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§ WESTERN ACTION

your tail to point out the changes that
you’re betting me couldn’t come to
Powder Valley.”

Pat tried to relax in the saddie—
to tell himself he was glad to be back
home. It would be good to see his
pals, Ezra and Sam; but coming home
was also hell. The flowers made Pat
remen:ber the bouquets of columbine
that Sally had picked to krighten the
ranch house, And the blue spruce
made him recall the cuce she’d wanted
moved into the yard of their Lazy
Mare ranch. Pat had never got around
to moving it. Now it was too lata.

Sally was dead and young Dock,
too—killed when their buckboard
- plunged over the rimrock on the
Yuka Canyon trail many months ago;
Sam Sloan had lost his wife and child
a few months before.

On the morning following the dou-
ble funeral for his wife and son, Pat
Stevens had risen early from a sleep-
less night, gone to the corral, saddled
the nearest horse to his roping hand
and started off.

His old pals, swarthy, rugged little
Sam Sloan and giant, red-haired Ezra,
had come running out as Pat rode by.
Pat had called back, “I’'m taking a lit-
tle ride to clear my head. Reckon I'll
be back by the time one of you gets

reakfast ready.”

I—Ie had tried to inject into his
voice that old, easy, sure ring for he
had sworn during the night not to
bother anyone with his grief. And
as he had ridden away, it had been his
intention to return in time for break-
fast. But the farther he rode from
the Lazy lMare and Powder Valley,
the scenc of his greatest happiness
and deepest sorrow, the harder it grew
to turn back.

It had not been like the decisive,
steady, dependable Pat to run away
frem anything, But the loss of his
family had dons something to him
that nothing else had ever dene now,
after many long months of wandering
in search of forgetfulness and salve
for his pain, Pat Stevens was coming
home.

The trail through Alto Pass over
ghe Culebra Range was leveling off,

Soon it would drop sharply on the
eastern slope and there below would
be Powder Valley,

HEAD, the trail spread in a Y.
Pat barked to Kelly over his
shoulder. “We turn left. And move
that sorrel along before you get lost.”
Pat’s voice sounded harsh and cold.
But he was just a young buck whist-
ling to keep his real e.actiens from
showing.

“You’ll see,” Ben Kelly bellowed
up the trail. “You’ll see just what I
told you when we met and made that
bet over in Ute country. I said it then
and I'll say it again. Dutch Springs
and Powder Valley is shot full of
miners and gamblers and owlhoots
where it used to be a nice peaceful
place, folks said.”

Pat sat his saddle like a stone man.
His bay gelding took the sharp turn in
the trail and braced himself for the
sharper descent, moving stiff-legged
and shifting his rump heavily as he
scrabbled down the slope

A thick growth of brush and scrub
cedar blocked Pat’s view. But he knew
that Powder Valley lay below him.
The reins in his hand trembled and
there was a pounding in the back of
his head. Something was choking him.
He tried to swallow it but it only
grew worse.

Ben Kelly was booming on about
winning his bet. “I can sure use that
fifty. I got a throat drier than a buf-
falo skull in a desert.” He gigged his
sorrel to come even with Pat on the
rim.

“See what I told you?” Ben pointed.
“Look how Dutch Springs has
growed. There’s the gold strike—
one of ’em—up at the head of the
valley. You can make out the sluice
boxes if you look sharp. And those
new buildings at the end of Main
Street at the Springs. They’re the new
—” He glanced sidewise at Pat to see
if he was listening.

Pat’s eyes were focused on a green
patch up the valley. He was looking
at his Lazy Mare ranch with the
cotton-woods hiding most of the
ranch house. The only part that
showed was a little of the east end
gable,
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Ben’s heavy brows met as he
watched Pat. The young man was sit-
ting motionless, oblivious to every-
thing except that green spot below
them,

“Darn me,” Kelly muttered. “That
Stevens betting me I was wrong about
things in the valley. Reckon he just
egged me into coming to keep him
company.”

-~Neither man moved for some timeé,

the younger man engrossed in what he
saw, the older respectful of his feel-
ings for the moment.

Slowly, Pat tore his eyes frem the
Lazy Mare and glanced at the min-
iature village of Dutch Springs.
“What’d you say those new buildings
was at the end of Main Street,
Kelly?” Pat’s voice was suddenly low
and calm.

Kelly shifted hkis eyes down the
valley. “Them new buildings? The
one with the wide veranda on the
board sidewalk? That’s the new gam-
.bling hall. Forget the name of the
man owns that ene. I heard there was
another one and a dance hall and they
both burned down mysterious., That
building next to the new gambling
place is the new dance hall.”

Pat gigged his bay gelding, starting
him down the trail along the face of
the rim, He turned to Kelly who had
headed his sorrel down after him.
“That’s my place down below. The
green spot.”

“Think I couldn’t tell by the way
you was looking at it,” Kelly said.
“Looks like a neat place from here.”

Pat shook his head. “Hurts like hell
to come back but it hurt worse to stay
away.”

“What’'d you say?”

“None of your business,”
snapped.

His eyes had shifted from the Lazy
Mare and were ranging back up the
Yuka Gulch from Dutch Springs.
“Kelly, what’s that circle of wagons
up past Dutch Springs?”

“Wagons?” Kelly repeated. “Ain’t
no wagons that I recollect up—" He
stopped to look. “Jumping horn toads.
Didn’t hear anything about a wagon
train camping hereabouts.” He looked
harder. “That’s funny. Them boomers

Pat

is camped in a circle like they was
prepared for an Indian attack.”

“They don’t look like boomer out-
fits to me. Look more like a special
company of one kind or another.”

Kelly chuckled. “Hey, Stevens, I'm
glad you tricked me into coming back
with you.”

“I didn’t trick you,” Pat said. I'll
pay you the fifty dollars. It’s worth

.-it just for your ornery company. Wait

till weget._down off the face of this
cliff.” B

“Just the same,” Kelly said, “I'm
glad I come. Looks like this valley
might be ‘a heap more exciting than
back in Ute country trying to dig
copper out of a roasting desert.”

AT turned his eyes back to the

Lazy Mare. He was suddenly
standing in his stirrups, staring at
the ranch. The trail had brought him
around so that he could see it from a
better angle. And what he saw didn’t
please him. “Kelly,” he said, *“take a
look at my coral. What kind of horses
you see there?”

“Don’t see no horse. Yes, I do, too.
Over in the shade of the barn. Hey,
them ain’t no saddle horses. They
look like something left over from a
jerkline outfit, Stevens.”

“That’s what I'm thinking, too.
And, Kelly, take a look at the barn
door. What you see sticking out of
that?”

Kelly squinted, reared back in his
saddle. “Looks like a wagon tongue
and ’tached te it looks like one of
them Conestoga wagons like the
boomers got in a circle.”

Pat had put spurs to his bay. The
horse snorted and kegan sliding down
the steep trail. “That’s what it looked
like to me, too,” Pat said. “Only they
look bigger than Conestogas. Same
kind of wagon that they got, fifty
strong, in that circle east of town.”

He heard Kelly’s voice, well up the
trail, calling, “Hold up thiere. What
you trying te do, kill yourself?”

But Pat wasn’t hoiding up. Again
he put spurs to the bay and the animal
jumped, made a leap for a level bench,
landed and went charging dewn the
shale slope toward the plain below.
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working against each other but it
ain’t come to an out and out show-
down. Seems from what I heard that"

the mayor and his bunch voted to in- .

clude the whole country in the town
limits of Dutch Springs. So that
gives the town marshal authority over
the same territory as the sheriff.
“That beats me,” Pat said. He
whittled on the potato in his hand.
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never heard such things before. Now
this town marshal that’s trying to get
you to leave. Why’s he doing that?”
“Because us. Land Prophets that
came out with permits from Wash-
ington to homestead around Dutch
Springs find that there isn’t any
place for us as we were told by the
government official in Pennsylvania.
What land we expected to settle is

“You didn’t tell me the names of  graziag Iand andthat's—ealled-open

these feuding lawmen.” .

“Like I said, I've unly been here
a couple of weeks. And I never could
remember names. Anyhow, the mar-
shal sajid we had until tonight to
get off. Tonight they’re coming up
and burn the house around us, -he
said. But he ain’t scaring me.”

AT GOT up slowly. He set the

pan of potatoes on the table and
hitched his gun belts. “Brice,” he
said, “if you don’t mind my saying
so, I reckon you’re going to have a
man named Stevens for company this
evening; and likely all night, That
being the case, I better turn my
‘horse into the corral.”

“Be proud to have you stay. I'll
sure need a man to help if the mar-
shal backs up his boast with a posse.”

Pat went out and pulled the saddle
and bridle off his bay gelding. He
turned him loose in the corral with
the work team and came back.

Once more he sat in the straight-
backed. chair and took the pan of
potatoes. “What do these lawmen
look. like ?”

“The sheriff,” Brice said. “He’s
husky, thick neck. I think they call
him ‘Bull’ something.”

“Bull Shard?”

“That’s the name.”

“That butchering timber wolf,”
Pat said. “I had him for a deputy
under me a couple years ago. Had to
‘fire him. Bull liked to carve up- the
prisoners too much. He’d beat ’em
just for the fun of beating them—
with the butt of his right-hand six-
gun.”

“He’s on my side,” Brice said. “It
was him that guaranteed to me the
title to my property here was good.”

Pat shook his head slowly and
slashed his knife across a spud. “I

ames of

range out here and the cattle men .-~

have to have it to feed their cattle,
So the wagons stay up the gulch and
the mayor and his crowd threaten to
burn them out if they don’t move. I
bought this ranch for my wife and I
told the other Land Prophets they
can bring their wagons and their
families up here where nobody can
touch them. A man’s got a right to
invite what friends he wants on his
own property, ain’t he?” .

“I reckon so,” Pat said. “So the
town marshal, working for the mayor
and his crowd, is coming out here
to move you so the whole wagon
train will have to leave.”

“That’s right,” Brice said. “I'm
certainly glad yyou come along when
you did and talked me out of shooting
you.”

“Between you and me, I'm a mite
glad myself.” He dumped the peeled
spuds in the boiling water on the
stove. “And maybe you wouldn’t
mind telling me who signed the deed
to this property?”

“Been trying te think of his name
so I could tell you,” Brice said. “As
soon as we get supper finished and
my wife settled for the night I'll
get the deed and look up the name.”

* ok K

It was dark by the time they fin-
ished supper and Brice had his wife,
Emma, quieted down for the night.

He came out of the bedroom nod-
ding his head at Pat. “I knew the
name was something like Kelly. It’s
Kelso. Harvey Kelso. He’s a big land-
owner or something in town. Got a
big land office next to the bank, Buys
and sells real estate. He’s been try-
ing to keep the Land Prophets in the
valley so he can sell them property
to settle on, since they can’t find
homesteading land to prove up.”
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Pat’s eyes were narrowed in disbe-
lief. “Harvey Kelso a big land oper-
ator? Well, if he is, things have
changed a mighty heap since I left.
Harvey Xelso was—say, what’s he
look like?”

“About medium tall, kind of thin,
quiet. Dark hair.”

“That’s Harv,” Pat said. “Why,
that little book bug was_clerk of the
recoras~in” the county safe whenm T

“left. He put down the sales and
mortgages and deeds and things. A
bookkeeper he was. And now you
say—DBrice, there’s semething mighty
queer if he’s jumped to being so
wealthy and important.”

“Everybody knows there’s some-
thing crooked going on,” Brice said.
“The town marshal said so himself,
He said they knew Kelso was get-
ting the land some other way that
couldn’t be legal but they couldn’t
catch him at it. That was when he
come up two days ago to tell me I
didn’t really own this property and
I had to get off.”

Pat had bent forward and was
leaning with his elbows on his
knees. He raised his hand for silence.

Brice nodded slowly. “Reckon it’s
starting,” he whispered.
~ Pat rose quietly. Qutside he could
hear the soft clopping of horses’
hoofs coming nearer.

Pat drew his left-hand gun, spun
the cylinder and made a clese inspec-
tion by the firelight. He slipped it
back loesely in the holster, checked
the right-hand gun, put that back.

“You got anything besides that
scattergun, Brice?”

“That’ll do for me. But I got a
33-30 carbine if you’d like to shoot
it.”

“How about ammunition?”

Brice’s jaw set hard. “Enough to
kill a hundred men if they’re bunched
close.”

“You’re a pretty murderous-sound- -

ing hombre for a psalm-singing saint,
Brice.”

“We don’t just sing psalms, Stev-
ens. We're farmers, mestly, We
farm-according to the teachings of
the Good Book. Emma and me, we
joined up from Maryland but mostly
the Land Prophets are Pennsylva-

19

nians that sold rich farms they built
up in Pennsylvania and they've come
out with the money to settle on bet-
ter land they can get for nothing,
We're a thrifty lot.”

“Sounds like it,” Pat said. “And
it sounds, too, like Harv Kelso was
having a time among you Land
Prophets like a steer in a new patci
of alfalfa.”

__Brice nodded and lifted a carbine

out of a-dark corner. “See if that’ll
suit your shooting hands.” He nod-
ded to the fire. “Want the light out
inside here?”

“It'd be a good idea,” Pat said,
“Make it harder to see us from out-
side if the fire was out.”

RICE went into the kitchen and

came back with a bucket of
water. He tossed it so that the liquid
fanned out in a wide sheet to smoth-
er the fire. The water on the red
embers hissed ard popped and the
light went out. Brice put the pail
back and came into the darkened
room. “Just because we got respect
for the Lord don’t mean that we’ll
lay down and let other folks tromp
over us, Which side of the house do
you want to watch, Stevens? Front
or back?”

“It don’t make any difference.”

“I'll take the back where I can be
close to my wife. Hope she don’t
wake up. I gave her some powders
to make her sleep so whatever comes
up shouldn’t bother her too much.”
Brice got out the ammunition for
the carbine.

“Just happened to think of some-
thing,” Pat said. “I wouldn’t try to
kill any of these buzzards unless
you have to. They may scare and if
they do, that’ll save you maybe get-
ing mixed up in some trumped-up
murder trouble.”

“T'll scare ’em if they give me a
chance,” Brice said. -

“One thing more, Brice. You say
you can’t refnember the name of this
town marshal, either?”

“It don’t come to me,” Brice said
from the back room door. “But
you’ll see him if he comes leading
this posse. He's big enough. And to-
night there ain’t no clouds and there’s
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his Daddy showed him to us.”

“But I’m more his kind,” Ezra said
“Quiet and smart, like. I understand
him better.”

“You big lunk-headed red-whis-
kered ape! You so close to him, why
don’t you find him, then?”

“I’'m still looking,” Ezra said. He
worked on along the edge of the vast
lava field. Suddenly, he stopped,
peinting. “There,” he said. “There’s
that stx-ton hunk of lava-shaped like
a duck. I remembered that and the
scratches on it where Pat’s horse
tromped over it when he leit the
Lazy Mare. Then I figured I saw
another scratch right here on this
rock, heading this way. And another
one there.”

Sam was following along, watching
from his bay.

“Get close and look and you’ll see
I was right, in a way,” Ezra said. “I
figured there was a scratch on that
rock and another on that one. I

- figured they was all fresh hoof-nail
scratches but now you can see why
I was wrong. Them others that I
thought was scratch marks fresh in
those rocks was some kind of white
rock, like limestone- or marble,
molded right into them stones. Now
look here.”

Sam reined and got down. He bent
as Ezra pointed.
“See there?” Ezra said. “That’s the

duck-shaped rock I recollect where I-

saw the last scraich.” His voice
choked up some. “That’s the last
_ thing we saw of Pat. That scratch
that his horse’s hoof made.”

“I don’t see no scratch,” Sam said.
“Of course you don’t. That’s what
I'm trying to tell you. The scratch I
saw on that duck-shaped rock was
fresh and made by a horse shoe and
now it’s weathered off. But these
whitish marks I figured was
scratched on the other rocks that
pointed us to the border, them marks
is still there. They’re white rock I’'m
telling you. And so I'm showing you
how I made the mistake in thinking
“he’d headed for the border. Look!
There’s a hundred yards, near, of
them marks and after that I figured
he struck the bed of that creek be-

yond and come out later on some
rock that I never could find.”

Sam took a deep breath. “You lost
his trail, That’s all it sizes up to,
Ezra, any way you explain it.”

“It’s done,” Ezra said. “And I'm
mighty ashamed. But nothing to do
now only go on back to Dutch
Springs and see can we get another
lead on where to look.” He shook his
great sun-bronzed head. “Ali that
time we spent on the border.” His
voice was choked again.

MOUNTED his roan and

4& reined to the northeast. The
sun slanted across his scarred,
weatherbeaten face and glinted on’
the redness of his whiskers and high-
lighted the jagged, white hash run-
ning diagonally across one eyelid and
up over the temple into the hair. And
the lid of that eye lay flat on his
face while he stared wildly out of
the other like a one-eyed giant of
mythology. “I ain’t never wasted so
much of my life doing the wrong
things.”

Sam mounted his bay. “‘Anyway, it
was safer than running with Pat and
gettting into trouble,” he said.

“Sure,” Ezra nodded. “But trailing
with Pat was always a heap more in-
teresting than wandering areund like
a ceuple ef lost rannies.”

They roede on at a goed single-foot
gait.

“OQught to be in Butch Springs,
standing at that new saloon we heard
was -built and wetting down our
parched throats in four hours or so,”
Sam said. “Ezra, I been thinking
about jeff Anson.”

“I been thinking about him, too.
We was in such a hurry we didn’t
wait to give him too good details
abeut taking care of the ranch and
the stock. I been worrying about him

" a heap.”

“Sure hope ncthing’s nappened te
the Lazy Mare. Maybe we should’ve
figured to come back earlier.”

“We would have, long before this,

.if we hadn't kept getting descrip-

tions of a gent that looked like Pat
moving ahea:l of us.”

_They rode on for a leng time in
silence. The sun began to settle.
Ahzad of them, familiar peaks came
into view. The men sat straighter
in their saddles and their spurs
worked now and then autematically,
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touching their horses for a litle more
speed.

“It’s going to be good to get back,”
Sam said. “Won'’t be the same with-
out Pat, but it’ll be good.”

He gigged his bay into a short
trot and Ezra trailed him, staying
close. They swung into the Hopewell
Junction stage coach trail to Dutch
Springs.

Things were fomiliar niow-Far--off,

over the low hills, they could see the
Culebra Range towering high. And
under those mountains lay Powder
Valley. They rode with eyes on the
mountains, saying nothing, just
watching the inviting scene.

The sun settled lower, and dropped
behind the Culebras as they finally
turned up into the lower end of Main
Street.

Dutch Springs had changed.
Where before a few cowhands used
to be riding to or from the stores and
the saloon, now there were miners in
all kinds of clothes and hats and
caps. Some were trudging from the
mines to town and others going
back. There seemed to be a fairly
steady stream of men.

Sam pointed off aleng the base of
the clitf to the south. “Ezra, that'’s
what’s made the change I reckon.
See that gold mining sluiceway? And
look at that hole partway up the side
of the mountain with the slag trail
coming down.”

“I reckon they’re making a heap
of money off that hole now,” Ezra
said, “By the sight of the miners
walking around they’re doing a
mighty healthy business.”

The main street made a slight turn
from the stage-coach trai'. They
peered through the constant dust
cloud of the busy street, trying to
see the new buildings.

