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THE M YSTERY SHIP
4t

By John A. Thompson

IT WAS Burro McCabe who got me inter
ested in the ghost ship that is supposed 

to lie in the lonely wastes of southern 
California’s Colorado Desert. One of the 
last of the old-time desert rats, Burro knew 
every nook and cranny of the Chocolate 
Mountains in that country, and every cranny 
and nook on down across the desert to the 
Coeopahs in Mexico.

We got to talking about mirages one night. 
A  mirage, of course, is something the desert 
traveler thinks he sees but doesn’t. Gen
erally it is a sky-blue lake glittering on the 
desert floor. Sometimes it is the outline of 
a city. And always it is distant. The more 
you try to move in on it, the further away 
it grows until suddenly it vanishes altogether.

“Ever see a ship mirage?" I asked Burro. 
“An old Spanish galleon, maybe?”

Burro squinted his eyes shrewdly. “You 
wouldn’t be meaning that gold-laden ghost 
hull now, would you? Nope, I’ve never seen 
it. But I tell you it ain’t a mirage. Fact is, 
I used to know an old Papago Indian who 
claimed some of his people had seen the hulk. 
Said it was word-of-mouth history handed 
down in his tribe for generations.”

Burro beat me to my next question. 
“Where? Mister, if I knew I’d be lighting 

out for that place tonight. My own guess is 
it’s probably in Mexico above the head of the 
G ulf* f "Californy. Or maybe miles back of 
the bank on the west side of the Colorado 
River.

“The waters of the Gulf used to push a 
lot deeper into the desert than they do now. 
Nothing far-fetched about one of them Span
ish ships sailing into the mouth of the Gulf

or even up the river. They did right along.”
I agreed with Burro.
Hernando de Alarcon, Spanish navigator 

of the Colorado River, sailed up the Gulf 
of California and on into the Colorado past 
the high bluff that now marks the site of 
Yuma, Ariz., back in 1540.

Other Spanish ships plied the Gulf and 
tried the Colorado throughout the days of 
the Spanish conquest. As the land there
abouts became at least partially settled, 
Yuma grew into a seaport, for all its desert 
setting. By the time the U.S. acquired the 
Southwest by the Treaty of Guadalupe Hild- 
ago in 1848, Yuma was the Southwest’s 

..gateway to the sea.
A United States port of entry, it harbored 

ships laden with supplies for the rich mining 
country inland, and sent them out to sea 
filled to the gunwales with gold and with 
rich copper ore destined for the smelters of 
Swansea, Wales.

Desert country or not, both gold and ships 
were no mirages around Yuma in those days, 
Burro and I both knew.

“Weil,” said Burro, “suppose this ship got 
caught in a bad storm or a tidal wave and 
flung up on the beach high and dry? Maybe 
she even grounded on a bar. That’s been 
done.”

Burro was still right as Lincoln’s face on 
a five-dollar bill.

“Except it’s the same sand, the desert 
changes a lot in a hundred years. So the 
desert fills up. The ship is further from water 
than ever. The danged eternal desert wind 
keeps blowing sand over the wreck. Pretty 
soon the hull’s buried as complete as if the



ship had gone down in deep water. No sign 
of her left.”

“All right,” I said. “But what about your 
Indian friend who said his people had seen 
the thing—ghost ship or real?”

I thought I had the old desert rat on that 
one. But he gave me a look that would 
wither a Joshua tree cactus.

“Thought I just told you the desert keeps 
changing. That’s why maybe some have 
actually seen the ship and others ain’t. One 
windstorm might blow the rotted prow clear 
and leave it sticking out like a bird dog’s tail. 
And maybe the very next storm would cover 
it up.”

Whether you believe the story or not is 
beside the point. Burro McCabe did. And 
the tantalizing part of it is that it could be 
true.

The legend of this lost ship, its hull hiding 
bars of Spanish gold, crops up in accounts 
of travels across the desert.

One wreck at least is known to be buried 
in the sand, probably 20 miles from the 
present course of the Colorado River. It is 
the ship Explorer in which, in 1857, Lieut. 
J. C. Ives explored the Colorado for the War 
Dept, up to and above the present site of 
Boulder Dam.

In her later years, when the Army was 
through with her, the Explorer was used as 
a Colorado River freighter plying out of 
Yuma. After much service she was finally 
wrecked and carried downstream in one of 
the periodic floods that characterized the 
river in those days. In a later flood the 
river jumped its old'channel and changed 
its entire lower course. (That was before 
Boulder Dam brought its often turbulent 
waters under man-made control.) And it 
left the gallant little Explorer deep in the 
arid desert even out of sight of the present 
river.

Centuries earlier, the same thing could 
have happened to a stately Spanish galleon. 
Or perhaps it was a pirate ship. Or a Gulf 
of California pearler.

Time could have obliterated all trace of 
the ship. Yet its history would almost surely 
have been incorporated in the legends of 
the local Indians.

The Indians believe it. Burro McCabe 
knew  it for a fact. A s  for m e, of course I 
don’t really take any stock in the story. But 
I had one wingding of a swell time looking 
for it with Burro—-until my grubstake ran 
out.
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A Novel by MAX BRAND
When Harry Mortimer came W est to work for the conservation

of the soil, he didn't expect to be impeded by girl trouble!

I

ACROSS THE RANGE
8



10 DUST ACROSS THE RANGE
the valley of the Chappany. Louise 
Miller, bound for home after an ex
hilarating ride over the range, came 
off the level like a ski jumper from the 
take-off mound. She rode like an In
dian. She had the brown skin and the 
eye-flash of an Indian, too, though there 
was no more redman in her than there 
was mustang in her thoroughbred.

She had returned to the ranch from a 
visit in the East to celebrate her twen
ty-first birthday and take over the 
management of the place since her 
father planned to embark on a two-year 
drifting voyage through the Old World. 
She had brought him in her pocket, so 
to speak, the problem of two men be
tween whom she was to select a hus
band, one of whom had actually ac
companied her to the ranch, and had 
ridden out alone today to make her 
choice. She had made her decision, too, 
and she was homeward bound in a hurry 
to tell big Frederick Wilson before she 
changed her mind again, that he was 
man enough to suit her. Perhaps he 
had been wise in coming home with her, 
not letting her out of his sight

L O U  M IL L E R

Girl Manager o f  John Miller's Cross M Ranch

That was why she took the second 
downward bend of the trail so fast that 
her chestnut mount, Hampton, skidded. 
Then before her eyes flashed danger—  
a barbed-wire fence as bright as a 
sword. She sat Hampton down on his 
hocks and skidded him to a halt a yard 
or so from the wire.

A hundred yards away nine men 
were building more fence, stretching 
and nailing wire, or tamping posts in 
place, or screwing augers into the hard 
ground. Eight of them were CCC men, 
she knew, donated by the Government 
to help make the Hancock Tumbling H 
Ranch here an example of soil-conser
vation methods. The ninth man, gaunt 
from labor, was undoubtedly the fellow 
to blame for these insane fences which 
cut the old trail like a pair of knives. 
He was working with a thirty-pound 
crowbar, breaking the hardpan.

That man was Harry Mortimer, who 
for two years had been trying to make 
the Tumbling H pay. He had one-third 
share in the ranch, and had come out 
of the East with a brain crammed full 
of college-bred agricultural theories 
and an odd desire to teach the ranchers 
new ways on the old range.

His family had spent generations 
wearing down the soil of a New Eng
land farm until the bones of the earth 
showed through. Mortimer's father 
had left the farm, had gone into busi
ness that prospered, but had left in his 
son the old yearning to return to the 
soil. That was why Harvey had ma
jored in agriculture in college, but when 
he had looked for a work sphere after 
graduation, rocky little New England 
farms had seemed too small a field. 
So he had come West, since he had in
herited a share in the Tumbling H 
Ranch.

W /H A TE V E R  bookish idiocy had sug- 
™  gested fences to him, Louise want

ed to get to him fast and tell him what 
she thought of them. So she spurred 
Hampton around the lower end of the 
fence. But here the ground was



MAX BRAND 11
chopped into little gullies and gravel 
ridges, which Hampton took like a 
small boat in a choppy sea. He slipped 
on loose soil— and the next instant 
Louise Miller was sailing toward the 
far horizon.

Her only thought as she landed was 
to damn everything, including her own 
foolish haste and Harry Mortimer. 
Then she was sitting up, with the land
scape getting back from a dizzy whirl.

Sweating men lifted her to her feet, 
but Harry Mortimer was not among 
them. He had let this chip fall where 
it might while he trotted off in pursuit 
of Hampton.

Vaguely she heard the men speaking 
sympathetically, felt their hands brush
ing her off carefully, but she was furi
ously wishing that Hampton would kick 
holes through Mortimer. Instead, the 
thoroughbred stood near the fence like 
a lamb and allowed himself to be 
caught. Harry Mortimer brought him 
back and handed the girl her reins.

“I thought for a minute that you 
might have a long walk home,” he said.

She looked him over not answering, 
and pretended to be catching her 
breath. He worked stripped to the 
waist, with an old straw sombrero on 
his head. The sun had bronzed him; 
sweat had polished the bronze. He had 
the light stance of a sprinter, but his 
shoulders and arms were corded with 
muscles of steel. The strain of labor 
and many responsibilities seamed his 
face, but he had the look of a man who 
knew how to endure, and strike hard.

“ Sorry you ran out of places where 
fences are needed,” she was able to say 
at last. “This is just some practice 
work for you and your men, I suppose? 
Or did you think it would be fun to 
block the trail and cut up the livestock 
on your barbed wire?”

He picked up the thirty-pound crow
bar and tossed it lightly from hand to 
hand.

“ While you’re thinking up an an
swer,” said Louise, “ I’d suggest that 
there’s lots of fence to put up on my

HARRY MORTIMER
Agricultural Expert at the Tumbling H Ranch

place, where it will do good. Where 
does the fun come in, Harry? Digging 
the holes or seeing the pretty wire flash 
in the sun?”

The men laughed. She had under
stood that they lived almost in awe of 
their boss, but now they only laughed 
with deep enjoyment.

“Talk up to her, Chief,” one of them 
called. “Don’t lay down in the first 
round.”

“ You have to give a lady the first 
hold, boys,” said Mortimer, grinning. 
Then he asked Louise, “ Any sore places 
from that fall, or are you just feeling 
sour?”

“Not at all,” she said haughtily. 
“I’m simply asking a few questions.”

“ Want me to answer Lou Miller?” 
he asked. “ Or am I talking to the man
ager of John Miller’s Cross M Ranch?”

“ I’m going to manage it, all right.” 
She nodded grimly.

“ D’you know enough to?” he de
manded, and turned. “You fellows get 
back to that fence-line, will you?”

“ Every Miller ever was born knows 
enough to run a cattle ranch,” Louise 
answered, as they departed.
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“Then why don’t you know why I’m 

building these fences?” said Mortimer. 
“ I do know. It’s for exercise.”
He jabbed the crowbar into the 

ground and leaned on it, grinning.
“ How long has the trail run over 

this ground?” he asked.
“ Two or three years,” she said. 
“ Where was it before?”
“Over there where those gullies are 

opening up,” she said.
“ Was there a trail before that one?” 
“ Yes. It traveled along that big ar- 

royo.”
“What made the gullies, and what 

started the big arroyo washing?” he 
asked her.

“ Why, the rain, I suppose,” said 
Louise. “What else?”

“ It was the trail,” said Mortimer. 
“ It wore down through the grass and 
the topsoil till it was a trench, and 
heavy rains washed the trench deeper. 
I’m building these fences to make the 
cattle wear new trails.”

“The point is that the old range and 
the old range ways aren’t good enough 
for you, Harry,” she retorted angrily, 
and waved a hand across the Chappanv 
valley to her own ranchhouse home, 
the green trees around it, and to the 
miles of level ground beyond. “ The 
other generations didn’t know any
thing. Is that it?”

TTE CONSIDERED her as though 
AA he doubted the value of making 
an answer. Then he pointed, also.

“See that thousand acres of hay your 
father planted?” he asked. “And, spill
ing into the valley below it, see the silt 
that’s flowed onto the low ground? That 
silt spoils fifty acres of good river-bot
tom that’s fit for the plow. Know how it 
comes to be there?”

“Wash from a heavy rain, I sup
pose,” she answered gloomily.

“ Yes. Your father ripped up a thou
sand acres of virgin rangeland. His 
plow cut through the roots of the grass 
of the topsoil that’s been accumulating 
for a million years. The rain washed

the loose ground away. The first dry 
season and hard wind that comes along, 
that thousand acres will blow away like 
feathers. And the earth will have a mil
lion years of work to do all over again.”

“Father had to have extra hay,” the 
girl defended. “ He had to plant.”

“Look down the Chappany along the 
Hancock range,” said Mortimer.

“ It looks like a crazy quilt,” she said 
wryly.

“ Because it’s strip-plowed to leave 
holding grass, and contour-plowed in 
other places to keep the soil from wash
ing. Those brush tangles in the gullies 
are dams that will keep the gullies from 
deepening. Every slope of more than 
twenty per cent is planted to trees; 
evei’.v slope of more than twelve goes 
to permanent grass. In another year or 
so I’ll have every acre buttoned down 
to the ground with grass or trees, so 
that it can’ t blow.”

“ I understand,” she said. “ You’ve 
been reading newspaper stories about 
dust storms. Do you happen to know 
that there’s never been a dust storm on 
this range?”

“There unit be some day,” he an
swered. “ Look at the mountains. That 
blowing mist isn’t clouds. It’s dust. 
Ten thousand acres going to hell this 
minute!”

Louise stared toward the blue of the 
mountains, saw a smudging darkness in 
the air.

“That’s Curtis Valley blowing up in 
smoke,” Mortimer said. “A dry sea
son and a strong wind— and the dry 
season’s with us all right. The Chap
pany is already dry. Only May, and the 
range is bone-dry.”

She glanced down the slope at the 
lakes in the bottom of the valley. There 
were five of them, extended by old 
dams. Three were on Miller land; two 
belonged to the Hancock place. Usually 
the little Chappany River was dry only 
in August, and during that month cat
tle came to those lakes from miles off 
the di’y range.

This year though, not only had the
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little river ceased flowing, but water- 
holes also were drying up and cattle 
had already commenced to head to the 
valley for water. Scores of them even 
now stood shoulder deep in the lakes.

“A dry season, and a hard wind,” Mor
timer repeated. “That thousand acres 
your father plowed is a gun pointed at 
the head of the whole country. If that 
starts blowing, the topsoil all over the 
range is apt to peel off like skin. The 
whole range— beautiful damned miles of 
it— will go up in smoke. And my land 
lies right under the gun!”

II

l iO U IS E  MILLER’S brain rocked as 
she listened to Harry Mortimer, and she 
felt conviction strike her as with hands. 
If she could not argue, at least she could 
hate. Her father hated this man, and 
she would have felt disloyal if she also 
did not hate him.

“So that was why you tried to stab 
Father in the back?” She shrugged.

“I complained to the Government and 
the soil-conservation authorities,” he 
said. “ I’d tried a thousand times to talk 
sense to John Miller., And they’d have 
made him toe the line, if he hadn't 
known the right political wires to pull.”

She laughed unpleasantly. “Wire-pull
ing?” she said. “That’s better than rope
pulling, Harry!”

“You mean your father would like to 
see me lynched?” he asked. “I suppose 
he would. He hates me. But if I thought 
I could change his mind, I’d crawl on my 
hands and knees to him, sit up and beg 
like a dog, because he’s the king of the 
range and unless he wakes up, some 
night the whole range will blow away.”

She swung suddenly into saddle.
This strange, savage humility of his 

so troubled her that it was hard to find 
the chord of hatred on which she had 
been strumming.

“Why not try him again, Harry?” 
was the only answer she found to say. 
“This evening we’re giving a barbecue 
for my birthday, and perhaps he’d be

glad to see you. I’m sure the boys would 
be glad. And so would I !”

She put some of her anger into her 
spurs, and sent Hampton scurrying 
down the slope.

At noon, Mortimer loaded his men 
into the wagon and drove back to the 
Tumbling H ranchhouse. He had been a 
fool, he told himself, to talk to Louise 
Miller so frankly. He couldn’t force a 
young wildcat like Lou to see the truth. 
Maybe he should have tried flattery. He 
couldn’t expect her to accept his beliefs 
as did the men in the wagon behind him.

He began thinking of those boys. 
Every one had been with him at least a 
year and a half. Each was like another 
right hand to Mortimer. They had come 
to him a surly, unwilling bunch he had 
begged or borrowed from the CCC camp 
at Poplar Springs, to help him make the 
Hancock ranch an example in soil con
servation. The entire eight had re
mained like members of a family. He 
gave them his confidence and they gave 
him their ungrudging affection. He 
knew the worst as well as the best that 
was in them, and they understood him, 
especially his ultimate purpose to re
form present ranching methods and wid
en the security which old-fashioned 
methods constantly diminished.

He considered each, in turn. “Baldy” 
Inman was the most docile of them all, 
but when he went on a binge once a 
month, Mortimer sat with him night 
after night and brought him home again 
to sobriety. “Bud” McGee loved battle, 
and Mortimer had dragged him out of 
saloon brawls at the risk of both their 
necks. George Masters loved poker and 
knew all too well how to deal. “Chip” 
Ellis and “Dink” Waller were always 
about to head out, and talked of far 
countries till the rest of the boys were 
on edge. “Lefty” Parkman had been in 
the ring and on Sundays he helped in 
teaching the boys to box. He had beat
en Mortimer, Sunday after Sunday, un
til sheer pain taught Mortimer a deadly 
left of his own. “Pudge” Major supplied 
music and noisy jokes.



Jan Erickson, the giant of the crew, 
had once broken away and got as far as 
Denver, where Mortimer overtook him 
and brought him home. Mortimer got 
back with an eye which changed from 
black to purple to green, and Erickson’s 
face was swollen for a month, but they 
never referred to what happened in Den
ver, and were loyal comrades.

Thinking of his crew, the determina
tion to take a big chance came to Mor
timer. It was full blown when he stopped
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in with the boys, went on to the ranch- 
house.

As usual, he found Charlie Hancock 
stretched on the couch in the big liv
ing room with limes, sugar, Jamaica 
rum, and hot-water jug conveniently on 
the table beside him. Because of the 
heat of the day he was in trunks and 
slippers only, and he had a volume of 
Boswell’s “Johnson” propped on his fat 
paunch. His glasses, his prematurely old

THE RANGE

the wagon in front of the big shed which 
had been turned into a barracks for the 
CCC workers.

“Shorty,” the cook, was banging on a 
tin pan and yelling to them to come and 
get it. But Mortimer, instead o f going

face and his short gray mustache gave 
him the air of a country gentleman re
posing in a Turkish bath.

This posture, however, had recently 
become more than a posture, for since 
Mortimer had appeared and was willing 
to take charge of the ranch, Charles 
Hancock had sunk into the character
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naturally. A fine education had given 
edge to one of the clearest minds Mor
timer had ever encountered— but it was 
also the most vicious brain he knew.

The direction of the ranch work had 
been left to Mortimer, but there still re-

“I’m not drinking,” said Mortimer, 
and began to pace the room, staring out 
a window that looked up the Chappany 
valley, or looking vacantly at the photo
graph of old Jim Hancock, who had re
tired from the ranch to live in Poplar

mained on the place half a dozen cow- 
punchers whom Hancock had picked up, 
not so much because they knew cows as 
because they shot straight and were de
voted to him. Aside from rum and books, 
guns were the main preoccupation of 
Charles Hancock. When he left his rum 
bottle, it was generally to go hunting 
with some of his hired hands. They did 
not mix with the CCC men.

“Wang!” called Hancock. “Bring an
other glass for Mr. Mortimer, and some 
more hot water.”

A Chinese appeared in the kitchen 
doorway, bowed, and trotted off.

Springs. On fifty dollars a month he 
kept himself happy with frijoles and 
whisky and let the world wag on its 
way.

The income from the ranch was split 
three ways— one to old Jim, one to 
Charles, one to Mortimer. But Charlie 
managed to use most of his father’s por
tion besides his own.

“Ah, I see,” he said now to Mortimer. 
“You’re a slave to your conscience that 
forces you to make the world a better 
place to live in. You care for nothing, 
Harry, but a big range, with nothing but 
green on it. What is there you wouldn’t
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do for it?”

“I’ve been wondering,” said Mortimer, 
vaguely.

“Grass for cows!” Hancock said, 
laughing. “You’d die to give it to ’em.” 

“It’s a great deal more, Charlie,” an
swered Mortimer, shaking his head. “It’s 
the idea of a living country instead of 
a dying one. Tell me, Charlie—what 
would happen if I showed my face at the 
Miller barbecue this evening?”

Hancock took a deep swallow of his 
rum punch.

“Nothing,” he said. “Nothing— at 
first.”

“And then?” asked Mortimer.
“There would be a dash of surprise,” 

said Hancock, smiling as he enlarged his 
thought. “Old John Miller would have 
apoplexy, and when the drink began to 
soak into the cowpunchers’ systems and 
got into their brains, I don’t know just 
how it would happen. Someone would 
stumble against you, or trip over your 
foot, or take a word or the way you 
lifted an eyebrow for an insult, and 
presently you’d be stuck full of knives 
and drilled full of bullet-holes!”

“You think Miller wants me dead as 
badly as that ?” asked Mortimer.

“Think? I know! You bring down a 
damned Commission on him. It finds 
that the great John Miller has been 
overstocking, .destroying the grass with 
too many hoofs. The Commission is 
about to put a supervisor in charge of 
the Miller ranch and cause all the Millers 
to rise in their graves. Only by getting 
a Governor and a couple of Senators out 
of bed in the middle of the night is he 
able to stop it. And he owes it all to 
you. Wants you dead? Why, John Mil
ler's father would have gone gunning 
for you himself, and John Miller’s grand
father would have sent half a dozen of 
his Mexican vaqueros to cut your throat. 
These Millers have been kings, Harry, 
and don’t forget it.”

“Well,” Mortimer said absently, “ the 
girl will be running the place in a few 
days. But she’s as hard as her father.” 

“Soften her then,” said Hancock.
"She challenged me to come to tfie

barbecue,” said Mortimer. “ If I go, will 
that soften her?”

“Of course,” answered Hancock. “And 
the guns will soften you, later on. Are 
you going to be fool enough to go?”

“If I win her over to my beliefs,” said 
Mortimer, “ I win over the whole range. 
All the small fellows will follow the 
Miller lead. If I go to the barbecue, may
be it will make her think I’m half a man,
cit lGclSt **

“A h !” sighed Hancock. “A noble fel
low. Ready to die for his cause, and all 
that. You bore me, Harry. Mind leav
ing me to my rum punch ?”

jl/TORTIMER went out and passed 
through the cookshack where his 

men sat with platters of rapidly disap
pearing fried steaks.

“ Hi, Chief,” called Pudge Major. 
“Are you giving me your share?”

“ He can’t eat,” suggested Chip Ellis. 
“ The Miller gal fed him up to the 
teeth.”

“ He’s lovesick!” shouted Bud Mc
Gee.

They were all roaring with laughter 
as he passed them and entered the 
kitchen, w’here Shorty was stubbing 
about on his wooden leg.

“What’s the lowest a man can be, 
Shorty?” asked Mortimer, sitting down 
on the window sill.

“ Cabin boy on a South Seas tramp," 
answered Shorty instantly.

“How about a man who tells a girl he 
loves her, and doesn’t mean it?”

“You take it with females,” said 
Shorty, “and the rules are all different. 
Now over there in Japan— ”

“A girl, Shorty, as straight as a ruled 
line, even if she’s as mean as a bobcat.”

“Why, if she is straight and a gent 
makes her crooked— why, they got a 
special place in hell for them, Chief,” 
said Shorty.

Mortimer went back into the cook
shack and announced: “No work this 
afternoon, boys.”

“You mean a holiday, Chief?” asked 
huge Jan Erickson.
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“I ’m going to a party,” said Morti

mer, "and I’ve never asked you to work 
when I wasn’t, have I?”

“ Where’s the party?” asked Pudge.
“ Over the hills and far away,” said 

Mortimer.

in
]^®O RTIM ER prepared for the birth
day party by scrubbing in cold water. 
Then he dressed in rather battered 
whites, climbed into the one-ton truck, 
and got ready to drive off and deliver 
himself at the barbecue.

Charles Hancock appeared unex
pectedly in the ranchhouse doorway, a 
fat, red-faced wavering figure.

“ If you want to take that Miller girl 
into camp,” he called, “you’d better 
get yourself a five-thousand-dollar au
tomobile.”

Mortimer looked at him in silent dis
gust, then drove away through the 
white heat of the afternoon.

When he finally rolled up the trail 
onto Miller range, others were arriving 
in swaying automobiles, in carts and 
buggies, and on mustangs, but he knew 
he would be the most unexpected guest 
at the event.

The martial music of a band reached 
him. It sounded apropos. He felt like 
a soldier going into battle as he reached 
the great arch of evergreens which 
had been built over the entrance to the 
Miller headquarters.

Sam Pearson, the Cross M foreman, 
ranged up and down by the gate giving 
the first welcome to the arrivals, and 
the first drink out of a huge punchbowl 
which was cooled in a packing of dry 
ice. When he saw Mortimer, he stood 
agape with a dripping glass in his hand. 
Then he came slowly up to the truck, 
his eyes narrowed.

“What kind of legs have you got to 
stand on, Mortimer?” he asked. “What 
you think is goin’ to hold you up all 
day?”

“ Beginner’s luck,” said Mortimer.
The foreman held out the glass.

“ Have this on me,” he said. “ You got 
so much nerve I wish I liked you.”

Mortimer drove on and parked be
tween the corrals behind the house. He 
climbed to the ground and went on to 
the ranchhouse wdth a feeling that his 
last bridge had been burned.

The crowd gave him some comfort. 
He might lose himself among the num
bers who drifted beneath the trees sur
rounding the ranchhouse. The gala air 
furnished by the colored lanterns which 
swung from the lower branches helped, 
also. But he was noticed at once. A 
rumor ran ahead of him on invisible 
feet. Whispers spread, and amazed 
eyes were continually staring at him.

He assumed an air of unconcern, 
but the weight of an automatic was 
the sort of companionship he wanted 
right then.

He kept an eye out for Louise Miller 
as he wandered through the crowd. He 
went down by the big open-air dance 
floor, where the band played and where 
a ring had been built for the wrestling 
and boxing which wrere to be part of 
the entertainment, but she was not 
there.

In an open glade, a huge steer was 
turning on a great spit against a back
ing of burning logs, but roast beef 
would be only one dish among many, 
for in enormous iron pots chickens and 
ducks were simmering, and in scores 
of Dutch ovens geese, saddles of veni
son, and young pigs were roasting. 
There were kegs of beer and ale, kegs 
of whisky, an incredible number of 
bowls of rosy punch, and such an air 
of plenty as Mortimer had never looked 
on before.

As he turned away from the roasting 
steer he saw two big cowpunchers, 
dressed as Mexicans, solidly barring his 
way and offering fight as clearly as boys 
ever offered it in a school yard. Mor
timer side-stepped them and went on, 
with their insulting laughter in his ears. 
They were following him.

Other men began to be aware of him. 
He heard derisive voices calling:
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“ The land doctor!”
“ Give him a start home!”
“ Help him on his way!”
He shrugged, and made himself walk 

' slowly to maintain a casual dignity, but 
he felt his neck muscles stiffening. 
When he stumbled, guffaws sounded 
around him, and he felt as though a 
great beast were breathing at his shoul
der.

It was in that moment that he saw 
a girl come swiftly through the crowd. 
Louise Miller was panting with haste 
as she came up to him.

“Are you crazy— coming here?” she 
demanded.

“I thought you asked me,” said 
Mortimer.

“ Come back to the house with me,” 
' she said. “ I’ve got to talk with you and 
get you away. I’ve never heard of any
thing so idiotic. Didn’t you see them 
closing in around you?”

“ Just a lot of big, harmless, happy 
boys,” said Mortimer, and she glanced 
up sharply to see the irony of his smile.

THEY went through the patio, under 
the clumsy arches, and on into the 

house. She led him into a library. A 
vague murmur of voices sounded 
through the wall from the next room, 
but Lou was too intent on him to no
tice.

“ Sit down here,” she commanded. 
“ I’ll walk around. Harry Mortimer, lis
ten to me!”

He lighted a cigarette as he leaned 
back in the chair and watched her.

“ It isn’t my fault that you’ve come,” 
she said. “You knew it wasn’t a real 
invitation, didn’t you ? Ask you up here 
into a den of wildcats? You knew I 
didn’t intend that!”

“ What did you intend then?” he 
asked.

Suddenly she pulled up a chair oppo
site him and sat down with her chin on 
her fist, staring at him.

“You know,” she said. “Those fences 
—the silly fall I took— and then I 
wasn’t making too good sense when I

argued with you. It was a sort of 
crazy idea of having the last word, 
leaving a challenge. Oh, but I’m sor
ry !”

The lowering and softening of her 
voice led him to look at her steadily.

“ I’m not sorry,” he told her. “ I’m 
right here in the castle of the cattle 
baron. Perhaps he’ll listen to reason 
now.”

“ Because he can see that you’re ready 
to die for your cause? No, he’ll never 
listen! He’s as set as an old army mule, 
and as savage as a hungry grizzly. He’s 
in the next room now, Harry, and I’ve 
got to get you away before he— "

The door to the next room opened 
and the deep, booming voice of John 
Miller sounded, saying:

“We’ll announce Lou’s engagement to 
you before the evening’s over, Fred."

“ But, Mr. Miller, if we hurry her— " 
said a big handsome fellow in the door
way, a man as blond as Norway and 
built like a football tackle.

“ She’s made up her mind, and that’s 
enough for me," declared John Miller, 
leading the way into the library.

His daughter and Mortimer were on 
their feet. In Lou’s first panic she had 
touched Mortimer’s arm to draw him 
away, but he refused to avoid the issue.

When John Miller recognized Morti
mer he ran a hand back through the 
silver of his long hair and grew inches 
taller with rage. He took a quick step 
or two toward Mortimer before another 
thought stopped him and he remem
bered that no matter who the man 
might be, he was a guest in the Miller 
home. In the rancher’s bright blue 
eyes twin devils were shining when he 
came up and took Mortimer’s hand.

“Mr. Frederick Wilson, Mr. Morti
mer” he said. “ Ah, I see that you and 
Louise are old friends.”

He was in a sweat of white anger, 
though he forced himself to keep smil
ing. Frederick Wilson, who could not 
help but see that something was de
cidedly wrong, looked quizzically from 
his fiancee to Mortimer.
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“I'm sorry that I was here when you 

wanted to speak privately,” said Morti
mer.

“ Buf I can trust you not to spread 
the word in the crowd?” exclaimed Mil
ler. “ I want it as a surprise.”

As Mortimer was turning to go 
through the door he heard Louise ex
claiming:

“But an announcement!”
“Have you two minds or one?” de

manded her father. “ If you have only 
one, it’s already made up. Now, what 
the devil is the meaning of Mortimer 
being here in my house, when the poi
sonous rat has been doing everything 
he can to— ”

Mortimer was quickly out of earshot, 
through the patio, and heading into the 
woods where the barbecue was under 
way, with the music of the band boom
ing in his ear.

He was not noticed immediately, and 
tried to interest himself in the people 
who were the Miller guests, for they in
cluded every type, from tough old- 
timers in overalls, to roaring punchers 
from all over the range, and white-clad 
citizens of Poplar Springs, the nearby 
town.

Near the glade where the roasting ox 
hissed above the fire, he saw several 
men who moved through the crowd in 
a compact group, and in a moment he 
recognized the blond head of Jan Erick
son! His boys were there, all eight of 
them! They gathered around him with 
shouts and a rush.

He took Pudge Major by the lapels

of his coat and shook him.
“ You’re behind this, Pudge,”  he said. 

“ You’re the only one who could have 
guessed I was coming here. Now, you 
and the rest get out! D’you know that 
every man jack in this crowd is heeled? 
And if trouble starts they’ll shoot you 
boys into fertilizer.”

“ And what about you?” asked Pudge.
“ I’m having a little game,” said Mor

timer.
“ Yeah, and when you’re tagged, you’ll 

stay ‘it,’ ”  answered Dink Waller. 
“ We’ll just hang around and make a 
kind of a background.”

“ Listen to me!” commanded Morti
mer. “ I’m ordering you all back to 
the Hancock place!"

“ This is time off,” George Masters 
objected. “Your orders ain’t worth a 
damn this afternoon, Chief. We’re 
where we want to be, and we’re going 
to stay.”

TTALF GRINNING, half guilty-look- 
1 1  ing they confronted Mortimer, and 
he surrendered with a shrug. But he 
felt as though he were walking into the 
center of a fire with eight sticks of 
dynamite.

A thundering loud-speaker at that 
moment called the guests to the plat
form entertainment. Mortimer and his 
men drifted with the others toward the 
dance floor, and Mortimer looked on 
with half-seeing eyes at dancers doing 
the buck and wing, at a competition in 
rope tricks, at a pair of slick magicians,
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at wrestlers,' at a flashy bit of light
weight boxing, at an old fellow who 
demonstrated how Colts with their trig
gers filed off were handled in the old 
days.

He was still wondering how he could 
roll his eight •' :ks of dynamite out of 
the fire when a huge, black-haired cow- 
boy got into the ring to box three 
rounds writh a fellow almost as tall as 
he was, and robed from head to foot 
with a beautiful coverage of muscles. 
Mortimer thought vaguely that there 
was something familiar about the blond 
head of the second man, and when the 
fellow turned, he recognized the hand
some face of Frederick Wilson, smiling 
and confident.

The reason for his confidence was 
apparent as soon as the gong was struck 
and the two went into action.

“ He’s got a left, is what that Wil
son’s got,” said Lefty Parkman. “ He’s 
got an educated left, and look at him 
tie it onto Blackie!”

The big puncher rushed in to use 
both hands, as he had done many a time 
in saloon brawls, but always this time 
to bump his face against a snapping 
jab. When he stood still to think the 
matter over, he lowered his guard a 
trifle, and through the opening Fred
erick Wilson cracked a hammer-hard 
right hand that sagged the knees of the 
range man.

“ What a sock!” Lefty Parkman 
rubbed his hands together. “ But Blackie 
don’t know7 how to fa ll!”

The cowboy, though his brains were 
adrift, still tried to fight, while Wilson, 
with a cruelly smiling patience, fol
lowed him, measured him, and then 
flattened him with an accurate one-two 
that bumped the head of Blackie sound
ly on the canvas.

Friends carried him away, while the 
crowd groaned. Only a few applauded 
with vigor. But Louise Miller, seated 
on the special dais, turned her head 
away.

That sort of fighting was not to her 
taste, it appeared.

F  REDERICK WILSON had quickly 
discovered that the fight had not pleased 
the crowd. He lifted a gloved hand for 
silence. When it came,, he called in a 
ringing voice:

“My friends, if anybody else will step 
up, I’ll try to please you more the next 
time.”

Instantly Mortimer was getting to 
his feet.

“ You’re crazy,” groaned Lefty. “ He 
can box. He’ll spear you like a salmon! 
He’ll murder you!”

But Mortimer only waved to attract 
attention. A bell had rung in his mind 
telling him that here was his chance 
to get the entire range on his side. They 
despised him for his book learning. If 
he could make them applaud him as a 
man the whole story might be different.

Hostile cries were breaking out as he 
was recognized.

“ It’s the dirt doctor!” someone 
shouted. Others took it up:

“ Eat him up, tenderfoot!”
“ Give him the dirt he wants, Wil

son!”
“ I’ll try to help you entertain,” Mor

timer called to Frederick Wilson, and 
hurried back to the dressing tent.

He had a glimpse of Lou’s puzzled 
face and of John Miller fairly gloating 
with expectancy.

In the tent he rigged himself in fight
ing togs, then Lefty took him through 
the crowd, pouring savage advice at him.

“ Keep your left hand up!” he cau
tioned. “ Don’t mind if he raises some 
bumps with his left. It’s his right that 
rings all the bells. Don’t give him a 
clean shot with it. Keep jabbin’ . Work 
in close, and hammer the body. If you 
get a chance try the old one-two— and 
heaven help you, Chief!”

The strained, anxious faces of Mor
timer’s own men was the last he saw as 
he squared off with Wilson after the 
bell. Then a beautiful straight left 
flashed in his eyes. He ducked under it 
and dug both hands into what should

IV
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have been the soft of Wilson’s body, but 
it was like punching India rubber.

They came out of the clinch with the 
crowd suddenly roaring applause for 
the dirt doctor, but Wilson was smiling 
as he came in again behind- the beauti
ful, reaching straight left. Mortimer 
side-stepped and used his own straight 
left. It landed neatly, but high on the 
face. As Wilson shifted in, Mortimer 
nailed him with the one-two in which 
Lefty Parkman had drilled him so re
morselessly. It stopped Wilson like a 
wall.

Mortimer jumped in with a long, 
straight left to follow his advantage, 
amidst roars of applause. Because of 
the inevitable sympathy that is always 
with the underdog in the West, even 
the dirt doctor was cheered as he 
plunged at the big expert in fisticuffs.

What happened then Mortimer did 
not exactly know. He felt his left slither 
over Wilson’s shoulder. Then a stick 
of dynamite exploded in his brain.

He had nurt his knees. That was the 
first thing he actually knew. And he 
heard a tremendous noise made by 
shouting people. He was on hands and 
knees on the floor of the ring, with the 
referee staying an arm up and down 
as he counted:

“ — five— six— seven— ”
Mortimer reeled to his feet. He saw 

Wilson coming toward him, and ducked 
under the two-handed attack, but the 
glancing weight of it carried him 
against the ropes. Punches hammered 
him, head and body, alternately. He 
saw his opponent’s tight-lipped smile of 
pleasure. The man loved this.

A bursting rage gave Mortimer 
strength to fight on. His head was fa ir 
ly clear now. He threw another long 
left. And again he felt his arm glance 
harmlessly over Wilson’s shoulder. 
Again a blow struck him from nowhere 
and exploded a bomb in his brain.

Something rapped sharply against the 
back of his head. That was the canvas.

He seemed to be swimming out of a 
river of blackness with a current that

shot him toward disaster. Fiercely he 
struggled— and found himself turning 
on one side, while the swaying arm of 
the referee moved like a metronome as 
again he counted:

“ — six— seven— eight— ”
He got to his knees and through a 

dun-colored fog saw John Miller wav
ing his arms in exultation. But Lou’s 
face was once more turned away.

Mortimer got to his feet as the count 
of ten began. He ducked under Wil
son’s big arms and held on. Then the 
bell rang for the end of that round, and 
Lefty Parkman savagely was dragging 
him to his corner.

TTIS whole eight men were around 
A A him, big Erickson weeping with 
rage, while he and Pudge Major and 
Dink Waller swung towels. Chip Ellis 
and George Masters were massaging 
Mortimer’s legs, while Bud McGee 
rubbed his stomach muscles to restore 
normal tension, and Baldy Inman held 
the water bottle. Lefty Parkman 
groaned instructions at his ear.

“ Lefty, what’s he hitting me with?” 
begged Mortimer.

“ Listen, dummy!” said Parkman. 
“When you try the straight left he 
don’t try to block it. He lets it come and 
side-steps. He lets it go over his shoul
der, then he comes in with a right up
percut and nails you. You got no 
chance! Lemme say that you’ve broke 
your arm! He’ll kill you, Chief, and if 
he does Jan Erickson is going to kill 
him, and there’ll be hell all over the 
lot! Lemme thrown in the towel!”

“ If you throw in the towel— ” Morti
mer said through his teeth, then the 
gong sounded and he stepped out, feel
ing as though he were v^ading against a 
stiff current of water.

Wilson came right in at him, fiddling 
with a confident left to make wray for a 
right-hander that would finish the bout. 
Mortimer could hear the crowd stamp
ing and shouting;

“ Sock him, Doc!”
“ Break a hole in him!”
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“ Plow him up!”
“ Hi, Doctor Dirt!”
Wilson dismissed this cheering for 

the underdog with a twitching grin and 
lowered his right to invite a left lead.

Lefty Parkman’s instructions re
mained in Mortimer’s brain as he saw 
the opening. It was only a long feint 
that he used, but instantly Parkman’s 
wisdom was apparent. Without attempt
ing to block the punch, Wilson side
stepped to slip the blow and, dropning 
his right, stepped in for a lifting upper
cut, his eyes narrowed to a glint of 
white as he concentrated on the knock
out wallop.

That was what Mortimer had hoped 
for. He held the feint for an instant 
until his body almost swayed forward 
off-balance. Then he used the one-two 
which Lefty had made him master. The 
right went to the chin no harder than 
the tapping hammer of the master 
blacksmith. It gave the distance, the 
direction for the ‘sledge-hammer left 
that followed, and through the soft, 
thick padding of the glove Mortimer 
felt his knuckles lodge against the bone 
of the jaw. He had hit with his full 
power and Wilson had stepped straight 
into the blow\

It buckled Wilson’s knees. He covered 
up instinctively, lurching fonv&rd to 
clinch. Over his shoulder Mortimer 
saw John Miller with his hands dan
gling limply. He had no applause for 
this startling change of fortune. But 
Lou was on her feet, bent forward.

Even as he glimpsed this he lifted two 
blows to Wilson’s head and sent him 
swaying back on his heels. The man’s 
whole body was open to the next blow, 
and strained taut, as though a hand 
had stretched a throat for the butcher’s 
knife. Mortimer plunged his right 
straight into that defenseless target 
and doubled it up like a jack-knife.

He stepped back as Wilson fell to his 
knees, embracing his tormented body 
with one arm. The other hand gestured 
to the referee.

“Foul!” said Wilson’s lips.

“Get up and fight!” ordered the ref
eree, as he began his count.

He was a tough fellow, this referee 
who had done some fighting himself in 
the East, and the lingo of the ring had 
never been forgotten. As the crowd 
howled, he larded the count with rare 
words:

“—three, you yellow skunk— four, 
for a four-flusher— five, a coyote is St. 
Patrick beside you— six, for a ring
tailed rat— ”

Wilson struggled to one knee, his 
twisted face indicating agony. Morti
mer saw John Miller shake both fists 
in the air, then turn his back in dis
gust. Mortimer’s interest in the fight 
ended at that moment. He hardly cared 
when the referee counted Wilson out. 
But as he climbed through the ropes, 
the hands of his eight men reached up 
to clutch him in congratulation.

“ You got it just the way I wanted!” 
Lefty Parkman rejoiced in the dressing 
tent. “You plastered the sucker just as 
he stepped in. Oh, baby, if you chuck 
this ranching, I’ll make a light heavy
weight champ out of you inside three 
years! Bacon three times a day, and 
eggs all day Sunday! Say, Chief, will 
you make a try at it?”

ll/TORTIMER smiled at him vaguely. 
~»A He had something of far greater 
importance to think about than a ring 
career, for recalling the enthusiastic 
voices that had applauded him as he 
left the ring, it seemed to him that he 
might have broken through the solid 
hedge of hostility which had hemmed 
him in for two years.

There remained one great step to 
take. If he could win over Lou Miller, 
it would be the greatest evening of his 
life. And he had determined to play his 
cards like a crooked gambler, if neces
sary, to win.

“ Start drifting around,” he told 
Lefty. “ Circulate a little and find out 
how John Miller took the fading of big 
Wilson. I’ll see you later at the bar
becue.”
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In his anxiety about further con

sequences he hardly knew what food he 
tasted when he found a plate at one of 
the long tables in the barbecue glade, 
but he was keenly aware of favorable 
and critical eyes which kept studying 
him. It was plain that while he had won 
over a large number of the hostile, his 
work was not nearly ended.

Then Lefty Parkman leaned at his 
shoulder and murmured:

“ Miller is sour. He must have had 
a big roll on that Wilson. When you 
dropped Wilson, Miller said he wished 
you’d never showed your face on the 
range.”

That was serious enough, but Lou 
Miller’s grave face when she passed him 
a little later was even more to the 
point. She was drifting about among 
the tables to see that everyone was 
served. When she passed Mortimer all 
recognition was dead in her eyes. But 
when he turned his head to look after 
her, she made a slight gesture toward 
the trees. He waited only a moment 
before he left the table and followed 
her.

She led him through swaying lantern 
light that set the tree trunk , wavering, 
and on through silver drippings of 
moonlight until she reached the edge of 
the woods. When he came up, she said 
quietly:

“ You must leave at once. Some of the 
men here hate you, Harry. And my fa
ther won’t believe you beat Fred Wil
son fairly. He thinks there must have 
been a foul blow, as Fred claims!”

V

A .L L .  HOPE of winning John Miller 
over vanished completely. But if Louise 
were to be placed in immediate charge 
of the ranch she would be gain enough. 
Mortimer made a desperate try.

“ I can't leave,” he said.
She came closer to him and laid a 

hand on his arm. The moonlight that 
slid through a gap in the leaves over
head made silver of her hair, her throat,

and her hand.
“ You don’t understand me,”  she said. 

“ I mean that there’s really danger for 
you here.”

“ From your father?” he asked.
“ N o!” she answered. “ But there are 

a hundred men here who are sure Fa
ther would be glad if you were run off 
the range. You have to go— now!”

He was silent.
“ Will you listen to me?” she repeated 

anxiously. “ Harry, I know you want 
the entire range to accept your ideas. 
Maybe you’re right about them, but 
none of us can believe it. Do what a 
smart man ought to do. Give up! Try 
some other place where your brains will 
tell. You’ve spent two years on this 
range. You can waste twenty more and 
never get anywhere.”

“ Lou,” he asked, “ do you ever talk 
like a girl?”

She laughed a little and stepped back 
from him. “Well, what's to come now?”

He drew a slow, deep breath, for he 
had made up his mind that she was no 
more than a unit of the enemy to be 
won over. But now as the moon touched 
her beauty with such a reverent hand 
he despised himself for what he was 
about to attempt. Still he forced him
self to go on with his plan.

“ Has it ever seemed a little strange to 
you,” he said, “ that I’ve given up two 
years of my life to a country where I 
was damned before I started, and where 
I have to share profits and \flbrk under 
a drunk like Charlie Hancock?”

“ I’ve never been able to understand 
you,” she sighed.

“ But you’ve noticed me carrying on? 
And until recently you’ve seen me 
hounding your father to get his sup
port ?”

“ Of course,”  she said.
“Well, can you think of anything ex

cept plain idiocy that would keep me 
here?” he demanded.

“ I’m trying to think,” she answered.
“ Remember two years ago?” he 

asked. “ You were out here from school. 
Easter vacation. I was standing in front
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of the Hancock place when you rode 
Hampton over the hill and down into 
the hollow, then zoomed away beside 
the ruins of the old windmills. Wings 
got hold of my heart and lifted me after 
you.”

He took another breath after the lie. 
Louise was as still as stone. The moon
light seemed to have frozen her and the 
airy lightness of her dress.

“ What about the announcement of 
that engagemnet?” he asked harshly.

“There won’t be any announcement,” 
she replied. “ It’s ended. Harry, what 
are you trying to tell me? You’ve hard
ly looked twice at me in two years.”

»“ I was the romantic jackass,” he said. 
“ The stranger with great vision and 
strong hands. I was going to change 
the' whole range, then offer you my 
work in one hand and my heart in the 
other, like some driveling fool in a book. 
I have been a fool, Lou, but don’t laugh 
at me if you can help it.”

“ I won’t laugh,” she said.
“ I thought that if I ruled out every

thing but the work,” he went on, “ I’d 
get my reward. Instead, I have people 
laughing at me. And I suppose I 
dreamed that you were receiving tele
pathic messages from the fool across 

- the valley who loved you.”
“Love ?” said the girl. “Love ?”
“ Before I get out, beaten, I had to tell 

you the truth,” he lied, and yet as he 
looked at her he wondered if it was a 
lie. &

A thudding of hoofbeats and a creak
ing of leather came through the trees 
behind them. She made a gesture of 
resignation.

“ I can’t laugh,” she said. “ I believe 
I’m crazy, and I know I’m dizzy. It’s the 
moonlight, isn’t it? The crazy moon
light. You’re not making me fall in 
love like this, are you?”

From the trees came riders, the hoof
beats deadened by the leaf mold. There 
were a dozen of them, with sombreros 
pulled low and bandannas drawn up 
over their mouths.

“ Stand back from hims you!”  one of

them sang out, and as Louise sprang 
away, startled, something whistled in 
the air over Mortimer’s head.

The snaky shadow of a rope dropped 
across his vision, then he was grappled 
by the noose which pinned his arms 
against his sides.

SAM PEARSON, foreman of the huge 
Cross M Ranch, was on the saddle 

end of the rope with a hundred and 
ninety pounds of muscle behind it. He 
had no direct orders from Miller, but 
indirect suggestions had been enough 
for Pearson. He felt that it -was an 
affront to the entire Miller legend to 
have this interloper on the ranch at the 
barbecue. He experienced a virtuous 
thrill as he settled that noose around 
Mortimer’s arms.

Sam’s mount, his best cutting horse, 
spun like a top and took Mortimer in 
tow at a mild canter over the flat, then 
down the slope of the Chappany Valley. 
Louise Miller’s screamed protest died 
out behind them, drowned by the up
roar made by Pearson’s punchers. All 
had plenty of liquor under their belts; 
all felt they were striking a good stroke 
for the best cause in the world— loyalty 
to their outfit. They howled as they 
dashed back and forth around Pearson 
and his captive. And more than one 
quirt snapped in an expert hand to 
warm the seat of Mortimer’s pants.

Mortimer kept up a good sprint, 
which prevented him from falling on 
his'face and being dragged, until they 
came over the edge of the level and 
dropped onto the slant ground, with the 
five Chappany lakes glimmering silver- 
bright in the hollow beneath them.

Then Pearson’s rope went slack, and 
Mortimer spun head over heels like a 
huge tumbleweed. It was so deliciously 
funny to Sam Pearson that he reeled in 
the saddle with hearty laughter.

He was still howling with joy, and 
shrill cowboy yells were echoing, when 
a most unexpected thing happened. For 
the whirling, topsy-turvy body of Harry 
Mortimer regained footing and balance
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for an instant and, like a great black 
cat, he flung himself onto Monte Mc
Lean, who rode close to his side.

Silver-clear moonlight showed Monte 
defending himself from that savage and 
unexpected attack. Monte was a good, 
two-handed fighter and he whanged 
Mortimer over the head and shoulders 
with the loaded butt of his quirt. But, 
unheeding, Mortimer swarmed up the 
side of the horse and wrapped Monte 
in his arms.

This put Pearson in a quandary. If 
he yanked Mortimer off that mustang, 
he would bring Monte to the ground 
with him. If he didn’t yank Mortimer 
off the horse, the Easterner would prob
ably throttle Monte and get away on 
Monte’s mount. Pearson groaned. He 
never should have kept the tenderfoot 
in such a loose rope that he could work 
his arms and hands up through the 
noose. Now Monte was held around the 
waist in a viselike grip.

Then other trouble came on the run

toward Sam Pearson. A ringing cry 
came, and a girl on a horse stretched 
in a dead gallop came tilting over the 
upper edge of the slope. Lou Miller! 
Site was a Western girl all right, but 
there was a limit to the feminine s^nse 
of humor, and likely she thought this 
was a lynching party instead of a bit 
of range discipline. The idea actually 
had been to start Mortimer running to
ward the horizon and encourage him to 
keep on until he was out of sight.

Sam Pearson didn’t know what to do, 
so he did the most instinctive thing, 
which was to give a good tug on the 
rope. Both Monte and Mortimer slewed 
sideward from the saddle and spilled 
to the ground.'

They kept on rolling for a dozen 
yards, then lay still, one stretched be
side the other. Big Sam Pearson leaped 
from his horse and dived for Monte. 
He picked up the fallen puncher whose 
lax body spilled across his arm.

[Turn page]

A Dollar’s Worth of Shaving 
Pleasure for a Pm/

Smoother, easier, faster shaves
Try a Blue Star Blade on hard* 
to-shave spots. See how much

every time because Blue Star Blades *havinf  P,leasure k | ives y°*j* for so little money. Shave and
are ground end honed in oil save with Blue star today.

o # i y w A PACKAGE

B lu e  A STAR
ALSO IN HANDY 

DISPENSER 10 FOR

m c m t u  JAS-k/ m o v e r s

SINGLE EDGE RAZOR BLADES

AMERICAN SAFETY RAZOR CORP., BROOKLYN 1, N. Y .



26 DUST ACROSS THE RANGE
“ Monte!”  he shouted. “ Hey, Monte! 

A little spill like that didn’t do nothin’ 
to you, did it? Hey, Monte, can’t you 
hear me?”

The other cowboys came piling up on 
their horses, bringing a fog-white roll
ing of dust that poured over Monte. 
Presently rousing with a groan, he 
brought a cheer from them. They set 
him up on his feet and felt him from 
head to foot for broken bones.

“ Put him into a saddle,” said Sam 
Pearson. “ Old Monte’ll be himself 
when he feels the stirrup under his 
feet.”

So they put Monte into a saddle and 
steadied him there. He reached out with 
a fumbling hand for th*e reins and 
mumbled:

“ He kind of got hold of me like a 
wildcat, and he wouldn’t loosen up.”

“ Sam Pearson!” Louise Miller cried 
wildly, “ Sam, you’ve killed him! You’ve 
killed him!”

THE foreman turned and saw her on 
her knees beside Mortimer’s pros

trate body. But at that moment Harry 
groaned and sat up.

“ Let’s get out of here on the jump, 
boys!” Pearson said. “ Maybe we 
scratched up more hell’n we reckoned 
on.”

He hit the saddle and, in the center of 
•the cavalcade, struck out at a gallop 
for the ranchhouse, with the wavering 
Monte held erect by two riders. Pear
son wanted to get in his own report to 
an employer who had never yet been 
hard on him.

