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with increased earnings—hbefore they have completed it!
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HERE were those in Circle City who

I said later that they had always known

Cal Jackson was not the meek, quiet
saddle-maker he appeared to be. But Nels
Sigurd, Buck Roman, Dave Hall and his
few other close friends were not among
them. And if a hint of Cal Jackson’s past
had ever cropped out, they would certainly
have known it.

Nels Sigurd, blond, stocky Swede bronc-
twister, did not sense it, as he stood beside
Cal Jackson in the door of the little saddle-
shop. There was always that faraway look in
Cal Jackson’s deep-set, steely eyes, that tight-
ening of thin lips, on stage day. This day
was no different than the others.

"Old Tonopah Saunders is carryin' pas-
sengers today—right important ones.” The
stage was still a half mile down the Salgudo
trail, blanketed in a cloud of dust. But the
slender, graying man spoke with certain
assurance.

Nels Sigurd nodded. "Yeah. Showin’
off. Throwin' leather plenty across them
cayuses. Someday he’ll lose a wheel on thet
turn, an' pile up the stage against Tom
Bennington's Bank.”

Cal Jackson leaned his left shoulder
against the door jamb, and eased his weight
onto his left foot. He had worn that peg
leg for ten years, but the stump, where it
rested in the fork, had never lost its tender-
ness—had never let him forget the right leg,
buried in boot-hill two hundred miles north.

Nels Sigurd shot a glance down the lean
length of the saddle-maker, but did not ap-
pear to notice the twinge of pain on the
finely chiseled, stern-lipped face. There had
been a little curiosity in Circle City about

Cal Jackson’s peg leg, when he arrived five
years before. But the look in his steel-blue
eyes, the tightening of his lips, had nipped
that curiosity for good.

Cal Jackson was an expert saddle-maker,
minded his own business—made few friends,
but firm ones. And after all, Circle City
was more interested in a man’s present con-
duct than his past history. It was none of
Circle City’s business, if he wanted to stick
closely to his little shop. Nothing to get
excited about that he did not drink or gam-
ble in the "Ace-in-the-Hole" Saloon, across
the street.

ERTAINLY Nels Sigurd, slow-moving
C and slow-thinking, did not sense that
the stage was carrying powder for an ex-
plosion that would set Circle City on its
ears, as the lumbering old Concord swept
around the corner by Bennington’s Bank.

Old Tonopah Saunders hunched forward
on his seat, the strings of the eight-horse
team gathered in his gnarled old hands.
His broad, dust-covered hat was swept back
from his grizzled hair, and his square chin
was thrust out. When the stage righted
itself to four wheels, the old driver turned
his head aside and sent a stream of tobacco
juice to the dust. His right hand, holding
half the lines, lifted, and the lash of his
long whip sizzled out over the horses' backs.

“Hiyup,” yuh broomtails!” His shrill
yelp carried clear to the two men in the
door.

The rumble of wheels and the pound of
hoofs wakened the little town. Doors swung
open along the single street of rickety build-
ings. Men hurried out onto the ramshackle

Cal Jackson, the saddle-maker, with the stamp of the gun-hawk in his eyes, was content

to stay at peace . .

. until that red moment of blinding hafe, when a cold-deck tinhorn

with a killer's heart, sought to blacken the reputation of fh® squarest gambler ever
to notch a Colt!
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sidewalks and scurried toward the Ace-in*
the-Hole Saloon. The saloon itself disgorged
a dozen or more who had been drowsing
the hot afternoon away in the only two-story
building in Circle City.

The stage shrieked to a halt. Two men
leaped to the leaders' heads, and grasped the
bits. Tonopah Saunders leaned forward with
a flourish, and wound the lines around the
whip-socket. Then he clambered down by
way of the front hub.

But Cal Jackson’s eyes were not upon the
old driver, or the cluster of men in front of
the saloon. His lids were narrowed, and
behind them, smoldering eyes held intently
upon the three huge, round-topped trunks
roped to the top of the stage.

His thin lips moved wordlessly, as he
stared at the painted inscription on the end
of the trunk nearest him. And it was an
unusual brand—one that would attract at-
tention anywhere. A huge ace of spades that
covered fully half the expanse of trunk end,
and below it, in heavy black letters, the
name "Barton.”

Nels Sigurd had caught the strange in-
scription, too. He half turned to Cal Jack-
son. He blinked, startled at the intent, grim
look on the slender saddle-maker’s face, His
own gaze swept back to the stage. Then he
shook his head. Those brands meant nothing
to him.

Two men clambered to the top of the old
Concord, and loosed the ropes that bound
the trunks. They grunted, as they lifted
them down to waiting hands below. The
stage door opened—then closed with a bang.

"All out!” Tonopah Saunders called.

He unwound the lines and shook them
out over the horses. The men at the bits
leaped aside. The cayuses burst into a dead
run, headed for the postoffice a block up the
street. But Cal Jackson's gaze did not fol-
low the lumbering old vehicle. Instead, it
held upon the man who stood at the edge
of the sidewalk.

A slender, six-foot hombre, with straight
back and widespread legs. Dressed in store
clothes of black broadcloth, with highly
polished boots, silk shirt, and soft, dove-
gray Stetson. A gun-belt around his middle
was weighted down by a pair of silver-
mounted, pearl-handled six-guns.

A darkly handsome face, with high-
bridged nose, flashing black eyes, and a lit-
tle iron-gray mustache. A mouth that twisted
a little too closely to a sneer, and eyes a
trifle too close together. But in spite of
that, a commanding figure.

"Looks kind o' ringy!” Nels Sigurd
grunted. "Wonder who he is—an’ why he's
come to Circle City with all them trunks?”

"Tve heard of Ace Barton,” Cal Jackson
said softly, evenly.

"Ace Barton?” Nels Sigurd straightened.
Then he nodded swiftly, "The brands on
them trunks—they do read 'Ace Barton’!”

Now he spoke slowly, almost as if he
were talking to himself. "Ace Barton—
the squarest gambler thet ever riffled a

deck! The fastest cross-draw artist on any-
body’s range! But a man to ride the river
with!”

Abruptly he turned to Cal Jackson. "But
I thought Ace Barton was pushin’ up the
daisies. Seems like | heerd a tin-horn
drilled him, up San Felice way. Eight-ten
years ago, as | remember!”

"Sometimes a bullet dont take. 1 recol-
lect there was such a story goin’ around—
but that’s Ace Barton’s brand,”

The two in the door of the saddle shop
watched the crowd across the street. Under
the stranger’s directions, eager men carried
the trunks into the Ace-in-the-Hole Sa-
loon. The black-garbed hombre followed,
and the rest pushed in behind him.

Cal Jackson still stood in the door, but
there was a slow change taking place that
Nels Sigurd could not help but notice. The
peg-legged man’s lips seemed to thin, and
twist down slightly at the comers. His
long, mobile fingers flexed, then clenched
at his thighs.

Abruptly the bronc-twister moved.
"While yuh’re relinin’ thet saddle-skirt, 1ll
lope across to the Ace-in-the-Hole, an’ see
what’s up!”

AL JACKSON drew a long breath,
C and tore his eyes away with an effort.
He turned and stumped back to his bench.
As he picked up the needle and waxed
thread, Nels Sigurd stepped down from the
sidewalk, and shuffled across the ankle-deep
dust of the street.

During the hour that the stocky puncher
was gone, Cal Jackson worked methodi-
cally—almost instinctively. But his mind
was not upon the chased saddle-skirt, and
there was a bitter twist to his lips. Things
that he had thought were banished from
his mind years ago returned to plague him.
He hardly looked up, as Nels Sigurd’s

booted feet thumped on the sidewalk. But
the bronc-twister’s words brought him
erect.

"It’s Ace Ba:ion, right enough! An’
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blast me for a sheep-herder, if'n he ain't
bought out Mick Monejrhan already! Aims
to settle in Circle City for keeps!"

"Huh?" Cal Jackson’s voice was higher,
sharper than Nels Sigurd had ever heard
it before. "Why did he pick Circle City?”

" 'Lowed he liked the name of the Ace-
in-the-Hole—but figures on changin’ it a
little!”

He shot a glance back over his shoulder,
then turned and gazed out of the window.
"Ain’t wastin’ no time, Jackson! Got Squint
Beeson workin’ on thet sign a-ready!”

Cal Jackson laid down his needle care-
fully—then stumped to Nels Sigurd’s side.
Wordlessly they watched, as the Ace-in-the-
Hole’s handy-man, Squint Beeson, scraped
the sun and wind-peeled letters from the
saloon-front. He left the word, "Ace,”
and added in black paint the word "Bar-
ton’s.”

"Ace Barton’s,” Nels Sigurd grunted.

But Cal Jackson only said; "Just like
Squint. Didn’t bother to touch up the Ace.
Looks sort o’ frayed out at the end.”

Nels Sigurd lingered in Jackson’s saddle
shop until the peg-legged saddle-maker fin-
ished the job of refining the saddle-skirt.
But continually his eyes strayed to the sa-
loon across the street. And when Cal
Jackson finally lifted the kak from the
clamps, Sigurd clutched it and made for
the door.

A thin smile played across Cal Jackson’s
face, as he watched the stocky bronc-peeler
heave the saddle onto his roan’s back and
buckle the cinch tight. Nor was he sur-
prised when Sigurd straightened, whirled
on his heel, and hurried across the street.

The peg-legged saddle-maker turned awk-
wardly on his left foot, and stumped back
to the corner where a little desk held his
thumbed account book, his few papers, and
a half-dozen envelopes and sheets of paper.
His shoulders hunched wearily, and the fines
in his face were deeper than usual. But
bis steely eyes held a strange glint in their
depths.

For a half hour he wrote slowly and la-
boriously. Then he addressed an envelope
and placed the single folded sheet inside.
He licked the flap and fumbled in the desk
for a stamp. A few minutes later, he let
himself out of the back door and plodded
up the alley to the end of the block.

He entered the postoffice by the side door
and stumped to the mailing slot. The post-
master, garrulous old Syrne Polter, followed

him with questioning gaze. When Cal
Jackson did not return the look, Syme hur-
ried to the general delivery window.

"Heerd about Ace Barton, Jackson?
Bought out Mick Moneyhan! Aimin’ to—"
"Yeah! | heard!” the slender saddle-

maker grunted.

Old Syme gulped at the steel-edged tone
in Jackson’s voice. He watched, goggle-
eyed, as the peg-legged man clumped to
the door.

"Somethin’ shore rubbed his fur the
wrong way!” he grunted, as he turned back
to sort the mail for Tonopah Saunders’
back trip.

During the days that followed, Cal Jack-
son pulled himself deeper and deeper into
his shell. He watched the stage’s arrival
from inside his little shop now. He had
showed himself on the street, but now he
was never out of the shop or the two tiny
rooms in the back.

An orange light burned late at night in
those back rooms, and a chance watcher,
who had dared to peer through the closely
shuttered window, would have been startled
at what was going on. He would hardly
have recognized the slender, grim figure that
practiced endlessly with the six-guns that
weighted down his hips. He would have
shivered at the cold, implacable look on
Cal Jackson's lean face.

Nels Sigurd, Buck Roman and Dave Hall
took turns in bringing the peg-legged sad-
dle-maker news of what was going on across
the street. At first they had nothing but
praise for Ace Barton.

"Square gambler—jest like his reputa-
tion!” Nels Sigurd had said, three or four
days after the saloon changed hands.
"Mighty friendly, too—an’ generous with
his liquor! A heap more likeable than ol’
Mick Moneyhan!”

A day or two later, Buck Roman was
not quite so sure. There was a worried
look in his clear eyes, and deep-etched
fines on his broad, open face.

"He’s playin' ’em square, as far as | can
see. Got no kick on thet. But he’s aimin’
on importin' dance-gals, Cal. Don’t know
as we want anything like thet in Circle
City. Drinkin’ an’ gamblin’ is plenty. Hard
enough to keep the hands at work now.”

AL JACKSON’S face hardened, and
his voice held a steel edge. "That
don’t sound like Ace Barton, Buck! But—
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| reckon—it’s his own business, Mebbe

he's changed some with the years.”

"l don’t know, Cal,” Buck Roman said
gloomily. "1 don’t like it!” Then his eyes
narrowed. "Been studyin’ thet hombre. The
set of his eyes aint right.” He nodded
slowly. "Yeah—an’ he's beginnin’ to show
off. Always practicin’ that cross-draw of
his.  Faster than greased lightnin’, he is.
Keeps a waddy jumpy.”

'‘Tve heard that a draw needs plenty
practice, Buck,” Cal Jackson grunted. "An’
likely he’s proud of his gun-speed.”

But it was Dave Hall’s news that was
the most disquieting of all—the news that
set the fires gleaming in Cal Jackson’s
eyes—and set his fingers to itching for the
feel of gun-butts.

Dave slipped into the little saddle-shop
at sundown. Cal Jackson knew there was
something worrying him, the moment he
glimpsed the frown on the blond waddy’s
forehead, the deepened sun-wrinkles at the
corners of Dave's eyes.

"Nels is ridin’ for a spill, Cal!” Dave
blurted out, the moment the door closed
behind him. "An' blast it, he won’t listen
to me!”

"Yeah?” the peg-legged man said softly.

"Settin” across the table from Ace Barton
every afternoon an’ night!” Dave rasped.
"Losin’, slow but steady. Already dropped
more than a thousand dollars—an' Nels
can’t afford thet."

Cal Jackson looked long at the worried

puncher. Then his voice was deceptively
low and soft. "Square game, Dave?”
Dave Hall looked quickly up at the

saddle-maker, as if surprised at having his
thoughts read. He shook his head uncer-
tainly. "lI—I1 don’t know, Cal! Ifn Ace
Barton is dealin” 'em crooked, he’s mighty
slick at it. An’ yuh know his reputation.”

"A feller may change, Dave!”

The blond puncher’s face tightened.
"1fn | ever catch him dealin” a card off’n
the bottom, I’ll call his hand, an’ smoke
him up—plenty!”

Cal Jackson shook his head. "He could
wait for you until your gun was out of
the leather—an’ driil you between the eyes
before you could squeeze your trigger, Dave.
Just set tight—an’ watch. Let me know,
if you get the dead-wood onto him!”

"An’ let him slick Nels out o’ his last—"

"Promise, Dave!” There was a tone in
Cal Jackson’s voice that Dave Hall had
never heard before—a steel-edged, intense

tone that seemed out of place in the mild-
mannered, quiet saddle-maker.

The blond waddy blinked, gulped—then
nodded his head. "All right, Cal! 1
promise!”

But it was the day that Tonopah Saun-
ders' stage brought Cal Jackson’s letter that
the showdown came. Old Syme Polter had
scuttled down from the postoffice with the
envelope. He stood, goggle-eyed in the
doorway, as Jackson took the letter and
stumped back to his little desk.

He watched with greedy curiosity, while
the saddle-maker slit the envelope with a
leather-knife, and drew the single sheet.
But there was no change in expression on
that lean face—no sign as to whether he
was pleased or disappointed at the news
the letter brought.

He rose and clumped halfway to the
door, before he appeared to notice old
Syme Polter in the opening. His eyes
narrowed, as he stared at the grizzled post-
master. Poiter's slack lips opened.