“Look there,” Ezra pointed. “That
building on the right with the veran-
da roof coming out over the side-
walk, that must be the new saloon
and gambling place we heard about
down in border country.” He licked
his thick, parched lips. ‘“Sam, how
much money you got left of our
winnings in that poker game in Los
Alamos?”

“About a hundred and fifty,” Sam
said. “And it’s going to stay in my
money belt till we find out what kind
of stakes they play for in the new

house and who’s running the games
and the tables.”

Ezra didn’t argue. He reined his
roan to the hitching rail that ran
before the saloon. He sat looking up
at the big gold sign over the porch.
PALACE SALOON, he read. “Looks
like about the biggest spread we
struck since we lit out to tour the
border.”

Sam reined over beside him. He

“grinned a little and the effort made

the dusty, ddik-skin of his weathered
face seem to crack in spots. “It'd
sure be good to walk in and find Pat
standing there at the bar, having a
drink.”

“Shut up your dreaming,” Ezra
growled. “And get down eff that

“horse. I’m so thirsty, I could take a

swig out of the Salt Lake and smack
my ’dobe-cracked lips over it.”

They got down and pushed
through the batwing doors of the
Palace Saloon. :

Just inside, they stood for a
while looking cver the place.

To the right there was a stage, the
curtains drawn across it now. A
little group of reflectors masked the
coal footlights at its foot.

The curtains looked heavy and
rich. The gold in them gleamed
bright in the brilliance of the many
coal oil lamps that burned around the
two chandeliers hanging from the
ceiling.

There were tables and chairs, and
heavily rouged women in low-necked,
short-skirted dresses were sitting at
them with miners or cattlemen, mov-
ing about at the bar. But it was early
yet and the salocn wasn’t crowded.

ZRA AND £AM moved up to an

open space near the end of the
bar and ordered drinks. They tossed
down two large ones without speak-
ing or looking the place over any
further.

Then Ezra turned. “Maybe it’s this
‘one eye of mine, but I ain’t seen a
soul I know since I came in here.”

“It ain’t your eye,” Sam said. “I
don’t see anybody I know either.”

They kept on loeking around the
saloon, turning their necks to the
right and left.

“Never seen a place change so quick

in my life,” Ezra said. He was star-
ing at a dark corner of the room,



Z4

Suddenly his one eye seemed to pop
straight out from his head. He
touched Sam. “Ain’t that Charlie
Anson, Jeff’s father?”

Sam glanced toward the corner,
nodded. “Charlie ain’t changed a bit.
Only thing I've seen that ain’t
changed since we come back.”

“Let’s go over and talk to him.”

“That’s what I say,” Sam agreed.
“Queer how a mno-good liquor sop
like Charlie could breed a fine, de-
pendable youngster like~Jeff. But I
guess it ain’t Charlie’s fault he
drinks. Had a woman that’d drive
sixteen men to drink.”

“You buy him a drink or two to
loosen his tengue,” Sam said. Ezra
started over, and soon brought Char-
lie back by the arm.

Charlie was a little man, just past
middle age and bent like a twisted
cedar. He had running, red eyes and
a sad, drooping mouth. He said,
“How you, Sam? How you, Ezra?
Where you been?”

They told him,

Charlie leaned heavily on the bar
and rolled his eyes to the row of
bottles in front of the big mirror and

the painting of the nude woman, “I'll

take whiskey,” he said.

“Make it three,” Sam called to the
bartender. “Good to see you, Charlie.
How’s Jeff been doing running the
Lazy Mare ranch while we been look-
ing for Pat?”

But Charlie was concentrating on
the bottle of whiskey the bartender
had placed before them. He poured a
shot, drained the glass in a skillful
toss without spilling a drop outside
his extended under lip. “Good for
what ails you,” he said.

Ezra poured ' another and they
watched him toss that one oft.

Charlie coughed and swallowed.
“Well, I'll tell you,” he said at last.
“Jeff, he’s a gcod boy. You know
that. Mighty good boy. Best in the
country. Jeff’s ‘my boy, you under-
stand. Good boy.” He coughed again.

“Jeff ain’t been on the Lazy Mare
" for months. Sold out and went to
the western slope. A man out there
was picking up some hands. Paying
thirty-five dollars a month and
found. Wasn’t anything Jeff could
do here, anyhow. Not with the good
price Harv Kelso offered for the
stock. Highest prices ever paid in
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these parts. So wasn’t anything else
to do.”

“Hey, hold on here,” Sam cut in.
“What you talking, about Jeff sell-
ing out?”

“Just what I say. You told him to
use his own judgment about buying
and selling cattle., He said you left
everything to him.”

“That’s right,” Ezra said. “Course,
we-didn’t figire on “his selling out
the whole heap of stock.” -

“You didn’t say not,” Charlie said.
He eyed the bottle and Sam poured
him another. :

“What’s Pat going to say when he
comes back to the Lazy Mare and
finds the stock gone?” Ezra asked.

“He’s going to be mighty darn
glad Jeff sold it,” Charlie said,
“when he ses the price he got for
the horses and cattle. Money’s all de-
posited in the bank in Pat Steven’s
name. Only he’s got another surprise
waiting when he comes back, I reck-
on,

“What. kind of surprise you talk-
ing about?” Ezra-demanded.

“Ain’t you heard? The place is
full of miners and every other kind
of human. And they got a flock of
folks' In wagons living up the gulch.
Frank Dupree here, he’s the mayor
now, and owns this Palace Saloon and
the dance hall next door and the
gambling hall in the back. Frank and
th.e boys is moving out this bunch
with their psalm-singing and their
wagons and their convertin’ meetin’s.
They mighty near got me one night.
Kept me from drinking liquor for
three days last week. But then I
gouldn’t see no sense in it, not when
1t was offered free. So now I just
drink when somebody buys.”

Sam grabbed the bottle and poured
him another. The little man clutched
the bar edge and tossed it off. He
coughed, wiped his mouth on the
back of his hand and kept going.

“Got to get rid of these Dirt
Saints, says Dupree. That’s what they
call these traveling farmers that
farms according to the Cood Book.
We call ’em the Dirt Saints around
here. Nice enough folks. Nice as any-
body, they are. Nicer than some. Tend
to their own business Tries to help
folks. But they're a fightin’ lot when
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it comes to standin’ up for their
rights. But Dupree says, ‘Got to clean
’em out, They keep ceming ten, fif-
teen, twenty wagons a week. More
and more.””

Charlie glanced about, came close
and lowered his voice. “His town
marshal, Dan Kenyon, is working on
one tonight. Hey, come to think of
it, it’s the Dirt Saint that bought

talking. Keep saying it till you make
sense.”

“I'm making sense,” Kelly said but
still thickly. “I tell you Pat Stevens
and me, we come down all the way
irom desert country up in Ute terri-
tory. Him betting me that what I
said about Dutch Springs changing
wasn’t true. And you know some-
thing?”

-Pat's ranch. I heard thgy want ~up- -..They stood alone in the alley be-

there not so long ago. Dan Kenyon
and a posse—to burn down the place
and make ’em move. Seems the fella
that bought Pat’s ranch was inviting
all the others up there until they
could get settled on land they were
supposed to get from the govern-
ment.”

ZRA AND Sam were staring at
each other. Sam shoved some
money across the bar. “Give him an-
othér one if he wants it,” he said to
the bartender.
They stacted for the batwing doors.
A big man with a heavy black
beard shuffled in front of them. He
caught Sam by one arm-and FEzra
by .the other. “Wait, my friends,” he
said in a booming voice. ‘I wouldn’t
be in a hurry until—"

Ezra snapped his powerful hand
over the big man’s wrist. “What you
got up your sleeve, Blackbeard?
We'’re in a hurry.”

The bearded man turned and
shuffled along with them. “I'll tell
you as you go—so nobody hears.
Pat told me—not to tell anyone he
was back—but I reckon—" '

Sam stared at Ezra.
what he said?”

Ezra was taking the bearded man’s
arm. He was hustling him outside.
“You need air, amigo,” Ezra said.
“Or if you're telling the truth, maybe
I'll kiss you when we get you out-
side.”

“Ben,” the man said. “Name’s Ben
Kelly. Like I say, Pat and I—"

“It beats the devil,” Sam said. “One
man you have to get drunk to make
him talk and anether you got to sober
up so you can understand him, Come
on, Ben Kelly. We’ll walk the living
hades out of you and you can start

“You hear

side the Palace Saloon. “What?” Sam
said, “Talk faster. We ain’t got
much time.”

“That son bet me fifty dollars just
to have company to ride back to his
ranch with. Didn’t pay me all,
though. Paid me about half. But he’ll
pay.l)

“Here,” Sam said, and stuffed some
bills in Kelly’s hands “That enough?”

Kelly thumbed through the bills,
held them up to the light that fil-
tered through the crack of a window.
“That’s toe much.”

“Forget it. Now Pat’s square with
you. Now what’s all this about his
telling you not to mention he was
here?”

“That’s what he said.” Kelly nod-
ded. “He said, ‘Don’t tell nobedy I'm
back.’ He was standing there with
the gaunt gent holding a scattergun
on him not letting him in his own
house and he says—"

“He’s up at the ranch now?” Ezra
boomed.

“So far as I know. Dead or alive,
I reckon he’s there because I ain’t
seen him since I come down to the
Springs to wet up a little.”

Sam had turned to leave.

Ezra said, “Thanks, amigo. And
if Pat didn't want you to mention
him being back, don’t you do it no
more.”

“I won’t,” Kelly said. “I sure won’t.
I wouldn’t a done it this time, drunk
as I am. Only I heard you talking
about him and he’d been telling me
about you two. I recognized you and
figured you ought to know.”

“We're sure grateful,” Ezra said.

Sam had already untied their reins
at the hitching rail. He mounted and
Ezra forked up on his roan and they
turned and dug spurs.
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wasn’t time to pause for a formal
welcome, The Lazy Mare was burn-
ing.

Brice called wearily for help with
the fire. He came running in with the
dishpan. “More water,” he panted.

“Where’s Pat?” It was Sam’s voice,
there in the kitchen.

Pat kept on pumping. “Right here,
you dark-skinned . little | maverxck
3trike a light and help me pump.”

Ezra had come in behind Sam. He
clapped his big hand on Pat’s kent
back and yelled, “Pat, you're a sight
for this one eye of mine.”

“No time for palaver,” Pat barked.
“Pump water and carry.”

The flare of the lkerosene light
showed the wound on Pat’s h\,ad
“You're hurt,” Sam said. “Get away
from that pump and sit down in a
chair till we get this fire out.
Then—"

Pat swayed drunkenly away from
the pump. He dropped into the chair
and cradled his throbbing head in his
hands.

ZRA AND Sam got busy pump-

ing and carrying water. In a
few minutes the glare of the flames
dimmed and died out. It was then
that Emma Price began calling for
her Husband.

Sam coming in to drop the last
empty bucket on the kitchen floor
jerked his head toward Brice hurry-
ing to his wife’s room. “Who’s
that?”

“That’s the gent that owns this
place now,” Pat said.

“What?” Ezra’s shout was a mix-
ture of shock and disbelief.

Pat settled his head again. “Seems
to have been a heap gone on here
since I left. Where you two been?”

They told him. Then Ezra said,
“T’ll take a look at that head of yours,
Pat. Might turn bad if it wasn’t tend-
ed to.”

“I'll tend to it,” Sam said “I’m bet-
ter at doctoring than you.”

“Who says so?”

Brice came back, looked at Pat.
“Who are these? Friends of yours?”

“Best friends a man ever had,” Pat
said. “When they’re sane and sober.
How's your woman?”

s
f

he fight upset her some, but I
told her everything was all right.”

“For now it is,” Ezra said. “No
telli no when that pack of hyenas may
come back again. Sam, you do a good
job on that head of Pat’s. It's the
only one we got.”

“Heat some water and stop shoot-
ing off your mouth, redhead Sam
snapped. “And you there.” He lcoked

-at- Brice. “If you got a razor I could

sure use it to~shave off some of Pat’s
hair around the wound.”

Brice got him his razor.

“You’d better go outside and see if
there’s any of them left,” Pat said.
“I wouldn’t want te leave any human
lying out there wounded.”

Ezra and Brice went out with a
lantern. They came back in a few
minutes. “Can’t find anything but
some signs of blood in the grass
under the cottonwoods,” Ezra report-
ed. “Must a taken their casualties
with ’em.”

Sam was working with the hot
water and some arnica around the
bullet crease. He got Pat’s head tied
up in a clean dish towel and nodded.
“Youw'll live.”

“We’ll get him to bed,” Ezra said.
He turned to Brice.

Brice led them to the front bed-
room and struck a light. They feold-
ed down the blanket and rolled Pat
in and blew out the light again.

Pat felt better next morning when
he awoke. They spent it talkmg

things ever, catching up on what each
had been doing and what each one
had learned.

“We’re mighty sorry about that
Anson deal, Pat,” Sam finished. “We
sure wouldn’t a left the place if we’d
known things was going to turn out
as they did.”

“I kept telling Sam we shouldn’t
a left the place and gone off looking
for you,” Ezra said.

Sam turned on him. “You said? It
was you made the mistakes, you red-
headed ape. You was the one that
said you could track him down and
catch up to him.”

“It's okay,” Pat cut in. “I reckon
nobody could have done any better.”
He turned to Luke Brice. “It seems
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Pat turned around, his square jaw
set in his long face. “I’ll walt till
tomorrow, thes, but no longer.”

Next mormng, Sajn and Ezra tried
to talk him into letting them go with
him while Pat buckled on his gun
belts. “No,” Pat said. “This is my
affair, Besides, I want to be alone
riding into the Springs. You two bet-
ter stay here in case this Frank Du-

prée or some otner bossing hombre.

decides to come out and try another
crack at burning down the Lazy
Mare. And if anybody does come,
you boys shoot to kill. This is get-
ting past the playful stage, I reck-
on.”

Outside in the corral, Luke Brice
had saddled Pat’s bay gelding and
now he stood with the horse in front
of the house as Pat came out.

“Stevens,” he said, “I sure appreci-
ate your taking my trouble like you
have. I don’t crave anybody’s land and
I 2im to do what’s right every way.
If you need any help I can give, just
call.,”

“Thanks.” Pat mounted and reined
down the creek trail toward Dutch
Springs. And the sweat came out of
his forehead and ran down his face
for the sights that he saw brought
back old memories of times that
would never return,

HE THINKING took his mind

off his own sorrow and he man-
aged to straighten in the saddie and
ride with head high and shoulders
back. He nodded to Nat Wheeler
coming up the trail and they reined
to talk for a minute.

Nat said, “We sure been missing
you since you gave up the sheriff
job, Pat and left us.” He wiped his
tight mouth with his long, bronzed
fingers. “We’d like mighty well to
take you back tomorrow as sheriff
but there’s strong forces got control
since you went away. And these Dirt
Saints...” Nat’s voice trailed off and
he shook his shaggy head.

“What’s wrong with the Dirt
Saints?” Pat asked. “They sound too
me like pretty good folks for the
community.”

Nat shrugged his bent shouldera,

“I got nothing against them personal,
Only we got enough folks in the val-
ley without any more.’

“I wouldn’t rightly know,” Pat said.
No use arguing with Nat when he
didn’t understand the situation first-
hand yet. One thing he did knaw,
Nat Wheeler was a weak sort. He ran
a scrawny little ranch up a dry gulch
out of the valley and drank up most
of what he made. Nat was the kind
whowauld throw his vote on elec-
tion day to the man who bought him
the most drinks. Likely Frank Du-
pree had talked to him about the
Land Prophets.

Pat left him and rode on down the
trail. He could see the stale dust
cloud  hanging in the still, hot air
above Dutch Springs and his mouth
watered at the thought of a drink or
two from the new bar That would
be a good way of circulating
around and finding out first-hand
about these things. But first there
was Harv Kelso.

Even at a distance of two miles up
the trail from where it hooked into
Main Street, Pat could see the change.
The street was lined still with two
rows of weather-beaten frame build-
ings, but there were others, whose
new lumber shone yellow and bright
in the blinding light of the sun.
The vacant lots were filled up here
and there with the new buildings.
Nothing much left along Main Strcet
now for open space, except the alleys
between the buildings.

He could see up several little side
streets on his side of town. They
stretched much farther, poking like
grasping tentacles into the range
country of the valley. And along
those streets at the side of Main were
large, ugly, yelow-looking hovels
with flat roofs and yellow board
sides, some covered with tarpaper and
most with small windows, in rows.

Men dressed in the caps of gold
miners lounged outside some of the
buildings, seeking the shade of the
over-hang, staying out of the sun,
some playing cards and others just
lounging and smoking.

Three blocks down two men began
waving their arms and somsons
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yelled, “Fight!” Men from the early
morning mine shift, or those that
~ worked later on in the afternoon, or
who were taking a day off, stirred,
stretched and began moving down to
where the two men were beginning to
swing at each other.

Pat shook his head and swung his
bay inte Main Street. “Sure has
changed,” he remarked, unconsciously
voicing his thoughts. “We used tc
have some good fights, now and then.
But mostly they didn’t start until the
. late afternoon.”

A shert, stocky man paused along
the boardwalk, turned his back to
the saddlery shop and stared at Pat
riding by. “Hey, son,” the man yell-
ed. “You're sure speaking the truth.”

Pat hadn’t realized he had spoken
so loud. He turned his head, and the
man came running out in the street,
holding his hand up to Pat. “Sure
glad to see you back, Stevens. You
spoke the truth. Things has changed
a heap since you've been gone. But
this time it’ll take more than one
man to bring ’em back to the good
old ways.”

Pat tried to remember the man’s
name. He’d worked around Dutch
Springs and Powder Valley back
before he’d left. Pat nodded. “Good
to be back just the same, amigo.”
He rode on.

The hotel was still there where it
had been. Bunting hung over the
door as if they’d recently had some
sort of celebration and had forgotten
to take it down. The bunting was
streaked with the red and blue run-
ning into the white.

To the left was the post office. He
looked over at the Golden Eagle
Saloon. He’d had some good times
there and some trouble in the past,
toc. But the Golden Eagle Saloon
now was different in shape and a
sign over the front of the new yellow
board building said: F. DUPREE
FREIGHT COMPANY.

Pat shook his head and reined over
toward the bank, the only building
in town that anybody had taken time
to build of brick. “That Frank Dupree
must be quite a man or quite a skunk,

ACTION

one or the other.” he said to him-
self.

He hitched his bay in front of the
new wooden building next to the bank.
The boards were still yellow with
comparative newness, but they were
planed smooth and were put on like
the clapboards of a neat bungalow.
There was a central entrance and
flowers growing in the front vard.
Old Charlie Anson was puttering
around the flowers, pouring water on
and hoeing a little.

FACE LOOKED out of the

front window. Pat saw a desk
there by the window and the face
was the bespectacled, small-featured
face of the quiet county clerk of
the records, Harvey Kelso.

Pat’s eyes fastened on Harvey’s as
he got dewn. Harv smiled at him and
waved a pale hand. He got up from
his desk and went back into the other
part of the building where Pat
couldn’t see him. - .

Charlie Anson watched Pat come
up across the boardwalk, his watery,
old, red eyes startled and hopeful,
like the eyes of a man watching a
fight or hoping one would start.

“Pat!” Charlie said. “Pat Stevens.
Say. you back, no fooling? Let me
touch you. Hey, things is going to
pop now, eh, Pat? There’s going to
be fur and hair flying. Yes, sir. Fur
and hair a-flying wide and high, eh,
Pat?" Charlie rubbed his hands and
licked his flabby lips.