Mortimer, sitting up with his head 
bowed by shock and the nausea of deep 
pain and bruises, saw the world dimly 
for a moment. He felt an increasing 
sharp pain from a tear in his scalp 
where the braided handle of Monte’s 
quirt had glanced. Then he was aware 
of a warm, trickle of blood down the 
side of his face and dripping off his 
chin.

“ Come back Sam!”  he heard a girl’s 
voice shouting. “Sam. Comeback!”

Then two hands were on his cheeks, 
tilting back his head.

“ They’ve killed him!”  whispered Lou 
Miller. “The cowards! The cowards! 
They’ve killed Harry Mortimer!”

He could not see her clearly because 
the dazzle of the moon was above her 
head, and to his bleared eyes her face 
was almost featureless shadow. But the 
moon shone over one bare shoulder, 
where the chiffon had been torn away 
during her headlong riding. All this 
he saw clearly enough, though he could 
not make connected sense of any of it.

He could not make head nor tail of 
what had happened immediately be
fore either, and it seemed to him that 
he was still telling Lou, even now, that 
he loved her, though his brain reeled 
and the nausea kept his stomach un
easy.

That may have been the reason why 
he said:

“ If I were dying, I’d want to say a 
last thing to you, Lou. I love you.”

“Harry, are you dying, darling?”  she 
cried desperately. “ Oh, don’t say that!”

She took his head and shoulders 
across her lap and in her arms. There 
was still dust in the air, but there was 
a wonderful aroma of sweet cleanliness 
about her.

“ I’m all right,” he told her. Then he 
remembered, and his theme drove him 
on to repeat: “ I love you! D’you laugh 
at me when I tell you I love you ?”

“ And I love you, Harry!”  she an
swered simply. “Do you hear ? Can you 
understand?”

VI

T h e  GIRL'S words registered one 
by one in Harry Mortimer’s mind, but 
they had no connected meaning. For 
what he had said himself had been by 
rote, from a mentally rehearsed role 
into which he had projected himself.

“Tell me where you’re hurt!” Lou 
pleaded. “ Where is the worst pain, 
Harry?”

He closed his eyes, beginning to un
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derstand what she had said before. She 
had said she loved him— and through 
her he could bring a new future to the 
range, and happiness to thousands. If 
he could carry by assault only one small 
redoubt, the great fight would be won!

But that assault would have to be 
made in the future. Now, with closed 
eyes, he could only mutter: “You re
mind me of rippling water— clean wind.”

She slipped his head from her lap 
and stood up. He heard cloth being 
torn into strips. Then the blood was be
ing wiped from his face and a long 
bandage was wound about his head, 
firmly. But there was no pain. Wher
ever she touched him the pain disap
peared. Thien she had his head and 
shoulders in her lap again.

“ Wherever you touch me— it’s queer 
—the pain goes,” said Mortimer.

“Because I love you!” said Louise.
He regarded her with a blank stare.
“Are you laughing at me?” he asked.
“ I’m loving you,” - she said. “ Don’t 

speak. Lie still. Only tell me where the 
pain is.”

“ God put a gift in your hands to take 
pain away,” said Mortimer. “ What col
or are your eyes?”

“ Kind of a gray, blue-green,”  she 
said. “I don’t know. Don’t talk, Harry. 
Lie still.”

One instant of real clarity came to 
him. He got to his feet with a sudden, 
immense effort and stood swaying.

“ My men are back there in trouble!” 
he groaned. “ Go stop the fight if you 
can! I’ll be along.”

“ There'll be no more trouble. That 
coward, Sam Pearson, has made trouble 
enough for one night. But can you get 
into the saddle? I’ll help. Lift your left 
foot.”

He had his grip on the saddle-horn 
and stood with his head dropped 
against the sharp cantle, while the 
whirling, nauseating darkness spun 
through his brain. Her orders came to 
him, again, insistently. He raised his 
left foot. A hand guided it into the 
stirrup.

“ Now one big heave, and you’ll be in 
the saddle. Come on— up you go!”

He felt an ineffectual force tugging 
at him. His muscles automatically re
sponded and he found himself slumped 
in the saddle, his head hanging. There 
was no strength in the back of his neck. 
He felt sick. But there was a battle yet 
to be fought.

“Are you gone?” he mumbled. “ I love 
you!”

Then darkness swept over him again, 
though he managed to keep his hands 
locked on the pommel. His body was 
covered with cold runnels of sweat. A  
voice entered his mind, sometimes 
speaking clearly, sometimes as dim as 
though it were blowing away on a wind. 
Whenever he heard it, new strength 
came into him, and hope with it.

It told him to endure. It said they 
had reached the bridge. He heard his 
horse’s hoofbeats strike hollow beneath 
him. Dimly he saw the silver of water 
under the moon. The voice said they 
were nearing the Tumbling H, if only 
he could hold on a little. But he knew 
he could not hold on. He was about to 
die, would never reach the ranchhouse.

And then, suddenly, the house was 
before him.

He steeled himself to dismount, to 
gather strength that would pull his leg 
over the back of the horse.

Then he was standing beside it, 
wavering.

He made a vast effort to steer his feet 
toward the lighted doorway. The girl 
tried to support him and guide him. 
Then many heavy footfalls rushed out, 
were about him. Jan Erickson’s voice 
roared out like the furious bellowing 
of a bull. Jan’s enormous hands and 
arms lifted him, took him through the 
doorway.

“ Louise,” Mortimer whispered, “ I 
love you.”

T T E COULD make out her voice, but 
not the answering words. Clearer 

in his mind was the sense of wonderful 
relief in finding his men home safely.
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He felt stinging tears of gratitude un
der his eyelids and kept his eyes closed, 
so that the tears should not be seen.

He could hear Lefty P a r k m a n  
screech:

“ Look at his face! Look at his face! 
Look what they’ve gone and done to the 
chief!”

And Pudge Major’s strange, weeping 
whine:

“ They dragged him! They took and 
dragged him like he was a coyote!”

" I ’m goin’ to kill some of ’em !” 
shouted Jan Erickson.

The stairs creaked. They were taking 
Mortimer up to a room. The air was 
much warmer inside the house, and he 
began to relax toward sleep.

Louise, running up the stairs behind 
the men, cried out that she wanted to 
help care for him. One of the brown
faced, big-shouldered fellows turned 
and looked at her as no man had ever 
looked at her before.

“ Your sneaking ranch hands done 
this to the chief!” he accused. “Why 
don’t you go back and crow about it, 
like the others are doin’ ? Go tell your 
pa we’re goin’ to have blood for this. 
We’re goin’ to wring it out, like water 
out of the Monday wash! Get out!”

Lefty Parkman left the house and 
sprinted away for a car to drive to 
Poplar Springs for a doctor.

Louise went silently down into the 
hall, and the angry, muttering voices 
of the men died away. She looked help
lessly into the living room and saw 
Charles Hancock lying on his couch 
dressed in a robe of Chinese silk, with 
the materials for his rum punch on the 
table beside him. He got up when he 
saw her and waved his hand— a pre
maturely old boy, decayed scholar, and 
drunken satirist.

“ Come in, Lou,” he invited. “ Your 
boys been having a time for themselves 
beating up Harry Mortimer? Come in 
and try this punch. You look as though 
you need it. You look as though you’d 
been through a stampede yourself!”

The bleared, leering eyes of Charlie

Hancock made her uneasy. But she had 
to have an excuse for staying until she 
heard the doctor’s opinion about Morti
mer’s condition. The picture of his 
dragging, tumbling body at the end of 
the rope kept running madly through 
her memory, as did the battered lips 
that said he loved her.

Love like that, confessed by a man 
with what he believed to be his dying 
breath was a sacred thing which few 
ever knew. The glory of it was like 
wings lifting her heart. The girl she 
had been that afternoon now was a 
stranger to her in thought and in feel
ing.

She was so filled with tenderness that 
she could look upon even that rum- 
bloated caricature of a man, Charles 
Hancock, with sympathy. Besides, he 
had been living in the same house with 
Harry Mortimer for two years, and from 
him she might draw a thousand price
less reminiscences about the man she 
loved.

She went to Hancock with a smile 
and shook his moist, fat hand warmly.

“I believe I will have a drink,” she 
said. “ I need one.”

“Wang!” shouted Hancock. “ Hot 
water! Take this chair, Lou. And don’t 
look around too much. Our friend 
Mortimer says that this is a pigpen. He 
won’t live here with me. That con
noisseur of superior living prefers to 
spend most of his time with the gang 
of brutes in the big shed behind the 
house. Sings with ’em; sings for ’em; 
dances for ’em, just to make ’em laugh; 
plays cards with ’em ; gives up his life 
to ’em. By the way, did your boys break 
any of the Mortimer bones?”

In his eyes was a look of cruelly cold 
expectancy. Loathing sent a shudder 
through Louise, but she kept smiling, 
wondering how Mortimer endured this 
man. All the love in her heart poured 
out toward the injured man above them, 
where heavy footfalls trampled back 
and forth and deep-throated, angry 
murmurings continued.

“ I don’t know how badly he’s in
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jured,” she said. “ I don’t think any 
bones— if there isn’t internal injury—  
but surely God wouldn’t let him be sei’i- 
ously hurt by brutes and cowards!”

Hancock looked at her with a glim
mering interest in his eyes.

“ Ah, ha!” he chuckled. “ I see.”
She had her drink, by that time, and 

paused in the careful sipping of it.
“ You see what, Charlie?” she asked.
He laughed outright. “ I put my 

money against it,” he said. “ I wouldn’t 
have believed it.”

“ What?” she persisted.
“ For my part,” said Hancock, “ I love 

living, Lou. I love to let the years go 
by placidly, because— do you know 
why?”

“ I don’t know,” she answered, watch
ing him anxiously and wondering how 
drunk he was.

He emptied his glass, and automati
cally began brewing another potion. His 
shoulders shook with subdued mirth.

“ I don’t want to be rude, but— ” He 
broke into another peal of laughter.

Louise flushed. “I can’t understand 
you at all, Charlie,” she said.

“ Can’t understand me? Why? I’m 
one of the simple ones. I’m understood 
at a glance. I’m not a mysterious fig
ure like Mortimer.”

“ Why is he mysterious?” she asked.
“ To go in one direction for two years, 

and wind up on the opposite side—that’s 
a mystery, isn’t it?” asked Hancock, 
with a chuckle.

“Two years in one direction ?” she re
peated. Then she flushed, and hated 
herself for the color which she knew 
was flooding her face.

Hancock watched her with a sur
geon’s eye. He shook his head.

“ I wouldn’t have believed it,” he 
murmured. “All in a tremor— and 
blushing. Mystery? Why, the man’s 
loaded with mystery!”

“ Charlie,” she said, “ if I understand 
what you’re taking about, I don’t like 
it very well.”

“ Oh, we’ll change the subject then, 
o f course,” said Hancock. “ Only thing

I’m trained to do is to try to please the 
ladies. You never guessed that, Lou, 
did you? I don’t succeed well, but I 
keep on trying.”

“Trying to please women, you 
mean?” she asked.

“ Yes, trying. But not like men of 
mystery do. They don’t waste time on 
gestures. They simply step out— and 
bring home the bacon!”

He laughed again, rubbing his hands 
together.

“ Are you talking about Harry Mor
timer and me?” she asked, taking a 
deep breath as she forced herself to 
come to the point.

“Talking about nothing to offend 
you,” said Hancock. “ Wouldn’t do it 
for the world. Can’t tell you how I 
admire Mortimer. Shall I tell you 
why?”

She melted at once. “ Yes, I want to 
hear it,” she said.

“ Ah, there you are with the shining 
eyes and the parted lips,” said Han
cock. “ That’s the picture he said he 
would paint, too. And here it is, 
painted!”

VII

H  ANCGCK’S words lifted Louise 
Miller slowly from her chair. He was 
laughing too heartily to be aware of 
her.

“ Mystery?” he repeated. “ Why, 
Harry Mortimer is the deepest man of 
mystery I’ve ever known in my life. 
There he was, blocked on every side in 
his mission of teaching us all how to 
use the range and button the grass to 
the ground permanently. He can’t get 
past John Miller. But maybe he can get 
past an easier obstacle.” He laughed 
again, adding, “ But the rich Lou Miller, 
the beautiful Lou Miller, the spark of 
fire, the whistle in the wind, the picture 
that shines in every man’s eyes— ” 
Laughter drowned out his words.

She was standing stock-still, staring 
at him in horror.

“ Sit down, Lou!” he said. “ There’s
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nothing like an efficient man, which is 
why I love Harry Mortimer. If he can’t 
win the men, he’ll try the women. Two 
years in one direction gets him nothing, 
so he turns around and goes in the op
posite direction— and ah at once he’s 
home! Wonderful, I call it. Simply 
wonderful! And in a single evening! 
Even if he’s beaten up a bit, he comes 
safely home and brings Beauty beside 
the Beast, And me willing to bet 
against it.”

“ To bet?” The girl swaved, feeling 
a coldness of face as though a strong 
wind were blowing against her.

“Sit down, Lou,” Hancock repeated.
“No, I have to go home. The bar

becue— hundreds of people there. Good- 
by, Charlie!”

“ Oh, but you can’t go like this. I have 
a thousand things to tell you about Mor
timer.”

“ I think I’ve heard enough,” said 
Louise. “ I didn’t realize that he was 
such a man of— of mystery. But I sup
pose you’re right, Charlie.”.

She felt bitter emotion suddenly 
choking her, for she was remembering 
how Mortimer, half-stunned and wan
dering in mind after his fall, had clung 
to one monotonous refrain, telling her 
over and over that he loved her. A fight
ing man, he had clung like a bulldog to 
his intention of winning her even when 
his brain was barely functioning.

In her mind’s eye she could see the 
two men talking in this room, with 
laughter shaking the paunch of Charlie 
Hancock as he bet Mortimer he couldn’t 
go to the barbecue and put Lou Miller in 
his pocket. Shame struck her with the 
edge and coldness of steel. She turned 
suddenly and hurried out to Hampton__

When Mortimer wakened late that 
night his brain was clear, and only 
when he moved did he feel the soreness 
of bruised muscles.

“ How you coming, Chief?” asked Jan 
Erickson’s voice.

He looked up into the face of the huge 
Swede, who was leaning from his chair, 
a shadow wrapped in bright moonlight.

“ I’m fine,” said Mortimer. “ Go to 
bed. Jan.”

“ I ain’t sleepy,” declared Jan Erick
son. “ Tell me who done it to you.”

“A few drunken cowboys,” said Mor
timer.

“That big Wilson one of ’em? The 
feller you licked?”

“ No. he wasn’t,”
“ That’s good,” said Erickson, “ be

cause he’s taken and run away. He 
didn’t like the side of the range you 
showed him, so he run home. But who 
was the others?”

“ I didn’t recognize them,” lied Morti
mer.

“ It was Cross M men, wasn’t it?” 
persisted Jan.

“ Stop bothering me and go to bed, 
Jan,”  answered Mortimer.

“ How many was there?” insisted 
Erickson.

“ A crowd. I couldn’t recognize any
one. Forget it.”

Erickson was silent for a moment, 
then his whisper reached Mortimer:

“ Strike me dead if I forget it!”
Mortimer was not roused in the 

morning when Charlie Hancock’s punch
ers clumped down the stairs with jin
gling spurs. He slept on until almost 
noon, then wakened to find the wind 
whistling and moaning around the 
house and the temperature fallen 
enough to put a shiver in his body. 
When he stood up, there was only a 
little stiffness in his muscles. It was ap
parent, he thought, that he simply had 
been punch-drunk the night before.

BUCKET of water in a galvanized 
iron washtub made him a bath. As 

he sloshed the chill water over his body, 
memory returned to the previous eve
ning. He could remember the nodding 
head of Hampton, bearing him forward 
through a whirling murk, and the 
nausea, and his own voice saying, “ I love 
you!” That memory shamed him all the 
more as he recalled the tenderness of 
Louise’s voice and how her arms had 
held him.
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Mental lightning jagged before Mor

timer’s eyes and split open his world 
to the core. A sense of guilt ran with 
his pulses, but he swore she never would 
know if a lifetime of devotion could 
keep her from the knowledge. He had 
gone to her ready to lie like a scoundrel, 
and he had come away with the thought 
of her filling his mind like a light.

Slowly toweling his body dry, he was 
seeing her again. That high-headed 
pride of hers now seemed to him no 
more than the expression of the jaunty 
soul which is born of the free range. 
That fierce loyalty which kept her true 
to her father would keep her true to a 
husband she loved. With her hand to 
open the door and give him authority, 
he would soon be able to give the grass
lands eternal life!

He dressed with fumbling hands, and 
noted the purple bruised places and 
where the. skin had rubbed away in 
spots. But there was nothing worth 
notice except a dark, swollen place that

half covered his right eye and extended 
back across the temple. He could shrug 
at such injuries, if the scalp wround 
wasn’t serious. When he had shaved, 
he went out to the barracks and let 
Shorty examine the cut.

Shorty washed the torn scalp, and 
wound a fresh bandage in place.

“Healin’ up like nobody’s business,” 
he said. “Sit down and leave me throw 
a steak and a couple handfuls of onions 
into you, and you’ll be as fine as a fiddle 
again.”

Mortimer was on his second cup of 
coffee before he realized that it was past 
noon and his gang had not yet showed 
up for food.

“ Shorty, where the devil are the 
boys?”  he asked. “ You’re not cooking 
dinner for them?”

“ Well, the fact is that they sashayed 
off on a kind of a little trip,” said 
Shorty.

Mortimer stared at him. “ Without
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talking to me?” he demanded.

“They thought you’d be laid up to
day,” said Shorty. “And so they kind 
of went and played hookv on you, 
Chief.”

“ Shorty, where did they go?” asked 
Mortimer, remembering vividly how 
Jan Erickson had tried to di'ag from 
him the identity of his assailants.

“ How would I know?” asked Shorty.
Mortimer turned his back on the cook, 

for he knew he would get no informa
tion from him. He tried to think what 
that gang would do, but all that loomed 
before him was their savage, unques
tioning devotion to him.

With a rush of sick apprehension, he 
wondered if they had gone straight to 
the Cross M to exact vengeance. But 
Lefty Parkman and Pudge Major were 
too level-headed to permit that. If they 
wanted to make trouble for the Cross 
M men they would go to Poplar Springs 
and try to find straggling groups from 
the big outfit. But if it came to fire
arms, his CCC lads would be helpless 
against the straight-shooting men of 
the range. He would be, himself.

He ran into the adjoining shed. The 
big truck was gone, but the one-ton 
truck remained, and he climbed into 
the seat in haste.

It was fifteen miles to Poplar Springs 
and he did the distance in twenty min
utes.

As he drove he noted that the melan
choly wind still mourned down the val
ley, but its force along the ground was 
nothing compared to the velocity of the 
upper air. Fast-traveling clouds, un
raveled and spread thin, flattened the 
arch of the sky, with the sun sometimes 
golden, sometimes dull and green 
through that mist. The mountains had 
disappeared.

In Poplar Springs the streets had 
been laid out— a small checkering of 
precise little city blocks. Most of the 
life of the town came from the 
“ springs.”  The waters were said to 
have some medicinal value. An old 
frame hotel spread its shambling wings

around the water. A rising part of the 
town’s business, however, was an avia
tion company which had built some 
hangars and used the huge flat east of 
the place as a testing ground.

Saturday nights were the bright mo
ments for Poplar Springs, when cow
boys from all the surrounding ranches 
rode into town or drove rattling auto
mobiles in from the range to patronize 
the saloons which occupied almost every 
corner.

WHEREVER Mortimer saw a pedes
trian he called:

“ Seen anything of a six-foot-four 
Swede with hair as pale as blow-sand ?” 

At last he wras directed to Porson’s 
Saloon.

Porson’s had been there in Poplar 
Springs since the earliest cattle days 
and the old swing doors with bullet- 
holes drilled through the panels were 
still in use. If Porson’s had filed a notch 
for each man who had died in the place 
it would have been necessary to crowd 
fifty-three notches on one gun butt, for 
bar whisky and old cattle feuds and 
single-action Colts had drenched its 
floor with blood. Realization of the 
reputation of the place was ominous in 
Mortimer’s mind as he pushed through 
the doors.

It was like stepping onto a stage set. 
The picture he dreaded to find was here 
in every detail. Jan Erickson, Pudge 
Major, Lefty Parkman, George Mas
ters, and Dink Waller stood at the end 
of the bar nearest the door. Bunched 
at the farther end were eight of the 
Cross M punchers, with Sam Pearson 
dominating the group. The bartender, 
old “ Rip” Person himself, carrying his 
seventy years like a bald-headed eagle, 
and unperturbed by the menace in the 
air, calmly went about serving drinks.

Mortimer stood a moment inside the 
door, with his brain whirling. The Mil
ler punchers looked at him with in
terest. Not one of his own men turned 
a head toward him, but Lefty Parkman 
said in a low voice:
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“ The chief!”
“ He ought to be home!” Dink Waller 

growled. “ This is our job.”
“ It’s time for a round on the house, 

boys,” said Rip Person. “ And I want 
to tell you somethin’ . The first man 
that goes for iron while he’s drinkin’ 
on the house, he gets a slug out of my 
own gun. Here’s to you, one and all!”

He put out the bottles of rye and, as 
-glasses were filled, he lifted his own 
glass in a steady red claw.

The two factions continued to stare 
with fascinated attention at each other, 
eye holding desperately to eye as though 
the least shift in concentration would 
cause disaster. They raised their 
glasses as Rip Porson proposed his 
toast:

“ Here’s to them that shoot straight—  
and damn the man that breaks the mir
ror!”

V III

M n  silence the Cross M men and 
Mortimer’s CCC gang drank.

Mortimer walked to the bar. He chose 
a place directly between the two hostile 
groups, exactly in the field of fire, if 
guns should be drawn.

“ I’ll have a beer,” he said.
Rip Porson dropped his hands on the 

edge of the bar and regarded Mortimer 
with bright, red-veined eyes.

“ You’re the one that the trouble’s all 
about, ain’t you?” he asked. “ You’re 
Harry Mortimer, ain’t you?”

“ I am,” said Mortimer. “And there’s 
going to be no more trouble.”

Porson poured his beer. The ghost of 
a smile glimmered in his old eyes.

“ Set ’em up, Porson,” said Jan Erick
son ’s low, deep voice.

“ Set ’em up over here, too,” com
manded Sam Pearson.

Porson pushed the whisky bottles 
into place again.

“ Lefty!” he said.
But Lefty Parkman gave not the 

slightest sign that he had heard. He had 
picked out a single face among the

Cross M men and was staring at that 
man with concentrated hatred. Odds 
made no difference to Lefty, even odds 
when one faction all wore guns and the 
other had only their fists.

“ Lefty!” repeated Mortimer.
Lefty’s eyes wavered' toward his 

chief.
“ Turn around and walk out the 

door,” said Mortimer “ We’re getting 
out of here, and you’re leading the 
way.”

Lefty’s glance slipped definitely 
away from Mortimer’s. For the first 
time an order from Harry Mortimer 
went disregarded.

Among Sam Pearson’s men was a 
bow-legged cowpuneher named Danny 
Shay, barrel-chested, bull-browed, ■ and 
as solid as the stump of a big tree. The 
resonant croak of a bullfrog was in his 
voice as he rumbled: “There ain’t room 
enough in here for ’em. We got the air 
kind of used up, maybe.”

Pudge Major lurched from his place 
and walked straight toward the Cross 
M cowhands.

“ Come back, Pudge!” commanded 
Mortimer.

Pudge strode on, unheeding. “You 
look like an ape when you laugh,” 
Pudge said to Danny Shay. “When you 
open your face that wide, I can see the 
baboon all the way down.”

Jed Wharton, one of Pearson’s 
punchers, hit Pudge on the chin with a 
lifting punch. As Pudge rocked back 
on his heels big Wharton followed with 
a driving blow from which Pudge 
Major cringed away with both hands 
flung up and a strange little cry of fear 
that made Mortimer’s blood run cold. 
Poor Pudge had gone for game too big 
for him, and the sight of the white 
feather among his men struck into 
Mortimer’s brain like a hand of doom.

In the leering, triumphant faces of 
the Cross M men he saw the charge 
that was about to follow. The man next 
to Pearson was already drawing his 
Colt. Mortimer had no chance to glance 
at his own boys, but they must be as
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heartsick at Pudge’s frightened outcry 
as he was himself. And he remembered 
the barking voice of an assistant foot
ball coach hounding him into scrim
mage:

“Low, Mortimer! Tackle low!”
“Tackle low!” yelled Mortimer, and 

dived at Sam Pearson’s knees.
While he was still in the air, from 

the corner of his eye he saw Lefty 
swarming in to the attack, and the 
blond head of the gigantic Erickson. 
Then his shoulder banged into Pear
son’s knees, and the whole world 
seemed to fall on his back.

It was not the sort of barroom fight
ing a Westerner would expect. That 
headlong plunge and Erickson's charge 
jammed the Cross M boys against the 
wall. In the midst of confusion Morti
mer caught at stamping feet and strug
gling legs and pulled down all he could 
reach.

He put his knees on Pearson’s neck 
and pressed on toward Danny Shay, 
who had fallen like a great frog, on 
hands and knees. Mortimer jerked his 
elbow into Danny’s face and stood up in 
the space the bull-voiced cowboy had 
occupied.

Guns were roaring, by that time. As 
Mortimer straightened, he saw a Colt 
being leveled at him over the shoulder 
of another man. But an arm and fist 
like a brass-knuckled walking beam 
struck, and the gunman disappeared.

Jan Erickson was at work. And in 
a close brawl Jan was peerless.

As Mortimer struck out, he saw old 
Rip Porson standing behind the bar, 
shaking his head in profound disgust.

1\/TORTIMER saw Pudge Major in the 
ruckus also. As though fear had 

turned into madness, Pudge came in 
screeching like a fighting cat. The butt 
of a clubbed revolver knocked him back 
against the wall, but he rebounded, 
swinging a chair which landed with a 
crash of splintering wood. Sam Pear
son, who had managed to regain his 
feet, went down again— and suddenly

Mortimer saw that the fight was ended.
The men Erickson had hit solidly 

were down, to remain down. Dink Wal
ler was patiently throttling his victim 
with a full Nelson. Lefty was pound
ing a defenseless cowboy against the 
wall. George Masters was staggering 
toward the noise of battle, but the fight 
was ended.

The attack had been so quick and close 
in, that most of the cowboys’ guns had 
not even been drawn. Hardly half a 
dozen bullets had hit ceiling or floor. 
Not a single shot had struck flesh, but 
the bar mirror had been drilled cleanly 
through the center and from that hole 
a hundred cracks jagged outward.

“Take their guns!” shouted Morti
mer. “ Let them be, Jan! It’s over!” 

Some two minutes after Mortimer 
had first dived at Pearson’s knees eight 
revolvers and several large knives were 
piled on the bar. Two or three of the 
beaten men were staggering to their 
feet. Danny Shay’s face was bleeding 
and blood was streaming from Pear
son’s gashed head, his mouth agape with 
shock, and twisted with pain.

Jan Erickson strode back and forth 
frenziedly shouting:

“ That’s what a Mortimer does. He 
cuts through bums like you the way a 
knife cuts through cheese! Why don’t 
he wring your necks? Because he’s 
ashamed to hurt wet-nosed kids!”

“Get out of the place,. Jan,” com
manded Mortimer. “All of you get out!” 
He turned and said to Porson, “ I’ll pay 
half the cost of that mirror.”

His voice did not penetrate Rip Por- 
son’s hazy trance as he continued to 
stare into space and wag his head slow
ly repeating:

“Fourteen wearin’ pants and not one 
man among ’em. The world has gone 
to hell! Fourteen milk-fed baboons!” 

There had to be a few rounds of 
drinks in another place to celebrate the 
victory. There had to be some patching 
of cuts. So it was two hours before 
Mortimer rounded up his crewr and led 
them back to the Tumbling H, where
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the three men who had missed the fight 
went into agonies because- they had 
been out of it.

“Shut your faces,” ordered Erickson. 
“ There wouldn’t of been no fight if 
you’d all been there. They wouldn’t of 
dared! But the sweet spot you missed 
was the chief taking a dive into ’em 
like into a swimmin’ pool. And the 
waves he throwed up took all the fight 
out of ’em.”

When they were in the barracks shed, 
Pudge Major sat with his head in his 
hands. Mortimer patted him on the 
back.

“ I was yella,” groaned Pudge. “The 
whole world knows I’m yella.”

“You needed a sock on the chin be
fore you got your second wind,” de
clared Mortimer. “Then you were the 
best man in the room. Ask the boys. 
Even Jan wouldn’t take you on. Would 
you, Jan?”

“Him?” said Jan. “I’d rather take on 
a wildcat!”

“Jan, d’you mean that, partly?” 
asked Pudge.

“I mean the whole of it,” said Jan. 
“ And when it comes to workin’ with a 
chair, you’re way out by yourself.”

Mortimer left them in this humor 
and drove over to the Cross M in the 
light truck. A Chinese servant opened 
the door, and at that moment John 
Miller came down the hall with a jangle 
of spurs and a quirt in his hand. His 
daughter was following him. He stood 
stiffly erect looking at Mortimer without 
a word.

“ I imagine you’ve heard about the 
trouble in Poplar Springs,” said Morti
mer. “I want to tell you I didn’t send 
out my men to make trouble. They went 
off by themselves, and I went after 
them to bring them back. When I found 
them, they’d located your boys already. 
I tried to stop the fight, but it got under 
way in spite of me.”

“Are you through?” asked John Mil
ler, parting his locked jaws with diffi
culty.

“ If any reprisals start,” Mortimer

said slowly, “ it will be on your part, 
not mine. I’ve taken my beating and I 
haven’t yipped. But if your hands try 
to make more trouble there’ll be killing. 
Can you keep your men in hand?” 

“Are you finished?” repeated Miller. 
“ I am,” said Mortimer.
“ Very well,” said Miller, and walked 

straight past him.

TTE TURNED his bewildered eyes on 
Louise as she started to go past 

him behind her father. She was pale, 
and shadows were about her eyes. His 
look was puzzled as she stood looking 
steadily into his face.

“ I wasn’t hard to get, was I?” she 
asked. “ You only had to whistle and 
the bird flew right off the tree to your 
hand.”

“What are you saying, Lou?” he 
asked.

She looked down • at his pleading 
hand, then up to his face, in which 
was pain, and she laughed a little.

“ You are wonderful, Harry,” she 
said. “ It’s that honest, straightforward 
simplicity which gets you so far. And 
your-voice. That does a lot. The facial 
expression, too. Hollywood could make 
a star of you. The way it is now, I sup
pose you hardly make pocket money out 
of the girls. Or do they run high, some
times— the bets you place before you go 
out to make a girl?”

“Hancock— he must have said— Lou 
I didn’t know I’d adore you as I do!” 

“You know now, though, don’t you?” 
she said. “ You love me all your heart 
can hold, Harry, don’t you?”

He tried to answer her, but felt the 
words die on his lips.

“And d’you know, Harry,” she went 
on, “ I think it was the beginning of a 
gTeat love. As I went along beside you 
through the night, I would have given 
both hands for you. I would have given 
my heart, and-—aren’t you a rather 
yellow sort of dog, Harry?”

She went quickly by him with her 
quick, light, graceful step. And as she 
vanished through the patio gate, sud
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denly the whole world seemed as gray 
as the swiftly moving gray stream that 
poured across the sky endlessly, as it 
had been pouring ever since morning. 
The sun was small and green behind it.

He got back into the truck and drove 
blindly toward the ranch. Subconscious
ly his mind took note of the sweep of 
mist through the sky and the color of 
the setting sun behind it. No water 
vapor could give that color. It was dust 
— dust rushing headlong on the higher 
stratum of the air. Somewhere the wind 
had eaten through the skin of the range 
and was scattering uncounted tons of 
topsoil into nothingness.

That should have meant much to 
Harry Mortimer, but his mind refused 
to take heed of it. Only the thought of 
Louise Miller was clear in his conscious
ness. Then a vision of Charles Han
cock rose up to taunt him. He gripped 
the wheel so hard it trembled under 
his grasp.

IX

HEN Mortimer brought the car 
up before the ranchhouse entrance, 
three or four of Hancock’s personal 
punchers were lounging in the door
way. He shouldered brusquely past 
them, and went on into the living room, 
where as usual Hancock lay on the 
couch with his rum-punch fixings on 
the table beside him. As Mortimer en
tered, he smote his paunch a resound
ing whack.

“Ah, Harry!” he cried. “ You’re the 
one soul in the world I want to see. I 
don’t mean about battering some of the 
Miller boys in Poplar Springs. That’ll 
do your reputation on the range some 
good, though. Tackling guns with bare 
hands is rather a novelty in this part 
of the world, of course— but what’s that 
to me? Do you know what has meaning 
for me, Harry?”

“What makes a difference to you, 
Charles?” Mortimer asked and his eyes 
bored into Hancock as though he were 
striking home a knife.

But a wave of thought had overcome 
Hancock, dimmed his eyes.

“ I’m going to tell you something, my 
lad,” he said. “About a woman. Mind 
you, Harry, I want you to understand 
the woman. Years ago, but rare. Some
thing too beautiful to last.”

“ I follow you,” Mortimer said.
The rancher had almost closed his 

eyes as he consulted the picture from 
his past. “ I adored her. I asked her to 
marry me. When she accepted me, 
Harry, the sound of her voice lifted me 
almost out of my boots. -But when I 
was about to take the prize in my hand, 
Harry— mark this— she disappeared. 
Vanished absolutely. The way you say 
this range soil will vanish when the 
wind hits it right. What took her away? 
A little wizened son of a French mar
quis with no more man in him than 
there is skin on the heel of my hand. 
She was lost to me. Love. Hope. What 
the hell will you have?

“And since that day I’ve lain here 
with the rum bottle wondering how the 
devil I could get back at the whole fe
male sex. Can’t do anything with them 
when you lie fiat and simply think, so 
I had to wait until you did it for me. 
D’you see? You showed me how women 
can be handled as easily as they handle 
men. Last night I saw another woman’s 
eyes melt when your name was men
tioned. I saw the whole lovesick story 
in her face. And as a result of one eve
ning’s work. Why, Harry, when I saw 
what you had done, I wanted to beg you 
for lessons.”

“ So you told her everything, didn’t 
you?” asked Mortimer.

Hancock took another moment for 
thought. At the same moment the wind 
seemed to descend and grip the ranch- 
house with a firmer hand. The whine of 
the storm ascended the scale by several 
notes.

“ I don’t think I told her anything,” 
said Hancock. “ I could only lie here 
and laugh. And admire you, Harry— 
how you’d paid off my score. I felt a 
deathless debt— gratitude, and all that.
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Wonderful feeling, Harry. The first 
time I’ve had it in my life. Absolutely 
extraordinary.”

“ Undoubtedly,” muttered Mortimer.
“And that’s why I’m glad to see you 

today,” said Hancock. “ Not because 
you’ve beaten eight of Miller’s best men 
with your hands, but because you’ve 
subdued one woman, opened her heart, 
put tears in her eyes, made her tremble, 
when you didn’t give a hang for her 
from first to last.”

He broke into a gigantic peal of 
laughter which wound up on a gasping 
and sputtering.

“ Close, in here,” he said. “ Cool, but 
close. That’s strange, isn’t it?”

Mortimer could not speak, seeing 
again the beauty and the pride of the 
girl who was lost to him through the 
evil in this man.

"Chuck the door open, like a good 
fellow, will you?” asked Hancock. “ I’ve 
never had so much trouble breathing. 
Is the alcohol getting me at last? Well, 
let it. I’ll die laughing. I’ve seen the 
proud, unapproachable female paid off 
for me, shot for shot. And I owe that 
to you, old fellow. Mortimer, I’ll love 
you as long as I last!”

Mortimer went to the door and threw 
it wide. It seemed to him that ghosts 
rushed up' into the lamplight, into his 
face. Then it was as though dim horses 
were galloping past in endless pro
cession, and swifter than horses eVer 
put hoof to the ground. He squinted 
into the dimness before he could under
stand that the swift whirl was a dust 
storm rushing past him at full speed.

The range was melting away before 
his eyes!

FLYING dust enveloped Mortimer 
and set him coughing as he closed 

the door and turned back into the room.
Hancock was grinning cheerfully. 

“ There she blows, Harry,” he said. 
"There’s the dust storm you’ve been 
talking about. Now we’ll see if you’ve 
buttoned the topsail down with all your
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plantings and plowings. Now we'll see 
if the range has been overgrazed, and 
what part of it is going to blow away.”

“That dust is blowing from far away,” 
said Mortimer. “ There isn’t enough 
edge to this wind to tear up the ground 
here badly.”

The house trembled, as though 
nudged by an enormous shoulder, and 
the storm screamed an octave higher. 
Mortimer pulled out a bandana and be
gan to knot it around his throat.

“ Get your hand-picked punchers orf 
the job, Charlie,” he suggested.

“ It’s dark, brother,” said Hancock, 
“ and the kind of lads I hire don’t work 
in the night.”

“All right,” said Mortimer. “The cat
tle I save will be my share of the stock, 
and the dead ones can belong to you.”

He left the room, with Hancock loud
ly protesting, but agreeing to order his 
men out.

When Mortimer stepped into the 
open the gale was blowing hard enough 
to set his eyelids trembling. It came 
at him like a river of darkness. He 
bumped the corner of the house, turn
ing toward the barracks shed, then the 
wind caught him from the side and set 
him staggering.

The light in the window of the shed 
was a dull, greenish blur. He had to 
fumble to find the door, and he pressed 
his way in, to find a jingling of pots 
and pans in the kitchen and men sneez
ing and cursing in the mist which fil
tered rapidly through the cracks in the 
walls.

“ It’s the dust storm, boys,” he said. 
“Pulled at my feet like water. No man 
has to go out into weather like this, but 
if any of you volunteer to give a 
hand— ”

Jan Erickson turned his head to sur
vey the group. “ Leave me see the man 
that won't volunteer,” he said omi
nously.
. But not one of them hung back. Con
tent filled Mortimer's heart.

Shorty appeared in the kitchen door, 
shouting: “There’s goin’ to be plenty

grit in the flour bin and mud in the 
coffee, Chief!”

A louder howling of the wind seemed 
to answer him directly and set the men 
to laughing. They equipped themselves 
as Mortimer directed, with shirts but
toned close at neck and wrist to keep 
out the flying sand, and with bandanas 
ready to pull up over mouth and nose. 
A big canteen to each should give 
enough water to wash the mouth clean 
for a few hours and keep the bandana 
wet in case it became necessary to 
strain the dust out more thoroughly.

Four of them would ride with Charlie 
Hancock’s cowpunchers to help handle 
the cattle, which probably were drift
ing rapidly before the storm and lodg
ing helpless against the fence lines. 
The thing to do was to get the weakest 
of the livestock into the barns and 
round up the others in the valley, where 
Mortimer’s grove of young trees would 
give some shelter against the whip of 
the wind and the drifting of the soil. 
This work was properly that of range 
riders, but under Mortimer the CCC 
men had learned every detail of ranch 
work.

They went out with him and worked 
all night.

The wind kept coming out of the 
northwest like a thousand devils, so 
Mortimer led a group of the men into 
the southeast, at the farthest limit of 
the Hancock range. They found two 
hundred steers drifted against a barbed 
wire fence, with their heads down and 
the drift sand already piled knee-deep 
around them. There they would remain 
unless rescued, until the sand heaped 
over them in a great dune. It required 
hard work to turn the herd, Shooting 
guns in their faces, shouting and flog
ging, but at last the cattle began to 
move back toward the Chappany Val
ley.

Streaks and slitherings of moonlight 
showed the cattle continually drifting 
aslant, to turn their faces from the 
storm. It was like riding into a sand
blast. Fine silt had forced its way un
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der tight wristbands and down collars, 
so that a crawling discomfort possessed 
their bodies. Dust was thick on every 
tongue, and there was a horrible sense 
of the lungs filling, so that breathing 
was labored.

TI7HEN they had jammed those steers 
' '  into the valley, letting them drink 

at the lowest of the two Tumbling H 
lakes, they pushed the herd into one of 
the groves of trees which Mortimer had 
planted two years before. The slant of 
the ground gave some protection. By 
their multitude the spindling trees af
forded a fence which seemed to filter 
the air somewhat cleaner.

That push against the dusty wind 
had been almost too much for some of 
the cattle. Many of them slumped to 
their knees. The others, wandering, 
lowing and bellowing, pooled up around 
the steers that went down, and present
ly the entire herd was holding well. But 
some of those that went down would be 
dead before morning.

It was not a time to count losses, 
however. It was like riding out a storm 
in an old, cranky and helpless ship. 
The cargo did not matter. Life was the 
thing to consider.

Mortimer washed out his nose and 
throat and moistened the bandana 
which covered the lower part of his 
face. He sent his riders back to find 
more fence-lodged cattle and aimed his 
own tough cow pony straight up the 
valley toward Miller’s thousand acres 
of plowed ground. Heading into the 
wind, it was impossible to keep his 
eyes open for long at a time. No matter 
how narrowly he squinted, the fine silt 
blew through his lashes and tormented 
his eyeballs.

He came up on the northern edge of 
the twTo square miles of that plowed 
and hay-covered cropland and found 
his mustang stepping on hard, smooth 
ground. His flashlight showed that the 
border acres which edged toward the 
wind had blown away like a dream. 
Reddish hardpan, tough as burned

bricks, was all that remained!
He dismounted, tried to clear his 

throat, and found that the choke of the 
dust storm had penetrated to the bot
tom of his lungs like thick smoke. Panic 
stormed up in his brain, but he beat it 
down and went on about his observa
tions. There were things to see here 
which should be reported in minute de
tail to the Government.

It was a dark moment of the storm, 
for the wind came on with a scream 
and a steel-edge whistling through the 
hay, and the moon was shut away al
most entirely. It showed only in vague 
tumblings and shapeless rollings of dust 
that seemed to spill more loosely across 
the heavens than mere clouds ever do. 
Sometimes it was as though the earth 
had exploded and the results were 
hanging motionless in the air.

But what Mortimer wanted to see 
was closer at hand.

^ ^ U IC K L Y  Mortimer went over the 
bared ground to the rim of the hay still 
standing. In places it was rolled back 
and heaped like matting; sometimes it 
had piled up in cone-shaped masses like 
shocked hay, but every now and then 
the wind got its finger-tips under the 
shocks and blew them to smithereens 
with a single breath.

On his knees Mortimer turned the 
flashlight on the edge of the hay land 
and watched the action of the storm. 
At that point the life-sustaining humus 
was about a foot deep to the hardpan. 
The top portion, which had been loos
ened by the plow, ran down from four 
to six inches, and this part gave way 
rapidly, sifting from around the white 
roots of the hay until each stalk was 
suddenly jerked away.

The scouring blast worked more 
gradually at the lower unplowed layer 
of the soil, which was compacted with 
the fine, hairlike roots of range grass. 
But even this gave way with amazing 
rapidity.
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The hay land was doomed. An army 

could not have saved it.
As Harry Mortimer mounted, the 

swinging ray of the electric torch 
showed him another horseman who sat 
his saddle not far away. The long- 
legged horse kept nervously making 
small bucking movements of protest, 
but the rider held it impassively.

Coming nearer, Mortimer saw the 
masked face and the sand-reddened 
eyes of John Miller, who was watching 
twelve thousand dollars’ worth of hay 
and fifty thousand dollars’ worth of ir- 
replacable topsoil blow to hell. Silently 
the rancher stared at the swift destruc
tion. Mortimer rode to his side. “Sorry, 
Miller!” he shouted.

John Miller gave him a glance, then 
resumed his study of the growing ruin. 
Mortimer turned back to the valley.

He passed over a long stretch of 
Cross M bottom land which had been 
plowed for onions and potatoes. The 
deep, black soil was dissolving under 
the breath of the storm.

Mortimer groaned. That heavy loam 
had formed centuries or hundreds of 
centuries before among the roots of the 
forested uplands. Rain had washed it 
gradually into the rivers. Chappany 
floods had spread it over the valley. 
And this rich impost which nature had 
spread in ten thousand careful layers 
was blowing away forever!

TT SEEMED to Mortimer that all
America was vanishing from beneath 

his feet.
He hurried on, looking anxiously to

ward a flickering line of lanterns that 
shone from the high ground above the 
Cross M lakes. He had warned John 
Miller, by word and by example, about 
the danger of those rolling sand dunes 
above the bluff. If a great wind came 
from this quarter, the whole mass of 
sand might spill over the edge of the 
bluff to fill the lakes and sponge up the 
priceless water. Then the wind came 
down the Chappany Valley, and the 
lanterns were dimmed.

Out of the sweeping dimness, which 
blew his horse sliding, he came back 
onto Hancock range and dismounted. 
With his flashlight he studied half a 
mile of terrain. Some contour plowing 
was commencing to blow a little, but his 
trees, his stretches of shrubbery over 
exposed shoulders, and the tough 
grasses with wide-spreading roots 
which he had planted were buttoning 
the soil to the hardpan, holding the 
ground like a green overcoat.

One burst of triumph filled his 
throat, but the joy slipped away and 
left his heart cold. For somehow his 
soul had struck roots in the whole 
countryside. Now hundreds of thou
sands of good acres all over the range 
were threatened, and it seemed to 
Mortimer that not only his hopes, but 
his whole planned future were im
periled.

He turned his horse up to where the 
bluff diminished to a reasonable slope. 
The headlights of an automobile came 
bucking through the dimness. A great 
truck went by, roaring, with a load of 
long timbers.

Mortimer’s heart sank, for he knew 
the meaning of that. He spurred the 
mustang on behind the truck until he 
reached the sand dunes immediately 
above the two lakes which belonged on 
Tumbling H land and held water for 
Hancock cattle.

The sand which came on the whis
tling wind up there cut at the skin and 
endangered the eyes, but his flashlight 
showed him no portion of the Tumbling 
H dunes wearing under the storm! 
From the edge of the bluff and back for 
a hundred yards, he had planted a 
tough Scotch shrub which had the look 
of heather, though it never bloomed. 
For fuel it was useless.

No cattle would graze on those bitter, 
varnished leaves. For that shrubbery 
served no purpose except to shield the 
ground under it. It grew not more than 
a foot high, but spread in such solid 
masses that wind could not get at its 
roots.
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T>EHIND the shrubbery he had plant- 

ed fifty rows of tough saplings, 
close as a fence. They had grown slow
ly, but the thickened trunks stood up 
now against the storm like solidly built 
palings.

Beyond them, and stretching as far 
as the dunes rolled, Mortimer had cov
ered every inch of the ground with a 
grass from the Russian steppes, where 
eight months of the year the earth is 
frozen, and where for four months this 
close-growing, stubborn grass covers 
the soil like a blanket of a fine weave 
and offers a steady pasturage for wan
dering herds.

For two years it had been rooting 
and spreading, and now it clothed the 
dunes behind the Tumbling H lakes 
with an impermeable vesture. The 
dunes themselves had been anchored 
here, but flying silt was banking up out
side the farther lines of his fence of 
saplings. If the storm continued for 
days it might gradually heap the sand 
so high the trees would be over
whelmed, but little of the sand could 
roll over the bluff and drop into the 
lakes.

Once more triumph rioted through 
Mortimer’s blood. And once more the 
triumph died as he looked at the flick
ering lanterns along the edge of the 
bluff. As he rode closer, he found two 
hundred men laboring in a mist of 
blow-sand. Yelled orders sang on the 
wind and vanished. Here and there men 
were down on their knees, as they tried 
to cough the dust out of their lungs.

Of course, the Cross M Ranch could 
not supply such a force of working 
hands as this. The men were from all 
over range. For the first sweep o f  the 
storm had choked a thousand pools with 
silt and had begun to damage the water 
in many a standing tank. The small 
ranchers had turned naturally to John 
Miller, but when they telephoned the 
ominous answer had been that the 
dunes were crawling toward the edge 
of the bluff above the lakes which 
served not only Miller’s cattle during

the dry season, but the herds of his 
neighbors.

That news had brought men swiftly. 
Cross M trucks carried timbers to the 
bluff. And the entire army was slaving 
to erect a fence that would halt the slow 
drift of the dunes. To fence off the 
whole length of the three lakes was im
possible, so they selected the largest of 
the three, the one just above the Tum
bling H line, and a double fence line 
was being run.

John Miller appeared on the scene 
riding up and down, giving advice, 
snapping orders like a resolute general 
in the midst of a battle, but this was 
a losing fight. For the whole sweep of 
the dunes was rising up in a smother 
of blow-sand, heaping loosely spilling 
masses on the ridges, so that there was 
a constantly forward flow as though 
of incredibly reluctant waves.

The men worked with sullen, patient 
endurance, scooping out footholds for 
the posts, boarding them across, with 
interstices between the boards, then 
supporting the shaky structure against 
the sweep of wind and the roll of sand 
with long, angled shorings.

A woman moved up and down the 
line with a bucket of water and a 
sponge. As she came near, the workers 
raised the handkerchiefs which covered 
nose and mouth. Some stood with open 
mouth and tongue thrust out to receive 
the quick swabbing that enabled them 
to breathe again.

Mortimer saw then that the woman 
was Louise Miller, though she, too, was 
masked. He swung down from his horse 
and laid hold of the bail of the bucket 
she carried.

“ I’ll handle this heavy job, Lou,” he 
told her.

Weariness had unsteadied her, and 
the wind staggered her heavily against 
him. For an instant, she leaned against 
him. Then she pulled up the bandana 
covering her face.

“It’s a great day for you!” she 
choked. “ We laughed at you, did we? 
We wouldn’t listen to you! Well, it’s
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the dirt doctor’s turn to laugh now 
while the whole range blows away from 
under our feet.”

He picked up the sponge from the 
soupy water of the pail and swabbed 
the sand and black muck from her 
face. He steadied her against the wind 
with one hand.

“ We’re learning our lesson,' she 
taunted. “ If the wind leaves us -any
thing, we'll beg you to teach us how to 
keep it.”

He passed the sponge over her face 
again slowly. “ You’re talking like a 
spoiled little fool,” he said.

“ Get off our range and stay off!” she 
answered. “We’d rather let the wind 
blow us to hell than have you lift a 
hand to help us!”

She caught up the pail and went on 
swiftly, though the sand blew from 
about her feet as they lifted from the 
shifting ground.

JOHN MILLER came up, fighting his 
horse into the wind. A kneeling, 

coughing man jumped up suddenly 
from the ground and gripped Miller’s 
reins. With his other hand he gestured 
wildly toward Mortimer.

“ You wouldn’t listen to him!” he 
screamed. “You laughed at him. You 
knew everything! He was only a fool 
tenderfoot. And all the sense was given 
to the Millers! But look at the Tumbling 
H, look at the safe water, and then look 
at youl Damn you for a fool!”

He dropped to the ground again, 
and began trying once more to cough 
the dust from his lungs.

Miller rode up to Mortimer. “You’ve 
got three men working with us here,” 
he said. “ Take them away. W e don’t 
need their hands. We don’t need your 
brains. Get off the Cross M range!” 

Mortimer turned without a word, let
ting his horse drift before the wind. 
He found Lefty Parkman and gave him 
the order to leave, with the other two 
men. And as they all trooped back to
ward home Mortimer took grim notice 
of how the first sand fence was already

sagging under the irresistible weight 
of accumulating silt.

But the storm and the fate of the 
range had become less important to 
him. It was not the blow-sand that kept 
him from drawing breath, but the fine, 
poisonous dust of grief, after that meet
ing with Lou.

Then the thought of how Hancock, 
the fat drunkard, had betrayed him 
blinded him with anger. He drove the 
snorting mustang as fast as he could 
to the ranchhouse. The thickest smother 
of the storm was around him as he 
broke in through the hall door.

As he turned into the living room he 
heard Hancock singing cheerfully over 
his rum punch.

“Hi, Harry!” called Hancock. “ How’s 
the little sand-blow ? Been a hero again, 
old boy?”

The rage that had been building in 
Mortimer sank away to a dumb dis
gust.

Then the telephone began to purr.
“For you,” said Hancock. “The thing 

has been ringing all night. The world 
seems to want Harry Mortimer, after 
forgetting him these two years.”

“ Mortimer?” a sti’ident, nasal voice 
said over the wire. “ This is Luke Wa- 
terson over in Patchen Valley. The 
wind’s blowing hell out of things over 
here. Barn’s gone down, slam! Forty 
head inside it. Mortimer, I don’t care 
about bams and cattle, but the ground’s 
whipping away from under our feet! 
You claim you can keep the ground but
toned down tight. For God’s sake tell 
us what to do! We’ll all pitch in and 
wear our hands to the bone if you’ll tell 
me how to start.”

“ W aterson,” M oi'timer said, “ it 
makes my heart ache to hear you. God 
knows I’d help you if I could. But the 
only way to anchor the topsoil is to use 
time as well as thought and— ”

“You mean you won’t tell me the 
answer?” shouted Waterson.

“ There’s no answer I can give 
when— ” He heard the receiver slammed 
up at the other end.
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As he turned away from the phone, 

it rang again with a long clamor.
“This is Tom Knight,” said another 

voice. “Down at Pokerville. Mortimer, 
I’ve always believed you knew your 
business. The devil is to pay down here. 
Sand and silt in all three of our tanks. 
No water. And three hundred acres I’ve 
got in winter wheat is blowing into the 
sky! Mortimer, what can I do to hold 
the soil? It’s going through my fingers 
like water through a sieve!”

“ I can’t tell you, Mr. Knight,” said 
Mortimer. “ You need two years of care
ful planting, and less crowding on the 
cattle range.”

“Two years? Hell, man, I’m talking 
about hours, not years! In twenty-four 
hours there won’t be enough grass on 
my lands to feed a frog! Can you tell 
me what to do?”

“ Not even Providence could help your 
land till the wind stops blowing, Mr. 
Knight.”

“Damn you and your books and your 
theories then!” roared Knight, and his 
receiver crashed on the hook..

The instrument was hardly in place 
when the bell rang again.

