow to the mouth.

Cavanard blinked and tore into the 
fray again. This time he ran into a 
blow to the stomach, followed by an
other lip-splitting jolt to his already 
damaged mouth. A .quick, hard- 
thrown right exploded against his



right eye, and still another right sent 
him crashing back against the wall of 
the barn. He collapsed and sank to the 
ground.

A stubby, sloping-shouldered man 
came loping up on a pinto horse which 
bore the WB brand. The rider's pale 
blue eyes stared in amazement at big 
Shale Cavanard on the ground, then 
he looked at Dan and blurted:

“Did you lick Shale, Mister? 
Alone?”

“Are you his sidekick, Joe Tam- 
plyn?” Dan asked.

“Yeah, I—I been out ridin’ bog 
and—”

“I’m Waldo Blount’s nephew,” Dan • 
interrupted. “I’m goin’ to town after 
the doc. You keep an eye on Blount 
while I’m gone.”

“Sure, if you say so,” said the 
stubby man, “Huh! You’re the first 
man I’ve ever seen come out ahead, 
with fists, on Cavanard. But don’t  for
get he can sling lead better’n he can 
fists. I wouldn’t  want to be in your 
boots, later, if Shale—”

“And I wouldn’t  want to be in his 
boots,” Dan retorted, “if something’s 
happened to a v/ould-be homesteader 
he loaned a high-headed gray horse 
to.”

“What about the gray?” Tamplyn 
was tense in his saddle. “Are you ac
cusin’ Shale of—” He broke off.

“Of what?” Dan prompted.
“If I was you, I wouldn’t  go med

dlin’ too much on new range.”
“I’m not askin’ you for advice,” 

Dan answered. “I’m just askin’ you 
to take good care of a sick man while 
I go to town.”

THE high-lifed bays were good 
travelers. I t was an hour and a 

half later when Dan drove into the- 
little range town of Bisonville which 
stood on a broad flat cut through by 
the silted, spring-flooded Bison River. 
That he ihight inquire where Doctor 
McGown lived, Dan halted his rig 
near a group of hilarious men who 
were watching a redheaded youth fir
ing a six-shooter at a tin can target.
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The lanky fellow was doing the worst 
job of shooting that Dan had ever 
witnessed.

“You only missed that can by six- 
seven feet that t i m e ,  Flinch!” 
whooped a bystander. “Try ’er again. 
And this time, when you’re pullin’ the 
trigger, don’t  flinch like a horned t-oad 
that’s seen a stud’s hoof cornin’ down 
on him.”

“And keep your eyes open when you 
shoot, Flinch!” called a stooped, sal
low man with a handle bar mustache 
and an enormous nose. “If you’re ever 
goin’ to learn to shoot that hogleg you 
just paid twenty dollars for!”

“The daggoned old weapon jumps 
up when I shoot,” drawled the red
head. "I can’t  hold ’er down no more’n 
I can haul off and boot a beller out of 
a dead bull. I try holdin’ ’er steady, 
but she wobbles around on me like an 
old hen chasin’ a grasshopper.”

As Dan smiled, the stooped bystand
er said, “I’m afraid you’re just gun- 
shy, Flinch.”

“I’ll learn to shoot ’er, Mr. For- 
dyce!” declared the redhead. “I told 
folks back in Nebrasky I was goin’ to 
learn to ride and rope and shoot when 
I got to Wyomin’. And daggoned if I 
won’t—or bust a hind axle tryin’!”

Fordyce noticed the buckboard 
standing near by. He came over to 
Dan and said, “See you’re drivin’ 
Waldo Blount’s rig, stranger. How is 
he today?”

Dan introduced himself and then 
explained that his uncle was very low; 
that he had come to town for the doc
tor. He said he’d like to talk to a dep
uty sheriff, if there was such an offi
cer in the little range town.

“I serve as deputy quite often,” said 
the other man. “My name’s Ira For
dyce, Prentice. What’s up?”

Dan explained that a certain home
steader named Sam Garfield, a man 
who had evidently planned to take up 
land adjoining the Blount place in 
Chain Springs Valley, was missing. 
Shale Cavanard had loaned the would- 
be nester a gray horse on which to 
swim Bison River. Cavanard, it



seemed, had Garfield’s gold watch. 
Word had come to Gerfield that his 
son, herding sheep north of the river, 
had been bitten by a rattler.

“He was not!” Fordyce answered. 
“That redheaded clown there—that 
they've nicknamed Flinch—is Gar
field’s son. I’ll call him over . . . Hey, 
Flinch! Come here!”

Fordyce introduced the youth to 
Dan who said, “Seen your dad lately, 
Flinch?”

“Nope,” replied the youth. “He’s up 
in Chain Valley, layin’ out a home
stead, if he’s found a surveyor by this 
time.”

“He’s missin’,” Dan said gently. “I 
hate to tell you this, feller, but your 
dad tried to swim Bison River on a 
high-headed gray- horse. I saw that 
horse this mornin’. Ho was layin’ on 
a gravel bar along the river bank— 
dead. And there was a tie-down on 
him, a strap runnin’ from the nose
band of the bridle down to the cinch. 
A horse can’t  swim with his head tied 
down, as Fordyce here’ll tell you. I’m 
just wonderin’—”

“You think that Shale Cavanard 
got rid of another homesteader for his 
boss?” Fordyce asked in a low, tense 
tone.

“Maybe Cavanard’ll tell you, Mr. 
Fordyce,” said Dan.

Fordyce clenched his hands and 
said nothing. Dan said to Flinch Gar
field, “Are you still herdin’ sheep?” 

“Nope,” said the youth, a bit num
bly. “They sold the sheep I was herd
in' and trailed ’em off the range. I 
come to town, bein’ afoot, so’s I could 
cross the river bridge here and head 
up to where Pa was—or where I 
thought he was!”

“You can ride out to Chain Spring 
Valley with the doc and me,” Dan an
swered. “What about you, Fordyce?” 

“I’ll saddle up my horse and ride 
part way with you. Don’t  say any
thing to anybody here in towp until I 
can maybe slip some handcuffs on 
Cavanard—wrist hobbles he’s been 
achin’ for a long time!”

“Flinch and me won’t  say anything

to cause a commotion,” Dan promised. 
“Want to come with me, Flinch?” 

“Sure,” was the grim reply.

W ITH old Doc McGown a pas
senger in the buckboard seat 

and Flinch Garfield sitting with his 
long legs dangling over the rear end 
of the rig, Dan was nearing Chain 
Springs Valley.

“Maybe you'd better ride on ahead, 
Fordyce!” called Dan to the horse- 
backer who rode beside the rig. “May
be, from something I said to Joe Tam- 
plyn, Cavanard’s sidekick, it might 
look like I was suspicious about the 
gray horse and the missin’ homestead
er. I didn’t  mention findin’ the dead 
horse on a gravel bar.”

“I’ll go ahead, get there ’fore Cav
anard can fly the coop!” Fordyce an
swered, and put spurs to his big sorrel 
horse.

“That puts Fordyce in an awkward 
position, Prentice,” remarked Doc 
McGown, watching the departing 
horseman.

“How come?” Dan asked quickly. 
“Well,” replied the medico, “it hap

pens that Fordyce is married to Cav
anard’s sister, a large, non-too-gentle 
woman. Sometimes blood’s thicker 
than water, you know.”

“So I found out this morning,” said 
Dan. With a trace of bitterness, he 
added, “And sometimes brothers-in- 
law have little use for each other.” He 
was thinking of his father and Waldo 
Blount.

“I’ve had no reason to doubt For- 
dyce’s integrity,” McGown said. 
“Well, we shall see what happens. If 
Cavanard’s guilty of a crime — of 
sending a greenhorn homesteader to 
his death on a gray horse—”

“The sooner we see, the better !” Dan 
said as he urged the bay team ahead.

When the rig came into view of 
Chain Spring Valley, the three pas
sengers saw a horse race in progress. 
Shale Cavanard, mounted on a big 
black horse, was spurring hard to
ward the Campfire Mountains. And 
Ira'Fordyce, a quarter of a mile be
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hind, was riding his sorrel hard upon 
the trail of the fleeing man.

“Cavanard must’ve been all saddled 
and ready to ride!” Dan groaned. 
“Darn! If my battle with Cavanard 
hadn’t  got me so mad this morning— 
if I hadn’t  mentioned that gray horse 
business to Joe Tamplyn . . .” 

“Fordyce’s sorrel is fast and long- 
winded,” said Doe McGown. “Let’s 
wait for the result of that horse race 
before you bemoan your impulsive
ness, young man.” The old doctor’s 
manner was reassuring.

Waldo Blount was alone when Dan 
and Doc McGown entered the ranch 
house. Blount, near death from an in
curable disease, gasped, “Glad you’re 
back, Dan. I knew you’d get the doc 
for me. Joe Tamplyn stayed awhile, 
then pulled out—I don’t  know where. 
Shale come in for a minute, accused 
me of double-crossin’ him. He said 
he’d drill me if I wasn't already so 
near dead. He said he should’ve 
drilled you this mornin’, Dan. He said 
he would yet, if you sicked the law on 
him. What did he mean?”

“Don’t  talk, Waldo,” said Doc Mc
Gown. “I’ll give you something to 
make you rest.” Doc looked at Dan 
and slowly shook his gray head.

TWO days later there were two 
new graves in the cemetery at 

Bisonville, one occupied by Waldo 
Blount and the other by Sam Garfield, 
the drowned landseeker whose re
mains had been discovered by a cow- 
puncher. Those graves were not side 
by side. Twenty-year-old Flinch Gar
field had bitterly declared he didn’t  
want his father lying beside the “coy
ote” who, with his hireling, Shale 
Cavanard, had kept homesteaders 
away.

Dan had offered no defense of the 
uncle who had died without a friend. 
All Dan could do was to offer heart
felt sympathy to Flinch Garfield. He 
felt uncomfortable under the stares 
of men who said with their suspicious 
eyes: “One of the Blount tribe! Waldo 
Blount’s nephew!”
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After the funeral, Dan approached 

Flinch Garfield, who was talking to 
Doc McGown, and invited the youth 
to come home with him.

“I’d starve to death ’fore I’d eat 
grub bought with Blount’s money!” 
replied the youth fiercely.

“Hold on, Flinch,” Doc McGown 
said gently. “It’s Dan’s grub now— 
bought with money Blount stole from 
Dan’s mother. And remember it was 
Dan here that sicked the law, or the 
nearest thing we have to it, on Shale 
Cavanard.”

“Yeah, and everybody knows why!” 
Flinch answered. “Prentice grabbed 
off a spread that Cavanard thought 
he was goin’ to hook his buzzard tal
ons into.’That made Cavanard crave 
Prentice’s scalp. Cavanard's a gun
slinger, and Prentice is scared of him. 
That’s why he don’t want him runnin’ 
loose!”

Angrily the youth turned, left the 
cemetery, and walked toward town.

Silent for a' moment, Dan said to 
McGown, “I’m worried about Ira 
Fordyce, the self-appointed deputy 
sheriff. Do you suppose he could’ve 
run into one of Cavanard’s bullets up 
there somewhere.” He waved toward 
the rugged, canyon-veined slope of 
the Campfire Mountains.

“Nope,” replied the doctor. “There 
comes Ira right now. He’s riding a 
mighty tired-looking sorrel horse.”

Haggard, worn, Fordyce rode up 
to the two men.

“Well?” McGown asked tensely. He 
stared, as did Dan, at a bullet hole in 
the crown of the rider’s black hat.

“I caught up with Cavanard at 
dusk last night,” Fordyce said wear
ily, glumly. “He was trailin’ along a 
big crevice on Iron Mountain. I yelled 
at him. He pulled his six-shooter and 
answered me with lead. But it was 
long range for a six-gun, even if hr 
did put a bullet through my hat, I 
jumped off my horse and shot at him 
with my carbine. I hit his black horse.

“The black squealed, made a long- 
jump, then r ’ared up and fell into 
that crevice—takin’ Shale with him,”
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Fordyce shuddered a little. “It’s nar
row and dark down there. Maybe 
Shale and his horse are layin’ a hun
dred feet below the surface of the 
mountain down there. And maybe a 
thousand. Nobody’ll ever know.” 

“Good heavens!” McGown ejacu
lated in an a-vyed tone. “I know the 
crevice you mention. I hunted elk 
along there two years ago. Well, that 
settles th a t!”

“Not for me,” Fordyce answered. 
“Whatever Shale Cavanard was, he 
was also my wife’s brother. And she’s 
always stood up for him. There was 
war in our house when I jailed Shale 
a year ago, for gettin’ drunk and 
nearly beatin’ a eowpuncher to death. 
Now—well, I ain’t goin’ to tell her 
that me and Shale tangled—and that 
he’s dead. I'm not goin’ to tell any
body else, either. And I’m askin’ you 
two gents to swear that you won’t!” 
His tone was pleading.

“I won’t,” Dan agreed.
“Nor I,” said Doc McGown. “But 

don’t  you think, Fordyce, that young 
Flinch Garfield ought to know?” 

“Don’t  tell him,” Dan said. “Not 
yet, anyhow. I’ve got an idea.”

W HEN Dan drove his buckboard 
into Chain Springs Valley that 

evening, Flinch Garfield was with 
him. Not that the youth wanted to go. 
Yet, when Dan offered to trade him 
a saddle horse for half a month’s 
work, Flinch compromised with his 
prejudice against Chain Springs Val
ley. He wanted a horse more than he 
wanted anything just now, he said. 
And, once he possessed one, he would 
set out on the trail of Shale Cavan
ard. He already had a gun—if he 
could learn to shoot it.

Those fifteen days proved not to be 
an ordeal for a naturally happy young 
man who was getting his fill of good 
food; who rode the range with Dan; 
and who, mounted on Dan’s fin% buck
skin horse, was allowed to rope a doz
en young calves that needed branding.

"You're catchin’ on fast, Flinch,” 
said Dan, r»s the youth snared the last

calf with the lariat he had been shown 
how to wield,

“I sure crave learnin’ to throw out 
a loop as fast and straight as you 
can,” Flinch answered, grinning. 
“Yeah, and set a buckin’ horse like 
you set that roan bronc yesterday. 
Golly! He swapped ends so fast I 
couldn’t  tell which end his tail was 
hangin’ on.”

“Thfere’s a dozen broncs down in 
the pasture that need breakin’,” Dan 
said. “You want to help me tackle 
’em ?”

“Sure!” Flinch said eagerly. “Not 
that you need help, though. You’re 
the best daggoned rider and roper in 
the whole world, I reckon!”

“Hold on,” said Dan with a modest 
smile. “There’s a couple of ’em you 
haven’t  seen yet, pard.”

“It’s funny, though,” Flinch went 
on, “that you can’t  handle a six-gun 
no better’n you do. Shucks! When 
you tried shootin’ my old roarin’ iron 
at that wilier tree last evenin’, you 
never touched a feather.”

“But you hit it every shot,” Dan 
said. “Keep on practicin’, Flinch. I’ll 
furnish the ammunition,”

“I hate to burn up so much money 
on shells.”

“It was part of our bargain, when 
you come out here, that I’d furnish 
you with all the shells you wanted, 
wasn’t it?” Dan countered.

“I sure would like to learn to shoot 
straight—and fast,” replied the red
head, and glanced off toward the hill 
over which Shale Cavanard had once 
spurred in hasty exit.

The next day Flinch rode a little 
pinto bronc that Dan had topped off 
first. The pinto was no bucker. He 
merely crowhopped, yet he almost 
spilled Flinch who, riding Blount’s 
old saddle and looking as grotesque as 
a bobbing scarecrow, put on the most 
comical ride Dan had ever witnessed.

An hour later, against Dan’s ad
vice, Flinch mounted a brown bronc 
and was thrown on the second jump. 
When Flinch insisted on trying a sec



ond time, he lasted four jumps before 
he was thrown hard.

“Let me take a whirl at him, 
Flinch,” Dan said.

“I started it. Let me finish it,” said 
the redhead grimly.

This time Flinch lasted seven 
jumps. He picked himself up and said, 
“I’m gainin’ on him, Dan. Let me try 
him just once more. Please!”

The last time Flinch, pulling leath
er and hooking his spurs in the cinch, 
rode the brown bronc. And Dan, with 
a sigh of relief, said:

“Good for you, cowboy! You’ve got 
the nerve. All you need is some prac
tice, and maybe a better saddle.”

The next day Dan, having business 
at the lawyer’s office, drove to Bison- 
ville. When he returned that evening 
he brought a fine new saddle, bridle, 
blanket, and spurs.

“Tomorrow you’ll be on your way, 
pard,” he said to Flinch. “But I want 
you to have a good ridin’ outfit, as 
well as that bay horse you’ve picked 
out.”

Flinch couldn’t  meet a pair of 
friendly brown eyes. He looked away 
across the hills, his own vision a bit 
misty and said, “I—I wouldn’t mind 
stayin’ here a few days longer, Dan. 
I ’d like to be able to shoot a little fast
er and straighter 'fore I take up Cav- 
anard’s trail.”

"The longer you stay, the better I’ll 
like it,” Dan said.

“Lately I’ve been figgerin’,” Flinch 
went on. "Shale Cavanard wants your 
scalp, Dan. Maybe, someday, he’ll try 
to get it. And, as poor a hand as you 
are with a gun, he might get it, too, 
if—well—if there wasn’t  nobody else 
around to help you out. Daggone it! 
It’s too bad we sent Ira Fordyce out 
to trail his brother-in-law. I don’t  be
lieve Fordyce would’ve arrested Cav
anard, even if he could’ve!”

“That’s one way to figure things,” 
Dan answered. “I brought you some 
more ammunition, Flinch. You go 
practice with your six-gun while I get 
supper.”
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SPRING warmed into summer.
Then it was September, with the 

haze of autumn veiling the Campfire 
Mountains. Still Flinch Garfield re
mained with Dan. One day the latter, 
buying supplies in Bisonville, met old 
Doc McGown who said:

“Hello, Santa Claus.”
“Santa Claus?” Dan echoed. 
“Sure,” McGown said. "Aren’t  you 

still playing that role for the benefit 
of Flinch Garfield?”

“He helps me with—”
“A top-notch young cowman like 

you doesn't need .help to run that little 
spread at Chain Springs,” Doc inter
rupted. “You could handle twice that 
many cattle, on such fine range as 
that, and have time to spare. Still, it’s 
fine of you to have helped Flinch over 
the bumpiest spot in his young life 
—and make a cowhand out of him.'No 
wonder he thinks you’re about it.” 

“He won’t  be twenty-one till next 
week,” Dan answered. “But that lad’s 
been all man all his life, Doc. I hope 
he never leaves.”

Chuckling, the doctor said, “I was 
talking to Flinch the other day. From 
something he said about Shale Cavan
ard—well, I wonder if he figures he’s 
your private bodyguard, Dan?”

“He’s thought that for a long time,” 
Dan grinned sheepishly.

“Has he learned to shoot yet?” 
“He says he ain’t  the best shot in 

the world yet,” Dan answered. “But I 
haven’t  watched him practice the last 
few weeks. He goes quite a ways off 
from the house. And I’m glad. There 
for a while I smelled so darned much 
gunpowder, my tongue tasted like it 
had dbme out of a buckle on a cart
ridge belt. Well, I got to go and see 
Ira Fordyce. He’s to bring a cattle 
buyer out to the valley tomorrow.” 

Dan’s cattle were hog-fat. It didn’t  
take a very big bunch of steers to 
bring twelve hundred dollars. Awed 
by the sight of more money than he 
had ever seen before in his life, 
Flinch watched Dan carefully recount 
and pocket a roll of currency at the



supper table that evening. In the 
morning, Dan said, he would go to 
town, and put the money in the bank. 
With a smile, he added that Flinch 
could go along as his bodyguard.

“If I was a cowman and had to 
tote fortunes 'twixt my ranch and 
town, I'd learn to shoot!” Flinch de
clared. “Anyhow, straight enough to 
hit, a wilier tree. Why don’t  you drag 
your uncle’s old six-shooter from un
der your bunk and—”

“You’ll be a cowman 'fore you 
know it,” Dan said.

“Huh?”
“You’ll be twenty-one next week, 

Flinch. Old enough to take up the nice 
chunk of land down the valley, the 
land your dad wanted and didn't get 
—thanks to a coyote named Cavan- 
ard, and maybe his disappeared side- 
kick, Joe Tamplyn. Yeah, and maybe 
Waldo Blount. Someday we’re goin’ 
to be full-fledged pards, Flinch. We 
can range a lot more cattle than we’ve 
got.”

Flinch tried to say something, but 
he choked up. Then, as if he didn’t  
want Dan to see the sudden mist in 
his honest blue eyes, he moved toward 
the door and looked out into the 
September dusk.

“Think it over—pard,” Dan said 
gently. “But forget about ever havin’ 
to go on a manhunt in order to square 
a revenge debt for your father. 
There’s something I should’ve told 
you, but I didn’t  because—”

Dan broke off. He had heard a snarl 
coming from out there in the dusk 
beyond the door. With jarring echoes, 
a gun cracked and a bullet ripped 
through the upper muscle of Flinch’s 
left arm and tore off a splinter of 
d'oorjamb.

But Flinch Garfield didn’t  flinch. 
With a lightninglike movement he had 
snagged down at the old gun he al
ways carried now. Dan, leaping to his 
feet, saw Flinch's old gun streak up 
from its holster and roar a prong of 
orange-colored flame into the dusk.

“There, Mr. Cavanard!” Flinch said

coldly—and pulled the trigger again.
That name stunned Dan into im

mobility for an instant. But only an 
instant. Through the window at his 
back came a whistling bullet. The 
leaden slug ripped through the sleeve 
of his flannel shirt without touching 
his arm.

“Get down, Dan!” Flinch ordered 
coolly, and dived out into the night.

DAN made a dive for the bunk 
where he slept. A moment later, 

while guns roared outdoors, Dan 
rushed to the front door of the house. 
He got there in time to see a man, 
partially screened by a willow tree, 
aiming a carbine at Flinch. Young 
Garfield, standing by the corner of the 
house, was pouring lead into the man 
whose glass-shattering bullet had 
nearly caught Dan.

The six-shooter in Dan’s hand came 
up as he leaped out onto the front 
porch. The man with the lifted carbine 
tried to shift his gun toward a new 
target—Dan. But Waldo Blount’s old 
six-shooter cracked, and the man with 
the carbine sagged hard against the 
willow tree. Desperately he tried once 
more to bring his carbine up. But 
Dan, jaw grim and hand steady, was 
pulling the trigger of an old six-shoot
er again. That second shot plowed into 
and brought down the dusk-blurred 
figure by the tree.

Flinch Garfield, reloading his gun, 
came bounding around the corner of 
the house and bellowed, “Good gosh! 
How many of them lead-slingin’ coy
otes run in one pack? I fixed two of 
’em—Shale Cavanard and another fel
ler. And you, Dan—you—” Flinch 
blinked unbelievingly as he quickly 
estimated the rather long distance be
tween Dan and the victim of the lat
ter’s unerring gun.

Dan was moving cautiously toward 
the man lying beside the willow tree. 
Ira Fordyce, sallow face ghastly pale 
now, groaned, “Yeah, it’s me, Pren
tice. The gent they was crazy enough 
—to let—pack a deputy’s star—a few 
times. I lied to you and Doc McGown
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—about havin’ killed Cavanard. I shot 
that bullet hole in my own hat and—” 

“I see,” Dan answered flatly. “You 
wanted me to be caught plumb off 
guard when the time come to reap 
a loot harvest. A harvest you thought 
you saw ripen today when an old cat
tle buyer paid me twelve hundred 
cash. If it hadn’t  been for Flinch here, 
a lad that’s learned to draw a gun 
faster’n your badman brother-in-law, 
Cavanard, ever dared to . . .” 

“Flinch Garfield,” Fordyce groan
ed: “That gun-shy clown—accountin’ 
for both Cavanard and Joe Tamplyn! 
I never thought—”

“Neither did I,” Dan said. “But if 
Flinch hadn’t  been between me and 
your scalp-cravin’ brother-in-law 
when Cavanard started sneakin’ up to 
the door tonight—” Dan said no more. 
He had seen Fordyce twitch, and knew 
that his words were falling on deaf 
ears. „

A full moon was rising over the 
rugged heights of the Campfire Moun
tains when Dan, with Flinch beside 
him on the wagon seat, drove a bay 
team down the road leading to Bison- 
ville. The wagon contained a cargo 
that would make the citizens of that 
little range town gasp. And one citizen 
in particular—Doc McGown -— who 
had shared with Ira Fordyce and 
Dan the secret of Shale Cavanard’s 
“death.”

“There’s our new homestead, Dan,” 
said Flinch, pointing.

“That’s her, pard,” said the driver 
warmly.

“Daggone it!” Flinch blurted. “I 
can’t  figger yet why you didn’t  tell me 
Cavanard was ‘dead,’ ”

“If I had, you wouldn’t  have needed 
a horse to chase him on,” Dan ex- 
p l a i n e d .  “And you wouldn’t  ’ve 
thought I needed a bodyguard — 
which, it turned out, I did.” The hint 
of a smile lighted his face. “And here 
I thought that, 3s a leadslinger, you 
was plumb hopeless, Flinch. Thought 
all your practicin’ was a waste of am
munition.”

“Oh, if you want to do somethin’ 
bad enough, and try hard enough, and 
keep at it long enough, you’ll do ’er,” 
Flinch answered. “But don't think I’m 
proud-crowin’, Dan. I’m m i g h t y  
proud, though, that I fished this gold 
watch of Pa’s outa Cavanard’s pocket. 
I guess this watch is the best thing 
Pa ever had.”

“No,” Dan gently disagreed. “Sam 
Garfield had a son that was made of 
even better stuff than gold.”

“Aw, shucks!” Flinch answered, 
mightily pleased but embarrassed. “I 
hope yo_u ain’t  just foolin’ me again, 
pard. Like you was when you shot at 
that wilier tree and missed. I know 
now you didn’t  need a bodyguard half 
as much as you pertended!”
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Buckaroo Kangaroo
By Joe Archibald

Butterball and Gabby, those itinerant imitations of cowpokes, ue,e 
out of dinero after they fogged into Limbo Flat. And, as a last 
resort, the two job-hating hombres brought in a certain pouch 

which they opined would line their pockets' with geld.

Bu t t e r b a l l  e p p s , cow-
puncher at large, stopped his 
tired bronc in front of a big 

tree at a three-corners and studied a 
collection of direction signs. He slowly 
read the names of the towns to Gabby 
Snead who seemed interested in some
thing going on just off the narrow 
road.

“Taken - in Creek, Dog - Hobble 
Gulch, Seldom-Seen Holler, Woolly 
Ridge, Bugaboo Bend,^an’ Big Soak,” 
the fat rider reeled off. “Take your 
piek, Gabby.”

“As we are lookin’ at the moment 
for a stop-off to stock up on a certain

bev’rage, I would say Big Soak,” the 
skinny fiddle-foot opined. “I was just 
watchin’ a bird gittin’ its chuck, But
terball, an’ it sure had to tug at that 
worm. Was thinkin’ what an awful 
world this’d be if you an’ me had to 
work like that t ’ git a pork chop outa 
the ground.”

“If you ever do me dirt, Gabby,” 
Butterball Epps said, “the worst I 
could do to you was wish you’d have 
to do a  day’s work. Come on, as my 
tongue is all swole up like a poisoned 
toad.” '**

With eight hundred dollars in bona 
fide coin of the realm distributed on

38



various parts of their anatomies, But- 
terball and Gabby topped the next 
ridge, dropped down toward and then 
over a dry wash, negotiated another 
hogback, and nearly slid into the town 
of Big Soak. It was made up of three 
stores, a saloon, four private wicki
ups, a church, and a watering trough. 
The indolent pair sauntered into the 
town’s main attraction, the Halfway 
Saloon, and ordered their favorite 
snorts.

“Halfway to where?” Gabby Snead 
asked, after emptying his glass of rot- 
gut.

“Y’ miss this irrigation ditch, 
strangers,” the little barkeep sniffed. 
“You’re halfway to hell, sabe? Lucky 
y’ stopped now instead of after sun
down. Local option goes into effect 
then. Big Soak will be no more. Sky 
pilot here has a way with him, gents. 
Ever hear of gittin’ saved an’ ruined 
at the same time?”