"Must have been important—thet letter,
Jackson?  Mebbe an answer to the one
yuh writ couple of weeks ago, huh?”

Cal Jackson did not speak—only looked
at and through the doddering man. Polter
seemed to shrivel beneath the blaze in those
steel-blue eyes. He hunched his shoulders,
and gazed down at his scuffed boots.

"Of course—it ain’t rightly—none of my
business, Jackson. | was only askin™—”

Syme Poiter’s words trailed off. His
mouth dropped open, and his watery eyes
opened wide. Cal Jackson straightened with
a jerk, teeth clicking and head bent for-
ward, as if waiting for the sound to repeat.

For the sullen bellow of a six-gun had
welled up from Ace Barton’s, across the
street. It set the still, hot air to trembling—
rattled the window in the little saddle-shop.

Then the look of greedy curiosity swept
back into Syme Poiter’s eyes. He turned on
his heel and scuttled like a lizard across
the thick dust of the street. Cal Jackson
moved jerkily toward the door, long, mo-
bile fingers clenching and unclenching at
his sides.

He stood wide-legged in the doorway,
forgetting this time to take his weight from
the peg leg. Slowly his lean face changed—
became a dead-white mask—a deadly cold
and ruthless mask. Motionless and un-
blinking, he stood there, eyes upon the
swinging door of Ace Barton’s.

He saw Sheriff Molton race up the street
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and duck into the saloon, but still he did
not move. Minutes later, his gaze held
upon four men, pushing from the swinging
door—strained to see the face of the man
they carried between them. He caught his
breath, as the broad Stetson fell from the
man's head, and revealed a shock of crisp
blond hair.

Then the men, with their burden, were
turning in to old Doc Sawyer’s office, four
doors up the street. Stilt Cal Jackson did
not move. Now the saloon door opened
again, and Dave Hall and Sheriff Molton
came out, side by side. They stood on the
sidewalk in front of Ace Barton's for a
moment, and Cal Jackson could tell that
they were arguing bitterly.

Abruptly the sheriff turned on his heel
and strode back toward his office. Dave
Hall hesitated uncertainly—then leaped
from the sidewalk and sped across toward
the saddle shop. Only now did Cal Jackson
move.

When Dave Hall entered the shop, Jack-
son was at the back, fumbling in a brass-
bound box. Dave hesitated in the doorway
a moment, his eyes upon the slender, peg-
legged man. Cal Jackson straightened and
turned slowly, fumbling at his waist.

HEN Dave Hall stepped toward

him, the slender man was buckling
a worn gun-belt about his middle. A pair
of six-guns, with worn, fist-smooth walnuf
butts hung at Cal Jackson’s thighs. And
strangely to Dave Hall’s eyes, they were
not out of place. They gave added dignity
and impressiveness to the quiet-mannered
man—seemed to straighten his shoulders,
to change his whole personality.

"Cal! Yuh’re not—not----- ” Dave Hall
burst out, as he took a long stride toward
the saddle-maker.

"It was Nels, Dave? And he’s dead?”
Cal Jackson’s voice was flat and toneless.
His mouth, with the down-turned corners,
barely opened to let the words slide out.

Dave Hall stared, wide-eyed. Then he
nodded. "Yeah! Ace Barton drilled him!
Nels called his hand, for dealin’ from the
bottom! Drawed first—but he didn't have
a chance against Ace Barton! The sheriff
says it was self-defense—thet Barton is in
the clear! If’n | hadn’t promised—"

Cal Jackson took a stiff-legged step to-
ward the door, his peg leg clicking. Dave
Hall backed away before the deadly glare
in the slender man’s eyes. Then Jackson
stopped, and his eyes narrowed. For a full

minute he stood motionless. At last he

nodded, and turned back.

Dave Hall drew a deep breath of relief.
"For a minute | thought yuh was goin’ to
swap lead with Ace Barton, Cal! An’ I've
seen thet hombre’s draw! He’d plumb
salivate—"

"I’m setting in the game tonight, Dave,”
Cal Jackson said evenly. "Countin’ on you
arranging to have Buck Roman and Ace
Barton at the same table. And if Sheriff
Molton was in the bar, it would be a help.”

"Yuli’re—goin’ to — Ace Barton’s?
Yuh’re aimin’ to set in a poker game with
that crooked killer?”

Cal Jackson nodded. "Got a hankerin’ to
flip the pasteboards again, Dave. Been a
good many years. You’ll do what I ask?”

"Shore, Cal! Yuh know thet! But
yuh’re hornin’ into something thet yuh
don’t know anything about! He’ll gun yuh
down!”

A cold, mirthless smile, the first that
Dave Hall had ever seen, flicked across Cal
Jackson’s face. "You might be surprised at
how much | know about it, Dave!”

Dave Hall made the arrangements quiet-
ly, but there must have been something in
his face or manner that communicated his
tenseness to the denizens of Ace Barton’s.
For an air of hushed expectancy hung over
the saloon that night.

Dave and Buck Roman were there, thin-
lipped and silent. Sheriff Molton stood at
the bar, frankly puzzled at why Dave had
urged him to be present. A dozen other
punchers and town-loafers drank Ace Bar-
ton’s fiery tequila, or played half-heartedly
at the rickety tables.

Only Ace Barton, himself seemed to act
naturally. He swaggered among his cus-
tomers, joking with some and slapping oth-
ers on the back. But he avoided Buck Ro-
man and Dave Hall, for it did not take a
keen eye or discerning brain to read the hos-
tility and hatred in the two punchers.

Every few minutes, Dave Hall pulled his
heavy gold watch from his pocket and con-
sulted it. When the hands stood at five
minutes to eight, he and Buck moved to-
ward a table near the front door. They
caught Ace Barton’s eye and gestured him
toward them.

"Honin’ to deal a few hands, Barton!"
Hall grunted. "An’ aimin’ to be a little
luckier than Nels Sigurd!”

If the saloon-keeper caught the implica-
tion in the puncher’s words, he did not be-
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tray it. An oily smile played across his face
as he pulled out a chair and sat down.

"Yuh can be shore of a square deal when
Ace Barton is settin’ in,” he said evenly.
"Squarest gambler—an’ quickest on the
draw—on the whole range. Thet's my repu-
tation, an’ I’'m backin' it up!”

He reached for the deck. Then his eyes
swept the room. "We’ll need another man
or two to make the game interestin'! Hi,
Stoney! Come an’—”

Dave Hall, who was facing the door,
lifted his hand. "One more player is all we
want—an’ he’s cornin’ in now!”

For a moment there was dead silence in
the bar room, for every man was watching
the front table—every man knew that the
powder was laid, only waiting for a spark
to ignite it. Then, above the silence came
the thump—click—thump—click from the
sidewalk outside. A sigh seemed to sweep
the room.

The door swung open. For a moment Cal
Jackson stood in the opening, the orange
light from the swinging lamp bringing his
slender form into bold relief. A long, quav-
ering breath came from Dave Hall’s lips.
It was Cal Jackson—but he would never
have known it, except for the lean, thin-
lipped face and the smoldering blue eyes.

Gone were the well-worn Levis and flan-
nel shirt, to make way for rich black broad-
cloth store clothes. Polished, inlaid black
boots—one of them covering the peg leg.
A dove-gray Stetson of a quality far beyond
the reach of a puncher—or a saddle-maker.
A white silk shirt and a somber black bow
tie.

And hanging low at Jackson’s thighs, a
pair of worn-handled six-guns, butts turned
forward. The breath hissed from Buck Ro-
man’s lips, as he looked back over his
shoulder at the man in the door. A hissing
breath—and wide, disbelieving eyes.

Then Cal Jackson strode into the saloon.
Except for the clicking sound when the
peg-filled boot hit the floor, no one would
have known that the black-garbed man did
not have two good legs. A wintry smile
quirked the corners of his mouth—and was
gone.

The black-garbed man stopped beside the
empty chair at the poker table, his eyes
straying for a second to Dave Hall. The
puncher gulped—then nodded.

"Jest gettin’ ready to deal, Jackson. Set!”

Cal Jackson slid into the chair, twitching
his six-guns further forward on his thighs.

His steely gaze held upon Ace Barton,
squarely across the table, but he did not
speak. After a tense moment, Dave Hall
drew a long breath.

"Dang nigh forgot, Cal! Yuh ain’t never
met Ace Barton!”

ACKSON nodded, but did not offer to
J shake hands. A flush mounted to Ace
Barton’s cheeks, and smoldering fires burned
brighter in his flashing black eyes.

"Hi’yuh, Jackson!” he grunted. .

Cal Jackson laid a handful of coins and
a roll of bills on the table. "Honin’ for a
few hands,” he said evenly. "Know Ace
Barton’s reputation for square dealin’. Don’t
mind losin’ to a good player—but any slick
fingered work riles me considerable.”

Ace Barton grunted an unintelligible
word, and picked up the deck. His long-
fingered hands riffled the cards swiftly. He
dealt them with a flourish that held more
than a little of bravado. Cal Jackson
slumped down in his chair, deep-set eyes
upon Barton's fingers.

He picked up his five cards. And as he
looked at them he began speaking in a low,
even voice. He did not glance at the ring
of men who had edged close to the table.

"Heard a lot about Ace Barton. There
was a story that he was gunned down by a
tin-horn, up San Felice way. Some even
said he died from the bullets.”

Barton laughed shortly. 1 played dead,
until 1 had a chance to draw down on thet

ilgrim! He's boldin’ up six feet of dirt in

oot-hill right now!”

Again the mirthless smile flicked across
Cal Jackson’s face. "l knew Ace Barton
wasn’t dead. Ace Barton would never die
before he got the stranger who gunned him
down.”

Dave Hall and Buck Roman laid their
cards down softly. Their nerves were as
tense as tightly-strung wires. They could
sense the duel of words between the two
men, but could not figure out what it was
all about. One thing they did know—the
game was due to end before it started.

Across the table, Ace Barton straight-
ened his shoulders. A twisted smile split
his face. "The fastest cross-draw artist on
the range—thet’s me! The stranger who
bushwhacked me found thet out!”

Cal Jackson nodded. "That kind of puts
a crimp in the story old Brick Hirshell,
Sheriff of San Felice County tells.”

Dave Hall and Buck Roman caught the
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startled twitch on Ace Barton’s face, and
wondered at it. But Cal Jackson did not
change expression.

"Reckon Brick Hirshell is gettin’ a little
old an’ dodderin’,” he said softly.

"Brick Hirshell?” Ace Barton's tone was
a little too high pitched. "What does thet
ol’ pelican say?”

"A ramblin’ story—but here it is,” Jack-
son said slowly. "Hirshell ’lows that every-
body thought Ace Barton was killed by the
stranger that Brig Belden hired to gun him.
Yuh see, Ace Barton chased Brig Belden
out of San Felice for robbin’ the Miners’
Rest till.”

"Yeah! | remember doin’ thet!”
grunted.

"But accordin’ to Hirshell, he lugged Ace
Barton to his cabin an’ nursed him back to
life. Took six-eight months.”

"He lied!” Barton rasped. "What else
did he say ?”

"Thet Brig Belden an’ the stranger held
up the stage shortly after—thet Belden was
killed an’ the stranger caught. Sentenced to

Barton

ten years.”
"Wasnt the same hombre!” Barton grat-
ed. "I killed thet bushwhacker less than a

year after he gunned me!”

I’'m just repeatin' what Hirshell said,”
Jackson answered softly. "Accordin’ to his
story, Ace Barton did a lot of thinkin’ while
he was on his back. After he was up, he
drifted out of the country. Seemed to be a
little ashamed to be seen in San Felice.”

"Ashamed?” Ace Barton’s voice was
high-pitched. 1 drifted, so | could line
thet dry-gulcher across my sights!"

"It ain’t my story,” Jackson said dryly.
"Reckon it must be wrong—for Hirshell
says Ace Barton never caught sight of that
stranger—wouldn’t have known him, if he
had met him on the trail. But | do recollect
Hirshell sayin’ that he wouldnt give two
cents for the tin-horn’s chances, if ever Bar-
ton got a line on him.”

The last sentence slid between Cal Jack-
son's teeth in such a flat, toneless whisper
that it crinkled the hair on Dave Hall’s
neck, set Buck Roman’s nerves to jumping
—and brought a look that was strangely
like fear to Ace Barton’s black eyes,

"Yuh—yuh mean—"

Cal Jackson pushed his chair back slow-
ly, and heaved himself to his feet. He
placed his hands flat on tire table and looked
squarely into Ace Barton’s eyes.

”I mean just this! Ace Barton is ten
years older now than when a cowardly tin-
horn gunned him down! Likely he’s soft-
ened an’ mellowed a little. Pretty bitter for
some time, | reckon, but | suppose that bit-
terness kind of died out. But the one thing
Ace Barton was proud of was his reputation
for square dealin’! That meant more to him
than anything else in the world!”

"Yeah?” the words slid between Ace
Barton’s teeth. He pushed his chair back,
and rose lithely. His hands rested on the
table less than two feet from Cal Jackson's.

"Yeah?” he repeated. "What yuh drivin’
at?”

"Reckon Ace Barton would have set
quietly, an’ watched most anything happen
but blackenin’ that reputation!” Then the
words dragged out with painful slowness.
"He might—even have—overlooked losin’
—his right leg from the tin-horn’s bullet!”

For a breathless second there was dead
silence in the saloon. Dave Hall’s mouth
dropped slackly open. Buck Roman's eyes
went wide and saucer-like. The color
drained from the gambler's face, and the
fear of a cornered rat came into his eyes.

HEN something like a sigh swept over

the crowd. At first only one man
moved—a little quicker-witted than the
rest. He leaped backward from where he
stood just behind the startled owner of Ace
Barton’s. He bumped into another, and
rapped out a curse.

Then the crowd parted as if a hand had
shoved them, leaving the space behind the
gambler clear. Dave Hall and Buck Roman
still remained seated, but their hands had
dropped to their gun-butts.

Cal Jackson was the only one with steady
nerves in the whole room. A wintry smile
quirked his lips, but his eyes did not stray
from the man who faced him. Then the
hombre’s lips parted, and the words came
hoarsely.

"Yuh’re—yuh're-----

"Yeah! I'm Ace Barton! An’ yuh’re the
tin-horn who gunned me, ten years ago! |
got your description from Brick Hirshell
today!”

"l gunned yuh then—an’ I’ll-—-

The gambler moved with lightning
speed. He hurled his body aside, and his
hands darted down. And now the wide-
eyed crowd were treated to such a dazzling
display of gun-speed that it furnished them
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talk for many months. Cross-draw against
cross-draw—Ilightning against lightning!

The gambler had the edge. He started
the smallest fraction ahead. And even then
the peg-legged man seemed to hesitate. The
gambler’s hand was upon his gun-butt, and
beginning to lift before the other's hand
went down. Dave Hall caught his breath,
for that was giving too much odds.

The gambler’s gun was swinging up as
the saddle-maker’s came from the leather.
But both guns barked so closely that they
sounded as one. Even Dave Hall’s trained
ear could not detect the double report.
There was a splintering crash—and the peg-
legged saddle-maker collapsed to the floor.