“How are you, Charlie?” Pat said.
. Been ailing. Have to keep taking
my medicine regular.” He winked, so-
bered. “Hey, I'm sorry about Jeff
but you’ll find he got a good price
for your stock. You shouldn’t be
sorry.”

“Forget it,” Pat said.

“You going to try to get back your
ranch from Harv Kelso?” Charlie
whispered. “I heard he got it some-
how and sold it again. You going
to—"

“Don’t get excited, Charlie,” Pat
said. He moved on toward the front
door of the building, turned, and
came back.

“You lost your nerve about facing
him?” Charlie croaked. “You changed



RETURN TO POWDER VALLEY 31

your mind about going in to see Kel-
s0?”"

“Just for a second. Happens I'm
broke for cash and if § got all that
money in the bank you say your son
put in my name I'll get some out. Al-
ways feel I.got more backing with a
dollar or two in my pocket. Besides,
it’ll do Kelso good to wait for me.”

He walked ts

entered.

All of the faces inside the bank
were new and strange. Pat stepped
before a pale young man at the first
window. “I’'m Pat Stevens,” he said.
“How much money I got in this
bank?”

The young man took his signature,
carried the slip to some books and
came back. He passed the slip
through to Pat. On it was written
a sum reaching to four figures. Pat’s
eyes widened. “Jeif got a good price
for the stock at that,” he said. He
went to the desk and wrote a check
for two hundred and cashed it.

With the cash in his pocket, he
went out and walked around to the
office next door. Now, before enter-
ing, he paused to read the various
signs he had noticed earlier out front.

COUNTY CLERK

OFFICE OF COUNTY SHERIFF
Harvey Kelso, Real Estate
Ranches for Sale.

Harvey Kelso stood in the doorway
waiting for him, smiling broadly.
“You fooled me, Pat,” he said. “I
thought you were coming in a min-
ute ago. Then you changed your
mind and went to the bank.”

Pat didn’t answer. He stepped in-
side, brushed past the clerk’s extend-
ed hand.

“It’s good to see you back, Pat,”
Kelso said. He lost some of his smile.
“We’'ve missed you.” _

“It begins to look like I've missed
you, too, Kelso.” '

“What do you mean?”

Pat ran his cold, gray eyes over the
immaculate dress of the man before
him. His slight. figure took to dressy
clothes, The Prince Albert coat fitted

the heoardwalk and
down’ it, turned in at the bank ana

him well, the narrow waist showing
that Harv XKelco had not taken an
any weight in the middle.

The brocaded black vest was not
too fancy. The flowing bow tie was
not too flowing. In fact, Harvey Kel-
so dressed and acted like a gentleman
of means.

s ELSO SAT down at his desk

-and_motioned Pat to a chair,
but the lanky;—oung ex-sheriff re-
mained standing. “I came,” Pat said,
“to find out how come you could take
over my Lazy Mare ranch and sell
it to Luke Brice while I was gone.”

Harvey Keiso frowned, studied the
clean blue blotter on the top of his
heavy, oak desk. “Did I do that,
Patp”

“The deed to Luke Brice was
signed by you. You don’t look like
the Harvey Kelso that used to keep
county books, not with all that bro-
cade and city clothing you're wear-
ing. But it was your name on the
deed and I recken it’s still your
name.”

Kelsv rose. “I’ll have to look it
up,” he said. “We have so many deals
going through that I forget many of
them.” He got up and went into a
back room. Pat could hear him ask
someone about the records for the
Lazy Mare ranch transfer. He came
out with a girl Pat had never seen.
She was carrying a big book and her
finger was in an opening in the
pages. She laid it on the desk and
went back into the other room.

Kelso sat down and ran his finger
over a column of handwriting on the
left-hand page. “There,” he said. “By
George, you're right, Pat. I did get
that ranch from you and. sell it to
Luke Brice.”

“You must have got it from me
while I was sleeping,” Pat said. I'd
sure like to see my signature on-a
deed, handing it over to you, Kelso.”

Kelso closed the' book and got up.
“I’ll have to look in the other records
for that.”” He paused, studied Pat.
“Let’s see. You don’t recoliect ever
deeding the Lazy Mare to me, is that
it, Pat?”

“You know darn well it’s right.
And you know darn well how you

Daia
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got it. I'm giving you just five min-
_utes more to stop stalling and tell
me how come you came by it.”

“Five minutes is a very short time
to check through our many records,”
Kelso said. “Just what do you pro-
pose to do if I don’t happen to find
it?”

“I’'m going to take you by your
skinny neck, and I’'m going to twist

you through that big window that.

you watch through like a spider lay-
ing for us flies.”

Harvey Kelso * smiled. “You
wouldn’t harm an unarmed man,
would you, Pat?”

Pat felt his face turning crimson.
His hands came up and his thumbs
hooked in his gun belts.

“You've got a bad reputation in
this town, Pat,” XKelso said. “I
wouldn’t make any false moves if I
didn’t want to be thrown.in jail. But
if you’ll wait until I can look it up,
I'll tell you how I happened to get
that little ranch you mention.”

Harvey Kelso turned his back then
and walked back into the other room.

Pat stood boiling with rage, his
eyes strained on the deeor through
which Kelso vanished.

Presently, Kelso came back, still
smiling. “I’d forgotten,” he said.

“There was a matter of back taxes
that had been unpaid. The girl will
bring the boeks for the past three
years.”

Pat raised his eyes to the same
strange, sober girl who was carrying
in three large record books. She
spread them out on the desk and
Kelso pointed as Pat watched.

“Tax for three years ago here in
this column,” Kelso said. “Unpaid.
Taxes for two years ago on the Lazy
Mare ranch, unpaid. Taxes for last
year, unpaid.”

“Maybe I didn’t pay these last year
taxes,” Pat said. “I was away. But I
know mighty good and well I paid
the others. Anyhow, how come you to
get it for taxes?”

“All property with delinquent
taxes is sold at public auction,”
Kelso said. “You should know that.
I recall buying in a lot of tax-delin-
quent property during the past year.
Your Lazy Mare ranch must have

been one of the properties” He
closed the books. “I'm sorry, Pat.
You'll have to watch your payments
more carefully.”

“I tell you I paid for those other
two years,” Pat said. “I can show you
the—" He stopped suddenly, recall-
ing the empty space under that loose
board beside the fireplace at the Lazy
Mare ranch. He’d_kent his deed and

receipts “and all 1mportant papers in

there Now the box and everything it
contained was gone.

Harvey Kelso was saying, “If I've
made an error—that is, if I have made

"a mistake in recording and you can

show your receipts for payment of
those taxes during those two other
years—I’ll be mere than glad to pay
for your trouble and return the ranch
to you, Pat.”

Pat studied the wiry man before
him. There was something deadly
about his sureness. It suggested some
myslerious power that Pat could not
know.

Regardless, Pat said, “You know
darn well I haven’t got those re-
ceipts. What’s more, you know. who
took ’em from where I had ’em hid
on the Lazy Mare- ranch. And you
know you’re lying, too, Kelso. Most
of ali, you know I'm going to run this
thmg down if it takes every penny
I’'ve got left and the rest of my life.”

“You're in a bad spot, Pat,” Kelso
said. “You’ve made some wrong
moves in the last few minutes. It’s
my duty to inform you, Pat Stevens,
that you’re under arrest.”

/S5

TEVEN’'S face
twisted slightly as
if he were going to
smile. But he didn’t
even approach a
smile, and when he
spoke his voice was
low and even and
well - controlled.
“Who do you think
is going to arrest me

i and make it stick?
You never were man enough to deo
that, Kelso.”
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Harvey Kelso nodded past Pat.

Pat turned. Two men stood block-
ing his way. The man on the right
with a pair of drawn six-guns was
the merciless, butchering Bull Shard,
now sheriff under Harvey Kelso. The
other was a new hand, with his guns
hanging low. He looked carelessly
sure of his drawing speed and aim.
. Pat stzllag for time to_think and

plan. “What’s the charge tor miy ar-.

rest?” he asked, casually.

“You've threatened a county offi-
cer with bodily injury,” Kelso said.
“And you have charged said oificer
of the county with criminal and il-
legal practice. You have done all this
before witnesses. You're in plenty of
trouble, Pat.”

Pat studied the two men before
him while he listened to Kelso’s
words. His hands moved slightly
nearer his own twin guns, then
paused. There was a chance he might
fall forward, draw and shoot all at
the same time and make the move
faster than Bull Shard could work
his slow brain to make his trigger
fingers pull. But that other gunman
with Bull. He acted too sure of him-
self, as if he would enjoy coaxing
Pat to shoot it out with him by sheer
impudence.

Anyway, shooting it out wasn’t the
answer to this thing, Pat decided in
the second mental run-over. Later,
perhaps, there would be some gun
fire and shooting, when the time
came. But now it was a period for
thinking and planning.

Kelso was saying, “Take Pat Stev-
ens and lock him up, Sheriff. And
see that he’s locked up tight. He’s
always been a tricky character.”

“You’re the one that ought to know
about tricky characters,” Pat said
wryly. “You and your land-grabbing,
Kelso.”

Bull Shard was laughing at Pat
over his guns. He said, “Mr. Kelso, I
reckon this is going to be fun. Pat
here was the sheriff that fired me
once as his deputy. Said I was too
hard on prisoners. Pat’s going to
learn how we treat prisoners, ain’t
he, Mr. Kelso?”

Kelso was still smiling. “I imagine
youw'll learn some respect for offi-

cers of the law, Pat, before the boys
are through.”

Bull Shard came a step closer to
Pat, nodded to his deputy. “Take his
guns away, Paso.”

“You’re in a bad position, Pat,”
Kelso said. “I don’t like to seem like
a skunk altogether, though. I don’t
like to have to be nasty to you all
around. A man is entitled to be sore
when he runs into the bad luck that
you havc.™- .

Paso took two steps toward Pat.
He glanced at Bull Shard for further
orders.

Bull roared at him. “Take away his
guns, I said, while I hold him with
mine.”

“Wait, boys,” Harvey Kelso said.
“Let him go.” He looked at the crim-
son face of Pat Stevens. “You're free
to go, Pat. I just wanted to show you
how things have changed since you
left. You see, you’re not running
things around here any longer.”

Pat gave his head a short nod.
“Reckon it sure seems that way.” He
walked straight at Bull Shard—
straight at his drawn guns and Bull
moved out of his way as he came.
Pat stepped outside to the boardwalk
and turned right toward the new
Palace Saloon.

Charlie Anson straightened wup
from his hoeing. “Find out any-
thing, Pat?” His voice was a whisper.

Pat nodded. “Reckon so—the hard
way.” He walked on, cursing softly
under his breath, and Anson fol-
lowed after.

“I don’t blame you for feeling like
that, Pat,” Charlie said. His red,
watery old eyes gleamed. “I heard
everything that was said and I ain’t
never listened to such humiliating

“talk, specially to somebody as big as

you was once, Pat.”

AT FELT the back of his neck
#. growing red with the anger and
shame that had welled up in him.
And yet he wasn’t ashamed, really.
It was more a sense of futility that
he felt. He couldn’t think straight
and he couldn’t remember when any
man had outfoxed him so completely.
“You going to fight Harv Kelso?”
Charlie urged.
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“You're a fine one to be talking.
You, Charlie. You’re working for
Harv Kelso.”

“Sure, I work for Kelso if he pays
me enough and buys me a bottle of
liquor. And I clean out the Palace Sa-
loon for Frank Dupree because he
pays me good, too, and buys me lig-
uor. And between the two I keep
plenty comfortable and I can watch
how this fight’s shaping up b~*+-zen
the two.” He was almost running be-
side Pat’s long-legged strides. “You
going to gun fight Bull Shard and
that gun ranny they call Paso, You
going to draw on ’em when they get
you mad enough?”

“I’m in no hurry,” Pat said. “But
whatever needs doing, I'll do it when
the time comes.”

Charlie chuckled and shook his
head. “I know’d you’d stand up and
fight. Anything I like is to see you
in a fight. You're a heap of hell
broke loose when you start throwing
fists or guns, Pat. You're a heap of
trouble when you get to fighting
about something you think is right.”

Pat kept striding toward the new
Palace Saloon. He changed the sub-
ject, said, “What happened to the
Golden Eagle Saloon, Charlie?”

Charlie chuckled. “Nobedy knows,
rightly. There’s been talk that Frank
Dupree, when he come to town, had
it set fire to one night when he had
all the boys from there, including
Mort Freeman who was running it,
over to the grand opening and free
liquor party at the Palace. Later,
Mort Freeman charged Frank with
having his place set fire to and they
come to gun drawing over it. I was
there.” Charlie said the last proudly.

Pat looked down at him. “Never
saw anybody that liked to watch a
fight better than you, Charlie.”

“You're talking the truth there,
son,” Charlie said. “And that fight
between Frank Dupree and Mort
Freeman was fair as I ever see ene,
They went for their guns at the same
time. Mort was slower but I know’d
he couldrshoot straight enough if he
got his gun up in time. Only Mort
didn’t throw it high enough. Frank

had his gun out and spitting fire be-
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fore Mort could get to squeezing his
right-hand trigger. His left-hand gun
never did get clear of: the holster.
Mort was a right-handed gun fighter,

recollect. When he played poker he ~

always had his right-hand gun on his
belly ready for use.”

“Where’d Frank Dupree get him?”
Pat asked.

“Right througlhi the heart. Fairand.-

square and in the middle of his old
ticker. Mort went down like a sack
of corn and he didn’t move a muscle
after that. Course, folks said Frank
done it all to get rid of the com-
petitien and maybe that’s so. It sure
looks like it.” Charli€ squinted up at
Pat again. “You going to gun fight
Bull Shard and maybe that Paso
ranny they rung in here?”

Pat paused before the batwing
doors of the Palace Saloon. He
looked at the new doors, studied their
ornate decorations. They were made
of dark red mahogany with inlays of
gold., On the left door was the initial
F in old English lettering and on the
right, in similar form, the letter D—
Frank Dupree’s initials in geld.

“Locks like Dupree figures to stay
indefinite,” Pat said, “putting his ini-
tials on his batwing doors like that.”

“Frank means to stay all right.
You'll see that the longer you stay

here. He means to stay and rur-

things his own way.”

“How come you can work for both
Dupree and Kelso and still keep talk-
ing about ’em out loud?” Pat asked.

Charlie shrugged and grinned.
“Reckon they both like to have a
harmless old geezer like me bragging
on ’em and what they do. Hey, Pat.
You going to gun fight Bull and that
Paso? Cause if you are, I want to
warn you. That Bull, he’s slow as
molasses in winter. time. But that
Paso. I've seen him draw and shave
a man’s ear before the other man

could touch his gun butts. You want

to be ready to do better than you
ever done before if you draw with
him.”

“Thanks,” Pat said. He started
walking again, through the swinging
doors, and Charlie walked beside him,
licking his lips.

“And will you let me know when
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come back in. The young man

lanced about the room as if He
teared. being watched. His gaze rest-
éd on Pat—Hesitated a moment with
those steady, clear, gray eyes upon
him,

Pat glanced away, rolled and light-
ed a cigarette with studied careless-
ness, and watched intently the smoke
curling upward. Then he looked for
the Dirt Saint again.

The young man was at the rou-
lefte table studying the markings
and colors and numbers. Holding a
small stack of chips in his hand, he
watched the wheel spin and tried to
follow the little ivory ball as it
leaped and rolled and dropped into a
black number.

The miner let out a whoop and
called for a drink. The dealer pushed
a stack of chips at him.

The miner took his winnings and
went out. The young Dirt Saint
litked his lips and his eyes sparkled
as he watched the miner leave.

The dealer eyed the prophet.
“Care to try your luck, sonny?”

The Dirt Saint looked behind him,
back into the saloon, as if he must
fifst make sure no one was watching.
He turned again to the table and nod-
ded. “I reckon so.” He was trying to
sound like a westerner but his east-
ern, nasal twang gave him away as a
tenderfoot. '

"The rancher lodked him over nat
unkindly. “You don’t belong here,
son,” he said, “Better go back to
your tent wagons and your psalm-
singing before you get hurt.”

. “I got my own money and I earned
it fair,” the young man said. “I got
a right to do with it what I like.”

AT WAS standing beside the
& Dirt Szint now. “My nam=’s Pat
Stevens. What's yours?”

“Adam,” the young man said.
“Adam Bates.” The color was rising
into his tanned cheeks. “But you
ain’t going to talk ime out of trying
my luck if I want to.”

“I ain’t going to try to stop you,”
Pat said. “Quickest way to learn a
lesson is to burn your own fingers.
I figured maybe you’d like to know
how the game worked.”

Adam Bates hesitated. ,
Pat explained roulette to-him, the
odds and chances and methods of bet-
ting by laying your chips on your

choice.

“Thanks,” Adam said. He turned
his back on Pat, laid one chip on the
red and gave his head a decisive nod.

The wheel spun and the ball .
leaped. It stopped on a red square
and the dealer pushed a chip over to
Adam. His eyes shone. The dealer
winked at Pat.

They placed bets again, Adam and
the rancher. They both lost. They
bet again.

Over at the side of the gambling
room, a door flew open suddenly and
a man’s voice drowned out the click-
ing of the leaping little ivory ball.
The man was tall, well-built, dressed
like a top gambler. He looked to be
over forty but how much more was
difficult to tell. His Prince Albert
coat tails were flying as he flung
cpen the door of his office. His fine-
featured face was dark and angry.

“Get out, Maggie McCabe, and
don’t ever cross me again or I’ll kill
you.”

The woman was flashily dressed,
medium small. Her aging face was
heavily rouged. Her eyes were wild.

“I'll see you in hell yet,” she said.
“You're forgetting everything 1 did
for you back in border days. And
now you won't even give me a job
singing in your dance hall. Why you
low, forgetting skunk. If I was to
tell the things I know about you—"

The man’s hand was wide and

weeping through the stale smoke of
the gambling room. The slaps of his
hand against her face, brushing hard
back and forth, cracked through the
room.

Adam Bates seemed to forget the
roulette wheel and his bet. He turnéd
and charged the gambler with his
big fists clenched. “Ston beating a
woman,” Adam yelled. “Stop beating
her, or I'l11—"

The gambler shot a quick glance at
him. Then he threw his Sunday
punch It caught Maggie McCabe on
the chin, and the force of the. Blow
hurled her halfway across the room
to crash in the corner.
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struck Pat from behind. It was as if
two big men had jumped on his back
at the same time. He felt himself go-
ing down, falling forward with noth-
ing to stop him but his outstretched
hands.

The crushing weight carried him
down and his face struck the hard
boards of the floor. The wind went
out of him and he lay there trying to
gasp for breath.

Half-conscious, he recognized the
voice of the heavy bartender with the
flowing mustache. He was saying
“We'll fix him for you, boss. We’'ll
fix him so you can beat off his head
and it’ll be a pleasure.”

Pat was trying to wriggle out

from that great weight on him. The

big bartender was on him and possi-
bly the stocky fare bank dealer too.
It felt as if they both had their
knees in his back.

Suddenly, the weight was lifted.
He tried to get breath but he had
only a moment. He was yanked up-
right from behind and his arms were
pinned behind his back and held
there.

He half-hung, half-stood with his
head leaning forward.

The gambler’s face and white shirt
were bloody, but he was trying to
laugh. He said, “So you’re this Ste-
vens I've heard mention of.” He
swung his left as a trial blow. It
Janded and Pat’s head wobbled.