“We’ll each take two bottles,” But- 
terball said.

Leaving the Halfway, they were 
confronted by a doleful-looking hom- 
bre ■wearing a stovepipe hat and a 
frock coat that left two trails in the 
dust behind him. “Begone!” the Big 
Soak sin buster intoned. “I see you are 
polluted with the vile likker."

“An’ luker, too,” Gabby replied. 
“Ain’t  we a couple of skunks? Adios, 
my frien’.”

“The devil be with you!”
“If he is, he’ll buy his own drinks,” 

Butterball countered as they rode out 
of Big Soak.

“Maybe we are really sinners, Gab
by,” the fat cowpoke gulped when 
they were two miles out. “We don’t  
work a lick an’ don’t  say no prayers. 
We chew vile weed an’ drink red-eye. 
We’ll get punished, I know it.”

“We’ll die quicker if we use cologne 
an’ go into a bar an’ order lemon soda, 
Butterball,” Gabby orated. “I crave to 
sleep in a bed tonight without havin’ 
no centipedes crawlin’ in with me. I 
hope we’ll come to a settlement ’fore 
sundown.
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THE sun was getting alarmingly 
low in the direction in which it 

likes to set when Butterball Epps sud
denly yanked his bronc off its front 
legs and emitted a strangled cry. He 
pointed a t something, then left the 
saddle pronto and rummaged into his 
saddlebags.

“I don’t  see nothin’, Butterball,” 
Gabby snorted, and craned his neck. 

Crash! Crash!
“You gone plumb loco?” the thin 

rider yelled. “Both bottles of wh— 
Butterball, look!”

“I’ve seen it. Got the head of a ante
lope an’ the tail of a dinnersaw,” the 
corpulent cowpoke groaned. “Is it still 
there, or is it a figurement of our 
imagin—”

“We got ’em,” Gabby groaned. “De
lirious tremens.” He looked again.

The strange-looking beastie regard
ed the horsemen quizzically, and its 
big pointed ears pricked up. It sat on 
its haunches, and its two front legs 
seemed too short for any useful pur
pose whatsoever.

“It ain’t  a antelope, Butterball.” 
“Let’s pull ourselves together, 

huh?” the little fa t man choked out. 
“Let’s ride like all aitch, an’ if it don’t  
foller us—”

Gabby Snead shook his head stub
bornly. “I aim to make sure, Butter
ball. I wouldn’t  dare to ever take an
other drink if that ain’t  really there., 
Foller me.”

"You can go to—”
Butterball Epps, however, had a 

curious streak in him stronger than 
his timidity. He drew his six-gun and 
stepped along behind Gabby Snead. 
Gabby stopped quick.

“Somebody’s roped the freak, But
terball. It is tied to the hackberry tree. 
Seems like I remember lookin’ in a 
book once an’ saw a pitcher—”

An avalanche of gravel rolled down 
a bank, and in the midst of it was a 
little hombre in a derby hat, a baggy 
store coat, rusty black pants, and a 
pair of beat-up boots. He wore also a 
yellow vest. He had a long predatory



nose, a handle-bar mustache, and very 
little chin.

(iAn archyologist,” Butterball 
sniffed. “He’s caught a baby wampoz- 
zoli or somethin'.”

“Greetin’s, gents,” the stranger 
called out heartily. “Glad somebody 
came along. Hope one of you has got 
long fingernails.”

“Huh?”
“My name is Cadmus Tozer. Need 

some help.”
“If  it's brandin’ that antique year- 

lin', you can jump in the creek,” Gab
by Snead growled.

“Nothin’ to be scairt of, gents. This 
is just a kangaroo named Phoebe,” 
Tozer divulged. “Native of Australia, 
yep.”

Butterball Epps spun half around, 
staggered toward a tree and hung on. 
“Wha-a ? I got a letter from a sister 
three months ago. She said she mar
ried one.”

“There’s men- in Australia, too,” 
Tozer said. “Look, I got to git the cac
tus thorns outa Phoebe, but I always 
chawed my nails somethin’ awful. We 
skirted the edge of the desert awhile 
ago, an’ she got startled by a rattler 
an’ backed right into a cactus.”

“What good is that thing, huh?” 
Butterball asked. “You can’t  ride it 
an’ nobody would eat it.”

“Bought it off a circus,” Tozer ex-

Sgained. “I take it around to places an’ 
et people look at it for four bits. You 

g it another rope an’ make its tail fast 
an' we kin git them thorns out.”

GABBY SNEAD took his rope off 
the saddle horn, then advanced 

warily. The kangaroo tugged at the 
rq®e*that was already made fast under 
itb little front legs. Gabby threw a 
wide loop and drew it tight around the 
animal's haunches and so rendered its 
biibhind legs useless. He tied the rope 
to a tree, and Phoebe glared at him.

“Git that can of peaches in my war- 
bags, Butterball,” the skinny man 
said. “Pry ’em open. They’ll make 
Phoebe feel better while I pull out 
them thorns.”

Butterball obeyed. He handed the 
canned fruit to Tozer who relayed it 
to the kangaroo. Phoebe grabbed the 
luscious fodder and gulped it greedily. 
Gabby Snead thought the animal was 
purring, but Tozer shook his head.

“See if she’ll let you git them 
thorns, huh?”

Gabby Snead went around in back 
of Phoebe. The big tail cracked like a 
whip and the skinny cowpoke howled 
and landed in a clump of soapweed fif
teen feet away.

“Come on, Butterball,” he yelped. 
“Let him have that gol-blasted critter 
all to himself. It’s half alligator.”

“You try it,” Tozer said to Butter
ball. “It knows you got the peaches.”

Butterball Epps would risk a horri
ble death trying to do something Gab
by Snead was unable to do. He ap
proached Phoebe’s back porch cau
tiously, reached out suddenly, and 
plucked a thorn loose. The kangaroo 
became very co-operative, and Gabby 
Snead shook his head.

“After all you are a relative of his 
—hers,” the skinny man sniffed.

Cadmus Tozer was obliged indeed 
when Butterball Epps had finished his 
humane task. “The Lord bless you, 
ll’l friend,” he said. “Mayhaps we’ll 
meet ag’in. Le’s git the ropes off.”

“You wait until I git in the saddle, 
by cripesi” Gabby roared.

Phoebe kicked up no ruckus when 
her bonds were removed, but hopped 
down to the creek and dipped her tail 
into the cool water. Butterball Epps 
went to his brone and climbed aboard. 
“Huh, afraid of a kangaroo!” he said 
to Gabby Snead. “I bet that cuss got 
mad at you ’cause you got a face like 
hers. Which way will we go?”

“Not towards Australia,” Gabby 
growled. “I crave to meet up with 
grizzlies, bobcats, or rattlesnakes, an’ 
other things I know belong in these 
diggin’s.”

Five hours later, droopy in thei& 
saddles, Butterball Epps and Gabby 
Snead rode into a fair-sized town 
spread out on a slope that fell away 
from % line of timber. Most of the
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light in the settlement was confined to 
the Shoo Bird Saloon & Hotel, and 
most of the citizens seemed to be 
there.

"Quiet here, ain't it?” Butterball 
asked. “Nice place to hive up fer the 
night.”

They turned their broncs loose at 
the livery stable and crossed the 
street. A tall hombre, packing a Colt 
and a mean look, met them halfway. 
“No saddle bums wanted here. Figger 
you better vamoose!”

“Don’t say?” Gabby Snead sniffed. 
“We could buy out this gopher hole, 
Mister. Who do you think you are, 
huh?”

The hombre’s face underwent a 
change. “I am Nemo Spragg, sheriff 
an’ mayor. So you are well-heeled, 
hah?”

“We happen to be men of means,” 
Gabby went on. “Come on, Butterball, 
an’ we’ll show ’em the color of our 
dinero.”

A  FEW moments later, a t  the be
quest of the Law, the itinerant 

pair displayed their opulence. Spragg 
drew his Colt and grinned. “Take 
charge of the money, Obie. Pronto!” 

Butterball Epps made a threaten
ing gesture and immediately felt the 
meat ends of three hoglegs pressing 
into his bulging meridian.

“Easy, fatty. Ain’t  robbin’ you. 
This is just a ekonomikal percedure. 
Tell ’em, Nemo.”

“Got a depression here, gents. Bank 
was robbed last week by Squint Yurp 
an’ his owlhoots. Took us fer three 
thousand,” Spragg drawled. “To stop 
inflationin’ we have confiscated all the 
wealth in Limbo Flat. Parcel it out 
when it’s sorely needed an’ not until 
then. Everybody on rations. When the 
town is solvent once more, we repay 
aeeordin’ to what was anted. That 
plain?”

“It is robbery!” Butterball howled. 
“We ain’t  citizens here.”

“Where do you belong, huh?”
“Well, we—that is—well, no-

wheres—only—”
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“You are now citizens of Limbo 

Flat,” Nemo Spragg snapped. “Give 
’em each two' dollars, Obie, to start 
with. There is one more thing y’ better 
know. Nobody loafs here. Our mer
chants can’t  afford to hire help. We all 
pitch in. Tomorrer mornin’ at five you 
two rannies’ll help cook breakfast in 
the hotel kitchen. Welcome to Limbo 
Flat.”

“I hope a cyclone hits this blasted 
town ’fore mornin’,” Gabby Snead 
groaned. “You can rob us, an’ that 
ain’t  so bad, but forcin’ us to work is 
somethin’ else ag’in !”

Spragg’s right-hand office holder, 
Obie Zorn, appropriated the Colts of 
the newcomers and tossed them to the 
bar. The custodian of Limbo Flat’s 
whisky supply swept them out of 
sight, and Butterball and Gabby felt 
naked as well as hungry.

“Where do we spend the two dollars 
fer grub you give us out of our own 
pockets?” Butterball sneered.

“Report to the chuck commissioner, 
’Eely Bunce. Menu tonight is cold 
bacon sandwich with no butter—an’ 
coffee. Fer two bits. Only one san’wieh 
per capita.”

“Hey!” Butterball gulped out. “I 
won’t  never read the Good Book never 
ag’in, Gabby. I  give succor to a  crea
ture in distress, an’ now l a m a  sucker. 
Le’s eat ’fore they think up a netv 
rule.”

“How long ’fore you git solvents?” 
Gabby asked.

“Hard tellin’, friend. Two years— 
maybe five—”

Gabby staggered into the little hotel 
dining room, Butterball Epps wad
dling disconsolately behind him.

“Who is responsible fer this, Gab
by?” the fat cowpoke choked out. "The 
Republicans or the Democrats?”

“I aim to find out/’ the skinny man 
yelped.

The bread was cut as thin as the 
seat of Gabby’s pants, and there were 
only two chunks of cold bacon between 
the slices. The coffee had no more 
flavor than boiled com stalks and 
contained no sugar.



“I won’t  live a week,” Butterball 
repined. ‘‘I t’s better I ride out some- 
wheres an’ go to work.”

“We better wait awhile ’fore we do 
somethin’ so desperate as that, Butter- 
ball,” Gabby advised with a shudder. 
“Maybe bankrupture won’t  last two 
long. You could lose eighty pounds an’ 
nobody could feel your bones. An’ you 
went an’ give a kangaroo that can of 
peaches!”

“Five o’clock in the mornin’ J” But
terball groaned. “It is only seven 
when you git up in jail.”

EELY BUNCE, a stubby little 
jasper with batwing ears, a brier- 

patch beard, and a button nose, ap
peared. “Drink what’s left of the caw- 
fee, you wastrels! Nothin’s throwed 
out in Limbo Flat. An’ perduce four 
bits.”

“How many breaths kin we take 
every day?” Gabby sniffed.

“That ain’t  the right spirit, gents,” 
Eely said in a hurt voice. “United we 
stand, divided—”

“Gome on, Gabby,” Butterball 
snapped* “Le’s draw our share of 
sleep from the kitty. If I ever git holt 
of my six-gun!”

They went out and hunted up Nemo 
Spragg once more. He steered them to 
Harlow Pinkney, wickiup administra
tor. Harlow had cross-fyes and legs 
like ice tongs, and wore leather chaps 
and an old derby hat. He took the cow- 
Rokes to a lean-to out in back of the 
Chinee laundry and showed them two 
beds of pine boughs.

“Two bits a night,” Pinkney sniffed. 
“Yep, we all got to tighten our belts. 
We don’t  ast help from nobody.” 

“You just take it, you ol’ wreck!” 
Gabby Snead griped. “Two bits! We 
can sleep fer nothin’ out in the open.” 

“Up to you, gents, but it is two bits 
just the same,”

A swamper from the Shoo Bird 
aroused the dead-to-the-world victims 
at five. A. M. He led them to the hotel 
kitchen and turned them over to a sa*- 
eyed sheffie.

“Help gits worst lookin’ every day,”

the cook complained. “Awright, you 
two drones, start mixin’ up the corn 
meal. Mush fer breakfast,. _/.n’ cawfee 
with two spoonfuls of goat milk.”

“I’ll just lay down an’ die, Gabby,” 
Butterball moaned. “If my stummick 
had a Colt, it would shoot my insides 
out.”

“They’ll make a cannibal outa me,” 
Gabby sighed. “I hope they do ’fore 
you git too skinny, Butterball.”

For three hours the hapless pair 
plunged into menial toil, and when 
Limbo Flat had breakfasted, they hied 
to the saloon for moral support. The 
barkeep set two little glasses in front 
of them and poured carefully, men
tally measuring every drop.
. “There ain’t  more’n one finger 
there,” Gabby protested. “Pick up^that 
danged bottle ag’in.”

“Sorry, gents. Only so much to each 
resident fer two bits,” the barkeep 
said. “Have to preserve the supply fer 
visitin’ cowpunchers an’ drummers 
an’ such. They pay up. to six bits fer 
a full jigger. Only way we’ll get solv- 
ence.”

“Ain’t  enough red-eye here to wash 
out a frog’s eye,” Butterball said mis
erably, and trickled the beverage 
down his throat as slowly as possible. 
Afterward they sauntered out and 
looked over Limbo Flat. A big sign in 
the bank window said: CLOSED UN
TIL FURTHER NOTICE. Other 
signs tacked up in conspicuous spots 
proclaimed: Don’t Throw Nothin’ 
Away! Hoarders Will Be Hung When 
Caught! Tighten Yore Belts, Friends 
—I t’s for Limbo Flat!

“It couldn’t  be worst if we was in 
Scotland,” Gabby Snead gulped as he 
took a seat on a box in front of the 
hardware store. “Wonder why all 
them hombres are headin’ fer the 
lodge hall, Butterball.”

“We better go an’ see,” the fat man 
snapped. “They figurin’ on usin’ our 
dinero, we’ll have some say about it.”

A  FEW minutes later they took 
seats in the back of the hall. 

There were about a dozen citizens of
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the town gathered there. Nemo 
Spragg took a high back chair labeled, 
Brotherly Love, and gave the table in 
front of him a clout with a wooden 
mallet.

“Meetin’ will come to order! Gents, 
we have a mighty serious problem. 
We’re losin’ business a t the Shoo Bird 
when he should be gittin’ more. I t’s 
because of that saloon over in New 
Antioch run by Bige Gusset. All the 
cowpokes are doin’ their drinkin’ 
there ’cause Bige has a tame bear that 
chews tobacker. We got to meet the 
competition somehow. Any of you 
jaspers know where there’s a tame 
wild beast?”

Butterball eyed Gabby Snead. “Do 
we ?”

“Tozer most likely is all the way 
to Yuma by now,” the skinny man 
groaned. “If it took a week to find him, 
he’d have to gather up our bones after 
sayin’ hello.”

Butterball got to his feet. “Sheriff, 
if you will gimme the floor—”

“You’ll be toted out on part of it if 
you an’ your skinny pardner don’t  go 
out an’ go to work, sabe?” Spragg 
yelped.

“We aim to help Limbo Flat!” But
terball orated. “You give us maybe 
fifty dollars of our dinero for ex
penses, we will bring a live kangaroo 
to this benighted town.”

The sheriff conferred with his com
mittee. They wagged their noggins 
for a while. Nemo Spragg got up. 
“Epps, we’ll give you ten dollars an 
just twenty-four hours. You don’t  per- 
duce, your ante diverts to the town 
treasury. Is it a deal?”

Gabby and Butterball got into a 
huddle. They knew that the building 
housing the saloon was to get a coat of 
whitewash and it meant hard labor.

“Look, we’d be better off goin’ to 
work at some spread. Three years 
here an’ we wouldn’t  git no pay. Le’s 
take it!” Butterball sighed. “I’m 
starvin’, Gabby.”

Gabby got up. “It is a deal, gents!”
Ten minutes later they left Limbo 

Flat, ten dollars between them, both
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concerned none at all with the possi
ble whereabouts of Cadmus Tozer and 
Phoebe.

“Gabby,” Butterball sniffed, “that 
was about the crookedest legal holdup 
I ever did see. Where’ll we pilgrim
to?”

“A cow outfit,” Gabby replied, his 
words sourer than his mien. “Look fer 
the first direction sign.”

They rode for seven hours, stopped 
over in a town called No End Slide, 
and ate five dollars’ worth of meat, 
potatoes, and pie. Their spirits soared 
as high as one would expect of two 
hombres who had been relieved of 
more than seven hundred dollars, and 
they set forth toward a cattle spread 
known as the K-9.

“We are goin’ to the dogs awright,” 
Butterball groaned, and negotiated a 
bend in the road. Suddenly he hauled 
in on the reins and stood up in the 
stirrups. Gabby Snead’s mouth flew 
open, and his bronc snorted and cap
ered about for a moment or two on its 
hind feet.

Coming right at the pair of discon
solate waddies was Cadmus Tozer 
astride a burro. At the end of a chain 
that strung away from the burro was 
the kangaroo named Phoebe.

“Greetin’s! We meet ag’in!” Tozer 
said, and lifted his hand palm outward 
like an Indian.

“The Lord be praised,” Butterball 
soughed out. “I, a low-down skunk of 
a sinner, ast forgiveness—oh, Lord!”

They dismounted quickly. “Cadmus, 
we got a preposition to make to you!” 
Gabby yelped. “Can that thing do any 
tricks?”

“It kin box, gents,” Cadmus said. 
“Got any canned peaches?”

“Look, that critter’ll git all it wants 
if you’ll just toiler us to Limbo Flat," 
Gabby howled with glee. “The chance 
of a lifetime is there, ol’ friend.”

“Lead on, gents,” Tozer nasaled,

SIX hours before the deadline, Gab
by Snead, Butterball Epps, Cad

mus Tozer, and Phoebe came into 
Limbo Flat. The populace stared in



stark amazement. A horse at the tie- 
rack snapped its moorings and headed 
for the hills. Two dogs and a cat 
climbed the roof of the Shoo Bird Sa
loon, and women screamed and yelled 
for their offspring to gather about. 
Nemo Spragg grabbed at a lamppost 
in front of the saloon.

“It is one!” the mayor and lawman 
gulped. “A kangaroo!"

Butterball got down from his bronc. 
“Sheriff, git some signs painted. Nail 
’em up between here an’ New Antioch. 
Nail ’em to the four winds. Print on 
’em, ‘Come One an’ All to Shoo Bird 
Saloon, Limbo Flat! See the Trained 
Kangaroo. Admission Two Bits Be
sides Your Drinks!’ ”

Cadmus Tozer led Phoebe into the 
saloon and made her fast. Gabby 
Snead and Butterball followed him to 
the.bar and demanded a full measure 
of the brew of iniquity*

“An’ somebody go out an’ see the 
chuck commissioner an’ git a can of 
Reaches!’’ the fat waddy yelped, and 
Rlanked a dollar bill down on the bar. 
“Won't be long 'fore the depression is 
over!’’

“How’d you know where to git one 
so quick?” Spragg yelped.. “There 
can’t  be more’n one of them beasts 
this side of the Mississ—”

“I just said to myself,” Gabby re
plied, "where would I go if I was a 
kangaroo, an’ I went there an’ there 
he—she was, hah!”

The printed signs blossomed out 
during the next twenty-four hours. 
They covered a radius of ten miles, 
and then the influx of the curious be
gan. The Shoo Bird was choked with 
customers, and the barkeep had to 
summon help. Butterball hopped be
hind the bar and- donned an apron. 
Dinero flowed into the coffers of the 
iimpoverished town.

“'Step right up, gents!” Tozer 
wheezed. “Any of you salty buckos 
want to put on the gloves with Phoe
be? Step up an’ see the only genui-i- 
ine kangaroo not in a zoo fer only two 
bits, the fourth part of a dol-l-lar! 
Thank you—thank you—awright, my

friend, you want to indulge in the 
manly art with the marsupial, huh?” 

“I thought it was a kangaroo!” But
terball snapped.

“Zoological name, my fat friend!” 
Tozer twanged, and held out the box
ing gloves to a cowpoke from the K-9. 
“No hittin’ in the clinches, my good 
friend. Phoebe fights fair with the 
Markish of Queensburrer rules. Aw
right, give ’em room!”

The puncher was a hammered-down 
hombre with shoulders like a grizzily 
and a flattened nose. “Go outside an’ 
pick up this drinkin’ man’s nightmare, 
Tozer, after I clip it!” he grinned, 
and shuffled in.

Phoebe pawed with the gloves af
fixed to her short front legs, and hop
ped around a bit. The K-9 rannyhan 
jabbed with his left. Kerwhack! He 
landed on his angel bones, turned a 
somersault, and rolled out onto the 
planked walk. Phoebe hit the nearest 
spectator with a right, and Cadmus 
Tozer quickly hauled in on her chain.

“Step right up, gents! Win a bottle 
of 01’ Ramrod by stayin’ three rounds 
with the greatest boxin’ kang—”

The K-9 puncher staggered in, his 
eyes still at cross purposes. “I was— 
pickin’ a stone out my b-bronc’s foot, 
an’ it up an’ kicked me. Hear them 
canaries, friends? An’ orioles an’̂—I 
sure love the spring. Uh—it was a 
foul, y’ ol’ fraud !”-he yelled at Cadmus 
Tozer. “I wa’n’t watchin’ its feet. 
Gimme them gloves once more—er— 
never mind. Ha-a-a!”

THE Shoo Bird whooped it up until 
an hour after midnight, and 

when it was finally locked up, Nemo 
Spragg and his security council took 
Butterball, Gabby, and Cadmus Tozer 
over to the hotel and broke out a 
steak with plenty of onions.

“Yep, boys, we ought to be outa 
the red inside of a year now,” Spragg 
enthused.

Butterball and Gabby suddenly lost 
their appetite. “We aim to be -out 
sooner’n that, by Godfrey!” Gabby 
howled. “We’ll take Cadmus an' the
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kangaroo an’ pilgrim first thing in the 
mornin’!”

“What kind of a headstone does an 
hombre put up fer a kangaroo, Obie?” 
the lawman inquired.

“We kin stuff it, sheriff!” Eely 
Bunce said. “Draw some trade that 
way. What was you sayin’, Snead?” 

“Nothin’,” Butterball answered. 
“He didn’t  say a word.”

“I'm plumb content,” Tozer said. He 
chuckled and cut off another hunk of 
sirloin.

“Come on, Butterball,” Gabby 
choked out. “Le's go sleep in the crick 
bed tonight an’ git pneumonia.” 

Three days passed. The legal tender 
still poured into Limbo Flat. Butter- 
ball and Gabby were in the Shoo Bird 
one night huddled at a table and 
watching the gold mine they had pre
sented to Nemo Spragg and his part
ners.

“We would of been rich, Butter- 
ball,” the skinny cowpoke- wailed. 
“That kangai’oo—er—look!”

Butterball did. The hubbub quickly 
died. Three mean-looking jaspers, one 
nearly seven feet tall, and packing 
Colts, stood just inside the batwings. 
“Everybody, put their hands up! It 
is Squint Yurp talkin’ an’ not Lily 
Langtree. Hah, got word you gents 
put all your dinero in one pot, all that 
was left when we robbed your bank. 
Come after it, yep. Reach!”

There was just one man in the town 
who would have possibly gone for his 
forty-five if he’d been able. But Nemo 
Spragg had the boxing gloves on and 
had been sparring with Phoebe when 
the owlhoots appeared.

“Cripes, we’ll never leave with a 
red cent now,” Butterball gulped. “No 
guns—no—of all the ding-donged 
cussed luck I ever did see!”

“Spragg, go git the dinero. Gat two 
gents outside will excort you!” Squint 
Yurp bellowed, then shot a hogleg out 
of the barkeep’s hand. “Come out 
from behind there, or I’ll give you a 
third eye, you polecat!”

Nemo Spragg staggered outside. 
“Awright,” Yurp said to his hench
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men. “Watch these hombres here ! So 
that’s a kangaroo, huh? Heard about 
the critter in New Antioch this morn
ing’. Lemme git a good look at it. Got 
boxin’ gloves on, huh? Wonder could 
it beat a six-gun to the punch?” Squint 
Yurp bent forward and blew the 
poisonous smoke of a quirley right 
into Phoebe’s face. Then he swung his 
right fist.

Kerwhop! Wham! Phoebe hooked 
Squint With a  right, then slapped him 
out of his marbles with a terrific wal
lop of her left hind foot. The owlhoot- 
er landed right at the feet of his cron
ies, out as cold as an Eskimo’s front 
stoop. Phoebe hopped toward Cadmus 
and huddled against him, and Gabby 
Snead tried for the gun that had 
hopped out of Squint’s hand. A bullet 
scattered splinters near his avid fin
gers, an outlaw roared:

“Everybody stay put, or we’ll start 
a massacre!” He stepped forward and 
kicked Squint’s gun toward the door.

“What a mess!” Butterball griped. 
“If I could git a hand on a six-gun!” 

“That animal won’t  live long when 
Squint comes to !” a badman said. “Is 
he stirrin’ yet, Largo?”

“Talkin’ to hisself a little, Ears,'1 
the other owlhooter said. “Well, they 
ought to be back with the dinero any 
minute. Squint’s goin’ to be awful 
mean when he gits up.”

“They’re going to kill Phoebe!” 
Cadmus wailed. “Don’t  let ’em, 
friends. My means of livelihood—an’ 
my dearest pardner.”

SQUINT YURP got to his feet, teet
ered like a half-cut giant spruce 

for a moment, then shook the cotton 
batting out of his evil noggin. Things 
came back to him, including his Colt. 
He waved Tozer out of the way. “Step 
aside y’ li’l banty, or I’ll send you to 
kangaroo heaven with the cuss. By 
cripes—”

Phoebe seemed to sense disaster. 
Cadmus Tozer shoved her away from 
him, and Squint fired. Phoebe made a 
great broad jump that landed her 
smack against Butterball Epps where



she believed she would be safe. The 
fat cowpoke felt her shake and heard 
her whimper.

“Prod that cuss out into the open, 
fatty!” Squint yowled. “You’ll have 
kangaroo cutlets in the mornin’, 
gents!”

Butterball groped for Phoebe’s 
chain. Most of it had become deposited 
in her pouch. The fa t waddy reached 
in and his fingers curled over some
thing that felt very familiar. He 
glanced over at Tozer and remem
bered that the banty had worn a six- 
gun shoved down inside the front of 
the waistband of his baggy pants 
when Squint Yurp had taken over.

“You got just three more seconds, 
y’ ball of suet!” the outlaw leader 
yelled. “One—two—”

Butterball hesitated for only half a 
second. He saw that there was one 
hanging lamp burning in the Shoo 
Bird. The night was misty outside, 
and no stars shone in the sky. He drew 
the six-gun just as Squint Yurp began 
rolling the number three off his 
tongue.

Bang! The light went out, and But
terball roared as he rolled over the 
floor, “The guns are behind the bar, 
gents!” With Cadmus Tozer gasping 
for breath under him, Butterball shot 
toward the door. An owlhooter yelped 
with pain. Six-guns set up a terrific 
racket. Phoebe ran amok, her hind 
feet flailing at anything human that 
got in her way. Big strong hombres 
managed to wriggle under tables 
where they'offered up prayers.

“Go get ’em, Phoebe!” Tozer yelped, 
then got hit by a big fist and rolled 
over the floor to get tromped on by 
Squint Yurp who was trying for the 
back door. Something met him head- 
on and slapped all the breath out of 
him.

Gabby Snead, now behind the bar, 
yelled, “Here’s the artillery, boys!” 
and tossed a dozen Colts out onto the 
floor.