The gambler still stood on his feet—but
there was a fixed grin on his face—a grin
that was almost a grimace. Then he teetered
slowly back and forth—back and forth.
Now he began to turn, like a top running
down. The six-gun dropped from his
nerveless hand. His knees finally gave way,
and he pitched forward on his face.

For a breathless second no one moved,
Then, a bitter curse bubbling from his lips,

LOOK FOR

Dave Hall leaped toward the man on the
floor. He bent down.

"He—got yuh— Ace Barton!”

A soft laugh came from the prone
hombre. "Got me, Dave—twice in the same
place. Reckon I’ll have to carve a new peg.
His bullet.smashed this one.”

Dave Hall laughed shakily, as he lifted
Ace Barton to his feet. The man hobbled on
one leg to a chair and slumped into it.
Then Buck Roman was at his side.

"Yuh’re—yuh're shore enough Ace Bar-
ton? Yuh ain’t------ ”

The sheriff was at his side now, looking
down with added respect. "It was plain
self-defense, Barton!” he rasped. "He
drawed firstt  Yuh gave him more rope
than he was entitled to!”

ARTON nodded slowly. "I aimed to.

An’ now I'm just Cal Jackson, the

saddle-maker again. As far as I'm con-

cerned, Ace Barton, gambler an’ cross-draw

artist, died ten years ago. We’ll let him stay

dead—with the reputation of square an’
honest dealin'—always!”
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WHEN A TRIGGER-SLICK

DIES

ID LUNDSTROM, the big Swede
sheriff of Broken Bow, didn't rein
up his horse until he was inside the
circle of firelight, and he kept his hands

by DICK RODSON

well away from his carbine and six-shooter
when he dismounted. He stood by the horse
a moment looking at the three men around
the fire while they returned his scrutiny.
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They were three bad ones all right, each
dangerous in his own separate way. Sid
Lundstrom left his horse ground-hitched
and moved toward the fire, the frozen grass
crunching beneath his boots. He probably
couldn’t have slipped up on that little crowd
unseen if he had wanted to.

Jess Overhold leaned back against a
boulder. He was a big, gray-faced man with
a cynical droop to the corners of his mouth
and pale blue eyes that never missed a
movement near him. Overhold was a killer,
cold-blooded, killing when there was profit
in it

A breed the Broken Bow country knew as
Banner squatted on his haunches next to
Overhold. He had been holding a skillet
of bacon over the fire until Sid rode up.
He set the skillet down carefully and let
his hands drop back to his sides without
moving the rest of his body.

Cal Severn was across the fire from Over-
hold and Banner. He was the youngest of
the crowd, not much more than a kid, with
yellowish hair sticking through his hat and
a thin, wolfish look on his face. Sid Lund-
strom knew the Severn breed. They were
bad, all right. It was bred into them, but
they were loyal to their friends, too.

The sheriff nodded to the three men and
held his big, freckled hands out to the heat
of the fire. A November wind whistled
through the foothills around them.

"Evenin', gents,” Sid said. "Don’t see
any bank loot layin’ around.”

"Didn't expect to, did you?” Overhold
laughed brittly. "We didn’t crack that bank
down in town. It was three other guys.
We’re just out chasin' 'em same as you are.”

ID LUNDSTROM took off his hat and
ran a hand through his graying hair.

that’d maybe hold up a bank and commit
murder, too, in order to settle a grudge.”

"Well?” Overhold demanded.

Sid blew smoke out of his wide nostrils.
He knew what he meant, all right, that all
three kinds were there around the fire. Over-
hold was money crazy, like Sam Hailey who
owned the bank, and like Alec Polger who
had been killed in the robbery. The breed
had just gone along because hellishness was
part of his nature. Cal Severn had a grudge
against Hailey and Polger.

That was the way it was, even though
the Swede couldn’t figure out how to go
about saying it or what good saying it
would do.

He looked down at his cigarette, then
up at Cal Severn. "You shot Polger, didn't
you, Cal?” he asked.

"You’re damn right | did,” Cal snapped.
"And I’ll get Hailey. Sid, you figure on
takin' us all in and hangin’ us. Well, I’ll
get Hailey if 1 have to come back from hell
to do it

"Sam Hailey killed my brother. Hell, |
know he said Tom was rustlin’ and maybe
he was, but Hailey drove him to it. He
killed Pa and he killed my mother, too, even
if they did both die natural after they lost
the place over on Divide. I'm gain’ to get
Hailey, Sid.”

"Shut up.” Overhold’s voice cracked like
a whip.

Sid Lundstrom wiped his red face on his
red bandanna. "Cal, the law says | got to
stop you from gettin’ Hailey.”

He pulled back the coffee pot and set it
on a rock. Trouble was going to come and
come fast, and there was no need of spilling
the coffee when it came. Whatever men were
left might need that coffee pretty badly. He
took another long drag of his cigarette and

Then he reached for the makings and builflipped it into the fire.

a smoke, all very deliberately. "You was
identified," he admitted. "Several people
recognized you.”

"And ain’t that tough?" Overhold
laughed again. Banner, the breed, shifted
his body a little with the quick, cat-like
way he had of moving so that the butt of
the gun on his right hip was within reach.

Sid waited until he had lighted his smoke
from a twig out of the fire, adjusted the
coffee pot so that it wouldn't boil over, and
leaned back comfortably.

"There’s them that’d loot a bank because
they wanted the money,” he said slowly,
“and there's them that'd do it for hellish-
ness, and there’s another kind of fellow

"l guess | got to take all three of you in,”
he said as casually as though he were talking
to the circuit rider at the town prayer
meeting.

Sid stood up. So did the other three.
He had been careful to stay on the same
side of the fire as Cal Severn, and he noticed
Cal stepped a little behind him.

Maybe Cal would shoot him from behind,
maybe not. The Severns were bad. They
were cattle thieves and horse thieves, ana
Cal was a killer, but they didn't turn against
their friends.

Funny thing, Sid reflected in that instant
while they all stood there around the fire
with the coffee pot looking on from the rock

«
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where he had set it, the Severns didn't seem
made like most men in some respects. They
werent afraid of dying. Cal meant what he
said when he said he'd come back from hell
if necessary to get Sam Hailey. They were
a hard breed, hard as they ever came, and
if they started a job they finished it.

"Sheriff, you're either a damn poor bluffer
or a damn fool,” Overhold’ lips twitched
in a sneer. "Shuck off that gun.”

Sid stared straight into Overhold’s pale
eyes and Overhold returned the stare. Be-
hind him, Sid could hear Cal Severn breath-
ing heavily. Banner began to ease back,
an inch at a time, and let his hand move
toward his gun grip.

"I’m takin’ you in, Jess, either ridin’ in
your saddle or tied across it,” Sid spoke
carefully.

Overhold yawned and stretched his long,
bony arms. His arms were chest-high before
they slapped down again and his hands hit
the butts of his guns, spinning them out of
the holsters and jabbing them up all in the
same perfectly timed gesture.

"You asked for it,” he snapped.

Sid saw the breed’s gun coming out, too,
a trifle slower than Overhold’s. He grabbed
at his own gun and lunged to one side,
ducking and crouching in toward the fire.

Orange flame lanced out of the gun muz-
zle in Overhold’s right hand, and the bullet
took a neat little slice out of the Swede’s
hat. Overhold’s next shot went into the
fire, and Jess Overhold was reeling back.

HE Swede's gun was talking, but talk-
T ing at the half breed who seemed to
get his body all tangled up and go plunging
down. Behind him, Sia could hear Cal
firing methodically, not wasting any powder
and planting each bullet where it would
count. Necessity and living in the rimrock
had taught the Severns saving ways.

Overhold's voice came in a gasp.
ured the play different, sheriff.”

Sid turned on Cal and let the gun drop
into his holster. "Put up that iron,” he
ordered. “I’'m takin’ you in.”

Cal Severn's face looked thinner and more
wolfish than ever while he crouched there
just inside the firelight, his gun leveled on
the big sheriff’s chest.

"Don't try it, Sid,” he said almost plead-
ingly. "For God sake don* try it.”

"I’'m takin’ you in,” Sid repeated.

He moved toward Cal slowly, his hands
empty, staring straight into the muzzle of
the gun. It was a gamble then. With a

"I fig-

gun he wouldnt stand a chance with Cal
Severn, but without a gun—well, that was
a gamble.

It wouldn't be fear of dying that would
make Cal shoot. The Severns weren’t like
most men in that respect. It would simply
be so that he could stay alive to settle his
score with Sam Hailey.

"Sid,” Cal pleaded. "You don’t sabe. |
got to get Hailey. Us Severns was just
made so we can’t turn back. I’ll take what’s
cornin’ to me. | ain’t scared of that, but
dammit, Sid—"

Sid didn’t answer. He stepped close to
Cal, reached out one big hand and seized
the gun. He tilted it up, then jerked it out
of Cal’s hand. Cal’s face was white and
his lips twitching a little.

"Why in hell did | let you do that, Sid?”
he whispered.

” ’Spect it’s ’cause you’re a Severn,” Sid
told him. " ’Spect it’s because | saw that
your mother got her grocery bill paid after
your Pa died even when she didn’t have any
money. Yeh, there ain’t a thing you Severns
wouldn’t do for a man you liked and there
aint a thing you wouldn't do to one you
hated.”

Cal laughed thinly, reached for the coffee
pot and a tin cup and gulped down a cupful
of scalding coffee. "If I go in with you—?”
He ran one finger around his throat. "That
right?”

"Afraid so,” Sid Lundstrom admitted.
"I’ll see you get a square trial, Cal, but a
jury’ll say it’s murder. We better get started,
The coroner can pick up them other two in
the morning."

Sid Lundstrom untied his sheepskin coat
from behind his saddle and pulled it on
before he swung onto his horse. He rubbed
his big hands together to get some circula-
tion into them again and watched Cal
mount.

He didn't handcuff or tie his prisoner,
and he didn't even bother to keep a gun on
Cal. He knew the Severns pretty well.
There was a lot of twisted pride in that out-
law family, and there was no use making
things harder on Cal by insulting him with
handcuffs.

"Sid," Cal seemed to be talking as much
to himself as to the sheriff as they jogged
across the brown Montana hills. "Sid, if |
don’t get Hailey he’ll go on just like he’s
doin’. There’ll be other folks he’ll put on
the back trail. Cant you see that, Sid?

"Us Severns wasnt no worse than most
folks. Maybe Pa had run a crooked brand
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or two, but most folks has. When me and
Tom was born, Pa figured us both for
chers. It was Hailey made him turn
when he crowded Pa off Divide Creek.
Seein” what me and Tom would turn into
killed the old folks. And there’ll be others
go just the same way.”

"Cant do it, Cal.” Sid looked up from
making himself a smoke, sheltering his
hands beneath his sheepskin to keep the
wind from blowing the tobacco out of the
paper. "l got a job to do, too, one | prom-
ised other folks to see got done.”

Cal turned in his saddle. His mouth had
stopped twitching, and there was a cold,
brilliant light in his gray eyes, like fire flick-
ering behind ice.

"I'll kill Sam Hailey if | have to come
back from hell to do it.”

Sid had to strike three matches to get his
smoke going. If any other man had said
that, it would have been simply an empty
threat or a boast, but the Severn men didn’t
boast. If they made a threat, it was a prom-
ise, and they kept their word.

Off across the flats, the lights of Broken
Bow twinkled yellowly through the dark-
ness. Cal reined up his horse when they
came in sight of the first lights. He gulped
a couple of times but that was the only sign
he gave that he knew what returning to
town meant for him.

He turned in his saddle and looked off
toward the west where a long bare spine
marked Divide Creek.

"See that hump up on Divide.” He
pointed for Sid to look. "That’s where the
old folks is buried, and Tom’s pretty close
to there. Hailey put ’em all there. Reckon
this is about the last time I’ll ever see that
there old hump. Just wanted to be sure
and remember it.”

ID nodded and brought a pair of hand-
S cuffs out of his pocket. "Reckon Id
better put ’em on here, Cal. It’d maybe
cost me my job if we was to go down with
you ridin’ open.” Cal held out his hands
and grinned. They understood each other.

Sid Lundstrom noticed there was quite
a little crowd, a dozen or so men, around
the sheriff’s office and jail when he rode into
town with his prisoner. He didn’t like that,
but Ben Peck, his deputy, was there and
seemed to have everything pretty well in
hand.

There was a low murmur from the crowd
when Sid crowded Cal Severn's horse in to
the hitching rack and they both dismounted.

Sid let his eyes sweep over the men. Sam
Hailey was there, standing a little apart
from the others, and most of the others
were men from Hailey's ranches. He didn’t
like the looks of it, but there didn’t seem
much he could do about it. In Montana,
men had a perfect right to stand where they
pleased.

The crowd split to let him and Cal
through. Sid had reached the door of the
office before Hailey's voice stopped him.
"Where’s the other two that was in on
this?”

Sid thought a minute. "They didn’t feel
like cornin’ in.”

Hailey pushed toward him. He was a
big man, about Sids age, with a habit of
keeping his fists clenched most of the time,
ana talking in a big, booming voice.

"You’ve been friendly with Cal Severn,
there, Sheriff, and | want to tell you there’s
going to be no favoritism showed to him
on account of that.”

Sid looked Hailey over, couldnt think of
anything that was worth saying and pushed
the door open. Hailey was talking for the
benefit of the crowd, and so long as it
didnt go any farther than talk, Sid was sat-
isfied. Hailey followed him into the office.
Sid didn't like that, either.

There was pure hatred in Hailey’s voice
when he stepped close to Cal and snarled,
"Severn, | put your brother where he won't
do any more harm, and I'm going to put
you there, too.”

"Let him alone,” Sid ordered.

Hailey’s face started to turn dark, as it
always did when he was crossed. "Are you
trying to tell me what to do, Sheriff?”

"Might be.” Sid pushed Cal toward a
little room at the rear of the building where
the windows were barred and there was a
padlock on the door. It wasnt much of a
jail, having been the commissary when Bro-
ken Bow was an army post, but it served.

Hailey was waiting, sitting on Sid’s desk
when the sheriff returned. "There's another
thing, too, Lundstrom,” Hailey snapped. "I
want the money those three got away with.
You understand that.”

Sid nodded. "Pull yourself up a chair,
Sam, | want to do a little talkin' myself.”

Sid pulled off his sheepskin, hung it on a
nail, added his vest, and very carefully built
a smoke. "Sam,” he said, "Cal and them
other two Kkilled Polger and cracked the
bank, but you was the man that planned it.”

"Do you mean—" Hailey roared.

"Huh-uh, not that way, Sam. The law
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can’t touch you. You and Polger had quite
a spread built up, and if one of you died,
the other'n would get it. You knew Cal
would Kill either of you if he got a chance,
so you sort of gave him the chance, to get
Alec. Sam, there ain't a thing, not a damn
thing, you wouldn’t do for money.”

Sid stared down at his cigarette. That
was a long speech for him, and he was a
little surprised at himself for talking that
much. Usually he couldn’t have thought of
that many words to string together at one
time.

Hailey’s face was brick red with anger.
"Lundstrom,” he shapped, “I’'m getting
damn well fed up with you as sheriff. You
forget that kind of talk and get that money
back or Ben Pack is going to be wearing
your star,”

Hailey slammed the office door when he
went out. Sid looked after him a moment
speculatively and shook his head. He got
up heavily and went back to the padlocked
cell. There wasn’t any way the law could
touch Sam Hailey.

