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SHOWDOWN FOR A

GUN-G

CHAPTER I

GUN-SLICK

HE man was abusive, insulting—delib-
Temely 50, and Sid Doane wondered.
Doane had come into the Silver Nug-
get saloon unobtrusively, quietly. He wanted
no fanfare associated with his return to the
town he had left five years before.

Lean, lanky, his face tanned a deep sad-
dle-leather brown by the hot winds of the
border country, he had come back to the
galleta grass valley of the Santosa for but

by JOHN A. SAXON

HOST

dé’:/'é

one reason—his friend, Buckie Hale, the
sheriff, had sent for him.
The aging peace officer had written:

'm o0 old to ram-rod Lane County
any longer, Sid. There's still gun-work
to be done and I figure & man as fast
with a 45 as you are will be able to
quiet the place down a bit without too
B T Tava e help
—they're figuring on a chan

There had been a P.S,, too. It had said:
I know Helen will be glad to see you.

Perhaps it was the postscript as much as
the sheriff’s appeal that really brought Sid
Doane back to the Santosa Valley.

He had wondered about Helen. “Gun-
slick” was what she had called him when
he left. Gun-slick he had remained—not
from choice, but of necessity.

12



A THUNDERING NOVEL OF
A GUN-SLICK'S REDEMPTION
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Whidden and Mackson

/L paunded gun butts together.

Two 45's roared and there

was the thud’ of lead strik-
ing flesh,

Branded "Gun-Slick" after a lifetime of upholding the law was Sid Doane's only gift

from the town of Santosa,

yet a frigger-weak lawman's Boot-hill plea sent Sid roaring

back into the face of death, with guns that were merely ghosts—to face the flaming
purgatory of a hell-pack’s dry-gulch lead!

Once let a man get the reputation of being
a gun-swift, there were always those who
challenged, with no more reason than the
defy of the ten-year-old who blatantly
shouts to a neighbor kid: “I can lide you.”

Gua-slick!  The fastest maa with a six-
shooter in all the White Hats of the rangers.
From Piedras to McAllen his fame had
spread and. always ke had hated it, because
be rem the scom in Helen Hale's
voice as she used the phrase. Now, that
same gun-speed stood reen - ber father
and the loss of his job.

Yet neither of them koew, must ever
know—

And so Sid Doane came back, emly to
learn that any man who expected to law-
rod' the town of Santosa would have to do
it fromr behind gun-smoke.

“Lay offen him, Bill,”" one of the men
at the bar interjected in an apparent attempt
to stave off trouble by clumsy humor. “He's
uh pilgrim; uh stranger in uh strange land.
Them things hangin’ on his laigs ain’t guns;
them's pliers for bobbed wire.””

Then, still grinning, he added to Doane,
gratuitously> “Bill Whidden's just practicia’,
in’ tuh be the next sheriff
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The man called Whidden, coarse-featured,
with a cast in his left eye that gave him a
sinister appearance, did not seem to agree
with the other’s summarization.

“Pilgrim hell,” he said, with a leer. “Since
when has Killer Doane been uh stranger to
Santosa?”

Quict greeted the announcement. Doane!
Sure, they remembered now. Gunned young
Heaton when they were both buttons. Out-
drew and out-shot the Trinity Kid. Some
said he had joined the rangers so that he
have the law back of his plays.
i'me them guns, Doane,” snarled
Whidden, “or let's see that fast draw uh
yourn. I'm takin' yuh ower to the sheriff
on uh lead He aan'’t import no bor-
der gunny on Saatosa.”

TILL Sid Doane made no move. Clear
W enough now. Whidden had been
tip) off. Whidden was set for gun
showdown right now.

The onlookers sensed that this was not
horse-play. There were a dozen men in the
saloon, punchers, miners. A dozen drinks
on the battered bar-top remained untouched
#s men shifted position. Boot-heels gritted
against rough board flooring. Conversation
dropped to clipped whispers.

-F{; desire to pound his hands down on
the cedar-butted glu, outdraw, outshoot the
other as he had outdrawn dozens of
became a searing, almost uncontrollable urge
within the breast of Sid Doane, an urge
that he knew must be stified. Those days
were behind him. Gun-slick! He could
never live it down—

] He forced a smile, tight-lipped, mirth-

ess.

“Better take it easy, Whidden,” he said
slowly, fumbling jerkily with the chin-cord
of his sombrero.

Somebody sighed, wheezily. The tension

eased. Doane’s re was that of a man
who has backed down.
“Yelluh!”

The almost indistinguishable whisper of
a bystander cut Sid Doane to the t'mizt= The
psychology of the mob, his was & fate of
the man who must always play his part—
or be misunderstood.

“T'll go along, Whidden,” he said at last,
“but—you don’t want my guns.”

It was a simple statement, yet behind it
was a last ditch something that caused Whid-
den to hesitate, until he whipped himself
with the lash of his own ego.

Into his eyes flicked a dangerous light.

“So you're Sid Doane,” he sneered, hands
on hips. “You're the hombre that Buckie
Hale sent for to gun-rod Santosa; the lead
slinger that outshot the Trinity Kid. Helt!
Gi'me them guns or by God I'll take 'em
offen you.”

The freezing of Sid Doane’s right hand
as thumb and forefinger tightened over the
chin-cord should have warned Whidden, but
it didn't.

“Do I get "em, or do I take ‘em?” Whid-
den demanded, his lips splitting viciously
over yellow teeth.

He seemed to read the answer in Doane’s

es for his right hand slapped down upon
the Frontier model Colts stuck in the waist-
band of his pants. Swift as the darti
tongue of a rattler, his hand never complet
the movement. Sid Doane, fumbling with
the chin-cord, jerked it loose in a flashing
move that dazzled the eye. There was a
Mexican toston clipped to one end of the
cord, a coin with two slots cut through it
to use as a fastener. With a single motion
Doane snapped the coin on the end of the
cord like a sling-shot, straight into one of
Whidden’s eyes. Pain caused the man to
throw both hands over his eyes in a pro-
tective gesture. A split second later, Sid
Doane had Whidden's gun in his left hand.

“Hold it, Whidden,” he ordered, his
voice low. “You wanted to see the sheriff;
let's get going.”

Before the others had entirely grasped
what had happened, Sid Doane, w{th%
den ahead of him, marched through the bat-
wing doors of the Silver Nugget and started
down the street toward where a sign marked
“Sheriff” swung from an iron rod in-front
of a ramshackle jail,

If the advent of Sid Doane had caused
no comment, his departure from the Silvee
Nugget created a situation that was quite the
opposite. As soon as they realized what
had happened, men tossed off their drinks
and followed.

“Sid Doane,” somebody commented, in-
credulously, with a shake of the head. *Sup-
posed to be the fastest man on the draw
along the border—and he never even made
a for ‘em.”

“Didn’t look to me like he needed to,”
cut in another. “Reckon he didn't figure
‘Whidden was speedy enough for him to
dirty 2 gun on. Damn if I can see how he
doae it, but—"

‘What was to happen next scemed to be
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the paramount consideration of those who
trailed the two men toward the sheriff's

ice.

Sid Doane was hardly prepared for what
he saw when he shoved open the door of
the jail. Sitting behind a rickety table lit-
tered with papers, was a fair-haired girl of
twentytwo, whose dack eyes looked wp in
puzzlement as Doane pushed Whidden in
ahead of him. For an instant her glance
met his, recognition flamed.

The years seemed to turn back like the
pages of a book. Once before, $id Doane
remembered having seen that same expres-
sion in her dark eyes.

“Gunning and killing will never bring
Eeue and prosperity to this valley, Sid,” she

ad told him the day he left. “If you can't
give up your guns, you'll have to give up—
me.”

And Doane, his pulses pounding with the
hot blood of youth, had refused to do the
thing he felt would make him appear ri-
diculous in the eyes of all who knew him—
hang up his guns for a girl. That night—
be had headed for the border.

“Gun-slick,” she had ealled him then—
20d now, in her stabbing eyes, he read repe-
tition of the charge. Of course she had
heard of his life since; of course she knew—

ER glance traveled from the gun in
his left hand up to his face, narrowed
down to mere slits.

“So, Sid Doane,” she said stowly, “you've
come back—and with a gun in your hand
as you left.”

Hot words struggled for utterance. He
wanted to explain, to point out the unfair-
ness of it; that the six-shooter he held was
‘Whidden’s, not his own. Then, as blood
drained from his cheeks, he managed:

“"Where's Buckie, Miss Helen? We've
got business with him, Whidden and me.”

“My father is ill,” she cut back, crisply.
“He's not here. 1If there’s anything about
his work—"

“Call him,” snap&ed Whidden, harshly.
“This damn gun-slick hadn’t been in town
ten minutes before he started trouble. If
old man Hale thinks he can import uh bor-
der killer for uh deputy, he’s got another
think comin’. That’s the whole trouble
with Hale, he ain’t man enough to do his
own gun work. Well, when I'm sheriff—"

There was something about the tightness
around Sid Doane’s lips that cut Whidden's
tirsde short.

“You'd better call Buckie, Miss Helen,”
Doane agreed. “You wouldn't understand
just what—"

Her glance was knife-like, angry.

“I'm afraid I understand only too well,”
she said, jerking her head significantly to-
ward the gun in his hand. “Once a killer
—always a killer!”

The muscles of Sid Doare's throat tight-
ened. He knew what she meant—but that
fight had been fair. Young Heaton had
gone for his gun first. It was his own life
against another's and Sid, in that infinitesi-
mal fraction of a second between life snd
death—had shot first. Helen, he knew,
didn’t understand. Wouldn't understand.

Under the scorn of her glance he felt
uncomfortable, ill at ease. He shouldn't
have come. Why should he try to hel? the
father of the girl who despised him? He
had never shot a man except in self-defense
or in the discharge of his duty. And now,
even that—

Buckie Hale had been aslecp in the living
:Lu:rtcrs adjoining the jail. Ar

commotion in the make-shift office he
came through the door, gaunt, gray, wor-
ried looking. For an instant Sid Doane
hardly koew the man who had been his
foster-father, who had saised a raoge waif
to manhood. Their eyes met, held.

“What's the trouble, Sid?” he asked fi-
pally. One might have thought Sid Doane
had been away over m;ght instead of five
gus Then the sheriff caught

hidden. His dimming eyes saw Whid-
dea’s gun in Doane’s hand, and he read be-
tween the lines.

“So yuh finally bit off more'n you could
chew, eh Bill?” he said to the man, much
at one might chide a fractious child. “Take
the shells out of his gus, Sid, an’ give i
back to him. Whidden, ¥ yo're caught
gxkin' ub gun again, you'll be locked up.

ub don't know how to handle ‘em.”

There was something akin to a snarl on
the lips of Bill Whidden as he replied. He
had been humiliated, treated like a child in
front of the very men he was trying to im-
press as appointive timber for the job of
sheriff.

“Yuh can’t lock me up, yuh old he-goat,”
he barked angrilyg.

Something passed between Sid Doane
and the ald sheriff, something that the older
man rsead in the eyes of the younger, the
reading of which brought & smile of guiet
satisfaction to his grizaled features.
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“Yo're plum’ comrect, Whidden,” he said,
slowly. Tl leave that to Sid Doage, my
new depitty.”

It was then Sid realized that whatever
confidences the sheriff had reposed in his
daughter Helen, he had not included in
them the fact that he intended to deputize
Doane.

Helen Hale made a quick intake of
breath looked from Sid Doane to her father

oured out all her pent-up emotion in
on: iting phrase:
“Dad!  How could you? That—"

Although she left the sentence unfinished,
Sid Doane wad its completing words as
they flashed through her mind. They were:
“Gun-slick.”

CHAPTER 11
DEALT FROM THE BOTTOM

OR a long time after Bill Whidden

had taken his empty gun and stomped

angrily out of the office, elbowing hns
way through the crowd and after Helen had
walked out, head high, jerked the tie-rope
of her pony loose from the hitch-rail and
ridden off, Sid Doane and the sheriff faced
each other across the rickety table. Sid told
Hale what had happened in the Silver Nug-
get. The sheriff listened, but offered no
comment, asked no questions.

“I'm glad yuh came back, boy,” the old
man said, and into that one sentence Sid
Doane realized the oldster had voiced the
depth of his feeling. Buckie Hale, out-
wardly hacd, had never been blessed with a
son. He loved Helen as a father loves an
only daughter, but it was to Sid Doane,
whom he had “raised from a pup” that he
naturally turned. He had taught Sid to ride,
had galloped stirrup to stirrup with him
across the rough country hunting rustler
signs; taught him how to handle a gun,
stood by him in the resultant trouble over
the Heaton killing.

Perhaps too, the old man sensed that it
was because of Helen that Sid had left the
Santosa Valley. Women were like that, he
keew. His wife, hardy pioneer woman that
she was, had alw-ys ecried the constant
use of force, the necessity for bloodshed.
The work of the law-man was in Buckie
Hale's blood—always would be. If he were
forced out of his job as sheriff after fifteen
years it would, St felt, break his heart.

‘Though h Sid Doane seosed what was g0~

ing through the old man’s mind, he gave
no indication of that fact.

“I'm sorry, Buckie,” he said at last, “but
I'm afraid my coming isn’t going to help
much.”

He couldn’t explain why; couldn’t dis-
appoint the other’s expectations.

PPOLM ks like this mmlll ‘Whidden was
layin’ for me,” he added, slowly. “Some-
body must have known I was coming.”

There was no question in the words and
he looked at Buckie Hale as though ex-
pecting affirmation.

Buckie shook his head.

“Nobody knew it,” he said positively.
“The letter I writ was the only time I ever
even let it out uh my own head—"

He stopped short, stared at Sid with a
puzzled expression.

“Yuh got that letter, Sid?” he asked, and
his eyes narrowed.

Doane produced the stained cnvelalpe
with the single sheet of paper it held
handed it to the sheriff. The old man split

the gummed flap, mi at it intently.
“Look at this, " he said a moment
hter, l-ns jaw squnmg “It's been ed
med up ag'in. See them brown

ag«kﬁ That's terbaccy an’ I ain’t used
ewin’ fer twenty years. Somebody opened
my Iettex, by gravy, then sealed it up
again—'

“I'm beginnin’ to see things, Sid,” he
went on. “Dan Mackson has had a hand in
this. He must uh knew you was headed this
way, an’ Dan Mackson—why uh course. 1
should uh thought of it before. It ain’t the
fust time has tried to use Bill
Whidden for his dirty work. That's why he
wants Whidden elected sheriff. Mackson
owns the bank, though he thinks nobody
knows it, and it's money from Mackson’s
gembling house that's been financin’ uh lot
ub Lane County mortgages. He cain't very
well let it get around to some uh these cat-
tlemen that he’s been loanin’ "em back their
own money an’ doin’ it through Tom Haw-
kins at the bank. I smelled that out uh few
months ago when he tried to talk me into
some high-handed foreclosures. When 1
wouldn't have any truck with it, he set out
to make Bill Whidden sheriff. Damn me, if
I was twenty d‘f"s younger I'd lay uh gua
barrel along that hombre’s skull. He'd sell
his soul—if he had one—for a couple uh
twenty dollar gold pieces.”

He looked at Sid expectantly.

“Perhaps that's just the t.muble, Buskie,”
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Sid Doane replied, thoughtfully. “Lane
County has always been run by six-gun law.
Maybe it's time we tried some other way.”

Buckie Hale slapped his thighs with the
flat of both hands in a gesture of annoy-
ance and stood up.

“Now, there you go. That's what Helen's
allus sayin’. There's only one argyment men
like Bill Whidden and Mackson understan’
—uh hot slug uh lead.”

He cocked his head to one side and sur-
veyed the other ;l uestioningly.

“Yuh know, Sid,” he smd finally after
studying him for a moment, “that sounds

ueer comin’ from uh White Hat, uh
anger that's allus put fear uh God an’ the
Law into uh malo hombre with uh pair uh
.45s. Ain’t goin’ soft are yuh?"

Sid shook his head.

“There’s other ways, Buckie,”
slewly, and looked away.

How could he tell this fire-eating oldster
that for him, there had to be other ways?

Buckie appeared i

he said

play games. He packs uh gun his-own-self,
an’ because I ain't never seen him smoke
it, I'd hate to lay uh bet he wouldn't do it
muy pronto. Mackson’s back of the wrong
element in this county, an’ it's Mackson
you're up against. Yuh may have bluffed
down Bill Whidden, but there'll be others
to take his place.”

“We'll worry about them when the time
ccmes, Buckie,” replied Sid, as he lowered
his hand after taking the oath and pinned
the badge on his shirt. “I'tl be s:em Mack-
son the first thing in the morning.”

HERE was a tight, grim look about the
sheriff’s mouth.

“Yuh won't have tuh wait that long,
Sid,” he said, pointing. “Mackson’s on his
way here and g: looks plenty riled.”

Sid Doane tusaed and glanced in the di-
rection indicated. A heavy-set, square-jawed
man wearing a black Stetson hat and s frock
coat of the style affected by many gamblers

hout the West, was stepping off the

“Mebby so, Sid,” he gave in grudgingly.
“Tricks like yuh pulled on Bill Whidden
today is plum’ unexpected I'll admit—but
they're dangerous. They won't allus work,
and when they don’t—'

He shrugged his shoulders doubtfully
The inference was plain enough. For fif-
teen years Buckie Hale had depended upon
the speed of his good right hand and the
.45 hanging at his hip. Now that age had
slcwed his draw, dimmed his once bright
eye, he might grudgingly acknowledge the
lack of his own ability to thus carry the law
icto an enemy camp, but he still had faith
in his method—in younger hands.

“Dan Mackson’s got to be stopped, Sid,”
he said at last. “In another year he'll have
Lane County in the flat of his hand—he’s
almost got it now. Theer's fifty men in
this county that’ll do anythmg he tells ‘em
to—and he’s telling ‘em plenty But,” he
concluded shrewdly, “yuh caint snap uh
chin-cord in Dan Mackson's eyes.”

“If you want me to take the job, Buckie,”
said sid, refusing to be drawn into further
discussion, “it'll have to be on my own
terms, and with the understanding 1 can
handle it my own way. Is that agreed?”

“Lane County has got to be cleaned up,
Sid,” said the old man, reaching into a
drawer and pulling out a six pom!:d badge
stamped . "I ain’t carin’ whether
yuh use uh six gun uh stick uh dynamite.
‘But jus’ remember this, son, Mackson don’t

raised board sidewalk in front of the Mer-
cantile General Store across the street. He
strode with a determined step toward the
office of the sheriff of Lane County. At his
elbow was Bill Whidden, a satisfied smitk
on his coarse features; behind him, 2 dozen
determined Ionking men.

“Looks like you're right, Buckie,” nglced
Sid Doane, calmly. “Mackson
man that plays the first card takes the lcad e

Buckie Hale reached for a pair of .45s
swung in twin holsters on a nail near his
desk.

“Dan Mackson has got away with all he’s
going to,” he said, between his teeth. “If he
wants trouble, he can have it.”

“Take it easy, Buckie,” returned Sid.
“There's more than one way of bandling
trouble.”

With a quick motion he unbuckled his
gun belt, hung the pair of six guns on the
nail from which Buckie Hale just re-
moved his own.

A look half of surprise, half of question,
fashed in Hale's eyes.

“What the hell—" he began, then halted,
abruptly.

‘Whatever else he may have intended to
say was checked hy the abrupt entrance of
Dan Mackson who kicked o i
sereen door of the office an
2 whirlwind, Whidden and the ‘others at his

“Well, Mackson,” clipped the shesiff,
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standing with his feet wide apart. “Just
what's eatin’ on you? Yuh aim to tear down
the rhce, or what?"”

“I aim to find out how you figure you
can bring uh killer into this town an’ set
him up as uh depitty,” snarled the gambler,
levelling a finger at Sid. “Yuh cain’t rowel
this town with a murderer!”

Sid Doane’s face blanched beneath the
heavy tan. Harsh words these, to a man who
for five years had carried law and order into
some of the toughest towns along the Rio

d

rande.

He slid off the edge of the table where
he had parked himself as Mackson entered.
It had been his intention to keep silent, let
Buckie Hale handle the situation, but this
was a personal charge, something that he
alone could answer.

He maneuvered himself in such a way
that he stood between Mackson and the
sheriff and close enough to Bill Whidden to
reach out and touch the man.

“Just what do you mean by that, Mack-
son?” he demanded.

“I ain't talkin’ to you, yuh damned kill-
er,” shouted Mackson angrily, and Sid no-
ticed that the other’s eyes flicked first to his
waist, noting the absence of guns, “I'm
twlkin’ to the sheriff.”

From the rzsyressiun upon the faces of
the men behind Mackson, Sid Doane gath-
ered that this was no casual accusation. They
were grim, sullen,

“Buckie ain't answering for me, Mack-
son,” he countered. “You used the word
‘murderer’. I'd advise you to explain—aad
talk fast.”

A sneer swept across the gambler’s lips.

“Hadn't yuh better buckle on them guns
before you start makin’ war-talk?” he asked,
indicating the pair of Colts hanging on the
wall. “That's your usual way of handling
things ain't it?”

“No use bandyin’ words with him, Dan,”
one of the crowd shouted. “The evidence
ag'in him is in your hand—if it fits him
let’s hang the son.”

Buckie Hale's hands dropped on his guns,
but Sid shook his head when he caught his
eye.

Doane reached out and took something
from the gambler's hand before the othec
realized what he was going to do. It was
the heel of a boot, a single lift, worn thin
on one side. Around the edge were the
holes of the nails that had held it in place.

“Here's the same heel print in the dirt,”

a man outside the door shouted. "I follered
it clear across the street. Unless he's changed
his boots—"

It was becoming clear to Sid Doane, now,
what Mackson had in mind. This boot heel,
they seemed to think, tied Sid Doane to
something that—

He lifted his foot, looked at the heel of
his boot. He hadn’t noticed it before but a
lift was missing. He reached down, fitted
the picoe of leather onto the heel. It slipped
over the protruding aails, held.

“Anybody could tell it came off my heel,”
he announced, staring straight at Mackson,
“but what does that signify?”

For a moment the silence of the group
was surcharged with expectancy.

“Buckie Hale,” said Mackson, turning to
the sheriff, 'I call on you as sheriff to put
Sid Doane under arrest. The body of Win
Tumble was found near the XB ranch
house an hour after Doane rode into town
—just long enough for him to have pushed
his horse over the ridge. Boot-heel tracks
were found in the dust near the body, and
so was this single layer of leather which
Doane admits came off his boot, as anybody
here can see. There'll be a dozen men
who'll testify that Win Tremble and Doane
had trouble over your daughter five years
ago, and that Doane threatened when he
left he would come back some day and kill
Trimble. Well, he did.”

“That's a damned lie, Mackson,” shouted
the sheriff angrily, disregarding Sid Doane’s
warning glance. “You've cooked up this
charge against Sid, but you ain’t goin’ to
make her stick. If you want to go to the
County Attorney at Red Rock an’ make a
charge—go ahead; but in the meantime Sid
Doane remains my depitty.”

NGER seared through the cat-yellow
eyes of the bler. His fingers
clenched and looseneﬁma‘gain. 2

“There’ll be no killer totin’ a star in this
mac's town an’ roddin’ his betters, Hale,”
returned the boss of Santosa. “How about
it, men? Do we handle this or let that long-
haired county attorney mess in’ an’ waste
the tax money on a trial? He ain’t got his
guns to smoke you up—get him!”

As the crowd surged forward, Buckie
Hale jerked a gun from its leather, which
was as promptly taken from his hand by
Sid Doane and tossed through the opea
door into the living quarters.

*“No gun-play, Buckie,” he warned. “You
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said I could do it my way. Mackson, if you
drop your hand another inch—

The gambler's right snapped downward
just as Doane’s fist shot straight out from
the shoulder.

Mackson went down like a poled ox. For
a moment it seemed *hat the crowd would
sutge forward and overwhelm Doane, yet
there was something in the demeanor of the
new deputy that held them.

“You men listen to me,” he shouted,
shoving the leaders back against the men
behind them. “You can't decide a thing
like this on such flimsy evidence.”

n }Le held the boot-heel aloft in his left
and.

“Who found this?"

Half a dozen pairs of
a lanky hanger-on aroun
get, known only as “Slim.”

“Where'd you find it, Slim?”
asked cris)

The otgcrs glance wavered.

s shifted toward
the Silver Nug-

Doane

thoul the moral backing and presence
of Dan Mackson, who laid unconscious at
Doane's feet, Slim seemed at a loss.

“I—I gave it to Whidden,” he stam-
mered, finally,

“You mean Whidden gave it to you,”
Doane corrected. “Now just one other
question, men,” he added. “When was that
kerosene sprinkled in fmnt of the Silver
Nugget to lay the dust

The question was not dnrected to anybody
in particular but encompassed every man in
the crowd.

“A couple of days ago,”
shouted.

“"What the hell’s that got to do with it?”
snarled Bill Whidden.

Doane held the piece of leather aloft
again and said:

“Just this. If I lost it at the XB where
Win Trimble was killed, how do you ac-
count for the smell of kerosene on it unless
it was still on my boot when I climbed off
my horse a couple of hours ago?”

He reached down and jerked the still
groggy gambler to his feet,

“I'm arrestin’ Dan Mackson for the kill-
ing of Win Trimble,” he said coldly, shov-
mﬁ the man toward the single cell of the
ail.

somebody

Not one man of the crowd scemed to
care to make an objection for the moment.

CHAPTER 1II
TRUMP CARDS

1D DOANE'S unexpected move ia Iuk

S ting Dan Mackson in jail had a dou-
ble-barrelled effect upon the little town

of Santosa. For one thing it indicated that

Buckie Hale intended making a last ditch

fight in backing up his deputy, and for an-

otbcr it gave the minority element a vague
that perhaps all was not lost for the
e of law and order.

Howcver Bill Whidden's parting thrust
a5 the crowd went back to the saloon, di-
vided in its opinion as to whether or not
Mackson’s charge against the deputy was a
put-up job, seemed to voice the sentiment
ot most. Half in promise, half in threat,
Whidden had said:

“You can't get away with this Doane.”

If Mackson’s under-cover control of
things in Santosa had been -carefully con-
cealed up to then, the gambler's henchmen
brought it out into the open fast enough,
because within a few hours, Jim Brainerd,
the county attorney from Red Rock, drove
his lathered team up in front of the jail
and jerked them to a halt.

“What the devil do you ‘mean by throw-
ing Dan Mackson in jail?” he demanded,
angrily, as he flung himself out of the buck-
board and faced Sid Doane and Buckie.
“Don't you know you've made the county
liable for a lawsuit for false arrest? Damn
it all, you've got me in a hell of a fix.”

Sid Doane let the tery little lawyer say
everything he wanted to before he volun-
teered anything himself.

“Brainerd,” he said, finally, “you're not
only the county attorney in charge of crimi-
nal matters, but you're a practicing lawyer
too—and, you represent the Santosa Bank.
Right?"

The attorney’s eyes namowed but he
waited.

“Of course what you wouldn't want
known is that Mackson owns the bank and
that the money the Silver Nugget takes in
over the gambling tables goes back to the
men who lost it—in loans made by the
bank and secured by mortgages on  their
ranches and mines. Mackson had a big
hand in getting you elected. Maybe he has

temised to make you judge next year.
;hm he would have things pretty much
bis owo way, wouldn't he? The bank could
foreciose the mortgages, the judge could
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confirm the sheriff's sale and Dan Mackson
would just about own all of Santosa Val-
ley—providing he conld control the sheriff!
Fhat right?”

Brainerd finally found his tongue.

“I'm not here to discuss personal mat-
ters,” he stormed. ““You've overstepped your
authority. Where's your evidence against
Mackson oo this charge?”

Sid Doane shru his shoulders, looked
at Buckie Hale with a queer expression.

“Well,” he said at last, “the fact of the
matter is I only had a huneh.”

“Hunch?” exploded the lawyer. “Hunch?
Hale, you've got to turn Mackson loose.
Pil—Tll do what I can to keep him from
suing the county, but I can’t promise—"

Buekie Hale locked toward his deputy
with question in his eyes.

“Guess he’s right, g’:zkie," said Sid, an-
swering the unspoken query of the sheriff.
“1 didn't figure Brainerd would buit into
the play before I had a chanee—"

“Not only that,” added the lawyer, sens-
ing that Sin‘]y was backing down, and press-
ing his advantage, “but I'm going to get
the county supervisors together tomorrow
and have you removed, Hale, unless you
discharge this man Doane—right now. He
has a reputation as a killer, a gun-man, and
this county has no place for such people.”

“Brainerd,” barked Buckie Hale, unable
to contain himself longer, “you run things
over in Red Rock and let me handle this
end. If you say turn Mackson loose, I'll
do it, but while I'm sheriff of Lane County,
I'li name my own deputies. I appointed
Doane, an’ he stays—as loag as I'm in of-
fice. Maybe he was a little hasty in lockin’
up Mackson, but until I'm put out, I'm run-
oin’ things. Now, get the hell out of here
and take him with you.”

He jerked a key from his , opened
the cell door and pulled Mackson out.

“T'll make this county too damned hot to
hold either one of you two,” the gambler
promised 23 he smoothed his disarranged
clothes and touched his jaw, gingerly. “Gi’
me my gun.”

Doane shook his head.

“You'se forgettin' something, Mackson,”
he said. “There’s a law in this state for-
bidding the carrying of firearms inside the
limits of any organized town, except
peace officers. Ask your lawyer friend.”

The gambler glanced toward Brainerd for
confirmation.

“Why—yes—that is the law,” he sdmit-

ted, “but it mever has been enforced.”

“Well, it's going to be enforced in Saa-
tdsa, starting right now,” clipped Doane.
“You can pass along the word, Mackson.
You've been calling me a gun-man. 1 doo’t
need any guns to clean up this place. When
1 come downtown I'm coming empty
handed. I'll be having business with every
man in Santosa packing a gun—and I'll stact
with you. Is that clear?”

If either Brainerd or Mackson thought of
any reply, they did not trust themselves to
put it into words. Mackson got into the
rig in which the lawyer had arrived and the
pair headed for the Sitver Nugget a block

away.

Buckie Hale shook his head as he watched
them go.

“I'm jost county sheriff, Sid,” he said, as
the duo disappeared into the saloon, “an’
maybe I don't think as fast as I used to, but
damn if I can figure your play. I'll back
yuh the limit as long as I can, but it looks
like yo're farcin’ Mackson’s hand. Why'd
yub pull a sandy on him like that anyhow ?"

Sid Doane grinned, watching the disgrun-
tled crowd that followed the pair.

“That's just what 1 am doing, Buckie,”
Sid admitted, “pulling a sandy. We've
smoked Mackson out into the open now and
he’s mad enough to try anything.”

Buckie Hale was plainly dubious.

“Don’t be a plum’ locoed fool, Sid,” he
warned, taking Doane’s guns down from the
nail and holding them out at arm’s length.
“If you're goin’ into town an’ make that
crack good, yuh'd better go a-smokin’, for
it means showdown right along the line.”

D looked straight into the eyes of
Buckie Hale as he answered:

“But I'm not going into town, Buckie.”

Hale laid the guns on the table with a
wry look.

“T reekon 1 might as well turn in my
badge,” he said, gloomily. “Maybe I'm get-
in’ old, mebby they do things different now,
but in my day if ub peace officer made a
play like you just made, he buckled on his
guns an’ dealt the cards.”

“That's just what I intend doing, old-
timer,” said Sid, patting the other on the
shoulder. “Fm going to deal the cards—
but not the way Mackson expects. The
whole town is waiting for me to make gun-
play. And that's the difference between
your way and mine—Im not going to do
what they expect. Mackson will make the
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next move — and he’ll make it soon.”

He took one of the guns, used it as a
hammer, and pounded the heel back in

lace. Then he looped belt and guns over

is arm.

“Meanwhile,” he added as he stepped
outside and uatied his horse, which he
led across the street after the runin with
Whiddea, ‘T'm riding u%:: the XB ranch.”

“Tll go with yuh, then,” returaed the
sheriff. “If yore plum’ set on flyin' into
the face of providence—"

Sid Doane laughegd, hung the guns over
the saddle hora. “Youll do nothing of
the sort, Buckie,” he negotisted. “Take a
pasear through town. Mackson expects me
to make the mext move. See what you can
find out”

“But why i tarnstion are yuh goin' to
the XB. Win Trimble is dead. Yuh cain't
do nothin’ there—"

“I got reasons,” said Sid, flatly. “You
say there’s been rustling going on. How'd
they get the cattle out? There's only two
ways, one through towa and Gun Shot Pass,
which they didn't use, and the other is over
Bear Pass. To go that way theyd have to
cross the XB. Supposing Win Trimble got
wind of something. What would the rus-
tlers do? They'd do just what I think they
did—give him a dose of lead. Who'd try
to cover up by turning suspicion on me?
The men who did the job wouldn't they?”

“Youmean you think Mackson is tied in
with it somewhere?”

“I don’t know,” confessed Sid. “If he
didn't have a band in it, he knows who did
it and why. t's part of our job to investi-
gate, and I'm going to have a look-see.”

“All right,” sighed the sheriff, “but don't
be a damn fool. Use yore guns.”

Doane shook his head. ~ Buckie Hale
gave up and welked down the street.

As he watched him go, Sid Doane wished
that he could tefl him why he couldn’t use
those .45s. He would have given anything
in the world to do the very thing Hale sug-
gested—strap the Colts to his thighs and
start them smoking against the enemies of
law and order as they had always been used
in the past. But Buckie was depending on

im; dcfxnding on the eeputation Sid Doane
had built up for being a fast man with the
guns. He couldn’t let Buckie down and
tell him that cever again would he feel the
buck of a six-shooter.

Halfway across the street Buckie Hale
had turned and in the three words he spoke

there was something that brought a half
choke into the throat of Sid Doane.

“Be careful, son,” the sheriff had said.

That was all—but in those three words
Buckie Hale had expressed everything that
was in his heart.

He watched the grizzled old man, his
shoulders stooped with age, as he swung
through the doors of the Silver Nugget. He
hy to God that when the time came, he
could go out as unafraid as he knew old
Buckie Hale would face the end. A brave
man, that oldster—a man to ride the river
with.

He swung a leg over the paint horse and
neck-reined the animal away from town. A
hundred yards from the jail he met Helen.

“Tve just heard what happened,” she said
flatly. “You talked your way out of that
very cleverly, Mister Doane.”

Sid flinched a little at that “mister.”

*I want you to know,” she continued, and
her voice was as cold as a winter wind,
“that if anything haprens to my father, I'll
blame you for it as long .as I live.”

“You—surely, you don't think I killed
Win, do you, Helen?” he asked seriously.

She shook her head.

“I don't know,” she replied. “My dad
is carrying his guns for the first time in a
year. I had hoped he never would use them
again. I can thank you for that—and I hope
the day will come when you'll have to face
the crisis of your life—without a gun!”

She walked into the little house that
served Santosa both as a jail and sheriff's
residence, without a backward look.

For a long moment Sid Doane watched
the darkened frame of the doorway. If
Helen Hale could have known what his
heart held at that moment she would have
given a good deal to have been able to re-
call the words.

CHAPTER IV
SLOW DRAG GUNMAN

T WAS with a troubled mind that Sid
Doane headed out of town toward the

XB ranch. Perhaps, he told himself,

it would have been better to have told Buckie
Hale the truth—that the .45s on Doane’s
hips when he came into town, swinging now
from the saddle horn and bumping his leg
in constant reminder with every step of the
horse, were, to Sid Doane—ghost guas.
Through his head ran the biblical passage
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that “He who liveth hy the sword shall die
by the sword.”

“Yellow,” the whisperer had said in the
sloon. Was he yellow, he asked himself,
i taking temporary refuge behind the un-
written law of the West that an unarmed
man must oot be gunned? For himself he
did oot care, but there was that graying old-
ster, Buckie Hale, faced by the loss of his
job, his only source of livelibood an
was—Helen. She was unreasonable,
bora, as set in her way as Buckie Hale was
in his. What about Helen if Buckie lost
his job as sheriff?

He stopped the paint horse, leaned on the
saddle horn and stared across the fower-
studded grass valley of the Santosa. Always
his return to the valley had been the thing
that had kept him going in those furid days
llong the cEozdex, the e, the quiet of
old Santosa before the advent of Dan Mack-
son. Perhaps, too, there had been a mem-
ory of Helen. Even as a gangly youngster
she bad given promise of 2 beantiful wom-
anhood and now she fulfilled every picture
he had conjured up of her as he sat staring
into the moonbeams that shimmered w.ross
the Rio Grande on long nights of vigil.
Now she hated him. It was writtea into
every gesture, every scorching glance.

Gunsslick! He laughed aloud. What a

e—what a soulsearing, heart-rending

! A maa
whose mere presence with those death-deal-
ing 45s strapped down to his thighs had
beea enough to strike tersor aad a suddea
desire for peace into she hearts of the most
intrq:ido badmeu in two states. . . . Yet,
Buckie Hale nceded those guns, needed
them to save his job, despite the scom of
Helea's eyes.
He slipped out of the saddle, took the
off the saddlehorn and with an almost
urtive glance to be sure that he was not
observed, the belt buckles, tied
down the hanging leg-thongs.

He dropped into a half crouch, his hands
slapped for the butts, then froze with the
heavy Colts half out of the holsters as an
expression of agony and pain distocted his
tanned face. He dropped his hands slowly
to his sides, bowed his bead silently. The
medico in El Paso, who alone knew Sid
Doane’s secret, bad been right. Sid Doaae,
whose flashing draw was almost legend,
would never agaia pull a gaa!

Slowly the deadening hurt left his arms
and fmgers, yet remained in his heart.

The word- of the sutgeun, burned indel-

|bly ﬂm memary, came back to him.
greaser's knife missed the

cord, Doane,” he had said, as he rendered
his verdict, “but it eut a nerve that witl pre-
vent you from moving cither efbow back of
your hips without a lot of I'm afraid
it means you'll ncv«belb todﬂwngun
again with an)

He bad scog:d rebelled at that. Suppos-
ing he eouldn’t mnke a straight draw. He
would de elop a cross pail that would be
even faster.

Houss he practiced. Twice his leave was
extended. Nobody knew, nobody suspected.
The physman had been sworn to secrecy.

Then Buckie's letter and ke had resigned
from the White Hats to come back to San-
tosa. A lot of good he was going to do
Buckie Hale. A reputation, yes—but al-
ways there would be someone to challenge
that gunspeed. It was like a 3

There was a weary set to his shoulders as
he unstrapped the guns, hung them over

the saddlchom again and :hmbed into the

kak
‘The XB spread laid in a triangular shay
draw, usk:l:rn point of which dxmm
through the foothills into Bear Pass. Stoj

his horse half a mile from the san

where he could survey the scene, he
studied the terrain. It wasn't
assured himself, that the stolen cattle could
have left the valley without going through
Bear Pass and the XB.

Doane had never liked Wia Trimble
even when they were kids. In a country
‘where boys leamed to chew tobacco at ten,
Win Trimble had eatned the sobriquet of
“nasty nice.” He'd always back out of a
fight, always heve something else he had
to do when the other kids were up to any
dmln—y that meant a possbility of

ht and punished. 'Back of it all, Si
dﬁ always wondered whether or not it
hadn't been just a mask. He had no proof
Trimble was hooked up with the rustlers,
now way of getting such proof now, even
if it had been true. He was following some-
thing that was no stronger than a hunch.
After all, he was Buckie Hale's deputy, 2n
oﬂ*cer of the law, and a killing had been
j:xckud u p the reins and clucked the
paint the slo
Two men were in the yard in front of
the ranch rigging-shed when he rode in.
They surveyed him surlily, aoted the star on
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his shirt, looked at each other and shrugged.

“I'm Sid Doane, Buckie Hale's deputy,”
he said dicectly, stepping out of the saddle.
*I waat some information about the killing
of Win Trimble.”

One man, whose beard was
stained, spat copiously.

“There ain't much to tell, mwce:—ucq;t
what 1 guess yuh already know.

If there was a double meaning in the re-
mark, Sid chose to ignore it.

“Whete's the body?” he asked, walking
toward the house.

“Doc Stone came up from town and took
it over in the buck] anrd," answered the
second man. “I'm Jed chkmnre, ram-rod-
din’ the spread in case yo're interested.”

There was something about the attitude
of the two men that jarred upon Sid’s sea-
sibilities as a lawman. There was no reason
for their apparent resentment of the visit.

There was, however, mmething elH
indication that a team of horses had stood
in front of the porch a few minutes before.
Neither the rig nor any sign of it was in
evidence now. Sid calculated it could not
have been gone over ten minutes—

**What time did Doc Stone get the body "
he queried.

““Round noon-time,”
“four or five hours ago.”

He took a few steps toward the house
and dropped his lids to mask his sharpen-
ing glance as one of the men almost too
casnally in abead of him.

tobacco

was the answer,

RE was some reason why they did
not want Sid to go in the house!

“Reckon I'll have to ask one of you boys
to show me just where Win's body was
found,” Sid suggested, walking toward the
end of the porch and noting the apparent

relief with which his request was greeted.
“Be glad to do that, shcnﬁ > said Wick-
mire, and Sid d

though apparently he was looking at the
ground at the point indicated.

That tallied all right, he told himself.
He could have passed through the XB at
that time as the gambler had charged he
had, killed Wia and then ridden into Saa-
tosa.

But there were other things, which to an
exfetienoed lawman like Sid Doane, did not
tal

y.

In the bunkhouse, twenty-five feet away, a
pair of socks hung from a nail near one
of the b Th? were heavy woolen
things thzt were still damp. He felt of
them, figuring that the owner must have
washed them the night before.

“Who slept in the bunkhouse last night?”
he questioned.

re was an instant of hesitation upon
the part of Allen before he replied
did.  Them's my socks. All the cest of ﬂ"
boys are out with the wagons—"

Sid knew Allen was lying. The socks
were at least size twelve and Allen was &
small man wugh:s aot over a hundred and
thitty. Sid figured that he wouldn't wear
over a size eight shoe at most. But Wick-
mite’s feet were ample enough for the size
twelve socks. Not only that but two of the
bunks showed indication of occupancy.

“And ‘J'ou didn’t hear anything?” he
questioned.

“Nary a thing, mister,” replied Allea,
“They must have plugged Win somewhere
else an” brung him in here. He was sup-

ed to be in town last night.”

“Killed clean, eh?” prodded the deputy.

“Plumb between the eyes,” was the re.

P Vhich simply elinched what Sid Doane
nlrezdy suspected for his keen eyes had
ed a tiny of blood half covered by
dust of t rd. He was sure now
that neither of the men were telling the
truth, 1f Allen had been asleep in the

emphasis upon the official desngmnon Was
Wickmire raising his voice to wara some-
bod

ly—?
“Bide Allen, here,” said the foreman, in-
dicating the other man with a jerk of his
head, “found the body—right here.”
He indicated a spot in front of the rig-
ging shed.
“‘What time?” was Sid’s next question.
"I guess it must uh been about six
o'clock,” cut in Allen, and a glance flashed
between the two that Sid Doane caught, al-

he would have heard the shoot-
ing if Win Trimble had been killed oa the
,;_remuu and if he was telling the truth.

rimble badn’t been shot somewhere clse
and his body brought to the ranch as had
been suggested. In that event the tell-tale
biood-spot would not have been there, for
dead men do not bleed!

Sid Doane turned away.

