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“This place is too hot for even you, Sherrill, and besides you

have a vengeance-trail to ride — the man who blinded your

friend Patchin is bossing that wagon train. Better get on that

train, Sherrill—did you know that they're taking big bets against

its getting through? It's a double-job lad, cut out for the like of
you!"
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N THE River Belle saloon and

gambling-house they were talking

about Sherrill. For several weeks
the name of this young man had fig-
ured prominently in the conversa-
tions of Bedloe Landing. Today they
could talk freely because Jay Lavery,
owner of the establishment, was keep-
ing his bruised face out of sight, and
his three chief gunmen, Mitchum,
Holway and Dakin, had withdrawn to
a far corner table.

“Sherry shoulda killed Lavery last
night,” was one opinion. “Beatin’ his
head half off ain’t goin’ to get Sherry
anythin’ but grief. Lavery’'s sure to
get him now; he’'ll have the boys out
after him before sundown. They been
strainin’ at the leash for some spell.”

“They better be sharp when they
go for Sherry,” said another. “I never
saw nothin’ like Sherry that night he
took them two gamblers in the Royal.
Hinsman an* Dobbs was slick, too.
Sherry took 'em like a short drink.”

“That was sure enough somethin’,"
agreed a third. “Seems like cornin’ up-
river on the Mississippi Maid Sherry
cleaned them two. When they put in
to the landin’ this Hinsman an’ Dobbs
hung around till they figgered Sherry
was drunk in the Royal. He's at the
bar an’ they come in an’ brace him,
one on each side. I'm tellin’ you
lightnin’ never struck no faster.
Sherry shot 'em both dead, one slug
from each gun. Hinsman was still
reachin’, Dobbs had his iron half out.
They couldn’t believe it, even with
the lead in 'em. | wouldn't a believed
it if | hadn't been there. Harry Con-
nover’'s seen 'em all; he claims he
never saw a better man than Sherry
with the Colts.”

“Don’t forget these boys of Lav-
ery's are good, too,” interposed the
first speaker. “Specially Holway an’
the Preacher. An’ they’ll be about six
on one, if Lavery sends 'em all."

“He better send 'em all if he wants
any back alive!”

“Funny, that Sherrill ain't much to
look at. Never take him for a Kkiller.
Just a kid, a kinda pretty boy with
bright hair an’ a grin you can't help
likin’. But he don’'t give a damn for

L)

nothin’.
“Hea got a name down the river.
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I heard about him in Natchez an
Memphis, him an’ another young hell
er called Patch. Hellfire behind that
easy smile, an’ women crazy for hirr
all the way down to New Orleans.”

“A woman is all that keeps him alive
here. Wasn't for Lilli Lavery he
woulda been buried weeks back. Dun-
no why, but Jay won't let nobody take
Sherrill long as he stands in with
Lil. Damn funny way for a man to
be with his wife, but that's how it is.”

“Sherry ain't goin’ to rate so high
with Lilli neither. Not when she hears
about him walkin’ outa here last night
with Nina Montez. After losin’ all
his money an’ knockin’ hell outa Jay.”

“If Lil turns on him, Sherry better
breeze outa Bedloe. When that comes
Jay’ll turn loose Mitchum, Holway,
Dakin, the whole pack. Sherry ain't
that good he can take 'em all.”

The group glanced covertly at the
corner table where the gunmen
sulked. The boys weren’t happy about
having their boss beaten up in his
own place. Mitchum, dressed entirely
in black, had the gaunt hollow-
cheeked face and brooding, sorrow-
ful, half-mad eyes of a mountain
preacher. Holway was big and
brawny but easy-moving, his scarred
face hard, insolent and tough, achew
of tobacco bulging one jaw. Dakin
wag thin and wiry with the sneering
face of a shark. They were all ruth-
less killers, a notorious and terrible
trio. And for a long time they had
been waiting to get at Sherrill.

“No,” said the last speaker
thoughtfully. “Sherry ain't that
good.” .

T APPROXIMATELY the same

time Sherrill emerged from the
back door of an adobe block house
near the outskirts of town, a struc-
ture somewhat larger and more pre-
tentious than its neighbors. Laugh-
ing he crossed the narrow porch,
swung over the rail and dropped
lightly to the ground. As he ducked
down the alley a small-calibered pis-
tol cracked spitefully from the door-
way, and splinters stung his cheek as
the bullet screamed off the wall.

Sherrill jogged out the alleyway to
the .leatt street, smiling and shaking
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his head. He was long and lean and
limber, his hair and eyes the color
of whiskey, his face boyish and clear,
almost delicate. Th2t had been rather
close, closer no doubt than Lilli in-
tended, although she was raging.
"Hell hath no fury,” he murmured,
pausing at the corner to roll and
light a cigarette.

Lilli Lavery had finally learned of
his occasional meetings with Nina
Montez, long her rival in the night-
life of this river port, and the reper-
cussions were apt to be anything but
laughable. It was time, Sherrill real-
ized, that he get away from Bedloe
Landing. His money was gone; his
luck had changed; and he knew from
experience that he was in for a bad
run now. With him it was either way
up or way down. Never halfway, mod-
erate, normal, no happy medium.
Either he couldn’t lose or it was im-
possible to win. He had hit the
heights in this town, now he was on
the way down. The time had come to
move. The question was where and
how...

Sherrill sauntered along the rutted
street with dust rising from the traf-
fic of horsemen, wagons and buck-
boards, past rude houses of sod,
plank and brick toward the central
plaza and the river. Flat-crowned hat
tilted rakishly, he was slim and ele-
gant in scarlet satin shirt, gray scarf,
gray trousers, expensive Star boots,
the gun-belt with its two sheathed
Colts binding his flat hips.

Here and there people greeted him
and turned to look after him. There
were offers of rides in a variety of
creaking rumbling vehicles which he
declined politely. Sherrill had been
in Bedloe only a month and he was
already a legend; on his second night
in town he had broken the bank in
both Harry Connover's Royal and
Jay Lavery’s River Belle, and the fa-
mous beauty Lilli had selected him as
her own. Today his pockets were emp-
ty, and Lilli had just tried to shoot
him; things had indeed come to a
pretty pass.

Now Sherrill craved a drink but
lacked the price. He had expected to
retrieve some of last night's losses
from Lil, but she preferred to pay

him off in lead this afternoon. Wom-
en were funny all right. He started
singing in a low clear voice;

“You may talk of Sue and Molly,
But I've one that's got 'em beat,
She’'s my little hot tamale,
Just as hot as she is sweet."

At the head of the square Sherrill
halted indecisively and shaped anoth-
er cigarette, his amber eyes roving
over the milling and motley throngs.
There were farmers and homestead-
ers in homespun, cowboys in plain or
colorful range garb, lumberjacks with
calked boots and plaid shirts, fron-
tiersmen in buckskin, gamblers in
black-and-white broadcloth, and drift-
ers wearing anything from eastern
store clothes to backwoods rags.

N THE LEFT was the River
Belle and Sherrill contemplat-
ed entering in search of Nina Montez
and a few dollars, but decided against
it. Jay Lavery may have given his gun-
hands the word already. Holway's
trigger-finger itched every time he
saw Sherrill anyway, while Dakin
looked more than ever like a hungry
shark, and Mitchum’s cadaverous
countenance assumed an expression
of mournful piety that foretold Kkill-
ing. They'd get to Sherrill quick
enough without his walking in and
asking for it. He wasn't in a fighting
mood or ready for the showdown.

On his right was the Royal, and
Harry Connover, the proprietor,
would be glad to lend him money, al-
though Harry was certain to jibe him
for losing to Lavery. But Sherrill had
always found it easier to accept mon-
ey from women than from men. Won-
dering idly why this was so he con-
cluded that he must be without moral
fiber and character. It did not bother
him much to assay his shortcomings.
Nothing mattered a great deal since
his family had been wiped out, his
father and elder brother dying with
Stuart before Spottsylvania, his moth
er and sister murdered by marauding
guerrilas.

Across the way stood the Queen's
Hotel in which Sherrill had a seldom
used room. The hotel with the River
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Belle and the Royal dominated the
plaza. Lesser structures of adobe,
brick and plank housed other saloons,
stores and markets, harness shops and
livery stables, a bank, dancehall,
blacksmith’'s forge, feed and grain
mill, barbershop, all mushroomed to-
gether in heterogeneous confusion,
all more or less busy.

Briefly Sherrill wondered what it
would be like to work for a living. In
moments of depression he sometimes
envied men with steady jobs, until

comprehension of the dullness and
monotony of routine labor appalled,
his senses. No, that was not for him...

What was it Patchin used to say?
“Only fools and horses work, and
horses back up to it.” Patchin with
those twinkling blue eyes and that
broad homely grin, he had been a
good pardner until he married that
girl in Memphis. Poor Patch, he must
be working now... At any rate he had
got a fine girl in Veronica, Even so
Sherry thought of him almost as If
he were dead.

He crossed the square and strolled
on down Front Street toward the riv-
er. He could sign on one of the side-
wheelers as a house gambler, he sup-
posed, but he didn't like the idea of
sharing his profits. And with his luck
on the down grade there probably
wouldn’t be any profits to share, and
the captain would bounce him off at

the first stop. Sherrill smiled whim-
sically. Even that would get him out
of Bedloe Landing, away from Lilli
and Mina, away from Jay Lavery and
his hired guns.

At the rim of the bluff Sherrill
made another smoke and stood star-
ing out over the docks and the broad
sweep of the Mississippi River. Traf-
fic had been heavy of late and the
Landing a boom town. On the flats
were the wagons and tents of the
emigrants preparing to start their

long trek westward. He had met a
few of them, the Romneys and fat
jovial Ed Deal were the ones he re
membered, and Sherrill felt sorry for
them. Men burdened down with whole
families pushing out to make homes
in the wilderness.

They had a tremendous battle
against overwhelming odds on their
hands, complicated by the presence
of so many women and children
There was heat and thirst and hun-
ger to face, as well as the hostile In
dians. There were endless plains,
deserts and the Rocky Mountains to
be crossed. Death stalked close to
every wagon-train west... Sherrill
marvelled at the courage, or fool
hardiness, of the men who led their
wives and children into such a ven-
ture. It was hard enough for a man
alone to stand up and fight this raw
primitive western world.



Holway got old Wilton before he could reach Macklin.
(Chapter 9)

n
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A man by himself could endure a
lot before breaking, but when he was
forced to watch his womenfolk and
kids suffer and die, disintegration,
despair and madness were apt to set
in. Sherrill shook his head and tried
to dismiss the matter. It was their
problem, not his; he had troubles of
his own. Let them go out and die in
the desert if they chose. He felt bad
for the women and children, but they
were none of his business... Since
Spottsylvania and the pillaging of a
certain Southern manor human life
had diminished in value, so far as
Sherrill was concerned.

y" 2 s

ALKING back
toward town Sher-
rill met the Romney
brothers, Whitmore
and Judson. “Well,
boys,” he said, smil-
ing in response to
their eager, “Hullo,
Sherry!” There had
been a strong in-
stinctive liking be-
tween them from
the first. They were nearly as tall as
his six-feet-one, stalwart and keen
and supple, a fine-looking pair. Whit,
blond and gray-eyed with a quick
boyish smile that dimpled one brown
cheek, was built on slender graceful
lines. Jud, somewhat stockier and
graver, had black hair and brown
eyes. But their smiles were identical,
their pleasant bronzed features simi-
lar, and they might have been twins
with contrasting coloring.

“When are you pulling out?” in-
quired Sherrill.

“In the morning," answered Whit
Romney. “Why don’'t you come along
with us, Sherry? We might need you
to fight off the Apaches.”

Sherrill grinned. “I've got nothing
against the Indians.”

“You would have,” Judson said
grimly, “if you'd seen what they do
to some wagon-trains!”

“1 know, Jud,” said Sherrill gently.
“But I'm no pioneer. Maybe I'm too
fond of comfort.”

Whitmore laughed. “From what we
hear you won't be getting much com-
fort in Bedloe. Sherry!”

“Is the news out already? I'll have
to seek the protection of Sheriff Slo-
cumb.”

Even the sober Jud laughed aloud,
the law being what it was in the Bed-
loe Landing. Whit said: “Sherry, you
better come down and say good-by to
mother and dad. They haven't for-
gotten how you took care of them
that time in the hotel.”

“That was nothing,” Sherrill pro-
tested. “Your dad could have handled
those drunks all right. | just didn't
want to see your mother embar-
rassed.”

“Besides, Sis is dying to meet you,”
grinned Whit.

“Too bad to disillusion a young
girl,” Sherrill drawled. “Would you
boys buy me a drink first? | had a
bad run last night."

“1t'll be an honor,” Jud assured
him gravely, and they headed at once
into the smoke-hazed din of the near-
by Waterfront Saloon. Midway
through their second round Ed Deal
joined them, a massive man with a
laughing red face, powerful in spite
of the fat he carried.

“You decided to come along and
see the Great West, Sherry?” he
boomed. “We can use a lad like you
out there.”

"Afraid not, Ed. | don’t think Lav-
ery’d like it if 1 left town. Which
trail you taking?”

“Salt Lake and it ain’t bad at all.
Independence, Kearney, Fort Lara-
mie, and over the hump to Bridger.”

“Who's scouting for you?”

“Fiddle Filchock.” Deal saw Sher-
ry’'s look and asked: “Is that bad?”

“No, the Fiddler’ll be all right
when he sobers up.”

Ed Deal grunted. “He better had.
Macklin’ll flog the liquor outa him
with that whip a his.”

“Trail boss?”

“Yeah.” Deal peered around rather
furtively. “Don’t like the man much
myself. But he’s got guts, he's a driv-
er, and that's what you need. Mack-
lIn’s got a coupla tough boys to help
him too, Koogle and Spicer.”
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Whit Romney “Too
tough—they think.”
“Well, it's a rough business,” Ed

Deal said.

grimaced.

AFTER SEVERAL rounds they
left Ed at the bar and went out
to descend the slope toward the en-
campment on the river flats. Sherrill
was feeling better as they passed
through long lines of wagons: sway-
backed Conestogas, high old Chuck-
wagons, sturdy Pittsburghs, and huge
Murphys. Children were playing
among the tents and wagons, shoot-
ing Indians, adding their shrill cries
to the bawling of cattle. Everyone
seemed to know and like the Romney
brothers, hailing them from all sides.
There was such a festive air about
the camp that Sherrill wondered if
these people had any conception of
what lay ahead of them. Perhaps it
was fully as well if they did not.

The brothers, in the way of boys,
were a trifle impatient while Sherrill
chatted with their mother and father.
Mrs. Romney was tall for a woman
with a proud head of graying hair,
deep faded gray eyes, fine features,
and a gracious manner. Mr. Romney,
a bit shorter than his six-foot sons,
was built broad, compact and solid.
A grave quiet pipe-smoking man with
thinning fair hair, mild brown eyes,
and a strong-boned face that was dis-
tinctive. They were soft-spoken,
friendly and gentle, but there was
courage and will underneath. Sherrill
was surprised to learn that they came
from Vermont. He had never suspect-
ed there were people of such quality
among the Yankees.

Whit finally grabbed Sherrill’s
arm. “Come and see the wagon, Sher-
ry. It’'s a beauty.”

It was shining clean and bright, a
Conestoga, red-wheeled and blue bod-
ied with a yellow hood. Sherrill ex-
pressed proper appreciation but his
eyes were more for the horses. There
were six for the wagon and five sad-
dle-horses, all prime sleek specimens,
and Sherrill contemplated what an in-
vestment this outfit must constitute.
The Romneys certainly were well-
equipped for the journey, far better
than most of their companions, many

of whom had oxen and mules.

Everything a family possessed
thrown into this cross-continent
guest, a much greater gamble than
any Sherrill had ever undertaken...
They were looking at the horses when
the girl came up. Whit introduced her
and Sherrill suffered a shock that
tingled through his entire being,
caught at his throat and took his
breath away, left him dazed, shaken
and light-headed.

Molly Romney had rich burnished
dark hair and wide gray eyes in a
tanned face so pure and flawless it
struck through him like a steel blade.
She was slim, straight and lissome,
but full-breasted and superbly curved
in the simple dress she was wearing
because it would be so long a time
before she could dress like a woman
again. There was a clean freshness
about her that made blonde Lilli Lav-
ery and dark Nina Montez look like,
what they undoubtedly were, a pair
of painted trollops. Molly’s glance
was frank and straight, she had the
warm bright Romney smile, and her
voice was soft flowing musict “So
you're Sherry. I'm glad to meet you
at last.”

OR ONCE in his life Sherrill was

tongue-tied, feeling absurdly
young and raw and awkward, pain-
fully conscious of his scarlet shirt
and the heavy guns dragging at his
thighs. Somehow he felt unworthy
and ashamed. There was a humility
in him that he had not known since
standing before his mother in boy
hood. He swallowed hard but could
not speak. With one accord they
turned and moved a little way toward
the river.

“I'm glad you came,” Molly said.
“III was afraid | wouldn't see you at
all.”

At last words came but with diffi-
culty : “The pleasure is mine. I—I
think a lot of your brothers. Your
folks are fine, too.”

Molly Romney laughed lightly.
“The boys worship you, Sherry. Dad
and mother were quite impressed too.
They've all been hoping you'd join
the train.” When Sherrill shook his
head slowly she went on; “lIs there



anything in Bedloe Landing—worth
staying and perhaps dying for?”

“No. but it's my kind of life.”

“Don’'t you get tired of it?
seen those places and people...”

“Sure. Bnt 1I'd get more tired of
crawling across the plains.”

“You like excitement, don’t you?”
She studied him closely.

Sherrill nodded. “That's about all
there is for me, | guess.”

“If you have to use those guns,”
Molly Romney murmured, “I should
think you’d want to do some good
with them.”

“That can be done right here at

I*ve

the Landing,” Sherrill smiled.

“It could be done a lot better by
protecting the lives of women and
children.”

“That's right.” agreed Sherrill.
“But I'm no Indian fighter.”

Molly sighed. “All right, Sherry,
I'm sorry...” She turned back toward
where her brothers were waiting im-
patiently. Dark Judson was scowling
and kicking the turf, while blond
Whitmore concentrated on forming
a cigarette.

“I'm the one to be sorry,” Sherrill
said, pacing beside her. “I'd like to
go but I don’t belong here. Not with
people like you and your family... 1|



didn’'t know there were families like
this in wagon-trains.”

“Why yes, Sherry.” She smiled up
at him. “We're the backbone of the
country. Didn’t you know?”

Sherrill bowed his red-gold head.
“The country’s all right then. The
country will live.”

“You could help it. You could be-
long if you wanted to.”

“Not any more. It's too late, Miss
Romney.”

“Hey, Sherry!” Jud called gruffly,
almost sullenly. “I need another
drink before supper.”

“You've talked me into it, Jud-
son,” said Sherrill. “Let’'s go.”

Molly said: “You're easily talked
into some things, | see.”

“Any of the vices,” Sherrill said
soberly. “Miss Romney, | can't quite
say...” He held out his hand and the
girl took it.

“You don't have to,” Molly said
gently. “1 know.”

They stood there until the brothers
called again, and Sherry turned after
them with a mixture of relief and
regret, troubled by the surge of emo-
tion the girl had prompted in him,
He had known many women, but not
one had ever made him feel this way.
He was startled and upset, stunned
and incredulous. Molly Romney...
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And she was leaving in the morning.
He would never see her again.

AS THEY neared the edge of
camp a man crossed to intercept
them with an air of swaggering au-
thority. A big man, no taller than
Sherrill but much broader and heav-
ier with tremendous shoulders and
arms. There was arrogance in his
stride and contempt in his dark
hard-set hawk-face. Sherry bristled
with instinctive dislike even before
the man spoke: “Howdy, boys. Who's
your friend here?”

There never could be anything
humble about the Romneys, but there
was some slight deference in their
manner as they presented Sherry to
Cord Macklin. The big man carried
a thick heavy quirt in his right hand,
flicking it now and then with a pow-
erful practiced wrist. His strangely
glittering black eyes were insolent as
they swept Sherrill from hat to boots,
lingering on the satin shirt and the
gun-belt.

“Yeah, I've heard of him,” Cord
Macklin said. “What’s he doin’ here?”

Whit Romney’s fair face colored.
“Wait a minute, Cord!”

“No offense, Whit,” said Cord
Macklin. “1 understand a new outfit’s
joinin’ up with us, and I'm checkin’
on 'em. Thought maybe your friend
was with ’'em, see?”

Sherrill had had enough of this.
“Well, I'm not,” he said. “And if 1
were, what would it be to you?”

Cord Macklin laughed unpleasant-
ly and cracked the whip like a shot.
“I'm bossin this wagon-train, that's
all. I'm kinda particular who rides
with it. Any objections, mister?”

“I'm not interested,” said Sherrill,
anger stirring and rising hotly in
him. “Neither in you nor your wagon-
train. Come on, boys.”

Macklin moved enough to bar his
path. “Only in the Romneys, huh?”
The sarcasm was heavy.

“That's right,” Sherrill said, step-
ping toward him. “Out of the way
now. | don't usually take this much
from any man.”

Cord Macklin stood his ground,
swinging his quirt and eyeing Sher-
ry’s guns. “1 know you're a gun-fight-

er. I wonder if you're any good with-
out them guns?”

“You can find out,” Sherrill told
him. “Drop that quirt and I'll drop
my gun-belt.”

Cord Macklin laughed and made the
quirt sing. “This little whip has come
close to cuttin’ gun-hands off at the
wrist.”

Sherrill smiled. “1 use either hand.”

“In that case I'd work on your
neck—or eyes.” Macklin stood solid
and sure, measuring his man.

“Try it,” invited Sherrill, lounging
loose and easy, slender and boyish
before that rugged bulk.

There was hatred between them,
springing instantaneously from un-
known depths, burnijig with an in-
tensity that would last as long as
they lived. For a tense moment they
stood face to face, watchful and wait-
ing, poised to strike. Then it was
broken by the jarring mockery of
Macklin’s laughter and the cold rasp
of his voice: “If | see you around
here again | willl” He strode back
toward the wagons, cutting the air
with hissing strokes of the lash. Sher-
rill’s amber eyes followed him intent-
ly-

“Come on, Sherry,” said Jud Rom-
ney. “I'm dryer'n ever.”

“Nice sociable fellow,” commented
Sherrill as they went on toward the
bluff.

Whit laughed uneasily. “Cord isn't
generally that bad. He saw you talk-
ing to Molly and it made him sore.”

“Oh." Sherry tried to make it cas-
ual. “He got a claim there?”

“Not exactly,” grinned Whit. “But
he'd sure like to have.”

“Well, you can't blame him for
that,” Sherrill drawled. “Your sister
is a pretty sweet girl.”

“Sure, she’s all right,” Whit said
without enthusiasm.

“That quirt is a new one on me,”
admitted Sherrill.

“Cord’s really hell with that whip,”
Jud said. “He blinded a gunman in
Natchez, and crippled another one’s
gun-wrist on the boat.”

“That poor guy in Matchez,” Whit
said. “He came at Macklin over some
woman trouble. Cord caught him
square across the eyes. Cord’s awful



WAGON WHEELS WEST 17

fast with that damn thing.”

“Nice fellow,” smiled Sherill, pat-
ting the gun-handles on his thighs.
“But I'll string along with these.”

s3s

N HOUR and a
number of drinks
later Sherrill part-
ed with the Rom-
ney brothers out-
side the Waterfront,
declining their in-
vitation to supper
on the grounds that
he did not care for
whipping with his
meals. They offered
to stay uptown with him then, bait he
wouldn’t listen to it. The boys finally
said they might get away and look
him up later that night, and Sherry
told them he hoped they would.

Walking toward the center of town
with no definite objective in mind
Sherrill kept an eye out for Lavery’s
gun-sharps. If Lilli had given the
thumbs-down sign they would be gun-
ning for him and the top three.
Mitchum, Holway and Dakin, were
not to be under-estimated. Sherrill’'s
real reason for not accepting the
Romney invitation to supper was a
reluctance to place himself once more
under the compulsion in Molly’s
charm. If he had lived a decent kind
of life he might have gone to court
and marry Molly Romney. As it was
he had to let her go without a
word...Sherrill tried to shrug it off.
Too late now to change, too late to be
sorry. But the sense of loss and emp-
tiness and futility persisted. With
his luck running downhill he was al-
ways inclined to be morbid.

Four different men along Front
Street informed Sherrill that Harry
Connover wanted to see him in the
Royal. A feeling of foreboding grew
in him as he neared the square where
oil lamps were beginning to glimmer
in the early dusk. Knowing he should
eat something, although he had no ap-
petite, he stopped in a little restau-
rant for a sandwich and coffee, sit-
ting back against the wall so he could

watch the entrance. Afterward he
fashioned a cigarette and sat for a
space smoking thoughtfully, troubled
by a loneliness that he was unused to
and did not like. Meeting Molly Rom-
ney had made him dissatisfied with
everything, particularly himself.

Sherrill was striding along the slat
sidewalk with alert eyes probing the
shadows when a woman’'s voice
reached him through the crowd:
“Sherry!” Hungry-eyed men watched
narrowly as Nina Montez ran up and
clung to Sherrill’'s arm, her dark eyes
lifted anxiously to his clear face.

“They are after you, Sherry,” she
said in the precise curious accent that
once had delighted him. “All of them.
Lavery has set them loose. That jeal-
ous wife of his, of course; Sherry,
you must take care!”

“1 always do,” he said shortly, look-
ing at her rouge and earrings with
faint distaste, attempting to free his
arm without offending her. After see-
ing Molly Romney he had no desire
to be with Nina or Lilli Lavery or
any of their sort. But Nina retained
her grip firmly. “You come with me
now, Sherry.”

“l can't go with you. I've got to see
Harry.”

Nina shook his arm with impa-
tience. “First you come with me.
Harry knows of it; he sent me to
find you. Come, Sherry.”

“What's it all about?”

“A friend of yours wants you. A
friend who is hurt.”

“Who is it, Nina? Don't be so dan t
mysterious,” Sherrill said.

“l don't know. | only know he is
hurt and asking for you, Sherry. He
came today on the boat. I have been
taking care of him. Sometimes he
sounds a little crazy in the head.”

“All right where is he?” Sherrill
finally disengaged his arm and tried
his guns in their holsters. Anything
could be a trap now.

Nina Montez slanted a dark scorn-
ful glance at him. “You don't trust
me? You think | am another LiHi?
Come on, foolish boy.”

Guffaws of bawdy laughter fol-
lowed them as Nina led him toward
the plaza and turned down a darken-
ing alley. They came out behind a
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harness shop near the Royal. The
main floor was dark but light showed
vaguely in the basement storeroom.
Nina went down wooden steps and
quietly opened the door to an odor
of oiled leather. Sherrill drew his
right-hand gun and trailed her into
the dim room hung with harnesses
and saddles. Nina closed the door and
stood by it, pointing to an impro-
vised bunk in the far corner.

“Let me take that gun, Sherry,” she
said. “I'll wait here.”

Sherrill handed her the big .44 and
brushed through a thin screen of lea-
ther straps. Lamplight from a single
wall bracket flickered over the figure
of a man stretched on his back, arms
at sides, a bandage over his eyes, his
body motionless. Sherrill advanced
wonderingly, thinking the man was
dead until he saw the dry lips move.
The bandage covered the upper face
completely, but Sherrill saw some-
thing familiar in that stubborn cleft
chin and wide mouth, the broken nose
that had been broken again by the
look of it.

“Patch!” he said. “Patch boy, is it
you?”

The broad mouth curved into that
remembered homely grin. “It's me,
Sherry. What's left of me.” He held
up both hands and Sherrill clasped
them hard.

“What they been doing to you.
Patch?” Still holding Patchin’s hands
Sherrill sat down on a crate beside
the rude pallet.

“I'm all right. Sherry—except my
eyes. I'm sure glad you're here, kid.
I had to find you.”

“What happened anyway. Patch?”

“Quite a story. Make me a cigarette
and I'll tell you."

Sherrill rolled two cigarettes, lit
them, and placed one between Patch-
in’s lips. Patch inhaled with deep sat-
isfaction. “It's a lie you can't taste
tobacco smoke without seeing it.”

NSIDE, Sherrill was boiling like

a cauldron as a horrible suspicion
took root and formed in his brain.
Patchin’s eyes had been the most re-
markable thing about him, bright blue
and brimming with gayety and laugh-
ter in the old days. “There's a devil

in your eyes, Patch,” Veronica used
to say. “A man with eyes like that is
not to be trusted.” But she could
trust Patchin all right. He had for-
saken all the old reckless, riotous,
hell-to-breakfast ways and settled
right down after marrying her.

“First, | lost Veronica.” Patch said
evenly through his teeth. Sherrill’'s
own teeth were on edge and sweat
started in his palms and armpits as he
watched his shadow waver grotesque-
ly on the wall. “I was away hauling
freight for McClinktock and Durfee,”
Patch went on. “These men musta
seen Veronica on the street and fol-
lowed her home. Our house was out
a ways, no vary near neighbors. | used
to worry some but Veronica always
said she could take care of herself,
and you remember how we taught her
to handle a gun and shoot.

“1 don't know how it happened, of
course. | found out after there were
three men, but one in particular...
They musta caught her by surprise
before she could get hold of a gun.
When | got home she was gone and
I found this note. She—she didn't
want to live after that; said she
couldn’'t go on living... About a week
later they pulled her out of the river,
ten miles downstream.

“1 got a line on the men and lit out
after them. The big one was the one |
wanted most. Caught up with 'em in
Natchez. Called the big one. had him
under my gun, cold. But | wanted
him to know what he was dying for.
I did some talking... Faster'n I could
pull the trigger he laid this quirt
of his across my eyes, blinded me. |
threw a couple of shots blind,
couldn’'t see a thing, Sherry... He
knocked me down and | reckon they
all put the boots to me. Well, soon as
I could travel | came on here. He's
in town, Sherry, but he's leaving to
morrow, west with the wagon-train.
His name is—”"

“Cord Macklin,” Sherrill said tight-
ly. “1 met him this afternoon. | knew
I was going to have to kill him some-
time. But | didn't know just why—
then."

“That’'s him,” Patchin affirmed.
“Koogle and Spicer, the other two,
are with him. Sherry, 1I'd give any-
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thing if 1 could have my eyes back
just long enough, just an hour or so.
But it's no use... You'll take care of
it for me. Sherry?”

“1I'll take care of it, Patch,” Sher-
rill said soft'y. “I'll take care of
everything.”

Patchin smiled under the bandage.
“1 knew you would, boy.”

“l m going to get you a nice room
in the hotel,” Sherrill told him. “Get
you some good food and a doctor.

“You'll be all right, Patch."

“Never mind about me,” said Patch-
in. “You take care of that business.
I'm all right here. Sherry. The lady
brought me something to eat.”

“Shut up!” Sherrill ordered rough-
ly. “You're going to the hotel. If I
don't come back myself I'll send
somebody. Harry Connover's boys
will treat you right. Rest easy now,
Patch, don't worry about a thing."
Sherrill stood up and leaned forward
to press Patchin’s shoulder before
turning toward the door where the
girl was standing guard, the gun enor-
mous and rather ridiculous ia her
dainty hand.

Nina Montez had to lead Sherrill
out like a child then, for his own eyes
were suddenly and scaldingly blind-

4 S

ARRY Connover
smiled behind his
desk and waved

Sherrill to a chair in
the office at the
rear of the Royal

saloon and gam-
bling emporium.
Harry was small

and plump and neat

with a pale soft

face, cold hard eyes,

anil the usual thin cigar in his trimly-

mustached mouth. He was always

suave and calmly controlled, a little

man of vast experience and great

assurance. Harry Connover regarded

the world and its inhabitants with de-

tached and ironical amusement as
well as interest.

“Well, your friend Patchin is late-

ly ensconced in the best available
room at the Queen’s Hotel," he an-
nounced in his cultured tone. “One of
the finest physicians west of the Al-
leghenies is in attendance. No doubt
purely from devotion to you Nina
Montez has volunteered to act as
nurse, and as you well know Nina can
be very comforting to a man. But you.
Sherry, look extremely worried, and
likely with reason. | understand that
Lavery has finally unleashed his dogs
of war, and that you are not long for
this vale of tears.”

“That seems to be the general opin-
ion,” agreed Sherrill, reaching for one
of the long slender cigars in the ham-
mered-silver humidor. “Lavery has my
money, now he wants my life.”

“Unfortunate that you didn’t see fit
to deposit your money at my tables.”
sighed Harry Connover. "But no mat-
ter. Your major mistake, of course,
was Nina. You were safe until Lilli
turned on you, son. Lavery adheres to
a strange code in these affairs. He
never has Lil's lovers executed until
she herself calls for it. What are
your plans, Sherry?”

“1 don t know, Harry. |1 don’t know
what to do.”

“Health dictates that you leave
town, my boy. Why don’t you go with
the wagon-train? The Romneys would
welcome you, and the daughter is very
lovely.”

Sherrill's face hardened into a
smooth mask. “Don’t be a damn fool,
Harry! Where would 1 fit in with a
wagon train? 1'd go crazy out there in
the wilderness.”

“You have something else in mind.
Sherry. Something connected perhaps
with Patchin's misfortune?”

“Yes,” Sherrill said flatly. “1 have
some Killing to do.”

“l know what happened down the
river,” Connover told him. “But you
can't kill those men now."

“You know everything,” muttered
Sherrill. “Why can’'t 1?”

“Because it would leave the wagon-
train without leadership. Macklin is
in charger Spicer and Koogle are his
lieutenants. Killing them would wreck
the train before it started, Sherry, You
wouldn’t want to do that."

“They’'ve got to die.”
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“1 am in full agreement with that,”
assented Connover. “But there's no
time limit. Why not go with the train
and settle accounts once you get
there.”

“To hell with the train,” Sherrill
said. “1 don’t want any part of it. Why
are you so anxious to get me out of
town, Harry?”

Harry Connover laughed and spread
his plump hands in protest. “I'm not,
Sherry, not at all. I'm very fond of
you, | enjoy your company, | should
miss you a great deal. | admire your
courage, your skill with guns and
girls, cards and dice. But I do not
wish to see you die here in these
streets without a chance. And you
will, son, if you stay in Bedloe Land-
ing. I'll stake you for the trip, and
generously. I'll see that Patchin has
the best of care and attention.”

“1 don't like the idea of being run
out by that bunch, Harry.”

“It’s senseless to stay and fight the
whole pack—Mitchum, Holway, Da-
kin, and all the rest. It's suicide
Sherry. As good as you are, my boy,
you aren't bullet-proof. Go with the
wagons, go with the Romneys.”

“1 don’t belong with the people like
the Romneys,” Sherrill said with
some bitterness.

“Why not?” countered Connover.
“You're a gentleman—or w‘1lbe when
you stop running wild and art grow-
ing up. | know your family name, son.
Even if | didn't 1 could tell there’s
blood and breeding behind you. The
Romneys represent the better stock
of New England, but you are more
aristocratic than that, you are—"

Sherrill gestured sharply. “That's
all dead.”

Connover shook his balding head
with a smile. “That never dies, Sher-
ry. But getting back to the point in
guestion. As | see it there is only
one course for yon: to help the train
through safely and then deal with
Macklin and the others.”

“1 can't see any wagon-train for me,
Harry. Sorry, but | can't”

ONNOVER leaned forward
across the desk, his face grave
“They say our friend Lavery is bet-
ting that this train won't get

through.” He made the statement
with cold quiet emphasis.

Sherrill straightened, stared in-
credulously, and swore softly. "A hell
of a thing to bet on. | should've
killed him last night.”

Connover poured two drinks from
a cutglass decanter and they sipped
them slowly in silence. Sherril stud-
ied the blue smoke curling from his
cigar. Connover held his glass to the
light and twirled it with deliberate
care. At last Connover spoke: “Your
guns would be a great help on the

trail, Sherry.”
For several minutes Sherrill was
lost in contemplation. Then he

drained his glass and looked at the
man behind the desk. “I'll think it
over, Harry.”

“Keep out of sight,” advised Con
nover, “or you'll be too busy dodging
bullets to do much thinking. You
need money, don't you?” He pushed
some bills and a stack of silver dol-
lars across the polished wood. “Don’t
let Lavery get this now, Sherryl
There’ll be considerable more if you
accompany the train."

“Thanks, Harry.” Sherril stood up
smiling, feeling better with money
in his pocket once more. “I'll be back
to see you in awhile.”