The frame building shook. Men 
crawled out onto the planked walk 
half dressed and half conscious. But-

terball Epps shook fog out of his eyes 
and looked at the hombre who’d come 
out with him. It was the owlhooter 
named Ears. He jumped on the jasper 
and nearly pounded his head through 
the boards, then got to Eis feet and 
staggered back into the saloon. Some
thing flew past him.

“Hello, Butterball!” it said.
Usually peaceful and timid citizens 

were now surrounding the quivering 
saloon, armed with shotguns, clubs, 
rolling pins, and other weighty bits of 
bric-a-brac. Gunsmoke boiled out of 
the Shoo Bird. Cadmus Tozer reeled 
out, an outsized cuspidor covering his 
head, one boot gone, and one pant leg 
missing. He held a six-gun limp in his 
right hand, and Butterball grabbed it 
and threw a shot at a badman trying 
to leave town.

“Good shot!” Nemo Spragg compli
mented £s he stumbled toward him. 
“He had all Limbo Flat’s dinero! Go 
pick it up.”

Spragg walked into the Shoo Bird 
and met Phoebe trying to get out. 
Both of her hind legs splatted against 
Spragg’s breastbone,- and he landed 
on the seat of his pants near the wat
ering trough. Phoebe kept traveling, 
and Butterball Epps, retrieving a 
sack of legal tender out of the dust, 
saw her take the creek in one jump 
and head for the timber.

Things suddenly became very quiet 
in the Shoo Bird. Butterball helped 
Spragg up, and together they crossed 
the street and entered the saloon.

“Somebody git a lantern!” the fat 
cowpoke yelled at the posse of armed 
citizens. “Git the sawbones an’ the 
undertaker!”

W HEN light was thrown *on the 
subject, Butterball stared at the 

shambles of men and furniture. Eely 
Bunee evinced the first sign of life. 
He came out from under a heap of 

, plaster, broken tables, and inert hu
mans and said he knew Judgment Day 
had been overdue. There was a gap in 
Eely’s front teeth, and he had one leg
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caught and tangled in his suspenders.
Squint Yurp was propped up 

against the wall, his boots pointed 
toward the ceiling, and his sweat-rag 
crammed into his mouth. The badman, 
Largo, was draped over the bar, and 
bits of broken glass still glistened in 
his black locks.

Gabby Snead came weaving in. He 
did a half-spin, a few waltz steps, and 
then lay down on the floor, heaving a 
deep sigh. “Yep—only survivor. Some 
earthquake, by Godfrey!” he mut
tered. -

Other hombres began showing 
signs of life, and Epitaph Smoot, the 
mortician, got more discouraged by 
the minute.

Butterball Epps suddenly yelled, 
“Step up, gents. Drinks are on the 
house!”

Seven survivors of the ruckus re
vived miraculously and flocked to the 
bar like as many sleepwalkers. The 
barkeep brushed the defunct owlhoot- 
er off the counter and.began to pour 
from memory.

Cadmus Tozer groped his way into 
the battered saloon. “Gone! Phoebe’s 
lit out, gents! I am ruint!”

A deputy who had escaped the holo
caust came tearing in, waving sheets 
of paper around his head. “Sheriff, 
this ding-danged town is out of the 
red! There’s fifteen hundred dollars 
reward out fer Squint Yurp! Five 
hundred each on Ears McGlone an’ 
Largo Jacks! An’ most likely they got 
most of our bank money on ’em or 
cached near by.”

Butterball lifted Gabby Snead to his 
feet. “Hear that, you skinny wampus? 
Here, take this Colt. We’re gettin’ 
what we anted up to this accurst lobo 
lodge, muy pronto!”

“Never had no anty nor no uitcles,” 
Gabby mumbled, his marbles still 
somewhat scattered. “Don’t need a 
poncho—ain’t  rainin’. Where am I ?”

Nemo Spragg, "after three stiff 
snorts, finally grasped the situation. 
“Twenty-five hundred, huh? This calls 
fer a drink, by cripes! Seems years
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since I had one. I—er—huh?” He 
peered into the muzzle of Butterball's 
six-gun.

“You can thank me an’ my partner, 
you oF highway robber!” the corpu
lent one said in a voice as mean as 
Yurp’s. “An’ if we don’t  get our de
posit back inside of ten seconds, you 
will get measured fer a pine overcoat 
alongside some owlhooters. That 
plain?”

“Why, I was goin’ to give it to you 
right away, Epps,” Spragg gulped. 
“Bring that sack here, Obie.”

“By rights the reward should go to 
a kangaroo,” Butterball said, while 
Gabby Snead cleared his brain at the 
bar. “But it would only spend it all on 
canned peaches, huh ?”

Cadmus Tozer dug at his weepy 
orbs with a big thumb knuckle. 
“Phoebe’ll die out there all alone, 
yep. She’ll mebbe git caught in the 
roundup an’ end up a pot roast. I 
wisht I was dead.”

Nemo Spragg counted out an even 
thousand dollars for Butterball and 
Gabby. “That’s interest on your di- 
nero, ol’ friends. Sort of a dividend 
paid out of Limbo Flat stock.”

“So you owned a herd of cattle, 
too?” Gabby Snead sniffed. “Why, you 
low-down skinflints!”

“Don’t mind him,” Butterball 
started to explain. “When he was six, 
his ma dropped him on his head an’ 
—what’s that?”

“Sounds like somebody was in the 
grocery store!” Spragg yelped, and 
drew his gun. “Come on, gents!” 

Breaking down the door of the em
porium two doors away from the Shoo 
Bird, Nemo Spragg plunged in. 
“Hands up, y’ sneakin’ vandal as I— 
o-o-oof!”

The sheriff came out as if caught in 
the teeth of a cyclone and landed on 
his back three feet off the sidewalk. 
Out of the store hopped Phoebe, try
ing to get the top off a big can of 
peaches.

“Partner!” Tozer yipped, and 
sprinted toward the kangaroo. He



threw his arms around it and cooed in 
its ear.

Butterball beamed at G a b b y .  
“Touchin’, ain’t  it?”

“Let’s git the broncs, Butterball. 
We been touched enough fer a spell!”

They rode out of Limbo Flat with 
the cheers of' the solvent populace 
ringing in their ears. Two miles out 
they paused to get their bearings.

“Looks like a good trail over that 
way,” Butterball said, and pointed. 
“Over by that depression near that 
line of willows.”

“Depression?” Gabby gulped out. 
“Then let’s head towards the highest 
mountains. Ain’t  you got enough?”

They camped that night many miles 
from Limbo Flat. Pouring a can of 
beans into a frying pan,, Butterball 
suddenly shook his head. “We’ve seen 
about everythin’ now, Gabby. Hang- 
in’s, floods, cyclones, pearly-gray 
spats—an’ the only animal in the 
world that was born with a gun hol
ster.”

“Most likely then they call their off
springs colts, huh?” Gabby queried, 
and dumped half a pound of coffee into 
the blackened pot.

Butterball snickered and opened a 
can of corned beef and dumped it on 
top of the beans. Happy days were 
here again.
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Red Runs the Pecos
By Joseph Chadwick

(Continued from page 23)

drinking. Left alone with Elena, Rig- 
don said, “Where’s Bert?”

“Gone, Jeff.”
“He took a hand in it, Elena— 

against Durant.”
“Yes,” she said soberly. “He told 

me that he just realized that I had 
a right to live my own life—without 
him and Steve Durant.”

She was pleased about Bert, evi
dently hoping that Bert had also 
realized that he should live his own

life without being influenced by any 
other Steve Durant. But they forgot 
Bert Venable almost at once, for Jeff 
Rigdon said:

“You’re really free, now, Elena.” 
Then he added, “It might be that 
there’s somebody at Fort Sumner 
who could perform a marriage.” 
Showing that Elena wasn’t  free, after 
all. But her answering smile told 
Jeff Rigdon that she didn’t  really 
mind.



Hell Lies Grassroot Deep

Hatred lay festering like an open wound in the hills of Claybank. 
And when the brothers Westring tried to keep the hate from flaring 

up in a .45 fracas, it dynamited in a powdersmoke volcano.

By Walker A . Tompkins

OL L IE  B E N T E E N ’S jenny 
mule drifted back to the 
slash W corral some time aft

er midnight, with blood on her empty 
saddle and the old prospector’s .57 
rifle still in scabbard.

The noise of the mule’s hoofs paw
ing fodder from a frozen haystack

so



reached Claude Westering and his 
brother Jepp when they were eat
ing breakfast by lantern light in the 
log ranch house, and brought the 
two punchers out to investigate in 
the pre-dawn darkness.

“The old galoot must of got drunk 
and fell off on his way back from 
Clay bank,” young Jepp concluded,

Gripping Novelette
his breath steaming out in the rays 
of his brother’s lantern. “Must have.’' 

Claude knew Jepp didn’t  believe 
what he said. There was a clotted 
stain on the cantle rim, and a similar 
smear on the frost-rimmed stock of 
the Texas-Enfield rifle. QJaude rubbed 
the thumb of Ms mitten across the 
saddle stain. The wool revealed it 
as crimson. Blood. . . .

Claude’s lean face, muffled in the
51



fleece collar of his buffalo jumper 
and the pulled-down-brim of his 
Stetson, took on a pallor under the 
cherry glow produced by the winter 
air. He handed the lantern to young 
Jepp, muscles pulling at the corners 
of his taut mouth as he framed his 
words carefully, npt wanting to give 
truth its expression.

“Tend to the chores and check on 
how our feeders are making out over 
in Gypsum Coulee,” Claude said brief
ly. “I'll follow the mule’s sign and 
fetch the old codger back to sober 
up.”

Young Jepp was thawing out the 
corral pump with a kettle of hot wat- 
ter when Claude led his sorrel geld
ing out of the sod-walled barn and 
mounted. He had strapped a shell 
belt and a holstered .44 on the outside 
of his buffalo coat. The red glow 
shafting across the Montana hills 
to eastward revealed deep ruts of 
concern in the rider’s bronzed face, 
in the thoughtful cast of his eyes.

“Claude.” Jepp’s voice carried a 
tragic quiver. “You—you Agger some 
bushwhacker jumped Ollie for the 
gold he was totin’?”

The elder Westring’s slitted gaze 
was picking up the jenny mule’s trail 
across the glistening crust of snow 
which carpeted the frozen slopes be
low the Slash W corrals.

“Possible, kid. But Ollie didn’t 
have a pinch in his poke when he 
left for town yesterday mornin’. He 
was taking a gunnysack lode of ore 
from his test hole, aiming to get an 
assay run on the sample. Most like
ly worthless rock.”

Clouds of steam from the teaket
tle obscured the tears on Jepp’s lash
es as he took another glance at Ben- 
teen’s mule. The ore sack was miss- 
ihg from the ancient McClellan. That 
meant Ollie had been homeward 
bound from Claybank.

“Pick up some screw-worm dope 
for the pinto if you go as far as 
town,” Jepp called after his broth
er.
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THE red globe of the December 
sun was poised on the staggered 

crest of the Flintrock foothills as 
Claude Westring gigged his sorrel 
down the valley road which skirted 
Squaw Creek. Yesterday’s skift of 
snow made tracking Benteen’s mule 
a simple matter.

Ollie Benteen was a crotchety old 
prospecttir who had come up from 
the Pike’s Peak country last summer 
to try  his luck in the gold fields 
around Virginia City. Later he had 
crossed over to the Flintrocks and 
put • in the fall prospecting Squaw 
Creek’s dry bed, having leased the 
mineral rights on the five sections of 
foothill land which the two Westring 
brothers had bought from Dali 
Sprecker’s Circle S ranch two years 
back.

Anger needled Claude as he slant
ed down the west rim of the creek. 
The gulch should have been sheeted 
with ice from bank to bank at this 
season. Instead it was bone dry, save 
for the fresh snow which softened 
the harsh outlines of the creekbed 
boulders.

Squaw Creek drained off the Flint- 
rock Range, and its minor tributaries 
had made the Slash W a fertile para
dise for a cowman. When the West
ring brothers had come up from Tex
as hunting for land to settle on, 
range grass had been, chest-high in 
the valley of Squaw creek. They had 
jumped at the chance to buy the land 
from Dali Sprecker.

Two months after the deal was 
closed, Sprecker dynamited a whole 
cliff across Squaw Creek, a mile north 
of the Slash W line. The spring fresh
ets had been dammed up by Spreck
er’s avalanche, spilling over to cut a 
new channel across Circle S graze, 
the stream separated from Westring 
land by the intervening shoulder of 
Axblade Ridge.

There was nothing the Texans 
could do about it. They had watched 
their fertile range dry up under 
the punishing summer sun. They had 
been forced to the expense of drill-



ing a well to water what s£ock they 
had brought north for a starter. Dali 
Sprecker’s dam had transformed the 
lush Slash W graze into a parched 
waste, a worthless strip of foothill 
country fast reverting to sagebrush 
and bitterroot weed.

Time was when the Flintrocks had 
been cow country, and Glaybank a 
rip-roaring trail town down in the 
Beaverhead Flats, a cowtown situat
ed below the ford where big Mon
tana outfits hazed their annual beef 
drives across the Beaverhead, market- 
bound.

But the gold rush had changed all 
that. Prospectors swarmed like ants 
over the Flintrock canyons, staking 
out claims, paying local ranchmen 
exorbitant prices for their beef. 
Claybank was a hell-roaring mining 
camp now, its saddle shops replaced 
by assay offices, its mercantile stores 
stocking hobnailed boots for the 
mucker trade instead of stilt-heeled 
Cofteyvilles for cowhands.

Most of the mining was centered 
in the South Range, where the Flint- 
rocks made a horseshoe curve around 
three sides of Beaverhead Flats. 
Prospectors' had found no color in 
the northern foothills where Dali 
Sprecker and the Westring Brothers 
had their spreads.

W HEN old Ollie Benteen had 
braced the Westring brothers 

for the mineral rights to Squaw 
Creek valley, the two punchers had 
tried to talk the old-timer out of it. 
Bearded muckers had already quest
ed the full length of Squaw Creek 
with their Long Tom sluice boxes, 
their iron pans and cleated cradles. 
I t was sterile ground; the gold de
posits lay in the placers of the South 
Range, ten miles across the inter
vening Flats.

But old Ollie had spent the fall 
months digging a* test drift into the 
face of Axblade Ridge, a mile north 
of the Slash W cabin. Now, after the 
season’s first snowfall, the old man 
had taken his samples into Clay-

bank to be assayed, to see if his 
miner’s savvy, his instinct for locat
ing gold-bearing rock had justified 
his long weeks of toil.

Benteen’s home-bent mule had bee- 
lined over the ridges, scorning the 
Slash W wagon road and the web- 
work of game trails. By the time the 
sun was two hours high, Claude West
ring had followed sign down to the 
timber-mottled floor of Beaverhead 
Flats, with the tarpaper roofs of 
Claybank town taking shape against 
the background of the South Range.

In a clearing a mile north of Clay
bank, Claude found what he had se
cretly expected, what he had grimly 
steeled, himself to endure. Ollie <Ben- 
teen had taken a short cut through 
the timber on his way to Squaw 
Creek. Here, in a snow-whitened 
meadow surrounded by lofty lodge- 
pole pines and naked aspen thickets, 
Westring drew rein before a hoof- 
trampled spot on the snow.

A puddle of frozen blood made a 
crimson patch against the white, 
where Ollie Benteen had fallen from 
saddle. Off to the right went the 
tracks the yellow mule had made, 
bolting in wild stampede. Another 
set of tracks made a wide-angled V 
from the trees, where a rider had 
crossed the snow, picked up the fall
en prospector and then headed to
ward town. The glistening virgin 
snow was packed with a man’s boot 
prints, too large for Benteen to have 
made.

“Whoever had bushwhacked Ollie 
wouldn’t  have carried his body away, 
don’t  seem like—”

Westring muttered the words 
aloud, staring around at the snow- 
wigged pines, wondering which bole 
had concealed an ambusher last 
night.

The rancher tugged off his bulky 
fur coat to give his arms more free
dom, rolled it in a tight bundle and 
lashed it behind the cantle of his 
Brazos kack. He buckled his gun 
harness over Angora chaps, snug
ging the .44 against his flank.
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Daylight revealed Claude Westring 
as a towering, lathy-built man near
ing thirty, legs warped from a life
time in saddle, hands thick-calloused 
by lass'-rope and heavy range work.

Sunlight sparkled on the windrows 
of drifted snow, dazzling the silent 
reaches beyond the timber as West
ring emerged into the open and fol
lowed the horse trail toward Clay- 
bank, losing the sign when he hit 
the outskirts of town where wheeled 
traffic had churned the main street 
into a muddy quagmire.

Claybank’s false-fronted shacks 
followed the curve of the Beaver
head River. Where the stockpens of 
an earlier day had been located, a 
reduction mill reared its fuming 
stacks now. Long trains of tandem- 
hitched ore wagons, fresh from the 
South Range diggings, were drawn 
up at the syndicate yards, awaiting 
their turn at the discharge hoppers.

While his ears throbbed to the 
racket of the big ore-crushing stamps, 
Claude Westring kept to the middle 
of the main street, not quite sure 
where he wanted to start making in
quiries.

TO HIS left was the little soddy 
where Doctor Grobinder, the 

camp medico, had his office. Beyond 
it was Joe-Ed Dixon’s furniture store 
with undertaking parlors in the rear. 
Benteen might logically be at either 
of those plaees.

Westring spurred on in the direc
tion of the squat brick building where 
Marshal Tol McBride had his jail. 
Passing the Lucky Nugget Saloon, 
Westring saw a string of cowponies 
standing in the frozen mud at the 
hitchrail, and he recognized the Cir
cle S brand on their rumps.

Sprecker’s in town, Claude thought 
moodily, and felt the bitter tide of 
anger swelling his veins, as was 
usual whenever he cut the cattle 
baron’s sign. Between Dali Sprecker 
and the Texas brothers he had swin
dled, hatred lay festering close un
der the surface, promising to break
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open in shoot-out one fine day.

A voice hailed Westring as he 
flanked the Lucky Nugget and came 
abreast of the Claybank stage depot 
and post office. Hipping around in 
saddle, Claude saw Dali Sprecker 
emerging from the post office with a 
bag of Circle S mail. The rancher 
paused on the porch, his black Stet
son brim nudging the blunt icicles 
which depended from the eaves, 
glinting like danger blades.

“I got a deal I’d like to talk over 
with you, young feller!” Sprecker 
called out, mouthing a black cheroot. 
“Pull over and cool your saddle.” 

Sprecker’s foreman, Kile Drillden, 
joined the Circle S boss on the post- 
office steps as Westring rode on past, 
making no move to rein in.

“I talked business with you once, 
Dali!” snapped the Texan. “Once 
burnt, twice shy.”

Drillden’s booming laugh followed 
Westring on down the street to the 
jail hitchrack. Claude saw the Circle 
S pair go into the Lucky Nugget as 
he dismounted.

Marshal Tol McBride appeared in 
the jail door as Westring stepped up 
on the splintered plank sidewalk, 
stamping thick Montana gumbo off 
his spurred boots.

“Checking up on why Benteen 
didn’t  get home last night?” McBride 
asked, interpreting the purpose of 
the'rider’s errand. “Saves me a trip 
out to break the bad news, son.”

The marshal waddled out across 
the plank walk, an elephantine man 
in a plucked beaver mackinaw and 
moosehide gauntlets. Twin jets of 
vapor forked from the lawman’s nose 
as he gestured toward Joe-Ed Dixon’s 
furniture store.

“Benteen’s lyin’ on a slab over 
yonder with a bullet hole where his 
suspenders cross, Claude. Some jas
per bushwhacked the old timer up in 
the piny brakes last night.”

Claude Westring’s lips compressed. 
His throat muscles hurt. The news 
came as no surprise, but it left an 
empty ache in the pit of his stomach.



During the months Ollie Benteen had 
bunked with them a t the Slash W, 
the Westring brothers had come to 
love the grizzled old Pike’s Peaker 
like a father.

“Who found him, marshal?” 
Claude’s voice was a sharp rasp in 
the gelid morning quiet.

The lawman turned his head to 
spit tobacco into the gutter.

“I did. Heard a shot over in the 
pines as I was ridin’ in from Virgin
ia City around midnight. Saw Ben- 
teen’s mule high-tailing out of the 
timber by moonlight, and went in to 
investigate. Ollie’s carcass wa; still 
warm. The shot I heard got him.”

Westring’s eyes held a question 
and the marshal went ahead to an
swer it.

“He was gulched with a Winches
ter from back in the trees, Claude. I 
got there too quick, I reckon—scared 
the bushwhacker off before he had a 
chance to rob the body. I went back 
out there this mornin’ an’ cut the 
drygulcher’s sign. It doubled back 
to town. Any one of a hundred cut
throats could have done it, son.”

Westring hitched his gelding and 
regarded McBride bleakly.

“Thanks, marshal. But I aim to tal
ly Benteen’s killer if it takes me the 
rest of my life.”

CHAPTER II

W 'ESTRING found Ollie Ben
teen’s mortal remains lying un

der a greasy blanket on a slab in 
Dixon’s back room. The undertaker 
had piled Benteen’s fairjiliar red shirt, 
patched levis, and warped boots on 
a near-by chair and had dressed the 
old man in cheap burial clothing pro
vided by the county. Dixon was a 
deputy coroner working out of the 
Virginia City office.

"Benteen didn’t  have much in his 
pockets, Claude,” Joe-Ed Dixon com
mented. “His stuff is on the table 
yonder. I reckon it’ll be yours, soon 
as I’ve an official inquest. Benteen 
left no kin, far as I know.”

Westring pulled his gaze off the 
dead man’s serene, bearded face, and 
walked over to a table where Ben
teen’s meager possessions had been 
carefully itemized in the deputy coro
ner’s record book. A floppy Keevil hat 
with a snakeskin band. An old Spiller 
& Burr revolver, relic of his war 
years as a Confederate captain by 
brevet. A hunk of uncured Missouri 
tobacco, a rusty barlow knife, a buck
skin poke, its flatness proving it was 
empty of coins or gold dust. Certain
ly a poor loot, if  robbery had been 
the motive for the old man’s mur
der.

Dixon was out in his storage room, 
loading a coffin onto a hand dolly. 
Westring took advantage of the un
dertaker’s absence to reach for the 
prospector’s hat. He remembered how 
old Benteen made a habit of poking 
matches atod cigarette papers and 
other miscellany under the rattle
snake band which girdled the Keevil.

Westring’s probing fingers were 
rewarded by the discovery of a fold
ed sheet of pink paper, bearing the 
printed label of the Sam Bunce Assay 
Office, Claybank, Montano.i Territory. 
It was a receipt for $2.50, the fee 
for assaying the fifty-pound sample 
of ore Benteen had brought down 
from his Squaw Creek drift, and it 
bore yesterday’s date.

Westring thrust the assayer’s re
ceipt in his jumper pocket and was 
standing by the slab, looking down 
on his oltf friend’s corpse, when Dix
on trucked a cheap pine casket into 
the room.

“Inquest is set for ten o’clbck." 
the undertaker said briskly. “O' 
course, the verdict will be.a routine 
formality. Death by murder at the 
hands of a party or parties unknown. 
There’s a hundred renegades in Clay- 
bank who’d cut a man’s throat for s 
wooden nickel. No chance of ever 
trackin’ down his killer.”

Claude nodded bitterly. Killings 
were so commonplace around Clay- 
bank these days that the authorities 
brushed them off as inevitable. Ollie
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Benteen’s murder had already gone 
into the limbo of a vital statistic on 
Dixon’s records.

“I’d admire to have you set on the 
jury, Claude, seein’ as how you was 
about the only friend the deceased 
had.”

“Glad to, Joe-Ed.”
Claude left the undertaker’s estab

lishment, paused a moment on the 
icy sidewalk, running splayed fingers 
through his shock of crisp roan hair.

This wasn’t an ordinary bush
whacking, he told himself. Somebody 
jiggered they’d be better off with 
Ollie out of the way.

HE PERCHED the cleft-crown 
Texas sombrero at an angle 

across his forehead and moved in 
the direction of a shack which had 
formerly housed a blacksmith shop, 
back the cattle days. Its forge had 
been converted into an assayer’s coke 
furnace and a new sign painted 
across the board-and-batt false front 
proclaimed it as the Sam Bunce As
say Office.

He found Bunce inside, crushing 
an ore sample in a big iron mortar, 
his workbench littered with crucibles 
and flux bins, cupels and sample 
bags, molds and tongs and dog-eared 
books on geological subjects.

“Mornin',” Bunce grunted, lay
ing aside his pestle and scanning his 
visitor’s shaggy goathair chaps, sun- 
flowerrrowel spurs, brushpopper 
jumper, and other rangeland accou
terments. “Another cowhand bit by 
the gold bug, eh?”

Westring shook his head in nega
tion, sizing up Sam Bunce. The as- 
sayer was a burly giant with a mas
sive torso and oak-trunk legs, brin- 
dle whiskers, and smallpox-scarred 
cheeks. Westring knew Bunce only 
by sight; he believed he was a stran
ger to Bunce.

A nameless animosity coursed be
tween the two men. They were poles 
apart, representing divergent breeds 
of men locked in a death struggle for 
the control of this corner of Montana,
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Mining pitted against stockraising, 
and never the twain should meet.

“You tested some minerals for a 
man named Ollie Benteen yesterday.” 
Westring’s statement was a flat fact, 
not a question.

The assayer tugged his lower lip, 
appraising his visitor with some sub
tle wariness which Westring was 
quick to detect. %

“Did I now? Assay reports are no
body’s business except to the man 
who—”

“I’m Benteen’s partner. I want to 
know what that assay showed.”

Bunce hesitated a moment, then 
reached in a drawer under his work
bench and consulted a battered ledg
er. He scanned his recent entries, 
then shook his head.

“I ain’t  had a customer named Ben
teen, stranger. Assayers are a dime 
a dozen in Claybank. You’ve come to 
the wrong place.”

Westring reached in his pocket and 
held Benteen’s crumpled receipt out 
for Bunce to see.

“This paper carries your signa
ture and my partner's name on it, 
Bunce. That jog your memory?”

Sam Bunce flushed, then rubbed 
his big palms up and down his cordu
roy pant-leg, in a gesture reminis
cent of a barroom thug anticipating 
a brawl.

“I rec-lect Benteen’s name,” the 
assayer grunted. “He’s the old cod
ger who got himself gulched out in 
the timber last night, ain’t  he? You 
got my sympathy, Mr.—Mr.—”

“Westring. Claude Westring. I 
own the land Benteen was prospect
ing. I want to know if he hit pay dirt 
or whether that test hole of Ollie’s 
was worthless.”

Sam Bunce shook his head, expos
ing tobacco-stained teeth in a slow, 
widening smile.

“I told you I didn’t  run an assay 
for Benteen. That receipt is either 
a forgery or—”

His voice trailed off as he sensed 
the unreasoning anger which flamed 
up in the cowhand. Westring read



the lie in Bunce’s manner, knew the 
assayer was withholding information 
which might prove to be the vital 
link in determining the motive for 
Benteen’s murder last night.

Moving up as Bunce started to 
turn back to his mortar, Claude’s left 
hand seized the assayer by his buck
skin shirt, fisted the leather garment 
taut against the bigger man’s chest, 
and then jerked Bunce violently 
around to face him.

“I want that report!” Westring 
snarled, cocking his right fist. “Quit 
stalling. Tell me—”

Bunce brought up a knee toward 
the cowman’s midsection, but West
ring swiveled his hip around to block 
the foul, a t the same time driving a 
rock-hard fist into the assayer’s 
chest.

W INDED by the hammer blow to 
his heart, Bunce fell back. 

Westring released his grip on the 
buckskin shirt and followed up with 
a looping haymaker which smashed 
Bunce in the mouth with a meaty, 
chopping impact which rocked the 
assayer’s head back on his bull-thick 
neck.

Blood welled from Bunce’s pulped 
lips as he reached for a hickory-han
dled muller on his bench, a sledge
like tool which could smash a man’s 
akull like a melon rind.

Westring lashed out with a boot 
toe, paralyzing Bunce’s elbow before 
he could haul the muller off the table. 
As the assayer reeled back, a dull 
rumble issuing from his vast chest 
like an injured steer in a slaughter 
chute, Claude Westring pulled him
self out of his murderous fury and 
lifted his Colt .44 from holster.