“And I heard some say that if you
ever came back you’d be running the
town again,” the gambler said. “So
I'm going to teach you who’s going
to be the boss of ‘Dutch Springs from
now on.”

The gambler hit Pat with a right
and then a left. He slapped Pat’s
face while miners came in to laugh
at the show.

A right fist loomed before Pat and
landed full between the eyes and an-
other smashed his mouth. The blood
taste in his mouth was salty and the
pain was intense.

“T’ll show you who runs things
here now,” the gambler said. “I’ll
beat you until yowll never have nerve
enough to lift a finger against me
again, Who do you think you are,
coming around telling me I can’t take

a poke at a woman if I feel like it?”

Another fist crashed into Pat’s
face, and another.

The gambler’s words weren’t mak-
ing much sense now. The room and
leering faces and waving fists were
all combining into a kind of wild,
nightmarish confusion that had no
beginning and a doubtful end.

The light began to fade after a
time. Then there were other voices—
voices, Pat thought, of high pitch,
as if women or one woman was
screaming. But nothing much mat-
tered. He was hanging painfully
from the arms that held him up,
hanging and taking the beating of his
life with no chance to fight back.

* * *
B VHE FIRST thing he heard was
the voice of a woman, and he
would have tried to open his eyes,

_but they seemed to be swollen shut.

He waited, trying to relax, to give
his head a chance to clear more com-
pletely, and listened to the voice
flowing on above or about him.

“....the first time,” the voice was
saying. “First time any man ever
stood up for me—like I was a lady.”

He could hear the voice waver, in
soft weeping. '

There was a strange odor filling
his nostrils. It was not strong, and he
thought of perfume. There WAS per-
fume, also. And something else. The
perfume that this woman wore and
something else,.

He licked his lips—heard a gasp
from the woman who apparently was
beside him.

“You're going to be all right, Mr.
Stevens,” she said. “You won’t be
marked much. Not when your face
heals, you won’t.”

He tried to open his eyes again so
that he could loek at her. She’d prob-
ably be the EcCabe woman the gam-
bler had slapped around. But that
other smell. It made him think of
eating time and he tried to connect
it directly to that.

He licked his lips again and there
was taste along with the smell. The
taste was of raw steak and the steak
was on his swollen eyes and that was
the reason he couldn’t open his eyes
and see. The slab of steak was cover-
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ing his eyes so he couldn’t open
them.

“Youre going to he all right,” she
said.

Pat spoke tbrough swollen lips.
“Did the Dirt Saint get gone all

g
o
“ 't know what you mean,” the
b
WOos aid.
“Forge

ing,” the woman's voice
went cn, “I want you to know how I
appreciate you standing up for me
and fighting over me when Dupree
was beating me.”

“So that was Dupree,” Pat said.

“That was Frank Dupree,” she
said, “The lowest skunk that ever
jealt a card. And I'm sure grateful to
you for taking my part.”

Pat didn’t answer.

“And you know something?"” the
woman s2id. “I got a notion you and
me would get on good together.”

“Don’t be making any wild guess-
es,” Pat said. “As far as my part.in
the fight is concerned, I reckon I'd
have done it for any woman that a
man took a poke at.”

There was silence for an instant,
broken only by the sudden caich of

. the woman’s breath.

‘beaten

Then fury broke Ilocose. She
snatched the steak from his eyes
and, catching hold of his shirt front,
jerked him up to a sitting positien.
She was sirong, too, and the wide-
planned slap in the face that she gave
him sent his brain to jiggling again
and made his eyes dance. And the
blow let him kriow just how sore his
face was.

The woman was Maggie NcCabe
all right. She was pretty, in 2 loud
sort cf way. Pat guessed that she had
been beautiful earlier in hér life,

She was standing, staring down at
him, and her fingers, hanging beside
her ample hips, were trembling a lit-
tle. Her chin was quivering, tco, and
she looked as if her emotions might
get the better of her again.

“After I had the boys drag you up
to my hotel room so I could take care
of your beat-up face,” she said, “then
you go and insult me.”

“I don’t never mean to insult any

woman,” Pat said. “And I sure thank .
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yvou for taking care of me.”

He looked about the room. It was
one of the bare rooms of the old
Butch Springs Hotel, A light was lit
and standing on the dresser. The
flame was beginning to smoke the
globe some.

Tfaggie noticed his gaze. She went
over and turned the wick down. “I
ain't a bad housekesper,” che said.
“Even if I have besn a dance hall
singer and dancer.”

CSIOMECNE pounded on the door
5 of the recm and Maggie scowled
and turned. She openzd the door and
little Charlie Anson came swaying
in. Charlie searched the room with
his red eyes, focusad them on Pat
sitting on the bed and steadied him-
self while he waited for the vision to
clear in sharper focus.

“There you be, Pat,” he said. “Hey,
how you feeling? I heard about the
fight and I come over. Why didn’t
you let me know you was going to
fight Dupree? Eey, you tackled a
tough one there in Dupree. I told
you about him shooting—"

“State your business and get out,”
Maggie said bluntly. “Your friend,
Pat Stevens, is a sick man. He’s go-
ing to need a lot of care before he’s
all well.”

“Oh, I'm all right,” Pat said. He
slid his legs off the bed and stood
up. The room swam. He felt himself
going down and then he hit the bed
and lay there.

Chzrlie Ansen and Maggie McCabe
were arguing. Maggie was saying,
“So you dor’t think I'm {it to take
care of him. Well the fight was over
me, see? I'm staying in the next
room, and looking after him every so
often to get that swelling down in his
face. Now you get on out of here,
whatever your name is and—"

“Don’t tell me,” Charlie said. “I
come over to tell Pat that he’s got
himself in bad now, worse than ever.
I come to tell him he tackled a bad
actor in Frank Dupree.” -

“I'll tell him myself,” Maggie
snapped. “I know Frank Dupree a lot
better than you do. Now go on out
kefore I throw you out.”

Little old Charlie Anson ran his
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watery eyes over the ample arms and
shoulders of Maggie McCabe. She
was husky enough even if she wasn’t
too big.- And the huskiness was
mostly musele. She made a threatén-
ing move at him and Charlie backed
away.

“Yes, ma’am,” Charlie said. He
went out and closed the door behind
him.

“There,” Maggie said. “Now you
lie down again and I'll put the steak
back on and take down the puffing so
by morning nobody’ll knew you've
been hit in the eyes anyway.” She
pushed him backward and he lay still
while she ministered to his battered
face.

She had his face covered in no
time. “Now you try to get some
sleep,” she said, “and I'll go into the
next room 1 rented and try to do the
same. If you want anything, pound
on the wall with your fist.”

* * *

Pat was awakenad by someone else
pounding—pounding on the door of
his room. He sat up quickly, shaking
the poultices off his face. As he
reached for his guns in their holsters
on the chair he yelled, “Come in!”

Someone rattled the door, but it
didn’t open, and then Maggie’s voice
screamed from up the hall, “What
are you two buzzards doing trying to
get in that room this early in the
morning?”

There was some muffled talk out-
gide and then a slightly mollified
Maggie saying, “Weil, how do I
know vou’re friends of his? I locked
him in so I could be sure of who was
going in and out.”

“It’s all right, iMaggie,” Pat called.
“Let them in.”

“If you say =o,” she said,
turned the key in the lock.

and

AM’S SWARTHY face appeared

in the dcorway, Ezra’s one eye

peering over the smaller man’s shoul-
der. They hurried to Pat’s bedside.

“You all right?”

“All right, Sam, except for being a
little bent up here and there,” Pat
said.

“We been worried plumb loco,”

Bzra put in, “We only just get you

back and then you go out and stay
all night.”

“I'm not used to staying out all
night alone, I'll admit,” Pat said.
“But I try to take care of myself.”

“From the looks of you,” Sam said,
“you didn’t try hard enough.”

“How come you two aren’t out at
the Lazy Mare, watching over the
place and Luke Brice and his wornan
in case the town marshal comes back
in force? He’ll burn that house down
yet if it’s left to you to stop him.”

“How you think we can stay there
with you out all night?” Sam de-

- manded,

“Don’t believe it was all you,”
Ezra said. “Sam got thirsty and I
got to werrying about you, Pat, and
between us, we come down to find
out what was going on.”

“You came a little late,” Maggie
said, leaning against the door frame
and viewing the scens from there.
“And now if you gents are through
visiting, you might go back where
you came from and let Pat rest.”

“We don’t go without taking him
with us,” Sam said. He jerked his
head toward Maggie. “Who's this
painted cactus, Pat?”

Maggie’s face went crimson. “Why
you skin-burned little buzzard,” she
screamed. “Who you calling a paint-
ed cactus? Let me tell you some-
thing. You were old and getting
wrinkles when I was still a Iittle
girl in short dresses.”

“Treat the lady with respect,” Pat
said. “She’s a friend of mine.” He
glanced at her, saw the sudden
straightness of her and the pride in
her carriage and sparkle in her eyes.
“Fact is, Frank Dupree and I were
fighting over her when I got this
fist-peppering.” ’

Ezra squinted hard at Maggie,

shrugged his big shoulders.

Sam bowed low. “Scuse me,” he
said sarcastically.

“This is Maggie McCabe,” Pat
said. “Sam Sloan and Ezra: Two pals
of mine, Maggie. They don’t mean no
harm than a bull buffalo and a wild-
cat.”

Sam still looked at Maggie suspi-
ciously but Ezra gave his big,
grotesque head short nod and said,
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Ezra had caught her by the shoul-
ders and ‘held her at the ends of his
long arms, struggling.

“If I ever seen a lady, you're it,”
Sam said. “Now you satisfied?”

"'AGGIE stood puiffing for
s breath. “Now like I said when
you came in, get on out of here and
don’t be bothering Pat until he’s fit
to go out and take care of himself.
And don’t worry about him while he’s
here. Dupree wouldn’t dare send his
boys into the hotel to gun him. Be
too much evidence against it, like see-
ing the gun fighters come in and
leave. Now go on, Get out of here.”

Ezra and Sam glanced at Pat sit-
ting on the edge of the bed. There
was uncertainty in their eyes. Ezra
said, “We’ll do whatever you say, Pat.
You;want we should let you get some
mere rest, we'll go.”

“Maybe first we should tell him
what else we heard—about that Dirt
Saint the fellers was talking about in
the bar early this morning,” Sam said.

“What Dirt Saint?” Pat was sitting
straight now, his head cocked in sud-
den interest. “What was his name?”

“I figyred it was somebody had to
do with the fight you got in, Pat;”
Ezra said. “What was his name, Sam?
Abraham or Isaac or something like
that.”

“You got your Bible names mixed,”
Sam said. “It wasn’t any of them.
But his last name, it sounded like
Dates or Gates or something like
that.”

“Adam?” Pat said. “Was that his
first name? And his last was Bates?
Adam Bates?”

“That’s right,” Sam nodded. “Adam
Bates.” )

“What about him?” Pat asked.

“Pupree’s sure gunning for him,”
Ezra said. “Folks around the bar said
Bupree was planning to go face him
right in the wagon camp circle with
his town marshal there so’s it would
all look nice and legal.”

“Only he can’t do that right off,”
Ezra said, “on account of Dan Ken-

_ yon, Dupree’s town marshal, is bad

shot up and can’t go with him till he
gets better.”

Pat eased back his shoulders. He
moved his legs to make sure they
would work well enough. He moved
his arms next, stretching them and
lowering them to his sides, where his
guns would be. Then, he rosc slowly
from the edge of the bed.

There was no trouble in standing.
He felt a little dizzy for a moment
but that was from the upward move-
ment of hi§ battered head.

“That could cause a heap of trouble
right off,” he said. “It’ll Lring things
to a head if Dupree takes after Adam
Bates. Dupree’s against the Dirt
Saints anyhow and now this’ll be his
excuse. We got to warn Adam Bates
and his Land Prophets so they can
be ready.”

“What’s this Birt Saint got to do
with the fight, in the first place?”
Maggie demanded.

Pat hesitated. He rubbed his bat-
tered, bruised chin with the palm of
his hand.

Maggie was glaring at him. “What
you stalling for?” she said, angrily.
“Why don’t you answer my ques-
tion?”

“Well,” Pat said, reflectively.

“So that was the Dirt Saint you
were asking about when you first
came to?” Maggie snapped. “And you
told me you would have fought any
man that had been taking pokes at a
woman, That it wasn’t for me, special.
All right. I toek that. But now I see
about this Dirt Saint. Is that what
they call that gang that’s camping in
their wagons outside of town, spend-
ing their time singing hymns and
such? Is that what this gent was that
started fighting ever me?”

Pat nodded slowly. Opened his
mouth to speak.

“So that’s how it was?” Maggie
snapped. “You weren’t even fighting
over me or for me. The Dirt Saint
started the fight and then he was get-
ting licked so you went in to help out.
I wasn’t even in it so far as you were
concerned, eh, Pat?”

Pat Stevens swallowed—tried to
think. He didn’t want to tell her she
was right. She wasn’t right, entirely.
He said, “Well, you see it was this
way, Maggie. The kid, that’s Adam
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Bates, the young Dirt Saint, he saw
Dupree start beating you and he took
after. Dupree and then I realized what
a mess it was going to make with Du-
pree already trying to get an excuse
to drive out the Dirt Saints. So then
I figured it would be good to get the
kid out of there before....”

“Sure. And I didn’t figure in it at
all,” Maggie said. “You was just heip-
ing out that young psalm-singing fool
that didn’t know enough to stay out
of a gambling house run by Frank Du-
pree. You made me make a fool of
myself by bringing you over here and
taking care of you because I figured
you’d been kind to me. The only man
that ever fought for me. The only
gent that ever treated me like I was
a lady, Now you tell me this—"

“I'm trying to tell you, Maggie”
Pat said, desperately, “that I was—"

“You’ll only make it worse,” Sam

gaid. “Let’s get otit of here before:

this she-devil digs our your eyes.”

Maggie whirled, grabbed a bottle of
perfume off the dresser and let it fly
at Sam. She was screaming now. “Get
out, all of you. And you too, Pat Ste-
vens, And wait till T get to Frank Du-
pree and tell him how you're taking
up with these Rirt Saints and how
you're warning them.”

She threw one shoe at them and
then the other.

JE THREE were half out the

door when Ezra said, “Bon’t for-

get, Maggie. Frank Dupree’s gunning
for you.”

“Don’t worry. He won’t when T tell
him about Stevens. And I'll tell Frank
he’d better strike at the Dirt Saints
tonight while—"

“He already knows Pat’s against
him and for the saints,” Sam said as
he slid backward into the hall.

“Sure,” Maggie yelled. “But he
doesn’t know Pat’ll be there. Dupree
can ride out with his boys and clean
out the whole lot of you.”

“You're talking like a crazy
woman,” Pat said. “You can’t do us
any more harm than has been done.
You'll only do yourself harm.”

The pitcher off the washstand came

sailing down the hall after them. It

crashed against the far wall ag Pat
turned.

They went down the stairs to the
lower floor and headed for the back
of the hotel, Sam in the lead. He sud-
denly turned, said, “That won’t do us
anhy good, Pat, if she goes to Dupree
right now and tells him we're all go-
ing out to the Dirt Saints’ wagon
camp. He can corral us all in one
bunth.”

“No,” Pat said. “I was hoping I
could talk her out of it. But we can’t
wait around now to see what she does.
Wge got to get out to that camp and
talk to Adam Bates. We got to warn

‘him of what’s going to come.” He

shook his ‘head. “I'm sure sorry I
asked him his name and he told me
wheére it could be overheard?”

“Wouldn’t a made any difference,”
Sam reasoned. “If Dupree wanted to
find out who it was that poked him
for socking the woman, he would’a
found out.” '

“It'l be interesting to see how the
big fight breaks out in the first
place,” Pat said. “Kind of liKe a spot
you know is going to catch fire but
don’t know where it’ll first show
smoke and flame.” :

Sam stopped short a couple of
paces ahead of the other two. He held
his hands wide, stood motionless, His
eyes were focused out of the back
door of the hotel.

There were some garbage cans and
two crates and a lot of rusty tin cans
strewn around the back yard. But
Sam didn’t seem to be looking at any
of those things. He was staxing out
into the- blinding mornihg sunlight
at two figures that seemed to be loi-
tering about, one on either side of the
yard.

The man on the right was tall and
rangy and middle-aged with a hard-
looking face and his guns hanging
low on his legs, near the ends of his
long arms,

The one on the left was a gnarled
little runt, rather fat and beefy in the
chest with a thick, short neck and a
pair of black marbles for eyes.

The two stood with their backs to
the livery stable on the back street
and their faces to the rear door of the
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hotel. They stood, careless, except for
the set expressions on their faces and
the slightly tense position of their
hanging hands.

“Welcoming committee,”
hoarsely.

Looking past Sam’s thick shoulder,
Pat tried to plan their next move.
They could stand inside the hotel and
study what to do without the two
men outside realizing they were being
watched. The bright sun would blind
the two gun-fighters to anything in-
side the shade of the hotel corridor.

“Dupree wasn’t fooling as much as
I'd hoped,” Pat said.

“I told you he was gunnin’ for you,”
Ezra said, low. “And whether I heard
it actual said or not, I'll gamble the
best saddle I own to a broken-legged
mustang that those two out there or
any of the other gun slicks Dupree
hires will gut shoot you, or better,
shoot you in the baclk, before you can
Say_”

“Shut up,” Sam barked. “Can’t you
see Pat’s trying to think?”

Ezra turned his one eye on Pat’s
long, dark face and waited.

“I was just trying to figure,” Pat
said. “You suppose Dupree and his
men know you’re friends of mine?”

Sam shook his head. “I don’t reckon
they do. What you figure you’d like
for us to do, Pat?”

Pat rubbed his palm along the stub-
ble of his chin. “I was thinking. A
couple of men aiming to draw and
shoot down a man when he came out
the back door of a hotel would sure
get a surprise was they to wake up
about gun-drawing time and find out
there was two others behind them
with their guns loose in their hol-
sters.”

Sam said,

AM GRINNED quickly. It took
longer for the light to dawn on
Ezra’s disfigured face. But a compre-
hending smile finally came across the
face with the one eye and the jagged
scar.
“How you figure to work it, Pat?”
Sam asked.
“Well, if you and Ezra were to go
out the front door of the hotel, casual
like, and one at a time, you might not

be noticed much. Then if you came

around teo the back of the hotel, one
around to the south and the other to
the north, and came up behind .those
two gents, say about twenty feet be-
hind them, close enough so you
couldn’t miss on a quick draw..

“We're going right now,” Ezra
said.

“Wait a second,” Sam cut in. “Pat
ain’t finished yet.”

“That’s about all,” Pat said. “We’ll
figure out a signal to let the two gun
slicks know at the right time that
you’re behind them.”

Sam chuckled. “If this works, them
two buzzards won’t ever draw on a
man the rest of their lives without
looking ’'round to make sure some-
body ain’t behind ’em.”

“Only thing,” Ezra said, “them two
look like a couple of bad actors with
lightning in either fist, Them guns
looks mighty bad the way they wear
‘em.’

Sam stopped grinning and his dark
face grew serious. “Pat,” he said, “I'd
a heap rather take a rifle and fix them
buzzards than to take a chance on
you.”

“You'd have murder and a rope fac-
ing you,” Pat said. “And there’s no
use starting trouble before it comes
to us. We got plenty of learning to

- do before this war busts wide open. T

r~ckon this is the best course for
now.”

“You're taking a mighty big chance
with them gun slicks,” Ezra said,
shaking his great, red head.