“Guess there ain’t much I can do here,”
he said, as he walked toward his horse.
“Whoever done it got away.”

He swung aboard the paint, neck-reined
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the hasse back in the direction from which
he had come.

But 8id Doane’s actions were not in
accord with what was in his mind. His
shaﬁ ears had heard something for which

d been listening ever since the mren
so obviously indicated they did not want
him to enter the house. That something
was the sound of a team beiag driven away
from the clu p of cottonwoods a hundred
yards back of the ranch-house.

He waved at the men slightly, touched

rs to the paint and galloped away.

’PHA mile fml:n the hougsaeI nﬁ;dout of sigit,
he turned the horse sharply i the opposite
direction,. fed iron and raced down a grassy
velley, the heavy galleta muffting any sound
of the horse’s hoofs. intended to see
who was in that rig, why they had left se-
cetly and—

Two miles further on, eutting &
teimined angle which would intercept the
rig, he had the answer. Galloping along a
tm] on the oﬁposntc side of the vatley he

otted what he sought. Even at that dis-
tance he could tell who the passengers
were—Dan Mackson and the county at-
tomty4

“Pues bucna, :cnous, he muttered in
Spanish. “You an’ the law are goin' to
have words.”

He sunk the rowels so savagely it galvan-
ized the paint into sudden action. It was
a move that should not have unseated & man
who rode with the ease of Sid Doane. Yet
he slumped in the saddle, tumbled to the

round.  The paiat horse stopped, fooked
gzck questioningly.

‘With reasoning, power, the horse might
have coupled the fall with the faint, dis-
tant crack of a Winchester.

A blood throbbing red welt on Sid
Doane’s temple dried brown in the hot
sun.

prede-

CHAPTER V

NO-GUN SHOWDOWN

HE co sun o] lower end
Tlower m the mourl:gc::s Shadowy
gers mpt out from the foot-hills,
envcloped crumpled form of the man.
Finally Doane stirred, painfully conscious.
He struggled'to a sitting position, touched
his head gingerly with the tips of his
fingers.
“Bush-whmcked,” he muttered, angrily.

“And I walked right into it like a chump.
If ¥ could have caught up with them, nailed
thﬂnonﬂnespot,lmnghhvehada
chance to them down to something.
Now—thcx{mdeny being anywhere aronnd
here.”

The paint horse, noticing movement on
the part of the man, raised its head.

Sid whistled and the animal came closer,

Dose to climb into the saddie.

For a long moment Sid contemplated
the guns still hanging at the saddle-hom,
seemed about the strap them on once more,
then mede a negative gesture and kneed
the: horse toward town.

He approached Santesa from the north-
east, managed to get to the sheriff's office
without being observed.

Helen, who was. in the other part of th:
building, heard him come in and enter
the office, a frown on her face.

“A fine lawman you tumed out to be,”
she said, withering scorn in her voice. “My
father is in the other room with a bullet
in his chest. Doc Withers was just here
and—he may dia If he does—you'll be to
bla e. for i, Sid Doane, you aad your
vaunted six-guns. Whidden shot Dad in
the Silver Dollar salooa.”

Sid passed his hand over aching temples,
aoswered the uaspoken question in her
glance.

"Snmdaody bushwhacked me,” he said.

‘Pull yourself !ogcther, Sid Doane,” the
girl said, and it scemed that some of the

rancor was gone from her voice. “You're
supposed to be my father's de;lty but
you're not going ta be for long. Hear that

crowd? They're planning to lynch you for
killing Win Trimble. Are you going to
bring in Bxll ‘Whidden for shooting my
father, or—" 7

She reached for a six-guns on
her father’s desk. e e

“Phese guns were his,” she snd, huskily.
“If he never wears them sgain—'

“But, Flelen,” Doage said, wonderingly.
“You've always said—

For just an instant her glance softened,
then became brittle

“I've been wrong, End, she replied, and
ia that one instant she scemed very close to
him. “So was my mother. You and dad
were right. There is only one law these
men understand—the law of the six-gun.”

She weat out and got his guns from the
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saddle-horn of the paint, held them out to

im.

“T'll take back everything I ever said,
“Sid,” she said, humbly. “Here are your
funsA Go get the man that shot my

ther!”

Dumbly, wonderingly, he took them.
Across the street he heard the rumble of
many voices; shouts of, “Let’s get the son!”
Those cries, he knew, were uttered by men
thursting for his blood.

For a long instant he hesitated. To walk
into the face of that mob, knowing that the
guns at his side werg but wraiths of a for-
mer day, would be to court death. Yet that
weuld be preferable to the scorn of Helen
Hale if he failed het now.

Silently he took the guns from her hands,
buckled them about his waist, tied down the
buck-skin strings that held them tight to
his thighs.

“Yellow,”
still rankled.

He remembered the set of Buckie Hale's
shoulders as he had left him that day, his
battered guns swinging, butts out, as he
walked. Had Buckie's dimming eyes and
faltering hand clouded the oldster’s cour-
age? The answer to that question came in
a groan from the next room, from a
doughty little law man with a .45 slug in

is chest.

“I'll be back, Helen,” he said, and his
veice was rough, hassh. “Buckie will be
all right. Tell him—I went to get Mack-
son and Whidden both.”

He dida't look back. If he had he would
have seen a light in the eyes of the girl that
would have told him much. It makes a
difference when violence strikes close to
home. It had made a difference to Helen
Hale.

They saw him coming; the clamor ceased
for the moment.

In the middie of the street outside the
Silver Dollar, he stopped. He was a sorry
lodking spectacle, thas once-White Hat Ran-
ger. Blood had flowed down the side of
his face from the crease over his temple,
dried in a brownish stain in the mat of a
two days’ beard.

“There he is,” the cry went up.
the snake that killed Win Trimble.
the snake, boys—"'

Doane did not move. Legs wide ?m,
he stood flatf coted in the middle of the

strect.
“I want Bill Whidden,” he shouted at

they had called him, and it

“There’s
Scotch

the crowd. “Does he come out or do I
ccme in and get him? Mackson, too—I
want them both.”

There was a movement at the rear of the
group and they gave way right and left.
‘Whidden, with Mackson at his elbow, came
to the edge of the wooden sidewalk. Belted
to their waists were six-guns.

“Well, well,” sneered Mackson. “Look
who's comin’ calling. The lawman uh the
Rio Grande.”

“You're packin’ s, you two,” an-
swered Doa:e, evcnlfm 'butythxts not what
1 want you for. Whidden plugged Buckie
Hale. Mackson, I jailed you once for kill-
ing Win Trimble. This time the charge
will stick—"

A man laughed, jeeringly.

“Fightin' words, Doane,” somebod,
shouted. “When Whidden is sheriff,
there’ll be less talk.”

“"Whidden will never be sheriff,” said
Doane, and his words were almost a snarl.
“The first man to move can take a chance
on that draw Whidden sneered at. You're
two to one, but I'm taking you, if it's the
last thing I ever do.”

Something :oundcd in his brain, echo-
ing the wort Would it be the last
thing—?

\HERE was a quick shuffling of feet as
men cleared away behind the pair,
hustling out of the line of fire.

Step by step Doane advanced. There
was something about his measured stride
that seemed to strike terror to the heart of
Bill Whidden. Through his mind seemed
to race every story he had ever heard of
the steel of this man's courage, his ability
with a six-gun. Braggart, gun-slick that he
was, confident of his own ability, Whidden
hesitated to test a draw with Doane. He
was shaken by the super nerve of this man
who was walking up against two men, two
guns—Doane couldn't hope to outshoot
them both—yet, on he came.

“I'm waiting,” repeated the deput{.
“Surely one of you gents can plug me. Ill
get the other one, of course. Which will
it be? Or will you both try together—"

Almost like the whisper of death he heard
the single word hiss from Whidden's lips.

“Now!"”

As both men pounded gun-butts, Sid
Doane, without reaching for his own gnns,
flung himself sideways. Two .45s roared
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as one and there was the thud of lead
striking flesh.

A splash of crimson stained Doane’s shirt
as he Plunged to his knees, rolled over. He
had pitted the alacrity of hns jump against
the speed of a bullet—Iost

But, as he rolled over in t.hc dust of the
road he came up with a 45 in his right
hand—a .45 that roared savagely with a
dual explosion which was so rapid that the
second shot seemed like th e continuing blast
of the first.

Whidden and the gambler went down to-
gether. They did not hear the mumbling
words of the wounded deputy who, sup-
porting himself now on his shattered left
arm, while a rivulet of blood wormed down
his forearm, said:

"I gave you you: chance, gents, and—
then I—took mi

Nor did th:y hear the steady voice of
Helen Hale, facing the erowd fearlessly, a
Winchester in ber hands.

"It was a fair fight, meo,” she cried.
“Doane’s hurt. Help me get him to the
doctor.”

A dozen of the men who a moment be-
fore had clamored for Sid Doane’s life lifted
him tenderly, carried him to Doc Wither's
ofhice over the feed store.

Half an hour later, the wound dressed,
Sid Doane sat on the edge of the make.
shm operating table.

s conscious, Sid,” said Helen, who
hed bcen back to the jail. “He wants to
Says if you can't keep order in
this_town—"

There was a light touch in her voice that
made Doane’s heart leap.

“Dama it, Doane,” said the little old doc-
tor, testily. “Bring your elbow back hese
so1 can put a sling on—"

He g d Doane’s arm, pulled it back,
noted the quick spasm of paia that spread
over the deputy’s face.

“Hm-m-m!” he said, wisely. “So that's
it!”

Searching fingers probed Doane’s spine,
stopped on scar tissue.

“Doane,” he szid, finally. *You'll never
be able to get your elbows far enough back
to pull a again—in fact you haven't
bmf able tgou?orgaubng time—' b

In the quick flashing glhnce of Helen
Hale, Sid Doane knew that she had heasd,
understood. Nothing else mattered.

“Think you can walk to the office?” asked
the girl as they reached the strect,

"With a lot of help,” he grinned, pumng
his good arm around her shoulder.
that in front of the jail?”

“Oh,” she said calmly, “that's Ward
Temple. “You see, dad had another deputy
over in the west end of the county. He
sent word to him before he went over to
the Silver Dollar to play your hunch and
look things over at the XB. Ward chased
Jed Wickmire after he shot you, caught him
and scared him half to death. He confessed
everything. Mackson stood in with the
rustlers and Win was his fight hand man.

3 quarreled and Mackson shet him, then
tred to put the crime on pour shoulders.”

Sid Doane nodded.

“Looks like the sheriff of this county
has a lot of help,” he commented, slowly.

“Uh-huh,” she 2 gw:d opening the door
for him. "But da s going to resign now,
be says, and-

HE stopped shart, color mounting in

her cheeks.

“T1l bet he said something sbout kcepm
the job in the family,” countered Sid wit
a gnn.

Helen avoided his eyes.

“Why don't you ask him?” she ques-
tioned, softly.

But he dldnl He asked her.

A ragged, hack-to-the-wall towns-
e reetaa Tl Toad, head money Tugitive s
Marshal of theis ouflaw town—to gumrd
them andtheir nmm:mm fomities aeainst the
gums reneznde. s eclt-crnzy legion.

et e e T
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LACE, Magdalena, NewMesxico. Scene,

the long fore-and-aft lobby of the Hotel

Aragon. Time, a lazy late April morn-
ing, with the warm tang of spring in the air,
and the thin overnight fall of snow already
c::zleuly dissipated. This meant muddy
roads.

The stocky, genial proprietar sat behind
the cigar counter casting up his books. Only
two other people were in the lobby. A
young man, roughly dressed, with crisp red
hair shoved back from a sunburned face, sat
with his chair tipped back against the wall
and both legs curled about the rungs. His

A NOVEL OF SIX-GUN LAW
by CLIFF CAMPBELL

face was open-eyed and innocent, some-
times; this was one of the times. At his side
sat an admiring elderly lady, obviously an
Eastern tourist, She was the type of spinster
extremely occupied with everyone else’s
business.

“'So you are a real cowboy!" she exclaimed
gushingly. I suppose you have a nickname
—perhaps 2 blood-curdling title gained in
desperate ways?*

“Yes'm,” said the young man, and swal-
lowed hard. He scemed suffering. “Some
folks call me Hellfire Jake, on account of
me shooting up some bad men over to
Albuquerque last year.”

The good woman’s eyes widened. “What

When two ruthless killer factions clashed to settle in powdersmoke the sovereignty of

bleak, bullet-swept Magdalena, New Mexico—that ex-bronc bustin

free-booting, law-

bringer, Red Reg an, was to lose the one girl he ever loved, and destine for a Boot Hill
grave his own best friend.

27
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a terrible country!” she murmured. “But do
tel se, young man—have you had a ro-
mance? Perhaps you're in love with. seme
rancher’s , Of same da:bmg scheol-
teacher of the great plains 7"
With a solemn air, the young mas pro-
= He

duced a waHet from his ned
it, and brought forth a folded 5. From
the he unwrapped a

ﬂowg‘?e;c was a hairy little anepfand

stem, the faded potals of a bluish cast.

" said the young npnimg )t
mourafully, “holds-m uz s stnry, ma’am.”
“How romastic!* from she East

clasped her hend seulluﬂy. “Woa't tell
me about it, Hdliu Jeke? Da! You may
confide in me.”

“Something tells me that, ma'am,” said
the yeung man.

He lifted his blue eyes were

wide and innocent ardsorrewful—and stared
vacantly at the street. Out in front of the
hotel was standing a large and none too
clean touring car, and Hellfire Jake was
thinking to himself that he had better get
that extra sparkplug and a spare can of oil
before hitting the muddy Datil Canyon road
toward St. Jobn's and the Arizoma line:
Only a mournful retrospection showed in his
however.

face,

“The story s heart!” ex-
claimed the lady Ahpu:l‘lb“

Just in time to hear this exclamation, &
very large and burly man came into the
lubhy from the slde entrance, behind the
pair, and unseen by them. Catching the
words, he paused to stare with interest. His
mouth t;ﬁened and stayed open as he
the profile of Hellfire ]a.ke An expression
of amazed recognition came into his face.
He was muddy, unshaven, aad in one hand
carried a pair of heavy leather driving
gauntlets,

“Yesm,” said Hellfire Jake obediently.
He wrapped the pressed flower in its ?H
again and laid it in his lap, and mIY
cigaret. “You see, ma'am, there was me and
Sonora Pete, and both of us courting the
Rose of—of Socorro. Maybe you
Socorra, ma'am? After you go through the
Blue Canyon, and Rose, she lived up on the
side of the canyon, where her dad had a
duck fam.”

THE new arrival blinked slightly, and
then his helpless amazement passed into
a grin. He softg' steyfed to one side, and
waited, listening intent]

“A duck farm!" exclaimed the lady.
“"Ho romutic!"

‘es'm,” said Hellfiee Jake, and sadoess
crept into his veice. “One day the Rose, she
gives me this fiower 23 2 token of her love:
We: planned to elope and be mzmed. But
Lwas only a poor cow-puncher, and her dad
was a riclrduck-farmer, and Sonora Pete was
a rich gambler, and what chence did 1 have,
1 ou? N 2 chance, ma'am.”

rskyy "’But she loved you!"” esied
his fervent auditor. “Aad love hu@s a—"

“Love sure does laugh sometimes, ma'am.
Sonora. Pete: cazried her off. I chased bim.
T caught hiny three miles cut of Las Vega
sod put six bullets through him, yes'm!
AndP:hawudymg, the reptile pu{te:dn
g\m out of his hatband and shot square at

. What saved my life? Rose, my peor
Kon' She flung herself in front of me and
the bublet kit her, and she died in my arms,
me'am. And now if youll excuse me, I'll
go out and look at the glorious horizon and
maybe try to forget my grief. It's sight kind
o ymt listen t* apourmwpumbqssuxy,
maam. So log

Hellfire Jake slid out of his chair. Per-
Iaps he was afraid he would be farther
detained, for he lost no time reaching the
door and getting out into the stx:et. The
good woman gazed after him with uncon-
cealed emotion; so did the big burly man,
but not with the same emotion. A sigh
broke from the lady, them she rose aad
depasted to her upstairs room.

btgmmwenluptod:ecxgucounm
and slapped his gauntlets down, and his
vonce boomed out like a hass bell.

“Hi, Herman! Durn your hide, wake up!”

The proprietor came out of his chair and
beamed, as he shook h;

“Why, if it ain't Colmcl Higgins! Gosh
sake, Colonel, where'd yoa spring from’
Aint seen you in three-four years—ho
the Two Bar H comin’ along, huh? Aud
what the Sam Hill ace you doin’ over in this
gut of the state? Thought you was. rooted

life n? north.”

‘Bedkon 1 am, Herman,” and the colonel

chudkled expaa: » "1 beea down to BI
Paso. Dreve over m Socorro this mara-
ing. By gosh, &’ you remember when. there

wasa't nd auto Blue Canyon, huh?
Remember what nrr& hell it used to be
after a rain? Weﬁ, durned if I didn't come
up at twenty mile an hour all the way, and
a melted snow underfoot! I got me a big
car, yes sir, and she goes hellamile, you bet.”
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“She would if you drove her, Colonel,”
and Herman grinned.

“Look here,” exclaimed Higgins suddenly,
"whe;n did Sheriff Regan blow into this
town?”

uh?” Herman stared at him blankly,
ho's Sheriff Regan?”

“Shucks!  You know Red Regan of
Arizona.”

“Oh, him! Nope, don't know him, but
I've heard of him. He aint been here,
Colonel.”

“"Why, dura your eyes, I seen him selti:f
right here five minutes ugo‘ Slim, e
haired j )asyer, bright blue eyes.”

“Oh, him! You mean that guy. He ain't
chzn" Herman jerked his thumb at the
car before the hotel. “He's chambermaid
to that there automobile, running her for a

arty of tourists headin, wcst Blew in
rxom Albuquerque yes!

Colonel Higgias looked bew:ldeled then
he swore heartily.

“Listen here, Herman, there's some mis-
take. I've known that boy ever since he was
weaned. He was elected sheriff of Solvang
County eight months ago. He's owner of
the Star In A Box ranch down near the
border. He was in the state rangers and
cleaned up on the Pierrogang. He's a well-
known man, Herman. He ain't chauffeur of
no tourist car.”

“Hm!” ejaculated Herman. “There's a
whole passel o' tourists. This kid’s name is
Smith. He's their driver, I tell you. There
he comes now.”

IOLONEL HIGGINS glanced around,

saw Hellfire Jake at the door, and

slipped around behind the big rack of pic-

ostcards, out of sight. The young man

m e down the lobby, whistling to himself,
and stopped before the cigar counter.

“Gimme some smoking,” he ordered, lay-
ing down a coin. “No sign from my folks
yet?”

“Justcome down to breakfast,” sa: . Her-
man. Colonel Higgins stepped out.

“You and the Rose of Socorro,” boomed
his voice, so that Hellfire Jake whirled and
stood staring amazedly at him. “You and
Sonora Pete. You and your durned grief—
holy hellcats! If you ain't the durn'dest liar
:ver)come out o' Hassayamp! Hare you,

p! Dag-gone your dirty face, Tom
nggms"‘ chn exploded in a yell of joy

md i the big hand extmded to him.
‘Where'd you blow in from?"

“Points south. Stopped over here to see
McTavish, but he’s up to Albuquerque.
Come over and set down. You got some
things to explmn—you and the girl that
dued in your arms.”

Regan grinned cheerfully. Leaving the
astonished Herman to stare after them, thcy
went to two of the chairs and dropped into
them, and fell to talk.

“This here has got me buffaloed, Red,”
said the colonel, regarding his friend with
frowning scrutiny. “What's it mean? Last
I heard of you was after election.”

Regan sobered. "That's about the last
anybody has heard from me, I guess,” he
said, with a bitter twist to his lips.

“Come across,” snapped the other curtly.

Regan got out his pocketbook and again
produced the flower in paper.

“My gosh, you don't mean you really got
tangled with a girl?” demanded Higgins.

“Nope.” Regan took out the folded
flower. “I was just sort of assuaging that
female’s curiosity. Just the same, this here
is all I got left of my ranch and everything
else. Reckon you know what it is?”

One look at the purplish-blue flower was
enough for Higgins.

“Hm! Reckon so. Wooly loco, by gosh!
‘What's it mean?”

“Started -four months ago,” said Regan,
leaning back. “I got sick, but didnt know
it, thought it was nothing much. For two
weeks I was sort of light-headed. This here
loco weed jum, sed up all over the ranch, real
mystecious, and played hell with the stock;
looked like the whole works was done for.
Along come a gent and wanted to buy. Well,
I was a plumb fool, that's all, only maybe
the fever accounted for it a mite. I sold
out to him and he gave me a check on a
Chicago bank. Then he turned around and
sold to somebody else and skipped. The
check was no good, but I was slow in finding
it out, coming down to bed with fever,
The fever was scarlatina and got well, but
I didn't. It went into my head and the doc
sent me to St. Louis, and I had a mastoid
operation and gosh knows what all besides.
When I came to myself, I was broke—this
gent had framed up the whole durned thing
on me. I reckon he had even had the wooly
loco planted out. There was a whole gang
concerned in it, most likely. I went on to
Chicago and could do nothing about the
check except to sue the present owners, and
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it's in the cousts now and liable to stay there
for the next ten years. [ hated to come home
and be laughed at, so I rmgna{ﬂ:e sheriff's
job by wire from

Colonel Higgins
lusty oaths.

“You durned measly polecat!” he con-
cluded wrathfully. “What the hell use are
friends if you don’tcall 'em in? szw didn't

into a storm of

county's right poor—a few ranches and a
whole passel of undeveloped mines. Me
being well located and well kmown and
having some money, Frr an easy mark for
tin-horns. I can’t run out in the hills and
hide my head; I'm in the open for every-
body to shoot at. Two of "em is the main-
springs—feller named' Cook, and another
samed Cal Victor.”

you holler for me ? Here you set

“1 ain’t whining” snapped Regan.
aa the prowl, by gosh!”

“And all the whnle I been roosting pretty
up notth and waiting for a county war to
bust loose so's I could have some fun—and I
might have been helping you out!” mourned
Higgins. “You condemned lousy skunk, why
didn’t you wire me?”

“Fighting my own rats, thanks,” said
Regan. "I found that the cuss who trimmed
me was sup. to be somewhere in New
Mexico, and started out to find him, but
had no money. So I got me a job with a
tourist party wanting to sec the sights, and
here I am

The colonel reached into his et and
produced a plethoric wad of bills, from
which te stripped a handful and thrust them
at Regan.

“Take 'em, you condemned coyote! Shut
up. I've bought me a big car and I'm driy-
ing home. You're comin’ along.”

“What for?” demanded Regan.

“Trouble” The colonel mth a smoke
and lighted it. “I've sort of go!
to the wall, up in them hllls Theres 2
gang of measly scoundrels come in up there
and swamped out the old-timers. 1 riz up
once or twice and dumed if they didn't
soak the law on to me! got a law-
shark in Quartz City, and he’s done plas-
tered me with injunctions and things and
bound me over to keep the peace ms gnsh
knows what all. Judge Hart done slaj
4 thousand dollar fine on me last month for
nothin’ at all but beating the tar out of one
of them tin-horns; he was right sorry to do
it, too, but allowed the law made him.
That's what we've come to up there. It's a
hell of a country, these days!”

“Hm!” said Regan thoughtfully. “Seems
kind of funny, you tangling with the law.”

“It ain’t funny It's plumb hell,” said
Colonel Higgins, with earnestness. “You
see, up in Solaro County there ain't been a
whole lot of law doings. Most of the
ranches is back in the hills like mine, and
Quartz City is a little one-hoss burg. The

“Sounds i d Regan.
“Mean to say they're out to get you?”

“I reckon. They've done got the county
in their pocket now. Cook come up last year
and' went slow and easy; he’s a slick jasper,
durned slick! Before anybody woke up
was setting back and running things. Vnclor
showed up a month or two ago. He ain't
50 slick, only he tries to be, durn his yeller
eyes! He's a bad man if I ever—"

“Whoa!" said Regan swiftly.
say yellow eyes?”

“Plumb yeller, like a cat, and long and
slanting, sleepy—regular danged cat-

Regan was out of his chm in a flash,

“Go get your car,” hequEed “T'll see
my boss nnd resign. Go qui By glory.
we can't head for Solaro County any too
soon to suit me!"

“Holy hellcats!” exclaimed' the coloned,
staring, “"What's hit you?”

“You have.” Regan's blue eyes flashed.
“Your friend Cal Victor has changed his
name since he was down in Arizona, but he
couldn't change those yellow eyes. He's my
man”

“Did you

Regan weat for the swinging doors and

disappeared.  Colonel Higgins whistled
"I damnedt” he observed,
CHAPTER I
OLARO COUNTY was not up end

pushing, It was a little backwater coun-
ty far from the railroad, and Quartz
City reflected this, being a town of frame
buildings and net of brick. The plaza was
centered about the courthouse. One side
was_given Over to stores—general, drug,
hardware and a scattering of small shops.
One side held the postoffice, title and trust
company, and ramshackle wooden structure
of professional offices, while the other two
sides accommodated the hotel, more shops,
and some dwellings. Out around this cen-
tral plaza were plain houses, and not. many
of them at that.
The title and trust company was an ad-
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junct of the bank, and in the bank Jed Cook
held forth, occupying the large back room
as an office. Cook had started as a lawyer
in Quartz City, but now he was a little of
everything, having brought a good deal of
money into town and laid itout to advaatage.
He was a long, thin, white-faced man, with
a face like a horse and gimlet eyes. He
lived in a two-story house some distance
away, but was more abroad than at home.
His black-clad, lanky figure could often be
found at the courthouse. His wife was a
patient and long-suffering little woman, gen-
eally liked. Cook was generally liked also,
and generally disliked as well. "People said
that he knew his way around.

He sat in his office on a morning at the
end of April, and Cal Victor sat there with

“"You were a danged fool to puli that deal
down in Arizona,” declared Cook. He al-
ways spoke slowly and carefully, as though
watching every word that left his lips.
“That man Regan can get the law on you
if he ever runs you down.”

“He ain’t that kind,” said Victor easily.
“He'll want a personal settlement first, and
he'll get it. Think I've forgot my tricks
since the old days acrost the border? This
is a good safe place. I'd ask nothing better
than for him to show up and start some-
thing.”

Cook nodded_thoughtfully. “It's your
funeral. Now,” when's Colonel Higgins
coming home?”

“Due pretty quick, I hear. You got them
papers yet?”

“All cleaned up and ready for work.”

Cook swung around. Hanging on the
wall beside his desk was a large blue-print
map of the county. Without rising, he
ponted a finger to the extensive domain
of the Two Bar H. The ranch of Colonel
Higgins spread out across a portion of the
valley, narrowed toward the uf;per end, and
ran off into several canyons along the hills.

“You're a silent sort o devil,” said Cal
Victor, not without admiration. “You saj
you're all ready for work—but what at?”

“Eagletail Canyon,” said Cook, and put &
cigar between his teeth. Victor whstled,
and regarded the map.

“Eagletail Canyon was there marked as
art of the Two Bar H. It was a faitly
arge canyon with a wide lower flat of a

mile across and two miles long, the upper
portion being loog and narrow and runnin,
up into a maze of peaks. A good-siz

stream was marked on it, this stream contin-
uing and forming the main water supply of
the ranch, running on past the buildings and
into the main Rio Solaro farther on.

On the map Eagletail Canyon did not
amount to much in compariscn with the
whole estate of Colonel Higgins—from an
amateur’s viewpoint. Regarded with the
gimlet eyes of Jed Cook, however, it was
the key to a fortune.

“Hm!” said Victor, frowning. I don't
get the point. Looks like you're trying to
bite off a chunk of something, Jed.”

Coox drew a sheaf of papers under his
hand

Tve done my end of it—now it's your
job,” he said quietly. ‘“‘Here are the Kafrs,
all legal and aboveboard. You've filed the
homestead on the upper flat of the canyon
and part of the lower, and your man Vaca
has filed on the rest. Between the two of
you, the whole canyon is yours, provided
you prove up later on.”

Victor’s mouth flew open for an instant,
and his yellow eyes widened.

“My gosh!” he exclaimed. “Why didn't
you pick o Kansas City to file on? Noth-
ing small about you, is there? I s'pose you
got some reason behind it.”

“Some,” said the other dryly, and re-
garded his partner. “Hm! Guess you caa
handle it.”

Victor was capable in looks, if not prepos-
sessing. His face was lean and brown and
hard as flint. He was partly bald, and his
bald spot was as brown as his face. He had
a thin slit of a mouth, thin nostrils, high
cheek-bones and a sleepy, cattish air as
though he were too lazy to take much inter-
est in life, When those yellow eyes opened
up, however, they could hold a cruel and
predatory expression startling to see.

“It's like this,” said Jed Cook slowly.
“You and Vaca have a scheme on. You're
going to throw a dam across the upper flat,
where the narrowest place comes; the high
walls on each side will make it an easy job.
You and Vaca and half a dozen greasers can
do it easy, laying a spillway first and build-
ing up over it. Rock’s handy—all you need
is cement. I got two mule teams ready to
start out in the morning with the cement.”

“Thanks,” said Victor, with a dazed air.
“Thanks. I'm an engineer, am I? Good
gosh! How in hell d’you expect me to
build a dam?"”
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ED COOK almost smiled, but aot quite.
He had never really senil

“I expect you to work like hell at it, any-
how,” he said. “It's your own job, savvy?
1 don't show in it a-tall.”

“Look here,” exclaimed Victor, “does
Higgins know about it?"

“Not yet, but he will. I've done the filing
and everything very carefully, in order to
avoid trouble before you get landed and get
to work.”

“Well, you're a worder,” said the other
thoughtfully, rolling a cigarette as he talked,
“but I'm ding-danged if I can see how you
ean grab off part of a man’s land by filing
on it!"”

“Like this,” explained Jed Cook. “The
cotonel has legal title to most of his range,
and I couldn't touch it. On Eagletail Can-
yon its different. He filed entry on it
twentyodd years ago, with some of his
friends—homesteaded it, savvy? But he
mever proved up, and it's lapsed long ago.
Nobody knows it, and he's forgotten it, since
it's always been part of the Two Bar H.
‘Took me quite 2 bit to unearth it, but I ran
it down and now it's cinched.”

“Hm!” Victor licked his
pinched it, and lighted it.
sure start to raise hell”

A thin curve showed in the lips of Jed
Cook, being what passed for a smile with
him, holding no mirth whatever but a sitent
and deadly eontempt.

“Let him. He's under bond, isn't he?
Just let him start, and see how quick I'll
clap the law on him! He knows it, too.”

‘But looky here, Jed!” Victor leaned for-
ward and pointed his cigarette at the maj
on the wall. I got to know what I'm build-
ing a wall for, don't 12"

“Sure. You're going to make a dam.
This dam is going to back up the water and
fill the upper canyon, or at least the “F
half of tie upper flat. Itll make a lake.
You and Vaca are partners, savvy? You're
going to irrigate the remainder of it and
raise vegetables and fruit and gosh knows
what all.  Anything you can think of. Al-
falfa, if you like. I ain't particular.”

Victor looked startled. “You ain't, for a
fact,” he observed. “Neither am I, but I
never thought I'd be a blasted farmer!
‘What about the Two Bar H? Seems to me,
that crick is their main source of water suj
ply, at least for the home ranch and the
range in between.”

“That ain't our funeral, is it?” said Jed

cigarette,
“Higgins will

Cook, regarding him steadily.

“Oh!" Victor sucked in his breath, and
his yellow eyes blazed suddenly. “Oh! My
gosh, Jed! You aim to cut ‘em off com-

te?”

“Complete.” Cooknodded slightly. “We'll
force out that fool Higgins. With summer
ahead, and no water, he’ll be up against it.
Meantime, FIl get a friend to come along
and make him an offer for the ranch—be-
for e the summer’s over, it'll be in my hands,
you'll see! Then you caa quit being a
farmer and we'll set in to make money. You
got enough to make it a good partnership
Pproposition.”

“Cleaned up ten thousand on the deal
down South,” said Victor. “Suit you?”

“Gimme the check.”

Victor sucked his cigarette, doubtfully.

“Sure it's safe.”

“Safe as butter, you bet. Now or never
if you want to go in as partner. Otherwise,
it’s a foreman's job.”

Victor looked at the inflexible horse-face
of the other man and decided.

“Right,” he said. “T'll give you the check
in an hour, Jed. So I got to start in the
morning, have 12"

“Yes. The mule teams are over to the
livery, waiting—all in your name, savvy?
You show up and start 'em off this after-
noon. A truck couldn’t get up the Eagletail
Caayon, with that adobe mud up above the
lower flat and no road, You start off the
teams, then catch up in the morning and get
‘em on the spot.”

“S'pose them Two-Bar H punchers try
to stop me?”

““Show your papers. If they still try, then
shoot. You're ia your rights.”

“Suits me.” Victor grinned olfishly.
“Looks like you got ‘em hog-tied, Jed.”

“T've got ‘em squaw-hil that's what!”
and Cook’s voice rasped. “This afternoon,
yoa and me stage a quarrel, sce? Let the
whote town know we've fallen out and quit.
‘When Higgios gets beck, you clap him un-
der bonds to keep the peace same’s I done.
We're setting pretty!”

“I'll say we are!” said Victor admiringly.

CHAPTER HI

R. REGAN of Arizona arrived in
Quartz City on the afternoon of the
same day Mr. Cal Victor departed.

Mr. Regan did not come in Colonel Higgins®
big car. He came by stage, and when he
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met Colonel Higgins in the stcect the two
gentlemen exchanged a blank look and
passed by like utter strangers.

“Can't be too careful, Red, with that
skunk Cook,” had said the brass-voiced col-
onel. “If you go along as a friend o’ mine,
they'll likely stck the law on to you like-
wise. 1 got a hunch there’s some deviltry
bein’ cooked so the best thing for us to
do is to play"ﬁ?l:: we're strangers.  You go
in on the stage from Zion and I'll see you
in town.”

So said, so done.

Mr. Regan went to the Paradise Hotel
with his suitcase, and changed his identity.
He could not very wcuu:%angc his front
name—he was too obviously “Red” wher-
ever he went—but for the moment he be-
came Mr. Potter of Santa Fe. Having so
become, he swuntered forth to get ac-
quainted.

This was net a hard matter, for everybody
was interested in strangers, and plenty of
people were in tows, it being a Saturday.
Numerous cars were on hand from the
lower valley, but Solaro County was ty no
means progressive as regarded its outlying
portions.  Bueros were plentiful, both in
pairs with a beacded prospector behind, and
in files with loads of grcwood from the hills
and a swarthy native goading them on. Cow
ponies were scaece. The only bif range left
was that of the Two Bar H, the lower valley
being cut up among stock farmers. Plenty
of - ordinary horseflesh lined the hitching
rails, but Mr. Potter looked in vain for any
top-hands, either buman or animal. The
open range was goae, and with it was gone
the best of its breed, apparently.

Sauntering across the plaza, Mr. Potter
dropped upon a bench near the war monu-
ment and applied himself to the manufac-
ture of a smoke. Two other men sat on
the same bench, which was a long one. They
glanced at the newcomer, found him staring
up dreamily at the sky, and went on with
their talk.

“Well, what's the answer?” said one.
“What's this Cal Victor doin’ with two big
minfs o burros, hey? Couldn’t see what
the foad was—looked like sacks. Headin®
up northeast.”

“Search me,” responded the other. “But
i:xmbkeep out'n his way, He's bad, that

re, and he packs a gun. Me, I don’t
like him. T hear tell him and Jed Cook done
had a fallin® out yesterday, in public. Cussed

each other up an’ down.
comer.”

“He’s a cold-blooded fish, that’s what he
is,” said the first. “This Victor gent is sure
interested in the Wartman gal, too. She
and her ma’s in town today, huh?"”

The other grunted assent. 0's Vaca.
That durned snake ain’t no native—he’s pure
greaser from down below. Knife-thrower,
they tell me. Well, let's mosey.”

They departed. Mr. Potter smoked
thoughtfully and ruminated on what he had
learned. He was not sure what to make
of the reported split between Victor and
Jed Cedk, so he decided to go and have a
look at said Cook.

He lounged over to the bank, inquired for
Cook, and was seat on to the back room.
Here he found himself met by the gimlet
eyes and long face, and knew without fur-
ther parley he had found a man who caused
him active dislike.

“What can I do for you?” asked Cook
harshly.

“Why, I met a feller down to Zion,” said
Mr. Potter, “and he said I'd better see you,
you bein’ the big man around here. I 'was
sort of looking around for a job, being a
stranger in these parts.”

“I ain't any employment agency,” said
Cook. “What kind of a job?”

“Most any kind. I'm right handy with
stock, and can do anything in reason.”

“Hm!” said Cook, inspecting him.
“Where you from?” 5=

“Santa Fe.” Mr. Potter put on his most
innocent air. "I been working around there
a couple o’ years. Come out from Kansas
City for my health.”

“H'm! You don't look like a lunger
now,” was the response. “Know anything
about mixing cement?”

“I was a builders’ laborer for a couple of
years, back East,” said Mr. Potter, without
hesitation. “But there’s no call for it in
these parts.”

“Man’s been trying to get hold of some-
one who knew about it,” said Cook. “But
my recommend wouldn't land you the job—
we've had a falling out. You might go see
hix:lL He ain’t likely to have hired any-
body.”

“Thanks, thanks a whole lot,” said Mr.
Potter earnestly. “Where'll I find him?"*

“I dunno. Last I heard, he had filed on
somebody’s unproved homestead, up in the
Eagletail Canyon,” replied Cook cautiously.
“He was going to build him something

Cook, he's a
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there. Name is Cal Victor. Look him uj
and you may strike something. Don’t men-
tion it. So long.”

R. POTTER drifted on his way,
heading aimlessly along the street.

“Now we've strack pay dirt,” be reflected
to himself, with considerable satis faction.
“So Victor has talen two burro trains out
to Eagletail Canyon wherever that is, and
they're loaded with cement! What in pur-
gatory is he going to do with cemeat? No-
body is shouting any answer, I reckon. Vic-
tor sure wouldn't give me any job, either
—the minute we come face to face, some-
thing’s going to ha 8

M%'. Pgnmf approazm the general store,
before which was hitched a buckboard. A
large and determined-looking woman sat in
the buckboard, and Mr. Potter surveyed her
with approval—not of her beauty, but of
her general womanly air. She observed his
fixed regard, and a smile touched her eyes.
Mr. Potter promptly stepped out to the rack,
and removed his hat.

“Can you, ma'am?” he asked.

“Can I what?” she demanded with some
asperity, losing her smile.

“Why, can you cook real doughnuts that
ain't leather?”” demanded Mr. Potter. “Min-
ute I scen you, I says to mysetf, I bet she
can!”

The lady smiled, once mare, as she met
kis dancing eyes.

“What's the idea, young man? You try-
ing to pet fresh?”

“No, ma‘am. I'm & stranger in these
parts, and I just got a hankering fordough-

nuts.

“Huh! You don't look drank,” she re-
turned, eyeing him keenly. Suddenly she
turned, looked around, and her face dark-
esed. “Consarn that greaser—if he tries—"

Mr. Potter turned also, and surveyed the
store-front. Beside it was lounging a very
swarthy and very hard-jawed man, who
might have been either a native-or a Mexi-
can—Mr. Potter sensed he was the latter.
His dress was rough and inconspicuous, and
was not the moving-picture director’s idea
of costume at all. The only picturesque
touch about it was the pair of large and
jingling silver spurs on the boot-heels.

From the store stepped a girl who in-
stantly captured the entire attention of Mr.
Potter. She had the fresh pink bloom of a
desert rose, she looked entirely capable of
taking care of herself, and in her gray eyes

was a certain sparkle which made Mr. Pot-
tec's heart very unstable, as their glances
met.  She had both arms filled with bundles.
“Buenos dias, senor#a!” The Mexican
swept off his battered Stetson and bowed,
and in his left hand extended an envelope to
the girl. My friend Senor Victor ask me
to give you thees, if I see you today—"
“You can keep your letters, and your
Senor Victor too,” exclaimed the girl angrily.
“If 1 bad a free hand, I'd give you some-
thing to remember me by! Get out of the

‘But, senorita!” protested the other.
“Here my friend and me, we shall be neigh-
bors soon—we are neighbors already!
Thees—"

“Get out of the way!" snapped the girl.
“And don't you speak to me again!”

“Ay di mi! But one moment, senorita—"

Five long, firm objects took hold of the
speaker by the back of the neck, and held
him immovable. Those fingers were merci-
less. Over the stooped figure, Mr. Potter
looked at the girl, and grinned cheertully.

“You've done told him twice to get out
the way, ma'am, so now I reckon hell get.”
With this, Mr. Potter addressed the squirm-
ing Mexican in his own tongue. “Now, you
several kinds of a pig, you and your friend
M. Victor will remember to obey the lady
after this, maybe!”

He jerked his victim erect, shook him
back and forth, and kicked him violently,
Thenr he applied the other hand to the gen-
tleman's rear, lifted him, swung him all
asprawl, and on the second swing sent him
hurtling out across the hitch-rack to land on
el fours in the dust. Mr. Potter strolled
forward to the rack, leaned on it, and
watched the Mexicanr with interest as the
man struggled to his feet.

R 2 moment the swarthy face snarled
with fury, and the man's hand slipped
to his shirt.
“Try it,” said Mr. Potter gladly. “Try it!”
The Mexican thought better of it, and
picking up his hat, departed hastily. Mr.
Potter turned and encountered the keen gaze
of the lady on the buckboard.
“My land!” she exclaimed. “You sure are
a fast worker, young man!"
“Thank you,” he returned. A voice at
his elbow put in.
“And thank you—very much indeed!”
He found himself looking into the gray
eyes of the girl, and was somewhat con-
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fused. A crowd had collected, moreover,
and he was the center of interest. Oa the
outskirts of this crowd was Colonel Higgins,
making violent and peremptory sigaals, and
Mr. Potter ignored (iem g

“You're more than welcome, miss,” he
said cheerfully, and glanced around. “Will
any gent here introduce me? No? Then,
ma'am, this here red-headed gent is named
Potter, and he'll throw a greaser out of your
way aqy time you want, and glad to do it.”

There was a little growl in the crowd.
Somel spoke up.

“We don't like greaser talk here, Potter.”

Mr. Potter's blue eyes hardened a little
as they swept the circle of faces.

“'Oh, is that s0!" he said quictly. “Geats,
1 didn't go to offend any native. I'm not a
tourist, and I know just exactly what I'm
saying. I said I'd be glad to throw a greaser
out of this lady’s way any time, and I stick
to it. I'm not tallung about natives—I'm
talking about greasers. Savvy that? I know
2 Mex when I see him.”

The crowd was instantly appeased, the
numerous natives among it—who consid-
ered themselves quite as good Americans as
anyone else, and with reason—finding him
entirely in the right. The lady sitting on the
buckboard chuckled.

“Well, Potter, 'm Mrs. Wartman and
this here is my girl, Peggy. Any time you
want them fried cakes, you come out to our
shack.”

“T'll come tomorrow,” said Potter at onee.
He took the bundles from the girl and
them in the box under the seat of the buek-
board. “Where shall 1 come?”

“Wartman canyon, first one north of
Eagletail,” said the lady. “If you come to-
morrow, you fetch a bucket o’ lard, because
we don't use it much and fried cakes ought
to have real fresh lard, not drippin’s.”

“We'll be there, ma'am,” said Potter, and
doffed his hat with a flourish.