“Now talk, damn you!” panted the 
cattleman, thumbing the knurled gun- 
hammer to full cock. “Who paid you 
to leave Benteen's assay off your 
books? He struck it rich out in 
Squaw Creek—is that what you’re 
trying to hide?”

Beads of sweat coasted down"Sam 
Bunce’s pock-pitted cheeks as he ap

praised the shoot-sign in Westring’s 
eyes. He made futile pushing motions 
at the leveled gun.

“It’s—ag’in the law to give out as
say findings, Westring,” wheezed the 
big man. “If an assayer spilled every
thing he knew, there’d be an epidem
ic of claim jumpin’ wherever miners 
scratch the earth. Be sensible, man!”

Westring hefted the blue-barreled 
,44 menacingly, keeping a tight curb 
on nis temper.

“Maybe you’ll be sensible—with a 
slug in your belly. You’re running a 
sandy on me somewhere, Bunce. I 
aim to find out why.”

Bunce licked his bloody lips, leaned 
back against the brick combing of 
his assay furnace, his eyes glued to 
the black bore of the six-shooter lev
eled at his paunch.

“Stand hitched, Westring. Drop 
your gun.”

The voice came from behind the 
Slash W rider, timed with a draft 
of cold air from the opening door at 
his back. Westring stiffened as he 
felt a gun jab his spine. He let his 
own .44 drop to the earthen floor.

Turning slowly, he found himself 
staring into the slitted yellow eyes of 
Dali Sprecker. The Circle S boss held 
a Walker pistol, a gun without a trig
ger. Westring’s life lay at the mercy 
of Sprecker’s thumb on the cocked 
hammer.

This was a trap, and Westring 
knew it. He saw Sam Bunce lunge to 
scoop up his fallen gun. Dali Spreck
er waved the assayer back as Bunce 
lifted the weapon for a clubbing blow 
at the cowboy’s skull.

“I’ll handle this, Bunce!” clipped' 
the Circle S boss, cuffing back his 
black Stetson. “What’s the trouble 
here, Claude? What has Bunce done 
to rate all this howdy-do?”

Westring pulled a deep breath into 
his lungs. Sprecker’s timely inter
vention was no accident. He had 
seen Westring enter Bunce’s assay 
office, had left the Lucky Nugget to 
investigate. It was not a case of a 
cowman coming to another coW
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man’s assistance, in a town that was 
overrun with jaekleg muckers and 
their ilk. Westring saw raw hate 
lurking in the yellow depths of 
Sprecker’s gaze.

“This rannyhan was trying to force 
me into divulging confidential infor
mation, Dali!” Bunce panted heavily. 
“Claims I ran an’ assay for a partner 
of his who got killed last night. He’s 
a damn liar. I never done any work 
for Oliver Benteen. If I had of, I 
wouldn’t  be unethical enough to spill 
what I know.”

IN SPITE of the pressure of the 
m o m e n t ,  Claude Westring’s 

thought processes were alert and were 
running with clocklike precision. 
Bunce addressed the Circle S man 
by his first name, betraying a com
mon ground of intimacy with the 
foothill rancher. How come Dali 
Sprecker was on such good terms 
with an assay man?

“How about it, Claude?” Sprecker 
demanded, suddenly thrusting his 
gun back into holster. “You’re stray
ing off your range, ain’t  you? Tol Mc
Bride could clap you in the hoosegow 
for throwing down on a law-abiding 
citizen thisaway.”

Westring choked back the hot rush 
of procY nity which trembled on his 
tongue’s tip. Something lay back of 
this business here in Sam Bunce’s 
place. Some force stronger than hate 
or pity had checked Dali Sprecker’s 
gunhammer just now. The Circle S 
man was trying to draw him out, 
find out what he knew about Ben- 
teen’s relationship with the assayer. 
That knowledge took on a sinister 
significance in Westring’s mind.

“I guess you’re right, Sprecker,” 
Claude said wearily. “I’ll drag my 
picket pin out of here.”

Westring saw a look flash between 
the assayer and Dali Sprecker. With
out a word, Bunce reversed the Colt 
in his fist and handed it back to 
Westring, butt foremost.

Sprecker followed Westring out
doors, reached to touch the cowboy’s
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sleeve as Claude started back to
ward the undertaker’s.

“Your quarrel with Bunce is no 
affair of mine, son,” Dali Spreck
er said affably. “I’m glad I chanced 
to be going past in time to keep you 
from doing anything rash. Us cow
men have got to stick together.” 

Westring halted, taking the meas
ure of Sprecker’s level stare, won
dering what had brought the cattle 
baron down to Claybank, wondered 
if he had been in town last night 
when Ollie Benteen rode out to his 
doom.

“You said you wanted to see me 
about a deal,” Westring said sudden
ly. “What’s on your minu, Dali?” 

Sprecker took a cheroot from his 
vest pocket, offered it to Westring, 
saw it declined.

“We can talk better over a bottle 
at the Lucky Nugget,” Sprecker sug
gested carefully. “I—”

“I’m due at Benteen’s inquest in 
half an hour. Whatever you got to 
say, spill it here and now.”

Sprecker flushed, glanced up and 
down the street, then moved closer 
to Westring.

“It’s like this,” the rancher said 
in a confidential undertone. “The 
government’s refused to renew my 
lease on Buffalo Meadows, aiming to 
open it for homesteading. I got to 
move my beef out next spring, and 
that means I’m caught short of grass. 
Claude, I’m prepared to take back 
those five sections of Slash W graze I 
sold you at twice what you and Jepp 
paid me. Plus what stock you’ve got 
on your books as of now, at last fall’s 
top market quotation. I’ll take my 
chances on a die-off this winter.” 

Westring thought over Sprecker’s 
proposition for a long moment, 
searching for the motive which 
prompted the offer. He had heard 
about the government closing Buf
falo Meadows. Sprecker’s dilemma 
sounded legitimate enough’ on the 
surface.

“Are you forgetting how you di
verted Squaw Crick to the east side



of Axblade Ridge, Dali?” he asked 
accusingly. "Slash W range is worth
less without water, and you know 
i t ”

Sprecker grinned sheepishly.
“I could wait another year and buy 

Slash W for taxes, after you and Jepp 
go bust,” he countered shrewdly. 
“Let’s put it this way: I ran a sandy 
on yon Texicans, and I want to make 
it good. I can swing Squaw Crick 
back onto your side of the ridge and 
use that range for the stock I have 
to move off Buffalo Meadows.”

Westring reached under the lapel 
of his jumper and brought out Dur
ham and thin husks. He was silent 
during the time it took him to fill 
and shape the quirly, his brow fur
rowed as if he were giving serious 
consideration to Sprecker’s proposi
tion. And he was—but not along the 
lines the rangehog imagined.

Sprecker had spoken truth. An
other season, especially if Montana 
saw a wholesale die-off in January 
and February, would wipe out the 
Slash W. Sprecker, being the wealthi
est cattleman in the Flintrocks ter
ritory, could easily enough regain, 
title to the Slash W when bankruptcy 
drove the Westring brothers to the 
wall.

Such a generous offer might never 
come again. Westring knew he was 
a fool not to jump at the chance. But 
he could not keep his thoughts from 
swinging back to Benteen’s murder, 
to Sam Bunce’s mysterious perfidy, 
to Sprecker’s quick intervention in 
the assay office showdown.

"Sprecker,” the Texan said slow
ly, firing his cigarette and eyeing the 
range baron across cupped fingers, 
"Slash W ain’t  for sale, now or 
ever.”

CHAPTER III

CLAUDE WESTRING gave tacit 
assent to the verdict which the 

jury returned regarding Ollie Ben
teen’s m urder: death at the hands of 
unknown persons. Probable motive, 
robbery.

Dixon laid the old man to rest that 
afternoon. Except for a handful of 
muckers who had known Benteen 
down in Denver City and Cripple 
Creek, the old prospector's last rites 
went virtually unnoticed by Clay- 
bank’s citizens, who were apathetic 
to the almost daily spectacle of the 
deputy coroner’s hearse heading for 
the boot hill cemetery by the Beaver
head.

Sundown was less than two hours 
off this brief winter afternoon when 
Westring rode out of town, heading 
back toward the home ranch. Beyond 
the snow-drifted hogback north of 
Claybank, the Texan veered off to 
the stand of timber where Ollie Ben
teen had met his doom.

Reaching the spot where the pros
pector’s lifeblood still lay scarlet on 
the snow, Westring tried to read sign 
in the hoof-churned drifts, tried to re
enact what took place.

At the moment of his death, Ben
teen’s jenny mule had probably been 
heading northwest. The .44-40 slug 
had struck the old man in the back, 
at an angle running toward his left 
lung. That meant that his ambusher 
had been stationed somewhere along 
the southeast rim of the clearing, if 
Joe-Ed Dixon’s testimony at the in
quest had been accurate.

Stepping back in saddle, Westring 
spurred his gelding to the south
west. Icicle-festooned undergrowth 
whipped at his buffalo coat as he en
tered the indigo shadows of the 
lodgepole timber.

He found a set of hoofprints a few 
yards inside the conifers. Two sets. 
One belonged to Marshal Tol Mc
Bride, who had scouted the area for 
sign at daylight this morning. The 
other was unquestionably the spoor 
of Benteen’s slayer.

Slanting sunset light penetrated 
under the snow-hung aspen thickets, 
and glinted off a metallic object 
which had escaped the marshal’s 
search that morning. Swinging out 
of stirrups, Westring pawed through 
the frozen twigs and retrieved the
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object. It was a rimfire .44-40 shell 
case, the odor of burned powder still 
clinging to it.

The feel of the cold metal cartridge 
put a grisly sensation down the 
Texan’s spine as he recalled that 
Joe-Ed Dixon had probed a slug of 
.44 caliber from Benteen’s corpse. 
This, then, was the shell which the 
killer had ejected from his Winches
ter.

Scouting the area inside the un
dergrowth, Westring made another 
discovery. Behind a snow-mantled 
gabbro boulder at the fringe of the 
clearing, he located the clear impres
sions of spike-heeled boots in the 
hard crust of snow. And a brushed- 
off spot on top of the boulder, where 
the ambusher had rested the barrel 
of his .44-40, its muzzle commanding 
the entire scope of the clearing be
yond.

“Cowboots," Westring whispered. 
“Only a bronc-stomper would be 
wearin' Justins. No miner plugged 
Ollie with the idea of lifting his dust. 
No barfly trailed him out from some 
honky.”

Westring was on his hands and 
knees, crawling back to where he 
had ground-hitched his sorrel when 
the shot came.

A blow from an invisible fist 
smashed Westring high on the right 
shoulder, spun him violently around. 
His arm went numb before his ears 
registered the flat whipcrack of a 
gunshot somewhere ,oif in the trees, 
its echoes breaching the dusk quiet.

BELLIED down on the frozen 
earth, Westring arched his back 

and reached under his body with his 
left hand, tugging his Colt from 
leather.

His attacker was moving off 
through the timber, boots crunch
ing on hard-packed snow, brushing 
ice off low-growing limbs.. The red 
glare of sunset was blinding West
ring, putting him at a disadvantage. 
He started flexing the fingers of his
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right hand, trying to restore life to 
them.

Then he caught sight of a crouched 
form skulking Indian-fashion from 
tree to tree, silhouetted against the 
blinding sunset glare. Ruby light 
glinted off a Winchester barrel, put 
a scarlet halo around the ambusher’s 
woolen mackinaw.

Westring recognized that gar
ment. Sprecker’s foreman, Kile Drill- 
den, wore a black-and-red mackinaw.

Drillden was not stalking closer to 
investigate his kill. He was moving 
off in the direction of town, to where- 
ever he had left his horse after trail
ing Westring into the timber.

Bracing his left arm across a fall
en log. Westring notched his gun- 
sights on the ambusher and squeezed 
off a shot.

When the smoke cleared, he saw 
his target had vanished. A scuttling 
sound off in the underbrush reached 
his ears, told him his shot had missed, 
that he had scared off his quarry. If 
he had had the use of his right hand, 
Drillden would have been cold meat 
by now.

Westring settled down to wait, 
wondering if the Circle S ramrod had 
holed up, waiting for him to show 
his head over the log, or whether he 
was circling around for another shot 
before the light failed.

An eternity later, Claude’s ears 
caught a rataplan of hoofs far off be
yond the timber in the direction of 
Claybank. That might be a passing 
rider. More likely it was Kile Drill
den, unnerved by the failure of his 
bushwhack errand, high-tailing back 
to town to report what had hap
pened to Dali Sprecker.

The numbness left Westring’s 
shoulder as darkness settled in and 
the temperature plummeted below 
freezing. A drowsiness was creeping 
over the cowpuncher, and he knew its 
danger. He felt the sticky warmth of 
blood inside his sleeve. Stabbing pain 
came to bullet-torn muscles as move
ment wa3 restored to his arm.

It was deathly quiet in the pines,



broken only by the occasional clat
ter of a pine cone dropping to earth. 
But Westring knew it would be sui
cidal to venture out of the brush and 
mount his gelding, as long as the 
burned-out glow of sunset lingered. 
He couldn’t  take the chance and gam
ble that Kile Drillden had actually 
left the timber.

The agony of his shouder wound 
finally drove Westring out of hiding, 
back to his Sorrel. He swung wide to 
the east and emerged on the snow- 
covered floor of Beaverhead Flats a 
mile from the point where he had en
tered the timber.

Reaching the outskirts of Clay- 
bank, he found the reduction mills 
had closed down. Their racket was re
placed by the cacophony of music 
from the hurdy-gurdy houses, the 
roar of noise from the deadfalls and 
honkies along River Street, the rum
ble of big-wheeled ore wagons pulling 
in from the South Range diggings.

Luck was with him. He found Doc 
Grobinder cooking supper in his lit
tle soddy next door to Dixon’s estab
lishment. Grobinder, long since in
ured to having furtive-eyed men call 
on him with gunshot wounds to treat, 
asked no questions of the taciturn 
cowpuncher. He set out his instru
ments on a boiled towel, gently re
moved Westring’s bullet-punctured 
buffalo coat and bloodsoaked hickory 
shirt, and swabbed the bloody muscu
lature on the point of Westring’s 
right shoulder.

“Slug went clean through,’’ Gro
binder gave his laconic diagnosis. 
“Missed your collarbone by a hair. 
Barrin’ infection, you won’t  know 
you got creased a week from now.”

W ESTRING gave the medico a 
gold octagonal and stepped out 

into the stream of foot traffic cours
ing up and down the plank walks. 
The pain had eased off in his shoul
der, but the bulk of the compress 
which bandaged his flesh made it dif
ficult to use his right arm.

He was aware of the danger that

walked the night here in Claybank. 
Drillen had had plenty of time to ac
quaint Sprecker with the failure of 
his bushwhack mission. Death might 
come from any alley 'mouth or shad
owy doorway, if the Circle S boss had 
alerted his gun-hung crew to be on 
the watchout for the Texan.

Westring crossed the street to the 
marshal’s office. Again luck was with 
him; Tol McBride was in the jail- 
house cleaning a shotgun in prep
aration for his routine round of the 
camp’s gambling halls and barrooms.

Westring felt considerably perked 
up in spirit when he came away from 
a half-hour conference with Tol Mc
Bride. In the event of his death by 
any cause tonight, the marshal would 
know what to do.

The string of Circle S cowponies 
still stood at the rack in front of the 
Lucky Nugget when Claude Westring 
pushed his way through the batwings 
into the smoke-fowled barroom which 
the Circle S bunch made their head
quarters when visiting Claybank.

The pine bar was jammed with 
muddy-booted muckers and Circle S 
riders. In an annex off to the left, 
miners were dancing a polka to the 
music of a tinpanny piano and a 
fiddle, enjoying the company of the 
Lucky Nugget’s bevy of percentage 
girls.

A bombazine-skirted jezebel caught 
Westring’s eye as the Texan paused 
with the half-doors fanning his back. 
He passed up the brazen invitation 
in her smile, turning his attention 
to the gambling tables at the far end 
of the barroom.

He located Kile Drillden, his back 
to the door, engrossed in a stud poker 
game in a far corner. Then he spotted 
Dali Sprecker at the roulette layout. 
The presence of assayer Sam Bunce 
at Sprecker’s elbow brought its mean
ing to Westring.

Elbowing through the bearded, 
gun-hung throng, Westring caught 
Sprecker’s eye above the heads of 
the crowd pressed about the baize- 
covered roulette table. He jerked his
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head toward a secluded corner be
yond the chuck-a-luck cage, caught 
Sprecker’s brief nod in response.

Westring wondered if he had sur
prised a look of astonishment in the 
Circle S boss’s first unguarded glance. 
I# Sprecker knew of his foreman’s 
murder mission tonight, his inscru
table face gave no hint of guilty 
knowledge.

Westring was building a smoke 
over in the corner by an empty faro 
table when Sprecker joined him, 
brows arched quizzically.

“Think over my proposition, 
Claude?”

Westring eased his bandaged 
shoulder against the pine-board wall, 
studied his cigarette tip for a mo
ment and then nodded.

“Yeah. But I’ll have to consult my 
brother before I can give you a 
definite yes, Dali. Providing your of
fer is still open.”

Sprecker chewed his soggy cheroot 
for a moment. Across the room, Kile 
Drillden was eyeing them covertly, 
pretending to be concentrating on his 
poker hand.

“The offer still stands,” Sprecker 
said. “Maybe I’m a fool, but I’m short 
of graze. I’ll have my lawyer draw 
up a quit-claim deed for your signa
tures and I’ll make a draft on the 
Stockman’s Bank of Missoula for 
ten thousand, six hundred. Okay?”

Westring grinned enigmatically.
“Bring the deed and the dinero 

over to the Slash W tomorrow after
noon,” he said. “If Jepp agrees, it’s 
a deal.”

Sprecker thrust out a hand to seal 
the bargain. Westring, ignoring the 
overture, turned on his heel and 
headed off through the crowd.

CHAPTER IV

SMOKE spiraled from the black
smith shop chimney at the West

ring ranch next morning. An assayer 
from Claybank, one Mike Rhodes by 
name, had converted the Slash W 
forge into a makeshift assay furnace.
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He had come out to Squaw Creek Val
ley at dawn, at the instigation of 
Marshal Tol McBride.

He was busy making a test of a 
hundred-pound sample of ore which 
Claude Westring had brought over 
from Ollie Benteen’s prospect hole 
midway up the slope of Axblade 
Ridge.

The Westring brothers returned to 
the ranch at noon, in a democrat wag
on. They had spent the morning scat
tering baled hay over in the north 
coulee, to prevent starvation from 
decimating the gaunted herd of Slash 
W shorthorns wintering there in the 
shelter of the gypsum rimrocks.

The two punchers unhitched, broke 
the skim of ice from the windmill 
tanks, and headed for their cabin. 
Stomping snow and mud off their 
boots, they went inside.

Mike Rhodes was busy at the 
kitchen table, scribbling figures on 
the flyleaf of a cattleman’s journal. 
Before him was a set of balances 
enclosed in a glass case. On one of 
the scale pans was a tiny bead of 
lemon-yellow gold.

Bottles of nitric acid, aqua regia, 
and other assaying equipment were 
aligned at Rhode’s elbow.

“What’s the verdict?” Claude 
Westring asked, unbuttoning his buf
falo coat and spreading it over the 
back of a split-pole chair in front of 
the crackling fireplace.

Rhodes finished his figuring, pulled 
his spectacles down to the end of his 
nose, and turned in the rawhide chair 
to survey the two Texans.

“Benteen had a bonanza, men. If 
I don’t  miss my guess, Axblade Ridge 
is filthy with the yellow stuff, grass- 
root deep. Benteen was right. The 
other prospectors who curried Squaw 
Greek were wrong. Because there was 
no float ore in the creek bed, they 
overlooked the placers further up the 
slope.”

Claude and Jepp eyed each other, 
pulses hammering on their temples. 
The prospect of mineral wealth on 
otherwise worthless land inflamed



them with its possibilities. Cowmen 
born and bred, they interpreted any 
wealth they might glean from min
ing in the terms of what that gold 
would buy: land and horses, barns 
and eorrals and blooded beef.

“My assay shows Benteen tapped 
an ore body that should net nine 
hundred ounces of gold to the ton,” 
Rhodes went on. “I can’t  make any 
further predictions until the snows 
thaw off your outcrops, but I got a 
hunch Benteen’s placer will make you 
boys rich enough to buy and sell a 
dozen men like Dalton Sprecker.” 

Rhodes packed up his assaying 
gear and headed back to town in his 
buckboard a half hour later.

Standing in the door of their log 
shack, Claude and Jepp saw three 
horsemen top the crest of Axblade 
Ridge and slant down the snow fields 
in their direction, shortly after 
Rhodes’ wagon disappeared down the 
valley road toward Claybank. .

“Ridin’ over grassroot gold,” 
Claude grunted. “I wonder how much 
Sprecker paid Sam Bunce to tip him 
off that Ollie had struck it rich.” 

Claude took a pair of field glasses 
from the mantleshelf and focused 
them on the oncoming riders.

“Sprecker’s taking no chances,” 
he grunted, handing the glasses to 
his brother. “Drillden and Sam Bunce 
are with him.”

THE oncoming riders vanished 
under the snow-piled rim of the 

dry creek bed, to reappear a few 
minutes later on the near bank. They 
reined up at the rack outside the 
moss-chinked ranch cabin and walked 
up the path to where Claude West
ring stood in the doorway.

Bunce and the foreman grunted ac
knowledgments to the Texan’s greet
ing as they went inside, but Sprecker 
was in high good humor. The faces 
of the three men glowed with the 
cold, and frost rimmed their stubbled 
jaws as they backed up to the fire
place, the heat drawing steam off 
their mackinaws.

“Here’s a quit-claim deed, trans
ferring title on your-five sections of 
.Slash W graze,” Dali Sprecker said, 
fishing a folded document from in
side his beaver coat. He tossed it on 
the table where Mike Rhodes had 
been working. “I’ve got a check for 
twelve thousand in my wallet. It’s 
yours when you and Jepp put your 
signatures on that instrument.”

Claude Westering shook his head.
“Sorry, Sprecker,” he said softly. 

“You’ve had your trouble for noth
ing. Jepp’s talked me into hanging 
onto the Slash W.”

Sprecker’s face twisted into a 
scowl. Without speaking, the Circle 
S boss tugged off his beaver coat, 
tossed it over a chair, and hitched the 
gunbelt which sagged under the 
weight of two triggerless Walker 
model Colts.

“Kile, go out and water our 
broncs,” Sprecker grunted an order 
to his foreman. Then, shuttling his 
gaze back to the Westring brothers, 
he bit out: “How’s that again,
Claude? Ain’t  I offered you enough?”

Kile Drillden moved away from the 
fireplace, heading for the door to 
carry out Sprecker’s orders. Reach
ing it, he swung about, hand dropping 
to the staghorn-butted Colt at his 
thigh.

Sam Bunce waddled over to the 
pealed-pole partition which separated 
the kitchen from the bedroom and 
leaned against it, big hands hooked in 
the shell belt which girdled his 
paunch. The assayer stood there, 
waiting, his face tense.

Tension was building up in the 
room, putting an electric charge in 
the air. If the Westring brothers 
sensed that they had been maneu
vered into a trap, caught between Kile 
Drillden and Sam Bunce, they gave 
no sign of dismay.

“We had an assayer come up from 
town this morning to test the ore 
Ollie Benteen dug out of Axblade 
Ridge, Dali,” Claude said conversa
tionally. “He’d hit pay dirt. We aim 
to lease our mineral rights to the syn-
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dicate, letting them do the smelting 
and paying up a fifty per cent roy
alty.”

Sam Bunce broke the silence which 
followed.

“Sprecker knows that. I told him 
day before yesterday that Benteen’s 
strike will make that low-grade stuff 
on the South Range look like chicken 
feed.”

Claude Westring swung his smol
dering gaze toward Bunce.

“Is that why you bushwhacked Ol- 
lie the other night? To keep him from 
telling us about his good luck, 
Bunce?”

Bunce jerked a fat thumb toward 
Dali Sprecker, standing in front of 
the fire place, basking in its warmth. 
All sham was dropped from the 
rancher’s face now, and avarice was 
in his leering grin and narrowed 
eyes.

“I tallied Benteen with my .44-40, 
Claude. Kile tailed you out of town 
last night at my orders. He bungled. 
We won't bungle now. Savvy what 
I’m driving at, you Texicans?”

The two Westrings exchanged 
glances. Tt was out in the open now, 
the whole rotten deal, just as Claude 
had appraised it after his trip to 
Claybank yesterday.

A S IF SPRECKER had given 
them some secret signal, Bunce 

and Kile Drillden lifted guns from 
holsters, leveled them at Claude and 
Jepp, left Sprecker to do the talking.

“You’re caught in a crossfire, 
boys.” Dali Sprecker’s voice held a 
subtle note of amusement. “All you 
have to do to keep from being gut- 
shot is to sign that deed.”

Claude Westring’s gaze slanted 
over to the- paper which lay on the 
table.

“And if we do sign, what guaran
tee have we got that you won’t  kill 
us anyway ?”

Sprecker shrugged. From a pocket 
of his levis he took out an indelible 
pencil, tossed it on the table.

“We’ll give.you till sundown to roll
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your soogans and saddle up. As long 
as you stay out of Montana, you’ll 
stay healthy. It’s that simple.”

Claude Westring laughed harshly.
“No dice, Sprecker. We won’t 

sign.”
Sprecker’s hands lowered, taut fin

gers about the bone butts of his Colts.
“One second, Dali,” Claude West

ring went on. “Before you make it 
look too scary, take a look at the cur
tain in the bedroom door yonder. 
Maybe you’ll change your mind about 
this set-up.”

Sprecker froze, guns half drawn. 
His yellow eyes darted to the left, 
toward the burlap curtain which 
closed off the doorway to the left of 
the fireplace.

Thrust through the parted cur
tains was the black bore of a Win
chester, trained at Sprecker’s head.

With a choked oath, Kile Drillden 
swung his guns toward the curtain. 
Instantly the unseen rifleman behind 
them swung the .30-30 around and 
flame blasted from its bore. The Cir
cle S foreman held his feet for a 
ghastly interval, dead with a steel- 
jacketed bullet in his brain.

Jepp Westring flung himself to 
the puncheon floor as Sam Bunce 
jerked the trigger of his Root side- 
hammer .36. The slug whipped 
through space which the younger 
Westring had occupied an instant be
fore.

Jepp’s gun barked. The impact of 
his bullet drove Bunce back against 
the log wall, blood welling from a 
blue hole punched through one pock
marked cheek.

Claude had picked his own target. 
There was no time to draw his gun. 
He twisted his holster upward on its 
belt rivet, aiming at Dali Sprecker.

The Circle S boss’s guns exploded 
first, but his lead went wild in that 
frenzied moment of unforeseen show
down, bracketing Claude Westring’s 
crouched body.

Claude, triggering through the toe 
of his holster, saw his slug rip into



Sprecker’s granite jaw, saw the Cir
cle S rancher pitch face forward 
through his own clouding gunsmoke.

Ollie Benteen had been avenged.
Jepp was slapping his brother’s 

back then. It was all over.
Sam Bunce lay toppled against the 

partition wall, looking like a gro
tesquely fat toad, ribbons of blood 
leading from his nostrils. Kile Dril- 
den was sprawled against the slab 
door, guns unfired, eyes bugging and 
sightless. It seemed incredible that 
three men had died in the space of as 
many seconds.

"Okay, Tol. You can come out 
now,” Claude spoke wearily!.

The swaying curtains of the bed
room doorway were parted by the 
elephantine figure of the Claybank 
marshal, emerging from the hideout 
he had occupied since before daylight 
that morning.

A grin touched the lawman’s mouth 
as he grounded the butt of his car 
bine.

"I promised you Benteen’s killer 
for your trouble in riding out here 
last night, marshal,” Claude West
ring said, tossing Dali Sprecker’s" 
unsigned deed into the fireplace. “The 
way it’s worked out, I reckon you’ll 
have to borrow our buckboard to haul 
these three jaspers down to Dixon’s 
morgue.”

Tol McBride fingered the law 
badge on his mackinaw lapel, grin
ning as a pleasant thought struck 
him.