“Got to take chances,” Pat said.
“Now go do what I tell you. And
when you get set, then I'll start my
end of the job.”

The two left, walked out the front
doors of the hotel—Sam first, then
Ezra,

Pat leaned carelessly against the
side wall of the hallway and waited.
A minute passed, then another. And
finally, a third minute dragged by.

The stocky, dark form of Sam came
into view out the back door of the
hotel. He was coming up behind the
beefy gun-slick. He came up quietly
without sound and the gunman didn’t
move.

Ezra came into view a moment
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The minute Pat came in sight of
the . camp he was impressed by the
neatness of the place and what people
he could see about it.

The wagons were in a perfect cir-,

cle round the big area in the center.
The earth that he could see inside,
while it was dry and parched, from
lack of rain, was swept clean by brush
brooms.

Members of the group about the
wagon turned and looked at Pat as he
rode by. Suddenly,; they turned away
to look down the gulch trail behind
Pat, and then he saw them look quick-
z at him again. A young man left
the group, and hurried. through be-
tween two wagons and disappeared
inside the circle of the camp.

Pat himself looked back down the
trail now. He hadn’t thought of being
toHowed, But he saw two riders well
back, almost out of rifle shot but not
quite,

Sam was on the left and Ezra's
bright red hair and whiskers gleamed
in the lat¢ morning sunshine.

The small, slim man in black turned
‘as Pat rede by. “What can I do for
you, sir?” he asked.

“I'd like to talk to your head man.”

The slim man looked him over care-
folly with penetrating black eyes.
“Pm Deacon Yost,” he said. “What
did you wish to see Elder Scott
about?”

“I'm here friendly,” Pat said.

“Those two riders back down the
trail? Are they friendly, too?”.

“Between you and me, they are,”
Pat said. “But let’s not shout it out
public that they’re friends of mine.”

“l see,” Deacon Yost said. “But
we don’t hold with secretive, under-
handed methods.”

“You're dealing with secretive,
under-handed folks,” Pat said. “Some
of it might help you a little.” He
turned in his saddle. “Where'll I find
the Elder Scott that’s your head
man?”

Beacon Yost glanced down the trail
at the two riders. He turned away,
spoke in low tones to two young men
with square, high-topped, small-
brimmed black hats. He said some-

thing that Pat couldn’t hear and came
back to look up at Pat, sitting tall in
his saddle.

“We'll let you ride in through that
gap in the wagons, but alone,” Yost
said. “You’ll find Elder Scott’s wagon
third to the right when you get in-
side.”

Pat nodded.

“But your friends,” Yost added,
nodding to Sam and Ezra down the
trail. “They won’t be allowed in with
you.” '

Pat glanced at them again. They
were still -coming but at a slower
pace. “Youwll do all right,” he said.
“Keep them out and I won’t mind,
but don’t mention again that they’re
friends of mine.”

He reined his horse through the
gap between the nearest two wagons
and passed inside the circle of the
camp.

This wagon of Elder Scott was only
slightly larger than the others. The
canvas covering was about as hrown
and dirty from the rain and sun and
dust. The body hadn’t been painted
any more recently than the others,
But there was something about it that
stamped it as the wagon of the head
man, Perhaps it was the fact that
wagons on :ither side were camped a
respectiul distance away.

AT GOT down and dropped rein

and .the bay nuzzled the dry
earth for something to eat. Pat
watched him for a second, then raised
his head. A pair of brown eyes were
watching him.

The face at the paried flaps of the
wagon end was scf: and lovely,
framed in a gingham sunbonnet. The
eyes were steady, the mouth firm but
soft, The brow was furrowed slight-
ly with worry.

“What did you come to see my
father about?” The girl’s voice was
low and had a note of fear in it.

Pat studied her. She was twenty,
he guessed. Or perhaps younger. But
she had mature eyes and a wise ex-
pression. He said, “Maybe you'd like
to tell me who you are so I'll know
who I'm answerihg.”

“I’'m Mary Scott,” she said. “Elder
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“That was the general idea...Now
can I talk to your father?”

“Wouldn’t it be better to tell Adam
to hide?”

Pat considered that for a moment
before shaking his head. “It ain’t only
Adam that’s involved,” he said.
“Frank Dupree’s plafning to use
Adam as an excuse to make trouble
_ for all of you. Adam hiding would
save only his skin. The rest of you
would still be in danger.”

“What could we do about it?” Her
tone mixed resignation with anger.

“I'm going to have to talk that
over with your dad,” Pat said. “Put
that pistol away before I have to take
it away from, miss.”

She watched his stern face for an
instant and her own eyes wavered.
“Oh, all right. But i¥ you don’t have
to tell about Adam being at the sa-
loon and gambling place—"

- “I’ll see. about it,” Pat broke in.
“Where’s your dad?”

She had lowered the Derringer and
it was hidden again in the folds of her
skirt. She nodded to a group of men
far to the north end of the camp
ground opening. “Over there. He’s
the tall one with heavy features. He
hasn’t any beard or mustache.”

Pat nodded. “I sure thank you.
And I'll try not to talk about your
boy friend any worse than I can
help.”

She didn’t make a move as he
mounted, She seemed to be trying to
make up her mind about Pat.

In order not to appear too con-
spicuous, Pat stayed to the edge of
the wagon circle instead of cutting
across the middle of the space in
plain view. As he approached, he saw
that there were a dozen men grouped
in a circle, sitting on turned-up water
casks. They all wore the same black
head-pieces with high crowns, squared
across the top, and narrowed brims.

A tall, raw boned, heavy-shoul-
dered man rose from the group. He
had black eyes, a solid jaw and great
arms that hung relaxed at his sides.

It was easy to see that this man was
the leader. It stood out upon his an-
gular, clean-shaven face the way his

wagon stood out in the ring of wa-
gons,

He stood eyeing Pat without a
trace of a smile on his face. ““Yes” he
said.

Pat reined his bay about and got
down. He walked slowly to meet the
man, faced him over the upturned
faces of the other men.

Scott?”

The man nodded his head.

“Stevens is my name. I'd like to
talk to you.” _

“You may talk here,” Elder Scott
said.

“I’d like to talk to you alone,” Pat
reapeated.

“This is the council of elders,”
Scott said. “They have a right to
know what information may come to
me. You may talk freely.”

Pat shifted uncomfortably from
one high-heecled boot to the other.
He braced himself, hooking his
thumbs in his gun belts. “It’s about a
fight one of your men got in in town
last evening.”

He saw the sudden change of ex-
pression on all the faces.
then, had come to them as a surprise
and a shock.

“The name of the man don’t mat-
ter,” Pat went on. “The main thing is
that—"

\LDER SCOTT’S deep, mellow

voice cut in on him. “Who was
this man of our camp?”

“I told you; it don’t matter about
the name. What you should be inter-
ested in is—"

Elder Scott began walking toward
Pat and the men of the circle rose as
he moved. They parted to let the tall,
powerful leader through the circle.

“I demand to know the name.”
Scott’s words were cold and authori-
tative.

“Young man,” Scott said. “You are
in the presence of a group strange to
you. You wili find it much safer if

3

you do as you are ordered.”

Pat glared back at him. “Scott,
youw’ll find I don’t take to orders very
good. You’ll also find that if you
don’t take information that I come to

“Elder -
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ly, “that this Frank Dupree is going
to kill Adam Bates in cold blood for
attacking him with his fists when he
was beating a woman?”

“You get the idea fine. You see, -

men like Pupree don’t take to get-
ting beat around the head by the
fists of a young member of a group
that Dupree’s been making fun of and
laughing at and calling Dirt Saints.
You knew they call you that, I reck-
on?”

Elder Scott nedded slowly. “I had
heard of that. What they call us
doesn’t matter, My only concern is
that we should be able to claim the
Jands our deeds grant te us here, and
settle down to peaceful living.”

“I'd sure be pleased to see these
deeds you got from Washington to
come out and settle in Powder Val-
ley.*

“They’re good,” Elder Scott said.
“I went to Washington and got them
myseif. Washington issued them and
they must be good. But the clerk of
yeur county, Mr. Kelso, tells me that
‘there is no chance of surveying them
ot since there are no such markers as
the deeds mention.”

Pat tipped his wide-brimmed hat
forward and thoughtfully scratched
his head behind his ear, “That’s the
queerest thing I ever did hear,” he
said finally,

“If you'll come to my wagon, I'll
show you the first deed. That gives
directions as to how to begin the sur-
vey for the land.”

Pat whistled to his bay and -the
horse, with head sidewise to drag the
reins, followed them over. '

Mary Scott came out of the wagon
flaps as they approached and Elder
Scott said, “I believe you've talked
with my daughter. I saw you getting
directions before you came to me.”

, Pat winked at her.

She watched her father with con-
cern as he went into the wagon. “Have
you told him?” she whispered.

Pat nodded and winked again. “We
made Adam a hero this time. Wait
and see how—"

Elder Scott came out of the wagon
and dropped to the ground. “Mary,
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you should be proud of Adam,” he
said. “Do you know what this young
man has just told me about him?”

Elder Scott then told his daughter
the story that Pat had given him, and
as he talked, the fear slowly went
from Mary’s eyes. She smiled at Pat
for the first time then, and though
she didn’t say anything with words, -
her eyes said, “Thank you.”

Scott handed Pat the deed he had
brought out,

Pat unfolded it and looked it over
quickly. It was legal, all right. It was
signed by the proper Washington au-
thority. More carefully he began read-

., ing the description of the property

location,
- “I understand Mr. Kelso, the clerk,
is not entirely reliable,” Elder. Scott
ventured.

“Reliable,” Pat exclaimed. “He’s a
darn crook. He stole my Lazy Mare
Ranch for taxes that I knew mighty
well I paid. And he sold it for six
thousand dollars to one of your men,
Luke Brice.”

“He’s sold some fine ranches to
others of our group,” Scott said. “But
so far they have had no cause to mis-
trust him, However, from his actions
over these deed locations, I have come
to suspect he is trying to deny us the
land that Washington has properly
granted us.”

“What does he say that makes you
think he’s crooked?”

“He tells me that there is no such
marking point and that the general
description of the deeds does not fit
this location in any way,” Eldef Scott
replied. “He tells us it is impessible
to record those deeds or find any
land so described in them. And while
we wait my peeple grow discouraged
and buy ranches from him.”

Pat Stevens kept studying the deed
description. And the more he studied
it, the deeper became the furrows in
his forehead. He looked up, finally,
and there was a baffled expression
on his face.

‘“Elder Scott,” he said. “Now I’ve
got some bad news for you. As far as
I can figure, Harvey Kelso has told

you the truth.”
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father. “We can trust Pat Stevens,
Dad,” she said at last.

Pat glanced-at Scott. He was study-
ing Pat, too. Suddenly the flicker of
a smile crossed his face. “I believe
you are right, Mary. I feel that we
can trust ‘him, although I'm not sure
as you seem to be.”

“I'm sure,” she said, “I’'m sure we
should accept his judgement in what
we should do. He’s been very help-
ful so far, That proves we can trust
him.” ‘

Pat heard Elder Scott saying, “My
daughter seems to have a sense about
people that can be trusted.” He ned-
ded soleminly at his daughter. “If you
say Pat Stevens can be trusted, Mary,
we shall try to trust him.” He turned
to Pat. “Now, young nian, just what
is it that you propose we do?”

“Well,” Pat said, “first thing,
I’d—”

He broke off at the sound of yell-
ing from far to the right, down by the
wide opening between wagons that
served as an entrance gate.

SOMEONE was shouting the name
of Pat Stevens. The voice was
Ezra’s. He was shouting, “Get Pat
Stevens to come out here, I tell you,
or you’ll wish you’d never turned a
wheel toward Powder Valley.”

Pat reached for the reins of his bay
gelding, the horse shying at the
quick movement. He lunged for the
bridle and caught held of it and
swung the animal around to mount.

A horseman broke from the ring at
the entrance to the ecamp and Sam
Sloan came charging in, riding his
bay on a full run.

He reared the herse back to a stop
and swung a stocky leg over the can-
tle. “Pat,” he said, his breath coming
fast, “tell these folks that Frank Du-
pree and all his gun fighters is com-
ing up, heading this way. Coming
slow, like they know what they’re
after and have lots of time to take
care of it. I been trying to convince
them monkeys at the gate that this is
no trick.”

Pat turned to face Elder Scott The
two groups of men had moved in now,
so that they could hear what was be-

ing said. The women had also come
nearer. They stood quietly, in a tight
knot.

Scott’s face was dark and tense. “I
trust we do not have to fight and ‘kill
for our_rights, but if we do”—he
squared his shoulders—“if we do have
to fight and kill, we shall not be
found wanting in courage.” He
turned to the two groups of.then, the
older and the younger. “Bting yeur
rifles and shotguns, men. Let us be
ready.” )

“That’s a good idea,” Pat said. “But
I wouldn’t start any gun play, If you
do, somebody’s going to get hurt-a
ot of times and a lot of ways. Du-
pree, I reckon, has got a flock of gun

fighters that would rather kill than

eat, provided they donit stand teo
much chance of getting shot back.
Shew all the strength you can muster,
but don’t fire a shot. Not till they
start shooting.” ’
Ezra came riding inte the circle
now. He pointed to the ridge of the

gulch high above them.

“Den’t think you’re going to sneak
anything over on these hombres,” he
said. “Look yonder, that spy standing
on the rimrock watching.”

A familiar young voice spoke from
the band of young men. “I could
pick him off with my granddaddy’s
Sharps if yeu'd give the werd, Elder
Scett.” It was Adam Bates speaking.
“I’'d like mighty well to do it if it
would atone fer the wrong I did.”

“You have—" Elder Scett began to
say. ~

}l;ut Pat Stevens cut him off,
“There’s no time to fuss around now,
I reckon they’re coming for you,
Adam, and we got to find some way
of hiding you.” Pat turned to Sam
and Ezra. “You two got to ride on out
of here. From that rimrock Pupree’s
scout can tell how many leaves here.
He saw you two come in. If he sees
you two ride out up the gulch he’ll
know it’s the same two. He’ll know
it from Ezra's red hair, even if he
can’t see faces distinct at that dis-
tance. So he’ll know that Adam Bates
didn’t escape with- you two. Then
that’ll mean that you, Adam, left here
some time ago. At least we hope Dus






56 WESTERN ACTION

“You get that hair and somebody
better figure us out a couple of real
long dresses,” Pat said.

Adam shook his head. “I'm not
dressing up like a waman for nobody.”

Pat turned to Elder Scott and
Mary. “You talk to him. I got no time
to argue over such foolishness. He’ll
either dress like a woman or lie and
rot dressed like a dead man with his
boots on.” ’ '

Pat turned then toward the women
of the camp. A big, raw-boned woman,
nearly as tall as Pat, stepped out of
the group and said, “I have two dress-

es I could loan you men if it would

help. I think I'm the tallest here.”

Pat nodded his thanks, said they’d
come into her wagon and get them on.
And shoes would help, if their feet
should show. o

Elder Scott brought Adam over,
“He’s willing to do as you say,” the
elder said. “Adam, I suspect, is afraid
of looking like a sissy. I told him that
after what he had done, no one could
possibly consider him anything but
abrave man.” . ’

Pat and Adam followed the woman
over to her wagon. Pat studied the
whole picture as they crossed the
camp ground. The scout was still up
on the rimrock, watching. But there
wasn’t anything unusual about cross-
ing the camp grounds now. Every
member of the Land Prophets was
heading for his wagon. The space in
the circle was dotted all over with
men and women returning, hurrying
to get their guns and show signs of
strength.

Adam Bates was saying, “What did
you tell Elder Scott about the fight?”
He said it almost in a whisper, walk-
ing close to Pat. '

.Pat answered loud enough for the -

tall woman walking ahead of them to
hear. “I told him just as it was. I told
him how we’d been-across the street
from the Palace when you came out
of. a store and saw Dupree slapping
Maggie McCabe down into the gutter
and beating her. I told-shim how you
ran to Dupree and knocked him down.

Adam shot him another quick
glance, bowed his head. “I reckon so

—if you say 80,” he said, softly, “And
I sure thank you.”

THEY REACHED the wagon and
the tall woman invited them in-
side. She got two dresses out of her
hump-backed trunk—a gray one for
Pat and a dark brown one for Adam.
She laid out a couple of her sunbon-
nets and some shoes and then.went
out. Pat and Adam put on the dresses,

-then tried on the shoes but none of

them would fit, They took off-their
boots and walked in their socks, ‘This
took a few inches off their height so
that the dresses dragged the ground
properly as they should. '

“Don’t reckon mnobody’ll see our
f‘eet,”’ Pat said, “if we don’t have to
run.’

Someone was knocking on the front
end of the wagon. Adam went and
Pat heard him say, “Thanks an awful
lot, Mary.” Then she said semething
low that Pat didn’t catch-and Adam
replied, “We’ll be all right.” He add-
ed in a lower voice, “Who you wor-
ried most about—him, or me?”

“I'm worried about you both,” Mary
said. : :

“Him, or me?” Adam said, angrily

and a little louder.
. “You're being ridiculous. And there
isn’t much more time. Take this hair
and tuck it around the edges of your
sunbonnet and stop acting like a
child,” Mary said.

Pat could see her turn her back and
walk away, heading across the camp
ground for the Scott wagon.

Bending low to pass under the
loops of the canvas between the wa-
gon bows, Adam came back té- Pat in
the rear. He held out half the.curled
horse hair. “Here. Mary brought it
for you.” '

“Thanks,” Pat said. “And listen to
what I'm going to tell you. If you
spoil this thing by acting like.a kid
while those buzzards are looking for
you, I'll hope they gut shoot you full
of holes. Now pull on tnat sunbonnet
and hold still while I pretty you up
with this curly horse hair.” :

Adam stood still. His face was pur-
ple with rage. Pat tucked the hair
around the edges of his bonnet. Then
Stevens pulled on another sunbonnet
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’em right now,” Adam said, feverish-

“You may get the chance before this
is cover. Meantime, get that corn
ground, That’s the main thing that
concerns you right now.”

They watched the horsemen run
their horses teward the knot of men
at the far end of the field. Elder
Scett was there now with the other
elders, standing tal! and bronzed, with
his severe black, narrow-brimmed hat
tipped back slightly, his head erect,
and his rifle held in both hands, at

his hip, where he could blast at any -

member of the band without taking
much aim. While the riders raced to-
ward them, Scott and his men stood
their ground unflinchingly. Almost
upon them, the horses of Dupree’s
men reared pack and Dupree rode
through between his four head gun
fighters, like a conqueror to make his
terms with a defeated enemy.

Down with the women, Pat and
Adam could hear Dupree’s voice. “I'm
gunning for a no good son that
knocked me down without provoca-
tion. I'm gunning to kill him and
we’re going to search this ragged
camp until we find him.”

They could hear Elder Scott’s ans-
wer, too, coming like thunder out of a
mountain gerge. “Search the camp
and help yourself. We’ll not hinder
you if you don’t harm us.”

“You’re mighty well prepared for
shooting, I notice,” Dupree said.
“Don’t make any mistakes with those
guns, or my boys will kill every one
of you.”

“There won’t be any trouble if you
don’t start it,” Elder Scott warned.

Dupree wheeled his horse, waved
to his men. “Split up. You there, take
this side. Search every wagon, top to
spanner, The rest take the other side.
I'll meet you at the gate.”