“Don’'t go out the front way,’
warned Connover. "They’ll be watch-
ing out there. Even you, Sherry, can't
shoot more than two ways simultane-
ously. Go out this door, if you insist
on going. | should send some of my
boys with you.”

“No, | think better alone,” Sher-
rill said from the rear door.

It was full night when Sherrill
stepped out into the alley. The sky
glittered with stars, and the street-
noises came to him as he stood there
breathing deeply in an attempt to
cleaT the confusion of his head. He
felt alone, bewildered and lost, a way
that he was unaccustomed to feeling
and did not approve at all. He should
be striding toward the river to find
Cord Macklin and those other two
foul creatures, who had driven Ver-
onica to her death and blinded Patch-
in. In his hotel room Patch would be
waiting in endless dark for Sherrill
to come and tell him that Macklin
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Koogle and Spicer had paid with
their lives.

But Connover was correct: Sherry
couldn’'t kill them as long as hun-
dreds of men, women and children
depended upon their guidance. Patch
would have to wait... Meantime
Sherrill’s first duty was to keep him-
self alive, and the odds were high
against that while he remained in
Bedloe Landing. With an effort he
banished the impulse to go get drunk
and forget the whole business: let
Lavery’s boys come, he'd blast a few
of them before they got him... No
he couldn’t do that, he wasn't play-
ing a single hand any more. Sherrill
had more than his own life to pre-
serve now. His eyes were Patch’s
eyes, and his guns were Patch’s. Con-
nover had mentioned something about
growing up. It was time Sherry start-
ed.

The alley was black and before his
eyes were completely adjusted to it
someone came running into him, a
woman, and he recognized Lilli Lav-
ery’s perfume as he let his right-hand
gun drop back into its sheath, his left
arm going around her full-blown fig-
ure. “Don’t shoot, Lilli,” he laughed.
“You almost got me this afternoon.
She ceased gasping and struggling at
the sound of his voice and leaned
against him with a sigh.

“Oh, Sherry, thank Gawd I'm in
time! You can't go out this way.
Sherry: they're waiting to kill you.
I had to come and tell you.”

“1 thought you wanted me Kkilled
Lilli.”

“No, no, don't be a fool!" cried
Lilli Lavery. “1 was out of my head
this afternoon, crazy with jealousy.
You know 1 love you, Sherry.”

Sherrill grinned. “1 had my
doubts when that bullet clipped my
ear.”

“Please, darling, this is serious,"
she beseeched. “My husband has sent
them to shoot you. Come with me
out the other way. I'll take you where
you'll be safe, where no one will
bother us.” Lilli was shoving him
frantically toward the opposite end
of the alley

“You might be leading me into a
trap,” he said, half-jestingly.

She shook his arm furiously. “Don’t
say that! I'll shoot you myself if you
talk that way!”

“See? You're more dangerous than
Mitch and the boys.”

Lilli laughed and pressed close to
him. “In a different way, darling, a
much nicer way. Come on, Sherry.
My carriage is waiting in the back
street.’

“Where we going?” he asked with
real concern.

“The only place in town where
you'll be safe, where nobody can
touch you. Nobody but me, Sherry
Darling, that Nina is nothing to you.
is she? | should’'ve known... And
that little farm-girl with the wagon
train? They say she is very beautiful.
You've only seen her once? That is
good, that's enough, I'm the woman
for you, Sherry. You and I—"

HERRILL was thinking rapidly
S as she chattered on and on. Prob-
ably her house was the safest place in
town for him. Jay Lavery never went
there, and his men had strict orders
to keep away. No one went there un-
less expressly invited by Lilli her
self. There were the richest foods
the finest liquors, an excellent col-
ored cook, and an unobtrusive Creole
maid. He was far from anxious for
Lilli's company, but if she was on
the level, that actually would be the
best spot to spend the evening. If
she wasn't, well, the fireworks might
as well begin now as any other time.
Sherrill was getting his old reckless
urge for aciton.

"To your house?” he asked.

“Where else?” laughed Lilli. “Come
on, my darling."

As they stepped into the quiet back
street vagrant lamplight touched the
woman’s head with gleaming gold
The vehicle waiting in the shadows
was really an elegant closed coach
with a Negro driver and two horses
Lilli believed in doing everything in
style. He was helping her in ahead
of him when her sudden scream split
the night.

Sherrill was already dodging back
and drawing as a blinding explosion
seared his cheek. His boot-heel
caught on the uneven boards of the
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walk and he fell backwards as flame
leaped at him again from the carriage.
Flat on his back Sherrill fired at the
white-sleeved arm that must belong
to Jay Lavery and saw the arm jerk
back. The coach hurtled forward af-
ter the frightened plunging horses.
Dust billowed up in the murky light
as the rig careened wildly down the
street into darkness.

Rolling over swiftly Sherrill threw
himself headlong into the shelter of
the alley-way as bullets beat the dirt
about him and ricocheted off the
brick walls. When the firing ceased
Sherrill crouched across the alley
and crept back toward its mouth
keeping low and tight to wall. At
first glance the street seemed empty,
but there were furtive movements in
the shadows across the way. Patient-
ly Sherrill waited for a target.

A GUN CRASHED and gravel

showered Sherrill as he fired
back at the muzzle-blast, hearing a
man grunt and curse in pain as he
fell threshing into the weeds of the
vacant lot over there. Two more liv-
id streaks stabbed the dimness from
another angle and lead scored the
stone near Sherry’s brow. He emptied
his right-hand gun in that direction
and heard the scuffing thud of run-
ning boots. The wounded man in the
weeds was crawling away in the dark-
ness, sobbing and moaning, cursing
the others for leaving him.

Sherrill reloaded while he had the
chance. He thought they had all gone
when a shot roared out from in front
of the abandoned Blue Bird Opera
House, and Sherill glimpsed Dakin’s
shark-face as the man ducked for-
ward into the inadequate shelter of
a solitary darkened lamp-post. That
damn idiot was always taking chances,
trying to prove himself the equal
of Holway and Mitchum.

Coldly Sherrill brought his .44 to
bear upon that post and opened up.
Dakin’'s hands flew out as the slugs
staggered him off sideways. Teeter-
ing forward Dakin groped in despera-
tion for the pole, but it was out of
reach. Lurching from side to side,
«till straining as if that post meant
salvation, his shark-teeth bared, Da-

kin toppled slowly face first into the
gutter.

The others were coming back now.
Bullets ripped the wooden walk,
kicked up dirt, and screeched off the
bricks above Sherrill's head spraying
him with stonedust. It was getting al-
together too hot for comfort. Sherry
triggered until the Colt was empty
again, aiming at the flitting forms be-
hind the muzzle flashes, drawing
back as the lead whined closer. There
were too many of them. Turning fin-
ally. Sherrill ran for the back door
of the Royal, reaching it just as black
figures blurred the other end of the
passage.

Harry Connover let him in and
locked the door, smiling at his pow-
der-stained face and the smoking gun
in his big hand. “You didn't stay
long, son.”

Sherrill grinned. “No, Harry. It's
kind of hot and noisy out there.
Reckon I'll hang in here if you don't
mind. It's more peaceful.”

“There was a lot of racket,” con-
fessed Connover. "Anybody get
hurt?”

“Couple of fellows,” drawled Sher-
rill. “One serious—the Shark.”

“The commnunity will miss that
lovable character,” Connover said.
“Well, Sherry, the game is wide
open now. You'll have to leave the
Landing if you want to live. And you
shouldn’t wear that red shirt, son. It
makes too good a target.

Sherrill laughed softly. "Maybe
that's why Lilli gave it to me.”

[ s/

rTER TWO hours
alone with his
thoughts and Con-
nover's cigars and
whiskey, Sherrill
had made little pro-
,gress and was be-
ginning to get rest-
less and fretful. He
was not in the habit
of sitting back to
think things out; he
always had obeyed the impulse of the
moment and to hell with conse-
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guences. But that wouldn't do this
time, there were too many people in-
volved, too many angles to consider.
Try as he would Sherrill could not
straighten them out into any satis-
factory pattern.

Once, upon hearing Patchin's
story, he would have gone directly
after Macklin and his two subordi-
nates. Now there were the Romneys
and all those other hundreds of the
wagon-train to think about. Harry’s
plan of going with the train was the
sensible solution, but Sherrill did not
want to go. The thought of that long,
tedious, uncomfortable journey
across the barren wastes oppressed
him. He lacked the patience to en-
dure the endless monotony, the slow
plodding through the sand and heat,
the emptiness of prairie and desert.
He was too fond of lights and laugh-
ter and music, the smiles of women,
the gay fellowship of saloons, the ex-
citement of the gambling tables. He
was selfish and he was soft.

On the other hand he either had to
leave Bedloe Landing or fight it out
with Lavery’s crew, and to go against
the whole gang, as Harry said, was
suicidal. He wondered if Lilli had
lured him into that trap outside, or if
Lavery had posted his men and
slipped into the carriage unbeknown
to her. Her scream had sounded
spontaneous and genuine enough. .
But who could tell about a woman
like Lilli?

It didn't matter much either way.
Lilli was the real power behind the
Lavery gambling dynasty, with Jay
more or less a figure-head. If Jay
was betting that the train would not
get through, it was on Lil's instiga-
tion. Anger started its slow red
swirl in Sherrill at this thought. Any-
one who would wager on the lives of
hundreds of emigrant families didn’t
deserve to live any more than Cord
Macklin did.

Then the vision of Molly Romney
returned to still his anger and ob-
scure his thinking. There was a
woman, a thoroughbred, style and
class in every line and movement.
For a girl like that a man could give
up a lot. Even his freedom, perhaps. .
But Sherrill wasn't yet ready to

yield that. It wouldn't be fair to the
woman either after the madcap
roistering philandering life he had
known. He stood up, yawning and
stretching, as Harry Connover came
back into his private office. Sherrill
asked him what was happening out
front.

“Nothing of importance—as yet,’
replied Connover. “Some of Lavery’s
hired hands tried to get in, but my
boys told them the Royal was out-of-
bounds tonight. Dakin is dead, as
you inferred, and Sheriff Slocumb
has a warrant out for you. Another
valid reason why you should go west
young man. The emigrants are up in
arms about something, | hear, but the
details to date are vague. Some girl
seems to have disappeared from camp,
and they fear she will be pressed into
a life of sin in the River Belle or
some other Bedloe institution of ill
fame. What's the matter, Sherry,
aren't you comfortable here?”

“No,” said Sherrill. “1 appreciate
your hospitality but I'm afraid it's
wasted on me. | can’'t think any more
—beyond cards and women."

“Well, you have been trying to, at
least. That is encouraging. Have you
arrivtd at any decision whatsoever?”

Sherrill shook his head miserably.
“Not yet, Harry.”

Connover examined his well-kept
hands. “The fireworks out back
should have convinced you that the
Landing is certain to be unhealthy
for you from now on.”

“l1 know. But I still can't picture
myself pioneering.”

NHERE CAME a rapping on the

door. Connover opened it and the
Romney brothers stood there
strangely stern and stiff. Connover
beckoned them inside Sherrill’'s wel-
coming smile faded as he saw their
faces. Whit was drawn bleak and pale
under the tan; Jud was smouldering
dark and ugly. Both wore gun-belts
and carried carbines, both were tense
and stark.

“Molly’s gone,” Whit said, hoarse
and strained. “Somebody’s got Mol-
ly.”

Sherrill felt chilled in the pit of
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the stomach, and the cold prickled up
his spine and tightened his scalp. His
heart hammered in the hollowness of
his chest, but he was icy cold all over.
“Where's Macklin?” he asked, his
voice sounding odd in his own ears.

“Getting the men ready to march
on the town, Jud said. “They figure
it's Lavery.”

Sherrill could think now. In this
crisis his brain raced sharp and clear
and sure. “It may be Lavery,” he said
through his teeth. “But ftiey don’t
want to leave that camp unguarded
tonight. They might find their wag-
ons on fire and their horses gone.
Harry, send somebody down there on
the run. At least half of them should
stay in camp and be ready for any-
thing.”

“But why?” asked Whit m shocked
surprise. “Why should anybody at-
tack us, Sherry? We've done nothing
here...”

“Never mind now,” Sherrill told
him.

Harry Connover was at the door
“I'll send three or four of the boys to
organize a guard over the camp.” He
went out quickly.

“Right now it's Molly we want to
find,” Jud choked out.

“We'll find her,” Sherrill said with
quiet grimness. “If we have to tear
this town apart, we’ll find her!” Pull-
ing off his scarlet shirt Sherrill
snatched a short buckskin jacket off
the wall and slipped swiftly into it.
Connover reentered the room and re-
garded him with approval. “There
you look better, Sherry. My boys are
off to the river, so the camp will be
safe. Have you any ideas, son?”

"l have a strong hunch,” said Sher-
rill, remembering Lilli Laverys ref-
erence to the little farm-girl with the
wagon-train.”

“Cord Macklin thinks they've got
Molly in the River Belle,” Judson
said.

“Let 'em stay there then,” said
Sherrill. “The more oi Lavery’s men
they tie up the better. Did you bring
horses?”

“Yes, and we brought an extra one

for you, Sherry,” Whitmore said,
eager now, gaining confidence from
Sherrill.

“Good,” Sherrill said. “That’ll save
time and trouble.”

“Don’t forget, Sherry,” warned
Connover. “They’ll shoot you on
sight.”

Sherrill grinned. “They’ll have to
shoot damn fast. Come on, boys.”

“Watch out for Slocum and his
men, too.”

“They'd better watch out for us,”
Sherrill said. “Let’s go.”

HEY WENT striding out

through the close-packed smoke-
veiled saloon, and a suddenly silent
crowed opened a way for them to the
swing-doors, men and women turning
to watch the three tall boys with the
hard set faces. “Sherry and the Rom
neys! ran the hushed word. "Brothers
of that girl. Hell's goin’ to break
loose somewhere tonightl.,.” They
went out front with eyes alert and
hands ready. The three horses were
at the rack, and they mounted quickly
and wheeled away.

Lavery’'s gunmen had been called
back to the River Belle apparently
but Sheriff Slocumb with Vasoll and
two other deputies sighted Sherrill
and came shouting across the street
to head off the riders. Sherry drove
his horse straight at them with the
Romneys hard after him, and the
sheriffs party scattered wildly be
fore the flying hoofs. Guns exploded,
bullets breathed close in the pale
lamp-light, and Sherrill saw the ter-
ror in Slocumb’s fat face as the horse
struck him and sent his gross bulk
tumbling into the shadows. Vasoll,
prone in the ditch, was firing furi
ously until Sherry's snap shot
spouted dirt into his face. Sherrill
rounded the corner on the gallop, the
Romneys pounding in his wake, and
letting the horses run they left the
square behind.

Glancing back over his shoulder
Sherry saw a growing crowd darken
the plaza before the River Belle and
judged that Cord Macklin and his
fomeers must be closing in. Jay
Eery meant to win that bet ail
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right. Sherrill had no doubt that one
motive behind the taking of Molly
was to draw the emigrants away from
camp. He angered anew as he
thought of the simple honest families
with the wagon-train, the women and
children of all ages. There were two
types of gambler: Lavery was one.
Connover the other. They had noth-
ing in common but their occupation.

Sherrill settled down to ride, hit-
ting a fast pace, twisting from street
to street to throw off a pursuit that
he didn't really expect. That demon-
stration in front of the River Belle
was likely to keep Slocumb and his
deputies busy for some time. It
would also require the full attention
of Mitchum, Holway, and the rest of
Lavery's personal bodyguards...
Sherrill found it good to be in the
saddle again and he was enjoying this
night ride. Sometimes it seemed that
action was the only thing that truly
satisfied him.

Nearing the home of Lilli Lavery
they slowed the horses to a walk. By
night the trim adobe structure looked
much the same as the other houses on
the street, with only a hint of ele-
gance in lamp-light glowing through
rich brocaded curtains. But Sherrill
was familiar with the interior, which
Lilli had furnished with extravagant
luxury.

They left the horses in the back
alley through which Sherrill had fled
that afternoon. Sherry still had a key
to the front door, and he handed it to
Jud with instructions to move in that
way after they had made entrance
from the rear. Sherrill and Whit
crossed the backyard as Jud slid si-
lently away toward the front. The
house had a serene homelike aspect
in the quiet night. Obviously neither
Sherrill nor the emigrants were ex-
pected here.

Carefully they climbed over the
rail at the end of the porch and crept
toward the kitchen door. It was im-
possible to see inside through the
draped windows. There might be a
reception committee, after all. Sher-
rill drew his right-hand gun and
Whit followed suit. The back door
opened abruptly and a man loomed
darkly in the aperture. Sherry and

Whit halted outside the radius of
light. The sentry stepped out to peer
around. Sherrill leaped forward just
as the fellow spotted them. The man's
hand jerked downward but Sherry’s
gun-barrel slashed across his skull,
dropping him heavily to the boards.

“Get his gun, Whit,” Sherrill said,
striding over the body and into the
kitchen. Whit Romney stooped to
lift the gun from the unconscious
man’s holster and entered on Sherril’s

heels.
A MAN NAMED Wilkins was
starting up from his chair, re-
volver half-drawn, when he saw Sher-
rill. Gaping into the muzzle of Sher-
ry’'s .44 Wilkins wagged his hrad and
sank back into the chair, raising his
head-high with a sheepish grin. He
knew Sherrill and he knew when he
was licked. The blond boy with
Sherry handled those two irons in an
efficient manner also.

“Where is she, Wilkins?” de-
manded Sherrill, taking the man’s
gun.

Wilkins stared stupidly. “Who, uh.
Miss Lilli? Why, she's out front
somewhere. She—"

"Who's with her?” Sherry shot at
him sharply.

“Why, uh, nobody,” mumbled W il-
kins. “Nobody | know of, Sherry.”

Sherrill laughed. "You wouldn’t be
here if she was alone. | didn't sup-
pose she let any of her husband’s
gorillas in here. Call her out.”

“Miss Lilli I Wilkins called plain-
tively. “Come on out here, Miss Lilli,
please.”

She came clicking and swishing
along the corridor into the Kkitchen,
her formal tentative smile freezing
and vanishing as she saw Sherrill and
Whit with guns in hand. Her
bleached blonde head sagged slightly,
her chin dropped, and her handsome
face slacked into tired lines. But her
recovery was rapid and remarkable
her violet eyes lighting and the smile
flashing brilliantly once more.

“Oh, Sherry! Thank heaven you are
all rightl Sherry, | didn’t know he
was in the carriage tonight. Please
believe me, darling, 1 didn’t know.”
She gestured in helpless appeal.
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“Never mind that,” said Sherrill.

“Where’'s Molly Romney?”

Lilli went on as if she hadn't
heard. "1'm getting rid of Lavery. He
went too far tonight, Sherry, and
I'm sending him away. The River
Belle is mine anyway. Will you run
it for me, Sherry?”

“Where is—Molly Romney?” he
asked slowly and distinctly.

Lilli Lavery hesitated, the smile
dimming and the violet eyes blinking.
“Oh, the little farm-girl, you mean?
Why, she’s here, she'’s safe,” Lilli
said finally, soothingly. “lI knew
you'd be after her sooner or later. My
husband, he gets crazier all the time.

Taking a girl like that from her
family!” She shook her golden head
sadly. “I don’'t know what Jay was
thinking of. I'll get her for you,

Sherry.” She was the gracious host
now.

“I'll go with you,” Sherrill said.
“Not that | mistrust you, Lilli...
Whit, you keep an eye on these two.”

He walked after her along the cor-
ridor, scanning the familiar setting as
Lilli bent to unlock a door. “For her
own protection, Sherry’ she ex-
plained. “l locked her in this room.
Such a lovely girl, too.”

Molly Romney walked out, straight
and calm and easy, directly into
Sherrill's arms. There was no sign of
panic or hysteria in her. She smiled
and stepped back to look up at Sher-
rill. Her face was clear, her eyes dry
and serene. She said: “I thought you'd
come, Sherry. Are my brothers with
you?”

Sherrill nodded. “Looks like you're
all right, Molly.”

“Yes, I'm all right. Mrs. Lavery was
very kind. | hope the folks didn't
take it too hard though.”

Lilli was watching them narrowly,
dangerous sparks in her strange vio-
let eyes, her slim white hands twitch-
ing nervously her red lips writhing
with emotion. Sherrill spoke to her
over Molly’'s dark head: “Don’'t pull
that toy pistol again, Lilli. I'll kill
you if you do.” There was absolutely
no expression in his voice.

Lilli spread her palms, theatrically
and tragically in the vague golden
lamplight. “I give you up, Sherry; |

let you go, with my blessing.”

“Thank you,” Sherill said with
mild satire. “Lead the way, Lil.”

“One minute, please,” cut in a cool
superior voice, and Jay Lavery was
in the hallway behind them, his right
arm in a sling, his left hand holding
a derringer firmly on Sherrill. “If
there’s killing to be done | believe it
is my turn.” He was immaculate as
usual, even with the wounded arm
and battered face, a tall dapper fig-
ure with an air of lofty disdain.

HERRILL HAD pushed Molly

as he turned to the front of the
house to face Lavery, regretting that
he had holstered his six-gun on see-
ing the girl. Lilli had moved out of
line and was watching with a poker-
face.

“Well, well,” Sherrill drawled.
“How long since this house has been
open to you, Lavery?”

“Very humorous,” said Jay Lavery.
“You're a great wit, Sherril 1 imagine
you think you have made a fool and
a laughing-stock of me this last
month. Possibly you have, in certain
guarters. But | have always taken my
satisfaction in laughing last, Sherrill.
I shall be laughing when you die here
on Lilli’s polished floor.”

“You'd better think it over.
Lavery.” Sherrill was stalling des-
perately for time. Whit didn't know
what was going on here and couldn’t
leave the kitchen anyway, but where
in hell was Judson?... “This place
is surrounded. If | die here you'll
hang before I'm cold, Lavery.”

Jay laughed a brittle laugh. “I
don’t care what happens to me, Sher-
rill, as long as | see you die. Are you
going to reach or just stand and take
it?”

“There’s somebody behind you
now, Lavery.”
“That's an old one,” Lavery

sneered, "are you ready?” He lifted
the derringer with a flourish.

The weapon had just come level
with Sherrill’'s breast when there
was someone behind Jay Lavery. It
was Jud Romney, gliding in fast
from the front door, six-gun in hand.
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Lavery sensed danger and started to
whirl, even before Lilli screamed, but
Jud was already in on top of him.
clubbing his gun-barrel savagely
down upon Lavery’'s promaded head.
Lavery’'s knees folded and he
crumpled at once under that crushing
blow, falling limp and loose without
a sound. In the pale yellow light
Sherrill saw that Lavery’s eyes were
wide open, bulging and staring
slightlessly. The River Belle be-
longed to Lilli now all right whether
or not it had before. She was the sole
owner.

Molly Romney had turned away,
her face to the wall, but Lilli was
gazing at the lifeless form on the
floor.

“just in time, Judson,” Sherrill
said, gat out of here now.”

“Guess i nit him too hard,” mut
tered Jud, stepping across Lavery

and past Sherrill. “Molly! Are you all
right?” He caught his sister to him,
holding her hard, and they moved
slowly toward the kitchen together
Whit’s voice rising happily as he saw
them.

Still staring at her husband’s body
Lilli shook her blonde head and
laughed queerly “Now you can stay
in Bedloe Landing, Sherry. He was
nothing anyway. I'm better otf with-
out him. You will be my partner,
Sherry. We'll run the Landing, in
time the whole Mississippi. Can't you
see, darling? ...”

Sherrill looked at her and turned
his head from side to side.

“All right, you fool!” flared Lilli
Lavery. “Go with your little farm-
girl But I'll tell you one thing, that
wagon-tram will never get across the
plains!" Her voice rose to an insane
pitch. “And that wench’s hair will
make a rare trophy in some Apache
wigman! Although | understand they
prefer blondes.”

Sherrill’s hand flicked out auto
matically, the palm smacking loudly
against the woman’s painted cheek.
Recoiling to the wall Lilli hung
th<#e, shaken and panting like an
animal, her scarlet mouth working
With one last withering look Sher

left her there, quivering and
and walked back to the

rill
gasping,
kitchen.
“Let’'s go,” he said brusquely,
herding the Romneys to the door.
“Wilkins, the house is yours.”

HE SENTRY on the back veran-

da was still unconscious or pre-
tending to be. They helped Molly to
the ground. In the dark alley Sher-
rill lifted her into his saddle and
walked beside her to the street.

“You can ride with me, Sherry,”
the girl said.

“No, I'll walk in.” Sherrill wanted
to go with them, but the feeling re-
turned that he did not belong with
such fine people, he was somehow
tainted and unworthy. Everything in
him yearned out to Molly Romney
but he forced it down, blotted it out
with bitter remorse. She was not for
him, or anyone like him. It simply
wasn't meant to be.

“Come on up behind me, Sherry,”
invited Whit.

“No, I'd rather walk.”

“Sherry, you've got to come with
us,” Jud said.

“You folks ride for home,” Sher-
rill insisted, slapping the flank of
Molly’s horse to start them moving

Perplexed and troubled they can-
tered away in the faint light and rag-
ged shadows. A short space off they
reined up and turned back with a
single accord. Clenching his hands
and teeth until they ached, swallow-
ing the painful lump in his throat
Sherrill steeled himself for what he
had to do.

“Keep going, damn you!" he yelled
“I've got a date!”

The clop of hoofs echoed back in
the night as they rode on, bewildered
and sorrowful. Smiling a wry smile
Sherrill started walking in the same
direction.

Well, that was the end of that. He
had killed it with one cruel relentless
stroke. It was the most merciful way
after all. Recalling the feeling of
Molly in his arms he shivered deep
inside. But there was no use thinking
about it, he would never hold her
again.
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Sherrill had grimmer tasks at
hand, a mission to perform for his
old pardner, Patchin. In his present
state of grief and loss and frustration
Sherrill decided that he might as well
get it over with. The wagon-train
would be just as well off without
those three vultures, perhaps a lot
better. In a hard-hating mood, the
blood lust up, Sherrill looked for-
ward to the encounter. His lips
thinned against his teeth as he
lengthened his stride toward town
and caressed the gun-handles on his

thighs.
/s /

£— > HE SQUARE was

r \ solid-full of surg-

ing humanity when

Sherrill got there.

To see over the

massed bobbing

heads men were

perched on barrels,

boxes, hitch-racks

wooden awnings,

wagons, and roof-

tops, and people of

both sexes were leaning from second-

Btory windows around the plaza.

Evidently Sheriff Slocumb and his

deputies had found the situation too

much to cope with, for they were

nowhere in view. Practically every-

body else in Bedloe Landing seemed
to be present.

No one paid any attention to Sher-
rill, and he found it a pleasant relief
to pass unnoticed for once. Nice to be
in the audience for a change, instead
of on the stage. But there was an
electric tension in the air that signi-
fied danger. As Sherrill worked his
way through the close-pressed
bodies he realized it wouldn't take
much to ignite the powder here. One
tiny spark would blow everything
wide open.

The center of attraction was the
facade of the River BeUe. There wefe
three entrances and Lavery's gun-
sharps were strung across in front of
them, backed by some white-aproned
bartenders, with sawed-off shotguns.
Holway strutted back and forth spit-

ting tobacco juice, head thrusting
arrogantly on the bull-neck, tough
scarred face shinning in a damp snarl
under the lights, broad chest swel
ling, thumbs hooked into gun-belt.

Mitchum stood quiet and impassive,
gaunt face solemn and sour, brooding
like a lank country parson over an
unruly congregation.

Sherrill wondered how they would
react if they knew that Jay Lavery
was lying dead out there in his wife’s
house. Chances are it wouldn't
change them a bit. They probably
knew that Lilli was the real boss, and
Lil was still very much alive.

Big Cord Macklin, quirt on wrist
headed the rifle-bearing pioneers
flanked by a large pompous man and
a thin ferret-faced fellow, Koogle
and Spicer beyond a doubt. At the
sight of thenlSherrill went tight and
hot all over, throat constricted
mouth dry, hands distended clawlike
over his gun-butts. But Mr. Romney
was with them, dependent on them.
Mr. Romney, Ed Deal, Wilson, Pot
ter, and other good men ... With a
sigh Sherrill relaxed and let the fire
die out in him. This was neither the
time nor the place.

Squirming through the jammed
mob Sherrill was trying to figure a
way to break this up before some
flare precipitated a wholesale slaugh-
ter. Holway had stopped pacing now
and stood near Mitchum by the cen
tral doorway. They were the Kkey
men, of course. If he could get them
covered and announce that Molly
Romney had been found, there would
be no shooting. It was impossible to
get through to the front rank of
emigrants and tell them the girl was
safe. There was so much noise that
shouting it from the outer fringes
would be futile. Sherrill could see
only one way to accomplish it, and
that meant taking a long chance. But
he had been taking those chances all
his Hfe.

With knees and hips, elbows and
shoulders, Shqrrill fought his way
out of the jostling crowd and circled
behind the large general store
adjacent to Lavery's place. Ip the
alley between the two buildings was
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a little-used side entrance to the
River Belle As Sherrill had hoped
there was nobody guarding this door
In fact the interior was virtually de-
serted except for a lone bartender,
because the customers had flocked
out front to watch the show.

RAWING BOTH guns Sherrill
D slipped in through the batwing
doors. The bartender’s eyes widened
in startled recognition, and he quick-
ly raised his hands shoulder-high,
fingers spread as if to emphasize
their emptiness. “Keep 'em there,”
Sherrill said. “I'm not gunning for
anybody. | just want to break that up
out there.”

The man nodded almost eagerly.
“Don’'t worry about me, Sherry. |
ain’'t paid to handle no guns.’

Sherrill went swiftly toward the
central doorway where a few men
were clumped peeping over the

swing-doors. A fat barkeeper with a
sawed-off shot-gun saw Sherrill com-
ing, and all three chins droDoed on
his chest as his mouth gaped wide.
He started to drop the shotgun but
Sherrill shook his head. “Hang onto
it, chief. We're going out front. One
side please, boys.”

The others moved aside in astonish-
ment. Sherrill prodded the fat man
through the batwings and followed
closely, hidden from the front by that
immense bulk. Holway and Mitchum
were still side by side, eyes on the
riflemen from the wagon-train. Sher-
rill slid behind them and jabbed a
gun-barrel mto each of their backs.
"All right, boys,” he said clearly
“Reach high and tell your friends
not to try any tricks. The party’s

over. The Romney girl has been
found.”

Mitchum and Holway elevated
their hands deliberately, twisting

their heads to stare in surprise and
disgust at Sherrill. He lifted his
voice: “Mr. Romney! Your daughter
is safe back in camp with Whit and
Jud.”

“How do you know?” sneered Cord
Macklin, flicking his quirt.

For an instant Sherrill all but for-

got Holway and Mitchum in the
burning need to turn his guns loose
on Macklin and the other two. Then
sanity returned. “Shut up and get
back to your wagons!" he advised.
“Before somebody gets hurt here.”

“Ain’t you the cute one though?”
Holway said. “Regular little jack-in-
the-box !”

“Tell your playmates to get in
side, Mitch,” said Sherrill “way in-
side. Way back to the bar.”

Mitchum did so in sad sonorous
tones. The white aprons and sawed-
off shotguns vanished, and the rest of
Lavery’'s hands drifted after them as
the mob began to disperse.

Michum turned his long mournful
face. “Told ’em she wasn't here,
Sherry. Stubborn, these people.” He
yawned and slouched indifferently
toward the swing-doors. “Seems to be
all settled now. Let's adjourn to the
bar, Holly.”

Holway lingered to eye Sherrill
with bold insolence. “You changed
your shirt, Pretty Boy. You look
prettier in that red one.”

“Thanks,” smiled Sherrill. “I'll
wear it for you again sometime. Get
along inside Holway!”

“Talk big,” muttered
shouldering the doors in
“While you can still talk!"

Sherrill moved quickly out into the
milling throng and crossed toward
the Royal, still carrying his guns in
hand absent-mindedly. The men of
the wagon-train were trailing off
toward camp behind Cord Macklin
and his assistants, but Mr. Romney
hung back to follow Sherrill across
the square, his Sharps rifle ready
and covering Sherry every foot of the
way, his tired brown eyes ranging to
all sides.

Holway
rage.

HERIFF Slocumb, Vasoll and an-
S other deputy, appearing now
that the crisis had passed and the
mob was breaking up, cut across to
intercept Sherrill in front of the
Royal. The sheriff was limping bad-
ly and his deputies were plainly re-
luctant. “1 got a warrant for you,
Sherrill,” wheezed Slocumb. “You
better come along peaceable like.”
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“Save it for tomorrow,” Sherrill
said wearily. “Don’'t try to take me
tonight.” He went on past them as
if they did not exist.

Glaring after him Vasoll swore and
reached for his holster, on the sudden
inspiration of becoming a local hero
by drilling the notorious Sherrill,
even if it were in the back.

Mr. Romney brought the Sharps up
and spoke distinctly: “1 wouldn’t try
that if | was you, sonny.”

Vasoll looked at Mr. Romney’s
rifle and changed his mind abruptly.
Slocumb started to reprimand Rom-
ney for interfering with the law
when Sherrill spun around with the
two Colts leveled.

“l told you tomorrow,” Sherrill
said, waving them impatiently away
with the left-hand gun.

Slocumb and his aides were already
fading into the darkness. Slocumb
said: "Tomorrow Bedloe Landin’s
goin’ to see a hangin’, friend.”

Sherrill laughed. “In that case |
might as well shoot the sheriff and
a few deputies.” The departing boots
quickened perceptibly as the sheriff's
delegation left the plaza. Sherrill
turned to the stocky man with the
rifle. “Thank you, Mr. Romney. Will
you join me in a drink?”

“Like to, Sherry, but | should be
getting back to the family. My wife
was pretty upset, of course. We owe
you a lot for finding Molly so soon
for us... | wish you'’d come along
with us tomorrow, boy. You're more
than welcome, Sherry. And there's
nothing for you here—but trouble.”

Sherrill smiled and shook his head.
“1 sure appreciate it, Mr. Romney.
But I reckon I'll get drunk instead.”

“Helps a man sometimes," admit-
ted Ms Romney. “Temporarily, at
least. But you've got to be careful,
Sherry.”

“1 will be,” promised Sherrill,
sheathing his guns at last. “I'm safe
in the Royal."

"Molly was all right?”

"Perfectly,” Sherrill assured him.
“The best of luck to you and your
family.”

They
warmly. Mr.

shook hands firmly and
Romney turned down
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Front Street toward the river flats,
and Sherrill watched him go. Then
he lifted his gaze to the lighted
windows that marked Patchin’s room
in the Queen’s Hotel and shook his
head in weary indecision. He burned
to take Patch’s revenge on Macklin
and the other two, yet he did not
wish to handicap and imperil the
wagon-train. Perhaps a few drinks
would help indicate one definite
course or other. Once his mind was
set he would go to see Patchin.

Men made a space for Sherrill at
the busy bar, and a barkeeper set up
a bottle and glass: “On the house,
Sherry.” He noticed that Fiddle Fil-
chock, the Indian scout, was very
drunk at a corner table, his shaggy
head drooping over his greasy buck-
skin arms on the wood. Well, Fid-
dle would have plenty of time to so-
ber up before they got into Indian
territory... Along the bar they were
still discussing Sherrill's perform-
ance across the square: “...They're
s’posed to be huntin’ Sherry high an’
low, see? An’ damned if he don't pop
up outa nowhere an’ lay his irons on
Mitchum an’ Holway. I'll never for-
get the look on them two when they
saw Sherry...”

A dozen men wanted to buy Sher-
rill drinks but he declined with quiet
courtesy. His own bottle was lowered
several inches when a Connover em-
ployee called him and pointed to the
office door. As he refilled his glass
Sherrill observed that Fiddle Fil-
chock had passed out completely and
was snoring in the corner. Smiling
and nodding absently to the men and
women who greeted him Sherrill car-
ried his glass back to the office.

ARRY Connover sat at his desk
H smiling faintly and toying with

a liquor glass and the usual
cigar. Sherrill closed the door and
crossed the room to stand before
him. “Did they hit the wagon-train,
Harry?” he asked.

“They started an attack but it
didn't last long,” Connover said.
"They were driven off immediately.
Did you have any trouble getting the
girl, Sherry?”

thin
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"Not much. But Jay Lavery man-
aged to get himself Killed.”