“I got a hunch,” he predicted mus
ingly, "that the Circle S will change 
its brand to Slash W before next 
fall’s beef gather. I reckon you Texi- 
cans will be slapping your brand on 
Montana beef long after this here 
gold rush has been forgotten.”
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Heroes Belong to Younkers
By Robert S. Fenton

Even though the saddle maker ot Prado couldn’t see, his sixth 
sense told him how he could measure up to a youngster’s ideal of

powdersmoke prowess.

W HIT HASS
LER, saddle 
maker of the 

town of Prado, had 
been expecting the 
question the sheriff’s 
six-year-old son had 
put to him. Little 
Jim came into the 
shop a lot and at odd 
times to watch him 
work. For a long 
time Whit had hoped 
the boy would keep 
that question far 
back on his tongue.
But it was out now'. “Mr. Hassler, 
why do you carry a six-gun? How 
could you shoot anythin’ if you’re 
blind?”

Hassler wanted to yell at the kid 
and tell him that folks in a certain 
part of this country, over by the 
Little Missouri, still talked about his 
magic with a gun. That was when he 
had worn a lawman’s badge. Even 
though a man can brag and have 
others brag for him, a small boy has 
to oe- shown.

He said listlessly, “I don’t  right
fully know, Jimmy,” His hand came 
in contact with the gun and he won
dered if he was a fool to carry it. 
“Habit is a powerful influence, Jim
my, an’ I wouldn’t feel fully dressed 
wjthout it.” He wondered if Jimmy’s 
pa, Sheriff Hack Braun, or one or 
two other men had told the boy about 
his shooting practice a mile outside 
•>f Pr ado. For three years he had

practiced shooting at , 
sounds, and the re
sults, according to the 
eyewitnesses, w ere ■ 
amazing.

Whit Hassler had 
never been too * im
pressed by the prais
es of grown men. It 
was the hero wor
ship in the eyes of 

the little sprouts, the deep respect 
in their voices when they’d said to 
him, “Hello, Mr. Hassler.” That was 
when he had all his faculties and 
was considered the greatest sheriff 
ever to wear the star, in a certain 
community far from Prado.

Now he was just a blind saddle 
maker, and he was glad he couldn’t  
see Jimmy’s eyes. The quality of his 
voice'had been enough. He said, “You 
better run along home, son. Dark 
already.”

“Pa said I could wait up for him,” 
Jimmy said.

“Where’d he go?” Hassler laid a 
piece of leather on the skiving block.

“Went to Malvern City to look at 
a man in jail there,” the boy said. 
He was quiet for a moment. “Why do 
you have the lantern harigin’ up by 
the door, Mr. Hassler, if you can’t—”

“There’s folks that can, Jimmy,” 
the saddle maker said in a tight voice.

The light from that lantern made 
the lines in his middle-aged face 
seem deeper than they were, and 
gave the impression that there was 
some brightness in his eyes. Yeah,
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little hombres like Jimmy had to be 
shown, he thought. He leaned against 
the skiving block and put down his 
knife when the sounds of trouble 
came from down the street.

AT FIRST it was just a break in 
the town’s steady hum of 

sound, and then it was a definite 
disruption knifed through with gun
fire. Men yelled, and horses a t the 
tie-racks set up a nervous racket. 
The planked walks drummed out the 
sound of men running.

“Jimmy, don’t  go near .the door,” 
Hassler said, and moved toward it 
himself as if his eyes were as good 
as they ever were. He stood out on 
the walk for a good five minutes 
until the hue and cry faded out a 
little. Steps came close and the sad
dle maker recognized certain voices. 
‘'What is it, Cal?” he asked.

“Man held up Ordway’s bank, 
Whit. Seth was in there after hours 
makin’ a loan to Faraday of the 
Rocking T. Ordway’s hurt bad an’ 
Hack’s deputy is dead. The spook 
didn’t  get out of town, Whit. They 
figure they got him cornered in Sel
by’s lumber yard.”

“Who is it, Cal?”
"Ordway is sure it’s A1 Sassone. 

Would happen when Hack was out. 
of town.”

Hassler said, “Good.” He thought 
of Jimmy, and Hack’s other child. 
He remembered eyes that were the 
color of the clear daytime sky and 
curls the hue of clover honey. “No 
need to wait for him, Cal.” He called 
back into the shop, “Jimmy, you stay 
here until I git back.”

Another voice said, “Whit, what 
you figure on doin’?”

“Aim to find out for myself once 
an’ for all, Ben,” Hassler said, and 
felt the cool clamminess under his 
arms and in the hollows under his 
knees. A man has nothing if not his 
pride. Here was his chance with the 
odds even. He’d asked for it many 
times on his bended knees and now 
it had been given him.

Jimmy asked breathlessly, “You 
goin’ after the badman, Mr. Hassler?

“I am, Jimmy. Bring me my hat. 
It’s on the saddle horse.”

“Gee,” the boy said. “Gee, Mr. 
Hassler.”

Whit Hassler walked down the 
street with two men flanking him and 
pleading with him to get the crazy 
idea out of his head.

“Don’t try  and stop me, Cal,” 
Hassler said. “You’ll be mighty sorry. 
What kind of a night is it?” 

“Clouded oyer, Whit.”
“Black as night then in the lumber 

yard. I’m used to a blind trail. Sas
sone ain’t. Sure, we could wait for 
Hack an’ the young fool’d go in there 
an’ git himself killed. He has a 
family, Cal. I have nothin’ to lose, 
but a heap to find out." His knees 
shook a little and there was some 
unease in him, but a thousand men 
and horses would not hold him back 
now. “There’s a door in the fence 
facin' the alleyway next to the hotel, 
Cal. Don’t  guess Sassone knows about 
it. Get away from me as I’ve walked 
the dark of this town alone for three 
years. I know it better than any one.

W HIT HASSLER came to the 
lumber yard fence and moved 

along it until his fingers came in con
tact with a big leather hinge. He 
pushed the door open and stepped 
inside. His nerves sang as he stood 
and listened for a few moments. He 
began walking, his left hand groping 
in front of him.

He came to a pile of lumber and 
moved along It, and now his sixth 
sense began to function. He sensed 
the presence there. He began to hear 
little sounds that men with eyes could 
not hear. He moved catlike between 
two piles of lumber and when he felt 
his boots sink into sawdust, he knew 
exactly where he was.

The movement off to the right was 
stealthy, only a faint brushing sound, 
but to Hassler’s acute senses it was 
like a man crashing through dry 
brush. He licked very dry lips.
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“That you, Sassone?” he called out, 
and quickly fired.

A painful grunt of surprise came 
at him out of the dark, and now any
one could have heard a man’s bulk 
shouldering along the board fence. 
Hassler had already shifted his posi
tion when Sassone’s gun roared.

“Dark, ain’t it, Sassone?” the sad
dle maker mocked. “Darker for you, 
though.” He pitched to his left and 
answered a desperate shot that 
missed, and his bullet tore a wrack
ing cough out of the badman’s throat.

Hassler heard Sassone fall heavily, 
then waited patiently. The silence 
pressed hard against his chest and 
his breathing was like the bite of 
Selby’s saw through a spruce log. 
Then, he heard men coming in.

“Over here, boys,” Hassler called 
out, and his voice had the old ring to 
it. He felt as tall as the high board 
fence.

A familiar voice said, “He’s dead. 
Whit Hassler, you old smoke-eater!”

The warmth of a lantern was

68 * * * Western Aces
against his leg. Men slapped him on 
the back and marveled at what he’d 
done. But he hardly heard the praise. 
As he walked through the dark and 
out of the lumber yard, he knew he 
was no longer just the blind saddle 
maker of Prado. No one would ever 
ask him why he wore a gun again. 
Hassler quickened his step and soon 
taught the smell of leather and bees
wax. He turned into his shop.

“Jimmy?”
“I’m here,” the boy said. “You get 

the outlaw, Mr. Hassler?”
“Sure did, Jimmy. Now you better 

run along home.”
Voices, high-pitched, camp in off 

the street. “He got him! Whit 
Hassler got Sassone!”

“Gee,” Jimmy said. “Gee, Mr. Has
sler. Will you teach me to shoot some 
day?”

He felt little fingers on his arm. 
All that mattered had been in the 
sound of the boy’s voice. They kept 
calling for him out there, but they
could wait. Heroes belonged to kids.<?*
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Rangeland Iron Man
By Nat McKelvey

Some interesting highlights in the life of a fighting frontiersman

A CROSS a blanket, two men sat 
cross-legged, g rim ly  facing 
each other on a fateful night 

in 1878. On the outcome of their 
conference hung the issue of war or 
peace, and talk cascaded like a flash 
flood.

In the high fastness of Mexico’s 
Sierra Madre mountains, a chill air 
rustled over the 
field of council.
Men in blankets 
pulled them clos
er. They were ad
herents of one of 
the cross-legged 
men, Geronimo, 
chief of Arizona 
Apaches, hard- 
r i d i n g ,  severe, 
u n re le n tin g  in 
his hate for the 
white man. Op
posite the slash- 
m o u t h e d  old 
chief sat A1 Sie- 
ber, representing the United States 
Army.

Geronimo, who has been called 
"the biggest chief, the best talker, 
and the biggest liar in the world,” 
arose gracefully to his feet, speaking 
all the while.

“I will return to the reservation,” 
he declared in the Apache tongue. "I 
will make no more war. I will do 
these things if—” He paused for 
dramatic effect, his coal-black eyes 
swept the band of braves and sol
diers.

“If what?” Sieber grunted.
"If you give me two Mexicans to 

make mescal for me to drink. If you 
give me arms and ammunition, calico

for my women, shoes for my chil
dren, money for my—”

Sieber, rising to his full six feet, 
the light from t the campfire turning 
his sandy hair and gray eyes to cop
per, held up a hand, commanding 
silence.

“Geronimo, you have talked for an 
hour. You have asked for everything 

except for' these 
Mexican moun
tains to be moved 
to A rizona for 
you and your 
tribe to live in. 
I’ll give you un
til sunrise to de
cide if you don’t  
want these moun
tains too. If your 
fo rm er conduct 
e n title s  you to 
what you have 
asked for, then 
you should have 
these hills also.” 

Quickly, Sieber turned his back on 
the chief, walking away. Fully 
clothed as he always was in blue flan
nel shirt, heavy pants, ana top boots, 
Sieber lay on his bedroll, staring at 
the stars, thinking. If Geronimo re
fused to return to the reservation, it 
would mean more months, maybe 
years, of bloody battles between 
Apaches and whites. Yet, Geronimo 
asked too much. *

As Sieber pondered, he became 
aware of a young man, looking down 
at him. Tom' Horn, who was later 
hanged for a murder he did not com
mit, started to speak. Sieber waved 
off the words of his youthful Apache 
interpreter;
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“Go away, boy,” he commanded. 
“I’m thinking up all the mean things 
I can say to that old wolf tonight 
when we meet again.”

Whatever Sieber thought of to say, 
it proved ineffective. Although sixty- 
two Indians returned to the reserva
tion, Geronimo refused to go, prefer
ring the owlhoot life of a renegade.

NOT until five years later, in 1883, 
did Sieber finally induce Gero

nimo to return to the Apache reser
vation. On th a t  occasion, General 
George Crook, Sieber’s commander, 
personally confronted the chiefs, 
Geronimo, Nana, Ju, Loco, and a 
thousand warriors. After Crook’s 
speech, Geronimo sought Sieber’s ad
vice and decided to return to Arizona. 
I t was characteristic of A1 Sieber’s 
integrity that even his enemies val
ued his counsel.

As scout and Chief of Scouts, A1 
Sieber served his country with dis
tinction for nearly twenty years. 
Apaches who knew him and worked 
with him had nothing but praise for 
him. “Sibber,” they called him. To 
them “Sibber” was a good man, fair 
and square. He was brave, not afraid 
of anybody.

Born. in Germany, February 29, 
1844, Sieber was a leap-year baby, 
youngest of eight children. Prior to 
1848, his father died, and the fam
ily, because of their part i i the Ger
man revolution of 1848-49, were 
forced to flee to America. They first 
settled in Pennsylvania, but shortly 
before the Civil War moved to Min
nesota.

Eighteen years old, Sieber joined 
the Union Army in March, 1862. At 
the battle of Gettysburg, he received 
a double wound that put him in sick 
bay for five months. By the time war 
ended, Sieber was twenty-two, a 
hardened veteran, ripe for adven
ture in the far West.

In 1866, A1 landed in Virginia City, 
Nevada, where he earned a few dol
lars grading roads. While on this job, 
he was held up by an armed robber
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who took the only money A1 had, a 
fifty-cent piece. Next A1 appeared as 
a silver prospector at White Pine, 
Nevada. Finding nothing, he pushed 
into California to look for gold. His 
luck there was no better, so he joined 
a band of men driving horses to 
Arizona where he arrived in 1868.

After knocking about as a rancher 
for three years, learning the country 
and its redskinned natives, A1 ac
cepted a job as army scout under 
General George Stoneman. Sieber 
was the right man for the work. So 
keen was his understanding of In
dian psychology, that he could enlist 
as trustworthy scouts the very brav
est Apaches he had fought and van
quished.

One historian, Dr. Frank C. Lock- 
wood, calls Sieber “a hardened hu
man instrument.” Certain it is that 
A1 could hike sixty miles per day, 
exist on meager rations, sleep any
where, and fight for hours without 
apparent exhaustion. During his 
lusty career, he ’ was twenty-nine 
times wounded by bullets and arrows.

Once, during a skirmish with 
Apaches, Sieber rescued a four-year- 
old Indian 'boy. Scooping the tot from 
the thick of battle, Sieber placed the 
lad behind himself on the snow-white 
horse he was riding. For a while, the 
frightened boy hung to the scout’s 
shirt, apparently completely in ter
ror. But suddenly, the scout felt a 
sharp stab in the side, then another, 
and another. A warm trickle flowed 
in his shirt.

Sieber swiveled around in the 
saddle. Making a quick grab, he 
seized the young boy’s wrist. From 
the tiny fist he plucked his own bowie 
knife, red with his own blood. The 
lad had, true to Indian training, at
tempted to eliminate an enemy.

Unlike many frontiersmen, A1 
Sieber fought for justice for the In
dians as, in a later time, Col. T. E. 
Lawrence fought for justice for the 
Arabs. As with Lawrence, Sieber was 
betrayed by higher authority. In the 
main, S ieb e r’s operations were



against renegade In d ian  bands, 
against men who would have been 
criminals regardless of race.
■ Sieber was no harder than the 
times demanded, and_ he certainly 
was not cruel. If he h‘ad to execute 
a prisoner, he spared that prisoner 
the anxiety of knowing his fate and 
the exact moment of meeting it.

DURING S ieb e r’s* command as 
chief of scouts, occurred the in

cident that outlawed one of Arizona’s 
legendary characters, the Apache 
Kid. Sieber had reared this Indian, 
teaching him to read and write Eng
lish.

In 1887, at San Carlos, the Apache 
Kid was serving as Sieber’s first ser
geant of scouts, a position that he 
filled with dignity and efficiency. 
Peaceable and self-restrained, the 
Kid seemed to have no worry. Then 
he attended a dance at which his 
father, Toga-de-Chuz, was host. Tiz- 
win, the Indian drink more potent 
than Kickapoo joy juice or triple dis
tilled panther sweat, flowed like but
termilk. During the orgies Toga-de- 
Chuz was found murdered, a knife 
through his heart.

Evidence showed that an old ene
my, one Rip who, forty years earlier 
had lost ' sweetheart to Toga-de- 
Chuz, had committed the crime. Ac
cording to Apache tradition, the Kid, 
being the eldest son of the murdered 
man, ■'-as duty bound to avenge his 
father’s death.

Sieber, out of respect for the 
Apache code, detailed the Kid and 
two others, to arrest Rip and bring 
him in. This the Kid tried to do. Rip 
resisted arrest, and the Kid shot and 
killed him. Instead of reporting to 
Sieber, the Kid fled, got drunk, and 
for some days was a deserter from 
the scouts.

At length, responding to Sieber’s 
urgent invitation, the Kid, heavily 
armed, returned'to camp. With him 
were four other Apaches, all armed.

“Lay down your guns, men,” Sieber 
commanded, speaking fluent Apache.
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“We must talk together as friends.”

The men complied, indicating good 
faith. They were about to comply 
also with an order to report to the 
guardhouse, when someone in the 
crowd of curious onlookers fired a 
shot. Instantly, all hell broke loose. 
Sieber dashed to his tent, grabbed 
his rifle, and was levering a shell 
into it when a bullet struck his left 
ankle, shattering it and giving him 
a wound that never after healed.

In the melee, the Kid and some of 
his friends hit for the owlhoot trail. 
In their wake they left a string of 
murders that eventually led to their 
capture and sentencing to prison at 
Yuma. While en route to that insti
tution, they killed their guards, a 
sheriff, ?nd his deputy. Immediately, 
the territcrial legislature posted a 
$5,000 - reward for capture of the 
Kid, dead or alive.

Ordered by his superiors, Sieber 
relentlessly pursued the Kid and his 
men. Though he killed several of the 
Kid’s lieutenants and friends, he 
could never capture the Apache Kid. 
This was so, perhaps, because Sieber 
felt that in some small measure, at 
least, the Kid had been betrayed 
while trying to surrender after the 
shooting of old Rip. What became of 
the. Apache Kid is, to this day, un
known.

Sieber’s loyalty to his friends was 
legendary. Tom Horn he raised and 
trained and took with him on his 
two historic meetings with Geronimo. 
When Tom was falsely accused, even 
convicted, of murdering one Willie 
Nickell in Wyoming, Sieber came to 
his defense with public statements.

Of Tom he said, “Knowing him as 
I do, and taking all into considera
tion, I cannot and will not ever be
lieve that* Tom Horn was the man 
the papers tried to make the world 
believe he was. These words and sen
timents cannot be put too strong, for 
I can never believe that the jolly, 
jovial, honorable, and whole-souled 
Tom Horn that I knew was a low- 
down miserable murderer.”



In spite of Sieber’s plea, they rail
roaded Horn to the gallows.

IN 1885, Sieber • ceased to hold the 
position of Chief of Scouts, but 

continued in government service as 
superintendent of pack trains, as 
guide and interpreter. The incident 
that caused Sieber’s forced retire
ment from army service is typical 
of his honesty.

At the time, Captain John L. Bullis 
was agen at San Carlos. Ambitious, 
domineering, he set out to surround 
his territory with a network of new 
roads. For labor he used Indian 
prisoners wtho received no pay.

Whenever the captain ran short of 
laborers, he would arrest a batch ot 
Apaches on trumped-up charges, sen
tencing them without a trial. He kept 
his road gangs filled, but Indian 
morale and Indian belief in the white 
man fell to a low level.

A1 Sieber could not stomach this 
double-dealing. He could not force 
himself to arrest Indians whom he 
knew were innocent. Finally he con
fronted Bullis. In blunt, sulphurous 
language he read off the swaggering 
captain. Almost at once, Sieber was 
relieved of his duties and warned off 
the reservation.

Sieber was the classic woodsman. 
With his favorite weapon, a Henry 
rifle, he was a dead shot. Once he 
killed a running Apache renegade 
with a bullet through the head at five 
hundred yards.

Whenever the troops needed meat, 
they sent Sieber to get it. In the 
White Mountains, he hunted wild 
turkey—not in the modern manner 
with a shot-gun—but with a rifle. He 
killed birds as large as forty pounds. 
At other times, he would bring in as 
many as seventy-five deer in a day.

The scout was something of a pros
pector, too. By stalking out the first 
claim in the Verde Valley, near 
Jerome, Sieber became the pioneer in 
a copper development that now in
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cludes the famous United Verde 
Mine. Today Sieber’s mine, the Cop
per Queen, is immortalized at Bisbee, 
Arizona, by the renowned Copper 
Queen Hotel.

As a camp cook, Sieber was both 
skilled and ingenious. From the most 
modern ingredients he could concoct 
tasty dishes. A great lover of vinegar, 
on one occasion he exhausted his 
supply. Nothing daunted, he made 
some from wild grapes.

Sieber’s vices were those of the 
frontier, gambling and drinking. He 
never married.

A1 Sieber died as he lived—by vio
lence. Yet he died trying to protect 
some of the very Indians against 
whom he had fought ip, earlier days. 
As chief of a road building crew at 
the side of Roosevelt Dam, Sieber 
commanded a group of Apaches. Toil
ing and grunting, they strove to dis
lodge a giant boulder that lay in the 
route. Suddenly, Sieber saw the 
boulder teeter and stir, threatening 
to tumble over his gang.

“Look out r  he shouted in Apache. 
Jumping forward, he scattered the 
Indians, saving their lives. But the 
boulder i oiled over him, erasing for
ever from the frontier a man who 
had, in large measure, helped to mold 
it.

In a resolution of tribute to this 
pioneer, the territorial legislature 
said, in part: “He held to the day 
of his death the respect of every In
dian who had ever fought with him 
or against him, and the respect and 
regard of every man or woman to 
whom he was known.”

G eneral Thom as C ruse placed 
Sieber in the category of immortal 
pioneers. “Sieber,” General Cruse de
clared, “deserves to rank with the 
greatest of our fighting frontiersmen, 
Kit Carson, Buffalo Bill, and others 
whose stories are so well known.”

“Sibber,” his Indian friends said, 
“was fair and square, brave. Not 
afraid of anybody!”



.45 Freight for Oro Gulch

The odds were two to one that Johnny Meager couldn’t get his pack 
string through the ice-laden trail. For Johnny had more than blizzards 
and avalanches to buck when bullets hailed from a back-trail trigger-

man.

THE trail north to Oro Gulch snowslides. There had been travelers 
was a treacherous one, even in who made foolhardy attempts to 
the best of weather. In the dead break through to the isolated camps 

of' winter, when blizzards raged, only to pay with their lives. Knowing 
through the high Sierras, it was that, young Johnny Meager swallow- 
choked by drifts and hammered by ed hard when Saul Benson, owner of
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the Mercantile Supply House, offered 
him a bonus rate for packing some 
special freight through from Ransom 
City.

Johnny hedged, “I’ll have to think 
it over.”

Saul Benson was an angular-faced 
trader from New England, as shrewd 
as men came. He reminded Johnny 
that for two months, ever since John
ny set himself up as a packer, he had 
been pestering Mercantile for freight 
to handle. “You make this trip for 
me,” he added slyly, “and I’ll throw 
plenty of business your way.”

Despite the roaring fire in the big 
potbellied stove, it was cold in the 
stock-cluttered store. Yet Johnny be
gan to sweat, from sudden strain. 
This was his big chance to get estab
lished as a packer; if he got through 
the mountain passes and delivered 
the merchandise to Oro Gulch, his rep
utation would be made. But if he did
n’t  get through . .  . Well, there would 
be no getting back either. A' pack 
string caught in a snowslide or bliz
zard on Oro Gulch trail couldn’t  save 
itself by turning back. Going or com
ing, the mountain route was equally 
dangerous.

“It’s a pretty risky trip, Mr. Ben
son.”

“A packer has got to take risks,” 
Saul Benson said. And again he added 
a sly comment: “I'll be taking a risk, 
too — sending valuable merchandise 
out over that trail.”

“Well—”
Benson jumped Johnny’s inde

cision. “You can start in the morn
ing,” he said, settling the matter.

Johnny buttoned up his blanket- 
lined canvas coat and pulled on his 
woolen gloves before leaving the store, 
for the temperature was five below. 
Outside, the cold hit him like a fist. 
The wind whipping along Ransom’s 
crooked street grabbed at him. Snow 
was piled high everywhere, and the 
sullen gray sky threatened more of it. 
Johnny headed toward the Miners’ 
Rest. There would be packers in the
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saloon who would tell him if he would 
have a chance on the trail.

THEY would be packers for Matt 
Dublin’s big Sierra Express 

Company, which until now, with Ben
son’s offer to Johnny, had controlled 
all the freighting to and from Ransom 
City. Thought of taking some business 
away from Matt Dublin made Johnny ‘ 
brighten. Big Matt had laughed at 
him when he bought his mules from 
a packer whom Sierra Express had 
put out of business—by cutthroat rate 
cutting.

Big Matt had said, “You wasted 
your money, friend.” He had been rid
ing Johnny about it ever since, for 
Johnny’s mules stood idle in his ram
shackle barn, devouring expensive 
feed. That was part of the hard luck 
that dogged Johnny's footsteps.

In more ways than one, Johnny’s 
name fitted him. He was meager of 
build, so skinny he had a hungry look, 
and he was always meager of pocket- 
book. Nothing he had tried since com
ing to the gold fields three years ago, 
as a youth of eighteen, worked out. 
He had panned for gold, without turn
ing up enough color to keep himself 
eating regularly. He had prospected 
hundreds of miles of mountain coun
try without success.

He had worked at all sorts of jobs, 
and gotten fired from some. When he 
did hold a job for a time and acquired 
a poke, he would lose it in some fool
ish venture, like his pack string. No, 
his mules weren’t ,  a foolish invest
ment. He now had a chance to make 
them earn their keep, and a profit. 
Turning into the Miners’ Rest, Johnny 
was almost convinced that he could 
get through to  Oro Gulch.

A dozen miners forced away from 
the diggings by the cold were in the 
saloon, along with a few Sierra Ex
press wagoneers and packers. Johnny 
sought out an old-timer named Hank 
Shelly. He bought the whiskery old 
packer a drink with one of his last few 
silver coins, then asked about the Oro



Gulch trail. Hank eyed him know
ingly.

“Don’t  try  it, kid,” he advised. 
“You’ll lose your mules, maybe your 
life. Saul' Benson offered that freight 
to Sierra Express, but Matt Dublin 
won’t  risk an outfit on that trail this 
time of year.”

Johnny nodded gloomily.
Hank went on talking, advising him 

in friendly fashion to leave Ransom 
City and find another town where he 
might find it easier to get a start. 
“Matt Dublin's got more than a busi
ness reason for not letting you set up 
here,” Hank ended up.

Johnny knew what the oldster 
meant. There was a girl, dark-eyed 
Mollie Garran. She was pretty as a 
picture, and she and Johnny were o.n 
friendly terms. But Matt Dublin had 
set out to court her, too, and that was 
his second reason for not wanting 
Johnny Meager to prosper as a pack
er. Mollie' was also the reason why 
Johnny wasn’t  going to take Hank 
Shelly’s advice and seek a fresh start 
elsewhere.

The saloon door banged open, and 
Old Hank nudged Johnny. Big Matt 
Dublin was coming in. The door 
slammed shut behind the burly ex
press company owner.

“A cold day, gents,” Dublin said 
boisterously. “As cold as a freeze-up 
in hell.” He guffawed at his own hu
mor. That was Dublin’s manner; he 
was vigorous and noisy. “Cold enough 
for drinks all around. Line'up, boys!”

He was a handsome, ruddy-faced 
sort who favored and could afford fine 
big-city clothes. He wore a dapper 
overcoat with a fur collar. A broad 
grin showed on his face as he caught 
sight of Johnny Meager. He came to 
where Johnny stood at the bar, crowd
ing Hank Shelly aside.

“Just came from the Mercantile,” 
he said. “Benson tells me you’re tak
ing some freight out tomorrow, bound 
for Oro Gulch.” His grin twisted, be
came a sneer. “You poor fool, don’t  
you know that trail’s closed with 
snow?”

Johnny didn’t  answer.
Everybody was listening, and Dub

lin, liking an audience, went on. “Sam 
Maury, the big man at Oro, is marry
ing a girl out of the Bird Cage honky- 
tonk up there. Maury owns the Lucky 
Dollar Mine, which makes him a bon
anza king. He’s got more money than 
he knows what to do with, so he’s 
throwing a big party to celebrate his 
wedding. He sent a half-breed French
man, an old fur trapper, down here on 
snowshoes with an order for a lot of 
fancy grub and drinks. Benson is anx
ious to deliver the stuff because he can 
charge Maury sky-high prices.”

DUBLIN paused, for the bartender 
had lined up the drinks. Men 

reached. Dublin shoved a glass toward 
Johnny Meager, then picked up one 
for himself. They all drank, Johnny 
choking on the raw whisky. Then the 
crowd faced Matt Dublin again, ex
pectantly.

“The Mercantile stocks a lot of 
fancy merchandise for hombres like 
Sam Maury, who’ve struck it rich,” 
Dublin told them. “I know, because 
my wagons freight it in from Sacra
mento.”