“Take it, Charlie, will you?” asked 
Mortimer weakly.

“ I’ll take it,” said Hancock. “Til tell 
’em.”

Presently he was shouting into the 
mouthpiece: “— and even if he were 
here I wouldn’t let him waste time on 
you. For two years he’s been trying to 
show you the way. You knew too much 
to listen. Stay where you are and choke 
with dust, or come up here and see how 
Tumbling H acres are sticking fast to 
the hardpan!”-

He laughed and hung up.
“That’s the way to talk to ’em,” he 

said. “ You’re in the saddle now. Let 
’em taste the spur. Ram it into ’em and 
give the rowels a twist. I wish I had 
’em where you have ’em. They’ve 
sneered at drunken Charlie Hancock 
all these years. I’d make ’em dizzy if 
I had the chance, now. I’d tell ’em how 
to— ”

XI

OMEHOW Mortimer escaped from 
Charlie Hancock’s tirade. He wondered 
at the hollowness in his heart, and at 
the pain, which was like homesickness. 
And the thought of Louise was upper
most— the firm set of her lips as she 
had denounced him.

For forty-eight hours he worked 
without closing his eyes. Even Jan 
Erickson broke before that and lay on 
the floor on his back, a snoring sound in 
his throat though his eyes were wide 
open. Pudge Major’s throat and face 
swelled. He lay propped up in the only 
position in which he could breathe.

Mortimer gave the Chinese twenty 
dollars to spend every spare moment at 
Pudge’s bedside. He, himself, had to 
be outside.

In the middle of the second day of 
that unrelenting wind, the last defense 
on top of the bluff gave way and the 
sand began to flood down into the third 
of the Cross M lakes. The first two had 
choked up within tv'enty-four hours 
of the start of the blowr. The flowing 
sand quickly overwhelmed the third. 
In the thick, horrible dusk cattle, mad 
with thirst, were thrusting their muz
zles deep into the wet ooze, stifling, 
dying in the muck.

When Mortimer dropped by to look 
in on poor Pudge Major, Wang came 
racing from the house with incredible 
speed.

He announced that John Miller was 
in the ranchhouse. Mortimer went there 
instantly and into the living room. Han
cock was there, wdth his face swollen 
and rum-reddened, and Miller, a good 
ten years older, sat with a steaming 
glass of punch in his hand.

“ He wants help,” said Hancock, his 
exultation at this surrender of his old 
enemy plain in his voice. “ I have the 
vote on this ranch, with my two-thirds 
interest, but I wrant your opinion, 
Mortimer. Shall we let Miller’s cattle 
water in our lakes? Shall we charge 
’em a dollar a head, or is it safe to let
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them use up our reserve supply at any 
price?”

The rancher took, these humiliating 
blows with an unmoved face.

“ It is true,” he said, “that I am on 
my knees. I’m begging for water, Mr. 
Mortimer. Will I get it?”

“ You want it for your own cattle, 
and for those of your friends?” said 
Mortimer.

“Too many,” said Hancock, shaking 
his head. “ Can’t do it.”

“ I would be ashamed to get water for 
my own cattle and not the herds of my 
neighbors,” said Miller. “ Some of us 
have lived on the range like brothers 
for generations.”

“ I’m not of that brotherhood, Mil
ler,” snapped Hancock. “ Can’t wrater 
the cows of every man under the sky. 
Can't, and won’t. There isn’t enough 
in my lakes.”

“ I put six feet on each of our dams 
last year,” said Mortimer.

“ There’s still not enough to— ”
“ There’s enough water there for the 

whole cmmunity,” Mortimer broke in.
“ If they get water, they’ll pay for 

it!” declared Hancock. “Business is 
the word between us, Miller. Do you 
remember five years ago when I wanted 
to run a road across that southeastern 
corner of your place?”

“ I was not on the place when my 
foreman refused you,” said Miller.

“Why didn’t you change his mind for 
him when you got back then?” demand
ed Hancock.

“You didn’t ask a second time,” said 
the old rancher.

“Oh, you thought I ’d crawl to you, 
did you?” growled Hancock. “ It doesn’t 
run in the Hancock blood to come crawl
ing. Now I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll 
let your cows come to my water, but 
they’ll pay a dollar a head for each 
day spent beside the lakes. Under
stand?”

Miller’s lips pinched hard together.
“This drought may last two weeks, a 

month,” said Mortimer, “ before the 
water-holes are cleaned out and before

trenches catch the seepage from the 
choked lakes. The people around here 
won’t pay thirty dollars a cow to water 
them for a month.”

“ They won’t?” said Hancock. “ They 
won’t? I want to see them get one 
drop of water without handing me cash 
for it!”

TI/TILLER took a deep breath and re- 
placed his untasted drink on the 

table.
“ I think you know what this means, 

Hancock,” he said. “ There are some 
impatient men waiting at my house 
now. When I tell them what you have 
to say, they’re apt to come and get the 
water they need, in spite of you.”

“ My dear Miller,” said Hancock 
suavely, “ I occasionally have a glass, 
but my hand is still steady.” He held 
out his glass. The liquid in it was as 
steady as a painted color inside it. 
“And my rifle remains my good friend. 
When you and your friends come over, 
you can have water or blood, or both. 
But for the water you’ll pay.”

Miller looked him over carefully for 
a moment. Then he turned and left in 
silence.

Hancock threw up a fist and shook it 
at the ceiling.

“ Did you hear me, Harry?” he de
manded. “ Did I tell it to him? I’ve 
waited fifteen years to show the range 
I'm a man, and now they’re beginning 
to find it out! Harry, hell is going to 
pop, and I’ll be in the middle of it! Not 
a rum-stew, but a man-sized hell of my 
own making!”

Argument would have been, of all 
follies, the most complete. Mortimer 
sat silently watching Hancock as Char
lie pulled on riding clothes. A heavy 
cartridge belt slanted around the man’s 
hips, with a big automatic weighing it 
down. He downed a sombrero and 
pulled a chin band down to keep it 
firmly in place. Then he picked up his 
repeating rifle, and laughed.

A siren began to sound above the 
house. That signal would bring back to
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the ranch house those fighting cow
hands of whom Hancock was so proud 
and who owed their existence out "of 
jail to his generosity and carelessness 
of their bad records. That siren, cut
ting through the whirl of the wind, 
would tell its story to John Miller as 
he rode back to his ranch. And Morti
mer knew what a cleaning of guns and 
gathering of ammunition would reply 
to it.

“Harry,” he heard Hancock saying, 
“ it’s all owing to you. I’ve had mental 
indigestion too much of my life, be
cause a girl smacked me down. Except 
for you there’d be choked lakes for the 
Tumbling H as well as the Cross M. 
But because you have been so diligent, 
I have the bone that the dog will jump 
for and I’m going to hold it high!” 

“ Quit it, Charlie, will you?” growled 
Mortimer. “ You’re not showing your
self a man. You’re a button in a tan
trum.”

“ Before this button gets through 
squalling,” said Hancock, “ a lot of big, 
strong men on this range are going to 
wish I’d never been born. Before— ” 

A knock came on the front door. It 
was pushed open, and a slight figure 
staggered into the hallway in a whirl 
of dust and looked into the living room. 
Louise Miller! With her eyes wind- 
bleared, and weariness making her 
walk with a shambling step, she should 
not have been worth a second glance. 
Instead, she seemed to Mortimer to 
have been made specially to fill his 
heart. Her eyes found him and she 
promptly forgot him.

“ My father came to talk business, I 
know,” she said to Hancock. “But he 
didn’t get far, did he?”

“ Not one step, Lou,” said Hancock. 
“ I haven’t come to talk business,” she 

said. “ I’ve come to beg.”
“ You?” said Hancock. “You’re Mil

ler’s daughter. You can’t beg.”
“ On my knees, if it will do any good,” 

Lou said.
“ Did he send you?” asked Hancock, 

with malicious curiosity.

“ He doesn’t know I’m here,” she told 
him. “ But if you’ll give us a chance 
I’ll let the whole world know the kind
ness that’s in you, Charlie.”

“Aw, quit that,” said Hancock. 
“ Charlie, will you listen to me?” she 

pleaded.
He began to walk up and down and 

she followed him.
“ They’ve always smacked me down,” 

he complained. “ By the eternal if they 
get anything out of me now, they’ll 
have to fight for it !”

“Oh, it can’t come to that!” urged 
Louise. She began to cry, and flung up 
a hand across her mouth to stifle her 
sobbing. “ Don’t think about the hu
mans, Charlie, if you’re so bitter! 
Think of the poor beasts! They’re 
wedged against the fences. The sand 
is drifting them down. I shone a flash
light across ten thousand pairs of eyes 
of cattle that were dying! Charlie, are 
you listening to me?”

C H E  pulled gently at his arm, but he 
^  was staring at the ceiling.

“You know something?” he said. 
“ Back there before I turned into rum- 
bloat and poison ivy, if you’d lifted a 
finger you wouldn’t have had to ask. 
But I’m finished. I’m going to get one 
thing out of tonight, and that’s a chance 
to die in a scrap.”

“Don’t say that!” she cried.
She stood on tiptoe, trying to look 

him in the eye, make him answer her 
pleading. But he kept his eyes on the 
ceiling.

“ It’s no good,” he said. “Not if you 
were Sheba and Cleopatra. I ’m cooked. 
But when they bury me they’re going 
to know I was a man. Lou, get out! I 
won’t talk any more.”

“ I’ve got to talk,” she said. “ If you 
go ahead, there’ll be killing all over 
Chappany Valley!”

“ Get out or I’ll smack you down!” 
said Hancock, still looking at the ceil
ing.

It was agony to Mortimer to keep 
his hands off the man, but he forced
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himself to realize that would help 
nothing. As Charlie boasted, he had 
the whip hand. Mortimer took Louise’s 
arm, led her into the hall.

“ You can’t go home yet,” he said. 
“ You’re as weak and wobbly as a new 
calf. You can’t head off into this wind.”

She leaned against him for a moment, 
silently g a t h e r i n g  strength, then 
pushed away. Refusing to meet his eyes, 
she tottered to the front door. Morti
mer put his hand on the knob.

“Look here,” he said, “ I’m not a 
hydrophobia skunk. You came here and 
let Hancock talk to you the other day. 
What he told you isn’t the truth. Will 
you listen to me?”

“ I’ll go now,” she muttered.
“ I shouldn’t let you go out and be 

choked in the dust,” Mortimer said 
firmly.

“ I’d rather be choked there than stay 
here,” she flung at him. Staring straight 
before her she went on: “ There wasn’t 
any hatred in the Chappany Valley till 
you came.” Her voice broke. “We all 
loved one another. We were happy!”

When he said nothing, she added, 
with sudden savagery:

“ You don’t belong here— any of you. 
Why didn’t you stay away? Why don’t 
you go away?”

Wordlessly he pulled the door open 
and took her outside. Her horse had 
crowded against the house, head down. 
He helped her into the saddle and saw 
both horse and girl reel as she swung 
off into the wind, and the darkness 
swallowed them.

XII

C ^ R IM  with determination, Morti
mer went back into the house.

“Will you listen to me?” he asked 
Charles Hancock.

“I’ll hear no arguments,” said Han
cock. “Now that I’m started I want 
what lies ahead. You can’t turn me, 
brother!”

The fatigue which had been growing 
as a weight in Mortimer’s brain gradu

ally melted away and cold clear thought 
took its place.

“ I think you mean business, Charlie,” 
he said. “But do you think your father 
would approve? Would old Jim Han
cock refuse water to the cows of his 
neighbors?”

“Jim Hancock is an old fool,” said 
Charlie. “ And he’s fifteen miles away 
in Poplar Springs. Who’s going to get 
to him to ask how he votes? The roads 
are wind-worn into badlands or drifted 
belly-deep in silt and sand. Nobody 
will get to him for a week or more. And 
the dance will be over before that.”

“ Do you know what it will mean?” 
asked Mortimer.

“ I suppose it means that, to begin 
with,” said Hancock, and cocked his 
head, listening.

Mortimer heard it, too, a long-drawn- 
out, organlike moaning, coming down 
the wind, as though all the stops of the 
organ had been opened, from the shrill
est treble to the deepest bass. The low
ing of thirst-stricken cattle milling be
yond the fences of the Tumbling H, held 
from water.

Hancock smiled. “There it is,” he 
said. “ The mob’s on the stage. They’re 
calling to Oedipus. They’re waiting for 
the main actor!” He laughed.

Mortimer struck him across the face 
with the flat of his hand. He hit with 
more force than he had intended, and 
Hancock staggered.

“ Don’t reach for that gun!” snapped 
Mortimer.

“ No,” said Hancock calmly. “ I know 
you could break my back for me.”

“ I had to do something,” said Moi’ti- 
mer. “ Words weren’t any good. I came 
out here on the range to do something 
the range didn’t want. All I managed 
to accomplish was to put a prize in 
your hand that’s worth a fight. You 
hear me, Hancock?”

“With an extreme and curious inter
est,” said Charles Hancock.

“ I’m not an expert shot— ” Mortimer 
began.

“ You have the making of an expert,
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if you put your mind on it,” said Han
cock.

“ Well, Charlie,” said Mortimer, “ if 
you kill a man attempting to get his 
cattle to your water, I’ll come after you. 
You may put the first three bullets into 
me, but I’ll kill you as surely as there’s 
wind in the sky.”

They eyed each other steadily.
“ Is that all?” asked Hancock.
Mortimer didn’t answer. He went out 

of the house and to the barracks.
“ You stay here with Pudge,” he said 

to Shorty. “As the rest of the boys 
come in, send them after me to the 
Cross M headquarters.”

“ Send them vhereV' shouted Shorty.
“To the Miller ranchhouse,” said 

Mortimer, and went to the barn.
Mortimer did not take a horse from 

the saddle stock in the barn. Instead, 
he selected a ten-year-old Missouri 
mule, Chico, with a potbelly that meant 
as much to his endurance as the fat 
hump means to the camel. Chico had a 
lean, scrawny neck, a head as old as 
Methuselah’s and filled with wicked 
wisdom, but four flawless legs and hoofs 
of iron.

With the mule saddled, Mortimer 
started the ride across Chappany Val
ley to the Cross M headquarters, ban
dana over nose and mouth against the 
whirling sand smother.

Darkness closed down when he was 
halfway across the valley, but with 
Chico knowing and holding to the trail, 
Mortimer was able to keep his eyes 
shut most of the way.

From time to time he opened them to 
squint at the drifted silt in the valley 
floor and the bare patches of good grass 
on Tum bling H land where he had 
planted the holding coverage to protect 
the soil.

Here and there acres had blown off 
like a thought, but the great mass of 
the soil had held firmly, because for 
two years, with a religious zeal, he had 
been covering the weak spots. Wher
ever he had worked, the victory went 
to him, but that was small consolation

now. There would be blood on the land 
before long, and in some measure that 
was also his work.

O U T  always, as he rode, the sense of 
irretrievable loss accompanied him, 

hollowness grew in his heart, and de
feat. He had set out to act a lie, and 
though he had found it was not acting, 
but glorious truth, he knew that the 
girl he loved would never forgive him.

When he got to the Cross M he found 
automobiles and trucks parked every
where, with sand drifted body-high 
around many of them. The patio en
trance was three feet deep in drift.

When he tethered Chico to one of the 
old iron rings on posts that surrounded 
the court, he stood and listened to the 
wind, to the mourning of the cattle 
down the valley, and to angry voices 
inside the big house.

The uproar came from the big li
brary. He went straight to it and stood 
on the threshold winking the grit from 
his eyes and looking over the crowd.

There were fifty men in the room, 
owners of ranches, and they meant 
business, swift, bitter. If Hancock used 
guns on these men he would not live 
long enough for Mortimer to get at him 
for retribution.

The noise ceased abruptly as Morti
mer came into view. John Miller stalked 
across the room toward him.

“ Mortimer,” he said, “ no man has 
ever been ordered to leave my house be
fore, but in your case— ”

“ I’m tired of your pride,” Mortimer 
said wearily. “ I’ve come to see if I can 
stop killing. Will you listen to me?” 

Miller was searching for some ade
quate answer when one man said: 

“ Let’s be fair, Miller. He’s a tender
foot. But I’ve been over some of the 
Tumbling H range, and the land is 
holding like a rock. Who made it hold? 
This fellow did. Let’s hear what he has 
to say. Maybe we have to learn the 
ABC’s of ranching again.”

“Gentlemen,” Mortimer said, “a dol
lar a head a day is what Hancock means



48 DUST ACROSS THE RANGE
to ask for every head of cattle that 
waters on our place, and I don’t sup
pose you’ll stand for it. If I throw in 
my third of that dollar, it cuts the price 
down to sixty-seven cents. I wonder if 
that will make a sufficient difference to 
you. Will you do business with Han
cock on that basis?”

They were silent. Then John Miller 
said:

“ I understand you donate your third 
of the spoils?”

“ I donate it,” said Mortimer. 
“ Suppose we call this emergency an 

act of God,” Miller said, “and refuse to 
pay a penny for the surplus our neigh
bors may happen to have of what means 
life to all of us?”

“ In that case,” said Mortimer weari
ly, “ I suppose I’m with you. I’ve left 
word for my men to follow me here. 
I’ve told Hancock that if he shoots to 
kill I’ll kill him.”

“ I thought you said that you knew 
this fellow, Miller?” someone said loud
ly-

“ I seem to be a fool, Ollie,” Miller 
answered in a harsh, strained voice. 
“ It’s apparent I don’t know anything.” 

“ If you try to rush cattle down to the 
lakes,” said Mortimer, “you’ll find 
Charlie Hancock and his men waiting 
for you and every puncher he hires 
shoots straight. There are plenty of you 
to wipe them out, but there’ll be men 
dead before the business ends. Another 
dozen hours won’t kill many cattle that 
are waiting for water. Let me have 
that much time to get to Jim Hancock 
in Poplar Springs.”

“ You can’t get through, Mortimer,” 
John Miller protested with a bewildered 
face. “ The trail’s drifted knee-deep 
with sand in too many places. A horse 
couldn’t live through fifteen miles of 
this dust storm, anyway.”

“ A mule could,” said Mortimer. 
“Even if you managed by luck to get 

to Poplar Springs,” said Miller, “you 
couldn’t get a thing from old Jim Han
cock. He hates me and the rest of the 
ranchers around the valley. He don’t

give a hang for anything except a news
paper and checkers. He’d laugh in your 
face at the idea of a war in Chappany 
Valley. Mortimer, believe me, I appreci
ate your intention, but it’s useless. You 
can’t get to Poplar Springs, and if you 
could your trip would be for nothing.”

“Look at these men,” Mortimer said. 
“ They’re a determined lot. Unless you 
can hold them for a few hours, they’ll 
rush Charlie Hancock’s place with blaz
ing rifles. If I can get to Jim Han
cock, I’ll bring him back with me.”

^pHE housekeeper entered the room 
with a frightened face.

“ Mr. Miller,” she said, “ I’ve been 
looking everywhere for Miss Louise. 
She’s not in the house. She’s not any
where.”

“ Not in the house?” shouted Miller. 
“ You mean she’s out in this storm? 
Look in the attic. She always goes there 
in a storm!”

Mortimer did not hear their whis
pers. He was too full of his own plans 
to listen. Without waiting for further 
argument he went back into the patio, 
untied Chico, and rode through the en
trance'. Instantly the dust blast half 
blinded him, but he turned the mule 
across the sweep of the wind and head
ed toward Poplar Springs.

For the first three miles of his fif
teen-mile ride he was able to breathe 
with comparative ease. The whole face 
of the country was sand-buried or sand- 
swept, although the trail was recogniz
able from time to time, not completely 
obliterated.

He had passed an abandoned cabin 
where the sand was heaped against the 
walls like shadows of brightness rather 
than dark when the storm came at him 
again like a herd of sky elephants, 
throwing up their trunks and trampling 
the earth to black smoke. It sounded 
as if the sky herd were all trumpeting 
together. Mortimer thought he had al
ready seen the worst of the storm, but 
that black boiling was as thick as pitch.

He put his head down while Chico,
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through that choking smother, found 
the uncovered spots in the disappearing 
trail with faultless instinct. It seemed 
to Mortimer that the land was like a 
living body, bleeding to death. The 
work of innumerable dead centuries 
was rushing about him like a night
mare.

Then Chico stumbled on something 
soft, and shied. Mortimer turned the 
shaft of his- pocket torch down through 
the murk and saw the body of a horse 
on the ground. It was Hampton. He 
knew the mount by the distinctive 
streak of white on the forehead.

He dismounted. Sand had almost 
buried the dead horse, but the tail blew 
out along the wind with an eerie imita
tion of life. Sand filled the dead eyes. 
The left foreleg was broken below the 
knee. There was a round bullet-hole 
above the temple that had brought 
quick death to the thoroughbred.

Instantly he guessed what had hap
pened. Without her father’s knowledge, 
Lou had headed for town, perhaps hop
ing to bring the law to restore peace to 
Chappany Valley! She had stripped 
saddle and bridle from Hampton. That 
meant she was somewhere not far 
away, with the storm overwhelming 
her! The saddle would give her a bit 
of shelter and be a shield behind which 
she could breathe.

XIII

I V  ARROWING his eyes to thin slits, 
Harry Mortimer held up his hands to 
turn the immediate edge of the wind, 
but in the darkness he could see noth
ing as he rode the mule in circles 
around the dead horse. The flashlight 
he held was like a lance shaft, a brittle 
thing that elongated or broke off shoi't 
according to the density of the storm 
that swept around him. Turning into 
the wind was like going up a steep hill. 
Turning away from it was like lurching 
down a slope.

Anxiously he kept on looking for 
some sign of Louise. But now his eves

were so filled with fine silt that he saw 
only splinterings and watery breakings 
of the torchlight. Then a ghost stepped 
into the patch of light— Louise!

The wind whipped her hair into a 
ragged fluttering about her face, and 
she came on with one hand held out, 
feeling her way. She thought Mortimer 
was Sam Pearson as she stumbled to
ward the light.

“ Sam!” she cried. “Oh dear old Sam! 
I knew you would come! But I thought 
— never could find— ”

The wind blew her words to tatters. 
Weeping had further reddened her 
eyes.

“ Hampton— beautiful-—gone— ” she 
was moaning.

The wind thrust her into Mortimer’s 
arms. As she clung to him he turned 
his body to make a windbreak for her. 
The flying sand pricked his skin with 
a million needle points. Sometimes the 
drift came bucketing at him out of 
scoop shovels with a force that stag
gered him on his planted feet. He had 
to hold up the girl, too, in this wild 
deluge of sand, in this ending of the 
world.

“I would have gone crazy with fear,” 
she said, “ but I kept on holding to the 
thought that you would come, Sam.”

He knew he should tell her at once 
that he w-as not Sam Pearson, but he 
could not. He was stealing this moment 
out of her life, giving him inexpressible 
happiness in spite of the peril. The 
flashlight showed the dust leaping past 
them to the scream of the wind.

“ If Father had guessed wdiere I had 
gone,” she said, “he wrould simply have 
gone plunging out and been lost. But 
I thought of you, Sam, and I knew you 
wouldn’t wrant to waste all the time 
you’ve put in teaching me things; And 
I knew you’d find me— ”

“Louise!” said Mortimer.
As her body stiffened, he knew that 

it wras writh shock and horror. He 
turned the light so that it struck upon 
their faces. No, it was not horror that 
he saw. but a Drofound wonder.
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“ You came for me?” she said.
He wanted to hold her closer, tell her 

he could have found her in the steam of 
hell because instinct would always show 
him the way. But he couldn’t say that. 
He had to be honest, like a damned 
fool.

" You came for me?” she asked again.
“ Partly for you,” said Mortimer.
All at once she was a thousand miles 

away from him, though she had merely 
taken one step backward.

“Chico will pull us through,” said 
Mortimer, and helped her up into the 
saddle. He should have said something 
else. He should have made some gal
lant protestation. Now she would be 
despising him more than ever for a 
stupid, grotesque fool, or as someone 
who saved her life not for love, but 
from a sheer sense of duty. He had lost 
his chance, and it would never come 
again.

Through the whirling dust storm, 
Chico clung to the trail by instinct. 
Mortimer clung to a stirrup leather and 
floundered on, praying that his knees 
would not give way.

When the sand and flying silt Chico 
breathed had choked the wise old mule, 
he halted, with his head down. Then 
Mortimer would swab out the animal’s 
nostrils and wash out his mouth. As 
he worked, the light from the pocket 
flashlight showed him the wind-bleared 
face of the girl. She seemed like a body 
adrift in the sea. Worlds apart from 
him, yet more desirable than ever.

It was not always thick darkness. 
Sometimes the sky cleared a little, as 
long rents tore through the whirling 
explosions-of dust. As the gray of day 
came on they saw the immensity o f  the 
clouds that rolled through the upper 
heavens and dragged their skirts along 
the ground.

I’T 'H EY had gone on for hours when 
Mortimer, floundering through a 

darker bit of dust twilight, jostled 
heavily against Chico. Louise halted 
the mule and dropped to the ground,

handing the reins to Mortimer. He was 
staggering with weariness, but this 
seemed to him an insulting challenge 
to his manhood. He picked her up and 
pitched her back into the saddle. A 
sweep of the flashlight showed her say
ing angry words, but the wind blotted 
them out.

When they went on again, with all 
his anger gone, he could see that it had 
been merely a friendly gesture on her 
part, but he had not understood. For 
he had been as drunk with fatigue as 
he was heartsick now.

An age of desperate struggle fol
lowed, with his knees turning to water 
under his weight. Then he heard her 
cry out something against the wind. He 
saw her pointing. Then he was able to 
see, though blurred and dim, Poplar 
Springs immediately before them!

In moments they reached the town, 
were approaching a light, and a door 
was opening. Then they were under 
shelter, knowing only a heavenly peace, 
out of the storm with its screaming 
voice shut out.

Mortimer lay on his back on the floor, 
coughing up black mud and choking. A 
boy swabbed off his face.

“ Your eyes look terrible,” the boy 
was saying. “Don’t it hurt even to 
wink?”

“ Get that mule into shelter and water 
him, will you?” Mortimer asked huski
ly-

“ He’s fixed up already,” answered 
the lad.

Mortimer groaned and stretched. 
The great fatigue wras shuddering out 
of his body. He closed his eyes. There 
were still a thousand things to be done. 
This was the rest between rounds. The 
hardest part of the fight was yet to 
come.

“They’re from the Chappany!” he 
heard a woman’s voice cry out from 
another room. “ They’ve come clear 
down from Chappany Valley! This is 
Louise Miller!”

Someone leaped across the room to 
Mortimer. He opened his burning eyes
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and saw a gray-haired man leaning 
over him.

“You didn’t come down the Chap- 
pany, did you?” he shouted. “You come 
down the valley through all that hell?”

“We came down the Chappany,” said 
Mortimer.

“ Bud,” the gray-haired man said to 
the boy, “run get Mr. Sloan and Pop 
Enderby and Jiggs Dawson and tell ’em 
they’re goin’ to hear what’s happenin’ in 
the valley. If it’s blowin’ away, Poplar 
Springs is goin’ to fade out. We don’t 
live on nothin’ much but the Chappany 
trade.”

Mr. Sloan, the banker, and Enderby, 
a big cattleman, and Dawson, from the 
general store, were only three among 
thirty when Mortimer sat up to face 
the crowd that poured into the house. 
They all looked at him in a painful si
lence, those men who packed the room. 
Now and then as the voice of the storm 
receded Mortimer could hear the ex
cited breathing of other people in the 
hall.

Oliver Sloan, the banker, a huge, 
wide man, sat down, and in that silence 
he asked questions and Mortimer an
swered.

“ How’s it look in general?”
“ Bad,” said Mortimer.
“Hear from the Starrett place?”
“ It’s a sand heap."
“Over by Benson’s Ford?”
“ Don’t you get any telephone mes

sages?” asked Mortimer.
“ Ail our lines are down. Hear from 

Benson’s Ford?”
“The only thing that’s left over there 

is hardpan.”
Men drew in long breaths. This was 

bad news for Poplar Springs.
“ What about McIntyre’s?” asked 

Sloan.
“ The sand is fence-high,” said Morti

mer.
“The Tumbling H— that’s your place, 

isn’t it?”
“The soil is holding there,” said 

Mortimer. “ It’s only going in spots.”
“ That’s your work,” said the banker

wearily. “You said that you’d button 
down the topsoil, and you’ve done it?”

“ I’ve done it,” said Mortimer, and 
his voice rose. “ I wish to God I could 
have helped the whole range! It’s a poor 
compensation to me to save my own land 
and see the rest go up in smoke.”

T^HE banker paid no attention to 
Mortimer's protestation.

“Jenkins’ place? ” he asked.
“Those hills sheltered that land pret

ty well,” said Mortimer, “but the sand 
is spilling over the edge of the hills 
and gradually covering the good soil.”

“ The Grand Ranch?” asked Sloan. 
He looked up at Mortimer with desper
ate eyes.

“I ’m sorry,” answered Mortimer 
slowly.

“ It’s gone, is it?” whispered the 
banker.

“ Hardpan,” said Mortimer.
Sloan pushed himself up out of his 

chair. How many of his mortgages were 
on mere heaps of blow-sand or hard- 
pan acres no one could tell. But at the 
expression in his face that spelled ruin 
the crowrd pushed back and let him out.

“ But there’s two-thirds of the Chap
pany still holding!” Mortimer called 
after him. “The worst of it there is 
that the water-holes are silted up. Even 
Miller’s lakes are gone, and Charles 
Hancock won’t let the cows come to his 
water. Cattle out there by the thou
sands are going to die. Is there any 
way of persuading Jim Hancock to give 
his son orders to let those cattle in to 
wrater ?”

“Persuade him?” shouted Sloan, as 
he turned to look back. “ I’ll wring the 
orders out of his withered old neck with 
my own hands!”

The whole mob poured out of the 
house, with Lou Miller among the rest. 
Mortimer caught one glimpse of her 
pale face, then she was lost in the 
crowd. The citizens fought their way 
against the dust storm into “Jiggs” 
Dawson's General Merchandise Store, 
with Harry Mortimer pushing along
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with them.

In the store men lounged around the 
stove, retaining the winter habit in 
the midst of hot weather. There was 
steady coughing, for the fine dust con
stantly irritated throats. In a corner 
two old men leaned over a checker 
board. One had a fine head of white 
hair and a beard, the other was as 
bald and red as a turkey gobbler, with 
a hanging double fold of loose red skin 
beneath the chin. With his toothless 
gums he gripped a clay pipe that was 
polished and brown-black with use. He 
was Jim Hancock. The other man was 
his crony, Ben Chalmers.

“ You talk to old Jim, first,” said 
Sloan.

Mortimer walked toward the players.
“See the eyes of that one?” someone 

near the stove muttered. “Looks like 
they’d been sandpapered.”

Mortimer stepped up to the table.
“ Sorry to interrupt you, Mr. Han

cock, but— ”
“ If you’re sorry for it, don’t do it,” 

said Jim Hancock.

XIV

B e n  CHALMERS, the time-tried 
opponent of old Hancock, lifted his eyes 
and his hand from the checkerboard. 
He stared briefly at the interloper, then 
returned his attention to the game.

“ Don’t you remember me, Mr. Han
cock?” persisted Mortimer.

“ I never heard of nobody I less re
membered,” said Hancock, without 
looking up.

“I'm Mortimer, from your place on 
the Chappany,” said he.

“Then why don’t you stay there?” 
asked Hancock.

“Miller’s lakes are choked with 
sand.”

“ I wish Miller was laying choked in 
one of ’em,” said Hancock.

“ The water-holes all over our part 
of the range are silted up, and so are 
most of the tanks,” explained Morti
mer. “ Cows are going to die by thou

sands unless they can get water.”
“ Cows have died by the thousands 

many a time before this,” replied Han
cock.

“Thousands and thousands of cattle 
are milling around the fence between 
the Miller place and your two lakes,” 
said Mortimer.

“Let ’em mill and be damned,” 
snapped old Hancock.

“More than cattle will be damned,” 
stated Mortimer.

Hancock jerked up his head at last. 
“ D’you see me playing a game of check
ers, or don’t you? Is a man goin’ to 
have a little peace in the world, or has 
he got to be hounded into his grave by 
fools like you?”

“The men who own the cattle won’t 
stand by and see them die of thirst,” 
said Mortimer. “They’ll cut the wire of 
the fences and let them through. It 
means gyn fighting.”

“Let ’em cut,” said Hancock.
“Charlie is out with his cowhands 

and rifles to keep those cows back,” 
Louise Miller said. She had sifted 
through to the front of the crowd.

“ I hope he don’t miss,” said Jim Han
cock. “ Charlie never was worth nothin’ 
except when it come, to a fight. Then 
he’s the out-fightin’est son I ever seen. 
Now shut up, Lou, and don’t bother me 
no more.”

“ If a fight starts,” Mortimer cried, 
“there are two hundred armed men to 
take care of Charlie and his boys! A 
dozen men may die, but Charlie’s sure 
to be one of them!”

“ It’ll save a lot of rum for decent 
folks if Charlie cashes in now,” growled 
Jim Hancock.

Mortimer made a gesture of sur
render. Sloan stepped up beside him.

“Jim,” he said, “there’s been damned 
near enough grazing land wiped off the 
range to ruin Poplar Springs, and if 
the cattle die this town’ll go to pot 
mighty fast. There’s nobody but you 
can save the cows, without there’s a 
war. Are you going to sit there and 
let everything go to hell?”



MAX BRAND 53
Old Jim Hancock reached back to 

his hip, produced a long-barreled, sin
gle-action .45, and laid it on his knee. 
Then he returned to his contemplation 
of his next move.

“ Sorry there’s been all this damn 
palaverin’, Ben,” he muttered.

“ You’re spoilin’ the game with all 
this fool talk,” complained Ben.

Mortimer had had enough. He felt 
sick and defeated. He jerked the door 
open and went across the street to Por- 
son’s saloon. In the vacant lot beside it 
the tarpaulin cover which housed a 
caterpillar tractor flapped and strained 
like clumsy wings trying to take flight.

In the saloon he found only two dusty 
cowboys at one end of the bar. Old Rip 
Person leaned in an attitude of pro
foundly gloomy thought in front of his 
cracked mirror. He put out the bottle 
for Mortimer.

“ Ain’t 1 seen you before?” he asked.
“ Once or twice,” agreed Mortimer.
“ You wasn’t connected with mirror- 

bustin’ a while back, was you?” asked 
Porson. “There was thirteen high- 
power skunks in here then, along with 
one man.”

“That’s him, Rip,” said one of the 
cowboys. “That’s Mortimer, who done 
the kickin’, and the others got kicked.”

“ Are you him?” said Rip Porson, 
sighing. “ I was kind of half hoping 
I’d have a chance to speak my mind to 
one of them low-down hounds. There 
used to be men on this range, but now 
there ain’t nothin’ but legs and loud 
talk, and no hands at all.” Rip Porson 
tipped two fingers of whisky into a 
glass and tossed it off. “ Now we got to 
import strangers. So here’s to you, and 
drink her down.”

Instead of taking a chaser, he opened 
his mouth and took one long, panting 
breath.

COMEWHERE through the storm 
^  came the lowing of a cow, and 
Mortimer thought of the milling thou
sands of doomed cattle up the Chap- 
pany. A  bowl of fresh mint sprigs

that stood behind the bar caught his 
eyes, with its suggestion of the green 
and tender spring which would not 
come again to such a great portion of 
the range. Pie thought, also, of stub
born old Jim Hancock, without blood 
or heart.

“ Can you mix the sort of julep that 
really talks to a man’s insides?” he 
asked Porson.

“ Me?” asked Rip. “ Can I mix a 
julep. I don’t give a damn what time 
of year it is, the fellow that drinks my 
mint julep knows it’s the right time.”

“ Build me a pair of them then,” said 
Mortimer. “ Build them long and build 
them strong.”

A few moments later he was carrying 
the high, frosted glasses into the Gen
eral Merchandise Store. For it had 
come to him, dimly, that perhaps even 
the iron-hard nature of Jim Hancock 
might be altered a little with good 
whisky.

As he went in, Sloan was going out, 
with a gray, weary face, but the re
mainder of the crowd was packed thick 
around the checker game. Each player 
now had five crowned pieces. Mortimer 
put down the drinks at the right hand 
of each old man and stepped back.

“ You can’t soften up that old codg
er,” said a sour-faced man.

Ben Chalmers’ hand extended in the 
air, seized on a piece, and moved it. 
In the same slow, abstracted manner, 
the hand touched the glass, raised it, 
and tipped the drink to his lips. Jim 
Hancock lifted his glass at the same 
time. Hancock put down his drink with 
jarring haste. “Rye!” he exclaimed, 
making a face.

“ I disrecoilect,” said Ben Chalmers 
slowly, “ but seems like I have heard 
about folks ignorant enough to make a 
mint julep with Bourbon.”

“ Ignorant?” barked Jim Hancock.
“ Ignorant,” said Chalmei-s.
“ There’s only one state in the Union 

where a mint julep is made proper,” 
declared Hancock. “And that’s Ken
tucky.”
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“ The only state is Virginia,” said 

Ben Chalmers.
“Kentucky,” said Hancock.
“Virginia,” said Chalmers.
“Have I been wastin’ my time all 

these years with an ornery old fool 
that don’t know good whisky from 
bad?” demanded Hancock.

“You come from too far west to know 
good whisky from bad,” said Chal
mers. “When I think of a man of your 
years that ain’t come to an understand- 
in’ of a right whisky— ”

“East of Louisville, a right whisky 
ain’t made,” declared Hancock. “ I’m 
drinkin’ to Kentucky and the blue- 
grass!” He took a drink of the mint 
julep and made another face.

“ East of Kentucky,” said Ben Chal
mers, “ this here country got its start. 
When Washington and the immortal 
Jefferson was doin’ their stuff, Ken
tucky was left to the wild turkeys and 
the Indians.”

“ The breed run out in Virginia,” said 
Jim Hancock. “The men all went to 
Kentucky about a hundred years ago.”

“An outrage and a lie!” said Chal
mers, and pushed himself back with 
such violence that the table rocked, and 
the kings on the checkerboard lost their 
crowns.

“A Virginia gentleman,” said Chal
mers, rising, “wouldn’t go to Kentucky 
exeept to spit!”

“Who said Virginians were gentle 
and who said that they were men?” 
barked Hancock.

Ben Chalmers uttered an inarticulate 
cry and fled into the storm outside.

“It is a great state, Kentucky,” sug
gested Mortimer.

“ Son,” said Jim Hancock, “maybe 
you ain’t quite the damn fool I been 
makin’ you out. Kentucky is the only 
state in the country where they breed 
men and hosses right.”

“ They breed them with plenty of 
bone and blood and nerve,” said Mor
timer. “ Which is why nobody can un
derstand why you’re afraid to go back 
up the Chappany and keep Charlie from

killing a dozen men or so and winding 
up with a rope around his neck.”

“ Afraid?” demanded Hancock, jump
ing up. “Who said afraid?”

“ Shake on it, then, and we’ll go as 
soon as the storm gives us a chance,” 
said Mortimer.

“Damn the storm!” raged old Han
cock. “ Why should we wait for the 
storm to give us a chance?”

Ji/TORTIMER suddenly remembered 
'  * the caterpillar tractor with its tar

paulin, flapping in the wind. Nothing 
could move like a caterpillar, through 
all weathers, over all terrain.

“Who owns that caterpillar?” he 
asked, pointing through the window.

“ It’s mine,” said the storekeeper.
“Let me rent it to go up the Chap

pany,” said Mortimer.
“Rent it?” cried the storekeeper. “ I’ll 

give it to you! And there’s nothin’ else 
that will take you where you want to 
go !”

The big machine was ready for us ,̂ 
with a full tank of gas. The engine 
started at a touch, and the machine an
swered readily to the levers. Old Jim 
Hancock, equipped with goggles, hud
dled on the floor boards.

An outbreak of shouting rose from 
the crowd when they started. Morti
mer waved in answer and shoved the 
tractor against the sweep of the wind. 
He had full canteens of water and old 
Jim Hancock on board, and that was 
all he asked for, except the ten miles 
an hour the caterpillar could make.

But even that ten miles, and the cut
ting edge of the wind, blew the dust 
right through the wet bandana that 
masked his nose and mouth, blew the 
fine dust down to the bottom of his 
lungs. Still he was jubilant whenever 
the machine hit a five-foot sand drift 
and went through it. climbing, wallow
ing, pluming behind it.

They entered the Chappany Valley 
as the tractor put its nose into a bog, 
a water-hole clogged by silt. Mortimer 
was backing out of this when a masked
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figure came up to him, staggering, with 
outreaching hands.

He knew who it was with a constric
tion of his heart. He stopped the cater
pillar, pulled Lou Miller into the ma
chine, and put her on the floor. She 
must have ridden on the pitching tail 
of the tractor all the way from Poplar 
Springs, with the choking torrents of 
its own dust added to the blind out
pouring of the storm. She was almost 
stifled when he pulled down her ban
dana and flashed his torch into a face 
begrimed and’ mud-caked to the eyes. 
Half a canteen squirted over her rinsed 
her white again, but still gasping. He 
put his lips to her ears and called:

“ Your lungs! Can you get your 
breath?”

“I’m all right!” she answered. “ Go 
on!”

“ Ilm turning back to Poplar 
Springs,” he told her.

She caught his arm with both hands 
and shook it. “ If you turn back, I’ll 
throw myself out of the tractor,” she 
cried desperately. “ Go on! Go on! 
Think of what’s happening up in the 
valley!”

“Ay, go on— go on!” yelled old Jim 
Hancock with a sudden enthusiasm.

Mortimer went on. The lights of the 
machine showed him a ten-foot sand 
drift, curving at the top like a wave 
about to break. He put on full speed 
and crashed through it. Sand flowed 
like heavy water over the entire trac
tor until he was blinded utterly. But 
the vibration of the racing caterpillar 
bucketed out the sand swiftly. If the 
fine dust did not get to the bearings, 
and if the motor was not choked, they 
might get through!

All they could do now was go on—  
go on!

XV

U P THE Chappany Valley the murk 
of the day’s end had joined the shadow 
of the storm, and with the coming of the 
thicker darkness John Miller prepared

for final action. While there was even 
a flicker of daylight to give the rifles 
of Charlie Hancock opportunity to aim 
he would not let his men move, but now 
the night had thickened the air of the 
valley to soup.

A floundering horse with a rider bent 
forward along its neck came by. “ Mil
ler!” the rider yelled. “ Hi, Miller!”

“ Here!” shouted Miller, and the rider 
turned in toward him.

He leaned out to grip the pommel of 
Miller’s saddle, and coughed and 
choked, head down, before he could 
speak. Miller took him by the shoulders 
and shouted at his ear:

“ Shorty, was she at the Grimes 
place? Or Hogan’s? Is there any 
word ?”

“No word!” gasped Shorty.
“The storm has her!” groaned Mil

ler. “Twenty-one years of my life gone!” 
God be kind to her!”

He gave the word to attack, then.
The men were eager for action, for 

the mournful song of the thirsty cattle 
was maddening. Ranchers and cow
hands poured into the Chappany Valley 
with a grim determination to rush 
Charlie Hancock and his men off the 
face of the earth.

But when they saw the actual field 
of battle, some of their enthusiasm left 
them. Near the edge of the Tumbling 
H lake a flat-topped mesa rose a hun
dred feet above the valley floor. To 
climb the boulders and flat walls was 
hard work, even in full daylight and 
without the burden of a gun. To clam
ber up through these streaks of dark 
and light, with a rifle to manage and 
good marksmen taking aim from above, 
looked bad.

If the storm had offered complete 
darkness, they could have fumbled 
through it and grappled with Hancock 
and his men, but now the sky was half 
the time covered and half the time light
ed through rents and explosive open
ings. Those gleams were sufficiently 
frequent to give Hancock’s riflemen an 
excellent chance to command the ap
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proaches to their rock.

Miller sent some of his men to climb 
the bluff above the lake, but when they 
reached the high land they were able to 
catch only glimpses of the men among 
the rocks, and the distance was too 
great for accurate shooting. Some of 
the ranchers wanted to cut the fences 
and let the cattle go trooping down to 
water, but it was pointed out to them 
that Hancock would enjoy nothing bet
ter than a chance to practice his marks
manship on dumb cattle before he start
ed on human targets.

It was an impasse. The storm kept 
bringing the dolorous chorus of the cat
tle. Cows were dying, going down from 
weakness, being trampled by the milling 
herd. Miller’s crowd wanted blood and 
wanted it badly, but no one wanted to 
lead the rush against that impregnable 
rock.

A big rancher named Tucker Weed 
among the Miller contingent, a fellow 
with a voice as loud as that of a cham
pion hog-caller, raised a bellow as 
piercing as a bugle call. He drew the 
attention of everyone to a pair of lights 
that was staggering up the valley into 
the teeth of the storm.

“What is it?” Weed yelled. “ No au
tomobile could head into this smother. 
It ain’t the old red-eyed devil come 
looking for us, is it?”

John Miller saw the lights disappear, 
then reflect dimly on the whirl of the 
storm as the light pointed straight at 
the sky.

“ It’s somethin’ that knows a fence 
when it finds one,” said Miller. “It’s 
hit a fence with a sand drift backed 
against it !”

The two lights swerved down again, 
then wavered out into the level of the 
valley, approaching the bellowing cat
tle. It ran straight for only a moment, 
however, then swerved and headed for 
Charlie Hancock’s rock.

The mournful chorus of the cattle had 
been with the three in the tractor for 
miles but now, as the black of the sky 
opened in a wide central vent, they

could see the milling animals.
Old Jim Hancock stood up to look.
“Why, damn my old heart and eyes!” 

he cried. “Why didn’t you tell me there 
was so many thirsty cows up here?”

TT MADE no difference that he had 
* been told. He had a demonstration 
of another sort a moment later when 
half a dozen young steers, finding some 
low place in the fence or, more likely, 
climbing over dead animals that gave 
them a take-off to jump the wire, came 
clear of the fences and galloped toward 
the lake.

The leader, after half a dozen strides, 
bucked into the air, landed on his nose, 
and lay still. Another and another 
dropped. From the top of the rock be
side the Tumbling H lake little sparks 
of light showed where rifles were play
ing. The half-dozen steers lay dead 
long before they brought their thirsty 
muzzles near the water.

“ There he is !” shouted Jim Plan- 
cock. “There’s that cussed boy of mine, 
raisin’ hell! Good shootin’, Charlie! 
But, by hell, I’m goin’ to make you 
wish you’d never seen a gun!”

Horsemen poured suddenly about the 
tractor out of the night. Mortimer 
brought the caterpillar to a halt.

“ It’s the dirt doctor and old poison- 
face Jim Hancock himself!” a voice 
yelled. “And there’s Lou Miller, as much 
alive as you and m e!”

Then Miller was at the side of the 
machine, and Lou was in his arms. 
“ Clear away from us!” Jim Hancock 
piped. “Leave me get at that Charlie 
fool of mine! I’m goin’ to learn him 
what comes of spoilin’ good beef when 
he ain’t hungry.”

Someone reached in and smote Morti
mer’s shoulder.

“ Great work, old-timer!” someone 
else shouted.

Then the crowd had drawn back and 
he shoved the caterpillar on toward the 
rock through a moment of darkness. 
The headlights for a time or two showed 
the way a hundred feet ahead. At times
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the brilliant cone choked off and they 
were charging blindly into the smother 
of the wind.

Then the zenith split open and light 
rushed back over the Chappany. They 
were under the great rock, -not fifty 
paces from the wall when a volley of 
bullets struck them. The headlights 
went sut. One of the tracks stopped. 
The caterpiller began to turn clumsily.

Mortimer caught at old Hancock and 
with him dropped to the floor of the 
tractor as he shut off the engine.

“ Are you hurt. Jim?” he asked.
“ Hell, no!” shouted Hancock. “ But I 

reckon they’ve shot a leg off this old 
horse of ours.”

The rain of'bullets kept up until that 
funnel of brilliant sky misted over, then 
closed suddenly into blackness.

“Will you go on with me, Jim?” 
shouted Mortimer. “Will you try to 
climb up to them with me and talk to 
Charlie?”

“Don’t be a fool!” barked Jim Han
cock. “ I’ll go alone. Why should you 
let ’em get at you with their guns?”

But Mortimer went with him. He 
hooked his arm around the old man’s 
body and fairly dragged him through 
the blind storm until they found the 
loom of the rock, then the wall. They 
paused there gasping, coughing, then 
started up.

The big boulders at the foot of the 
wall offered stepping stones at the start, 
but above them came almost a sheer 
rise. They had to wait for the next 
break in the windy darkness of the sky 
before they could take advantage of fis
sures on projections.

“ I’ll fix him!” Hancock kept mutter
ing. “Beef butcher! Damn fool!”

They were well up the rock when 
guns crackled above them rapidly. A 
bullet streaked a white scar across the 
rock in front of Mortimer’s face; an
other raked him through the back mus
cles with a stroke of agony. Then what 

• felt like a knife-thrust lanced him in 
the side. He had a good hold on a 
projecting spur of rock, so he managed

to keep his feet, and when old Han
cock suddenly dropped, he managed to 
catch him by the coat and hold him 
swinging out over empty space.

The wind closed the gap in the sky 
at that moment, and the gunfire ended.

Old Jim, agile as a dried-up tomcat, 
went clawing up the rock.

“ Charlie!” he screeched. “ Charlie! 
You double-jointed jackass! Put down 
them guns or I’ll— ”

Mortimer followed the furious old 
fellow, but his strength was running 
out. The light came back and made him 
shrink. Then he saw Jim Hancock 
standing on the rock above him, shak
ing one fist above his head. Men loomed 
beside him. Charlie Hancock appeared.

Mortimer drew himself up to the flat 
top of the mesa. He had to lie flat. The 
pain left his side and burned only in 
his brain.

“ Get down there!” he heard Jim Han
cock shouting. “ I hope they drill you 
full of lead! But get down there and 
tell ’em to open the fences up and let 
the cows through! Tell ’em anything 
you’re a— mind to! Your ma died for 
you and you been nothing but a long, 
cold winter to me all your life.”

TAARKNESS crawled into Mortimer’s 
* ̂  brain and covered his eyes.

After a time he saw that he was lying 
near a fire that burned behind a screen 
of boulders on top of the mesa. A with
ered forearm with a bandage around it 
appeared. A hand lifted his head.

“ Take a shot of this,” said Jim Han
cock, holding a whisky flask to Morti
mer’s lips.

He got down a good, long swallow. 
It burned some of the torment away.

“ You take the rest,” Jim Hancock 
said. “ If you die, I’m goin’ to have ’em 
hanged, every damn one of ’em— and 
I won’t wait for the law, neither.”

“ No,” said a big voice. “ We won’t 
wait for no law!”

That was Jan Erickson. And there 
were others of Mortimer’s gang watch
ing their chief with grimly set faces.
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“Yes, sir,” said Jim Hancock, “ if 

you pass out, we're goin’ to string ’em 
up, and I’ll help you pull on the ropes. 
So you rest nice and easy.”

Mortimer tried to laugh, but fingers 
of pain seemed to tear him half apart.

“ I’m goin’ to lift up your head and 
leave you have a look at what’s hap
penin’,” said Hancock.

Slowly and carefully he lifted Morti
mer’s head and shoulders until he could 
look over the sloping top of the mesa 
and down into the vafiey of the Chap- 
pany at Hancock Lake. The waters 
seemed to have living shores until his 
eyes cleared a little and he could see the 
cattle ten and twenty deep as they drank 
up life and new strength.

"That’s pretty good,” said Mortimer. 
“ I’m glad I saw that.”

“ Don’t talk,” said Hancock. “They 
drilled you right through the lungs, and 
talkin’ is poison for you.”

The darkness once more began to 
pass over Mortimer’s eyes. If he had 
been shot through the lungs, he had to 
die, and he was sure he was dying at 
that moment.

“ I’ve got to talk,” he said.
“ Shut your mouth!” commanded 

Hancock.
Mortimer forced out the words slow

ly. "Tell Lou Miller it never was a joke. 
I loved her. Tell her I loved her, but 
I don’t blame her for the way she 
felt . .

He seemed to be walking, then, 
through infinite darkness, feeling his 
way down blank walls, finding doors, 
opening them. And something was 
whistling to him far away. He opened 
his eyes. It was the scream of the

storm he had been hearing, but far 
withdrawn again into the heart of the 
sky.

He looked down at the big arch of 
his chest and the great bandage which 
was being unwrapped by slender hands, 
unlike the hands usually found on a 
cattle range. “ Promise to tell Lou,” his 
lips were saying.

Someone leaned over him, saying, "I 
know, darling!”

By an effort of peering into distance, 
he made out her face. She was so drawn 
and white that, to any ordinary eye, 
half of her beauty was surely gone. 
But his eye which knew how to see her, 
found her far more beautiful than ever.

“Don’t let him talk,” a voice said.
“ Make him stop talking, Lou,” said 

Miller’s voice out of the darkness.
She touched Mortimer’s lips, and he 

kissed her hand. If there were only a 
few moments left, words were no good. 
Touching her and looking at her was all 
that mattered.

“He’s lost blood,” a crisp voice of 
command said. “He’s lost buckets of 
blood, but I don’t think—  Give me that 
probe.”

A finger of pain entered his breast, 
his side, glided back.

“ Certainly not!” said that voice of au
thority. “The man has ribs like the ribs 
of a ship. And the bullet glanced 
around them.”

The darkness covered Mortimer’s 
eyes with a sudden hand, but through 
the shadow he could hear Lou’s sud
den, joyful outcry, fading out of his 
consciousness rapidly, but lodging 
somewhere in his heart with the prom
ise of life and of happiness.
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THE STAGE COACH
A Cargo of Range News and Oddities

THE old time range cookie was something 
of a magician in tossing together what

ever ingredients he had on hand to come up 
with a new and tasty dish. And sometimes 
the names for the dishes ran far behind the 
contraptions themselves.