"S0?” Connover registered consid-
erable surprise for him. "A good
thing. But Lilli will carry on, noth-
ing will change much. Have you de-
cided on anything yet?”

"Can't seem to make up my mind,
Harry,” confessed Sherrill.

Connover made an odd gesture
with his glass. At that moment Sher-
rill sensed another presence in the
room, someone lurking behind him.
He pivoted smoothly, whiskey slop-
ping over his left hand as he drew
with his right. The gun was halfway
out when something smashed his head
with stunning force. Sherrill bowed
under the impact, his knees struck
the floor, and he swayed there watch-
ing his glass roll away unbroken,
leaving an erratic trail of liquid on
the boards. “Safe,” he sighed in dis-
gust, trying to raise his head that
reeled heavily with blinding lights,
thinking that even Harry had turned
on him now. “Safe!...”

He was still struggling to rise,
fighting the nausea in his stomach
and the weakness in his limbs, numb
fingers dragging at the gun-handle.
Suddenly the flashing lights accel-
erated into a sickening swirl, flared
high and then faded into a swift
black-out. Sherrill fell face forward
and never felt the wood beneath him.

/ 7S

GES later Sherrill
awoke to agony
and a strange sway-
ing jolting sensa-
tion that he could
not identify. It
seemed a continua-
tion of the long
fearful  nightmare
he had been caught
in. His aching eyes
opened, dry and
grained, to the sun-bright canvas
overhead, and pain stabbed through
his eyeballs into the heated haze of
his brain. Mouth and throat were
parched, his tongue swollen enor-

mously, and fever consumed him as
he lay sweating and ill in a smoth-
ering furnace, his body wrenched and
wracked by that peculiar rocking
bumping motion. "O Gawd,” groaned
Sherrill. "I never had a hangover
like this before!” Then he remem-
bered that shocking blow on the skull
in Connover’s office, and all at once
he realized where he must be.

With a great effort he pushed him-
self partly upright and looked around
at the jumble of bales, boxes, barrels,
stacked furniture, household goods,
piled blankets and clothing. Yes, it
was the interior of a loaded wagon,
he was with the wagon-train, after
all... Fury blazed in him «nd he felt
instinctively for his guns, but they
were gone. Moaning and choking
with thirst Sherrill groped for the
canteen that rested nearby, un-
screwed the cap with thick fumbling
fingers, and gulped greedily of the
brackish water. Relieved somewhat
but too weak to move he lay back on
the blankets and gave himself up to
the ponderous lurching roll of the
wagon.

For an interminable time Sherrill
sprawled helplessly there on the
rough bundles that constituted his
crude bed, drenched with sweat and
panting for breath, vaguely aware of
outside noises and life. Slow rattling
wheels, the creaking of wood and
leather, the sounds of horses and
men, cattle lowing plaintively, babies
crying somewhere, the barking of
dogs and shouting of children, whips
cracking and a man cursing, the
grinding scream of tortured axles,
voices murmuring, draft animals
snorting, and the laughter of women.

Rousing himself painfully to reach
for another drink he moaned at the
rocketing agony in his head and
damned forever the perfidy of Harry
Connover. A feeling of lost and fu-
tile frustration tormented him until
his pulsating eyes smarted on the
verge of tears. As he set the canteen
down paper crinkled in his jacket
pocket. Fishing it out Sherrill tried
to focus his blurred vision on the
neatly-penned script. A message from
his friend and betrayer:
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Sorry, Sherry, but it seemed
the only solution. I feared that
you might have decided to do
that job for Patchin and let the
wagon-train go to its uncertain,
and no doubt unhappy, fate. You
may not care for pioneering, my
boy, but at the worst it is prefer-
able to Slocumb’s jail or a Bedloe
Landing grave.

You will find your guns, ade-
guate money, supplies and equip-
ment with the Romneys, even to
horse and saddle and a new
Henry repeating rifle. The red
shirt also, but I do not recom-
mend wearing it on the plains,
as it might appeal too strongly to
some young Indian brave. I am
relying on you, son, to see that
train safely through.

The late Mr. Jay Lavery (you
are now wanted for two killings)
had wagered a fortune that the
train will never reach Fort Brid-
get. Lilli, I believe, is even more
avaricious than her ex-mate, and
will certainly strive her utmost
to collect that bet. You must be
constantly on the alert, Sherry,
with nobody to trust outside of
the Romneys. And even they ap-
pear to have a deluded faith in
Macklin that may complicate
matters. You will have trouble,
but you thrive on that.

I truly feel that this trip is go-
ing to mark an important turn-
ing-point in your life; that you
will really grow up in the Great
West, and sometime thank me
for what | had to do to get you
on the train. The method was de-
plorably crude, 1 confess, but
there was no time, for delicacy.

I have explained everything to
Patchin and he is in full agree-
ment that this plan is best. He
will get the finest of care, Sher-
ry, and the doctor declares there
is some chance of restoring his
sight, at least in one eye.

A very great deal depends on
you, my boy, more than you can
possibly comprehend. Those peo-
ple need you Sherry, all those
hundreds of men, women and

children need you. Your guns
will be dedicated to a better
cause than ever before. Good
luck, Sherry, until you return to
your real reward (although |1
think you’ll find your richest
reward out there on the plains).

Your friend, please believe me,
Harry Connover.

P.S.—You mustn’t construe my
intentions as selfish, son, even
if Lavery did talk me into cov-
ering some of his money.”

EARIED from the exertion of
W reading, head throbbing fierce-
ly and eyes watering, Sherrill sank
back again into semi-consciousness
in the stifling heaj. The whole thing
was ridiculous, a comic opera idea.
He was a gunman, gambler, ne'er-do-
well, anything but a saviour and
guardian angel. Harry was either
crazy or covering up on himself and
his bet... The sun beat down un-
mercifully on the scorched canvas
as the wagon lumbered on. Sherrill’s
brain gyrated in ever-deepening spi-
rals until at last,’ thankful for the
release, he went all the way out once
more.

He came reluctantly back to life
with someone shaking him roughly,
and looked up with glazed and
crusted eyes at the dark glowering
face of Cord Macklin. With a con-
temptuous grunt Macklin fastened
both fists on Sherrill, jerking and
heaving him upright. Sherrill was
too weak and ill to stand, let alone
offer any resistance. Snarling Mack-
lin dragged him bodily over bales
and crates to the rear of the wagon.
There was a tremendous bursting
strength in the man, and Sherry was
helpless as a child in his powerful
clutches. “Come on, you drunken
dogl” Cord Macklin said. “No free
rioeu's on this train. Out you go!”

Macklin hurled Sherrill from the
back end of the wagon to the red
soil of the prairie and jumped down
after him ready to strike, but Sher-
rill's legs gave away tumbling him
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awkwardly to the earth before Mack-
lin could swing at him. Sherrill
thrashed feebly around trying to get
up, then flopped back and subsided,
panting and moaning. The big man
stood over him, that wicked quirt
shaking from his wrist.

“Get up, you hound!” snarled
Macklin, prodding the inert form
with the toe of his boot. “You ain't

so almighty brave without them guns,
are you? Get up on your hind legs
like a man!” By that time Sherrill
was beyond hearing or feeling, to
say nothing of moving.

The long line of wagons had halt-
ed for a rest in the late afternoon
and a*curious crowd gathered quick-
ly, stolid bearded men, women with
tired sun-reddened faces, and wide-
eyed children grateful for a break in

the monotony. “Why, that's Sher-
ry,” said somebody. “The gun Kkid
from Bedloe Landin'!”

“Yeah, that's him,” Cord Macklin

said in disgust. “Stowed away dead-
drunk in Ed Deal’s wagon.”

Ed Deal, fat and red-faced, whis-
kered and tobacco-stained, shook his
shaggy graying head. “That boy ain’t
drunk, Cord; he’'s hurt and sick. Got
a lump on his head bigger'n a pool
ball.”

“Well, he’s no damn good,” said
Macklin. “He’'s nobody we want on
this train.” His boot thudded into
Sherrill's limp body, and the onlook-
ers winced. “Get up or I'll give you
a taste of the whip!” Cord Macklin’s
mouth was working strangely and
his eyes shone black and wild as he
snapped the quirt over that uncon-
scious figure. He was ready to strike
when hoofs drummed and the sudden
shadow of a horseman loomed over
him. Whit Romney, his fair face
solemn and set, with a carbine crook-
ed in his right arm.

“Hold on there, Cord,” Whit said
clearly. “That's a friend of mine.”

Cord Macklin look up, surprised
and angered. “Friend or not we ain't
carryin’ and feedin’ him. And you
better not interfere, boy; I'm runnin’
this outfit.”

"You can run it,” said Whit
Romney, shifting the carbine. “But

you're not touching him, Cord.”

Macklin glared ferociously up at
the boy on horseback, but Whit's
gray eyes were as steady as the rifle
he held under his right arm, finger
on the trigger.

“You're gettin’ big for your
britches, boy,” Macklin growled. “I
say we ain't carryin’ free riders. |
don’'t care whose friends they are.”

“Nobody has to carry or feed
Sherrill,” said Whit evenly. “He’s
got all the equipment he needs and
more supplies than most people.”

"He has, huh?” Macklin was in-
wardly raging, but well aware of the
guiet menace in this blond Romney
boy and the general prestige of the
Romney family. “What kind of a
game is this anyway?”

“No game, Cord.” Whit smiled
slightly. “Sherry joined up at the
last minute.”

"He never signed on with me.”
protested Macklin. “He was wanted
by the law back there, too.”

“Didn’t have time to sign with you,
Cord,” Whit said easily. "As for the
law, you saw how that operates in
Bedloe Landing. Dad’ll stand in for
Sherrill; 1 guess that's good enough.”
There was a murmur of assent from
the spectators that blackened Mack-
lin’s scowl, but he said nothing fur-
ther.

Whit stepped from the saddle and
went to kneel at Sherrill's side. He
said: “Give me a hand, boys.”

Ed Deal, old Wilson, young Potter,
and several others moved forward
under Macklin’'s black glare. Toget-
her they picked Sherrill up and
hoisted him into Whit's saddle fit-
ting his feet into the stirrups, sup-
porting him as he sagged forward
over the pommel. Regaining his
senses a little Sherrill gripped the
saddle-horn and held himself half-
upright. Whit Romney took the
rein and led the horse slowly away,
the other men walking on either side
to see that Sherrill did not fall.

Cord Macklin cracked his quirt
Viciously and bellowed like a bull:
“All right, get the wagons movin’!
We've wasted enough time on that
deadwood. Get ‘em rollin® now!”
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His voice dropped off to a sullen
mutter.“I'll break him like a rotten
stick before the week is out; he won't
last beyond Independence.”

* *

T WAS cool and dark when

Sherrill came to again and they
were camped for the night, the
wagons drawn into a great circle on
the level plain, with campfires mak-
ing red blurs about the enclosure and
voices murmuring through the eve-
ning stillness. This time Sherrill
seemed to be pillowed in comfort
and security, and his mind was clear-
er although the pain pulsed and lin-
gered in his head.

That blow must have been a severe
one; when he tried to sit up he felt
faint and dizzy. It wasn’t necessary
to hit a man that hard. Perhaps the
one who slugged him was an admirer
of Nina Montez, and had poured
some of his resentment against
Sherry into the stroke. Lying back
Sherrill was able to smile at this
notion. Overhead the stars looked
large and close in the blue night
sky, hanging in low brilliant clusters
and swarms, and the moon was rising
red-gold above distance mountain
ramparts. The air was pure and good
to breathe since the sun had gone and
the dust settled.

His weakness filled him with a
sense of failure, unpleasant in the
extreme, and he concluded that part
of it. at least, must have been caused
by the dissolute life he had been
leading. Perhaps this journey would
be the best thing for him, after all.
He hadn’'t spent much time in the
saddle of late, and he understood now
that he had missed it. Well, once his
head cleared up it wouldn't take long
to get toughened to the trail.

He was actually looking forward to
long hard days in the sun and wind,
he discovered. It would be wonder-
ful to feel fit and keen and strong
once more. Then, recalling the pres-
sure of Cord Macklin's powerful
hands on him, Sherrill knew why it
was that he wanted to condition him-
self to the strength, resilience and
pliability of rawhide. The anger

started his head throbbing harder. He
would have to kill Macklin, not only
for Patch but for himself. He had
felt it the first time he saw the man.

Someone moved close beside him
and a cool hand soothed his feverish
brow. It was Molly Romney, her face
clear and delicate in the starlight,
her touch a comfort and a blessing.
She brought him water, cold and
fresh, the most delicious drink he
had ever tasted. After drinking he
let her ease him back on the blankets
and place a damp cooling cloth on
his forehead. Without thought or
effort Sherrill’'s hand sought the
girl’s and clung to it, and a strange
sweet contentment came over him.

“I'm glad you're here,” she said
simply. “I'm sorry you were hurt,
but I'm glad you are here.”

“I—1 reckon | am, too,” he told
her uncertainly. “I didn't think |
wanted to come, but—well, now it's
different. Now 1...” His voice
trailed off and Molly said he should
rest and not try to talk. There was
so much he wanted to say all of a
sudden, but the words wouldn’'t come
with any order or coherence. So he
merely pressed her fingers, and her
slight answering squeeze was enough
for him—for a time. Then something
intruded to break the spell.

It's just because I'm sick and weak,
he thought. It must be... I'm not
really glad to be here, not even with
Molly and her family. This is no
place for me to be. I belong in joints
like the Royal and the River Belle,
with all the whiskey and smoke and
music and laughter, the lights and
noise and women with painted faces,
the rustle of pasteboards and click of
dice, the quick flare-up of a fight
with fists flying, guns flashing,
bottles breaking, tables overturning.
That is my world. And what in hell
am | doing out here in the wilderness
with these patient plodding honest
pioneers?... I'll go crazy, I'm no
damn pack animal. I'll never be able
to stand the everlasting sameness and
dullness, each day like the one before
and the one coming... Connover’s to
blame for this and someday I'll make
him pay for it. Not with money but
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with blood, if there’s any blood in
that plump smug little carcass of his.

HERRILL had withdrawn his
hand from Molly’s. It was knot-

ted into a fist now, and he was sweatmentioned

ing in the blankets with that hammer
pounding relentlessly in his skull.

“What is it, Sherry?” the girl
asked anxiously. “What's the mat-
ter?”

“Nothing,” he said tightly. “Noth-
ing. I'm all right.”

“Don’t try to think or talk. Just
relax, Sherry, rest easy. Mother is
bringing you some broth.”

“l can't eat.”

“You'll like this, Sherry.”

Later, after he had forced down as
much of the excellent broth as
possible, the other Romneys gathered
around for a brief reassuring interval
and Sherrill began to feel somewhat
better. Their quiet pleasant manner
and their sincere friendliness gave
him a renewal of spirit and faith.
Some of their gentle calmness seemed
to flow into his own bloodctream and
quell the turbulence t *re. His
thoughts lost their bitter dge and
violence, to course smooth ai | placid
and deep. He settled back in t le new-
found peace that the Romneys some-
how conveyed to him, and Molly’s
hand found his once again as the
others moved away.

It was like coming home at last
after years of aimless wandering and
wanton wildness. He fell asleep
finally with the girl's hand clasped

s 8s

T REQUIRED two
more days for Sher-
rill's head to clear,
and he began to
fret and chafe at
the enforced idle-
ness. But rest was
what he needed,
along with the fine
food provided by
Mrs. Romney and a
total abstinence

from liquor. startled him a little

to realize that this was the first peri-
od in years in which he had gone
days without whiskey.

At odd moments he craved a drink,
but he put down the desire and
it to no one. At times
he was lonesome for the old devil-
may-care life and the gay companions
of saloons and gambling-houses, for
suave Harry Connover and vivid
Nina Montez, even for tempestuous
and treacherous Lilli Lavery. But as
the miles rolled away the lustre on
those things dimmed and faded, and
if he thought of anybody back in
Bedloe it was stricken Patch.

The trail followed the winding
Missouri River as far as Indepen-
dence and it was smooth and
easy going. When he was up around
Sherrill started making friends with
the splendid sorrel stallion Connover
had supplied for him. “Big Red,” he
called him, and it was exhilirating to
swing into the saddle and feel all that
superb power in under him.

Sherrill also felt better when he
had buckled on his gun-belt once
more, and placed that beautiful
Henry rifle in the saddle-boot. He
was ready then for Cord Macklin
and Spicer and Kooglc, but they were
keeping strictly away from him. The
Romneys were highly respected, and
that probably saved Sherrill from
immediate conflict with Macklin
and his lieutenants.

Sherrill had been right in picking
out the other two that night in front
of the River Belle. Spicer was sharp
and narrow as a hatchet, with a thin
pock-marked face, something evil
about the gashed mouth and slit eyes,
a weasel of a man. Koogle was large
and floridly handsome with crisp-
curling brown hair, alert and quick
in spite of his size, smiling and
affable on the surface with the false
cheer of a salesman, vindictive and
ruthless underneath, very self-assur-
ed and superior. These two were
seldom far away from the big boss
Macklin.

Sherrill was pleasantly surprised to
learn that, in a last-minute switch,
Filchock had been replaced by a one-
eyed veteran scout named McLowry,
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whom Sherry knew by reputation as

had to face and fight out by himself,

an honest reliable plainsman and a gjgone.

skilled and fearless Indian fighter.
The sodden Filchock would have
been easily dominated by Macklin,
but not so the tough little McLowry.
Sherrill was unwilling to believe
that McLowry could have sold out to
Lavery, but of Macklin and his
associates he stood ready to expect
anything.

E WAGON-train went on
through days of sun and sand
and scourging winds. Sherrill was
riding and working with the Romney
men now, gaining daily in strength
and weight, taking satisfaction in the
new tone and fiber of his muscles and
the fresh clarity of his head. Burned
by the sun and whipped by the wind
into lean leathery fitness, Sherry
discovered an elation far better than
the short-lived brand derived from
drink. This was genuine, solid, down-
to-earth. It had the qualities of the
Romney family, and you did not have
to pay the next morning for the half-
forgotten merriment of the night
before.

It was a strange new world to
Sherrill, however, and he was not
able to adapt himself at once. In spite
of the Romneys there were spells of
black depression and morbid loneli-
ness, times when he would have given
almost anything to be back in town
pushing the swing-doors into the
Royal or the River Belle or the
Waterfront. To hear the men hailing
him on all sides, to see the eyes of the
women light up as they looked at
him.

Maybe the glitter was tinsel and
cheap but he still missed it, now and
then. You can't shake off the habits
and customs of a hell-for-leather
lifetime overnight; you have to grow
away from them gradually. Sherrill
was doing this and he was not with-
out gratitude for the opportunity,
but he had his bad moments on the
trail. Molly always knew, when his
smile became absent and his amber
eyes remote. Then she would touch
his arm or shoulder and turn away,
knowing that it was something he

The people of the train did not
accept Sherrill too readily, even
though he was a friend of the
Romneys, almost like one of the
family. For one thing he was
despised by Cord Macklin, and most
of the emigrants regarded Macklin’s
judgment as infallible and irrevoc-
able. For another there was Sherrill’s
gaudy record as a gunman, gambler,
and lover of loose women, an out-
lawed Killer with a price on his head.
Such ill-fame naturally did not en-
dear him to the sober, respectable,
law-abiding family folks of the
wagons.

They watched him narrowly and
waited -for some wild outbreak, some
lawless demonstration on Sherrill’s
part, and the faithful wives and en-
vious daughters declared that no
good would come of Molly Romney’s
keeping company with that young
Sherrill. It was a shame and a dis-
grace and something ought to be done
about it. But nothing v/as...And
Sherrill went on acting as nice and
quiet and gentlemanly as the Romney
brothers themselves.

As the long weary miles smoked
and creaked away in under the plod-
ding hoofs and groaning axles, there
developed a change in the way peo-
ple spoke of Sherrill. “I don't put
much stock in all them stories about
him,” they told one another. “He ain't
nowhere near as bad as they paint
him. Why, you couldn't ask for a
nicer, pleasanter, young fellah than
Sherrill. Anyway | figger if he's
good enough for the Romneys he'’s
good enough for me or anybody else.”

And they said: “He’s good with
horses and cattle, and just you pay
attention to how all the kids and dogs
like him and follow him around. You
can't fool kids and dogs nohow. Sher-
ry minds his own business, but he'’s
always ready to help with a broken
wheel or ex’ or tongue, to fetch water
and round up stray cattle, to ride out-
post more’'n his share and stand sen-
try at night.”

“They can say what they want to,”
they said, “that Sherry's a good boy.
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He was maybe a little wild once, but
all real boys have a streak of that in
'em. | ain't condemin’ that boy on
hearsay, and | don’t want nobody else
runnin’ him down neither. If it comes
to a fight out here we'll likely thank
the Good Lord we got Sherry on our
side!”

Y THE TIME they were ap-
proaching Independence the

majority of the emigrants had man-Independence,

aged to make Sherrill understand
that he was accepted at last, and wel-
come. Their rough little gestures of
friendship pleased him more than he
would have thought possible. Many
subtle changes were taking place in
Sherrill as he settled into the routine
grind of the open road. Without
being aware of it he was slowly ab-
sorbing some of the simple strength,
faith and courage of these home-
builders in the West.

He no longer resented Harry Con-
nover’s duplicity in shipping him out
with the wagons. He began to look
back upon his life in Bedloe Landing
and points south with sharp distaste
and shame. Sherrill knew regret now
for all the wastrel years and the wast-
ed time. He came to see this trip
across the plains, in agreement with
Harry Connover’s prediction, as the
first worthwhile mission of his
whole mad career.

Independence was the last outpost
of civilization, and not very civilized
at that, the jumping off place. Here
the wagon-trains stopped to buy ad-
ditional provisions and make neces-
sary repairs, and here the sick, in-
jured, and faint-hearted dropped out
of the ranks. The Santa Fe Trail
branched to the southwest; the Great
Salt Lake Trail, which they were
taking, diverged northwest toward
the remote Rockies.

They made camp near the settle-
ment where so many preceding cara-
vans had bivouacked. Everyone want-
ed to get into Independence because
it was the last town they would
strike this side of the Rocky Moun-
tains. Fort Kearney and Fort Lara-
mie were military posts and nothing
more.

Sherrill and the Romney brothers
were among those who bathed in the
Missouri River, shaved with care, and
dressed in clean new range outfits for
the evening. To avoid being con-
spicuous Sherrill wore only one gun.
In strange towns there was always
somebody ready to challenge any
newcomer who packed two guns, and
Sherrill didn't want any trouble to-
night.
still partially sur-
rounded by a crumbling stockade, had
a wild raw frontier aspect as they
walked in through the early darkness.
The town was wide open whenever
a wagon-train arrived, the saloons,
stores and eating places bright with
garish lamp-light and crowded with
eager people. This was the last stop
and emigrants always made the most
of it. pouring their monev across the
bars, counters and gambling tables.

Sherrill and the Romnev boys had
a couple of beers on the out-skirts
and sauntered on toward the center
of the community and the Ox-Bow
Saloon, which seemed to be the prin-
cipal rendezvous. They were perhaps
twenty feet from the entrance when
a red-headed giant swaggered out
with four men at his heels, two nearly
as large as himself, one very small
with a double gun-belt, and one a
lanky string-bea' sort of fellow.

The big red-hea! strode straight at
them and thrust a solid shoulder into
Sherrill with sufficient force to stag-
ger him into a half-turn. “What the
hell?” muttered Sherrilh The giant
wheeled on him with ponderous
might.

“When you see the Jessops cornin’
stand aside, brother!”

A sudden flame seared away all
Sherrill's good intentions for the
evening. It was as natural as breath-
ing for his left hand to lash out into
that heavy face. The giant’'s hat flew
off and his red head rocked with the
impact. The two big men crowded
the Romney brothers against the sa-
loon wall, mumbling something about
fair play. String-bean and the small
one stood off with thumbs hooked
into gun-belts, their faces frozen and
expressionless.
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“Ah, a fightin' rooster,” said the
red-headed man with gloating satis-
faction. “Give us room, boys, and
keep the crowd off.” He spat blood
and grinned, a dark flow staining his
chin as he advanced on Sherrill.

Here we go again, thought Sherrill.
Why do they always pick on me?....
He looked slender, youthful, almost
frail before the rugged bulk of the
red-headed Jessop, and he knew his
chances would be thin if the giant
got in close enough to grapple with
him. A ring of spectators had formed
instantly and one of them said: “It's
Big Jess! He'll kill that poor damn
kid!”

HERRILL was swinging when

Jessop charged, and a long-
drawn gasp came from the onlookers
at the lightning speed of his hands.
Striking left and right, the reports
ringing in swift stunning succession,
Sherrill slashed the big man's face
and drove him backward. The red
head jerked from side to side under
the smashing fists, and the ugly face
was one glistening sheen fo blood.

But Big Jess refused to go down,
and as Sherrill came crouching in at
him the giant finally unleashed and
landed one terrible blow. Sherrill,
feeling as if his head were torn from
his shoulders, was flung crashing
back into the wall of the Ox-Bow
with such impetus that the breath
waa beaten from his body and con-
sciousness nearly left his brain. Des-
perately he hung there gasping for
air while the universe revolved about
him in fiery sickening circles.

Laughing and blowing blood Jes-
sop moved in apelike to crush and
mangle him against the side of the
building, and everybody including
the Romneys thought it was all over.
But before those huge hands reached
him Sherrill catapulted himself for-
ward with flashing fists. Big Jess
straightened up and tottered back as
every shot Sherrill threw found its
mark.

The red head bobbed and swayed
as if unhinged and Jessop reeled
across the boardwalk under those
flogging hands. Sherrill set his feet

and exploded one last whiplashing
punch, lifting every ounce of his
hundred-and-eighty pounds into it
Big Jessop’s legs caught the hitch-
rail and he went over backward, the
red head thumping the dirt first, the
massive shoulders settling into the
dust, and his boots still across the
rack.

A voice cut through the general
confusion: “All right, Little Jess and
Slim! They don’t need no help from
youl!”

It was McLowry, the scout, a gun
in each hand covering the small Jes-
sop and the thin lanky one. McLowry
with the black patch over the eyeless
socket and his scarred leathery jaws
munching a chew of tobacco. Little
Mac, who knew Independence and
the Jessops and had watched the
whole thing, waiting for those two
to go for their guns in case Big Jess
couldn’t do it with his bare hands...
And beside McLowry loomed fat Ed
Deal with his carbine lined on the
two large men, who had been block-
ing the Romneys out of action.

Big Jess was getting up slowly
now, shaking his red head like a
stunned ox, blood streaming down
his ruined face and thick neck. Sher-
rill stood quietly waiting for him,
thinking that he would be dead or
dying now with bullets in his back, if
it hadn’t been for McLowry and Deal.

“Enough?” Sherrill inquired.

Jessop looked at him and snorted:
“l ain't no glutton.”

McLowry spoke again: “You Jes-
sops oughta know better than to jump
anybody from one a my trains.”

Big Jess peered at him from
bruised closing eyes. “Hell, Mac, |
didn't know you was on this one.
Heard it was Filchock.”

McLowry spat and smiled bleakly.
“l don’t know what's kept you boys
alive this long. Dust off now before
my trigger-fingers get nervous.” He
glanced at Sherrill and the Romney
brothers with a different kind of
smile. “Let's drift back to camp,
boys. Ed and | laid in a stock a
whiskey and beer. We can drink more
peaceful out there.”

“That's right, boys,” laughed Ed
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Deal. “This fightin’ wastes a whole
lot a drinkin’ time.”

“You all right, Sherry?” asked
Whit Romney.
Sherrill nodded. “Except for my

neck being about a foot longer.” He
was bleeding a bit from mouth and
nose and his head still rang, but his
battered aching hands hurt worse
than anything else.

“We were a lot of help!” Whit
said bitterly. "We might as well have
been home in bed.”

Jud said nothing but his dark face
was sullen with self-disgust.

McLowry said: “You boys thought
it was just a stand-up fight. Don't

[l

be blamin’ yourselves for anythin’.

HEY walked out toward the
Tcamp on the banks of the Mis-
souri, the moonlight turning
earth to silver under their boots.
“What was that all about in there,
Mac?” Sherrill asked.

McLowry chortled softly. “It's an
old story in Independence, that Jes-
sop bunch. Big Jess, Little Jess, Slim
Jess, and them other jaspers, they're
in business, you might say. If there's
somebody on a wagon-train you
wanta get rid of, you see the Jessops
and point the party out, and you pay
their price. Then Big Jess picks a
fight with this party, and most gen-
erally that's the end of it. When Big
Jess gets done with 'em they ain't
goin’ across the prairies or nowhere
else exceptin’ a hospital or a grave-
yard. If the gent turns out too touch
—Ilike Sherrill here—Little Jess and
Slim cut him down with their guns.
But that don’t happen much, Big
Jess is usually enough.

“They been gettin’ away with this
for years, but they don’t bother any
train a mine if they know I'm scoutin’
it. Awhile back they beat a coupla
boys 'most to death, and we drug 'em
out to camp to learn 'em a lesson.
Lashed 'em to wagon wheels and
whipped 'em senseless. They'll carry
them marks the rest a their days—
may they be short ones. But it didn't
seem to improve their character any.
Somebody oughta kill 'em but nobody

thd
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ever gets around to doin’ it.”
“Then somebody must have paid
them to tackle me?” mused Sherrill.
“1 reckon so,” McLowry drawled.

In camp they settled down to talk
and drink in comfort around Ed
Deal’s fire. Sherrill stuck to the beer
and left the whiskey for the others.
McLowry’s one eye lighted with plea-
sure as he tipped the bottle up. Men
said that Mac's one eye had super-
natural telescopic vision. The other
eyeball had been gouged out in some
frontier fight, it was told, which end-
ed with McLowry’'s opponent not
only eyeless but earless. McLowry
knew the plains, the mountains, and
the Indians, and he had guided many
wagon-trains safely over the long
trail west. Sherrill was glad of this
chance to get acquainted with the
ard-bitten little scout.

“So far this trip’s been too damn
quiet and peaceable,” said McLowry.
“It ain't natural and it ain't to my
likin . Somethin’s bound to break, and
it'll sure be bad when it does.”

“You had any trouble with Mack-
lin?” asked Sherill.

The one eye scrutinized him
shrewdly. “No...not yet. But I'm li-
able to 'most any time. Up to now he'a
given me my head, but he don't like
It none.”

Sherill laughed. “He’s going to be
disapointed to find me still around.”

“1 reckon,” McLowry said. “He'll
be tryin’ somethin’ else, Sherry.”

“There’'s somethin’ gone sour in
Macklin,” said Ed Deal. “I ain't got
the same feelin’ for him | used to
have. | ain't had it since Cord quirt-
ed that boy blind in Natchez.”

“That was a friend of mine,” Sher-
rill said. “Macklin doesn’'t know it,
though; | don’t want him to until I'm
ready to tell him.”

They were all staring at Sherill’s
lean face in the firelight. McLowry
said: “I met a friend a yours once
down the river. A boy called Patch.
Him and me and a soldier named Eh-
lers had ourselves quite a spree down
in New Orleans.”

“Patchin,” said Sherrill. “He’s the
one.”

McLowry went rigid. “Great gawda
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mighty!” he said softly. “And his
wife, Veronica?”

“She’s dead, Mac.”

McLowry was silent with bent
head, gazing into the slow flames. Fi-
nally he said: “Macklin have a hand
in that, too?”

“That's right.”
The one eye flashed up and the
scarred cheeks twisted. “lI knew

that Macklin had to die the minute |
sighted him, son.”
“So did I,” said Sherrill. “And he
will—when we hit Fort Bridger.”
“If not before,” McLowry said. His
single eyes scanned the circle. “None
a this goes any further boys”

Ed Deal snorted. “Not very damn
likely, Mac!” The Romney brothers
simply nodded in agreement.

McLowry slapped his buckskin
clad leg and reached for a bottle.
“Get out that mouth-organ a yours,
Ed, and let's have some music.”

s 9S

NDEPENDENCE
and the Missouri
were behind them
now, civilzation was
behind them, as they
drove Cross coun-
try in a north west-
erly direction to-
ward Fort Kearney
on the Platte river.
They reached Kear-
ney, a pitifully un-

derii.anncd 1 ine garrison in the wil-
derness, in due time and without any
extraordinary incidents. From there
on the trail followed the Platte to
Fort Laramie, a long hard trek.

A week out of Kearney McLowry
invited Sherrill to accompany him on
a scouting foray. They were in Indian
country now, Apache and Cheyenne
territory. Sherry promptly threw the
saddle on Big Red and joined the
guide. As they rode past Cord Mack-
lin's lead wagon they could feel the
eyes of Spicer and Koogle boring into
their backs, but Cord himself was not
in evidence. They cantered on in si-
lence and were miles ahead of the

train before McLowry broke it:
“Well, son, that trouble we mentioned
has come.”

“What is it, Mac?”

“Macklin wants to leave the Platte
and by-pass Laramie. There's a fork
up ahead. It is shorter to the south
but damn dangerous. A tough climb
and even worse goin’ down the other
side. This time a year waterholes are
apt to dry up. | told Macklin but he's
dead set on the South Branch instead
a the North Bend to Laramie.”

“It’s crazy to leave the trail and the
river.” Sherrill said.

“Sure, it's crazy.” muttered McLow-
ry. “I'm beginnin’ to think Cord
Macklin is loo.”

“Couldn’'t we put it to a vote?”

“Wouldn't do any good. Cordd
swing it his way if it came to
votin’. Them people still look up to
Macklin. Even the Romney boys'
folks'd likely vote his way.”

Sherrill had told nobody, not even
Whit Romney, but he decided to give
it point-blank to the little scout.
“Mac. you knew Jay Lavery of the
River Belle. Did you know he was

betting this train wouldn't go
through to Bridger?”
McLowry nodded simply and

grinned at Sherrill’s astounded look.
“Yes, | know, son. | reckon that's
why I'm here.”

“What do you mean. Mac?”

“Well. Harry Connover never had
too much regard for Filchock as a
scout. That last night in Bedloe
somebody lured Fiddle into the
Royal and kept loadin’ uncommonly
powerful drinks into him. The Fid-
dler never could resist free liquor and
he swilled enough to paralyze him-
self for at least a week. | reckon may-
be Harry told his bartenders to keep
Fiddle’s glass filled up as long as Fid-
dle could hold it. When the Fiddler
passed out Harry tipped me to this
job and mentioned a bonus, seein’ as
how he was bettin’ against Lavery.
My money was about gone and | was
about ready to take another train out,
so | took it.”

Sherrill laughed until he was rock,
ing in the saddle, and McLowry chort-
led along with him. “That's Con-
nover!” said Sherrill. “That slick
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smooth son-of-a-gun, he never misses
a trick. He passed Filchock out to
keep him off the train, and he
knocked me out to put me on it!”

“A good swap— for our side,”
grinned McLowry. “He’s a smart one,
that Harry. And honest, too, for a
gamblin’ man.”

HEY REACHED the place where

the trail diverged and looked
around. There were no fresh signs on
the ground. The main route swung
northward along the Platte River,
safe and with an assured water supply
beyond Laramie, McLowrys one eye
was bitter as he gazed at the wild
broken country and the rocky height
of land to the southwest.

“l1 don’t like it.” McLowry grum-
bled. “That South Branch is a bad
one always has been. Nobody takes it
any more since that Selway bunch was
wiped out on the Ottaquechee.”

“We’'ll make a stand against Mack-
lin when we get back,” said Sherrill.

“We can't leave the river, Mac.”

“Won’'t do much good prob’ly,”
muttered McLowry “But we'll try it.
Maybe give Macklin and Koogle and
Spicer somethin’ to think about.”

They had turned their horses back
to the east when suddenly the air
hummed and whined with lead as bul-
lets beat up the dust around them and
rifles cracked in the distance. Veer-
ing wider apart and hanging low in
the saddle McLowry and Sherrill
threw their horses into a hard gallop.
There was another scattering of shots
and then silence save for the pound-
ing hoofs. Peering back the riders
saw only faint smoke puffs thinning
along a rocky escarpment in the
northwest. Safely out of range they
slowed to a walk, the horses already
lathered and blowing in the heat.

“Long shootin',” said McLowry.
"And pretty good for Indians—too
good.”

“Have they got rifles that power-
ful?” asked Sherrill.

“They've got 'em. But they don't
come close with 'em.”