“Guess you heard what went on out
there," he said awkwardly to Cal Severn.
“Want to say where you cached that money.
I dunno. Maybe if we got that back, I could
see you just got sent up to Deer Lodge.”

AL laughed harshly. “I ain't scared of
C hangin' if that’s what you mean, Sid.
If 1 went to Deer Lodge, | wouldn’t never
get back to finish things up here.”

Sid locked the door again, pocketed the
key, and wandered down to the railroad
house for a belated supper. He noticed quite
a few people on the street didn’t speak to
him and that Sam Hailey had more of his
own men in town than usual.

When the waitress brought him his meal,
he stopped her by spinning a silver dollar
on the counter. "What’s the talk in town?”
he asked.

She considered a moment before she
picked up the dollar. "Hailey says you in-
tend to turn Severn loose and let the money
go. Folks that lost money in that holdup
are pretty upset.”

"Don’t blame ’em,” Sid felt awkward
gossiping with a pretty girl. "Sometime
Hailey's goin’ to open that mouth of his’n
so far he’ll fall plumb into it.”

Sid was worried when he left the eating
house. He didn’t like the way men kept
watching him and stopped talking when he
approached. He liked it still less when he

saw Ben Pack drinking with Hailey in the
Free Silver Bar.

He bought a pint of good whiskey and
took it back to the jail to Cal. Cal knocked
the neck off the bottle, gulped down half a
pint of whiskey and strode to the window
where he could look out onto the street.
His eyes were pale and flickering when he
turned back to Sid.

"You played square with me. I"ll play
square with you. Remember that trail that
goes up Shoshone Butte right alongside the
old freight road, the one you can see the
whole road from? Well, if you was to fol-
low that till you hit a little cave back in
the rock you might find the bank money
there.”

Sid looked out of the window. He could
see men milling around on the sidewalks
from there, and he knew that Cal must
know what they meant. He wondered if
Cal was deliberately trying to keep him out
of trouble with Hailey. Sid Lundstrom had
never been very good at figuring puzzles,
and that one had him stumped.

He might send Pack out to look in the
cave, but that would only make Bailey’s
men more dangerous because it would look
as though he were trying to get Pack out
of town so he could have a free hand.

He decided the deputy had better stay.
Ben Pack was a good enough man, maybe
not quite as steady as he might be, but hon-
est enough. If a mob tried to take over the
jail, Pack would prevent it if any man
could.

Sid pulled on his coat and went down to
the livery stable after his horse. He wished
that old trail up Shoshone Butte wasn’t so
far from town.

He was beginning to feel old and dis-
gusted with himself. Times like that, when
the law said one thing and a man’s own na-
ture said another, were hard to handle. Still,
he had sworn to uphold the law, and as he
looked at matters in his not very articulate
way, there wasn’t anything else he could do
but what he was doing.

Cal Severn paced his ceil like a trapped
coyote walking only as far as the trap chain
would let him. He looked out of the win-
dow, took another gulp of whiskey and re-
turned to his bunk.

He fished around in his pockets until he
found a spare .45 cartridge and a piece of
paper. Using the lead of the cartridge, he
scribbled a note and wrapped it around the
cartridge. Then he waited, holding the note
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and cartridge in one hand and the whiskey
bottle in the other.

He laughed softly to himself and smashed
his fist against the window. The wind blow-
ing in through the shattered window was
cold, but despite that there was sweat on
Cal Severn’s thin, gray tinged face. "Damn
you, Hailey,” he kept muttering to himself.
"Damn you.”

The sheriff had been gone for an hour
when Cal heard bootsteps in the office out-
side the cell. He heard Ben Pack say uncer-
tainly, "Listen Sam, the sheriff is goin’ to
raise hell if he finds out 1 let you in here.”

"If Lundstrom can’t find out where that
money is, | can,” Hailey shouted. "And by
God, I'm going to.”

Cal glanced through the open window
and shivered a little. He tossed the cart-
ridge with the note wrapped around it in
the center of the floor and sprawled out on
the bunk, the whiskey bottle almost empty
beside him on the floor. The key grated in
the padlock.

Hailey strode into the room, walking very
stiffly erect. "Where did that liquor come
from?” he demanded and kicked the bottle
over. He was reaching for Cal Severn’s
shoulder when Pack stopped him.

"There’s something that looks maybe like
a note on the floor there, Sam.”

AILEY picked up the note and strode
H over to the window where there was
light enough to read it. He swore angrily
under his breath. Then a shrewd, cold light
came into his eyes.

"The stuff’s cached under a heap of rocks
out on the old freight road,” the note read.
It was signed "Jesse Overhold.” Hailey’s
blunt fingers trembled while he stared from
the note to Ben Pack the deputy.

There was six thousand dollars out on
the freight road for a man to pick up. Six
thousand dollars was a lot of money, and
if it never returned to the bank there was
a legitimate excuse for its not returning.

"What’s it say?” Pack demanded.

Hailey's mouth tightened. "Lundstrom
was lying when he said he got those other
two. This is from Overhold. He says
they’ll get Severn out of here tonight.
Heaven only knows how many men they’ve
got. Damn lucky Severn was too drunk to
see this.”

Pack fidgeted uneasily. "If they’ve got
men enough, it’s goin’t to be darned hard
to hold this place.”

"We won’t have to hold it.” Hailey
crumpled the note in his hand and shoved
it into his pocket. "I'm going to talk to
some of my boys. Severn won’t be around
then, and if Sid Lundstrom says anything,
you just remember this note. I'm getting
damn sick of Lundstrom, anyhow.”

As soon as the door closed, Cal Severn
stood up. His hands were trembling when
he built a smoke, but he was grinning in
that tight-lipped, wolfish way he had. He
gulped smoke into his lungs and listened
to the angry shouts coming from outside.

He had finished with the smoke when he
heard the door of the sheriff’s office flung
open and men crowding inside. He flipped
away the cigarette butt, took another long
look out at the white sage flats with the
moon sailing over them, and waited.

Dawn was breaking across the gray lava
hummocks when Sid Lundstrom came in
sight of Broken Bow sprawled out on the
flats. He was tired and disgusted with him-
self and puzzled.

There had been no bank loot cached up
on the old cattle trail, nor had there been
any sign a horse had been ridden up that
trail for weeks. He couldn't quite figure
why Cal Severn would want to send him on
a wild goose chase.

The town was quiet when he rode in just
as the sun was coming up through the pur-
ple dust haze. Sid nodded agreeably and let
his big body slump down in the saddle.
There was no danger of a lynch mob as
quiet as the town was. Mobs didnt spring
from nowhere. They had to be built up.

He reined up in front of his office and
dismounted. Ben Pack stood in the doorway
watching him. Sid nodded to the deputy
and let a grin slide over his big, rugged
face.

"You fed the prisoner yet, Ben?”

Pack shifted uncertainly in the doorway,
reached for tobacco and changed his mind.
He stood there staring down at his hands.

"Severn’s gone. Some of the boys—well,
they lynched him last night.”

Sid didn’t say anything. He just stood
there looking at his deputy and fumbling
at the buttons on his coat. Pack’s voice was
shaky when he went on to tell Sid about
the note.

"Overhold’s dead.” Sid Lundstrom’s eyes
got bleak and wintry looking. "l want to
see that note. Hailey still got it?”

Pack nodded. "I dunno where he went,
but he rode in just ahead of you. He’s still
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down at the livery barn. Want me to come
along?”

Sid thought a minute. "No,” he decided.
He shook his gun loose in his holster before
he started down the street to the livery sta-
ble. What was coming was strictly between
him and Sam Hailey and Cal.

Hailey was coming out of the livery sta-
ble carrying two saddlebags when Sid
stopped him. Hailey set the saddle bags
down and stepped in front of them. "What
do you want?” he demanded.

Sid looked into Hailey's glittering eyes,
and he noticed, too, how the banker kept
wetting his lips with his tongue. "l want to
see what’s in them paniers,”

"You can go to hell,” Lundstrom.”

Sid considered a moment. He had never
been particularly good at talking, and the
more angry he got the harder it was for
him to talk. He was getting angrier and
colder inside every minute.

"You picked up a note last night,” he
fumbled at his words a little. "And you
caused a man to be lynched. If that note
said what you say it did, you had good
enough reasons. Only | know it didn’t
because Jess Overhold was dead then.”

"Well?”

"Hailey, causin’ a man to be lynched is
murder, and if that note didnt say there
was goin’ to be a jail delivery, I’ll see you
hang just as sure as heaven.”

AM HAILEY’S voice was thin, with a
dangerous knife edge on it. "I threw
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he knew the big, slow-moving sheriff would
use that note just as he said he would. But
if he didnt show it, the money in the two
saddle bags would convict him of bringing
about the robbery of his own bank and
the murder of his partner.

He knew how Montana juries would
look upon that.

The sheriff’s back was turned, and he
was stooping down. Sid Lundstrom had
always been too trusting for his own good,
Hailey reflected coldly. There was no one
in sight. If something were to happen
to Lundstrom, people might suspect him,
Sam Hailey. But with a man of his im-
portance, suspicion wasn’t proof by a long
way.

He slowly eased the gun out of his
shoulder holster and brought it up level
with the back of the sheriff’s head. His
thumb began to ease back the hammer.

Sid Lundstrom straightened with an awk-
ward jerk. There was the crack of a gun.
Sid Lundstrom looked a little surprised at
the smoke spiraling from his own gun muz-
zle and at Sam Hailey tottering in front
of him.

“Guess it’s a good thing | figured you
that way, Sam,” he said thoughtfully, "and
was waitin” for the click of the gun
hammer.”

Ben Pack cornered Sid in the sheriff's
office and buttonholed him. "Now listen,
Sid,” he demanded. "There was only three
of 'em in the holdup, and if Hailey was
in on it, then Cal Severn wasn't. Cal

the note away. What's these saddle bagwas innocent, is that it?”

got to do with it?”

"l seen you out on the old freight road
last night,” Sid kept moving toward Hailey
and the bags. "l think maybe the loot
from the bank is in them paniers. | fig-
ured you were in on this, Sam, one way
or another, and if you were in so deep you
knew where that loot was—well, that’s bank
robbery and murder. I’'m goin' to look in
them bags.”

Sid Lundstrom reached for one of the
saddle bags. Talking was a pretty hard
thing for him to do, and he was glad he

had that end of it over with. Hailey either
had the money or he hadn’t. If he hadn,
well and good. If he had— That would

suit Sid all right, too.

Sam Hailey was thinking fast while he
watched Sid fumble at the straps on the
saddle bag. The note he had picked up
was in his pocket, and it would clear him
of the bank robbery, but if he showed it,

“Maybe,” Sid admitted, "dependin’ on
how broadminded you are and how well
you know a man and his reasons.”

Pack shook his head. "I don’t sabe at
all, but anyhow, the boys want to put up
a monument to Cal, and they figure that
since you knowed him better’n anybody else
you’d maybe know what to put on it.”

ID built a smoke very deliberately. He
knew what should go on the monu-
ment all right. Something about how
Severns weren’t like most men because they
weren’t afraid of dying if they could get a
job done that way. And how there wasn’t
a thing they wouldn’t do for a man they
liked or to a man they hated. He wasnt
much of a hand at stringing words to-
gether, though.
"Shucks, just say most anything nice,” he
growled. "I reckon Cal would understand.
| reckon he's satisfied,”

the



Those two bullet-welded saddle-parch knew that Gun-boss Renner and his renegades
were treacherous and deadly as cornered wolves . . . and that no matter which way
they turned, their ranch would be his . . . and their lives, the Reaper's!

TWO AGAINST THE TRAIL
WOLVES by G. WILLIAM HARRISON

22
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DR weeks the storm clouds of their
I:quarrel had been brewing. It was
coming rapidly to a head now, dark
thunderheads of temper that were piling

up behind strained, bitter words into some-
thing that loomed ugly and inevitable.

Old Jeff Lasher shook himself stiffly from
the porch rail he had been leaning on. Tall,
gaunt, his broad shoulders slightly bent, he
planted his feet wide and glared defiantly
at the cowman in front of him. His griz-
zled, leathery face was flushed darkly, and
anger smoldered in his pale gray eyes. Fury
he had fought to hold in leash shook the
harsh words that burst from his taut lips.

"You’re nothing but a stubborn, can-
tankerous old fool, Link," he snapped hotly.
"We been pards for thirty years, but Ive
had about enough of your bull-headedness.
You an' me put up all the money we had
to buy this spread. Curt Flanner was just
playin’ us for a couple shorthorns. He fig-
ured we couldn’t make a go of it, with all
the trouble he’s throwed in our laps. He
wanted us to go broke so’s he could fore-
close on the mortgage an’ be ahead the
two thousand we gave him. We still got
a chance of lickin' him, an’ I'm danged
if I'll set still an’ see you throw it to hell.
| panned out that gold pocket I found in
Squaw Creek, an’ I'm takin' it to the bank
my way!”

He rocked there on his wide-spread feet,
staring grimly at the dark tide of anger
that rose in Link Borden’s square-jawed
face. Knotted muscles rode the blunt line
of Link's jaw, leaving a faint trail of gray
across his leathery skin. His deep blue eyes
flashed sparks of anger, and his square-
fingered hands clenched and unclenched at
his side.

"If that’s what you're set on, then it's
your own funeral,” Link flared harshly.
"I'm takin’ that herd across Spur Mesa, an'
you can’t argue me out of it. It’s the only
way | can get them to town b’fore that
note comes due tomorrow. Sellin’ that
herd will make half of that note, an' . . .”

"That herd'll go over the cliff,” Jeff
Lasher cut in. "Planner’ll stampede ’em.
You’d know that if you had hoss sense. He
showed he was after us when he let a bunch
of his steers get tangled up in our herd
when they was bunched to drive.”

HITE-LIPPED, old Link Borden
W stared up at his partner. "I cut his

cattle out, an' you drove ’em back to Plan-

ner’s range this evening,” he snapped.
"Them fifty steers will pay my half of that
note. If | lose ’em, it’s my share of the
ranch 1’'m losin’. If you stick to your damn
fool plan of takin’ that gold dust through
Skull Canyon, it’s your bad luck. Snap
Boyle and his gang will be layin’ there
for you. If they get that gold you don*
need to come back here an’—” His voice
choked off, as if trying to take back those
hot, bitter words. But it was too late.

Harsh, strained silence rolled in, envel-
oped the two old cowmen, the porch of
the little ranch house. Jeff Lasher’s face
grayed as if he had suddenly received a
stinging blow. He seemed to flinch inside,
then stiffened, a crooked little smile com-
ing to his taut lips.

"After thirty years—” he muttered softly.
"All right, Link. It’s your say.” His jaw
ridged with the bunching of lean, hard
muscles. "But I'm takin’ the gold through
Skull Canyon.”