The name of the genius who first looked 
up from a steaming bowl and said, “This is 
the best son-of-a-gun of a stew I ever ate,” 
has unfortunately been lost to posterity, but 
his name for the dish remains. The cowboy 
had a little stronger phrase for it, but in 
polite society, it is son-of-a-gun.

Whenever a calf is killed, the tongue, 
liver, heart, lights, kidneys, sweetbreads and 
brain are brought to the cook. He dices them 
on a board with a long butcher knife and 
tosses them into a big round iron kettle. Then 
he throws in anything else he has on hand 
—potatoes, carrots or onions if he has them, 
a can of tomatoes or anything else. The story 
that he tosses in any old boots that may be 
around is libelous. But the rule is that if 
the boys can tell what’s in it, it’s no good.

The cowboy’s recipe is simple. “You toss 
everything in but the hair, the horns and 
the holler.” All this, simmered slowly for 
hours, turns out surprisingly delicious and 
furthermore it is full of vitamins, even if 
they hadn’t been invented back in cowboy 
days.

Then there was something else called Son- 
of-a-gun-in-a-sack. This wasn’t a stew; it 
came under the heading of dessert. The cook 
took whatever dried fruit—raisins, apricots, 
prunes, or whatnot—he had on hand, rolled 
them in dough, sewed the whole works in a 
sack and hung it in a big bucket partly filled 
with water and set over the fire. The sack 
of dough didn’t touch the water, but was 
cooked slowly in the steam.

It took lots of steam and lots of cussin’, 
but it made a dessert, even if the cook did 
call it' a lot of hard names.

ESTIMATES by government experts place 
the number of bison—usually called 

buffalo—on the N. American continent at

about 60,000,000 in 1600. Far more than half 
this nu: her grazed in the present United 
States, ranging from eastern California to 
as far east as Illinois. The heavy buffalo 
plains west of the Mississippi were invaded 
by American hunters around 1800 when their 
number was probably in excess of 40,000,000. 
By 1880 the 40,000,000 had been reduced to 
less than 3,000,000. ;

By 1890 there were but half a million buf
falo left and today the number has dwindled 
to a mere 22,000. A government conservation 
program now in effect will possibly up the 
number to around 50,000 by 1960.

W HEN silver was discovered in Arizona 
in the late 1850s the mine owners, 

needful of lumber with which to build huts, 
cleaning sheds, sluices and runways, found 
that though plenty of fine pine grew in the 
state there weren’t any lumberjacks to be 
had. They sent to Maine for crack teams, 
offering as high as $150 per thousand feet of 
whipsawed board. In Maine jacks were 
getting only ten dollars per thousand feet.

It wasn’t easy money, though. Besides hest 
and thirst and an entire new way of life, 
there was the Chiricahuas and other bands 
of Apache Indians. Several whip-saw teams 
were wiped out. Most of the lumberjacks 
hauled stakes after six months or so; ont 
or two crews hung on for close to two years 
Between them the crews cut down better 
than five million feet of lumber.

EARLY Western pioneers borrowed a 
custom from their back home states, 

Kentucky, Missouri and Mississippi. Each 
week or each month, as circumstances per
mitted, a different family cooked dinner for 
the entire neighborhood. Thus folks got to 
know each other, exchange problems and 
solutions, ideas and equipment.

A side custom of these affairs was that 
the man who took the last biscuit had to up 
and kiss the cook in the presence of all—and 
it wasn’t fair for one of her own menfolk to 
grab that last biscuit!
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OUTLAW
Carl L. Stader

Horrible Harry, the outlaw,

Lives back in the hills in a shack,

Eats rattlesnake’s eggs for his breakfast 
And cutlets of cougar for a snack.

Brews poison oak leaves for his beverage; 

Has a nettle-filled tick on his bed;
Shaves with a handful of saw grass 
And fills all his foes full of lead.

The coyote and panther are fearful,
The wildcat slinks to his hole;

The hawk and the eagle fly higher 

When Harry is out for a stroll.
The scowl on his face is a warning 

To any who’d stand in his way,
That the finger that fondles the trigger 

Is itching for someone to slay.



He’s the toughest of all the tough hombres 
W ho have strode ’neath the hemlock and fir.
He eludes all the sheriffs and their posses;
He has never once languished in stir.
There’s posters on poles and out-buildings 
Depicting this toughest of toughs 
With a generous reward for his capture,
But he’s always kept free of the cuffs.

When the bunnies play again in the valley 
And the turtle doves build in the trees;
When the flowers bloom again on the hillsides 
And the birds flit about in the breeze;
When the children are joyous and happy 
And play in the streets unafraid;
You will know then without any doubting 
That Harry the outlaw is daid.

A BALLAD OF THE WEST
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Clark Benteen, cowboy and wanted man, finds his own salvation

in the roaring crucible of range war when outlaws get proddyl



I

HEN Clark Benteen halted his 
horse on the hill above Tanner’s Trad
ing Post, a long and turbulent trail lay 
behind him. Some of the turns in that 
trail had marked Benteen, so that he 
appeared older than his twenty-four 
years and wiser in the ways of wick
edness than a young man should be.

Now, with a three-day’s growth of 
black whiskers bristling his angular 
gaunt-cheeked face, Benteen looked 
like a hungry drifter scouting for food. 
His leather vest and batwing chaps bore 
the scars of long usage, and bachelor 
patches showed in both sleeves of a fad
ed cotton shirt which had once been 
blue.

But Clark Benteen was no grubline 
rider. Far from it. Fifteen hundred 
dollars in double-eagles were tightly 
wedged between the two-ply leather of 
his vest— a golden lining that made a 
pleasant weight against his back.

Intently, with a thorough regard for 
small details, Benteen peered at Tan
ner’s place. There was no sign nor 
sound of life, save for four horses fight
ing flies in a corral beyond the old adobe 
building. Three of those horses were

familiar to Benteen— Tanner’s dun 
gelding, a sorrel mare and her yearling 
colt. It was the fourth animal, a big 
bay with black points, which attracted 
Benteen’s attention. The bay hadn’t 
been there a month ago, and that saddle 
on the kak pole wasn’t Tanner’s center- 
fire rig.

“ Might mean somethin’,” Benteen re
flected.

Few visitors stopped at the trading 
post long enough to bother putting a 
horse in the corral. Mostly they tied up 
at the hitch-rail, transacted their busi
ness and went on. There was nothing 
here to keep them longer than they had 
to stay.

Benteen scanned the rubbish-littered 
yard for another five minutes, wonder
ing about the bay’s owner. Jube Tan
ner had no kinfolk hereabouts, nor any 
friends who’d be likely to spend a day 
with him. A man would be mighty hard 
up for company to hang around Jube 
Tanner longer than he had to. But 
someone was down there with Tanner 
now, someone who intended to stay a 
while.

Was it the law? A deputy sheriff, or
Copyright, 1948, by Standard Magazines, Inc., 
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some U. S. marshal snooping around?

“I’ll soon know,” Benteen muttered.
Nudging his gun loose in its well- 

oiled half-breed holster, he rode on down 
the hill.

Three rough-and-tumble years on 
both sides of the Mexican border had 
put an abiding wariness in Clark Ben
teen. Mistrust of men’s motives, in
cluding those of Jube Tanner who sup
plied the gun-running trade, was Ben- 
teen’s habit. If there was any honor 
among thieves he had never witnessed it 
with the Border Bunch. It was dog eat 
dog and heaven help the man who 
played the game otherwise.

TDENTEEN rode into the yard and 
•*-' had nearly reached the hitch-rail in 
front of the house when a ponderous, 
flabby-faced man appeared in the door
way. Jube Tanner seldom smiled, and 
he didn’t now.

“Light down and rest your saddle,” 
he invited. “You’re two days late.”

“ Got delayed a trifle,” Benteen said. 
Then he asked, “You got a visitor, 
Jube?”

Tanner shook his bald head. “ What
ever give you that idea ?” he asked.

Benteen glanced at the corral.
“ You sure do notice things,” Tanner 

said. “ Never seen a man so downright 
curious.” Then he explained, “A feller 
practically gave me the bay, account it 
went lame on him. He took the next 
stage to Tombstone.”

“ So?”
Benteen seemed satisfied, but he won

dered why Jube Tanner was lying. A 
man wouldn’t leave a good saddle like 
that. He’d take it with him on the stage. 
It took time and money to get a saddle 
made right; a rider wouldn’t part with 
one if he could help it.

“ Where’s your pack-mules?” Tanner 
inquired.

Benteen shrugged and dismounted, 
taking care to keep the doorway in 
sight as he stepped down.

“ Told you it was my last trip to 
Sonora,” he said. “ Sold my mules,

along with the Winchesters,”
“Did Durango pay off in eagles, like 

he promised?” Tanner asked.
His voice was so casual that it fanned 

Benteen’s growing suspicion, for Jube 
Tanner seldom spoke lightly of gold. 
There wasn’t a greedier man in Arizona 
Territory, nor one more miserly.

“ Yes,” Benteen said. “Durango paid 
off just like he promised.”

Glancing past Tanner, Benteen saw 
that the pinewood bar was deserted. If 
the bay’s owner was still here he would 
be waiting in the back room. But why 
should Tanner keep his presence a se
cret? And what was the fellow after?

“ Fifteen hundred dollars in gold,” 
Tanner said, smacking his pursy lips.

That startled Clark Benteen. It was 
as if Jube had answerecHthe question 
he had been asking himself.

“ Fifteen hundred,” Tanner repeated, 
“and half of it clear profit, for one 
month’s work. You must be loco to quit 
a game like that!”

Benteen grinned. Tanner wasn’t be
ing casual now. He was talking loud 
— loud enough for a man in the back 
room to hear him. And because Ben
teen had already decided how this deal 
was rigged, he stepped up to the stoop 
in the easy fashion of a man primed for 
nothing more dangerous than a glass of 
beer.

“Ain’t you going to unsaddle and stay 
the night?” Tanner asked.

“ No, just long enough to sample your 
beer and buy a little grub for my ride 
north,” Benteen said. “ I can make ten 
more miles before sundown.”

Tanner seemed disappointed. “You 
must be in a mighty big hurry,” he 
complained. “ You got a girl w aitin ’ fo r  
you at Travaho?”

“ Girl, hell,” Benteen muttered. 
“There’s no girl waiting for me in Tra
vaho, nor anywhere else. I’ve learned 
my lesson on that score. Learned it 
good. For keeps. I’m going to build me 
a homestead in the Tailholt Hills and 
batch it into a sure-enough cow camp. 
A  man can build up a nice spread in



four-five years if he has something to 
start with. And I’ve got it.”

“ But this ain’t no time to start noth
in’ in that country,” Tanner objected. 
“ There’s a range rumpus on between 
Pike Kirby and Jeff Belmont that looks 
like the makin’s of another Lincoln 
County War. It’s a good place to keep 
away from right now.”

“ So?” Benteen prompted, more in
terested than he cared to reveal.

“Stage driver told me last week that 
Kirby has hired a bunch of outside 
riders. He said that gunhawks are 
crowdin’ into Travaho like flies swarm
in’ a sorghum keg, and there’s already 
been considerable shoot in’. All hell’s 
broke loose, he told me.” Tanner looked 
at Benteen curiously and asked, “ Say, 
didn’t you ramrod Belmont’s Rafter 
B outfit maybe back three or four years 
ago ?”

65
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■REMEMBERING how stubbornly he 

had tried to talk Jeff Belmont into 
stopping Kirby’s grass-grabbing tac
tics at that time, Benteen felt a grim 
satisfaction in knowing he had been 
right. But because the Rafter B had 
been the nearest thing to home he’d 
known in ten years of drifting, Benteen 
also felt a familiar sense of lack, and 
loneliness. His war talk three years 
ago had cost him more than a job. It 
had also cost him the only girl he had 
ever wanted.

“They say Belmont is bankrupt,” 
Tanner reported. “ Hasn’t got a dollar 
left in cash and damn little credit. But 
I suppose the old coot’ll hang on until 
he runs out of bullets.”

“ Yeah,” Benteen reflected soberly. 
“That’s how it will be with Jeff. He’s 
the kind that never quits, even when 
he’s licked. It would’ve been a different 
story if he’d battled Kirby three years 
ago. The Rafter B could’ve whipped 
that PK outfit to a standstill in one 
week’s time.”

“Well, it ain’t no skin off your rump,” 
Tanner suggested. “Unsaddle your 
horse and rest your pants a spell.”

It occurred to Benteen that there was 
something behind this show of hospital
ity. Jube Tanner didn’t give a hoot for 
any man’s companionship. All that 
trader wanted was money. Easy money. 
And there wasn’t much he wouldn’t do 
to get it. If Jube wanted him to stay 
here over night there was a reason. 
And there was a window in Tanner’s 
back room that would make a perfect 
perch for shooting at a man who was 
leading his horse toward the corral.

“No,” Benteen said. “ I’ll be going on 
directly.”

Tanner shrugged and went inside and 
Benteen trailed him, taking particular 
notice of the blanket-draped doorway 
to Tanner’s living quarters at the rear 
of the store. If he stood a trifle side
ward at the bar he could watch that 
blanket. Jube, who wore no gun and 
was a coward to boot, could be ignored.

The thought came to Benteen that

there was just a chance Jube had told 
the truth about the bay’s rider taking 
the stage. Perhaps, Benteen reflected, 
he had spent too long a time on the 
back trails below the Border. A man 
got downright spooky, riding alone so 
much. He got to looking around corners 
and dodging his own shadow.

But that was over and done with now. 
By this time day after tomorrow he 
would be in Travaho, drinking a glass 
of “Dutch” Orondorff’s good bourbon. 
Then he would deposit his money at the 
bank and file on a homestead. Perhaps 
he would even get to see Jane Belmont.

Benteen was thinking about Jane’s 
blonde beauty as he followed Tanner 
toward the bar. There was a girl to 
make a man see pictures in his camp
fire on lonely nights. A proud and prop
er girl.

Tanner seemed in a tolerable hurry 
now. He strode down the long room 
with unaccustomed rapidity. So Ben
teen stepped lively also, keeping a strict 
watch on the blanketed doorway. Thefe 
was something wrong here. He was 
sure of it now. The sense of it was like 
a cold wind blowing against him.

He saw Tanner dodge to the left, and 
at this same instant, as a gun began 
blasting behind him, Benteen felt the 
smashing impact of a bullet against his 
back. They were like swift blows, those 
bullets; like clubs beating him down.

Vaguely, as from a far distance, Ben
teen heard Tanner yell, and heard the 
gun blast again. Then the floor’s dusty 
boards thudded against his face.

* * * *

When the westbound stage stopped on 
the crest of Spanish Pass to give the 
sweat-lathered horses a breathing spell, 
Deputy Marshal Halliday stepped 
down to stretch his legs. They were 
about ten miles east of Tanner’s Trad
ing Post.

“ Isn’t there a short-cut to Travaho 
from Tanner’s place?” the lawman 
asked.
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“Yeah,” “ Snapper” Smith, the driver, 

said. “A horseback trail that saves up
wards of a hundred miles. Skips Tomb
stone entirely.”

Halliday scanned the sun-baked land 
ahead for familiar landmarks. His b'ue 
eyes held a faded, washed-out expres
sion and what hair showed beneath the 
brim of his battered Stetson was 
bleached to tarnished silver; but his 
gaunt, high-beaked face retained the 
same shrewd alertness which had 
caused men to ca'l him “Hawk” Halli
day fifteen years ago. As they still did.

“ I used to know my way around this 
end of Arizona real well,” Halliday said 
as he climbed back to the driver’s seat. 
“ Punched cows for Jeff Belmont before 
I went into the badge-toter business.”

QMITH nodded, and eased his six- 
horse hitch down the steep grade.

“ I’d save two days by borrowing a 
horse from Tanner,” Halliday said, 
“and taking the short-cut trail.”

* . Smith chuckled. “ Don’t reckon Jube 
would lend a horse, but he might rent 
one. He’s quite a hand to collect the 
cash, Jube is. I’ve even heard of him 
sellin’ water by the bucket durin’ dry 
spells. Beats all, how some jiggers 
crave money. I guess Tanner has it 
real bad.”

“ So I’ve heard,” Halliday said, and 
dug out a stubby-stemmed' briar pipe. 
“ I’ve also heard that Jube might know 
who’s running guns into Sonora.”

“That wouldn’t be why you’re in such 
a sweat to reach Travaho, would it?” 
Smith remarked, as if thinking aloud.

He glanced questioningly at Halliday 
and found the lawman giving his full 
attention to tamping tobacco into the 
briar. Halliday finally got the smoke 
drawing to suit him.

“They say that range war between 
Rafter B and PK looks real bad for old 
Jeff,” he said then.

Snapper Smith nodded. “I didn’t sup
pose the U. S. marshal’s office inter
fered in things like that,” he suggested.

“ It don’t,” Halliday muttered.

“Then that ain’t why you're here 
either,” Smith said musingly#

There was a plain note of curiosity 
in the stage driver’s voice, but Halliday 
ignored it.

“What’s behind the trouble?” he 
asked.

"Same old story. Two outfits needin’ 
the same grass. Pike Kirby has been 
buildin’ up to this deal for five years. 
You could tell that by the way he oper
ated. He helped Pinky Weaver get elect
ed sheriff, so he knowed Pinky wouldn’t 
interfere when he started importin’ 
Border riffraff for a showdown battle 
with the Rafter B. They say Kirby’s 
ranch is a regular renegades’ roost now, 
with damn near as many men as he’s 
got cattle. They say you can see half 
the Texas Wild Bunch lined up at Oron- 
dorff’s bar in Travaho of a Saturday 
night.”

“So I’ve heard,” Halliday announced. 
“That’s why I’m headin’ for Travaho.”

Snapper Smith loosed a sigh. “You 
sure had me guessin’ ,” he admitted. 
“Have you got some certain outlaw in 
mind that might be there?”

Halliday nodded. But he didn’t men
tion a name.

II

OR a queerly blank interval Clark 
Benteen heard nothing at all. Then, as 
his shocked senses cleared, he heard 
Jube Tanner’s voice. But Jube wasn’t 
talking. He was making sounds of pain.

Benteen opened 'his eyes, and when 
they finally came into focus, he saw why 
Tanner was groaning. The big trader 
was sitting with his back to the bar, 
both hands pressed against his chest. 
Blood dribbled redly between his tallow- 
white fingers.

That didn’t make sense to Benteen, 
until he moved. Then a sharp lance of 
pain ran up across his left shoulder 
and he remembered the shooting— the 
impact of bullets against his back. He 
got slowly to his feet and was aware of 
blood’s warm wetness on his shoulder.
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But the lower part of his back didn’t 
feel wet, nor painful when he moved. 
There was no feeling in it at all. Yet 
he distinctly remembered the terrific 
pound of bullets.

“ The cussed thief!” Tanner whined. 
“The double-crossin’ son leavin’ me here 
to die!”

At the words Clark Benteen recalled 
the gold lining in his leather vest. He 
didn’t need to look to know the vest was 
gone. He could tell that by the lack of 
weight. And now, as some of the numb
ness receded from his back and a throb
bing ache set in, he understood why 
those bullets hadn’t penetrated his body. 
The first two had smashed against the 
tight-packed gold eagles, knocking him 
over so that the third bullet had sliced 
horizontally across his left shoulder- 
blade as he went down.

The gold, which had motivated the 
shooting, had saved his life!

A mirthless smile slanted Benteen’s 
whisker-shagged face. That was luck 
for you. Left-handed luck. Old Dame 
Fortune sure played peculiar tricks on 
a man. She coaxed him into a drygulch 
game with the cards stacked against 
him, then handed him the joker.

But even though he had lost his home
stead stake there was plenty to be 
thankful for, Benteen realized. It 
wasn’t often that a man got hit with 
that many bullets and lived to talk 
about it. And now, as he glanced at 
Tanner, an even more ironical idea 
came to him. Could it be that the bullet 
which had creased his shoulder had 
gone on to hit the greedy son who had 
framed this drygulch deal?

“ Who did the shooting, Jube?” he 
asked.

Tanner ignored him. The trader kept 
pressing his hands to his bloody shirt, 
kept mumbling and moaning. His 
glazed eyes were set in an hypnotic 
stare at the blood which dripped down 
to stain his buff-colored California 
pants.

Benteen peered at the front door, saw 
how it had been pushed away from the

wall, and knew that his assailant had 
waited there behind it instead of in the 
back room. A mocking smile quirked 
Benteen’s lips at the thought that he 
had overlooked the most logical place of 
all. Any ten-year-old boy, suspecting 
someone was hiding on him, would have 
been cagey of that pushed-back door.

“So simple a trap, I walked right into 
it,” Benteen muttered. Then he walked 
over to Tanner and demanded again: 
“Who was it, Jube?”

The wounded trader didn’t look up.
“Worden,” he mumbled, and stared 

at the blood dribbling from beneath his 
fat fingers. “We was goin’ to divvy up 
your gold, but he took it all. Every 
damn double-eagle of it, and robbed me 
to boot.”

Benteen laughed at him. “Serves you 
right for double-crossing a man who has 
made you a big smear of money. I paid 
you cash for those Winchesters, Jube—  
cash in advance.”

“ But you was quittin’,” Tanner ex
plained. “You was leavin’ me high and 
dry without a runner to keep the busi
ness goin’.”

His lips were blue, except where a 
crimson froth stained them, and now 
his bald head sagged sideward. Jube 
Tanner was dying as he had lived, 
thinking about money. Easy money.

“Which way did Worden go?” Ben
teen asked.

“North,” Tanner said weakly, “and 
I hope you catch the dirty son.”

His head lolled loosely and his blood- 
smeared hands sagged down until they 
rested palms up on his broad thighs. 
Sitting so, with an expression of utter 
resignation on his slack-jawed face, 
Tanner looked like a propped corpse.

“ What does Worden look like?” Ben
teen demanded, quickly, toughly.

n^ANNER tried to speak again, but
blood filled his throat so that the dis

torted words he mumbled were a mean
ingless jumble. He coughed and went 
into a spasm of retching, then just sat 
there with an awful fear in his eyes.
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"Talk, curse you!” Benteen ordered. 

“ Is Worden tall, or short— fat or thin?”
"He’s— ” Tanner began, then loosed a 

long, gurgling groan.
When it ended, Jube Tanner was 

dead.
Benteen frowninglv considered the 

grotesque spectacle of the trader’s bar- 
propped body. There had been some
thing gross about Tanner when he was 
alive; in death he looked like a drooling 
monster. And because Benteen felt no 
compassion, he cursed Tanner—not for 
tolling him into a Judas trap, but for 
failing to describe Worden before he 
died.

"How in blazes can I find Worden if 
I don’t know what he looks like?” Ben
teen muttered, as if arguing with Tan
ner. "He’ll change his name, and I’ll 
have nothin’ to go by. Nothin’ at all.”

Then he remembered the big bay. 
That might help a little, though there 
were a lot of bay broncs in Arizona, 
and Benteen hadn’t seen the brand on 
Worden’s horse. Yet even so, he felt a 
sense of anticipation as he helped him
self to provisions from the shelves.

"It may take some doin’,” he reflect
ed, ignoring the growing pain in his bul
let-bruised back. “But I’ll find him, re
gardless.”

He had to find kim, or lose the only 
real stake he had ever had. The stake 
that would set him up in the cow busi
ness.

When Benteen passed Tanner’s body

on his way to the door, he said mock
ingly:

"I ’d plant you proper, Jube, if I 
wasn’t in such a rush.”

Yet he took time to open the corral 
gate, so the three horses could reach a 
stack of hay behind the barn.

It was nearing sundown when Ben
teen lost Worden’s trail on a bald ridge 
of black malpais. Dismounting he led 
his tired sorrel gelding in a circle that 
revealed no sign of recent travel. Wor
den had been headed north when the 
big bay’s hoofprints petered out, but 
that didn’t mean he would continue in 
that direction. A man who had left two 
victims for dead might change direc
tions a dozen times in an effort to throw 
off possible pursuit.

Benteen made another circle, scan
ning the rock that was like smelter slag, 
so hard that unshod hoofs wouldn’t scar 
it. There wasn’t a sign. Not a thing to 
go by.

Cursing, Benteen put his eyes to a 
questing study of the broken, brush- 
blotched country ahead, hoping to sight 
a dust plume, but found none. North
west the Dragoons rose in rugged splen
dor, their eastern slopes already cloaked 
in lavender shadows. Worden, he 
guessed, was no more than one hour’s 
riding time away from him, but where? 
In what direction had he gone? Would 
the back-shooting thief continue north 
along this rock-studded ridge, or turn 
west toward Tombstone?
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With the fatalistic gesture of a losing 

gambler, Benteen s h r u g g e d — and 
winced. His shirt, which had pulled 
free of the blood-gummed wound when 
he dismounted, had stuck again, and 
once more pulled free.

“ Curse Worden’s soul!” Benteen mut
tered.

He rode down the first canyon he 
came to and, finding a shallow seep of 
water, decided to camp. It would be 
dark in another few minutes and his 
horse had been on the go all day, ex
cept for that brief rest at Tanner’s 
place.

Benteen hobbled his horse and gath
ered a supply of firewood. It got cold 
in this high country after sundown, and 
he missed the protection of his old 
leather vest. Remembering all the years 
he had worn it, and that it had been a 
Christmas present from Jane Belmont, 
Benteen cursed again. The drygulcher 
would probably discard it, transferring 
the gold pieces to another hiding place.

When he had built a fire and pre
pared a frugal supper, Benteen ate 
without relish. The wound in his shoul
der didn’t hurt except when he moved, 
but his back ached as if it had been 
pounded with a fence post. Added to 
that discomfort was the realization that 
after three tedious, law-dodging trips 
into Sonora with gun-laden mules, he 
still didn’t have a homestead stake. 
After all his fine plans for the future 
he was returning to Travaho as he had 
left it— practically broke.

It was enough to sour a man on life.
“ I’ve got to find Worden,” Benteen 

muttered monotonously. “ I’ve got to.”

T IKE a man deliberately tormenting 
^  himself, he recalled then the last 
time he had seen Jane Belmont. She 
had stood beside her proud old father 
in the big living room at the Rafter 
B and said quietly:

“ I agree with Dad. If the wild streak 
in you has to be fed on gunsmoke you’d 
better go somewhere else to do your 
fighting."

Remembering that now, as he had so 
many times before, Benteen swore de
jectedly. They had treated him as if he 
were a witless fool, an itchy-fingered 
young devil wanting to show off. That 
was what old Jeff had called him, not 
believing what he said about Pike Kir
by.

AndJane had felt the same way about 
it. In spite of all they had meant to each 
other, she had turned her back on him. 
Smarting with resentment, he had 
packed his wai’bag, ridden into Travaho 
and gone on a crazy spree of drinking 
and gambling until his saved-up wages 
were gone. A fool way to act, of course, 
but it had seemed the thing to do at the 
time.

He had done a lot of riding since then, 
and more fighting than he liked to re
member. But he hadn’t forgotten the 
scornful expression in Jane’s eyes the 
day he left the Rafter B. She had looked 
as if he had smallpox and might con
taminate her.

Benteen built a cigarette and smoked 
it. He was sitting like that, with a deep 
frown on his firelit face, when a gruff 
voice called from the darkness:

“ Raise your hands— quick!”
For a fleeting instant Benteen 

weighed his chances.
The voice came from directly behind 

him, which meant that he ’made a plain 
target outlined against the campfire. A 
target no marksman would miss. Yet 
even so Benteen teetered on the thin 
edge of diving across the fire's glowing 
embers.

If he could duck the first bullet!
“ Make up your mind,” the voice 

prompted.
Benteen guessed his assailant was less 

than fifteen or twenty feet away. Too 
close to miss him, even if he made a fly
ing dive.

“All right, Worden,” Benteen said.
Raising his hands shoulder high, he 

turned to see a tall, hawk-featured man 
step warily into the circle of firelight, a 
man he recognized instantly.

“Hawk Halliday!” Benteen exclaimed,
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staring at the oncoming lawman. “A 
trifle off your home range, ain’t you?”

Halliday eyed him narrowly, holding 
his gun hip high. “I could say the same 
for you,” he muttered and lifted Ben- 
teen’s Colt from holster, using his left 
hand with expert deftness. “Tol’able 
careless of a man to sit dreaming at a 
campfire only ten miles from the galoot 
he killed. Where’s your pardner at?”

“Pardner?”
“The name you called sounded like 

Worden,” Halliday said. “You must’ve 
been expectin’ him.”

A  mirthless smile twisted Benteen’s 
lips. “ Not exactly,” he said. “But I wag 
hopin’ to see him some time soon. You 
don’t happen to know Worden, do you, 
Hawk?”

“What's he look like?”
“Well, that depends,” Benteen said, 

and gave his attention to shaping a ciga
rette. “ If he happened to get shot be
tween the eyes he’d look like a corpse, 
and if he caught a bad case of smallpox 
he’d look like hell. Otherwise he’d look 
about the same as the last time you saw 
him.”

“ I’ve never seen a man named Wor
den,” the marshal said.

“ Neither have I,” Benteen admitted, 
and grinned at the bewildered expres
sion in Halliday’s faded eyes.

“ You loco?” the old lawman de
manded.

Benteen lit his cigarette with a burn
ing twig and gestured toward the 
smoke-blackened coffee can.

"Have yourself a drink, while I tell 
you about this no good son Worden,” he 
invited. “ It’s quite a yarn, and one you 
may not believe, but I’ll tell it, regard
less.”

Ill

B ENTEEN described the shooting at 
Tanner’s place for the deputy marshal 
without mentioning his gold-laden vest.

“ How come Worden only shot you 
once,” Halliday asked, “and that just a 
crease ?”

That was a question Benteen didn’t

want to answer. If he told about the 
gold in the vest, Halliday would be sus
picious enough to back-trail him to the 
Border, in which case he would learn 
abowt the gun-running deal.

“Worden thought he drilled me first 
shot,” Benteen said, “ then turned his 
gun on Tanner. Reckon he was a trifle 
excited.”

Halliday shook his head. “ It don’t 
tally, Benteen. Your story don’t make 
sense. I’ve heard some queer ones in 
my time, but yours takes the silver- 
mounted saddle with ‘Champ’ lettered 
on it. If somebody else shot Tanner why 
did you leave the poor feller settin’ 
there against his bar without even clos
in’ the door to keep the coyotes away 
from him.”

“ I was in a hurry to trail Worden,” 
Benteen said.

But he knew that Halliday had made 
up his mind. Nothing he could say would 
change this lawdog’s opinion.

“ But not in such a hurry that you 
couldn’t take time to turn Tanner’s 
horses out of the corral,” Halliday said 
accusingly.

“Well, I didn’t want ’em goin’ hun
gry,” Benteen explained. “There was no 
tellin’ how long it would be before some
body came along.”

Halliday laughed at him, a humorless, 
scoffing laugh. “So you thought more of 
them broncs than you did of Tanner.”

“Never said I liked Tanner,” Benteen 
muttered. “In fact, I hated his greedy 
insides.”

A sly smile slanted Halliday’s gaunt 
cheeks. “That’s more like it,” he said 
and drew a pair of handcuffs from his 
pocket.

“ I hated him, but I didn’t shoot him,” 
Benteen objected.

“ You can explain that to Sheriff Wea
ver at Travaho,” Halliday announced. 
“And to the jury that tries you for kill
in’ Tanner. . . .”

It was close to daylight when Halliday 
woke Benteen by removing the mana
cles.

“ Coffee’s ready,” he said.
• The lawman had already saddled his
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own horse, which Benteen recognized as 
being Tanner’s dun gelding. The saddle 
was Jube’s single-rigged outfit. He was 
wondering about that while he ate in 
moody silence. How had Halliday hSp- 
pened to arrive at Tanner’s so soon after 
the shooting?

“ Were you ridin’ the westbound 
stage?” he said.

Halliday nodded. “ Was aimin’ to rent 
a horse from Tanner for a trip to Tra
vaho.”

So that was it. Old Dame Fortune 
had pulled another of her pranks. And 
this time she wasn’t handing Clark 
Benteen the joker.

As Benteen saddled his sorrel he 
hoped that Halliday would dispense with 
the handcuffs. It wouldn’t be quite so 
bad then, riding into Travaho. At least 
folks wouldn’t know he was under ar- 
est until later. But that hope was soon 
banished, for the lawman snapped them 
on again.

“Just so you don’t get foolish no
tions,” he said drily.

Benteen nodded at his empty holster.
“ Not takin’ any chances, are you, 

Hawk?” he asked sarcastically.
“ Not with killers,” Halliday said 

gruffly. “None at' all.”
For hours then they rode in silence, 

climbing long, tedious slopes where the 
barbed branches of catclaw and mes- 
quite snatched at Benteen’s shirt sleeves 
as he held up his manacled hands to pro
tect his face. At noon, when they quar
tered into the north-south trail, Benteen 
scanned the dust for sign of recent, hoof- 
prints and finding none, guessed that 
Worden had headed for Tombstone.

He was tempted then to tell Halliday 
about the double-eagles and admit how 
he had acquired them. Then he could 
suggest they go to Tombstone and try 
to capture Worden. But he thought: “ If 
Hawk believes my story he’ll have me 
on a Federal offense.” And even if they 
caught Worden there would be only his 
word, the word of a confessed gun-run
ner.

So Benteen shrugged off the idea. Bet
ter to take his chances with a jury, or

hope for an opportunity to escape . . .
The trail dipped occasionally into dry 

washes and twisted through deep ar- 
royos, but mostly it gained altitude. The 
brush gave way to sprawling pirion and 
wind-twisted pine. By mid-afternoon 
they crossed the timbered crest of Whet
stone Divide and were easing down its 
north slope when the sound of distant 
shooting came faintly to Benteen.

Halliday heard it also. “Over towards 
the Rafter B,” he muttered.

R E CA LLIN G  what Tanner had told 
him about the range war, Benteen 

wondered about Jane. She was the true 
daughter of a peace-loving father, and 
violence would be extremely distressing 
to her. How was she taking the last- 
ditch struggle against Pike Kirby? 
Chances were that she wasn’t at the 
ranch. Old Jeff would make her stay in 
town with friends.

He grimaced, dreading the thought of 
her seeing him ride into Travaho hand
cuffed like a hog-tied coyote. A mana
cled killer on his way to jail!

That would be how he would look to 
Jane. His long lips twisted into a cynical 
smile at the realization that she would 
think him guilty. Jane had accused him 
of having a wild streak; now she would 
be sure of it.

“The devil with her,” he muttered.
“ What’s that?” Halliday inquired.
“Just thinkin’ out loud,” Benteen ex

plained.
Another burst of rifle reports sounded 

off to the west as they rode across the 
Rafter B’s south range. This was famil
iar country to Benteen. He had ridden 
every mile of it on uncounted occasions 
while working for Jeff Belmont.

“ Sounds like a regular battle goin’ 
on,” Halliday muttered, canting his 
head to listen.

Benteen rode in moody silence, dread
ing the ordeal of riding into town hand
cuffed. A penniless man could have his 
dignity. A shabby saddle tramp could 
hold his head high despite an empty 
stomach. But not a man with steel man
acles on his wrists.
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And the thought of jail made him 

squirm. A range-bred man would be 
better off dead than in a prison cell. He 
would go stark, raving mad in one 
month’s time.

Benteen was preceding Halliday into 
a narrow pass between two timbered 
hills when a bullet whanged past his 
head. That sizzling sound was instantly 
echoed by a rifle’s sharp report. Dodg
ing instinctively, Benteen yanked his 
horse into a pivoting turn and glimpsed 
separate puffs of powder smoke on the 
hill above. He dodged again as the air 
lash of another bullet fanned his right 
cheek.

He heard Halliday blurt a curse. 
Swinging his horse off the trail, Ben
teen saw the lawman tilt up his gun. 
But Halliday never fired it. He fell back 
in saddle as if struck by an invisible 
club. His body sagged sideward, spook
ing the excited dun. When the horse 
wheeled sharply, Hawk went down in a 
limp, headlong fall. And in this tumul
tuous moment of dust-hazed confusion, 
Benteen’s bronc collapsed like a burst 
bag, dropping so suddenly that Benteen 
had no time to jump clear.

The sorrel died as he went down.
Benteen lay motionless, his right leg 

pinned beneath the sorrel’s side. He 
heard hoofs on the ridge above him and 
thought: “They’ll come down for a look- 
see,” and hoped his blood-stained .shirt 
would fool them into thinking he was 
dead.

Dislodged stones clattered down the 
steep side of the pass and presently two 
riders halted on a shelf of rock some 
fifty feet above the spot where Benteen 
lay. Watching narrowly through low
ered lids, Benteen recognized Pike Kir
by and his foreman,'“ Red” Stambaugh.

“ There’s two that won’t get back to 
the Rafter B,” Kirby said, his dark, lan
tern-jawed face showing no more than 
casual interest as he peered into the 
pass.

A gloating grin rutted Stambaugh’s 
roan cheeks. “We got ’em whittled down 
to size,” he bragged. “ Can’t be more’n 
three or four Belmont riders left.”

Benteen held himself rigidly still, 
scarcely breathing. Both those men 
held Winchesters, and at any moment 
they might slam more bullets down here 
just to make sure. Especially Red Stam
baugh, who had a kill-crazy streak in 
him. The redhead had once worked at 
the Rafter B for a few days, and had 
been discharged for drawing a gun dur
ing an argument over a bunkhouse pok
er game. A bad one, Stambaugh. A fit 
foreman for Pike Kirby who intended to 
steal a whole range.

A green-bellied horsefly lit on Ben
teen’s cheek, the contact causing a re
flex twitch that he barely controlled. 
Another fly lit on his nose, flittered up to 
his forehead. Benteen kept his face 
muscles steady, well knowing that the 
slightest move now would bring a bullet. 
He watched Kirby shove three fresh 
shells into the loading gate of his gun 
then, as the two men turned their horses 
and rode away. Benteen loosed a sigh of 
relief.

“A fool for luck,” he told himself.

BUT presently, when Kirby and Stam
baugh had rimmed the ridge and 

Benteen endeavored to pull free of the 
dead sorrel, he wasn’t so sure about his 
luck. There didn’t seem to be much 
weight on his leg. He managed to ease 
around so that he could sit up. But he 
couldn’t pull the leg free.

Hawk Halliday lay where he had 
fallen, so close that Benteen could hear 
his gusty breathing. Blood showed on 
the lawman’s temple, and his left pants 
leg was stained above the knee where a 
slug had ripped his thigh. His eyes were 
closed and he appeared to be dying.

“ Serves him right,” Benteen reflected, 
feeling no pity.

Bracing his free boot against the sad
dle, Benteen put all his strength into a 
struggle to extricate himself. For a mo
ment, as the trapped leg inched a trifle 
from under the sorrel’s side, Benteen 
thought he was going to make it, thought 
that Dame Fortune had dealt him an
other joker. But his spur was fouled in 
the cinch webbing. His leg would come
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only so far, and there was not enough 
leeway to work the rowel free.

“ Joker, hell!” Benteen muttered.
A man could die of hunger and thirst 

in a fix like this. He could struggle and 
sweat and curse for a week and die in 
agony like a paw-trapped coyote.

Benteen relaxed, panting from his 
desperate effort. He watched a buzzard 
circle slowly overhead, observing how 
gracefully the black scavenger came 
down on tilted wings. When the buzzard 
swooped low Benteen scared it off with 
shouted curses and waving arms. Then, 
struggling with the desperation of a 
trapped animal, he tried to pull his foot 
out of the boot. But even though the 
boot was old, it was a snug fit and there 
was weight on it besides.

“ I’ll have to break that spur strap or 
the cinch, one,” he said stubbornly, and 
continued the struggle until exhaustion 
forced him to quit. Then he lay back 
panting and sweating.

It was dusk now, and night’s coldness 
crept into the pass. Benteen called Halli- 
day’s name, thinking the lawman might 
have regained consciousness. But there 
was no answer. Craving a smoke, Ben
teen maneuvered his shackled hands to 
his shirt pocket, got out the makings 
and shaped a cigarette.

The smoke tasted good. It relieved the 
gnawing hunger grind in his stomach. 
But it didn’t banish the awful dread that 
gnawed at his mind. The dread of slow 
death.

Afterward Benteen fell into fitful 
slumber and awoke shivering, to find 
a cold drizzle of rain sifting into the 
pass. For upward of an hour he resumed 
the struggle to free his numbed leg. But 
it was a futile fight. Resting again, he 
told himself that he must figure some 
other way of getting loose. And he knew 
dismally that there was no other way.

For a long time he lay there in the 
rain-drizzled darkness and remembered 
many things— how lovely Jane Belmont 
had looked the first time he kissed her, 
how she had whispered, “Clark, darling,” 
as he had held her tight. The world had

seemed all new and bright then.
Benteen listened for sound of Halli- 

day’s breathing, and heard none. The 
lawman, he supposed, was dead.

“ He died easy,” Benteen muttered 
enviously.

Then he slept again, unmindful of the 
cold rain that pelted against his sweat- 
streaked face.

IV

T H E  sun was high when Benteen 
awoke again. Almost at once he noticed 
that Hawk Halliday had rolled over dur
ing the night, so that he was within easy 
reach. And the handcuff key was dan
gling at the end of a gold watch chain 
on the lawman’s vest!

Quickly, feverishly, Benteen snatched 
the key. Even though removing the 
manacles wouldn’t free him from the 
sorrel’s carcass, it would make him feel 
less like a trapped, coyote. The tubular 
key slipped from his perspiring fingers 
while he tried to maneuver it into the 
locking mechanism of the left-hand 
manacle. The three-link chain between 
the handcuffs didn’t allow much leeway. 
He dropped the key again, but on the 
next try made it, and the key turned 
easily. A moment later his other hand 
was free.

Benteen flung the manacles far into 
the brush. He gave a gusty sigh, 
stretched his aching arms, and felt like 
a free man. Even with his foot trapped 
beneath the sorrel he felt free.

The pangs of hunger made a clutching 
ache in Benteen’s stomach, and thirst 
was like a grasping hand at his throat. 
He leaned forward, straining so far that 
his trapped leg seemed on the verge of 
breaking, and finally managed to reach 
the canteen on his saddle. The water 
was warm, but it was gloriously wet.

Five slow-circling buzzards made 
moving shadows on the dust. They were 
like taunting symbols, those shadows, 
like morbid messengers of doom.

When Hawk Halliday moaned weak
ly, Benteen eased a few drops of water
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between the lawman’s fever-flaked lips. 
It pleased him, somehow, to know the 
lawman was still alive; gave him a queer 
sense of satisfaction to know Hawk 
hadn’t died easily. He glanced at the 
marshal’s blood-soaked leg.

“Must’ve severed a main artery,” he 
muttered. “ Few more hours of bleeding 
and you’ll be a gone goose, Hawk.”

Acting instinctively, Benteen leaned 
forward again and removed his rope 
from the saddle, intending to fashion a 
tourniquet above the wound on Halli- 
day’s thigh. Then the thought came to 
him that this badge-toter was convinced 
he had killed Jube Tanner, and would 
so testify if he lived.

“To blazes with you!” Benteen mum
bled.

He built another cigarette and tried 
to keep his eyes off Halliday. But Hawk 
moaned reputedly. Cursing himself for 
a fool, Benteen fashioned a tight tourni
quet on the marshal’s leg. Then he 
worked at pulling free of the sorrel’s 
fly-swarming carcass. Hour after hour, 
he worked and cursed and sweated, 
while buzzards circled monotonously in 
patient vigil.

They seemed to know he would fail, 
those black scavengers. They seemed to 
be laughing at him, jeering at his fran
tic, futile efforts. Benteen cursed them. 
He shook his fists and screeched at them.

Afternoon’s scorching heat plucked 
the moisture from his sweat-soaked 
shirt. He took frugal swallows from 
the canteen and wondered how long a 
man could live on water alone. For the 
first time then it occurred to him that 
he must surely die in this forsaken pass, 
that he would become buzzard bait along 
with the sorrel and Hawk Halliday. 
What a feast they would make for the 
winged devils of disaster! It made his 
flesh crawl to think of it.

Benteen was savoring the awful por
tent of that dismal thought when the 
sound of a walking horse jerked him 
alert. His first thought was that some 
PK raider was on the prowl. He glanced 
at Halliday’s fallen gun and understood

that there wasn’t a chance to reach it. 
Then he remembered that his own gun 
had been stuck into the waistband of the 
lawman’s riding pants. But it wasn’t 
there now. Must have fallen out when 
Halliday tumbled off his horse.

But where was it?
Eagerly, as if he were seeking a 

fabulous treasure, Benteen peered 
about. The gun must be nearby. Then 
he glimpsed its barrel protruding be
neath the marshal’s body. Quickly roll
ing Halliday over, Benteen snatched up 
the gun and had it cocked when he 
turned to face the oncoming rider.

If that was Red Stambaugh or Pike 
Kirby there would be more buzzard bait 
here muy pronto!

IN THIS tense instant, as a black horse 
came tramping through the brush, 

Clark Benteen stared in bug-eyed aston
ishment. The black’s rider was a girl— 
a blonde, blue-eyed girl who spoke quiet
ly- [Turn page]
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“I saw the buzzards and rode over to 

see what had attracted them.”
Then she stared at him.
“ Clark!” she exclaimed. “ Clark Ben- 

teen !”
“ Hello, Jane,” he greeted, peering at 

her in the dazed fashion of a man not 
quite sure of what he saw.

Her smoke-blue eyes and tip-tilted 
nose and full, sweet-curved lips were 
exactly as they had been three years ago, 
yet she seemed different. She seemed 
changed, somehow

•‘Clark, you’re hurt!” sh* cried, hast
ily dismounting.

Watching her, Benteen understood 
what the different was. Three years had 
changed Jane Belmont from a girl into 
a woman, had given her oval face and 
supple body a lush, full-blown beauty. 
Even her honey-colored hair seemed 
more fragrant when she knelt beside 
him to examine the wound in his shoul
der.
, “Just a crease,” he told her. “I ’ll be 

good as new when you loosen that cinch 
strap on the sorrel. My spur got tan
gled in the webbin’.”

Almost at once then Benteen was free 
of the dead horse, was standing up and 
gingerly testing his numb right leg. Re
turning circulation needled it with 
prickling darts and he guessed he hal 
chafed some hide off his ankle during 
the long struggle. But he was fr  •>. 
Miraculously, gloriously free!

He loosed a gusty sigh.
“Old Dame Fortune had hur arm 

around me again!” he said. He shook 
his head and looked at her in baffled 
wonderment. “ Never thought I’d see the 
day when I’d have to thank you for sav
in’ my bacon.”

That seemed to displease Jane. “ You 
don’t need to thank me, Clark,” she said. 
“ Fd do as much for a dog.” She glanced 
at Halliday’s sprawled form. “ Is he 
dead?” she asked.

“ Not quite, but he’s lost a lot of 
blood.”

Jane shrugged wearily. “He’s not the 
only one. Four of our riders are dead,

two others wounded. And Dad is in bed 
with a bullet-hole in his side. But Brett 
Nedrow is siding the Rafter B now, and 
we’ve still got a chance if Marshal Halli- 
day arrives in time to arrest the Texas 
outlaws who are riding for Pike Kirby.”

That surprised Benteen. “ Did your 
father send for Hawk Halliday?” he 
asked.

Jane nodded. “Hawk used to be our 
foreman a long time ago. When Dad dis
covered that Kirby was importing 
wanted men to fight against us, he sent 
word to Marshal Halliday, hoping he’d 
get here before the fighting started. But 
something must have happened to him.”

“ Yes,” Benteen said soberly. “ Some
thing did it.” Then he pointed to the 
sprawled shape on the ground. “ That’s 
Hawk Halliday.”

For a moment Jane stared at Benteen 
as if she didn’t believe him.*’

“Then you were riding north with 
Hawk?” she asked, a queerly eager note 
in her voice. “ You and Halliday were 
riding together?”

Benteen nodded, and Jane— smiled,. 
That didn’t make sense to Clark Ben- 
teen, for she rushed over to Halliday 
and knelt beside him and said sorrow
fully:

“Poor old Hawk! What have they 
done to you?”

Wholly confused, Benteen watched 
Jane use her neck scarf to wipe blood 
from Halliday’s forehead. She had re- 
jected his thanks. She had said she 
would do as much for a dog. But then, 
learning that he was riding with Hawk 
Halliday, she had smiled at him. Why 
had that pleased her?

“We must get Hawk to the ranch 
quickly, Clark,” Jane announced. “Doc 
Med wick is there. He’ll save Hawk if 
anyone can.”

“Sure,” Benteen agreed, but now he 
regretted fashioning the tourniquet 
around the lawman’s leg. Except for 
that, Hawk might have bled to death and 
there would be no fear of a killer charge 
in the future.

Presently Benteen had hoisted the old
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lawman across Jane’s saddle.

“ I’m so glad Hawk brought you with 
him,” she said. “You can do what he 
would’ve done.”

SO THAT was it!
That was why Jane had smiled. She 

thought he was a deputy marshal, and 
that Halliday had brought him along to 
help round up the wanted outlaws on 
Pike Kirby’s pay-roll. What a joke that 
was! What a left-handed, senseless joke. 
He, a gun-runner who had been hand
cuffed and accused of killing a man, be
ing mistaken for a deputy marshal!

The monstrous irony of it formed a 
cynical smile on Clark .Benteen’s hun- 
ger-gaunted face. But Jane didn’t see 
it, for she was leading the black out of 
the pass.

“ I’m so glad Hawk brought you with 
him, Clark!” she was saying again.

As they walked toward the ranch, 
Jane told him all about the trouble, how 
Pike Kirby had kept putting pressure on 
her father, little by little, until old Jeff 
had no longer been able to stand it.

“ You were right,” she admitted 
frankly. “ I know it now, and so does 
Dad. But we—well, Clark, it seemed so 
fantastic three years ago. We just 
couldn’t believe any man would do what 
Pike Kirby has done. What you warned 
us he would do.”

“ Did the old crew stick with Jeff?” 
Benteen asked, recalling the names of 
men who had taken their riding orders 
from him in the old days.

“Most of them,” Jane said. “ But 
they’ve been outnumbered all along, 
even before what happened yesterday. 
It was awful, Clark! Aw ful!”

It was dusk when they reached the 
flats just south of the Rafter B yard. 
A rider whom Benteen recognized as 
“Baldy” Hackmire drifted out of the 
shadows near the fence.

“ We was gettin’ tol’able worried 
about you, ma’am,” he said.

He peered at Halliday’s saddle-draped 
form.

“It’s Hawk,” Jane said. “They dry-

gulched him over in the pass. But he’s 
still alive. Did Brett get back from town 
all right?”

“Yeah, he drove in an hour ago with 
a wagonload of provisions and plenty 
ammunition,” Baldy reported. “Now ail 
we need is a new crew.”

The old rider took a closer look at 
Benteen. “Why, if it ain’t Clark!” he 
exclaimed. He shook hands in friendly 
fashion. “ If Jeff had of took your ad
vice three years ago, Clark, we wouldn’t 
be in this awful fix now.”

As he spoke, a blocky, bland-faced 
young man galloped up and hastily dis
mounted.

“ I was just starting out to look for 
you, Janey!” he cried.

The almost possessive tone of his 
voice stirred a swift sense of resentment 
in Benteen. Who was this smooth-talk
ing galoot? Must be some Johnny-come- 
lately in Travaho Basin. But he had 
been here long enough to fall in love 
with Jane. Clark could tell that by the 
way the fellow looked at her. He acted 
as if she was his personal property.

Jane introduced them. “ Brett is run
ning the fight against the PK,” she said, 
“and using his own money to do it.”

“So?”
Benteen disliked the bland friendli

ness of the man who shook his hand 
energetically. Brett Ned row might be 
siding the Rafter B, running the fight 
against Kirby, as Jane said, but it was 
Jane herself he was fighting for, not the 
ranch. And, judging by the cheerftil 
confidence of Nedrow’s manner, he had 
won what he was after.

They went on toward the house with 
Nedrow walking beside Jane.

“ Clark came with Marshal Halliday 
to help arrest Blackjack Chisum and 
those other wanted men on Kirby’s pay
roll,” she said.

The irony of that brought a cynical 
smile to Benteen’s face. Arrest, huh! 
He would be a wanted man himself as 
soon as Marshal Halliday regained con
sciousness long enough to tell what he 
knew, or thought he knew. And that,



78 BORDER BREED
Benteen supposed, would be the first 
thing the badge-toter would talk about. 
Hawk would want to know about his 
prisoner.

V

R -A F T E R  B’s lamplit windows were 
near now. And although it was too dark 
for Benteen to distinguish more than 
the looming outline of house and barn 
and bunkhouse, he knew exactly how 
this place looked. There was a giant cot
tonwood tree close by the front gallery. 
He had heard its restless sighing many 
a moonlight night when he had sat with 
Jane while old Jeff played checkers with 
the boys in the bunkhouse. But now 
there was just darkness, and the mur
mur of Brett Nedrow’s voice telling 
Jane about his trip to town, explaining 
why it had taken so long.

Again Benteen felt a smoldering r e - ' 
sentment. He tried to tell himself that 
it wasn’t jealousy, that he had discarded 
all his romantic notions three years ago. 
But deep inside he knew that no other 
girl would ever mean what Jane had 
meant to him. And knew he would have 
no chance at all with her when his mar
shal masquerade was revealed. He 
couldn’t even stay on here as a rider, 
unless Halliday happened to die without 
regaining consciousness.

The wounded lawman gave a low 
moan. Steadying him, Benteen noticed 
the silver badge pinned to the inside of 
Halliday’s open vest. It reminded Ben
teen of Jane’s swift smile when she 
had thought he was also wearing a mar
shal’s badge, and of how abruptly that 
false impression had given her hope. All 
the way in from the pass he had tried to 
find the proper words to tell her the 
truth, to explain why he would have to 
leave Travaho Basin muy pronto. But 
the right words hadn’t come, and now it 
was too late.