Mrs. Wartman drove off at once. Potter
grinned at the crowd, then ambled along i
the trail of Cologel Higgins, who strolled
down to the corner of the plaza and turned
off. Potter reached the corner in time to se¢
the colonel enter a shoe repair shop, and
he lost no time in following. Stepping in,
he found himself alone with Higgins and a
bald-headed, spectacled cobbler in a leather
apron.

“So here you are!” said the colonel, glar-
ing. ‘Pete, shake hands with Red Regan of

Arizona.
Ashley.”

“Glad to meet you,” said Mr. Potter,
shaking hands. “Only my name ain't Re-
gan. It's Potter, from Santa Fe.
I got me a job with Cal Victor, only I don't
aim to show up and claim it

“"What's that”” demanded Higgins
abruptly. “With Victor?”

“Yep.” Mr. Potter grinned. “He wants
a man who can mix cement. He's done
taken two butro trains of cement up to a
place of his in Eagletail Canyon, wherever
that is—"

Colonel Higgins exploded. In between
oaths, the astonished Potter comprehended
that Higgins had heard various and sundry
fumors about Victor's two burro outfits.
Then that cobbler cut in sheilly and vocifer-
ously, shaking his fist at the colonel.

1 told ye!” exclaimed Pete Ashley. “Ain't
1 tokd ye, day ye left town, about them there
homestead filin’s> Now they've cut in on
ye, dog-gane your fool hide! T'll bet a dol-
lar they done grabbed the hull canyon off'n
ye!”

Red, this is my old friend, Pete

(OLONEL HIGGINS exploded again.
“What's all the close harmony
about?” asked Mr. Potter curiously. “You

and Pete are particular friends, I guess?”
“He's my old foreman,” said Colonel
Higgins, when he had somewhat calmed
down. In hot and sulphurous words, he
managed to inform Mr. Potter just what the
Eagletail Canyon means to the Two Bar H

Ranch.

“Now,” he went on,, “something’s doing

up der. I dunno what it is, but I aim
to find out to! You sure were right
about the on that land, Pete—I re-

membered afterwards it had never been
proved up and had probably lapsed. But
what the dingle-dangled hell! gk's always
been part of my range!”

“It ain’t now, anfl done told you so,”
chirped Pete Ashley, bobbing his he:
“What's more, I hear he took them burros
out over your own road—the one branches
off from your road to Wartman Canyon.”

Colonel Higgins gulped. “And I warned
the boys mot to start any trouble on any
excuse!” he said mournfully. “So they
wouldn't have stopped him. The burros
started yesterday, I hear, and he’s out there
by now, most likely. Yes, sir, if they've
done hooked me on that there canyon, what
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can I do? Not one blasted thing except
shoot, and the law—"

“But this Victor,” suggested Mr. Potter,
“appears to have had a row yesterday with
the estimable Jed Cook!"

“So I heard,” began the colonel dubiously,
when Pete Ashley spat out an abrupt word.

“Bosh! Waggletail! Hen's feathers! If
them two jaspers had a real fuss, would it
end with cusswords—or begin there either
one? Not onyourlife! Jed Cook was real
mad— and who ever heard of him losin’ his
temper before, and in public? Listen here!
That there row was all a bluff—you better
believe me! Them two are pulling the same
stuff you and Red Regan here are pulling—
only nobody’s wise to you, and I'm wise to
them.”

There was a moment of silence.

“Well, what you figger on doing?” de-
manded Mr. Potter.

“Blasted if I know!” growled the per-
El:xcd Higgins. “Looks like they got me
y the short hair. If I start trouble, they'll
jump me sure’s fate. I got b find out for
certain whether this Victor has really filed
on the land or not”

“Spose you do it, then,” said Mr. Potter.
“Tll likely drop in at the ranch sometime
tomorrow—""

“Not much! You're going out with me
here and row,” exclaimed the colonel. “This
is too big for us to 50 blind in, and I'll
maybe need you around—"

“I got other business on hand,” said Mr.
Potter coolly, and rolled a smoke with ex-
pert fingers. I got a date for tomorrow
about noon time, you bet.”

The current of Colonel Higgins' thoughts
were abruptly shifted.

“'Oh!" said, staring. “You and that
Wartman gal, huh? Dog-gone the women!
She's been the ruination of hal f my outfit—
mooning around the place and letting work
slide. Don't know who it was you dumped
out in the road? I was Hernan Vaca, the
right-hand partner of this here Victor.”

“So that was the gent, huh?"” Mr. Potter
nodded and li gited his cigarette. “"Where’s
her dad?”

“Dead two years, and the widder’s hold-
ing down the place.”

“I may lend her a hand, then, if her
doughnuts are as good as she looks,” said
Mr. Potter thoughtfully. “Suppose you go
sort of easy until you and me have a con-
ference—maybe I can ferret things out. So
long as I don’t meet up with Victor per-

sonally, I got a chance to work. Suit you?”

“All right,” agreed Higgins. “And if you
need anything or anyone, you come to Pete
Ashley, savvy? He got crippled up and quit
range work, but boy, he’s there!”

“I believe it,” and Mr. Potter grinned at
the bald-headed cobbler. “So long, Pete.
See you later. And don't cuss too much,
Higgins—it don'’t help the digestion.”

With which he departed.

CHAPTER IV

OLONEL HIGGINS, who had gone on
C home the previous night, had at once
sent back by one of his boys a gift,
left at the hotel for Mr. Potter. I con-
sisted of one very good horse, accompanied
by a bill of sale properly made out in the
right name, and outfit to match. The punch-
er who brought it, knew only he was deliv-
ering an animal contracted for. He left it
for Potter, got the mail, and went home.
Mr. Potter discovered it an hour later, hav-
ing slept longer than usual this morning.

He blessed the colonel’s forethought, and
emptied his grip into the slicker already tied
behind the saddle, and with a lunch put up,
made ready for the road. He had assiduous-
ly studied the geography of Solaro County
the previous night, and knew exactly what
he was about. Then, at the last moment,
he remembered the bucket of lard.

He bought it.

Now, a lard bucket, filled with lard, is
not the easiest thing in the world to pack.
The day promised beat in plenty, and Mr.
Potter had no intention of packing the thin;
inside his slicker and spare socks. Nor di
he intend to carry it in his arms. He com-
promised by tying it firmly to the rear set
of straps on the off side of the saddle, and
mounted. To this, the Two Bar H cayuse
promptly objected. The bucket was well
wrapped in paper, and the paper rustled,
and the weight was disconcerting. Hence
the objections.

Mr. Potter had mounted before the ob-
jections began, and knowing himself in the
right, with the bucket firmly tied against the
saddle, he stayed mounted.  Quartz City en-
joyed itself en masse. At the height of the
celebration, Mr. Potter Pexc:ived the white
horse-face of Jed Cook in the crowd, so he
managed to let the bill of sale leave his
pocket and swirl away, to be picked up and
read and passed back to him. When the
objections were over-ruled, he used some
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extremely hard language coneerning the sort
of horse sold him by Colonel Higgins; then,
coavinced he had done a good moraing's
work, he rode out to the north.

“Li'l old lard bucket, you done played me
a good turn after all,” he observed, and gave
the offending article a pat. “Now Jed Cook
knows—or thinks he knows—how come
got this hoss, and what I think of the colo-
pel. Let's see; how much of me is left?
All present, I guess. Gun, correct; money,
whar there is; tgobncco—yep, Git aloag, lit-
tle dogies!”

Having a twenty-mile ride shead of him,
and no intention of reaching the Wartman
Pplece in time for dinner—since he might as
well put in the afternoon helping to fry
doughnuts, instead of being in a hurrp—Mr.
Potter ambled along gaily, in a deceptively
innoeeat and carefree manner. He had scat-
tered broad hints in town that he was leav-
ing to seek a job to which Jed Cook had di-
sected him, so the past and preseat did not
worry him. The future did, however.

To be of vale to Colonel Higgins, and
incidentally to himself, his real identity must
remain submerged. The moment he met Cal
Victor face to face, he would either have to
shoot first or lose his value—and he did not
want to accept either alternative. He was in
to play the game of Higgins as well as his
own, which meaat to see thingsthrongh with
Jed Cook. And he was loath to shoot Vic-
tor under any provocation, at least until he
gtf)r his money back, or same large portion
of it

Mowentarily he had quite forgotten about
Herpan Vaca,

“Now, Mx. Potter, get that sed bead of
youss to work!” he reflected, as he jogged
along the domains of the stock ers
toward the larger range o the upper valley.
“If you follow natural impulses, this here
Victor will die suddea, and you'll still be
broke, which will do no good whatever.

"If you get the law on him, as yeu ean,
the lawyers will trim you—and Jed Cook
will likely back him up, besides. The best
LhinngmndOiswhyb\v,o!aslwls
possible, and wait for what turns up.  Ain’t
it so? Agreed. Unanimous. Your interest
depends on #, and so does that of old Tom
Higgins, so don't go to following impulse,
cowgﬁay! You take that there cayuse iato
the corral, and rope out old broac Caution.”

It must be confessed that this adviee did
not eed from disinterested and wholly
unselfish motives; not in the least. M.

Potter, as far as he himself was concerned,
did not lose very much sleep over being
broke. Since the previous day, however, he
had suddenly e that such a condition
might be a tragedy. Mo re than one puncher
had thought the same thing, after looking
into those g;;y eyes of Peggy Wartman'’s.
So, coneluded Mr. Potter, he must bend
his efforts to making Cal Vietor disgosge,
sather than to punishment. It would be bet-
ter to have evem five thousand dollars in
hand, than the geatleman in the penitentiary.
“I'd a beap sather have Victor to handle
i " refleded Mr. Potter,

like he’s up 2gainst it, and dassn't move. If
he make a row, he gets plastered by the
law, and if he don't, he gets his water supply
cut off and has to pay through the nose.
Well, thank the Lord I aio’t tied down!
Worst of it is, this Cook is a town croak,
a regular law shark. He sets behind a desk
and lets other folks, like this here Vietor, do
the rough stuff. Well, I've known a heap
of men who could throw a hell of a big
front behind a desk, and get 'em out where
the fur's fiying, they ain' so much.”

WRTH this comforting reflection, he
chirruped to the cayuse and peo-
cceded to roll a smoke.

Noon drew on, and found him approach-
ing Rio Solaro, a timy river spanning the
road with its accompanying wealth of
greenery. Here he stopped, not troubling
the ranch a few bundred yards distant, ans
made his noonday meal. Two miles farther
on, he would come to the Two Bar H terri-
tory, and the road leading off westward to
the ranch of Higgins. Then he would have
only six miles left to Wartman canyon.

Presently he mounted again and rode on.
The day was hot, little short of blistering,
and ke congratulated himself on having put
that lard where it was; so far, however, it
did not appear to have melted and run.
Mr. Potter finally came to mew fencing and
a sign informing him that this was the Two
Bar H range, Colorel Tom Higgins, owner.
Some distance ahead, the ranch road turned
out of the highway, running off to the left
and following the winding course of a creck
whose trees screeaed the nosthern ap, 3
The ranch buildings were still several miles
distant, toward the rolling hills which
mounted into d.

Mr. Potter had nearly reached the high-
way, which made a sharp turn just past the
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creek and trees, when around the bend to-
ward him rode two mounted men. One was
a white man, of a decidedly hard-eyed ap-
pearance, and the other was apparently a
native—but Mr. Potter knew better at the
first glance. Half a dozen little things, the
very manner of riding, told him otherwise.
Aad the face, crossed by a diagonal knife-
scar, was beyond mistake.

Promptly, Mr. Potter forgot all his good
resolutions. He had an excellent memory,
and the moment he saw the knife-scarred
face, he remembered a poster hanging in
the office of Sheriff Rego Regan, and the
stimulating mention of two thousand dol-
lars reward for said face, whether in action
or inanimate. No longer being Sheriff Re-
gan, Mr. Potter should have minded his
owa business and gone his way, but he did
not. He was broke, and had reasons for
wanting b te otherwise. S he drew rein
and waited.

The two approached, with sharp looks at
man and horse, and would have separated
to go on either side, but Mr. Potter, with
excessive politeness, frustrated the maneu-
ver by wheeling his horse to the roadside.
He smiled genially, with a cheery greeting.

“Howdy, gents! If this here 15 a sample
of your spring weather, what's summer li
huh? Potter's my name. Lookin' me up a
job in your country.”

“Howdy, * returned the ruffanly white
man. “Glad to meet yuh. I'm Chuck Hos-
kins—got me a ranch in the hills up north.
This here is Miguel Gomez, workin' for
me. Goin’ far?”

“Aiming to meet a feller in Eagletail
canyon, wherever that is,” said Mr. Potter.
He noted that the flitting gaze of the Mex-
ican went to Chuck Hoskins, and knew that
his Frey was strange to this country—did
not know where the Eagletail lay.

“Foller this road,” said Mr. Hoskins,
pointing to the side trail. “Where it goes
off to the Two Bar H, don't foller, but keep
going, nfht along the crick. Keep to the
crick, and it'll lead you plumb into the can-

s Much obliged,” said Mr. Potter, and
tossed away his cigarette. “By the way,
who's the sheriff in this county?”

“Bob Stevens, said Mr. Hoskins, his
gaze nanowmg slightly. “He ain’t on the
way, I hope?

“Rest easy,” returned Mr. Potter. “You
might drop into his office, if you will, and
tell him to come along out here.”

“What for?" demanded Chuch Hoskins.

“Why, to have a little talk with the two
of us.

“What two? Me?"

“No, no,” said Mr. Potter. “Me and
Miguel, here. Miguel is going to stay with
me a spell, until you send out Sheriff Ste-

“Huh?”

HUCK HOSKINS looked blank, but

not so the Mexican, who was now
watching Mr. Potter very sharply. One
swarthy hand was moving, inch by inch, but
Mr. Potter ignored it.

“Yes,” he said thoughtfully. *“That's the
best way. Miguel, you stay here and talk
with me. 1 want to ask you about a little
incident down on the border last October.
Maybe you've forgotten about it. You re-
member that ranch where the white woman
was, huh?”

“Are you drunk or plain crazy?” de-
manded Mr. Hoskins, with rising wrath.
“What you driving at, anyhow? ~ Miguel
ain't been near the border in two years—he's
been right here helpin’ me clear off brush
and get me a shack built!

“Oh!" said Mr. Potter, and his blue eyes
opened widely. “Really, now? Then, of
course—"

**Yes, really,” snapped Mr. Hoskins, * And
I'd like to know why in time you want to
fun your durned nose into other folks’ busi-
ness!”

“Then I'll tell you,” said Mr. Potter. All
of a sudden, he no longer looked genial or
innocent; instead, his blue eyes were abruptly
dangerous. “Hoskins, when a man like you
throws in with a woman murderer like this
halfbreed varmint, it means bad luck. You
ride into town and send out the sheriff, or
you'll have bad luck.”

“Do your own sending,” growled Hos-
kins, and moved on his horse as though to
ride away toward town.

He was nearly past Mr. Potter, when, like
a flash, he moved. At the same instant,
Miguel Gomez sent his hand darting upward,

Mzr. Potter dug in his spurs, and his
cayuse went six feet away in one jump.
Reining in hard, Mr. Potter leaned over in
the saddle. Several explosions had sounded
on the afternoon air, and now two more
sounded, short and sharp.

The Two Bar H cayuse objected stren-
uously to all these fireworks. When he de-
cided to quit objections, he quit. Mr. Potter
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surveyed the scene. Miguel Gomez lay in
the road, dead. His horse was careening on
toward town. Mr. Chuck Heskins was also
in the road, grimly hanging to the bridle
of his plunging horse, and apparently some-
what hurt. M. Potter dismounted and came
to his aid, and quieted the horse. He stood
looking down at Hoskins, whose left arm
hung limp from the shoulder.

* in the saddle and get on to town,”
he said crisply, “and send out the sheriff like
1 told you. Think up a durned good lie to
account for your frieadship with this snake,
and you'll get past. I got nothing against
you, so far.”

“Who in bell ase you?" demanded the
groaging Hoskins, who had lost all his
truculence.

“Red Potter, like I said. Get along.”

Loaking very unhappy, Hoskins managed
to dr.&lﬂt ard his mouat, and went away
from 5

M. Potter sat down and rolled another
cigarette, and presently fumbled in his pock-
ets. He brought out a pencil and an old
envelope, from which he carefully deleted
the name and addsess of Sheriff Regan. On
the inside of the envelope he set forth a
message, briefly but explicitly. Then he rose
and kaelt above the figure of Miguel Gomez,
who was neatily drilled between the eyes,
and turned his figure on its back. He pinned
the message to the dead man's shirt, so it
showed plainly to all the world, then
straightened up and looked at it. The writing
was very legibll’ez

“SHERIFF STEVENS
“Please collect the $2000 reward offered
by State of Arizona for apprehension of
Gonzales Renado, dead or alive, for mur-
dering rancher and woman in Cochise
County in October of last year. Hold
T for me. Pl come to claim it.
Red Potter.”

Mr. Potter shoved back his hat and re-
fleetively scratched his red hair. <

“If it hadn't been for the woman,” he
observed, "I dunno but what I'd have let
the cuss go—I don't exactly like the idea
of going after reward money. Still and all,
it ain't such a bad job, considering what a
durned poor shot I am! Reckon I'd ought
to be right thankful these two skunks were
;v:}:se shots yet . Never even touched me—

33

RA:tuming to his horse, M. Potter mounted
and headed the animal toward the branch
road. No matter who fonad the body, it

was sure to go to the sheriff with the
message, and word of that message would
zﬂ far and wide. The two thousand
llars was as good as in the bank, or better.
M. Potter lifted up his voice aad sang:

“Of, Jackie was a gambling man,
be lived up to the name,
For the last words that poor Jackie said
Was: °‘High, low, jack and the gamel’

He sborely was her man,

But he done her wrong!”

Mr. Potter did oot know there was a neat
little clipped hole at the rear brim of his hat.
There was something else he did not know,
either—he had never thought to look at the
package strapped to his saddle.

So he rede on, in high contentment with
the world.  °

CHAPTER V

canoncito—a little niche among the

hills watesed by a spring. The spring
was so tiny as to be practically useless unless
Wartman had discevered it, finding that it
never ceased its steady flow all the year
around. Now Wartman was gone, but the
spring flowed endlessly. From somewhere up
in the high hills beyond, came this little
spring, set thus by nature to serve its purpose.

And it served well, guided and applied
as it was by Wartman's determined widow.
Even m winter it was never very cold here—
the ground was never frozen. Beside the
spring, on the morth hillside halfway up the
canyon, stood the shack Wartman had built
for his family. He had builded sturdily, not
being a fiy-by-night nester, and the shack
was mute notice to all the world that the
‘Wartmans were here to stay, and had seized
on this nook forever. Built thickly of adobes
it was, since adobe clay lay everywhere for
the taking and the sun was hot; six-foot
walls, deeply recessed windows, aad a wide
gallery on three sides with long carven vigas
in the New Mexican style, all gave the place
an air of coolness and comfort which was
not belied by the interior, with its fittle
patio. Behind was another adobe shed for
the two horses and the milch cow which
made up the Wartman stock.

Mr. Patter took in all this as he rode
along. He observed, too, that small as it
was, this property had been made a valuable
one. The entire flat of the canyon was plotted
out in vegetables, while a few fruit trees
‘rew ily. From the spring ran down a

WARTMAN CANYON was really a
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main acequia, and this ended in nothing—
every inch of the water was carefully devoted
to promoting the best interests of the grow-
ing crops. Since the Quartz City market
must be an excellent one for all green
produce, Mrs. Wartman evidently had a
very comfortable income.

The lady herself was working over the
acequia, and came to the shed as Mr. Potter
arrived. Her daughter appeared from the
house and joined them.

“I never did know calico was so becom-
ing!” exclaimed Mr. Potter, as he shook
hands, and his blue eyes were dancing.
My, but you folks look home-like and easy
on the eyes! I'm right glad I got a shave
this morning. How about doughnuts?”

“Well,” said Mrs. Wartman, surveying
him with a twinkle, "I s'pose if it’s impor-
tant enough, we can drop all our farm work
and so forth, and fry you up a batch. I
don’t know but what theyd taste good,
myself! That is, if you ain't forgot the
lard. Who's been chewing your hat? It was
a good hat yesterday, as I remember it.”

“Huh?” Mr. Potter withdrew his gaze
long enough from the gray eyes of Peggy
to look down at the hat in his hands. He
observed the neatly clig hole in the rim.
“Good gosh! And I blamed 'em for being
poor shots—"

“Who?” demanded the lady swiftly. Mr.
Potter recollected himself, and met her
frown with a most innocent expression.

“Who? Why, two fellers I met in the
road this morning. They got talking, and so
did 1, and we had quite an argument about
old-fashioned revolvers being better than
automatic pistols, and so we bet a dollar a
shot on three shots. They set my hat up and
one of ‘em cracked at it, and I took a crack
at one of their hats. I done collected three
dollars off 'em, too—none of us noticed this
Intle clip in the bri Now,” added Mr.
Potter thoughtfully, “I reckon I'll have to
find them fellers again and hand back a
dollar, to be right honest.”

Mrs. Wartman regarded him fixedly. Be-
fore she could speak, an exclamation broke
from Peggy.

“Why—whatever's the matter with your
poor horse?”

“Nothing,” said Mr. Potter, and turned.
Then he swallowed hard. The whole barrel
of the cayuse was streaked with dark grease.
“Oh, lord!” he groaned. I reckon that lard
must have melted and the cover come off,
and I told the feller to tie it careful, too!”

“Hm!” said Mrs. Wartman grimly. She
went to the greasy et and untied the
thongs, then stri the paper from the
bucket of lard. There stood revealed a neat
round hole passing through the top of the
bucket. Mrs. Wartman followed up her
quest, and put her finger on a spot in the
saddle.

“There it is,” she said. “Howcome? I
s'pose you were using the hosses for a target,
too?”

“Of course not,” returned Mr. Potter
virtuously. “This is the strangest thing ever,

ma'am! 1 could swear the bucket didn't
have any hole in it—how about the lard?”*
“Half of it's left. Plenty, I reckon.”

Mrs. Wartman eyed him in a disconcerting
manner, “Let’s see them three dollars you
collected.”
Mr. Potter was up against it, having only
the roll of his bills given him by Higgins.
“Well, it's right funny about them dol-
lars,” he returned easily. *“You see, ma'am—"
“It's all right,” she broke in brusquely.
“Don’t tax your brains too far, now; stand-
ing bareheaded in the sun does have that
effect at times. I expect you could make up
a wonderful good story about how come
that bullet in your saddle, but you don’t
need to. You set your hoss to rest, and if
you want to spin any more fairy-tales, do
it to Peggy. ’s used to it. All the boys
in the county fill her up with fairy-tales.
But when you come into my house, young
man, you come clean! Understand?”
“Yes'm,” said Mr. Potter meekly.

E TURNED and followed the lady
with his gaze, as she went to the
house, and then he looked around to meet
the laughing gray eyes of Peggy. He grinned.
“You'll have to tell her sooner or later,”
observed the girl. Suddenly anxiety came
into her eyes. "It wasn't Vaca? Not the

Mexicaa you threw into the road yesterday?”

Mr. Potter shook his head. “Nope; to tell
the truth, it was an accident.”

“Oh!” She became cool. “Let's get your
horse unsaddled, unless you want to leave
him—""

“Thanks, we'll put him up,” said Mr.
Potter eagerly. "I don’t guess he'd want to
wait while we got them doughnuts going,
would he?”

Truth to tell, Mr. Potter did not at all
desire to inform Peggy Wartman that he
bad just killed a man on the highway.

When the cayuse was somewhat wiped
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down and deposited in a stall, a new and
fearful experience this time of year, Mr.
Potter and the girl sought the house. He
insisted on following his guide straight to
the kitchen, explaining that a parlor made
him feel uncomfortable. Mrs. Wartman was
already making rrcpmtions for the fray.
She looked capable and cheerful

i syose it ain't sohnthmtblsumeof
year,” served, “as it is down in Ari-
mm?"

"Why, 1 reckon not,” said Mr. Potter.
“Me, I'm from Santa Fe, so I can't rightly
tell."

"1 s'pose you know Sheriff Watson, who
bas the garage by the bridge there?”

“Yesm,” said Potter  guardedly.

“That is to say, not professionally, but
onally.”

“Has his blind t any better?”

Now, Mr. Ponzchga';i lw);rd of Sheriff
‘Watson, but had never heard of any eye.

“Not mudx, he responded. “He's still
doctoring.”

“Oh!" said the lady. Peggy scemed very
much amused over something, and Mr. Pot-
ter g rew rather red. “Peggy, get me a bueket
o' fresh water from the spring.”

Mr. Potter volunteered his services, and
was sternly told to set still. When the girl

ad d, Mrs. Wartman swung asound
and surveyed him.

“'Well?” she demanded. “How sbout them
bullets? Was it Vaca?”

‘No, ma'am, it wasn't,” blurted out the
badgem‘l visitor, despent:ly “It was a feller
Renado, another greaser, wanted for
murdering a rancher and his wife down near
border. He called himself Gomez uj up
bere, and he was with Chuck Hoskins.”

“Oh, he was!” said the lady. “Tve seen
bim around, and I know Hoskins. Where
is he now?”

“I dunno,” said Mr. Potter reflectively.
“I could make a good guess, but—"

“So that's it! And what about Hoskins?”

“He wasa't much hurt, ma'am. I sent
him along ‘o town. Now logk here,” added
Mr. Potter earnestly. “Id hate to have
Peggy think—"

‘She’s got 2 brain and she’s bovad to
think,” intervened Mrs. Wartman severely.
“But I guess your feelin’s do you credit,
young man. Anyhow, what is she to you?”

R. POTTER felt as shough a cyclone
fucked him from his horse

and landed in a thicket of cholla.

“"What—what is she to me?” he returned.
“Why—well, if you want it straight, I aim
to make her—to marry her, if she's willing.
‘Fhere, durn it—and now what's it to you?”

Finding Mrs. Wartman absolutely stag-
gered by his frankness, he took heart and

rushe | —it was the only course open
to him.

“Now you listen, ma'am! I ain't any
gonman; I can’t usually hit the side of a
barn. This was an accident. I'm not a broke
puncher. I got two thousand waiting for
me in town, and I'm going to collect the
price of a good ranch off a man up here
who owes it to me. Before you get mad—"

“Mad? Who's getting mad? Do I look
it?” exclaimed Mrs. Wartman.

“Well, you don’t look very danged happy
over it,” said Mr. Potter mnse:ably “But I
didn’t want you to thi

“Consarn it, don’t you want anybody
around here to think?” demanded the lady.

“Have you got a cinch on ali the thinking
‘}apunms in sight? Now shut your mouth.

ou’ve come around under false pretenses,
and you're a durned liar. Sheriff Watson is
my brother, and he ain't got a bad eye at all.
You're not from Santa Fe, young man.
You'vetoted a whole mess of Lies in here—
and then you tell me not to think! Shut
your mouth. You leave me to make these
doughnuts, and if you have any talking to
do, don't get personal”

Peggy darkened the doorway and then the
room became bri ‘:ghter for Mr. Potter. He
relapsed into troubled silence, Imowmg him-
self in too deep now to take flight yet not
scemg how to redeem himself. Mrs. Wart-

ed him deeply, for she scemed
enu: ly cheerful as she warked, and told
Peggy to get some coffee started, as though
she quite approved her visitor and was glad

to be working to appease hiscravings. And
all the time she knew him for a most whole-
hearted liar!

“She trapped me squarely, too,

Mr. Potter, almost in panic, "an
knows it! The danged thing looks worse
and worse, and no hope in sight.”

He made tentative approaches at conver
sation, and presently was feeling somewhat
relieved, for Mrs. Wartman chatted volubly
and frankly; she had positive ideas on most
persons and things, and did not hesitate to
express them with force. From her manner,
Mr. Potter divined she was more ami
than indigaant over his pretensions and his
lack of veracity, so gradually he took heart.

though(
P
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The kitchen livened up when the first
floating brown rings came out of the pan.
Mr. Potter assisted Peggy in powdering
them; and as she held the plate of sugat
in her lap, this operation necessitated a very
comfortable degree of intimacy. The more
Mr. Potter saw of those merry gray eyes, the
more convinced he became that Mrs. Wart-
man needed a son-in-law at the earliest
possible moment, and the more ready he was
to hold himself in such a light. He had
gathered, here and there, that Peggy Wart-
man was so far free of any entangling
engagements, and he asked no more.

SENTLY all three adjourned to the
patio—a pleasant place set out with
flowers—where Peggy set out a table and
Mz. Potter broy, ht orth the coffee and a
huge bowl of nuts. Mrs. Wartman
sat in the shade an fanned herself, resting
from her labors, and ordered Mr. Potter to
start in. He lost no time doing it.

"How are they?” she demanded, when he
was half way through his first

“Ma'am,” said Mr. Potter, looking at
her wide-eyed, "I haven't the heart to say.”

“Huh?" She sat up mdngmntly “D’you
mean—why, consarn you, you're laughing
at me!

*'No, ma'am, at myself,” he said promptly.
“Now I'm right sure of it. There's no
shagzw of doubt whatever. It's just bound
to

“What is?” she asked.

"Whn 1 told you a while ago was going

happen.”

‘Oh' " Mrs. Wartman relaxed, and a
twinkle showed in her eye. “You seem al-
mighty sure of yourself, young man!”

“Iam,” returned Mr. Potter calmly, seiz-
ing another doughnut. He exchanged a
smile with the wondering Peggy. “Your
mother and I have a secret, Peggy. We'll
let you in on it one of these days, maybe.”

“We will, will we?” said Mrs. Wartman
ominously. Mr. Potter grinned.

“Well, 1 will anyhow. By the way, do
you know Tom Higgi

“1 should hope so,

ou?”

“M-m. Heard of him,” responded Mr.
Potter, vaguely. He caught a wink from
Peggy, and the girl spoke up.

“Mother doesn’t think much of the colo-
nel, Mr. Potter. She always says, he's 2
gras| mg and miserly old rascal—"

‘Wastman did not reply—she fairly

said the lady. “Do

exploded in a torrent of indignant words
checked midway by her daughter's laugh
and Mr. Potter'’s grin. Red raised his eye-
brows amusedly.

“Making fun of me, are you?” she de-
manded, and her eyes twinkled. “Well, I
don't mind saying Tom Higgins is a white
man—about the whitest there is in this
country. Too bad you don’t know him, Red.”

“Uh-huh,” said Mr. Potter, his mouth full,
“He don’t measure up to Jed Cook, I reckon.”

“Oh, don’t he?” asked Mrs. Wa:tman_.
eyeing him in a pcculm manaer. “You've
met Jed Cook, have you?"

"We had a little talk yesterday. I'm
hoping to see more of him one of these
days. This sure is fine coffee, Peggy.”

"Glad you like it,” shot back Mrs. Wart-
man. u might Call me 1da while you're

about it.”

“Nope, I got a better name for you,” said
Mr. Potter audaciously. "By the way, is it
easy to get to Eagletail Canyon from here?”

“A trail runs over the hills, yes,” said
Peggy. “It’s only four miles, but you'd have
to go afoot. It's not a trail any horse could
follow, just now—the rains have washed it
away in places, I think.”

Mr. Potter nodded. “If you find that hoss
of mine in the shed anytime, don’t be sur-
rnsed he said thoughtfully. “T'm liable to
eave him there sometime and take to the
trail. How do I hit it from here, so's I
won't bother you?”

“Go straight up the canyon, to the alfalfa
stand at the other end,” said the girl. “It
goes off to the left from there—you can't
miss it. Climb the hillside.”

Mr. Potter nodded again. Having for the
moment done full justice to the doughnuts,
the idea of tobacco scemed nrpropmle He
constructed a smoke, then felt vainly in his
pockets for matches. Mrs. Wartman spoke up.

“Peggy, go get a box of matches for Mr.

1%{: Potter lifted a startled gaze as the
final word penetrated to his consciousness.
Peggy's lips were twitching, but Mrs. Wart-
man was regarding him severely. A ghastly
sense of unreality crept upon him.

“I—I—what did you say?" he stammen:d
weakly. “My name’s Potter, ma'am.”

"Thm who's a liar?’ demanded the Iady.
“You or Tom Higgins?"

He stared blankly at her. “What do you
mean, ma'am?”

“Why, Tom Higgins was over here last
night, spent the evening. He told us all
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about a jasper by the name of Red Regan.”

Mz. Potter was thunderstruck. From the
corner of his eye he saw Peggy repressing
her laughter, and in the visage of Mrs.
Wartman he found a bubbling and irrepres-
sible mirth. His lips twitched—then he
broke into a roar, in which the others joined.
For a moment the roof shook to the mer-
riment.

“You sure did lay one over on me,
ma’am,” said Mr. Regan, himself again, and
he made a rueful grimace. “Why didn't you
tell me this io the first place?”

“Why didn't you tell the truth in the
first place, instead of firing off a pack of
lies about target practice?” retorted Mrs.
‘Wartman. “Well, no harm done, I reckon!
Do them fried cakes suit your taste?”

“Do they?” said Mr. Regan significantly.
“Ma'am, I'll be content to eat doughnuts
like them for all the rest of my life!”

“Oh, will you!” said the lady. She seemed
about to say something more, when from
outside came a hail. Her expression changed.
A swift gleam of alarm came to Peggy's
guay eyes.

“Who's that?” queried Mr. Regan, com-
ing to his feet.

“'Cal Victor,” said the lady of the house,
and her lips compressed grimly.

CHAPTER VI

ED REGAN swiftly shoved his chair
R under the table, and then stepped
back inside the kitchen doorway.

“Don't forget those matches, Peggy,” he
said. “I may need 'em.”

The girl nodded and stepped past him.
Regan tock position behind the door, so
that he could observe the patio through the
chink as it stood open. Next moment the
girl was at his side with a box of matches,
and Regan stuffed a few into his pocket.
He met her anxious gaze, and chuckled.

*“Don't worry!" he said.

“I'm not—only—"

Swiftly, Mr. Regan leaned over and kissed
ber squarely on the lips.

“Be nice to your company, now,” he ex-
claimed, before the startled girl could pro-
test. “Quick! There he comes!”

He caught one laughing glance from the
gray eyes, then Peggy passed out into the

patio, where Mr. Victor had made his
apYeaunce.
t was obvious the gentleman had dressed

carefully for his visit. He wore a suit of

store clothes, was shaved to the quick, and
had gone so far as to don a white shirt and
collar, about which was knotted a flaring
red cravat, of the self-tied variety. As he
came forward, his high-boned features and
long yellow eyes fairly exuded self-com-
placency. He swept off his hat, and betrayed
his bald spot partially raked over by wisps
of hair which retained their place by aid
o some brilliant cosmetic. Beyond question,
Cal Victor would never have showed him-
self in Quartz City thus arrayed, even on
fiesta days.

“Howdy, folks!” he exclaimed genially.
“Senora, your servant! I was passing by,
and reckoned I'd drop in for a minute and
pass the time of day.”

“I ain’t no senora,” said Mrs. Wartman
ominously. “I—"

“Beg pardon, ma'am, beg pardon!” said
Victor effusively. “No offense meant, none
took, I hope. What's this I see—doughnuts?
And coffee?”

“What of it?” said Mrs. Wartman, with
deliberate insult, so that the blood rushed
into Victor's face and then ebbed away
again. “I'm not asking you tosit in, hombre.”

He straightened up and looked at her,
looked at Peggy, then returned his gaze to
the older woman. Into his eyes leaped anger,
swiftly veiled.

“If that's the way you feel about it, ma'am,
I'm right sorry,” he said slowly. “I done
come over to apologize for the way that
Vaca hombre acted in town yesterday. I hear
he got served out for it, and I'm glad—I
done served him out myself, when I heard
about it. You see, I told him to give a note
to you, and he tried to give it to Miss Peggy,
and thought he was durned smart. He don't
think so now. Won't you forgive me, the
both of you?”

Cal Victor had not arrived at years of
discretion and baldness without knowing
how to assume a plausible air on occasion,
and furthermore, it was evident that he
meant his words literally. Mrs. Wartman
melted, instantly repenting the cool insult
she had flung at the man. Her hostility was
not lessened, yet none the less she had been
guilty of a breach of hospitality, and re-
gretted it.

“Don’t mention it,” she answered at
once. “Set down and try a doughnut—Peggy,
heat up the coffee, will g"

“Thanks, ma'am, thanks a heap,” said
Victor, dropping into a chair. "I know you
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don’t favor me much, but I got some busi-
ness I'd like to talk over with you.”

In the kitchen, Red Regan came out
slightly from behind the door. Here was
his man—no doubt of it now, and hatred
flamed in him. He repressed it sternly. Then
his face cleared as Peggy entered, bearing
the coffee-pot, and he turned to her.

She swiftly sidestepped, and lifted the
50! in mute threat, but a5 Regan met her

ancing eyes he knew she was not angered.

He grinned. The girl beld up her hand
warningly, with a look toward the patio,
and he nodded silent understanding. He
beckoned. She regarded him appraisingly,
then came closer.

“He's on foot?" said Regan softly.

She nodded. “"Mud on his boots. By trail.”

Swift as be seached for her, she evaded
him, laughingly, and retreated behind the
stove. Regan grinned again, and went back
to his position, where he cauld keep an
on the patio, and rolled a cigaret as he
waited.

Victor was with

bet, ma'am—hanest as daylight. Now, some
while back I done found that Eagletail
Canyon was open to anybody that wasted it.
It had been filed on years ago but the title
had lapsed, so me and Vaca have taken it
all up, and we got our papers from the land
office and can go ahead. Vac's workin' for
me, you understand 2"

“I know that,” said Mrs. Wartman, “but
¥d always supposed the canyon was part of
the Two Bar H.”

“Not by law.”

“Law ain't right,” said the lady.

“Well, it’s possession, anyway. If Colonel
Higgins was fool enough to let her slip, and
I can take hold, that's his funeral. I've
done took hold, and theie’s great opportu-
nities in that there canyon, ma'am. You
know, maybe, how the upper end has a lot
o' springs and makes a right smart crick ?*

he Iady nodded sharply. Victor swal-
lowed mere coffee, took another deughnut,
and resumed his exposition.

“Between the upper and lower flats, if

o d
dl{sl’e«:intim, but his Emaing eacomiums
id not bring any great delight to the fea-
tures of his hostess. Peggy came out with
the coffee. She was flushed and laughing,
and Mrs. Wartman regarded her suspiciously,
but Victor was all admiration.

“My gosh, but you're prefty this after-
noon, Miss Peggy!” he observed. “You'te
always pretty as a picture, for that matter,
but you look cheerfuller than ever today!
Reckon it's the doughnuts—they'd make
anybody cheerful.”

“Peggy,” said Mss. Wartman, who had
serhaps conjectured the reason for her

aughter’s flushed appearance, “you go out

to the flat and get that small sluice-gate
fixed up along the acequia—the broken one.
And do it now. I got to talk business with
Mr. Victor.”

F VICTOR was moved to protest this
order, ore glance at the lady made him
reconsider the motion. Peggy nodded, took
the wide straw hat her mother handed kLer,
and departed. Victor followed her trim
figure with his eyes, then poured himself
some coffee and tasted it.

“Fine stuff!” he commented. “Now, Mis’
Wartman, I'm liable to put some real good,
bard money in your pocket.”

“That's cheerful news,” said the lady with
interest. “Honest money?

Victor showed his teeth in a grin. “You

u there’s a place net more'n
thirty feet wide—a little gorge where the
water trickles down, with most of the springs
above. Now, I got six men at work there,
greasess, with Vaca directing operations. The
idee is to lay a dam right acrost the narrow
place, so’s the whole upper eanyon will be
turned into a lake; with its high walls, it
should go fine. The whole lower flat will
give us a whopping big place for irrigation.”

Mrs. Wartman's eyes flashed as she lis-
tened to this scheme outlayed, but when
she spoke her voice was sobdued and care-
fully repressed.

“That means, 1 reckon, you'll about use
all the water the Two Bar H has been count-
ing on? That crick supplies them, mostly.”

“I allow it will be sort of hard on them,
till they can make other arrangements,” said
Victor. “But they have other water supply.”

“S'pose Colonel Higgins gets the law on
you?” suggested the lady. “'He can force you
to let him have as much water as he needs—"

“No, he can’t,” interrupted Victor, and
his eyes flashed exultantly. “It's like this,
ma'am. I've done formed a company, and
the company has got permission to go ahead
with the work. We need this here water—
it's a big public improvement—and the Two
Bar H has got other places they can move
the ranch buildings to and settle down. You
see, I couldn’t take no chances on a greaser
like Vaca rounding on me. So I done forned
the company, in which e has a shae, but
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he’s 8ot no direction. I'm the whole blamed
works,” and Vidor grinned. “The news
ain’t made public yet, but it'll get out soon
enough. The Solaro Irrigation Company—
that’s it.”

“It's a wonder you don't sell stock in it,”
said the lady.

“Well, 1 aim to—that's what I wanted
to talk over with you.”

“Oh!"" Mrs. Wartman eyed him. “Hadn't
you better sell to Jed Cook?”

“Not me—him and me have had a row,
and Im clear of him,” answered Victor.
“But I aint aiming to sell you stock,
ma’; :m don't get me wrong. You got a
fine place here, and it's worth money. Well,
itd worth a heap more money if you
kad enough water o spread out farther
down the flat—you only use half the land
you got, here. It'd be no trick at all, they
tell me, to lay a pipe over the hills from
Eagletail and deliver water in your lower
flat. Then we could sell off the whole
canyon here, cutting it up into farming lols,

and could get 2 w! ng good price.”
“Hm!” said the l.ndy “What's  your
proposition?”

t you come into the company as
secretary and treasurer, maam,” said Vic-
tor earnestly. “You tum in your holdings
here. In return, I'll give you a third inter-
est in the company—and if that ain’t gener-
ous, I dont know what is!”

“And howcome you're so generous?”

“Well, we'd all ‘make money by it, for
one thing. For another, ma'am, I'm right
smart interested in Miss Peggy. Her and
me would make a fine team, looks like, and
TI'd be a heap proud to settle down—"

Mrs. Wartman rose to her feet.

*“I guess ye would, * she said, in a voice
that burned like acid. *“And ye'd be durned
glld to have my name pull your dang-

ashed com; into respectability, too!
Listen here! ['d sooner have Peggy mar-
ried to a good Digger Injun than to a low-
down, rattlesnake-hearted, ornery tinhorn
cook like you, Cal Victor! Them's my
sentiments, straight out. I'd as lief have
any personal or business dealings with you
as I would with a p'izen Gila monster! So
now you've finished your business and got
your answer, you can git.”

ICTOR turned very pale for a mo-

ment. His yellow eyes flared out, and
then he smiled in a way not at all nice to
see.

“So that’s your answer, ma'am? I've tried
hard to do you right, and if I was you, I'd
think over the matter a day or two, maybe.
You might change your mind.”

“I might not,” said Mrs. Wartman with
finality. “I want no truck with snakes.”

“*Thanks,” said Victor, and his nar-
rewed glintingly. “Well, you think you're
blamed high and mighty, but I can tell you
there’s ways of handling women like you.
I've met up with your kind before now,
down along the border, and they mostly
buckle under.”

So vicious was his tone, so indescribably
menacing his face, that Mrs. Wartman
caught her breath. Then she flashed with
rage.