“Then?...” Sherrill felt his dry
lips thin tauntly on his teeth.

“It wasn't Indians,” finished Mc-

Lowry. “l been expectin’ somethin’
like this.”

“We could find out who's away
from the wagons.”

McLowry shook his head. “No good.
The usual pointers and flankers are
out.”

"Maybe they're just playing.”
Sherrill grinned without humor.

“Maybe,” McLowry said, and spat
viciously into the buffalo grass.

They watered their horses in the
Platte, drank thirstily themselves, and
loped back along the broad sun-baked
valley. They met the train with Cord
Macklin riding alone at head, bulk-
big and dark in the saddle with that
thick quirt looped on his wrist. They
turned to ride along side of him.

“Well?” he demanded impatiently.
"See anythin’'?”

“No,” said McLowry. “But we was
fired on at the fork.”

"What do you expect?” Macklin
said. "We're gettin’ deep into Indian
territory. Where'd the shots come
from, north or south?”

“West," answered McLowry. “And
north.”

“All the more reason for takin’ the
South Branch.”

"There’s no reason for takin' that
route,” McLowry insisted. “If it was
Indians they'd play it that way to
drive us south into ambush.”

“Talk sense, man!” barked Cord
Macklin. “Who'd it be if it wasn't
Indians?”

“That,” drawled McLowry, “I don’t
know. | still say the North Bend and
stick to the river.”

“And we still go south,” Macklin
said, twisting abruptly in his saddle
to face Sherrill. “What have you got
to say, mister?”

“North,” said Sherrill with a dim
smile.

Cord Macklin laughed and eyed the
quirt in his great hand. “Some day,
mister, I'll change that pretty smile
for you! All right, you can get along
now.” He dismissed them with a con-
temptous flick of the whip, and they
drifted on down the long laboring line
of dust-drenched wagons.

“l want to be there the day you
take him, Sherry,” McLowery said, an
almost prayerful note in his voice.
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W HEN THEY came to the Rom-
ney Conestoga they found anx-
ious looks drawn on the faces of the
entire family, and fear in the eyes of
the parents and Molly. Sickness had
struck the wagon next in line, owned
by the Wilsons, some strange malady
that denied prescription and brought
the dread of an epidemic.

The mother and three younger
children were bedded down in the
wagon, utterly helpless and sobbing
painfully for air, their faces inflamed
and bloated. The father and the two
bigger boys were carrying on as best
they could, sick themselves but work-
ing on nerve and will-power, with the
Romneys, Potters and other nearby
families offering all the assistance
possible.

“They’ll never make the South
Branch,” murmured McLowry. “It's
rough and steep and hard goin’, up
and down both. And there isn't even
a fort between here and Bridger.”

“It gives us something to work on
with the others,” Sherrill said grimly,
“If I can convince the Romneys we'll
be able to swing some weight against
Macklin.”

Sharply and concisely Sherrill laid
the‘facts before the Romney family,
talking faster, more forcefully and
earnestly than ever before, straining
and driving to make them see the sit-
uation as he saw it, without accusing
Macklin outright of plotting betray-
al. Impetuous Whit sided at once
with Sherrill. The more conservative
Jud weighed the question with scru-
pulous care before joining them. Mr.
Romney, still somewhat dubious and
averse to crossing Cord Macklin, was
finally swayed by the piteous moans
and wails from the Wilson wagon and
the urging of his wife and daughter.

“Yes. | think Cord is wrong to
leave the Platte and the main trail,”
Mr. Romney admitted at last. “1 can’t
understand his making such a choice.
It's against all reason and common
sense.”

“Now we've all got to spread the
word,” Sherrill said. “And we’ve got
to work fast.”

They did, scattering up and down
the column, appealing to one family
after another. Sherrill, McLowry and

the three Romneys talked to the men,
while Molly sought support among
the women. “It's your wagon-train!”
Sherrill told them. “ It belongs to you
and your families, not to Macklin.
It'll be murder to drag the Wilsons
away from the river over the South
Branch, and there’ll be others dying
if we leave the Platte and go Mack-
lin’'s way. Bring your guns to the lead
wagon and stand together for the
North Bend to Fort Laramie.”

All along the line were men of
pride and spirit, who had long since
begun to fret inwardly at the high-
handed slave-driving tactics of Cord
Macklin, Spicer and Koogle. They
caught fire from Sherrill and the
Romneys, and rallied strongly to the
cause. And even those who were
deathly afraid of Macklin were even
more afraid of leaving the Platte
River and the main route.

As the lead wagon neared the fork
a mounted delegation drew up along
side of it, followed by scores of other
armed men on foot. Cord Macklin
swung down to face them as the train
ground to a stop in the billowing
dust, and Koogle and Spicer took
their places on either side of the trail
boss.

“What is this?” roared Cord Mack-
lin, his hawk face blackening with

anger. “Get back to your wagons,
you men.”
T WAS Mr. Romney who dis-

mounted and replied to him,
much to Macklin’s surprise and con-
sternation. “We've called a halt,
Cord. We want to talk this over be-
fore we go on.” The Romney broth-
ers, Sherrill, McLowry, Ed Deal, and
other riders stepped down and ranged
themselves behind their spokesman.
Young Potter was there, half-sup-
porting old Wilson, who was barely
able to stand.

“There’'s nothin’ to talk about!”
shouted Macklin, the cords standing
out in his neck. “I'm bossin’ this out-
fit. Get the hell back where you be-
long!” But he was obviously taken
aback to find Mr. Romney heading
the opposition.

“We still have the right to speak
our minds, Cord,” Mr. Romney re-
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minded in his mild grave tones.
“We're still free men.”

Cord Macklin slashed the air with
his whip. “All right, speak up then.
What do you want here?”

“We want to stay on the river and
the main trail to Laramie. The ma-
jority wants it, Cord. You can call a
vote if you like.”

“To hell with a vote! Don't you
know it’s a hundred miles longer that
way? Maybe more’'n a hundred.”

“It's also safer, easier, and the
water supply is constant.” said Mr.
Romney. “There’s a sick family in
line, Cord. They might make it to
Fort Laramie, but they ain’t ready for
that South Branch.”

“What family is sick, the Wilsons?”
demanded Macklin. “The Wilsons!
They're nothin’ but weaklin’s any-
way, they never shoulda started this
trip. Why didn’t they drop out at In-
dependence or Kearney?” His voice
rose to a mighty bellow. “You know
the law of the trail! One wagon never
holds up the whole train!”

“We prefer the law of humanity,”
Mr. Romney said gently. “We can all
go together on the regular Salt Lake
Trail. There’'s no need of leaving a
sick family to die in this wilderness.”

In sudden towering rage Cord
Macklin turned on Sherrill: “This is
all your doin’, mister! | shoulda cut
you down the first time | ever saw
you!” The cruel quirt was dancing
on his brawny wrist.

"Start cutting now,” invited Sher-
rill, standing tall and loose and easy,
big hands hanging near the gun-butts
on his thighs, thinking as he waited:
Perhaps this is it. | hope so, it's been
too long a wait already. Perhaps this
is it, Patch boy.........

Macklin’s hulking frame tensed and
qguivered, and for a breathless space
held that tension, until it was nearly
unbearable to every man rooted there
in the desert dust and glare. Then he
relaxed and drew back a step, and
just as men started to breath once
more Macklin placed two fingers in
his mouth and whistled a piercing
blast.

Immediately from the lead wagon
sprang two beared men with guns in
either hand. It was fantastic, so un-

real, so incredible, so much like a
stage play, that the amazed audience
could only stand and stare in stupefi-
cation as the bearded gunmen lined up
beside Macklin.

Sherrill recognized them instantly.
Even the thick growth of whiskers
failed to disguise the long mournful
mountain-preacher features of Mitc-
hum and the bull neck and tough bru-
tal face of tobacco chewing Holway.
So this was Lilli Lavery’s trump card,
two ace killers in the hole, insurance
on her wager and reassurance that the
wagon train would be wrecked and
lost before Fort Bridger. He won-
dered when and where they had over-
taken the train, probably at Indepen-
dence or Kearney. Most likely they
had trailed it at a respectful distance
until Macklin called them in to be on
hand for this show-down at the fork.

Spicer and Koogle now had their
weapons unlimbered, and Cord Mack-
lin was smiling darkly in triumph.
Holway, who had always wanted to
get Sherrill, could scarcely control his
trigger-fingers now that Sherry was
under his guns.

“Gimme the word,” panted Holway,
eyes hungry on Sherrill. “Lemme turn
‘em loose on Pretty Boy, Cord!”

“Shut up, Holway!” Cord Macklin
said curtly. “Do any of you men still
wanta argue the point?” He laughed
but Sherrill detected a certain strain
in it. Cord leaned towards Mr. Rom-
ney and said, low-voiced; “Sorry to
have to use such methods, but it’s best
for all of us. We got to have order and
discipline.” Then Cord Macklin
broke out to a thunderous roar: “All
right, men, back to your wagons!
Back to your jobs. Get ’'em rollin’
again. We're takin’ the South
Branch!”

The long line of wagons lurched
away from the peaceful Platte River
and creaked over a little-traveled
trail, rough and tortuous, toward that
ominous barrier rearing against the
southwest skyline.

Three days later Mrs. Wilson and
her three small children died in the
blinding noontide heat, while the men
and beasts were sweating and strain-
ing, pushing and hauling and heaving
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their hearts out to get the wagons
over the steep rocky heights.

That night one of the older Wilson
boys was crushed under an over-
turned Pittsburgh as they slipped and
slithered, plunged, skidded and ca-
reened crazily down the other side of
the mountain. It was morning when
they got the lad's pulped body out of
the wreckage. Old Man Wilson took
one look at it, grabbed his ancient
Springfield, and went snarling and
stumbling on fever-ridden legs after
the lead wagon. But Holway saw him
blundering down the pass with the
rifle. Drawing calmly Holway shot
him through the heart before he could
get to Cord Macklin.

The other boy, the last of the Wil-
sons, blew his own head off when the
wagons reached the waterhole at the
bottom and found it bone-dry and
covered with sand and silt.

s 10s

S THE days passed

the water supply
ran low. All the
waterholes along

the South Branch
had dried up, and
streams that Mc-
Lowry remembered
were nothing but
dry beds of stone
rapidly filling with
dirt. There was
nothing to do but ration the scant
water and push on toward the Rocky
Mountains, that never seemed to get
any nearer.

The heat increased as the train
snaked slowly across the arid ex-
panses of wasteland, and blistering
winds and flying sand added to the
torture of the travelers. There was
more sickness as people gave them-
selves over to despair, and morale
ebbed lower from day to day. An
aged woman and two more children
died and were buried on the
scorched plains, with time for little
if any ceremony. People began to tell
one another that the dead were for-
tunate, the dead were better off than
the living.

By now Cord Macklin’s stock had
dropped to rock bottom, and he was
never seen alone. Holway and Mit-
chum alternated as body-guards with
Koogle and Spicer. Rumor had it
there was still plenty of water cached
in the lead wagon, and indeed the
five men there seemed less in need
than the rest, but nobody knew for
certain. And there was no means of
finding out unless they raided the
Macklin wagon. A free for-all battle
at this time would destroy what small
chance the'wagon-train had of sur-
vival, as Sherrill pointed out repeat-
edly to men who were maddened by
the agony of their womenfolk and
children.

There were occasional suicides
along the line as the hideous night-
mare went on until minds were de-
ranged and unbalanced. Young Pot-
ter, crazed by the suffering thirst of
his wife and baby, went berserk and
started for the lead wagon one swelt-
ering afternoon. Men tried to stop
him but Potter burst free with insane
strength and went reeling on grip-
ping his Winchester.

Cord Macklin saw him coming, a
scarecrow figure stumbling in his
weakness and made haste, brandish-
ing the rifle. Koogle smiled and
trained his revolver on the wretched
creature, but Cord Macklin struck it
down and waited calmly, hoping Pot-
ter would fire at least one wild shot
before Spicer got him.

Potter staggered closer, screaming
and raising the rifle: “Die now, you
black murderin’ monster! Die, damn
your soul, die T

The rifle barrel was wobbling level
when Spicer, the weasel, stepped out
from between two wagons behind
Potter and shot him twice through
the back. And it was young Potter
who died with his cracked swollen
mouth working against the desert
floor until a final crimson gush
stilled it.

Learning of this, friends of the
Potters were for lifting their guns
in outright revolution, and Shenill
felt like it himself but knew it would
be folly. With the help of McLowry
and the Romneys he managed to re-
strain and quiet them before Cord
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Macklin and his men came stalking
down the row.

“Not yet, not now,” Sherrill said.
“The time will come.”

Drawing abreast of the stricken
group Cord Macklin announced:
“Too bad, folks, but it couldn’t be
helped. The man was out of his head,
insane and dangerous. It had to be
done, that's all.”

Sunken eyes turned to watch Mack-
lin and his trained Kkillers swagger
along the line, and teeth showed in
haggard sunburnt faces, and knuckles
jutted whitely as grimy hands tight-
ened on weapons. But Sherrill held
them in check, because if it started
now the slaughter would be great and
indiscriminate, and the whole expedi-
tion might perish as a result. They
needed all the man-power they had
to keep the wagons moving.

“There’'s a chance | know of, a wat-
erin’ place in the hills," said McLow-
ry, a faraway look in his one eye.
“The train couldn’t ever get to it, but
a scoutin’ party could. It's the only
chance we got, Sherry.”

HEY PLODDED on in blind
Tagony through a blazing inferno
that seemed boundless. More people
died and found shallow graves in the
sun-hardened soil, the old and unwell
and the infants. Then horses and cat-
tle started to expire, and there were
innumerable halts while they were
cut loose and left along the way, with
the bones of other wagon-trains
bleached white in the sun. In most of
the pioneers’ minds every death was
charged directly to Cord Macklin’s
account.

They made a last-hope camp at the
point McLowry estimated was the
nearest they could attain to his wat-
ering place in the hills. As the wag-
ons deployed left and right to form
the vast circle men and animals
floundered and fell to their knees in
sheer exhaustion. There was no going
on without water, that was only too
obvious. With a supply from the hills
+hey might make the next waterhole
on the South Branch. Without it
there was no chance whatsoever, they
were lost and doomed and done for.

with death merely a matter of an-
guished time.

There was a stern council of war
that evening, with parched and aching
throats precluding any unnecessary
talking, and stark figures standing or
squatting with rifles ready or hands
on gun-butts. In some way Sherrill
had gradually assumed a leadership
here, and even Macklin and his men
listened as Sherry urged a forgetting
of all differences until they were out
of this valley, of death. Under his
quiet easy voice listeners relaxed a
little and loosened the grip on their
guns. Harmony being established for
the moment McLowry described
briefly his plan for securing water,
and the group set about selecting
members to comprise his detail.

It was eventually agreed that the
party, to be led by McLowry in the
morning, would consist of Spicer and
Holway from the lead wagon, Sher-
rill and Whit Romney from the ranks,
and two pack-horses for each rider
with all the containers possible to
carry.

Sherrill had said good night to
Molly and was getting ready to
crawl into his blankets near the
sleeping Romney brothers, when
McLowry slipped soundlessly in out
of the shadows and handed him a
pair of folded papers.

“Just in case, Sherry,” whispered
the scout. “Maps for you and Whit.
Maybe you can read 'em after | run
over it with you.”

They crouched beside the dying
fire and McLowry quickly pointed
out the significant features on one
of his crude maps. Sherrill, trying to
concentrate and catch every point,
was vaguely disturbed by a sense of
fondness and fear for the leather-
tough little man at his side. A man
who knew Patch and Steve Ehlers,
and who had saved Sherry's life in
Independence.

“Mac, why don’t you sleep in here
with us?” he asked.

“Hell, | sleep with one eye open!”
McLowry grinned and spat into the
embers, winking his single eye. “I
ain't worried. Sherry, I'll be all
right. Just figgered it's better to
have three of us knowin’ how to get
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to that water.” He clapped Sherrill
soundly on the back and moved away
from the fireside into the darkness.

T DAYBREAK Sherrill woke

with a scream in his ears. Be-
side him the Romney brothers jerked
upright, and all three had buckled on
their gun belts and grabbed their
carbines before they were fully
awake. On sleep-stiffened legs they
ra. toward the center of the com-
motion, sleepy eyes searching for
danger signs in all directions. Every-
where men were climbing out of
blankets or tumbling out of wagons
and reaching for their rifles.

But apparently there was no cause
for general alarm, although there was
reason enough for grief and the loss
to the expedition was inestimable.
The guards had found a body outside
the wagon ring, and a woman had
screamed on seeing them bring the
corpse in. It was the scout, McLowry,
looking smaller than ever in death
his skull split by a tomahawk, the
scalp-lock gone, and his one eye
staring in blank accusation at the
morning sky.

“Apaches!” rasped a man beside
Sherrill. “They'll be cornin’ at us
now, and we’ll all end up like that!”

Sherrill put his hand on the man'’s
shoulder. “Take it easy. You don't
want to talk that way with women
and kids around.”

Fat Ed Deal blew trough his
whiskers. “1 never saw Apache3 ruin
s scalp-lock that way before they
took it.”

“1 know what you mean, Ed,” said
Sherrill. “But we'd better keep it
quiet. For that matter no Indian
would ever get that close to Mac.”

“Damn right they wouldn't,” Ed
Deal said. “Never in a hundred years.
Sherry.”

Cord Macklin crowded into the
clump of men around McLowrvs
body, eyes like black liquid-fire,
quirt snapping and flirting. Spicer,
Koogle, Mitchum and Holway were
close behind him.

“Well there goes our water,” Cord
said. “Looks like the trail ends right
here.”

Sherrill looked at him. Cord's lips

weren’t parched and blackened, split
and peeling like everyone else’s in
the line. He was getting his water,
and so were the other four in the
front wagon. Sherrill said: “We'll
still get water. This may be the be-
ginning of a new trail.”

Cord Macklin eyed him with scorn
“You're goin’ crazy like Potter did,
mister. You think you're a scout now,
huh7 All right then, Koogle will ;o
along in place of McLowry this morn-
in’. Break it up here, and some of you
men get Mac underground.”

Jud Romney stepped forward,
quiet and dark and intense: “I'll go
along too, Cord-"

Macklin studied him and shrugged
indifferently. “Go ahead if you
wanta.” He turned to Ed Deal. “You
think it was Apaches?”

"Not unless they've changed. Thev
never used to strike at night.”

Macklin's black eyes pierced the
fat man. Cracking the whip he
strolled casually back to his four
gunmen.

Sherrill turned quickly and walked
away He couldn’t look at Cord Mack-
lin and those others any longer with-
out throwing his guns on them.

Molly Romney had a cup of milk
waiting for him. “Bad, Sherry?”

He nodded. “Yes, it gets worse all
the time.’

s 1l s

VERY able bodied
person in the en-
campment was out.
watching with min-
gled hope and
dread, when the six
riders set torth that
early fjrenoon
There were many
who never expected
to see any of the six
again, but for the
most part they were wise enough to
conceal their fears.

Women wept and called on The
Lord to bless the riders. Men raised
blackened fists to the rising sun and
cheered hoarsely from dry thioats.
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Children frolicked and shouted shril-
ly, with dogs romping and barking
among them. The cattle were brawl-
ing for water, as they did now day
and night, a mournful and unceasing
sound. The wagons had a look of
permanent desolation, as if they were
settling into a final resting place in
the seared and barren earth, forlorn
and without hope of ever rolling on-
ward.

It was a scene Sherrill would never
forget, and sharpest of all he remem-
bered the fine dark head and clear
bronzed face of Molly Romney. The
light in her tired gray eyes, the lift
of the chin, the lovely line of her
throat, and the brave smile that
brought a stinging hurt across Sher-
rill's eyes as he waved farewell.

Mr. and Mrs. Romney stood side
by side near their daughter, a prayer
in their eyes as they lifted their
hands, and Mrs. Romney would hold
back her tears until the riders were
gone. The young Potter widow, baby
in arms, sat on the wagon seat, and
fat Ed Deal, her protector since Pot-
ter's death, leaned on the front wheel
at her feet. Black Cord Macklin and
dour Preacher Mitchum, Cord flick-
ing the quirt fretfully, the Preacher
slouched and brooding, stood well
apart from the masses.

Now, miles north and deep in the
sandy rocky scrub covered hills, the
six horsemen were not a unit but two
hostile factions forced to travel to-
gether, wary and watchful of each
other as well as outside dangers, dis-
trust and hatred between them as
they rode. Sherrill and the Romney
brothers on one side; Spicer, Koogle
and Holway on the other. McLowry,
who should have been leading the
way, was.dead and buried back there,
and Sherrill was still shaken and em-
bittered by the blow and the loss.
There was no replacing little Mac.

Measuring the three from the lead
wagon Sherrill concluded that in a
fair stand-up fight only Holway
would be formidable, but Spicer was
sly and poisonous, and Koogle was
diabolical behind that smiling front.
Those three were marked for death
If ever men were. Koogle and Spicer

had it coming on Patchin’s behalf,
and Spicer had added to his crimes
with the cold-blooded murder of poor
Potter. The tough Holway was a
natural-born Killer and a menace to
society; his brutal slaying of Old
Man Wilson was but one of many
such misdeeds in Holway’'s bloody
career as a hired gunman. And with-
out question one of them had used
the hatchet on McLowry last night.
Yes, those three would have to die.

“They won’t try anything until we
locate the water,” Sherrill told the
Romney boys. “Natural enough be-
cause they depend on us to find it
But after that we can expect trouble,
and when it breaks shoot to kill. You
should have no more feeling about
killing these men than you would
hav. for three mad dogs.” To impress
this on them Sherrill described in de-
tail the fate of Veronica Patchin.
Whit and Jud listened with teeth on
edge, and surveyed their three foe-
men with a new and harsher interest.

It was difficult to pick out land-
marks in this bleak rolling wasteland,
but McLowry’s brain had recorded
them with photographic accuracy, and
the keen eyes of Sherrill and Whit
Romney traced the route from one to
another. A rock pillar here, a boulder-
strewn butte there, a triangular-
shaped mesa ahead, a terrace of vari-
colored stone layers in line with a
distant northern peak. Under normal
conditions, McLowry had said, it was
an average day’s ride to their objec-
tive, but with men and horses alike
suffering from thirst and badlv travel-
worn they would have to press hard
all the way to make it before dark.
They were under-nourished also, for
with tongues and throats swollen
from lack of water it was impossible
to eat properly.

At regular intervals they paused to
wet their tongues from canteens al-
ready half-empty, and to swab the
alkali dust from the nostrils and lips
of the horses. As the afternoon wore
on with blastfurnace heat and the
water sloshed lower in the canteens,
it became a strictly personal matter
for them to reach their goal. They
had to have water in order to live.
The wagon train supply became stc-
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ondary, if they thought of it at all.
Their own burning choking need was
first and nothing else mattered.

HERRILL was feeling it too,

sinking back into his old selfish
mode of thought, damning Harry
Connover for casting him into such a
predicament, damning even the Rom-
neys and Patchin for playing any part
in getting him involved in this hid-
eous torture. Once he never would
have had the patience and will and
tenacious strength to endure it. He
would have said, “To hell with this,”
and pulled his guns on those three,
taking Holway first, then Spicer and
Kc-ogle, and they would all have died
in a sudden explosion of flame and
smoke, himself too, but at least they
would have been out of this horrible
ordeal.

Now, however, Sherrill caught him-
self up, forced his thoughts back into
line and controlled them firmly there.
He was no longer a lone wolf, to live
and fight and die as he chose. There
were others, too many others, who
figured in his life, who relied on his
lice for their own. .. Sherrill straight-
ened in the saddle and stroked Big
Red's wet matted msne.

On they rode in the blazing heat,
flayed raw and blistered, gagging on
tongues grown too large for their
mouths, sun-blind and light-headed
and swaying in the saddle. Steadily
and stubbornly they drove forward,
the horses lathered and stumbling
with wildly rolling eyes, on and on
and on through that flaming hell,
each rider filled to the bursting point
with his own misery and pain.

Whit and Jud Romney were taking
it ii. in stride, like the thoroughbreds
they vlere, and Whit grinned at Sher-
rill from time to time with burnt
cracked lips, while Jud was patient
and stolid. The lead wagon men, hav-
ing enjoyed more water and food in
the past week, were in better physical
shape, but they were the first to show
signs of breaking.

Kocgle, big, fleshy, pompous in or-
dinary life, began to wilt and fold and
complain as the lard streamed off him
in the desert sun. “Turn back,” he
croaked, “For the love of God turn

back! We’'ll all
fools!”

“They’ll all die back there if we
don’t get them water,” Sherrill said.
“There’s nothing to turn back for.”

"There’s some water,” Koogle
groaned. “A little water.”

“In Macklin’s wagon,” said Sher-
rill. “But only enough for Macklin’s
boys.”

Next it was Holway, the hard-case
gun-fighter, madness flaring in his
eyes as he cursed everybody in the
party and Sherrill in particular. As
his brain fried and cooked Holway
could think of nothing but shooting
Sherrill, until finally Sherry had to
drav’ and keep Holway under his
gun as they rode.

Spicer, the weasel, small and sharp
and wiry, seemed surprisingly imper-
vious to the elements and indifferent
to the torment, alert and tireless
and stoical. Spicer might be the dang-
erous one, at that. Sherrill realized.
Spicer seemed to have more stamina
and will than his bigger stronger
companions.

die out here, you

HE SUN WAS low and red when

Sherril spotted the twin humps
of a thiply-wooded ridge that marked
their destination. “There it is, boys,”
he said, pointing, well aware that
they needed encouragement. In the
northern distance the Snowy Range
lifted frosty white pinnacles agains*
the fading colors of the sky.

They were all reeling in the saddle,
aching, groggy and beaten-down with
weariness, burnt and crisped and
shriveled, charred to acinder dryness.
Doggedly they urged the spent horses
across the sparse-grassed basin to-
ward the ridge.

Holway thrust his bull-neck at
Sherrill: “Now, if the water ain't
there, Pretty Boy...”

“Hold your fool tongue, Holwav,”
ordered Spicer.

Sherrill said: “It's there, | can al-

most smell it from here. Just like
Mac said...See the green over
there?”

Their hearts went up a little as en-
mity was momentarily forgotten. The
sun was gone before they gained the
shelter of the twin humps, Evening
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flowed over them with blessed cool-
ness, and it seemed very dark all at
once. The soft rippling music of run-
ning water came to them, and nothing
had ever sounded so sweet and good.
Croaking inarticulate joy they pushed
onward through green-hazed shadow
to the small stream.

“Not too much,” warned Sherrill,
restraining himself with the utmost
effort while the others flung them-
selves down to drink and bathe their
fiery encrusted faces.

Glancing aside Sherrill saw that
Spicer was also waiting and watching
him, and their red-rimmed eyes met in
a peculiar understanding look. Sher-
rill smiled stiffly but Spicer’s thin
pock-marked face did not alter. Yes,
Spicer was his chief adversary now;
the weasel was the one Sherrill must
pit himself against*

When the others 'finished and
moved slightly downstream to water
the horses, Sherrill and Spicer took
their turn. It was heavenly to bury
the face in that cold running water,
but the temptation to drink too much
was almost overpowering. When Sher-
rill ducked his sweaty head and pulled
dripping away from the delicious
current Spicer was already upright,
slitted eyes taking in the brush-
covered boulder-marked terrain.

“Don’t let those horses overdrink,
boys,” called Sherrill.

Holway’s sullen voice growled
back: “Who the hell made you cap-
tain, Pretty Boy?”

They selected a camp-site and pre-
pared for the night. The horses were
unsaddled and unpacked, sponged off
and rubbed down, watered again and
fed, tethered a safe distance from the
creek. After stripping and bathing in
pairs the men dressed and ate sparing
ly of their rations. Lounging about
the fire they rolled cigarettes then,
and for the first time in days could
relish the taste of tobacco smoke.
Bone-tired and burned-out they were
all ready to turn in, but it was de-
cided to keep a two-man guard
throughout the night.

Koogle and Jud Romney were to
take the first watch, Hohvay and
Whit the second, Spicer and Sherrill
the third and last. They would actual-

ly be on guard against one another
more than against any outside forces,
but it was none the less an essential
procedure. Sherrill intended to stay
awake all night if he could, figuring
that Spicer would have the same idea
for himself.

But Sherrill's heavy dragging
weariness outweighed his will. Sink-
ing finally and irresistibly into sleep
his last thought was that it would be
all right as long as Jud and Whit
Romney were there. ..

N THE night it was as though

some tremendous force snatched
him bodily out of his sleep and left
stricken but awake, quivering all over
and frozen with a nameless horror.
When Sherrill could move his hands
went automatically to his guns, and
he breathed only after finding the
familiar grips.

The cold was not just inside him,
it was outside, everywhere, penetra-
ting the blankets with icy insistence.
He caught the orange blur of the
small fire before his eyes fully ad-
justed themselves, and then he saw
the man slumped there, back against
a boulder, and recognized the shape-
ly blond head. Whit Romney, on the
second watch, but the boy was asleep!
...Sherrill drew his guns, freed his
arms from the blankets, and wriggled
to a half-reclining posture on his el-
bows.

A shadow flitted toward the rear
of the boulder on which Whit rested,
and Sherrill thought with sudden
panic: Indians! The woods are prob-
ably full of them...Then firelight
struck red on the thin pocked face of
Spicer, the weasel, a hatchet in his
upraised right hand, his slit eyes
fixed glittering on the bent golden
head of Whit Romney, his mouth an
evil down-turned gash. So Spicer was
Macklin’s hatchet-man, the murderer
of McLowry.

Sherrill lifted his right-hand gun
and fired. Spicer stopped and stiff-
ened at the top of his stroke, the
tomahawk dropping from his shat-
tered right arm as he twisted around
to seek his assailant. Sherrill was
sitting up straight now with the gun
steady across his bent knees. Spicer
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was reaching frantically with his left
hand as Sherrill's .44 flamed again,
and once more. The first slug smashed
Spicer’'s breastbone, the second split
that pock-marked face. The weasel
sprawled back against a tree trunk,
writhed about convulsively, and slid
slowly to earth, broken arm and good
one hugging the rough bark.

Whit Romney was on his feet now,
whirling with carbine ready to watch
Spicer embrace the foot of that tree
in death. Jud was thrashing into wake-
fulness nearby when Sherrill kicked
loose from his blankets and struggled
to his knees. Koogle and Holway were
nowhere in sight, and Sherrill shout-
ed for Whit to get away from the
fire.

As Sherrill reared upright some-
body crashed in through the under-
brush in a wild charge at him. Try-
ing to dodge for cover Sherrill's boots
caught, tripping and throwing him
violently as a gun blazed in his direc-
tion. It was Holway in a mad-bull
rush, bent on realizing at last his
ambition to Kill Sherrill, failing be-
cause Sherry’s feet became entangled
in his own blanket.

Holway was almost on *op of Sher-
rill, but before he could throw down
on the man beneath him Whit Rom-
ney had pumped three bullets into
him from the Remington -carbine,
slamming Holway into a long side-
wise stagger. Snarling like a wounded
beast Holway toppled over a log and
pitched into the brush, rolling, kick-
ing and wrestling with death, furious
to the very finish.

Sherrill and Jud were up together
now with Whit beside them, and all
three were crouching and searching
for Koogle.

“Where are you, Koogle?” yelled
Sherrill. “Your friends are dead here.
You'd better come in with your hands
up.”

After an interval of silence Koo-
gle's voice came quivering back from
the outer darkness: “You won't kill
me, will you? 1 had nothing to do
with this, | swear. Don’t shoot, boys,
I'm coming in... I'm coming in
empty handed.”

Koogle came through the bushes

like a bull-moose and blundered out
into the recdish glow of the camp-
fire, hands out streatched with spread
fingers, once-handsome face caved in
with terror, mouth agape, eyes bulg-
ing and hypnotized by fear.

“1 don’t like this,” Sherrill mut-
tered. “Why couldn’t he come in
shooting?”

Sheathing his guns and motioning
the Romneys to stand off Sherrill
strode forward to confront the shiver-
ing hulk of a man. “Get your hands
up,” he said, stepping in close to un-
buckle Koogle's gunbelt, sick at the
thought of dealing with such a cra-
ven.

HERRILL felt the sudden surge
S and heave of the bulk in front
of him, even before he sensed the
savage down swing of the right arm
and heard th'e warning cries from
Whit and Jud. Ducking low and
dodging to his right. Sherrill drove
his left fist wrist deep into Koogle's
soft-paunched belly and heard the
gasping groan as the big man doubl-
ed forward. The knife, concea.ed
somehow in Koogles sleeve, had
swished close enough to slice a shal-
low cut down Sherry’s left shoulder.

Straightening swiftly and striding
forward Sherrill whipped his right to
that sagging jaw, getting everything
from his ankles up into the terrific
blow. Koogle's big curly head
snapped back on the plump neck, and
he landed flat on his shoulderblades
fifteen feet away, the knife flying
out of his hand, a red gleaming arc
in the firelight.

Still conscious, Koogle heaved him-
self up into a sitting position, wag-
ging his curly head and holding his
broken jaw, spitting out mouthfuls of
blood and splintered teeth. Sherrill
picked Koogxe's gun belt off the
ground and tossed it to him. Koogle
shook his head, scarlet pouring down
his chin to stain the costly checkered
shirt.

“I'm glad you had that knife,” Sher-
rill told him. “Now you better reach
for the gun, Koogle, because I'm go-
ing to kill you anyway. | promised
a friend of mine named Patchin |
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would. You remember Patch—and
Veronica?”

“No, no!” protested Koogle. “Cord
and Spicer, not me. | never touched
that woman!” Seeming to beg and
grovel for mercy Koogle suddenly
reach with surprising quickness for

the gun on the turf.

Sherrill scarcely appeared to move
as he drew and his right side burst
instantly into roaring flame. The
first bullet broke Koogle's outflung
arm and the next tore through his
shoulder. Then Sherrill's left hand
flashed and he opened up with the
other Colt, hammering his shots
straight across that broad abdomen,
blasting the great hulk apart against
the smoking firelit earth. The silence
was strange and frightening after all
the racket, and the stench of cordite
hung heavy in the night.

“Well. | reckon that does it,” Sher-
rill said wearily. “We’'re all right
now, boys. If it doesn't bring the
Apaches down on us.”

“l1 went to sleep, Sherry,” Whit
Rommey said wearily. “1 damn near
got us all killed here.”

“No sense worrying about that now,
Whit,” said Sherrill, reloading his
guns. “It could have happened to
anybody after a day like yesterday.
It turned out all right, boy, so for-
get it. You shot Holway right off my
back, you know...l suppose wed
Letter get rid of these bodies.”

T SUNSET on the following day
the three survivors rode into
camp with a life-saving cargo of fresh
water and three empty saddles. The
terrible ordeal of the past thirty six
hours was written plainly in their
sun blackened, hollow-cheeked, sun-
ken eyed faces. They had aged years
in the last day and a half.

As rapidly as possible water was
distributed among the long-thirsting
pioneers, with admonitions to be ex-
ceedingly frugal in its use. Spirits
soared once more in the enclosure,
and Sherrill and the Romney brothers
were hailed as heroes and saviours.
But all they wanted to do was rest
in peace.

Cord Macklin, face as black as a
thundercloud, stood over them soon

after they had rolled into their blan-
kets. He had expected only three men
to return from the hills, but he had
not looked for these three.

“What happened to the others?”
Cord demanded, his quirt biting the
dusky air.

Sherrill shook his head sadly. “In-
dians,” he said. “They hit us this
morning. We were lucky to get out
alive ourselves.”

Cord Macklin stood for a long mo-
ment glaring down at Sherrill. “You
been lucky all the way so far, Sher-
rill. One of these days your luck’s
goin’ to run out.” With a final vi-
cious crack of his whip Cord Macklin
stalked away into the gathering
night.

Sherrill shifted and stretched his
saddle-cramped limbs. “ Cord can't un-
derstand it,” he drawled. “Cord told
those three to come back alone, and
they didn’t come back at all.”

Whit Romney laughed softly.
"Cord and Mitchum are liable to be
lonesome the rest of the way.”

sl?2 s

HE wagon-train
crawled on ac.oss
trie sunolasted
prams and unuuiat-
mg prairies, with
trie mam range of
the Rocxies room-
ing closer now in
ail its stark lofty
grandeur. There
wasn't much water,
perhaps barely
enougn witn strict rationing and luck
to carry them to the Ottaquechee. Ed
Deal knew the route and was acting
as scout, with Sherrill and the Rom-
ney brothers as his assistants.