Woodenly, he turned away. He didn’t
seem to see the hesitant hand Link put out,
hear Link’s fumbling words:

"Jeff, | didn’t mean that—"

He stalked stiffly into the house, reached
for his gun hanging from its peg in the
wall, buckled it on. Strangely, he didn’t
feel that hot, driving rage now that had
prodded him a while ago. He was cold
and calm inside, almost numb, he thought,
and a little shaky. The little poke of gold
dust he had panned from the pocket he
had discovered in Squaw Creek lay on the
table where Link had put it after taking
it from the safe. He picked it up, hefted
it moodily, and shoved it into his pocket.
His share of the ranch, Link had said, and
if he lost it that was all. And after thirty
years—

He went outside, led his bay mare from
the corral, saddled it. He climbed stiffly
into the saddle, started to swing his horse
out toward the canyon trail, changed his
mind, and hipped around facing the house.
Link was coming down the steps toward
him, weaving slightly as if age had sud-
denly made his legs unsteady, dimmed his
eyes.

"Jeff—" he began hoarsely.

"About them cattle,” Jeff cut in gruffly.
"You’ll find ’em down on Salt Flat. It’ll
be dark when you start your drive, but you
won’t have any trouble finding them. Them
steers of Flanner’s—I drove Flanner’s cat-
tle back to his own land.”
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Something lumped in his throat then,
choked up his words. He turned away,
conscious of Link’s bitter eyes following
him, as he kicked his horse into a lope to-
ward the canyon trail.

EFF’S eyes were moody and hard as

his mare jogged through the thicken-
ing darkness toward the head of the can-
yon. It was high country where he and
old Link had started their Turkey Track
spread a little more than a year ago, range
that was dotted with sage and pinon and
well mantled with grama grass. The last
glow of twilight was fading from the sky
above the Cebolletas; down in Skull Can
yon the murk of night had already claimed
the frowning gray walls, the rock-tortured
trail that made the only short-cut to Clark
City.

Jeff's drawn lips moved to utter grim,
bitter words. "The hot-headed old coot!
Link'll lose every head of stock we got
tryin’ to get them to town by tomorrow.
If he’d stopped wranglin' about me bein’
robbed of this gold an’ listened to reason—
He’ll see | was talkin® hoss sense when
he has them cattle stampeded over the
cliff.”

A thought struck him, crinkled his
forehead with a frown of worry. What if
old Link went over the wall trying to head
off the herd after Curt Planner’s night rid-
ers stampeded them. And Flanner’s men
would be there waiting for Link to bring
the cattle through. He knew that with a
cold gnawing in the pit of his stomach.
Twice today he had seen a rider moving
furtively through the pinon, watching while
he and Link finished cutting out the Circle
F cattle that had been mixed in with their
herd. Flanner was waiting, and he wouldnt
let Link get to town with cattle that would
pay half of the note Flanner held on the
Turkey Track. But Link had argued that
taking the herd over the Mesa trail was
their only hope of meeting the note that
fell due tomorrow.

"Flanner’ll have to wait a day for the
rest of his money if | pay him half of
what we owe him with the gold | got,”
Jeff had insisted stubbornly. "Snap Boyle
is workin’ with Flanner. 1’d bet on that.
An’ he shore won’t be expectin’ me to pack
a thousand in gold right through his back
yard. I’ll get through, an’ I'll bring the
sheriff back to be sure we get the cattle
through if you’ll hold up the drive a day.”

And so they had come to the impasse,

with Link obstinate in his decision to drive
the cattle after dark over the Mesa trail, and
Jeff equally inflexible in his plan of tak-
ing the gold through Snap Boyle’s outlaw
stronghold.

Jeff’s pale gray eyes clouded bitterly, as
he thought of the explosion that had fol-
lowed the locking of their tempers. Both
he and Link had worked too hard during
the past months, fighting, planning, schem-
ing against Curt Flanner’s underhanded at-
tempts to force them to go broke. Burned
range, rustled cattle, poisoned water; it
had all gone to strain their nerves to the
snapping point, making them raw and
jumpy and edgy inside.

And it had ended in one violent out-
burst of words they would regret the rest
of their lives. Thirty years of back-breaking
work shattered in one inflamed instant.
And still he rode on, heading into the out-
law-infested depths of Skull Canyon try-
ing to save the ranch he and Link had
skimped and saved for half a lifetime to
buy.

HE trail dipped abruptly into the for-

bidding black maw of the canyon,
twisting and turning its way down the
wall. A chill breeze reached up from the
inky depths as if trying to suck both horse
and rider into the yawning pit of the
canyon.

Jeff's jaw tightened, and he pulled the
collar of his jumper closer around his
neck. His horse fidgeted nervously, but he
forced it grimly over the lip of the trail.

Down below he lost all sense of time or
distance. Tense moments dragged by, grat-
ing on thin-edged nerves. Only dimly he
could make out the trail his horse minced
down. He gave the mare its head, trust-
ing it to escape the loose rocks that roiled
underfoot, threatening at every instant to
plunge them both to the bottom of the
wall in a roaring, grinding landslide of
boulders and stones. A rising current of
misty, dank air brushed his leathery cheek,
brought the rumble of Skull Creek churn-
ing and heaving its way through the rocks
and boulders that tortured the floor of the
canyon.

Minutes later the pitch of the trail sloped
off, threading through a tangled maze of
boulders that loomed shadowy and indistinct
in the darkness. A few stunted pines
stretched claw-like fingers up toward the
black of the sky. No more than a dozen
or so yards away the creek chattered and
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fussed as it plunged along its rock-tangled
way through the canyon.

Suddenly Jeff Lasher felt cold; not from
the quickening night breeze, or the cold,
damp mist that rose from the cascading wa-
ters of the creek. It was a cold that struck
inside him, bringing the gnawing fear that
maybe Link had been right. Jaw muscles
bunched and rolled under his leathery' skin.
He would get through to Clark City. He
had to. It was more than pride; a deeper,
more tangible reason that prodded him on.
He hitched his Colt around to the front
of his leg, making sure that its jutting
handle was clear of his jumper. He rubbed
his hands and arms to thaw out the damp
chill that was cramping his muscles.

It was a half mile farther on that he
came to Shap Boyle’s hideout, A faint
glimmer of lamp light slanted from a crack
in a burlap-covered window. A single low-
built sprawling cabin showed dimly through
the boulders, its rock-slabbed walls catch-
ing the faint light of the moon rising over
the rim of the canyon.

He eased his mare to a halt, bent for-
ward in the saddle rubbing its neck gently.
No sound came to his straining ears, yet
a vague, impalpable fear gripped him. He
tried to shake the feeling off, tell himself
that Snap Boyle’s outlaws would be up
on the Mesa waiting for Link to bring
the herd through like he had told Link,
but the intangible sense of danger persisted.

He locked his jaws, nudged his mount
into a slow walk. He came abreast of
the cabin, then he was past it. A fierce,
burning exultation hammered through his
veins.

"Il make it,” he growled under his
breath. "Right through Boyle's back yard.
Like | told Link, they wont be expectin’
me to come this way, an’ . .

"Reach, feller!”

The harsh, grating words lashed out
from behind a jumble of rocks up ahead.
Unconsciously, Jeff pulled his horse to a
halt. Dimly visible figures moved like
shadows through the boulders on either
side of the trail. One, two, three of them,
he counted, with dull-blue light glinting
from the muzzles of bared guns.

One of the men was coming forward
cautiously. As if from a distance, Jeff heard
the outlaw’s voice hollowly through the
shattered hopes that tumbled down over his

brain. Link had been right; they had been
waiting for him, for the gold he was
packing.

"That’s right,” the outlaw mocked harsh-
ly. "Just set tight, an’ you'll stay in one
piece. Thought you'd cut a rusty, didn't
you? But we’d ’a’ got you no matter
which way you went. There’s men waitin'
up on the Mesa, an’ others on the long
trail around the Mesa. We’ll take your gold
like we’ll stampede your cattle over the
cliff, an> , , .

Suddenly, Jeff’s gun was in his hand,
jumping and roaring. The outlaw’s words
choked off as hot lead hammered into his
body. A single shrill scream of mortal
agony sliced through the night air. A heavy
body thudded dully on the ground. A
riderless horse pitched wildly, then rattled
off through the rocks.

EFF heard his own voice cursing and
J yelling above the throbbing roar of
his guns. Jabbing fingers of Colt-fire
stabbed through the darkness toward him.
Lead whipped past his face, screamed from
the rocks on either side of him. Time hung
suspended in that bullet-shattered instant.
All  was flaming, rocketing, pulsating
death.

Then an invisible blow hammered into
his chest. The impact of the slug almost
lifted him clear of the saddle. He clawed
for the horn, knew a fleeting, sickening
instant when he was off balance, flying
through space. A hoarse yell of triumph
rang out from the rocks ahead.

"Got him! He took my lead, damn
him!”

Sharp-edged stones were knifing into his
back. He tried stubbornly to push into a
sitting position, lift his gun, but there was
no more strength left in his battered old
body. Someone was bending over him, a
blurry, bearded face, thick, sneering lips,
red-rimmed eyes. He felt the poke of gold
snatched from under his belt, then saw the
yawning muzzle of a gun tilt down almost
in his face.

"You killed Jim, damn yuh!" a thin,
grating voice snarled. "My paid! I’ll blow
you to hell so fast you’ll . , .

A hand reached out from the darkness,
pulled the gun away.

"He’s cashin’ in, Cal,” another voice cut
in. "Let him lay here an’ think it over
wl le he dies. Let him burn an’ rot inside,
wh le we’re up on the Mesa helpin’ drive
his cattle over the cliff.”

Then he was alone. Hoof beats clattered
over the rock-studded trail, faded into
nothing as the silence rolled in. Minutes
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dragged by like hours. Jeff didn't lose un-
consciousness. He lay there staring dully
up at the stars that were beginning to
speckle the night sky, chest burning and
aching where the slug had plowed through
flesh and bone. His skin felt warm and
damp and sticky. A million needles of pain
were stabbing through him where the stones
gouged into his back.

Bitter, galling thoughts tumbled through
his mind. It wasn’t the fear of dying. Hell,
a gent has to die sometime, he told him-
self, and he was old, weighted with long
years of hard, back-breaking work. He had
blotched his chances—his half of tire Tur-
key Track, Link had called it—but there
might still be a chance of helping Link. He
had to do something. There was a reason.

Color drained from his leathery face, as
he fought his way to a sitting position, and
then shoved weakly to his feet. The move-
ment turned loose throbbing trip-hammers
of agony where the slug had bored into his
chest. He fumbled his shirt open, and pad-
ded his handkerchief over the wound. It
was high up in his shoulder and bleeding
freely. He couldn’t tell whether the bullet
had gone completely through him or not.

He didn’t know how he got onto his
horse, or made that torturous climb back
up the canyon wall. But somehow he made
it, swaying drunkenly in the saddle, en-
during the molten fire that ran through his
veins, seeped through the already soaked
handkerchief. Sage and pinon, drenched by
pale light flooding down from the moon
climbing high in the sky, spun crazily be-
fore his eyes. Every muscle in his gaunt old
body ached and pulsed with pain. His
throat flamed raw with every gasping
breath he drew into his lungs.

Somewhere across the range he heard the
blatant echoes of gun-fire, split by the faint,
hollow drum of hoofs and the yells of men.
He gauged his direction stubbornly, gath-
ered the last of his fagging strength to hold
himself in the saddle, and kicked his horse
into a run.

The barrage of shots ended as abruptly
as it had started. The rumble of horses’
hoofs and the yelling of the night riders
receded into the distance as he pounded up
to the rim of the cliff.

An ugly, stagnant silence rolled in,
broken only by the faint sough of the wind
through the trees, the bawling of a dying
steer that floated up from the foot of the
cliff. A numbing sense of hopelessness
claimed him, as he stared at a hat—Link’s
battered felt hat—at the edge of the cliff.

"Link,” he choked brokenly. "Link—"

He seemed to collapse inside, sway in
the saddle, then slide off into space. Then
someone was there beside him. Strong
hands reached out, caught him, eased him
to the ground. He stared upward at the
man’s square, bloody face, dully realizing
that he was looking at Link. And he heard
Link’s voice.

"It’s me, Jeff! They hit me like you said
they would. | was a damned fool. One of
’em said you was dead, an’ | went crazy.
They killed my hoss, nicked me—but, hell,
Jeff, | didn't mean what | said back there.
We're still pards. But I lost our cattle . . .”

"Planner’s cattle,” Jeff heard himself say-
ing hoarsely. "I knowed you was set on
that drive, Link. | lied to you. | run our
herd back in Pine Gulch. | figured you
wouldn’t check brands after dark. Flanner
drove his own cattle over the cliff. But that
gold | was carryin—Snap Boyle's gang got
it, an’ . .

IS voice trailed off, puzzled. Link
was smiling. And Link was saying
something.

"You cantankerous old coot!” came
Link’s words. "All they got was half a
lead pipe | filed up to fill your poke with.
Switched the gold on you. Didnt see no
sense of losin’ it b’cause you was so danged
ball-headed . . .” He broke off as if the
word svas suddenly galling to his lips.

But Jeff Lasher was smiling. He thought
it was funny as hell.



He whirled and drilled young
Burt square through the heart.

WITH!”

by VERNON JAMES

The bullet that had creased Sheriff Buck Burton's head had stolen his sight— and had
turned his bailiwick into Rap Gruber's own Colt-rodded range!

HERIFF BUCK BURTON'S thick
fingers groped blindly toward the
chair beside the bunk. Fie was con-
scious of a droning voice—seemed to have
been hearing it for hours. But he was too
tired to open his eyes. It was too much
of an effort to tell the owner of the voice
to shut up, even though the monotonous
sound did prod the throbbing agony in his
head. If only he could reach the papers
and bag of tobacco on the chair—if only
he could build himself a quirly, and fill
his lungs with the soothing smoke—
The voice continued without a break, but
Buck Burton felt the tobacco and book of
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papers pushed beneath his fingers. Fie
grasped them eagerly, and tried to sit up.
A hand pushed him back, gently but firmly.
And now that voice paused for a moment—
then took on the stern tone a father uses
with an unruly child.

"You just stay put, Buck Burton!
build you that quirly!"

Buck Burton was too weak to resist,
when fingers took the makings from his
clutching hand—too weak yet to open his
eyes. But his mind was clearing. He knew
that, because he recognized the voice as
old Doc Winters’. Doc Winters, Cuchillo’s
only sawbones! His lips moved to ask the
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questions which his dazed brain could not

form, but Doc Winters spoke again,
brusquely,
“You keep shet, Buck Burton. All the

talkin’ thet needs to be done for a spell,
I’ll do.”

Buck Burton’s bloodless lips writhed in
an effort to speak, but no words came. He
was conscious of a mixture of anger at
his weakness, and wonder at the cause of
it. The last he remembered, he was—. A
sharp breath burst from his lips. The last
he remembered, he was facing “Rap” Gru-
ber, on the sidewalk in front of the bank!
Gruber was coming out sideways, a six-gun
in one hand and a bag of the bank’s cur-
rency in the other.

"Doc—did Rap Gruber—get--—--
"Steady, Buck! Steady!” the old saw-
bones soothed. "You lay right quiet!”
“But Doc—Ive got to—know!

Gruber—"

Did

RIZZLED Doc Winters looked down
G at Buck Burton’s hand that still held
the unlighted quirly, and a glint ot admira-
tion flickered in his eyes for a moment. As
steady as the peaks of the San Juans that
towered over Cuchillo—that was Sheriff
Buck Burton. Not a tremor in that stubby-
fingered hand, in spite ot the tumult that

must be swirling in Buck’s brain. The old
sawbones nodded to himself.
"Reckon you can take it, Buck. If you’ll

promise to lay still, I'll tell you!”