“You want a hoss-whip taken to ye?”
she demanded fiercely. “You ain't down
the border now, you varmint! You're in
white man’s country. You let me pass
word of your threats, and you'll get visited
right prompt by a dozen men.”

Victor smiled thinly. “You won't pass
around any such word.”

“And why not?”

“You won't the chance, that's why.”

“I reckon that's dead right,” said Red Re-
gan, coming out into full view. “Yes, sir,

.

you sure spoke the truth there!
CHAPTER VII

ED REGAN lolled indolently in the
R doorway, a slight smile on his li
his blue eyes very watchful, his E:’t
pushed back. One hand toyed with the
cigarette he had just lit, the other thumb
was hooked negligently in his belt.
“You!”

The word escaped Victor like a gasp, as
he faced the intruder. His eyes widened.
His mouth swung open and remained open.
He was for once absolutely petrified by this
recognition, and the calm gaze of Regan
drove his face ghastly pale. Fear lay in
him, obviously. The meeting was an over-
whelming shock to him.

“S'prised to see me, ure you?” said Regan

ieasantly. “You've been so durned busy
these days working up the Solaro Irrigation
Company that you'd sort of forgotten the
little land deal you turned down in Arizona,
huh?  Not to mention the check you passed
off on me, and which I got right in my
pocket. Let’s you and me have a little talk
about that check, feller. Victor's your name
now, ain't it? Well, I doa’t Liicve in
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names. You cnught me once with my roj
draggin’ but now's another day. Yes, let's
us talk.”

Victor wet his lips unsteadily.

“I—I ain't packing a gun,” he faltered.

“You're a liar,” said Regan calmly. “The
bulge in your coat pocket proves it. Mis’
Wartman, 1 know you hate like hell to
touch a snake, but would you mind relieving
Mr. Victor's mind by taking the gun out of
his pockct? He don't pack a gun, it seems
—but I do.”

The negligently hooked thumb unhooked
itself, and a pistol sprang “into Regan’s
hand. It was a heavy automatic pistol, and
it looked like business. Victor regarded it
and made no objections as Mrs. Wartman
stepped to his side and took another pistol
from his iodat The color was creeping
back into his face by degrees.

“Now,” said Regan, coming forward, “if
you look real close at this gua, you'll see the
safety catch is off. I ain't a very good shot.
No, sir, I sure ain't one of these here fel-
lers you read about who can throw lead out
of a gun and bust balls in the air-
time. And this bein’ so, I'm sort of dan-
gerous. T usually kill a feller when I don't
want to, If I was you, Victor, I wouldn't
take any chances a-tall.”

“I—1I can explain that there check, Re-
gan,” said Victor unsteadily. “'I can make
it good—"

“We'll talk about that," said Regan, with
anod. “It ain't certain I want you to make
it good, not a-tall! Now, let's you and me
drift along where our talk won't interfere
none with the lady. I reckon Il leave my
bronc with you, Mis’ Wartman, until I come
back—when it'll be, I don't know. Thanks
a whole lot for them doughnuts. Could 1
have a few to take along, and maybe a bit
o' bacon, and some coffee and a pot and
some sourd if you got any, and a fry-
ing pan? It'd make w a sice little bundle
for Victor to tote, to sort of keep his hands
occa |:d and whare I can see them.”

you aiming to do—camp out?”
dermnded the lady.

“Yesm. Mr. Victor and me are going
icto the lonely hills of the desest to watch
the moon rise—several moons, maybe. Mr.
Victor he's one of these here astrologers,
always studying the heavens. There’s
ing to be qmte an eclipse that's interesting

"Well. mike it total,” said Mrs. Wast-
man. ‘Tl rustle you up an outfit.”

She hastened into the house.

Cal Victor had been badly shaken, but
he was recovering himself rapidly. None
the less, he was anything but easy in mind.
Threats would have pulled him together,
and he eould not understand the apparent
mood of Red Regan.

“Now see herc sheriff,” he began. Re-
gan grinoed, perceiving that Victor was ig-
norant of his resigned office, and intervened.

“Never mind talking, hombre,” he said.
“We ain't ready to talk yet. Now, I'm go-
ing to put away my gua, but don't think it's
where it ain't easy to reach. That there
gun is what they call a jumping gun, savvy?
I don't have to E‘dl her—she just jumps
sight out ia my nd, and there you are.
Right new invention.”

Mrs. Wartman reappeared, stuffing a pa-
pe: parcel of doughnuts into a gunnysack
o that jingled eloquently of coffee-pot and

‘Take it from the lady,” said Regan, and
Victor obeyed sulkily. “Now sling it over
your shoulder and say good-by, and walk
ofl. FH be right behind”

“So long, ma'am,” said Victor, and
started toward the end of the patio. Red
Regan met the twinkling eyes of Mrs, Wart-
man aad shook hands with her earnestly.

“See you later, maybe, and maybe not,”
he said. “I'm liable to smeak in and get my
bronc any dark night. Since there’s no dog
on the premises, I won't distarb

“Hm!" said the lady. “You're a fast
worker, young man—my land!”

FORRegm had pulled her to him and
kissed her. Next mstant he was fol-
lowing Victor, and turned for a langhing
word.

“See you later—mother! So long.”

At this instant the voice of Peggy rang
oul. Victor had halted, for the girl ap-
peared before him, Palmn

‘Somcbody coming!” she exclaimed.
“Looks like Ole Larsen, at least it's his
horse!”

“Who's he?” demanded Regan

“Rides for the Two Bar H.”

“Oh! Tbenwalk along, Mr. Victor, and
you needn’t say good-by to Miss Peggy

Th e girlstared at them. Victor
on and tmed out toward the sh but
Regan directed him toward the trail gomg
up the center of the canyon. Mrs. Wart-
man and P came hurriedly along with
Regan. A rider was approaching at top



RECRUITS FOR BOOT-HILL

47

speed, which meant something out of the
ordinary.

He was a freckled, yellow-haired young
man with vigorous features, a wide grin,
and an air o?odnllengc He swung from
te saddle, lost his grin at sight o Victor,
and then doffed his hat to the ladies.

“I'm lookin’ for a feller named Regan,”
he said, and Mrs. Wartman nodded.

“Here he is. Red, meet Ole Larsen.”

Ole shook hands, then fidgeted and
seemed somewhat embarrassed.  Regan
grinned.

“Spit it out, Ole! We got no secrets
fiom our friend Victor. You know him,
maybe? He’s an awful nice man, Victor
is—you wouldn’t think it, maybe, to look
at him, but he is just the same. Him and
me are bosom friends. We're going off to-
gether on a little trip, too. Spit her out.”

“Well, if you say so,” returned Ole. “Th’
Old Man sent me over to see if you were
here. Somebody telephoned him from town
that the sheriff was starting out to find you,
with aegosse Seems like a killing has been

and you're gemng blamed.”
egan chuckled. “That so?
change their mind when they
ler in the road and learn all about it.
a message there for the sheriff, on purpose.
Sdn’s they find him, they'll turn around
and go home. Thanks all the same, Ole—"

Catching sight of the shocked expression
in the gu s face, Regan turned to her, sud-
denly sober.

*Look here, Miss Peggy, 1 didn't want
you to know Id had to kill a man this
morning. He wasn't a man, but a snake—
he murdered a rancher and tortured the
rencher’s wife before killing her, down on

c border. He's a bad greaser, but he’s
good now, I guess.”

Peggy nodded, and met his gaze squarely.

“I'm glad you told me, Red,” she said,
and something in her voice made Regan’s
heart leap. He smiled, and glanced at
Larsen.

“Want to get some mud on them nice
new overalls of yours?” he asked. “If so,
leave your hoss with mme, in the shed, and
jein our little party.”

Ole Larsen grinned. "I dunno—TI'm sort
of getting things sprung on me, he said.

“Just who's giving the E

“I'm giving it,” said egm “Mr. Cal
Victor is the guest of honor. Victor might
like to tell you I'm a sheriff or something—
aie’t that it, Victor?”

The yellow eyes flashed him a murderous
look.

“That's it,” said Victor sulleal

“Oh!” said Ole. “Lucky 1 dxdnt have
time to put on my h:gh -heeled boots, huh?
Su::, I'll go along.”

Mrs. Wartman, u spare us a
slicker—never mind. Ole has his saddle
all harnessed up. Bring your slicker, Ole,
and your tooth-brush and your shaving-
soap, and leave your poor hoss to eat up
s%me free provender here. Time we were

“Where we going,” demanded Victor
angrily.
“Well, that depends,” said Regan. "It
may depend on you, and it may depend on
Lhe ]u Run along, Ole, never mind

Ole, aipcaring hugely pleased, departed
orse.

with his

“Start out,” said Regan. “Helll pick us
up. So long, folks, for this time!”

He strolled away after Victor, following
the man closely. He turned to exchange a
last wave of the hand with the two women,
and saw Ole hastily emerge from the shed
and come plunging after. Then they were
heading up the little canyon between the
beds of vegetables. The afternoon was half

one.

Ole caught up, and strode along in silence
with his rolled slicker. When they reached
the upper flat of the canyon and the alfalfa
stand, Regan saw the trail winding up the
hillside to the left. He promptly ordered
Victor to halt and stand with his back to
them, and drew Ole a little back, out of
hearing.

“Do you know this trail "

“Sure,” said Ole, searching his face with
curious gaze,

“I'd like to find a little quiet spot, maybe
sheltered—"

“Right. Got the very thing,” said Ole
promptly. “There’s an old prospector’s
shack about a mile off, and a hole in the

ﬂound where pay dict should have been
t wasn't—or maybe quartz. I dunno.
Anyhow, the shack’s chere.”

“Go ahead and lead the way to it, then.”

Ole took the lead, Victor followed, and
Regan brought up the rear.

Since the very thing he had decided must
no' happen, had of itself happened, and he
bad come face to face with Victor, Red
Regan had lost no time in adopting a vague
plan of campaign. Now as he followed
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along the trail, this plan took clearer shape
in his mind, and he wasted no vain regrets
over the meeting.

“The main thing is to tumn it to account,”
he told himself. “A fast worker—that's
what she called me. Well, why not? This
asper thinks I'm still a sherift. I can see
zmw to handle hm, sort of—but Jed Cook
is more important to the public welfare.
He's a hoss of another color, you bet!"

“Either I've fot to work Alang the orig-
inal lines and low for what turns up,
or else I can ague that it's turned up—and
work dumned fast. The chances ate just as
good, or bad, either way. Guess I'd bettee
agree with Mrs. Wartman.”

Ole looked back. Regan grinned cheer-
fully, and lifted his voice in song.

“Ob, Jackio died thero on the floor,
And ‘says with his Tast breath:
‘Boyt, o’ away and sin 1o more,

wages of sin is death!
1 ubordy was_her men.
Bu I dome her wrong!

Ole showed his face in a broad grin, and
plunged ahead.

on

CHAPTER VHI

ROM his name and his appearance Ole
Fwas Swedish but his idea of a mile was
Irish—decidedly so.

In fact, it was much closer to two miles,
thought Regan. It was also away from the
main trail, attained only by 2 long over-
grown track. The shack was no more than
a ruin, extremely uninviting in a Brance,
but the roof was fairly intact. ﬁPe
in a V-shaped niche in a chﬁ s0 therc
was no approach except from in front. Off
to the left by the open end of the V,
showed a four-foot prospect hole entesing
the dliff.

“Now, Mr. Victor, set down your burden
and set down yourself,” said Regan, as the
three men came to the niche, “and take off
your boots.”

Mr. Victor did so, in helpless resignation,
but his yellow eyes flamed lambently. As
his boots came off Ole held his nose.

“My gosh! He’s got socks on—but that’s
beczus: e’s all slickered up in store clothes
today! He ain’t used to socks. Neither are
his feet. Them feet are strong, but no
stronger than the socks, Red.”

“He don't appreciate your comments,”
suid Regan. “T'll hide his boots later on
and show you where they are, Ole. They

sure are meeded in these hills. A feller

muight get away without his boots, but he'd
have a hell of a time doing it! Now, while
Mr. Victor looks at the ies of nature

and maybe smokes a cigarette, fet’s you and
me withdraw a pace and converse.”

The two men drew to some dlstlnce from
the badgered ca) 5nve, and sat dowa.

“You listen " said Regan, soberly.
“This hombre is bad, savvy? Just now he
thinks I'm a sheriff on his trail. It ain't so,
but he thinks so. I'm workin® ers with
Tom Higgins, so you neednt be back-
ward—"

“The Old Man said as much,” broke in
Ole, with a nod of comprehension. “Go
ahead. Tl stick as long as you want. What
you going to do with this jaspe?”

“Leave him with you,” said Regan, and

inned. “T don’t cate what you do with
Eun, so long’s you don't kill him and don't
let him get away. You got a gun?’

LE displayed the same gun taken from
Victor.

“Mis’ Wammn done give it to me.
Loaded, too.
“All nght You'd better go through him

for a knife before I leave. Now, Ole, don't
you say a durned word to this cuss about
me, or you'll ball up the whole game,
savvy? I'd suggest that you lie to him—lie
like ﬂell about anything you like, but chiefly
about how Tom Higgins has called in
friends from outside, from Albuquerque or
Washington=i= London or Paris, and inside
of two days i going to put Jed Cook in the
penitentiary. Make ap a good healthy
that'll hald water. I don't beheve m telhn;
lies unless they're goingtodogoodinthe
and then I want to make ‘em so
;I.l'ﬂed noble they'd fool St. Petec himself.
V)

Henp plenty.” Ole grinned again. “I'll
tell you something. Me and this feller Vic-
tor had a scrap when be first struck these

rts—it was that what started the trouble
tween th' Old Man and Jed Cook, 1
reckon. I trimmed him. I know the cuss,
and I know him too durned well to take
chances with him, you'd better believe! I
heard about your scrap with Vaca, too, and
if 1 was you, I'd watch sharp behind me.”
Regan nodded soberly.

“Thanks, I will. Now, to tell the truth,
1 ain’t right sure what I'm going to do, ex-
cept that I'm going to move durned fast
and do something, and I don't want to
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draw Higgins into it. I wish there was
some way I could make myself aq airplane.”

"What for?”

“I'd like to leave here flying and land
right squate in Quartz City about nine
o'clock tonight without being seen.”

“Well, you mifght manage it,” said Ole
thoughtfully. “If you snake back to Wart-
man’s and take your hoss and get over to
the ranch. Th® Old Man hag bought him a
new Cadrack car, and she goes like a bat
out of hell. There’s no speed laws in this
county, yet. If I was you, I'd be in Quartz
City by eight o'clock, about dark.”

“Where does Tom leave his car?”

“Out front of the house. He's buildin’
a shed for it, but she ain’t finished yet. But
you holler right out loud, because there’s
two-three shotguns on the premises liable
to go off without warning.”

Regan chuckled. “Good. You stay here
tl' 1 get back, savvy? I don't know when
it'l! be: maybe midnight, maybe tomorrow,
maybe next week. You got grub and 2
shc{ccr, and you don’t need to cherish your
prisoner none too tender.”

“Leave him to me,” said Ole signifi-

cuntly.

“All right. You go through with him,
now.” Regan rose. “If there's any papers
on him, hand 'em over.”

Regan took out his and commanded
Victor to sit still, mdgugle petformed his
job in a very thorough manner. A large

ndle of papers were folded in a wallet,
inside Victor's coat et, and when these
weat into Regan's s, Victor let out a
protest.

“Is this , or what? You got a
warrant for me, Regan? If you have, trot
it out”

“Feelin’ brash, are you?” said Regan
coldly. “Well, feller, I ain’t ready to talk
with you, just yet. That'll come later. I
got to gather in more important crowbait
than you, just st present, so you can set
here and rest your hot heels.” He gave
Ole a glance. “Don’t you do any talking
with this hombee Ole—we don’t want to
ket any news get out of what’s going on,
savy? You sit mum. I s'pose Sheriff
Stevens is more or less under Jed Cook’s
thumb?”

“Nope,” said Ole, “he ain't—sheriff’s
pretty square. Still and all, he ain’t going
ty be none too keen to jump Cook, spe-
cially on the sayso of an outside sheriff
like you, Regan.”

Regan nodded, and noted that the pris-
oner’s yellow eyes were bulging at all this.

“Well, I'd better make this here shack
my jail until things are all sewed up,” he
said cheerfully. “If I don't bring in Cook
by midnight, set tight and don’t worry. So
long.”

“Hold on!” exclaimed Victor hastily.
“Ain't you goin’ to give me a chance to
square things about that check, Regan?”

Regan surveyed him for a moment.

“Maybe I will and maybe I won't,” he
said slowly. “Depends on how I come out
with bigger game than you, Victor. I got
business of Colonel Higgins' on hand as
well as my own.”

TURNING his back, he strode away,
following the trail he had come.

His plans were vague, but this did not
worry him in the least. Red Regan had a
confirmed belief in luck, and believed in
playing it hard when it was good. In his
previous encounter with Cal Victor, then
urder another name, luck had served him a
wretched turn—it was sheer bad luck dog-
ging him at every step and blocking him
oft into the path of utter defeat. Now
things looked altogether different.

Queer, too, he reflected, the changes in
what one might ! Apparently in com-
mon with everyone else, he had figured this
Victor as a pronounced bad man—and in
this he still concurred with general opinion.
From the moment Victor had come face to
face with him so unexpectedly this after-
noon, however, the man's nerve had been
absolutely shattered.

“Little_things bulk imty durned big,”
thought Regan. "I looked for a real scraj
with Victor—instead, I'm liable to have it
with Vaca and Jed Cook. Reckon I might
pay Sheriff Stevens a call tonight, too, and
sort of put out feelers about that reward.
So Victor is durned anxious to square up
with me, is he? Probly Cook, being a law-
yer, has told him that his trick down in
Arizona might have a stinger in the tail.”

Here among the western slopes, daylight
was already misting into the bluish shades
of evening when Regan came into Wartman
canyon again, though out in the valley it
would not be dark for nearly an hour longer.
He sighted nobody round the house, though
he sniffed most appetizing odors, and
headed straight for the shed. He had barely
slapped the saddle on his cayuse when Mrs.
Wartman and Peggy appeared, breathless.
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“My land!" exclaimed the former.
now -what?”

“Business—a whole lot of it,” said Regm,
hughmg “Peggy, will you please run in

and get me about balf a dozen mare dough-
nuts? 1 won't be able to hit a supper table
tonight, and I'm n a hurry.”

The girl departed at once. Mrs. Wart-
man came closer and watched with appreci-
ation as Regan drove a kick behind the ri
or his cayuse and then drew home the cinch
in .one rapid movement.

ou sure are a fast worker, young
man,” she declared, laughing. Then she
sobered. “Look here, you heard what that
varmint said about the scheme he’s palling
oft in Eagletail Canyon? You know what
it means to Tom Tiggins?”

Regan tumned and surveyed her quizzi-
cally.

Hello" he exclaimed. “You seem a
whole lot interested in Tom Higgins,
mother!”

“Never you mind—what you going to
do about it?”

“Why, I'm headed for the Two Bar H
night now, so don’t worry about Higgins.
You worry about yourself. When Cal Vic-
tor don't come back, that Vaca is liable to
head over here looking for him.”

*I sure hope he does,” said the lady fer-
vently. “I got a scatter-gun in there, dou-
ble-barrelled, just waiting for him!”

*"All right—then don't shoot me by mis-
take when I come back.”

Peggy appeared with a packet of food,
and as he took it, Regan’s eye gave her
watmn%w She skipped nimbly away, end
he lay;

"All right, Peggy—you wait till 1 have
more time! Thanks for the grub. So long,
folk; ru be back later en—sometime. See
you then

And, ﬂmg,mg the two wamen a kiss and
a laugh, Red Regan rode away—spurring.

He did not spare his horse, for in this
g&ne he felt that time was at a premiom,
though he was not suse just why. Not until
he reached the Two Bar H road did he re-
ul! !.he pers he had taken from Vietor.

em out and ran o ver them carer
f»l.ly, ﬁndmg most of them to deal with
the Solaro Irrigation Company. When he
bad digested their general contents, and that
ot the other papers, Regan looked up to
find himself approaching the ranch-house,
before  which  the colonel's new mud-
splashed car was standing.

“And

His arrival had been noted. Two or
thtee men were running from the
heuse, and on the veranda of the nnch-
housc was standing Colonel Higgins in per-

"}‘ello !hexe, Red!” came his booming
greeting. “Glad to see you!”

Regan dismounted by the car, which
stood twenty feet away,

“Got gas in this thmg?” he asked.

“Sure. Want to use it”” Higgins started
down the st “T'il run you to town—"
“You will, like bel i

scsambling into the car.
work to do! Up in Eagletail youll find
Vaca and six other greasers. They're figur-
ing on building a dam and cutting off
your water supply. You take your boys
up there and ‘em out, savvy? Do it
inside the next two hours. Plug Vaca if
you want, but doa’t hurt the othess.”

The astonished Higgins stood staring,
and his punchers stood listening.

“But I dassn’t make a move—"

“When in hell did you get to be an old
woman, Tom?” snapped Regan, spinning
the self-starter into life with bis “You
do what 1 say! Nebody's going to get the
los on you except Victor and Cook. I got
Victor where I want him, and I aim to have
Cook there, too. You go up and wipe that

lace clean, savvy? And get that hombre

2ca.  And see here! You got a tele-
phooe?”

“Yes, confound your dog-goned hide!”

boomed the colonel. “Hold on, there!
Where's Ole?”
“He's workin' for me.” Regan grinned,

and threw in the gear. “You call up Sheriff
—wait a minute—how long does it take to
get to town?”

“Search me. Takes me about twenty
minutes.”

“Well, in ten minutes you call up Sheriff
Stevens. Tell him about me being Potter,
and bow I was late sherift down below, and
veuch for me. Say I'm coming to see him.”

“But what you going to do?” wailed the

onel.

Poller a hunch!” sang out R:gln, and
stepped on the gas. So lon,

CHAPTER IX

HERIFF STEVENS of Solaro County
S was a heavy-set, burly, aggressive man

of middle years, whose probil
beyond  question.

was,
He was friendly with
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everybody, and if Jed Cook’s influence had
helped to elect him, there was nothing
wrong about that.

Sheriff Stevens, like most othess in Quartz.
City, looked upon Jed Cook as a man of
sxut respectability—a  sharp lawyer, no

loubt, but a man of growing power and
wezlth and influence. And Jed Cook had
ly impressed the sheriff with the un-

dou ted fact that the old lawless days were
gone, and that Quartz City would grow ac-
cording as its sheriff enforced the laws and
kept disputes in the courts instead of in the
streets. Jed Cook was emphatically not a
man of action, and the more he could throw
into the mill of the courts, the more pick-
ings his nimble brain could find among the
chaff of that mill. Jed Cook was building
just as many another man has built in many
another county seat from Hlinois to the
Pacific Coast, within the past ten years. He
was shrewd, merciless, and knew every twist
and turn of the law as it could be applied
to his own growth. And he had grown fast.

At eight o'clock on this evening, Sheriff
Stevens, who was smoking a quiet pipe in
the office with a deputy, was called to the
telephone. The m.mEIing tones of Colonel
Higgins reached him, and with no little
astonishment, the sheriff learned the identity

" be exclaimed. “He done left a
note for me on that greaser’s corpse this
morning, and tusoed out be was dead right.
8o 1 came home and dismissed the posse.
Chuck Hoskins has skipped out of town, I
hear, and prob'ly your friend will get his
two thousand ing to see me, is he?”

“Sure is,” said the colonel. “And if I
was you, I'd sort of fall in with the boy—
he ain't such a bad sost. I've knowed him
ever since he was a kid. He made a durned
good sheriff down there, anly luck busted

“T'll be right glad to see him,” said the
sheriff.  “Sure, I've heard of Red Regan.
Ali right, Tom. So loag.

When he looked us from the tekphone,
Sheriff Stevens found Red Regan in the
doorway, grinning cheerfully.

“That was Higgins, eh?” said Regan.
“Me, I'm Potter. Glad to meet you, sheriff.
ust droj in to see if wanted any
gnformat‘i?r‘:dffom me nboatm killing this
morning.”

“Come in and set down, Regan—glad to
meet you!” said the sheriff heartily, and in-

his deputy. “Why, no; you were

dead right about that there greaser, as 1
found. I've had him photographed and I've
wired already to Phoenix, and Fll get off
a letter with the pictures in the morning.
I reckon the check will come right long. *

“Well, I'd ought to spiit that therecheck
with you,” observed Regan. “Now, if 1 was
a deputy, for example, it might be a good
thing all around, sheriff! Here's the idea.
Dcwn below, there’s a warrant out for a
feller by the name of Henry Olmstead—for
gwing bad checks and so forth. I been
chasing him quite a while—resigned my
star to keep at it. Ive heard hes up in
these parts and I'm on the prowl.

“Now,” went on Regan, with apparent
carelessness, but in reality picking his
words, "if your office was to pick up this
feller around here, it wouldn't be so bad.
It 1 was deputy say, and you wired down
to Solvang County for full information
about this here Olmstead, ard arranged to
hold him until Arizona could extradite him
and take him back—you know! Of course,
1 may be wrcng. He may not be around
here. Still, I'm playing a hunch.”

The shenff considered. “'Where you
stopping?”

“With Tom Higgins. I got his car out-
side now—I'm sort of rushed tonight, with
some business I want to see after.”

“Might's well swear you in, if you want,”
said the sheriff. “It ain't permanent?”

EGAN could have laughed at this

uestion. He knew well enough

Sheriff Stevens did not care to take on a

ﬁern’mtnt deputy who.might eventually do
out of the star.

“Lord, no!” he responded lightly. “I was
just thinking that if you and me split the
two thousand, as we will, it might look a
heap better if 1 was known as your deputy.
Besides which—"

'Oh, you win,” said Sheriff Stevens.
“Gimme a deputy’s star, Bill."

Five minutes later, Mr. Regan was a duly
authorized deputy sheriff for Solaro County,
and carried a bright and twinkling star to
prove the fact. He did not carry it insight,
however.

“Well, sheriff, T'll be drifting,” be an-
nounced. “Mighty glad to've m- ve+ and
I'li be along 1n a couple of days with some
news and more time fo bu . on. jed
Cook live anywhere near here?

“Turn to your right next corner, go three
blocks—big white house next the Meth'dist
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Church. Can't miss it.* The sheriff eyed
his new deputy sharply. “Look here,
Regan, him and Tom %xgg\ns don't hit it
oft, and I don’t want any trouble started.”

Mr. Regan looked very wideeyed and
innocent.

“Sho’, now!" he exclaimed. “Trouble?
Not on your life, sheriff! Besides which,
Thad a f::ns talk with Ceok—when was ¢
—ryesterday. I got a little business deal on
with him. No, there won't be any trouble
started by me, be suse of that! I can’t say I
leve Jed Cock, but I think maybe his quar-
rel with Tom can be patched up. I aim to
patch it up, if I can.”

% one, that's the right spirit!” said
the shen heartity. “Well, so long' Drop
n first time you get a chance.”

Mzr. Regan departed, chuckling softly in
the darkness, and headed for Jed Cook’s
house.

None realized better than he just how
stift a task now lay ahead of him. He was
about to deal with a man suspicious by na-
ture, 2 hard and shrewd zmr brainy man,
and what was worse, a man who was es-
sentially of the town and not of the range.
H“ rapid skimming over those papers taken

ictor had given him a cue to act
£n, but Regan noae the less knew he was

ut to take long chances and would need
all his wiss.

He realized this the more, on approaching
Jed Cook's house, to find it ablaze with
lights, while two a three cars were parked
in front and several vehicles from outside
town. A glad buzx of voices resounded from
the house. Leaving his engine going, Regan
went ug the front steps and knocked sharply

oor.

at the

BXT instant, he knew luck was play-
ing with him, and took heart. Jed
Cook in person op:ned the door.

“Come in, come in—more folks, huh—
huh?” Cook’s voice changed, as he saw the
identity of his caller. “Huh? We got a
church somble going on here, Potter. You
want m

"Yexh, said Regan saftly “Shut the
door and come here a minute. I got a mes-
sege from

Mr. Cook glanced over his shoulder, then
stepped out and closed the

12" he asked sharply.
mean?”

“Victor. Him and me and Vaca had a
long confab this aftemoon, and I'm in on

oor.
“Who do you

the deal—I got a couple o' thousand I can
put into the stock company,” szid Regan
coolly. “But that ain't why I'm here, Cook
—there’s hell to p: c{e‘m yonder, and I done

ccme for you on
“Who's out there in thnt car?”
at the big Cadrack. o
“Mine, for the time being. Belongs to
ins by nghls, but I had to get here in
un'y, sn prmpmted it,” returned
Reg:n

“You conumed fool! You don't want
to butt up against the law—"

“Now, you shut up and let me talk,” said
Regan plnnuvely “Borrowing a car ain't
any hanging matter—and there’s a hanging
matter you got to attend to, durn quick.”

“Eh? Huh? What is it?” demanded
Cook with growing emphasis on each word.
“Huh?"

“Why, late this afternoon, the whole Two
Bar H outfit, with Higgins Indmg ‘em,
came over to clean up our camp,” sad
Regan.  “Victor warned ‘em off, but one
of the crowd sort of lost his head. Feller
they called Ole, a Swede, I mckon—"

“Yes, yes, 1 know me man,” said Jed
Cook. “What about it?

“Well, he done cut loose with a six-gun
and killed one of the native workmen, and

gged him. Then they rode overus.

gody laid out Vaca with the butt of a

but he got away. Victor done put &
bullet into Higgins' leg, and then hin and
me beat it in a hurry. Lead sure was fly-
ing, I can tell you! Cal's got a bullet-scrape
around his ribs and can't travel. He says
for me to get you out there quick’s I could,
so I got a hoss and went to the Bar H,
found the car there, and borrowed her.
Here I am. Cal don't know what to do,
and neither do 1. Cal's right set on com-
ing here and setting on your front stoof
tili his wounds gets well, and I sort ol
]udged ou wouldn’t want a(—-
“Gosh, no!" sid Jed Cook. “Now keep
still and let me think. This is excellent
news, excellent! Now Il soak Higgins and
soak him hard!”

Rubbing his long, thin hands together,
Cook’s solemn horse-face stared out at the
road. Regan rolled a smoke and waited,
confident that his final clever touch would
force the action he desired. And 2 moment
later, he blessed the hunch he had played.

“Good,” said Cook decisively. “T'll have
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to go with you right now and find Cal. Just
where is he?”

Regan though rapidly, remembering the
topography of the county.

“According to him, it's a little canyon
two mile south of Eagletail, by the name of
Cunyon Rojo. Bein' a stranger here, I
reckon I couldn't find it at night—"

—yes, I know &t well,” said
Jed Cook. “We can get within a mile of it
with the ear. Excellent! We can get there
in half an hour, see Victor, and be back
here before midnight. Then you'll have to
leave the car somewhere—you'll have to ac-
range about that. I don't want you ar-
rested for the theft of the caz.”

“T'll fix it up all nght said Mr. Regan.
“If you're going, let’s go.

Y lgetmyhatmdcoat,md-mngem
slip away. Be right out.”

Regan lit h|s cigaret and strolled out
to the car, feeling highly pleased. It was
not everybody, he complaceatly told himself,
who could ?ux over a lie on Jed Cook in
this fashion!

“Fast worker, cowboy!” he muttered, and
grinned. “Play your luck hard while she's
running strong, now! If you got to be a
liar, be a dumed good one.”

One must admit, if that absolate-
Iy no defense could be made for the deplor-
able ethics and the absolutely immoral course
of Mr. Regan. He was neither a movie
actor with the censor on the horizon, nor
2 dime-novel hero able to plug everybody in
sight and come elear in the final chapter,
He was a buman, irresponsible young mm..
bucking an apparently hopeless
which all the cards were stacked against hnl
—and he did it in his own reckless way,
without a thought to what folks would thigl
sbout it. He was not worried a mite about
what le would think. He was wosrying
2 good deal, though, about his ability to get
Jed Cook where he wanted him—out of
town and on the range.

His worried feelings died away when, in
five minutes, Cook left the house and came
out to the car. One look showed the eminent
lawyer the cac was empty save for Regan,
and without more ado be climbed in. He
did not, however, obey the invitation to get
in beside Regan. Instead, he climbed into
the back seat.

“Dog-gone!” thought Regan in sudden
dismay, as he started the ear. “I hadn't
figured on this—now I'm up against it!”

He had visions of something cold and

sound pressed against the back of his neck
before long, and he was not far off. Jed
Cook knew exactly what he was doing whea
be got in that back seat.

CHAPTER X

R. REGAN made adroit efforts to get
M his passenger into the front seat. He
mentioned the warmth directly be-
hind the windshield, but Jed Cook was not
cold, He mentioned the difficulty of convers-
ing, but Jed Cook preferred his driver to
watch the road. After one or two further
ateempts, Mr. Regan quit.

He quit cdd, too. His flurry of in-
sisteace had given his passenger the alam.
He could sense this in every nerve, and he
vainly cursed his own folly. Then, having
been fool encugh to put his head in the
noose, he brace and coolly considered
things. In the wm£hwld he could sight the
reflected figure of Jed Cook, against the
glare of the headlights ahead, and he could
even glim| S;se something that glittered.

Regan did not turn around to make cer-
tain what that something was. He under-
stood perfectly well that Jed Cook was a
man who took no chances; so having com-
miited one folly, he took no risk of com-
mitting others. So long as Cook held him
covered with that pistol, ke was helpless,
unless he wanted to reach his own gun and
this was far from his desire.

“Where do I go?” he called over his
shoulder, without turning. The big ear was
doing fifty on the level dirt-road. *Take
the tumout for the Two Bar H?"

“Yes," snapped the voice of Cook, shost
and curt with menace. A mile before you
seach the ranch, there’s a trail leads out to
the left. Take it. I's not good road, but you
can make it nearly to the canyon.”

“That settles it,” thought Regan to him-
self, desperately. “Somehow, I've got to
stop the car, get a gun on him, and put him
where 1 want him—and there’s only one
way to do it. Luck J I'm an acrobat with a
cr! den is the only hope.”

He remembered the spot where a_trail
branched from the Two Bar H road, off
toward the foothills and west-running peaks
beyond. That trail crossed the creek, while
the ranch road on beside the water.
I he failed to turn st this point, Jed Cook
would undoubtedly go into serious execu-
tive session.

Regan gunn:d. For the first time, he
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realized that, in telling Cook a beautiful lie,
he had practically told the truth—provided
Tom Higgins had raided Victor's camp!
Details were bound to be different, but in
general, the facts were about the same, bar-
ring a killing. Regan did not think Hig-
gins would have to do any shooting in the
course of his raid, having only Hernan Vaca
and the half-dozen Mexican workmen to
turn adrift. | So thinking, he came to the
turnout for the Two Bar H, and took it.

“Settle down to it now, feller!” he told
himself grimly. “You got to wreck this car
and do it right—and then grab Cook before
he realizes the wreck was intentional. Yes,
sir, you got to climb all over him! If you
don't do faster work now than you've ever
done before, your goose is cooked.”

EGAN switched the lights off and on,
pretended to find something amiss
with the gear-shift, managed to get his body
out from under the wheel. Perforce, he had
to slow down on this tougher side road. In
the glass windshield, he watched for the al-
most invisible reflection, but failed to catch
it. He knew Jed Cook was drawn far back
now, waiting, watching his every motion.

Desperate, with no choice in the matter
but to take huge chances, Regan took them.
Ahead showed the turning, with a low, rude
bridge crossing the creek.

“There's your road,” came Cook’s voice
from behindy

“Good,” said Regan che:rfully, praying
they would not turn turtle.

He slowed down, swung the wheel
around, flung himself sideways from beneath
it. Came a terrific crash, a jolting, jarring
smash hurling Regan up against the top an
down again.  Glass sﬁthered The lights
weat off abruptly. Another plunging crash,
a wild cry from the rear of the car, and the
car stopped, half in water. It had smashed
the little guard-rail of the bridge, plunged
off into the creek, and was at rest.

“Are you safe, Cook?” called Regzn
dazedly, wondering to find himself no worse
hurt than by a severe shaking-up. He had
no_response.

Raising himself, he felt around in the
darkness. Cook had been violently hurled
against the back of the front seat, and now
lay inert in the bottom of the car. Climb-
ing over, Regan opened the side door, took
Cook by the collar, and dragged him out
into two feet of water. He went on with

him up the bank, ard then dropped him, and
himself stood trembling.

“Damned fool!” he told himself weakly.
The thing had been hard to do, but it was
done. He had Jed Cook where he wanted
him, at last. Angry at his own shattered
nerves, Regan sat down and rolled a ciga-
ret and lighted it.

It was hard to realize that he had been at
work only a day—that only this morning he
had ndden out of Quartz City with a lxud

beside his saddle! {us

been the finishing touch. He was in no
shape now to go ahead with anything; he
must sleep. Yet any rest here and now was
impossible. He must finish the job. If only
he had been able to get as far as Wartman
Canyon, as he had first planned! Now he
was afoot and at a loose end.

He finished his cigaret, then examined
his victim. So far as he could tell, Cook was
not badly hurt—shaken up and bruised,
doubtless, but with nothing broken. Find-
ing the man now unarmed, Regan waded
out to the car and explored it. On the floor
of the tonneau he discovered a pistol. He
had been right.

He was back at the shore again when he
msed listening.  From the night came to

a mutter of shrilly, angry voices and
the tramping of horses. Someone was ap-
proaching—a number of men. From wiich
direction?

Regan went out to the bridge. The star-
light was not brilliant, for a thin haze over-
spread the sky, yet it was sufficient. He
waited, a dark shadow at the end of the
bridge, and presently found the horses were
coming from the direction in which Jed
Cook had headed him—along this side trail.
They were approaching slowly, at a walk.
The voices came more clearly to him now,
fxakx?g in Mexican, with the soft drawling

ur of

“I am not h:red to fight,”
bitterly, with a torrent of oaths. “Have I
come here to fight, caballeros? No. It
means the jail here in this accursed country.”

“True,” said another. “We are brave
men, but why should we fight? Senor Vic-
tor is gone, Senor Vaca is gone—dios! Are
we fools, then? We are not. We are hired
to work, not to fight. When the Ameri-
canos say get out, we are fools if we fight.”

Suddenly Regan comprehended every-
thing, in a rush of exhilirating wonder.
Here were the half-dozen Mexican workmen
—Colonel Higgins had raided the canvon

exclaimed one,
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after alll But what of Hernan Vaca?

“Senor Vaca would not have ran away,”
said one drawling peon voice. “He told us
to fight if anyone tried to drive us off—ha!

he goes away and thinks we are fools
enough to fight and go to a grifigo jail. No,
we are not cats of that color, hombres!”

So Vaca had been gone—where? Over
to the Warwman place, perhaps. Regan
frowned over this bad news. He had couat-
ed on Higgins eliminating Hernan Vaca.
However, it would not nwch matter. Vaca
could do nothing, with Cook and Victor
takea care of.

‘OW the riders were close upon the

bzi? When they were six feet

away, the foremost caught sight of the dark

mass of the car, to the side, and a sbm:y ex-

clamation broke out. At the same instant,

Regan straightened up and showed himself
before them.

“Los manos arriba!” he ordered sharply,
as the horses shied. “Up with "em, friends!
1 am a deputy sheriff. arc you?”"

Diplomatic speech, this, well calculated to

keep the startled Mexicans from any pan-
icky use of guns. Quieting their horses,
they obeyed. One of them made res) }xnse

“We are honest men, senor officer! We
were hired to work in Eagletail Canyon, but
tonight came men who destroyed our camp
and ordered us away.

Regan drew a bxeath of relief. No fight
in these mean. 5 #

'Good—put down your hands, ami,
Where is Senor Vaca?’ =

*‘We do not know, senor caballero! He
went away toward dark, some time before
the other mea came. Vaqueros, those, from
the Two Bar H.”

“I know,” said Regan, for their puzzle-
ment. “Now, it is likely that Senor Vaca
will be arrested, and Senor Victor is already
a prisoner. Do you wish to save yourselves
from sharing the jail with him?"

A chorus of eager assents made response.
‘These Mexican from below the border were
only too anxious to keep out of American
jails, and despite a racial affinity, they could
not depend on the Americanized natives of
the country for any help.

“Very well,” said Regan. “Leave me two
of your horses, and two of you mount be-
hind others. All of you go on to town, and
say nothing to anyone of what has taken
place tonight. Do you understand?”

“Verdamente, senor!” came the eager re-

They were overjoyed b ge out of
in so easy a fashion.

W it d:lly two of them dismounted,
turning over their horses. Regan ques-
tioned them, learned how Higgins and his
men had fallen upon their camp like destroy-
ing angels, but without a fight, sending them
off unharmed. He told them to get on their
way, and they were only too glad to obey.

He watched them tramping hollowly
across the echoing little bridge, to the hard
earth beyond, and so off into the darkness.
Then he went to Jed Cook, who still lay
senseless by the bank. With an effort, Re-
gan lifted the limp body and carried it to the
bridge. He had some little trouble getting
Cook into a saddle, but managed it at length,
and then tied the man’s feet beneath the
horse’s belly. He himself mounted, rode
with Cook at his side, and started for Wart-
man Canyon.

Regan was astonished and even alarmed
to realize, as he rode, an odd weakness.
‘Water-soaked to his waist, sore and bruised
in a dozen places, he was yet puzzled to ac.
count for the peculiar feeling that was creep-
ing over him—very like collapse. So far as
he could tell, he was nowhere badly injured,
no bones were broken. Yet the sense of
something amiss persisted in him.

There was something wrong—he knew it
almost in panic, and drew rein. He dis-
mounted. As he did so, he grimaced with
pain, for his bruises had been sharp. He
stood there & moment, fumbling for a match,
then stiffened. A liar, unmistakable
odor came to his nostrils and held him mo-
tionless—the smell of blood.

He got out a match and trailed it across
his saddle, looked down at himself. He
perceived his whole leg was soaked, not with
water alone, as he had thought, but with
blood. It came from his thigh. What he
had taken to be only a bruise was in reality
a short, deep gash, no doubt made by a
splinter of glass fmm the windshield. A
small artery cut, Ee

Regan went to his :npnve He took from
Cook’s breast pocl some paj then
found a large lmen handkerchief. Thls he
tore in two and knotted again. The knot he
placed just above the gash, and loosely tying
the handkerchief, climbed back into the
saddle. There he fumbled in his pockets
until he found his pencil, a metal patent
container for leads, and inserting this under
his leg, he twisted it until the improvised
tourniquet drew tight. Another match
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showed him the blood was almost ceasing
from the gaping wound. The pressure of
his leg against Ee saddle held the tourniquet
in place.

E NOW gave his attention to Jed
Cook, whose wrists he lashed secure-
ly to the saddle-pommel. None too soon,
either. Barely had he finished when Cook
lifted his head, sighed, came awake with a
start. Unable to realize his predicament,
Cook uttered an angry oath. Regan lighted
a match and cut him short.

“Shut up!” No talking. Look at this.”
Regan briefly flashed the star from inside
his shitt. “I'm an officer, understand? Shut
up ';nd don't tatk or Ill tap you over the
head.”

He then proceeded to blindfold his pris-
oner with a portion of his own ripped
trouser-leg, and took up his course again.
He was none too happy about it.

He might yet be able to play out the game
he had started, though the difficulties were
next to insuperable. However, Regan set
his teeth—there was no other course, and he
might yet have a chance to win. He must
lce:lp Jed Cook away from the Two Bar H
and in ignorance of his whereabouts; this
was the prime consideration. .