But as they reached the house and 
Jane hurried ahead to make prepara
tions for Halliday, an idea came to Ben
teen. A loco, reckless scheme took shape

abruptly and he thought that it might 
work. It just might.

Quickly he removed Halliday’s badge 
and slipped it into his own pants pocket. 
If Hawk didn’t come out of his coma too 
soon there might be a chance of doing 
what Jane wanted done, before a pen
niless renegade headed south again.

A marshal’s badge might make the 
difference.

Benteen was thinking about that when 
Nedrow helped him carry Halliday up 
the gallery steps. He had been away 
from this country for three years. How 
were folks to know he hadn’t become 
a deputy marshal ? They would find out 
in time, of course, but it wouldn’t take 
long to do what he had in mind. Win or 
lose, the deal would be over in a day or 
two. A week at the most. And after 
that it didn’t make a bit of difference 
what they knew.

Except Jane. Benteen frowned, think
ing how it would be with her when she 
learned about his masquerade.

“So you’re a deputy marshal,” Ned
row said as they reached the top of the 
gallery steps.

It wasn’t a question exactly. It was 
more as if Nedrow was thinking out 
loud, as if he were a trifle puzzled. 

* * * * *
There was a worried frown on Sheriff 

“Pinky” Weaver’s florid face as he stood 
at Dutch Orondorff’s Palace bar absent
ly holding a glass of beer. Never an in
dustrious man, Weaver had sold his 
homestead in the Tailholt Hills upon be
ing elected sheriff.

“Town life will suit me just fine," 
he had said, and had celebrated his 
election by purchasing a fancy broad
cloth suit, new bench-made boots and 
a pearl-gray Stetson, the like of which 
no rancher had ever worn in Travaho 
Basin.

“I’m goin’ to live high off the hog for 
a change,” he had announced.

Moving into a front room at the Al
hambra Hotel, he had been as happy as 
a horse in a clover patch. But now, lis
tening to Dutch Orondorff’s rasping
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voice, Pinky Weaver wasn’t happy at all.

“ It iss an outrage,” Orondorff declared, 
propping his huge stomach on the bar’s 
beveled edge and emphasizing his pro
nouncement by gesturing with a wet bar 
rag. “ You are the sheriff. You wear the 
badge. But you are lettin’ Texas outlaws 
kill Rafter B cowboys every day and do 
not lift a hand. It iss an outrage!”

SH ERIFF WEAVER wiped his per- 
^  spiring face.

“ If them Texans was rustlin’ cattle or 
robbin’ banks I’d go after ’em quick, 
Dutch,” he said dejectedly. “But they 
ain’t. They’re workin’ at the PK. They’re 
all on Pike Kirby’s pay-roll, just like 
them men at the Rafter B are on Bel
mont’s pay-roll. They’re hired hands, 
Dutch.”

“ They’re outlaws!” Orondorff in
sisted. “Just because they’re bein’ paid 
by Pike Kirby don’t change that!” 

Weaver shrugged. “ Maybe so, but 
they ain’t outlawin’ now. They’re 
workin’ for wages."

“ Workin’ / ” Orondorff e x c l a i m e d ,  
smearing the word with contempt. “ Do 
you call it work when men spend most 
of their time in town and the rest of it 
shootin’ at Belmont cowboys ? How many 
calves haff those workers branded? 
How many cattle haff they gathered? 
And you call it workin’ !”

“Well, then, they’re fightin’ for Kir
by,” Weaver conceded. '‘ But I’ve got 
no way of stoppin’ a range war. You 
didn’t see no sheriff stoppin’ the Mur- 
phy-Chisum feud in New Mexico, did 
you, Dutch? This is the same thing, and 
I can’t do nothin’ about the fightin’. It’s 
between Belmont and Kirby.”

“ But Pike had no right to bring such 
killers into this country,” the saloonman 
argued stubbornly. “ He iss not fightin’ 
a fair fight against Jeff Belmont, hiring 
such men. They are killers, not cowboys, 
and you should run them out of here. 
You are the sheriff.”

“How can I?” Weaver demanded. “ I 
got no deputies. One man can’t run off 
a whole Wild Bunch by hisself.”

Orondorff snorted disgustedly. “ You 
could swear in some deputies, if you’d 
try.”

Clark Benteen eased through the 
Palace batwings.

“ Clark—you haff come back!” Dutch 
Orondorff exclaimed.

Benteen grinned and shook hands 
with Orondorff, who pz'omptly produced 
his private bottle of bourbon.

“ It hass been a long time since you 
went away,” Dutch said happily. “ It iss 
good you are back.”

Sheriff Weaver also shook hands. 
Benteen said, “ So you quit ranchin’ to 
wear a star, eh, Pinky?”

“Yes, and I think maybe it was a mis
take,” Weaver muttered. “ Badge-totin’ 
can get downright troublesome at times. 
Like now, with a damn range war goin’ 
on and everybody tryin’ to tell me what 
to do. It’s enough to give a man the 
runnin’ fits.”

Benteen chuckled. And because this 
was the first test of a plan that had oc
curred to him last night at the Rafter B, 
he forced a comradely tone.

“ Yes, Pinky,” he said. “ I’ve found it 
that way too.”

Then, as Ordondorff and Weaver 
gawked at him in surprise, Benteen took 
a silver badge from his pants pocket and 
let them look at it.

“ Deputy U. S. marshal!” Weaver 
blurted.

“You haff come lookin’ for some Texas 
killers, yess?” Dutch asked quickly, 
eagerly.

“ Yes,” Benteen agreed. “ I hear there’s 
a bunch of Federal noose-dodgers hidin’ 
out around here.”

“Goot!” Orondorff exclaimed. “ Goot 
for you Clark!” Then, with a disdain
ful glance at Weaver, the saloonman 
said, “ They are not hidin’, Clark. He 
iss the one who iss hidin.”

That brought a brighter shine to 
Weaver’s flushed cheeks, and he hastily 
explained why he could take no sides in 
the Belmont-Kirby fight. It was, Ben
teen understood, a timid man’s alibi for 
keeping a promise to the outfit which
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had helped him win an election. There 
was nothing odd about such a situation. 
It was common in cattle-land. But be
cause Benteen’s rash plan would have 
little chance for ultimate success with
out Weaver’s cooperation, he offered no 
criticism of Pinky’s failure to do his 
duty.

In fact, Benteen seemed to agree with 
the worried sheriff, for he said:

“ I can see where this deal has put you 
smack-dab in the middle, Pinky. A man 
in your position has to be careful what 
he does.”

He had downed his drink, but Dutch 
had refused to take his money.

“Of course I wouldn’t ask you to help 
me corral these Texas owlhoots, Pinky,” 
Benteen said. “But I might need the 
use of your jail for a few days. How 
many cells you got vacant ?”

“Six of ’em,” Weaver reported, plainly- 
pleased that he wasn’t being asked to 
aid in making arrests. “ I sure couldn’t 
refuse to let a Federal officer have the 
use of our jail.”

“That’s fine,” Benteen said, and patted 
Weaver’s shoulder. Then he added cas
ually, “ No need for me to fret about you 
losin’ a prisoner, once he’s in your cus
tody. You’d keep him in that jail, come 
hell or high water, wouldn’t you, 
Pinky?”

VX^EAVER gulped. This was more than
" he had bargained for. Pike Kirby 

wouldn’t take kindly to having his riders 
behind bars. Not only that, but there 
was a good chance the PK crew might 
try to raid the jail. That would put 
Pinky in a bad fix. There was only one 
way a sheriff could break up an at
tempted jail delivery. With a gun. And 
he would have to do more than threaten 
a bunch like those Texas gunfighters. 
He would have to shoot.

Weaver seemed on the verge of re
fusing to accept such an unexpected 
responsibility when Dutch Orondorff de
clared :

“That iss one thing you will do, Pinky 
Weaver. You haff said the fight between

Kirby and Belmont iss not your business, 
and so you do nothin’ to stop it. But run- 
nin’ the jail iss your business. It iss a 
duty you cannot dodge!”

Sheriff Weaver gulped again. “ I’ ll 
guard the jail, come hell or high water,” 
he said without enthusiasim.

During Benteen’s first two hours in 
Travaho he shook hands with a dozen 
men, including Silas Morgan, who owned 
the mercantile, Ed Jackson, proprietor 
of the livery stable and “ Dude” Shan
non, the hotelkeeper. All of them were 
friendly, yet all seemed reluctant to dis
cuss the Kirby-Belmont fight.

“Just somethin’ that had to happen,” 
was the way Silas Morgan expressed it. 
“ I disliked to cut off Jeff’s credit, 
knowin’ how much he needed provisions, 
but I had no choice.”

“Why?” Benteen demanded. “Why 
didn’t you have a choice?”

“ I’ve got to do business with the 
Travaho Bank, or go out of business,” 
the old merchant explained. “ Pike Kirby 
owns the controllin’ interest in our bank 
now, and the bank holds mortgages on 
nearly every business in town. We’ve 
been friends with old Jeff for a long 
time, but we can’t cut our own throats 
to help him now.”

That, Benteen understood, was why 
none of these men had brought pres
sure to bear against Sheriff Weaver. 
Even though their sympathies were with 
Jeff Belmont they had to remain neutral 
or be squeezed out of business by Kir
by’s bank. It also explained Jane’s re
mark about Brett Nedrow using his own 
money to run the fight against the PK. 
A bad situation.

Some little time later, as Benteen sat 
at the front window of his hotel room 
and watched Main Street, he wondered 
if Hawk Halliday had regained con
sciousness by now. Doc Medwick had 
diagnosed the lawman’s head wound as 
concussion.

“ He might wake up in an hour, or a 
week,” the doctor had said. “ But he 
will make it.”

And Jeff Belmont, sitting up in bed
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with his bullet-broken ribs tightly 
strapped, had exclaimed:

“You can’t kill a tough old rooster by 
bouncing bullets off his noggin. Hawk’ll 
be up and at ’em in no time at all!”

Benteen shrugged. There was nothing 
he could do about it. Sooner or later, 
depending upon Halliday’s recovery, he 
would be exposed as a fake marshal. But 
in the meantime perhaps he could ac
complish something to remember. Some
thing for Jane to remember also.

Remembering all he had seen and 
heard at the Rafter B the night before, 
Benteen frowned. There didn’t seem to 
be much chance of stopping Kirby, no 
matter how well this scheme turned out. 
Baldy Hackmire was the only able- 
bodied member remaining of Jeff Bel
mont’s crew. He and Nedrow took turns 
standing guard against a surprise at
tack, while Jane and Doc Medwick 
cared for five wounded men. And every
one, including Jane, seemed to think 
Brett Nedrow was a brass-riveted hero 
because he had abandoned his two-bit 
horse camp to join the Rafter B.

“Brett believes in fair play,” Jane had 
said, bragging about Nedrow’s help. “ He 
has offered to spend every dollar he owns 
to help the Rafter B survive this awful 
thing.”

Well, who wouldn’t, if the spending 
gave him a chance to win a girl like 
Jane Belmont?

Nedrow, Benteen believed, didn’t give 
a hoot about fair play. He looked like 
a romancer, and he acted like one.

“ Just butterin’ his bread on the right 
side,” Benteen muttered.

There was more to it than fair play; a 
lot more. There was a pair of smoke- 
blue eyes and sweet, curving lips; there 
was the shapely image of a man’s camp
fire dreams. Brett Nedrow might have 
other reasons for siding the Rafter B, 
but Jane was reason enough.

VI

ATIENTLY watching the street, 
Benteen wondered how soon the PK

crew would show in town. This was 
Saturday and Dutch Orondorff had in
formed him that Kirby’s riders began 
drifting in during the afternoon, a 
couple at a time.

“ Blackjack Chisum and Tex Hood 
usually come in together,” Dutch had re
ported. “ They’re both wanted for mail 
robbery in Texas, and so iss Sam Gan
non. The other one you should grab is 
called Cherokee Slim.”

A  thin and mirthless smile quirked



02 BOKDEfT BKEEU
Benteen’s lips as he recalled the last time 
he’d seen those four killers. They had 
been drinking pulque in a cantina ten 
miles below the Border. Suspecting his 
gun-running activities they had set a 
bushwhack trap for him when he left 
town. But because they had been too 
drunk for accurate shooting he had 
escaped without a scratch.

TVfOW he was setting a trap, and he
’  wasn’t drunk. He would be stark 

sober when he sprang it.
Benteen glanced at the big clock atop 

the courthouse. Twenty minutes past 
one. Still early. He took out his Walker 
Model Colt and examined its loads, then 
sat in moody reflection. For a man who 
had once been accused of having an itchy 
trigger finger he had done mighty little 
shooting during the past couple of days. 
He had been wounded, arrested at gun
point and had a horse shot from under 
him without once firing a shot. And he 
had lost fifteen hundred dollars in gold 
without ever seeing the man who 
grabbed it.

Worden, he supposed, was having 
himself a big spree in Tombstone about 
now. The back-shooting son would be 
giving the tinhorns and the dance hall 
girls a chance to slick-finger him out of 
another man’s stake.

For a time then, with the urge to find 
Worden forming a strong impulse in 
him, Benteen considered discarding this 
marshal masquerade. Even if his scheme 
was successful he had nothing to win 
here. Brett Nedrow had the inside track 
with Jane, and would continue to have 
it, no matter how the range war ended. 
She thought he was a bright knight in 
shining armor, a fair-minded knight 
who could do no wrong.

So why should he, Benteen, risk his 
hide in a fool deal ?

He had nothing to win by staying. 
And everything to lose. If he wasn’t shot 
down he would probably end up in Yuma 
prison, or swing from a gallows for a 
killing he hadn’t done. A man would be 
a fool to risk that.

Benteen slid his gun into holster, put

on his hat and strode out into the hall
way. Going downstairs he remembered 
abruptly that Jane had saved him in the 
pass. He recalled how she had said, “ You 
don’t need to thank me. I ’d do as much 
for a dog.”

He shrugged and sauntered out to the 
veranda. Even a dog wouldn’t run out 
on a debt like that. The payoff here 
might cost him more than his chance of 
finding Worden. Much more. But he 
had to make it. He had to pay the debt 
he owed Jane Belmont, even though he 
could never have her.

There was just one way he could do 
that— by cutting down the odds against 
Baldy Hackmire and Brett Nedrow.

He was pinning Halliday’s badge on 
his shirt when he saw three riders turn 
into Main Street. Peering at those in
dolent, slow-moving shapes, he identified 
them instantly— Red S t a m b a u g h ,  
“ Blackjack” Chisum and “ Tex” Hood!

Casually, in the unhurried fashion of 
a man having no definite goal, Clark 
Benteen crossed Main Street’s wide dust 
and stepped up to the Palace Saloon 
stoop. There had been a time when the 
pressure of impending violence would 
have flustered him, a time when the sure 
knowledge of a gunsmoke showdown 
would have tangled his thinking and 
tightened his muscles.

But the smoky years had taught him 
the futility of fear. They had given him 
a gunman’s nerveless calculation and 
conditioned him, so that now he leaned 
indolently against an awning post in 
such a way that there was no sunlight in 
his eyes.

A mere detail, that; a seemingly in
significant detail. But the difference be
tween living and dying often depended 
upon such trivial things.

Stambaugh, Chisum and Hood were 
riding abreast, coming along the street 
at a jog trot. The PR’s red-headed fore
man was slicked up in his Sunday shirt 
and ice-cream-colored sombrero. He 
called a greeting to Goldie Miller, a 
sparkling-eyed waitress who stood in 
the Grand Cafe doorway. Chisum and 
Hood also favored Goldie with ogling
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glances, and as she boldly smiled back 
at them, Benteen thought they would 
pull up in front of the restaurant.

“Curse a fancy-faced female for mess- 
in’ things up,” he muttered.

TF THOSE riders stopped there he 
would have to stage this deal all over. 

And he might not have the sun’s slanting 
rays in his favor. But the grinning, gun- 
hung three didn’t stop. They came on 
toward the saloon hitchrack.

“ She sure likes her sweetenin’ , that 
Goldie,” he heard Stambaugh brag. “She 
goes for me like a fly to sugar.”

Benteen watched them dismount. 
They were, he reflected, a tough trio. 
Chisum, black-bearded and gotch-eared; 
Tex Hood, who had once been a profes
sional gambler and still wore a tinhorn's 
garb; and Red Stambaugh who had a 
kill-crazy streak. As tough a trio as a 
man would meet north or south of the 
Border.

Remembering how close Stambaugh 
had come to killing him yesterday, and 
how easily the redhead could have fin
ished off a helpless, handcuffed prisoner, 
Benteen laughed a little. Red hadn’t got 
close enough to recognize him in the 
pass, but he would now.

As i f  in echo, Stambaugh exclaimed; 
“When did you get back, Benteen ?” 
“ A little while ago,” Benteen said with 

apparent disinterest.
Stambaugh peered at the badge. 

“What’s that tin on your shirt stand 
for?”

“Deputy U. S. marshal.”
Blackjack Chisum held up a hand to 

shade his sun-dazzled eyes. “ You— a law- 
dog?” he exclaimed.

“Aw, he must of stole that badge,” 
Tex Hood scoffed, “ or found it on a 
trash pile. He ain’t no more a U. S. 
marshal than I am.”

For a moment they just stood there 
gawking up at him. Then Chisum said: 

“ I’ll buy you a drink, Benteen, badge 
or no badge. I ain’t proud, one way nor 
the other.”

“ But I am,” Benteen said, his voice

showing no sign of the tension inside 
him. “ I’m real particular who I drink 
with.”

The insult registered in Chisum’s 
black eyes, making them glint.

“You funnin’ ?” he demanded. “ Or 
do you mean it like it sounds?”

“ Just like it sounds,” Benteen an
nounced.

Then, with a fluid smoothness that 
made the motion seem deliberate, he 
drew his gun.

“ You’re under arrest— all three of 
you!” he announced.

For a hushed moment they stared at 
the gun in speechless astonishment.

“What the hell is this, Benteen?” 
Stambaugh demanded then. “Why you 
pointin’ that gun at us?”

“I’m arrestin’ you for shootin’ Mar
shal Hawk Halliday,” Benteen said 
quietly. “ I was with Hawk at the time—  
up there in that pass south of Rafter 
B. Remember?”

Stambaugh's mouth sagged open. 
“Was that you?” he blurted. “ Me and 
Pike thought it was Belmont riders.”

“A hell of a way for white men to 
fight,” Benteen accused. “ Sneakin' 
around like half-breed Apaches and 
shootin’ men without knowin’ who they 
are.”

Ignoring the angry flush that stained 
Stambaugh’s roan face a deeper hue, 
Benteen shifted his glance to Tex Hood's 
slyly inching right hand.

“All right, Tex, if you feel lucky,” he 
said. “Otherwise hoist your hands up 
where I can watch ’em.”

Hood’s sun-squinted eyes glinted 
wickedly. His lips went thin, but he 
raised his hands shoulder high. And at 
this exact instant Red Stambaugh’s 
splayed fingers darted to holster. He 
had his gun half-drawn when Benteen 
fired. The bullet clipped a corner of 
Stambaugh’s shirt pocket, knocked him 
back against the hitchrail. He made a 
teetering turn and collapsed with his 
body half over the hitchrail, spooking 
the three horses into rearing confusion.

While Benteen kept a strict watch on
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Chisum and Hood, a woman’s high- 
pitched scream lanced along the street.

“ That’ll be Goldie,” Benteen thought, 
and felt a swift sense of dread. For al
though Stambaugh wasn’t worth a tear 
from any girl’s eyes, Goldie might weep 
over him, might turn this deal into a 
spectacle of romantic grief. But none of 
that worry showed in Benteen’s gruff 
voice.

“Make up your mind, Blackjack,” he 
said. “ Draw or hoist.”

Chisum peered at Stambaugh’s gro
tesquely suspended body and muttered, 
“ Deader’n a barbecued beef.” Then he 
raised his hands.

A tight, tough grin slanted across 
Benteen’s cheeks. This was progressing 
perfectly.

A CROWD converged on the saloon.
Sheriff Weaver came from the bar- 

bership with one side of his face whitely 
lathered by shaving soap.

“What’s up?” he demanded, peering 
at Stambaugh’s swaying body.

Silas Morgan called something from 
across the street, then Dutch Orondorff 
rushed through the saloon’s batwing 
doors.

“ It iss a thing to see, Clark— a great 
thing!” he was explaining.

But Benteen wasn’t listening. He 
was watching Goldie Miller rush up to 
the hitchrack.

“ Red,” she cried. “Red, honey!” 
Then she looked at Benteen.
“ It was him, or me,” he said.
She didn’t speak. She just stared up 

at him, her eyes dark against the sud
den pallor of her face, dark and dry and 
hot with hate.

Benteen shrugged. He waggled his 
gun at Chisum and Hood,

“Head for jail, you sashay sports,” he 
ordered, and followed them through the 
morbidly watching crowd.

“ Wait till Pike Kirby hears about 
this!” a man called.

“ There’ll be hell to pay!” another 
man exclaimed.

There already was for Sheriff Weaver,

who paced his office like a man at wits 
end.

“You’d better turn us loose before 
Pike and the boys get here, Pinky!” 
Blackjack Chisum called when he passed 
the cell corridor. “ Otherwise they’ll 
take this jail apart—and you with it!” 

Weaver wiped perspiration from his 
forehead. He went to the doorway and 
peered worriedly along Main Street. 
Then he glanced at Benteen. “ I ain’t 
sorry you killed Stambaugh,” he said, 
“ him takin’ Goldie Miller away from me 
like he done. Red was a no-good smart- 
alecky son if ever I saw one. But Pike’ll 
go hog wild when he hears about it. 
Him and Red was thicker’n bugs in 
a bunkhouse.”

Benteen shrugged and shaped up a 
smoke. “I’ll take care of Kirby when the 
time comes,” he said. “All you’ve got to 
do is sit tight in here while I dehorn 
Cherokee Slim and Sam Gannon. I’m 
planning’ to come up behind them while 
they’re trying to bust in here. So if you 
do any shootin’ be sure I’m not a target.” 

“ Shootin’ ?” W e a v e r  o b j e c t e d .  
“Where’d I get off if it come to 
shootin’ ?”

Benteen nodded at the silver star on 
Weaver’s vest. “You’re the sheriff,” he 
said quietly. “ It’s your sworn duty to 
uphold law and order.”

He was on the point of leaving the jail 
office when Pinky said:

“ Wait until I go get me a drink. I 
sure need it.”

Benteen grinned. Weaver, he guessed, 
was wishing he had never won the elec
tion. The dude-dressed lawman was 
wanting a place to hide. As Weaver 
started out the doorway, Benteen asked: 

“ You sure Kirby and the others will 
come to town this evenin’ ?”

“ Sure, and that’s why I need a drink,” 
Weaver declared, and hurried on out.

VII

C^LARK  BENTEEN stood in the door
way of the sheriff’s office, warily watch
ing Main Street. No telling just when 
the rest of the PK crew would arrive,
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nor how they would come. If they all 
rode in together this would be difficult to 
handle. But he hoped they would come 
soon. Waiting was bad. It got on a 
man’s nerves and gave him time to 
think about too many things.

He watched Pinky Weaver start past 
the Grand Cafe, and stop. Goldie Miller 
stood in the doorway. Benteen couldn’t 
hear what she said, but he saw her smile 
at Pinky and lay a hand on his arm. A 
natural-born flirt, Benteen reflected, 
and swore softly as Weaver went into 
the cafe. For the success or failure of 
his scheme depended upon Weaver be
ing here when the PK bunch arrived. It 
would be like Goldie to keep Weaver 
away from the jail just for spite. Re
membering the look she had given him, 
Benteen, he frowned. That waitress 
hated him.

Benteen tossed his cigarette out into 
the dust. He observed two small boys 
who were peeking in a side window at 
Garrett’s Undertaking Parlor where Red 
Stambaugh, a dead gunfighter, had 
been carried. Unless Clark Benteen had 
some luck, those bug-eyed lads might be 
peering at him the same way.

Main Street was almost deserted 
now, and that seemed odd. For it was 
almost sundown, and this was Satur
day. Benteen’s gaze lifted to the hazy, 
Bhadowed slopes of the Tailholt Hills 
northwest of town where he had planned 
to stake his homestead. There was tim
ber up there to build a house as well as 
grass and water for a small herd of 
cattle. Remembering how he had in
tended to buy good breeder stock and 
raise high-grade beef, Benteen became 
morose. There was but one way he 
could make that dream come true— by 
finishing this job in a hurry and finding 
Worden before the ambusher squan
dered those double-eagles.

He wTondered again if Hawk Halliday 
had come out of his coma. It was cer
tain that the lawman would head for 
town the minute he was able to ride. He 
would come looking for the prisoner who 
had stolen his badge.

The west-bound stage clattered into 
town, its wheels churning up a high ban
ner of dust. Benteen saw it stop in front 
of the Wells Fargo office next door to the 
Alhambra Hotel. The driver threw down 
two mail sacks. Banteen thought: “ If 
I took that stage now I’d be in Tomb
stone by midnight.”

For the second time this day he had 
to force down a prodding urge to leave 
Travaho, had to shackle his impatience 
because of a blonde girl who had saved 
him from becoming buzzard bait. A 
proud girl wffio had bragged about Brett 
Nedrow’s heroic qualities.

And now, as Benteen stood there 
watching the street, he saw something 
that made him bitter. Sheriff Weaver 
and Goldie Miller, each carrying a va
lise, hurried down the hotel steps and 
climbed into the stage-coach just as the 
driver kicked off his brake! He hadn’t 
even seen them leave the cafe where she 
worked.

“The yellow dog!” Benteen muttered. 
“The romancin’ yellow dog!”

As the stage rolled down Main Street 
Benteen understood exactly how Goldie 
had out-maneuvered him. She had prob
ably tried to talk Pinky into giving up 
his prisoners when the PK bunch ar
rived, and when that had failed she had 
used her woman’s wiles to lure Weaver 
into leaving town with her. It hadn’t 
been difficult, Benteen supposed, recall
ing that Pinky admitted he’d had his 
eyes on the waitress. Anyway, Weaver 
had most likely jumped at the chance to 
duck the showdown with Pike Kirby, a 
showdown he had been dreading with 
a coward’s gnawing fear.

Benteen turned back into the jail of
fice in the solemn way of a man facing 
almost certain failure. The set-up had 
been chancy enough at best, but now, 
with Weaver gone, it seemed hopeless.

With that slogging sense of futility 
crawling through him, Benteen took 
stock of the situation. A scattergun and 
a Winchester were racked above Pinky's 
desk, and the cell key-ring hung from a 
nail on the wall. One man, he supposed,
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could hold out here indefinitely against a 
siege. But he couldn’t make additional 
arrests on the outside. And that was the 
important thing!

“ Damn Pinky Weaver,” Benteen mut
tered, for he knew that his efforts to cor
ral all of Kirby’s outlaw gunfighters had 
been ruined.

It was at this moment that he heard 
footsteps behind him.

Whirling instantly, he drew his gun— 
and saw Brett Nedrow in the doorway.

“Don’t sneak up on a man like that!” 
he snarled.

ON NEDROW’S blandly handsome face 
was only smiling amusement.

“ On edge, aren’t you, Benteen?” he 
said smoothly and perched on a corner 
of Weaver’s desk. “ Dutch Orondorff tells 
me you’ve cut down Kirby’s crew by 
three, including his foreman.”

Benteen holstered his gun, went to 
the door and gave Main Street a quest
ing glance.

“ How are things at Rafter B?” he 
asked, as he turned back.

“ Fine,” Nedrow declared. “Thanks to 
me there’s plenty of grub, and guns 
enough to stand off a troop of cavalry.” 
He chuckled, and built a cigarette. “ I 
bought out the mercantile’s entire stock 
of ammunition and dynamite yesterday. 
If the PK runs short of bullets they’ll 
have to go all the way to Tomstone for 
’em, and if they try to raid the Rafter 
B they’ll be blown sky high as they cross 
the yard. I’ve got dynamite planted on 
fifty-foot fuses all over the place.”

He was a braggart from who hid the 
broom, Benteen thought. No wonder 
Jane and the others considered Nedrow 
a brass-riveted hero. But even so, Ben
teen grudgingly gave him credit for 
rescuing the Rafter B from an intoler
able situation. Without food, ammuni
tion or a crew of riders, the ranch had 
been doomed to destruction until this 
brash man had intervened.

“ Did Halliday wake up?” Benteen 
asked.

Nedrow nodded. He glanced at the

badge on Benteen’s shirt. “Hawk didn’t 
say much,” he said slyly, “ but he seemed 
surprised when Jane told him wrhat you 
were plannin’ to do. He said you’d never 
get away with it.”

“ So,” Benteen thought, wondering 
how much this smooth-talking horse 
rancher knew and how much he sus
pected.

“Jane got to worryin’ after Hawk said 
that,” Nedrow went on. “ She said you 
were such a gunsmoke galoot you’d 
tackle the whole PK crew single-handed, 
in which case you’d need help. So she 
asked me to give you a hand with your 
badge-toter chores until Hawk is able to 
ride.”

A humorless, mocking smile quirked 
Benteen’s lips. Jane, he supposed, 
hadn’t changed her opinion of him. She 
still thought he was just a fiddle-footed 
drifter with a wild streak in him, an 
itchy-fingered gunfighter wanting to 
show off. And she always would.

Briefly then, Benteen told Nedrow 
about his plan for arresting Gannon and 
“ Cherokee Slim,” and how the scheme 
had been wrecked by Sheriff Weaver’s 
desertion.

“ My idea was to wait until dark,” he 
said, “ then try to grab those two quietly, 
one at a time, and bring ’em in the 
back door of the jail. With that done 
we’d have the toughest half of Kirby’s 
crew under lock and key, and could stand 
off the rest.”

“ Sounds smart,” Nedrow admitted. 
“But how about the back door? Suppose 
they make a try at breakin’ in there 
also?”

Benteen shook his head. The back door 
is iron, and I’ve got the only key. They’ll 
gang up at the wooden door here in front, 
which means we’ve got a good chance to 
outsmart ’em— if you’ll take over Wea
ver’s chores.”

Nedrow smiled. “Jane said for me to 
be real careful and not get myself hurt,” 
he said blandly, as if savoring a fond rec
ollection of his departure from the 
Rafter B. “ But I’ll give you a hand.”

He reached for the scattergun, ex
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amined its double loads and followed 
Benteen to the doorway.

“You used to think a lot of Jane your
self, didn’t you?” he asked.

That deliberately taunting question 
roused swift resentment in Clark Ben
teen. It was like salt rubbed into the 
raw of his discarded dreams. Brett 
Nedrow was gloating, too, in the way 
of a man who got what he wanted, and 
took full credit for getting it.

But there was no sign of anger in 
Benteen’s voice as he said:

“ Yes, quite a lot. But that was a long 
time ago.”

He went out into the sunless street.
Benteen ate supper at the Grand Cafe.
“ Goldie Miller wouldn’t of run off 

with Weaver if you hadn’t killed Red 
Stambaugh," the glum proprietor com
plained. “ Now I got no waitress.”

After he had eaten, Benteen wrent in
to the back alley and followed it to an 
opening between two buildings directly 
opposite the jail. Here he waited, keep
ing a patient watch on the street.

TYAYLIGHT faded. Twilight lingered 
^  briefly, then full darkness came. 
Main Street was empty of traffic, show
ing no sign of movement against yel
low shafts of lamplight which slanted 
across the dust. It was a brooding emp
tiness that gnawred at a man’s nerves and 
greased the palms of his hands with per
spiration.

Benteen smoked three cigarettes, tak
ing care to shield the glowing tips dur
ing each smoke. No use revealing his 
presence here. Some citizen might 
choose to inform Kirby. Everyone on 
Main Street knew there wrould be a 
showdown wfhen the PK boss arrived. 
They were waiting and listening, want
ing no part of the impending conflict. 
But, except for Brett, no one knew ex
actly how the showdown was rigged.

Glancing at the jail office, Benteen 
grinned. There was no light, which 
meant that Jane’s bragging boy friend 
was also waiting this out in darkness. 
Recalling what the blocky-faced horse

rancher had said about her asking him 
to be careful, RenL..en wondered if she 
had kissed Brett good-by. He supposed 
she had. He was thinking about that 
when he heard hoof beats. The PK crew 
ware coming into town, he thought in
stantly.

Almost at once five riders jogged in
to Main Street, their saddle-slouched 
figures showing plainly as they passed 
the livery stable’s lantern-lit doorway. 
Two of them were strangers to Benteen, 
but he recognized the other three— 
Kirby, Gannon, and Cherokee Slim. The 
five men dismounted at the Palace Saloon 
hitehrack and were starting up the stoop 
when a man hurried from the mercan
tile «nd spoke to Pike Kirby.

Benteen could guess what he was say
ing— and what Kirby would be think
ing. He watched those five riders turn 
toward the jail and knew that the wait
ing was almost over. He nudged his gun 
loose in its holster as Kirby led his men 
to the darkened doorway of the sheriff’s 
office.

“Benteen, come out of there or we’ll 
smoke you out!” Kirby shouted.

For a moment there was silence. Then 
Brett Nedrow’s voice, muffled by the 
closed door, came faintly:

“Smoke and be damned to you!”
It occurred to Benteen that the PK 

bunch might think that was his voice, 
not knowing the setup. And if that were 
so, Pinky Weaver’s desertion might 
prove to be a benefit. For if Kirby 
thought that he, Benteen, was in the 
jail, there would be a much better chance 
of getting Gannon and Cherokee. There 
might even be an opportunity to grab 
Pike Kirby himself!

Benteen peered at the hastily deploy
ing shapes in front of him. Except for 
a faint shaft of light from the mer
cantile’s front windows, the street here 
was shrouded in mealy darkness. He 
heard the PK boss give an order, and 
was calculating Kirby’s position when 
guns began blasting— one so near that 
its muzzle flare gave him a fleeting 
glimpse of Sam Gannon's pock-pitted
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face. Gannon was forted up behind a 
rainwater barrel on this side of the 
street!

Benteen stepped warily out to the 
sidewalk, moved up behind Gannon and 
jabbed his gun into the Texan’s back.

“Keep quiet or I’ll blow your backbone 
right through you!” he commanded.

Then, keeping the gun’s muzzle hard 
pressed against Gannon’s shirt, Benteen 
reached around and snatched the gun 
from Sam’s fingers. Then he hastily 
handcuffed him.

“What the devil is this?” Gannon de
manded as Benteen prodded him back 
between the buildings.

“ An arrest,” Benteen said with savage 
satisfaction and hurried his prisoner 
around to the jail’s rear entrance while 
guns continued their steady blasting in 
the street.

If he could get back there soon enough 
there would be still another prisoner for 
Nedrow to guard!

V III

W ITH the iron door unlocked, Ben
teen was herding Gannon inside when 
a shadowy shape rushed up.

“Who’s that?” a harsh voice de
manded, and as Benteen pushed his 
manacled prisoner ahead of him, Black
jack Chisum yelled from his cell:

“Grab that door! Hold it open!”
Benteen whirled and fired, and reached 

for the door. But he was too late. A gun 
exploded so close to his face it’s flare 
blinded him; so close he felt the con
cussion instead of hearing it. But he 
heard Sam Gannon’s yelp of pain and 
knew the slug had hit his prisoner. 
Ducking hastily along the cell corridor 
he collided with Gannon, then pushed the 
staggering gunhawk on into the jail 
office.

“That you, Benteen?” Nedrow called 
nervously.

“Yes, and we’ll soon have company,” 
Benteen shouted. “ More company than 
we’ll know what to do with!”

“What you mean ?” Nedrow demanded.

“The back door is open.”
Nedrow cursed. “They’ve got us 

trapped!” he cried.
But with his last word his voice was 

lost in a racketing roar of guns from 
the back of the jail, bullets plunking 
into the wall above Weaver’s desk. Ben
teen dropped to the floor, eased over to 
the cell-block doorway. He slammed 
two fast shots into the corridor and felt 
the sharp sting of wood splinters claw
ing his cheek as slugs ripped into the 
door frame an inch from his face.

Then, as he changed, positions for 
another shot, Brett Nedrow knelt beside 
him.

“ They’re all at the back now!” he 
whispered excitedly. “ We can slip out 
the front door and make a run for it.” 

“ I’ve got three prisoners,” Benteen 
snarled, “and I’m keeping them!” 

“You’re loco,” Nedrow muttered. 
“Plumb loco!”

Benteen ignored him. He fired and 
moved and fired again. Two men, he 
thought, might still be able to hold out 
here. Even with PK riders controlling 
the cell corridor they couldn’t free Chis
um and Hood without the keys.

Then he felt a draft of cool'air. Un
derstanding what it meant, he muttered, 
“Another romancin’ yellow dog.”

Brett Nedrow was leaving.
Grimly preparing for a final stand, 

Benteen barred the front door, then 
started across the dark office toward the 
gun rack above Weaver’s desk. He 
would be directly in the line of fire from 
the corridor, but if he could obtain the 
scattergun it would be worth the risk.

A slug whined wickedly over Ben- 
teen’s head as he leaped to the desk and 
crouched behind it. The firing now 
seemed deliberately spaced, coming in 
single gunblasts that were hugely mag
nified by the jail’s stone walls. And 
each bullet was high. It was as if the 
PK riders knew that he was trying to 
reach the sheriff’s scattergun, yet they 
couldn’t have seen him.

Benteen waited. Powdersmoke’s acrid 
stench smarted his eyes and fouled his
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nostrils. The only windows in this place 
— small, barred squares high up on the 
walls— were unbroken, so there was 
no outlet for foggy wreaths of gunsmoke 
that became thicker as the shooting con
tinued.

Benteen raised his head high enough 
to peer into the clotted blackness of the 
corridor. Kirby, he guessed, had closed 
the iron door at the rear so he and his 
riders wouldn’t be outlined against the 
lesser darkness outside. Recalling how 
the PK boss had gazed calmly at two 
drygulched men in the pass, Benteen 
began an impatient search for the gun- 
rack. A double-barreled charge of slugs 
right now might turn the dark corridor 
into a slaughter chute, might end the 
Belmont-Kirby war once and for all!

A bullet whanged past Benteen, head 
high, its brief, broken hiss causing him 
to dodge instinctively. He thought, “ It’s 
the bullet you don’t hear that hurts,” 
and explored the wall with questing fin
gers.

Again and again, while those spaced, 
close-whining slugs made his shoulder 
muscles flinch, Benteen sought for the 
rack but failed to find it. And during 
this frantic searching he guessed why 
those bullets were being fired high. It 
was so that men could sneak along the 
corridor below them!

A S BENTEEN’S fingers finally found 
^*-the gunrack, he gave a whispering 
curse. The scattergun was gone! Brett 
Nedrow must have taken it!

Benteen ducked quickly back across 
the room with a dull feeling of the futili
ty of further efforts. One man couldn’t 
stand off a rush of men he couldn’t see. 
And there was no way to keep them from 
sneaking along the corridor. Sooner or 
later they would close in on him, would 
rake this room with a hail of hot lead.

Brett Nedrow had called him loco. 
Benteen grimaced at the thought that 
even now that bragging rider was on 
his way to Rafter B— and to Jane. He 
would tell her how a crazy gunsmoke 
galoot had got himself caught in a six-

gun showdown. And she would say re
gretfully, “ Clark always had a wild 
streak.”

Wild streak, hell! All he wanted was 
a homestead and some cattle in the hills. 
Brett Nedrow had ruined his last chance 
of having that by sneaking out of here. 
Because even though Benteen might live 
long enough to pay Jane back for what 
she had said, he would never walk out of 
this hole alive.

There wasn’t a chance!
Then he remembered the front door, 

and clung to a fragile strand of hope. 
Slipping quickly to the door he unbarred 
it, swung it wide open. Again a draft of 
cool air swept into the room. And a faint 
shaft of light from the store windows 
streamed across the sheriff’s office.

As if the swift swirl of fresh air were 
a signal, the shooting ceased.

“Benteen has hightailed out the front 
door!” a loud voice lanced along the 
corridor.

But Clark Benteen hadn’t hightailed. 
He stood flattened against the front 
wall, half-hidden in deep shadow, and 
he was smiling thinly as a hasty thud of 
boots echoed down the long corridor. 
The odds were three to one, as they had 
been in front of the Palace Saloon when 
he had taken his first prisoner. Benteen 
had the faint shine of reflected lamp
light in his favor, now, instead of sun
light.

In this fleeting interval of waiting, 
knowing that his first shot might be his 
last, Benteen wished swiftly and urgent
ly that ■ Pike Kirby would lead the 
charge into the office. If he could kill 
that greedy son, the others wouldn’t mat
ter.

But even as the wish was born Ben- 
teen’s eyes focused on Cherokee Slim’s 
hawk-beaked face and up-tilted gun. 
Benteen fired, and fired again as another 
man rushed up behind Slim’s slumping 
form, and another gun exploded.

Then a bullet sliced along Benteen’s 
left temple. He staggered against the 
door. Groggily, like a drunkard reaching , 
for a lamp post, he tried to grasp the
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door for support, but it swung away 
from him. And before he fell against the 
door and it slammed shut, his reeling 
senses registered the sound of Pike Kir
by’s voice.

“What’s going on out there?” the PK 
boss was demanding.

For a brief, black interval Benteen 
crouched on his hands and knees. There 
was a queer roaring in his ears; it re
minded him of thunder running through 
a high-walled canyon. He shook his head. 
Blood smarted his left eye, and the taste 
of it was salty-sweet on his lips.

The roaring diminished, and he heard 
a sobbing groan.

“ Is that you, Slim?” he heard Pike 
Kirby’s voice asking. •

“No, it’s me,” panted another voice, 
“and I got a slug in m e!”

“ Where’s Benteen ?” Kirby demanded, 
his voice echoing along the corrider. 
That told Benteen that the PK boss was 
playing it safe.

The wounded man cursed. “ I killed 
the son,” he announced. “Go get me a 
doc, or somebody to fix this hole in my 
stummick, before I bleed to death.” 

Benteen propped himself against the 
wall. He fought off the grogginess that 
kept shrouding his senses, and listened 
to hesitant footsteps coming closer. He 
waited until he heard Kirby step over 
Cherokee Slim’s body.

“Start shootin’,” he snarled then, and 
took a swift step sideward.

KIRBY’S gun blasted instantly, the 
brief bloom of its muzzle flame giv

ing Benteen a glimpse of Kirby’s rage- 
rutted face. Benteen fired, stepped to one 
side, and fired again. Kirby’s gun ex
ploded once more, that bullet ripping 
into the floor at Benteen’s feet. Then a 
yeasty, wooshing sigh came plainly to 
Benteen, that dismal sound followed by 
the thud of Kirby’s elbows on the floor. 

Clark Benteen shrugged wearily. 
“ There’s your payoff, Jane,” he mur

mured.
He was opening the front door when 

Orondorff called from across the street:

“ Clark, iss there somethin’ I can do?” 
Benteen grinned.
“ Yes,” he called back. “A drink of 

that good bourbon!”
A gun blasted behind Benteen then, 

but he didn’t hear it. And he didn’t feel 
the smash of his face against the plank 
walk. Nor see Dutch Orondorff, who 
hurried across Main Street shouting 
angry curses. . . .

A long time later Benteen heard 
voices. At first he couldn’t identify them. 
Then, as he became fully awake, he 
heard Hawk Halliday ask:

“ Is he goin’ to make it, Doc?”
“All he needs is luck,” the medico an

nounced, “and a good nurse.”
“ It seems that he has both,” Halliday 

suggested.
There was a sound of footsteps then 

and a door closing. Clark Benteen be
came aware of slim, cool fingers gently 
stroking his forehead, and of a familiar 
fragrance, long remembered. Even be
fore he opened his eyes he knew that 
Jane was sitting beside his bed. He 
looked at her.

“ You’re going to be all right, Clark,” 
she said quickly. “ Doc says you’ll be 
good as new in a month’s time.”

Benteen didn’t smile. “At that rate I’ll 
never catch Worden,” he muttered.

He wasn’t aware of Hawk Halliday’s 
presence in the room until the old law
man spoke.

“Worden is already caught,” he rum
bled.

As Benteen stared at the marshal in 
wide-eyed wonder, Halliday came to the 
bed with a brush-scarred leather vest in 
his hand.

“ I arrested Worden when he came 
back to the Rafter B after runnin’ out 
on you at the jail,” Hawk explained.

But that didn’t make sense to Benteen. 
“Worden? That wasn’t Worden. It was 
Nedrow.”

“Sure,” Halliday said. “ Which is Wor
den spelled backwards. I recognized him 
as bein’ wanted for a mail robbery in 
Texas when he killed a mail clerk.” 

Benteen could scarcely believe it.
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“You mean Nedrow is Worden— the 
man who drygulched me at Tanner’s 
Tradin’ Post?” he demanded.

Halliday nodded. “ But what was he 
doin’ down there that day?” Benteen 
asked. “Why would he go there while 
this fight here was goin’ on?”

“ He wanted to buy all the ammuni
tion,” Jane explained, “ so that Kirby 
would have no chance of replenishing 
his supply this side of Tombstone. Brett 
even bought out a store at Tailholt.”

“So that was how it happened,” Ben
teen said musingly. “ This Nedrow-Wor- 
den and Tanner got together on the spur 
of the moment.”

“Most likely, or else they'd known 
each other in the past,” Halliday said. 
“Worden spent some of your money, but 
most of it is still in the linin’ of this vest 
of yours. Jane says she gave it to you a 
long time ago, so I reckon there’s no 
doubt about you owning it.”

For a long moment then, as Marshal 
Halliday left the room, Benteen lay

gripped by utter confusion. No wonder 
Brett Nedrow had guessed he wasn’t a 
deputy marshal. He must have recog
nized the man he had thought he had 
killed, as soon as Jane introduced them.

Then a new thought struck Benteen. 
A dismal, futile thought that somehow 
made the recovery of his gold-eagles 
seem meaningless.

“I suppose Brett is still a sort of hero 
to you, ain’t he?” he asked Jane morose
ly-

“ No,” Jane said without hesitation, 
“ and he never was.” A slow, sweet smile 
curved her lips. “There’s never been but 
one hero for me, Clark. Only one.”

The surprise shocked Bentfeen. He 
couldn’t believe she meant it. But her 
warm eyes were telling him something 
without the use of words.

“A hero with a wild gunsmoke streak 
in him?” he asked.

Jane nodded. “ Yes, Clark, honey.”
And her lips were gently smiling 

when she leaned over for his kiss.
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LAZY A
A Novel by W. C. TUTTLE

I

M t  WAS one of those foggy, raining, 
dismal nights, when all the world seemed 
one vast drip, drip of water; cold gusts 
of wind from the bay, where the fog 
warnings boomed dismally, boat whistles 
shrilled. ' On the streets of San Fran
cisco, cable-car motormen danced jigs on 
their gongs, seeking to clear the tracks, 
which they could hardly see in the dim 
glow of their own headlights.

Standing in a half lighted doorway, 
just outside the borders of Chinatown, 
was a slender girl. She wore a black suit, 
black hat. Suit and hat were well 
worn, and also wet. She carried no 
umbrella. She did not seem to be beauti
ful, but perhaps that was because of the 
abject misery in her big, dark eyes, her 
utter helplessness. Her face was so pale 
against the gloom that it seemed like a 
white mask suspended against a dark 
curtain. The wind swirled past the door

way, showering her with rain, but she 
only stared ahead, dumbly.

A policeman emerged out of the fog, 
peered at her, and went on. A man 
emerged from a doorway farther up the 
street, and passed her. He was tall, rath
er slender, his head surmounted by a 
huge Stetson, which made him look gi
gantic in the dim light. His heels hit hard 
on the sidewalk, because he was wearing 
high-heeled boots, and he carried a suit
case.

The street car clanged past before he 
could reach the corner, so he placed his 
baggage on the sidewalk, shoved his 
hands deep in his pockets and leaned 
against a post, also directly in front of 
the girl. He looked directly at her then, 
drew his hat farther over his eyes. He 
shivered a little. He wore no overcoat.

A man came from the opposite direc
tion, swathed in a heavy overcoat, whis-
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tling aimlessly. He was a big man, the 
collar of his coat touching the brim of his 
derby hat. He did not see the girl until 
he was almost past her. He stopped and 
came back to her. He may not have seen 
the tall man, who leaned against the post.

“Hello, Kid,” he said ingratiatingly. 
“What are you doing out in the rain, all 
alone?”

The girl drew back against the wall. 
“No coat, no umbrella?” The man in 

the overcoat laughed. “Say, you must be 
up against it. Gee, you don’t need to 
shiver on a corner.”

“Will you please go away?” asked the 
■girl. “ I’m all right.”

“I’ll say you are, Kid— all right. Come 
on, and I’ll show you a good time.” 

“Please let me alone,” she said softly. 
“Don’t try to kid me.” The man 

laughed. “I’ll show you the best time— ” 
The tall man stepped in behind him 

^nd a huge hand, which gripped like a 
vise, fastened to his shoulder.

“The lady asked you to let her alone.” 
The tall man’s voice seemed mild, apolo
getic.

The other man squirmed. “Who in 
hell are you?” he demanded.

“Names wouldn’t mean anythin’,” the 
tall fellow said mildly.

The man in the derby jerked loose. 
“Then keep your hands off me! Trot 
along and let us alone.”

“Ma’am,” the tall man spoke softly, 
ignoring the fellow’s threatening atti
tude, “do you want to go with this man ?”

“I certainly do not.”
“I reckon that’s final, don’t you 

think?”

TTHE D E RBY -H ATTED  man may not 
^  have agreed, for he was foolish 

enough to swing at the tall man. His 
overcoat was a handicap. His blow had 
traveled only half of its arc, when a 
thick, bony fist, seemingly weighted with 
lead, caught him under the chin, and he 
went backward into the street in a heap.

The girl stifled a scream, but the tall 
man’s chuckle was reassuring.

“Did you know this man, ma’am?”

“No, I don’t know who he is.” 
“Neither does he— right now. Ain’t it 

cold! I hate this kind of weather. I 
s’pose it’s because I live so much on the 
desert.”

“On the desert?” the girl - repeated 
softly. “Where everything is clean and 
good, and the sunshine— ”

“Have you lived there?”
“Ages and ages ago.”
He peered closer at her. “You don’t 

look old.”
‘‘I’m twenty-two.”
He laughed softly. “Yeah, you’re sure 

ancient, ma’am. And you’re wet and 
shiverin’. Will you—  Say, I just knocked 
that feller into the street for askin’ you 
to go with him, and I was about to do the 
same thing. He’s gettin’ up, prob’ly won
derin’ what to do about it.”

The man had staggered to the oppo
site sidewalk, where he stood humped 
slightly in the rain. His derby was out 
in the street but he did not seem to miss 
it. A policeman coming down the street 
heard the man say something and 
stopped.

“C’mon,” said the tall man, grasping 
the girl by the arm. “You never can tell 
what that jigger will tell the law.” 

Shielding her from the rain as much 
as possible, he picked up his suitcase and 
led the girl around the corner. She did 
not hold back. There was too much sin
cerity in this big cowboy’s voice for her 
to feel afraid.

“Where are we going ?” she ventured. 
“ I know a place,” he said. “ It ain’t so, 

much to look at, and lots of ornery folks 
eat there, but they sure sabe how to cook 
a steak, and make soup. Do you like 
soup?”

“Soup?” the girl said queerly, as 
though it was something she had once 
known, but had forgotten.

“Yeah. Lots of onions and meat. Here 
we are.”

He led her up a rickety stairs, where 
the air was redolent with odors of frying 
meats, garlic, and the hundred-and-one 
odors typical of a bohemian chop-house 
where no questions are asked.
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No head waiter met them. In fact they 

were almost knocked down by a hurrying 
waiter, carrying a tray of dishes.

It was warm up there amid all those 
smells. The tall man led the girl to a 
booth and they sat down. He placed his 
suitcase beside him where he could 
watch it.

flecked with freckles. He wore a cheap 
brown suit, flannel shirt, and his trous
ers were tucked in the tops of his high- 
heeled boots. There was no denying 
that he was homely. Then he smiled at 
her. She caught her breath— and smiled 
back at him.

He was not the same man when he

An old saddle blanket was flung over Idaho’s head

The girl’s face was slightly flushed, 
and when she removed her dripping hat, 
he saw that she was pretty. Her hair 
was a soft brown. His face was long 
and bony, with a large nose, keen gray 
eyes and a big mouth. His cheek-bones 
were prominent, his hair neutral, 
neither blond, brown nor red.

His hands were huge, bony-wristed,

smiled. She stared at him, while the 
waiter took their order, wondering that 
a smile should so absolutely change a 
man.

“Ma’am,” said the tall man gravely 
when the waiter went away, “my 
name’s Collins. My friends call me Cul- 
tus— Cultus Collins, from Cuyamac.”

“And I am Mary Smith,” she said



96 LOOT OF THE LAZY A
simply. “They used to call me Mary 
Elizabeth— when I had friends.” 

“Uh-huh. Mary Smith, how long 
since you ate a meal ?”

“Why— er— this noon.”
"You don’t need to lie to me, Mary 

Elizabeth. Callin’ you that ought to 
prove me yore friend, and you hadn’t 
ought to lie to yore friends.”

Mary Smith looked into the gray eyes 
of “Cultus” Collins, and decided not to 
lie, because he seemed to know.

“It wasn’t a big meal,” she said 
slowly.

“It wasn’t any meal at all, Mary 
Smith.”

“No, I guess it wasn’t.” And then 
Mary Smith bowed her head on her wet 
arms and cried, while Cultus Collins 
upset a bottle of catsup, trying to pat 
her shoulder and tell her to quit crying.

TI/TARY SMITH finally stopped crying, 
dabbled her eyes with a wet hand

kerchief, and tried to appear brave, 
while she choked over the first meal she 
had eaten in two days. Cultus did not 
question her, nor did she offer any ex
planation, until the steaks and baked 
potatoes and soup and salads were but 
memories, and they were eating huge 
slices of apple pie and cheese, for which 
the place was famous.