Cord Macklin and Mitchum, left
alone in the lead wagon, never re-
laxed their vigilance and never were
far separated. There were men who
wanted to shoot Macklin and Mit-
chum down like dogs, but they held
back and waited on Sherrill's word.
Since the excursion for water Sherry
was more than ever a leader of the
rank and file.
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There were those, the weaker and
less independent, who clung yet to
a kind of blind awed faith in Macklin,
needing the raw brute strength of
the man to bolster their own back-
bones. But these were fewer in num-
ber now.

Most of the hard-faced men along
the line watched Macklin and Mit-
chum like hawks, and nerves were
drawn to a thin naked edge by the
tension that rode always with the
train. Whatever else might be said
about Cord and the Preacher, there
was no denying their courage and
fortitude. With death ever at their
shoulders they gave not the slightest
evidence of cracking or crumbling.

Like everyone else Cord Macklin
knew how things were between Molly
Romney and Sherrill, but he was not
giving up on the girl or anything else.
Confident in his own supreme power
Cord was content to wait until the
time was ripe. He had long ago de-
cided to Kill Sherrill; he was certain
that nothing could keep him from it.
He was glad, in a way, that Sherrill
had returned from the expedition for
water. Cord Macklin wanted Sherrill
for himself, in his own time and way.
Perhaps the whip first, then the bare
hands. Or a gun, if it had to be that
fast...Not many people appreciated
the skill and speed that Cord Macklin
had with a six gun.

Macklin’s previous position, with
four trained killers at his command,
had been quite secure. Now, with only
Mitchum left, it was precarious at
best. Fortunately for him the solemn
Preacher was by far the most fearless,
expert and accomplished of the lot.
If the other three had been much,
Sherrill and the Romney boys
couldn't have wiped them out that
way. Macklin was rather disappointed
in Spicer. Sherrill must be pretty
sharp, or else plain damn lucky. Of
course Macklin was aware that Sher-
rill had developed considerably since
joining the emigrants.

It was true, Sherrill had grown
stronger and surer and better bal-
anced on the trail, tough and lithe as
whipthong, a new maturity etched in
his lean sunburnt face, the amber
eyes clear and calm and keen. He was

in the saddle from sunrise to dark, a
fine figure on that magnificent sorrel
stallion. He and Big Red looked as
if they belonged together... Sherrill
had little time for Molly Romney
these days, but they could convey a
lot to one another in a few words,
a smile, the pressure of their hands.

They made the Ottaquechee as their
water supply was becoming ex-
hausted. The stream ran wide and
full, a beautiful sight in the graying .
light of evening. They wheeled the
lumbering wagons carefully into a
tight circle, opened slightly at the
riverbank. It was here that the Chey-
ennes and Sioux destroyed the Sel-
way train three years ago. So far on
this journey, although four lives were
charged to the savages, not an Indian
had been seen. But they might strike
at any moment with terrifying sud-
denness. The guards would be
doubled tonight and hereafter. Ed
Deal had seen nothing, but said he
was beginning to smell the bloody
damned Cheyenne and Apaches.

FTER SUPPER Sherrill and

Molly sat on the riverbank
watching the smooth silver sheen of
the Ottaquechee while' darkness
thickened and closed in. "We follow
this for miles now, Ed says," Sherrill
told her. "All the way into the moun-
tains. There’ll be plenty of water,
Molly.”

"It's lovely," the girl murmured.
“l never appreciated water before.
There were all kinds of lakes and
rivers around home, too. But you have
to cross a burning desert before you
know what water means.”

"Yes,” said Sherrill. "You learn a
lot of things out here.”

"l know, Sherry. It has been good
for you, hasn't it?”

"The best thing that ever happened
to me,” he said gravely. “Harry Con-
nover was right, Molly. I'll have to
thank him sometime for having me
hit over the head.”

In the morning the wagon train
rumbled on along the river in sun
and wind and blowing dirt. With the
Ottaquechee always in sight the pio-
neers felt better, although the tower-
ing barrier of the Rockies was for-
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bidding and monstrous in their path.
Ed Deal cheered them by reporting
that the pass through here wasn't bad,
easier in fact than the pass on the
main Salt Lake Trail.

There were the usual incidents
that delayed progress and fretted raw
nerves. Wagons broke down, horses
went lame, drivers fell sick, and one
night a thunderstorm stampeded the
cattle and it took all the next day to
round them up. But on the whole
things went well, the Indians did not
come, and there was nothing really
serious

They rolled into the foothills and
started climbing gradually, the sheer
craggy heights overhanging and
dwarfing them to insignificance. The
Rockies looked steep and solid, utter-
ly impassable and insurmountable,
thrusting their naked peaks, spires
and domes into the very clouds. It
seemed incredible that humans could
conquer those awesome heights, but
the passage kept winding and opening
before them as they climbed from
hardwood timber to the somber den
sity of pines, and labored on past the
wind-twisted sentinels of the timber-
line to clatter through corridors of
bare weathered stone.

It was no easy ascent and progress
was pathetically slow and toilsome,
but it was easier than it had looked
from below. They crossed the crest
at length and started down the west-
ern slope, the horses and other draft
animals snorting and bracing back,
brakes screaming and smoking, men
hurrying back and forth along the
row to help where it was needed. It
was a battle all the way and they
fought it tooth and claw with every-
thing in them, swearing cr praying
through clenched teeth as they
worked with raw bleeding hands,
blocking w'hecls, holding panicky
horse, righting tipped wagons, brak-
ing with man-powc-r when the me
chanicnl brakes failed.

At last they hit the bottom and
it was all over. They made camp in
the western foothills and exhausted
men slept for ten or twelve hours
without a break. Getting up late the
next morning they looked back at
the mountains and sl ook their heads

in wonder. They had done It, but they
still couldn’t believe it.

Rested, the emigrants picked up
the course of the Onion River and
wound their way northwest toward
Fort Bridger. The worst was behind
them now, they thought, and this
was the beginning of the homestretch.
Spirits rose accordingly and there
was better feeling along the wagons,
a cheerful optimism prevailed. They
were going through, they were going
to make it. Before too long they'd
be hauling into Bridger.

* Ift *

NE NIGHT there was a festive

air in camp. Everybody had
bathed in the river, the women and
men in relays, and changed into clean
clothing. “Saturday night,” someone
said, and the word spread like magic.
“It’s Saturday night and we oughta
celebrate. Put that side of beef on
the fire, and drag out that little
old jug. Get the fiddle and guitar,
the accordion and mouth-organ, let's
have some music here. It's Saturday
night on the Onion River!”

The gayety grew of itself, spon-
taneous and highly contagious,
sweeping from campfire to fire with
laughter and chatter and song. Whis-
key jugs appeared and beer kegs were
tapped while the beefs were roasting.
Men stood in merry boisterous
groups as the liquor went around,
and in the wagons young girls hunted
for their best bright dresses. Children
raced and romped about the oval, and
music started up here and there in
the early twilight.

After everyone had drunk and
feasted well, the women cleaned up
while the men lounged back with
pipes, cigars and cigarettes to smoke
and talk. Later an orchestra was
formed to play for the dancing, and
old and young alike swung joyously
into it, with fat Ed Deal singing and
calling the square dances.

Mrs. Romney, still graceful and
light on her feet, danced with Jud
and Whit after failing to persuade
her husband to try it, and her flushed
laughing face looked nearly as young
as Molly's in the flickering firelight.
Everybody was dancing it seemed,
even the young Potter widow, and
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Sherrill finally let Molly draw him
into it.

“I'm bad enough
floor,” he protested.

But Molly was insistent, and after
a few minutes they were dancing
very well together, and the women
were remarking what a fine hand-
some couple they made as they
stepped daintily to the strains of the
song E\ Deal was singing. “Put
your little foot, put your little foot,
put your little foot right out...”

When Cord Macklin came to claim
his number with Molly, Sherrill faced
him briefly, stark hatred between
them, and hundreds of eyes were on
them but nothing happened. Cord led
Molly away, and Sherrill walked to
the wagon wheel where Whit and Jud
were leaning with a jug, lifted the
jug and took a deep swig.

“Ah, | needed that,” Sherrill said.
“Dancing gives me a thrist.”

“A thirsty business,” agreed Jud.
“And a dull one.”

Sherrill danced once with Mrs.
Romney, visited the boys and their
jug again, and went out to relieve
Ferris on guard duty.

“You don’t have to do this, Sherry,”
said Ferris. “It's my watch.”

“Go on, get a drink and a dance,”
Sherrill said. “I've had enough of
it

on a smooth

“I'm sure obliged, Sherry,” said
Ferris, grinning and hastening to-
ward the circle where Ed Deal was
singing the sad haunting refrain of
Red River Valley.

Cord Macklin asked Molly to walk
down by the river, but she declined
with firm politeness. When the music
stopped she left him and went to her
brothers, then passed on to fine the
sentry-post Sherrill had taken over.
Cord Macklin stood with hands on
hips staring after the girl, his black
eyes shining and his lips compressed.
He strode to the sideline where Mit-
chum was gloomily cradling a jug of
whiskey and picked up his shirt.

“Don’'t drink too much a that rot-
gut,” Macklin warned.

"l never have yet,” said Mitchum.
“Don't reckon I'll start here. You cut
a real neat figure, Cord.”

Macklin peered narrowly at him,

lashed up dust with the quirt, and
paced restlessly away. Mitchum up-
ended the jug over his forearm and
gulped generously. All liquor did to
him was increase his natural melan-
choly.

Molly came upon Sherrill gazing
out over the moonlit prairie. “Didn’t
she

you like the dance, Sherry?”
asked.

“Yes, it's good to see people
happy,” he said. “They deserve it.

And they need it, too.”

“And you don't?”

Sherrill studied her gravely. “I
need it as much as anybody—maybe
more. About the only kind | ever
knew came out of a bottle.”

Molly Romney raised her face.
“Why don’'t you take it then?”

"1've got some things to do—first.”

“Well,” she smiled. “You could at
least take a sample.”

Sherrill laughed and caught her
firm slender body in his arms. “Why,
you little devil,” he said, bending his
head over her eager radiant face.

S 13 S

T DAYBREAK the
'// Indians came howl-
ing down out of the
foothills to attack

the encampment
that was sleeping
off its night of

revelry. The emi-

grants wakened to

the crash of rifle-

fire, the whine of

bullets and zing of
arrows, the weird unearthly warcries
of the charging savages.

Men threshed and kicked out of
their blankets and groped for gun-
belts and carbines, groaning and sick
from the after-effects of liquor, curs-
ing and swearing as they stumbled
and plunged to their places under and
between the wagons or behind the
wheels.

"What a mornin’ for them to
come!” they grumbled disgustedly,
kneeling, crouching, or lying prone to
draw beads on the racing ponies and
half naked riders. “Don’'t they know
it's Sunday?”
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The first wave of warriors, yipping
and yowling insanely, had hurtled in
close to the ringed wagons before tht
defense was organized, striking ter-
ror into the women and children,
making the spines and scalps of tht
men tingle and crawl- But now the
pioneer rifles were hammering away
steadily, mowing them down in long
ragged windrows, breaking and scat-
tering the assault, driving the red-
skins back. One reckless brave cata-
pulted his pony between two wagons
into the enclosure, and died instantly
there with a dozen bullets in his body.
But the others had withdrawn hastily
to a safe distance, leaving dead and
wounded Indians and horses strewn
about the plain.

“Cheyennes,” said Ed Deal. “There
ain’'t enough of 'em to hit a train this
size. If they caught us strung out on
the trail they might do some damage,
but this way they can't hurt us none.
Tell your womenfolks and kids not to
worry. You boys that need a drink
to steady yuh, grab a quick one be-
fore they come back—if they come.”

The Indians, by no means anxious
to come back into that deadly wither-
ing blast, contented themselves main-
ly with dashing back and forth in
wide arcs, putting on a long range
show of horsemanship accompanied
by hideous howling and ineffectual
volleys of arrows and shots. Occasion-
ally some of the more foolhardy
bucks raced in closer to the circle
of wagons and died screeching in the
dust as they were picked off by ex-
pert marksm'en. But most of the
braves performed their wild antics
at a respectable distance.

“Damn fool young bucks!” snorted
Ed Deal. “They don’t wanta fight,
they just wanta show off and holler.”

The women had overcome their
first panic and were busy calming
the children and one another. The
Cheyennes, after that first mad rush,
did not seem Exceptionally warlike.
Here and there one of them whooped
liirrself into a frenzy and made a
suicidal solo flight toward the
wagons. Sherrill lined his Henry rifle
on tire brown body of one of these
in driving maniacs, firing twice to

drop him in a spectacular flying fall
to the sand.

"Well, there’'s my first Indian,”
Sherrill said to nobody in particular.

Whit Romney shook his blond
head. “1 haven't hit one of 'em yet.”

Molly Romney frowned at them.
"You talk as if you were at target
practice.”

“About what it amounts to,” said
Jud, scowling along his rifle barrel.
"l think | winged that one with the
red band on his head.”

SCORE or more of the brown-

skinned corpses were sprawled
on the reddish dirt and the bleached
bunch-grass of the prairie. A woman
screamed as the painted body nearest
the wagon ring came to sudden life,
leaping forward and waving a toma-
hawk, daubed face horribly distorted.
Mitchum, standing nearby, noncha-
lantly pulled a six-shooter and
plugged the charging brave, who
pitched headlong into the shadow of
the wagons.

"They're crazy,” Sherrill
“The> don’'t make sense.”

Whit Romney nudged him, grin-
ning: "There, | got that one, Sherry!
See him flopping around out there?”

The Cheyennes tried one more mass
attack, streaming in with fanatical
fury, and for a few minutes things
were very hot along the barricades. A
bullet whisked Sherrill’'s hat off, an
arrow nailed Jud’s sleeve to the tail-
board, and a lance slithered off the
spokes of the wheel Whit was crouch-
ing behind. Several of the madmen
thundered right into the wagon sides
before the bullets caught and riddled
them. Mr. Romney shot one buck
right off the tongue of the Conestoga.

The surviving braves broke into
flight once more, and this time they
stayed back out of range, cavorting
to and fro on their ponies. Apparent-
ly the Cheyennes had tired of this
costly and futile demonstration
against the wagon-train. After ashort
council of war, or peace, they loosed
a final barage of shots, arrows and
defiant cries, and went yipping off
into the low lying foothills on the
north.

In the

said.

circle of wagons they
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checked for casualities. Ferris, on
sentry duty again that morning, had
been killed in the first onslaught, and
a man named Vreeland died in re-
pulsing the final assault. Outside of
that there was no loss of life except
for one horse, a mule, and two steers.
Chaffe had his arm broken by a bul-
let, Duval was wounded in the thigh,
and a woman had been scratched by a
spent arrow. That was all, and even
the kids were scornful of the Indian
warrior, now that their initial fright
had passed and the redskins were
gone.

Ed Deal regarded the capers of the
children and the levity of some adults

with somber disapproval. “If the
Cheyennes come back in force it
ain't goin’ to be funny,” Ed said.

“Don’t think for a minute they can't
fight. Don’'t think they wouldn’'t
overrun this camp if they was enough
of 'em.”

“Let's bury the dead and get mov-
in’,” Cord Macklin said callously.
“Them Indians won't be back.”

"No,” Ed Deal said flatly. “We’'ll
wait a spell. They'd cut us to pieces
on the road.”

Cord Macklin perceived that the
ranks were solidly behind Ed Deal,
and for the first time Macklin al-
lowed his authority to be over ruled,
shrugging his powerful shoulders and
walking off without an argument.

Men were already digging two
graves in the oval, and now that there
was time they decided to hold burial
services. Vreeland left a wife, four
teen-age children, and an aged mother.
Ferris, young, unmarried, and well-
liked on the trtiin, had been traveling
with his parents and sister. Recently
Ferris had shown a warm interest in
the attractive young Potter widow,
which was one reason why Sherrill
had freed him from guard duty last
night during the dance. Alone with
her baby she would need another hus-
band out here, and Ferris would have
made her a good one.

Mrs. Potter did not attend the cere-
monies. Ed Deal's wife remained in
the wagon with her, and Ed’s eyes
strayed in that direction from time
to time. “Pure unlucky, that girl,”
whispered Ed Deal. “One a them

nict kinda people that always gets
tromped on and kicked around.”

They waited three hours before
breaking the ring and forming for
the trail. The Indians did not return
that morning. They had had their ex-
citement, lost a third of their party,
and retired possibly to lick their
wounds and recruit a stronger force
for the next attempt...The heavy
wagons lurched and creaked into line
and rolled on beside the Onion River
toward Fort Bridgcr.

Days passed and there were no
more Indians, no more delays. Sher-
rill thought: Macklin must be start-
ing to worry some about this time...
It looked as if the train would go
through in spite of Macklin and Mit-
chum, and in back of them Lili
Lavery. Nothing had been able to stop
it thus far. Not the South Branch,
the lack of water, the suffering and
deaths from illness, the Rocky Moun-
tains, the murder of Wilson, Potter
and McLowry, or the Cheyennes.
Nothing could stop it now unless the
Indians attacked in overwhelming
numbers enough to destroy the train.
Macklin must be doing a lot of tall
thinking these days and nights. He
must be getting desperate but he still
gave no indication of cracking under
the pressure. Whatever his faults
Cord Macklin was a man of iron.

HERRILL was awakened one

morning early, before sun-up, by
someone tugging at his blankets.
Turning over in sleepy protest he
saw Ed Deal’s thin spinster-like wife
crouching there with an anxious look
on her bony countenance.

“Ed didn’t come in last night,” she
said. “He was on late sentry but he
ought to be in bed before now. I'm
worried, Mr. Sherry. 1 got a feelin’
somethin’s gone wrong.”

“You go back to bed, Mrs. Deal,”
said Sherrill. “I'll get the boys up and
we'll take a look around. Don't worry
about Ed. He’'s probably still on
watch somewhere.”

Sherrill roused the Romney broth-
ers and they made a tour of the cir-
cuit. None of the sentries had seen
Ed for several hours, but they were
positive he must be in camp some
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place. They halted at the corral near
the lead wagon and spotted Ed’s big
gray gelding among the other hors'es.

“But | don’t see Macklin’s horse—
or Mitchum'’s,” Sherrill said after
a thorough inspection.

There were no signs of life around
the lead wagon either. They shouted
and pounded on the sides but there
was no response. Finally, with drawn
guns they climbed in to search the
huge wagon. Sherrill was afraid of
what they might discover before they
even started. His fears increased as he
observed an erratic streak of dark
stains across the bales and bundles
in the rear of the wagon. Ed Deal's
corpulent form lay under a tarpaulin
in one corner in a dry-crusted black
pool of blood. The mark of the whip
striped his broad face, and there
were three knife-wounds in his wide
back, any one of which would have
been fatal.

“Another for Macklin,” Sherrill
gritted through his teeth. “Cord
lashed him blind with the quirt and
Mitchum put the steel into his back.
I should've killed those two long be-
fore this... Boys, let’'s not say any-
thing about this right away.”

They clambered out, sick and deso-
late, and walked back to the Romney
wagon in silence, remembering how
jolly Ed Deal had been the night of
the dance, jigging and shaking as he
chanted out the numbers, beaming
happily at everybody, hoisting a jug
with a look of rapture on his fat rosy
sweating face. And singing: "Put
your arm around, put your arm
around, put your arm around her
waist...” Everyone had loved Ed
Deal.

Mr. Romney, his grave lined face
stricken and aged, lowered himself
stiffly from the Conestoga as the
boys approached. “Where's Molly?”
he asked brokenly. "Have you seen
Molly?”

They stared at him, bewildered, un-
believing and aghast, trying to hide
their fear and dread.

Sherrill said quickly: “Maybe she
got up early to walk by the river. She
likes it there.”

But he knew he lied. She was with
Macklin and Mitchum, they had taken

her somehow in the night, and Ed
Deal was dead because he tried to
stop them. Whit and Jud knew it
too, but they didn’'t know how to
tell their father.

Mr. Romney shook his head. “No.
I woke up in the night and felt some-
thing wrong. But | was tired, | went
back to sleep... She's gone, | know

she’s gone.”
“Yes, Mr. Romney,” Sherrill said
evenly. “Macklin and Mitchum are

gone too, and they must have taken
Molly with them. Ed Deal tried to
prevent it and they Kkilled him; we
just found Ed’s body in the lead
wagon. But they won't harm Molly,
she’ll be all right. 1'm going after her
now.”

“But where, where would they take
her?” asked Mr. Romney. “And
why?...”

"Fort Bridger,” Sherrill said.
“Macklin wants to marry her. But he
never will, I'll see to that. Whit, will
you put my saddle on Red?”

“You can't go alone, Sherry,” pro-
tested Whit. “I'm going with you.”

“No, Whit, you're needed more
right here. You and Jud will have to
bring the train in.”

“I'll get Big Red for you, Sherry,”
\(Jjud said, heading for the near remu-

a.

HERILL shifted his gun-belt,
S checked the .44 Colts, and exam-
ined the Henry rifle. Mr. Romney
was preparing some foodstuff for the
saddlebags, and the young Potter
widow appeared surprisingly with a
pot of hot coffee.

Whit was still arguing. “But Sher-
ry, there’s two of them!”

“The two | want, kid,” said Sher-
rill. “I'll take care of them. These
people here need you, Whit. I'll go
get Molly, and you Romneys get the
wagons in.” He bowed gratefully to
Mrs. Potter and gulped the strong
coffee.

Jud came back with the horse
saddled, and Sherrill stroked Big
Red’s proud arched neck while Mr.
Romney stuffed food into the saddle
bags. Jud filled two canteens with
fresh water. Whit was rolling Sher
rill's blankets, and as he went to
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strap the roll on behind the saddle
Sherry slung on an extra belt of .44
caliber ammunition, which could bfe
used in the Henry as well as the re-
volvers.

"Don’t worry now,” Sherrill said.
"Macklin won't hurt Molly, or let
anybody else hurt her. You folks
bring the wagons in. I'll send the cal-
valry out to meet you, If | can.”

"God bless you, boy,” murmured

Romney.
“I'll get Molly for you,” Sherrill
promised.
“Take me with you, Sherry,”

pleaded Whit, his gay eyes almost
tearful.

But Sherrill was already stepping
into the saddle.

“You've got your job to do here,
Whit,” he said gently. “This s
mine—all mine.”

S 14s

HERRILL stayed
hard on the trail all
through that burn-
ing day, but even
with a horse like
Big Red it was a
two-day’s ride into
Fort Bridger. He
was constantly on
the alert against
ambush, aware that
Mitchum might
ehind to check any
pursuit, but he saw nothing except
gophers, prairie dogs, coyotes, jack-
rabbits, and the whitened bones that
marked the route all the way from the
Mississippi. If Macklin's party had
pushed right through they would get
into town tonight, he surmised. They
must have gone to Bridger; there was
no other place in the vicinity to go.
Salt Lake was still too far away for
them to attempt.

Sherrill wondered at the daring of
two men cutting straight through
the heart of the Cheyenne country
with a girl-prisoner on their hands.
Then he recalled something he had
heard about Mitchum back in Bedloe
Landing, to the effect that the
Preacher had been out west with the

Mormons and knew the In-
dians, particularly the Cheyennes,
speaking and understanding their
language. If that were the case they
had little or nothing to fear from the
redmen. In fact, they might even visit
the savages and incite them to assault
the wagon-train. Sherrill went cold all
over at the thought. Perhaps it was
part of the Lavery scheme from the
first, a final resort if the column got
this close to Fort Bridger.

He rode the sun out of sight behind
the western horizon. Man and mount
were worn, weary, dust-plastered and
sun-dazed when darkness overtook
them. There was nothing to do but
bed down in the open. It would be
cold in the night without a fire, but
Sherill dared not light one.

While Big Red drank and cooled
off in the Onion River, Sherrill
chewed the dry roast beef and bis-
cuits, washing it down with water.
Selecting a spot in the shelter of a
boulder he bedded Big Red down
and curled up in his blankets close to
the warmth of the great stallion. But
there was too much on Sherrill’'s mind
to permit sleeping at once.

He should have killed Macklin and
Mitchum before it came to this. It
would have been infinitely better for
all concerned if he had shot Macklin
back at the Landing. That had been
his impulse, of course, but at the time
reason seemed to dictate otherwise.
Ironically, as it was later revealed,
Cord Macklin had been deemed indis-
pensable to the wagon-train.

He thought of all the people who
would still be alive if he had elimi-
nated Macklin and his lieutenants
in the beginning: the whole Wilson
family, Potter, McLowery, Ed Neal,
and the old folks and kids who had
perished on the South Branch. Pos-
sibly Ferris and Vreeland, too...
Well, it was a mistake that could not
be remedied, an error in judgment
that no one could be rightly blamed
for. The only payment left to exact
lay in the lives of Cord Macklin and
Preacher Mitchum. Sherrill intended
to collect that, even if it meant for-
feiting his own life in exchange.

Sherrill was less worried about
Molly Romney than might have been
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expected, figuring that Macklin
valued the girl too highly to mis-
treat her in any way. Macklin, seeing
that the train was going through and
that Molly was lost to him, had re-
sorted to this final flagrant ruse. It
was a desperate measure, a drastic
last effort that was no more than an
admission of defeat.

Macklin would undoubtedly try to
force Molly into marriage. If that
failed he was likely to revert to the
brutal tactics he had employed with
Veronica Patchin... Fury flared up
in Sherrill like a torch at white-heat.
He would get there before that stage
was reached, even if he had to ride
Big Red to death in under him...
He thought of how it would feel to
get Cord Macklin under his guns after
all these months and miles.

HERRILL was back in the sad-

dle before daylight, chilled and
cramped and sore, turning Big Red
upgrade as the trail diverged from
the river to climb and cross a high
barren plateau, shadowed at intervals
by clustered stone spires and col-
umns, irregular buttes and domes of
red and ochre rock. It was a fantas-
tic country, sun-struck, tortured, gro-
tesquely beautiful, flaming with the
violent colors of weird rock forma-
tions thrusting angularly skyward.

The sun soared and blazed in a mol-
ten sky, climbing steadily to its mid-
day zenith, reflected dazzlingly from
the rock surfaces on every side, the
heat beating down and rising again
from the hard blistered earth. Occa-
sional breezes fanned from the can-
yons and dry arroyos with a furnace
breath. Horse and rider were soaked
with sweat and smeared with dust.
Now and then they paused in the
shade of stone pillars, for Sherrill
to drink from a canteen and water
Big Red from his hat.

It was afternoon when Sherrill
sensed danger. He was still on the
broad high tableland, cut with dry
gulches and ravines, ridged on the
north, the river lying somewhere to
the south. He scanned the scorched
landscape with vigilance and saw

nothing, but the feeling of being
watched persisted.

The Fort could not be too many
miles ahead now. Big Red had been
making time, but Sherrill held him
in here and proceeded with wary
alertness, every instinct sharpened by
his premonition of menacing trouble.
Somebody was watching him from
some concealed vantage point, he
would have sworn to it. He could
feel the eyes upon him, and his spine
prickled coldly under the sweat as
he waited for the threat to come out
in the open, his scalp creeping and
bristling.

When it came it was almost a re-
lief. Sudden as a desert mirage the
Indians appeared on the distant sky-
line of a northern ridge, and then the
bare slope was blurred and darkened
as they poured down toward him on
their fleet ponies, their cries floating
thin and shrill on the heat-laden air.
It was a larger force than had at-
tacked the emigrants’ camp; there
were hundreds of them this time.

Panic fluttered up in Sherrill and
frayed out thinly before the stronger
blade of his disgust. What luck! he
thought bitterly. What awful damned
luck...To have them come now when
he was almost in, when he was so
near to Fort Bridger and the end of
a thousand-mile trail. Just as he was
about to catch up with Cord Macklin
and Mitchum... He wondered if
Mitchum had contrived this upris-
ing. There were enough braves in this
band to wipe out that column of
wagons.

IFTING the Henry rifle from
its boot Sherrill la’d the butt
firmly against his right shoulder,
sighted, snueezed the trigger, and
saw the foremost pony cartwheel
over into a dnstcloud at the bo‘tom
of the ridge. In under him Big Red
stood steady and solid, unshaken and
calm. Sherrill lined s sights on
another bobbing figure, elevated a
trifle, and fired again to spill the
second horse and rider.
But the others came on in a hideous
red horde, unhesitating and sure of
their quarry. Sherrill wheeled the red
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stallion and started his run for the
river. It was the only chance and a
very slight one. Big Red could out-
run and outlast any of those Indian
ponies—but not forever. Sherrill was
caught in the middle of nowhere with
only the river to head for.

From this plateau there must be
bluffs dropping sharply to the Onion.
If he hit them right he might get
away, because there was no jump he
wouldn’t try in this predicament.
When the redskins got a lone rider
they preferred to take him alive for
the torture. This trait in them might
prove his salvation. At any rate he
wouldn’t be taken alive. His teeth
tightened until his jaws ached up
into his ears. He wouldn't be taken at
all.

He couldn’t be, he had to get away.
He had to rescue Molly Romney and
turn his guns loose on Mitchum and
Macklin. He must live long enough,
at least, to see Cord Macklin dead.
Not only for Patch but for ftimself,
for the Wilsons and Potter, For Mc-
Lowry and Ed Deal and all the rest...
His teeth grated as he thought of
Lilli Lavery, the fiendish female who
was behind all this. He was con-
vinced now that Mitchum and
Macklin had roused the Cheyennes
to set them on him and the wagon-
train.

They were spreading behind him
now, fanning out east and west so
that he couldn’t turn if he wanted to.
It had to be the river. The shots
they sent after him were mostly
wild. They couldn’t shoot anyway,
but the idea was they wanted him
alive. They wanted him roasting in
a slow fire to pay for those young
bucks who had thrown their lives
away against the encircled wagons.

They were in no hurry, certain of
their victim, knowing they would
hem him in at the river. Sherrill
swiveled in the saddle and fired the
Henry, missed, tried again and
failed, but it helped slow the chase.
Sherrill bent back to his riding and
the powerful stallion surged ahead
with even greater speed. He could
ouirace them, he was gaining all the

time, but there was nowhere to go,
no way out of the trap except the
Onion River. A hundred-foot cliff
was what he wanted. I'll take it, Sher-
rill thought. No matter how high. I'll
take it and they won't.

The table-top dipped now but the
river was not in view. That meant
a long steep drop; if only it were
sheer above the water... He was
thundering closer in mighty reaching
strides, the dust smoking up in
back of him, Big Red magnificent
and indomitable between his grip-
ping thighs. Ahead and far below he
saw the cottonwoods that strung the
river valley. It was going to be high
all right, if only the river wasn't too
distant. Bullets burred and hummed
overhead, arrows swished and lifted
the dirt, and savage screams split the
sunlight as the Indians pressed in
along the plateau.

He was near, very near the chasm
now, and Big Red was trying to veer
away, but Sherrill held him straight
on toward the edge of the bluff, held
him and drove him full tilt and
straight-away. They hurtled on and
the rim looked sharp as the edge of a
knife. The southern flats beyond the
river were visible, but in between
there was nothing yet but open space.
It would be high and steep enough,
but how far from the water?... Big
Red was pulling away now and Sher-
rill could not hold him, the horse was
pulling Sherrill's arms out of their
sockets. They slid to a plunging rear-
ing stop on the brink of the preci-
pice. The horse wouldn’t take it.

"l don’t blame you, boy,” Sherrill
said. "I don’t blame you a bit.”

E SWUNG from the saddle

swearing softly and gauging
his distances. It was a sheer drop of
maybe seventy feet. The Onion River
looked directly below, but there was
a boulder-piled bank that had to be
cleared. It would take a great leap, it
would be a close thing.

“Run for it, Red.” Sherrill said.
“Show those Indians how a real horse
runs.” He pointed east in the direc-
tion of the wagon-train and slapped
Big Red smartly on the flank.
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The stallion reared and neighed in
protest, pawed the ground and tried
to muzzle Sherrill. He smacked the
glistening wet red flank once more,
and Big Red bounded off and
stretched forward into his beautiful
flowing stride. Sherrill snarled out
an involuntary protest as one of the
warriors pulled over near the path
of the sorrel’s flight and deliberately
drove his lance deep into Big Red’s
side. The horse was still screaming in
the death throes when Sherrill’'s swift
shot knocked the lance-thrower spin-
ning from his pony.

Sherrill swerved around to face the
oncoming Indians. Shots droned and
arrows swooshed, stone fragments
and dirt pelted him, but they weren't
really trying for the kill yet. “Come
on, you red buzzards!” Sherry yelled,
raising the Henry and firing rapidly,
blowing another brave off his bare-
back perch, bringing down two more
ponies with their riders in the welter-
ing dust.

Still they wavered and loitered,
taunting and mocking him, biding
their time in jockeying to and fro.
Except for one painted madman who
charged in on foot and hurled a spear
that Sherrill barely dodged. Sher-
rill shot down the spearman and
threw the empty rifle over the cliff
to keep it from their hands.

On fire yet over the useless wanton
slaying of Big Red, Sherrill ripped
out his two six-guns and stalked to-
ward the Cheyennes shooting with
steady precision, ablaze with hatred
for those obscene clay-daubed crea-
tures. Picking them off, making
every shot count, Sherrill triggered
until both hammers clicked on empty
shells. A lone rider streaked in and
dived insanely from his mount at
Sherrill.  Pivoting away Sherry
smashed that shaven skull with his
right-hand gun and turned to the
river, flipping both Colt .44's over the
rim with keen regret, unbuckling and
dropping his cartridge belt.

Measuring the take-off Sherrill
broke into a run under a storm of ar-
rows of bullets. Driving hard with
his legs he leaped out with every
atom of power in his body, flinging

himself high and far from the top of
the bluff. There was a wild defiant
exultance in him as he flew off into
space, hearing the angry thwarted
shouts behind him through the rush
of air.

For an instant he seemed to hang
suspended in emptiness. Then he was
falling, toppling from the peak of his
jump, still straining outward to clear
those rocks at the bottom. Sherrill
tried to hold his balance but he was
turning as he fell, somersaulting and
twisting, the sun and earth and water
whirling crazily about him. He was
dropping faster now in a sickening
rush, breathless but still fighting,
plunging down toward destruction.

Jagged out-thrusting rocks flashed
by his blurred eyes, he glimpsed
clear water underneath, and then the
water smashed him, solid as concrete,
beating the last breath from his lungs
and the light from his vision. The
cold depths revived him and he strug-
gled upward against the undertow of
the current, bumping a slimed bould-
er, working numb arms and legs in
a frenzy. It seemed a long ways, an
endless time. His skull was bursting
when he broke the surface and
gulped air hungrily, dully amazed at
finding himself still alive.

Only half-conscious Sherrill drift-
ed downstream, straining feebly to
keep his face above water, jarred by
contacts with rocks and driftwood.
Bullets and arrows were splashing
and churning the river around him,
and once his head cleared somewhat
he submerged for safety’'s sake. Sur-
facing again he saw the sky black-
ened by the hurtling downward rush
of bodies, pony and Indian screech-
ing as they crashed to their death on
stone-girded shelf at the base of the
cliff. Sherrill ducked under and
swam with the tide. Emerging once
more he lay back in utter weariness
and let the current carry him.

THEY WERE still shooting from
above but their aim was poor.
After that one fatal attempt nobody
else cared to try the leap. The high
bluff ran for miles along the Onion
River; there wa9 no way for them to
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get down after him. He had been for-
tunate all right, his luck was in again.
He had been spared to save Molly
Romney and take vengeance on Cord
Macklin and Preacher Mitchum.
Sherrill smiled faintly and let him-
self float with the flowing stream.

The Cheyennes, cheated of one
victim, would go after the wagon-
train now crazed with the blood-lust.
Sherrill hoped the pioneers would
have time to form a circle for de-
fense. If they got into a ring they
might be able to beat off the Indi-
ans until reinforcements arrived
from Fort Bridger.

When Sherrill felt strong enough
he started swimming for the low op-
posite bank, weighed down by his
boots and clothes, making slow la-
borious progress. Crawling out on the
pebbled shore he clambered for cover
and stretched out in exhaustion to
let the hot sun dry his clothing and
body. He had lost about everything
but his life. Without Big Red and
his guns he felt naked, alone and

helpless. His hat was gone too, of
course, leaving him vulnerable to
sunstroke.