Dupree rode back then to the cen-
ter of the camp. He sat his horse
alone there, straight and overbearing,
putting on a grandstand show for all
to see. Meanwhile his men came on
down, searching wagon after wagon.

The two who had waited to gun
Pat when he came out of the hotel
were turning now, making up their

minds which side to take. They swung

suddenly, dismounted and began
working along the line of wagons
that would bring them down past Pat
and Adam Bates.

“If they come: too close,” Adam
breathed, “I’ll brain them with this
pestle.” He raised the corn cruncher
a little and then went on grinding
the grain.

“You’ll do nothing,” Pat insisted.
“No more talk now. Your voice would
give you away.”

He looked up at another group of
women three wagons up the line,
They were seated along the tongue
of the wagon there, and he saw Mary
with them. She shot a glance down
the row at the older women and at
Pat and Adam, then looked away
again, '

One of Dupree’s men on the other
side came out of a wagon whooping
and waving a pair of women’s red un-
derdrawers.

Pat held his breath. Deacon Yost,
with the younger men, was raising his
rifle to his shoulder.

-“Deacon Yost,” Elder Scott com-
glan?.ed. “No shooting without my or-

er.

The deacon hesitated, then lowered
his rifle.

SLDER Scott was bellowing again,

this time to Bupree. “We gave

you permission to search this camp

for a man, not to make a laughing
stock of our personal belongings.”

“We search the way we damn well
please,” Dupree shouted back.

“This is our camp,” Elder Scott
roared back. “Yeu’ll search it like
gentlemen or not at all.”

As Dupree’s hands lowered toward
his guns, he cast his eyes at the Land
Prophets ringed about him and his
men. He was looking into rifles that
had been slowly raised to the shoulder
and aimed.

He nodded to the gunman flaunting
the red flannel drawers. “Put ’em
back,” he yelled.

The two gunr._en came on down the
line—the short, stocky one and the
tall, middle-aged, rangy man—and
stopped at the group of young women
farther aleng. The rangy one called,
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“Hey, Gurky. Look at this pretty omne.
She’s got brown eyes the way you
like.” He pointed at Mary while he
said something more behind his hand
to Gurky. Gurky laughed and moved
closer, his guns slapping a litile
against his stocky legs,

“Pretty, ain’t she?
what’s your name?”

Pat was sitting tight, watching the
scene and watching Adam at the same
time,

Leaning forward a little with the
pestle weighted in his hand, Adam
vwas a bundle of taut muscle. His lips
were moving slowly, as if he were
talking to himself, cursing or praying.

Pat reached over and laid a heavy
hand on his arm, “Take it easy, Bates,”
he said softly.

Gurky was saying, “Hey, girly, you
know where a young gent named
Adam DBates is hiding at around
here?”

Elder Scott called loudly, threaten-
ingly, frem beyond. “You are search-
ing this camp and I'll order you to
say nothing to our women.”

Gurky didn’t seem to hear. He
reached out to cup Mary Scott’s chin
in his thick hand.

Mary was on her feet instantly,
and her hand moved so fast it was
difficult to see. There was a loud re-
port as she slapped Gurky with her
open hand fuil across the ‘ace.

Adam Bates was on hig feet, the

Hey, girly,

pestle in one hand and the mortar of -

corn in the other. Just as he leaped
toward Gurky, Pat grabbed for him.
His hand caught on the dress, and the
pull yanked Bates off balance. “Sit
down, you damn feol. Her father’s
got the powder and the ammunition
if he has to.”

Adam growled out scmething Pat
couldn’t catcn. It didn’t matter. Pat
dragged him back to the single-tree
and he sat down with a jolt.

“I ought to beat your head off,”
Pat whispered. “You're not such a
brave buzzard. You're just a darn
fool playing to the stage, making out
you was made to save the ladies. Sit
down or I'll brain you with that thing
you got in your hangd.”

Gurky had staggered back when the
girl struck him across the face.

A roar from Elder Scott sounded
across the camp and a barked com-
mand from Dupree followed.

Then, another rider galloped in
from the far side, near the elders’
group, and reared his horse up to Du-

‘pree in the center. “There was two

that got away,” he said. “What two?”
Dupree demanded. “What did they
look like? Was one about six feet tall,
young, have cne of these black hats
like the rest wear?”

The scout from the top of the rim-
rock shook his head. “These both
looked older. Cne was stocky and
dark and the cther was biz 2s any man
and had red hair and a red beard.”

Gurky turned his slapped face, to
cffer, “That must have been the two
that come up behind us when we—
when we was out back of the hotel—
after that—"

“After that Stevens hombre you
wanted,” Ringo said. “You recollect
us telling you, Dupree?”

Dupree nnddsd savagely. ‘Keep on
looking, Adam Bates wasn’t either
one of them.”

Gurky and Ringo came on toward
the group of older women.

Pat had just time to whisper one
more warning to Adam. “You let me
do the thinking. Don’t you do nothing
but grind that corn unless you see me
stand up. If I get up and start some-
thing, you can join in, Otherwise, you
think about getting that corn real
fine.”

DAM SAT with head bowed. Pat
could see a little of one side of
his jaw, the muscle bulging from the
tension on his clenched testh. He
worked the pestle on the corn in the
mortar, ground it as if he had Gurky’s
head in there and were working on it
at will.

Ringo came out of the next wagon
cursing and Gurky came on toward
the older women, ahead of hira,

“Never can tell where yeou might
find that Adam Bates hiding if he’s
here,” Frank Dupree yelled from the
center of the camp. “He might be hid-
ing any place—-or sitting right among
the others with some kind of a dis-
guise on.”

Gurky stood now before the older
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women. He stood with his short,
stocky legs wide apart and his thumbs
in his gunkelts. Ringo came up to him
and studied the women beside him. He
said, “He might even be disguised as
one of thesc old women, only any man
that’d dress like a woman, specially
an old one, to get out of gun fighting,

would be the lowest kind of a coward.”

“That’s the kind of a coward this
Adam DBates was,” Gurky said. “Re-
collect how he hit Dupree and then
run away?”

Pat tried to sit relaxed, but under
the fullness of the long dress his mus-
cles were hard as iron.

He didn’t dare look at Adam to see
what he was doing.

Ringo laughed. o¢ magine getting
low enough so you’d dress up in an
old lady’s dre°s to hide away from
gun fighting.”

“Here’s a big one that might be a
man, Gurky said.

Pat could feel the tension in the air.
He raised his eyes for a split second
and looked at the old lady, sitting
near the end of the wagon tongue. She
had been the one who had loaned
them the clothes to dress in. She was
the largest of the women in the camp.

Gurky was walking up to her. She
sat with her head bowed slightly, her
eyves seemingly cast upon the greound.
Gurky reachsd out his hand to lift
h-r face.

“Touch her and you die.” The voice
of Elder Scott roared out across the
camp.

Gurky froze instantly, his hands
like claws, ready to grab iron,

Pat shifted his eyes toward the
group of elders, They had their rifles
aimed now, not at Dupree in the cen-
ter of the circle but at Gurky stand-
ing before the old ladies, ready to
grab.

Frank Dupree was reining his
horse, riding over toward the scene.
“Keep your hands off the women,
Gurky,” he said.

“He was just having some fun, Du-
pree,” Ringo put in. “Yeah,” Gurky
whined. “If we don’t look at their
faces, how we going to tell if it’s the
Bates skunk?”

Pat could feel the singletree on the

other side of the tongue move as Gur-
ky called Adam a skunk. He shifted
his eyes. Adam was still sitting there,
He could see his long legs under the
dress. But he couldn’t see his face.
And the pestle had stopped grinding
the corn. That was a bad sign.

“Listen to me, you old women,”

Frank Dupree barked.

Not one of the old ladies moved.

“I'm sitting here on my horse and I
want you to look up at me so I can see
your faces. I want to see all your
faces, understand?” .

Suddenly, Pat feit the horse hair
slip a little on the left side of his sun-
bonnet. It was gradually working out
on that side. Instinctively he moved
his hand to tuck it back, but halted
the motion aimost before it began.
To show one of those big paws of his
might give him away. It was better to
sit tight and take a chance.

He glanced cautiously at the other
womezn. They were sitting as before,
without raising their faces.

Frank DBupree cursed loudly at the
women, and the anugry elders started
toward him. Scott thundered, “We’ll
have no more cursing here, especially
before our women.”

“You’ll take what cursing I want to
give and like it,” Dupree shouted.

COTT motioned with his head to-

ward the young men’s group.
“Look over there, Dupree, There’s a
dozen rifles aimed at your head and
they’re all crack shots.” Scott raised
his voice. “If Dupree utters another
curse, pull your triggers.”

Dupree sat motionless, looking at
his men, spread out all over the camp.
Pat had lifted his eyes new and he
could see Dupree’s face. It was grow-
ing pale. Dupree lifted his hand to
his forehead and wiped away the
sweat with the palm.

- “You've searched every place you
could find,” Scott was saying. “You've
had your chance, Dupree.”

“We got four more wagons to
search on this side and there’s three
more on the other.” Dupree’s voice
was sullen.

“Then search them quickly and be
gone.”
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that he couldn’t think of anything
else.”

“You sure took your nerve in your
hands, slapping down that squat lit-
tle gun fighter, Miss Scott,” Pat said.
“It’s a good thing the men had a bead
on him when you did it.”

“Mary’s got a temper, like Adam,”
the elder said. “I ofter wonder how
theyll get along after they re mar-
ried.”

She leoked up quickly, glaring at
her father.

Pat ambled over to the wagon
where he and Adam had changed
clothes.

Adam Bates was just inside, star-
ing at him. Bates’ face was crimson,
flecked with white. He said, “Stevens,
I don't care what you did to help
hide me. I'd be better off dead than
the way I am.”

Pat frowned. “What the hell you
talking about, man?”.

“You know what I'ta talking about.
You're trying to steal Mary frem me.
I can tell the way you talk to her—
and how she talks to you.”

Pat’s mouth opened and closed.
“Adam,” he said, “you’ve done some
mighty foolish things since I first
saw you in the Palace gambling hall.
But this is the craziest thing you've
done yet.”

“Don’t try to put me off,” Adam
warned, blocking Pat’s way. “I know
when I've got to fight. I'm giving you.
warning. You stay away from Mary
or yeu’ll settle with me, understand?”

Pat studied him sadly. “I feel sorry
for you, Adam. Now stop talking
foolish and get out of my way. I'm
taking this dress off and after that
I don’t reckon TI’ll ever—"” He had
started to brush past Adam.

Adam caught Pat by the shoulder
and half-turned him. “I’'m no child.
You’re not putting me off like this.
You’re going te promise you’ll never
speak to her again.”

“Son, I reckon you’re going to get a
lesson taught to you.” He took a hard
left fist frem Adam in the stomach
and grunted as it half-knocked the
wind out of him. Then, Pat ducked a
wild right that Adam threw at him
and brought his own right up while

the hot-headed Land Prophet was off-
balance.

The blow caught Adam Bates flush
on the jaw. Slowly he crumbled in a
heap againstthe hump-backed trunk
behind him, anfl from there he slid to
the floor.

Pat let him lie there. He slipped
off the dress and sunbonnet, put on
his own clothes. He picked up his hat -
and slammed it on his head.

Passing Adam Bates still lying
there on the floor as he went out, Pat
said, “Next time you keep your head a
little cooler or you’ll be taking a
swing at a man that won’t let you get
off that easy. Qut here they gun day-
light through a man for losing his
head the way you did.”

§RUTSIDE, Pat recovered his guns

¥ from the Prophet he had lent
them to and went to get his bay geld-
ing. Mounting, he turned toward the.
upper end of the gulch.

As he rode, he glanced back casual-
ly at the wagon where they had got
the dresses. Adam Bates was just poks
ing his dazed head out of the wagon
flaps, watching him, and that made
Pat think about Mary Scott. He
turned to see her standing by the lead
wagon. She waved to him.

Pat took a deep breath and set his
eyes ahead of him. “A man can get
himself into a heap of trouble, some-
times, by just trying to be nice to
folks,” he mused.

His eyes swung up to the rimrock
where the scout had been watching
for Dupree. Two figures sat horses
up there. One was red-hearded Ezra
and the other was Sam. They watched
Pat ride out of camp, and then they .
turned their horses and rode on eut
of sight, down the trail from the rim-
rocl: tc meet him farther on,

EEE S

They rode together, the three horse-
men, after they met. And Pat told
Ezra and Sam what had happened.

“Never saw a man go asking for
trouble like you do, Pat,” Sam said.

“Pat don’t ask for trouble,” Ezra
remarked. “It just naturally comes
to him, don’t it, Pat?”

“I seem to get my share,”
agreed ruefully.

Pat
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“What I can’t figure, Pat,” Ezra
went on, “how come you didn’t tell
them Dirt Saints to stana@ up for their
rights and shcot it out with Dupree
and his crowd?”

“Sure,” Sam seconded. “Why not?
Them Dirt Saints weuld have given
Dupree and his men a good fight, I¢Y’d
been a gocd sight to watch from up
tcp of the rimrock too.”
nts ceuld have kIHFd Du-

pree anf’ a heap of his men,” Ezra
said.
Pat nodded thouch‘rfuﬂy “Maybe

so0. Cn the cther hand, if Dupree had
won, he’d be swelling around like a
poisoned timber wolf. Besides, a lot
of the Dirt Saints would have bee
killed in the fighting. And they seem
to be pretty nice folks, most of ’em.

After another long pause, Sam said,
“What you figure is our next move?”

“I said before that I'd like it bet-
ter if you two was to go back to the
Lazy Mare and keep anybedy from
setting fire to the house again. Brice
can’t fight off evérybedy alene.”

“We’ll get back before dark,” Ezra
said. “Let us ride with you till dark
anyway. We ain’t had your company
for a mighty long time, Pat.”

“Anyway, Sam said, “you can tell
us what you’re figuring on doing even
if you don’t let us go along.”

“I got several things in mind,” Pat
mused. “But mcst of all, I'd like to
inquire about some of the others in
the valley I understand have lost their
ranches to Harvey Kelso for taxes.”

“You don’t have to go far to find
somebcdy else that happened to,” Sam
Sloan put in.
rancher, John Boyd, has got to leave.”

Pat’s hLead turned quickly. “Yeu
mean John Boyd’s lost his Bar X
spread next to me?”

Ezra nodded his great, ugly head
solemnly. “He sure did. Says Buli
Shard, the sheriff, came up day before
yesterday and told him he had four
days to get off his nlace.”

Pat thought that over. “That
doesn’t give him much time beyond
day after tomorrow,” he said. He put
spurs to his bay and the big horse
broke inte an easy run.

“Your neighbor.ng .

HEY took a roundabout way,
over the ridge and along the
back of the jack pine growth and came
out later in the day behkind the old
Lazy Mare Ranch. The place looked
peaceful. Luke Brice, working in the
corral, lookzd up and waved one of
his long arms as the three men rode
by acress the creek. _
“We're going neighbor cailing,” Pat
shouted. “Going over to see how come
John Boyc lost his place to Kelso.” -
They rcde on,” topped a rell, and
could see the Ear X spread. A rangy
man of middie age was riding herd on
some young stock, hazing them into
the corral. He turned, suddenly, upon
hearing the clatter of hooves, and one
hand drepped to the single gun that
he carried.

“Hold your fvre.
“We're friendly.”

]ohn Boyd shielded hxs eyes from
the lowering afternoon sun. He gigged
his horse, hurried the cattle into the
corral gate and closed it. Then he
wheeled and came toward them at a
canter,

“Sure glad to see you gentlemen,”
Boyd said.

“I thought you was sume of Kelso’s
men coming to put me off two days
early,” Boyd said, earnestly. “That’s
why I went for my gun when I saw
you.” '

“We know how you feel,” Pat sym-
pathized. “We’re in the same boat.
What happened to you, anyway?”

“About the same thing I hear hap-
pened to you,” Boyd said. “Only
seems like it happened to you when
you was away, With me, I was right
here and I know darr well T paid
those taxes

“What taxes did hz
didn’t pay?” Pat asked.

Pat called out.

cleim  you

“Taxres of two and three years
back,” Boyd said. “And last year’s
taxes. It’s true I hadn’t paid those

yet. They wasn’t overdue when he
foreclosed.”

“Seems like if there was a mistake
like that,” Sam said, “a man should
have a right to redeem his place, if
he’s got the money.”

“CGot a new law hereabouts,” John
Boyd said uneasily. “I understand
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that if you let your place get sold
for taxes, then your time s up and
you can’t never redeem ’em again.”
They paused outside the old ranch
house. The roof was bad where some
of the tarpaper had been blown off.
The sides were brown and weather-
worn. But John Boyd looked at it
and shook his head and his eyes glis-

tened with tears. “Sure hate to leave’

it,” he said. “It’s been a mighty good
home to the wife and me.”

“Maybe you won’t have to lose it,”
Pat said. “Try to recollect everything
about this deal. How come you didn’t
have your tax receipts of two and
three years ago, John?”

Boyd shook his gray head solemnly.
“I did have ’em. I'd almost swear it
in any court on a stack of Bibles a
mile high. I had them receipts just
as sure as shooting, but we can’t find
hide nor hair of ’em now.”

“Luke Brice that bought my place
tells me there’s been a lot of ranch
house robberies since I left.”

Boyd nodded again, “Sure has, For
a long time we laid it to the new
folks, miners and such coming into
the valley for gcld and gambling and
one thing and another. But I been
thinking it’'s mighty funny that
whenever’ there’s a robbery a man’s
tax receipts was gone, I began asking
other ranchers that had lost their
places. And seems like all the tax re-
ceipts in the valley had disappeared,
or else they never got any in the first
place.”

“You mean they weren’t sure
whether they got receipts or not?”
Pat demanded.

“Well,” John said, “recollecting
everything you did and when you did
it, two-three years ago, ain’t easy for
most folks. Special when they don’t
bother much with bookkeeping.”

Pat was thinking hard. “How did
you pay your taxes, John? Cash or
check?”

“Cash,” John said. “Who pays for
anything with checks in this coun-
try?”

“That’s what I figured,” Pat said.
“I always paid in cash and got a re-
ceipt, I think.” .

Boyd looked hard at him. “You
mean you ain’t sure you got-receipts
when you paid your taxes?”

“I'm just trying to remember,” Pat
said. “I'm trying to figure if I could
rightly swear in a court of law that
I got a receipt when I paid the taxes’
on the Lazy Mare.”

John Beyd blew out his cheeks.
“You see, that’s the trouble I.Leen
having. Neither my wife nor I could
swear in a court that we actual did
pay our taxes those two years. And
I know this last year we never got
to pay them because they wasn’t
overdue yet for another month.”

"PAT SAT his horse and pulled on

his long chin. “I see your point.
If a man can’t recollect whether he
got a receipt for paying taxes,
chances are he couldn’t remember any
better whether he did pay those taxes .
or not.”

Boyd was staring at him in sur-
prise. “You don’t figure it would be
possible for everybody in the valley
to have forgot to pay his taxes two
years ago and the year before that?”

“That’s another angle I'm ‘trying
to figure,” Pat said. He turned to his
pals. “You boys don’t recoilect any-
thing about taxes on the Lazy Mare
for those two years, do you?”

Ezra shook his head.

“Pat, I don’t know nothing abeut it
at all. But if Sally was here, she’d—"
Sam broke cff, coughed down at his
saddle horn. .

Boyd bit his lip and frowned. “In
that case, Pat if we can’t recollect
rightly, we ain’t got any way of ever
getting our places back.”