There were roses in Mary Smith’s 
cheeks now, even if her body was still 
wet from the rain. Bit by bit she told 
her tale of woe. Mary had come from a 
little town in New England, had liter
ally run away because she did not want 
to marry a certain man, greatly desired 
by her parents, and because she wanted 
to see some of the world. She had saved 
enough money to buy a ticket to the 
Middle West, and by selling a few pieces 
of jewelry she had been able to stretch 
this ticket to San Francisco, where she 
had an aunt.

But the aunt had not been there.
Lack of a business education had lost 

Mary several fairly good positions. 
Sickness had cost her all her slender 
savings, and now she was a week over

due on her room rent, and the room had 
been locked against her. For three days 
she had haunted the stores, trying to 
get a job, but they had merely looked 
at her shabby clothes and told her there 
was nothing available just now.

Cultus Collins rubbed his chin and 
wondered what to do. He was not finan
cially able to give her much assistance. 
He could give her enough money to pay 
her room rent and for a few days of 
square meals. But that would not rem
edy the clothes proposition, and with
out clothes she could not hope to get a 
decent job.

“Just what was you goin’ to do— 
standin’ there in the rain, Mary 
Smith?” he asked.

She shook her head, her eyes filling 
with tears. “I— I don’t know. My body 
was numb, and I guess my mind was 
not far from being in the same state. 
It was all so hone'ess!”

“Uh-huh, I see. And yet you 
wouldn’t go with that man.”

She shook her head. “I was going 
the other way.”

“Toward the bay?”
Mary Smith nodded. Cultus sighed 

and shook his head.
“It’s a queer old world, Mary Smith. 

I’ve been here two days, and I was 
roomin’ in a little place just up the 
street from where we met. I was leav
in’. I had plenty of time, but I hurried. 
That’s fate, I reckon.”

“It was fate for me,” sighed the girl. 
“The bay seems a long way from here, 
Mr. Collins.”

Cultus smiled widely. “Nothin’ like 
a steak to make you change your mind.”

n
-^^■NOTHER couple had entered the 
restaurant, and to the next booth. 
The man was fairly young, sleek
haired, flashily dressed. The woman 
was wearing a brown traveling suit, 
expensive furs, and a small hat. She 
was young and beautiful, but her face 
was contorted with indignation, as she
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faced the young man.

“I suppose you think that was 
smart!” she snapped at him. “Is it 
any of your business if I want to take 
a little trip?”

The man deposited a suitcase beside 
the one Cultus had placed near the 
booth.

“Don’t talk so damn loud,” he 
growled to the girl. “Get in there and 
sit down, Janice. I just wanted to be 
sure you wasn’t doin’ a runout on me. 
I know your lawyer friend has been up 
to see you twice in two days, and you 
haven’t any need of legal advice. Sit 
down!”

They sat down in the next booth, 
and Cultus and Mary Smith could hear 
everything that was said.

“ Let that pocketbook alone!” ex
claimed the girl. “Well, are you satis
fied?”

It was evident that the man had in
vestigated her bag.

“You’re not too well heeled,” he 
said, “but that don’t mean you won’t 
meet somebody at the Ferry Building. 
I heard you tell the taxi driver where 
to take you. Come clean, Janice. You 
were going to leave me fiat. I’ve bought 
you clothes, diamonds, paid your rent, 
given you a car— and you run out on 
me.”

For a few moments their conversa
tion was inaudible, then the man’s 
voice was raised in anger.

“What do you care how I make my 
money? I suppose you think if the po
lice get me, they’ll take you, too, be
cause you spent my money, eh? Well, 
my money is as good as the money of 
that bum of a lawyer! He’s as crooked 
as anybody in the d istrict! Sa-a-ay! 
Are you giving me the gate for that 
welcher ?”

“I’m sick of your insinuations,” said 
the girl. “Call me a taxi.”

“Why, you little bum, anybody 
would think you was Bernhardt! Snap 
out of it! Get away from me? Fine 
chance! Sit still, or I’ll knock you for 
a loop!”

Cultus was not so interested that he

failed to see two men come in. One 
was the big man he had knocked into 
the street, while the other was of the 
same type as the man with the girl. 
They halted midway of the room.

“There’s that dirty welcher now!” 
said the man in the booth. “Leggo 
me!”

A dish crashed to the floor as he 
jerked away from the girl and stepped 
outside the booth. The two men had 
turned toward it, and the big man had 
stepped forward, his hand reaching 
inside his overcoat.

It seemed to Cultus that both men 
knew what this meeting would mean. 
He saw the man at the booth whip out 
a snub-nosed gun. The other man was 
just as quick, and both guns spat rap
idly, filling the room with short, snap
py reports, as both men shot as fast 
as they could press the trigger. It was 
all done in seconds. The man at the 
booth entrance dropped his gun, 
swung around, and his grasping hands 
tore down the booth curtains, pulling 
them down on top of him, as he fell.

The other man was on the floor, try
ing to stay on his hands and knees. A 
frightened waiter had dropped a filled 
tray, and was running toward the 
back.

“They hit that girl, too!” someone 
yelled.

And then somebody cut off the 
lights, plunging the room in darkness. 
Cultus grabbed his suitcase in one 
hand, while with the other he clung to 
Mary Smith, fairly dragging her to 
the top of the stairs through the fren
zied mob.

At the top of the stairs he lifted her 
up with one arm, fending the strag
glers away with his suitcase, and 
plunged down the rickety stairs and 
out into the rain, where he let her 
dowm. It would be only a minute or 
two before the police would be there. 
He hurried Mary around a corner, 
where they found a taxi, and he told 
the driver to take them to the Ferry 
Building. By the dim light in the cab, 
Cultus could see how white Mary was.
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He patted her on the shoulder, and she 
tried to smile.

“Hang onto your nerve,” he whis
pered, then his eyes happened to fall 
upon the suitcase at their feet.

It was not Cultus’ bag at all! It was 
the other one!

Only in the dark could it have been 
mistaken for Cultus’ battered suitcase. 
This one was expensive. But Cultus 
did not mention it to Mary.

A T THE Ferry Building Cultus 
bought tickets to Oakland. It 

would be ten minutes before ferry 
time, so he led Mary Smith to a se
cluded seat and put the suitcase on his 
lap. It was not locked. He unfastened 
it, and Mary gasped with astonish
ment. It was filled to capacity with 
women’s dainty clothes.

On the top were two envelopes. The 
first contained a ticket and Pullman 
accommodations to Oreana, Arizona 
and a hundred-dollar bill. The other 
was sealed in a plain envelope. Cultus 
ran the blade of his knife under the 
flap and opened the envelope without 
damaging it. He and Mary read:
Dear M :

Introducing Janice Lee, alias anything you 
want to call her. She knows part of the game, 
and is a fair actress, i f  you can keep her sober. 
Good luck to you.

Yours,
L

P. S. I only gave her a hundred out of that 
five you sent, so you only owe me a hundred, 
if it pans out all right. Better see that she gets 
hers, because I won’t swear to her playing on 
the square, unless you do.

Cultus resealed the letter and re
placed it in the suitcase. He handed 
the tickets and hundred-dollar bill to 
Mary Smith.

“Why give them to me?” she asked, 
looking at him queerly.

“Does fate scare yuh, Mary Eliza
beth?” he asked softly. “ I was goin’ to 
Arizona when you made me miss my 
car. I wasn’t headin’ for Oreana, but 
it’s on my way.”

“But I’m not going to Arizona.”
“Listen, Mary Elizabeth Smith.

That big feller was sendin’ that girl, 
Janice Lee, out to Oreana, Arizona. 
He is plumb full of lead now, and I 
heard somebody say the girl was hit. 
A lot of lead was used up. You was 
headin’ for the bay, wasn’t yuh? 
Here’s a suitcase full of clothes, and I 
seen a trunk check stickin’ down in a 
corner. There’s a hundred-dollar bill. 
From, now on, you’re Janice Lee, a 
pretty fair actress, as long as you stay 
sober. And they better pay you what’s 
cornin’ to you, or you’ll yelp.”

“But— but wouldn’t it be wrong?” 
faltered Mary.

“It started wrong,” he said.
As Cultus fastened the suitcase, 

ferry-boat passengers came crowding 
out. He and Mary Smith went out to
gether.

And while they listened to the throb 
of the engines and the eerie wail of the 
foghorns a police officer was reporting 
to a desk-sergeant:

“It was all over when wTe got there, 
Sarge. Two dead men and a girl they 
say can’t live. Cleaned up themselves. 
Everyone else was out of there, but we 
got a suitcase, which one of the wait
ers said Speed Evans brought in. Cor
ing, the lawyer, was all shot to pieces.”

Another officer came in, carrying 
the battered suitcase, and men from 
Homicide examined it. They found two 
pairs of overalls, several pairs of socks, 
a red shirt, a lariat and some pack
ages of tobacco.

“If that belonged to Speed Evans 
it’s too bad he got killed,” observed a 
hard-bitten detective, grinning. “ The 
blamed crook must have been starting 
out to do something useful in the 
world.”

“What do you know about Loring, 
the lawyer?”

“Enough to shed few tears over his 
demise,” said the detective.

“And the girl?”
“Speed’s girl, Sarge. Maybe Loring 

tried to get her. She’s bad off from 
liquor. Got two automatic bullets in 
her besides. My gosh, that dump is a 
wreck!”
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"Somebody else took a wallop at 

Loring tonight,” said a beat cop. 
"When I ran across him he was all over 
mud, and his hat was in the street. 
He tried to tell me what it was all 
about, but I told him to go home and 
wash his face.”

As far as the police were concerned, 
the matter was closed. Cultus Collins’ 
suitcase was thrown on a shelf, and 
the officers went back on the job. . . .

/"YREANA CITY was a typical cattle 
^  town of the Southwest, an old 
place, where the original settlers had 
builded with adobe, and was still half 
adobe. Most of the houses along a sin
gle dusty street were one-story. In 
the early days they had been built 
along a crooked road, which was still 
the main street.

Like the majority of cattle towns, 
Oreana City was more unmoral than 
immoral. The honkatonk was the main 
center of amusement and gambling 
was taken as a matter of course. The 
town was located at the end of a 
branch railroad line, which served 
cattle and mining country. A freight 
and passenger train made daily round 
trips over the line, making little pre
tense of a schedule. A stage line ran 
to the gold mines of Welcome Creek, 
thirty miles away. Being an outfit
ting center for both cattlemen and 
miners made the town somewhat the 
pivotal center of that little universe. 
It was also the county seat.

Three miles northwest was the 
Lazy A ranch; three miles southwest 
was the Star X. Between these two 
outfits a feud had lasted so long that 
no one paid much attention to it any 
more. At least they hadn’t until the 
funeral of old Jud Ault, owner of the 
Lazy A. A year before he finally died, 
Jud Ault had been shot from ambush, 
the bullet injuring his spine and caus
ing partial paralysis. Since then he 
had not been able to walk. It was gen
erally believed that the bullet had 
been fired by one of Eph Wheeler’s 
Star X  outfit, if not by old Eph him

self. But there had been no evidence 
to convict anyone.

The feud had started so long ago 
that no one seemed to know just 
what had caused it. Some said it 
started over a card game, in which 
whisky had played a prominent part; 
others said it was over the woman 
who married Jud Ault and died when 
their little girl, Faith, was but a tiny 
slip of a child. At any rate, Jud Ault 
and Eph Wheeler, who had been bunkies 
before the trouble, had not met face to 
face in over twenty years.

Jud Ault, even before his injury, had 
been a grim, sour-faced old man, quick 
of temper. He hated mankind, and did 
not hesitate to speak his mind to that 
effect. The Lazy A made Ault rich. Min
ing engineers had urged the old man to 
lease or sell part of his ranch, which was 
rich enough to make him a millionaire, 
but he always refused. He hated miners. 
They dug holes in the ground. He did 
not want to be rich that way.

Faith, the prettiest girl in the country, 
but denied suitors, had grown up in awe 
of her parents. Woe to the gay cowboy 
who tried to jingle his spurs across the 
threshold of the Lazy A ranch house. But 
when she was eighteen she married Jack 
Keene, a gambler— ran away with him, 
spent a short honeymoon, and came back 
for the paternal blessing.

What they had found was a door closed 
against them. Never again did Jud Ault 
speak to his daughter. He drew back in 
his shell, like an old turtle, even refusing 
to go to town. And when it was definitely 
decided that Jud Ault had made his final 
decision, Jack Keene, gambler and for
mer lawyer—according to Miles Lane, a 
local attorney who had formed a friend
ship for Keene— disappeared from Orea
na City, alone.

Not even then had Jud Ault relented 
and taken back his daughter who had 
no means of support. Men had gone to 
him and urged him to take care of her, 
even if he did not want to see her, and he 
had cursed them out. There was no doubt 
in the minds of everyone that Jack Keene 
had had an eye on the Lazy A, when he
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married Faith, and he had sneaked away 
like a cur, when he found that his mar
riage did not mean money.

Then came the Keene baby. Men had 
believed that old Jud Ault would relent 
now. But he never saw his grandchild. 
Faith Keene lived in a little shack of a 
house, which Jack had partly furnished. 
She tried to make a living by taking in 
washing, but the returns were too small 
compared to the physical labor involved. 
Also she was obliged to compete with a 
Chinese laundry— which some of the 
cowboys offered to put out of business 
and give her a clear field. But she de
clined their offer.

Things had been breaking badly for 
Faith Keene when Miles Lane had come 
to her with some money, which he told 
her was from Jack Keene. She did not 
wonder why Jack had not sent her this 
money direct, because she was too thank
ful to get it. Lane would not tell her 
where Jack Keene was. Every month the 
Oreana City lawyer would bring her 
enough for her wants, so she was able to 
struggle along and take care of her baby.

Ill

■SEa ST OF Oreana City, about four 
miles, were the tumbledown ranch 
buildings of the Cross Arrow, owned by 
“Badger” Hill and his son, known as 
“Shif’less,” veritable range derelicts. 
Badger was a short, squatty, bewhis- 
kered man who resembled his namesake. 
His vocabulary was limited to few words 
—mostly profane.

Shif’less was a big hulk, less than thir
ty years of age. He was not unhandsome 
in his big, lumbering way. His features 
were strong, blocky, and his wistful gray 
eyes seemed to be continually wondering 
at the world from beneath a huge mop of 
blond hair, which seemed forever to 
stand on end.

It was hinted that the Cross Arrow ex
isted through appropriating “oreanas”— 
calves which had escaped the branding- 
iron of their original owners. Farther to 
the north, such animals were designated 
“mavericks.” And it was also hinted that

Badger Hill was not averse to “forcing” 
an oreana— taking a calf away from its 
mother, run it on the Cross Arrow, and 
claim it for his own.

Shif’less Hill had, in a way, grown up 
with Faith Keene, and always had ad
mired her from afar. Jud Ault had de
tested Badger Hill and his big cowpunch- 
er son—-making it mutual, because both 
Badger and Shif’less hated the hard- 
faced owner of the Lazy A.

On the other hand, Eph Wheeler, of 
the Star X, was a mild-mannered old 
man, thin-faced, keen-eyed, the type of 
old cattleman who cursed with no trace 
of emotion, and fanned the hammer of 
his six-shooter, when the need arose, 
with the air of a man w'ho had a slightly 
disagreeable task to do, and wished to do 
it as quickly as possible.

“Dude” Wheeler, the son, was a tall 
young man who walked so straight in his 
high-heeled boots that it seemed as 
though a gust of wind would blow' him 
over backward. He was thin of face, with 
a wide mouth, showing excellent teeth 
w'hen he smiled. His eyes were deep-set, 
black as India-ink, beneath heavy brows, 
while his nose was bony.

His love for gaudy clothes had won 
him his cognomen, for he was the flashi
est cowboy in the Oreana country. But 
Dude was a tophand, ready to fight, 
drink, gamble or race. He had been 
taught to hate the Lazy A, but now 
there w'as no lazy A, as far as the Ault 
family was concerned. Faith has been 
disowned, and no one had ever heard Jud 
Ault speak of having any relatives. So, 
as long as there was no Ault family to 
fight, it seemed that the feud would, or 
had, died. No one considerd Faith 
Keene was an Ault.

The Lazy A was in the hands of 
“ Idaho” Breen, who had been Ault’s 
foreman for years. Idaho was small of 
stature, as gray as a badger and with 
about the same disposition. Perhaps as
sociation with Jud Ault had caused 
Breen to become cynical, never smiling.

Cleve Sears, the sheriff, had well de
scribed Idaho Breen, when he said, “ If I 
was goin’ to pick out a man to do a first-
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class job of killin’ I’d pick Idaho Breen, 
’cause he’d be sure that it was a neat job 
— and I don’t reckon his conscience 
would ever bother him.”

Not that Idaho had ever killed any
body— not in the Oreana country, at 
least. He never mentioned the feud be
tween the Lazy A and the Star X, but 
rode with a Winchester rifle in a boot 
under his saddle fender.

It had been hinted that Dude Wheeler 
had found Faith Ault easy to look upon, 
but because she was an Ault, he had 
rarely seen her. Seldom did the Lazy A 
and the Star X outfits meet in Oreana 
City, though they attended the same 
dances, causing the sheriff much mental 
anguish.

The Aults were gone now, and there 
were only Idaho Breen and his three 
punchers, “Omaha” Woods, "Mex” 
Leone, and “Pie” Ide. But they were 
enough. A man had to be salty to work 
for the Lazy A.

Omaha Woods was broad of beam, 
with the neck and shoulders of a wrestler 
and the mustache of a Viking. Mex 
Leone was small, slender, almost as black 
as an Indian, the best bronc rider in the 
country. Pie Ide was rangy, tall, power
ful. Men likened him to Abraham Lin
coln in his facial aspect, but there it 
stopped, for Pie Ide was as hard-bitted as 
a roundup bucker. However, he had a 
sense of humor, which neither Omaha 
nor Mex seemed to possess.

About a week after the funeral of Jud 
Ault, Shif’less Hill went on his monthly 
peanut spree. Where other cowboys 
spent their pay for liquor and cards, 
Shif’less consumed large quantities of 
peanuts and a sprinkling of peppermint 
candy hearts, after chuckling over the 
inscriptions.

A S  HE strolled to the front gate of 
Faith Keene’s little place,' she was 

sitting on the porch with her little boy. 
Shif’less opened the gate and came in, 
sprawling lazily on the steps. He of
fered Faith some peanuts, but she de
clined, smiling at the boyishness of the 
big cowboy.

“How you makin’ it?” he asked Faith. 
“Oh, all right, Shif’less.”
Shif’less crunched a mouthful of pea

nuts. “Tha’s good, Mrs. Keene. Glad to 
hear it. Say”— he looked up at her 
quizzically— “I heard your dad left a 
will.”

Faith looked at him blankly. “Why, I 
— I never heard-— ”

“I heard Idaho Breen tellin’ about it. 
Miles Lane wrote it out. Idaho signed 
it. Some of the boys was talkin’ about 
you gettin’ the Lazy A, but Breen said 
there was a will. He didn’t tell much, 
except there’s a niece or somebody 
mixed up in it. I was a-wonderin’ if 
Miles had told you anythin’ about it.” 

“He didn’t, Shif’less.” Faith sighed 
deeply.

“I hear lots of fellers goin’ around 
sayin’ Jud Ault was all right. I suppose 
that’s the thing to do, after a man’s 
dead, but they all knowed— ”

“He was my father, Shif’less.”
“Bein’ a father seems to be more or 

less of a responsibility, Mrs. Keene, but 
your dad shucked his. Sure, he’s dead 
and gone, and you get tears in your eyes 
when folks talk about him, but— ” Shif’
less smiled slowly, his wistful eyes on 
the little boy on Faith’s lap. “ I’ve got a 
dad— and lots of folks say he ain’t 
worth nothin’. He’s a mean-voiced, 
hard-fisted old pelican. They say he 
steals cattle, but they ain’t never 
caught him at it. And he sure uses bad 
language. Sometimes he gets drunk and 
acts pretty rough. But as long as I can 
remember, Mrs. Keene, he’s never said 
a mean thing to me, except”— Shif’less 
smiled again— “the time he said I sure 
was a throw-back to my monkey ances
tors. Dad hates peanuts.”

Faith laughed, and the boy chuckled, 
as though he understood.

“You named him Jack, didn’t you?” 
asked Shif’less.

"Yes,” she said softly. “Jack Keene, 
Junior.”

“Well”— Shif’less got to his feet, 
brushing away the peanut shells— “I’ll 
be anglin’ along. Say, I was just think- 
in’. Out at the ranch I’ve got a little
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paint bronc. He ain’t bigger’n a minute. 
Been goin’ to break him to ride, but he’s 
so small my feet hit the ground. I was 
wonderin’ if little Jack wouldn’t like 
him.”

“Oh, that’s thoughtful of you, Shif’- 
less, but don’t you realize that little 
Jack won't be able to ride a horse for a 
long time ?”

“Uh-huh. Well, I— uh— tha’s all
right, too. I’ll give him the bronc, and 
keep it out at the ranch until you need 
it. Well, good day, Mrs. Keene. I reckon 
I’ll get more peanuts, and head for 
home.”

Shif’less was heading for the store 
when he met Cleve Sears, the sheriff. 
Sears was short and fat, with a full- 
moon sort of a face. His idea of a good 
time was to sit in the shade and whittle.

“Hello, Shif’less,” he said jerkily. Too 
much fat made him short of breath.

“ 'Lo, Cleve,” drawled Shif’less. 
“What you know?”

“I know that Idaho Breen is plenty 
mad. This mornin’, he says, he found 
fifty-three Lazy A cow hides in a fifty- 
foot-deep prospect hole between the 
Lazy A and the road to Welcome Creek. 
Said he didn’t know that them hides 
was there till he smelled ’em.”

“Smellin’ kind of deep, wasn't he?” 
said Shif’less. “Still that ain’t so bad 
for him. Hides are worth good money 
these days.”

“Idaho says he’ll show the Star X 
where to get off at.”

Shif’less cracked his few remaining 
peanuts, poured them into > his mouth 
and began chewing complacently. “Did 
you hear that old Jud Ault had a will 
wrote out before he died?”

“Somebody said he did. Left the Lazy 
A to a niece of his.”

“And left his daughter out in the 
cold.”

“Yeah. But I hear her husband is 
sendin’ her money every month, Shif’
less. He can’t be such an awfully bad 
jigger.”

“You reckon the feud between the 
Lazy A and the Star X is ended ?” mum
bled Shif’less.

HPHE SHERIFF shrugged his fat 
shoulders.

“It ought to be, Shif’less. Still, you 
never can tell. They tell me that this 
niece of Jud Ault's is named Ault— 
Mary Ault. Usually I’d say a woman 
ain’t got no business runnin’ a cow 
ranch, but if she keeps Idaho Breen 
there she won’t have to do much of the 
runnin’.”

“The Lazy A is warth a lot of money, 
Cleve. One of them minin’ engineers 
that was pokin’ around the hills told me 
the surface showin’ on the Lazy A is 
worth a cold million.”

“Yeah, I heard that. Old Jud knowed 
it, but the Lazy A made him plenty of 
money, and he hated holes in the 
ground. I asked Miles Lane if the old 
man’s will stated that no minin’ was 
ever to be done on the Lazy A, but he 
said it didn’t.”

“I been wonderin’ if Faith couldn’t 
contest that will, Cleve.”

“Miles says she can’t. The old man 
disowned her, didn’t want to even leave 
her a dollar, but Miles showed him 
where she could bust the will if he 
didn’t mention her at all.”

“Uh-huh.” Shif’less nodded. “It 
looks to me like them damn’ lawyers 
just has to be accurate, even if it wrongs 
the right folks. Well, I’m all out of pea
nuts. See you later, Cleve.”

“S’long, Shif’less.”
Shif’less sauntered on up the street. 

He saw Idaho Breen in front of Miles 
Lane’s office, talking with Lane. They 
only nodded to him coldly.

MILES LANE, attorney-at-law, was 
above average height, slightly 

stooped. His sandy hair was thin and 
wiry; his eyes, close-set, were buried 
beneath beetling brows, which grew to
gether over the bridge of his thin nose. 
The hinges of his wide jaws were knob
by from incessant gum-chewing. But 
although the jaw was wide at its hinge, 
it tapered down to a weak chin, which 
gave his head the appearance of being 
topheavy.

Invariably he wore a wing collar and
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a stringy black tie, to give him a judi
cial air. And since he was a bottle 
drinker he was often under the influ
ence of liquor. He was deep in conversa
tion now with Idaho Breen, in his office 
to which they had retired.

"You said she’d be here Wednesday, 
eh?” questioned Idaho, his cold eyes 
studying the lawyer’s flushed face. 

“Yes; Wednesday.”
“When is the will to be read ?”
“After she gets here. I suppose the 

best thing to do will be to take her right 
out to the Lazy A.”

“That’s what I aim to do, Miles. I was 
just wonderin’ if Faith Keene will make 
any move to contest the will.

“ If she had enough money to make a 
fight of it, she could, Idaho. But she 
can’t do much. The will gives her one 
dollar. That’s legal. And everybody 
knows that Jud Ault disowned her. I 
don’t think she’s got a chance to contest 
the will. I don’t believe she’s ever 
thought of such a thing. She’s proud.” 

“How much do you think the Lazy A 
is worth, Miles?”

The lawyer smiled thoughtfully. “The 
mineral rights are easily worth a mil
lion. When those engineers prospected 
it, they said it was so rich they were 
afraid to estimate. One of ’em got drunk 
and talked. I happen to know that East
ern capital offered Jud more money 
than he knew existed, just for the min
eral rights.”

“I know,” said Idaho. “I’ve had as
says made, too. Oh, it’s there, Miles.” 

“You bet it’s there. Now, what about 
those cow hides?”

“Just what I told you. That deep 
shaft is full of Lazy A hides. That 
Star X  outfit has been eatin’ Lazy A 
meat for years, and I’ve wondered 
where they threw the hides.”

“Any proof?” asked Lane judicially. 
"How can you prove who shot a 

beef? They’ve all been shot.”
"Then drop it till you’ve got proof, 

Idaho. There’s no use starting a bat
tle with the Star X .”

“Just let ’em keep on eatin’ our 
meat, eh?”

“Have you ever eaten any Star X 
beef?”

“You’re damn well right, I have! 
But not that much.”

“The amount doesn’t matter. I want 
you to forget those hides. We don’t 
want to stir up any war right now. Get 
this girl established out at the Lazy A, 
Breen. I suppose every cowpuncher in 
the country will want to marry her.” 

Breen laughed coldly. “My own out
fit have taken to washin’ their necks.” 

Lane laughed softly. “I might mar
ry her myself. Now you do as I say, 
Idaho— just forget those hides. Rus
tling is petty larceny beside what we’ll 
get.”

TDAHO stepped over to the front win- 
dow, looking out over the crooked 

main street. Leaning against the wall, 
near the window, was Shif’less Hill, eat
ing peanuts. Idaho motioned to Lane, 
who came over to the window. Appar
ently the whole attention of Shif’less 
was on his peanuts.

Idaho watched until the big Cross 
Arrow puncher, finally dusted the pea
nut shells off his shirt front, shoved 
the remainder of his store in his 
chaps pocket and walked away. He 
did not even glance toward the win
dow. Idaho stepped back, his eyes 
squinting narrowly.

“Do you suppose that big fat-head 
was listenin’ to us?” he asked.

“I don’t think so,” said Lane. “Any
way, what could he hear?”

“Nothin’, I reckon. I don’t like him.” 
“He’s harmless.”
“Yeah, I suppose he is. Except when 

it comes to stealin’ calves.”
“Anyway, our conversation was 

none of his business.”
But perhaps Shif’less Hill felt dif

ferently about it. As he untied his 
horse at the hitch-rack, mounted, and 
rode toward home, he was thinking of 
something he had heard when he’d 
had no intention of listening. When he 
first had stopped in front of Miles 
Lane’s office all he had heard had been 
the dull mumble of conversation, un
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til Lane had raised his voice slightly 
and said:

“Just forget those hides. Rustling 
is petty larceny beside what we’ll get.” 

“Beside what we’ll get,” muttered 
Shif’less. “Now, just why did he say 
that, I wonder?” . . . .

IN ANOTHER town, distant from Or- 
eana City, Cultus Collins, sitting in 

another office, was intently reading a 
letter. He read:

Dear A l:
You heard about me getting shot? It was 

over a year ago. Since then I ’ve been a cripple 
— paralysis. Bullet lodged against my spine, 
and the doctors are afraid to take it away. I ’ve 
lost my nerve, A l. I ’m as old .as hell, and they 
say I ’m as bitter as gall. Maybe I am. You  
don’t know how it is to be old, cripple, nothing 
to look forward to.

A l, I ’m not appealing to the Association. I 
don’t want no cow detective hanging around, 
but I do want a man who can find out things. 
Maybe I ’m crazy, but I feel that everything is 
not right. The old Lazy A  is worth a lot of 
money. I ’ve made my will. But something 
makes me feel like an old bull, dyin’ out in the 
open, surrounded by coyotes and buzzards, 
waiting. I suppose they hate me. I ’ve hated a 
lot in my time. See if you caji find the right 
man, A l. The Lazy A  can pay well. Hope I ’ll 
see you some day.

Yours truly,
Jud Ault

Cultus Collins looked up from the let
ter. A gray-haired man, with kindly blue 
eyes was seated at a desk beside him, 
idly drawing circles on a desk blotter. 
On the walls were detail maps of Ari
zona, a meat packer’s calendar, a framed 
picture of a longhorn steer. From the 
adjoining room came the clicking of a 
typewriter.

“ I had a hard time locating you, Col
lins,” said the gray-haired man. “ I got 
that letter nearly three weeks ago.”

“ You say this Lazy A is at Oreana 
City?”

“ Yes. Have you ever been there?” 
Cultus shook his head. “ No. Do you 

believe in fate?”
“ In fate? Why, I don’t know, Collins. 

Do you?”
“I ’m beginnin’ to,” Cultus smiled as 

he folded up the letter. “That’s a queer

sort of a letter, Al. There’s a lot of the 
soul of a bitter man in it. I better see if 
I can help him. I don’t know what he 
wants done. Do you ?”

“ No. Perhaps it’s merely hallucina
tions, Cultus. It’ll be up to you to go 
there and see what you can find out. I’ll 
give you a note to Ault.”

“All right.”
The secretary of the Cattlemen’s As

sociation penciled a note for Cultus, 
while the lean-faced cowboy grinned as 
he manufactured a cigarette. He still 
had an hour to catch the same train that 
Mary Smith was taking to Oreana City.

Cultus had had no inkling that the 
Cattle Association was going to send 
him to Oreana City. He had told Mary 
good-by, and had promised to join her 
as soon as possible to help carry out the 
deception. Neither of them knew what it 
meant, but there was no question but 
that it was a crooked deal. And now the 
Association was sending Cultus to the 
same location.

“ What’s so funny to you?” queried the 
secretary, as he handed over the note.

Cultus grinned, but did not reply. 
They shook hands and Cultus went back 
to the busy street of an Arizona metro
polis. He headed for the depot, where he 
found Mary Smith.

Part o f the hundred-dollar bill had 
been invested in a modest gray suit and 
a small hat. There were roses in her 
cheeks now, as she sprang up to greet 
Cultus.

“ I ’ve got to buy a ticket to Oreana,” 
he told her.

“Are you going with me?” she asked.
“ Yeah.”
“ Oh, I’m so glad, Mr. Collins!"
“Well, that’s nice of you, Miss Janice 

Lee.” Cultus’sobered quickly. “ Don’t for
get that’s who you are, little woman. 
Foi'get Mary Elizabeth Smith. And my 
name’s Jones, and I’m from Oklahoma. 
All you know about me is that you met 
me on the train, and you think I’m buy- 
in’ cattle.”

“But— but what is the idea?”
“Strictly business, Miss Lee. Unless
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I’m mistaken, there’ll be someone to 
meet you in Oreana City. Let ’em do the 
talkin’, and you’ll soon know what the 
game is. I can’t be with yuh. But don’t 
be scared. They won’t hurt you. That 
ain’t "what they want you for. But I 
won’t be far away. Play the game, Mary 
Elizabeth.”

“ Oh, I’ll do that, Mr. Jones of Okla
homa.”

“Buena muchacha.” Cultus smiled. “ I 
have a feelin’ you’re goin’ to be a help in 
my business this time.”

“What is your business, anyway?” 
“ Bein’ Jones of Oklahoma, a cattle 

buyer.”
* * * * *

64 /'1|FF THAT shirt! Off that shir-r-r- 
”  rtl”
Pie Ide’s voice almost lifted the 

shingles off the Lazy A bunkhouse. Mex 
Leone stopped putting on a cerise crea
tion, and stared at Ide, who had been 
shining his boots with Rising Sun stove- 
polish, which was smelling to high heav
en.

“Ain’t this my shirt?”  Mex asked 
softly.

"Your shirt! Sa-a-a-ay, when did you 
own a shirt like that? I bought that shirt 
in Phoenix three years ago, Mex. I’m 
not dressin’ both of you jiggers. Omaha’s 
got on a pair of my socks, and if that 
ain’t my red tie he’s— Hey, Omaha, 
that’s my collar! You never had none as 
high as that. If you ever set down hard, 
you’d slice off your ears. Now, look at it ! 
Why don’t you polish your boots after 
you dress your neck? I can’t wear that 
collar now! Wear one of yours, Omaha? 
That’s right neighborly of you, cowboy. 
I’ve got a fifteen and a half neck, and 
you’ve got a seventeen.”

“ I’d rather have a phonygraft, 
wouldn’t you, Omaha?” asked Mex, 
searching his war-sack for another shirt. 
"You can shut off a phonygraft.”

“I don’t pay no attention to the big 
scorpion,” said Omaha. “He thinks he 
can claim things by talkin’ louder than

anybody else. That was my collar. And 
this tie— ”

"Give us the hist’ry of it,” begged Pie 
Ide. “After you’ve done lied your soul 
into purgatory, I’ll tell you where and 
how I got that tie. M ex! Didn’t I tell you 
to let that shirt alone? Flimsy? Of course 
it’s flimsy! But you didn’t need to rip it 
thataway, just showin’ it was flimsy. O- 
h-h-h-h, why didn’t your folks veal you 
in yore callow youth?”

“Ain’t you goin’ to shave?” asked 
Omaha mildly.

“Not with my razor,” said Mex. 
“ Every time Pie shaves with my razor I 
have to pay a barber a dollar to hone 
the nicks out of it.”

“Aw, he’s beautiful enough.” Omaha 
grinned. “ When that girl takes a look at 
him, she’ll— ”

"Wonder how I can stand to live with 
you two misfits,” groaned Pie, “Yeah, 
I’m goin’ to shave— with Mex’s razor. 
I’m goin’ to wear that flimsy shirt and 
I’m goin’ to accept one of Omaha’s clean 
collars, even if I have to punch some new 
buttonholes to ram my collar-button 
through.”

“ Are you aimin’ to make a play for 
this heiress?” asked Omaha resignedly.

“Just like a road-runner pickin’ a 
grasshopper,” said Pie seriously. "There 
ain’t nothin’ in the Constitution says I 
ain’t eligible, is there? I’m a clean, 
whole-souled young feller, and I’ve got 
ambitions.”

“ If you’d said you was clean-souled, 
I’d keep still, ’cause your soul ain’t visi
ble,” said Mex. "You ain’t took a bath 
since your bronc bogged down in the 
Little Muddy last spring. With all the 
land she’s gettin’ on the old Lazy A, I 
don’t reckon the lady would want any 
extra real estate, Pie.”

Mex dodged through the doorway just 
ahead of the shoe-brush which Pie 
hurled. It was a good throw, but the 
angle was bad, and Omaha got it across 
the bridge of his nose. He went back
ward over a chair, landing on his back 
near the door, howling. Nothing would 
ever convince Omaha that Pie Ide had
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not intended to hit him. He came to his 
feet, swearing, blood running from his 
injui’ed nose, eyes half blinded.

His grasping hands came in contact 
with his belt and gun on a bunk, and he 
fired one wild shot, as Pie went under a 
bunk on his hands and knees. Omaha 
staggered to the center of the room, try
ing to locate Pie.

“What’s goin’ on in here?” Idaho 
Breen hearing the commotion, had come 
from the stable. “ What happened to you, 
Omaha? Put down that gun!”

“ It was an accident, Idaho!” panted 
Pie, sticking his nose and eyes out be
tween a drapery of blankets, which hung 
down over the end of the bunk. “ I 
throwed that brush at Mex, and Omaha 
walked into it. Take the gun away from 
him, Idaho.”

“Id wadden’t no dab aggeided,” de
nied Omaha. “He idtedded to hid be.” 

“ He throwed it at me.” Mex stuck his 
head around the corner of the doorway. 
“ But you’ve got my consent to kill him, 
Omaha.

“Some of you fools are goin’ to kill 
each other one of these days,” declared 
Idaho. “Why don’t you ever grow up?”

Y

C ^ M A H A  tossed the gun to the bunk, 
and turned to the broken mirror to ex
amine his injury. The nose was swelling, 
and was tinged with purple across the 
bridge. Idaho grunted disgustedly and 
walked out, while Pie crawled from be
neath the bunk and advised Omaha to 
hold his breath and stop the bleeding.

“ Will thad stob id?” asked Omaha 
wearily. He tried it, with no results. 
“ How log?” he asked heavily. “ How log 
do you hab to hold id?”

“All depends.” Pie said seriously. 
“ Some die a lot harder than others.” 

But Pie had Omaha’s gun now, and 
walked calmly outside to join Mex.

Idaho was hitching up the buggy 
team, to drive to Ossssa City to meet 
the train. Idaho had not dressed special
ly for the reception of the heiress of the

Lazy A, but the three cowboys felt dif
ferently. All they knew was that Mary 
Ault, old Jud Ault’s niece, was coming to 
the Lazy A. Idaho had told them she was 
young. And when the Lazy A . boys 
dressed up, they made an event of it.

Pie had suggested that they all go to 
the depot to meet her, but Idaho vetoed 
that, and drove away.

Omaha came from the bunkhouse, 
looking queer with his purple nose, 
which resembled a potato in contour.

“All dressed up and no place to go,” 
complained Pie. “ It’s hours before the 
train comes in.”

“And nothin’ to drink on the ranch,” 
wailed Omaha.

Mex grinned. “ Your nose looks like 
the handle on a door.”

“Thasall right,” growled Omaha. “ Ne’ 
mind my dose.”

“We can’t gloom around here for 
hours, dressed thisaway,” said Pie. 
“Suppose we go to town, keep out of 
Idaho’s sight, and when the train whis
tles we can head for home.”

“Your voice is tuned for my heart
strings,” said Mex.

“ I’m halfway there right now,” said 
Omaha. “ C’mon.”

And while the three Lazy A cowboys 
headed for town, four other riders, 
“ Buck” Wing, “ Heinie” Moriarity, 
“ Klondike” Evans and Joe Chevrier, of 
the Star X, foregathered in the Oreana 
Saloon with money in their pockets.

Buck Wing was a long-legged, buck- 
tooth cowboy, with one eye slightly out 
of line, and one of his ears was slightly 
cauliflowered. Moriarity was short, 
broad of shoulder, typically Celtic, even 
to his love of battle. Klondike Evans was 
of medium height, bald-headed, sallow 
complexioned, which accentuated his 
wispy black mustache. Joe Chevrier was 
a little, red-faced French-Canadian, 
voluble, excitable, the butt of most of 
the rough jokes originated by Buck and 
Heinie.

The Lazy A and the Star X outfits had 
not met since the funeral of Jud Ault. 
Personally there had never been any
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bad blood between the cowboys, but they 
had been loyal to their own outfits, re
specting the ancient enmity.

Idaho Breen saw that the Star X out
fit was at the Oreana, so he tied his team 
in front of the general store. When the 
Lazy A trio arrived they tied their 
horses at the rear of the Oreana and 
made their entrance through the back 
door.

They stopped about midway of the 
room, looking at the four Star X boys 
at the bar.

Buck Wing grinned widely. He had 
imbibed plenty of liquor and was mel
low.

“ 'Sfar as I can see,” he called, “ there 
ain’t no feud left. H’yah, cowboys!”

For the first time since the feud 
started, Star X punchers shook hands 
with those from the Lazy A. After about 
the sixth drink, Omaha explained:

“This here Miss Ault, which the old 
man designates in his will-paper as be
in’ the one he chooses to own the Lazy A, 
is due to hit Oreana City this evenin’ . 
Idaho Breen aims to take her out to the 
ranch. That’s the reason we’re all duded 
up thisaway. When that train toots for 
Oreana City, we fogs for home and lines 
up at the front door to welcome her.”

“ Perfee’ly proper,” said Klondike 
owlishly. “My, ’Vny, I don’t see how you 
boys ever got so stylish! I take one look 
at Pie Ide, and I says to myself, ‘Here’s 
a ’Piscopal preacher.’ It was that collar 
that fooled me.”

“ ’Sone of mine,” said Omaha. “Pie 
punched button-holes in it. Had to kind 
of lap the ends over to fit his neck.”

“ He sure is a dude!” applauded Buck 
Wing. “ You’re all pretty gaudy, if you 
ask me. Still, it’s proper under the cir- 
cumstances. What you say, Joe?”

JOE CHEVRIER hadn’t said.anything.
Liquor made him»just a trifle mourn

ful. He looked gloomily at the three 
Lazy A punchers.

“ I say not’ing,” he replied. “ Me, I’m 
jus’ t’ink w’at somebody say ’bout Star 
X kill Lazy A beef and t’row hide in de

prospec’ hole.”
“Drop it !” growled Heinie. “This is 

no time to stir up a lot of smelly cow
hides!”

Frenchy was squelched, but continued 
to glower, and his remarks brought a 
decided chill over the festivities.

“ I’m for buryin’ any hatchet that 
might be around,” said Pie Ide. “We 
might as well all be good little friends 
together.”

“ Sure thing,” agreed Buck Wing. 
“But you know yourself, Pie, that Idaho 
Breen made some remarks that are hard 
to overlook.”

“ You say somet’ng true,” applauded 
Joe.

“And I’m goin’ to squish you, if you 
don’t shut up!” snapped Heinie.

“And I’ll help you,” offered Omaha.
Heinie glared at Omaha. “The hell 

you will!”
“ If you need help,” amended Omaha 

quickly.
“ I’m not scare from de Lazy A, you 

bet,” declared Joe.
“You don’t need to be, Joe,” said Klon

dike warmly.
“Well, you can’t hold us responsible 

for what Breen said, can you?” asked 
Pie Ide. “ I’d crave to know if we’re 
responsible for what our boss says, 
that’s what I’d crave to know.”

“You seems to have a cravin’, cow
boy,” observed Buck coldly.

“Aw, you don’t need to get your ton
sils all swelled up,” said Pie. “We came 
here in a peaceful mood. You’re four to 
our three, but nobody ever seen the Lazy 
A— ”

“Let’s arbitrate,” interrupted Omaha. 
“ I’ll buy a drink. We don’t care if you’ve 
filled every prospect hole from here to 
Welcome Creek with Lazy A hides. What 
you drinkin’ , gents?”

“Are you admittin’ to yourself that 
we has done such a thing?” Heinie 
hitched up his belt, his eyes snapping.

“Let’s have the drink first,” suggested 
Klondike.

Arguments were forgotten while 
seven men drank. Joe Chevrier threw his
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glass In a cuspidor, smashing it.

“ I drink no more wit’ Lazy A,” he 
declared, waving his arms. “ I’m insult 
from w’at Breen say about de cowhide.”

“Why don’t some of you Star X gents 
kill that Frenchman?” Omaha asked ex
pansively. “He’s a menace to friend
ship.”

“ ‘Oo’s menace,” demanded Joe belli
gerently. “ By gosh, I no stand for dat!”

“He ain’t no menace,” said Klondike.
“Then why don’t he forget them 

hides?” wailed Omaha.
“He’s so honest it hurts him,” ex

plained Buck Wing thickly.
“Hurts him to be honest,” said Mex. “I 

sabe.”
“ You don’t sabe nothin’ !” snorted 

Buck Wing.
All right, all right!” Pie Ide hitched 

up his belt. “ I can see you Star X whip- 
poor-wills are pinin’ for battle. But we 
ain’t in the market for no wars today. 
We got to remain safe and sane until our 
new she-boss arrives. After she’s kind 
of inaugurated, we’re respectful to any
thin’ hedge-hogs nominate. We meets 
you any old place you ain’t afraid to go, 
and we’ll let you choose your weapons!”

“ If you fellers got any quantity of 
brawlin’ to do, I wish you’d go some’ers 
else,” said the bartender mildly.

“Who’s brawlin’ ?” demanded Klon
dike. “This here is just an argument, so 
keep out of it.”

Both sides knew that there was no 
chance for peace.

“All right,” Omaha said. “ You Star 
X ’s don’t want no peace, so we’ll go 
away. That cowhide matter don’t mean 
nothin’ to any of us. All I can say is that 
if you ate all the beef that was inside 
them hides you’re plenty fat on good 
meat.”

The three Lazy A cowboys filed out 
and headed down the street toward the 
Rawhide Saloon, just well enough or
ganized to ignore the fact that Idaho 
Breen might meet them.

Back in the saloon they had left, Klon
dike observed:

“ They ought to be teached a lesson.”

“ They will be.” Buck Wing nodded. 
“ I’ve got a scheme. That train gets in 
after dark, and there won’t be nobody 
there to meet the girl except Idaho 
Breen. How’d it be— ?” Buck scratched 
his chin thoughtfully. “ How’d it be to 
swipe that girl and take her out to the 
Star X ?”

“ I’ll buy a drink!” exploded Heinie. 
“ You’ve spoke your piece.”

TDAHO BREEN got his team from the 
store hitch-rack and drove to the lit

tle depot, where he left it to await the 
arrival of Mary Ault. Inside the depot, 
the agent divulged the information that 
the train would be about three hours 
late.

“ I got a telegram here for Jud Ault,” 
he said grinning. “Didn’t jist know how 
to deliver it. Do you, Breen?”

Idaho laughed. “Maybe I better take it 
along. It might concern ranch business.” 

“ Sure. Here she is. Lookin’ for some
body on the train?”

Idaho pocketed the telegram. “ Yeah. 
The new owner of the Lazy A.”

Idaho walked out to his team and 
opened the telegram. It was from the 
secretary of the Cattlemen’s Associa
tion, and read:

SENDING YOU BEST M A N  FOR JOB W ILL  
IDENTIFY HIM SELF AL TRAYNOR

Idaho leaned against a buggy wheel 
and pondered over the telegram,

“ Sendin’ you best man for job,” he 
muttered. “ What job? A telegram to a 
dead man! And A1 Traynor is secretary 
of the Cattlemen’s Association. I won
der just what job they got in mind.” 

He folded up the telegram and went 
back up the street. The sheriff was sit
ting in front of the general store, whit
tling, his eyes scanning the front of the 
Oreana Saloon. Idaho spoke to him, and 
the sheriff moved over to give him a 
seat.

“Your gang and the star X bunch 
are over there in the Oreana,” offered 
the sheriff, pointing with his pocket- 
knife. “ They’ve been in there for about
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fifteen minutes, and nobody ain’t been 
throwed out yet.”

Idaho scowled heavily. “All gettin’ 
drunk, eh?”

“ All got drunk,” corrected the sheriff.
For it was just at the moment that 

the three Lazy A boys filed out. None 
of them were able to follow a chalk-line. 
They filed into the Rawhide, and the 
sheriff breathed easier.

“ Well, I'm glad that’s over,” he said 
thankfully.

VI
VJ*- HE SUN had gone down, and it 
would soon be dark. They were lighting 
the hanging lamps in the Oreana, when 
Joe Chevrier and Klondike Evans came 
from the place, both of them unsteady. 
It seemed that Klondike was trying to 
argue Joe out of doing something which 
Joe was bound and determined to do.

“ I’m insult!” roared the little cow- 
puncher angrily, as they came across 
the street.

“ Thasall ri’,” mumbled Klondike. 
“You ain’t got no shense. I tell you for- 
f ’rget it, dog-gone you!”

“Ho, ho!” Joe had seen Idaho and the 
sheriff. He braced his feet, roaring out 
his war-whoop. “You sonn-of-a-gonn!”

Klondike made an ineffectual grab at 
Joe, who had dragged out his sixshooter, 
staggering out of Klondike’s reach.

Wham! Wham! His bullet smashed 
through the window just over the heads 
of Idaho and the sheriff.

Two more bullets practically ruined 
the rest of the window, while Idaho and 
the sheriff, running like a team of heavy
bodied fire-horses, headed for the sher
iff’s office.

Another bullet struck the side of the 
building, as they fell through the door
way. Heinie Moriarity and Buck Wing 
staggered out of the Oreana, while from 
the Rawhide came the Lazy A boys.

Joe’s fifth bullet struck the dirt just 
in front of Omaha, who almost fell over 
backward. Pie Ide drew his six-shooter 
and proceeded to take pot-shots at the

Star X gang.
A bullet knocked off Klondike’s som

brero, and when he stooped over to get 
it, another hunk of lead threw gravel in 
his face. He forgot the hat and went gal
loping toward the Oreana, where he 
caught his toe on the step and fell half
way through the doorway.

The shooting became general, except 
for Joe Chevrier, who was trying to 
stuff more cartridges into his six-shoot
er, but with little success. Buck Wing 
had run in close to the Oreana, while 
Heinie sat down in the street, shooting 
across one bended knee.

Bang! A note entirely different from 
that of the six-gun. Joe Chevrier yelped 
like an injured pup and galloped toward 
the far corner of the Oreana, grasping 
at his rear. The enraged sheriff had 
poked a ten-gauge shotgun through his 
office window, and had given the Star X 
Frenchman something to think about, 
besides loading his gun.

Heinie’s gun was empty, so he crawled 
back to the Oreana. The Lazy A outfit 
had backed t6 the door of the Rawhide, 
only to find it barred against them.

“ Is anybody hurt?” panted Pie Ide, 
as they leaned against the barred door.

“I got my mustache full of gravel!” 
wailed Omaha. “And some of it hit my 
sore nose.”

“Did you see what happened to the 
frog-eater?” chuckled Mex. “ The sheriff 
busted him with duck shot.”

“ What started it?” asked Pie, as he 
reloaded his long Colt .45. “Let’s set on 
the sidewalk. Them snake-hunters are 
too drunk to hit a house, and it’ll soon 
be dark.”

“You didn’t see us hittin’ anythin, did 
you?” inquired Omaha, pawing at his 
mustache.

“We fanned ’em out of the street, 
didn’t we?” jeered Mex. “ You want to 
kill ’em, Omaha?”

“ Well, I didn’t want to kiss ’em. Let's 
sneak around and get in the back door of 
the sheriff’s office.”

“And get a hidefull of duck shot, eh?” 
Pie Ide shook his head so hard that his
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hat fell off.

In the Oreana the Star X boys leaned 
against the bar. Klondike was bitter. 
His fairly new Stetson had a jagged hole 
in the crown.

“Well, what started it, anyway?” de
manded Buck Wing.

“Joe Chevrier took a shot at Idaho 
Breen and the sheriff.”

“ Danged fool!”
Joe came through the rear doorway, 

limping. He had sobered considerably.
“By gar, I’m get stoong by fortee 

bee!” he exclaimed. “Behin’ me I’m feel 
like de centi-peed walk h’all over me.”

“ You got a load of duck shot!” snorted 
Buck Wing disgustedly. “ It’s too damn 
bad he didn’t use a cannon. What made 
you start shootin’ out there, Canuck? 
You sure put us in bad.”

“Well”— Joe grimaced painfully—  
“ I’m see dat Ida-hoo, and I’m so insult 
about de cowhide.”

“We might go and apologize,” sug
gested Heinie. “ The Lazy A boys prob’ly 
are in the Rawhide.”

T>UT THAT didn’t go well with Buck 
Wing. Except for the bartender, 

they had the Oreana all to themselves. 
Other patrons had sneaked out the back 
door and had given the main street a 
wide berth. The bartender, while still 
sticking to the ship, did not feel any too 
secure.

“ I don’t apologize to nobody,” declared 
Buck. “ If Joe wants to apologize to 
Idaho and the sheriff— ”

“ She don’t !” snorted Joe. “ I’m ver’ 
sore jus’ now.”

“ I’d suggest that we go home,” said 
Klondike, still mourning over his som
brero.

“And let the Lazy A think they run us 
out?”

“ What they don’t know won’t hurt 
’em. C’mon.”

The Lazy A bunch, sitting like three 
buzzards on the sidewalk, saw the Star 
X boys ride away and chuckled with 
glee. Idaho Breen and the disgruntled 
sheriff breathed sighs of relief.

“We whipped ’em!” declared Mex.
“ We sure did, by golly!” chuckled 

Omaha. “ Here comes Idaho and the 
sheriff. I suppose they’re cornin’ to con
gratulate us.”

But Idaho Breen was not in a con
gratulatory frame of mind.

“Why in hell didn’t you fellers stay at 
the ranch and behave yourselves?” he 
demanded angrily. “ Cornin’ here and 
startin’ trouble!”

“ Who started a*y trouble?” grunted 
Pie Ide. “ If we hadn’t been here to turn 
the tide you. and the sheriff would of 
had another Alamo.”

“ You fellers started it! You mixed 
with that Star X outfit in the Oreana!”

“Well, what you goin’ to do about it?” 
asked Omaha. “ Is this a free country 
or not?”

Idaho debated. Good cowhands were 
not plentiful. He knew he was on the 
verge of losing all three of them.

“ Well,” he said slowly, “ I suppose it’s 
all right. But I didn’t want you boys 
drunk when Miss Ault comes. Cuss it, 
she prob’ly ain’t used to drunken punch
ers.”