So, regretfully, Regan rode on past the
Two Bar H and toward Wartman Canyon.
Only once was the silence broken between
the two men, and then by Regan.

ed Cook knew better than to tempt the
fulfillment of the savagely-voiced threat to
silence him. This ia itself betrayed how
correct Regan had been in his reasoning—
showed that the man was smashed out of
his usual cold efficiency. Leaving town be-
hind, the crash, the consequent awakening
to find himself a prisoner, tricked and de-
coyed, must have bitten in horribly, all of it.

For despite everything, Cook had been
Ela_ving the game usually so successfully; he

ad come into a country where men di
things, and sitting there behind his desk, had
played the cards to get rich off the doings
of other men. His brain worked for him,
not his hands. He was no outdoors man,
no man of the range, but one accustomed
to plot with the intricacy of the law to aid
him, behind closed doors. Now he was
abruptly jerked out of his element and had
not a single clue to the real happenings of
the night or previous day.

“Not one word from you, mind,” said
Regan, as they approached the Wartman

ranch. “I'm an officer, I been after you for
a long time, and now I got you. What I'm
goin:f to do with you, I'm not sure yet—de-
peads on others. I may get rich off you,
and may not. ‘I may let you go, and I may
put you into the penitentiar . If you let
out so much as one word, though, Il give
you the butt of my pistol Tl talk to you
when I'm ready, and not before. We're not
nearly at our destination yet—have to walk
a mile or so. So shut up.”

Cook made no response, beyond a growled
oath. Possibly it occurred to him that he
was dealing with a madman. There was a
certain weariness in Regan's voice, a certain
forced note, wholly unnatural. They went
on in silence.

Of the time, Regan had slight conception.
He knew it could not be very late. As they
gained Wartman Canyon and sighted a glim-
mer from the house, he realized the two
women had not yet retired. The horizon
was breaking with an effulgent glow—moon.
rise.

Directing the horses toward the shed, Re-
gan halted them and dismounted. This ac-
tion loosened his temporary bandage, and
he put his hand to the gash. As nearly as
he could tell, the bleeding had quite ceased.
With his knife he cut (gook loose, hoping
Mrs. Wartman would not call out, then
bound the man afresh and left a length of
the lariat depending from his wrists. He
readjusted the blindfold securely.

“You stand still, now,” he commanded.
“T1l keep my eye on you—unless you want
to be topped with a bullet, you stand !

He walked toward the house, and as he
approached, the light went out.

“All right,” he called quietly.
gan. Don't call out, please.”

As he came to the door it was unbarred
and opened, and Mrs. Wartman appeared.

“Don't speak,” said Regan quickly. “Will
gou bring a lantern and something for a

andage, and come cut to the shed? And
keep Peggy where she is.”

“T guess I will, her being in bed,” was
the response. “My land, boy—you hurt?"

“Nope,” said Regan, with a trace of a
laugh. * “Didn't I tell you not to speak, durn
it all? I got a man here and don't want
him to recognize where he is.”

“All right,” responded Mrs. Wartman
softly, and disappeared.

Regan went gad: to the shed, past Jed
Cook, who stood like a statue. The longer
he stood, the better would be served Re-

“It's Re-
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gan’s plans, which depended entirely on
mental campai pmm would yield to
no phys:cal foxce but he would yield, he
must yield, to the more intangible threat.
At first meeting with Cook, Regan had
sensed behind that inscrutable horse-face an
inner weakness, and he was playing heav-
ily upon it.

Presently Mrs. Wartman appeared with
a lantern, came to the shed, and Regan went
inside with her. He laid bare his thigh. It
was a nasty looking gash.

"Do your best, please,” he said. “TI've
got work shead. Looks like the blood has
stopped, but I can't take chances.”

“"Looks like the blood has all drained out
of you,” she exclaimed under her breath.
“What's bappened, anyhow "

“Automobile accident, allee same big
city,” and Regan grinned. “Could you
snbly vim et to Tom Higgins in the morning,

"R:;kon 1 could,” replied the lady, as she

wock

“Tell him Ole and I are at some old
prospector’s shack a mile up the trail. By
ten in the morning Il either have won the
whole game for Higgins or I'll have lost—
it's win or lose big. Tell him to show up
any time after tea. I may be laid up with
this hurt—"

"My land! Young man, you're bruised

all over!” she exclaimed.

“Never mind—so’s Jed Cook,” and Re-
an chuckled. “That's him out there. Tell
om, too, that 1 guess his car is wrecked

for keeps. 1It's in the creek where the trail
turns out for Canoncito Rojo.”

Mss. Wartman locked T2 at him, “What's

that? You mean my car?

"Your car?” repeated Regan, astonished.

“No, I mean Tom's new car.

The lady grunted. “Oh, you do! Thea

nlfum you've got wmethng to learn after

“What do you mean?”

She stood up, and the twinkle in her eyes
was inlensiﬁcx

“Never you mind—I don't tell you all I
koow! If you go up that trail tonight, in
the shape you're in, you're a fool.”

“Can't go in any other shape,” said Re-
gan, and turned to the door. “Thanks a
whole lot—and give my love to Peggy.”

With a laugh, he walked out to his cap-
tive and took the end of the rope binding
the wrists of Cook.

“March, now—Tll guide you We'll take
your blindfold off pretty soon.”

Afterward, Red Regan never liked to
of thaf mile of hill trail,

CHAPTER XI

LE was on guard, as his low trail testi-
fied when Regan approached the
shack. Regan at once halted his cap-

tive, who was still blindfolded.

“Wait a minute, now.”

He strode on ahead, and Ole met him.

“No talk,” said Regan curtly, “and work
fast—I'm about all in. Can we keep a feller
in that old prospect hole?”

“No place better.”

“Did you make any impression on your
friend?”

“Sure did, Red! He's awake and shiver-
ing now.”

"Go keep him where he can't see, but can
hear.”

Ole departed. Regan brought along the
unhappy and wrathful Jed Cook, until they

before the shack. The moon, now
high, illuminated the place clearly enough.
Regan removed the blindfold, and perceived
that Cook had no idea of his location, and
gave him leave to talk.

“I've had about enough of this!” ex-
claimed Cook angrily, his voice ringing loud-
Iy on the mght, “You've no warrant for

y arrest, you've no, nght to act like this,
a.nd 1 demand that—

“Demard all you durned please, Cook,”
said Regan cheerfully, “and it'll do you no

good. Aint ready to talk with you yet.
Gct into that prospect hole over there, and
T'll tie your miles If you don't like the ho-
tel accommodations, do the other thing.
Move fast, now! Or else Il tie you to a
tree out here and leave you.”

Cook had no choice. He cursed earnestly
and Regan only grinned, well knowing Cal
Victor was hearing it all. Cook disappeared
in the mouth of the shaft. Following, Re:
gan struck a match, seized Cook and flung
him down, then tied his ankles with the
loose end of the line. This done, he made
his way back and found Ole standing in the
moonlight.

“What's happened?” said Ole.

“Tell you tomorrow. Can you stand watch
all night?”"

“You bet.”

You luvent seea Vaca?”

“Nary a soul.
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EGAN turned to the shack, groped his

way inside, caught an anxious word
from Victor, and told the man to shut up.
He dropped to the floor, and was asleep in
two minutes. The tired body, after such
concentrated excitement, had given in.

Dawn brought movement to the little
clearing before the shack and notch in the
cliff, and sunrise brought the appetizing
odors of bacon and coffee. Ole sat thece by
his tiny “Injun” fire until breakfast was
ready, then summoned Regan. The latter
appeared, blinking, limping somewhat, and
grimaced at the new day.

“Any water around here?” he asked. Ole
stared at him curiously.

“Gosh, what a sight you are—and half
your pants gone! Say—"

“Any water around here?
leave my looks alone!”

“Sure, just around the corner to the left.
A spring. Treat it gentle.”

In ten minutes Regan was back. He was
stiff and sore, and walked with difficulty,
but sleep had restored him to himself, and
he met Ole’s inquiring look with his old
cheerful grin. A gesture signified caution.

“You might trot Victor out here, soon's
we eat, then go get some sleep.”

“Consarn you!” grumbled Ole, but said
no_more.

Regan fell to work, left enough food to
five his captive a bite, but hid this carefully
rom sight. He borrowed Ole’s gun, since
his own had been immersed the previous
night and he refused to trust it, then sat
back and rolled a smoke. Ole went into the
shack and after a time Victor appeared,
scarcely able to walk as yet.

“Come out and sit down and rest your-
self,” said Regan. “It does hurt to be tied
up all night, huh? You and I will have that
tal 's.”

Dum you,

now. Here's the makin’s.

Victor came toward him. There was no
fury left in those yellow eyes, as the man
seated himself and looked at his captor. Cal
Victor was tamed—for the moment.

“Don't I get some grub?’ he demanded
sullenly, as he tried to roll a smoke with
stiff fingers.

*I dunno—do you?” Regan surveyed him
happily. “Talk first and eat afterward, feller.
What about the money you did me out of
down below? I've got a warrant out for
you, no mistake about that. Still—"

He inused. and the other struck in swiftly.

“What on earth you got Cook for

“None of your business,” said Regan,

“But I've got him. If you doubt it, go look
in the old shaft, yonder. You ain’t answert
my question yet.”

“Oh, I heard him come,” said Victor,
and rela into anxious, frowning silence.
At last he looked up. “See here, Regan—I
made ten thousand out of that deal with
your ranch.”

“I lost more'n that,” said Regan calmly.

“I know it, but that's what I got. If you'd
let me go, I'd tura it over—only I can’t”

“You can't pull the wool over my eyes
more’n once, hombre,” said Regan. "I take

you or the money, that's flat! I don't hanker

to put anybody in the pen, and I ain’t lost
that ranch yet—the law's worrying over it
more’n I am. If you can put up the money,
you can skip. If not, youll go along and
stand trial.”

The desperate, almost frantic look in
Victor's haggard face astonished him.

“I tell you, I can't!” said Victor sharply.
“It's like this. Cook had a scheme he was
working at here—"

“I know all about his irrigation scheme,”
said Regan calmly. “That's blocked.”

Victor swore. “Then I'm done, that's all,”
he said helplessly. "I turned over my money
to Cook, every red cent of it! If you don't
believe it, examine the papers I had in my
pocket. It bought me a little less than half
interest in his company.”

“Oh!" said Regan thoughtfully. He did
not doubt the truth of this. He already
knew from those papers that Victor was
presumably the entire Solaro Irrigation Com-
pany, .wherein Cook did not figure.

“T don't get you,” he said. “Cook’s name
don't appear in those papers.”

Victor hastened toexplain, eagerly enough.

“No, he didn’t want to figure. So we left
it that I'd be the company, with Vaca acting
as a figurehead. Then 1 made an agreement
with Cook, acknowledging that he owned
fifty-five per cent of the stock in the com-

any; it was signed and witnessed, and he
ept it to raake sure I wouldnt double-
cross him, I s'pose.”

Regan laughed. “And how much do you
suppose your company is worth now?"

“Nothing, I reckon.” Victor’s face dark-
ened. "I felt it wasn't safe, somehow but I
done it. And now it ain’t worth a durn,
How'd you find me, anyhow?”

“Through Cook, indirectly,” returned Re-

an, and it was true enough. An oath
ropped from the lips of Victor,

“I thought so! That's what I get for
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stickin® with him. I s 're after him
for that business dowmyall{xﬁposa. eh?
The insurance game?”

Regan did not res;ond He unearthed
the remnants of breakfast, gave Victor half
that remained, and poured him a cup of
coffee.

“Now surround the grub and let me
think,” he said, and got out Cook’s wallet.

His eager expectations were not vain. He
soon came upon a folded paper which
grovcd to be the agreement mentioned by

ictor. It was duly signed and attested.

“Here's your agreement, all right,” said
Regan thoughtfully. “Since I can't get my
money out of you, I guess I might’s well
take you along. You may be wanted for the
Mariposa deal, anyhow.”

“Tain't!” Victor snasled suddenly. “I was
in Yuma and can prove it! I don't even
know what went wreng in Mariposa, only
Cook said a hitch slipped somewhere and
he got out of the state and come up here.
See here! You gimme that agreement, and
then I can make over my stock to you—it'll
make you the whole deng: :dc(g pany! I got
the homestead rights to Eagletail Canyon,
anyhow. Vaca ma outhnsmme and I got
the papers—or you have.”

“Yes, I have them,” said Regan. "I don(
know but what that mnght be a good ide:

You can't have the agreement, of tourse,
that sticks with me. Hm! Want to do it?”

“Gimme the chance!” said the other

ly.

“All right. Write me out a deed and in-
dorse the papers. Still got my pencil, I
Py

R ten minutes Victor labored earnestly
When he had finished, Regan sent him
to wake up Ole. The latter came forth
rubbing his eyes.
Sundown tlrndy? Gosh!  No—what
time is it?"”

“Getting on to noon,” and Regan grinned.
*More or less, that is. Sorry 1 bad to wake
{lou up, Ole. Victor here has assigned me

is homestead rights in Bagletail Canyon,
and I'd like you to witness the various
papers. Then take him and them, and go
along to the Wartman place and have Mrs.
Wartman witness them. Then gu home and
wait till I get there.

“Not a danged bx', sald Ole.
will.”

“Then get goi

Twenty minutes latu, Regan looked re-

“But 1

flectively at the ashes of a paper—the agree-
ment given Cook by Victor—and &:ﬁed his
cigaret. Those ashes made him ownes
of Eagletail Canyon; they did not, however,
secure him against the legal retribution of
Jed Cook, nor did they secure Colonel Hig-
gins against anything at all. Regan grinned
as he came to his feet.
*“Anyhow, 1 fgm something to go on now,
so we'll make work of it, win or lose!”
He went to the mine shaft. This was at
such a distance from the fire as to make it
impossible for Jed Cook to have overheard
ious discussion; he might have
caught the murmur of voices, but no more.
Regan went in and cut him loose, then
emerged.
“Coffee and a strip o’ bacon and a dough-
aut wamnF for you, when you're limbered
he called back, and returned to the fire.
lt was another ten minutes before Jed
Cook made his appearance, and Regan
watched him with interested curiosity. He
was not at all the same man he had been
twelve hours previously. He still wore his
bedraggled black overcoat and his lanky
figure was smeared with water-stains. His
let eyes were venomous, but the lines of
ﬁ:nthm white horse-face were haggard and
wretched. He was painfully rubbing his
wrists.
“Don'’t step on $nt rattler,” said Regan,

and the other st: ‘Come along and get
your grub.”

Did I hear Victor’s voice?” asked Cook,
staring around.

“You sure did” Regan carelessly dis-
played his deputy's star, without giving the
other time to see exactly what it was. T
wanted Victor for trimming me down in
Asizona—maybe he mentioned having done
a sheriff down there. I'm him, and 1 goc
my man, like I most genenlly do. Friend
ofmmzhasgcthxmonhuway, now. Real
good thing, teo.

bent to seat himself, winced,
and then relaxed wnth a groaning sigh.

“Bruised up?” Regan lightly.

“Nothing hroke, anyhow 1 bad to do it,
since you held the gun on me”

So you decoyed me, did you?" asked
the other.

"Yep. Here's your coffec and stuff—set

“The - gimlet eyes bit at him.

“I s'pose you know you've no jurisdiction
in this county?”

“I'm a deputy sheriff of this county. Had
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a talk with Sheriff Stevens before I saw you
last night. Better set in, now. I got some
words to say.”

Jed Cook, finding himself blocked, and
ignorant just how far this amazing red-
headed Arizona sheriff was in the right, ate
wolfishly. Regan lighted another cigaret,
and presently broke into musing speech,
almost as- though to himself.

“Yes, it sure is right funny how things
hnppcn' Here I came uj here after Victor,
and I run into you! I couldn’t get
my money out of Vlctox—nght disappoint-
ing, too. I'd a durned sight have the money
rather than stick anybody in jail, even you.
You've cleaned up the ten thousand he took
out of me, durn you! Anyhow, his testi-
mony will come in right handy on your
case. I'd never suspected he knew anything
about that there Mariposa deal.”

ED QOOK choked on his coffee.
—that which?” he asked.

Regan looked at him with blank, inno-
cent eyes. “Why, that little flyer in insurance
of yours, down to Mariposa! What did you
think I was after you for, anyhow?”

The long horse-face went very pale indeed.

“But—but there was nothing in that to
justify a warrant! You show me your
warrant!”

“You go plumb to hell,” said Regan
calmly. “I'm running this game, not you.
When we get back to town Ill show you
warrant enough, and extradition papers, too,
soon’s 1 can get them from Santa Fe.

“This will ruin me,” said Cook slowly,
staring at him.

“I should worry,” said Regan, and he was
very cheerful about it. “Sure will be fine
news down below when they learn you're
up here!”

“They—then you're the only one knows
it?” asked Cook. Regan nodded.

There was a moment of silence, and
Regan left it carefully alone. He could al-
most read the thoughts passing behind those
gimlet eyes.

“Look here,” said Cook softly. “Suppose
I turned back the ten thousand to you I
got from Cal Victor—huh? I don’t’ want
to be ruined. If you hadn't blown in here,
nobody would ever have suspected 1 was the
man who was in Mariposa—and I'm none
oo sure they can nail me for anything down
there, anyhow. If you got your ten thousand
back—huh.”

“That

Regan pulled at his dead cigaret for &
moment.

“Might be done, I s'pose,” he admitted.
“Ten thousand is a2 whole lot more to me
than dragging you down below, for a fact.
Only—"

“But I got to assure myself!” said the
other quickly. “You got to give me a receipt
for it. I don't want you going back and
then giving me away—doublecrossing me.”

quietly got out Jed Cook’s wallet,
md rom it drew a check for ten thousan
dollars, given Cook by Cal Victor.

“There you are,” he said. dorse it
to me, and you have your receipt.”

Eagerly, Cook seized the check, fumbled
in his waistcoat, and brought out a fountain
pen. He endorsed the sli F of paper, getting

’s name and iniials, and Regan rose
to his feet as he blew on the ink to dry it.

“All set,” he said, bnghtly "Now, then,
1 guess we can say good-bye—"

His eye caught a movement among the
bushes, a glint of metal. Too late! The sharp
crack of a pistol smashed out on the mora-
ing. Regan threw out one arm, and then
went to the earth.

Hernan Vaca broke into the clearing, his
swarthy face convulsed with fury.

CHAPTER XII

€6 FIXED the gringo!” said Vaca, as

I he came forward. Exultation replaced

the wild rage that had filled his
visage. "Good morning, senor!"

ed Cook was irresolute.

“Where the devil did you come from?”
he demanded. “Where's Victor?"

“Si! Where is he?” and Vaca roared an
oath. “Do you know what has hJ;pc
senor? Last night they have raided
camp, thrown all our cement into the water,
driven off our men—and where is Victor?
I cannot find him.”

“He was here a little while ago.

“Here?” The Mexican started. *
sure? He is dead?”

Cook shrugged, and coolly inspected the
outstretched figure of Regan.

“I think he’s gone to jail—I don't know.
If I were you, I'd skip out, Hernan! This
county is uahealthy, tjl,:r all.”

The two were speaking in Mexican. To
one side lay Regan, face down, one arm
doubled beneath him, the other flung out.
Vaca looked at him, spat, and cursed—then

“You are
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& quick laugh lezped into his swarthy face
he held up his pistol.

“There, look!” he exclhimed. “Yesterda
1 shot at rabbits and forgot to reload. Aﬂ
this night I have been in the hills, with just
one bullet left. I followed the path here to
the smoke—and I used that one bullet!
That's the kind of man I am.”

“Shut up,” said Cook abstractedly. “Take
some coffee. Let me think.”

He frowned, pulling at his long chin.
The situation was not altogether to his lik-
ing and yet he was relieved that Regan was
dead, and with him the secret. Then there
was the check which need mt be wasted.

“If you need a gun,” said Cook, pointing
to the pistol which had been laid aside by
Regan, “take that one.”

Hernan Vaca was more interested in
coffec than anything else, gulping it down
black and hot. Cook arose stifly and went
to the figure of Regan.

“So now you'll give me back that check
after all! he said, and laughed softly. "T'll
put your name to it, and who'll know or
care? Not Victos, certainly. 1 must cash
it quickly, too. Fool that I was, not to cash
it yesterday!"

He leaned over, to turn Regan's body—
then a startled cry broke from him. The
body had jerked convulsively; his out-
stretched arm was caught in a grip of steel,
and with this leverage Regan shot to his
feet. Overbalanced, Cook staggered, and a
fist caught him alongside the jaw, sending
him flying headfirst to fall and lie quiet,

What ensued was sharp and swift. Regan
was unarmed, and so was Hernan Vaca, The
latter dropped his coffee at Cook’s cry, and
phmged“?o:waxd to get the pistol lying on
the ground. Regan weat, not for the pistol,
but for the man. They came together
the weapon, and in the scuffle it was swept
sside and [ost to sight.

With the agility of a snake, Vaca twisted
away from Regan, rolled over, and came to
his feet. He comprehended that his boasted
bullet had missed after all—that Regan had
fhyed 'possum to save himself. From his
lips poured hot curses, and the blade of his
knife flamed in the sunlight. Then Regan
was upon him, before he could throw the
weapon.

No sooner did they come to grips than
Regan perceived himself lost in any physical
encounter—he was too to cope with
this snarling wild beast of a man. His blows
snapped home, without force. Vaca tore

loose from him, plunged the long blade
forward. Regan felt the steel bite against
his ribs, glancingly. In a desperate burst of
energy, he hurled himself bodily upon Vaca
and bore the Mexican backward and down.

EY came down in a tangled mass
and landed on top of Jed Cook.

They fought silently, frantically. Regan
felt the knife bite a second time, and his
strength flowed back for an instant; he
crushed Vaca with blows from fist and
knee, doubled up the man, at length got
one hand to the throat. Bencath them
came a deep and terrible sound, a groan,
from the prostrate figure of Cook. A stran-

ed cry burst from Vaca. He tore half
1ee. His knife gone, he flailed Regan with
wild fists, dragged himself erect, dragged
Regan with him—then Regan’s fist caught
him and sent him staggering.

The snarling fury of Vaca was changed
to wild fear. He plunged for shelter of
the trees. Regan tried to follow, but could
take only a step or two. Then, unexpect-
edly, Vaca stopped in mid-carcer, checked
himself abruptly, turned and darted in an-
other direction. Regan thought the man
mad—until the sharp crack of a pistol lifted
and echoed. Vaca whirled around like a
shot rabbit, and fell,

“Reckon I come along just right”
boomed the voice of Colonel Higgins, and
his burly figure tramped out into the open-
;fl ""Gosh, Red!  You sure look like

This was all Regan remembered.

‘Whea Regan came to himself, it was
with a great and abiding sense of peace. He
stared up at the morning sunlight and the
trees, and somewhere heard a bird singing,
and wondered what it was all about. Then
he recollected.

With an effort, he forced himself to sit
up, found that he was near the shack, and
sat back against the wall. Colonel Higgins
was beside him at once. Across the clearing
he saw the figure of Ole busy at something.
Higgins sat down, grinned, and rolled a
smoke, while Regan glanced down at the
bandages decorating his half-naked body.

“Knives. do cut, I reckon,” he observed
whimsically, “Glad you showed up, Tom.
Did he get me bad?"

“Hell, no,” returned the other. "You're
too durned tough in the hide to be hurt
much.  Scra arouad your ribs a cou
o times, dn}&"csd all. = = ple



62 WESTERN YARNS

“Give me that cigaret—thaaks. Dog-gone
you, I got you where I want you, now!”

“"How come?” demanded Higgins.

Regan grinned. “I'm the legal owner of
Eagletail Canyon, savvy? And I've got
back ten thousand from the wreck down be-
low. I'm going to build me a dam across
the canyon and build me a house beside the
dam, and anytime you get too uppity, I'll
cut off your crick water.”

“Oh!" said Higgins. “How much you
want for that there canyon?”
in't for sele. Did you see Victor?”

“Uh-huh. Done met him and Ole. Let
him go along. Going to build you a house,
are you? Aiming to live there all alone?”

e two looked at each other, and it was

a look of perfect comprehensi
*I reckon not,” said Regan,
man’s coming to live with me.

“Huh? Does she xnow it yet?”

Regan puffed at his cigaret, reflectively.

“Well, 1 sort of imagine she does,” he
made answer. “I haven't settled it yet in
so many words, but you know, Tom, lots
of times a body don’t need words! So far’s
I'm concerned, it's done settled.”

Colonel Higgins rumbled out a laugh.

“Then I guess you win! Right smart
little ¥Iacc, ‘Wartman's, ain’t it? Now look
here, I can use that there Eagletail 2 durned
sight better'n you can, Red. Let's us fix up
a deal for it.”

“"What sort of a deal you aiming at?"” de-
manded Regan cheerfully. He had no in-
tention of keeping the canyon, as Colonel
Higgins knew perfectly well.

“Why, an even swap! Tl give you a
nght pretty little property, worth some
money too, and a fine house already built
for you to start housckeepmg in, and every-
thing all serene. What say?

“\7here’s all this property?” asked Regan.
“Down yonder—Wartman Canyon.”

“Nothing there but the Wartman place.”

“That's it.”

Regan stared for a moment, in puzzled
frown.

“You mean, you'll give me the Wartman
place? What you talking about? It isn't
yours to give. By the way, Mrs. Wartman
made a queer crack I didn't get wise to,
about your new Cadrack car being her car—"

Colonel Higgins' huge frame was shaken
by laughter. It began at his eyes and went
all over him, until he was shaking in wild
mirth, while Regan could only stare blankly
at him and wonder what it all meant.

“Red, you're the limit!” said the big
rancher at last. *“Dog-gone your dirty hide.
I sure have laid one over on you! Why,
that there car was my wedding present to
the lady, savvy? We've done been married
a month, only we didn't want a soul to know
it until all this fuss was ove

“"Married!” cried Regan.
You and Mrs. Wartman?"

“Ain’t no Mrs. Wartman no more, durn

ou!”

“Bully foryou, Tom!” Regan put out his
hand and it was caught in a crushing grip.

"You married?

He winced. “Dang it all, remember I'm a
sick man! Let’s go see Peggy.”
“What?  Without no pants hardly?”
“Gosh!” Regan glanced down at him-

self, and sank back. Then he looked up.
Ole!  Come over here!”

“Leave him alone, said Colonel Higgins.
“He's busy. I reckon he can swap pants
with you soon’s he’s done.”

“What's he doing, then? By the way—
you'd better let Cook go—huh? What is it?"*

"Why, Cook‘s plucab gone, Red.”

“Gon

Colonel Higgins looked sober, and nodded.
"Yep. Me and Ole seen it all. When
you and the greaser come down on top of
Cook, you were struggling around
like two wildcats. Anyhow, Vaca done put
his knife right into Cook—got him in the
gizzard. He's dead as ‘lasses. That's bow-
come I glugged Vaca tor_keeps, to finish
things off. Ole’s laying Cook where he'll
keep until the coroner can come along.”

EGAN sat silent. He remembered the

one terrible groan that had escaped
the senseless figure beneath them, and [ift-
ing his hand, he wiped sweat from his
brow.

“'Gosh!” he said slowly. - “Tom, I guess
I'm a fast worker, all right—too dum ed fast
for any use! Tl bke you up on that swap
—if Peggy agrees.”

“All right, let's go ask her,” and Higgins
plunged to his feet.

“Nope,” exclaimed Regan hurriedly.
“Hold on, now—"
“Oh, shut up!" and Higgins grinned

down at him. “Lost your nerve all of a
sudden, you fast worker? Hey, Ole! Come
over here and swap pants with Red! He's
going courting!”

“I'm not!” yelled Regan.-

“Durn you, you are!” said Tom Higgins.

And Higgins won.



He brought the stool down with a whack across the gunman's wrist.

BUZZARDS DON'T USE
BULLETS

by JAMES

HE HEAVY, silver-gray sedan squealea

to a sudden stop, Its driver was forced

sharply to apply his brakes in order to

avoid hitting the figure which had leaped

into the ceater of the mountain highway,
ams waving.

As soon as the machine had halted, the

They had tangled the girl and her brother in
gade legi

ROURKE

owner of the arms came toward it. Though
oa foot, various featurcs of his garb, the
lesther chaps, plaid shirt, high-heeled boots,
beaver hat, bespoke the horseman. When
be discovered the driver of the sedan shared
the front seat with a very pretty girl he
pulted off his beaver and uncovered a

the murder-mesh of a satan-spawned rene-

nothing could save them but the rigger magic of Speck Brown—

and a prayer!
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young, much-freckled and rather impu-
dently cheerful face.

“Excuse me, folks,” he smiled at the pair
in the car, “but I reckon I got tuh ask yuh
tub ride me a ways. Lost my horse back
in the hills a while ago. I was plum’ wor-
ried till I heard yuhr buzz-wagon rambling
along, and soundin’ like a chariot o’ hope.”

“H'm!" crisply commented the young
man at the wheel. “You mean to say you
are a cowboy who has been accidentally de-
prived of his mount? You want to return to
ycur home ranch—is that it?”

“Well, not exactly,” came the somewhat
enigmatical rejoinder, “but I'm right anx-
ious tuh be goin' where I'm goin', Mebbe
I'd better introduce me. The name’s Brown

k' Brown. Address at present, State
o' Montana.”

“All right, Mr. Brown; get in,” invited
the driver of the auto. “This is Miss Wal-
ton, and I am—"

“Huh?" abruptly cut in the other. “Yuh
ain't the daughter o’ old Ira Walton, o' the
Box IW, near Range City?”

The lips of the very pretty girl parted in
a smile which made her even prettier.

“Yes, I'm Glenna Walton, and my father
owns the Box IW. Surely you aren’t one of
daddy’s hands? I've been East for two years
and I suppose the sanch has changed a lot.”

“Pleased tuh meet yuh, Miss Walton.”
In Speck Brown's eyes gl a peculiar
twinkle. “No, I ain’t a Box IW hand, but
I've met Ira Walton a number o times.”

“Perhaps you know my brother Glen?*
the girl continued.

“No, I aint yet had that pleasure,” an-
swered Mr. Brown, just a bit queerly.

Glenna Walton turned to her companion.

“I might as well finish the intmdP:;ion,
Putty. Mr. Brown, meet Putnam Revere,
of Boston, who is going to spend the sum-
mer at our ranch, It's his first trip West.”

Speck had been sizing up the driver of
the sedan. The latter was attired in golf
tweeds and a sport shirt. His upper lip was
adorned with a neatly trimmed, small black
mustache, Neither he nor his silver-gray
cat seemed to fit in very well with the
rugged surroundings.

“Howdy, Revere!” A touch of mischief
lighted the freckled visage as Speck shook
hands. “Reckon I read about one o' yuhr
family back in school. He sat a right
wicked saddle!”

~¥ dut mind admitting I'm a descendant
of Paul Revere,” said the Bostonian. “How-

ever, he lnd I differ in our modes of trans-
portation.”

"Ycu say_you lost a horse in the hills,

Brown?” Glenna Walton inquired as
Spedc found a seat amid the luggage piled
in the rear of the machine.

"Yes, Miss Walton.”  His grin died

I was pushin’ hard oa the reins and
old Pete stumbled on a rocky trail. Busted
both front legs when he fell. Left me only
onc thing tuh do. But I sure hated tuh shoot
tkat Pete horse!”

“Oh, I'm sorry!” the girl murmured sym-
pathetically. Putnam Revere started the
sedan.

“I s’pose yuh were headin’ for Range
City and the Box IW3" queried Speck
Brown.

“Were?” said the Bostonian. “We are!”

“But that ain’t where I want tuh go,”
mnldly objected the passenger.

“Well, where are you bound? Do you
expect us to go out of our way to take you
there?” Putnam Revere glanced around in
some irritation.

“I reckon mebbe yuh would.” Speck's
tone continued milk. I gotta get tuh Oilo-
polis this afteraoon. Yuh take the next
road downgrade tuh yuhr left.”

“Oilopolis?”* expressed the Bostonian.

“I never heard of any place by that
name!” said Glenna Walton.

“Usta be called Black Basin till about a
year ago,” Speck Brown explained. “Then
some jasper struck oil and boom hit the
burg. First thing they did was rename the
town Oilopolis. Yes, old Black Basin has
changed consid’able!"”

“Black Basin? But Black Basin must be
all of thirty miles away!” cried the girl.
*And Range City is fully as far in the other
direction. Oh, we can't do it, Putty!”

Revere slowed down the motor.

“You've heard the verdict, old man?" he
said, “We can't go fifty or sixty miles out
of our way to obhge you. It's quite unrea-
sonable to expect it

“As long as you haven't a "horse we'll be
glad to take you with us to Range City,
though,” offered the girl.

“I got right important business in Oilopo-
lis,” stubbornly persisted the freckled one.
“That left turn is just ahead. Reckon yuh
better take it,”

“Now, look here!” angrily exploded the
sedan’s druver.

“I ain’t got no time tuh argue, neither!
I'm goin’ tuh Oilopolis and goin’ pronto!
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In case yuh don't believe it, I got six soft-
nosed babies here who'll be right glad tuh
do some convincin’. Throw that wheel
around!”

STEELY snap had entered the voice
of Speck Brown, and in his right
kand had appeared magically the grim, trig-
gered contaner holding those “six soft-
nosed babies.” Putnam Revere had for-
gotten he was in a country where men
usually go armed. And he realized his
Ppussenger was in deadly earnest. The silver-
gray sedan rolled down the road and turned
to the left.
Glenna Walton was indignant. Her ﬂ{::tq
gh;:dts flushed hotly, her Hue eyes ed

“You're oo better than an outlaw!” she
cried. "1 don't believe you lost your hoese
at all!”

“May my trigger finger drop off if I
didn’t give yuh the gospel truth about old
Pete, Miss Walton! He's done gone where
the good broncs go. I had tuh raise a ride
somehow !”

“If there are any officers of the law in
Oilopolis I'll see to it you get your just
deserts when we asrive!” vowed Putnam
Revese.

“Don’t yuh worry about nothin’ now ex-
cept gettin' there,” coldly remarked Speck
Brown. “And I wouldn't go tuh botherin’
the marshal at Oilopolis with trifles. He's
Boi:h enough man-sized troubles tuh deal
with.

“At any rate, my father shall hear of
your conduct, Mr. Brown—if that's your
name!” said Ira Walton's daughter.

“Sure! Yuh tell him!" Speck grinned in
sudden enjoyment. ‘I reckon ain't
goana be able tuh reach the Box IW till
dark now, but mebbe ywhr daddy won't
mind when he hears why yuh was delayed,
Miss Walton.”

Exagperated by the man’s cheerfulness,
the gel flounced around in the seat and
nestled close to Revere. She missed the
grimace Speck gave at her action,

It was late in the afternoon when Oilopo-
lis was reached. The former sl village
of Black Basin, which Glema Walton could
dimly recall, had been metamorphosed into
a raw, greasy, smelly and wholly charac-
teristic “oil town.” ~Derricks dotted the
borizon in every direction; many crude new
ings had been thrown up along the
main street of the place.

T}E silver-gray sedan and its occupants
drew interested gazes as the big car
swayed down the rutty thoroughfare. Speck
Brown compressed his lips.

“Here's the Palace Hotel; I'll be gettin’
out,” he said. “Yuh'll find the Palace a
right nice place if yuh want tuh freshen up
before hittin’ for Range City, Miss Wal-
ton,” he added. “T wouldn't linger too long
in Oilopolis. Like all these kinda burgs,
it's plum’ rough and hard-cooked. I simply
had to get here this afternoon or I wouldn't
have made yuh come so far outa yuhr
road.”

His tone was mild and apologetic, but
there was little forgiveness in the look the
girl bestowed upon him.

“Perhaps you'd better rest in the hotel a
few minutes, Glenna,” observed Putnam
Revere. “I'm nearly out of gas and will
have to look around for some.”

Speck Brown clambered out of the car.

“Well, good -day, folks; much obliged
for the lift” He bowed impishly.

“Just a moment, please,” Revere re-
?uested, somewhat grimly. He, too, stepped
rom the car. S noted, now the Bos-
tonian was all straightened out, that he was
a well-knit sixfooter, fairly broad of
shoulder.

“Some day,” Putnam Revere continued,
“I'm going to pay you oft, you freckled out-
law! You've one gun the better of me at
present, and I can't very well brawl in front
of my fiancee, Miss Walton. I hope the op-
Pcrtux:ity will come, though, to settle this
score.

His late passenger eyed him with a trace
of amusement.

“Them's right noble words, Revere,” he
said, “but I wouldn't go buildin’ up no am-
bitious idees. When I get riled I'm rough,
and apt tuh be death on dudes. I reckon
it’s wisest tuh leave men's work tuh men!”

Turning then on his heel, Speck saun-
tered down the street. Putnam Revere
glared at his plaid back a long moment be-
fore assisting Glenna Walton out of the
sedan and into the ornate lobby of the Pal-
ace Hotel,

A scowl soon replaced the grin on Speck
Brown's visage as he clumped along the
new board sidewalk.

“Hell" he muttered. “Old Ira’s daugh-
ter, pretier'n a mountain dawn—and eo-
gaged twh a dude in prairie shinny pants
she calls ! Reckon that's what ke is,
A big, soft lump o putty!”

Presently be atrived in front of a sprawl-
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ing one-story structure bearing over the
wide doors the legend: “No Limit House.”
With an effort he restored his grin and en-
tered the place.

Thirsty customers crowded a long bar at
one side where dubious drinks were being
served rapidly. A piano in the rear was
playing and hard-featured men danced over
a rough floor with equally hard-teatured
feminines, Many gambling games were 1n
evidence; everything from poker to faro
seemed on tap.

For several seconds Speck Brown sur-
veyed the gaming tables. Finally his eyes
came to rest upon a corner where five play-
ers were sitting in a session of stud poker.
He strolled over slowly.

One of the quintet was a houseman.
Thtee others wore the garb of the oil fields,
and were of varying ages. The fifth player
was a young man in conventional dress.
With his fair hair and blue eyes he bore an
unmistakable resemblance to the pretty
daughter of Ira Walton.

It was plan this young man had been
sampling fiberally of the illegal beverages
dispensed openly in the No Limit. He
cculd scarcely handle his cards.

Co mig up casually, Speck Brown slapped
his shotder with affected heartiness.

“Why, hello, Glen!” he greeted. “The
old kid hisself! Ain't seen yuh in a month
o' blue Mondays!"”

“H'lo!"” responded the other, thickly and
a bit uncertainly.

“Gosh, yuh aint forgot yuhr old side-
kick, Speck Brown, have yuh, Glen? Many's
the bottle o' hooch we split together!”

“You're dealing, Walton!” «cut in the
man on the left. He was a smooth shaven,
heavy-set individual in the get-up of an oil-
man. Appareatly forty or fifty years of age,
his face bore the marks of hard, fast liv-
ing The gaze he bestowed upon Speck was
cold and unfriendly.

At this juncture the youngest player in
the group pushed back his chair, He was
a narrow-faced, mean-eyed chap of nineteen
or twenty.

NSTANTLY Speck was around the

table.

“Quittin’, pardner?” he assumed jovially,
taking hold of the chair. “Reckon I may's
well sit in with Glen and the boys.”

“Get the hell away from that chair and
mind yuhr own damn business!” suddenly
snarled the narrow-visaged one. "No, 1

ain't quittin'! I'm just gonna get a pack o'
smokes, and it's a helluva note if I—"

“Plum’ unmannerly jasper, ain't yuh?”
softly interrupted Speck. *1 reckon yuh're
quittin” all right, son. If I'd time I'd wash
yuhr mouth out with soap, but seein’ as I
ain’t mebbe this'll do the trick.”

Quickly his right hand shot out, seized
the other by the scruff of the neck and
shook him violently. Then he whirled him
away with such force that the victim spilled
to the ground.

“Damn yuh tuh hell!” choked the youth,
regaining his knees. One hand clawed
teward his hip.

“Stop that reachin’, or the undertakers'l
be makin’ some easy money!" Speck’s gun
whipicd out, covered the other. “Reckon
yuh better be travelin' pronto, sonny; I
might get real riled in a minute!”

Under the menace of that tone the nar-
row-faced youth slunk out of the No Limit.
As Speck was restoring his six-shooter he
caught sight of a big, hulking fellow with
heavy, brutal features, scrutinizing him
intently.

“Well>” he snapped, in a steel-cold tone.

The big fellow glowered and turned
away. In a noment all excitement had died
down. Combat was not infrequent in the
No Limit House.

Nobody objected further when Speck
Brown took the vacated chair at the table.
Cards were dealt him and soon the man
whose alleged - “important business” had
forced Putnam Revere and Glenna Wal-
ton many miles out of their way was en-
grossed in the technicalities of the ordinary
stud-poker game.

The stakes were fauly high, but Speck
appeared well supplied with money. He
won a little on some hands, lost a little on
others. He kept Glen Walton constantly
engaged in talk, yet was always secretly
watching the middle-aged individual at the
left of Glenna's brother. It did not escape
him that the big, hulking fellow with the
brutal features hovered close to this man’s
chair.

At the end of an hour’s gambling Speck
Brown tossed away his cards.

“The house is winnm’ all the coin!" he
comph ined. I reckon T'll pull out. Came
on, Glen; I know a joint where we can get
some real bonded stuff. What yuh say?”

“Awri, Speck; lead me to it!” Glen Wal-
ton struggled to his feet. “I'm tired o
stud, anyhow!"
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‘The man at his left looked annoyed, even
alarme

“Where are you going, Walton? Mac is
liable to be back any minute, and we—"

“No, I'm gonna along wi' Speck!” stub-
bornly insisted the fair young man. “M’ old
fren’ Speck! See you t'night, Keever, when
Mac gets back. C'mon there, Speck, old
Specky-Speck !

“Right with yuh, Glen!” grinned the
freckled one, taking no heed of the malevo-
lent glances vouchsafed him by Keever.
With Ira Walton’s son hanging to his arm,
he led the way out of the boisterous No
Limit.

“Mark Keever's a good fellow, Speck,”
gmg Walton mumbled. “Good fellow, but

- wants me to hang around alla time. O’
course, him and Mac’s gonna help me
make a lotta money in oil, Speck. A lotta
money!"”

“Oh, yes! Him and Mac!” Speck ex-
Yuss:d, Tltﬂ'ly, “Now, ain’t that funay?

reckon I'd never taken Keever for a big-
hearted hombre!”

“That's ri—big-hearted” The other
caught at the word. “Say, where’s this place
we're going, Speck?”

“Down the street a ways,” evasively, “so
yuh got a deal on with Keever and Mac,
Glen? Tell me—"

“D'you know, Speck,” Glen interrupted,
“I can't seem to ‘member where we met
fore? D'you work for the old man?"

“Why, Glen, I—hell's hinges!"

Savagely Speck Brown bit off the final
phrase. The pair had turned a corner and

encountered the girl Sgd( had thought far
on the way ‘o Range City and the Box IW
by this time!

LENNA WALTON gave 2 statled
exclamation at sight of her brether.
len!” escaped her.

“Well, if it ain’t my sis! H'lo, Glenna!
Thought you were a thousand miles away.
What you doing here?”