Pat shook his head. “You’re going
to get yours back, and so am I. I just
remembered something and if I can
work it, we'll string that slick little
boekkeeper to the nearest cottonwood
after he makes the ranches right with
their real owners.”

“What you talking about?” Ezra
demanded. _

Sam Sloan was starjng at Pat as
if he’d gone suddenly loco. “How you
figure to turn that trick?”

“It won't be easy,” Pat said. “But
I got an idea and if it works and we
can get this whole trouble—the Land
Prophets and Frank Dupree—quieted
down and such, I figure we can carry
it off.”
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much you know about cattle and
Horses?” !

.~ “Like I say, I was raised on a farm
in Ohio. We had cattle and horses
there. I took care of them from as
long as I can remember.” »

" “We'll need another hand around
the Lazy Mare if things get as hot
as. T believe they’re going to get, You
go down and tell Luke Bfice I
said....” Pat paused, glanced toward

the Lazy Mare ranch. He gigged his.

Pay, started him off. “On the other
- hand, come on down with me.” He
firned back, called to John Boyd.
®Don’t worry about a thing, John. I
geckon you'll be able to keep your
[_ﬁfgce if my little matter of trying to
6t0p the biggest gun fight that ever
toared through Powder Valley works
Ou .”

“Sam and Ezra trailed behind as
Austin and Pat led the way toward
the Lazy Mare. Pat was silent, trying
to.think and form his plans. Twice
he shook his head and after the last
time, Ezra said, “What you got, a bug
i é{'our ear? You’re shaking your
head like a fly-worried bronc.”

“% don’t like what I'm afraid we got
to do. Bringing in Cavalry to settle
an argument always brings up other
tooubles. It’s kind of like a kid run-
fng home to his old lady when he gets
ih a fight, And I reckon Dupree’s got
to be licked by us once and for all.”

B UKE BRICE stood in the door-
4 way watching them come. He

v‘}él»ked out to meet the four of them, -

his shotgun held menacingly against
possibe intruders.

“You ain’t heard the news, I don’t
reckon,” Pat said.

“#What news?” Brice asked. He

looked tense, desperate, braced for
anything that might be coming at
Kim,

Pat told him about the mine,
igtroduced him to Austin. “We
can use an honest hand on the Lazy
Mare,” Pat said. “I told Austin he
could stay for a while, anyway till
he gets straightened out and we get
things settled below.”

Luke Brice, nodding soberly, wait-
ed silently for Pat to go on.

“Pat ain’t figuring Sam and me’ll
be much good around the ranch while
there’s fighting to do.” Ezra’s tone
wag a little boastful.

“I'm tired of fighting,” Brice said,
wearily. “We didn't come out to
fight.” He took a long breath. “How
long you figure it’ll be before this
thing gets settled down, now that
the gold mining craze is over?”

“It shouldn’t be long,” Pat said.

“My wife’s getting worse, too,”
Brice said. “I can’t go on like we
been going. The ranch won’t amount
to anything and my wife'll likely
die, if this keeps up.”

“Anything we can do for her?”
Pat asked anxiously. “How about get-
ting old Doc Weaver up here to look
at her?”

Brice shook his head slowly. “That
wouldn’t .help as much as having a
woman to look after her. Emma’s the .
kind of a woman that needs other
women around, If I could get Elder
Scott to move the prophets up here,
then there’d be a woman or two to
look after her.

Pat looked off down the trail again.
The speck that he had seen:was grow-
ing larger, swelling in his vision until
it became a buckboard with a team
trotting fast before it. And so far
as he could make out, a man was driv-
ing and there was a woman sitting in
the seat beside the man.

“If you figure you need a woman to
help take care of Emma,” Pat said,
“this buckboard coming up the valley
may be the answer to your prayer.”

They watched the dust cloud rise
behind the briskly moving rig. The
figures in the buckboard grew larger
and suddenly Pat said, “Well, I'll be
doggoned!”

Ezra’s one eye was fixed on the
rig as it turned into the yard. “Hey,
that’s that Maggie McCabe woman,
ain’t it?”

“That’s Maggie,” Pat said: “Won-
der what brings her up here in such a
rush?”

“Whatever it is,” Sam said, “Mag-
gie McCabe won’t never be no an-
swer to any man’s prayer.”

Maggie was looking them over,
flashing her eyes about the faces that
watched her. She focused on Pat’s
face and her expressicn changed from
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fear to relief.

“Who's that driving her?” Ezra
asked.

“Looks like a livery rig,” Pat said.
“She must have hired the livery boy
to drive her out.” He got down and
walked over toward Maggie.

Maggie raised her finger to her lips
in one quick gesture for silence. She
turned to the stable boy who had
driven her. “What’s my name?” she
demanded. : :

“I told you, lady,” the kid said
earnestly. “Y don’t know who you are
or care.”

“I'll give you an extra doilar for
bringing me out,” IMaggie said. “Now
who did you drive down the valley?”

“One of the miners,” the kid said.
“I just been driving one of the miners
down into the ranches to try and get
him a job.”

“You learned your part real good,”
Maggie said. “Here’s another dollar
for you and dont forget what I'm
paying you for.”

The kid shook his head. “No m2’am.
I won’t forget. But I'm mighty curious
to know who you’re running away
from.”

“For that two dollars extra you can
stop being curious. You don’t even
think about it again. That two.dollars
is more than you make in a month,
almost.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the kid said. “I
stopped thinking. I plumb forgot.”
He was grinning as he cramped the
wheel so she could get out.

Pat was there to help her out of
the buckboard. She gave him a
thankful halfsmile and sobered in-
stantly. She stood there with her

_hand in his, the way he’d helped her
out. She turned her head and nodded
to the boy. “Forget everything, you
understand?”

“Yes, ma’am.” The boy swung the
team around and started the horses
jogging back down the trail.

“What'd you come for?” Sam de-
manded. “If you come after Pat, you
come to the wrong place.”

AGGIE f{flushed but she didn't
say anything.
“Mind your manners, Sam.” Pat’s
voice was menacing. “The lady came
to see me, not you.”

From inside the house came the
voice of Emma Brice. She was calling
loudly for Luke, who went in to her.

Maggie shot a quick glance at Pat.
“They told me this was your ranch,
or used to be. Who’s the woman you
got up here?” .

“I haven’t got her up here,” Pat
said. “It’s Luke Brice's wife. She’s
sick.”

“Oh,” Maggie said.

Pat waited for her to go on. She
turned her head, glanced at Sam and
Ezra and Austin, followed Brice with
her eyes as he walked into the hLouse,
still carrying his shotgun.

She turned back to the three men

- behind Pat. “Why don’t you three

take a walk? I want to talk to Pat.”

“Come on, Sam,” Ezra urged.

Sam shook his head. “I den’t go
unless Pat tells me to.”

“You heard what the lady asked
you,” Pat said. He liked to see Mag-
gie’s face shine when he called her
a lady.

“What is it, Maggie?” Pat asked.

The look of fear flashed back in
her eyes. “Pat, you got to hide me.”

“From who?”

“You mean you won’t tell me?”

“I'm not sure. And it wouldn’t do
any good to go into it.”

“That’s a queer way to ask favors.”

“I know. And I don’t deserve help
from you—after what I did.”

“What did you do?”

“Don’t you know?
you and—"

“Telling Dupree where 1 was go-
ing—when I left to go to the Land
Prophets’ camp?”

She nodded. “That was one reason
he went up right off to search for
that Dirt Saint that fought for me”
Say, I'd like to thank that youngster,

I threatened

- whoever he was.”

“What was the other reason he
went up? To get me, too?”

She nodded. “If you see that Dirt
Saint, thank him for me. Dupree says
his name is Adam Bates.”

“I thought Dupree was gunning for
you?”

“I know how to make deals with
Dupree when I've got something to
offer that he wants.”

“Then DPupree isn't the one you're
running away from?”
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“No.” She almost laughed. “Dupree
and I are all right now, for the mo-
ment.”

“Does Dupree know you came up
here?”

She shook her head. Her face went -

a little pale at the mere idea.

“If you and Dupree are so friend-
ly now,” Pat said, “why didn’t you
you go to Dupree and let him hide
you?”

“I tell you I wouldn’t dare. He’d
get it out of me what I’m afraid of.”
There was stark fear and pleading
in her eyes. “Pat, you got to hide
me and not let anybedy know I'm
here.”

Pat was watching- her,
down into her anxious, heavily
rogued face. He said, “I suppose I
do owe you something for taking care
of me after Dupree beat me.”

“No, you don’t owe me nothing.”
Thete was a strange light in her
eyes. “I took care of you because—
because I wanted to, Pat. Don’t you
see? I know you don’t care anything
about me—but you’re the only one,
like I said before. You're the only
one that ever treated me like I was
a lady. And you’re the only one I'd
trust to take care of me now that I
need hiding.”

He glanced at the house and
thought of Emma Brice, and her need
of a woman was in his mind.

“I'll do anything yeu say,” Maggie
pleaded. She shook her head hard and
the silver earrings jangled below the
lobes of her ears. “Maybe you’d like
to know what Dupree plans. I can
tell you that if that’ll help.”

s 147

AT thought the
situation over for a
long minute. Then
he said, “You can
stay, Maggie. As far
as I'm concerned,
you can stay. You
did a good job of
nursing on me and
“maybe you can be
of some help to that
woman in there. But

looking

I'm not Dupree, Maggie. I don’t make

ACTION

deals with anybody.”

She stcod staring at kim, amazed
and not knowing what to say. A sud-
den rush of tears welied in her eves.
Then she threw her arms around his
neck, kissed him on the check.

A gun. barked from clese range
and IMaggie cried out and leaped
back away from Pat. She grabbed the
lobe of her right ear and her hand
came away with a speck of blood on
it.

She cried out in surprise and rage
as Sam Sloan came running up on his
short, stocky legs. )

The smoking right-hand gun was
in his kand, He caid, “I know’d what
you was aiming at all along, Maggie.
Cutting off your right earring is just
a warr"r‘g Next time I’ll aim dead
center.”

She lowered her head a little, llke
an animal about to spring, and she
crooked her fingers into claws
“Why, you little—"

Pat grabbed her and held her from
throwing herself at Sam.

“Get out of here, Sam,” Pat barked
“I’'m-old enough to take care of my
self. And if I ever catch you drawing
a gun on any woman again, I'll—"

“I was only doing it for your goad,
Pat,” Sam insisted. “You got to have
protection from her kind. She ain't

f‘t-——”

“Shut up! Get back to the bunk-
house and don’t let me sce you until
the supper bell rings.”

Pat slapped his horse on the rump .
and ran him toward the corral. He
turned to Maggie. “You can have my
room and I’ll sleep in the bunkhouse.”
He picked up her broken earring,
gave it tc her.

She lccked up at him and away.
Then, as he pushed the side door of
the ranch house open for her, she
said, “How about letting me do the
cooking while I'm here? You can tell
anybody that comes arocund that I'm
your cook.”

An hour later all hands learned
that Maggie McCabe could cook.

Sam ate silently, but Ezra praised
the focd loudly. When they were all
through, Brice took Maggie in to see
his wife while Pat and the boys
cleaned up the dishes.

Pat wrung out the dish cloth when
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they’d finished and looked out
through the kitchen window at the
dark night, “I reckon this would be a
good time to do the little job I got to
do,” he said.

“Such as what?” Sam demanded.

“Putting my hunch into motion.”

“You're taking us with you,” Ezra
said, “if you're figuring on doing
something dangerous.”

Pat shook his head. “This is a one-
man jcb, only.”

A shadow appeared in the doorway
to the sitting room. Maggie stood
there taking everything in. “IMaybe
if I tell you Dupree’s plans, it’ll
change yours.” There was concern on
her face. She jerked her head toward
the front door.

Pat dried his hands and followed
her outside.

She faced him in the darkness. “I
don’t know what you're planning to
do, Pat, but I'm guessing it won’t be
anything very safe to yocur hide. So
Il tell you what Dupree said he was
going to do. He’s hiring miners that
got put out of the mines when the
gold ran out and he expects to get
them ready to ride by dawn or just
before. He’s planning to attack the
Dirt Saints, with the town marshal
leading them. He’s got a legal evic-
tion order from the judge, he says,
and if they don’t get out, then they
can stay and get shot down.”

BDAT STOOD tense and silent in
dark, waiting for Maggie io go

on.

“He’s mighty mad about the way
they hid this Adam Bates. And he’s
going to get even with Elder Scott
for showing him up before those gun
fighters.”

“¥elso’ll have his men there, I
reckon,” Pat said soberly. “And there
will be lots of good folks killed in
the gun fighting.”

“Kelso’s men won't be there,” she
said, almiost in a whisper. “Frank’s
given out orders that he attacks the
CSaints in three days. elso’s taking
his time. He knows that Dupree’s
served a notice on the Saints that they
got to get out in three days, but he
doesn’t know about the evicticn order
or that Dupree aims to get going
right away.”

“That’s mighty interesting,” Pat
said, “I reckon I'd better get started
on my plan without wasting any more
timse.”

“There’s cne more thing I over-
heard Frank Dupree telling Dan
Kenyen, his marshel,” Maggie said.
“EHe's figuring on getting Kelso at
his house before daylight. I heard
him say he’s sent two men to get him
by four in the morning. I couldn’t
catch the name of one of the gun
fighters but thz other cne he called
Ringo.” .

“Gurky and Ringo?”

“They’re the ones.”

“That’s geing to be a heap of help
to me,” Pat caid. “Now you go back
and sit tight and tell the boys, if
they ask, that I've gone on a little
errand and I'll be back when I get

“here.”

She turned, glanced at the house
and faced him again under the cot-
tonwood. “Pat, be careful?”

“Don’t worry about me.” He

“drew first onz gun and then the

other, spun the cylinders and worked
the action to make sure that every-
thing would be in order.-

He got his bay gelding, saddled
him and led him silently out of the
corral and over the short-cut to the
lower trail. There, he mounted and
rode by the shortest route toward
Dutch Springs.

“QOne thing we got to do,” he told
the bay. “If we don’t do anything
else, we got to keep Harvey Kelso
alive long enough to do us some
goed.”

B

Pst had lcoked over Harvey Kelso's
new home going through Dutch
Springs. It was a big house, painted
white and standing on a slight knoll
overlooking the city. Harvey Kelso
had never trarried. Once he had
boarded with RIirs, Decker over on
Aspen Street, but things were dif-
ferent now.

The house stoed cut stark and bare
in the darkness of the night. Pat rode
around it at a distance, looked it over
and then tied his horse to a juniper
tree and started for the house on
feot,

There were clumps of mesquite
bordering the lawn, and he kept to
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low smack, solid but muffled as the
big fist smaszhed against Pass's beny
jaw.

The ycung gun fighter’s legs buck-
led. His head sagged over and his
body went limp. Then he collapsed
like a falling bag of cattle feed and
sprawled on the grass belew the step.

Pat took off his neckerchief and
wound it about the butt of his right-
nand six-gun. He gave T’aso two
strolzes on the base of his skull to
malke sure he’d stay out leng enough.

Then he stood up, listened for
sounds ti:at would warn him his ac-
tions had bcen heard.

From inside the house came a
steady sound. It Legan to grow in
volume nntil it was a low snort. Then
the steadinzss of it continued in a
deeper tone.

Pat crept up the porclx steps on the
toes of his boots, scarce;y breathing.
tie reached the parfly open door,
swung it wide and slipped into the
black interior.

The gun with the neckerchisf pad-

ding it was in his hand. Like a slow-
ly advancing shadow, he moved closer
to the sound of the steady, labored
snoring.

It was difficult to see anjy tl‘ung in-
side. He stumbled over a chair. It
fell with a clatter, and Pat stood
frozen, wazimg, listening.

As the chair hit the floor the la-
hored breathing sLopped Now there
was deep siince in the room, and a
darkness that was almost completely
black.

Walking on his toes, he moved
closer. Now he was near enough to
make out Bull’'s body and head and
big legs sprawled over the couch. He
was lying on his side, with his face
away frem Pat, the back of his head
exposed.

“I sure hate to do this,” Pat
breathed. “It’s 111e sheoting a man
in the back, but this ain’t no time for
playing grandstand heroics like
Adam Bates. We got more impertant
things at stake.”

He swung the padded gun butt,
swung it light at first to try the
pressure and the swing. Then, as Bull
began to rouse from the first, easy

blow, he let him have it hard and firm
and stunning.

Bull Shard’s big body clumped on
the couch and settled to what seemed
a more comfortable position.

Pat turned and started up the
stairs. Kelso, he thought, would be
in the biggest bedroom upstairs. That
was the one over the porch.

'E. REACHED the upper story,

still walking on his toes, paused

at the closed door of the front bed-
room, then opened it softly.

There was silence for a long mo-
ment, then the sound of ked springs
creaking, then silence again.

There was a lighter space framed
in each windew from the stars out-
side. He could see a fcrm move, sil-

Jhouetted against the righi-hand win-

dow. The body was small, about the
size of Harvey Kelso. And now Pat
could see that Kelso was lying in
his bed, but turning over and rising
on one elbow

Kelso’s voice spoke, low. “Is that
you, Bull?” And when Pat didn’t zn-
swer, Xelso raised his voice. “Paso.
Is that you, Paso?”

A hght flared and Kelso held the
match toward a lamp beside his bed.
He was sitting up and his other hand
held a gun. It was pointed at the door
where Pat stood.

Pat had stepped back beside the
door frame as the light f{lared and
his gunb came out—the one with
the neckerchief around the stock and
his left-hand gun. “I wouldn’t make a
fuss, Kelso,” he said softly.

The light went out instantly. He

" heard the bed creak and then a body

thumped on the floor behind it.

“You're late with that trick, Kelso.
Come out with your hands up before
I blast you under the bed or through
the mattress. Take your choice.”

There was silence. Then a moment
later, Harv Kelso said querulously,
“Where—where’s Bull and Paso?”

“They won’t bother us,” Pat said.
“You know who this is? Recognize
my voice?”

“Stevens. Pat Stevens?”

“You had a pretty good idea I'd
come after you eventually, didn’t
you, Kelso?”
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and handing out the stolen receipt
slips.

Kelso stood motionless, the muscles
in his neck thtchmg Pat turned
t0 him, “You’re going to be real busy

for some time. Sit down across the

table and start making out deeds of
these p’aces so you can deed ’‘em
back. It happens there was some pads
of blank deeds in this bundle of pa-
pers I took from your safe. It'll
save yoit some trouble copying.”

Luke Brice came in with his deed,
said, “I drawed up another one just
like this and signed it. There’s two
witnesses to it.”

Pat paid him six thousand dollars
out of the piles of money, took the
signed deed to the Lazy Mare ranch
and stuck it in his pocket.

The payment went on. Kelso was
working feverishly, filling in deeds
and signing them back in spite of
his sore fingers, tryng to make things
right with the ranchers as they stood
over him menacingly.

Maggie came hurrying iato the
room from upstairs. She came over
to Pat, bent low, whispered in his
ear. “They’re coming. I can see their
dust cloud from the upstairs win-
dow.”

“Thanks,” Pat said. “We got busi-
ness here to settle before we do
much fighting ourselves. Go tell
the Land Prophets that I said for
them. to pick a mar with a rifle and
get him, first swing. Then as soon
as we get this over, we’ll be there.”

“Maybe we ought to go fight first,”
Ezra said, hopefully.