“Who’s drunk?” demanded Omaha.
Idaho shook his head. “ I— I was judg

in’ from the shootin’ that you wasn’t cold 
sober.” *

“Oh, we didn’t want to kill ’em,” said 
Pie Ide. “All we wanted to do was to 
scare ’em out of town, so they’d let you 
and the sheriff out of the office.”

“ My shotgun settled that,” said the 
sheriff, panting heavily. “Joe Chevri- 
er’ll itch for a long time.”

“ There ain’t no fun left, anyway,” 
said Mex mournfully. “ I’d just as soon 
go home.”

“ Same here.” Omaha nodded. “We 
was just killin’ time, anyway.”

The Lazy A boys mounted their horses 
and headed for home. Idaho tried to find 
Miles Lane, but the lawyer was not in 
evidence. The town had recovered its 
composure, after the bloodless battle, but 
there was much speculation as to what 
would happen the next time the two out
fits met.



W. C. TUTTLE 111
It was almost time for the train to 

arrive when Idaho went to the depot. He 
walked around the building with the in
tention of changing the position of his 
half-broke buggy team, which might get 
frightened at the train. But as he swung 
around the corner, three or four men 
piled upon him, bearing him down by 
sheer weight of numbers. An old saddle- 
blanket was flung over his head, and in 
two minutes Idaho Breen was trussed 
up like a mummy, and dumped uncere
moniously behind the depot.

The train ground ponderously up to 
the station, and when Mary Smith 
climbed down the steps, assisted by the 
gray-haired conductor, she was met by 
Buck Wing and Klondike Evans of the 
Star X. Behind her came Cultus Collins, 
apparently paying no attention to her.

“ Howdy,” greeted Buck Wing, a half 
smile on his face. “Are you Miss Ault?”

“Why, yes,” said Mary, who was pre
pared to be “alias anything she was 
called.”

Klondike grasped her suitcase, and 
Buck guided her to the hitch-rack where 
the frightened team was being taken 
care of by Heinie and Joe. Mary noted a 
strong smell of liquor.

Klondike, who was to do the driving, 
got in and took the lines, while -Heinie 
and Joe clung to the bridles of the rear
ing broncos.

“ Head for the ranch,” said Buck. 
“We’ll catch yuh.”

“You’ll go some, if you do!” snorted 
Klondike.

The team whirled around, almost up
setting the buggy, and went up the main 
street of Oreana City like a pair of race
horses heading for the wire.

MARY got little view of Oreana City, 
as she was entirely occupied in 

clinging to the seat of the open buggy. 
The road was far from smooth, and they 
went bouncing off the street into a wide 
sweep of low hills, gray and blue in the 
starlight. Klondike clung to the frail 
lines, content to keep the running team 
in the road.

The light buggy meant nothing to the 
broncos running wild, cold-jawed. A 
mile or more reeled out behind them. 
Klondike knew of a bad spot in the road, 
where a washout had cut a deep furrow 
across the highway. To go into this at 
top speed would mean a smashup. He 
shortened his lines, braced his feet and 
pulled steadily. But the cold-jawed 
broncs did not mind the pull on the 
straight-bar bits.

Klondike, still half drunk, realized 
that things were not working out just 
right. He shot a glance at the girl beside 
him. She was clinging to the seat with 
both hands. He surged back on the lines 
again. He knew the washout was close 
now.

Snap! The left line broke and came 
back, striking Klondike in the chest, and 
throwing all the pull on the right line. 
It swerved the team to the right, and a 
wheel went over a mesquite snag, throw
ing Klondike off the seat.

Just beyond where they were a road 
turned to the right; an old road, which 
had not been used for years. The buggy 
slewed around, skidded dangerously, 
and then straightened up, as the frantic 
team headed up the old road.

Mary was thrown off the seat and 
down against the dash, but managed to 
get back to the seat. Her mind was in a 
whirl as she realized that the driver had 
been thrown out of the vehicle and that 
the horses were running away. She 
wanted to jump, but realized the danger. 
The buggy was careening over the old 
road, possibly half a mile from where 
Klondike had been thrown out, when the 
team whirled suddenly, throwing Mary 
off into a patch of brush, and headed 
back in the general direction of the Star 
X, cutting across country.

The cause of their sudden turn was a 
lone horseman, who had appeared sud
denly just a few yards ahead of them. 
The team was almost into him when it 
turned, and Mary narrowly missed be
ing thrown against his horse. The horse 
whirled wildly, but he reined it back, 
dismounted swiftly and ran to the girl.
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With little difficulty he disentangled 

her from the bush, which had broken 
her fall, and laid her on the ground. Her 
rescuer was Dude Wheeler, who had 
been cutting across country toward the 
Star X. On his face was a mixture of 
wonder and astonishment as he 
scratched a match and looked down into 
the frightened eyes of a strange girl.

“Are you hurt?” he asked.
She did not say— merely blinked at 

the match, which burned Dude’s fingers 
before he dropped it.

“ I— I don’t think I’m hurt— much,” 
she said, as he scratched another match. 
She managed to sit up and he braced her 
with one arm. “ I guess I— I’m badly 
shaken,” she admitted.

“ I’ll bet you are. How did you happen 
to be up here all alone with a runaway 
team?”

“Why, I don’t know exactly, the driver 
fell off, you see.”

“Yeah, I see— that much.”
Dude Wheeler was lighting more 

matches, to get a better look at this girl.
“Who was the driver?” he asked.
Mary shook her head. “ I don’t know. 

I just came in on the train tonight.”
“ In on the train?” echoed Dude. He 

looked at her closer. “Say, are you Miss 
Ault?”

“Why— er—yes,” said Mary.
The matches burned out, and Dude 

did not light another.
“ I see,” he said slowly.

VII

D  UDE got to his feet and stood there, 
gazing across the hills.

“You’re a long ways from the Lazy 
A,” he said to Mary Smith. “ I don’t 
know what— I wonder—that was a Lazy 
A team. You don’t know who the driver 
was?”

“ No, I have no idea. They just put me 
in the buggy, and the team ran away.”

“ I’m Jack Wheeler, Miss Ault. From 
the Star X outfit.”

“ I— I think I’ve hurt my ankle, Mr. 
Wheeler.”

“ I reckon you got off lucky, if that’s 
all.”

He helped her to her feet, but she was 
unable to walk.

“ It’s a long ways to the Lazy A,” Dude 
repeated slowly. “ I oughtn’t to take you 
to the Star X, but it’s the nearest place. 
Can you stand alone until I get my 
bronc?”

Mary clung to the brush, while he led 
his horse up to her.

“ You can’t ride a horse in that skirt,” 
he told her.

“No, I suppose not,” admitted Mary. 
“What will we do?”

“And if I set you sideways on that 
saddle and got on behind you, we’d 
prob’ly both get throwed off, because 
that bronc ain’t broke to pack double. 
I reckon there’s just one thing to do.”

He swung her up and got into the 
saddle with her, holding her in his arms.

“ But you can’t carry me like this!” 
she protested.

“ This is evidence against your idea,” 
he said, as he rode off through the hills. 
“ If you can stand it, I sure can, miss.”

Back on the road where Klondike had 
been turned from the buggy, he had 
landed just hard enough to daze him for 
a minute or more. When he recovered 
sufficiently to realize what had hap
pened, the team was too far awyay for 
him even to hear it. He was in the road 
wffien Buck Wing, Joe Chevrier and 
Heinie Moriarity came galloping up the 
road, leading Klondike’s horse. They 
drew up and considered Klondike, who 
was still half speechless from his fall.

“What happened?” panted Buck. 
“ Where’s the team ?”

“ Gone,” Klondike puffed heavily and 
flapped his arms helplessly. “Th- 
throwed me out! Line busted.”

“ She’ll be killed!” blurted Heinie.
“Already killed, I’ll bet!” exploded 

Buck. “Get on your bronc, Klondike! 
We’ve got to head ’em off.”

Klondike lurched into the saddle.
“Head nothin’ ! They’re miles away 

and goin’ strong. I couldn’t even check 
’em.”



W. C. TUTTLE 113
But no one was listening to him ; they 

were spurring ahead as fast as their 
horses could run.

“ Watch for her along the road!” 
yelled Buck.

Their horses never slackened until 
they reached the big gate of the Star X, 
where they found the buggy, almost 
wrapped around one of the gate posts. 
Inside the yard were the horses. One 
had lost all its harness except the collar 
and limped badly. The other seemed to 
be all right.

The boys dropped off their horses, 
cold sober now, but there was no sign of 
the girl. Sadly they mounted and rode 
back toward town, searching carefully, 
afraid of finding the girl dead.

“ They’ll hang us,” wailed Klondike.
“ You get ’bout feefty shot in de hin’- 

side, and you not scare from hang,” de
clared Joe, who rode standing up in his 
stirrups.

“ It was a fool thing for us to do,” 
complained Buck.

“ It was your idea, Buck,” retorted 
Klondike.

“ You suggested ridin’ a circle and 
cornin’ back to the depot, remember. - 
Don’t lay it all onto me.”

“She was a danged pretty girl, too,” 
said Klondike. “ I got a good look at 
her.”

“Sdre, and pulled all on one line.”
“Aw, let up on him, Buck,” said 

Heinie. “ Dude will fire all of us, so we 
might as well go to town, get drunk and 
take our medicine. If there ever was 
four bigger fools, I’d like to see what 
they look like. .

A FTER Mary Smith had left Cultus 
Collins at the train, he walked from 

the depot and got a room at the Oreana 
hotel, then went to the Oreana Saloon. 
The sheriff and Miles Lane were at the 
bar, talking with the bartender, who 
was explaining the argument between 
the Lazy A and the Star X. Cultus sat 
down at a table and picked up a news
paper.

“ I wasn’t here to see the fun,” laughed

Lane. “ Lucky that no one was hurt, ex
cept Joe Chevrier. Those few shot prob
ably won’t hurt him much. Do you know 
if Miss Ault came in tonight?”

“ I think so,” said the sheriff. “ Idaho 
was here to meet her, and I saw his out
fit go out of town on the run. Just got a 
flash of the buggy, but I think the girl 
was in it. Idaho was drivin’ a half-broke 
team.”

“Joe Chevrier said he had been stung 
by forty bees,” chuckled the bartender.

Lane turned to Cultus. “Have a drink 
with us, stranger?”

Cultus came up to the bar.
“My name is Jones,” he said. “ From 

Oklahoma.”
“Mine is Lane.” The lawyer intro

duced Cultus to the others. “ Did you- 
come in on the train tonight?”

“Yeah.” Cultus nodded.
“ Did a lady get off here?”
“ Yeah. I think her name was Ault. 

I talked with her a little.”
“ A niece of old man Ault, who died a 

while back,” said the sheriff.
Cultus squinted at his glass. He had a 

letter of introduction to a dead man, it 
. seemed.

“She inherited the Lazy A Ranch,” 
offered the sheriff.

“ She didn’t say anythin’ about it,” 
said Cultus thoughtfully. “A nice girl, 
I thought,”

“She’ll be rich.” The sheriff backed 
against the bar, holding his glass. “That 
Lazy A is worth a mint of money.” 

“ Cattle?” asked Cultus.
“ Gold. The old man could have sold 

out for a million, but he hated holes in 
the ground. Queer old jigger.”

“Have you ever been here before?” 
asked Lane curiously.

Cultus shook his head. “ No. Kind of 
lookin’ over the cattle crop for a Chicago 
packer.”

“ Oh, I see. You— ”
Lane’s question was interrupted by 

the entrance of Idaho Breen. He was 
hatless, a smear o f blood was across his 
mouth, and a livid scratch over his right 
eye. He lurched against the bar.
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“Give me a drink!” he snorted an

grily. “Here, give me that bottle!” He 
grasped the bottle and took a heavy 
swig, probably the biggest drink ever 
taken in the Oreana.

Idaho slammed the bottle back on the 
bar, and tried to blink the tears out of 
his eyes.

“ That’s what I’d call a snifter,” ob
served the sheriff.

“ Sa-a-y!” Idaho pounded on the bar 
with both hands. “ I was assaulted by 
several men a while ago. They hog-tied 
me and left me back of the depot. The 
agent happened to find me. My team’s 
gone— the girl’s gone!”

“You was?” exclaimed the sheriff. 
“Why I seen your buggy go up the street 
just after the train came in.”

“Are you sure?” choked Idaho.
“Yeah. It was goin’ kind of fast, but 

I ’m sure I seen a woman in it, Idaho.” 
Idaho struck the' top of the bar with 

his fist, “That damn’ Star X outfit! 
They laid for me, and stole the girl!” 

“Who was the girl they stole ?” asked 
Cultus.

Idaho glared at him. “Who are you ?” 
“ This is Mr. Jones of Oklahoma,” said 

the sheriff. “Mr. Jones, this is Mr. 
Breen, foreman of the Lazy A .”

“ The girl they stole,” said Idaho, not 
offering Cultus his hand, “was the new 
owner of the Lazy A outfit!”

“The one that came in on the train 
with you,” said the sheriff.

“Oh, that one.”
“ Did you see her get off the train?” 

Idaho asked quickly. “Who met her? 
What’d they look like ?”

CULTUS grinned widely.
“ It was dark, and I didn’t pay 

much attention.”
“ It has been over an hour since the 

train came in,” said Lane.
“Just why would the Star X steal that 

girl?” asked Cultus.
“ Because they hate the Lazy A !” 

snorted Idaho. “ We had a regular battle 
in the street tonight. Nobody got killed.
I suppose both sides were too drunk to

shoot straight. They’d do anything, 
them dirty coyotes. I’m goin’ out to the 
Star X and get that girl!”

“Think about it a while,” advised the 
sheriff. “Them boys won’t eat her. They 
was all drunk, Idaho, and their idea of a 
good joke would be to steal the owner of 
the Lazy A.”

“ Dirty cow thieves!” Idaho was mad.
“Don’t let Dude Wheeler hear you say 

that,” said the sheriff.
“Bad medicine?” asked Cultus.
“ Bad enough to resent a thing like 

that.”
Idaho reached for the bottle and tcok 

another drink, as a cowboy from one of 
the small ranches south of Oreana car." e 
in. He nodded pleasantly.

“ I was wonderin’ if any of the Lazy 
A gang were in town,” he said, grinning. 
“ The Star X outfit are down in the Raw- 
hide.”

“ Down in the Rawhide?” asked Idaho. 
“ How long have they been down there?”

“Well, -I heard the bartender tell ’em 
the Lazy A thought they’d run ’em out 
of town, and the Star X boys said they 
hadn’t never left town.”

Idaho glared thoughtfully.
“ Did the agent see the girl get off the 

train ?” Lane asked him.
Idaho shook his head. “ He said he 

didn’t.”
“ I reckon Mr. Jones of Oklahoma here 

is the only one that’s sure she ever 
came,” observed the sheriff.

“ I saw a girl get off,” corrected Cul
tus.

Miles Lane cleared his throat softly. 
“ If I were in your place, Idaho, I’d go 
home and sleep on it. I don’t think that 
girl is in any danger of being hurt, and 
you can’t do a thing tonight.”

The sheriff nodded. “Tomorrow morn- 
in’, if  she ain’t showed up, I’ll go with 
yuh to the Star X ,” he promised.

“ Yeah, and I’ll take my whole outfit,” 
flared Idaho. “Now I’ve got to hire a 
horse to ride home on.” He stamped out 
of the saloon, and they heard him going 
down the rickety sidewalk, heading for 
the livery stable.
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Cultus went back to the hotel, puz

zling over what had become of Mary. He 
could have described the two men who 
had met her at the train, but had decided 
not to. He could identify Buck Wing and 
Klondike Evans any time, and Cultus 
wanted to know more before he told 
anybody what he knew.. . .

Out at the Star X, Dude Wheeler saw 
the wreck of the Lazy A buggy when he 
rode through the gate with Mary in his 
arms. The two horses were down near 
a corral, so the runaway team must have 
cut back to the road.

He drew up at the ranchhouse porch 
and dismounted, still carrying Mary.

“ Your arms must be paralyzed,” she 
said.

“ Well— ” he laughed— “you’re not as 
light as you were when I first picked you 
up.”

He carried her on into the house.

V III

M n  THE Star X ranchhouse the living 
room was commodious, rough finished, 
with a huge fireplace on one side. The 
floor was strewn with Navajo rugs, and 
many of the chair seats and backs were 
of cowhide, untanned. It was a typical 
man’s abode. A gun-rack was filled with 
rifles. Loose cartridges, a heavy Colt 
revolver, a coil of rope, tobacco and dog
eared magazines were scattered over the 
rough center table. In front of the fire
place was the pelt of a grizzly bear, 
while over the mantel was a huge elk 
head, with magnificent antlers.

Mary gazed around, after Dude had 
placed her in their easiest chair.

“I ’ll get some hot water,” he said. 
“And some liniment. You take it easy, 
and I’ll fix you up.”

Mary watched the tail, straight cow
boy leave the room, and sank back with 
a sigh, wondering what would happen 
next. Life certainly had been adven
turous since she had met Cultus Collins. 
She had no idea just what she was to do 
in Oreana City, so thinking it over calm
ly was impossible. She was an impostor.

And whether she could carry out the 
deception remained to be seen.

Old Eph Wheeler, clad in an old red 
undershirt, overalls and mismated 
woolen socks came into the room. The 
old man’s sparse hair was standing 
straight up, and his face in the lamplight 
looked thin. He squinted at her, glanced 
toward the kitchen, where Dude was 
noisily poking wmod in the stove, then 
came a little closer.

“Just who might you be?” he asked 
curiously. “ I thought I must be dream- 
in’ when I heard a woman’s voice out 
here.”

“ I am Mary Ault,” said Mary bravely. 
The old man’s mouth dropped open, 

but he did not speak. He frowmed, 
shifted his feet.

“ Mind sayin’ that again?” he asked. 
Mary repeated the name as Dude 

came in from the kitchen. He stopped 
short when he saw his father.

“ Did we wake you up, Dad?” he 
asked. “ This is Miss Ault.”

“ That’s what she said,” said the old 
man. “Where’d you pick her up?”

Dude explained about the runaway. 
He didn’t know who had been driving 
the team, and Mary didn’t know.

"It’s a Lazy A rig,” said Dude. “ Blue 
buggy with red wheels. It’s wrapped 
around one of our gate posts outside. 
The horses are down by the corral. I 
can’t imagine what a Lazy A rig would 
be doin’ out here.”

“My suitcase was in it,” said Mary. 
Dude walked out, and came back with 

the suitcase, which wTas none the worse 
for the runaway. The old man sat down 
and watched Mary, while she soaked her 
swollen ankle in hot water,

“ So Jud Ault was your uncle, eh?” he 
remarked. “Know him?”

“ No,” said Mary. She hadn’t the 
slightest idea who Jud Ault was.

"He was an old coyote.”
Mary flinched. She was evidently not 

related to a saint.
“ He turned his own daughter out,” 

went on the old man.
“ Dad, I don’t reckon she cares to
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know all this,” Dude said softly.

“Well, she ought to. Anyway, she 
might as well hear it from me, 'cause 
she’s goin’ to hear it sooner or later.” 

“That liniment will take a lot of the 
soreness out,” said Dude. “I’ll soak a 
bandage and— ”

“You’re takin' a lot of pains with an 
Ault,” said the old man. “Been packin’ 
a Winchester for ’em for years and now 
you’re wrappin’ up their ankles.”

Dude flushed, but Mary laughed, be
cause she did not realize how serious had 
been the hatred between the two 
ranches.

“What’s a Winchester?” she asked. 
“A gun,” said Dude. His hand trem

bled slightly and he spilled a little lini
ment.

“Do all men carry guns out here?” she 
asked.

Dude looked up at her, his eyes seri
ous. “ Most of ’em do.”

“ Tell me about Jud Ault turning his 
daughter out.”

“ It’s true.” Dude did not look up at 
her again. “ She married a gambler. 
Some say he was also a lawyer, but he 
didn’t practice law here. Old Jud Ault 
wouldn’t speak to her again. She lives in 
Oreana City, with her little boy.” 

“ Didn’t he leave her anything when 
he died?”

“A dollar.”
“And the ranch is worth a million, 

they say,” growled the old man. “You’re 
sure lucky.”

“ I— I don’t know much about it,” fal
tered Mary.

“ Lane sent for you, I reckon. He made 
out Jud Ault’s will.”

“Yes,” said Mary, because she didn’t 
know what else to say.

rfcUDE finished bandaging the ankle, 
^  and the old man turned to him.

“ You better harness up the team and 
take her back to the hotel, Dude.” 

They looked at each other for mo
ments.

“ That might be the best thing to do,” 
Dude said slowly then. “ I’ll hitch up.”

He went out, and Mary curled up on 
the big chair, her chin in her hand. She 
did not like the old man, who filled his 
pipe and smoked noisily.

“You’ll sell the Lazy A, won’t you?” 
he asked, not unkindly.

Mary shook her head. “ I don’t know, 
Mr. Wheeler.”

“ Runnin’ a ranch ain’t no woman's 
job.” He pulled on his pipe. “ Of course, 
you might marry.”

“ I hadn’t thought of that.”
“Huh! That’s about all most girls 

think about!”
“Do they?”
Eph Wheeler threw his pipe on the 

table, with a grunt of disgust. “ I’m glad 
you’re goin’ back to town! I hate an 
argument. I wish Dude would hurry 
with that team. You make me mad. You 
remind me of Jud Ault.”

Mary laughed at him, and he stalked 
from the room, swearing under his 
breath. He did not put in an appearance 
when Dude carried her out to the buggy, 
and Dude did not mention him until they 
were well on their way to Oreana City.

The moon was up now, and the hills 
were bathed in a silver glow ; blue in the 
depths, and silver where the moonlight 
brushed the ridges; a mystic fairyland, 
where the moon and stars came down 
close to the world. Mary leaned back 
and looked at a world she had never seen 
before.

“ Isn’t it beautiful!” she said simply.
“Yes’m, it is,” said Dude. “ I never 

get tired of these hills at night. The 
rough edges are all gone. Lots of nights 
I just ride into the hills, ride ’way back 
on the ridges. It’s like goin’ away from 
the rest of the world. Say, I'm sorry 
Dad talked like he did. But he’s old, and 
he hates the Lazy A. There are no wom
en at the Star X. Pretty soon our four 
cowpunchers will be driftin’ home from 
town, loaded to the gills with liquor, and 
it might not be a nice place for a lady— 
the Star X ranch. You’ll be better off at 
the hotel. I’m glad you’ve got your suit
case.”

“ It’s a wonder it didn’t get smashed.”
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"And you, too.”
"I ’m sorry to have put you to all this 

trouble, Mr. Wheeler. I just can’t im
agine what would have happened to me, 
if you hadn’t met that runaway.”

“Well, it was kind of lucky. About a 
hundred yards beyond where you was 
throwed out, there’s a deep washout. It’s 
about thirty feet across— and there ain’t 
no road.”

“ You mean a deep rut?”
“ It’s about twenty feet deep.”
Mary shuddered. “ I’m glad I met you.” 
“ Well, so am I,” said Dude softly. 

“And it wasn’t any trouble, so you don’t 
need to thank me.”

“ But you hate the Ault family.”
“ I just wonder if I do. This hate never 

got me anythin’. You and Faith are the 
only Aults I know, and I don’t hate 
either of yuh.”

“ Faith?”
“Jud Ault’s daughter. There’s the 

lights of Oreana City. The hotel ain’t no 
great place, but it’s all right. You’ll 
prob’ly go out to the Lazy A tomorrow.” 

They drove up to the hotel. Dude car
ried her suitcase in and Mary was able 
to limp slowly along. The proprietor, 
reading by the light of a smoky old oil 
lamp, stared over his glasses at her.

“ Give Miss Ault your best room, 
Charley,” said Dude. “ She’s only goin’ 
to be here one night.”

“Sure, sure! Miss Ault, huh? Looks 
like old Jud, eh? Know her any place. 
You don’t need to register. We never 
had but one book, and somebody stole it. 
I suppose they was collectin’ horse- 
thieves’ autographs.”

The old man bent double over- his 
stock joke, grabbed the lamp in one 
hand, the suitcase in the other and led 
the way down a narrow hall.

“ I’ll put you in the president’s sweet,” 
he chuckled. “ It’s the only one that the 
wash-bowl ain’t cracked.”

Dude went outside. There was plenty 
of noise in the-Oreana, so he went over. 
Klondike, Buck, Heinie and Joe were 
there, decidedly drunk. They goggled at 
him owlishly, sobering a trifle. Buck

invited him to have a drink, but he de
clined.

A SUDDEN notion struck him, and he 
took Buck by the arm.

“I want to talk to you, Buck,” he said. 
Buck held back. “Now listen, Dude. 

You’ve— ”
“Not in here,” whispered Dude. 

“Come outside.”
“ Oh, all right. Shay, now lissen— ” 
Dude drew him outside the saloon and 

braced him against the wall.
“ I know whasha want,” said Buck 

knowingly. “ I -didn’t know Klondike 
was gonna busht the lines. It’s an awful 
thing, ol’-timer. She mush of been 
killed. She— ”

“ You stole that girl, did you, Buck?” 
“ Oh, yesh. Firs’ we had a fight with 

the Lazy A, and the sheriff shot Joe in 
the pants with a sh-shotgun. Ter’ble! 
Idaho Breen wash in it, too. Oh, cer- 
t’nly! So we tied him up in an old sad
dle-blanket and stole the girl. We admit 
it. Cert’nly, we do. We can’t deny it. 
’S too bad, but it’s done, Dude.”

“Who knows about it, except you four, 
Buck?”

“Thasall.”
“Did Idaho recognize you?”
“ ’F he did, he’s a good li’l recogniz

er ”
“ Then don’t say anythin’ about it, 

Buck. They can’t prove it on you, so 
keep still.”

“You mean that, Dude?” Buck gog
gled owlishly.

“ Sure I mean it.”
“Is— is that girl dead?”
“ Not hardly, Buck.”
“ Oh, my, thash good. Mush obliged, 

Dude. An’ you ain’t goin’ to fire ush?” 
Dude laughed softly. “No, Buck, I 

think not. Maybe I’ll thank you instead. 
Go back and finish up your job.”

Buck weaved back to the bar, where 
the other three boys awaited a verdict. 
Buck leaned against the bar, poured out 
a drink, a vacant sag to his lower lip.

“What’d Dude want?” gurgled Klon
dike.
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“Sh-h-h-h-h!” Buck sagged back on 

his heels. “ It’s a shecret. Dude says to 
keep our mouth shut.”

“Zasso?” Heinie nodded solemnly. 
“ Does Dude know about it?”

“ Shertenly does,” said Buck. “ Oh, 
shertenly he does."

“And he wasn’t awful mad, Buck? 
Didn't fire us?”

“ Nossir. He— he con-con-congratu
lated ush.”

“ By gosh, dat's fine!” exploded Joe. 
“My min’ is relieve, but I’m still got de 
li’l duck shot in de skin.”

“ Dude wasn’t drunk?” queried Klon
dike.

“Jus’ as shober as— as we are,” de
clared Buck.

“Then it’s all right. Here’s happy 
days, gents.”

IX

W HEN Idaho Breen and his three 
cowboys rode into Oreana City early the 
next morning, each man carried a rifle 
in a scabbard, and an extra belt of car
tridges. The Lazy A was prepared for 
war. Sheriff Cleve Sears sighed mourn
fully when he saw them. He wanted to 
be fair with both sides, even if Joe 
Chevrier had tried to kill him the pre
vious evening.

Idaho rode up to the sheriff’s office 
and briskly stated his intention of going 
out to the Star X and demanding the 
girl and an explanation.

“ And you better come along, Cleve,” 
he said. “ To see we get a square deal.”

“No-o-up.” The sheriff shook his head. 
“ In the first place, you don’t know they 
took her. Last night your outfit staged 
a battle with the Star X ; and now if 
you go out there, all heeled for a scrap, 
you’ll get it, Idaho. I’m not goin’ to back 
your play. If you kill some of the Star 
X, that’s ag’in the law, and all hell can’t 
save you from swingin’. Better do quite 
a lot of thinkin’ about it, Idaho.”

It was a long speech for Cleve Sears 
to make, and it left him gasping for 
breath. It also left Idaho breathless.

“Are you backin’ the Star X ?” he de
manded.

“ I'm not backin’ anybody! Joe Chev
rier tried to kill you or me. But that 
was last night.”

“But I want to find the girl!” wailed 
Idaho. “I’m not lookin’ for a war, Cleve. 
That girl was stolen, and I’ve got a 
charge of horse-stealin’ ag’in the man 
who took my team. There ain’t no law 
against killin’ a horse thief.”

“Ain’t never been no law ag’in it,” 
said the sheriff slowly. “When you’re 
sure you’ve got the right man.”

“ Well, I don’t think you’re playin’ 
square, Cleve.”

Idaho joined his men in front of the 
Rawhide Saloon, where they sat down 
to debate their next move. The sheriff 
went on to the hotel dining rooih for his 
breakfast. He was just making an at
tack on a platter of ham and eggs, when 
Mary limped into the room and sat 
down.

Cleve Sears stared at her, found it 
difficult to concentrate on breakfast. She 
paid no attention to him, but ordered 
her own breakfast from the hotel pro
prietor, who asked her how her leg was 
this morning.

“Much better, thank you.” She smiled.
“Don’t mention it, Miss Ault. Want 

your eggs lookin’ up, or blind?”
“I don’t think I know what you 

mean.”
“Leave ’em as they lay, or turned 

over, ma’am?”
“ Oh, as they lay.” Mary laughed.
As the man shuffled away the sheriff 

hurried outside to where Idaho and his 
men were debating.

“ If you’re lookin’ for a Miss Ault, 
she's eatin’ breakfast in the hotel,” an
nounced Sheriff Sears.

Idaho blinked rapidly. “How’d she 
get there?”

“I didn’t ask her,” said the sheriff 
coldly. “Me, I think you was drunk and 
didn't meet the train.”

“ No such a damn thing! I tell you—  
oh, well, I don’t care what you think.”

As they all filed over to the hotel,
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Miles Lane was coming down the street. 
He was surprised at the news and anx
ious to see the girl. The four cowboys 
stayed in the hotel lobby, while the sher
iff, Idaho and Lane went into the dining 
room.

Miles Lane introduced himself, Idaho, 
and the sheriff. Mary had finished 
breakfast, so Lane asked her to go to his 
office with him and Idaho.

"You’ve got your credentials, ain’t 
you?” asked Idaho.

Mary produced the letter Cultus Col
lins had given her. Lane glanced 
through it, nodding.

“ Cleve,” he said to the sheriff, "I wish 
you’d get old Judge Mears and bring 
him to my office. I’d like to have him 
there when we read the will.”

TTHE sheriff turned away, and Lane 
led the way to his office, ignoring the 

three cowpunchers, who were anxious to 
meet the girl. In the office, Lane closed 
the door and motioned Mary to a seat. 
Idaho lounged against the closed door, 
looking speculatively at Mary.

"This letter says to keep you away 
from liquor,” Lane said seriously. "May
be you understand that.”

"Yes,” Mary said softly.
"I ’ll say Loring was a good picker.” 

Lane laughed. “How much did he tell 
you about this deal ?”

“ Not much.” Mary glanced at the 
floor.

“All right. You’d fool anybody, my 
dear. I was afraid Loring might send a 
hard-boiled female.”

“ You can’t tell by the label,” said 
Idaho.

“ That’s true.” Lane moved closer to 
Mary and lowered his voice. “ I don’t 
know how much Loring told you, but 
what you don’t know won’t hurt you. 
Just do as we say, and you’ll get your 
money. Is that plain?”

Mary nodded, not trusting her voice. 
"All right. We’ll read that will as 

soon as the men get here, then you’ll go 
out to the Lazy A. And remember, you 
are Mary Ault as long as you are here.

You play square, and you’ll get your 
profit.”

“And if she don’t— ” Idaho Breen 
hesitated.

“We won’t discuss such a remote pos
sibility, Idaho. Now, Mary, will you 
please tell us what happened to you last 
night?”

“ Why,” faltered Mary, “a man met 
me at the train, put me in a buggy, and 
the team ran away. Another man found 
me and brought me to the hotel. I hurt 
my ankle, but it’s better this morning.”

“ Would you know these men if you 
seen ’em?” asked Idaho.

Mary shook her head quickly. “ It was 
too dark.”

“Hear any names?”
“ No— except the man who brought 

me in. His name was Wheeler.”
“ Dude Wheeler, eh?” Idaho laughed 

harshly.
He dropped the subject, because the 

sheriff and old Judge Mears were com
ing in. The cowboys from the Lazy A 
also crowded in and listened to Miles 
Lane read the will of Jud Ault. With 
the exception of one dollar, the entire 
Lazy A property was left to his niece, 
Mary Ault, his brother’s only child— an 
orphan. The will had been witnessed by 
Idaho Breen and Pie Ide.

As they came from the office, Cultus 
Collins met them near the door. He 
nodded pleasantly to everyone. Idaho 
asked Pie Ide to go to the livery stable 
for a rig to take Mary out to the ranch.

Cultus moved in close to Idaho. "I ’d 
like to speak to you on a little business 
matter,” he said.

Idaho squinted at him narrowly, as 
they moved down the street away from 
the crowd. Cultus drew out the letter he 
had brought to Jud Ault, and let Idaho 
read it.

“Now, I don’t know what it’s all 
about,” confessed Cultus. “ It seems I’ve 
arrived too late, but maybe you know 
what the old man wanted done.”

Idaho’s eyes hardened slightly. "I 
don’t know just what—oh, yeah.” He 
looked at Cultus, a half smile on his lips.
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“ You see, we’ve been losin’ a lot of cat
tle. Just a while ago I found a lot of 
Lazy A hides in a prospect hole about 
three miles from our ranch. Somebody 
has been killin’ our stock, and the old 
man was worried about it. There’s been 
bad blood between our outfit and the 
Star X for years, and that bothered him, 
too. If you can clean up all this cattle 
stealin’, you’re a wonder. Do you think 
you can?”

Cultus smiled widely. “ I’ll try.” 
“Fine!” Idaho fairly beamed.
“You better give me a job on the Lazy 

A ,” suggested Cultus. “ It would kind of 
mask my real work,”

Idaho rubbed his chin thoughtfully. 
“ Yeah. You ain’t got no horse here, have 
you? No? Well, put your stuff in the 
buggy, and you can drive Miss Ault out 
to the ranch. We’ll ride along with you.” 

“But I ain’t got nothin’ to take along. 
Maybe I better buy a couple of shirts.” 

“Get what yuh need. Ide will be here 
with the buggy in a few minutes.”

CULTUS nodded and headed for the 
store, while Idaho went back and 

showed Miles the telegram, which had 
been sent to Jud Ault. Then he told 
Miles about the letter of introduction 
Cultus had from the secretary of the 
Cattlemen’s Association, and of how he 
was going to keep the man out at the 
Lazy A, to hunt rustlers.

“ His name is Jones, isn’t it?” asked 
Lane.

“That’s the name he gave last night. 
The letter he had didn’t mention any 
names. But Jones or not Jones, I’ll have 
him where I can watch him all the time. 
Say, Miles, how do yuh like our 
heiress?”

“She sure fits the part. Why, you’d 
almost take her for a decent girl.”

Idaho grinned. “Loring knew what 
we needed. The only thing that worries 
me is that Loring can demand more 
money. He knows too much.”

“Let him try anything and I’ll send 
him to the penitentiary for life,” 
growled Lane. “Here comes the rig.”

They helped Mary into the buggy, 
while one of the boys got her suitcase 
from the hotel. She gave Lane the check 
for the trunk, and Idaho promised to 
send a wagon after it. Cultus came front 
the store, carrying a bundle, and Idaho 
motioned for him to take the lines. Lane 
introduced Mary, and Cultus smiled.

“ I met Miss Ault on the train,” he 
said.

“We’ll lead the way,” said Idaho. 
“Head straight out of town and take the 
road that leads to the left.”

Cultus drove slowly along while the 
men crossed the street and mounted 
their horses.

“ Hang onto your nerve,” he cautioned 
Mary. “I’m goin’ to stay at the Lazy A 
and hunt rustlers. I had to show my 
hand, in order to keep an eye on you, 
Mary Elizabeth. This is a game, but it’s 
a dangerous pastime. Be careful what 
you say to me.”

Mary looked straight ahead as the 
cowboys rode in close to them.

“ Your name is Jones, ain’t it?” said 
Idaho, leaning from his saddle.

Cultus nodded. "Bill Jones, to be ex
act.”

“ From Oklahoma?”
“ That’s the place.”
Idaho straightened in his saddle, and 

there was a smile on his lips. He didn't 
know it, but there was also a smile on 
the lips of Jones of Oklahoma.

Old Jud Ault had had little pride in 
appearances, and had been satisfied to 
let the Lazy A run down. The old ranch- 
house was half adobe and with two 
stories. It was a decidedly livable place, 
but not much to look at. A wide veranda 
extended the width of the front, on the 
ground' level, with the old flagged floor 
which had been laid many years ago still 
intact. The big living room was much 
the same as that of the Star X, and in 
it was the same masculine flavor.

Wang Lung, a wizen-faced old Celes
tial, presided over the culinary end of 
the Lazy A. He had been with the Lazy 
A for years, and was known as “ Hop,” 
for no reason at all.
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He accepted the advent of Mary and 

Cultus without comment. They kept 
strictly out of his department. He was 
jealous of his kitchen, and woe to any
one who intruded.

On the ride home, Idaho Breen had 
told the boys confidentially that Bill 
Jones, of Oklahoma, was an Association 
detective. Cowboys, as a rule, do not 
care much for range detectives, but this 
rangy, homely specimen, with the sol
emn visage, rather amused them. But 
he had no difficulty falling into the 
routine.

X

■IP'IE IDE tried to frame up some 
practical jokes to play on the range 
detective in their midst, but discarded 
each idea shortly after its inception.

“ I just can’t do it,” he confided to 
Omaha one morning, as they sat on the 
top pole of the corral together. “ I get a 
swell idea for a joke on him, and then I 
can’t seem to pull it off. He looks at me 
with them funny eyes, and I— you know 
how the hair raises up on the back of a 
dog when it’s scared ? That’s the way I 
kind of crinkle.”

“ You ain’t scared of him, are you?” 
Omaha smoothed his mustache and 
stared at Pie Ide.

The tall cowboy shook his head. “ It 
ain’t exactly bein’ scared, Omaha. But 
somethin’ tells me that he knows all 
about that joke. He looks at me just as 
though he knowed what I was thinkin’ 
about.”

“Aw, he ain’t so smart,” said Omaha. 
“ He’s been here a week and he ain’t done 
nothin’— much.”

“He was over to that prospect hole, 
where Idaho found them hides. I asked 
him what he thought of ’em, and he just 
says, ‘I think the cows that wore all 
them hides are dead.’ ”

Omaha snorted. “He sure is a detec
tive!”

“Idaho don’t think much of him,” said 
Pie. “ I heard him ask Jones how long 
he figured the Lazy A was goin’ to pay

him a salary, if he didn’t do some de
tectin’. Idaho asks him how he goes 
about findin’ a rustler, and he says he 
usually tried to put himself in the place 
of the rustler. Idaho says, ‘Well, have 
you done it? Jones says he has, and he 
says, ‘Now maybe I’ll put myself in the 
cow’s place, and work it out from that 
angle.’ ”

“ I think Jones is a plain fool,” said 
Omaha.

“ I think,” said Pie slowly, “that is 
just what Jones of Oklahoma wants us 
to think. Omaha, the Association ain’t 
in the habit of sendin’ fools on a job.”

“Huh! I never seen a cow detective 
that had sense enough to pour sand out 
of a boot.”

Pie lifted his head and squinted to
ward the main gate. “ Here comes Miles 
Lane. Omaha, I’m beginnin’ to suspect 
he’s stuck on our new boss.”

“ Danged fool!” growled Omaha.
Pie laughed softly. “Lots of fools 

around. Even Cleve Sears, our estimable 
sheriff, ain’t losin’ no chances to come 
out here.”

Idaho Breen met Miles Lane at the 
front door.

“ Well, what do you know?” asked 
Idaho.

Miles produced several pieces of mail, 
among which was a letter directed to 
Mary Ault. Idaho put it in his pocket, 
and the front door was closed behind 
them.

“ That letter was mailed in Oreana 
City,” observed Lane.

Idaho walked to the far end of the 
veranda, followed by the lawyer, took 
out the letter and tore open the flap. It 
read:
M y dear Miss A u lt:

By this time you probably realize that there 
is little friendship lost between your ranch and 
mine, but there is no reason why we cannot 
be friends. I can’t come to see you at the Lazy  
A , but I do want to see you again. Can’t you 
meet me in town? Just drop me a note, and 
make it soon.

Sincerely yours,
Jack Wheeler

Idaho snorted disgustedly and tore 
the letter into shreds, scattering them
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in the breeze.

“Not going to give it to her, eh?” 
queried Lane.

“Don’t look like it, does it? Dude 
Wheeler’s got a lot of nerve! I’d like to 
see him moonin’ around here!”

Lane laughed softly. “She’s a pretty 
girl.”

Idaho looked at Lane closely. “You' 
ain’t lettin’ that bother you, are you?” 

Lane flushed slightly. “Not a bit.” 
“Well,” said Idaho, “you better not, 

Miles. I’ll be glad when she’s out of 
here. I can’t get any work out of three 
fool punchers, who insist on wearin’ 
collars and takin’ baths.”

“ How about Jones of Oklahoma?” 
Idaho grinned. “That poor fool. I 

wonder if  the Association just wanted to 
get rid of Jones. Every day he saddles 
his horse and goes ridin’ in the hills, but 
he ain’t found out anything.”

“Where does he ride?” asked Lane. 
“ Oh, I don’t pay much attention to 

him.”

THEY wrent into the house. Mary was 
on a couch, reading an old magazine, 

but started to leave when they came in. 
She didn’t like the Oreana attorney.

“ Don’t go,” said Lane. “You’re al
ways running away.”

“ She wanted to go to town today,” 
offered Idaho. “But I told her we’d get 
anything she wants.”

“Sure we will,” said Lane.
“ Does that mean that I’m a prisoner 

here?” asked Mary indignantly.
“ Have it that way, if you want to,” 

replied Idaho. “This deal is almost 
settled, and we’re not takin’ any chances 
on you.”

“ But what harm would there be in 
my going to town?” she asked.

“ You can go when we tell you to go,” 
declared Idaho, “ and then we don’t care 
where you go, just so you go a long ways 
from here. You’ll be paid a-plenty, and 
all you’ll have to do is forget you ever 
seen the place. I reckon Loring told you 
that.”

Mary turned her attention to the

magazine, glad to drop the subject. In a 
few minutes Lane and Idaho went out
side and Mary stared out of the window. 
She had been virtually a prisoner since 
she arrived at the Lazy A. Hop served 
her meals to her in the living room, 
keeping her away from the dining room 
and the men.

She had had no chance to talk with 
Cultus. Idaho Breen had treated her 
respectfully enough, but she did want a 
few words with Cultus. But Idaho took 
no chances, and stayed close to the 
ranch, while Miles Lane handled the 
legal end of the inheritance.

She still did not know what they 
wanted. She had been told nothing, ex
cept that she was Mary Ault, the new 
owner of the Lazy A. She had been given 
the room formerly occupied by Jud Ault, 
which had been scrupulously cleaned by 
Hop. As far as physical comfort was 
concerned, she was all right.

It was different with Cultus. The 
Lazy A had furnished him with a horse 
and saddle, and Breen had told him to do 
as he pleased. Cultus realized that Mary 
was more or less of a prisoner, but there 
was nothing he could do. He also knew 
that Breen was little interested in the 
stolen cattle, except that he was not 
averse to making trouble for the Star X.

That Idaho Breen and Miles Lane 
intended to loot the Lazy A was easy to 
see, Cultus could prove that Mary Smith 
was not Mary Ault, but it would be diffi
cult to prove that there was no Mary 
Ault. It would only brand Mary Smith 
as an impostor, and him as her con
federate.

Cultus surmised that Breen and Lane 
intended merely to use the girl to get 
the ranch cheap. The letters proved that 
the girl who was shot in San Francisco 
was Janice Lee, not Mary Ault. Cultus 
had soon decided that the three Lazy A 
punchers were not in the plot. They 
fully believed that “ Mary Ault” was 
genuine. There was no reason for any
one to think otherwise.

On the same day that Lane brought 
the letter from Dude Wheeler, Cultus
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rode in at the tumbledown Cross Arrow, 
and met Badger and Shif’less Hill. The 
old man was sitting on his little porch, 
clad in a sleeveless undershirt, faded 
overalls, his bare feet on the porch rail 
while he slumped back in a rickety 
chair, smoking his pipe.

He unbent enough to remove his pipe 
from his mouth and grunt a welcome. 
Cultus dismounted, tied his horse, and 
sat down on the steps. As he rolled a 
cigarette, Shif’less came out stooping a 
little, as he stepped through the door
way.

“Howdy,” Shif'less said pleasantly. 
“ I didn’t know we had company. You’re 
Jones, ain’t you?”

“Yeah, I’m Jones.” Cultus got up and 
shook hands with Shif’less.

“You’re with the Lazy A, ain’t you?” 
“ I’m over there.” Cultus smiled. 
“ Damned outfit!” snorted the old 

man. Shif’less smiled.
“Don’t like ’em, eh?” queried Cultus. 
“No! Why should I like'em ?”
“No reason, I suppose.” Cultus 

shrugged. “Seems like a good outfit. 
What’s wrong with ’em?”

“ I reckon it’s all right since Jud Ault 
died,” said Shif’less, before the old man 
could speak. “This girl can’t be blamed 
for what Jud Ault done.”

“She’s a fine girl,” said Cultus. “How’s 
things with you folks?”

“ We can’t kick,” said Shif’less.
“ As long as the other outfits raise 

plenty of calves we’re doin’ well,” said 
the old man. “ At least that’s what they 
say about us.” Shif’less tried to stop 
him, but the old man shook his head 
violently. “What’s the difference? They 
all say it.”

C H IF ’LESS smiled grimly at Cultus. 
^  “ It just happens,” he said slowly, 
“that Mr. Jones is an Association detec
tive, sent here to try and find out who is 
stealin’ Lazy A cattle.”

The old man looked at Cultus, his eyes 
blazing. Cultus remarked how much he 
did look like a gray old badger, angry 
over something.

f

“So that’s what you are, eh?” he 
snarled. “Lookin’ over the Cross Arrow, 
are you? Well, go ahead!”

Cultus looked at Shif’less, ignoring 
the old man. “ Who told you that?” he 
asked.

“Miles Lane, the lawyer.”
Cultus nodded. He had suspected this. 

He wondered if all the outfits in the Oi’e- 
ana country didn’t know what he was 
doing.

“ You a pretty good friend of Lane?” 
he asked.

Shif’less hesitated. “Well, I’ve known 
him quite a long time, Jones. He didn’t 
lie about you, did he?”

Cultus shook his head. “ No, he told 
the truth— as far as he knew it.”

“As far as he knew it?”
“Even a lawyer don’t know it all.” 
“Well, what in hell are you doin’ here 

at my ranch?” rasped the old man. 
“Tryin’ to ,be friendly.”
“And then see what you can find out, 

eh?”
“ If you don’t steal cattle, you’ve got 

nothin’ to fear,” said Cultus.
“Well, that’s nice of you.”
Shif’less studied the tall, homely cow

boy. There was a world of power in that 
lean body. He sat, humped over on the 
steps, and his cotton shirt, drawn tight, 
showed the ripple of his back and shoul
der muscles. His wide, lean hands, with 
the long fingers, the broad bony wrists, 
bespoke viselike power.

“ I didn’t come over here, because of 
what I’ve heard,” said Cultus, “because 
I hardly ever believe what I hear. I’m 
not denyin’ I was sent here by the Asso
ciation, but it was because Jud Ault 
wanted me to come.”

“But he’s been dead quite a while, 
Jones.”

“It took quite a while to locate me, and 
they didn't know he was dead.”

“Now, what in hell did that old crook 
want of a detective?” demanded Badger 
Hill.

“ I don’t know,” confessed Cultus. “He 
didn’t know either. But he thought 
things wasn’t just right.”
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“You bet they wasn’t right!” said 

Shif’less hotly. “Jud Ault turned his 
daughter out of his house, because she 
married a man he didn’t like. And after 
the man left her without any support, 
the old man wouldn’t help her!”

"She’s a pretty nice sort of a girl, I 
hear,” said Cultus.

X I
^-'U L T U S  was looking at Shif’less 
Hill, as he spoke. He saw the jaw of the 
big, indolent-looking cowboy shut tight
ly, and his wistful blue eyes stared out 
across the hills.

“ Yeah, Faith’s— nice,” said Shif’less 
slowly.

The old man glanced at Shif’less, then 
at Cultus, and Cultus saw an expression 
o f amusement in the old fellow’s eyes.

"They say her husband is still sup
portin’ her,” said Cultus.

Shif’less nodded, but did not speak, 
“ Has he been here since he left his 

w ife?”
“ No.”
“ Yes,” said the old man quickly. “ I 

saw him. You don’t need to argue with 
me, Shif’less.” Shif’less had opened his 
mouth to speak. “ I saw Jack Keene in 
Oreana City, talkin’ to Miles Lane, one 
night. Shif’less says I was mistaken, but 
I know what I see.”

“How long ago was this?”
“A year ago last June,” said Shif’less. 

“It was about the fifteenth of the month. 
We’ve argued about it enough, that I 
remember the date.”

They talked for a while longer, but 
rustling was not mentioned again. Old 
Badger Hill shook hands with Cultus 
when he left, and asked him to visit him 
again.

Cultus rode back to Oreana City, and 
found the sheriff talking to Mrs. Keene 
in front of his office. The sheriff intro
duced them. The little boy accepted 
Cultus at once, when Cultus smiled at 
him as he took the young mother’s pack
ages, and the three of them walked to 
Mrs. Keene’s home.

Mrs. Keene asked Cultus about Mary 
Ault. Cultus confessed that he could 
tell her little. As he carried the pack
ages through the living room to the 
kitchen he glanced at a photograph on 
the center table.

“That is little Jackie’s father,” said 
Mrs. Keene.

Cultus nodded thoughtfully as he 
looked at the unmistakable features— 
Loring, the San Francisco lawyer who 
had been killed in the cafe gun battle, 
the man Cultus had knocked into the 
muddy street.

Cultus came back from the kitchen 
and went toward the front door. Mrs. 
Keene held out her hand.

“ It was kind of you to carry the pack
ages for me,” she said.

He shook hands gravely with her and 
with the little boy, and went down to 
the main street, his sombrero pulled 
down over his eyes. He had found out 
more than he had expected.

Jack Keene was the man who had 
sent a woman to pose as the niece of 
Jud Ault, and it was evident that Keene, 
or Loring, as he was known in San 
Francisco, was in the plot to loot the 
Lazy A. But Keene was dead, and Cul
tus did not think that either Lane or 
Breen knew that. Janice Lee was prob
ably dead or in a hospital, and likely 
didn’t know enough about the plot ever 
to let Lane and Breen know what hap
pened.

As Cultus sauntered up the crooked 
street Miles Lane rode in and took his 
horse to the livery stable. When Lane 
went to his office, Cultus crossed the 
street and followed him in.

Lane greeted him pleasantly and they 
sat down. Lane remarked that he had 
just returned from the Lazy A.

“ I was just talkin’ to Mrs. Keene,” 
said Cultus.

“A nice girl,” said Lane briskly. “Too 
bad she lost the Lazy A. Possibly Jud 
Ault was too severe, but he hated Jack 
Keene, and—  Oh, well, it was his busi
ness, I suppose. What have you found 
out in regard to the missing cattle?”
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“Not much. What do you know about 

the Cross Arrow?”
“Less than nothing— except hearsay. 

The Hills haven’t a good reputation.” 
“And the. Star X ?”
“You’ve heard about the feud?” 
“Sure. They staged a battle in the 

street here the night I arrived. Breen 
talks about ’em killin’ Lazy A stock, but 
I can’t quite swallow it, Lane. The Star 
X is as big as the Lazy A, and they don’t 
need to kill Lazy A cattle.”

Lane looked up quickly.
“ Have you been at the Star X ?”
“ I was out there yesterday and had a 

talk with the Wheelers.”
“And they knew you were from the 

Lazy A ?”
“ They knew I was from the Associa

tion,” corrected Cultus.
Lane smiled crookedly. “That won’t 

help you any, Jones.”
“Maybe not.” Cultus smiled. “You 

see, I wasn’t the one that told ’em.” 
“ Who do you suppose— ”
“They say you did, Lane.”
“Why, that’s preposterous, Jones!” 
“And old man Hill— ”
“ Did he say I told him?”
“Shif’less did.”
Lane colored. “ I don’t know why they 

would say such a thing, Jones.”
“Unless you’re tryin’ to get me killed 

off,” Cultus said softly.
“Why, the idea is ridiculous, Jones! 

I haven’t any interest in you except that 
I was Ault’s attorney for years, and 
naturally I’m interested in anything af
fecting the Lazy A Ranch. Idaho Breen 
wants you to clean up this rustling. 
Why, I’d be the last person on earth to 
seek to injure you, Jones.”

“Well, that’s fine,” drawled Cultus, 
and sauntered out.

Dude Wheeler, just going into the 
post office, waved to Cultus who walked 
up and met him.

"I want to ask you somethin’ , Jones,” 
said Dude, a bashful grin on his face. 
“You know I met Miss Ault the night 
she came in. She’s sure a nice girl.” 

Cultus grinned widely.

Dude sighed. “ It’s thisaway, Jones. I 
ain’t seen her since that night, and I 
can’t go out to the Lazy A. I wrote her 
a letter and posted it here this mornin’. 
I just found out that Miles Lane took 
the Lazy A mail out to the ranch today. 
And Miles Lane,”— Dude hesitated— “he 
was all dressed up to go out there. I 
don’t trust him, and I’m wonderin’— ” 

“ If he delivered the letter, eh?”
“ You might put it thataway, Jones. I 

know him pretty well.”
Cultus grinned. “ What can I do for 

you ?”
“Will you hand her a note from me?” 
“ Yeah. I ain’t seen her to speak to 

for a long time, but if it’s possible, I’ll 
see that she gets it.”