It must be ten or fifteen miles yet
into Bridger, perhaps more, a terri-
ble hike under the pitiless glare of
the afternoon sun. Well, he'd just
have to plug along and make it some-
how. .. But first he’d get dried out
and rested.

Sherrill felt bad about Big Red and
he missed the Colt .44's he had worn
so long and constantly, the guns that
should have Kkilled Macklin and
Mitchum. But then, he supposed any
guns would do, and it didn't matter
as long as those two men died...
Sherrill had dismissed the Indians
for the time being. He was thinking
of Cord Macklin and Mitchum now.

Two hours later, reeling through
shimmering heat along the riverside
with a wet scarf tied about his head,
Sherrill was talking to himself and
seeing all manner of extravagant
fantasies on the burning plain. That
squad of blue-uniformed troopers
from Fort Bridger was another mi-
rage, and Sherrill refused to look at
them after the first glance, until

they were all around him and he
could smell the sweat of horses and
men and the hot leather in the sun-
shine. And a well-remembered voice
saying, with deep emotion: "Sherry!
For Gawds sake, Sherry!” He
looked up then and saw the familiar
square sober face, and his eyes filled
with sudden tears as he tried to
smile.

It was Sergeant Steve Ehlers, who
had known Sherrill and Patchin and
later McLowry, in the old devil-may-
care days back in Memphis, Natchez,
and New Orleans. Sergeant Ehlers
in command of a small detachment
from the Fort.

y 15s

S THE following
afternoon waned
Sherrill sat on a
bunk in the C com-
pany barracks at
Fort Bridger, with
Sergeant Steve Eh-
lers lounging on
the next bed. Sher-
rill had eaten and
slept well, bathed
in warm water for
the first time in months, had a shave
and haircut from the company barber,
and was feeling clean and fine, re-
freshed and comfortable, nagged only
by his impatience. He wore borrowed
underclothes and levis, an old army
shirt, faded but newly, laundered, and
he told Ehlers he felt all dressed up
and ready to do the town.

The sergeant had also dug out for
him an old double-holstered gun-belt
with a pair of Colt .44's. After clean-
ing and oiling the weapons with in-
finite care they had gone to the range
so Sherrill could try the guns, get
the heft and feel and balance of them,
familiarize himself with the trigger-
pull and recoil. Back in the barracks
he still wore the belt, and frequently
eased the guns out and into the
sheaths, practicing his draw with the
strange equipment.

A troop of cavalry had set forth
last night to meet the wagon-train on
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the Onion River, and Sherrill’'s mind
was relieved on that score. The Major
had cursed and grumbled at first
about having to patrol half the en-
tire West with a handful of men, and
then had elected to lead the expedi-
tion himself.

“Don’t understand what got the
Cheyennes up all at once,” the Major
had muttered with a frown. “They
haven't given us any trouble for some
time.”

“There’s a renegade from the train
who nvght have had something to do
with it, Major,” Sherrill told him.

“One of those men who came into
town with the girl? I'll attend to him
when | return, Mr. Sherrill.”

Sherrill had smiled gravely. “I
doubt if he'll be around when you get
back, Major.”

“What? Well, I could send a detail
after him right now.”

“1 wish you wouldn’t, Major,” said
Sherrill. “1'd like to take care of that
myself.”

The Major had grunted at this.

“You'll see that he doesn't get
away?”

“He won't get away,” Sherrill said
quietly.

The Major had eyed him closely
and nodded. “I'm inclined to believe
you, my boy. Good luck to you.

We'll bring in your wagons.”

Now Sherrill rose and paced rest-
lessly, drew right- and left-handed,
then both hands simultaneously, ajid
went to the mirror on the wall to
study his changed face with some
perplexity. It was like staring at a
stranger. It was the face of a man,
not the grinning go-to-hell boy’s face
he had seen reflected in Bedloe
Landing and previous to that. Sher-
rill had grown up on the trail, as
Harry Connover prophesied, and it
showed plainly. The amber eyes were
straight and clear and steady. There
was strength and firmness about the
mouth and chin. The bone structure
stood out sharply under the deeply
bronzed skin. Sherrill nodded sol-
emnly at his image; he had come of
age, at last. He turned away with a
laugh: “You'd think I was going to a
dance.”

“Have you got a plan for tonight?”
the sergeant asked.

story, and had been shocked and
grieved to hear about Veronica and
Patch and the murder of McLowry.
He was a broad solid man, a few years
older than Sherrill, with a square
rugged face, somber gray eyes, and
dark hair prematurely tinged with
gray. They had spent hours reliving
the old happy-go-lucky days on the
Mississippi, recalling with laughter
one jamboree after another.

Before finding Sherrill out there
beside ti e river Ehlers had known
that two men and a girl from some
wagon-train were in town. The girl,
ill and worn-out from her trip across
the plains and mountains, had gone
directly to her room in the Colorado
Hotel and had not been seen since. It
was rumored that she was very beau-
tiful. The two men had been spend-
ing most of their time downstairs in
the barroom, speaking to nobody but
each other and the bartender.

“l1 don’t need a plan,” Sherrill an-
swered. “It's just a matter of going in
after them.”

“They’ll be ready,” Ehlers said.
“And there’s two of them. It'd be bet-
ter to have them arrested.”

Sherrill shook his sun-streaked red-
dish gold head. "They'd fight that
as quick as they will me, Steve. And
this is my fight. | don't think they’ll
be expecting me anyway. They figure
my scalp is drying in a Cheyenne
lodge by now.”

“l know how you feel, Sherry,”
said Steve Ehlers. “But | don't like
it. You and Patch lifted your guns a
few times for me, as | recall it. |
think I'll go along with you tonight.”

“You don't want to lose those
stripes, Sergeant.”

“1 won't,” Ehlers said. "They're
outlaws, murderers, renegades. It
falls in the line of duty.”

“Look, Steve,” said Sherrill. “There
was a boy with the train who wanted
to come along. The brother of that
girl and a good friend of mine. |
wouldn’t let him. and | can’t let you.
It's my play, Steve.”

Ehlers smiled soberly. “All right,

STEVE Ehlers knew the whole
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Sherry, you can have it. But I'll be
hanging around, boy. You can't stop
a soldier from having a drink or
two.”

“l1 can't figure their game yet,”
Sherrill confessed. “1 should think
they’'d be hitting for Salt Lake.”

“They aren’'t in any hurry,” said
Ehlers. “They're counting on the
wagon-train being massacred to the
last man. They think they're safe
enough here.”

“1 suppose so, Steve.”

“They probably packed all the
whiskey they could carry into that
Cheyenne village. They must have
got them started. The Indians in
these parts have been peaceful and
friendly, until this outbreak.”

Sherrill stood up and slapped the
sheathed guns. “I'm going in and get
it done with.”

Ehlers got up and gripped Sher-
ry’s shoulders. "Wait, boy, wait a
little. No sense getting shot down
without even seeing them. When it's
dark we’ll ride to town in the back
of a wagon. You've got to get in close
before they spot you, Sherry.”

“What if they pull out?”

“They ardh't leaving,” Ehlers said.
“My little waitress friend says they
can't get the girl out of that room."

“Macklin won’t fool around like
that forever.”

"He don’'t have to. Just till
night.”

Sherrill relaxed and smiled thinly.
“All right, Steve, we’ll wait. | could
clean and Nl these guns again. Can't
waste any more shells on the range.
Or do you want to play a little
poker?”

Sergeant Ehlers spread his wide
palms and grinned. "Not with you,
not f¢*r money. | saw enough of your
poker playing back on the Mississip-
pi.” He fumbled in his blouse for pen-
cil and paper. "I'll diagram the
ground floor of the Colorado Hotel
for you. It'll help to have some idea
of the layout.”

to-

HLERS sketched swiftly, neatly
E and concisely. “Here’s the front
entrance to the lobby, the desk here,
the stairs going up here. To the right

off the foot of the stairs a broad open
doorway goes into the saloon. A side
door here opens from the barroom
into an alley...” Sherrill watched
and remembered the maps of Mec-
Lowry, and was lonesome again for
the tough little one-eyed scout.

Sherrill shaped a cigarette and
thought of Molly Romney locked in
a bare cheerless room of that hotel,
and her family worrying themselves
sick out there with the wagons, un-
less they were too busy fighting for
their lives to think about anything
else... His mind went back to Bed-
loe Landing and wise polished Har-
ry Connover, haughty Jay Lavery
dying under Jud’s gun-barrel, the
evil loveliness of Lilli, Dakin dead in
a dark gutter, Nina Montez with her
guaint accented voice, Patchin lying
bIIind and lonely in the Queen’s Ho-
tel.

He thought of the long trail,
brawling with Big Jess outside the
Ox-Bow in Independence, the dis-
pute at the fork and the theatrical
appearance of Holway and Mitchum.
The Wilson family annihilated, Pot-
ter shot in the back, McLowry with
his head bashed in and the scalp-
lock gone, fat Ed Deal whiplashed
and stabbed... He saw again three
men dying suddenly in the firelit
woods, Spicer, Holway and Koogle,
all richly deserving their fate. He
saw Big Red rearing high with that
Cheyenne lance shivering in his shin-
ing side.

Sherrill strode to a window and
stared out over the empty parade
ground to officers’ row and the stock-
ade wall.

“Will night ever come?” he mur-
mured irritably.

“1t’ll come,” Ehlers said. “After
waiting this long, Sherry, you
shouldn’'t mind a few hours.”

“That's the trouble, Steve—I've

waited too damn lo'ng,” said Sherrill.
“Where are those old gloves with the
stout leather cuffs? I'm going to
need those cuffs if I want to have
any hands left on me.”

Steve Ehlers found the gloves and
started sawing off the cuffs with a
hunting knife. Sherrill watched the
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operation intently through a haze of
tobacco smoke. The minutes ticked
past with e}crutiayng slgwness.

IGHT DID come after an eterni-
ty of waiting. In the hooded
rear of a supply wagon they bumped
and clattered from the stockaded fort
into the single street of the rude
frontier settlement at the river bend.
Sherrill had the leather cuffs taped
on his wrists under the faded blue
shirtsleeves. They were flexible
enough not to interfere with his
wrist-action, and they would offer
some protection against Cord Mack-
lin’'s quirt. Neither Sherrill nor Eh-
lers spoke on the way into town. The
driver was whistling The Battle Cry
of Freedom, and it rasped unbeara-
bly on Sherrill's 'aw nerves.
Sherrill’'s thoughts were with the
wagon-train. The Indians would have
struck this morning, the battle on
the Onion River must be over before
now. He hoped and prayed that the
cavalry got out there in time... He
visualized again the clear pleasant
faces of the Romney family in the
campfire glow, saw Mrs. Romney
laughing as she danced with her fine
tall sons, and he thought of Molly
with an intolerable aching tenderness
and yearning. The Romneys were the
finest folks he had ever known, out-
side of his own family. Odd that they
should be Yankees from one of the
most radically Abolitionist states in
the North.

The wagon turned and rattled into
the alley beside the Colorado Hotel.
Sergeant Ehlers restrained Sherrill:
“Wait here a minute while 1 look
around.” He swung over the tail-
board and walked away.

Sherrill stood up in under the can-
vas and moved his arms and legs to
keep them loose and limber. He had
to be right tonight, he had to be bet-
ter than ever before. He had seen
Mitchum inBedloe Landing. The
Preacher was inhumanly cool and
sure, fast and deadly, absolutely
without fear. And Cord Macklin, of
course, would be terrible to face...
But Sherrill was ready. He felt
fresh and strong and supple, his mus-

cles alive and rippling responsively,
his mind alert and keen, his eyes
quick and sharp.

Steve Ehlers came back and leaned
casually on the tailboard smoking a
cigar, while Sherrill crouched close
to hear his words. “They’re still here
but I didn't see 'em. They've been
acting kind of nervous and jumoy
since the troops went out last night.
Macklin’s up in his room now, and
Mitchum’s taking a walk around
town. The girl hasn't been down-
stairs, but she’'s all right. | talked
with the waitress who takes up her
food. She keeps the door locked on
Macklin, and he’'s been threatening
to break it down. Guess he would've
busted in before this if Mitchum
hadn't talked him out of it. You'd
better wait in the wagon awhile,
Sherry.”

“l1 don't know,”
can't stand much more
Steve.”

“It’'s no fun,” admitted Ehlers.
“But neither is getting shot in the
back.”

“Mitchum wouldn’'t take that ad-
vantage. He’'s too sure of himself.
But Macklin, he might do anything.”

“But you say Mitchum stabbed the
fat man in the back?”

“Yes, but that was a little differ-
ent,” said Sherrill. “They couldn’t
risk shooting and waking up the
whole camp. Mitch wouldn't take
anybody from behind by choice.”

“Noble character for a renegade,”
Ehlers said dryly.

“I'm going in and wait at the bar,"
Sherrill decided. “Let 'em come to
me.” He pulled the brim of the bor-
rowed campaign hat lower over his
face.

“All right,” agreed Ehlers. “You
can watch both doors in the mirror
behind the bar. I'll go in the front
way and find me a table where | can
observe the proceedings.”

“Steve, | don’t want you throwing
into this,” Sherrill warned.

“Don’t worry, | won't,” said Eh-
lers. "I'm a peace-loving man.” He
grinned with the cigar in his teeth
and strolled off toward the front of
the hotel.

Sherrill said. “I
waiting,
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FTER A few min-
utes Sherrill loos-
ened the guns in
their sheaths,
jumped down from
the wagon, and
walked along the
alley. The full
moon was radiant
as a flawless silver
coin in the night-
blue heavens, dim-

the near stars with its
light, gilding rooftops and chimneys
and cottonwood trees, whitening the

exr I"’'T

gravel under Sherrill's crunching
boots. A light breeze brought the
smell of sage and sand, and the

weird sorrowful howl of a wolf in
the distance, answered by the nearby
baying of village dogs. Sherrill
paused for a moment to drink in the
beauty of the scene, sighed and
turned to the swing-doors, looking
over the top into the saloon. Nei-
ther Macklin nor Mitchum was in
sight, and he pushed on through.

There were ten people in the room
besides the bartender. A soldier and
two civilians at the bar, a man and
woman at a table, a poker game in the
corner occupying the attention of
four players and spectator. As Sher-
rill took his stand at the bar, apart
from the others, he saw in the mir-
ror Sergent Ehlers entering from the
lobby to sit down at a central table.
Sherrill ordered whiskey and left
it untouched for the time, absently
tracing a diamond design on the wood
with his forefinger, watching the
mirror with idle interest.

The soldier at the bar kept casting
half-drunken side-glasses at Sher-
rill's army shirt and hat. Apparently
he either wanted to talk or fight
with somebody. After a while he
edged closer and said: “You new at
the post, brother?”

"No, I'm not in service any more,”
Sherrill said.

The private's look became instantly
baleful and truculent, “Then you

ain't got no right wearin’ the shirt,
mister!”

Sherrill, annoyed at this intrusion,
managed to smile into his drink. “You
want to buy me a new one? Or just
take this one off me?”

The cavalryman blinked down at
Sherrill’'s guns and gestured angrily.
“You take them off, mister, and I'll
tend to the shirt for yuh damn sud-
den!”

Sergent Ehler’'s voice barked out
behind them: “Harris! You'll shut
up and tend to your own business.”

Private Harris lurched about and
gaped at the sergeant. “Yes sir, Sarge,
Sorry awful sorry.” He went back to
his drink and grinned foolishly at
Sherrill. “Didn’t mean nothin’ at all.
No offense, mister?”

“It’'s all right, soldier,” said Sher-
ril. “I'll buy another shirt when I
get time.”

Harris raised his glass to him, and
Sherrill lifted his own and drank.
The private still wanted to talk.

“'S a joker here with a whip,” he
confided. “Big mean-lookin’ gent.
Drivin’ everybody crazy with that
quirt. And today, you know what he
done today? 'S a little old dog hangs
around the hotel. Used to, 1 mean.
Well, the pup barks at this big jas-
per today and damned if he dn't un-
furl that whip. Liked to cut that poor
in half. Broke the dog’s back, laid
him wide open, killed him dead!”
Private Harris shook bis head sadly.
“Hell of a thing to see.”

“Nice fellow,” said Sherrill.

“Yeah!” growled the bartender.
“That was my dog. I'm liable to
load that gent's next drink with rat
poison or somethin’!”

Sherrill smiled. “Maybe you won't
have to do that.”

Just then he saw the lank form and
long sad face of Mitchum in the mir-
ror, moving in from the lobby. Mit-
chum had shaved except for the mus-
tache drooping over his bitter mouth.
Dressed in black with that gaunt mel-
ancholy face, he looked more than
ever like a back-hills preacher. Mit-
chum’s mournful gaze swept the sa-
loon, dismissing the customers one
by one, and returned to linger brief-
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ly on Sherrill’s blue-shirted back.

ITCHUM had started to re-
trace his steps to the lobby
when all at once he wheeled about,
and Sherrill saw the sudden flare
and contraction of those pale strange
eyes in the glass. Swiveling smoothly
from the bar Sherrill faced him. The
room went silent, and the poker game
ceased as the others along the bar
shifted out of the danger zone.
Mitchum’s sorrowing expression
never altered. “Hullo, Sherry,” he
said. “Almost didn’'t recognize you
in that rig. You joined the army?”
“1 reckon you didn’'t expect to see
me again, Mitch.”
“That's a fact,” admitted Mitchum.
“Kinda thought you might of run

into some Indians out there.”

“1 did,” Sherrill said. “But my
number wasn't up yet.”

“Well, it sure is now.” Mitchum

sighed unhappily. "I reckon Cord
wanted you, kid. Almost wish he'd
seen you first. But long as | did I
suppose I'll have to take you.”
“Don't make me cry, Preacher.”
Sherrill smiled but his lips felt froz-
en, his cheeks starched stiff.
“Unless you wanta breeze
Sherry?” He sounded hopeful.
Sherrill shook his head. "lI've come
too far for that, Mitch. And waited
too long.”
Mitchum sighed once more. “Too
bad, kid. Always kinda liked you.”
His hand flicked with the speed of
light and Sherrill moved with him,
moved with a fluid grace that was
even faster. Mitchum’s gun cleared
its holster, but Sherrill's was al-
ready lined and blazing red. Mitchum
fell back three uneven steps and held
himself there, still trying to bring
up the gun-barrel, utter disbelief in
his pale shocked eyes. Mitchum’s gun
exploded at last into the floorboards,
and Sherrill blasted him again.
Mitchum doubled and bowed from
the impact, stumbling back against
the door-jamb on jacking legs. Mit-
chum hung there tottering, shot to
pieces but still trying to get his
Colt up, still unable to believe that
this could have happened to him, that

out,

he was riddled and dying on his feet.
With a final convulsive jerk of his
head Mitchum teetered forward and
began to sag, his gun-arm dropping
lifeless and his knees giving slowly,
until he collapsed at last with his
face against the floor.

Sherrill heard Ehler’'s warning cry
even as he saw Cord Macklin at the
bottom of the stairway just inside the
lobby and switched his .44 in that di-
rection. There came an ear-splitting
crack and Sherrill's right band went
numb and useless as that whip flaked
out like lightning and caught his
wrist. Sherrill was reaching for his
left-hand gun when a tremendous
force hoisted him headlong toward
Macklin, the tight-lashed quirt sear-
ing into his wrist and nearly yanking
his right arm off at the shoulder. The
Colt clattered to the planks from his
nerveless fingers as he flew forward,
his toes scarcely touching the floor.

HERRILL saw Macklin’s huge
fist coming as the big man
hauled him in close,
barely in time to take it on the skull
instead of square in the face. Even
there it stunned and shook him, but
he felt Macklin's left-hand knuckle-
bones go and heard the man’s gasp of
pain as they collided at the foot of
the stairs. The momentum carried
Macklin back and down in the middle
of the dim-lighted lobby with Sher-
rill on top of him.

After a kicking thrashing heaving
moment when he feared he was lost
in Cord’'s crushing gasp. Sherrill
fought his way free with fists, el-
bows and knees. Diving away Sher-
rill scrambled to his knees, still
wrist-locked by the quirt, and went
again for his left-hand gun. Cord
Macklin was flat on his back holding
the whip that bound them together.
He pulled Sherry off balance before
he could draw, lifting Sherrill bodily
to his feet and reeling him in like a
large fish. Sherrill had never felt
such terrible devastating strength
and power. Macklin was sitting up
now.

Recovering and rushing in to slack-
en the quirt that threatened to sever

and ducked
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bis right hand Sherrill's driving
knees flattened Macklin again. Cord
was clawing at his legs when Sher-
rill stamped a boot into that broad

dark face beneath him. It would have
finished an ordinary man, but Cord
Macklin only brought his mighty
legs around and kicked Sherrill half-
way across the room.

Sherrill pitched headlong over a
chair and table that crumpled splin-
teringly in under him. Bouncing off
the leather couch against the wall he
sprawled back on the floor. Macklin
reared to his feet, face smashed into
gory ruin by Sherrill's heel but his
vast strength undiminished, his brok-
en left hand reaching for his gun as
he snaked Sherrill back toward him
on the hardwood.

That damn whip, Sherrill thought
fleetingly. It made a hooked fish of
a man, took all the dignity and de-
cency out of fighting. But there was
too much hate between them anyway
to settle the issue in an orthodox
manner.

Cord Macklin was awkward with
his broken hand, and Sherrill was
going for his own left holster as
Cord dragged him nearer. Changing
tactics abruptly Cord hurled his
great bulk in to batter and wreck
that lithe figure on the boards. But
Sherrill swung around and got his
boots up in time to catch Macklin’s
heavy body and propel him on over-
head. Macklin tumbled with a crash
that jarred the whole building and
unmoored the lobby desk with a rend-
ing report.

Cord recovered with catlike quick-
ness for such a giant, but Sherrill
was up ahead of him, left hand sweep-
ing into a draw. The Colt was half-
out when Cord Macklin jerked Sher-
ry off his feet and drew him relent-
lessly forward, the quirt biting deep
into that tortured right wrist. Sher-
rill's left hand flew up with the .44,
but too high to shoot as Cord snagged
him in savagely and clubbed him
with the broken left fist.

Sherrill's head snapped, his eyes
went blind from the concussion, and
blood filled his mouth and streamed
from his nose. Desperately he ducked

and rolled under the next blow, twist-
ing sinuously to slash his gun-barrel
viciously across Cord's head. It
would have felled a steer but Cord
Macklin stayed upright, swaying a
trifle, blood pouring from his split
scalp and shattered face as they
grappled and lurched back and forth
in a close furious embrace. Their
blood and sweat mingled as they
strained and panted for the advan-
tage, upsetting furniture, rebounding
from the walls. It required all of
Sherrill’'s nerve, will and explosive
reserve power to match the bursting
boundless strength of Macklin.

Then Cord suddenly lifted a cruel
knee into Sherrill’s gro:n and slugged
him over the head with the loaded
butt of the whip as Sherry bent over
from the grinding pain.

Landing hard on his back Sherrill
slid against the base of the uprooted
counter, torn in two with agony, his
head reeling and expanding with vi-
vid rocketing lights. Clinping to the
44 in his left hand, fighting to re-
tain his senses. Sherrill writhed
around onto hands and knees to face
Cord. He tried to raise his left hand
but the gun was very heavy, and
Macklin’s bulk seemed shrouded and
?]Wimming in a fantastic steaming,

aze.

OR THE first time Cord Mack-

lin let go of the quirt and went
for his six-shooter with his good
right hand. Blind and dazed as he
was Macklin got it out fast, but that
time Sherrill had made the supreme
effort, his gun was level and flam-
ing in his left hand. Macklin rocked
ponderously as the slugs struck him
and drove him backward. Macklin’s
revolver roared in return, splinter-
ing first the desk behind Sherrill and
then the ceiling.

Firing from his knees, numb right
hand dangling the whip as it sup-
ported his left now, Sherrill poured
lead into that vast broken shambling
hulk. The Lobby was a blazing reek-
ing inferno as Cord Macklin floun-
dered back in long erratic suspended
staggers, snarling through his blood,
trying to control his jittering gun-
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hand. He sat down at last in the main
entrance, his massive shoulders block-
ing the door. Macklin was still alive
but he could not get his gun up, his
final shot ripped the flooring beside
his right leg.

Sherrill, teeth shining white be-
tween lacerated lips, climbed care-
fully upright and walked unsteadily
forward, the quirt trailing unheeded
from his right wrist, the Colt smok-
ing in his left hand, as he came to a
stand over the dying giant. Cord
Macklin's black eyes, venomous to
the end, glared up at Sherrill from
that grotesque bloody mask of aface.

“Some of this was for Patchin, Ver-
onica, and the rest,” Sherrill told
him, slow and clear. “But mostly, |
guess, it was for me.”

Cord Macklin’s swollen lips snarled
back from his reddened teeth and he
died that way, snarling, propped awk-
wardly in the doorway of the Colo-
rado Hotel in Bridger, Utah Terri-
tory.

Sherrill walked slowly back toward
the desk, unwrapping the tight-
wound whiplash from his wrist.
Leaning on the tilted counter he
bowed his head over the blood-
drenched right hand, where agony
was going in and out like lightning
flashes. A good thing he'd worn the
leather wristlet, or Cord’'s quirt
would have cut off that hand. Well,
it was over...It had taken an ungod-
ly time but it was finished. Mitchum
lay dead in the saloon, Macklin in
the wreckage of the lobby. Sherrill
drew a long thankful breath through
the weary nausea that filled him.

Then Sergeant Steve Ehlers was
beside him with a bottle of whiskey
and a tall glass of water. Sherrill
took a deep pull from the bottle and
drained the waterglass. Ehlers thrust
a cigarette into his mouth and ap-
plied the match. Sherrill inhaled de-
liberately. the smoke biting into his
cut lips.

“Thanks, Steve.”

“There’'s a doctor coming,” Ehlers
said. “I thought Macklin was going
to take that hand right off, Sherry.”

“So did 1,” said Sherrill. “Only
the cuff saved it. That damn whip...

I never went against anything like
that.”

“1 never want to!” Ehlers declared
with a shudder. “Damnedest thing |
ever saw, and |l've seen a lot of 'em.
But | never want to see anything
like that again. Come on over and
stretch out on this couch, Sherry.
You had one hell of a session.”

HERRILL was lying on the

couch when the doctor came to
cleanse and bandage his wrist, bathe
and sterilize his head and face abras-
ions. The leather cuff had prevented
serious or permanent damage; the
wrist would be all right in time.

Private Harris was among the on-
lookers, quite sober now. “lImagine
me gettin’ tough with a man like
that!” marveled Harris. “Guess | bet-
ter quit drinkin’ as of now.”

“Harris, clear these people out of
here,” ordered Ehlers. “Get 'em back
in the barroom where they belong.
The show is over."

“You betcha, Sarge,” said Harris,
and commenced herding the awed
crowd back into the saloon.

Sherrill was dimly aware that t.»
sheriff was there, listening to Steve
Ehler's explanation of the Killings,
while his deputies dragged the
bodies outside and covered them
with blankets on the veranda. After
the sheriff left Ehlers brought the
whiskey bottle and another glass of
water. Sitting up stiffly Sherrill
reached for the glass.

"Water goes better, Steve. Must've
lost my taste for liquor.”

Ehlers grinned and tipped the bot-
tle to his own mouth. Wiping his
lips he glanced up the stairway.
"She’ll be worried, Sherry. All that
shooting and racket.”

“I'm going up in a minute.” Sher-
rill said. “As soon as | feel able to
make the stairs.”

“Her room is down at the end of
the hall on the left,” Ehlers said.
“Tell her the wagon-train’s all right,
her folks are all right. A rider just
came in. The Indians attacked but
they beat 'em off until the cavalry
came up and routed the Cheyennes.
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The army’s escorting the trainin
now.”

“That's fine,”
“l was worried.”

Private Harris returned with Sher-
rill's right-hand gun. “Here’'s the
other gun, Mr. Sherry. Some joker
was tryin’ to sneak it out for a
souvenir. 1'd sure be proud to shake
your hand, if you don’t mind.”

“Glad to have you, soldier,”
grinned Sherrill. “Just shake it
kind of easy though.”

“Thanks, Mr. Sherry, thanks a lot,”
Harris said. “Now 1'd sure like to buy
you a drink.”

“You can buy me one instead, Har-
ris,” said Steve Ehlers with a smile.
“Sherry’s got something better to do.”

They saluted him and sauntered
away into the saloon. After a space
Sherrill rose and limped to the stair-
way, gripping the bannister with his
left hand and mounting the treads
slowly. There was no elation in him.
It was a good thing to have Mitchum
and Cord Macklin dead, but all he
felt was relief. Thank God it was
ended at last. Sherrill never wanted
to raise his guns again. All he wanted
was to love and live with Molly
Romney, for the rest of his days.

His boots clumped dully along the
corridor, his shadow wavering in un-

Sherrill murmured.

der the oil lamps bracketed on the
walls. His stride lengthened slightly
as he neared the end of the hallway
and saw the last door on the left out-
lined in a rectangle of light.

Sherrill rapped gently, the door
opened narowly, then was flung wide.
Molly Romney stood there with the
lamplight golden behind her, gray
eyes shining softly, lovely face up-
lifted, and her arms open to receive
him.

“Sherry I' she cried with eager hap-
py delight. “I knew you’'d come, Sher-
ry, and | wasn't afraid. I knew the
first time | ever saw you, Sherry...
I knew there wasn't anything in the
world that could keep us apart.”

Sherrill could not speak but his
arms closed tenderly around her, and
tasted the cool ripe sweetness of her
mouth. Then he stood holding the
girl with gentle firmness and breath-
ing in the fragrance of her lustrous
dark hair.

Oddly enough he thought of Harry
Connover in that moment, and smiled
over Molly’'s head into the soft
tremulous lamplight of her room.
Harry had been right again. Harry
was always right: Sherrill had found
what he really wanted and needed
out here on the western plains.

THE END

MRV



The Hanguli’ at Snuff-
Box Church-House

NCLE TAYLOR was the

most put-out feller in Texas

when Bee Cave Justice of the
Peace John Turner sentenced Bob
Lee Simpson of Snuff Box to swing
for rustling that onery lamb critter
from the Austin slaughterhouse.

It wasn't that he gave a cussed
damn about Bob Lee’s scrawny neck
that always needed shaving like a
cockleburr patch needed chopping.
Nor was he bothered, in principle,
about his niece’'s engagement being
busted if Constable Jim Earl John-
son's rope busted that neck holding
up that poor pumpkin of a head.

Uncle Taylor was as practical about
this business of mairying as he was
about the business of killing sheep-
herders. He'd made the match be-
tween tail, black-eyed Cassie May
Holly of Bee Cave and good-natured,
slow-witted Robert E. Lee Simpson of
Snuff Box. But playing cow country
Cupid was part of a bigger under-
taking.

That was to unite Bee Cave, which
swore by Abe Lincoln, with Snuff
Box, swearing by Jeff Davis, in all-
out war against the sheepmen. Them
cussed sheep fellers were getting a
little bit too tough for Uncle Taylor

by
HAROLD

PREECE

If there was one thing my

Uncle Taylor hated worse than

sheep, it was a man lowdown

enough to steal a sheep and own
up to it!

and his six strapping sons to handle
by theirselves. Now they were getting
set for another invasion of the Austin
hills from across the Perdenales River
in Burnet County, so my uncle had
learned from a herder he’d pumped
before he plugged.

As he stood in John Turner’s cedar-
board courtroom on that June day in
1885, Uncle Taylor felt like a general
whose strategy has been wrecked. He
glared at Old John sitting up in front
behind a desk as sassy as a 'possum in
a persimmon tree. He gave a curt nod
to John’'s boy, Ulysses S. Grant Tur-
ner, commonly known as Lyss, and
still trying to catch the humble eyes
of Bob Lee Simpson, whose tongue
was running loose like the Perdenales
after a March rain. Uncle Taylor
might as well have stopped the Per-
denalcs from flowing as stopped Bob
Lee from gabbing his life away to
Old John, still mad and limping from
a cyclone of Confederate buckshot at
Gettysburg.

Old John was thumbing through
the pages of the dustv black book he
never let anybody else see as he
quizzed that chuckle headed cow-
poke. “So you admit drivin’ steers
down to that there slaughterhouse

71
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and bringin’ back a dadgum stinkin’
sheep to cut up the grass and slobber
up the springs?” he asked Bob Lee
slouched down in the witness chair.

Bob Lee grinned silly—like a dang
sheep, Uncle Taylor thought—before
answering back. “Yes sir, Mr. John.
| shore did fetch it home out of that
bloody old butcher pen—and it so
little 1 carried it home in my hands
like a hound pup. But that poor little
weak thing ain't cut up no grass
‘cause | been feedin’ it hay from my
daddy’s stack. And it ain’t been slob-
berin’ up no waterholes 'cause | been
waterin’ it out of a bucket from my
daddy’s well.”

NCLE TAYLOR heard the tit-
terings in the ccurtroom and was
madder than he got when stray sheep
crossed his range. He'd liked to have
slapped that poor fool boy’'s mouth
shut with a thick slab of raw beef-
steak the way he did his own sons
when they talked too much and too
long. “It’s a young fool arguin’ agin
an old fool,” he figured. “And why
do these here hills have to be full
of fools—what with the plague-
taked sheep gittin’ thicker'n grass-
hoppers but harmin’ the grass more
with their hooves cuttin’ like razors
than all the hoppers back to Adam.”
The old fool was carrying on with
his baiting of the young fool. “The
court would like to be a-showin’ you
mercy,” Old John was say'ng to Bob
Lee. “Now can you give the court—
that’'s me—one good reason for bring-
in’ that critter to cow country.

“Yes, siree!” Bob Lee's eyes were
staring straight into the eyes of the
j. p. Then he puckered up his mouth
and said: “That pore little feller
looked kinda sorrowful at me. Then
he hollered ba—a—al!”

Men started laughing till the win-
dows began rattling. Constable Jim
Earl Johnson, standing in the back
slapped his thighs so hard that his
pipe and tobacco slid out of his
breeches. Lyss Turner was crowing
like a young rooster and cutting his
eye like one toward Cassie May Holly.
Cassie May was one of the four peo-
ple in the crowd who wasn't busting
their sides open. Uncle Taylor was
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swelled up and spluttering like a
turkey gobbler to think that any cow-
hand in the hill country would be so
plumb indecent as to carry on like
a sheep. Bob Lee was sitting up there
with his big mouth wide open, won-
dering why everybody was so tickled.
And OIld John was pounding with
that damn wooden hammer he called
a gavel.

Quiet came back to the courtroom
like a blue norther blowing itself out.
And Uncle Taylor, looking at Old
John, saw that the judge was bound
to be a damn fool as well as an old
fool.

The j. p. was thumbing fast through
that black book. He stopped at a cer-
tain page and said: “Son, it's all writ
down here what the law—that's me,
too—has to do to a man what's ornery
enough to steal a sheep.

“It says | got to hang you, Bob Lee
Simpson, till you're dead, dead, dead.”

The last little stir of a laugh had
died down. The courtroom was so
still you could hear the flies’ legs
scraping on the rough benches. Bob
Lee turned kind of pale for a minute.
Then he hitched up his pants and
listened to what else Old John had
to say.

“1 trust Secesh about anything like
I trust a dose of poison ivy for a
snake bite,” the judge continued. “I
figger the Secesh put you up to grab
that hell varmint so they could git
sheep started in this country.

"You got just one chance, Son. Kill
that cussed sheep and have no more
truck with them walkin’ woolbags.
Or suffer the sentence of the law—
what's John Turner.”

Bob Lee swallowed hard. He fin-
gered the neckband of his old blue
shirt as if he felt the rope already
wrapped around his adam’s apple.
Then he dug the toe of his boot into
a crack in the floor and insisted:
“Tain't right to kill nothin’ what
trusts you. And | ain't a-killin’ that
sheep."

The old fool looked hard at the
young fool and Uncle Taylor looked
hard at both of them. But the old
fool's voice was kinder than his face
when he spoke: “You poor fool Se-
cesh,” he sighed. “I know you
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wouldn’t be smart enough to tell the
gray from the blue. But you’re gonna
see black once Constable Jim Earl
ties the hood over that poor thing
you call a head at Snuffbox church-
house come July the Fourth that you
Secesh don’t celebrate.”