“What kind of fancy merchandise?” 
a burly placer miner asked.

Dublin grinned. “Better stuff than 
anybody in this camp eats or drinks,” 
he said. “Choice meat, and oysters 
packed in c’ans. Eggs—wrapped in 
paper and packed in oats, so they don’t 
freeze. Special flour, for fancy baking. 
Butter, too. No rotgut whisky, either. 
Champagne. Real imported French 
Champagne!”

Envious exclamations rose from 
men accustomed to the plainest of 
fare.

Dublin turned to Johnny Meager. 
“That’s the kind of freight you’ll be 
risking your hide to pack to Oro 
Gulch,” he said. He looked about, lift
ed his voice. “I’ve got a thousand dol
lars in dust that says the kid here 
can’t  make it. Anybody want to take 
the bet?”

Johnny got out of there, in a hurry.
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They were betting on his getting over 
the trail, gambling on his death. No
body had jumped at Dublin’s first 
offer, so he had cut the odds to two 
to one that Johnny couldn’t  get his 
pack string through to Oro Gulch. 
Dublin had found takers then, but 
only because miners and freighters 
liked a wager and had been baited by 
the odds. Johnny had a hollow feeling 
inside himself when he reached the 
street. He had to make the try now, 
or be branded a quitter. If he backed 
down, he would be done for good in 
Ransom City.

Johnny plodded through the snow 
to the Garran house, a tidy place with 
the only peaked and wood-shingled 
roof in town. Patrick Garran was a 
carpenter. His workshop was around 
back, with a neat sign over the door 
giving his name and trade. Johnny 
went around back, but he knocked on 
the kitchen door. He wanted to see 
Mollie.

She opened the door for him, 
reached out, drew him into the warm 
and spicy-smelling kitchen. She wore 
an apron over her gingham dress. 
There was a smudge of flour on her 
pert nose, and her cheeks were bright 
from her bending over the cookstove. 
She was baking cookies and fruit cake, 
for Christmas was only a week off.

Mollie smiled with her eyes as well 
as with her Kps, and her invitation, 
“Take off your things, Johnny, and sit 
awhile,” was sincere.

Johnny obeyed, seated himself on a 
chair standing against the wall. Mollie 
kept busy at the table, deftly cutting 
out patterned cookies and placing 
them upon the baking sheet. Johnny 
watched her in silence, for he was al
ways tongue-tied when with Mollie 
Garran. He hadn’t  known many girls. 
He hadn’t  Matt Dublin’s easy ways 
with women.

“Something on your mind, John
ny?” Mollie asked, her voice gentle 
with him. “You look pleased with 
yourself, but a little worried, too.”

“I’ve got some freight to pack, at 
last.”
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“You have!”
“Saul Benson is shipping some mer

chandise to Oro Gulch,” Johnny told 
her, and saw her pleasure fade. “Matt 
Dublin turned it down, so Mr. Benson 
offered it to me.”

Moilie didn’t  say anything, but he 
could tell that she was upset because 
her hands became idle. He was glad 
that she didn’t  speak, for he didn't 
want her to tell him not to make the 
trip. Now that he had started talking, 
words came easier. He told Mollie how 
much it meant to him, that it was his 
chance to get a real start. For if he 
made good, there would be plenty of 
business for him, and not alone with 
Saul Benson.

He wasn’t, quite able to find the 
right words to tell Mollie that he was 
thinking of her future as well as of 
his own—of a future they might 
share. But he knew she understood. 
Mollie also understood, without his 
mentioning it, that the trip was a 
risky one..

“It’s good to get a start for your
self, Johnny,” she said. “I guess I’m 
the one who urged you to become a 
packer when you had the chance to 

. buy those mules. You hadn’t  any luck 
working a claim or prospecting, and 
you didn’t  do well working for other 
men. But—well, it’s a dangerous trail. 
Are you sure you can get through?”

“If a man couldn’t  get through, 
Saul Benson wouldn’t  risk sending out 
valuable merchandise.”

“Maybe not,” Mollie said, uncon
vinced.

“I’ll get through, all right,” Johnny 
told her, and grinned.

His grin was sheer bravado. Mollie 
recognized it for that, but said no 
more. She was frowning, though, as 
she went on with her baking. Johnny 
guessed that he had made a mistake 
in telling her beforehand. Now she 
would worry.

THE sky had a sullen look in the 
morning when Johnny took five 

of his mules around to the rear of the 
Mercantile. He halted them by the



loading platform, swung down from 
his horse, went inside. Saul Benson 
was there in the wareroom, fussily 
checking a list while his clerk stacked 
the Oro Gulch goods by the door.

The sharp-featured merchant said, 
“Meager, I’m counting on you getting 
my goods through. There’s nearly a 
thousand dollars tied up in this or
der.”

Johnny said, “I ’ll get it through,” 
and began hustling cases and sacks 
out onto the platform.

He wasn’t  an expert packer, but, 
having worked for a freighting firm 
in Sacramento at one time, he could 
rig up a sound pack. Working without 
a second packer, he had to use squaw 
hitches in the ropes instead of the 
more common diamond. But there was 
strength in his skinn y frame, and he 
worked with the -will- of a man aware 
of being his own boss.

When the string was ready for the 
trail, Saul Benson said peevishly, 
“Mind you now, that merchandise is 
almost worth its weight in gold.”

Johnny knew well the high prices 
of provisions in the gold camps, and 
so could believe that. But he thought: 
How about my life? He didn’t  say 
anything, however, merely nodded. He 
mounted his old crowbait sorrel, got 

« the mules moving, and headed for the 
street. He saw Mollie Garran appear 
a t her door. She had a shawl about her 
shoulders and held a flour sack half 
filled with some of her good cooking. 
She smiled and handed the sack to 
Johnny when he reined in.

“I was afraid you wouldn’t  think to 
take any provisions along for your
self,” Mollie told him.

Johnny thanked her, tied the sack to 
his saddle horn.

Mollie said, “I’ll be—thinking of 
you, the whole time.”

Johnny knew that she had almost 
said that she would be praying for 
him. Shf had caught herself up, be
cause she didn’t  want him to know she 
was worried. Johnny Meager under
stood Mollie Garran, all right. He 
wished that he knew how to say the

things that were in his mind—in his 
heart. Suddenly he grew bold.

“Mollie, if I get through safe, I’ll 
be fixed as a packer,” he said. “I’ll buy 
more mules—maybe a wagon and 
team, even—and hire a couple of men. 
I’ll make out fine, like Matt Dublin.” 
His voice began to fail, fell to a hoarse 
whisper. “I’m wondering if then you 
and I—”

He couldn’t  get it all out.
But Mollie Garran understood 

Johnny Meager.
“I haven’t  made up my mind, 

Johnny,” she said gently. "Maybe 
when you get back, I’ll know. At any 
rate, I’m very fond of you. And—” 
Mollie was suddenly grave—“and if 
you’re making this trip just for, me,
I—well, don’t, Johnny. Don’t  risk it 
for me!”

“It’s only partly that, Mollie.” •
“You want to show up Matt Dub

lin, then. That’s no good, Johnny.”
“It’s more than that,” he told her. 

“I reckon I’ve got to prove myself— 
to myself.” He forced a grin, said, 
“S’long,” and kneed his horse. Riding 
after the plodding pack mules, Johnny 
felt a warm inner glow. Mollie hadn’t 
given him her promise, but she had let 
him know that Matt Dublin, for all his 
easy ways with women, hadn’t  got far 
with her 1

The glow lost its warmth when 
Johnny rode past the Miners’ Rest. 
The bartender and several of the men 
who had placed bets with Matt Dublin 
yesterday appeared at the door, and 
one called out, “Don’t  you let us down, 
Meager. We’ve got a lot of dust bet on 
your getting through to Oro!”

Johnny nodded, but made no reply.

FARTHER on stood the box-sized 
office of the Sierra Express Com

pany. Matt Dublin was at the door 
talking to Frenchy LeBrun, the man 
who had come over the Oro Gulch trail 
with the order for Saul Benson. Le
Brun was actually only a quarter- 
breed, but the Indian blood showed in 
his dark skin and blunt features. He 
wore a beaver-fur cap and a buckskin
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coat. He had his snowshoes lashed to 
the pack on his back. LeBrun gave 
Johnny a narrow look. Dublin stepped 
out into the piled-up snow, took the 
cheroot from his mouth, and grinned.

“You’ll never make it, Meager,” he 
called. “Frenchy tells me the north 
trail is worse this winter than it was 
l&st ^

“Still, I’ll make it,” Johnny retort
ed.

Dublin’s mocking laugh followed 
him.

Three of Sierra’s big six-horse- 
tcam wagons were leaving the wagon- 
yard. They rattled emptily and no 
doubt were bound for Sacramento for 
freight. The third of the string was 
tooled by old Hank Shelly, 'and he 
slowed up so that Johnny’s outfit came 
alongside. They were well beyond 
Matt Dublin’s hearing, but Hank 
pitched his voice low.

“Watch yourself on the trail, John
ny ?” he warned. “I’m not saying Dub
lin will try anything crooked, but he’s 
sure up to no good talking to Frenchy 
TeBrun.”

“Matt wouldn’t  pull anything that 
raw, Hank.”

“Don’t  be too sure of that,” the 
freighter muttered, and spat tobacco 
juice in contemptuous gesture for his 
employer. “LeBrun will do anything 
for a little money, and Dublin’s got so 
much at stake he can afford to buy a 
little insurance. You mark my words 
—and keep your eyes open.”

Johnny nodded, said, “Thanks, 
Hank.”

They had come to the edge of Han
som, and the freight rigs took the safe 
south road. Johnny swung his mules 
onto the north trail that led deeper 
into the mountains. Only bleak cliffs 
and lonely gorges lay ahead. There 
were no settlements between Ransom 
City and Oro Gulch. There was only a 
.snowbound rocky fastness.

Johnny feared being caught on the 
trail by a blizzard, but the clouds scat
tered in midmorning and let the sun 
through. The glare of sun on snow 
was like a fist hammering Johnny’s
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eyes, half blinding him, but he felt 
easier in his mind. There was a-warm 
wind. A chinook. Johnny pocketed his 
gloves, unbuttoned his coat, and 
grinned over the thought that back 
in Ransom City Matt Dublin would 
be cursing such weather.

Still, it was slow, harct going. The 
animals had to buck the drifts, and at 
times the narrow trail was blocked 
and the string was held up while John
ny dug it clear with the shovel he 
packed along. The chinook caused a 
slight thaw, and the gorge reverber
ated with the din of falling ice and 
shifting snow.

Giant icicles fell crashing from the 
precipices, and miniature snowslides 
thundered down the cliff walls. There 
was danger in traveling so close to 
those towering cliffs, and Johnny 
flinched at every explosive burst of 
ice and rumble of slipping snow. He 
knew that it would be sudden death 
for an animal or himself to be struck 
by one of those falling icicles, And 
he feared that each slide would grow 
into an avalanche which would engulf 
the entire outfit. A blizzard would 
have been worse, but the chinook 
wasn’t  wholly a  blessing.

Early in the afternoon, the trail 
zigzagged up a long slope. I t  took the 
string two hours to reach its crest, 
and there Johnny paused to rest his 
animals before descending the north 
slope into Gold-Pan Canyon.

The narrow gorge of the Gold-Pan 
twisted tortuously for half a  dozen 
miles, and it was one of the worst 
stretches of the trail. Johnny hoped to 
clear it by nightfall. He didn’t  want 
to be caught in such a narrow canyon 
if the chinook wind let up and bad 
weather came, which was certainly to 
happen—soon and suddenly. Johnny 
knew his luck couldn’t  continue this 
well.

He had forgotten Hank Shelly’s 
warning, but he glanced backward 
after putting his mules on the trail 
again. He remembered then what Old 
Hank had said about M att Dublin hir
ing Frenchy LeBrun to pull something



to keep the outfit from getting 
through the mountains. He had reason 
to remember. Johnny saw a distant 
figure working its way along the gorge 
the outfit had just traveled. A man 
traveling north, and moving swiftly 
over the drifts. Frenchy LeBrun on 
his snowshoes!

Johnny muttered a mild oath.
He reached into his saddlebag and 

brought out a long-barreled Colt six- 
shooter. He thrust the weapon into his 
waistband, and wished it were a rifle. 
He saw that the still far-off figure car
ried a rifle, and his uneasiness in
creased. LeBrun had a bad reputation. 
Johnny himself had never been in a 
gunfight.

JOHNNY kept looking back, saw Le
Brun top the ridge and start his 

descent into the Gold-Pan. The track
er was gaining, had lessened the out
fit’s lead to no more than a mile. John
ny tried to hurry the string, using 
shouts and. a lash of his rope across 
broomtailed rumps. But those pack 
mules had one plodding gait in this 
snow, and they brayed complainingly.

One jenny let loose with her rear 
hoofs, and Johnny swung his horse 
away none too quickly. He gave up 
then, knowing he couldn’t  pull away 
from LeBrun. A man on snowshoes 
was faster than mules or horses in the 
high drifts, LeBrun came on, within 
rifle shot now.

The Gold-Pan too was dangerous, 
letting loose ice and snow from the 
high cliffs. An icy dagger crashed ex
plosively on an outcropping of rock 
just above the pack string. That suc
ceeded where Johnny had failed; the 
mules broke into a lurching run. John
ny managed to get his old sorrel into 
an uncertain lope. And LeBrun, evi
dently thinking his quarry was escap
ing, opened fire.

Johiroy guessed that LeBrun was 
using one of those new Henry rifles, 
for the shots followed each other in 
quick succession. Johnny heard the 
whine and shriek of the half-ounce 
slugs. One of the mule* was creased

across the rump, and let out a wild 
squeal. Another bullet ripped and tore 
through the tarpaulin covering the 
same animal’s pack.

It was clear to Johnny then that Le
Brun meant to kill the pack mules, 
rather than to murder the packer. But 
that thought infuriated Johnny Mea
ger as much as if the shots were aimed 
his way. He jerked his horse to a shot, 
drew his six-shooter, and fired at Le
Brun. He was shouting in rage as he 
squeezed the trigger.

LeBrun was wily. He halted and 
took cover behind some snow-capped 
rocks. His next shot was aimed at 
Johnny. It tore at the slack of the 
packer’s canvas coat. Johnny was fir
ing back, but LeBrun was not only 
sheltered but beyond accurate Colt 
range. It was a duel that could end in 
only one way, and Johnny, despite his 
blind rage, knew that the odds were 
against him. But then he heard thun
der.

The rumble became a roar, and the 
roar boomed from cliff to cliff. The din 
rose to a wild crescendo. Johnny was 
first to see it—the avalanche of snow 
rushing down the steeff slope. Then 
LeBrun stumbled from the rocks, star
ing upward, and Johnny saw what had 
happened. LeBrun was in the direct 
path of the snowslide.

LeBrun was slow to run, but now 
got started.

He threw away his rifle. His snow- 
shoes tripped him. He fell sprawling 
as the first of the slide—small balls of 
snow and particles of ice—rained 
down. He got up and ran some more.

Johnny stared in astonishment. He 
saw a cloud of powdered snow puff up
ward, hundreds of feet above the 
avalanche. He saw the tremendous 
rush of rolling snow, like water pour
ing over a broken dam breast. Above 
the roar, the air popped and cracked 
as it filled the vacuum created by the 
sudden shifting of all those tons of 
snow.

The monstrous rush surged down 
the cliff, smashed against the few 
scrub pines at its bottom. I t leapt
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away from the wall, thudded tremen
dously in one great slap against the 
canyon floor. I t engulfed the fleeing 
Frenchy LeBrun. He vanished from 
Johnny’s sight.

The tail of the slide piled up as more 
and more snow slipped down in the 
wake of the great.mass, and flying 
ice fragments and wads of snow pel
leted Johnny. It surged close, and his 
horse reared and plunged—and threw 
him. Johnny fell deep into the loose 
snow, but when he picked himself up 
the roaring had let up. The avalanche 
was over except for a last settling of 
the cloud that had puffed skyward.

Johnny was awed as well as shaken, 
convinced that he had witnessed a 
near-miracle. The thaw-loosened snow 
had been hanging on the cliff in pre
carious balance, and the concussion of 
the gunshots had been enough to tip 
the balance. LeBrun had outsmarted 
himself. LeBrun? Johnny heard a 
muffled wail for help. His attacker was 
still alive, then; he hadn’t  been wholly 
buried.

Johnny thought bitterly: To hell 
with him, and turned away.

IT TOOK him some little while to 
catch up his spooked horse. He 

mounted and started after the mules, 
which were now perhaps a mile up 
the gorge and, over their fright, 
traveling again at their customary 
plodding gait. They were safe enough. 
Johnny reined in, looked back at the 
high-piled mass of snow. He heard a 
panicky shout.

There was conflict in Johnny Mea
ger. His mind conjured up a picture of 
a fellow human being hurt and unable 
to help himself. He remembered other 
occasions when he had jeopardized his 
own best interests to lend a hand to 
someone in trouble. He told himself 
that Frenchy LeBrun deserved no 
help. Let him yell for Matt Dublin! 
he thought sourly.

But there was a soft streak in John
ny Meager. If LeBrun was lying in
jured, he was no longer an enemy. 
Johnny knew that he would be haunt
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ed by the man’s cry for help, if he went 
on. He would have no peace of mind. 
Johnny called himself a fool, and rode 
back.

LeBrun lay buried up to his neck. 
He had managed to keep his head and 
one arm clear, but there was a great 
mound of snow atop the rest of him. 
He was helplessly trapped and in 
agony. He had a broken leg. His china- 
blue eyes, out of harmony with the 
Indian cast of his face, had fear in 
them. It was clear that LeBrun ex
pected Johnny to kill him. But he 
clung to a straw of hope.

“It was Dublin,” LeBrun croaked. 
“He gave me ten ounces of dust—”

“I ought to leave you here,” Johnny 
said sourly.

He began to dig away the trapping 
snow.

The sun was almost gone by the time 
it was done. Johnny set LeBrun’s leg, 
using splints cut from pine branches, 
and bound them in place with strips 
cut from the man’s buckskin coat. 
Then he cut two long poles and, with 
a blanket and rope, made a travois for 
the sorrel to drag. He got LeBrun on
to the travois, then, leading the horse, 
started out in such Indian fashion. It 
was the only way LeBrun could he 
moved. With a broken leg, the man 
could not mount a horse.

It was slow going, and Johnny be
grudged the time he was wasting. Yet 
it had not held up the pack mules. Ac
customed to keeping to the trail until 
dark, the string had continued on up- 
canyon. Long after dark, Johnny came 
upon them stolidly waiting by an ice- 
fringed creek. Mule-wise, the animals 
knew by instinct that here would be 
the camping place. Johnny halted the 
sorrel. He meant to make camp.

But LeBrun said, “Don’t  stop here, 
friend.”

Johnny stared at him. LeBrun lay 
there on the travois in great discom
fort, and it only seemed reasonable 
that he should want to get off the thing 
and take his ease by a fire. And get 
some grub inside him. But he was 
peering at the night sky and sniffing



the wind. It was cold again, with the 
sun down, but Johnny believed the 
chinook was still with them.

“Blizzard coming,” ' said LeBrun. 
“We’ve got to find shelter.”

Johnny would have laughed with 
scorn, but the man was in dead earn
est. LeBrun looked uneasy. Johnny 
asked where they would find shelter in 
this wild country. His tone was sar
castic.

“I know where there’s a cabin,” Le
Brun replied. “It’s three -miles from 
here, and back from the trail. If we 
stay here, we’re goners—sure.”

If LeBrun hadn’t been part Indian 
and of the trapping country, Johnny 
would have scoffed at his warning. 
But he feared that the man might 
know what he was talking about.. “All 
right,” he said. “We’ll go on.”

THEY made it to the cabin with no 
time to spare. I t was a good 

enough shelter, with a lean-to around 
back to put up the animals. Johnny 
had no more than gotten the outfit 
moved in when a savage wind whipped 
through the mountains. The tempera
ture dropped, kept on dropping, and 
the snow came.

They were holed up there for the 
night—for two days and nights long
er. The blizzard was so severe that 
each time Johnny went out to cut fire
wood, he had trouble finding his way 
back through blinding snow. Had he 
been caught on the* trail, he and his 
animals would have died in the cold 
white hell. It was a grim joke on Matt 
Dublin, for the man he had paid to 
keep the outfit from reaching Oro 
Gulch had been its salvation.

The third night the blizzard was 
unabated, but LeBrun probed his 
strange nature and predicted, “To
morrow we’ll hit the trail again.”

He was right, for in the morning 
the storm had blown itself out. It was 
terribly cold and the sky still had a 
bleak look, but the snow let up and 
the wind died down. Johnny got the 
outfit onto the trail, with the crippled 
LeBrun again riding the travois, and

all that day they bucked gigantic 
drifts. They camped that night at 
Skillet Creek, and Johnny said, “To
morrow we’ll reach Oro, if we’re 
lucky.”

“We’ll get there, partner,” LeBrun 
assured him.

Frenchy LeBrun had a way of be
ing right in some things. At noon of 
the following _ day, the gold camp 
turned out to gape in surprise at the 
outfit that had come over the trail in 
midwinter—through a blizzard. And 
Sam Maury, the bonanza king, slapped 
Johnny Meager hard on the back and 
exclaimed:

“Friend, I’ll give you a bonus for 
this tr ip !”

Johnny’s grin wasn’t very enthusi
astic. He was already thinking of the 
return trip. He wanted to let Mollie 
Garran know that he had gotten 
through all right. And he wanted to 
settle matters with Matt Dublin. His 
horse and mules could be stabled here 
in Oro Gulch until the weather opened. 
He would go back over the trail in Le- 
Brun’s style of traveling, on- snow- 
shoes . . .

It was another night of raw wind 
and snow flurries, with the cold creep
ing through every crack and cranny 
of Ransom City. The Miners' Rest was 
well patronized; men gathered in the 
saloon for the warmth of its big pot
bellied stove and the other sort that 
came in bottles. The door opened, a 
chill blast swept through the room. 
Somebody yelled, “Get that door shut, 
quick!”

The newcomer was slow in his 
movements, for he wore snowshoes, 
but finally he closed out the cold. A 
man exclaimed, “It’s Meager! By all, 
that crazy packer got back!”

Another man cursed. It was Matt 
Dublin, who was playing cards at a 
table with Saul Benson and a couple 
of miners. Johnny Meager gave the 
crowd a stiff grin. He was caked with 
snow. He removed snowshoes, gloves, 
woolen muffler, his canvas coat, and 
piled them by the wall.
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“I’m back,” he said. “I’ve been to 
Oro Gulch, and now I’m back.”

“He’s lying !” Matt Dublin shouted, 
wild with uncontrollable rage. “What 
proof have we got that he reached 
Oro?”

Johnny slowly crossed the room. 
Somehow, he had a  different look. A 
more confident look. He stood tall. He 
took a paper from his pocket and laid 
it before Saul Benson, the merchant.

“There’s your receipt,” he said. 
“It’s signed by Sam Maury.”

Saul Benson beamed on him.
Johnny took another paper out and 

laid it on the table. “This is a confes
sion signed with Frenchy LeBrun’s 
mark and witnessed by Sam Maury 
and two other Oro Gulch men,” he 
said. “Frenchy admits trying to kill 
my mules so I couldn’t  get through to 
Oro with my freight. He was paid ten 
ounces of dust for the job—by Matt 
Dublin.” Johnny gave Dublin a mock
ing grin. “You should have left it up 
to the blizzard,” he went on. “It 
wouldn’t  have crossed you up like Le- 
Brun did.” ,

Benson and some of the others were 
reading the confession.

Dublin’s heavy face was a dull red. 
He could see his own reputation 
smashed and Johnny Meager’s stock 
rising. It was more than he could take. 
Matt swore, jumped up, slamming his 
chair over backward. His face took 
on an ugly grimace. He grabbed the 
table, toppled it over, lunged at John
ny. Saul Benson yelled, “Watch it, 
Johnny!”
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Johnny was braced. He was ready 

for this, eager. He wasn’t  any longer 
the timid, uncertain man Ransom City 
had known. He met Dublin’s rush, and 
though it carried him backward and 
slammed him against the bar, he ham
mered the man’s face with jolting 
blows. He battered Dublin’s nose, 
drew blood and an agonized howl. A 
wild swing of Dublin’s fist caught him 
alongside the head. He went down, but 
came up—and leapt in.

There’d never been such a brawl in 
the Miners’ Rest. It was a slugfest; 
both men giving and taking heavy, 
punishment, and both going down half 
a dozen times. Johnny saw his enemy 
through a red-black mist finally. His 
breathing rasped, and his arms grey 
leaden. For a m om ent, p ick in g him self  
up after a blow to the jaw, he thought 
in panic: He’ll do me in, yet! But Dub
lin was weakening. He went down un
der a blow between the eyes. He 
sprawled out flat on his face, lay there 
groaning, and even when Johnny 
prodded him with his boot, Matt Dub
lin didn’t get up.

A cheer went up. A dozen rough 
hands pounded Johnny on the back.
He was pulled  ̂to the bar for a drink.
He could have had a hundred free 
drinks that night, but after that one 
he slipped away. There was somebody 
waiting for him. Johnny Meager had # 
no doubt, as he left the saloon, that 
Mollie Garron would have any trouble 
making up her mind now. He would 
make it up for her.



Because he shot first and asked questions afterward, the killer got an ..

Answer from Boot Hill
By Gunnison Steele

SID BOGART 
had crept up 
close to Sam 

Y e a g e r ’ s cabin 
there on Whitedeer 
Creek, a .30-30 Win
chester in his hands 
and cat-savage mur

der raging blackly in his heart.
The forest marched right up to the 

cabin, so that branches of the tower
ing pine and fir trees formed a dark, 
protective canopy above. The wind 
whispered softly in these trees now, 
as if trying to warn old Sam Yeager 
of his peril, and the near-by creek 
made an alarmed sound in the shad
ows. For Sam Yeager, folks said, 
could talk with the wind and water, 
just as he could talk with the wild 
creatures that were always coming to 
his cabin for handouts.

Sam was a fat, laughing little old
ster with birdlike eyes. He ran just a 
few cattle in the surrounding mead
ows, and in summer worked the creeks 
for gold. He seldom left the hills, but 
he was always glad to have company.

“Me get lonesome?” he would say, 
smiling. “Not with all the friends I ’ve 
got up here. We understand, and trust 
each other. Which is more than I can 
say for some humans I ’ve seen.” 

Maybe he’d been thinking of Sid 
Bogart when he said that. Bogart was 
his nearest neighbor, although their 
places were several miles apart.

Bogart, a dark, slab-bodied man 
with wicked little eyes, grimaced in 
the dark. Sam Yeager’s “friends” 
wouldn’t  help him now. He couldn't 
see Sam anywhere, but lamplight 
glowed: inside the cabin.

Crouched a t the edge of a cedar

.thicket, fifty feet from the cabin, Bo
gart watched narrowly. He had 
thought it out, and he knew he had to 
kill Sam Yeager. Two months ago old 
Sam had caught Bogart butchering 
one of his calves, and he’d gone to 
Sheriff Nick Bowers in Skytooth and 
lodged a charge against him. The trial 
was due to come up before Judge Ox- 
stern, three days from now.

If Sam Yeager testified to what he 
knew, Sid Bogart was almost certain 
to go to Deer Lodge. Worse, in the 
course of the trial the law was liable 
to start probing along his, Bogart’s, 
back trail, which might mean a hang- 
rope. . . .

Bogart stiffened suddenly. A shad
owy figure had come from the timber 
and was moving along the cabin wall 
toward the front door. Quick, wicked 
triumph slammed at Sid Bogart. Like
ly, he thought sardonically, Sam 
Yeager had been out in the forest with 
his friends. Bogart raised the rifle.

The figure had paused, and Bogart 
heard* the rattle of a  bucket. There 
was a shelf there against the cabin- 
wall, he knew, where old Sam kept & 
wash basin and water bucket. Appar
ently Sam Yeager had paused for a 
drink—his last one. For now Bogart 
could see the stubby, bulky figure 
more plainly outlined against the 
peeled-log wall of the cabin.