“I didn't come here willingly,” she
maEzp«i, eyeing Speck Brown hard, “but
perhaps it was a good thing, after all
You've been drinking, Glen. Keeping bad
company again, aren’t you? You know
dsddy—r

“That's ri—pick on me, too!” young
Walton reproached. “Ain't seen you for
two years and first thing you do is start
scolding! What you think o' that, Speck?
Diyou know my sister, Speck?”

“T've met Mr. Brown, Glen,” coldly. “1
was under the impression, however, he
didn’t know you. I wonder, Mr. Brown, if
you would mind explaining—everything?”

“Reckon I ain’t able tuh explain nothin’
now, Miss Walton,”" answered . “How
come yuh ain't headed for home?”

“Because Mr. Revere ran out of gas, and
the only garage in town is likewise out
until tomorrow!” she flashed. “Therefore,
we are forced to remain here over night!
Glen, I want you come to the hotel with
e

e

“No, Speck and me—"

“Yuh go along with her, Glen” hurriedly
put in Speck. T just recollected a date 1
gotta keep. Mdbe I'll see yuh later. S
long, Miss Wakon. Sorry Revere ran outa
gas. Reckon that's where old Paul had it
on him.”

Before the girl's befuddled brother could
object the sun-spotted young man was
n(pidly going back the way he had come.
Nor did he glance around until out of sight.

“Here, you!”

A harsh voice cut into Speck Brown's
deep meditations. He glanced up to face
the oilman, Markham Keever. The hard

ol . 1

Accompanyiug Keever was the big, hulk-
ing individual Speck had noted in the No
Limit House. e

“"Was addressin’ me?” coolly in-
quired the freckled chap.

"I was!” the oilman growled. “Where's
young Walton?”

“Don’t bark at me!” warned Speck
Brown. “Anyway, why should I have tuh
tell yuh where he is?”

Keever's face grew more sinister,

“I don't know what your game is, my
freckled friend,” he uttered ominously, “but
let me tell you it ain't hea[tl;x{y to fool
around with Mark Keever! I'd ad vise you to
hit the trail out o Oilopolis while the hit-
ting’s good, or you'll be damn sorry!”

During the latter part of his speech his
brute-appearing companion had  stepped
closer.

Speck had listened to Keever with a faint
grin, but now his expression changed.

“Tell that jasper with the ugly mug tuh
stop right where he is!" he shot out. “There
ain't no need of a third party tuh this
discussion!”

Markham Keever laughed unpleasantly.

“It takes a damn good man to give or-
ders to Roughhouse Hegley,” he jeered.
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“Go on, Roughhouse, and show him—"

‘The next nstant a steel pistol barrel had
jabbed into the big fellow's stomach with
such emphasis he grunted in pain. He also
sto) uickly.

‘Pig:‘h‘o]n yuh've found yuhr damn good
man, Keeve:!” § Brown voiced, in &
quiet yet terrible tone. “Mebbe yuh galoots
oughta run along now. I'm gettin' riled,
and I'm plum’ rough when riled. Shake it
up while the shakin’ is good!”

Markham Keever backed away, bis fea-
tures twisting with hate.

“Come on, Rouy use!” he ordered.
“"We'll get him some other time!"

“I reckon that gettin’ won't be all one-
sided,” observed Speck, and he grinned
again. "Pick ‘em up and lay 'em right dowa
now!”

The discomfited duo departed, “Rough-
heuse” Hegley grumbling and clinching
his ham-like hands, Keever sullen and
dangerous.

Until darkness set in, Speck Brown was
mysteriously busy. Most of the time he
spent in a local recording office, studying
up on the joint holdings of Markham
Keever and one Louis McCorrie—an as yet
unproductive oil pzo&eny known to the
district as the “Twin Giant Oil Company.”

“Reckon I know all I need tub,” he mut-
tered at last.

THE freckled chap consumed a supper
of sirloin steak and fried potatoes
with satisfied gusto and after the meal fared
forth again. This time he headed toward
the Palace Hotel.

Although early in the evening, the night
life of the town had commenced. Oilfield
workers had come in for relaxation and
were thronging the bars and dance halls. A
wild night was in prospect; indeed, all Oilo-
polis nights were wild.

When almost at the door of the gaudy
Polace, Speck Brown met Putnam Revere.
The Bostonian halted bim.

“Miss Walton's brother has vanished,
and she’s much upset,” he said grimly.
“You appear to know a good deal of Glen’s
aftairs. Do you know where he is?”

“Don't try to get hard-cooked,” advised
Speck. “Yuh say Glen’s gone? Why, I come
here loakin® for him!”

“He disappeared after dinner. He kept
insisting he had a business engagement
somewhere tonight, and Glenna couldn't
get his mind it. She’s deeply worried.

The young ass was left a sizeable fortune
by his mother over which the father has
no control and—but that's enough. 1 don't
know whether you ace really Glen's friend,
or otherwise.”

“I'm the friend o’ Ira Walton, Revere,”
steadily. “Mebbe I can find Glen. Reckon
¥ll run out tuh Twin Giant Oil Company
right pronto!”

'Where?” the Easterner cried eagerly.
“Ill go with you!”

“Yuh stay here and take care o’ Miss
Walton; this burg ain’t no place for a un-

otected girl!” S snaj . “Besides,

guh'd rob’ly be ;;rk!he vgf;dwhere I'm
goin'. lchckon it won't be no place for s
dude. Tell Miss Walton not tuh worry—
ol¢ Ira’s son’ll be looked out for.”

He plunged away from the Palace Hotel
leaving Putnam Revere with an oddly dis-
appointed expression on his face.

A mile tramp was ahead of Speck Brown;
his recent investigation had determined the
location of the Twin Giant holdings. As
he made his way through the country of
derricks he loosened the six-shooter he
hadn't neglected to bring.

No derricks pointed skyward from the
Keever-McCorrie property. A long shack
of new lumber was all the place boasted.
Speck saw a light in a window.

Boldiy the freckled chap walked to the
entrance of the crude building and kicked

the door. Hand on gun, he crossed
the threshold.

The four occupants of the long room
leaped to their feet at his appearance. Three
oi them, Glen Walton, Markham Keever
and a small dark person who doubtless
was Louis McCorrie, had been grouped
around a rough table on which was scat-
tered a bandful of papers, as well as sew
eral squat bottles. fourth man, Rough-
house Hegley, had been seated a little
further back

“Sit down!” Speck’s weapon covered the
ﬁ:thuing “Aint signed any papers yet,

e yuh, Glen? Well, I reckon yuh won't
now!”

“What the hell do you mean by forcing
your way in here?” cried Keever. “Get out,
or by God—"

“Ain't 1 cautioned yuh about barkin’ at
me?’ cut in Speck. “I'm plum’ interested
in big deals like this, gents. I surmise yuh
were about tuh give Glen a third holdin’ in
the Twin Giant for twenty thousand dol-
lars he happens tuh have. Huh?”
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“That's our affair, I think,” said Mc-
Cerrie icily.

“What d'you mean by treatin’ m' frens
like this, Speck?” added Glen Walton.

"Why, yuh see, Glen, the Twin Giant
ain't worth tweaty cents, let alone twenty
thousand dollars! Yuhr friends u nothin’
but a bunch o’ swindlin' crooks!

“Damn you!” grated Keever.
“T wouldn't believe a word you say, you
dirty liar!” Glen suddenly burst. “Glenna

told me all about what you done today!”

With these last words, he flung himself
at Speck’s gun hand.

is brief interval sufficed to serve the

se of Roughhouse Hegley. Grabbing
up is stool, the big fellow hurled it at
Speck’s head. The latter threw up his right
am to block the heavy projectile. Some-
thing snapped in his forearm. The six-
shooter dropped from his fingers.

Markham Keever luoged at him. Speck
gritted his teeth and swung his left fist in
the oilman’s face. The next instant they
813 plcd. and swaged to the floor.

en Glen Walton saw Roughhouse Heg-
ley approach the combatants with a murder-
ous snarl on his features; some impulse
prompted him to trip the big fellow. The
overgrown brute féll violently.

None of the engrossed quintet had heard
& flivver paat % a stoE outside. Just as
Hegley had regained his feet a figure
loomed up in the doorway. It was a figure
in golf tweeds and sport shirt.

It was Putnam Revere. A single cat-like
spring, and he downed the amazed Hegley
ina Pex(erx flying tackle.

Wriggling ~loase, the Bostonian saw
Keever attempting to pin down the half-
helpless Speck while he groped for his Fun
on the floor. Revere's foot shot out swiftly.
A hard leather toe caught the oil man un-
der the chin. Immediately Mackham Keever
lost all interest in the surroundings.

cssayed a feeble grin.

ain’t sayin’ yuh wasn't welcomer than
l.Il the flowers May ever had,” he uttered,
“but how did yuh get here?”

“Had an idea trouble was brewing,” the
Bostonian answered defiantly. “Told Glenna
I was going out to this Twin Giant place,
and she agreed I should. Borrowed a ;
and here 1 am. While I don't know whal
it's all about, I hope I've helped.”

“By golly, when it comes tuh night rides
and rescues yuh gotta hand it tuh the Re-

veres!” §; averred. "I reckon yuh've
psid me off, and Il take back all I chirped
about dudes. Man, yuh can battle!”

"I played football at Harvard, boxed, and
was a sub on the crew,” smiled Putnam Re-
vere. “Bat who are these ruffians, anyway?”

“Just three crooked hombres who made

the Twin Giant Oil Company—with
some land and no oil. Glen thought they
was his friends, but mebbe he's learned
better now.”

“T've been a chump!”
hung his head.

“Oh, a busted arm’ll soon mend! I won-
der, boys, if yuh'll help me convey this
precious gang tuh the POnlopohx c:{uoosc
Yuh see, while I'm an old friend o’ Ira
Walton’s, I was already after Keever's
crowd. My name ain't really Speck Brown.
It's Johnny Buckhart, and I work for Uncle
Samuel. Federal authorities have wanted
these jaspers quite a spell”

"I was in a hurry tuh get here tuhday,
for I'd heard Keever was gettin' set tuh
vamoose. And I kaew he'd want tub take
Glen's money when he went. I had tuh
wse a ride here, yuh see—and I did. Mebbe

lad yuh run outa gas, too! Other-
wise Ig paid heavy for playin’ a lone hand
with this bunch!”

“My little tin car should hold your men,
Speck—and I'il gladly help a federal officer.

{ course I'm a bit anxious to return to
Miss Walton and assure her all has turned
out well.”

PECK BROWN, alias Johnny Buck-
hart, hid a small sij
“1 reckon shb:“incked nght well, even it
she did bril lude, Revere. But do
meaf avor,nsrell her not tuh call yuh Putty
no more. Yuh ain't the least mite soft!”

Young Walton




T LACH measured footfall of his
A horse water squelched. On his hat

and slicker came the light beat of
thinly falling rain. Apart from these Jesser
sounds, not interfering with them, a faint
high pitched hum cut steadily through the
heavy air. Bill Brown of the 44 outfit was
riding down the draw to see about the
depth of water in the South Fork.

THE BLACK

LINE OF
DEATH

> by GUY ARNOLD

The wall of water roared down on
bim—it was doom—inewitable!

On the plains at the head of the draw
a mile back the 44's had been camped for
a wack, It had been raining when they got
there and had been raining ever since. They
were on trail with sixteen hundred head of
Hereford cattle, bound for Dodge City.
Scuth Fork had been pretty high. They had
been waiting, hoping it would run down.

But it was ten days yet to Dodge City.

His arm broken on the wild ride he made to save his pardners and the herd, Bill
Brown nevertheless gambled with the speeding black fine of death—and with the
thwarted rage of a ill-crazy guo-handl
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THE BLACK LINE OF DEATH (4}

In ten days now their time for getting the
herd would be up, and no if's or but's
about it. Today they either had to fish or
cur bait—try the crossing or turn round and
go_home.

Therefore it was up to Bill, man in line
for trail boss of the 44’s, to make very
sure of the condition of the crossing. The

nsibility of that—though he knew the
ful strain of it—he had learned to shoulder
cheerfully. And the danger connected with
it, he had learned to face without hesita-
tion. For a long time Bill had been man
in line for trail boss of the 44's. And he
was a patient fellow anyhow. Indeed, in
the years back when Bill had been for some
time man in line for trail boss, another
fellow had been boosted over his head. Be-
ing a patient simple man he had stood for
it and stayed on.

Theoretically there is something outstand-
ing, a touch of the sublime in a fellow who
car o that. Practically there & nothing of
th2 sort. The world is crowded with patient
wort hy fellows who are always pushed aside.
Theirs are the truly heavy burdens. Their
heads are weak but their backs are strong.
They are the useful men.

And Bill, as he rode along, looked
that part—just a sturdy plain faced chap,
cased to his-chin in a fadP d yellow slicker,
his drooped hat brim dripping with the
rain, his big square hands clasped on his
saddle horn wntg fingers puffy and red from
days of soaking; a sky of lead above him;
in his ears the steady high pitched hum
that meant his business and his danger.

Presently the rather wide flat of the draw
ended in the wider flat of the valley of the
South Fork. On the other side, half a mile
away, rose high bluffs, dark, sheer and for-
bidding through the rain. Across the mid-
dle of the flat ran the South Fork, a very
shallow channel three hundred yards wide.
The sodden sandy bank on the other side
was so low that in the distance it seemed
barely to rise above the water. The water,
wimpling under the rain, was yellow. It
glided so smoothly over its sandy bed that
it seemed to have no current. But the faint
singing hum above it told of tremendous
speed.

He had hoped he could tell his boss, Tom
Becker, that the crossing might be under-
taken. The 44's needed the money for that
herd. And it might go pretty hard with
Tom if the lhtter had to turn around and
take the cattle home. For the truth was

there had been only a foot of water on the
crossing the first day and second of theic
layover. It wouldnt have been egccmlly
dangerous for anything but a few tail steers
who had played out and might have been
lost anyhow, there or further on. But Tom
had insisted on saving those tailers. That
misguided effort to make a record drive now
might turn out a pretty bad deal for Tom.
He might get let out. That of course would
mean Bill's long delayed promotion.

It never occurred to simple Bill that he
might lie to Tom about the flood, scare
Tem out of trying to cross and thus per-
haps greatly better himself. He was just a
plain straighttorward man.

'HEN he reached the crossing, which

was marked only by a wagon way
cut down through the low sandy bank,
he dismounted and pulled off his boots.
Before he could be sure of the safety of the
ford he would have to cross himself. [f
anything happened out there in that wide
stretch of singing water to tear him loose
from his horse there might be a little chauce
for him if he had his boots off. With them
on there would be no chance. The yellow
water was tull of sand. The sand, in-
stantly packing in a man’s bootlegs clean
to the tops, would weigh him down too
heavily to swim or even wade. At best it
was always a little doubtful, for the first
man over.

Having tied his boots together and flung
them over the saddle horn, he remounted.
Then after carefully scanning the water
surface, which all the way across showed no
sign of troughing current that would have
meant a cutting or a hole on the bottom,
he cupped bis hand to his left ear and sat
listening intently. He didn’t want to run
the chance of getting caught out there by
a wall rise.

But above the singing he caught no other
sound. Hopefully he took down his hand,
looked at the ford again, then at his watch,
and ugged his horse.

The horse, a big stout sorrel, crow-hop)

a little in the wagon cut and then carefully

let himself down. The water was a pretty
bad depth for South Fork. It sf the
sorrel a little above his knees. It was real

work for him to lift and plant his feet in
that yellow sluice. In a hundred yards he
was panting heavily. But he was a stout
horse and he made it at last without a bob-
ble, though he tottered a little whea he
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finally had climbed up the further bank.

Bill looked at his watch again. He had
been eight minutes making that three hun-
dred yards. For cattle, because
crowded each other heavily, that meant too
dangerous going. If one should lose his
feet he would never gain them again in
such water. His rolling body might knock
down a dozen other cattle. If that hap-
gtned, every brute behind would turn

lownstearm and every brute which did that
would be lost.

In the channel a mile below were great
deep potholes. In times of flood these be-
came whirlpools. Everything that came
do wn the river was swc&-( into them. Trees,
fen@ posts and the like, all a-tangle with
the barbed wire of channel fences from
above, swirled round and round in those
big bolse. No living thing ever came out
of them.

Bill's face fell as he looked down at the
lather on the jaw of his horse. He hated
to go back and tell Tom what he would
have to tell him.

Dismounting, he stood with arms folded.
‘After twenty minutes the sorrel had rested
and was in shape to go back. Bill hoisted
himself into the saddle, then pausing just
on the brink, he again cupped hand to ear
and listened with strained attention.

It was sute death to be caught out there
by a wall rise; and in the valley, which
had many bends above, the sound often
didn't get down much ahead of the wall
itself.

But hearing no sound other than the
swift singing of the sand laden sluiceway
in front of him, he put the sorrel in. The
animal recrossed slowly but with never a
sign of faltering. He was a mighty good
horse.

On the bank, Bill got down, wiPed the
sand off his socks, and tugged into his boots.
Then after his mount had rested he rode
back up the sodden valley toward the draw.
He rode slowly; with the news he had
there was no reason for hurrying.

HIS was going to be a mighty tough
deal on the 44's. When the herd
finally got back to the ranch old Jim Brad-
iey, the manager, would be spitting fire and
brimstone.  Bill felt sorey for them all.
And he felt sorriest for Tom Becker, for
Tom stood to lose his head. Though that
might mean Bill's promotion, and though
he didn't like Tom very well, because Tom

bad Phynd a dirty trick to get Ed Bur-
leigh's place that time, still Bill couldn’t
help feeling sorry, for he liked no profit
that had to come through somebody else’s
trouble and ruin.

As he rode around the steep shouldered
slope which formed the lower side of the
draw, he met Tom coming. Bill was sur-
prised to see him there.

Tom even in his slicker was a rather

ic figure. It has been observed that
beauty may be only skin deep. The heroic,
it might be added, may be just as shallow.
With his broad shoulders, bulging chest,
his proud head and outthrust he-man chin,
Tom looked like a regular paladin of the
trail. One time in the years past when he
was a common hand with the outfit he had
hatched up & deal with a “damage farmer”
—one of those fellows who raised bell and
a little money evu;y time a trail herd came
alon, out of that deal the damage
the farmer had collected a ruinous fine from
the 44's and Tom, smooth schemer, had
shouldered old Ed Burleigh out of his job
as trail boss. At the same time he went
over the bead of Bill Brown who even then
had been for two years man in line. Tom
bad covesed his tracks well Two years
had passed before any of them showed.
Thanks to Bill Brown staying on and look-
ing after everything, the 44 trail herds un-
desr Tom had got along all right in the
two years. Nothing about the game he
had played oa old Ed had ever been really
proved, so Tom was accepted as a fellow
who had made good—even if a little too

smatt.

“Well,” he demanded in his thin rasping
wvoice, “how about it? Did you git across?”

“Yeah,” answered Bill despondently, be-
cause he hated to say the rest, “but that
was all. Tom, I hate to say it but we don't
dare risk the cattle.”

Tom already had made up his mind to
risk the herd, if Bill Brown, as he now
thankfully saw, was alive. If they lost the
berd on the erossing, he could lay the loss
on Bill. The outfit then could charge that
up to hard ‘uck and Bill Brown. That would

e him a look-in on holding his job. If

e turned around without trying to cross,
some of the boys would be sure to squeal
that they could have crossed the first day;
and that Bill bad wanted to cross; and old
Jir: Bradley would hand Tom his time.

“Don’t dare fisk the cattle?” he de-
manded sharply. “When'd you git charge
of this outfit?”
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Bill's face reddened and he hung his
head. “T didn’t mean that Tom. But the
crossin’s turrible dangerous fer cattle.”

ere was y around to hear the
coaversation. It was to guard against such
a possibility that Tom, instead of waiting
for Bill to come to him and hunt him up,
had followed the subordi down here.

and the river fell back again to normal.

Never having seen a wall rise, though
he knew they occurred, Becker had no
realizing fear of one. He didn't believe
one of them ever would hit him. But in
case anything should happen on the crossing,
he wanted Bill up on the bluff so that

“Well,” Tom st with a heavy
frown, “you got across and back. The herd
kin too.”

Bill hesitated. There wasn't much chance
of the herd crossing without a terrific loss.
Yet it might get through with only the
tailers washed away. That point he would
attempt to argue.

Tom put on his front. In a rather high,
hollow tone he declaimed the need of the
44 for money.

Bill knew all about that, too. The 44
was hard up. He listened patiently until
Tom's oration was finished, then he an-
swered it simply, “But hard up as they air
now, Tom, if we lost the herd they'd be

lumb ruinsted. My God,” and his weather-
ten face lost its plainness in a sudden
shine of his deeply set dark eyes, “it would
be awful on ole Jim. It would be ruin for
us all. Tom, ye could never forgive yersel f!"

Tom thought the outfit might squeak
through. Too, since he was one of those
born optimists who cannot conceive of actual
catastrophe in anything that concerns them-
selves, ie thought the herd ought to get
across somehow. As for his powers of fir-
giveness for himself, they never had failed
him and they never would.

“The outfit,” he ranted, “has got to git
these cattle up to Dodge on time and git
the money! herd has gotta cross. Go on
back an' git to yer lookout on that bluff
o' yourn.”

N TOP of the high bluffs on the other

side, a listenpe posted generally could
catch from afar the sound of a wall rise
coming. Up there the high air currents
coming down the river were not delayed by
the valley bends and elbows. It al ways took
twenty minutes from the time a wall rise
could be detected up there, for the wall to
reach the crossing. In that twenty minutes
anything on the crossing had plenty of time
to gain the far bank. Immediately the
lookout heard- of the danger coming he
signaled. Then any of the herd waiting to
enter the ford were held back, until at ex-
press teain speed the wall of water passed

hing would appear regular.
“All right,” said Bill with a sigh, “I'll
80. Three shots if she sounds common; five
;lf u‘%e ort to git the cattle back aginst the

With that, he turned his horse. Then the
utter recklessness of the project smote him.
The 44 was his outfit even if they hadn't
done much for him. He thought of the
ruin this wild business was almost certaia
to bring upon them. Reining back, he lifted
his hand warningly and in a tone that rang
with conviction he cried, “Tom Becker, I
tell ye, ye daren't resk it! I tell ye, ye air
reskin’ the ruin o' the 44's! Tom Bedker, I
cain't see why ye'd do it!

Becker’s big face tumed both white and
scarlet, in patches. He assumed an impli-
cation in those last words which hinted the
very thing he dared not have uncovered.
For a full minute he stared blankly. He
didn't know but that Brown somehow was
onto him.

Then in his anxiety to rid himself of that
ruinous thought he felt himself saved in the
sudden wild idea that Bill might be trying
to bluff him out of the crossing in order
to have him fired and grab his place.

Ordinarily had he thought of anyone
trying to undermine him would have
gone into a wild rage; but he was afraid
now. He looked at Bill searchingly. Thea
in a very uncertain voice he said, “Go on.
Do as 1 tell you” And to make sure the
affair went no farther against him, he

urred his horse sharply round, back into
the draw.

Bill didn’t know how nearly he had woa.
Grasping at the last staw of hope for the
outfit, to do the little he might, he wheeled
the sorrel and galloped back through the
rain to the crossing. Again he removed his
boots, listened, heard only the unceasing
sing; and the good sorrel took him across.
He didn't stop on the north bank to pull on
his boots or to rest his horse. He hadn’t
time. It would take him half an hour to
ride up a little side canyon between two
bluffs, and then, winding out of t}u&, to

lop back on the narrow tongue ol in
iakl:icg ended in she coign ofs\:mugihll:e
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must reach. He pulled on his boots as he
rode; and when he got the boots on be be-
gan to use his spurs.

In a little longer time than he had
counted on, for the steep climb out of the
side of the canyon was very slippery under
the rain, he reached the top. Then wheeling,
he rode at a sharp canter on the precipi-
tously narrow flat back toward the brink.

Just as he reached that lofty edge the
lightly falling rain ceased. He was glad of
that for two reasons; the murmur of rain
in the air sometimes could be mistaken for
the first distant murmur of a wall rise
coming; and if rain was falling there was
the chance of it blurring and hiding the
smoke of his pistol in case he had need
to signal. He thought of those things, be-
cause for many years now it had fallen to
him to be first man over when South Fork
was in flood, and to be n:?onsible from
this very looxout for the herd and the lives
of the trail hands with it.

It was very still up there with the rain
over; no sound but the thin humming of
the channel tar below.

Looking across toward the mouth of the
draw but little over half a mile away, he
saw it already filled with cattle and riders
coming out to thin the cattle into a narrow
file so that they would not bunch on a wide
front when they got down to the crossing.

Then suddenly just like the sighing of a
wind in great trees high above his head
came a breath of sound. His deeply set
eyes opened wide. He knew that sound!

It was a wall rise far upstream, rushing
down from where some waterspout had
burst, deluging the already overflowing
plains. He listened intently. As though
that sound were in another world it grew
and grew, seemingly without increase of
loudness or of intensity. It became vast.
Then suddenly it hushed.

He knew by the fall of it that it meant a
great rise; perhaps a three-foot wall; a wall
high enough to overflow the shallow chan-
nel and sweep the valley on either side,
drowning anything that happened to be
caught in a low place,

Then just as the magnitude of the sighing
hushed, it rose and grew again like the eerie
sighing of a wind in great trees overhead.
He took out his six-shooter, fixed his eyes
on the riders across the valley with the
cattle, and at very brief intervals fired clus-
ters of five shots into the air.

At the last sigaal he saw two of the

distant men suddenly gaflop shead of the
cattle and begin heading them pack around
the way they had come. Bill's simple face
became fairly radiant. He thouj that
Becker's wild recklessness had ended ab-
ruptly; that the herd was saved.

HEN as he stood there with that high,

other world sound rising and rising
uctil he seemed to hear it far away in space,
his eyes widened and his face went white.
He saw a big man whom he knew to be
‘Tom Becker ride full speed out of the draw
to the boys who had stopped the cattle.
Then he saw the cattle bn ahead of
Tom and go running down the valley, and
the two boys ride after them—not to head
them again, but te keep them going.

Just why his signal had been heeded and
then distegarded he did not know; but he
did know that the herd must be halted and
that it was up to him to have it halted.
With all haste he refilled his six-gun and
emptied it into the air.

The only effect apparent was to increase
the burty of the cattle down into the valley.

Whitefaced, wild-eyed, trembling all
over, he leaped into his saddle and put the
sorrel to a dead run back aloag the narrow
tongue oa his heartbreakingly tortuous way
to the valley and the crossing. He didn't
know what he was going to have to do or
how he was going to do it. All he knew
was that the 44’s were on the verge of ruin,
that the cattle and men—everything in the
trail outfit but himself—was approaching
certain destruction, and that no matter why
that was, he must do what he could to
save tivem.

Where he had to leave the plain to go
down the wall of the side canyon, was a
descent of fifty yards straight as a die, and
not many degrees less than perpendicular.
The right way to make that ent was to
dismount, start his horse down the trail,
then get behind him. It was too steep for
the horse to try to stop or to turn and it was
dangerous to be in front of him.

But Bill, with two miles to go to the
crossing against a half a mile for the herd
he had to stop, was counting every second
vital. He came to the brink of the declivity
at a gallop; and at a gallop he went over.

The sorrel, rocking back to his haunches,
went slithering, skating on his hocks.
Where the steep straight descent ended in a
sharp turn aod a ten-foot drop, the animal
could not check himself, but be crashed




THE BLACK LINE OF DEATH

7%

down upright on the switchback of the trail
which wound on from the foot of that drop,
without damage to himself.

There was damage though to Bill, for
the sorrel, alighting on the switchback,
whirled with all his might to save himself
from a second drop of fifty feet. And in
whirling he crashed his rider into the face
of the bank. Bill's right arm caught the full
impact and snapped above the elbow.

He looked at it. He didn't turn white
and he didn't turn sick. The weak heads
always seem able to stand more that way.
Like their backs their hearts are strong.

With his left hand he slipped the dan-
gling nght forearm into his slicker front
for support. Then he picked up his reins,
and speaking sharply to the sorrel, he
spurred him on down she slippery but
otherwise safe trail.

He reached the mouth of the canyon
without further mishap, and looked across.
The van of the herd was now half way
down to the ford, and the whole herd was
in the valley. Well up toward the front
Becker was riding in and out among the
cattle, whipping at them with his rope to
force them on.

In his amazement at the sight, Bill forgot
his broken arm. Suddenly what seemed the
only possible explanation of such folly came
to him ia the thought that Tom Becker had

one crazy; and that with the ingenuity
which he had heard was characteristic of the
insane, Tom had told the boys that the
warning signals which those two boys had
heeded were only signals that the way was

safe.

What Bill had to do then was apparent
to him. He had to get to the crossing, and
if the boys didn't realize their danger then,
he himself must recross.

A man inclined to deliberation would
have recalled that the sorrel might be get-
ting pretty tired . And he would have chilled
at thought of attempting to make that cross-
ing against time on any horse. It was a

uestion even in Bill's mind if any horse

could reach the farther bank before that
mighty wall rise, coming like the wind
somewhere not far away, should sweep the
crossing.

But he was sure that if he started into
the ford the men would realize their danger
in time to throw the herd back toward the
far edge of the valley. Without thought of
saving his hoese for any further great effort
he spurred him the long quarter of a mile

along the hummocked way to the crossing.
Fortunately under the rain the deep sand
over which he rode was packed and solid.
That saved the sorrel's strength when his
strength most needed to be saved.

Bill's wild approach to the crossing bad
no effect upon the movement of the lerd.
With great misgiving, but with purpose far
beyond that, he put the sorrel into the ford.
When the boys saw that, he thought they
would understand and stop the herd.

The herd did not stop. Becker still urged
among the leaders with his rope. Nor did
the boys along the flanks desist.

Becker had gone crazy indeed His in-
sanity, however, was of no rare kind. It
was that common to every lying schemer,
who, about to be undone, straightway imag-
ines that every man is just another kind of
lying rascal. He had persuaded himself that
Brown, whose interest it was to have the
herd turned back, deliberately had deceived
him with the signals. Aad Tom had a gift
of gab. He had pointed out Bill's interest
to the simple punchers, and those thought-
less fellows, though half doubting him,
were half believing him, because he had
told them previously he had watched Bill
ride across the ford and the water nowhere
had touched the horse’s knees.

All that was but the every-day insanity
of the go-getter who tries to bull through
regardless.

ILL BROWN didn’t have to under-

stand the processes. To him the fact

of it was plain. Soon as the boys saw he

was really coming he knew they would begin

to hang back. They were not utter fools.

The herd was still two hundred yards
from the far end of the crossing.

Bill thought of his chances with the wall
rise, but he thought more of his duty to the
44's—to old Jim Bradley, to the boys, and
to the crazy man whom he did not recognize
as just the every-day cheap rascal tumbling
at last to the level which is inevitable. Only
pitying that insanity which was forcing him
to dare the wall, he urged the sorrel to
his best. e

He was a hundred yards in the channel.

Some of the boys checked up a little. He
could see them stop to stare at him. He
shouted but he knew that his voice was lost
in the singing of the current, for Becker
and the others drove straight on.

He was half way across. Now he could
see results. All of the boys but the two
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abreast of Becker had stopped their advance.
Some were heading cattle toward the bluff.

Suddenly he saw Becker and those two
stop and begin to talk. Then the two boys
began spurring to drive the front of the
cattle toward the bluff. But Becker, ever
now and then looking back over his shﬂu}'
der, rode stowly on to the crossing.

The herd would be saved. Bill's work
was done. Now he could think of him-
self. He had to go on and finish his doubt-
ful race with the wall rise. For he was now
just .ast midstream. He spoke to the sorrel.

That good horse forced on exactly like 2
plow horse on a heavy pull. He went slow tlg
and now and then the sound of his breat
ing came in a sharp whistle that Bill could
hear above the humming of the flood.

Bill's life depended on the sorrel. He
knew that he dare not urge him. A misstep
now would mean the end.

A hundred yards from the bank the horse
suddenly tock on urgency of his own. His
keener ears had caught the coming rumble
of the wall. He did not break his plodding
gait, but merely increased it to the last ounce
of his strength. His breathmg was a sharp,
high whistle now. The check pieces of his
bridle and the curb strap edgeg white with
lather.

Forty yards from the bank Bill heard the
wall It scemed to pass like the whipping
of agreat curtain far above his head. Then
the cunam fell and the valley fairly shook
with a roar that grew.

A mile away he saw the walll Its color
teld. It was black as ink.

He gave it only the one swift glance. It
was coming, he knew, at thirty miles an
hour. In two minutes it would s the
crossing. He was sure the sorrel might
make the forty yards, but wondered if the
beast would have strength to climb the bank.

Then hope filled his breast. He saw

Becker ride down into the wagon cut and
stop his horse at the edge of the water. He
thought Tom had come to help him up the
baok. Tom's face had the wild look of the
madman ready to do murder!
« Tom couldn’t very well afford to have
Bill Brown escape the wall. With all the
lying he had done to the boys, a word from
Bill would not only meaq the end of Tom
with the 44s but the end of him wherever
a report of his duplicity might reach. It
would drive hinr out of the country.

He could see the condition of the sorrel.
All he had to do was plaat his own horse

in the wagon-cut. When the sorrel struggled
out, barely able to hold footing on the little
chimb, a sharp whirl of his mount with rump
pgainst the sorrel’s forequarter would fling
him back again. There wasn't one chance
that either horse or man could scramble cut
before the wall came down.

TOM,Ashcmthctcouhishoru.ms
no shrinkiog figure. His demeanor was
that of the go- gener regardless, when he re-
veals himsef

Even Bill dmned that. He knew he was
at the mercy of the man who had brokea
Ed Burleigh, at the mercy of the man who
had wanted to risk the outfit for his own
microscopic ends, at the mercy of the man
who would not willingly give him life.

Then the dread of death came over Bill
and he made his appesl. He dropped the
reins on the sorrel's neck, and forcing his
broken arm out of its rude sling, he let the
arm fall to show his utter helplessness.

Becker's big strong face lighted with a
triumphant smile. Upset back into the cur-
rest, Bill with that broken arm could never
pull bimself out in time.

The trail hand, now only ten feet from
the bank looked away. Two hundred yards
on his right the wall was coming. It was
2 yard high. It was black as the pit. Its
power and speed were terrific. But he eould
ook at it. It was kinder, more merciful
tkan the human demon above him.

But those sixteen punchers of the 44
had anly half believed Tom Becker, and
now they all saw he either had lied or had
been mistaken, and that had it aot been for
Bfil Brown they would have been in the way
of that awful wall. Every man jack of them
wanted a hand in seeing that Bill got out.
And just as Tom wheeled his big horse in
the cut and held him ready for the execu-
tion of his foul intention, those punchers
galloped down upon him.

He tried to cover himself. But those
horsemen conld be deceived by no man with
a borse in that position—rump toward the
man he claimed he wanted to save. A
dozen six-shooters gleamed dully down oo
bim, and he was tﬁmugh

Four boys more practical than those hzady
with the guns, threw loops and caught the
good sonel by the nock. They wheeled theie
own horses under spur.

Then the sorrel and Bill came up the
bank, and the wall of death went by.
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“THEKB’S 0o two ways about it,

Travois, we've got to have water!”

gldﬂTod Downing of the Crowfoot
cow outfit, flopped panting into a chair on
the porch to mop the sweat from his fat, red
face. “An’ we've got to have that damned
quick!”

“You ain’t lettin' me in on no secret,”
growled Lew Travois, the new junior part-
ner of the spread, sprawled on the steps
below. “It's :ud casy to say we've got to
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Lew leaped high

and  dragged b

pariner from the
saddle.

A Novelet
by
WILCEY EARLE

have water, but gettin’ it's another thing."
He gouged dejectedly at a knot with his
spur rowel, his lean, tanned face—prema-
turely wrinkled by wind and sun—haggard
and worn, his pensive gaze on the et
greasewood flats that shimmered in the heat
of a scorching forenoon sun.

“There’s always 2 way to get things if
you've got the guts!” Tod snorted. “But
weak-kneed sisters who set around an’ pray
fer 'em never get nothin’.”

No matter how many head of catile were to be saved from that dry death, Lew Travois
could never repay that friend for his life, nor save himself from a gunman's future
on the owlhoot traill

7
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He produced a cigar, bit off the end, spat
it out savagely and rolled the weed between
thick weather-cracked lips. Then be fumbled
in his et for a match, dragged forth 2
handful of odds and ends. Something
dropped to the porch to shatter and shower
them with stinging icles. Lew reached
for it. It was a small, round pocket mirrar
such as was once used by saloons for adver-
tising. He turned it over in his hand. Oa
the celluloid back was the likeness of 2
gaudily pretty woman peeking at him co-
qncmshlyl" f:)ym behind f fan.

“Now see what you've done!” Lew ex-
claimed. “Busted a lookin' glass. You're
in a hel of a fix.” With his jackknife he
trimmed out the splintered glass, wiped oft
the celluoid and slipped it into.his pocket.

“Bustin’ a lookin"glass ain't nothia’,”
old Tod puffed. “T've got another one just
like it.” He pulled forth a second glass,
identical with the first. “Got ‘em into the
bar at Sandy Point years ago. Only ones in
the country like ‘em.” He passed the dupli-
cate over for Lew's inspection, then r:
it back mnto his pocket.

“Bustin’ a lookin"-glass means seven years
of bad luck,” Lew said gravely. “As if we
ain't got trouble enough without that.”

“Seven years' bad luck?” A fearful light
flared up in Tod's piggish linlez:s “They
do say tfut don't they?” It was jous that
mention df the old superstition had found a
gullible victim, With fingers that trembled,
he lighted bis cigar. “But how the hell can
we have any worse luck than we're havin'?
No rain fer weeks. Our stuff dyin’ by.the
dozen. Water-holes dried up. Our hay crop
gone. Pastures burned to a crisp. Seven
years' bad luck! Hell, this drought is givin'
us that this summer!” He got to his feet to
waddle about on short, fat legs. “Water's
what we've got to bave. Them springs of
old Bert Shawnee’s—the damned water-
hog!"

Knowledge of the uneasiness his remark
had aroused within the superstitious old
Tod moved Lew's thin lips in a smle. But
it vanished quickly.

“An' I'm tellin’ you like I've told you
before, you ain't goin’ to rob poar crippled
Bert Shawnee of his water.”

INTHE&W weeks he had been on the
Crazy Horse, range folk had taken a
great liking to Lew; had come to swear by
hm as they swore a dd Tod Downing.

"You're a fine mark to holler about any-
body bein’ a water-hog!” A stinging scorn
crept into Lew's voice. Of all the ranchers
in the region this new partner at the Crow-
foot was the one man who had no fear of
the ruthless, scheming Tod, who for thirty
years had run the range roughshod. “You,
who, they tell me, has stole water on Crazy
Horse fer thirty years. Im new up here.
But I got the straight of the Shawnee water-
hole fi An’ just because Bert Shawnee
was smart emough an’ had guts enough to
homestead your water-holes youre bawlin®
like a roped calf.” He paused to twist &
cigaret.

“Sure, we need water. I've seen this
drought fer so long now it makes me sick
to look at things witherin’ up an’ dyin'.
Here it is only the middle of july an the
grass is gone. Nothin' left but sun an’ heat
and flies! I'd give me arm fer a breath of
cool air; fer a cold drink; fer somethin”
besides these blazin', stinkin' flats; fer things
growin' instead of dyin'—'

“But—" cxposmlated old Tod in an
effort to bait the bitter tirade.

“Damn your thievin' old soul!” Lew cut
in. “If youd of been on the square we
wouldn't be seein’ our critters dyin’ in their
tracks an’ runnin’ till they drop, huntin’

water.” He got to his feet to face old Tod,
who fell back wheezing. “You me to
put my money into this outfit. Claimed it

was your land. But you led. You was
tryin’ to beat the goverament out of them
water-holes which didn't belong to you an’
never had. Now you're payin’, Downing;
payin’ in dym critters. But it's my moncy
that's goin’, not yours, you old—!"
How'd I know the wom drought in
hirty  years was  comin’ ? panted,
plamly fearful of the quiet-voiced Travois.
“Sure you didn't know!” Lew flung back.
“But the good Lord gets your kind sooner
er later. He's gettin' you now, burnin’ you
up, givin' you a taste of the real hell you'll
get later on.” His gaze swept oul over the
blistered flats. “Blazin’ acres!” he groaned.
“Miles ag’ miles of nothin’ but blazin’,
blisterin acres!” He sank down oa the steps
to bury his head o his hands. “An’ me
payin’ fer your crookedness!”

LD TOD waddled over todropa hm

on his sagging shoulders. “Brace up,”
Euﬂed “Tod Downing ain't whipped
y a hell of a ways. I've seen droughts
befcn’c Aq’ weathered ‘em. I'll get water.”
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“How?" Travois snapped. “Steal it like
you've stole ever'thin’ else all your life?
Steal it from Bert Shawnee, a helpless crij

le? Not by a damned sight you won't!
glot while I'm able to stop you.” He sprang
up to whirl on the panting Tod. “You stole
from me by sellin’ me half of them water-
holes you didn't own. But damn you, you
ain't goin'-to steal from Bert Shawnee to
save your crooked old hide!”

“He homesteaded my water-holes!” Tod
croaked, "They was mine as much as any-
body’s. But hell find out I aint no fool.
Tl get water. All we can use. I've got a
joker stashed up my sleeve.”

Lew eyed him searchingly. “What's your
joker?” he demanded.

“Never mind," old Tod leered. “I've got
it. An’ I'll get water, 0o. lnside of a
week”  °

“You've shot off your head about the
things you can do so much I'm just goin®
to call one of your bluffs, you old four-
flusher!” Lew said scornfully. “T'll give you
a week mﬂ water; one week to make your
word good with me er over the road you
go fer fraud! Now damn you, let’s see the
joker you're always braggin’ about. But I'm
warnin’ you, Downing, don't pull a crooked
deal ner harm old crippled Bert Shawnee
er the seven years' bad luck you've got
comin’ fer bustin’ that lookin-glass won't
hold a candle to the trompin’ I'll give you.
Bert's my friend. An’ when you beat a
friend of mine you've got me to whip!”

Quitting the porch, he strode away toward
the batn, spur rowels jangling angrily.

Tod slumped into his chair to stare after
him. “Seven years' bad luck?"* he muttered.
“Thinks he can scare me. Me, Tod Down-
ing, who never got caught by drought er
nothin’ else without a cutter!” He slouched
forward, chewing savagely on his cigar, his
flabby, double chin propped in his hands.
“I'll show him an’ Bert Shawnee an’ all the
;st of them they can’t beat me!” A crafty

leam came into his piggish eyes—the gleam
all Cowland knew arxdg gfenz! 6

For weeks the fiery hand of drought had
lain like a scourge on the Crazy Horse
range. Days of broiling beat; nights that
glowed white-hot beneath a flame-colored
moon, or became even more stifling when
only the blinking stars pierced the depths
of the breathless ebon void. Gaping fissures
seamed the sun-curled gumbo flats. Shed of
their withered leaves, the sage and grease-
wood were but ugly hulks, bare and gaunt

and gray. Hot winds, sickening with the
odor of blistered things, sapped the last
drop o moisture from the stinking water-
holes. Whirlwinds spun across the thirsty
lands, driving great tumbleweeds that piled
agaiast the fences and in the draws.

Drawn of flank by thirst, reduced to skin
and bones by hunger, the panting range
herds huddled in the coulees and ravines,

hting the flies that swarmed about in
clouds.” Other brutes, with death lurking in
their seared eyeballs, drifted aimlessly, paus-
ing from time to time to sniff the humid
air for water, then going on, finally to drop
in their tracks. Here and there a wandering
bunch of horses would stop to paw hope-
fully at the bottom of some mud-caked
draw.