Pat shook his head. “Not firsi off
before we finish this. If anything
should happen to Harvey Kelso be-
fore he got these things signed, a lot
of folks wouldn't maybe get their
land back. So we finish this first.”

Pat turned to the ranchers. “As
soon as you get your places back
and straightened out, you can go out
and start working your guns.”’

HE WORK went on. Then sud-

denly, there was wild screaming
and yelling, and bullets crashed
against the house.

Pat rose from his chair, “How can

a gent concentrate on work whils
there’s fighting to do?”

He wlnpped out both guns, tumed
at the door. “lfflaggie, take that shot-
gun off the wall and see that Harvy
Kelso goes on with his work.”

“Not on your life,” she said. “If
there’s fighting against Frank Du-
pree U'll be in there, too.”

“I thought you was in love with
Dupree. You turned and told him all
about what I was going to do.”

Maggie shook her head. “That
wasn’t love of Frank Dupree that
made me do that. That was trying
to make myself think I hated you.”

She stood looking at him steadily
and there seemed to be pleading in
her eyes. Then she turned away and
glanced at Kelso. “All right. What-
ever you say, Pat.”

The noise outside was bedlam. A
hundred men or more were yelling
and riding about the circle cf wagons.
The morning sun beat down upon
the scene, made it stark and bare and
blinding.

Guns were barking from every di-
rection. A cow bellowed and went
waddling in fright down through the
camp. A woman screamed and ran
for her wagon.

Men of the Land Prophets lay on
the ground under the wagons, their
rifles propped on wheel rims or
spokes, taking aim carefully at the
drunken miners and gun fighters that
Frank Dupree had hired,

Pat ran to the south edge of the
wagon circle. He crouched there and
& bullet whistled above his hat. He
saw a familiar figure riding by and
toock aim with his right-hand gun.
He pulled the trigger, but only a
miracle shot could have hit Frank
Dupree at that range.

He was riding crafty, keeping two.
or three of his men between him and
the wagon circle, shouting orders to
them as they rode. Pat heard him,
yell, “Ride wide and pick off what
you can, then graduaily close in.”

That was the old Indian style of
doing the job on a wagon train.

The men rode hard. The horses
were heaving and blowing, but their
riders were drunk for blood. Now
and then one would take a bottle from
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had blood on them and Adam’s face
was full of dirt and sweat.

“You figure they’ve
good?”

Pat shock his head. “I'm mighty
afraid they just went off to rest their
horses and to cook up something
worse,” he said. “How you figure we
made out?”

“That’s hard to tell,” a stocky young
Prophet said. “There’s a heap of hurt
and dead. We ain’t started to count
and take stock yet but we’re going
to right now.’

“We don’t stand much chance if
they come back,” a heavy-set young
buck said. “They’re licking us some-
thing fierce over on my sidev.”

“i hny can’t lick us,” Adam said.
“Even if they do come back with new
tricks, we’ll stick it out.”

The grandstand side of the hero
was coming out in him again, and
Pat couldn’t help admiring him for
it. He could see how the other young-
sters took courage from him. Pat said,
“How’s Elder Scott doing?”

“He’s sleeping,” Adam said.
he’s real bad.”

“We’d better begin carrying the
wounded into the house and laying
them on the floor,” Pat said. “That

gone for

“But

Pupree varmint is coming back scon

as they all get rested and liquored
up fresh and we sure want the decks
cleared for more action when he does
come.”

JZRA had Harvey Kelso locked
up in the little back bedroom
again. Pat said, “Get him out of there
and put a gun in his hand. He might
as well get in this fight, since he
don’t like Dupree any better than the
rest of us.”

Kelso came out. “I'd be glad to fight
Dupree with the rest of you,” he of-
fered.

Pat looked at KEzra. “Has he got
everything deeded over and straight?”

“Everything,” Kelso said, “I’ll be
glad even to go into town and get
Bull Shard, if he's still alive, to round
up the men I hired and—"

“We got enough of a war on
without making it worse,” Pat
broke in. “I reckon we’ll fight our

own battles without the heln of hired
gun fighters. But if you want, you
can go out and throw some lead on
your own account,” He nodded to
Ezra. “Get him a shooting iron, rifle,
shotgun, or six-gun. Whatever he fan-
cies, and kind of see that he uses it
on the right people.”

Pat turned as the door swung back.
A big black-bearded man stood in the
doorway, almost filllng it. W1tn kim
was a younger, smaller man.

“Ben Kelly!” Pat gasped. “What
you doing here?”

Maggie McCabe, whe had entered
the room quietly a moment before,
caught her breath. Her eyes were
riveted on the doerway, too, but not
on Ben Kelly. “Bennis!” she cried.
“What are you doing here in—"

Behind the two men in the door-
way were two young Land Prophets,
their guns stuck in the ethers’ backs.
“They said they were friends of
yours,” the taller guard said.

“I said it,” Ben Kelly boomed. “And
if T can’t say I'm a friend of Pat

Stevens now, I don’t reckon I ever

can.” He nodded to the young man
with him. “This young gent rode into
town looking for a man named Frank
Dupree. And he said he’d heard his
sister had drifted up this way, too.
Said her name was Maggie McCabe.”

Dennis McCabe was a careless-look-
ing, handsome young Irish devil. He
grinned at his sister, said, “You been
gone a long time. I got worried about
you, Started out looking for you.
Looks like you got yourself in a sure
enough mess this time, Mag.”

“I'm fighting on the right side this
time, Dennis,” she said proudly.

“You came up to see Dupree, didn’t
you?” Dennis wasn’t smiling now.

Maggie bit her lip. Her eyes low-
ered. ‘“Yes, but I swear, Dennis, I'm
cured of him now.”

“I'm sure you’re going to be if you
aren’t.” McCabe’s hands swung slight-
ly closer to the two long-barreled six-
guns hanging low on his legs. “I come
up to see to that, Mag.”

Maggie bit her lip again but she
didn’t try to stop him. She said sim-
ply, “I heard you were coming, That
is, I heard somebody about your size
had been inquiring for me, along the
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trail.
or—"-

“Clany?” Dennis interrupted. *“¥ou
always heen scared of Clany. Scared
he was going to kill you like he said
he would, for teaming up with Du-
pree once against him, Well, Clany
wasn’t so white. You got nothing to
fear from him, either, Mag. He’s
hanging from a high spruce limb up
it Montana, from what I heard, if the
buzzards ain’t got Lim pecked to
pieces by now.”

Maggie shuddered, didn’t answer.

“So Dupree is riding herd on this
psalm-signing outfit,” Dennis Mc-
Cabe said. “Good thing I got here
when I did. Where you figure he’s at
now?”

Pat pointed out the window. “Gver
that ridge, resting their horses and
getting liquored for another attack, I
reckon. You’re welcome to stay for
the fun if you want, you two.” Pat
fodded to the two guards. “What
ever they decice, they're 2ll right to
stay or go as they like. You can go
back to your posts now.”

A shout went up from outside.

“They’re coming again!”

Dennis McCabe stiffencd.

Pat glanced out of the window,
réached for the buffalo gun he’d
Brought in with him. “They’re coming
and there’s Frank Dupree drunk
enough to ride right plumb in the
lead.”

“He don’t look drunk to me,” Den-
nis said. He turned from the window,
r¢ached for his guns, spun their cyl-
ihders. “He looks ke he’s gone wild
and I'm the gent that's going to tame
him.”

I figured it was either you,

B E DIVED for the door with Ben

Kelly’s big form right behind
him. Inside, Maggie stood for a split
second with her teeth clenched. She
closed her eyes and her fists grew
tight. Then she seemed to relax and
she began working among the wound-
ed as fast as she could move.

Pat rushed outside. He ran to the
side of the wagon circle and dropped
to his knees beside one of the big
rear wheels. He got a line on the
rider just going by, but he was far

away. Pat pulled on him, and the
rider leaned forward as he dashed
past.

They were doing that, leaning down
and rising as they rode. And it made
them hard to hit. He pushed another
sheil into the chamber, took aim and
blasted again, and again he missed.
He cursed furiously.

They were still far away, starting
the circle wide. They were going to
work in gradually. And all of the time
they fired at random at spots along
the bases of the wagons where the
Prophets and the ranchers knelt or
lay prome, gunning at them riding
by.

The rearing, plunging horses were
iresh again from their rest. The noon
sun was beating down, a blinding light
on the moving men. They raced past,

-and then a great shout went up at

the far end of the camp opposite the
barn and corral.

No one in that section of the camp
seemed to be concentrating on the
fighting in his sector. Pat saw men
rear up and stare at the action down
by the end of the wagon circle.

Suddenly, Pat was running, too.
The line of men had doubled. He
stood confused, trying to figure it
out. Dupree had started his men in
two lines when they had come down
off the ridge. Those two lines, riding

‘furiously, had circled, one.in one di-

rection and the other going around
the other side of the wagon circle.
But now they had joined forces. A
double line of them, weaving and
swaying in their saddles, were run-
ning straight for the small gap in
the wagon train where a group of
women were huddled to stay out of
the line of bullets.

Pat yelled to them, “Get out of
the way. The devils are coming
through there.”

Quickly Pat ran to the center, wav-
ing his arms and his gun. “Drop to
the ground,” he shouted, “all of you.
Drop and face that gap.inthe wagbns
where Dupree and his men are toming
through. Face that and cut thém
down.”

Some of the men heard him. They
dropped and others, seeing them fall
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(Continued From Page 87)

one. But the bullet’s out. Go wash
it off and get out of my way. There’s
others that got real trouble.”

Sam got up, shaking his head. “Yes,
ma’ara,” he said meekly. “Only will
you bandage it, if I wash it? I only
got one hand for bandaging a shoul-
der.”

“All right,” Maggie said. “Now get
out of here. We need the room.”

S PAT entered the room with

Dennis’ help, a cry came from
the far corner. Mary Scott threaded
her way toward Pat. “You're hurt—
badly,” she whispered.

“Not so bad but what I can still
navigate. How’s your dad?”

“We've got him in the front bed-
room. I’m taking care of him, but
he’s quiet and resting now. I think
he’ll be all right in time.”

“Sure glad to hear that.” Pat
looked around for Adam Eates—
wasn’t any use having Adam see Mary
fussing over him—before saying,
“Where’s my girl friend, Maggie?
You seen her, Mary?”

The girl’s face darkened. “Maggie?”
She studied him for an instant. “She
—she was here a minute ago.”

“She was busy then, I reckon.”

“I can take care of you,” Mary
said.

Pat shook his head. “I don’t reckon
some folks would like that, Adam and
Maggie for instance. And you're
doing good, Mary, for some worse
off than me. Your dad needs you
close, too.”

“All right,” she said. “If you don’t
want me to help you.”

“It ain’t that. Only we just got
finished with a war and we got to
keep things as peaceful as we can
from now on.”

He sat down on the floor, leaned
gingerly against the wall. Dennis
went into the next room.

Mary, hesitating, glanced at a
young man being brought in by two
other men. There was blood on the
wounded one and she turned, sudden-
ly. “Adam,” she cried. “Adam!” There
was a choke in her voice as she flew
to him.
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things to say. He lay still, waiting.

“You’re pretty wonderful, Pat.”

“So are you,” he said.

There was a long moment of si-
lence. .

“Pat,” she said, “I’ ve been wonder-
ing—I mean about us. I've been won-
dering if we’d—well, get along. That
Jls—”

“I reckon anybody could get along

with you, Maggie, if he treated you?l
right.”

“You think so?”

Pat hesitated. “You sure did a

wanderful job of taking care of ev-
erybody.” He kept stalling for the
right words to ease off what Maggie
was aiming at.

“If it hacn t been for you, the Land
P.rophet;, and the ranchers would
have lost out, sure,” she said.

“Things just naturally worked
out.” Pat changed the subject. “Any-
body heard anything about Harvey
Kelso? How did he come out in the
second batch of fighting?”

“You know,” she said, “I believe

he came out just about the way he |

wanted to. He didn’t have much to
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live for. And maybe down under he

had a good streak.”

“He was killed?”

She nodded once.
him in with a bullet in his nsck but
he was gone from loss of blood be-
fore we could do anything for him.”

“Q
land straightened before he died.”

“That’s what I'm -;aymg If
hadn’t been for you—"

“You got a pretty wenderful broth-
er there, Maggie. You know that?”

“Sure I know it,” she said. “But
. we were talking about you. The way
you got them to fight and fought
youieeif She was ]ookmg steamly
into his gray eyes. “You're about the
most wenderful human I ever—

“Like I was saymc Pat said.
“That brother Dennis of yours. I want
to tell you, Maggie, there’s a wonder-
ful lad.”

“He’s a good kid,” she said.

Pat closed his eyes. He braced him-
self to say what he knew must say
to break it as gently as he could,

(Continued On Page 96)
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WESTERN ACTIGN
(Continaad From Page 93)

“Dennis has plans, tco,” Pat said.
“Maybe you don’t know it, but—"

“You're changing the subject,
Maggie said, a little desperately. “We
were talking about you.” Her eyes

ere steady upon him and he could
feel the cold dampness of her hands
holding his. “There’s only one thing
wrong here, at your Lazy Mare ranch.
You need a woman to take care of

i3]

you.

FeAT COUGHED and pain shot

through him. He swallowed, and

felt weak, and cclor rushed to heat
his face.

“I know about your wife and boy,”
Maggie went on softly, “I heard all
about them. I've been asking about
you. But you can’t bury yourself here
alone, now that they're gone.”

Pat was trying hard to think things
out and get his words straight. “Ezra
and Sam,” he said, “will take pretty
good care of me. And that brother of
yours—""

She was studying him carefully, but
trying not to seem anxicus now. Grad-
vally, she let his hand siip from hers.
She forced a smile. “Dennis is a pret-
ty wonderful kid, isn’t he?”

He read the disappointment in her
eyes. But she was a3 worldly woman
and it hadn’t taken her long to learn
the trend of things.

“And he needs you,” Pat said.

She looked concerrnied, seemed to
forget for the moment what they bad
been drifting toward. “Something’s
wrong with Dennis?”

Pat cieared his throat the way he
usually did when he was bringing up
a lie. .

“Not yet. But he’s been drifting,
he tells me.”

There was fear in her face, and Pat
hastened to reassure her.

“Not far wrong yet. I wouldn’t want
you to tell him that 1 told you, but it
seems he's been getting a bad start
of late. Kind of afraid he was be-
ginning to run with the wrong kind.
So he went and bought a ranch, hop-

1

- ing that you’d come live with him and

help keep him straight.”

Maggie stiffened. “Did he say
that?”

“Cross my heart,” Pat said.
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Maggie got up slowly, a purposeful
expression on her face. “I'm mighty
glad you told me, Pat. I sure do want
to look after Dennis. I wouldn’t want
anything to happen to him for the
world.”

“I knew you wouldn’t.”

“I’ve been kind of blind about my
own brother,” she went on. “I've been
s0 set on feathering my own nest,
I haven’t been thinking enough ahout
him. Dennis has been needing a home
worse than anybody ail along. You
got Sam and Hzra to look after you.
You don’'t need any more, really.”
She smiled down at him and got to
her fezt. “Thanks a heap, Pat, for
setting me straight. I won't ever for-
get you.”

She turned before he could answer
and waiked out of the room.

s 18 &

URING the days
that followed, wisile
Maggie stayed with
the cthers to heip
care for the wound-
ed, zhe never men-
tioned their

She changed his
bandages and
watched over him
tenderly, but impes-
sonaily, just as she
treated the other men.

Those of the Land Prophets who
were well enough went back to live
in their wagons. Maggie got IMrs.
Brice up and about and she in turn
began caring for Luke, who had got-
ten a builet in his thigh, and others
of their group.

Pat could move about a little now.
He went into the rcom next doer
occasionally to talk with Elder Scott
and young Adam. They were both
coming aleng nicely.

One morning while he was in there,
a shout went up from the yard. It
was ong of the Land Prophets roar-
ing out a warning. “There’s a band
of. riders coming over the ridge just
like the last attack Dupree made.”

Pat raised himself out of the chair.
He paused to listen, moving toward

(Continied On Page 98)
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{Continued EFrom PYage 97)

the door as he cocked an ear, his
mizd on his six-guns and belts that
had been hanging over his bedpost.

A busﬂe sounded off toward the
‘e and Pat {roze in the hall.

“It's a cempany of Cavalry,” he
sa.d. “They're heqdma this way from

“tc"z Springs.”

The horses were galloping down
the slope, cover the shortcut. The
treop circled the front of the house,
arnd the captain and his orderly got
down and walked to the front door.

In the upstairs hall, Pat could hear
the captain ask for the leader of the
Land prophets. He stood still and
motioned the captain in when he
climbed the stairs.

The oificer held his hat in his hand
and his hair was cut short and stiff

across the top. He walked into the
side bedrcom where Pat motioned
him and bowed. “Elder Scott?” he
said. !

The elder acknowledged the name,

“Suh,” the captain said in a fine
Southern -drawi, “I'm mighty sorry
tliere’s been an error to cause you all
the trouble you’ve had. We came over
as quickly as we could when we re-
ccived werd from Washington that
the error had been discovered. There’s
been a mistake, suh, in the orders
and papers the government issued
you.”

“A mistake?” Elder Scott said, “I
don’t see how—"

“You were given rights to certain
property in Dutch Springs,” the cap-
tain said. “But as you probably know
now, no such property descriptiong
exist here. No one knows how the
error occured. But the word Dutch
was substituted for Duluth. You
should have been sent to Duluth
Springs.”

“Duluth Springs?” Elder Scott re-
r;:eated “Where is that? Not far, I
hope.”

4(1,9

Ti

s about three days’ easy Jour-
ney by wagon to the west of here,”
the captain said. “Plenty of good, rich
soil there, suh. And we have orders
to escort you there and see that you
have safe arrival and protection while
you settle on your rightful land.”

- Pat turned tov Jard the house.

SAWC DAYS later Pat, Ezra and
Sam stood before the Lazy Mare
ranch house and watched the last of
the wagons wind across the valley
and disappear in the pass through
the Culebra Range, heading west.

When the wagons were out of sight,
“Seems
kind of empty here,” he said. “But
I reckon we'll like it a heap better
than having a war on every little
while.,” He tcok a deep breath and
moved his sore back. “Good to have
stretching room again.”

Ezra said, “Pat, let’s you and me
ride down to Dutch Springs and see
how the town is now that it’s back
near where it was.”

“You and him?” Sam snorted.
“Where you get the idea you and
Pat are going down there? What you
figure I'm gonna do?”

“You're gonna stay here and look
after the stock, that’s what. After all
those ranchers chipped in to stock
up Pat’s p'-‘ace with new cattle in gra-
titude for what he done, we don’t
want anything hanpening to it.”

“Why you one-cyed, red-headed—"

“Don’t fly off the handle,” Pat cut
in, “Ezra was onily joking with you.
Seeras like you never will know when
Ezra mecans what he says and when
he’s joking.”

“I wasn’t joking, neither,” Ezra
insisted. “Sam’s always bragging
about he knows so much more about
cattle than me. Well, he can be close
to cattle and I'll be close to humans
—Ilike Pat.”

Sam’s dark face turned purple.
“Now lock here, you big gorilla,” he
growled and started for Ezra.

Pat broke out in a chuckle. He -
caught Sam and turned him around.
And for the first time in a year, Pat
Stevens was laughing. “You two do
a man more good than sulphur and
molasses in the sprmg," he said. “And
nobody’s going no place until we can

- all three go together. That’s the way

we've always done everything and
that’s the way it’s always going to
be.”

THE END