"Go ahead, Doc!”

The doctor’s brow furrowed for a mo-
ment, as if he was searching for the best
way to begin. Then he drew a long breath.
A straight-out story—that’s what Buck Bur-
ton would be wanting.

“Rap Gruber was too fast for you, Buck.
He shot from his hip—creased you before
you could drag yore gun.” Doc Winters
leaned a little forward, his eyes upon the
prone man. “An’ when you was down, he
whirled—an’ drilled young Burt square
through the heart. Didn't a soul on the
street dare to lift a hand—not even when
he forked his hoss, and took the trail. |
ain't thin-skinned, Buck—but when thet
coyote stood over Tommy Burt, an’ laughed
in thet sneerin’ way of his, 1—”"

Buck Burton’s thin, wide mouth and
square chin, visible beneath the bandage
that covered the upper part of his face,
seemed to be chiseled from brown rock—
tight, hard, expressionless. But now those
stubby fingers told that Doc Winters’ words

had come close to cracking his iron nerve.
For the fingers contracted slowly, remorse-
lessly, crushing the cigarette—twisting it,
spilling the tobacco in brown flecks on the
faded blue flannel shirt. For only a fleet-
ing instant that square chin quivered—then
the fingers slowly relaxed. The thin lips
opened only a crack.

"He drilled Tommy Burt, huh? Go
on, Doc!’
“He stood there laughin’, Buck, until

Tommy was plumb still. You was draped
over the edge of the sidewalk, yore head
on the slabs an’ yore heels in the dust
He lifted his six-gun, like as if he aimed
to plug you again. But | reckon he fig-
ured you was plenty dead. He took his
time climbin’ into his saddle, while his
men kept the crowd covered.”

Doc Winters paused, and Buck Burton’s
fingets drummed on the chair-seat beside
the bunk. “He—plugged Tommy Burt—
an’ nobody lifted—a hand!” The words
slid stiffly from Buck Barton’s thin lips.

“Didn’t dare to, Buck—not with you an’
Tommy stretched out on the ground. Likely
they figured you an’ Tommy—Sheriff an'
Deputy—was paid to take chances, but it
wasn’t none of their business.”

Buck Burton’s voice held an edge that
brought a startled gasp to the old sawbones’
lips. “None of their business, huh? None
of their business thet Tommy Burt died—
with Rap Gruber’s bullet in his heart? Thet
Gruber an’ his long-riders raided the Cu-
chillo Bank in broad day? Thet they run
their bluff on the town—an’ made it stick?
Don’t yuh see what thet means, Doc?”

“Yeah—Il—see!” Doc Winters said slow-
ly. "It means thet Gruber wasnt foolin’
none, when he ’lowed he’d be back, as
soon as the stage brought the roundup pay-
roll money down from the road!”

For a full minute Buck Burton lay stiff
and silent, as the old sawbones' words
sunk deep into his brain. Sudden death
was nothing new to him. For twenty years,
as Sheriff of Pinion County, he had been
dealing it—and seeing it in turn snatch
friends and acquaintances. But when death
struck Tommy Burt so cruelly and need-
lessly, that was something else. Tommy
Burt, who had been like a son as well
as a deputy—Ilaughing, curly-haired Tommy.
Slowly the smoldering fire in his brain
grew into a blaze.

He heaved himself to a sitting position,
and his fingers fumbled the bandage that
covered his eyes. Doc Winters leaned to

O*
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his feet, and grasped Buck Burton’s fin-
gers, pulling them forcibly from the
bandage.

"Buck, you blasted idiot!
to go blind for keeps?”

Buck Burton’s hand dropped to his side.
"Blind!?”  His voice was suddenly thin
and reedy. "Blind? Yuh—yuh mean—
there’s somethin’ the—matter with my
eyes?”

"What d’you reckon we've got thet ban-
dage over 'em for? Goin’ to be plenty
hard to save yore sight, with the best of
care—but if you get proddy—”

"Go—away—Doc! Leave me alone—
for a spell!”

Buck Burton slumped back to the bunk.
He hardly heard the old doctor’s grumbling,
or the sound of his dragging footsteps as
he left the room. Blind! He might even
now be blind! That was something he had
never thought of before—never imagined
striking him. There flashed into his mind
the memory of the blind man he had seen
up at the road. He remembered him walk-
ing up and down the platform of the rail-
road station on the arm of a woman, laugh-
ing and talking. But plainer still was the
picture of the man sitting alone on a bench,
while the woman was gone for a few min-
utes attending to the baggage. Alone, the
blind man’s face held a stricken, almost ter-
rified expression.

Do you want

E COULD understand the man’s feel-
H ings now—the terrible feeling of be-
ing alone—of the world sweeping past on
each side without so much as touching him.
He knew now what it would be like never
to see again—never to catch the color of
the cactus blossoms after the first spring
rain—never to feel the shiver of awe, as
his gaze swept up to the towering peaks—
never to see the dancing mirages, or the
whirling dust-devils in the dusty street.
Never to—

His hands clenched at his sides, and
his jaws tightened. Never to ride the high
country again on the trail of a Killer or
rustler—never to feel the grim satisfaction
of seeing an outlaw placed behind the bars,
or on Deacon Underhill’s slab by his hand
—the hand of the law. Blind! a hopeless,
helpless man, groping his way through the
world alone!

For an hour Buck Burton lay on the
bunk, fighting that feeling of panic.
Slowly, and with a bitter effort that left
him white and weak again, he conquered

it, until it was only a throbbing hurt in
his heart like the throbbing in his head.
And as that feeling receded, grim and
deadly wrath crept in to take its place—
wrath that centered upon that swaggering
killer, Rap Gruber.

More plainly because of the darkness that
engulfed him, the picture of those grim
minutes formed in his brain. The single
shot from up at the bank—he and Tommy
Burt racing toward the sound—men pop-
ping like rabbits from the doors of the
drab buildings along the street, and fol-
lowing them.

The first glimpse of the four saddled
horses at the hitchrail in front of the bank—
the excitement on young Tommy Burt's
face, as he caught the first sight of two
armed men backing from the bank—his
own grim tenseness, as he realized what
had happened, and what was due to happen
right sudden. Then Rap Gruber, sidling
from the bank—his own hand darting for
his six-gun butt—the sudden explosion—
and darkness. Almost as plain was the
part Doc Winters had supplied.

"He gunned—Tommy Burt!”  Buck’s
tight lips muttered. "Gunned Tommy—
and made off with the bank's cash! Bragged
he’d be back when the roundup payroll
comes in! Bluffed Cuchillo, an’ made it
stick!”

Then the thing that had been beating
at the back of his brain forced itself onto
him. His hands clenched convulsively, and
his breath came in a gasp.

"An'—me—>blind!” The words were
hardly more than a thin whisper. "Blind!
Can’t swap lead with him! Can’t see him—"

He forced himself to a sitting position
again. His head reeled, and fire-balls
seemed to burst in front of his aching
eyes. He shook his head as if to dear
it of the dizzy agony. He swung his feet
around and touched the floor. With every
move a wave of pain, he*stood erect, sway-
ing on his weak legs.

His hands started haltingly toward the
bandage over his eyes, but dropped before
they reached it. He didn’t dare test it—
yet. Fingers groping before him, he made
his way to the south wall of the little room.
He felt along the slabs, until he touched
the peg. A long, quavering breath es-
caped his lips, as he grasped the filled gun-
belt that hung on the peg. He lifted it
down, and buckled it around his middle.

Now he weaved back to the bunk, and
slumped onto it again. Then he gritted
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his teeth in a grim effort to conquer the
panic that swept over him at what he
was about to do. His hand lifted slowly,
almost reluctantly toward the bandage. In
another dozen seconds he would see whether
his eyes were gone or not. He fumbled for
the fastening at the back of his head, his
fingers clumsy from the fear that gripped
him.

The fiat knots loosened slowly beneath
his touch. One bandage dropped to the
bunk, and he caught his breath sharply.
Everything was still dark. Shakily he fum-
bled again. There was still another layer
of soft cloth, and he felt a surge of relief
sweep over him as if he had been granted
another few minutes of life. Then that
last bandage was off!

Buck Burton's fingers touched his closed
lids—but for a long moment he did not
dare open them—did not dare put his
eyes to the test. But now his seething
brain forced the message to his lids. Slowly
they blinked open. A gasp that was half
a groan of despair came from Buck Burton’s
lips—for only velvety darkness greeted his
wide eyes. Although he had been prepared
for just that, the realization was like a physi-
cal blow.

Slowly he picked up the bandages and
replaced them as best he could. Weakness
was sweeping over him again—the weak-
ness of reaction from his mental turmoil
as well as from his wound. He scarcely
remembered knotting the last bandage, for
he was swaying dizzily, and his senses were
ieraving him. His hands fell nervelessly,
and he slumped back on the bunk.

How long he was unconscious he did
not know. And it was old Doc Winters’
flat voice that awakened him this time,
too. For an instant he did not remember—
but as he felt the bandages against his lids,
he knew. But now, when he forced him-
self to a sitting position, he realized that
his strength had returned in almost full
measure,

"You’re lookin’ stronger, Buck," the old
sawbones said in his best bedside manner.
" 'Pears like thet bullet didn’t do much harm
to you—except yore eyes. Mebbe they aint
even hurt as bad as | figured. Just wear
thet bandage another day or two, an’ we'll
see if—”

Buck Burton’s lips opened only a trifle,
and the voice that came from them was
raspy with bitterness. "I’'m blind, Doc—
stone blind!  Ain’t nothin’ yub can do
for mel!”

"Now Buck, you're goin’ off half-cocked!
You don’t know—an’ | don’t know whether
yore eyes’ll be any worse off than before
you got creased!”

"l—know—Doc! An’ we won’t talk
about it no more! What I'm honin’ to
know concerns Rap Gruber an' his outfit!
Is there a posse out on his trail? Is any-
body doin’ anything about him? Have yuh
had any news—”

"Steady, Buck!” the old doctor grunted.
"There ain’t no posse out. You’d ought
to know thet. Nobody to round up a
posse—nobody to head it. Tommy Burt
is—is dead. An' you’re—"

"Yeah, I’'m blind! No good—worthless!
But thet aint no reason why Cuchillo
should set on its hunkers, an’ let thet mur-
derin’ skunk get clean away!”

"Now Buck, there ain’t no use of trailin’
Rap Gruber. He’s holed up somewhere in
the high country. No danger of him show-
in” up here again—until the roundup pay-
roll comes in. An' thet’s three weeks off.
Most anything can happen before then.”

"Yeah—he did say—he'd be back then!”
The words slid between Buck Burton's
tight lips. "Said he’d be on hand to grab
off the roundup payroll.”

"But maybe he was only foolin'—”

UCK BURTON'S upraised hand

stilled the old sawbones’ words. He
sat on the edge of the chair, and watched
the play of grim emotions across Buck Bur-
ton's face with pitying eyes. For a full
minute Buck Burton did not speak again.
Then he lifted his face as if he could see
Doc Winters.

"Yuh aint told anybody I'm—I’m blind,
Doc?”

Doc Winters shook his head—then real-
ized that Buck Burton could not catch the
gesture. “l jest said you was creased, Buck.
Why, | ain’t sure you are blinded. May-
be—"

"I’'m blind, right enough—blind for
keeps. But | don't want anybody to know
it before they have to—not before Rap
Gruber shows up again, at least!”

”But-we’ll know for sure in a day or two,
when | take off them bandages!"

"Yuh ain* takin’ the bandages oft, Doc—
not until | say the word. Yuh’re f-Uin'
them thet asks thet I’'m still knocked out
from Rap Gruber’s bullet. 1—I aint honin’
for no sympathy—don’t want to be led
around by the arm—don’t want no pityin’
words an’ looks! Blast it, Doc, 1’d a heap
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sooner Rap Gruber had plugged me center,
than to’ve blinded me!”

The old doctor shook his head as he rose.
"You'll be all right, Buck—long before
Rap Gruber shows up in Cuchillo again.
You’ll be as good as new, an’ ready to face

that coyote, when the pay-roll is due. But
I won't say nothin’ to nobody.”
Buck Burton knew different. He was as

blind as a bat—and would be as long as
he lived. He was certain of that. When
Doc Winters clumped from the little room,
he lay back on the bunk, clenching his hands
into tight fists, stiffening his trembling chin,
and fighting with all his strength against
the feeling of panic. And gradually he
knew a little calmness.

But for the first week he could think of
nothing but the blindness that had struck
him down. He spent hours fighting to keep
his nerves from cracking—hours that left
him weak and trembling. Between those
spells, he shuffled around the room, accus-
toming himself to caring for himself with-
out sight. Doc Winters visited him twice
a day, and those visits were tough for Buck
Burton, for his pride forced him to keep
from showing the bitterness that held him.

The nights were as bad as the days, for
fearful dreams troubled his sleep—dreams
in which he groped his way through a world
peopled by unseen monsters—worse dreams
in which men showered him with pity and
maudlin sympathy. But on the sixth night
his dream was strangely different—a dream
in which he faced Rap Gruber, blinded as
he was—faced him on even terms, and
bested him. And he woke from that dream
refreshed, soothed by a calmness that he
had not known before.

There was a faint smile on his lips, a
feeling of excitement as if something pleas-
ant was about to happen. Several times he
was conscious of footsteps on the gravel
outside, but he paid no attention until he
caught a familiar crunch. He nodded to
himself. Doc Winters—hurrying a little,
but Doc Winters, right enough. Then he
jerked erect, and drew a sharp breath. He
had-picked out those footsteps—recognized
them among several he had heard in the
last two or three hours.

Strange. He had never noticed footsteps
before—wouldn’t have known Doc Winters’
from Deacon Underhill’s. They had all
sounded alike—but now— A half memory
came to him of something he had heard or
read. A man who loses one sense is com-
pensated by the quickening of others. Hear-

ing becomes keener to one who cannot see.
That was it! His ears were sharper now!
He listened again—and picked out sounds
that he would never have heard when his
eyes were good.

He scarcely knew when the old doctor
opened the door and clumped across the
room to his accustomed chair. His mind
was playing with this new knowledge. Bar-
ring the fact that he could not see, he was
a better man than he had ever been—prob-
ably the best man on the range. Take away
Rap Gruber’s sight, and the killer wouldn’t
have a chance with him! Not a chance!

Doc Winters’ words dragged him back
to realities. He leaned forward, reading the
excitement in the old sawbones’ usually
even, monotonous Vvoice.

"The pay-roll’s cornin’ in early, Buck—
day after tomorrer night! Sam Burdette fig-
ured he’d slip up on Rap Gruber—bring
the pay-roll in by buckboard in the dark—
only the driver—no guards! Scatter the
money among the different spreads before
thet murderin' coyote got a chance at it!”

Buck Burton nodded. "Smart thinkin’,
Doc!”

"Yeah—smart thinkin’!” Doc Winters
said bitterly. "Except for one thing! He
talked where Sonora Bates could hear him!”

"Sonora Bates? Thet tinhorn gambler,
up at the Last Chance? But what’s thet
got to do with it?”