Day after day the harassed ranchers
watched the burning heavens. But cach day
was the same. The flaming sun came up to
crawl with tantalizing slowness across the
flawless blue, an occasional thunderhead on
the horizon the only sign of rain that never
came. Over Crazy Horse hung a constant
threat of death; blistering, withering death
that only drought can bring.

FTER Travois had gone, old Tod
Downing sat on the porch of the
Crowfoot ranchhouse, rocking monotonously
in a creaking chair. Yet for all the smug
smile on his thick lips there was a worried
light in his eyes. “Seven years' bad luck!”
mumbled over and over again. “Damn
him, I'll show him!"

Presently he saw Travois lead his horse
from the barn, saddle it, mount and set out
on the road toward town. He fell to won-
dering what was taking Lew to Sandy Point;
why he had not mentioned his going. For
a time it bothered him but other things soon
drove it from his mind.

Near mid-day he arose and waddled to
the barn, there to secure his own horse and
ride south. The further he rode away from
the Crowfoot the more furious his pace; as
though the wild running of his horse was
necessary to the swift and ugly scheme his
piggish little eyes told plainly he had con-
cocted. The brute ran itself into a lather.
Still the stinging rowels goaded it through
the broiling heat to greater speed. Nor did
Tod Downing pull rein until he had ridden
up to a cottonwood log cabin nestled in a
wide and grassy draw near the brakes of
Powder River.

Swinging down from his blowing horse,
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he puffed up to the house to enter without
knocking.

“Howdy, Bert!” he greeted a weazened,
dried-up old man hunched in a wheelchair
near the open door. “Ain't this heat hell?"
He mopped the sweat and grime from his
face dropped into a chair, his eyes
sweeping the ﬁaxe room where Bert Shaw-
nee, the cripple, made his home. “How
you standin’ it?"”

Unable though he was to leave the wheel-
chair—due to an_injury to his back years
before—it scemed for a moment that old
Bert was on the point of hurling himself
upon his visitor. His first flash of an
past, an anxious light crept into his fa
eyes: “What do you want here?” he de-
manded.

Once the two had been friends. But that
was before the ruthless Tod had, by under-
handed dealing, gotten possession of Bert's
land. Shawnee had claimed revenge. Stum-
bling upon the fact that Downing's fences
were illegal about the big springs of Crazy
Horse—the only water on the range in
summer—and that an isolated section was
available to entry, old Bert had homesteaded
and proved up. Downing swore to rout
him.  Bxpenditutes to carry on the -
cution swept old Tod to the brink of m~
:}my. And to no avail. Bert Shawnee

used to be intimidated!

To save himself from suin, Downing had
sold half the Crowfoot to Lew Travois, a
cowboy who bad fallen heir to eastern
money. Had the year beea , things
might bave gone as Tod intended. But the
drought brought disaster to his scheme. Too
late Lew found out about the water-holes.
But even then, honest and fair as he was,
he warned old Tod against further perse-
cution of Bert Shawnce, to whom he had
become greatly attached, and who he swore
would never be deprived of his lawful
rights. But in this he reckoned without the
cunning of old Tod Downing.

“How’s the water comin’?” Tod asked
presently in an offhand manner. “Got
plenty?”

“Fer my own stuff,” Bert answered sul-
lenly, his anxious gaze riveted on Downing.

“It's water I rode over to talk about,” Tod
said, ignoring the hostility in the cripple’s
voice. “The Crowfoot needs water.”

“So that's it?” Shawnee exclaimed with
obvious relicf. ““You're just the kind that'd
skin a man out of his eye teeth then come
whinin® fer a favor.”

“Course, the drought’s bad but I wasn't
worried none,” Tod went on patronizingly.
1 knowed you had enough fer both of us.”

“I ain't got water fer the Crowfoot!”
Shawnee growled.

“I won't need it all,” Tod said quickly,
a smug smile settling on his thick lips.
“Therell be plenty fer all our stuff. How
many head you runnin’ ?”

“Twenty, if that's any of your business!"
Shawnee flated. “An’ what's more, them
springs'll furnish water fer ‘em if this

rought lasts farever.”

“Of course,” Tod agreed. “You've got
more than you need. But I reckon you can
use a little money. I aim to pay you.”

“Don'’t want pay,” Shawnee growled.

“Bver’ man’s got to have money,” Down-
ing exploded. *'Specially if he's crippled
an’ in the shape you're in. How much water
can_you ssne?"

“Not a drop!” Shawnee cried. “An’ after
the way you've skinned me you're just
wastin’ your time askin’. I wouldn't stake
you to a drink if you was dyin’ !

A swift change came over Downing. A
snar] twisted his lips. The crafty gleam that
old Shawoee had cause to fear crept into
his piggish eyes. “I'm warnin’ you that the
Crowfoot aint goin’ to sce its critters die
as long as you've got water!” he grated.

Something in the tone increased the crjj
ple’s apprehension. But he held his ground.
““That wates’s mine!" he shouted. “You
me out of ever'thin’ else. But damn your
soul, you'll never get a drop of it!"

0LD TOD'S face grew purple with fury.
“I've made you a proposition to buy
water!” he snarled. “You'll take it er you
won’t get nothin’!”

“You can’t hurt me no more,” Shawnee
shot back in a tone which, while spirited,
was filled with anxiety and lacked convic-
tion, “I'm tellin’ ’you fer the last time you
can’t have water!”

“Can’t, huh?” sneered Tod. “Well, we'll
see about that!” He arose to glare down
hatefully at the trigple. “When you home-
steaded my water-holes you figured you'd
give me a trimmin’! Thought you'd got
even fer what you claimed I'd done to you,
But I'm still too smart fer you, Shawnee.
There’s one thing you overlooked.”

“One thing I overlooked?” Bert cried.
“What's that?”

*“The water rights on them springs!” An
ugly grin twismf Downing's face.
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“The—water—rights?” Shawnee gasped.
“Why—Lew's—"

"L{w!” old Tod snorted contemptuously.
“What does he know? He'll get what's
comin’ to him, too, before long!"

“But Lew said—" Shawnee attempted
aervously.

“Damn what Lew said!” old Tod blazed.
"I hold the water rights on them springs.”

"You—hold—the—water rights?” Shaw-
nee whispered hoarecly. “Lew said—"

“An’ I'm servin’ notice on you, Shawnee,”
Downing cut in to snarl, “not to use a drop
of water oaly fer drinkin’, to open them
holes an’ let the overflow go down the draw
‘cause I've got the flood rights above an
below them springs! Crowfoot stuff starts
waterin’ here tomorrow !

“But—but—" protested old Bert. “It—
sin't—right. Lew said—" Fear and anger
choked him. He feil to trembling violently.

“You'll try to beat me out of water, will
you?” Tod sneered. “How do you like it
now? How'll your double-crossin’ friend
Lew like it?” He started for the door.

“But my stuff?” Bert cried. “I've got a
right to water it.”

“Not a hoof gets a drop!” Tod flung
back.

“You cag't stop me!” Shawnee screamed,
struggling to climb out of the chair. “The
h?vl%f protect me. My critters have a right
to water. They'll die!”

“Let 'em die!” Tod said heartlessly.
“That's what you'd of let mine do.” He
waddled back to stand above the old fellow.
“But I ain't 60 hard as you think,” he said,
a new and olly note in his voice. “Long
as you ain't got water I might consider
takin' your homestead off your hands.”

"I won't sell,” Shawnee shoutt
L::‘ you're tryin’ to skin me 3

ds worked coavuisively, his voice trem-
bled, he was dangerously near hysteria.
“Help me on to a horse,” he pleaded. “I've
got to see Lew.”

“Lew can't do you no good,” Tod sneered,
“I'm the one that's got the brains. You're
cornered. But even then I'm tryin' to be
fair. I'm offerii’ to buy you out so's you
won't have to go to the poorhouse.”

“Honest to God, Tod, are you tellin’ me
straight>” old Bert sobbed.

*‘Sure I am,” Dowaning said. “ You've got
your choice. Go without water er sell!”
Again he stacted foc the door.

“I'll sell,” Shawnee muttered brokenly.
*"Cause I can't fight badk. If Lew was only
here. He'd help me.”

“Lew ner nobody else can help you,”
Downing snarled. “This here’s my game.
Tl give dyeu a dollas an acre fer your land
an’ ten dollars a head fer your stock.”

“That's robbery!” Shawnee wailed. “Why
the improvements alone—"

“A dollar an acre!” Tod repeated coldly.
“Fer ever'thin’!” He stepped outside. “It's
your last chance. When I leave, your water's
gone!”

MOMENT of silence, broken only by
the rasping breath of the cripple.
“I'll—have—to—take—it,” he choked.

Tod came back to pull out his check-
book. “A section at a dollar an acre is six
hundred an’ forty dollars,” he figured aloud.
“Ten dollars a head fer twenty head is two
hundred more, makin’ eight hundred an’
forty dollars.”” He scribbled a check for the
amount and passed it over. “Make me a bill
of sale fer ever'thin'!” he ordered.

He took a piece of paper from his pocket.
With trembling fingers, old Bert Shawnee
wrote a crude bill of sale. Pocketing it,
Downing started away. “T'll bring the buck-
board over an’ take you to the railroad
tonight.”

"I can’t go right away,”
groaned, staring dully at the check. “I've
got some things to ‘tend to; some fellers
to see. Lew over.”

“Lew's gone to town. Won't be back
fer a week,” Downing lied. "This place
is mine. You're goin' tonight.”

“But Lew's to see me today,” Bert per-
sisted. “He—"

“Well, he won't!” Tod broke in coldly.
“T'll be back quick as I can with the bucl-
board. Pack up what duds you want to
take along.”

He waddled over to his horse to pull
himself aboard and rowel away, leaving
Bert Shawnce, who had wheeled his chair
to the open door, staring after him.

NCE out of sight of the cabin old

Tod's fat sides quivered with laugh-
ter. “Wasn't that gooj!" he gloated. “Buy
that fool out on a four-flush Pplay like that!™
He patted his startled horse's neck. “Hoss,
1 ain't got no more water rights on them
springs than the man in the moon. I've
made application but I ain't got it yet. But
I don't need it now. The place is mine.
T'll get rid of Shawnee an" nobody'll be
any the wiser.” He drew rein to gaze on
the sweltering ranoe. “Now fer Lew Trav-
ois,” he grated. “He's next an’ when I get
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through with that ;&Fe be'lt kmow he's
been taken to a cleanin’.”

Putting his horse into z lope be headed
for the springs. Beside 2 dee| 2t e
end of wlm:hdtwmhubbr ke a
miniature geyser from a pebbled be
d:smounta‘f and sprawled o his belly to

s good,” he muttered. “An’ it's
mine. Mine ‘cause I used my brains.” He
crawled on to a big rock on the bank be-
neath a cottonwood tree 20d pulled fosth
a cigar. Then he mached in his pocket for
a match. The duplicate of the misror he
had smashed at Crowfoot came away
in his hand.

“Seven years bad huck!” he chudeled. “If
I've had bad lnck today ¥'d sure hate to
have g his cigar he
snapped away the maich and fell to observ-
ing himself appraisingly in the glass.

For a considerable time he studie his
own coarse features in the mitrer, the while
gloating over his trickery. Then, of a sud-
den, he stirred. His nostrils twitched with
a pungent odor that had come in on the
hot wind. He glanced asound. Fhe match
he had tossed aside so carelessly had set
fire to a clump of tinder-dry bunchgrass.
He arose to stamp it out just 35 a lone rides
bobbed on to the skyline and headed swift-
ly in the direction of Shawnee’s eabin. Kk
took but a glance to telf him whe that
horseman was—Lew Travois seturning from
town!

Panic seized old Tod. For Traveis, for
anyone, to encounter Shawnee st this time
meant ruin! He stood for a moment star-
ing at the rider. Then his gaze flew to the
burning bunchgrass. The flames were creep-
ing around the spring toward the draw,
down which the roof of Shawmee’s eabin
was visible. He whirled. A strong hot
wind strack him in the face. The Crow-
foot lay above; below only Shawnee's eabin
and the brakes of Powder river!

He began panting violently. The horse.
man was coming on; bobbing like a cork
on the swimming sea of heat. Again his
foot came up to stamp out the fire. An-
other dump of bunchgrass flared up. Im
a breathless second the tinder-dry gmss had
burst into flames about him. The looking-
glass dropped from his oerveless fingers
on to the rock as he sprang to his horse,
climbed up and roweled away toward the
Crowfoot. Once he looked back. The fire
had gained the rim of the draw and was

now rcing toward Shawnee’s abin!
Four miles below Bert Shawndshzna
0

Lew Travois jerked his horse to a
sniff the air.
“Smoke!” he eied alond. He waited

for a moment, sweeping the horizon anx-
iously. The haze that had enveloped the
flats for weeks suddenly had become thick
ag fog. The sun too, was taking oo the
apvamce of a ball of fire. To the north
luffy clouds of white dr-fted ap over the
rims of the draws. The pungent odor of
smoke increased with each pesing mo-
ment. ‘The heat, blistering as it had been,
now seemed to beat upon him with
suffocating intensity. As he watched s fin-
ger of flame reached up on the skyline to
clutch at the tufts of bunchgrass that burned
in puffs of fleecy white.

Quickly Lew seized up the situation. The
fire was between him and the Crowfoot—
unless the ranch too, atready had burned—
and was sweeping down upon ofd Best
Shawnee's cabin!

Lew's rowel sark deep. His horse lunged
away. The wind, now heavy with the stink
of smoke, struck him full in the face. Be-
fore he had advanced a mile, the fire was
sweeping forward on an unbroken front
along the northern honaon. Great clouds
of smoke were solling into the heavens.
Fingers of flame, like streaks of lightning,
were shooting into the air. He goa his
horse to greater speed.

Not oace did it occur to Travois how the
fise bad started. The grass was so dry, the
slightest spark from a cigarette of match
could have done it. He had seen it before;
knew the terror, she devastation; the abject
horror wrought those leaping, win
tongues thatg wz dszingp l}%e T)lnordle
range.

Tuppmgnhngbxk he came in sight of
Shawnee's cabin! A groan escaped him.
Already the fire was threatening old Bert’s
out buildings! The discovery sent him
lunging ahead ia a new burst of speed.

Then of a sudden he saw Shawnee's barn
flare up; was close enough to hear the roar
of the flames and the crackle of the tinder-
dry wood.

“I'm comin’, Bert!” he shouted at the
top of his voice. “It's Lew. Hang on!”

He thundered into the bam yard, the
sweat pouring from his body, his face and
hands blistered, his clothing scorching hot.

Between the blazing barn and house he
roweled his frenzied mount; threw himself
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from the saddle.
teins he leaped to the

“Shawnee!” he cried. “It's me—Lew.
Help yourself fer all you're worth!”

“Lew!” The terrified voice of the old
man came back weakly. “We can't make
it. I'd just be a burden. Go on without
me.”

“Like hell I will!” Travois barked. "This
ain’t no time to auger.” He sprang aside
a> the roof of the house burst into flames
to send a shower of sparks about him.
“"Come here! Here, to the door! I an't
let go my hoss. He'd skin out. Come on,
Shawnee. Fer God’s sake, hurry!”

ngmg to the bridle

E DARED a glance about him. He

was almost_surrounded by hissing,
popping flames. The cottonwood, however,
was burning with very little smoke for
which he was thankful. Then he heard
Shawnee choking and panting just inside.
He reached out blindly. His hand closed
over the old man's wasted shoulder. He
jerked him clear of the wheelchair, lifted
bim bodily, threw him into the saddle and
vaulted up behind him. He gave his horse
the rowels just as the blazing roof fell with
a splintering crash.

Once away from the wall of flame that
seared his body and left him fighting for
breath, he raced south. The wind stirred
up by the ﬂymﬁ horse tore at his lungs. His
strength was deserting him. Only by a
musterful effort did he manage to stay with
the running brute and at the same time sup-
pott Shawnee's swaying form in the saddle.

After a infinity of time he gained the
brakes. Putting his winded mount down
a steep bluff on its ramp be struck the dry
bed of the river in a choking cloud of
dust and started the long and tedious climb
up through a crevice on the opposite side
of the river. Oa top he drew ren and slid
to the ground.

"We're safe here, Bert,” he panted. “The
fire can’t jump the river. Il burn itself
out in the brakes yonder.”

But the old man made no answer. Nor

did he move. Tenderly Lew lifted him
down from where he was drooped lifeless])
over the horn and stretched him out.

quick examination indicated that Shawnee
was only suffering from smoke and fright.

Lew did what he could to aid him but with-
out water his effosts were well nigh hope-
less.

HE STRAIGHTENED up presently to
look around. To the north the prai-
rie was a rolling, tumbling mass of flames
and smoke.

“Ain't that luck?” he mused bitterly. “If
it started above the Crowfoot I'm busted
clean to my dewclaws. But then, hell,” he
shrugged, “it might just as well burn up
quick like this as slow the way it's been
burnin’ up with drought. Wender what
old Tod thinks of bustin' a mirror now?”
He fell to pacing about nervously, cursing
his helplessness, his utter impotence at such
a time. “Wonder how she got started?
Some cher —*

He broke off, suddenly coacerned for the
safety of his men to whom, until now, he
had given no thought. Stooping down, he
shook Shawnee roughly. “Bert!” he shout-
ed. "I've got to go back. Mebbyso some
ot the boys need help. You're safe here.
The fire can’t burn across the brakes. Do
you hear me, Bert?”

An audible gasp from the cripple was
his answer.

“You lay still till I get back,” Travois
directed. “Tll come fer you quick as I
can. An’ Bert,” he patted Shawnee's shoul-
der, know what we've been waitin”
fer what I went to town fer today? Well,
we got it, old-timer!”

The cripplc's eyes flattered open. Pleas-
ure lit them for a moment to vanish be-
fore a wild and terrified light. He tried
to speak. Only incoherent gutturals issued
from his throat. With a great effort he
raised himself on one elbow to point with
trembling finger toward the flames.

"I know, I know,” Lew said soothingly.
“But there ain't nothin’ to be scared of up
here. We come through slick as a whistle.
Sure you ain’t hurt?”

Shawnee shook his head. Again and
again he tried to speak. But the words
would not come,

““Take ’er easy, Bert,” Lew pleaded, striv-
ing to quiet him. “You'll be all right here.
I'll shag it back; around the end if 1 can.
So—long I Reluctant to leave the old fel-
low alone, yet urged oa by his sense of duty
to his men, Lew strode to his horse. Swing-
ing up, he roweled it down the brakes at:
headlong speed.

Dusk was settling over the flats when he
came up on the opposite side; a murky,
yerwxsE dusk made horrible by the smoke

and heat. The ﬂ:m:s raced
thmugh the withered grass and brush to lap
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high into the dingy heavens, illuminating
the sky with an eerie, greenish glow. The
horizon was a minbow of shifting color;
the gaping maw of some hideous monster
crawling forth from a gloomy pit, devour-
ing everything in its path with its fiery
breath. Here and there lumbered franti-
cally bawling cattle which paused occasion-
ally to look back, sniff the air fearfully, and
tear on.

Realizing the utter uselessness of attempt-
ing to check the fire before it reached the
river, where it would bura itself out, and
consumed with fear foc the fate of his men
and the Crowfoot, Lew held his reluctant
mount’s nose toward the flames, and headed
for the Shawnee springs. The further he
rode the more unbearsble became the heat.
For a time he paralleled the conflagration,
hoping to the end or find some open-
ing through which to dash. But his search
was in vain. The blazing front stretched
away unbroken for endless miles, it seemed!

Faced with the alternative of retreating
to the brakes or chngm&c fiery line, he
swung his horse toward the flames and went
on gamely, ion dripping from
his body, the dopfial:spgngmg tgPhxs sticky
flesh, to protect his face from the awful
heat. He could hear the popping of the
parched brush, see the poiats og fire flare up
with each new morsel, devour it, race on.
Closing his eyes and ears to the terrifying
sights and sounds, sttelmg lumself for the
ordeal that lay ahead, eached behind
his saddle, undld his blg yellow slicker—
l necessa of every cowboy’s equi

3’ slipped into_it. Fnstcme::]g gc
uound his throat, he tied his kerchief over
his nose and mouth. Then umng his
mount to top speed he thunder

At the very rim of the fire the horse tried
frantically to stop. Lew’s rowel's tore at
its sides.  With a snozt of terror, it plunged
ahead!

The next few moments seemed like end-
less suffocating hours of agony. Flames
Jicked at Lew's legs; threatened to burst
his throbbing ear drums with their taunt-
ing hiss. He held his breath until he be-
came fearful that he would never breathe
again.  Still the horse raced on, its hair
singed from its body, its soot-rimmed eyes
bloodshot and wild. With a heart-breakin;

it went thro gained the blacl
mnldcnng gmunduieymd There, crazed
by the heat, it wheeled and attempted to
swing back.

g, fighting desperately for air, Lew
clawed the k%l:chnﬁf irg:n h.Z mouth and
nose and tore off the smoking slicker. Again
he gave the horse the rowels. Once started,
the frenzied brute ran like mad across the
smoking ground toward the Shawnee
springs.

With a strength born of desperation,
Lew clung to the hot horn, his brain reel-
ing, his body numb with pain. After an
infinity of time he realized that the horse
had left the ground; was sailing through
space. He let go all holds. He was fall-
ing—

he was conscious of the feel of cold
water o his blistered flesh. It cleared his
head; eased his pain. But the comfort
was only temporary. The first relief ?us«
the water began sending the scalding blood
hammering through his veins. Summon-
ing his last ounce of strength, he struck
out blindly. Presently his feet touched bot-
tom. He staggered out to throw himself
onto a great stone on the bank.

HE first sound of which Lew Travols

was conscious was the distant bawling
of cattle. Slowly he his eyes, ex-
pecting to see the lurid hideous creatuces
of the nightmare that had tormented him.
Instead he was staring up at the quivering
leaves of a great cottonwood tree. For a
moment he lay blinkiog in unbelief. That
tree he knew. He had idled away many
hours beneath it. It overspread his favor-
ite haunt—the rock besde the Shawnee
springs.

Then of a sudden he remembered. The
fire, the dash through the lzppmg flames,
the horse’s wild run and plunge into the
pool. He sat bolt upright, groaning with
the pain that shot gh his  throbbi
body. Dawn was lifting in a fling of vivi
color over the rim of the flats. His
flew to the south. The fire had burn A!~
self to smouldering points in the bra es,
leaving behind a scene of utter desolation,
barren, blac and ugly.

With the realization that he had lain
in a stupor the whole night through,
thought of helpless Bert Shawnee, alone
across the river, brought him to his feect.
And the Crowfoot men whom he had stast-
ed out so bravely to aid. His bloodshot
eyes swept north; grew wide with amaze-
ment. As far as he could see the ran,
was untouched by fire. Bven the other side
of the springs had not been burned. The
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flames had started almost at his feet and
raced south to the brakes. The Crowfoat
was safe!
’SIPP:’WIEA on his belly to drink and
cold water refreshed him. Aris-
mg, hc looked around for his horse. But
it had disappeared. He sat back on the
fock, reluctant to quit his cool retreat and
walk to the ranch for another mount under
the brassy sun that presently would appear.
He fell to tosing pebbles into the fimpid
water below, his eyes on the blackened rim
the fire had left around the rock, his mind
busy with how the conflagration had started.

“The jasper who started that fire was
settin’ on this rack,” he mused aloud. “Else
why ain’t the o o the other side of the
pool burned off?  But who in the devil was
#>  When no answer was forthcoming he
strove to dismiss the baffling question from
his mind. He stretched out lazily. His
hand came in conmct with a splinter that
pricked him sharply. Extracting it, he found
 to be a shver of glass. A tiny pile of
glass lay just beside him. And nearby was
a small, round object. He picked it up but
before he had more than time to glance at
it a bedlam of bellows arose. Hastily
eting the object, he got to his fect. To the
north a great herd of cattle had rounded a
butte ang was coming toward him.

The bawling increased in volume as the
thirsty brutes came nearer. Of a sudden
they scented water, broke into a lumbering
run and charged down on the springs to
phunge belly deep into the pools and lap
up the cool water greedily.

EW quit the rock hastily to avoid be-
ing cﬁht in the stampede. But not
before he discovered that the critters
were Crowfoots. And driving them were
Crowfoot riders. As they pounded closer
he could hear old Tod bellowing orders.
“Hello, Travois!” Downing puﬂed sxght-
ing him. “Where'd you bob up from?”
“Went to town,” the cowboy said, walk-
ing over to Tod’s blowing horse as he loped
up. “Got part way back an’ run into the
fire. Angthin’ burn on the ranch?”
“Fire!"" Tod exclaimed. “What fire?”
“The whole country from the springs to
the brakes burned ¥y afternooa an’
evenin’,” Lew told him.
"’X‘houghz it looked an” smelled kind of
smoky yesterday evenin’,” Tod said. “But
there was a stroog wind blowin’ south. How
about Shawnee?” he too anxiously,
Lew thought.

Bnméommmplztdy Lew replied

“So poor Bens gone!” Fod interrupted
to exclaim. “*Course, crippled, he didn't
l;:;: s ghost of a show. Am't that too

The sudden burst of rty
whom he knew Tod hated with all hxs soul,

struck Lew as singular. Bat he let it
“How come you're bringin’ Cro
down here to water?” he asked.

“Told you I'd get water,” Tod boasted.
“These wam holes beleng to me.”

“Belong to you?” Lew repeated in
amazement. “Where did you egzt em”'

"Bought ‘em,” Tod chuckl

es you didr” Lew scoffed. “Hatin
you like Shawnee does, you couldnt of
bought em with all the money on earth.”

“F've got the bill of sale to prove it,” old
Tod snarled. “Not only to the water-holes,
but to Shawnee’s homestead.”

Knowing Shawnee and Downing as he
did, the assertion aroused Lew's sspicion.

“An’ Fm askin’ how you got it?” he de-
manded.

“Why, just bought it, that's all” Tod
wheezed. “Money talks.”

"Your’s don't,” Lew snorted. * ‘Cause
you ain’t got nome. You say you bought
Bert out? What did you give him?”

¥ was obvious to the mermr who had gath-
ered around that old Tod was cornered,
fearful under Travois' steady gaze that set
h.nm to twnstmg uneasily in his saddle.

he puffed. “Ten dollars
an :c::l: an’ ﬁfky dollars a head fer his stuff!™

)it

“An" you paid him, huh?”
"Ye

A check fer - seventy-four hundred?” Lew
mused aloud. “An’ you got a bill of sale?”
He scized hold of the bridle rein old Tod
suddenly had tightened. “You lyin’ old—"
he accused. “You ain’t got seventy-four
hundred dolfars. But if you did give Shaw-

pee a check, what you goin’ to do when it
goss into the bank >

“How can it if it burned ap?” old Tod
blusted out* “I—" he checked himself

abeuptly at the sadden light of und:xstand~

in Travois' eyes.

S Eotpogotl® T e 13

I've got the bill of sale anyhow. As’ it's
plumb legal.”

“What time was you down to Best's

yesterday to get it?” Lew demanded




86

WESTERN YARNS

LD TOD'S gaze darted about like that

of a cornered beast. “Wasn't down

there yesterday,” he .answered sullenly.
“'Closed the deal a week ago. Told you I
had a joker up my sleeve; that I'd get wa-
ter inside of a week. Knowed then the
spnngs was mine. Just plannin’ to surprise

'Thats funny,” Lew remarked. “I
talked with Bert on my way to town yes-
terday an’ he didn't mention sellin’. What
was you doin’ around the springs yester-
day, if you didn't go on to Shawnee's?”
he asked suddenly.

I know you're lyint”" Lew
“An’ 1 want to see that bill of

“It's back to the ranch,” Tod ctied. “Hon-
est, 1 come by it square.”

Reaching out suddenly, Lew seized hold
of him and dragged him from the saddle.
“Tell me the truth an’ tell me quick!” he
blazed. *“How did you get a bill of sale
to Bert Shawnee’s springs?

*I—had—the—water—rights” old Tod
panted.

“So that's it, huh?” Lew exclaimed. “You
had the water rights? You're smart, Down-

to get water like 1

'm smart enou gh
sneered, with a poor

said I would,” Tox
attempt at bravado.
“Oh, no you ain't,” Lew hurled back.

“You've just made a fool of yourself; such
a damned fool anybody can see through
what you thought was a clever scheme. You
used the water right talk to force old Bert
to sell. But it happens you didn't have the
water rights!”

e hell I didn't!” Tod blustet:d
o, you didn't,” l.cw retorted. **"Cause
I've got ‘em right here in my pocket fer
Bert Shawnee, That's what I went to town
fer yesterday. An’ got a letter addressed to
the Crowfoot fer you, tellin’ you your ap-
Elxi':\tion was rejected ‘cause Bert had prior
rights.”

g"But I've got the bill of sale!” Tod
wheezed, falling back. “An’ if Bert Shaw-

nee was here he'd tell you I come by it
honest. But the poor devil’s dead, burned.”

“Don't be too damned sure about that,”
Lew cut in.

"What do you mean?’ Tod faltered, his
foid face gone cha

ked Shawnee out of that burnin’

e snapped. “He's in the brakes
, plumb alive. Feller's holdin’ broke
laspus checks fer a sum you claim to be
seventy-four hundred dollars don't die so
convenient, Downing!"”

“You're playin’ in with that — — Shaw-

nee!” old Tod panted. “Double-crossin®
your own partner. But you can't prove
nothm

“1 warned you to lay off Shawnee er
you'd meet up with more bad luck than
the seven years' bustin, that mirror'd
bring,” Lew retorted.

“You can’t scare me,” old Tod wheezed.
“That seven years' bad luck talk is—"

“It's fourteen now,” Lew cut in. “Four-
teen “cause you busted two lookin"glasses!"”
Reaching into his pocket, he pulled forth
two broken mirrors on the backs of which
fﬁudnly pretty women peeked coquettishly

behind fans. *You bragged they was
the only two in the country. You had ‘em
both at the ranch yesterday mornin’. You
busted one there. I found the other'n bust-
ed on that rock by the spring yonder where
the fire started.”

LD TOD'S face went ghastly. “Honest
to God, 1 djdn’t mean to start that
fire!” he whimpered.

“Start the fire?” Lew cut in in amaze-

“Did you start—"

T tossed away a match,” Tod moaned.
“It lit the bunchgrass. 1 mcd to tromp it
out. But it got beyond me.”

“No, you didn't, you lyin' old devil!”
Lewumdv “You let it go thinkin’ it would
burn Shawnee an’ that check. But it didn't.
It burned you instead. You'll fork over that
bill of sale to old Bert an’ square things
up. After that if you don't think bustin®
lookin-glasses is bad luck, just wait till you
do fourteen years fer arson an' attempted
murder!”
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€6 GUESS youl have to take her down

today, Rufe Mart's got the lum-
bager that bad he can’t turn over
in his bunk,” said the express agent at Lake.
Rufe Graham nodded and proceeded to
get the four half-broken broncos hitched to
the stage. He was happy, but it did not
show on his grave young face. He had al-
ways wanted to drive stage, but he was not
going to have anybody kid him.
There were no passengers, and he ap-
Eeared to have nothing to take down to
arrell but a small mail sack. But when he
gathered up the lines two men came quickly
out of the express office carrying a small

heavy box between them, which they put
in under his feet. The agent handed up the
waybill.

“Take this right through to the Farrell
Bank and get a receipt from the cashier be-

fore you pull on to the stables. Hold on
a second; Kroll’s goin’ along.”
A short, scrubby-whiskered, frowning

man with a shotgun in the crook of his arm
and two heavy revolvers at his belt climbed
to the seat, and Rufe gave the snorting
broncos their heads.

He had hardly clattered out of the vil-
lage in a cloud of dust when there was a
shout, and a slender high-shouldered man

It was his first assignment to take that stage coach through a strip of hell itself—and he
could either succeed, or die!
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with a bushy black beard came racing down
the slope, waving his hands.

Rufe pulled in and the man panted u
“Couldn't get here no sooner,” he puffed.
“Want to get down to Farrell.

Rufe collected the fare and let him climb
into the coach, and away they went again,
with a jangling of chains and swin gle-trees
and the pattec of heofs on the stony trail.

Kroll, the guard, was in his usual scur
humor. “Be havin' babies drive stage next,”
he grumbled. “They didn't ought to send
bullion down when Mart ain't drivin. That
stuff’s valuable—ain't for kids to play with.”

Rufe’s smooth cheek flushed but he an-
swered quietly, “I got my orders to take
her down, an” if you have any kick comin’
make it to the agent.”

Kroll went on growling sarcastic com-
ments, but the heavy coach was now swing-
ing fast down a curving descent and Rufe’s
attention was fully occupied in keeping the
off leader from jumping through his har-
ness. The near leader, a wall-eyed paint
horse, needed watching, too, for he would
crowd away from the edge of the road. Off
the road there was a thousand-foot slope,
steep as a roof and studded with boulders.

the taut reins came messages from
cach horse to Rafe's sensitive hands, and

his firm gdp told them that they were be-
ing driven by a man who knew his busi-
ness. He felt the near leader stumble and

q.lcked him up with a strong steady pull
he wall-eyed mustang on the off side was
fighting his bit, so Rufe gave him a little
more rein.

THEY came to the place where the road
swooped like a hawk into the valley of
Ware Creek. The lone enger suddenly
made himself heard, leaning far out of the
window, whooping and waving his hat.

Kroll tur. with a snarl.  “You keep
that there face inside, stranger, nobody
asked you for a song an’ dance.”

"I got a license to whoop if I want to,”
argued the passenger. “It don’t cost you
a cent, an’ if you don't like it, take an’
fold up them flop ears of yours so you won't
hear.”

“It always hurts my feelin's when I hear
a jackass,” retorted Kroll, grinding his teeth
with fury.

“Tve heard that mules was that way,”
flashed back the passenger.

The crossed the creek with a bil-
lowing splash, flinging the foam and spray

in all directions. Then came a short steep
climb that calmed even the furious leaders
down to a walk. Rufe was watching the
struggling horses intently, and Kroll was
still fully occupied in his acrid argument
with the sharp-tongued enger.

Just as the stage reached the crest, a man
stepped out into the road before them. A
thick lisping voice in Rufe’s flank shouted,
“Handth up!”

Kroll, as renowned for reckless courage
as for his crabbed nature, swung to his front
and snatched at the shotgun. But the pas-
senger drew a six-shooter and deliberately
shot him twice in the back. Kroll fell heav-
ily to the road.

Covered on both sides, there was nothing
for Rufe to do but raise his hands. The
passenger came around to the front.

“Worked that pretty slick, eh?” he in-
quired with an ugly grin. “Now, let's get
busy. Lift up your feet an’ let's get the
gold out.”

In a few minutes Rufe was left alone with
the dying Kroll. The robbers had cut the
traces and driven the horses down the trail.
They had taken all weapons besides.

He hoisted the guard on his broad shoul-
ders, carried and laid him on the floor of
the coach and went to look for the horses.
He found the wheelers feeding by the creck,
but the wild leaders had rushed off into the
mountains. He patched up the slashed har-
ness as best he could, hit up and drove
sadly toward Farrell.

A horseman came out in search of him
before he reached the town. The stage ar-
rived in a whirl of excitement. Kroll was
still alive, and implacable as ever.

"I believe he was in with 'em,” he mut-
tered to the sheriff with his last breath.

Rufe had to submit to a searching cross-
examination. “Don’t it look pretty suspi-
cious that the stage has to be held up just
the one time you was drivin' it?” was the
question that met him on every side.

“You're fired,” the expressagent told him
with a sneer. "It costs too much to keep

ou.

“It wasn't my fault,” insisted Rufe

“"Maybe."

“T'll show you I'm honest,” flared Rufe.
“T'll get that bullion back some way. . . .”

The agent laughed. “All right, get it,”
he taunted. * I'll give youd(mr job
g:d:.__ But meantime get to hell out of

re.

He received a warning from the sheriff
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not to leave town, and found himself in

general, an object of suspicion and distrust.

A tited posse drifted back to Farrell to re-

E:: that no sign had been seen of the rob-
or of the bullion.

4 don't think we need you around this
town,” said the sheriff. “It's goin’ to be a
sign of bad Iuck for you if you show up
here again.”

Rufe toek the road to Ware Creek. He
was determined to redeem himself. The
robbers had been on foot, and they could
not have carried the box of bullion very far.
They must have buried it not far from the
scene of the hold-up and would come back
for it as soon as the hue and cry died down.

But when Rufe returned to the scene of
the hold-up, so many had been there since
that nothing remained of the original trail.
He went on up the Ware Creek toward the
rocky pinnacles that surround Cloudhead
Mountain. There he found traces of camp-
fires only a few days old.

Not far from the steep snowy cone of
the mountam he came upon his men. But
they were on their guard; they saw him as
soon as he them. Rufe was forced to retreat
down the mountain, the two robbers in pur-
suit.

Rufe got down to a ranch in a valley
with a bullet hole in his leg. The rancher
bound up his wound and lent him a horse
to take him to Farrell, where he looked up
the sheriff.

"I thought I told you to get out of this
town an’ stay out,” said the sheriff.

“But listen,” pleaded Rufe, and told his

tale.

The sheriff shook his head. “Cloud lays
in Farrell County, an’ I got plenty trou-
bles of my own right here. You go on
over to Farrell an’ see can you get Sheriff
Wagner to send out a posse.”

Rufe rode back to the rancher, left the
harse, and, despite his injured leg, went up
Cloud once more. But the robbers had
moved, leaving no trail.

He was discouraged and broke. He had
to earn money to purchase supplies before
he could go on with his one-man hunt. He
struck for Avoca where a new gold strike
had been made. A village of tents and
shacks had sprung up out of the deep dust,
and there was no water within miles. He
got a job drawing water from a spring high
u%u in the hills. Water sold for five dollars

rel in the new mining camp.

AVOCA was proud of it's unofficial
name of Hades' Garden and daily
shootings relieved the tedium of existence.
Rufe spent little time and money in the
various tough joints that made up most of
the camp, but he frequently made the round
of them, in the hope of picking up some
trace of the men he sought.

It was in the Golden Rock that he saw a
slim, high-shouldered man who reminded
him of Kroll's murderer. But the hold-up
man had worn a thick black beard, and this
one was clean-shaven.

So instead of studying the man’s face, he
watched his feet; a man's gait is one thing
he can never disguise. Rufe saw the man
take three long easy strides and then a short
quick one, and noticed that the heel of his
left boot turned inward.

He started forward, but the man had been
watching him also, and darted out of the
door. As Rufe charged out of the saloon
a gun went off in his face, and the bullet

his head. He fired at the
ﬂnsh but s:d not halt the fleeing man.

Men came tumbling excitedly out of the
Golden Rodk, and he told them his story.
The hunt spread through the camp, but
nothmg was found of the slender man.

:‘lxm mf:t his name up,” sneered
a man, and Rufe found himself again an ob-
ject of derision and distrust.

He threw up his job and took to the hills
again. The robbers were evidently still in
the country, and might make an effort to
remove the bullion, now that the hue and
cry was over. But he found no trace of
them near Ware Creek, and received a warn-
ing from a deputy sheriff of Farrell that his
presence there was suspicious.

He went on to ]mur in the lower valley.
Snow had begun to fall in the hich rann-s
and if the box had been buried, there would
be no digging it up until spring.

He was in ]essJ) for some weeks, work-
ing as a teamster during the day and hang-
ing around the saloons and dance halls in
the evening. One night he was in the Ace
of Spades, leaning against the flimsy pati-
tion that divided the gambling hall from the
bar, and idly watching a faro game.

l[]i WAS very discouraged and about
ready to give up and leave the coun-

A high, thin voice said, “Hello, Munt.
8ay, where’s Ollie?”

A thick Jisping voice answered. "Up
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river, I gueth. Told me he wath goin' to
thee how thingth wath up there.”

Rufe whipped around and applied his eye
to a crack in the partition. Within a few
feet of him were standing a lank, stoop-
shouldered individual with a ragged mus-
tache, and a stout, puffy-lipped man with
slightly bowed legs.

Every line of the men who had held him
up was photographed on his memory, and
he had no difficulty in recognizing the stout
man with the lisp as Munt and the other as
the passenger.

He made a rush for the door, but a little
Farty of miners, half-drunk and very friend-
y, chose that moment to come trooping in.
A big fellow flung his arms round Rufe’s

neck.

“Well, hello, Chris, old pard! he gur-
gled amiably. “How's the spots on the old
boy's belly?™

“Yougot me wrong, stranger,” said Rufe,
trying to throw him off.

“Well, well, what's your rush? I thought
sure you was Chris. Know Chris Dale. Hell
of a fine feller, ain’t he? Well, now, if you
two ain't as like as two horned toads. We'll
have a ItT drink on that, eh?”

Rufe slid out of his arms to the floor,
rose and darted off. But the pair had left the
saloon. ]essu% was a town of some size,
scattered haphazardly ;g both sides of a
shaliow valley. He raced through a medley
of saloons, dance halls stores and shacks,
but the trail seemed lost once more.

But he remembered that the thick-voiced
Munt had said the third member of the trio
had gone up river. He jumped his job for
the day and followed the river to Cuero, but
found no trace of the men there, and re-
turned tired and discouraged to Jessup.

There, almost the first man he saw was
the slender, high-shouldered Ollie. He was
tized of talking to sheriffs and being sneered
at; the thing had become a personal matter
between himself and the three. He drew
his gun and bored down on Ollie.

He saw Ollie reach for his weapon, and
then two guns crashed out behind him. He
felt a heavy blow in the back and his knees
gave way under him. He fell on his face
and a thick black fog seemed to fall on him
and blot out consciousness.

When he returned to consciousness he
was in a bed. A stout and motherly woman
with gray hair gave him something to drink
and told him not to talk. Some time later
a thin young man with a long crooked nose

and a cheerful smile appeared beside him.
“Acute lead poisoning,” said the doctor.
“Common compldint around here. But
you'll set over it; this is a healthy climate.”
“Did they get them?” inquired Rufe.
“Well, no, the gentlemen seem to have
Eullcd out of town in a hurry before any-
ody even got a good look at ‘em.”
“Guess my luck is out,” said Rufe wear-
ily, and turned his head away.

'WAS spring before he was fit to work

again, and his prospects scemed dark.
Once more ke was broke and out d a job.
In addition he owed money to the doctor
and the woman who had taken such good
care of him. He took the doctor into his
confidence.

“Well, I think you've had about enough
bad luck for any one man,” said the medico.
“But I wouldn't get discouraged. Remem-
ber this, my son: If a man can hold on long
enough, the luck always turns.”

“Well then,” said Rufe with a faint grin,
“I guess I'll take another trip up Ware
Creek.”

The doctor lathtd. “That's the spirit;
you've plenty @ n you.”

Rufe got a job and paid off part of his
debt. The snow was now pretty well gone
from the ranges, and he decided to revsit
Ware Creek once more, still convinced that
the bullion had been buried and never lifted.

One day he found himself tramping alon
the familiar oad to the scene of the hdd-
up. There had been a number of spring
landslides, and in one place the old road
had been buried thirty feet deep. He reached
‘Wase Creek, now running deep and muddy
and swift, and turned to follow it upward.

And then his luck changed. He turned a
sharp corner and came out upon a big slide
that had partially blocked the creek.