He lined the sights carefully on that 
shadowy figure and squeezed the trig
ger. The rifle blazed and roared. Bo
gart heard a low grunt, saw the bulky 
figure stagger, heard a  low thud as 
the figure fell to the ground. Deliber
ately, he drove two more shots at the 
dark, still figure there on the ground.

Bogart straightened, started for



ward. Then, as a quick wave of panic 
flooded him, he jumped back into the 
cedars and went crashing toward the 
spot where he had left his horse in the 
deep timber a hundred yards away. 
Scratched and out of breath, he leaped 
into saddle and rode furiously away.

TWENTY minutes later he came to 
the trail that led westward from 

Skytooth to Hobbs Ferry. Here his 
trail would be lost among countless 
other hoofprints. His panic left him 
now, and he grinned in the dark. May
be he’d be suspected of the killing, but 
there’d be no proof. And Sam Yeager 
would do no testifying in court.

Bogart spent the night at his run
down little ranch, and the next morn
ing headed for Skytooth. He wanted 
to be there when Sheriff Nick Bowers 
got news of Sam Yeager’s death. Bow
ers, a shrewd, relentless manhunter, 
might fume and rage, but he would 
be up against a blank wall this time.

Bogart entered the Mountain House 
Saloon and had a couple of drinks. 
Afterward, he got into a cheap poker 
game, to kill time. He had seen no sign 
of Sheriff Bowers. As time passed, 
doubt jabbed at Sid Bogart. What if 
he hadn’t  killed Sam Yeager, but only 
wounded him?

Silently, he cursed himself for not 
tarrying long enough to make sure. 
What if old Sam had stayed alive long 
enough to write something on the soft 
earth? But then, Sam Yeager would
n’t  know who it was that had shot him 
in the dark, even if he hadn’t  died.

That made Bogart feel better. But, 
as noon passed, those imps of doubt 
returned to caper in his mind.

Bogart swore harshly, and flung 
down his cards, determined to ride 
out to Yeager’s place and make sure.

But just then Sheriff Nick Bowers, 
a rawboned man with piercing blue 
eyes and a graying mustache, pushed 
between the batwings of the Mountain 
House. The sheriff paused, a hand on 
each wing of the door, looking about 
the room. His cold-eyed gaze riveted 
almost instantly toward Sid Bogart.
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Bogart felt as if a bucket of icy 

water had been dashed over him. He 
sat very still, suddenly feeling weak, 
panicky. Those cold blue eyes seemed 
to pierce through to his brain and see 
what lay there. The sheriff’s gnarled 
hands, swinging at his sides, were 
empty—but to Sid Bogart they 
seemed to hold a coiled rope, with a 
noose fashioned at one end.

He thought wildly: He knows, and 
he’s come for me. I’m trapped!

The sheriff started across the room 
toward Bogart, and he said, “So, there 
you are, Sid. Now, about old Sam 
Yeager—”

Bogart snarled, “You’ll get the 
same thing Sam Yeager got, blast 
you!’’ and reared up, grabbing for his 
gun.

Like a startled old tomcat, Nick 
Bowers leaped to one side, his hand 
stabbing downward. His old Peace
maker came out, blasted, and a red 
streamer of flame lashed across the 
room. Bogart stiffened, clawing at his 
chest, and^fell slowly forward to the 
floor. Nick Bowers came forward and 
stood over him, puzzlement in his eyes.

Bogart wasn’t  dead, but he was dy
ing and he knew it. There was no re
pentance in his black eyes as he looked 
up at the sheriff, only hate and anger.

“One thing,” he whispered harshly, 
“I killed Sam Yeager, all right, and 
I’m glad of it—but I won’t  hang!”

"Sam Yeager?” The sheriff’s voice 
seemed to come from a vast distance. 
“Sam ain’t  dead. He’s over in my of
fice, right now. That’s what I come 
over to see you about, Sid. Sam 
Yeager rode in to tell me he’d decided 
to drop them calf-stealin’ charges 
against you, because he’s just natur
ally a friendly cuss.

“But, friendly or not, Sam’s sore as 
a boil right now. He had a pet black 
bear, named Geronimo, which he’d 
raised from a cub. Some low-down 
skunk, Sam claims, killed poor Gero
nimo while he was gettin’ him a drink 
outside the cabin last night I Now, 
what was it about you killin' Sam?”



Law Without Order
By Ennen Reaves Hall

No one savvied why that tinhorn 
badge-toter wanted to control Dias 
Valley—nor how he managed to 
eliminate every rancher who stood 
in his way. But finally young Bob 
Morgan hit onto the right answer 
that had brought about left- 

handed law.

A  PEARL-HANDLED six-shooter 
might not look as businesslike 

L as a plainer weapon, but it can 
shoot just as straight. All over south
ern Arizona the pearl-handled gun of 
dapper Moss Barker was held in high 
respect, both by law-abiding citizens 
and those who recognized no law but 
the law of might.

It spoke often, and always in a 
voice of authority. It spoke a quickly 
executed death sentence to law vio



lators and, it was rumored, talked 
the same language to any brash 
enough to cross the Cochise County 
sheriff in his personal affairs.

Bob Morgan felt the chill fingers of 
death playing up and down his back- - 
bone as he stared at the fancy gun, 
stuck so carelessly in the lawman’s 
belt. That carelessness didn’t  fool 
Bob any. He had seen that gun move 
with the speed of a striking snake, 
belching smoke and death. Not five 
minutes before he had seen it end a 
man’s life. The man still lay on the 
floor at Bob’s feet. He had been his 
friend and neighbor, Juan Garcia. 
Now he was just a dead Mexican.

Above his gun Moss Barker’s eyes 
were as brightly hard and cold as 
the gleaming pearl. “Still think you 
want to stay, Morgan ?” he asked soft
ly. “Or don’t  you think it’d be smart
er to take what I ’m offering you and 
get out of Dias Valley? Tomorrow I 
might not offer anything, except may
be what Juan got.” He touched the 
body on the floor with the toe of his 
boot, contemptuously.

Bob licked nis lips, his mouth like 
dry cotton. Still staring at the inno
cent-looking gun, he muttered, “Juan 
nor me didn’t  have anything to do 
with that stage holdup. We was both 
home—”

The lawman smiled, his eyes going 
still colder. “Then Juan shouldn’t  
have resisted arrest. He should have 
played it smart, like you’re going to 
do. Smart men don’t  make trouble 
for themselves by resisting the law.”

THAT was what Moss Barker al
ways called himself—the law. 

And most people thought of him that 
way. Bob knew a man hadn’t  a 
chance, pitting his will against the 
cold-eyed sheriff’s. All Juan’ Garcia 
had done was protest his innocence 
when Barker came looking for him 
with a warrant on a trumped-up 
charge of stage robbery. But Barker 
had killed Juan, and he called it re
sisting the law. He’d never have to 
'Viewer for the Mexican’s death.
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But Bob Morgan knew what was 

back of it all. Juan had refused to sell 
his holdings in Dias Valley, just as 
Bob’s father had done. And Dick 
Morgan, like Juan Garcia, was dead. 
Dick had stepped a bullet a few 
weeks back in a saloon fracas in 
Blackstone City. Barker had said 
Morgan had stepped in front of a Gul
let meant for an outlaw he was chas
ing, but Bob knew better. His father 
had been deliberately murdered, just 
as Juan had been, because he would
n’t  sell out to Barker and leave Dias 
Valley. Just as Bob would be if he 
insisted on staying.

But Bob wasn’t  staying. He knew 
when he was licked. No piece of land, 
he told himself, was worth what his 
father and Juan had paid for it. Not 
even Dias Valley.

He nodded, said dully to Barker, 
“I’m willing to sell, sheriff. But you 
ain’t  offering what the land’s worth. 
We’ve put in lots of work on the val
ley—”

Barker flung a thin packet of bills 
on the table. “Any land’s worth what 
you can get for it and no more,” he 
said coldly. “There’s my offer, Mor
gan. Take it now or leave it. But I’m 
warning you, tomorrow it might be 
a damn sight less.”

It was a thinly veiled threat, and 
Bob knew it. Tomorrow, the lawman 
was saying, he would get what Juan 
had gotten if he was still in Dias 
Galley. But Bob didn’t  want to die. 
The world was too big a place, with 
too much land in it, to die for one 
small portion of it.

“I’ll take it,” he said thinly. “I’ll be 
gone before morning.”

“Now you’re being smart,” Bar
ker said, picking up. the dead man 
off the floor as easily as if he’d been 
a sack of meal. “I’ll take Garcia along 
to town for an inquest. And if you 
see Chambers and Slaughter, you 
might advise them to change their 
minds, too. I’ve decided to have all of 
Dias Valley, and I mean to get it.” 

But Bob hadn’t  any notion of try
ing to see John Chambers or Tom



Slaughter before leaving the valley. 
It wouldn’t  do any good, for he’d 
heard his neighbors talk before. They 
were just as determined as Dick 
Morgan and Juan Garcia had been 
to keep their fertile acres in the nar
row valley between the San Pedro 
River and the Blackstone Mountains. 
Men do not easily give up the dreams 
into which they have put their sweat 
and blood.

It wasn’t  an easy thing for Bob— 
leaving. His eyes misted at the 
thought. He would find it hard to for
get Dias Valley and the day his fa
ther had brought him there, a long- 
legged boy in his late teens. The two 
had stood on the site they had se
lected for their cabin and Dick Mor
gan had said, with a catch in his 
voice that Bob understood:

“This is it, Bob. We’ll build a good 
life here together. Once we get that 
river to working for us, we’ll make 
this valley bloom.”

BUT it had taken sweat and toil 
and money to put the river,to 

working. It proved too big a job 
for Dick Morgan and his young son, 
so they had let three other men have 
land—Juan, who had died fighting 
for his, John Chambers, and Tom 
Slaughter. Shoulder to shoulder the 
five had worked until a crude irri
gation system was'turning the arid 
wasteland into fertile fields. I t was 
then Juan had reverently given the 
valley the name that had stuck, Dias 
Valley—God’s acres, indeed.

Then Moss Barker decided to make 
the valley his. Already three of the 
five men were eliminated. I t would
n’t  take the wily sheriff long to get 
rid of the other two, but he could 
do it without any help from Bob Mor
gan. Not even to himself would Bob 
admit that Anita Slaughter had any
thing to do with his reluctance to see 
his* neighbors before leaving. He had 
closed his mind completely against 
Nita.

Busy packing his personal things, 
Bob didn’t  hear the horse outside

nor realize anyone was near until a 
shadow fell across the room. He 
looked up to see Nita Slaughter in 
the doorway.

Nita’s mother had been Spanish, 
and from her the girl had inherited 
a cloud of silky dark hair and eyes 
that looked like black velvet. Her 
fair skin made the eyes and hair 
stirringly, beautiful in contrast. Bob’s 
heart missed a beat, as it always did 
at sight of her, as he straightened 
up and faced her silently.

“Going somewhere, Bob?” Nita’s 
voice, usually as soft as her eyes, 
had a foreign brittle note in it to
day.

Bob didn’t  hedge. “Yes,” he said 
flatly, “I am. I’m selling out to Bar
ker and going away, Nita.”

“And without bothering to say 
good-by.” Her red lips curled in scorn, 
and her eyes were dark fire. “But 
that isn’t surprising. When a man 
double-crosses his friends, he doesn’t  
usually stop to tell them about it.” 

“I was afraid you'd feel that way, 
Nita.” It was hard, but he managed 
not to let his gaze fall under the lash 
of hers. “And I reckon your dad will, 
too. But I’m tired of bloodshed, and 
there’s no way to. beat Moss Barker 
once he says he wants a thing. He 
killed Juan today—”

He stopped as she gasped in hor
ror, her face whitening. After a mo
ment he ventured another try to 
make her see reasoning.

“I'm certain now he killed Dad on 
purpose, Nita. And he’ll find some 
flimsy excuse to get me, just as he 
did Juan, if I stay here. And no 
piece of land is worth dying for. I’m 
young and I want to live, Nita. What 
good would Dias Valley do me after 
I'm dead?”

“Men don’t  die for land. Bob.” The 
red lips of the girl weren’t  quite 
steady, but her low voice was. “They 
die for the right to own land like 
a lot of men did before our time. Like 
your father and Juan did, but you—” 

She choked, and he finished for
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her savagely. “But I refuse to. Ydu’re 
right, Nita. I’m not staying here to 
stop bullets. If Moss Barker wants 
Bias Valley that bad, he can have 
it.”

“And the lives of your friends with 
it,” she said, all the fire suddenly 
leaving her so that she spoke dully. 
“You know Dad and John Cham
bers will fight him, but they haven’t 
a chance alone. So I guess this proves 
how little we mean to you. A man is 
willing to fight for anything—or any
body—that lie cares about.”

He had no answer for that. After 
a moment he only repeated stubborn
ly, “I care about living. If you care 
about it for your dad, Nita, try talk
ing some sense into him.”

F’ IRE leaped back into her eyes so 
that they fairly -seared Bob. “If 

being sensible means running away 
like a coward, then I don’t  w-nt Dad 
to show sense. No matter what you 

.think, Bob Morgan, some things are 
worth even dying for. Good-oy!” 

Empty words, Bob told himself, 
watching the girl ride away as though 
pursued, her hair, a floating dark 
cloud following her. Empty words, 
and small comfort to a dead man.

He was still telling himself that 
the rext day as he sat in the Red 
Ball Saloon in Blackstone City, dal
lying over a drink much stronger 
than he was used to. The stage for 
Douglas left in a couple of hours, and 
Bob meant to be on it. Below the bor
der or above—it didn’t  matter so 
long as he was alive. And there’d be 
other black-eyed girls to help'him  
forget Nita Slaughter and her harsh 
words.

Two men came in and ordered 
drinks. Bob stirred uneasily as he 
recognized the men as Joe Royster 
and a half-breed known only as Moon 
—both deputies of Sheriff Moss Bar
ker.

Over his drink Royster leered at 
Bob. “Heard you was leaving Dias 
Valley, Morgan. Ain’t  figuring on 
stopping in Blackstone City, are you?
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I don’t  reckon that would be smart, 
do you, Moon ?”

Bob knew a threat when he hear.d 
it. He got up hurriedly, leaving his 
drink unfinished. “I’m taking the 
stage to Douglas,” he muttered and 
went out.

The batwing doors were . still 
swinging behind him when he heard 
the two men laughing contemptuous
ly. “Hasn’t  got the guts of a sick 
rat,” he heard Royster say.

“Smart,” Moon grunted. “Dead 
men don’t  need guts.”

Royster laughed uproariously at 
that. “Reckon you’re right, Moon. 
And this time tomorrow old man 
Slaughter and that black-eyed she- 
devil of his’n will be agreeing with 
you, too.”

Bob walked away, Royster’s words 
ringing in his ears. So Moss Barker 
was plotting real trouble tor Nita 
and her father. Well, hadn’t Bob 
warned her? He’d warned her to talk 
sense to her dad and she’d answered 
by calling him a coward and talking 
big about some things being worth 
dying for. Likely enough, though, 
Tom Slaughter would see things dif
ferent before Moss Barker got 
through with him.

But in his heart Bob didn’t  believe 
that. Tom Slaughter wouldn’t  accept 
the measly price Barker had paid Bob 
for his fertile acres, any more than 
Dick Morgan and Juan Garcia would 
accept such an offer. So Tom would 
die as the other two men had. And 
Nita? Well, Nita Slaughter wasn’t  
his concern, either. There had been 
a time when he’d held a dream about 
her but that dream, like all the oth
ers he’d had, had been left in Dias 
Valley. Sold to Moss Barker for the 
price of his life.

Suddenly the thought was too much 
for Bob. When a man looks inside 
himself and hates what he sees there, 
he tries shutting the door,", fast. Bob 
went back into the Red Ball and asked 
for a bottle. After he’d emptied it he 
got another, then staggered off look
ing for a room. The stage for Doug



las came and left, but Bob didn’t  
care. He was interested only in 
drowning his thoughts.

THE next morning Bob was up 
early because his head wouldn’t  

stay in bed with him, but kept float
ing around the room. He went down 
to a restaurant and was still daw
dling over a cup of coffee when John 
Chambers came in.

Chambers was a grizzled old Tex
as rancher who’d taken up farming 
only after an outlaw horse had left 
him with a busted leg that didn't 
heal straight. The old-timer couldn’t 
do much riding himself, but he’d 
taught Bob a lot about horses and 
guns—and men. Bob knew Chambers 
would have died for Dick Morgan and 
his son any day.

The old rancher’s face that morn
ing wae gray and seamed with new 
Worry lines. His eyes hardened at 
sight of Bob, and he started to pass 
by. Then, changing his mind, he sat 
down at Bob’s table.

“I heard you were gone, Bob. Or 
didn’t Moss Barker pay you enough 
to git outa town on?”

Color stained Bob's face. “Just 
about,” he admitted. “Look, John. 
I’m sorry I had to be the first xo give 
in. But I couldn’t  see us winning a 
fight against Moss Barker.”

“Not without fighting we could
n’t,” Chambers said harshly. “But I’d 
shore have welcomed trying, except 
a man can’t  do much by himself at 
my time of life. A few years back 
I’d have seen Barker in hell afore 
I’d have sold to him fer what he’s of
fering. But now that Tom and Nita 
and you all give up, and Dick and 
Juan are dead, I reckon I’m licked, 
too.”

Bob couldn’t believe what he had 
just heard. “Tom and Nita gave up? 
Are you sure, John?”

Chambers nodded sadly. “Came by 
their place this morning, and it was 
locked up hard and fast. A sign on 
the door said they’d sold out to Bar
ker and left. Just like you,” he add

ed bitterly, “without even telling an 
old friend good-by. And Tom know- 
in’ I was facing a trumped-up murder 
charge by Moss Barker—”

“Whose murder?” Bob asked as 
quietly as he could.

“Juan’s,” Chambers answered, his 
face twitching. “And nobody knows 
better’n you that me and the little 
Mex was friends. But Barker claims 
Juan told him last week we was 
having trouble, and yesterday he 
found Juan in a clump of mesquite 
close to my shack with a bullet hole 
plumb through him. Barker got a 
warrant out fer me—”

“But he promised to drop the 
charges :f you’d sell to him,” Bob 
finished bitterly. “Sell, and leave Dias 
Valley.”

Chambers nodded. “That’s right. I 
told him to go plumb to hell, and he 
give me till today to think it over. 
I did figger Tom would stand by me.” 
He blinked his eyes rapidly, and Bob 
saw the moisture gathering in them. 
“I reckon a man can’t  do much 
alone,” he quavered.

Bob was feeling like something 
that crawls under logs, and he didn’t 
like the feeling. As much to himself 
as to old Chambers he said heatedly, 
“We couldn’t  do anything standing 
together. Barker’s the law and can 
do anything he wants to.”

John Chambers shook his head. 
“Barker ain’t  the law, boy. He’s just 
one man, and he can’t do only what 
we let him do. It's our thinkin’ about 
it that’s been wrong.”

SOMETHING inside Bob told him 
the old man was right. He had 

known it when Nita had talked the 
same way two days before, but he 
hadn’t wanted to admit it. He’d been 
scared, t yellow belly. And he was 
still scared. Too scared to tell John 
Chambers or anybody else that he’d 
seen Barker shoot Juan Garcia Bar
ker had known he wouldn’t talk, that 
he didn’t  have the guts, as those two 
deputies had said.

Suddenly he was remembering
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what else they had said—that Tom 
Slaughter and his black-eyed she-dev
il daughter would find out that dead 
men didn’t  need guts. A black sick
ness rose inside him as the full impli
cation of the words struck home. He 
leaned across the table and gripped 
the arm of the old man.

“John,” he said hoarsely, “that 
sign. Are you sur ■ it was in either 
Tom’s or Nita’s handwriting?”

“Wasn’t  in anybody’s writin’,” 
Chambers answered. “It was in print
ed letterin’.”

“Then anybody could have made 
it,” Bob said, breathing fast. “Listen, 
John. We both knew Tom too well to 
think he’d give in to Barker like 
that. Or Nita either. Barker’s car
ried them off somewhere to force 
them into signing sale papers.” Hur
riedly he repeated what he had heard 
the two deputies say and added bit
terly, “I knew he’d find some way of 
making trouble for Tom, of course. 
But this looks bad, John.”

“You’re damned tootin’ it looks 
bad, boy. Looks to me like he aims to 
leave ’em both dead somewheres 
where they ain’t  likely to be round 
an’ claim they sold to him and left 
like you done.”

Cold hands were squeezing all the 
blood out of Bob’s heart. Fear for 
Nita was rising so strong in him he 
forgot all about his fears for him
self. He gripped John Chambers’ arm 
tighter.

“Listen, John.JHe can’t  do that to 
Nita. He’s got to’ be stopped.”

The old man’s eyes started to glow 
with new hope. “Sooner or later,” he 
said softly, “a man like Barker alius 
gits stopped. Where you startin’ 
first, Bob?”

Bob thought that over quickly. “To 
find Tom and Nita. In all likelihood 
Barker took them into the Black- 
stones somewhere. There’s not over 
a half-dozen places where prisoners 
could be held, and I know all of them, 
John. Can you stall around with Bar
ker and keep him in town a few hours 
till I can do some searching?”
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Chambers nodded. “I’ll do my best, 

boy. 3ut I already found out those 
two murdering deppities of his’n, 
Royster and Moon, is out some
wheres. You figger on tackling the 
two of ’em singlehanded?”

Bob nodded, his face tightening 
with angry determination. “If I have 
to. And don’t  you worry none about 
that trumped-up murder charge, 
John. I saw Moss Barker shoot Juan 
in'cold blood, and I’m going to tell 
it to everybody who’ll listen to me.” 

He got up, dropping a hand affec
tionately on the old-timer’s shoulder. 
“You won’t  have to fight Barker 
alone, John. We’ll all stick together.” 

And likely enough die together, 
he was thinking as he took the trail 
to the Blackstones, the craggy wild
ly roughy sprawling desert moun
tains paralleling Dias Valley. But 
the fact didn’t  seem so important 
any more. Nothing was important 
except to find Nita and share her 
danger. To change that look of scorn 
and bitter hurt he’d seen in her black 
eyes two evenings ago.

FEW men knew the Blackstones 
better than Bob Morgan. He had 

hunted all over the treeless, rock-piled 
hills and had once discovered a shal
low cave not very far from Dias Val
ley that showed evidence of being 
frequently used- When Moss Bar
ker was stumped in his manhunt for 
some border bandits that had taken 
refuge in the hills, Bob had told him 
about the cave, and the men were 
captured. Now, thinking Bob gone, 
Barker might feel safe in using it for 
his own purposes.

Two hours later Bob left his horse 
in a ravine and worked his cautious 
way to a position above the cave. Ly
ing fiat on his belly on an overhang
ing ledge of rock, he studied the boul
der-strewn area below. After a mo
ment he smiled grimly. Not moi'e 
than twenty feet below him was the 
black crown of a man’s hat. Some
one was on guard, to be certain no 
one approached the cave. A smart
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thing to go around and come up from 
the other side as Bob had done.

The man sat with his back against 
a rock, only his shoulders and head 
exposed. Enough, Bob thought grim
ly, drawing a bead on that black hat. 
But, with his finger on the trigger, 
he hesitated. He didn’t  like shoot
ing men in the back, not even Moss 
Barker’s men. Besides, a shot would 
warn the Second man, doubtless in 
the cave, of his presence.

Holstering his gun, Bob picked up 
a smooth stone about the size of a 
baseball. He had to raise up to give 

. his arm leverage, but he risked that. 
That rock had a job to do and do 
right.

It didn’t  miss. Striking the man 
squarely on the back of his head, it 
toppled him over on his face with
out a sound.

Bob moved as fast as he dared 
then. A few moments later he stood 
at the opening of the cave, hardly 
more than a narrow slit between 
huge boulders, straining for some 
sound from within. There was noth
ing except a faint glimmer of light 
and the smell of wood smoke. He 
drew a deep breath and moved clos
er. His toe struck a small stone, and 
the small noise sounded startlingly 
loud in the stillness.

At once a voice called from inside, 
not six feet from where Bob stood. 
"That you, Moss?”

“Yeah,” Bob mumbled. “C’mere, 
Joe.”

As Joe Royster pushed through the 
opening, Bob moved aside, his gun 
held as a club. He didn't dare shoot, 
knowing Nita and Tom Slaughter 
might be inside. As Royster emerged, 
blinking in the bright light, Bob 
brought the gun down in a vicious 
blow that should have split Royster’s 

-head open.
But Bob had forgotten to guard 

against shadow. His clubbed arm was 
plainly outlined on the rock in front 
of the deputy, and as Bob’s down
ward arc began, the other man threw 
himself flat, clawing for his gun.
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B « p lt» l lx a M p n T o l lc y .  -------------- .......... ' " t l *

Streets
-Stats-

Seed ve y o u r  Song* e n d  
S o n g  P e e  m e. H a lly w o o d  
eem p eeeo a  w rite  m elody  
WITHOUT CHARGE. Lead 
S h eeU  end Records fur
nished. S end  son g  materi

al TODAY for FREE EXAM
INATION. Write for d titan a. 

C IN EM A S0N G C 0.D tf.R -32  
Bex 670, Beverly Hint. CN1L

ILLUSTRATED COMIC 
BOOKLETS

T H E  K IN D  M EM  L fK E f
(VEST POCKET SIZE) 

They are loaded with rare car. 
. toons. Full of Fun and Humor. 
1 2 0  D IFFE R E N T  b o o k let, 
/aen t prepaid for (1 in plain

__  wrapper. Sony —  no c .o . d . a.
GRAYKO. D apL  1240 B oa 520, G .P .O . N.Y.C. 1

PREMIUMS GIVEN!

SEND 
AND ADDRESS

Send  N o  
M oney Now I

S E N D  N A M E  and A D D R E S S . L A D I E S  I G I R L S !  B O Y S I  
A ttractive  W rist W atebes. Pocket W atches, A lu m in u m  W are, 
Jew elry. A la rm  C lo cks , B lankets,Tow els, o th er Premium s o r  
Cash  Comm ission easily your*. S h n p ty  O J w  co lorfu l p ictures  
w ith  W M t» CLOVDQNE B rand SALVE fo r  chaps and m ild  
burns, easily sol d to  friends a t 2Se a box (with popular picture) 
and rem it Amount stated fo r  prem ium  wanted, us explained  
in  catalog sent w ith  order, postage p a id  by us. 02nd year. 
W rite  fo r  tr ia l order o f  S A L v E  ana P ictu res on  t r ra t to  start. 
WILSON CHEMICAL C O ., D ep t. 134-61 A, TYRONE, PA.
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EVEN IF YOU DON'T KNOW 
A  NOTE OF MUSIC NOW...

YOU CAN LEARN YOUR FA VO R ITE  
IN STRUM EN T TH IS  EAS Y A -B -C  W AY

•  No special talent, no previous training needed. 
This U. S. School home-study method is so successful 
because you learn to play by playing real tunes by 
note, right from the start. And just think, you can 
learn your favorite instrument for only a few 
cents a day! If interested, mail coupon for 
FREE Booklet and Print and Picture 
Sample. See for yourself how < 
it is to learn any instrument, 
right at home, in spare 
time, without a pri
vate teacher.
U.S. SCHOOL _
O P M USIC, £
4343 Bruns-(j 
wick Bldg.,
N e w  Y o rk  
10, N.Y.

!  U . S . School of Music. 4343 Brunswick B id s .. New V o w , 10. N .Y  J
!  l ’lcasc send me F nE E  P rin t and Picture Sample and Illustrated ■
■ Booklet. I am Interested In the instrumentcheeked below.
* piano Piano Accordion Tenor Banjo I
i  Guitar Saxophone Modern Elementary Harmony ■
■ Violin Trumpet, Comet Other Instrument a
? Name ............ .............................. ................................ .. ............ ..........  t
1 (Please Print) II 1
£ Street ............ ........................• ............. . ...............................................g
l  City..................................... . ......................... S tate................ ...........
' . m w w . . m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m t

SONGWRITERS
W e ore  in te res ted  in  a ll ty p es of song  poem s and 
lyrics. Send  us y o u rs  fo r FREE ex am ination . If 
accep ted  M otion P ic tu re  S o n g w rite r w ill co llab
o ra te  w ith  you. FIFTEEN  YEARS* EXPERIENCE. 
W rite  to Paramount Song-Recording Studio, 

Dept. T-29, Box 190, Hollywood, Cal.