"Sonora Bates hightailed it out of Cuchillo
this mornin—headin' for the high coun-
try!”

Buck Burton was silent for a moment,
but the full meaning of that statement struck
him instantly. At last he spoke slowly. "So
Sonora Bates is hooked up with Rap Gruber,
huh? Carryin’ word to Gruber’s hideout!”

"An’ there’s nothin' we can do about it
now!” Doc Winters said. "Burdette has
already sent his driver up to the road. May-
be we could head him off, but likely Rap
Gruber would—"

"What does Burdette think of it?” Buck
Burton broke in.

"Aint said nothin’ to him. Nobody but
me knows Sonora Bates left Cuchillo. He
rode before sunup—an’ | wouldnt have
seen him if | hadn’t been just gettin' in
from a call. | aimed to get yore idea on it
before | told anyone.”

OR a full five minutes Buck Burton
F sat on the edge of his bunk, lips tight
and jaws set. And when he spoke, the words
slid between his teeth.
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"Rap Gruber could stick up the driver
on the trail—but he won't. 1 know thet
hombre! He promised to raid Cuchillo
when the pay-roll came in, an’ he’ll do it!
He wouldn’t miss gettin’ a good laugh on
this town again.”

"But | dont see what difference it makes
where or when he grabs the pay-roll money.
It’ll be just as far gone, one way or the
other.”

"We could set a guard, ready to cut him
down when he makes a pass at the bank,”
Buck Burton said slowly.

"Not in Cuchillo! These vyaller-bellied
town hombres are scared to death. They
wouldn't take a chance.”

"Reckon mebbe yuh’re right,” Buck Bur-
ton said slowly. "But mebbe—” A smile
flicked across his face, and he leaned closer
to Doc Winters. "Listen, Doc! The pay-
roll is cornin’ in tomorrer night—an’ Rap
Gruber won't be wastin’ no time. The driver
wont no more than have it unloaded an’ in
the bank safe, before Rap Gruber pulls his
raid! Ain’t thet right?"

"Right—if | know Rap Gruber!” Doc
Winters grunted.

"An’ he’ll pull it alone—leavin' his outfit
in the street, huh?”

"Yeah! He’ll want all the credit for it!”

"All right! Then dont say a word to
anyone about Sonora Bates leavin’—or what
yuh think is due to happen! Thet’ll be our
secret—an’ |—think l—know what to do!”

"You mean you—you aint—"

"I’d sooner be dead than blind for
keeps!” Buck Burton said bitterly. "An’ if
I can take thet murderin’ skunk—thet sneer-
in” killer thet cut Tommy Burt down—"

"But you cant, Buck! You cant face
Rap Gruber—not with thet bandage over

yore eyes! He’s pizen with his six-guns!
You know thet!”
"I'm still the sheriff, Doc—until the

county finds out I'm blind! It’s my duty
to see thet the laws are obeyed, an’ I’ll do
it my own way. I’m countin’ on yuh helpin’
me, Doc! I'm deputizin® yuh!”

"You’re—you’re—" The old doctor shook
his head. "It’s yore funeral, you hard-
headed mule—an’ 11l help you all | can.”

"Good!” Buck Burton leaned still further
forward, and spoke in a half-whisper,
swiftly. Doc Winters nodded, but did not
break in until the other had finished.

"l think it’s a damn-fool idea, Buck Bur-
ton—but like some fool ideas, it might
work! You can count on me!”

The next two days dragged on feet of

lead for Buck Burton. Doc Winters visited
his little shack two or three times each day,
and each time he reported that everything
was going as usual—that no one had sus-
pected the reason for Sonora Bates' absence.
As he made the last visit on the afternoon
of the second day, Buck Burton gave the old
doctor his last instruction. There would be
no time for talk, when Doc Winters came
for him as soon as darkness settled.

His sharpened senses told Buck Burton
when dusk began to change to velvet black-
ness—a perceptible cooling of the air—a
hint of moisture that freshened the scent of
sagebrush—the first call of a night bird—
things he would never have noticed before
he was blinded.

Then he caught the sound of Doc Win-
ters’ footsteps, even though the old saw-
bones walked stealthily—almost silently.
Buck Burton rose from his bunk, stepped
to the wall and lifted down his filled gun-
belt. A surge of satisfaction swept over him,
as he realized that there was no hesitation,
no fumbling and stumbling in that move-
ment. And now a tenseness that was both
grim and exciting gripped him.

Doc Winters opened the door softly, and
slipped inside. Buck Burton could catch
his uncertain footsteps as he made his way
into the dark room. He laughed shortly,
sharply. "Yore eyes ain’t doin’ yuh no good,
are they, Doc? A blind man is as good as
one who can see—in the dark, huh?”

"Blast it, Buck—are you still set on that
fool idea?"

"More set than ever, Doc! Ive been
thinkin’ of nothin’ else for two days—an’ |
still think it’ll work!”

"l hate to think of it, Buck—but in an-
other couple of hours I'll be sayin, 'He was
a good man, while he was alive.””

"Yeah—or else: The range wasn’t safe
for life or property, as long as he lived.”

"l hope you’re right, Buck—but | ain't
got a heap of—"

Doc Winters stopped short, for the thud
of hoofs and the creak of wheels came from
out on the street. Buck Burton took a step
across the dark room, and his hand touched
Doc Winters' arm.

"The buckboard, Doc! Look out of the
window! Watch an’ see if it stops at the
bank!”

Doc Winters grunted a wordless reply,
and turned to obey. After a breathless min-
ute, he whispered over his shoulder: “It’s
the pay-roll buckboard, Buck! Stopped at
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the bank! Sam Burdette is carryin’ the
canvas bag inside!”

"Any sign of Rap Gruber?” Buck Bur-
ton asked tensely,

"No sign, Buck!”

"Keep yore eyes peeled! There won’t be
much time! Ten chances to one Rap Gruber
has been watchin’ for the buckboard—likely
ridin’ this way right now!”

Now the crunch of wheels came plainly
again, and Doc Winters spoke softly. "Sam
Burdette is in the rig, alongside the driver!
Left a lamp, burnin’ low, in the bank!”

"Left—a lamp—nburnin’!” Buck Burton’s
voice was halting—tense. "I was sort of
countin™—"”

"If you’re still set on goin’ through with
it, it’s time to be goin’!” Doc Winters
grunted. "But | still think you’re signin'
yore own death warrant!”

UCK BURTON nodded slowly. He

thought so too, now. Funny that a
little thing like the tiny flame of a lamp
should make so much difference—should
spell the difference between life and death.
But there was no thought of backing out
now. His lips twisted bitterly. After all, he
would rather be dead than blind for life.
And if he could just take Rap Gruber with
him—

"All set, Doc!” he said tersely.

Keeping to the shadows of the squat
buildings, ducking into still deeper shadows
when any sign of movement appeared on
the almost deserted street, Doc Winters
guided Buck Burton toward the bank. In
a scant five minutes they halted at the back
door of the bank. Doc Winters’ grip tight-
ened on Burton’s arm.

"It ain’t too late to call it quits, Buck!”

"Open the door, Doc!"

Doc Winters shook his head, as he fished
in his pocket for the skeleton key Buck
Burton had supplied him. The lock clicked,
and the narrow back door creaked open.

"Lead me to a chair in front of the safe,
Doc!”

"And the lamp?” Doc Winters asked, as
he guided the sheriff through the dark hall-
way and into the dim radiance of the flick-
ering oil lamp.

"Leave it burnin’. If yuh should put it
out, Sam Burdette would notice, an’ come
to investigate. | aim to handle this alone!”

Doc Winters grunted hopelessly, as he
dragged a chair to a spot squarely in front
of the big safe. Buck Burton felt it behind

his knees, and dropped into it. Then he
lifted his hand,

"Now put the lamp alongside of me,
Doc—where the light will shine square in
my face!”

"Where the light—why blast it, Buck!
You’re crazier than a locoed yearlin’! Rap
Gruber1t—"

"He’ll see me, Doc—an’ that’s what | aim
to happen! It wouldnt be right for Rap
Gruber to die— without knowin’ thet |
blasted the life out of him!”

"But he’ll get you first, Buck!”

"Yeah—nhe’ll get me! But there ain’t no
bullet thet can kill me so quick thet | can’t
down him- before | die!”

"Buck Burton, I’d ought to—"

"Yuh’re takin’ orders from me, Doc!
I'm still sheriff—an’ yuh’re my deputy!
Now get out—while the gettin’s good! Re-
member the signal!”

Doc Winters’ voice almost broke, as he
stepped toward the dark corridor. "You’re
a blasted fool, Buck Burton—but you've
got sand in yore craw—you’re a hombre to
ride the river with!”

"Get, Doc!” Buck Burton snapped.

When the back door dosed so softly that
only Buck Burton’s sharpened ears could
hear the sound, he drew a long, quavering
breath. With Doc Winters gone, he felt
strangely alone. It wasn’t that he feared
Rap Gruber—or the death that he was sure
hovered over him. It was rather a panicky,
helpless feeling—the same feeling that held
him in its grip when first he knew he was
blind.

He drew his six-gun from its holster and
examined it with a more sensitive touch than
he knew he possessed. Then he laid it in
his lap. Now he sniffed softly, catching
the faint, musty odor of papers and ink.
He listened intently, and smiled mirthlessly
at the sharpness of his ears. Why, he could
even hear the rustling of a mouse that scam-
pered over the floor off in the corner.

For a few minutes these things served to
relax the grim tension in his brain—but only
for minutes. Back again was that strange
feeling that must come to every man when
he faces death. The hand that clutched the
butt of his six-gun tightened until his nails
were bloodless. The lines in his face beneath
the wide bandage deepened. He leaned for-
ward in his chair, every nerve and muscle
as tight as piano wire.

Then it came—that low, trilling whistle
from the corner of the bank building. Buck
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Burton stiffened—waited. Now the sound
again—and again. Three! Rap Gruber and
three of his outfit! Only three! Buck Bur-
ton smiled mirthlessly. Rap Gruber appar-
ently feared Cuchillo hardly at all. A wave
of Kkilling wrath swept Buck Burton, for
now he was remembering the last time he
faced the killer—remembering Tommy Burt,
cut down coldly and mercilessly.

But the sound of footsteps on the slab
porch of the bank building changed that
wrath to cold, deadly determination, much
more dangerous. He separated, with his
sharpened sense of hearing, the different
sounds that marked Rap Gruber’s move-
ments. The whistle had not sounded again,
so Buck Burton knew Rap Gruber was com-
ing into the bank alone. He smiled a little,
as he pictured Doc Winters, hidden behind
the water barrel just across the street from
the bank. Doc would be biting his lips,
clenching and unclenching his fists in an
agony of excitement and dread.

Then the click of a lock and the soft
creak of the door. Buck Burton stiffened,
as Rap Gruber’s steps came forward—then
stopped abruptly. He caught the sharply
drawn breath that came from the Kkiller’s
lips. Now Buck Burton spoke, low but
sharply.

"We meet again, yuh murderin’ lobo!
Yuli see me—but this time | can’t see yuh!
Yuh blinded me, Rap Gruber—but yuh
didn't kill me!”

Rap Gruber laughed shortly, sharply but
with a note of relief in the laugh. "My
off friend, the sheriff, huh? Blind an’ help-
less, but still the brave officer! Too bad |
didn’t kill yuh before, Burton! But it ain’t
too late yet!”

"Not too late, Gruber! Yuh’ll down me,
but yuh’ll go along with me!”

Again Gruber laughed a little shakily.
"Yuh talk big, Burton, but I can shade yuh
when yore eyes are workin’. Blind, yuh
ain’t got a chance!”

UCK BURTON smiled, there in the
B circle of ruddy light from the oil
lamp. "Yuh're on top now, Rap Gruber!
Yuh've got yore two eyes, an’ I'm plumb
blind! But if yuh should lose thet advan-
tage, 1'd have yuh beat a thousand ways.
My ears are sharper—my nose is keener!
Why, | could smell yore stinkin' carcass
for a mile! Yeah, Gruber, if the light should
go out all at once, jest like this—"

Buck Burton's left hand shot out, and
crashed the lamp to the floor with a start-

lingly sudden movement. In a fraction of
an instant the room was plunged into pitch
darkness. And at the same moment Buck
Burton hurled himself from the chair and
roiled to one side.

Rap Gruber cursed shrilly, and triggered
his six-gun. The bullet spatted against the
iron sate and shrilled off into the wall.
Buck Burton laughed deep in his throat
from the floor.

"Yuh see, Gruber! Now we’re even—as
far as eyes go! But I’ve got yuh bested on
every count! Yuh thought yuh was crackin’
down on me, but yuh missed me by yards!
Now I'm sendin’ a bullet over yore head!
So close that yuh can feel the wind of it!
Like this!”

Buck Burton’s six-gun roared, and a gasp-
ing sigh came from Rap Gruber’s lips as the
bullet almost creased him. Again Buck Bur-
ton laughed. He had placed Rap Gruber
exactly by that sigh, and his six-gun turned
slightly to cover the man. But there was
one thing that he had overlooked—the flash
of flame from his own gun. And it served
as a guide for Rap Gruber’s next bullet.
Buck Burton heard its roar—felt the blow
like a club on his left shoulder. Too late
he knew what had happened.

He tried to sit up on the floor, but weak-
ness was sweeping over him. His head
reeled, and already a deathly agony was
tearing at his lungs. He tried to lift the
six-gun, but his strength was not enough.
Jerkily he brought his left hand across .his
body, and both clutched the gun butt.

With a last effort he forced a momentary
clearing of his senses. He caught the slight
shuffle of Rap Gruber’s feet—heard the
man’s swift, excited breathing. Slowly the
gun came up. Buck Burton’s teeth clenched
and his face twisted with the grim effort.
But now it was high enough. He squeezed
the trigger with his last ounce of strength.
The report bellowed and the recoil jerked
the gun from his hands.

He slumped backward on the floor, but
before darkness swept over him, he heard
the thud of Rap Gruber’s body—knew in-
stinctively that his bullet had gone true.

"He—got me—but he’s takin’—the same
trail!” Buck Burton breathed.

Hours later Buck Burton awoke—and
for a moment his dazed brain told
him that he was awakening once more from
his first meeting with Rap Gruber. The
same monotonous voice that had beat in his
ears was droning now. But he was too tired
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to open his eyes—too weak to tell old Doc
Winters to shut up.

Then it came to him with a bitter rush.
No use to open his eyes. He was blind—
stone blind. That was one thing that he
could never erase from his mind. And Rap
Gruber had not killed him, there in the
bank. He felt almost resentful. He had
been ready, willing to die. Death was bet-
ter than perpetual blindness.

But he was weak, deathly weak. And
grim agony tore at his chest. Perhaps he
would die, after all. Never have to face
life sightless and helpless. Better! Much
better! Doc Winters had no business trying
to save him—bandaging him up—watching
over him! If only he could tear those ban-
dages from his chest, he might hurry it
along. His hands started weakly up the
blanket, feeling, groping—

The monotonous voice stopped abruptly,
and feet pounded on the floor. Fingers
grasped Buck Burton’s hands and held them
from his wound. Doc Winters spoke
sharply.

"Buck, you blasted fool! You’ve got a
chance, if you’ll only make a fight for it!”