Almost under his feet were several deep,
broad trenches freshly dug in the broken
soil, and two men were hoisting a heavy
box out of one of these. Another man
further up the hill seemed to be on guard,
but for the moment his attention was con-
centrated on the box.

But only for a moment. Before Rufe had
time to draw back he was seen. man
above shouted, and set off at a run to cut
off his retreat. The other two drew guns and
came for him.

His first thought was that he was in 8
hornet’s nest and the sooner he got out of
there the better. He turaed to double back,
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but Ollie had the advantage of the grouad,
and by cutting across the neck of the bend,
blociced his road down the creck.

The man with the high voice crassed the
creek, and enfiladed him from the opposite
slope. Munt was directly in the rear. He
climbed upward seeking better cover, but
Ollie held the crest of the ridge and drove
him down. He tried to cross the creek, but
was halted by the man on the other side.

The scanty bushes and boulders gave in-
sufticient cover to make a stand, so he was
herried back and forth, with bullets buzzing
at his ears or kicking up the dirt around
hm. He was not hit, but his own shooting
was equally ineffective. The trio gradually
closed in and drove him in the direction of
the slide. There he would be on open
crumbly ‘ground without cover.

He thought of taking refuge in one of
the trenches, but there he would be like a
wolf in a den, to be kilted at the leisure
of the bunters.

He saw that there was only one thing for
him to do: He must attack and fight his
way out. The other thing io his favor was
that his assailants were widely separated.
Ollie was nearest Rufe, further away from
his companions. A climb up the hill to
reach him would be slow and difficult, but
to get penned in between the slide and the
creek would seal his fate.

He put his gun between his teeth and
began to scramble upward on all fours,
dutching at bushes and rocks and bunch
grass. The high-voiced man bad come back
to his side of the creek and was runninj
diagonally across a spur oa his flank to hmg
him off; Munt was coming up in his rear;
Ollie held his ground.

All three were shooting at him at once,
but he did not halt. The one idea in his
mind was that he was going to get Oltie,
and his reckless advance seemed to shake
the man’s nerve, for he missed time and
again at shorter and shorter ranges.

Jaws set, face streaked with sweat and
dust, a thin trickle of blood oozing from a
grazed forehead, Rufe pulled himself up
over a rock ten yards from his man. His
gun spurted flame and Ollie swayed and
fell upon his knees. Then he lay down
softly on his face with a dﬁ sigh.

“One!" counted Rufe grimly, as he turned
to meet the others.

The high-voiced man was not far away,
but halted at sight of Ollie’s fall. Rufe
made straight for him. He was doae now

with fighting behind rocks and bushes.
Uttely reckless of his own life, he was
determined to get the thing over.

The man soet him with a blast of fire and
one of his bullets clg;ped the end neatly
from Rufe’s left forefinger. Swinging the
wounded member in pain and fury, spatter-
ing blood far and wide, be came stubbornly
on. It 'was not until he was within twenty
yards that he commenced to pull trigger. It
was almost at arm’s length that he fired the
fieal shot that took his enemy between the
eyes and ended the duel.

“Two!” said Rufe. “Where's that other
bum?”

But Munt had seen enough; he was
headed in the direction of the high moun-
tains. Rufe pursued him a mile, firing a
few long shots to keep him moving.

He went slowly back. There was nothing
to be done for the two men who lay there,
so he went down to the box he had seen
hoisted out.

The stage from Lake to Farrell came
whirling down the mountainside, splashed
through Ware Creck and came slowly up

steep rise on the other side. Just as it
reached the top a ragged, weary, mud-
stained man, with a hand tied up in a blood:
rag, stepped out into the middle of the road.

“I got a box for the Bank here,” said the
worn wayfarer. “Help me get it aboard—
I'm near dead draggin’ it this far.”

The stage drew up before the bank and
the astounded cashier found himself faced
by an extremely hard-looking stranger who
held out a dirty piece of paper, a waybill
dated a year before, covering a box of bul-
Jion from the Lake Mines.

“Give me a rcceirk for this,” said the
stranger. "I was a little late gettin’ here
with it, but there she is.”

HE stage went on to the office, where
the agent lounged out to meet it. He
nearly swallowed his chew of tobacco when
a grimly emaciated man hopped down from
the box and stuck a bit of paper under his
nose. It was the waybill, receipted by the
cashier of the bank.
'f'Dld 1 make good my brags?” demanded
Rufe.
was not 2 bad man at heart.
im a momeat to think the thing
out, then he held out his band.
u“You made good, buy,"dhe said. “And
¥l make my promise good; you get
fob back.” P 8 JORNASIRYOTE



. THE SPEEDY
- JACKRABBIT

by S. OMAR BARKER

OR ANYTHING near his size, the jackrabbit is just about
the speediest thing on four legs. Coyotes can catch them,
but not on the first spurt of speed. The slim wolf has

more endurance, and then he is also smart enough to “cut cor-
ners” when chasing a rabbit. The jack, however, was recently
paced by a Forest Supervisor’s automobile on the Minidoka Na-
tional Forest. The rabbit just happened to jump out ahead of the
car and start down the road. Out of curiosity the Supervisor
watched his speedometer as he followed the long-legged jack for
something like a quarter of a mile. For most of that distance
the rabbit maintained a speed of thirty miles an hour.

It is said that antelopes have been thus “paced” by cars
as fast as sixty miles an hour, probably the fastest sustained
speed of any animal in America, although the cougar, for a
dozen jumps or so, is known to be even faster than that. The
big cat, however, is shortwinded, and only his first spurt shows
such amazing speed. The jackrabbit, apparently, has quite a
bit of lasting power, as well as get-up-and-get, for his size.
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A DISAPPEARING RIVER

NE OF THE natural wonders of the short grass cattle
O country is the disappearing river. This river, the
Arkansas, is the second largest tributary to the Mis-
sippi and is among the great rivers of the world. It seems
that people, in general, have only a vague idea of the wonders
to be found along the course of this big stream. At least a
dozen reference books have failed to mention that it is an
invisible river for many miles.

At a point in western Kansas the Arkansas river sinks
from sight in the prairie landscape and does not appear
again for many miles, when it emerges from the sands and
continues its course.

In the mountains the flow of this river is torrential and
in the spring it is given to freshets and floods but, strange
to say, it rarely does any damage. Because there is no loss
or evaporation in its underground flow in western Kansas
it has formed a subterranean lake or underground sea under
hundreds of square miles of “dry farming” country. Wells,
capped by windmills, tap_this underground flow, all over
western Kansas, but it is impossible to bring enough of the
water to the surface for practical irrigation purposes. It is
possible only to raise enough for household uses, for drinking
water and for watering cattle.

THE RIVER rises on the eastern slope of the Rocky moun-
tains in Lake county, Colorado, where it has its begin-
ning in a bubbly little mountain spring. It flows, for a part
of its course, through the scenic Frandeur of the Royal
Gorge. This gorge is nine miles long and is one of the
deepest and most beautiful eanyons in the world.

The mouth of the Arkansas river in southern Arkansas
is the farthest point north where alligators are found. Its
headwaters flow through gold-bearing rocks and its lower
waters near the only diamond mine in North Ameriea. Some
of the most valuable fresh-water pearls are found near the
mouth. One of these pearls sold, recently, for $7000. The
river is 2110 miles long.

93




by
ED EARL REPP

T

N A SQUALID room in a pine-
board hotel under the grim shad-
ows of the Portland jail, blonde,

beautiful Janet Warrington, accus-
tomed to luxury and all there was
fine among Chicago’s elite of the
’80’s, flung herself upon the musty
bed and wept out her heart. Almost
across the street, made mucky by re-
cent rains, Harry Tracy, the one and
only love in her life, was in a prison
cell, convicted of murder.

Against her wealthy father’s wish-

es she had come all the way from
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he Death

Chicago to help him out of what he
had written was a minor difficulty.
Two years before, she had met Har-
ry, a Montana cowboy, who had per-
formed beautifully in a big rodeo
held at the stockyards. He had won
first money in ‘the bronco-busting
contest and with that glorious ride
completed he discovered that he had
also won the heart of one of Chi-
cago’s most beautiful heiresses.

A dashing, handsome young man
was Harry in chaps, Stetson, spurs
and boots. To Janet he was her



The saga of Janet Warrington who gave her
outlaws—Harry Tracy, the Oregon death dealer!

Dealer’s Mat

Prince Charming. A whirlwind court-

ship began. The rodeo moved on
without him. In wooing this beauti-
ful girl, he spent all of his prize
money. Before long he was broke.
But it had been worth it—those days
of love, those evenings of rapture
heid under the trees of the Warring-
ton estate. They became engaged
and when he found himself without
funds, Janet offered him money.
But at that time Harry Tracy pos-
sessed a great deal of self-respect.
He refused to accept her aid, decid-
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all for the love of one of the West's worst

A
TRUE FACT
STORY

ing to return West and make his for-
tune. When able to support his heir-
ess in the kind of luxury to which
she was accustomed, he would send
for her. After a might of rapturous
love, he departed for the West, leav-
ing her at the depot with his loving
kiss hot on her trembling lips.

Letters came to her later. Letters
telling of his increasing fortunes. She
was thrilled. What did she care now
if her stern old father disinherited
her if she married her Har-
ry was making good.
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Harry was, but not honorably. His let-
ters deceived her. Instead of building up
a fortune through honest endeavor, Harry
was rustling cattle around Billings, with one
Hank Phillips, noted rustler, as.his side-
kick, Selling their stolen stock to an un-
scrupulous cattle buyer, they made big
money until the Billings sheriff got on their
teail. Harry, a dead shot in either hand
with six-shooters, retalisted by killing a

deputy.

¢ WANET had no idea what was going on

in the life of her man. Perhaps it
would have made no difference. She slept
with his letters beneath her pillow and
dreamed of the day when they would be
together again. Thea for a time she heard
nothing from him. Apprehensively she
waited and wept. Six months later she re-
ceived word. Harry was at Cripple Creek,
Colorado, superintending the development
of a gold mine he said he had discovered.

Innocently she believed him. In reality,
Harry was holding up stages carrying gold
shipments to the banks. A killing drove
him to pew fields and in time he landed in
Oregon with his twin six-guns flaming fu-
dous and frequent against law and or-
der.

Thea Janet received another letter. It
broke her heart, but only served to increase
her wild love for her brave buckaroo. He
wrote that he had been arrested 1a Port-
Jand oa suspicion of robbery, claiming it
was a case of mistaken identity. Would she
hurry there and identify him?

Janet would—even at the cost of all fam-
ily ties. Her father warned her bluntly that
¥ she left his household for this lowly
cow person he would cut her off without
& peany. Throwing away a fortune and
pacental protection, she took what money
she had saved from her allowance and
boarded the first Westbound train from
Ghicago.

k was a stunaed girl who reached Port-
Jeed to leara that the man of her heart and

choice had deceived her. Instead of being
an innocent victim of mistaken identity, he
had just been convicted of murder. She
was told by jail attaches that he was known
as “The Oregon Death Dealer” who, in
almost every one of his long string of rob-
beries, had killed a man. Incredulously she
demanded the truth from Harry. He con-
fessed to her, claiming that he did it all
for her and if she really loved him, what
did it matter what he had done?

Furthermore, he begged her to smuggle
him a gun and help him shoot his way to
freedom. Once free, he told her, he would
take what gold he had hidden away and flee
with her to South America where they could
live happily. Holding her as close to him
as be could through the bars of his cell, he
pressed his warm lips to her ear, giving
whispered word-pictures of how happy he
could make her in South America. Cached
away in the hills he had a fortune in gold
hidden. It would see them through the rest
of their days.

She listened, but no longer thrilled. The
world had suddenly crashed around her. She
remembered that her father had disinherited
her. She could not return to his protection.
Besides, she loved Harry in spite of it all.
He was her common-law mate. She felt it
her duty to stick to him regardless, but she
could not decide. Leaving him with his
kisses smothering her lips, she had gone to
her room to decide.

All that night she lay on her bed and
struggled for a decision. When morning
came she was resolved. She rushed to the
jail to tell him that her life and love was
his forever, only to find that he had been
hustled away for execution at the Salem
Penitentiary.

She became frantic. Her man was to be
executed at dawn two weeks hence, she was
informed. Something snapped inside of her
like a bow-string. Her soul cried out for
the life of the man she loved. No tears
now. Her face was lined with grim de-
tesmination. ¥ they killed hec beloved
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they would have to kill her, too! Rush-
ing back to her hotel she packed hastily
and hurried to Salem. Posing as his sis-
ter she was given permission to visit him
at all hours.

His demands became more insistent, his
kisses more frenzied. She just had to smug-
gle him a gun. If she loved him she had
to belp him in a break for liberty. Forever
after they would be happy together in a
distant land. He had it all planned out.
But Janet needed no urging. She was re-
solved. Her man must go free! She was
determined to die if necessary to find hap-
piness with him!

UT how was she to smuggle him &
gun? The guards were ever alert.
Then she hit upon a plan. For a week she
made daily visits to him, always bringing
him some dainty food like a cake, a pie ot
a loaf of bread of her own baking. After
the first few inspections, the guards grew
less alert. Finally they did not bother to
break open the cakes to see if a gun was
concealed there. Watching all this, she -
nally baked a larger cake than usual. In it
she hid a short-barreled six-gun and some
cartridges. The guards were unsuspicious.
The gun was smuggled to Harry. In grati-
tude he smothered her face with kisses and
whispered to her to be ready to flee the
moment he came for her.
She returned to her room over a milli-
nery shop. Next morning hell broke loose

posses and reached Janet. She was ready to
flee with him. They delayed just long
enough for a few rapturous moments of
love. Happiness was complete for her then.
Her man was free! She could sce oothing
wrong in what she had done. There could
be nothing wrong when love was so tender
and ardent. She was in her man's arms.
That was all that mattered.

Abandoning the horse, he fled with her
on foot toward the coast. A posse cut their
trail and hung on. In desperation he told
Janet to go on to Portland and meet him
there. They parted with no time for an
embrace. The posse cornered him in a
lumber yard. He fought his way clear,
From then on he left a trail of blood.

Like a rabid wolf he ranged everywhere,
killing, robbing, fighting to break through
2 cordon that had been thrown around the
whole county. Meanwhile, Janet reached
Portland and waited. But the wait was long.
She spent many bitter hoars weeping and
praying.

Her prayers for his return to her
went unanswered. She kept herself in read-
iness for the moment when he would come.

But Harry Tracy never returned to her,
A posse finally closed io on him at the Gold-
finch Ranch. A sharp battle ensued for
more than half an hour. He took refuge
in a barn and lived up to his reputation to
the last. The Oregon Death Dealer! He
was deadly with his guns and might have
wan the uneven battle but for one thing—

in the prison. With his smuggled gun Har-
ry disarmed the guards. The arms were
transferred to other prisoners. A wholesale
break sent death and tragedy crashing
through the prison. Guards were murdered
ruthlessly. Tracy himself killed Guards
Jones, Farrell, Tiffany and Ross! So des-
perate was he that life meant nothing. Be-
fore sleepy little Salem could bat one eye,
The Oregon Death Dealer was loose and
trunning wild.

Once outside the prison walls he forced
# rancher to change clothes with him, Tak-
ing his horse he slipped through armed

of

IS guns were hot in his hands whea
he discovered that he bad but one
castridge remaining. Realizing that Jamet
was gone from his life forever now, that
he could not escape capture and a noose,
he blew out his brawns with his last shell.
The news of his death btoke Janet, body
and spirit. Unsuspected of having beea
the cause of the jail-break, she drifted back
to Chicago where, it is said, she took her
own life in a fit of despondency that she
might be with her mate in spirit.



The sheriff and the ace gunslick "=
of a killer's crew met in the <
middle of that street—and
death awaited the outcome!

Just as the horse
started to buck,
the gunman in
the street

opened fire,

SIGNED ON AS A KlLLER

by GRATTON BOONE

PIKE MAGLONE was riding in to

Ucross on a mission of death. His

orders had been explicit: “Find the
leader of the Diamond B gunnies and drop
him!" It was Spike's first venture as a pmd
killer. He had been chosen because
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was a stranger in Ucross—did not even
know the man who was to be his victim.

With that reckless disregard of danger
that had made his name a by-word north of
the Pecos, Spike had taken the job. But it
was not to his liking. . . . An imported
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killer . . . His soul rebelled at deliberate
murder . . . Many times he had halted on
the trail, torn with indecision. But the lure
of adventure tound him easy prey.
MaGlone had garbed hixm:lty in hand-
stamped chaps, silk shirt, new Stetson,
fancy-stitched boots. A flash bound to at-
tract attention. That was what he wanted.
Gun-slingers are a jealous lot. The Dia-
mond B gunny would quickly show his
hand. Spike MaGlone made no pretense of
riding the off trails. But he had been
warned to enter Ucross stealthily. Sheriff
Tom Hardy was hard—and fast with his

At the stockyards just outside the one-
story cowtown something happened. Ma-
Glone's quick ear caught no movement in
the purple August twilight. But his rangy
bay mount snorted, shied violently. Before
the rider could snap straight in the saddle
and recover a lost stirrup, the brute’s nose
was buried between its fetlocks. It hit the
street of Ucross in a gravel-flinging lunge.

Spike’s chances for an unobtrusive en-
trance went rocketing. From the vortex of
the horse’s clevis body Spike caught glimpses
of people coming on a run. ~Above his
mount’s foghorn bawls he heard shouts. But
he was powerless. The best he ever got with
that bay was a fifty-fifty break.

EAS, curses, threats availed him noth-

ing. The brute only curved its pack
higher to the sky, swapped ends, spun like
a top. Spike’s other stirrup went Hap ping.
He grabbed for leather, picked up a hand-
fu' of dirt nstead.

Came a roar of laughter. A lean terrier
ot a man, with hard, weather-pitted face,
bew-legged up, yelling.

“It's aglin the law to pitch your hoss in
town. You leather-pounders have got to
learn you can’t endanger the lives of inno-
cent— Who the hell are you?"

Spike glared up through swirling dust.
Not at the bandy-legged man—whom in-
stinct warned him was the sheriff—but for
the one who led the laughter in the gath-
eung crowd.

“Damn your soul, Hellcat,” Spike snarled
at the horse, as he sat up in street to
wipe the grime from his gravel-peeled face.

Again the hooting laughter. And again
onc guffaw louder than the rest. Spike’s
face went almost the color of his red hair.
Bven his smoky eyes Jooked and saw red in
the twilight.

“You're all the same, you mail-order
flashes,” Sherift Hardy exploded. *Your
room’s better than your company—unless
you've got legitimate business. Who are

o

u?

The boiling cowpuncher got stiffly to his
feet amid uproarious laughter. He slapped
the dust from his shict and chaps, recov-
ered his hat, and secured the bridle reins of
the big bay, which had edged back to re-
gard him.

“Spike MaGlonpe."”

“Puncher ?"

“Rafter R.”

“That black-balled spread! That’s enough
to bar you from any self-respectin’ town.
The Rafter R's at the bottom of all the trou-
ble on this range. After that ruckus with
the Diamond B last week there'll be murder
watrants out fe. every one of its ridin’ guns.
Your heard the Diamond B was shippin’.
That’s why you come. Snortin’ fer trouble
—well, 'm warnin’ you—"

“Say, cowboy, why didn't you get a mail-
order course in ridin’ along with them foxy
chaps?” The taunt from someone in the
crowd was followed by a raucous laugh.

MaGlone, however, was now able to lo-
cste the fellow in the dusk—a big, black-
muzzled man; repulsive, coldly dangerous.
Dropping the bay’s reins, he pushed through
the crowd to plant himself spread-legged be-
fore the stranger.

“Mebbeso 1 should have, ranny.” As
Sfike gritted the words he experienced one
of those singular flashes of having been i
the same place before, characters and setting
similar. He was vaguely conscious of hav-
ing met this fellow somewhere. But—

Blazing anger is not conducive to memory
searching. His mind shuttled back.

“Mebbeso if you've finished your mail-
order course in ridin’, this hoss here is your
meat,” he ras out. “Me, I just figure to
break even with him. He gets me this time,
1 get him next. But I'm holdin’ fifty bucks
that says you can't—"

“Hoss?” The big fellow’s thick. cracked
lips smirked sneerinply. His eyes glittered.
Even his loud, metallic voice rang familiar
to Spike. Still, he could not—

"A bet herelll only cause trouble,” the
skeriff cut in with a yell. “Never knowed
no Rafter R rannyhan to—"

“Lay off the Rafter R Spike's voice was
freezing. “When you get the straight of
that ruckus with the Diamond B you'll learn
the Rafter R was right. Fer as its ridin’
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are concerned, if you had ‘em in
Ucross you wouldn’t be overrun with var-

mints. Ner lousy Diamond B guntoters.
We'd antine an” fumigate.” His thumb
dropped down to hook in his cartridge belt,

near the butt of a thong-tied forty-five six-
shooter. His freckled face jerked into hard
lices, square jaws bulging. His lithe, muscle-
corded ?»d;' went taut. It was the Spike Ma-
Glone the Pecos knew—and feared.
THE smoky eyes that gauged the stran-
ger were shot with points of flame.
“You heard me, jasper. Fifty bucks you
can't throw a leg across this Hellcat hoss.
Make motions or quit brayin""

“There'll be no pitchin’ in this street,”
warned the sheriff.

“All hell can't stop me from showin”
this brayin jackass up,” lzke challenged.
“Here's Hellcat, jasper—the hoss with a
diflerent brand to ever’ square inch of him
—if that means anything to you.”

If the black-muzzled man feared either
Spike or the bay, he gave no outward sign.
Instead he shrugged his massive shoul-
ders, and his thncl% lips curled away from
yellowed teeth. His glittering, beady eyes
kept close watch on Spike. “It’s a bet. No
Rafter R yet ever bluffed Blackie Rogers—
of the Diamond B."

“Blackie Rogers? Diamond B?” Spike
exploded. Was this the man he was to—
“Be so after awhile they'll have to kill off
their cows to pasture their hands,” he
snorted contemptuously. “I see now how
the sheriff got the idea that Rafter R guns
was crackin’ wild.  You seen to that, Rog-
ers. It was your Diamond B layout that
got us black-balled, spread the order to
shoot the Rafter R guns on sight. Here’s
a chance to get yourself one, jasper.”

Sheriff Hardy bounded between them,
rammed a gun into Spike’s ribs. “You're
under arrest, feller. You can't—"

“Soon as this walloper takes a whirl at
my hoss, I'll talk to ‘you,” Spike agreed
hotly. “Climb aboard, black mug. Throw
your Diamend B mud hooks into this bay
an’ learn somethin’ about hosses.

The horse now edged up mqmsmvdy to
stand spread-legged, one ear cocked for-
ward, the other plastered back. He led
an eye, snorted as Rogers seized the bridle
reins. Then he did a jig step. The Dia-
mond B man cheek-reined him and started
to step across.

Oa that instant the Hellcat cut loose. A

lunge lifted him onto the board walk. A
plate-glass window crashed in the store,
shor the scattering crowd with slicing
splinters. Smashed planks flew uj

high false front of the pool hall rocked
with the impact of half a ton of plunging
brawn and temper.

Then the bawling outlaw was back in
the street, ifs snaky body twisting like a
side-winder, front legs stiff as crowbars,
hind legs dangling, bull-frogged.

The sherifi was the first to reach the
E:ostmte Blackie Rogers. They carried

m into Wall Eye Jansen's “Last Chance”
bar, stretched him on a table. He came
to slowly, shuddered, started up, roweling
the air.

Again a raucous laugh burst forth. One
hoot, louder than the rest, lingered taunt-
ingly. But now no one need search for
the owner of the, laugh. He stood well
out in froat. It was Spike MaGlone.

“Come on, you wallopers. Drinks fer
the crowd oo this Diamond B tough!”
Spike recklessy thumbed the skinny ribs
of WallEye Jansen, the gaunt, evil-faced
owner ofthe dive, who had moved in close
and was watching him like a hawk. “Mud
in your cye, yasper' To the ridin’ guns
of the He stopped, spun about.
The crowd had melted away. He stood
alone at one end of an open lane, flanked
on either side by white tragic faces. Op-
gosine him were six punchers, ugly acd

inteyed.

HERIFF HARDY broke the sudden,
hot stillness. "You Diamond B
g:(ndms——theu'll be oo shootin'— This
e gent, I'll tend to him. He's my
prisoner—""

“Diamoad B's, huh?’ Spike grinned
coldly. “More new hands. Them ain't
the wlﬂ?ﬂs the Rafter R smoked up last

1 thought we'd took 2 gun
poll " His glazed eyes darted to the sheriff.
“How do you figure I'm your prisoner?”

“Fer pitchin’ your hoss in the street.
Investigation. Safe-keeping. Any damned
thing to keep from— Out of the way,
;nspers' Hardy seized Spike's arm. “Come

The Diamond B crew parted suddenly.
Hardy pushed MaGlone through. Then
lbey were outside in the street, now dark

and deserted.

“What's the play?” Spike wrenched
loose angrily. “A feller gets a chance to
have a little fup—"



SIGNED ON

AS A KILLER

“A little fun—they numbered you eight
to one!”

“There’s only six."

“Don’t forgit Rogers— And there’s
another one around Ucross somewheres.
Fun, hell, it's suicide. On top of that other
ruckus with the Diamond B you orter—"

“They started it They lmjxmed gunmen
a-purpose to shoot our spread off the range.
But they hit a snag.”

"An’ you jaspers killed two of ‘em. You
orter be steerin’ clear of trouble 'stead ot
jumpin’ right back into it."

“We don't have to stand close-snubbed
an’ be shot at by Diamond B's. But them
ducks in there. That Rogers. Are you
dead sure they're Diamond B's?"

“All eight of ‘em. Been loadin’ Dia-
mond B steers fer two days. Shipped the
last not an houc ago. They're all ready to
pull out for the ranch. An’ you—straddle
your hoss an” sift or go to jail.”

Without a word Spike strode to where
his horse was dozing in the darkened
street, weight on theee legs. Vaulting into
the saddle he got the jump on the animal
This time the brute only made a half-
hearted lunge, whirled and loped away into
the night.

Spike’s fury was evident as he rode. Dis-
regarding Hardy's shouts of warning, he
the bay down the street recklessly, roweled
around the stockyards to pick up the out-
bound trail. Agaia the bay snorted, shied
violently as it had done coming. But the
rider scarcely noticed. His mood was dark,
ugly. He drove the rowels deeper. The
bronm straightened up, stiff-legged, minc-
in,

'Dzmn that sherif,” Spike growled. “By
runnin’ me out he’s got them Diamond B's
thinkin’ they put a whizzer on me. Stam-

led Spike MaGlone. But that Rogers.
hat makes him so familiar?”

He racked his memory. MaGlone knew
every cowtail from Billings to Los Veias.
He had made cne trp even facther sout]
to Texas. That was after southern steers—
Wet cattle, he had discovered. They had
E.cked therm up in Los Juntos. The deal

d been legitimate as far as his spread
was concerned,  But later—

“I've got it, ole Hellcat!” The bay
lunged  wildly as Spuke jerked stmgh(
legged in his stircuy “Rogers was the
Iobo that unloaded them wet steers. Black
Jumbo, they called him. e Xkilled the

waddy tryin’ to square the deal fer us down ||
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there in Los mﬁs. I tried to collect the
rewards fer him.”

He whirled the startled animal and
headed back toward Ucross. A short dis-
tance and he jerked rein.

A muffled detonation shook the sagebrush
flats that encircled the village. There was
a moment of thick silence. Then pande-
monium broke loose in town. Orange-tailed
bullets went rocketing through the streets.
Lights flashed. Shouts, cries, curses arose.
Spike gave the bay rein. It pivoted around
the stockynds, snorted, shied in midair.

'BI.ISTERS

Hot lead shrieked past Spike’s head, so
close the concussion made him dizzy. Sky-
lined, he started to hurl himself from the
szddle. Hellcat saved him the trouble. The
terrified horse was gone pitching, bawling,
back up the street of Ucross—riderless.
Spike sprawled headlong in the darkness.

When the prostrate cowboy could con-
trol his labored breath and spinning head,
he found his forty-five, dove into the shel-
tering gloom of the stockyards to lay, straia-
ing for a moment, for a glimpse of the
urknown gunman. Where in hell was he?

OWN the strect ame a thunder of
hoofs. Mounted men flashed by.
Huge, misshapen monsters, momentarily
skylined. Came a heavy thud. Something
hit the ground inside the yards. Then the
riders were swallowed up in the darkness.
Soike raised up cautiously. In the wan
light he glimosed a man vanishing into the
shadows on the opposite side of the yards.
His gun flew up. Caution held it sll:nt
“There’s somethin’ been pulled in town,”
he reasoned. “A robbery, mebbeso. There's
been a lookout posted inside these yards
since sundown. That's what Hellcat has
been shyin' at.” Thought of the horse
brought hxm u%nght in the darkness, hug-
m.mbmh\”' ““mn I b mm ""?"ma ging a rom the village there snll
. S i and| came th: rattle of gunfire, hoarse shouts of
GET BELIEE TODAY-Fis “Fucblal Wey | men. Others were bearing down upon his
ol ‘i ooy st |direction,
Then he located the bay, found the trail-

POOTANL CONPRAAT. Dat. =,—-—---'1 ing bridle reins, started to mount. But the
:‘ Unas m mg“» o '\'::t_* o e frantic animal seemed Poss:sscd Before
e o L "2 I | Spike could step across, it pitched from un-

1

1

I | der him. He was back on the ground.
-B| He fell to cursing aloud, vnolently

B “Who's there?”

Slflke recognized the voice that broke in

im. "It's me, sherif—Spike MaGlone.”

He got to his feet. “What's all the ruckus?”
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“Come on out of there,” Hardy rasped.

' come with your hands up.”
“What's wrong?"” Spike detached him-
self from the shadows and advanced fear-
lessly.

“The Ucross bank’s been robbed. Safe
blewed. Ten thousand in currency stole.
‘Where's your hoss?” A whinny out of the
gloom was ais answer.

“Which way, sheriff?” Spike demanded.

“To town!”

“But them hold-ups wouldn’t stay—"

“You're goin’ to jail. That bank rob-
bery—"

“You run me out of town before that
robbery.” Hu
"V ain't out of town, are you? You| of trai

never got beyond these stock pens. Just|, OF

have you been

ning, under

il da:
avu. o tar @s toe holdup.” G [
“That damned bay,” Spike growled in | Hstavary, ~1 am n wrils
argument. 1f the Iatter course in the

“That's got by once today.” ing, you b ly wewer will write.

“Have it your own way,

D ol i must all
“But who was that bunch of riders you was | that, in aur times, the egg does came before the
hasin’?” .

“Wasn't chasin’ em. That's the Dis- | wlh tumm coti o s fae.

mond B crew. They was on their hosses,

ready to leave town when the bank was| mstactal wbomt wiich ta write—deraicps thale
robbed. They volunteered an’ I deputized | Packimmand, asd Bt ‘eonfipnss an notbing slee

‘er to ride that hot trail fer me.” writlng

gPIKF_ found his elusive horse, swung
[N

the
aboard. The bay, quiet now, moved N5

docilely alongside the sheriff. Then they | mesive sctust wigmnia,

were in the street. Things were in an up- | & & frmt seireogiies Sy,

roar. Dark hgures bobbed about. Lanterns | whus eumbiaed newmaper expericncs

flashed. Shouts, cries, wild orders. Wilder | futisiis geiriusre, you wil find
o

disorder. :_: ¥
They rode to the jail without further con- | gnimg

o Sararane
versation, Hardy dismounted. Spike caught | i e Srreiews in xeu

the dull glint of gun steel in the gloom.

“I don't know nothin’ about that bank | Five Hite thsehi w the &

rchbery,” contended the puncher. “Because :m'""' gl
I'm a Rafter R gun you—" mienlq.;ﬂw:‘tgnp_nwgu

“That's just it,” Hardy shoved his six-|{ ™™™
shooter back into its holster. “You're a| g,
ridin’ gun of the Rafter R. You have to | tefls you

be tough to belong to that crew. That | smed, swathm

el e o
ruckus with the Diamond B last week | The s wil brie i wilgout sty

proved that.”

“You're the one who's braggin’ about it.” - e e e e e e
“I'm talkin' turkey, jasper. There's some- : e  Jasttwe of Amoriea
1

thing I ain’t told you. The cashier was
workin’ last night down to the bank. Be-
hind drawn blinds. He was drilled. Slick
as a whistle through the heart. Whoever

|
]
done that shootin’ was the best lead-|l

" because I'm a stranger I get a rep |l
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as a reg'lar hell-bender with a2 gun.”

“The Rafter R don't hire blind men to
sight their guns,” Sheriff Hardy snorted.
“Your flashy clothes mark you as a crack
with a forty-five. An’ the feller who done
that shootin’ is the slickest gun-slinger ever
to hit this range. If you didn't do it you'd
better look to your laurels.”

“Meanin’ "

“That's why I'm lockin® you up. If there
is another gunman he's hangin’ around
Ucross to get a crack at you. If folks
knowed I found you down at the stock-

. |yards right after that robbery—"

Spike’s hand flashed down, came up with
his ion. A movement so swift it almest
baffled sight. “Let ‘em try lynchin' me if
they feel lucky. An’ that gun-slinger—I'd
just like to—"

“You're drawin’ on the law,” Hardy
warned him testily.

“Damn the law. I didn't stick up that
bank. An’ Iain't— If anybody asks what
become of wme, tell ‘em you run me out of
town before the robbery.” Spike whirled
his horse, bolted into the night. The sheriff
sat stock still, staring after him.

% AN HOUR passed. Ucross still shouted,

cursed. Horses bounded back and
forth. Hardy was among those who beat
the brush. He had left the jail shortly
after Spike had ridden away. Yet, oddly
enough, he made no attempt to follow the
strange Rafter R gun. In fact, a smug
smile framed his lips.

“Wonder if it'll work?” he chuckled as
he rode away to join the man-hunt. “If
my huach is right—"

The night wore on. Gradually quiet was
restored. ~ Outwardly Ucross was peaceful,
slept. *

?hcn of a sudden, two shots came roar-
ing out of Wall Eye Jansen’s Last Chance
bar. Two shots that were so close together
that one seemed an echo of the other.
Riding back up the dark street, after a
weary and futile search, Hardy roweled to-
ward the dive. He threw himself from
the saddle, bounded across the walk and
crashed through the swinging doors.

At one side of the big resort Spike Ma-
Glone stood as thoufh transfixed. Smoke

eddied ceilingward from his hot-barreled

six-shooter. Slumped across a poker table,
head buried m outflung arms, was Blackie
Rogers. Grim-faced, tesror-stricken puach-
lastered sgainst the walls. The
ned with rigid cowboys who

bar was
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seemed suddenly to have died on their feet. |

‘The moment was without breath or motion;
silent, deadly, ominous.

Hardy could sense the relief, yet the hos-
tility, with which his entrance was greeted,
Wall Eye Jansen was the first to move. He
threw down a towel, started edging from
behind the bar.

Sizing things up with a precision born
of many despecate encounters, Hardy was
certain that Spike was no particular friend
of Wall Eye Jansen. He also knew that
any attempt to take him—a stranger though
he apparently was—in the nervetaut
crewd would precipitate a gun fight.

When, preseatly, he spoke, the offices’s
voice blasted the silence like a bombshell.

“Come on, MaGlone.” His gaze fo-
cused on the Rafter R gunny. Yet from
the corner of his eye he watched Jansen
(oundmg the end o?' the bar.

%{/ke smded. A cold, frozea smile.

hy don'’t you take me? You run me
out of town. You told me to stay. You've
aurested me ever time I've turned around
tonight. Make it stick. You're gunnin’
fec us Rafter R's. Me specially. 1 croaked
Blackie Rogers. He asked fer it. Even
these hoss rhieves will back me up.” He
threw a contemptuous nod at the stunned
crowd, slid his forty-five back into his hol-
ster. “Take me, if you feel lucky.”

“I'm runain’ this joint, sheriff.” The
rasping voice of Wall Eye cut in. “T'll be
responsible fer this walloper. Ever'body’s
nervous now. Lay off. the hell out
of here!”

Hardy’s tanned cheek paled. His eyes |

shifted to catch the full movement of Wall
Eye's hand, which hung near the butt of a
revolver stuck in the waistband of his
trousers.

A direct challenge to draw, and a warn-
ing to get out, were wormwood for a man
of Hardy's caliber. But he was no fool.
He realized that the odds were too great,
the situation beyond his single-handed pow-
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er. Wall Eye would shoot at the first break.
The strain was tightening every nerve to
the snapping point; every nerve, save those,
possibly, of the cold and smiling Spike
himself.

Seconds dragged by; tense, horrible sec-
onds. Wall Eye’s fingers hovered just above
his gun butt. Again the sheriff's gaze
sought Spike’s. Hardy, the gunman, looked
beyond the Rafter R man's insolent smile
and plumbed the depths of his soul. What

he saw determined his course. He delib-
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erately swung his back on Spike MaGlone
and faced Wall Eye Jansen.

“There's been a killin' here, Wall Eye,”
he said frozenly. “I'm under oath to ar-
rest @ killer no matter whose place he's in.
MaGlone,” he threw the name back over
his shoulder, “we're goin'—"

A forty-five rocketed flame from the
crowd. The pendant lamp above the sher-
iff flared up and burst with a splintering
crash. Instantly the place was a riot of
gunfire and flying glass. With the flash,
Hardy drew and fired. Not at Spike Ma-
Glone. But at Wall Eye Jansen, whose fin-
gers had closed about his gun. Blong!
Hardy saw Wall Eye go down. But before
he could trigger his forty-five again, a pain
seared his arm, sémn him about. He grunted.
His knees sagged, buckled, and he dropped.
The swaying, cursing mob was upon him,
crushing the breath from his body, tram.
Ehng him beneath heavy, shacp-heeled

oots. Above the bedlam he caught the
sound of shots. Swift shots, like a Gatling
fun. Then dackness engulfed him.

HERIFF HARDY was vaguely con-

L9 scious of being dragged through the

swinging doors. The noise of the fight,

still raging within, came faintly sbove the

sluicing roar of his ewn hot blood against
his ears. He struggled to rise.

“Lay still till you get your wind. Let

* each

‘em scrap it out. They're just ki

ea
other off. Savin’ yon the trouble.”
The law officer peered up at the puncher

|bending over him in the darkness. It was

Spike MaGlone. Somehow he had known
it was this fellow.

"I know you're wonderin’ what I'm doin"
here when you come a-purpose to arrest
me,” Spike snarled. “But—when I seen you
go down, I just had to cut loose. I ain’t
got no love fer you. But I've got a danged
sight less fer hoss thieves lile them. An’
when any hombre turns his back on Spike
MzGlone, he's either plain damn fool er
he’s got guts.”

"I read your sign,” Hardy groaned.
“Your eyes are on the level. That's why 1
turned my back. To get a crack at Wall
Eye. 1 took a chance. You had me dead
to rights if you'd of been a back-shooter.”

He struggled weakly to his fect, stood
swaying dizzily. T suspected you account
of your hook-up with the Rafter R. You've
g:ngunmm stickin® out all over you. You're
really under arrest fer murder. But
saved my life and I won't fergit it. Pull
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e freight; off the Ucross
p‘;dg)n sI wguﬂt start nn posse till 4

T ain't the rannin’ ki Spike’s voice
was warm with fsshug. “You offerin’ me
& break like this when I know what it's
costin’ a man like you— But I ain't oo
quitter, I've got ﬂ:e lowdown on—"

“Just as you say.” Hardy clutched his
own bleeding arm.  His face was ashen
even in the gloom. "I can't lock you up
after the way ﬁ pulled me through. Bt
nmmmﬁ remthr moenin’ T'll have
to get cut & warmant.” His voice broke.
“'Them bank robbers— That Diamond B—"
His woice trailed off, He groaned and
pitched hesdlong into Spike's arms,

hours later Sheriff Hardy again

back to consciousness,  His

fist uwu,ght was of somebody hovering

about him. It was old Doc Carey, puthng
the finishing touches to a bandaged arm.

“Take it easy now,” the doctor ur ed. o

"You'll be fit as a fiddle, N’obuesbru
Just sliced a couple of big veins. Yonu
weak from loss of blood.  Lay stil

“How can 17" Hardy choked. “There's | e

been a bank robbery.  Another ! dow
to the Last Chance, T shot Wall Epe—"'

“I heard sbout it.” Doc went on with
his work. A fellow calling himself Spike
MaGlone brought you in here, dead to the
world.  Said when you came to, to tell
you he'd headed for the Diamond B, by
way of the Rafter R, where he'd pick up
the riding guns and—"

"Ridia’ guns—Diamond B."

ke said you weren't in shape to
sa i‘:‘d just clean out that D:Pcmtwdso’ﬁ
for you, Wished, when you felt
le, you'd ride on down there
wealdn't need , bub—""

“Spike MaGlonc? Clean out the Dia-

B¥"  Strength borm of excitement |
brought Hardy balt upright. “There's all
kinds of hell to pay now.

pWibout that MiGioos you'd of played

bell recovering that bank

W hat
pleded with pain and surprise.
“MaGlone go!memon'pqnbﬂfmthe
bank robbery,

“He played nurse while I probed for
dmslu in um I-I;egw}:mtywhte
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they werea’t Diamond B hands

“After you ordered MaGlone out of
town, his horse got scared down at the
stockyards. Somebody took a shot at him.
While he was trying to get the lowdown
on it, the trouble broke loose and he saw
those Diamond B riders pass. Heard some-
thing fall inside the yards. Somebody
crawled away in the dark. Those robbers
had a lookout posted in the stockyards since

dusk. As they rode by, after the robbery,

they tossed the loot to this lookout. He
doubled back to town. But MaGlone was
on the job and—"

“And croaked Blackie Rogers!” Hardy's
weakness vanished. He sprang to his fect.
T thought it was funny them Diamond B
riders was 0 danged quick to act as posse-
men. An’ there was only six of ‘em.
There’'d been seven workin' them steers.

“T went back to Wall Eye's after I'd run
Spike out of town. Rogers an’ his gang
had ducked. Rogers relieved that lookout,
I'll bet. The robbery was timed to the
second and the lookout robbed the bank.
Rode right out of town with that gang Ird
deputized. them!”

“MaGlone left a note for you, Tom. I
was too busy tending to your arm to listen,
so I told him to write a letter.” The doc-
tor passed over a penciled scrawl.

Dear Sheriff:
Doe’s got the bank money. I made Wall
Eye's bartender take it out of the safe at
e Last Chance. look Ilul run
onl on you at the jail pasear
e YHe Ll b a listraiel

Lc.k up tha ]ookonll trail. It doubles
ek lh-eu( the alley to the Last Chance.

d-lnied near beat Blackie Rogers
l.lnere, Blael

of

squawked

g

work over a bnnch of Rafter R's a- shp
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B | canght himself,

em. I come to Ucross a-purpose
Blackie Ro;em although I didn't know il
at the time. n and now

goin’ 1o round up the er R guns and
smoke ’em up. Mur that I’H eome in and
lnmndu' I'd like deputy sher-
iffin’ Spike MaGlone.

“Well, T'il be a dirty kyoodle.” Hardy
“1 was scared folks in
Ucross would raise hell about me lettin’
that Rafter R go. But I guess they can't

say nothin’ now. I'm danged glzd be is
hankerin’ to do a little deputyin”.”
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