The Judge’s kindness turned to
scorn. The sting of the Confederate
bullets in John Turner’s leg was in
John Turner’s voice as he went on:
“That’ll teach them graybacks over
at Snuff Box a lesson right on their
blasted rockpile they call a settle-
ment. Now, bein’ as we got no jail, go
on home and eat grass with that
onery thing till its time for you to
meet your Maker.”

He closed the black book. Uncle
Taylor was first out the door. The
man who'd sent seven sheepherders
to rest under seven white crosses on
the Perdenales banks walked away
like a soldier who's shot up but still
fighting. When he got home, his old-
est boy told him that the Burnet
County sheep flocks had advanced
five miles further into cow country—
five more miles of the mountain grass
cut down to the bare roots by the
needle teeth and the razor hooves of
the damn blasted woolbags.

N THE TWO weeks till hangin’
time, Uncle Taylor wished that

into rivers of blood. He had seen the
Devil riding horseback down Chis-
holm Hollow. Others remembered
ing that same OIld Scratch riding
down that same hollow on the very
eve of the Civil War.

Some folks said it wasn't the Old
Scratch who was doing all that riding
to start a war. They said it was an old
mountain man riding like the devil to
keep down a war between Bee Cave
and Snuff Box. For night and day,
Uncle Taylor and his six big boys
were scouring both settlements
threatening to string up anybody.
Union or Secesh, who started any
trouble before hangin’ day. Time aft-
er time, they disarmed and sent home
Snuff Boxers on their way to Bee
Cave and Bee Cavers on their way to
Snuff Box. Time after time, they
went into hill country ranch houses
and confiscated private arsenals. But
for each gun they grabbed, ten more
were being cached away in caves and
smokehouses.

It riled Uncle Taylor to pull the
boys off the job of plugging sheep-
herders to keep peace between cow-
men. But it riled him worse when he
passed through Snuffbox, one day,
and saw Bob Lee Simpson leading
that cussfired sheep around with a
rope like a dog.

He reined up his horse quick; cut

the Civil War had been fought withhis eye down at the sheep and then

blank cartridges except for the ones
that had hit sour old peckerwoods
like John Turner. And even if he'd
worn the blue, he wished that those
bullets finding their mark at Gettys-
burg had landed a little higher than
John Turner's leg.

Day after day, Uncle Taylor got
word that the sheepmen were march-
ing deeper into the hills. Day after
day, nobody in the hills talked about
anything but the coming hanging of
Bob Lee Simpson. Nothing had
matched the excitement since '61
when the hill country had been
turned into a roaring battleground of
Texans in blue blasting Texans in
gray.

Old Man Carter, who saw queer
visions and sold charms against rheu-
matism, prophesied that once again
the deep canyons would be turned

glared at Bob Lee, standing there
with a sheepish grin on his face.
“Son,” he asked sternly, “ain’'t you
brought enough shame on your folks
without bein’ seen around in public
with that slobberin’ son?”

Bob Lee dug his toe in the ground
like he'd dug it in that crack in the
courtroom. “You know, Uncle Tay-
lor,” he said, “it's the purtiest little
pet a feller ever had.” You oughta see
it drinkin’ milk out of a bottle I hold
in my hand.”

That flustered Uncle Taylor so bad
that he had to reach in his saddlebag
for his own bottle. The bottle was
empty when he threw it down, got his
tongue and rumbled: | ain't ques-
tionin’ the ways of the Good Lord,
he shore musta been mad at Texas
when he made sheep. Reckon He had
a lot of mud left over when He got
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through makin’ all the different kind
of critters to fill up His world. He
had to do somep’n with it. So he
scooped it all up, dropped it, down on
Texas, and called it a sheep.”

Les scratched his head a minute,
then asked: “But didn't Brother Ho-
cutt, the circuit rider, say the folks

done run sheep back there in the
Canaan country?”
“Son,” Uncle Taylor answered,

“Then Canaan people was -espectable
folks who got shut of sheep just as
soon as they got a start of steers. For
the Word says, 'Behold the cattle on
a thousand hillss—” And my old
uncle’s eyes were beholding his fine
cattle feeding on the high grass of
the hills while he was talking. Cattle
belonged with hills and hills with
cattle. That was the way the Lord had
oruered it. That was the way Taylor
Holly and his six boys were going
to keep it.

EXT DAY, Uncle Taylor rode

over to John Turner’s. “John,
hand me that law book of yours,” he
said, “ Strikes me mighty funny that a
j. p. can have a man strung up. |
wanta see just where it says that.”

John Turner’s chest swelled up till.
Uncle Taylor felt like taking a peach
tree sprout and whipping the mean-
ness out of it. “I'm the law in Bee
Cave,” Old John grumbled. “And if
I let my law book out to first one
then tother, ever’ boy’d start figgerin’
out ways of beatin’ the law.”

Uncle Taylor poured some tobacco
into his corncob pipe, lit up, puffed
a minute, and asked: “John, would
your boy a-tryin’ to spark my niece
have sompe'n to do with vour wantin’
to stretch Bob Lee Simpson’s neck?”

Old John looked Uncle Taylor
square in the eye and replied:
“Taylor, would your niece a-wantin’
to marry Bob Lee Simpson have
sompe’'n to do with your wantin’ to
save his neck?”

“Hell's pistols, no!” Uncle Taylor
bawled. “1 just—"

He shut up, jammed his hat down
over his eyes and went home. He
didn’'t send his boys back *o get the
book. You couldn't turn them loose on

a stubborn old cuss still limping from
Gettysburg.

But Uncle Taylor was hardly out
of Old John’s door when Lys« Tur-
ner came home with an unexpected
visiter.

Justice Turner’s eyes bulged when
he saw Bob Lee Simpson walking in.
But the Law in Bee Cave stuck by
the unwritten law of Texas. And the
unwritten law said that you had to
offer any man a settin’ down place
and a bite of grub when he stepped
under your roof.

“Well, howdy, Bob Lee,” Old John
greeted his guest. “Make yourself to
home in that big rockin’ chair.” He
gazed quizzically at both boys and
6aid offhand, “Never thought I'd see
you two chummin’ up together.”

“Tain’'t that.” Lyss put in hastily.
"Just happened to meet him walkin’
down the road to Cassie May'’s. | done
promised him I'll stop shinin’ up to
her till the law—that's you, dad—is
done finished with him. Then 1 let
out he oughta have dinner with us.
Just wanted him knowin’ us Turners
ain’t got no hard feelin’'s bout him.”

“That's right Christian, son,” Old
John’s wife beamed. Then lo Bob Lee.
“1 been a-studyin’. Tair.'t right for a
boy to meet his Maker in them wore-
out old chaps what don’t hide him no
better'n his birthday clothes. Maybe,
I can rustle you up somep’n better.”

While they were eating dinner, the
old lady rummaged around in a clos-
et. She came back with a black suit,
whose smell of mothballs was louder
than the smell of Uncle Taylor’s bot-
tle. Old John gulped hard when he
saw her hand it to Bob Lee. It had
been his wedding suit, put away all
these years for Lyss to be wed in.

Bob Lee fingered the frayed black
broadcloth and smiled like a pleased
young-un at Aunt Liza Turner.”
“Gosh!,” He said. “My poor ma is
shore gonna be proud of me when she
sees me standin’ up there on that scaf-
fold dyked out in these fine duds.”

That touched OIld John. “Twill
match up right nice with that fine
black silk hood Constable Jim Earl'll
be a-tyin’ around your face,” he re-
marked. “Paid two dollars cash money
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for it right out o’ my own pocket.
And | reckon you seen that swell-
lookin’ scaffold Jim Earl and his dep-
uties is a buildin’.”

“You couldn’t be wantin’ a better
send-off if Sheriff George Murray
hisself was a-hangin’ you in the
courthouse yard down here in Austin.
Have another dish of dewberry pie,
son.”

After eating Aunt Liza's fine din-
ner, Bob Lee went out, for manners
sake, to the backyard and chopped a
pile of wood for her cookstove. On
his way home, he stopped at Snuff
Box churchyard. Constable Jim Earl
and two deputies were hammering
nails into the gaunt plank structure
overshadowing the graves of Snuff
Boxers who'd died with their boots
on. Three other deputies prowled
around the yards and in the woods
keeping out sharp eyes for Secesh
bushwhackers. But the whole bunch
knocked off to shake hands with the
hangee.

“Just wishin’ you'd mosey along,
Bob Lee,” the Constable drawled.
“What with the hangin’ come off in
a couple o’ days, | just wanta be
sure ever'thing’s right. Mind steppin’
up there, son, and let me measure you
for the rope.”

Bob Lee laid down a tied-up bundle
with his hanging clothes at the foot
of the scaffold. Then he walked up.

“Thank you, Mr. Jim Earl. | ain’t
aimin’ to give you no trouble, and I'll
sure shave that neck. Don't fergit
that fine black silk hood Mr. John
bought to tie on my face.”

On the day before the hanging, all
th mwomen in Bee Cave were cooking
up cakes and pies for the biggest
Fourth of July ever expected in the
hill country. All the Secesh males in
Snuff Box were loading up their
Winchesters and six-shooters; so
were all the Union fellers in Bee
Cave.

That afternoon, Bob Lee ambled
over to Uncle Taylor’s. A few minutes
later in came Cassie May. The old
man didn't say much. But he put
each one of them on a horse. Then he
put his own foot in the stirrup, and
the three rode across back trails to-

ward Austin, fourteen miles away.

ULY FOURTH was warm and
J clear. The Bee Cavers started
gathering at the churchyard with
their artillery and their lunches be-
fore sunrise. Some of them started
patrolling the grounds keeping their
triggers cocked on the Snuff Boxers
gathering along the road. Six Bee
Cavers stood with cocked Winchest-
ers in front of the scaffold. Four
more were posted as snipers on top of
the church house. Old Man Carter
was moving through the crowd, ped-
dling his charms and bawling, “Just
a dime, folks. You'll be a-needin’ one
of these when the shootin’ starts.”

The hanging was set for eleven
o'clock, and the crowd started getting
restiess an hour before that time. Con-
stable Jim Earl was up on the scaf-
fold, fiddling with the rope. Old
John was testily pulling out his dol-
lar Ingersoll and comparing it with
the sun getting high in the sky.
Everything was ready for the hang-
ing, and nothing was lacking but the
hangee.

When the hands on OIld John’s
watch were straight up eleven, he
started grumbling about sending out
a posse to round up “that blankety,
blank Secesh sheep-lover.” The Snuff
Boxer’s started edging closer toward
the churchyard. The Bee Cave women
started moving their kids into the
building.

Then the Snuff Boxers stepped
back from the road as a big buggy
with shiny red wheels came flashing
by. Behind the buggy rode six big
fellows with their pistols cocked. The
buggy stopped at the churchyard. Out
stepped Uncle Taylor. Right behind
him walked Bob Lee Simpson. Bob
Lee’'s neck was shaved clean and
sported a high starched collar which
went mighty well with OIld John’s
black wedding suit. Besides Bob Lee,
walked Casie May wearing a lacy
white dress. The two were coming
along, hand in hand.

“You're five minutes late to your
hangin’. Bob Lee Simpson,” bawled
Old John. "That means five minutes
off the ten minutes I'm lettin’ yo«
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have to say your last say on that
scaffold. Constable Jim Earl, claim
the prisoner. All right, officers, let's
start the death march.”

When the Snuff Boxers heard that,
they started toward the Bee Cavers
and the Bee Cavers toward the Snuff
Boxers. But Uncle Taylor's boys
spurred up and posted themselves
right in the middle, three cocked guns
trained on the Union fellers and three
on the Secesh.

Uncle Taylor put his hand on Old
John'’s shoulder. “If you won't be a-
mindin’, John,” he said, “I'll just
walk along with the boy and stand by
while you're sendin’ him off.”

Old John frowned hard. But Uncle
Taylor fell into line beside Constable
Jim Earl and Bob Lee with the j. p.
leading the march and the two depu-
ties bringing up the rear. Thirty steps
to the scaffold and thirteen steps uo
the scaffold. Uncle Taylor looked
neither to the left nor the right, but
he kept step all the time.

The party reached the top of the
gallows and faced the crowd. Jim
Earl moved Bob Lee directly under
the rope. Uncle Taylor edged up
next to Old John. The deputy handed
the j. p. his blackbook. OIld John
opened the book, cleared his throat
and got ready to read. Then as calm-
ly as he'd slip the skin off a butch-
ered steer, Uncle Taylor reached over
and grabbed that book.

“Just a minute, John,” he said loud
so the crowd could hear him. “I al-
ways had a hankering to see what
that derned thing said.”

Uncle Taylor flipped the blank
cover to the title page. And he was
the maddest feller in Texas. “Just
what | thought,” he bellowed. “This
ain’'t no real law book. It's a military
rule book our fellers used in the
Civil War. | got one just like it at
home. John Turner, you ain't been
runnin’ a court. You been runnin’ a
court martial to mess up good cow-
men ’cause you got shot in a fair
fight at Gettysburg.”

HE CROWD started buzzing
like a nest of bull hornets. Old
John tried to say something, but his

tongue was dryer than Dry Creek in
August. “The book does say,” Uncle
Taylor went on, ‘that any army feller
caught stealin’ a live animal has to be
hung. But, John even if this was the
army, which it ain’t, you couldn’t
hang Bob Lee Simpson.

“For that same book says, a little
piece further on, that mercy’'s gotta
be-showed a new-married man.”

Uncle Taylor paused for a minute.
Then he called out, “Cassie May
Simpson, come up here and git your
new-married husband out of the mess
he's in. And keep a closer eye on him
than you would a yearlin’ bull 'cause
he steps in more messes than a bull.”

My uncle started laughing and
everybody else was roaring except
poor OIld John standing up there
shamed as a whipped puppy. By that
time, the Bee Cavers were crowding
up on the scaffold after Cassie May
to shake hands with Bob Lee and con-
gratulate him. Uncle Taylor's boys
put up their guns as the Snuff Box-
ers joined the line that surged for-
ward. Then, suddenly, everybody be-
gan shaking hands with everybody
else—Bee Cavers with Snuff Boxers,
Unionist with Secesh, cowman with
cowman. And their wives were smack-
ing each other.

Uncle Taylor held up his hand.
“Now let's git down from this dang
thing and eat dinner,” he said. “You
Bee Cave folks divvy up with them
from Snuff Box what didn’t bring
any thing and help give that young
couple a big weddin’ day. Eat hearty,
‘cause tomorrow Bee Cave and Snuff
Box is ridin’ out to show them sheep
fellers the way back across the Perde-
nales.”

It was the biggest wedding day and
the biggest Independence Day any-
body had ever seen. Old John went
home to write out his resignation and
pack his belongings. But Bee Caver
and Snuff Boxer ate and smoked and
swapped range talk with nary a shoot-
in’ rod in sight.

Uncle Taylor sat in the middle of
the big crowd of his neighbors from
both communities. ‘I was takin’ a
chance,” he said, “when 1 figgered
John’s book was the same as mine.

(Continued On Fnge 9")



Cass got the trigger
itch and shot old
Hen Shoup off the top
of the stage.

TEAKETTLE KID

by RICHARD BRISTER

An outsider would have thought
Johnny Curtis was yellow, the
way he took everything that
ornery son, Hurl, felt like hand-
ling out. Hut Johnny figured he
was beholden to Hurl, and it
took guts to slick by his ethics,
even if it was all damn non-
sense. Hut the time came when
Johnny figured he didn't owe
Hurl any more . . .

CCORDIN’ to what it says in
A the Bible, them that's got will

git, an' them that ain’t got will
just have to make the best they can of
it. Ain’t but one case where 1 seen it
to fail, and that was this ruckus be-
tween Burl and Johnny. Johnny took
the short end of the stick off of Burl
for a good many years. ..

To understand how come Johnny
was willing to take such a shoving
around off of Burl, all those years,
you got to remember that Johnny's old
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man was Cass Curtis. Cass wasn't
worth the powder, and everyone
knowed it, includin’ him. He was the
kind of man that seemed to be made
to order for trouble. When he got
the trigger itch and shot old Hen
Shoup off the top of the stage, he
signed his own death warrent. | rec-
kon Cass knowed it; he forked
-leather and commenced to ride out
in a real hurry, forgetting what he'd
held up the stage for.

The posse caught up with him in
Kingman’s Canyon, and Cass made a
pretty good stand for a couple hours.
It never was settled for certain who
nailed him. Most of us that rode out
on that posse figured it was either
Lindsay Dixon or old Adam Boyce
that pumped the slug into Cass that
give him trouble with his breathing.

“l guess it was me,” says old Adam.

Adam runs the Teakettle. He's one
of these men that takes everything
mighty serious, and looking down at
what's left of Cass, up there in King-
man’s Canyon, he says, “Well, 1
s’pose it's good riddance, but it's kind
of hard on young Johnny, this makes
him an orphan.”

“That ain't none of your lookout.
Adam,” says Mart Egan.

Adam points down at Cass. “If it
wa3 my bullet made that hole in
Cass,” he says, “I figure the boy is
my lookout. It ain't the boy’s fault
his old man had to ride crooked.”

“What're you fixin’ to do about
it?” grins Mart. It is plain enough
what he figures. He figures Adam is
just running off windy, and ain’t fix-
ing to do a blame thing for young
Johnny Curtis.

“I'm fixing to take him out to Tea-
kettle,” says Adam, “and raise him.”

Well, sir, they wasn't a man in that
posse didn’t let out a silent cheer for
Adam Boyce, about then, except may-
be Mart Egan, who was reddenin’ up
some. Me and Adam rode straight
into town to fetch the boy out of the
shack he’d been sharin’ with Cass.
Somehow or other the news had beat
us in, though.

“Shorty,” says Adam, "you’d better
come along inside with me. This
ain't going to be easy.”

Well, and it wasn’t. That twelve-

year-old boy had been shook right
down to his foundations. AIll he
knowed, this moment, was that Cass
was dead, that his heart was broke in
seventeen pieces, and that we’d rode
with the posse. “Go away,” he says
when we poke in the door. “Go away.
You shot my father.”

OW THIS is something close to
Adam'’s conscience, and it just
serves to set him harder than ever on
doing what he can to help the kid.
“Son,” he says, “l ain’'t going to in-
sult you by trying to talk you out of
your natural grief at a time like this
I come here to say you're welcome to
live out at the Teakettle, if you like.”
“l don’- want no favors from you,”
Johnny says, brittle.

“1 can undersand that,” says Adam.
“1 ain’'t offerin’ any. You'll work for
your keep, if you take up my offer;
if it turns out you're a good worker
why, you’ll draw pay like the others
out there.”

“1 don’t want none of your money,
mister,” says Johnny. But then he
hesitates, and you can tell he is won-
dering what's going to happen to him
now, with Cass out of the picture.
He’s like a frightened rabbit that sees
just one hole to run to. “I'll go out

there and work for my board
though.”
The kid didn’'t have much of a

packing problem. He throwed a few
clothes in a gunny sack, and picked
up a man-size lariat he seemed to set
a good deal of story by, and he wai
ready to ride.

Well, sir, the kid is going through
pretty bad times, and the gang out at
Teakettle tries hard to make the boy
feel like he's welcome. All except
Adam’s youngster, fourteen-year-old
Burl. Happened | was in the bunk-
house takin’ some horizontal exercise
on my bunk, when Burl set to work
on young Johnny, who was tryin’ to
fix his own bunk up. “How old're
you?” Burl says.

“Twelve,” says Johnny.

“You don't look it,” says Burl, who
is one of these over-growed bully
boys, and figures size is important.
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Johnny don’t say nothing to that.
Burl looks at the lariat hung on the

wall peg over Johnny's bunk.
“Where'd you get that old hunk of
rope, kid?”

“It ain't an old hunk of rope,”
flares up Johnny. “It's a lariat.”

“Where'd you get it?”

“M-my- p-pop gave it to m-me.”

“Cut out that blubberin’* says
Burl. “That's for girls... It ain't
much of a rope, but 1 might be able
to use it.”

He reaches out, casual-like, to take
the rope. But Johnny stops sniffling
in a hurry, and beats Burl to it
“That's my rope. Pop gave it to me.
You can’t have it.”

“You better keep on the good side
of me,” Burl says. "Someday I'm
going to own the Teakettle, lock
stock, an’ barrel.”

“Let the kid alone, Burl,” I cut in.
“He’s been through a pretty rough
time the last couple hours."

“You shut up, Shorty,” Burl tells
me.

“Now, lissen, you spoiled little—"

“You want me to tell Pop you're
loafing on your bunk when you're
s'posed to be cleaning out stables
Shorty?”

“Ah!”

“Just you keep your nose out of
my business,” says Burl, and turns
back to the youngster. “You going to
gimme that rope?”

“No,” says Johnny.

Like | say, Burl is an only son,
and he pretty much gets his way
around Teakettle. It is wonderful to
see the thwarted look on his flat face
when Johnny refused to Kknuckle
down to him. “You'll wish you had,”
he says through his teeth, and storms
out of the bunkhouse.

OHNNY IS a boy-of-all-work

around the ranch buildings, tak-
ing his orders from Elmo Pepper, the
Teakettle segundo. Elmo is one of
these hat-in-hand boys, who bows and
scrapes in front of the boss and acts
scared to death of him. Elmo is
mighty carful to keep In good with
the boss’ son, too; so when Burl puts

the bee in EIlmo’s ear about giving
Johnny plenty of work to do, EImo
nods and doesn’t ask questions.

Work! Why, that boy is a slave!
Dawn till dusk, he is kept busy,
cleaning our stables, mending corral
fence, digging post holes. Burl stands
around watching, with his hands in
his pockets, and a cat-ate-the-canary
grin on his sassy young face.

It's easy to see how he means to
break Johnny, and once | overhear
him saying, “You ready to hand over
that lariat yet?”

“No,” says Johnny, and goes right
on working.

Old Adam comes back from a cat-
tleman’s convention, down in Dallas.
He sees how hard young Johnny is
working, and | overhear him asking
Elmo about that. “Ain’t he going at

it a little too hard?” says Adam,
frowning.

“Why, no, sir,” says Elmo, bowing
and scraping. “1 mean — | can’t help

it if the boy wants to try to kill him-
self working, can 1?”

“Oh, you mean it's his own idea?”
Adam.

“Why, yes. Yes, sir, it surely is,”
says that two-faced Elmo. “He says
he wants to earn his way and not be
beholden.”

“Hmmmmm,” says old Adam. He
goes into the house, real thoughtful. |
reckon he talks it over pretty
thorough with his woman, because
the upshot is: the old man moves
Johnny is going to eat up there with
the Boyces, and be like one of the
family.

Burl's face was a mile out of
joint, when he seen how his game had
boomeranged on him. And Johnny
didn’t want to move up there, but the
old man wouldn't take no for an ans-
wer. “Nonsense, boy. Be a good thing
for you. You'll learn nothing worth
while from that rough bunch in the
bunkhouse.”

Kind of odd, watching the way
them two kids reacted, now they was
forced to live with each other, almost
like brothers. They commenced to
put on an act for their elders, making
like they was getting on, all hunky-
dory. But they wasn't pulling my leg
none. | seen that lariat of Johnny’s
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hanging onto Burl's saddle, a couple
days later.

So Burl’'d won, after all was said
and done.

| asked Johnny how come he'd give
in to Burl on that. We was cleaning
stables, and Johnny leaned on his
fork, real sober, when he give me his
answer. “l1 wouldn’t of give it up to
him, Shorty, if the old man hadn’t
made me move into the house. | don't
feel like | belong up there. | feel like
I'm movin’ in on what's rightfully
Burl's. It's his house, an’ his folks
an'—well, I don’'t want nothing that'’s
rightfully his.”

"1 s’'pose,” | scowl at him, “Burl
kind of helped you reach that opin-
ion.”

Johnny’'s cheeks turn kind of
blotchy. “That wouldn’'t change the
facts any.”

“So he's made you feel like you're
poachin’ on territory that's rightfully
his; and that's why you handed the
lariat over?”

"l don’t want to owe him a thing,”
says Johnny, kind of grim. “1 got to
balance the scales all | can.”

“You're soft, kid,” I tell him.
“Burl’'s goin’ to make use of that
softness. Just you watch.”

ELL, SIR, that hunk of lariat

rope was just about the only
thing Johnny had that Burl took any
shine too. Old Adam, he tried to give
Johnny twenty dollars, after the
boy'd been with us a couple of
months. Johnny turned him down on
it. It happened out in the corral,
where | was workin' with Black
Prince. “You dont want the money?”
splutters Adam, puffing his cheeks
out at Johnny. “Are you crazy, young
fellow?”

“l said I'd work for my keep, Mr.
Boyce. Bed and board is good enough
pay for the work I'm doin’.”

"Why, son, you're working like a
demon. You're worth—"

“1 don’t want the money,” insists
Johnny.

Old Adam looks at him. “You're
young,” he says finally. “1'm going to
put this money aside each payday,
son. When you get to be twenty-one,

you may change your tune some; be
a nice grubstake for you.”

So that was the way it was left
between Johnny and Adam. You
should of seen the look on Burl’s
face when he heard about it from
Elmo Pepper.

"Why, he's off his noodle,” snaps
Burl. “Whoever heard of anybody
who didn't want money?”

“What's got you so excited. Burl?”
says Elmo.

I answer that one for him. “Burl
probably figured he could of ‘worked’
Johnny for part of his paycheck
every month, Elmo. Kind of too bad
for you now, ain't it, Burl?”

“You shut up, Shorty!”

“Why, son, I'm all sympathy for
your hard luck. 1—”

“Just you shut up,” Burl snaps at
me. And him bein’ the boss’ son, |
find things to do elsewhere.

Well, sir, you might think Johnny
hasn’t got anything that Burl can do
him out of, but if you'll think back
on your own childhood, you'll realize
that money ain’t so important.

I mind the day, a week or so later,
when old Adam decided to take the
rig into town to fetch a trunk from
the railroad depot. He wanted some-
body to go along in with him and
help tote that trunk. That kind of job
naturally laid between Burl and
Johnny. Adam sent me to fetch one of
them in a hurry.

I found them out by the south
forty, where Johnny was patching
the bobwire fence, while Burl stood
watching. “Johnny,” | says, “put up
them pliers an’ come a-runnin’. Boss
wants you to go along into town on
an errand.”

You never see a pair of eyes light
up like Johnny’'s. Life can get al-
mighty dull around a ranch, and a
touch of town life looms up mighty
big when you're just a wide eyed but-
ton. It come to me that Johnny hadn’t
had a chance to ride in since he'd
arrived at Teakettle.

“Gosh,” he says. "That'll be dandy.
Shorty.”

“Wait a minute,” says Burl, kind
of sour. Me and Johnny look at him.
“I'd kind of like that trip myself.”

That's all he says. He spreads his



TEAKETTLE KID 81

cards, and lets them lay there in front
of Johnny. And | can see that soft
side in Johnny taking over.

“Well,” he mumbles, “if you're set
on goin’, Burl "

“l1 am,” says Burl,
and nasty. “I sure am.”

“Now, looka here,” | try to cut in.

“You shut up, Shorty. This is be-
tween me and Johnny.” he turns them
sassy eyes of his back on Johnny.
“Well, how about?” ,

“You go ahead, Burl,” mumbles
Johnny. “Tell your pop | didn't feel
like goin'.”

Burl lit out on the run. Me, 1 lit
into Johnny. “Why, you tarnation
young fool,” | say. “How long you
goin’ to let that spoiled brat use you
for a door mat? You know daggone
well you'd of been pleased as Punch
to take that trip into town.”

kind of mean

“l owe Burl a lot though,” says
Johnny.

“Huh?”

“I'm livin’ in his house. I'm even

sharin’ his parents with him, in a
way,” says Johnny; "he figures I'm
buttin’ in.”

“He would.”

“He’s right though, Shorty. Any-
time | can do him a favor, | guess
I'll do it. I don’t like bein’ beholden.”

“You got too daggone much pride,
boy.”

“Well, that's something Burl, can't
ask me to hand over to him,” says

Johnny.
“You're mighty young if you be-
lieve it,” | tell him.

OHNNY’S PRIDE is just the

thing Burl tries to make the or-
phan kid hand over, as the months
skid past. Burl is one of these boys
that loves to ride a spirit-broke horse,
and the trait carries over. Every time
him and Johnny have a clash of wills,
Burl forces Johnny to back down, re-
mindin’ the orphan kid that he’s an
interloper, here at Teakettle.

I mind the day | give Johnny a
beat up old jacknife. Wasn't a half-
hour before Burl'd seen it, and talked
Johnny into handing it over. Old
Adam would give Burl a chore to do,
and Burl, he'd beeline for Johnny

and talk Johnny into doin’ it for him.

Once old Adam got kind of sore,
and asked Burl what was the big idea.
“Me and Johnny tossed a coin to see
if he'd do that job for me, or if I'd
clean stables for him in the morning,”
says Burl, just as bold-faced as if
there was truth in it.

“And you won?” says Adam.

“That's right, Pop.”

You wouldn’t think a growed man
could be took in so easy. But there
ain't no denyin’ Burl had a shrewd
way about him, when it come to ex-
plainin’ things to the old man. And I
don’'t have to remind you that a
man’s like to wear blinders where
his son is concerned. Specially when
it's only son.

Well, sir, the years roll by without
no particular change in the state of
affairs between them two younkers.
Burl uses Johnny pretty much for a
doormat and hands him the short end
of every stick, and Johnny takes it
with half a smile, on account of he
figures he don't really belong on Tea-
kettle to start with.

I mind the night old Adam has
some of the neighborin’ ranchers and
their families in for a barbecue sup-
per. Chester Gardner's girl, Livy,
appears to have turned out real good
to look at, and you can just bel Burl
and Johnny was all calf eyes when
they seen her. Johnny was eighteen
now, Burl, he was twenty. And the
girl bein’ just seventeen, with kind
of reddish brown hair and big blue
eyes—well, there was bound to be
some sparks throwed off between
Johnny and Burl when the girl come
into the picture.

I really think she took a shine to
ycung Johnny. He wasn’t the skinny
underfed runt he'd been when he
first come to Teakettle. He'd got
some height, his face had filled out,
and he'd turned out nice enough
lookin’. Burl was much bigger, and a
whole lot more impressive, on ac-
count of his ways. He couldn’t un-
derstand what Livy’'d see in Johnny,
streak come out in him.

Matters come to a head underneath
the old cottonwood, out back of the
ranch house, where Johnny and the
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girl had gone to discuss a few matters
of a personal nature. Burl, he was
just plain burned up to think the girl
could prefer Johnny to him. Wasn't
long before we seen him sidling over
that way and cutting himBelf in on
the party.

I never did find out what was said.
Whatever was said, it couldn’'t of
been very friendly, judging from the
way we seen Johnny and Burl square
off against each other. They looked
like nothin’ so much as a a pair of
young dogs, bristling and growling
and raising their hackles. Then all
of a sudden Burl brings his hand
around and slaps Johnny a good one
on the side of the face.

I sech johnny’s arm twitch, all the
way over from where | was a-stand-
ing, and | was thinkin’, “Good. Now
mebbe he’s had his fill, and he’ll give
Burl a taste of it.”

But Johnny got himself back in
control He run the backs of his fing-
ers over the red welt on his face, then
turned tail on Burl and walked away.
That pretty young girl was staring
after him with her mouth hanging
down, like she couldn’t believe it,

ELL SIR, it didn't take no

mind reader to tell she figured
young Johnny was vyellow, where
Burl v/as concerned. And in a way,
you couldn't blame her. Nobody but
us Teakettle folks understood what
kept holding Johnny back, where
Burl was concerned, and we wasn't
spreading the facts around any.
Adam wouldn’'t like it. And besides,
we dicn’* see where it was anybody’s
business but our own.

So the girl figured Johnny was
made out of paper on the inside, and
her nose commenced to lift towards
him, just a little. That put him out of
joint in a real hurry, him havin’ his
pride, and throwed the girl straight
towards Burl.

Her and Burl got real thick, from

then on. Don’'t know how such a
sweet, pretty thing could stomach
Burl. 'Course, like |1 say, he was a

real smooth customer, when he chose
to be. Another thing: the girl’'s folks
knowed Burl was a real catch, and
told the girl she couldn’'t do herself

no harm cottoning up to the man that
was going to inherit Teakettle.

I never figured it was that though.
She never struck me that way; |
always figured she was still gone on
Johnny. Hurt her pride, to see him
knuckle down like he’d done. And
she give Burl a play just to show
Johnny.

Well, sir, | guess | been as close to
Johnny as anyone else on Teakettle.
Them next few years wasn't easy for
him, 1 can tell you. He was gone on
that Livy Gardner, just as daft on the
girl as he knowed how to be. Trouble
of it was he kept seein’ her around
the ranch, when she come on a visit,
or come ridin’ with Burl, and that
made it tarnation hard for him to
ﬁure himself of his feelings towards

er.

“Son,” | tell him. “You got a bad
case of it, if I ever see one. Why
don’t you do somethin’ about it?”

“Like what. Shorty?”

“They’s one sure way to get a girl
off your mind, Johnny.”

“How?”

"Marry her.”

He grins, kind of half-hearted. “I
can't marry Livy.”

“Why not?”

“She wouldn’t have me. And be-
sides, Burl wants her.”

“Son,” | groan at him, “when you
going to r’ar up on your hind feet and
get your rights around here? You
done enough work around here, all
these years, to more than pay for
your keep, an’ you know it. You don’t
owe Burl or old Adam a bloomin’
thing And | ain’t so sure that
girl wouldn't have you, if you'd get
in there and make a fight of it for
her, and show your gumption.”

He looks up, real hopeful. “Honest,
Shorty. You think—"

“l seen her throw them big blue
eyes at you, boy, when she figured
nobody would catch her at it.”

He takes his good time to digest
this. It id plain he would almost give
his right arm to have a free track
with the girl. But that old stumbling
block is even stronger than what he
feels towards Livy Gardner.

"l wouldn't try to take her from
Burl. The old man gave me a home
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when | was orphaned. He fed me,
and put clothes on my back, and
treated me straight as a string, and |
just don’t figure the work I've done
is enough to square that account,
Shorty.”

It was a pretty kettle of fish, all
right. There just wasn’'t no talking to
the stubborn younker about it. He
had that idea fixed in his head, and
seemed like nothing was going to dis-
lodge it.

HE WHOLE thing come to
Ta head finally, on Burl's
twenty-third birthday. Like | say,
the sun rises and sets on Burl around
Teakettle. Adam throwed a shindig
tor Burl's birthday, and you can just
bet the Gardners was over.

I seen Burl acting mighty self-im-
portant all evenin’. He was dressed
sharp as a dude, and they was some-
thing kind of edgy and nervous about
the way he was actin’. Along towards
the end of the party, I seen Adam
give a big wink at the boy, and Burl,
he grabbed Livy by the hand and led
her down toward the cottonwood.

Johnny was makin’ the best face he
could on things, actin’ as if what
Burl and the girl done didn't matter
to him.

My curiosity bump was itchin’. |
sidled over alongside of Adam, and
pretty soon he spilled it. He was that
full of his news, he had to spill it

“Burl’s gunna propose,” he whis-
pers at me.

“P-propose?”

“l1 figure at twenty-three, he’s old
enough for it. I'm makin’ him a full
partner in Teakettle, the day he gets
married.” Adam chuckles. “Figured
that might just stack the cards a
leetle bit in his favor, if the girl
ain’t too sure of her mind.”

Right then was when | commenced
tc think what it says in the Bible.
Them that’s got, gits, and it sure did
look to be the way things was going.
Burl'd always had the best of it; he
took everything Johnny ever had, or
even wanted, and now he was about
to ice down the girl.

I was watchin’ Burl’'s face mighty
close when him and the girl come
sashayin’ back to the party. Burl

looked kind of sour, especially when
the girl made a beeline for young
Johnny Curtis. She grabbed Johnny
by the hand and took him away from
there in a hurry. Burl come over to
where me and Adam was standin’
Adam says “What is all this, Burl?
Did she say yes?”

Burl looks like he just ate a worm.
“She’s stuck on him; she says it
wouldn’t be fair to marry me, feelin’
like she does, until she's spoke to him
and found out how she stands with
him ”

Adam’s face is commencing to
cloud some. "You mean —with John-
ny! Why, he don’'t say two words to
Livy in a month of Sundays.”

"I know it,” says Burl. “She’s still
stuck on him, Pop.”

“And him on her, Adam,” | cut in.