"Fight? Fight—to live—blind an’—
alone?” Buck Burton’s lips twisted wryly.

But now other feet pounded on the floor,
and Buck Burton caught his breath sharply.
At first he could not believe it! But it was
true—that dim radiance that forced itself
through his closed lids. Slowly, with fearful
dread of disappointment, he opened his
eyes. Now he could make out hazy move-
ments, and the flickering of flame of a
lamp above him. Slowly his eyes focused.
He could see!

"Doc! Doc! I—I can see! I’'m not blind,
Doc! | can see!”

Doc Winters blinked and leaned closer,
startled. Then a lump came up into his

throat at the expression of indescribable joy
that lighted up Buck Burton’s face. Never,
if he lived to be a hundred, would Doc
Winters forget that look.

Then Buck Burton spoke again. "But—
but I was blind, Doc! | took the bandage
off! | couldnt see! Not an hour after you
left me the first time! What—what hap-
pened, Doc?”

Doc Winters drew a long breath. "An
hour after I left yuh, huh? Why, that was
the middie of the night, Buck! Of course
you couldn’t see in the dark! Not even
an owl—"

Then the look of happiness faded from
Buck Burton’s face for a moment. "But Rap
Gruber, Doc! Did he—did I—"

"Rap Gruber’s dead, Buck! Yore bullet
drilled him center! An’ his outfit are behind
the bars. Cuchillo was afraid of Gruber—
not his gun-slingers. We rounded ’em up
the minute we knowed Rap Gruber had
passed in his chips. An’ now if you’ll

jest—"
But a soft smile played across Buck Bur-
ton’s lips. He closed his eyes again. "I'm

a little tired now, Doc! But be sure to wake
me up in time for breakfast. Yuh can tell
me the rest then.”

OC WINTERS looked down at Buck
Burton for a moment—noted the
even breathing—the color that was coming
back to his face, and nodded in satisfaction.
He turned to the man who held the lamp.
"He’ll be well on the road by mornin’,
Deacon. You’ll have to wait a good long
time before he’ll be needin’ yore services.”
Deacon Underhill’s face still held the sol-
emn expression that was the trade mark of
his profession. But his voice was sincere.
"Never was a time | was so glad to be beat
out of a good funeral, Doc!”



Cowboy. Say four Prayers!

by MOJAVE LLOYD

The gun-sitck hellions of big Red Fulton blazed a raw,

red trail across the Klamath

range, until Dode Steele took up their challenge to slash-brand them for Satan's own
corral!

of Dode Steele as he urged his tired

pack train down the treacherous
trail into Snake-Eye Canyon near the head-
waters of the Klamath. Dusk was beginning
to shroud the timbered hills and rocky
gorges in a mantle of purple, but that wasn’t
why Dode was impatient.

E AGERNESS shone in the gray eyes

He was headed for the little placer camp
of the Bentons. After supper they would sit
around a fragrant manzanita fire—he and
Judith Benton and the tough old dad the
girl worshipped. Maybe Judith would strum
on her guitar, with firelight dancing in her
red-gold hair. Maybe she would sing some
haunting old Mexican cancioncs.

36
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Steele struck a bend from where he could
look down on the tiny camp. The sight
that met his eyes stopped him as though
his boot soles had taken root.

On the little willow-bordered flat, tucked
in a bend of the river, he made out Judy
and her father. The pint-sized old man was
on the ground, shaking his fist at a towering
man whose shaggy hair shone a fiery red.
Dode Steele crowded past his pack horses
and hurled his big roan gelding recklessly
down the trail.

Fears churned in his mind. He had been
afraid for months of something like this—
ever since that night when he and big Red
Fulton had run into one another at Dead-
wood Bar. Almost eighteen months had
passed since he and Red had labored at ad-
joining machines in the jute mill in grim
San Quentin Penitentiary, but mutual recog-
nition had been instantaneous.

Since then, big Red had come into the
money. Now he had a gold dredge two
miles down the river. But Dode Steele had
gone straight—slaved away with his pack
train carrying supplies to mines and lumber
camps. One consuming hope cheered his
lonely trails—to earn enough money to stock
a little cattle ranch high in the Siskiyous.
Another two or three months and he would
have the precious money saved.

One other hope glowed in Dode Steele’s
heart—centering in Judy Benton. But Dode
daren't voice that one, even to himself. Not
yet!

He struck the sandy flat in a shower of
pebbles and lit on his heels while the geld-
ing was still on the dead run. Settling the
waist band of his faded levis firmly on his
slim hips, he faced the towering red-head
and jerked a thumb toward where old Alf
Benton lay.

"You do that?" he inquired.
IG Red Fulton licked his thin lips and
B stared at him stonily with cold slaty
eyes. The two men were a study in con-
trasts. Dode Steele was tall and slender, his
rugged wind-tanned face set with candid
gray eyes, the whole of him as clean as the
wind-tossed pine and fir of the high coun-
try he so loved. Red Fulton was huge and
brawny, with the massive power of an ani-
mal, handsome in his wild, hard way. His
great hands were twitching.
"Not by a jugful, he didn’t!” chirped
little old AIf Benton. "He aint man

enough! | just told him off our claim.
That's why his collar seems too tight.”

Out of the comer of his eye, Dode Steele
noticed for the first time that Benton was
lying on a blanket. But he kept his gaze on
Red Fulton's twitching hands.

"Nobody knocked me down,” Benton
sputtered. "I fell down—fell clean down a
danged talus slide. What | done to my
back, Doc Seely figgers it will take a trip
to a San Francisco hospital to fix. But all
pill-rollers is born liars. I’ll be well in a
week.

The cocky little oldster squirmed pain-
fully up on one scrawny elbow and blinked
up at Steele with near-sighted blue eyes. "I
feel pert already, Dode, now you’re here,”
he chirped. His cracked voice took on a
wistful tone. "Maybe you could fix it to lay
over for a few days and give me and Judy
a hand with the gold pannin’, eh son?”

The cords in Steele’s bronzed neck
seemed to tighten. He shot a side glance at
Judith. Her sunbonnet had fallen back from
her head, framing her small oval face and
unruly red-gold hair in flowered calico. She
was nervously tossing what looked like a
shining yellowish pebble from one tiny
brown hand to the other. Her soft hazel
eyes were fixed on Dode’s face with a
hopeful expression.

How could he tell her that if he failed
to make his monthly report to the parole
officer at Yreka the next day he would be
thrown back into San Quentin!

His calm eyes locked with the venomous
eyes of the tense red-head. "Fulton,” he
said quietly, "you’d best pull your freight.”
Then his gaze snapped back to those twitch-
ing hands.

He decided those great hands had
twitched about as long as they were likely
to. The viselike fingers were curling now.
The big man was so mad his judgment of
distance might be a trifle off. Dode delib-
erately switched his gaze to the girl's pale
face. It came!

Big Red Fulton’s right fist bunched and
swept upward like a viper's head, looping
viciously straight for Steele's chin. Dode
let it come, till the last bare instant. Then
his hand snapped sidewise. Fulton’s list
whistled past his ear. Judy screamed thinly.

The force of the blow swept the brawny
red head clear off balance. Dode’s right
shot out, clamped on a fistful of shirt col-
lar and yanked. As the huge body lunged
past, Steele pivoted at the knees. Putting
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every ounce of his hundred and seventy
pounds into the blow, he chopped his left
low down into Fulton’s ribs.

Big Red pitched face foremost into the
ashes of the dead fire. His shaggy head
collided with the butt of a log with a solid
thud. He doubled up, choked, then went
limp. Steele jerked him out by the heels
and rolled him over.

“Fetch me a bucket of water, Judy,” he
ordered.

With cold water splashing down on his
face, Red Fulton soon gasped and sat up.
He peered around dazedly. Dode slopped
the rest of the water on top of his head.
He heaved groggily to his feet and stood
there spraddle-legged, digging ashes out
of his eyes with his knuckles and shaking
his fiery head. Suddenly his slaty eyes fo-
cused on Steele’s expressionless face. Mur-
der flamed in them.

Then, to everyone’s astonishment, he
picked up his hat and staggered off down-
river. At the edge of a patch of willow
scrub, he stopped and looked back. His
voice was like the filing of a saw.

“Con,” he rasped, "take it on the lam!”
Then he faded from sight in the scrub.

For a space of minutes it was deathly
still there on the willow-fringed flat, with
the three little tents of the Bentons crouch-
ing under the sycamore trees. Dode could
hear Judith’s quick breathing. The old
man’s cracked voice sounded like gravel
rattling in a can.

“Son,” he croaked, "I
when | smell one!”

Judy touched Dode’s elbow with a timid
hand. He looked down into her taut face.
Her eyes were wide with wonder.

"He called you ’Con’,” she said huskily.
"And what did he mean when he said
‘lam' ?”

Steele swallowed hard. “Men say any-
thing when they’re groggy,” he explained

lamely.
E PICKED up an axe, crossed the flat
e to a manzanita thicket and chopped
an armful of wood. While he built a fire,
the girl helped her father sit up and
topped him with blankets. The pungent
lue smoke curling up into Dode’s face
seemed to clear his head. He straightened
and wiped his hands on his jeans.
"What caused the trouble?” he asked.
Judith handed him the pebble he had no-

know a Kkillin'

ticed her tossing back and forth. "This!”
she said.

"And that ain't the half of it,”
tered old AIf angrily,
cantly at his daughter.

Steele’s probing gray eyes snapped back
to Judith. The girl plucked at a button on
her flannel blouse. A slow flush crept up-
ward from her slim neck till it stained her
smooth cheeks. Then her chin lifted and a
hint of fire glowed in her eyes.

"Red Fulton’s been mighty good to us,”
she exclaimed defensively. "Ever since dad
got hurt, a week ago, he’s been coming up
every evening, cutting our wood and tot-
ing our water. He helped pan gravel too.
He knows we’re only washing out five or
six dollars a day, so he offered to lend us
the thousand to send dad to San Francisco.
And then, just because he offered to take
that stone he says is a topaz and maybe get
fifty dollars for it, when the buyers along
the river are only paying twenty-five, dad
up and orders him off.”

"Get down to bed-rock, child!” croaked
old AlIf irritably.

Dode thought for a minute Judy was
about to burst into tears. Then she turned
and walked slowly away toward the tents,
her red-gold head held high.

"That big brick-topped mucker offered
the thousand all right, Dode,” old AIf re-
sumed in a lowered tone. "But with it he
aims to buy Judy. He aims to marry her.
And you know, son, how that fool gal is
about me—she thinks my old bones assay
like platinum. 1'm scairt she’ll fly off half-
cocked and take him up!”

Dode Steele could feel his senses swim-
ming. Dimly he heard the river chuckling
over its gravel beds, and pans rattling in the
cook tent. The world of his dreams was
crashing down around his ears. He glanced
down idly at the pebble in his hand, then
straightened as if a hot poker had been
rammed down his back.

"I’d best round up my string,” he said
thoughtfully, and strode off toward where
his roan was browsing in a patch of buck-
brush.

When he located his pack horses he de-
layed heading for camp and carefully exam-
ined the stone Judy had handed to him.
The longer he looked at it, the more his
suspicions grew.

It was about the size of a small walnut,
clear and sparkling, with a faint yellowish
tinge, and covered with tiny triangular faces.

sput-
squinting signifi-
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Tales of diamonds being panned out right
here in California ran through his thoughts.
One diamond, he had heard, weighed over
twenty carats and sold for several thousand
dollars. He poised the crystal on the tips
of his fingers and estimated its weight at
maybe a couple of ounces. But he didn’t
know what an ounce would be in carats.

Fishing a bottle out of a pack, he
scratched it several times with a point of
the crystal, then held it up to the last light
of the fading day. Sharp grooves showed
in the glass. It might be a topaz though.
He had seen plenty of them along the river,
and understood that the two gems in the
rough resembled one another. But, some-
how, this stone looked different than any
topaz he had ever seen. Most of them were
sort of egg-shaped, whereas this stone was
more like a cube. A chance remark of an
old prospector clicked in his memory.

He loosened the diamond hitch on the old
white lead mare and dug into his tool Kit.
The prospector had said that a steel file
would scratch any gem except a diamond.

With a sharp corner of a little rat-tailed
file, he made several strokes over the crystal,
then held it up close to his eyes in the
gathering darkness. Something like an elec-
tric shock went tingling through him. The
file didn't appear to have made the slightest
mark!

On the way back to camp, ideas clashed
in his mind. If the stone was a diamond,
it might be worth almost anything—cer-
tainly far more than Judith Benton and her
dad could wash out of the stubborn gravel
of the Klamath in their whole lifetime.

That must be what Red Fulton was after
when he tried to get hold of the stone. He
wanted to keep Judy from getting the
money she so desperately needed for her
father's operation, unless she got it from
him. Furthermore, as Dode well knew, Ful-
ton’s term in the Big House had been for
high-jacking placer flumes. And a thug who
would do that wouldn't hesitate to rob a
defenseless girl.

Grim white lines formed around Dode
Steele’s kindly mouth. No matter what the
cost to himself—no matter whether it caused
Judy to view him with contempt the rest
of his life—he would go back to camp and
make a clean breast of everything.

Fie wculd tell of his suspicion that Judy’s
crystal Was a diamond—that Red Fulton was
a low-down crook, a ruffian branded with
convict stripes. He would tell that he him-

self was also branded with the same searing
stripes—that he was worse even that Fulton.
Fulton had at least done his time and was
free. He himself was only on parole and
must report at Yreka tomorrow or go back
to prison.

UT that evening after supper, while

the three of them sat around the fire,
with the flames throwing leaping figures
high among the tufted branches of the
sugar-pines, and the night wind sobbing
softly over the river, Dode Steele couldn’t
find the strength to go through with it.

He glanced once more at the brooding
fire-lit face of the girl who was more to him
than life itself, and decided it would have to
be done some other way. He would have
to tell Judy of his past, as he had always
intended to do, when the proper time came.
He got to his feet and clamped his hat
on his head.

"Son,” barked old Alf, "what you aimin’
to do?”

"You ain’t changed your mind?” queried
Dode. "You wont take that loan of a
thousand?”

"Not any!” insisted old Alf stubbornly.
"How often | got to tell you I will be fit
as a fiddle in a week!”

"No such a thing,” contradicted Judy.
"Doc Seely told me if that operation isn’t
performed inside of a month, you’ll prob-
ably be—” Her voice trembled. "You’l
be—dead!”

Steele turned the stone idly in his long
fingers. The reflected firelight looked like
darting snakes' tongues.

"Well then,” he said, "if there ain’t no
objections, I'll take a little pasear into Dead-
wood Bar and find out just what this rock
is worth.”

"You mean,” croaked old Alf, "you mean
it might be a diamond?"

"l would know a diamond from a dump-
ling, that’s about all,” Dode told him. "The
pack hosses won’t stray. 1 should be back
late tomorrow.” He whistled the roan geld-
ing to him and plucked his saddle from
the ground.

"Dode,” gritted the injured old man
tightly, "mind you keep an eye peeled.”

"Hasta iuego!” muttered Dode, and
swung into the saddle.

"We’ll be looking for you, Dode,
Judith huskily.

But Dode saw that she never took her
eyes from the fire.

called
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