High School Course
at Home______________Many Finish in 2 Years

| Go aa rapidly a■ your time and abilities permit. Course 
I equivalent to resident school work—prepares for college

icatipn in very importan t fo r advancement fcn
____________________a n a  noetally. D o n 't b« handicapped kill ro a r

. life. Be a  High School e ra d ia te . S ta rt your training now. R e a  
B Bulletin on r tm e c t.  No obligation.

A m erican  Behoof, D ept. H -375 . D rexeJ M  5©th. C h icago  37 .

Many are finding 
welcome relief through the gentle 

vibration, adjustable soothing heat, and 
dilation provided by th e D iLA -T H E R M , 
A modern, scientifically designed instru* 
ment for easy, economical home use; 
liberal terms. Write today for full de* 
tailsand 30-day tr ia l offer.lnter»tB£C 
citin g  booklet on Prostatitis rKLb 

T H E  D I L A .T H E R M  C O ., IN C .
2318 E .  Co lfax  A v e ., South B cn U 2 4 ,In d ,

I L A  - T H E R M

Bob’s blow, with nothing to stop 
it, threw him off balance. He half 
fell, throwing out a hand to the rock 
to catch himself. His gun clattered 
into the opening, and before he could 
stoop for it, another exploded almost - 
in his face. He felt the gentle tug of 
the bullet as it went through his 
hatbrim.

HALF blinded by powdersmoke, 
B.ob whirled to see Royster get

ting to his feet, fingering his trig
ger again. Bob jumped, doubled up 
jackknife fashion, and another bul
let went over his head. Then his head 
struck Royster in the stomach, slam
ming hin back against the rocks. Be
fore the deputy could straighten up, 
Bob had brought up his fist in a 
powerhouse blow that started at his 
feet. It caught Royster flush on the 
jaw, snapping his head back against 
the rocks, His eyes rolled, and he 
slumped senseless to the ground.

Bob reached for the fallen man’s 
gun, but never got it. An avalanche 
struck him from behind. Star ex
ploded before his eyes, and as he 
fell, he dimly heard the echo of a 
rifle’s crack mingling with the scream 
of a girl. Of Nita, and she sounded 
very close.

Another gun spoke, this time a six- 
shooter. Then Nita’s voice, no longer 
soft, but hard and brittle enough to 
break. “Drop that gun, Moon, or you 
won’t  live to breathe another breath!” 

The rifle in Moon’s hands slid to 
the ground with a soft thud. Bob 
rolled over and sat up. Blood was 
warm on his face and the back of his 
neck, but he knew the rifle bullet must 
have just grazed his . head as he 
stooped to get Royster’s gun. If he’d 
been standing, it would have scat
tered his brains.

Bob’s eyes cleared, and he saw 
Nita holding his own gun trained on 
the half-breed deputy. Moon’s sleeve 
was bloodstained, showing the girl 
had shot well.

From one of Nita’s wrists dangled 
a short, length of rope, queerly
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blackened on the end. Stout ropes 
still bound her ankles together. She 
had hobbled to the cave’s entrance 
and picked up Bob’s gun just in time 
to stop Itooon’s second shot.

Staggering up, Bob retrieved the 
gun Royster had dropped. Royster 
was beginning to stir, moaning faint
ly. Bob prodded him roughly with 
his foot.

"Get up,” he ordered. "And inside, 
both of you.”

The interior of the cave was dimly 
lighted by the fire Bob had smelled. 
Bob’s flesh crawled as he saw the 
running iron in the fire. It was plain 
enough how Moss Barker planned to 
force the Slaughters to sell.

Plain, too, how Nita had freed her 
wrists to come to Bob’s help. For 
now he could see big white blisters 
on her arms and wrists and the 
burned ends of the rope. He swal
lowed a lump in his throat as he took 
the gun from her so that she could 
free her father.

Tom Slaughter, still bound hand 
and foot, lay half senseless on the 
floor of the cave. He had been badly 
beaten, and Bob understood that. 
He'd have to be before they could do 
to Nita what they had done..

When Nita and her father were 
free, she held the guns while Bob tied 
up the two men. When he started 
questioning them, they turned sul
lenly silent. Going to the fire, Bob 
picked up the red-hot branding iron.

“Maybe a dose of this will make 
you talk,” he said grimly. “If I’m 
not mistaken, you were going to use 
it on Tom and Nita. Now we’ll see 
how you like it.”

Absolute terror filled the men’s 
eyes. “It was Barker’s orders,” Roy
ster said. “He was going to use it, 
not us.”

Bob brought the iron so close that 
its heat fairly scorched their faces. 
“Now tell me," he ordered, “why 
does Barker want Dias Valley so 
damned bad? Not to grow cotton and 
alfalfa, I ’m damned sure, for Bar-

you d expect from  a  la rg e r,
: po rtab le , easily  c a r r ie d ; (

i u F u S T t *! properly  w ired!
U ®  VOLT LINE. Also available fo r  220>« 
v o lt  o p e ra t 'o n  a t  B light ad d itio n a l c o s t f 'a j  

jS-*?r*K>n a re  w elding h ea te tag es!1 
OPERATE TRANSFORMER TYPE 

t f a  r i *  inexperienced you can  lea rn  t o  do profes* 
by  following th e  SIMPLIFIED WELDINQ Sk OPERATING INSTRUCTIONS FURNISHED—comes eom - 

*0*1*2 °P ( ra te  w ith helm et, rods, cable, instructions. 
SAVE TIM E AND M O N E T-Do y e a r  ow n w e ld in g -J u n #  
“  few  re p a ir  jobs w ill pay  fo r thia m achine. A  p rac tic a l 
a n a  p rofitable m achine tool fo r  a n y  w orkshop. M ake m oney 
do ing  f epair w ork fo r  o thers . W rite  to d ay  fo r  fu ll p a r tia l*  

FBEC TRIAL OFFER.
DYNAMIC WELDER CO.. IS E.23fd S t ,  T*. Chicago IB, U t

i V C M V
Checked in a  JIFFY

Relieve Itching1 caused by eczema, ath* 
lete’a foot, scab lea, pimples and other 
Itching conditions. Use cooling, medi
cated D .D . D ,  P m c r lp H o n .  Greaseles; 
stainless. Boothes, comforts and checks 
Itching fast. 3$o trial bottle proves I t— 
or money back. D on't suffer. Ask your 
druggist today for D.D.D. Pi'eocrlptleM.

PARTY RECORDS for ADULTS!
Not Sold In Regular Music Stores

T hey 're  snappy! T hey 're  racy  I T hey 're  the  k ind  th a t  
makes a  p a r ty !  S lip  one in to  a stack  o f regu la r rec
ords nex t tim e you have a  pa rty , and  w atch  fo lks' ears 
p rick  u p !  W rite  fo r  F R E E  lis t o f titles# TODAY I N o 
obligation I

NORTHS IDE MUSIC COMPANY
3A50 Spring Gron Avenue Dept. D-llCincinnati 23, Ohio__________________

IMITATION

DIAMOND RINGS
$1.95 $2.95each or 

both fer
You will love to wear these beautiful 
Engagement end Wedding Rlugi, set 
with'sparkling Imitation diamonds, a 
Iruly rid* looking bridal set in Yel
low Gold Plate or Sterling Silver. 
Satisfaction guaranteed or money re
funded.

Send He Money
Just send name, addrees and ring 
size. Pay Postman on delivery plus 20% Federal Tax and postage chargee. 

CLARK RING CO., Dapt. 731, Boa 5151, Chicago

What To Do For Pains of

ARTHRITIS
Try This Free

If yon have never used “Rosse Tabs” for pains of 
arthritis, neuritis, rheumatism, we want you to try 
them at our risk. We will’send you a full-size pack
age from which you are to use 24 Tabs FREE. If 
not astonished at the palliative relief which you 
enjoy from your sufferings, return the package and 
you owe us nothing. We mean it. SEND NO 
MONEY. Just send name .and address and we will 
rush your Tabs by return mail. ROSSE PRODUCTS 
CO., Dept. 193, 2708 Farwell Ave.f Chicago 43, 111.
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I ’ORMONE
The Estrogenic Hormone
BUST CREAIVi

The Only Cream 
Containing Femogen*

Each ja r  contains 30,000 Int.
Units of Femogen* (Estrogenic 
Hormones) that special, precious, 
amazing ingredient that may be 
absorbed by the skin of the breasts.
Wo make no claims, promises, or 
lopresentations of any kind what
ever for tills cream. We want YOU 
to be the sole judge of what 
J/OBMONE may do FOB YOU.
We _ GUARANTEE UNCONDI
TIONALLY that If you are not delighted after using your first 
l j ' f  ,° f  L  ORMONE, we will cheerfully refund tlie purchase price. 
«>J-aay supply with full directions, in plain wrapper, complete In
cluding Fed. tax and postage, only $3.00 with order, or $3.50 C.O.D.

LORMONE CO., Dept. 205-G
220 Broadway Now York 7, N. Y .
-Trade Mark

Game&Club Supplies
Transparent Beveled and Weights; Transparent F la ts; Tops and 
l.ottoms; Door Pops; H it and Miss Combinations; Luminous 
Classes and Headers; Shiners; Daub; Bicycle and Bee Headers. 
Kush' FREE Catalog request.

••The Old Reliable” -
D. SMYTHE CO.
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\ FREE
[Catalog

BOX 8 NEWARK, MO.

SONG PO EM S W A N TED
2UI types of Poems wanted for musical setting. FREE Examina

tion! Send your Poems in for immediate consideration, 
H A M A N N  SO N G  S E R V IC E

613 Manhattan Building Milwaukee 3. Wisconsin

BELIEVE IN LUCK? • $
^CarTy a  pair of GENUINE BRAHMA 
IK ED  LIVE HIGHLY MAGNETIC LODE- 
9 STONES I Legend reputes. Occult Oriental 
Tancients superstitiously carried two Live 
| Lodestones as MOST POWERFUL MAG

NETIC “LUCKY" CHARMS, one to " a t
tract" Good Luck In Money. Games, Love, 
Business, Work, etc., the other to "pre
vent’* Bad Luck, Losses, Evil, Trouble.
Ilarm, etc. Believe in Luck? Carry a pair 

cf these curious Genuine Brahma Red Live Iat* atones! We 
i. ake no supernatural claims $1.97 postpaid for the two. with all 
information. $1.97 and 27c extra if  C.O.D. Satisfaction GUAR
ANTEED or Money Returned. Order yours NOWl

ASTRGL CO., Dept. M-804, Main, P.O. 
Box 72, BROOKLYN, N. Y.

NOTICE! Beware of imitation! We absolutely GUARANTEE these 
<‘>nuine Brahma Lodcstones are ALIVE! We believe they arc just 
I* hat you want, the REAL THING—POWERFUL. DRAWING, 
EXTRA HIGHLY MAGNETIC 1 Fully Guaranteed—Order TODAY I 
Copyright 1937—A. Co.

I'll start you with a  splendid assortment of 
grocaries and home products FREE f.o.b. fac
tory. Start without cash or experience. Extra 
large gross profits start a t once.

QUICK ACTION PAYSI
Here’s your opportunity for good, steady earnings. 
Over a thousand men and women make money 
with my plans each week, full or Bpare time. I 
furnish everything to start. Amazing premiums 
—money-fiayjng bargain, sales—big, flashy cata
log— catchy folders. BE B » 8 T  TO ANSWER. 
BLAIR, Dept, 3220C, Lynchburg, V a.

ker’s no farmer.” He moved the iron 
closer. “Why?”

Moon broke down. “It’s the rail
road,” he gasped. “The railroad that’s 
coming to Tucson has to .moss the 
Blackstones. There’s a natural pass 
through the mountains if they can 
use your valley. Moss plans to sell 
to them.”

A railroad! That explained the 
lawman’s eagerness to get full pos
session of Dias Valley. With the ir
rigation system and a railroad, the 
land would be worth a small fortune. 
A fortune Moss Barker meant to have 
at any price.

As Bob looked at Nita’s cruelly 
burned wrists, anger, swift and ter
rible, took possession of him. “He 
won’t  get away with it,” he said 
thickly. “Nita, get my horse and 
take your dad home. I’ve got busi
ness with Moss Barker when he shows 
up.”

Nita smiled, her dark eyes flash
ing. “So have I, Bob. I’ll wait, too.”

IT WAS past noon when Barker 
came. Old John had done his part 

well. Bob, watching from the cave’s 
entrance, saw the lawman leave his 
horse near the foot of the slope and 
come on afoot. He waved a signal to 
Moon, still on lookout duty where he 
had left him, the sun glinting on the 
barrel of the rifle in his hands.

Bob, watching from his hidden 
post, smiled. Barker didn’t  know the 
chambers of Moon’s guns were emp
ty. And he didn’t  know, as Moon did, 
that Bob’s gun was trained on his 
back, watching for a wrong signal 
or a shout that would betray his 
presence. Bob had thrown so much 
fear into the breed that he didn’t  
really expect any double cross.

Moon let his boss pass with only 
a casual word. Barker came up to 
the cave’s entrance and sang out, 
“Okay, Joe!”

Inside the cave Nita, holding Roy
ster’s gun over him, nudged him, and 
he answered the sheriff in similar 
fashion. Barker stepped through the
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THE GALS LOVE IT TOO!
Y ou 'll b e  a  r io t a t  y o u r  n u t  
s ta g  p a r ty — w ith  th is ra re  col
lec tio n  of so p h istica ted  w it I

4  COMPLETE BOOKS 
— each different 

500 Exciting Pages
_ CARTOONS - JOKES - PHOTOS

Red Hot Laffs —  Situations —  Girl Photos 
Nite Club Stuff —  Art Studies —  Etc.

I t ’s the  re a r’s  snapp iest a r t  collection 1 
Don’t  w a it!  Supply lim ited. £?nd only 98c today—nothin# 
else to  pay—fo r  th is  A rt  H um or Bonanza. W c pay 

shipping  charges. Money hack i f  n o t satisfied.

98c BUYS ALL 4 BOOKS
S en t in  p la in  sealed w rapper. O rder yours now !

LARCH BOOK CO , t i l  East 18, Dept 151-K, Hen York It, N.Y.

SONG POEMS WANTED
TO  BE SET TO  MUSIC

Sm4 w ar Pwsu today for FREE EXAMINATION to
J. CH AS. M cNEIL
A. *. MASTER OF MUSIC 

910-0 So. Alexandria Lot A .n l n  !. C IJ .

entrance, then stopped short at sight hjftK TM
of Nita's gun. Before he could move * fy a& B w  ■
a hand, Bob was prodding him in 
the back with another.

"Your game’s over, Barker,” Bob 
told him coldly. ‘‘Right now we hold 
all the aces. We’ll see if you like 
the way we play them.”

With his hands and feet bound,
Barker continued to mouth threats.
"I’m the law around here, Morgan.
I’ll see you hang for this.”

Bob picked up the white-hot run
ning iron. With his other hand he 
took a thin packet of bills from his 
pocket and threw them at Barker’s 
feet.

"Maybe you’ll never see anything 
again, Barker, unless you take back 
that blood money and sign this pa
per saying you give me back my land.
And that you killed Juan and Dad 
because they wouldn’t  sell to you.”

“You’re crazy if you think I’1! sign 
that.” Barker’s eyes flicked nervously 
from Bob’s face to the iron in his 
hand. “And you wouldn’t  dare touch 
me with that—”

In reply Bob slapped the iron on 
Barker’s hand. There was the acrid 
odor of burning flesh, and the sher
iff yelled hoarsely. “I’ll hang you 
sure for that, Bob Morgan!”

“Your hanging days are over,”
Bob told him. “Unless you sign that 
paper and get out of the country, 
you won’t  live to do anything. I mean 
this, Barker. And I’m not doing it 
just for myself. It’s for Tom Slaugh
ter and old John, who’ve got a right 
to keep their homes if they want to.
And the rights of other people who’ve 
suffered long enough under your 
brand of law. Are you signing, or do 
I burn the skin all off of you?”

Several hours later Bob and Nita 
watched from the doorway of the 
Slaughter ranch house as Moss Bar
ker and his deputy, Royster, rode 
away, empty guns in their holsters.
Moon, with his empty rifle, had es
caped from the mountain earlier.
The sheriff would have some odd
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GAME S U P P L I E S
F la t. —  tops —  lo a d s  —  caps —  card readers 
—  in k . —  daubs. Game Boxes and Books.

W rite  f o r  f r e e  c a ta lo g .

O. C. NOVELTY COMPANY
Dent. 4-AF 1911 W est M ain S treet

OKLAHOMA CITY 4. OKLAHOMA

Successfully corrected or no coat I 
New painless, low coat homo treat
ment perfected by HECTAL SPE
CIALISTS helpe many. Send for 
FREE tria l offer. No obligation. 

DR. M0L2AHN'S CLINIC. D e n t. A -23 . Box 135, M cCook. Nab.
PILES

Banish the craving for tobacco aa 
thousands have w ith Tobaeco 
Redeemer. Write for free booklet 
telling of injurious effect of tobacco 
and or a  treatment which hAsreUev« 
ed many men. Caution:
Use only as directed.
SO Y ears In  B naloeae 

THE NEWELL COMPANY 
I3S Clayton, S ts ,  SL Louis 5, H3.

Free for Asthma
During Winter

If YOU suffer with attacks of Asthma and choke 
and gasp for breath, if Testful sleep is difficult 
because of the struggle to breathe, don’t fail to 
send at once to the Frontier Asthma Company for 
a FREE trial of the FR0NTIER ASTHMA 
MEDICINE, a preparation for temporary symp
tomatic relief of paroxysms of Bronchial Asthma. 
No matter where you live or whether you have 
faith in any medicine under the sun, send today 
for this free trial. It will cost you nothing. Caution! 
Use only as directed. Address 
F r o n t ie r  A s t h m a  C o . 219-B  F b o h t u x  B loc. 
462 N ia c a r a  St. B u f f a l o  1, N . Y ..
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CONFIDENTIAL LOAN SERVICE
Needmoney? N om atterw her©  
yon live you can borrow BY 
MAIL $60.00 to $300.00 th is  

. cosy quick confidential way.

Barrow $501 to $300*
If r j 'lfM P

N O  E N D O R S E R S  N E E D E D
E m p l o y e d  m e n  and women of good 
character can solve their money prob
lems quickly and In privacy with loans 
MADE BY MAIL. No endorsers or co
signers. We do not contact employers, 
friends or relatives.Convenient month
ly payments. Send ns your name and 
address and we will mail application 
b la n k  and complete details F R E E  In 

_________________  plain envelope. There is no obligation.

STATE FINANCE COMPANY
3 0 3  Marine Bldg;., Dept. B-88, New Orleans 12, La.

G e t  / W / o  G o o d 'P a t f i k #
AUTO BODYrWFENDER WORK

BT I S  EA SY  TO
B O R R O W  
BY MAIL!
C o m  p l e t e l y  
c o n f i d e n t i a l  
a n d  p r i v a t e  

CONVENIENT 
M O N T H L Y  
P A Y M E N T S

EiQ demand in A u to  Body end  F ender w ork. 
S ta r t  tra in in g  now  in your spar© tim e a t  home 
fo r good pay w ork . P rac tica l chop experience 
Included. U .E . I. T rain ing  covers m etalwork* 
welding, pain ting , e tc . P lacem ent service—oi? 
w e w ill show you how to  s ta r t  your own shop. 
Behind U. E. I . T R A IN IN G  is 
a  large n a t io n a l  Organization 
founded 1927. W rite today for 
FREE FACTS—No obligation.

A p p ro ved  
f o r  T ra in in g  

u n d o r G .l .B i l l

erevrfSTi •  UTILITIES ENGINEERING INSTITUTE
2523 SHEFFIELD AVE., DEPT. X-4AG. CHICAGO 14 .IL L

BOOKLETS FOB ADULTS
T h e  k in d  g ro w n u p s  lik e . E ac h  o n e  o f  th e se  b o o k le ts  I s  POCKET 
SIZE, a lso  c o n ta in s  S  i l lu s t ra t io n s ,  a n d  Is fu ll  o f fu n  a n d  e n te r 
ta in m e n t .  12 of th e s e  Joke b o o k le ts , ALL D IFFER EN T, w ill  b e  
ah ip p e d  p re p a id  u p o n  re c e ip t  o f 9 1 .0 0  ca sh  o r  m oney  o rd e r . N o 
o rd e r s  s e n t  C .O .p . P r i n t  n a m e  a n d  a d d re s s  a n d  m a il  to :
T n u u n  Novelty Co., 72 Fifth Avo., Dept. 62-C. New York I t ,  N. Y.

burns on his hands and face to ex
plain if anybody got curious.

Beside Bob, Nita spoke in a worry- 
filled voice. “He can still make a lot 
of trouble for you, Bob.”

“I doubt that he will,” Bob told 
her. “I think he’ll be good and ready 
to leave these parts. Nobody knows 
better than he does that the days of 
one-man law are over. When the 
railroad comes through, it’ll bring us 
real law and order to take the place 
of the bandit kind Barker’s been 
handing out.”

Nita sighed happily. “You sound 
so different today, Bob. The other 
day you sounded like you were afraid 
of Moss Barker—”

“Maybe I was,” Bob admitted, 
looking down into black eyes that 
were plenty soft now. “But I found 
out you were right, Nita, when you ' 
said a man would fight for something 
he cared enough about. He’ll fight for 
his home, I guess, when it comes to 
a showdown.”

Nita’s eyes glowed. “Is that all, 
Bob?”

SONGWRITERS
POEMS WANTED AT ONCE

Send YoOr Poems, Any Subject, fo r Imm e
diate E xam ination  and  F R E E  BO OK :— 
"YOUR F U T U R E  IN  SONGW HITING”

RADIO CITY MUSIC ACADEMY 
1874 Broadway . . . .  New York 19, N. V.

Bob took her hand, gripping it 
tightly. “You know it’s not even the 
most important, Nita,” he said hus
kily. “I don’t  reckon I have to tell you 
that.”

“No,” she said, moving so close 
her cloud of dark hair touched his

BOY AND KEEP 
0. S. SAYINGS BONDS

Stop Getting 
Up Nights

TRY THIS FREE
If  you get up many times a t night due to Irritation 
cf Bladder or Urinary Tract, and have never used 
PALMO TABLETS we want you to try them a t our 
risk. We will send you a full-size package from 
which you are to use 20 tablets FREE. If not de
lighted a t the palliative relief received, return the 
package and you owe us nothing. We mean it. Send 
No Money. No C.O.D. to pay. Write today and we 
will send your PALMO TABLETS by return mail 
postpaid. Address H. D. POWERS CO., Dept. 316M, 
Box 135. Battle Creek, Mich.

nostrils. “You don’t  have to tell me, 
Bob. But a girl likes to hear it said.”
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Hew Easy Way TEACHES
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\AY/NG SONGS AT ONCE
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= -tckly learn guitar playing, if you want to play popular song hits,
- -astern songs and old guitar favorites like "La Paloma," here's sen- 
'•* : ast one of the nation's foremost instructors has perfected a won-

=-e yet simple guitar course that teaches guitar at home so quick 
■ g'ves you the rudiments of music, tells all you need to know about 

■: s-ows you where to put your fingers, starts you playing simple songs 
: -:-g  Ago" the 2nd lesson. There's 30 lessons in all, each so perfectly 

: .  :.-o-ise yourself at your rapid advancement. Never before was GUITAR 
t  - i z =  -ore easy and never have you heard a more fair trial and approval

so MONEY.. . Let 3 Week Home Trial Convince You
-ane. I'll send the complete course of guitar instructions, fully ilius- 

- : : - :  'ed. On arrival you are asked to deposit only $1.69 plus C.O.D. 
:• c.arantee you must be play- 
: . - s ‘ to your satisfaction and

JIM
. AGO

: ■ • :  short weeks or you may 
se for your money back. MAIL COUPON FOR INSPECTION, TRIAL AND APPROVAL

SO LG BOOK INCLUDED A S  A  GIFT
-  rt rood new s. I f  you  a c t now  you w ill 

• extra  charge th e  regu lar ly  priced
: : _  M ARTY’S BIG  53 SO NG  BOOK . . . 

: -v .:  : f  53 radio audience fa v o rites like  
' ■ ’ : i s: M y B aby Out o f  J a il,” “F rien d less  

£ :r.gs esp ecia lly  su ited  fo r  th e  g u itar . 
. 7 :o p lay  and en joy  th is new  easier-
• r _ : s r  m ethod. D on’t  w a it  but m ail th e  

-  w hile 2 fo r  1 o iler  is  yours fo r

JIM  MAJOR, ROOM 17C
230 E ast Ohio Street, Chicago I I ,  IU. 2 ior 1 Coupon

For my Inspection, trial and approval send the complete new 3u lesson Jim M. 
Guitar Course, and the 53 song KAEL & HASTY SOXG BOOK. I  will pay 
$1.69 plus C.O.D. postage on arrival on the guarantee I  can return my purehaae in 
3 weeks if 1 am not satisfied, and get my money back.

Name . .  

Address 

City . . . .Zone...................State.



T ib  Saart LEATHER BILLFOLD 
C ane s  t* Yea Com plete w ith
*  Large B iH M a  COIR HOLDER 
* A  Self-CMtainef PASS CASE
*  A» E i-rateA IDENTIFICATION PLATE

and Social Security Tag

You Also Receive th is Three Color Social Security Plate
ENGRAVED With YOUR NAME, ADDRESS and SOCIAL SECURITY NUMBER

SENSATIONAL FEATURES! 
THE PEN

Here withotit a doubt is the greatest merchandise bargain 
you’ll be likely to see for years to come. Only our tre
mendous purchasing power and large volume “direct-to- 
you” method of distribution make such a value possible.
Shop around and see for yourself. Where else today can 
you get a Ball Point Pen with a retractable point plus a * 'Vr',<!s WW 2 s',e,rs without re.fliiinj. Re. 
genuine Leather Pass Case Billfold with built-in Com 
Holder and your engraved Social Security Plate — all for 
only $1.98. Ballpoint pens have been selling for more than 
we ask for the Pen AND the Billfold on this offer. When 
you see the pen and billfold and e’xamine their many out
standing features as described here, you’ll agree that we are 
giving you a value you won’t be able to duplicate for a 
long time. Don’t delay taking advantage of this big money
saving offer. These pens and billfolds are sure to sell out 
fast so it will be first come, first served. Rush your order 
today on our 10-day Examination Offer. Your satisfaction 
is positively guaranteed. ,

THE BILLFOLD

instant, smooth writing.
• Release button retracts ball point inside 

chamber. Safe! Can’t leak!

load cartridges always available.
Beautiful metal and plastic exterior. Stream
lined from top to tip.
Dries as it writes. No blotting, no smearing, 
no scratching.
Makes 6 to 8 carbons. Writes on any paper
or fabric surface.

signed fc. - = i i t  : C:.n Holder made to 
held seven! dollars ■jrt.h cf change so can’ t 
fall t  •

• It has 4 c:<ket b _ p a s s  ease, each pocket 
protected by eel?uJ:id to prevent soiling of 
your cards.

S E N D  NO MONEY!
JUST MAIL THIS COUPON TODAY

a Has- spaeioas currency c:-partment which 
opens all the way for easier insertion oi re
moval of bills.

• Has Celluloid window with stitched pocket to 
permanently held your Engraved Social Secur- 
Ity Plate.

a Button Snap Fastener. Easy to open and elose. 
H l̂tKaseeurely.

NO DEPOSIT! NO MONEYS — To Receive This Marvilout Triple Value!
ILLINOIS MERCHANDISE MART, Dept. 26I6B 
1227 Loyola Ave., Chicago 26, III.
Gentlemen: Rush me the Retractable Ball Point Pen and Genuine Leather Coin Holder Bill-. J 
fold with-my engraved three-color Social Security Plate as described. Upon arrival I will pay S' 
postman'only $1.98 plus tax and few cents postage and C.O.D. charges. It is understood that ! 
if  J am not 100% satisfied, I can return my purchase within ten days for full refund. I

MY PULL NAME-
{Please Print Clearly)

□  To save shipping charges I am enclosing 
$2.18 ($1.98.plus 20c Fed. Tax.) Please 

ship my order all postage charges prepaid.

..........-ZONE_____ STATE-

You
This Easy-Writing PEN 
This Coin Holder 
Pass Case 
BILLFOLD