“You keep out of this, Shorty,”
snaps Burl. | guess he don’'t want me
to spill the reason for Johnny avoid-
ing the girl, all this time.

Right then, Johnny and the girl
come walking back towards the party.
Johnny’s face is white as a shtet, and
I never see a boy register such pain
as is in his young eyes. Livy has a
set smile on her face and is walking
straight and proud, and kind of mad
like, the way a woman will when
she’s throwed her pride away to try
and get the man she wants and he’s
told her there ain’t nothing doing.

The girl gives a look at Burl that
says he can have her, if he still wants
her Burl kind of struggles with him-
self a wnile, but like | say, this girl
is a dilly for looks, and you can just
sec Bur. commencing to weaken.

“You better think on this, boy.”
grits old Adam. "It ain't like a
Boyce to play second fiddle; mebbe
this ain’'t the girl that can make you
happy.”

"I don’t care, Pop,” grumbles Burl.
He is used to getting whatever he
wants, and it is a habit he don’t have
no intention of interrupting. He
walks over to join Livy, throwing a
hard look in Johnny’'s direction

HNNY COMES up to where me
and Adam are standing. ”Mr,

Boyce,” he says, in a strained voice,

“1 want you to know I'll never forget
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what you've done for me.”

“What's that?” says Adam, kind of
on his dignity with Johnny, on ac-
count of this Livy trouble.

“1 guess I'm old enough now,” says
Johnny, “to make out on my own.
I'll be leavin Teakettle, first thing in
the mornin’, and—"

“Leavin’ Teakettle!” says Adam,
shocked. “What in tarnation for?”

“Personal reasons,” says Johnny.

He was daft on the girl, you see.
He'd give her up, in favor of Burl.
But he sure didn't intend to stick
around and crucify himself by watch-
ing her marry his rival. Johnny
wanted to line out of this place, my
pronto, and | sure couldn’t blame him
for that.

I guess Adam seen the way of it.
He frowns at the ground for a while
then says, “All right, son. You'll be
twenty-one in a few more months. |
reckon you know your own mind.
Come along with me; I got something
for you. Shorty, you come along for
a witness.”

Old Adam leads the way into the
house and opens up the big wall safe
in the parlor. “Son,” he says, “you
been here nine full years plus three
months. Now, let's see ... nine times
twelve months in a year gives a hun-
dred an’ eight and add three. That's
a hundred an’ eleven months in all.
Multiply that by twenty dollars a
month wages and you've got—~"
Adam scribbles some figures on a
sheet of paper’— twenty-two hun-
dred an twenty dollars a-coming to
you ”

He peels hundred dollar bills off
a big roll, adds a lone twenty to it,
and hands it over to young Johnny
Curtis.

Johnny looks down at that money,
and | can see he’s sure tempted. He's
about to go out in the world on his
own, and it's a sure thing a grub-
stake like the one Adam’s offering to
him would make things pretty easy
for Johnny. | suppose Johnny is
thinking of the back-breaking work
he put in a: Teakettle to earn that
money, and of the insults he took off
of Burl, and of the girl.

But in the end, he hands that
money right back to Adam. “You

gave me a home when | was orphaned,
Mr. Boyce. You don’'t owe me any-
thing.”

“Son,” says Adam, “don't be a
blithering idiot. Take that money.”

“You take it,” says Johnny, real
sober. “You take it, an’ that'll wipe
the slate clean. I'll walk out of here,
and | won't feel beholden. Buy Burl
some kind of a wedding present with
that money, Mr. Boyce.”

“Boy,” snaps Adam, getting worked
up now, “I1—"

“Thanks anyway,” says Johnny,
and walks right out on us.

Adam looks at me, and splutters,
"Go after him, Shorty. Mebbe you
can talk some sense into him.”

Well, sir, Johnny wasn't in no
mood for party doings, right about
then. He made a beeline for out back
of the corral, where he could be alone
with his thoughts. Happens Burl'd
took the girl out there some minutes
beforehand, having some important
matters to get straightened out with
Miss Livy.

Burl must of figured Johnny was
busting in on him and Miss Livy a—
purpose. Me, | was a good thirty
yards back of Johnny, but | never
missed none of the byplay between
them two proddy young roosters.

“You!” snaps out Burl. "I had
about enough of you for one night.”

“If 1 was you, Burl,” says Johnny,
soft but edgy, “I'd put a curb bit on
that kind of sass. | ain’'t in no mood
for it.”

“Ain’'t you?” says Burl, kind of
sneery. It is plain he means to show
the girl she din't miss out on much
man when she failed to nab Johnny.
“l got a good mind to feed you a
fistful of knuckles.”

“Oh, for Heaven's sake, Burl,”
says the girl, “stop it.” But she is
looking towards Johnny, wondering
jhu_st how much manhood he has in

im.

Johnny says, “I'm leavin’ Teakettle
in the mornin’, Burl.”

“You expect us to cry for you?"

“Your pop,” goes on Johnny, "paid
me twenty-two hundred odd dollar#
back wages. | handed it back to him;
I told him to buy you a wedding pre-
sent with the money. | figure that

(Continued On P»ge 8S)



BOEDER LAW

by CHUCK MARTIN

(author of “Six-Shooter Sin-Buster”)

Pete Brody and Hide-Out Clemens both figured that Clemens

had finished that ranger, Jeff Barker. So it icas good strategy

for Barker and his partner to let them think they were right,
and Tom Slade was up against them both alone.

der town of Ulane and racked
his bay Morgan horse at the tie-
rail in front of the Silver Dollar sa-
loon. Scarred bull-hide chaps over
worn gray pants marked him for a
brush popping cowboy, and the hang
of the forty-five six-shooter on his
right leg announced that he was
above passing average on the draw-
and-shoot.
The tall Texan flicked his eyes to
a saloon in the next block where
another tall Texan was tying up in
front of the Drovers Rest. Tom Slade
was his saddle-pard, but they were
playing solo hands for the present.
Both men wore the badges of Texas
Rangers inside their shirts, and both
had the same dogged purpose in

J EFF Barker rode into the bor-

mind. Orders were to take Pete
Brody, dead or alive.
Barker shouldered through the

swinging batwings and stopped at the
end of the bar. He crooked a finger
at the fat bartender, and gave his

order casually. “Small beer, Fat!”

Fat Ransom sighed deeply as he
drew one. His lips barely moved as he
wiped the spilling collar from the
beer with a bone stick, and picked up
a silver coin from the bar. “Watch
Hide out Clemens!”

A six-shooter roared from the far
end of the bar, and a lock of black
hair leaped from the bartender’s head.
Then a slight trace of blood trickled
down his pale face.

“Mebbe that will teach you not to
whisper!” a heavy voice barked sav-
agely.

Jeff Barker pushed away from the
bar as he turned to face a wide-shoul-
dered man who glared at him from be-
hind a smoking .45 Colt. “I reckon a
man can pass the time of day with a
customer,” Barker said quietly.
“What put you on the prod that away,
stranger?"

“The name is Pete Brody, at your
service,” the gun-man introduced him-
self harshly. “You looking for me?”
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He was a tall blocky man with
shifty close set eyes, and he carried
the look of the killer. Cowhorn mus-
taches framed a loose sneering mouth,
and he wore crossed gunbelts around
his thick hips.

Jeff Barker shifted his feet as he
talked against time. He knew Hide-
out Clemens, the thin jasper stand-
ing just behind big Pete Brody. Cle-
mens could shake a derringer down
his right sleeve, and even now the
gun-sneak’s greenish eyes were glow-
ing with a reddish undertone of dead-
ly threat.

"l just came in for a beer to slake
the trail-dust from my throat,” the
tall young Ranger murmured. He
drank deeply, returned the glass to
the bar, and tipped his hat low over
his eyes with his left hand. “Reckon
I'll roll along,” he added quietly.

“You'll roll hell and put a chunk
under it!” Brody contradicted vi-
ciously. “You and your pard rode into
Ulane to get me and Hide-out, you
fiddle-footin’ star-toter!”

Fat Ransom twisted uneasily as he
glanced at Clemans. He tried to wet
his lips with a tongue that sounded
like a snake looping through dry
sand, then ducked down suddenly be-
hind the bar.

Usually it took one Ranger to tame
a town, but the Brody gang had been
on the Wanted list for more than a
year. Jeff Barker wondered if Tom
Slade had heard the shot, and then
he saw Pete Brody bait the cross-
fire trap.

RODY slapped for his twin six-
B shooters, and Barker matched
the move, but did it faster. Clemens
had fanned out to the side, and the
lanky gun-hawk was shaking his right
arm down.

The ranger's gun leaped to his
hand with flame belching from the
muzzle, and the roar was blended
with the vicious bark of the snub-
nosed forty one in Clemens’'s lean
hand. Clemens jerked to the right
with a bullet-burn across his- gun
hand. Jeff Barker fell like a steer
under a pole ax, and the swiftness of
his fall probably saved his life.

Pete Brody had finished his draw,
and two slugs crashed from his mur-
der-guns and thudded into the wall
just over the falling ranger’'s head.
Brody ran for the back door as thud-
ding boots sounded out in front.

Tom Slade shouldered through the
swinging doors with his law-gun
cradled in his fist. He slid to a stop
when he saw Jeff Barker on his back
in the sawdust, and Slade’'s gray eyes
narrowed and grew bleak with a Kill-
ing hatred. He holstered his pistol
slowly when he saw Hide-out Cle-
mens watching him from behind
hooded lids. Like the eyes of a snake
before a sudden strike.

“You Kkilled Jeff!” Slade accused
Clemens. “l savvy gun-talk, and |
heard that sneak forty-one of yours
doing a duet with Jeff's forty-five f’

“Ask Fat,” Clemens said with a
sneer. “Your pard and big Pete shot
it out, and the law shot second. Tell
him, Fat!”

“Pete threw a pair of slugs at
Jeff,” Fat Ransom answered shakily.
“Then he dogged it out the back
door!”

“Yo're a damn liar!” Clemens con-
tradicted viciously. “Pete never
dogged it from a gun-hawk in his life.
He said you'd know where to find
him if you wanted to play out your
pardner’s string!”

“Make your fight or drag your
rope!” Tom Slade said coldly. “I'll
know where to find you too!”

Hide-out Clemens shrugged and
sidled toward the front door. Slade
watched him for a moment, and then
he knelt beside Jeff Barker. Hia
rugged face twisted with grief as he
saw the blood in the thick curly hair,
and then he forgot all about Clemens
when a muffled groan told of a
spark of life.

“Jeff!” Slade whispered hoarsely.
“Speak to me, pard!”

Barker stirred sluggishly and then
suddenly sat up. His left hand went
to his head, fumbled uncertainly, and
then Barker struggled to his feet.
His right hand slapped to his empty
holster, and then Barker saw his gun
lying against the bar under the brasa
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rail. He stepped back and raised both
hands as memory returned.

“It's Tom, Jeff,” Slade said gruff-
ly. “How bad you hurt?”

Barker blinked and turned his head
slowly. “Did you get Clemens?” he
asked in a far-away voice.

Slade ran to the front doors, but he
returned with a shrug of disappoint-
ment. “Clemens rode off,” he mut-
tered. “How bad you hurt?”

“Just creased on the top of the
skull,” Barker growled, and his deep
voice held a note of shame and
wounded pride. “But I'm sure | got
Clemens in the right arm. | heard the
roar of Brody’s cutter’s when | was
falling, and | figured you'd come on
the run to knock one of them out of
the saddle!”

“You mean Brody didn’'t hit you?”
Fat Ransom asked in a trembling
whisper.

Tom Slade stared at the sawdust
where Hide-out Clemens had stood.
A few spots of blood were visible,
but a man had to look close to see
the sign.

“You must have just scratched him,
Jeff,” Slade said slowly. “1 thought
you were dead, and | didn't know
just what had happened. "l let Cle-
mens ride off!”

Fat Ransom poured a drink of
brandy, and passed it to Barker. The
ranger downed the drink without
question, and then he shook his head
to clear away the fog.

“Clemens said I'd know where to
find Brody,” Slade said slowly. “That
would be across the border in Viejo-
Town!”

Jeff stared at Fat Ransom with a
gleam in his gray eyes. “You can
square yourself, Fat,” he said grimly.
“1I'm a dead man if any one asks you.
Tom will get my horse and lay me
face-down across the saddle. | won-
der if Pete Brody believes in ghosts?"

e * *

OM SLADE staggered from the
Silver Dollar with Jeff Barker
across his left shoulder; he threw the
inert figure across Barker’'s saddle,
mounted his own horse, and rode up

the dusty street leading the bay Mor-
gan horse.

The little cowtown was really two
towns, straddling the border of Texas
and Mexico. A man could stand in
one town and look into the houses in
a foreign country. It was a long
stone’s throw to Viejo or “Old-town”
as most of the Texans called the
sprawling Mexican town on the other
side of the line, but Slade knew that
beady eyes were watching him as he
rode out of town and headed for the
chaparral where Diablo Creek wan-
dered through a bosque of pecan
trees.

When Slade stopped the horses,
Jeff Barker hung like a dead man.
Tom rode a slow circle in the twi-
light, came back to the Morgan, and
spoke softly. “Come to life, ranger.
I'll rassle up a bait of hot grub!”

Jeff Barker flipped his limp wrists
a time or two. and then slid down
with a grim smile on his tanned face.
He knelt at the creek, dipped his
head beneath the tepid water, washed
the blood away, and grinned at his

saddle-pard.

“How’d I do?” he fished for a com-
pliment.

“You ain't funny!” Tom Slade

rapped back. “Gave me the creeps rtd-
ing out of town with you a hangin’
and a-rattlin’ like a corpse. Then you
over-played it when you slipped from
the saddle right across from that Can-
tina, and | had to unload and pack
you back on your saddle I’

“Hide-out Clemens was watching;”
“they baited the first trap, and Cle-
mens might get careless now that he
is sure I'm dead. How about start-
ing that fire?”

Slade grumbled and walked to a
pack near a tethered horse. He picked
up a greasy gunny-sack, took a skil-
let and blackened coffee-pot from the
bag, and gathered dry twigs for a fire.
He watched Barker mix some dark
fluid with a pan of water, prop up a
cracked mirror, and dip his hands im
the diluted lodine.

“We got no jurisdiction across thM
line,” Slade said crossly. “On top 04)
that, Pete Brody is double-fast witfcj
his tools!”
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Jeff Barker swabbed his face with
a ball of cotton, glanced up at Slade
and spoke in rapid Spanish. “Buenos
Noches, Senor. Que hora es?”

Slade unconsciously looked at his
watch. “The hour is seven; say, you
sound like an old country Mex,” he
told Barker.

“Si,” Barker agreed. “So | can go
and come across the line at will. Now
you ride to town and borrow some
rigging from Fat Ransom, and I'll
have supper ready when you get
back.”

TWO TALL men rode to the edge
of Ulane, reined off into a brush
tangle, and only one man rode out.
Tom Slade held his horse to a walk,
knowing that many eyes were watch-
ing him from the windows and door-
ways of darkened houses. Now there
was a difference, and something had
been added to change the appearance
of the ranger. His badge rode in
plain sight on his worn vest, and a
thirty gun rode in the scabbard under
his left saddle-fender.

Slade stopped at the Silver Dollar
and reached his horse at the rail. He
walked inside the saloon, ordered a
tall beer, and looked around as he
left the beer untasted on the wet
mahogany. He could see the lights in
the little adobe houses across the in-
visible border-line in Old-town, and
Slade reached for his beer and sipped
slowly. Then he walked outside and
stood with his back against the front
wall.

A tall slender Mexican was cross-
ing over into Oldtown with jingling
spurs keeping time to the muted
chords of a gut-stringed guitar. The
Mexican wore a serape thrown across
his left shoulder, with the ends
draped across his right leg. Little
silver bells tinkled from the wide
brim of his expensive sombrero as he
shook his head, and then the music
ceased as the player shouldered be-
tween the slatted doors of Cantina,
or Mexican saloon.

The Mexican shifted the guitar to
the back of his shoulder where it
hung from a strong silken cord. He
stomped up to the bar and spoke in

faultless Spanish to the bartender,
asking for a large glass of cold beer.

“Give him tequilla!” a rasping
voice ordered. “I'll pay for it, and
mebbe he can sing a song with some-
thing strong under his belt!”

Hide-out Clemens glared at the
troubador as he gave the order to the
bartender. A bottle and glass stood
before him, and dark eyes watched
with fear from the far end of the bar.

“Cervza.” the Mexican corrected,
and then he spoke in English. “I do
not weesh for the strong drink,
Senor!”

“You'll drink tequilla, and you
drink it pronto!” Clemens said arro-
gantly, and filling a small glass, he
slid it before the smiling musician.
“Then you sing me a song!”

“Perhaps you are the law; no
Senor?” the Mexican asked politely.

“Ho!” Clemens roared. “That's a
good one. You hear him, Pete? He
thinks I'm the law!"

“A ranger, perhaps,” the Mexican
continued. “But | have nothing to
fear; we are in Mexico Viejo T’

“You damn right we're in Old Mex-
ico,” Clemens agreed. “Now you
drink up and have another one for the
road. The law don’t mean a thing to
me and Pete, and Rangers mean even
less than that!”

“Me, | do not wish to drink with
you,” the Mexican answered politely.
“My heart she is filled with sorrow,
Senor. | lose the one good friend this
afternoon.”

“Yeah,” Clemens grunted. “Now
you drink that licker and sing me and
Pete a song!”

The mournful Mexican shook his
head, and the little silver bells chimed
softly. He stopped the movement of
his head suddenly. “The bells will
toll for the dead,” he said in a hushed
whisper. “For the hombre who shoot
my good friend, Senor Jefferson Bar-
ker!”

I IIDE OUT Clemens set his glass

on the bar and faced the Mexi-
can squarely. “l shot that sneak'.n’
ranger!” he boasted. “You say he was

a friend of yours?”

“Si, the best friend 1 had,” the
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Mexican answered. “1 pick them up
where Senor Barker lay them down!”

Pete Brody was talking to a big
American at the far end of the bar,
and he was paying no attention to
Clemens. Hide-out Clemens glared
at the smiling Mexican, and his right
hand was raised at a level with his
shoulder.

“Do not shake the hand, Senor,”
the Mexican purred softly, and now
the serape was pushed aside to show
a black-butted six-shooter thronged
low on his right leg.

“So you're a pard of Jeff Barker’s,”
Clemens sneered, and his right hand
slapped down to throw the snub-
nosed .41 to his waiting palm.

A brown hand slashed sideways as
the Mexican made a draw too swift
for the eye to follow. A crashing ex-
plosion roared out just as Clemens
caught the hide-out gun in his hands.
Clemens was battered back against
the bar with a little black hole in his
forehead, squarely bettween his nar-
row eyes and the Mexican backed be-
tween the swinging doors and raced
soundlessly through the night.

Big Pete Brody jerked around in
time to see Hide-out Clemens fall in
a crumpled heap to the filthy saw-
dust. The hide out gun clattered to
the floor, and after one hasty glance,
Brody ran to the swinging doors.
Then his gun roared three times when
he saw fleeing figure crossing to the
lighted streets of Ulane.

Brody stepped back and entered the
Cantina. The other drinkers had fled
through the back doors, and only the
bartender and the man with whom
Brody had been talking were left.

“Who was that Mex?” Brody asked
the bartender.

“No sabe English, Senor,” the
frightened Mexican whispered.

“You savvy enough,” Brody
growled. “Who was that killer?”

“He say he friend of one Senor
Jeff Barker,” the bartender remem-
bered. “This dead hombre he say he
kill Senor Barker, and the vaquero
he say he take up for his amigo V

Pete Brody stared down at Cle-
mens. “Got him square between the
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eyes,” he muttered. “What you say,
Harry?”

The other American shrugged a
big shoulder. “1 never did cotton none
to Clemens and that sneak gun of
his,” he said carelessly. “But | nev-
er did like them Rangers none either.
There’s only one of them now, ain’t
there?”

“Kerrect,” Brody said grimly. “I
saw Tom Slade ride in not more than
an hour ago, and he racked his hoss
in front of the Silver Dollar. He's
looking for me, and I've kept him
waiting long enough!”

“We’'ll slip over there and fan out,”
Harry Trode suggested. “Slade is no
creeping shail with his hog-leg, but
we'll work the old cross-fire on him.
He never saw me, and he will be
watching you.”

Brody reached into a pocket and
brought out some pieces of gold.
“Part of the bank loot from San An-
tone,” he said with a grim smile as
he winked at Trode. Then he spoke to
the trembling bartender. “Tell the
undertaker to put Clemens away nice.
There’s a hundred dollars to pay the
bill, and we’ll be back for the funeral
manana."

EFF BARKER was in a little

room behind the bar, removing

the dark stain from his hands and
face. Then he changed from the tight
pantalones to his worn gray pants,
shrugged into his vest with the Ran-
ger's badge pinned on the left side,
and tugged his gray Stetson down
over his curly brown hair.

The rangers had no jurisdiction
across that line which separated
Texas from Mexico, and Jeff Barker
smiled grimly as he glanced at the
clothing he had borrowed from Fat
Ransom. Now the guitar was stand-
ing in a corner with the gaudy scrape
draped across it, and the ranger
slipped from the room and entered
the bar-room by the back way.

He raised his eyes slightly when he
saw a Rurale talking to Ransom, and
then the Mexican officer saw Tom
Slade. He spoke politely as he
greeted the ranger.



BORDER LAW

"l am making search for a country-
man of mine who played the guitar
in Oldtown, Senor. You have seen
him, no?”

"He went that way,” Slade an-
swered, and indicated the alley to-
ward the east. “What was the shoot-
ing across the line?”

“American name of Clemens was
shot between the e>es,” the Rurale
explained. “It was self defense, but
I have my duty. Adios, Senor Ran-
ger.”

As the Mexican officer hurried
away, Slade walked up to Jeff Bar-
ker, he said quietly. “A Mexican just
shot Hide-out Clemens between his
squinchy eyes!”

“I'm glad it was a Mexican,” Bar-
ker said slowly. “No matter what hap-
pens, we have no official business
south of the border. By the way, keep
an eye out for a heavy-set gent name
of Harry Trode. He was talking with
Pete Brody, and he’s on the Wanted
list. They will be over here soon, and
you watch this Trode hombre for the
old cross-fire!”

“Have your gun in your hand,
Jeff,” Slade suggested. “Brody is
double fast, and on top of that, he
thinks you are dead!”

“1'll get out back for a while,” Bar-
ker said thoughtfully. “Pete Brody
thinks he finished what Hide-out
Clemens started, and it might help
some to keep up the illusion for a
time!”

Silver Dollar tie-rail and
ground-tied his horse with trailing
reins for a fast get-away, in the event
a quick start was indicated. Harry
Trode had tied up a few minutes ear-
lier, a. d was now drinking slowly at
the front end of the long bar.

Trode did not turn when Brody
shouldered between the swinging
doors, his spurs dragging and chim-
ing to the tread of the outlaw’s boots.
But Trode did glance in the back-
bar mirror, and he saw Tom Slade
push slightly away from the bar with
his six-shooter in the clear.

Several men recognized Brody and
backed slowly to the far wall out of
the line of fire. Pete bellied up to the

(Coullnned On P»ge #8)
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bar, his back to Trode, and facing the
grim-faced ranger. This was Slade’s
first meeting with the deadly border
outlaw. Slade’s badge was in plain
sight on his vest, but he seemed in no
hurry to call for a show-down.

“Whiskey straight, and a chaser of
the same,” Brody told Fat Ransom.

The fat bardog reached for a bot-
tle and two pony glasses, and he slid
the glasses down the wet mahogany
Then he expertly sent the quart bot-
tle sliding down the smooth board,
and it came to rest in front of Brody.
After which Ransom stepped back
and leaned against the back-bar with
an expression of fear and dread in
his large dark eyes.

Brody filled both glasses and held
them in his two hands. He made two
rapid passes at his loose mouth,
wiped his lips with the back of a
hairy hand, and replaced both glasses
on the bar. Then he seemed to see
Tom Slade for the first time.

"Evenin’, ranger,” he said quietly.
“What brings you to this den of in-
iquity at an hour like this?”

“Sinners,” Slade answered curtly.
“The law never rests when law-break-
ers are loose and on the prowl!”

“l get around,” Brody said conver-
sationally. “You looking for some one
in particular? 1 might have seen
them.”

“There was one, but | scratched
him off my wanted list.” Slade said
sternly.

Brody poured a single drink, this
time with his left hand. He downed
the whiskey, flicked a glance at Har-
ry Trode in the back-bar mirror, and
turned to lean against the bar.

“What happened to this feller you
don’'t want any more?” he asked soft-

“He was Kkilled over in Oldtown
not long ago,” Slade said carelessly
"Slender gun-sneak by the name of
Hide-out Clemens. Sc ms like he tan-
gled with a guitar-playing vaquero,
and Clemens shot second!”

"You wasn't there!” Brody
growled, and his face was dark with
rage. “You rangers can't cross that
line!”

“The rurales can’t cross over here
on official business, but we get
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along,” Slade said with a shrug. “In
case ycu are interested, a Mexican
officer passes me the word. He was
looking for the killer, but he wasn't
straining his eyes!”

“I'll come up on that vaquero one
of the days,” Brody said harshly.
“Clemens was a friend of mine!”

“And the rurale was a friend of
mine,” Slade countered. “Sometimes
we work together in a common cause;
you ever hear of Border law?”

For a moment the outlaw appeared
puzzled. He poured another drink,
drank it swfitly, and his face hard-
ened.

“Meaning you rangers and the rur-
ales work cross-fire with the border-
hopper in the middle,” he said with
a sneer.

“Something like that,” Slade ad-
mitted frankly. “A neace officer is
paid to enforce the law, but some-
times a man can't see everything that
goes on!”

Harry Trode cleared his throat and
pushed away from the bar. Pete
Brody hooked both hands in his shell-
studded belts and straightened up to
face Slade squarely.

“Seems like you lest a pard today
yourself, ranger,” he sneered. “This
other feller got himself killed while
you was looking some place else!”

“You can’t kill a ranger unless you
cut off his head and hide it from
him,” Slade said carelessly, and he
gave no sign when he heard a boot
scuff at the side door. “Do you be-
lieve in ghosts?” he asked Brody
earnestly.

The outlaw guffawed hoarsely. “To
tell the truth, | never saw one,” he
answered with a chuckle. “None of
mine ever came back to haunt me!”

“There always has to be a first
time,” Slade murmured. “A man can’t
be right both ways!”

“You know who 1 am?” Brody
asked arrogantly.
Tom Slade nodded his head.

“Yeah,” he murmured. “I know you!”
“You know who Killed your sad-
dle-pard?”
“Nuh uh,”
yet.”
“You're looking at him,” Brody
boasted. “He was supposed to be fast
(Continued O0» Paje 94)

Slade answered. “Not
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with his tools, but Jeff Barker stut-
tered on the draw!”

"You trying to tell me you Killed
Jeff Barker?” Slade asked sharply.

This time Pete Brody nodded.
"And what do you aim to do about
it?” he demanded.

Tom Slade scratched the back of
his head with his left hand. “One of
us is wrong,” he said slowly. "I was
talking to Jeff Barker only a few
minutes ago!”

“Either you're a liar, or there
might be something in what you men-
tioned about ghosts,” Brody said
bluntly. "So you must be looking for
me!”

“The criminal always returns to the
sscene of his crime, they say,” Slade
said with a shrug. “l knew you'd
come back on this side of the line.
You still got the loot from that bank
in San Antone?”

ETE BRODY glared and went

into a crouch facing his intended
victim. Tom Slade took two quick
steps away from the bar to the cen-
ter of the room. He was watching
Harry Trode at the front end of the
bar, and the burly outlaw seemed un-
certain as he stared at Pete Brody.

Brody was staring toward the side
door with his loose mouth wide open.
Harry Trode looked away from
Slade for a moment to see what had
startled his partner in crime. Then he
too stared at a tall man who wore the
badge of a ranger on the left side of
his vest.

Jeff Barker did not speak; he
merely stared at Pete Brody in si-
lence. The outlaw broke the silence
with a hoarse whisper. "You're dead,
hands!”

"Quit talking to yourself,” Tom
Slade drawled. "You Kkilled Barker
while | was looking some other place.
Remember?”

Pete Brody flicked a quick glance
into the back-bar mirror. He saw Har-
ry Trode staring toward the back, and
Brody whispered hoarsely. "You see
anything, Trode?”

"That ain't any ghost,” Trode said
shakily. “Make him stomp a boot!”

Pete Brody started to draw his
right-hand gun, but Tom Slade spoke
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sternly. “Leave that iron ride,
Brody!”

“l1 blew off the top of his head!
Brody said hoarsely. “Stomp your
foot, Barker!”

Jeff Barker did not move a muscle,
He stared et Brody from under the
tilted brim of his Stetson, and then
he twitched his left shoulder. Some-
thing moved up behind his high-
crowned hat, and Pete Brody nar
rowed his black eyes for better focus.

He’s packing a geetar on his back,”
Harry Trode whispered loudly,
“Looks like the one that Mex vaquero
was playing!”

“Him being what you call a ghost
it might be a harp,” Tom Slade sug-

gested, but he did not smile. “Die

I hear you call your partner.
Trode?”
“It's a trap, Pete!” Harry Trode

said slowly, and is hand rapped down
for his six-shooter.

Tom Slade filled his right hand
and triggered a roaring shot across
the bar. Pete Brody went into action
with the roar of the ranger’s gun, and
both hands plunged down to his twin
six-shooters. Then the lightening
struck him with incredible swiftness,

Jeff Barker twitched his shoulder
and flipped his right hand with what
seemed to be the same move. His six-
flame, and roared again in encore

Big Pete Brody triggered a pair of
slugs into the splintered planking
just before the smoking guns fell
from his hands. He stood swaying
like a wind-blown bronc, with a slug
through each shoulder, and then he
went down under the pain and nausea
of bullet-shock.

Tom Slade covered Harry Trode
who had dropped his six-shooter and
was holding his right arm with his
left hand. He prodded the burly out
I~w into the center of the room, and
Trode stared first at Jeff Barker and
then at his groveling partner.

“He ain't no ghost,” Trode said to
Brody. “I'm going to give up head,
and talk with my mouth wide open!”

“Start talking,” Tom Slade
prompted, when Brody groaned and
hung his big head. “We know you
and Brody robbed that bank in San
Antone, with Hide-out Clemens, One
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of you Kkilled the sheriff, and like
not it was you!”

“It was Pete!” Trode almo
shouted. “1 demand a fair trial, ai
most of that bank loot is in the sa
dle-bags out there on our horses!”

The front doors swished open ar
the Mexican officer came in slowl
He glanced at the two wounded ou
laws, and smiled when he saw tl
guitar slung across Jeff Barkei
back.

“This one,” he said, and indicati
Pete Brody with a thrust of his chi
“He pay for the funeral of that or
you call Hide-out Clemens. He pi
with gold stolen from the bank in Sj
Antone!”

“We can use that gold as evidence
Tom Slade said gratefully. “I'm b
ginning to think Jeff Barker real!
is a ghost!”

Jeff Barker smiled and spoke f<
the first time. “Muchos Gracias, am
go,” he thanked the Mexican offici
in Spanish, and both Trode ar
Brody recognized the drawling voic
“On your feet, Big Pete,” Barki
said to Brody. “You and Trode ai
going back to San Antone to stan
trial, after the Medico patches yc
up. Thanks to what you might ca
Border Law!”

THE END



THE HANGIN' AT SNUFF-BOX
CHURCH-HOUSE

(Continued From Page 76)

Then Sheriff George Murray told us
when we hit town that a j. p. couldn’t
hang a man nohow, George said for
me to git John Turner out of that of-
fice 'fore he had to come up and hang
John.”

The old man's eyes flickered with
the peculiar light that always made
sheep fellers start dreading the next
world. “But I wasn’t takin’ no chances
when | took them two down to Aus-
tin and got 'em hitched. 'Cause that
boy’'s my nephew now. And nobody
in this country can lay hands on kin-
folks 'mine even if they ain't right
bright.”

Uncle Taylor refilled his pipe and
chuckled: “And we ain’'t havin’ no
more trouble twixt ourselves. A high-
toned lady in Austin’s been hankerin’
for a sheep. Wants it to keep the
grass cut short in that there doll pas-
ture she calls a lawn.

“So | made a right good swap. Bob
Lee and Casie May gits her buggy,
she gits the sheep. Jim Earl, you'll be
:akin’ her the onery varment that
:aused all this ruckus.”

His eyes twinkled as he saw Bob
-ee and Cassie May sashaving around
he grounds. “Reckon Bob Lee won't
iave no time to be takin's care of a
nangy sheep when he’'ll have his
lands full takin’ care of a purty wife
ind the fine young-uns that’ll be
proutin’ up like high grass.”

The black silk hanging hood made a
ine scarf for Bob Lee's bride. The
tanging rope made a fine lead rope
or Bob Lee's horse. The scaffold
nade a fine square dance platform for
he young folks shuffling and spark
ng on Bob Lee’s wedding day.

Some of the old heads started
guawking when the young started
eg shaking so close to a church. But
fncle Taylor settled that, too.

“Let 'em dance and let em spark,”
e said. “It's high time good cowman
fas rr.ixin' their blood instead o’
pillin' it.”

THE END
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wipes the slate clean between us,
Burl. 1 figure | ain't beholden no
more, and if | was you, 1'd tread

mighty careful.”

Burl ain't built that way. Not
with a pretty girl lookin’ on. “Look
who's talkin’ up sassy like a man,”
he sneers at Johnny.

“Put up your hands,” Johnny tells
him.

“What?”

OHNNY’'S RIGHT hand comes
around, just the way Burl's

Burl's face is like a strawberry, a
crushed stawberry. You never see a
man look so completely done in as
Burl looks right now. Johnny winds
up, says, “This is for Livy,” and ex-
plodes one to Burl’s chin.

Burl goes down like a rock, and
Johnny stands there, panting with a
wild kind of gleam in his eyes. He
looks at the girl, says, “I'm sorry,
Livy,” and starts to walk away.

But all of a sudden that girl runs
to him, sobbing, “Johnny. It was be-
cause you felt beholden to Burl;
that's why you never looked at me!”

come around, one long ago day, and The next thing, she is in his arms,

he slaps Burl hard on the side of the
face You never see such a surprised
hoy as that Burl, or such a sudden
hot temper. He bunches his hands in-
to fists and comes bulling at Johnny,
meaning to mince him.

Like I say, Johnny ain't within
twenty pounds of the bully boy Burl
is. But Johnny can move quick, and
them long years of hard work have
turned him into iron, while Burl was
going soft as butter.

Johnny jumps aside, ducking away
from Burl’s punches, and swings his
right hand against Burls cheek-bone.
Burl staggers and goes against the
corral fence. He gets shook up pretty
hard, and he leaves out a bull roar.

“Why, you skinny runt,” he rum-
les, “I'll bust you in half.”

He comes a-rushing at Johnny
again. This time Johnny holds
ground, sticks his left hand out like
a lance, and jolts Burl back on his
heels. Johnny’s right comes around to
Burl's jaw, and it rocks Burl plenty.
He’s kind of dazed, and Johnny says,
“That was for my pop’s lariat rope
that you done me out of, Burl.”

He hits Burl on the nose drawing
blood, and says, "For the jacknife.”

He keeps punching Burl, punching
and talking. “For the trips into town
that you done me out of ... For the
chores you put on me.”

and they are standing there, all
wrapped up tight as a Christmas
bundle, when Adam comes around the
side of the corral.

I never really understood the boss,
till that moment. He stands there a
while, taking everything in, then he
says, “Burl hurt bad, Shorty?”

“He’ll be all right, boss.”

“Well, it's prbably all for the best.
May do him good. Take care of him,
Shorty. Johnny, bring Miss Livy
back into the house. Wanta talk to
you young folks.”

Well, sir, this time Johnny took
the money. Also an extra thousand
that Adam insisted on throwin’ in,
for a kind of bonus. Possibly havin’
bis future wife present had some ef-
fect on Johnnny’'s attitude towards
money; him and Livy are doing just
fine now, on a little spread of their
own over in Doverman County.

Burl, he's changed some for the
better. Not much. Kind of surly, since
Johnny showed him how to rewrite
that old saying out of the Bible. You
see, Burl figured that them that's
got’ll git. And it sure worked out that
way quite some while, till Burl
stretched his luck and got a faceful
of Johnny’s knuckles.

THE END
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