When Cultus rode back to the Lazy A 
he carried the note to Mary. It was al
most supper time, and the boys were all 
at the ranch. Cultus went to the long 
wash-bench just outside the kitchen 
door, and began washing, while Hop 
stood in the kitchen door, dangling a 
ladle in his hand.

“ Hop, do you happen to know a 
Chinaboy in Frisco, whose name is 
Wang Lee?” asked Cultus.

Old Hop smiled widely. “ Yessa— my 
clousin. He lun chop-suey lestlant.” 

Cultus grinned and nodded. “Wang 
Lee good friend of mine.”

This was not true, because Cultus did 
not know Wang Lee. He only knew of 
a popular chop suey restaurant of that 
name. But old Hop beamed.

“Wang Lee velly lich— my clousin.” 
Cultus mopped his face with a towel, 

as he moved in closer to the Chinese. 
“ Wong Lee my friend, Hop. You must 
be my friend, too. You sabe?”

“ Yessa.”
“Good.” Cultus took the envelope 

from his pocket, caught it in a fold of 
the towel and handed it to Hop. “That 
is for Miss Ault, Hop. Nobody must see.” 

The old Celestial slipped the envelope 
inside his shirt and turned away with
out a word. Mary wrote a reply to Cul
tus, which was given to him by old Hop, 
after supper. She wrote:
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A m  virtually a prisoner. Tell Mr, Wheeler 

I will see him as soon as possible. Would like 
tohalk with you, but Breen says I am to talk 
with no one. If Hop will carry notes, it will 
be some help to us. They are treating me all 
right.

That she was a prisoner was no news 
to Cultus, and he knew Dude Wheeler 
was right in suspecting that Miles Lane 
had not delivered the letter to Mary.

UNDER the law, it would require near
ly a year to probate the will of 

Jud Ault, advertise for creditors, and 
follow out all the legal phases of the 
instrument, but Cultus knew that, while 
hardly ethical, it would be legal for an 
heir to sell his or her interest to anyone 
who was willing to take a chance on the 
legality of the will in question.

If Breen and Miles Lane intended do
ing such a thing, there was nothing he 
could do to prevent it. Mary would be 
obliged to sign the name of Mary Ault to 
a bill of sale to the Lazy A. Of course, he 
could notify the authorities of fraud, 
possibly defeat the purpose of Breen 
and Lane, but that would only throw 
the will into courts indefinitely, or until 
it might be proved that no Mary Ault 
existed.

All Cultus could do was wait until 
something happened that would give 
him a chance to puzzle out a solution of 
the case. In the meantime he decided 
to keep working on the cattle stealing 
end.

He had a talk with Idaho Breen about 
the cattle that night, but the Lazy A 
foreman did r.ot seem interested. Cultus 
tried to lead Breen into a discussion of 
Faith Ault’s husband. Jack Keene, but 
Idaho side-stepped. Cultus dropped it 
and went to bed, deciding to visit Wel
come Creek the next day.. . .

Earlier that afternoon Shif’less Hill 
had ridden to Oreana City, and gone to 
the depot. He had sent a rifle to a San 
Francisco gunmaker for some repairs, 
and it was back. He paid the express 
charges and took the package outside, 
where he sat down on the edge of the 
platform and unwrapped the rifle. It 
had been encased in a light wooden box

and packed tightly with newspapers.
Shif’less tried the action, found it 

functioning perfectly. He was putting 
the papers back in the box when his 
eyes got a glimpse o f a pictured face 
on one of the wrinkled newspapers. 
Quickly he spread it out.

The unmistakable features of Jack 
Keene stared up at him, along with the 
face of a pretty girl, beneath whose pic
ture was the name “Janice Lee.” But the 
name beneath Keene’s picture was "J. 
Loring.” Connecting the pen and ink 
scroll which joined the two portraits, 
was an artist’s conception of the gun 
battle between two men, and behind one 
of them was a girl in a traveling suit.

The story told of a gun battle in a 
San Francisco cafe, in which J. Loring, 
an attorney, and “ Speed” Evans, alleged 
gangster and dope peddler, had killed 
each other. Janice Lee had died twelve 
hours later, without regaining consci
ousness. Loring, the story said, was 
little known outside the tenderloin.

Shif’less read it though twice, the 
rifle lying across his knees. There was 
no question in his mind about this being 
a picture of Jack Keene. He noted the 
date of the paper, carefully tore out 
the article and put it in his pocket.

Picking up the rifle, he walked around 
the depot, to his horse. He rode back up 
the street to Miles Lane’s office. He 
found Lane there.

“What’s on your mind, Shif’less?” 
asked Lane.

Shif’less placed his rifle on the desk 
and drew out the clipping. The attorney 
took the clipping and stared at the pic
ture of Jack Keene. And as he read 
the story he seemed to sway slightly and 
his eyes blinked painfully.

XII

ANE lifted a hand and wiped the 
tears from his eyes—not tears of grief or 
remorse, but tears like those a man 
might get after his eyes had stared Into 
a bright light. For a long time he did 
not speak.
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“What do you know about that?” 

asked Shif’less softly.
“Jack Keene dead!” Lane hoarsely 

breathed.
“Well, he’d prob’ly end up thataway,” 

said Shif’less.
Lane looked at Shif’less blankly. 

“What did you say?”
“I said he’d prob’ly end-up thataway.” 
Lane looked at the clipping again. 

Shif’less had left the date-line at the 
top of the page. Lane glanced quickly 
at a calendar on the wall.

“We’ve got to keep Faith from find
ing it out, Miles,” said Shif’less softly.

“Faith? Oh, yes. Yes, we must keep 
it quiet, Shif’less. You won’t tell any
one, will you? I can trust you, can’t I?” 

"Well, I’d be the last to tell her,” 
drawled' Shif’less.

Lane almost pawed for Shif’less' 
hand. “We'll keep it dark, eh? Don’t let 
anybody know. If one person finds it 
out, they’ll all know it.”

“I won’t tell.” Shif’less shook his 
head. “Miles, I wonder if that was 
Jack’s girl.” Shifless looked wistfully 
out through the window. “Faith still 
thinks he’s all right.”

“You never can figure a woman, Shif’
less,”

“Jack Keene took a different name 
and left his wife— ”

“I know, Shif’less. You love Faith 
Keene. Maybe she thinks a lot of you. 
I’ll help you.”

“ I don’t need no help, Miles. She 
said the other day she couldn’t never 
marry anybody as long as Jack was 
alive. Now, Jack’s dead— and we can't 
tell her.”

“ No, don’t tell her!” Lane grasped his 
arm. “Don’t, Shif’less. She’d think you 
— you were trying to hurry things! 
Don’t you see?”

“Yeah, I see.” Shif’less nodded. “Well, 
I’m headin’ home, Miles. Hang onto that 
piece of paper, won’t you?”

“Oh, I’ll keep it safe, Shif’less. Good 
night.”

As Shif’less rode out of town, Miles 
Lane locked his front door and flopped

in his office chair, trying to gather his 
scattered senses. He studied the clip
ping again. Janice Lee! That was the 
name on the note of identification!

The girl out at the Lazy A was not 
Janice Lee! Then who was she? Did 
this Association detective, Jones, have 
anything to do with it? Where had this 
girl come from, and where had she got 
the identification papers?

Jack Keene, alias J. Loring, who had 
written the note was dead. Lane won
dered if the girl at the Lazy A had stolen 
the papers at the time of the gun battle. 
And if she had, who and what was be
hind her masquerade?

Lane drew a big bottle from a desk 
drawer and took a drink. He left the 
bottle uncorked, and every few minutes 
he would lower the contents perceptibly. 
He decided to go to the Lazy A and show 
the clipping to Idaho Breen, but the 
quart bottle was empty when he got his 
horse at the livery stable— and Lane 
was very drunk. In fact, he was so mud1- 
dled that he took the wrong road in the 
dark, and when he sobered enough to 
realize anything he was not on any road, 
had no sense of direction— and nothing 
to drink. So he just rode on and on, won
dering if the moon would ever come up 
and show him some familiar landscape.

After a while he saw the silhouette of 
an old building and recognized the de
serted stamp-mill and buildings of the 
abandoned Suicide Mine. Jim Scott, the 
owner, had sunk every cent he owned 
in it, failed to make it pay, and hung 
himself in the shafthouse. Others had 
tried in vain to make it pay, and it was 
finally abandoned.

The night was nearly over, but Lane 
was not going to take any chances on 
getting lost. As long as he had the 
buildings of the old mine as a landmark, 
it would not be difficult by daylight to 
cut across the hills to the Lazy A.

He rode up closer to the old shaft- 
house, intending to dismount. A cold 
breeze was sweeping across the hills, 
and Miles Lane, not dressed too warm
ly, needed shelter.



128 LOOT OF THE LAZY A
CUDDENLY he saw the dull gleam of 
^  a light shining through a crack in the 
old building, and also realized that he 
had ridden in beside a saddled horse. 
He was still a little dazed, but instinct 
told him that something was not right.

He rode slowly back down the trail, 
turned his horse into the shelter of a 
mesquite clump in a dry wash, and dis
mounted. Curiosity prompted him to 
climb back up the trail again, but he 
circled to the opposite side of the build
ing, careful to make no unnecessary 
noise.

He came in against the wall of the 
building, and worked his way around to 
where a broken board gave him a fairly 
good view of the interior. The machinery 
had all been moved away, but there still 
remained the old framework of the 
hoist parts of the old tracks, and the 
huge timbers where the hoisting engine 
had stood.

An old lantern hung from a nail, and 
in its faint illumination Lane could 
see the huge bulk of a man, his shadow 
dancing grotesquely on the walls, as he 
skinned out the carcass of a steer which 
was suspended from the hoist-frame.

Another whole beef, all dressed, hung 
nearby. Lane recognized the man now— 
Shif’less H ill! He was working swiftly, 
his skinning knife flashing in the yellow 
light. The lantern light also flashed on 
the cartridge-heads in his belt, and 
against the wall near him stood a Win
chester rifle.

Lane, unarmed, suddenly realized 
that it might not be healthy for him in 
case Shif’less suspected his presence. As 
though fascinated he leaned against the 
building and watched the big cowboy 
strip off the hide.

Daylight was creeping over the hills 
when Shif’less finished skinning the 
animal, and threw the hide down the 
shaft. Lane grinned. He had plenty of 
evidence to send Shif’less Hill over the 
road for a long time— in case he needed 
to use it.

He shoved away from the wall and 
crept away in the direction of his horse.

The Lazy A cowboys were a snoring 
trio when Cultus left the bunkhouse and 
went to the stable, where he saddled 
his horse. It was still dark, and Hop 
would not have breakfast ready for 
another hour, at least, so Cultus decided 
to postpone his morning meal until he 
reached Welcome Creek.

He had never been to Welcome Creek, 
but he knew it was not over fifteen 
miles east of the Lazy A, and that by 
traveling past where Idaho Breen had 
found the Lazy A hides in the prospect 
hole, he could strike the wagon road. 
It led from Oreana City to the Welcome 
Creek mines.

Breen had given Cultus a tall roan 
gelding for his use. The mount had 
plenty of speed, and the chill of early 
morning gave it plenty of ambition to 
go ahead. The going was fairly good, 
and Cultus let the roan pick its own 
speed.

Cultus had never seen the old Suicide 
Mine, but had heard the boys speak 
about it. He rode around the side of a 
hill and came in view of the old build
ings, shortly after daylight. His horse 
made little noise in the sandy soil, and 
he was within a hundred yards of the 
old shaft-house when he saw Miles Lane 
sneaking away from the building. Cul
tus’ horse was partly masked by the 
brush, so Cultus quickly dismounted. He 
watched the lawyer sneak down a dry 
wash, mount his horse behind a mesquite 
clump and ride swiftly away toward the 
Lazy A.

“That’s kind of queer,” thought Cul
tus. “Now just what would a lawyer be 
doin’ there at this time in the mornin’ ?”

Cultus watched Lane ride across a 
ridge and disappear, before moving on 
down to the shaft-house. He walked 
boldly to the sagging old door, stepped 
inside— and jerked to a standstill when 
he found himself looking into the muz
zle of a rifle in the hands of Shif’less 
Hill. j

It was still half dark in the old build
ing. Shifting his eyes from the menac
ing gun muzzle, Cultus could see the two
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beefs hanging.

“Well, what about it?” asked Shif’less 
in a flat voice.

A smile chased across Cultus’ lips and 
he shook his head.

“ I reckon that’s up to you, Shif’less.” 
“Yeah? How’d you guess I'd be here?” 
“ I didn’t,” said Cultus.
“No? Kind of early in the mornin’, 

ain’t it?”
Cultus nodded. “ Yeah. I was on my 

way to Welcome Creek.”
“And just stopped to look, eh?”
“Well, no-o-o. I didn’t have no idea 

of stoppin’ here until I saw our friend 
the Oreana City lawyer sneak away 
from outside there, grab his horse and 
fog for the Lazy A.”

“Miles Lane?”
“That's the feller.”
Cultus could see that the big cowboy 

was puzzled.
“What was Miles Lane doin’ here?” 

he demanded.
“Search me. Put down the gun, Shif’

less.”
“ I suppose I might as well, Jones. I’m 

caught with the goods. If Lane is headed 
for the Lazy A, he’ll bring back the 
whole gang.”

ULTUS looked at the beef.
“Threw the hides in the old 

shaft?” he asked.
“Yeah.”
“Intendin’ to pack the meat to Wel

come Creek tonight, eh?”
The big cowboy nodded gloomily. “ I 

don’t know how you guessed it, but 
you’re right.”

“That wasn’t hard to guess. You killed 
those animals that wore all them Lazy A 
hides— ”

“ That Breen found,” finished Shif’
less. “Yeah, I did.”

“Welcome Creek was the only market, 
I figured. Breen had an idea the Star 
X was killin’ off his stock, but the Star 
X don’t need to kill beef.”

“ I’ve been killin’ Lazy A beef for over 
a year,” said Shif’less. “ I couldn’t handle 
much at a time. It’s quite a job for one

man. Dad wouldn’t help me. He said 
I was a damn’ fool, and I sure was. Now 
what are you goin’ to do about it?” 

“How deep is this shaft?”
“Two hundred feet. There’s big 

stopes, of course.”
“ All right. How could the Lazy A 

find those hides? Is there any way to 
get down there?”

“ Not unless they go down on a rope.” 
“ Where would they ever find a two- 

hundred-foot rope?” said Cultus. “Lane 
thinks you don’t know he saw you, so 
we’ll just heave them two beefs down the 
shaft, which will destroy all the evi
dence. What little blood is scattered 
around won’t convict anybody. Let’s get 
busy.”

“What’s your game?” queried Shif’
less.

“Helpin’ out a damn’ fool. . . .”
The Lazy A was at breakfast when 

Miles Lane rode in. Breen left the table 
and met him at the front door.

“ What’s the matter with you ?” asked 
Breen. “You look pretty tough, Miles.” 

The lawyer took hold of Breen’s 
sleeve and drew him off the porch and 
around the corner.

“Is Jones and the girl still here?” he 
asked.

“The girl is. Jones has gone to Wel
come Creek. What’s the matter?”

Lane drew out the newspaper clipping 
and showed it to Breen/

“There’s what’s the matter, Idaho. 
Jack Keene is dead. Look at the date
line on that paper. The name of that 
girl whose picture you see is Janice Lee, 
and she’s dead, too.”

Idaho lifted his eyes from the paper, 
staring blankly at the lawyer.

“What does it mean?” he whispered. 
“What does it mean? It means that 

the girl who is here is not Janice Lee. 
She is somebody else! She is not the 
girl Jack Keene sent. We’ve been double- 
crossed, Idaho!”

“You think— ”
“ I know! What’s behind it, I don’t 

know. But this girl came on the same 
train with Jones, the detective. Idaho,
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we’ve got to work fast. They don’t know 
that I know this, so that helps.”

“ Does anybody else know it, Miles?”
“ Shif’less Hill. He gave me the clip

ping.”
“ Then we’ve got to stop him from 

meetin’ Jones. I’ll bet Jones knows 
Keene is dead, and he figures we don’t. 
If he knows that we know— ”

“ I’ve got the goods on Shif’less Hill!” 
exclaimed Lane, and told of seeing Shif’
less butchering cattle in the old shaft- 
house of the Suicide Mine.

“We’ll get him!” snorted Breen. 
“ Here’s what w'e’ll do. You head for 
town and get the papers. I’ll send the 
boys over to investigate this butcherin’, 
and we’ll make this female here sign 
all the papers while they’re gone. Jones 
is headin’ for Welcome Creek, and when 
he comes back, we’ll settle with him, 
too!”

“And turn this girl loose to tell all she 
knows?” demanded Lane.

“What you don’t know won’t hurt 
you,” growled Idaho. “Get your bronc 
and go after them papers!”

X III
o  ETTING his horse, Lane rode back 
toward Oreana City. In the dining room 
the cowboys were rolling their after
breakfast cigarettes, when Breen called 
them outside.

“ You fellers saddle up and go to the 
old Suicide Mine,” he ordered. “Lane 
just brought word that somebody has 
been doin’ a job of butcherin’ down there 
in the old shaft-house, and we’ve got a 
hunch that Shif’less Hill is the one who 
has been doin’ it. If you find Hill around 
there, watch him.”

“ Supposin’ we go and get him, 
Idaho?”

“Better be sure, first,” said Idaho 
grimly, “Shif’less will fight. He threw 
the hides in the old shaft, and the devil 
himself couldn’t get down there to find 
’em; so we’ve got to take a chance that 
he killed Lazy A cattle. You’ll find the 
beef in the shaft-house.”

The cowboys hurried after their 
horses. They rode away with their rifles, 
and Idaho went back to the house, where 
he found Mary in the living room.

“ I’m goin’ to talk turkey to you-,” he 
told her. “ In an hour or so, Miles Lane 
will be out here wdth the papers for you 
to sign— and you better sign ’em without 
any argument, sabe?”

“What papers, Mr. Breen?” Mary was 
frightened at his tone.

“The bill of sale to the Lazy A,” 
growled Breen. “ He’ll have it all made 
out, and all you’ll have to do is to sign. 
You turn the whole works over to me.” 

“ I give you a bill of sale to the Lazy 
A Ranch?”

“ You sure do, young lady. As soon 
as that’s done I’ll ship you back wrhere 
you came from.” Breen glared at Mary, 
wrho stood beside the center table, look
ing at him. “You and your detective 
friend thought you was damn smart, 
didn’t you? I know' you’re not the girl 
who v'as supposed to come here.” He 
stalked toward her, a grin on his hard 
face. “You think you’re goin’ to get a 
thousand dollars for signin’ them 
papers. Ha! You poor little fool! Set 
dowm! Scared, eh? You need to be. Do 
you think I’m goin’ to let you beat me 
out of a million dollars ! Oh, you don’t 
need to look toward the window'. Your 
pard won’t be back for a while, and 
when he does come back, I’ll be here to 
welcome him, and you won’t be here!” 

Mary dropped into a chair beside the 
table. She was deadly afraid of Breen. 
She had seen the cowboys ride away, 
and Hop was in the kitchen, but she 
could expect no help from him, anyway.

“ Where are you going to send me?” 
she asked helplessly.

Breen laughed shortly. “ Quien sabe? 
Who knows where wre’ll send you. Why, 
you poor little fool, where can we send 
you— where you can’t talk? And we 
can’t let you talk!”

“ If I promise not to— ”
“Promise! What good’s a promise? 

Set still! You act sensible and sign those 
papers— Mary Ault!” Breen laughed



W, C. TUTTLE 131
harshly. "Mary Ault! And you tried to 
fool me.”

T N  THE meantime Cultus and Shif’less 
had ridden away from the old mine, 

heading toward the Gross Arrow. Shif’
less was still a little mystified as to why 
Cultus had helped him destroy the evi
dence. They had left nothing for the 
Lazy A to find, unless they searched the 
crumbling old shaft.

Shif’less nodded gloomily. “ I still don’t 
sabe what Lane was doin’ there at that 
time in the mornin’, Jones.”

“ I don’t know, either. Shif’less, I’ve 
heard that you kinda think a lot of Faith 
Keene.”

Shif’less turned in his saddle.
“Why don’t yuh marry her, cowboy ?” 
“Plenty of reasons, I reckon. In the 

first place, I don’t know if she’d marry 
me if she could, and in the second place 
she’s still got a husband.”

“Well,” said Cultus, “ you can easy 
find out the first part of it, and just be
tween me and you, her husband is dead.” 

Shif’less stared. “ How do you know?” 
“ I happened to be there when he was 

killed. I didn’t know he was Jack Keene 
at the time, but I seen Keene’s picture 
later, and it was the face of the feller 
who was killed— a cheap lawyer in 
Frisco they called Loring.”

Shif’less nodded. “ There was two men 
killed, and a woman. Her name was 
Janice Lee.” Impulsively Shif’less told 
him about finding the newspaper. “ I 
took it to Lane,” he said. “Lane was 
Keene’s friend, and I thought— ”

“ You took it to him last night?” Cul
tus reined in his horse.

“ Yeah.”
“Good gosh!” exploded Cultus. "And 

Lane has gone to meet Idaho Breen. 
Listen, Shif’less, you hurry to town. If 
Breen or Lane show up there with that 
girl, Mary Ault, stop ’em. I can’t tell 
you why right now. Just stop ’em, and 
bring ’em out to the Lazy A as fast as 
you can!”

Cultus whirled his horse, drew his 
hat down over his eyes, and sent the

roan at a gallop toward the Lazy A. 
Because of that newspaper clipping 
Lane and Breen knew that Mary Smith 
was an impostor! And Breen would stop 
at nothing now to get the Lazy A !

As Cultus rode at headlong speed, 
Miles Lane was riding almost as swiftly 
back to the Lazy A with the papers for 
Mary to sign. He had prepared them 
carefully, and all they needed was the 
signature of Mary Ault, and his own, 
as notary public. He had made the im
print of his seal before he left the office.

Her signature would make Idaho Jim 
Breen owner of the Lazy A, with Miles 
Lane as a full partner. Even the part
nership papers were all prepared.

When he rode his lathered horse up 
to the ranchhouse and went in, Mary 
w’as sitting beside the table, her face 
dead white. On a chair against the wall 
sat Idaho Breen. He had been drinking 
from a bottle, and was alert.

Lane nodded and spread the papers on 
the table. “ Get the pen and ink, Idaho,” 
he ordered.

When Breen placed the pen and ink 
on the table, Lane dipped the pen in 
ink and handed it to Mary, placing his 
finger on the ruled line.

“ Put your name right there,” he com
manded. “Just write Mary Ault.”

“ But that isn’t my name,” Mary said 
trembling.

“ Nobody knows that better than we 
do,” sneered Breen. “ Write it, and we’ll 
take a chance. You wasn’t asked to come 
here, you know.”

“ Suppose I refuse to sign,” Mary 
looked at him defiantly. “You can’t make 
me.”

“ Huh! Everybody knows you’re the 
owner of the Lazy A, so if you refuse 
to sign, we’ll just fake your signature.”

“And I’ll swear it isn’t mine— and 
prove it !”

Breen’s jaw tightened. “ You won’t 
prove anything. If you’ve got a lick of 
sense, you’ll sign that paper right now!”

Mary took the pen and signed the 
name of Mary Ault. There was nothing 
else for her to do. Breen laughed and
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reached for the bottle on the floor.

“ Better go easy on that stuff,” advised 
Lane. “We’re not out of the woods yet.”

Breen took a big drink and ordered 
Mary:

“ Get dressed for travelin’. Pack your 
suitcase. We’re pullin’ out. Poco tiempo! 
You stay here with her, Lane, while I 
hitch up a team to the buggy.”

Mar}'- went to her room and put a few 
things in the suitcase, but did not bother 
to pack the trunk. She had not worn 
any of Janice Lee’s clothes, for she had 
not been out of the house since her ar
rival.

She was glad to leave the Lazy A, but 
was in deadly fear that these two men 
were not through with her yet. She 
had been living in sort of a daze ever 
since that night at the restaurant in 
San Francisco.

She carried the suitcase in to the liv
ing room and sat down in an old rocking- 
chair. Lane was helping himself to 
Breen's bottle, and his hand trembled 
as he looked at Mary. He had not fully 
recovered from last night's debauch.

Outside, Breen was hitching up a pair 
of vicious-looking grays, a half-broken 
team. He was obliged to tie them to the 
corral fence and drag the buggy ar und 
to them. As soon as they were hitched 
he went to the house and flung open the 
front door.

“ You pull out ahead of us, Miles,” he 
growled. “ Hit the grit, hombre, because 
we’ll need an open road.’’

Lane placed the bottle on the table and 
walked out, mounted his horse and rode 
swiftly away.

“What about my trunk?” asked Mary.
Breen turned from watching Lane 

gallop out of sight.
“ You don’t need to worry about that.”
Mary shivered as Breen emptied the 

bottle down his throat and threw the 
bottle viciously aside. He picked up her 
suitcase and nodded toward the door.

“Get goin’,” he growled.
Mary preceded him from the house 

and they went down to the corral, where 
the gray team humped angrily under

the feel of the harness. Breen threw her 
suitcase in the back of the buggy and 
motioned her to get in. As she sat down 
and looked at him, she saw that he had 
turned and was staring past the end of 
the stable. Then he began running to
ward the front of the stable, which was 
near the main gate.

HE WAS within twenty yards of the 
gate when Cultus came in sight, 

swinging his horse toward the gate. 
Mary saw Breen jerk to a stop, throw
ing up his right hand, which held a six- 
shooter. She tried to cry out to Cultus, 
who was partly masked from Breen by 
the huge gate post, but before she could 
utter any sound Cultus had turned to 
ride through the gate, and Breen fired.

Cultus jerked sideward from the 
shock of the heavy bullet, and his tall 
roan whirled quickly, throwing Cultus 
heavily just inside the enclosure. The 
horse trotted a few yards away, and 
stopped against the fence, looking back 
at its rider.

Breen ran up to Cultus and quickly 
turned him over. Evidently satisfied that 
Cultus was out of the game for good, he 
ran back to the buggy and untied the 
horses, which were still jerkiag ner
vously from the sound of the revolve* 
shot.

He climbed in beside Mary, whirled 
the team around and went out through 
the gate at racing speed. The lurch of 
the buggy almost threw Mary out, and 
she did not get a look at Cultus as they 
raced past. Breen did not try to check 
the horses. His jaw was set tightly, 
and Mary could see that his lips were 
grim and white. He did not speak nor 
look at her.

Mary had been over the road only 
once, but she knew it was even more 
dangerous than the one over which she 
had ridden in the runaway the night she 
had come to Oreana City. About a mile 
below the Lazy A the road looped around 
over some dizzy grades above a deep 
canyon, and she remembered that Cul
tus had remarked it was a place where
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a driver was allowed only one mistake.

She was wondering anxiously why 
Breen did not make any attempt to 
check the running team. He was 
crouched on the edge of the seat, his 
feet drawn well under him, his eyes 
shut to mere slits, as the buggy lurched 
and bounded over the uneven road. They 
whirled down through a swale, where 
the mesquite ripped along the wheels 
and sides of the buggy like the sound of 
tearing silk.

A rock sent them skidding wildly, but 
the vehicle did not upset. It threw Mary 
to her knees, but Breen, ripping out an 
oath, yanked her back in the seat, his 
elbow striking her in the mouth as he 
recovered his balance.

She threw up both hands to protect 
her face, and the next instant Breen had 
flung himself clear of the buggy. Mary 
spun around but he was blotted out in 
a swirl of dust.

XIV

ERKING around in the seat, Mary 
saw just ahead of her the beginning of 
the grades around the deep canyon. To 
attempt a jump from the buggy would 
mean that she would have to choose 
between falling into the canyon or being 
smashed against the rocky side of the 
grade.

The horses were running at top speed, 
low to the ground, the lines whipping 
through the air, the buggy and its oc
cupant bounding along behind them. 
Mary was so dazed, so frightened that 
all she could do was hang on.

They took the first turn on two wheels, 
straightened perilously near the outer 
edge, and headed for the next curve. It 
was a sharp turn to the right, and on 
the left was an old washout, filled with 
brush.

The inside wheels smashed against 
the wall. Dust and gravel, a cataclysm 
of overturned buggy, flying hoofs, the 
scream of a horse; and the outfit hur
tled over the edge, dropping straight 
down for fifty feet, where it struck a

broken ledge, seemed to hang for a 
moment, then went crashing and rolling 
into the bottom of the gorge a hundred 
feet below. . . .

Cultus had seen Idaho Breen just be
fore the shot was fired, and before the 
shock of the bullet had knocked him un
conscious he knew that Breen had shot 
him. He was shocked back to conscious
ness by a deluge of cold water, and 
opened his eyes to see Hop, the Chinese 
cook, standing over him, bucket in hand.

“You hu’t pletty damn’ bad?” queried 
the Chinese anxiously.

Cultus struggled up, clamping his 
jaws to hold back an exclamation of 
pain. It seemed as if a red-hot iron was 
searing deeply in his left shoulder. He 
panted, while cold perspiration dripped 
from his face.

But his mind cleared rapidly, and the 
Chinese helped him to his feet, trying to 
think why Breen had shot him. He felt 
for his gun and found it still in the 
holster.

“ Why did he shoot me?” he asked 
hoarsely.

The Chinese shook his head. “Do’ 
know. I not see. I hea’.”

Cultus looked around, vaguely, as 
though trying to see Breen.

“ He go ’way,” said Hop. “ He take 
li’l missie ’way in buggy. Go like hell. 
Team lun ’wav. Yo’ sabe?”

“Team run away?”
“ Plitty bad team. Not bloke yet.”
Cultus wiped the back of a hand across 

his eves. “ Hop, was Miles Lane here to
day?”

“ Yessa. He lide ’way jus’ befo’ you 
come. Lide damn’ fast.”

“A runaway team— and those grades!” 
muttered Cultus. “Hop, I’ve been a 
fool.”

He went gropingly to his horse, 
climbed into the saddle, forgetting to 
pick up his sombrero, and spurred the 
animal savagely through the gate and 
down the road toward Oreana City. His 
shoulder was bleeding and he was racked 
with pain, but he clamped his teeth and 
drove the roan at racing speed, fearing



134 LOOT OF THE LAZY A
that nothing could save Mary now.

The tall roan slowed down the moment 
they struck the grade, and Cultus, half 
blinded by pain and weakness, swayed 
in the saddle, as he peered over the edge 
of the grade. Only a miracle could have 
prevented the running team from meet
ing disaster.

The first curve showed nothing, ex
cept that wheels had torn deeply into the 
outer edge. But at the next turn he found 
the left front wheel of the buggy, which 
had been torn off from the impact 
against the rocky wall. Something had 
gone off the edge!

Cultus dismounted and leaned against 
his horse, trying to overcome the diz
ziness which caused his knees to sag. 
He tried to walk but staggered like a 
drunken man and fell to his knees.

“ Keep a-goin’, you quitter!” he mut
tered bitterly.

. His eyes focused sharply on a spot in 
the brush on the left side of the road 
and he lurched to his feet, staggered off 
the road and tore his way into the brush, 
where Mary was half lying, half sitting, 
her eyes open, a smear of blood across 
her face. When the buggy had struck 
the rocky wall it had thrown her into 
the brush.

Y^ULTUS went to his knees beside her, 
^  trying to disentangle her from the 
brush, while she looked at him dazedly. 
Summoning all of his strength he lifted 
her and carried her back to the road, 
where he went to his knees again.

“ Mary Smith,” he said brokenly. 
“Mary Smith!”

She did not seem badly hurt, but she 
did not know him.

“ I— I wanted to answer your note,” 
she told him. “ But they watched me too 
closely. I wanted to see you again.”

She began crying softly, and Cultus 
pawed clumsily at her hair, trying to 
soothe her.

“Yeah, I know,” he whispered. He 
knew she thought she was talking to 
Dude Wheeler.

“ Where’s Idaho Breen?” he asked.

Mary stared at him. The question 
stirred something in her mind.

“He jumped,” she said simply.
Cultus nodded. “ I thought he did.” 
Cultus caught his horse. It was dif

ficult for him to get into the saddle with 
Mary, but he did it. The tall roan went 
slowly, while Cultus reeled in the saddle, 
his arms locked around the girl.

It was a nightmare, Cultus thought. 
Someone was coming down the grade to
ward him, and he laughed foolishly.

The man rode up, shoving his horse in 
close, trying to take Mary away from 
him. He was imploring Cultus to let 
him take the girl. Cultus wanted to 
draw his gun oh the man, but didn’t 
dare let loose of Mary.

The man’s voice seemed familiar, and 
suddenly it dawned on Cultus that this 
was Dude Wheeler. He laughed aloud 
at the queer kinks of a nightmare.

“Let. me have her, Jones,” begged 
Dude. “Man, you’re hurt!”

This seemed to drive the mists from 
Cultus' brain. He could see Dude Wheel
er plainly now, could feel Dude’s sorrel 
against the roan.

“ Aw-ri’.” Cultus nodded drunkenly. 
“She wants you, I— I reckon.”

He released his hold on Mary and let 
Dude take her. He reeled in his saddle 
and grasped the horn for support.

“Got me pullin’ leather.” He grimaced 
painfully.

“Who shot yuh, Jones?”
“Who?” Cultus didn't seem to re

member. “ Oh, that was a long time ago.” 
“ I met Idaho Breen. He’s headin’ to 

town for help, said the team ran away 
and that Mary was at the bottom of 
the canyon. But who shot you, Jones?” 

“I don’t remember. Yeah, I do re
member somethin’.” He stared at Dude. 
You say Idaho Breen is headin’ for 
town? Today, Dude?”

“Not ten minutes ago, Jones. But, 
you’ve got to get a doctor. We’ll get on 
to town, if you think you can ride."

Cultus rubbed a hand across his eyes. 
“There’s Mary Smith to think about,” 
he mumbled.
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"Mary Smith?” said Dude. "Not Mary 

Ault?”
"Mary Elizabeth Smith. I’m Jones 

from Oklahoma. We’re both liars, Dude. 
No, she ain’t a liar— I lied for both of 
us. But a feller’s got to lie to clean up 
a crooked game. The Lazy A was bein’ 
looted— by men steal in’ from a dead 
man and a widder. I’ve got to get to 
town!”

Dude was staring at him, wondering- 
ly. Mary looked up at Dude, a puzzled 
expression in her eyes. She brushed her 
hand wearily across her eyes.

"What was it?” she whispered.
His arm tightened instinctively. “ It’s 

all right, Mary. Don’t worry.”
"I ’m not worrying,” she said. “ I— I 

knew you’d come.”
Cultus swayed weakly, rode past Dude 

who swung around, and they headed for 
Oreana City. . . .

Miles Lane lost no time in getting 
back to Oreana City. He had no idea 
what plans Idaho Breen might have, but 
Lane was wise enough to get to town, 
where he could have an alibi. He stabled 
his horse and headed for his office, just 
as the three cowboys from the Lazy A 
rode in. He waited for them at the 
hitch-rack, and received a scowl from 
Pie Ide.

“ You and your cussed evidence!” 
snorted Pie. "We couldn’t find a thing 
at the old mine.”

“ Did you look in the shaft?”
“ Two hundred feet down ?” Pie hooked 

his thumbs over his belt and glared at 
the attorney. “ Every time I look at you, 
Lane, I wonder how much real brains it 
takes to get admitted to the bar. If you 
can be an attorney, any danged one of 
us punchers can be a supreme court 
judge.”

“You can’t talk to me like that!” Lane 
bristled.

Little Mex Leone shoved Pie Ide aside.
“What Pie just said goes double for 

me,” he said. “ I’m the smallest one of 
thejaunch, and I’m plumb willin’ to hear 
all the war-talk you can bring up.”

LANE walked away while the three 
cowpunchers guffawed loudly and 

went toward the Oreana, their spurs 
rasping belligerently. They found Shif’- 
less Hill in the Oreana Saloon. Omaha 
Woods called Shif’less aside, and told 
him of the report Miles Lane had 
brought to Idaho Breen. Shif’less neith
er affirmed nor denied the accusation.

“Breen sent us down there to investi
gate,” said Omaha. “But we didn’t find 
a thing. I’m just tell in’ you this for 
yore own benefit, Shif’less— not tryin’ 
to start anything.”

“Much obliged, Omaha,” drawled 
Shif’less. “ That’s sure kind of yuh.” 

Shif’less left the saloon and went to 
the store, where he bought a bag of 
peanuts. He came out, crunching them 
between his strong teeth, and went to 
Miles Lane’s office. The attorney started 
at sight of the big cowboy, but relaxed 
with a forced smile.

“ You don’t look so well,” said Shif’
less. “ Kinda chalky around the gills.” 

Lane swallowed heavily and shifted. 
“ I’m all right. What do you mean, 
Shif’less?”

Shif’less crunched on some peanuts. 
“You always pretended to be my friend, 
and so you sneaked out to the old Suicide 
Mine and tried to put the deadwood on 
me.”

“Why—-uh— no,! Shif’less, who told 
you that? I got lost last night, and 
— Listen, I— I— ”

Lane stopped to swallow. He didn’t 
like the expression in the eyes of the big 
cowboy.

“ You’ve got the loop around your 
feet,” said Shif’less. You sent the Lazy 
A gang out to get me, Miles Lane.”

“But they didn’t find anything. I 
knew they wouldn’t! Listen, Shif’less, 
that was— ”

“You was tryin’ to play a joke on me, 
eh?” Shif’less dusted his hands on the 
knees of his chaps. “You thought it 
would be awful funny for me to get 
hung. You’ve sure got a sense of humor.” 

Lane was speechless, but his brain 
was working swiftly. He was in a pre-
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carious position, and he knew it well. The sheriff nodded slowly. “Are you

“ I run across Jones, the ranger de
tective,” said Shif’less.“ He knew Jack 
Kegne was dead, so I told him about what 
I found in the paper, and he went 
whalin’ back toward the Lazy A. He's 
a queer jigger. He saw you sneak away 
from the old mine this mornin’, Miles.”

“ He knew about Jack Keene?” chat
tered Lane.

“ Sure did. Said he saw Jack get shot 
his ownself.”

“Then that girl— ”
Lane stopped, realizing that he was 

talking too much. His hand shook as he 
reached into a desk drawer, getting to 

^his feet to mask the fact he had taken 
* a gun from the desk.

“What about the girl?” asked Shif’- 
less.

“None of your business!” rasped Lane, 
and he walked to the doorway, his mind 
in a whirl.

He was afraid of Jones of Oklahoma, 
who had seen Jack Keene killed. He 
wanted to see Idaho Breen. If Idaho was 
bringing that girl from the Lazy A to 
Oreana City, he should be here by this 
■Sime, he thought. What could be keep
ing him? Had Jones reached the Lazy 
A before Idaho and the girl were ready 
to leave? Had Jones stopped them?

As he left his office he saw Cleve 
Sears, the pudgy sheriff, coming up the 
street. Lane swung down the street and 
hurried to meet the sheriff. Shif’less 
sauntered to the office door and saw 
them meet farther down the street.

“ Hyah, Miles,” puffed the sheriff. 
“ How are you today?”

“ Don’t look toward my office,” cau
tioned Lane. “Shif’less Hill is watching 
us. I saw him butchering cattle at the 
old Suicide Mine early this morning— 
in the shaft-house. The boys from the 
Lazy A went after him, but he had 
thrown all the evidence into the shaft. 
There must be a way to recover it, Cleve, 
so you had better arrest Shif’less at 
once and put him in jail. But look out 
for him. He knows I saw him, and he 
knows I’m telling you about it now.”

sure, Miles?”
“Sure? Why, I saw him. He wouldn’t 

be butchering his own cattle up there in 
that old building. All we’ve got to do is 
to get the evidence out of the shaft.”

“And it’s two hundred feet deep!” 
sighed Sears. “All right— I’ll arrest 
him, if you say so, Miles. You can swear 
out the warrant later.”

“That’s all right, Cleve. I’ll do it.”
Lane crossed the street, headed for 

the livery stable, and Shif’less walked 
swiftly across to the Oreana Saloon. The 
sheriff hesitated, for he hated to arrest 
this big cowboy. He had known Shif’less 
for years. It was like arresting his 
brother.

Shif’less had disappeared into the sa
loon when the sheriff started across the 
street.

XV

S l i l F ’LESS HILL, however, did not 
stop in the saloon. He surmised what 
Lane had told the sheriff, so he walked 
straight through the saloon, out the rear 
entrance and circled around to the liv
ery stable.

The stableman had led out Lane’s  Mte-
dle horse, and was helping Lane to sad
dle when Lane turned his head and saw 
Shif’less leaning against the side of a 
stall. Lane’s right hand fumbled at his 
coat pocket.

“ You hadn’t ought to do that,” warned 
the big cowboy. “You know I seen you 
put a gun in that pocket.”

Lane reached for the reins.
“ You ain’t goin’ nowhere,” said Shif’

less quietly. He turned to the mystified 
stableman. “ Yank the hull off that crit
ter and put him back to the haybox. Mr. 
Lane ain’t goin’ ridin’— not yet.”

“What in hell do you mean?” asked 
Lane angrily.

“ Well,” Shif’less smiled— “Mr. Jones 
told me to kind of keep an eye on you, 
Lane. And you told Cleve Sears to 
arrest me, didn’t you? You don’t need 
to lie about it.”
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“ You poor fool!” panted Lane. “ Do 

you think you can keep me from doing 
what I please?”

“ I don’t know, Miles. Supposin’ you 
just try to make a break.”

Lane realized that Shif’less Hill was 
dangerous, in spite of his lazy grin, and 
the lawyer knew he could never get a 
gun from his coat pocket as quickly as 
Shif’less could draw from holster.

“ All right, put the horse up,” he said 
hoarsely to the stableman. “ I’ll be back 
for him soon.”

Lane walked out, with Shif’less be
hind him. There was no sign of the 
sheriff, but a man was running down 
the middle of the street— Idaho Breen!

“What’s the matter with him?” shout
ed Lane, as Idaho stumbled into the 
Oreana Saloon.

He started running toward the sa
loon, followed by Shif’less, running 
awkwardly in his high-heeled boots.

Faith Keene and her little boy came 
down a side street and stopped to let 
the two running men pass. Shif’less 
stopped short. “What’s the matter, 
Shif’less ?” she asked anxiously.

He shook his head. “ I don’t know, 
Faith.” It was the first time he had 
ever called her Faith. “ There’s some
thin’ wrong, somethin’ about the Lazy 
A. I don’t sabe it. But I want to tell 
you somethin’, Faith. Jack Keene is 
dead. He’s been dead quite a while.”

“Jack dead, Shif’less?”
“Yeah. Mound out about it last night. 

You better take the boy over to the 
store. I don’t know what’s goin’ on, but 
you better be in a safe place. Here 
comes the Star X  out-fit— and the Lazy 
A boys are already here!”

Faith hurried the little boy across the 
street, while Shif’less barged into the 
Oreana, where an excited crowd of men 
was listening to Idaho Breen tell how 
his team had run away, thrown him out, 
and had gone over the edge of the grade 
with Mary Ault.

“ She couldn’t go over that edge and 
live,” declared Pie Ide. “ So what’s the 
use of gettin’ the doctor?”

“ I ran all the way to town!” panted 
Idaho. “ Couldn’t do anythin’ alone. She 
didn’t like it out there, so she sold out 
to me today, and was leavin’ !” He 
stopped to get his breath. “ I didn’t 
have enough money to buy it, because 
she wanted such a big price, but I’ve 
got— got a bill of sale. It’s awful! I 
was bringin’ her down so she could get 
a train back to San Francisco!”

“Well, you couldn’t help it,” said 
someone. “ Gosh, that’s an awful way 
to pass out!”

“ Well, let’s get out there!” snorted 
Pie Ide.

Lane joined the crowd, and Shif’less 
walked in, followed by Buck Wing, 
Heinie Moriarity, Klondike Evans and 
Joe Chevrier.

The sheriff backed against the bar, 
forgetting all about arresting Shif’less 
in his fear that the Lazy A and the Star 
X outfits might pick up the battle where 
they had left off last time they met.

“ Don’t start anythin’, boys,” the sher
iff warned, picking out Buck Wing who 
was in the lead. “ This is no time to 
start trouble. Miss Ault has just been 
killed in a runaway, and we’re goin’ out 
to get her!”

LANE stepped close to the sheriff. 
“Get Shif’less Hill,” he said. 

Shif’less heard, but made no move to 
get away. The sheriff scowled at Lane, 
but stepped over to Shif’less.

“ Shif’less, I’ve got to arrest you for 
butcherin’ Lazy A beef,” he said slowly. 
“Miles Lane says he seen you doin’ it, 
so there ain’t nothin’ I can do.”

“Thasall right, Cleve.v ^
“ The rest of you jiggers get your 

horses,” ordered the sheriff. "Somebody 
get a rig at the stable, and somebody 
else rustle up the doctor.”

The crowd made a break for the door, 
fairly shoving Shif’less and the sheriff 
outside. Breen and Miles Lane were 
shoved out in the forefront of the crowd. 
Just across the street a small group had 
gathered around a women who sat on 
the edge of the board walk. Faith Keene
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was on her knees beside the woman, 
talking to Dude Wheeler.

Coming across the street toward the 
Oreana Saloon was the man they knew 
as Jones of Oklahoma. His shirt was 
plastered with blood from the wound in 
his left shoulder, and he shambled as 
though his knees were jointless.

“ What in thunder happened to you?” 
the sheriff shouted to him.

Cultus stopped, bracing his feet far 
apart, his half-shut eyes fixed upon 
Idaho Breen, who had whirled as though 
to try to force his way back through the 
crowd. “Breen, don’t move!” Cultus' 
voice croaked like that of a raven.

The men behind Breen fought to get 
out of line.

“Don’t move, Lane!” Cultus repeated.
“What is it?” puffed the sheriff. He 

had fo rg o tte n  he had a prisoner. 
“What’s wrong with you, Jones?"

“He’s been shot!” cried a man.
“Plumb loco.”
“Blood all over him! Look out for 

him, boys.”
“ Don’t move, Breen!” It was a weak 

warning. “ You bushwhacker! You kill
er, you thief! You tried to steal the 
Lazy A. Oh, I’ve got the goods on you! 
I saw Jack Keene killed. I know your 
game. And you tried to kill that girl 
to cover your steal— you and Lane!”

Idaho Breen’s hand flashed to his hol
ster, came back so swiftly that few saw 
him make his draw, but the bloody- 
faced cowboy, br&gsrg his knees to stay 
on his feet, made only one move. His 
right hand, dangling loosely at his side, 
flipped up and forward, firing his gun 
almost as it left the holster.

Glass crashed in the store-front across 
the street, as Breen’s bullet missed Cui
us. Breen pitched forward, flinging his 
gun almost out to Cultus’ feet.

For the moment everyone had forgot
ten Miles Lane. He darted toward the 
hitch-rack, taking a chance that no one 
would shoot for fear of killing a horse. 
He had a gun in his hand. Then Cultus 
was running lumberingly toward the 
hitch-rack, cutting across in an angle

to head off Lane.
Swiftly Lane untied a wicked-looking 

gray horse, which bore the Star X brand. 
The horse reared madly as Lane caught 
a foot in the stirrup, and he was forced 
to drop his gun in order to mount.

Again the horse reared, and as Cultus 
ran toward it Lane’s right knee was 
atop the saddle as he fought to keep his 
balance. He managed to get in the sad
dle, but before he could swing the horse 
around Cultus had flung one arm around 
the frightened animal’s head, swinging 
sideward with his whole weight.

With a scream of rage and fright the 
Star X gray seemed fairly to pinwheel 
on one leg, and crashed down, flinging 
Lane under the feet of other rearing 
broncos doing their best to break away.

Quickly the crowd rushed in, cut the 
horses loose and got Lane, while some 
of them lifted Cultus out of the dirt.

“By cracky, that’s bull-doggin’ ’em!” 
snorted Pie Ide, propping Cultus’ head 
against his knee. “How are you, Jones?”

The sheriff shoved his way to Cultus. 
“ Breen’s dead,” he said. “The doctor’ll 
see to Lane. And say— that Ault girl 
ain’t dead! She’s over there across the 
street. What’s this all about, Jones?”

* Cultus looked up. “ Is Lane bad hurt?"
“He sure is! Kicked and tromped 

plenty.”
“Help me up, will yuh?”

THEY helped Cultus to his feet, and 
Buck Wing and Pie Ide assisted him 

over to where Lane lay, with the doctor 
looking him over. Lane was conscious, 
but badly hurt. He scowled at Cultus 
and groaned.

Cultus looked up to see Mary Smith, 
Faith Keene, Dude Wheeler and Shif’- 
less Hill approaching. Mary was pale 
and weak, but except for shock and a - 
few minor bruises she was all right.

The doctor shook his head and got to 
his feet.

“That means I’m all through, eh?" 
whispered Lane. “Tell me, Doc.”

“ I’m sorry Lane.”
“Breen?” Lane asked.
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“ He’s gone,” said the sheriff. Lane 

tried to smile, but couldn’t.
“Did Jack Keene shoot Jud Ault?” 

asked Cultus.
Lane shifted his eyes to Faith who 

was looking down at him, her eyes wide 
with amazement and fright.

“Breen shot him,” he said wearily. He 
turned his head and looked at Cultus. 
“ You know he did, Jones. He’s gone, 
so it won’t hurt him any.”

$ Then Cultus knew that Keene hud 
shot Ault, but that Lane was trying to 
save a heartache for Faith.

“ I know he did,” said Cultus. “Let’s 
clear it all up this time, Lane. Was Shif’- 
less Hill guilty of what you said?” 

Lane shook his head. “ No, you can 
drop it, Sheriff. Shif’less is all right. 
And the Lazy A will was a lie. Breen 
and I made one to suit us and Jud 
thought he was signing one he’d dic
tated. Faith Keene owns the Lazy A. 
There is no Mary Ault. Breen and I 
would have got the ranch if it hadn’t 
been for Jones. Why don’t you light the 
lamps? It’s getting dark so early. Idaho, 
what about— that— girl? Idaho, we’ve 
—lost— ”

Cultus was swaying in his tracks 
when Shif’less caught him. Mary ran to 
him, grasping his hands. He tried to 
smile at her, but it was only a grimace. 
He felt a hand on his shoulder, and 
turned to see Dude Wheeler.

“ Good boy, Jones,” whispered Dude. 
“You sure cleaned up the crooks. We’ll 
get you to the doctor.”

“ I’m all right,” whispered Cultus. 
“Look out for Mary.”

“ I hope to, Jones. All my life.” 
Cultus looked at Mary. Everything 

was hazy, and her face seemed to stand 
out as it had that night in the fog in 

• San Francisco. She was smiling.
“ Yes,” she said. “ I am going to mar- 

. ry Dude Wheeler. Jones of Oklahoma,
. you have almost killed yourself bring

ing me happiness.”
“I— I think it was worth it, Mary 

. Elizabeth,” he said.
They seemed to fade out, then he was

talking to Shif’less and Faith Keene in 
a bedroom that must be in Faith's house.

“ I’ve told her the whole story, Jones,” 
said Shif’less. “She had to know that for 
over a year I’ve been stealin’ Lazy A 
cattle, sellin’ ’em to a butcher in Wel
come Creek and givin’ her the money 
that Jack Keene was supposed to be 
sendin’ her. Bu#she won’t prosecute me, 
because she owns the Lazy A now.” 

“ We do, Shif’less,” corrected Faith. 
“Or soon will.”

Cultus laughed softly. “I’m glad. I’m 
sorry for Breen and Lane, but there’s 
enough happiness to more thaft balance 
it. Is that doctor ever goin’ to quit fool
in’ around and do somethin’ for my 
shoulder? I’m gettin’ weak.”

“You’re all fixed up,” - said Faith. 
“This is the first time you’ve been ra
tional since you were shot, three days 
ago. You’ll be as good as new in a few 
days. You’ll have to be, because you’ll 
be best man at a double wedding.” 

Cultus stared up at the ceiling and 
around the room. Shif’less said:

“And the Star X and the Lazy A ran- 
nies are settin’ outside, waitin’ for the 
doctor to tell ’em you’ll get well.” 

“Settin’ together?” queried Cultus. 
“Have been for three days. They’re 

workin’ in relays, like me and Faith and 
Dude and Mary.”

“ Mary has told us everything,” said 
Faith softly. “ Personally, I think she 
should have married you.”

Cultus shook his head slowly, avert
ing his eyes. “ No-o-o, it’s better this 
way. You see,” he turned and smiled 
bravely, “ I’m kind of a nervous disposi
tion, and I’d never be contented with a 
wife that—that was always ridin’ run
aways.”

Shif’less laughed heartily, and won
dered why that didn’t sound funny to 
Faith— who understood.

But the feud between the Lazy A and 
the Star X was over, so Cultus smiled 
and went to sleep. He would need more 
strength to be best man at a wedding 
than he would to be best man in a gun- 
fight.



Finally the stage 
loomed into view

Quiet Afternoon in Cactus Creek
By SAM BRANT

IT was a quiet afternoon in the little 
cowtown called Cactus Creek. A 

number of the local citizens were gath
ered in Hank Harper’s saloon for two 
reasons— first because they were mildly 
thirsty, and second because it was about 
the only place in town to go.

“ What this town needs is a barber 
shop quartet,” Johnny Watson an
nounced during a sudden lull in the dull 
festivities. “ Yes, sir, that would be just 
the thing.”

Johnny Watson was a young waddy 
who was so big and husky that he looked 
fat. He worked for the Bar S outfit over 
south of town.

“ How could we have a barber shop 
quartet when we haven’t even got a 
barber shop in town ?” Willie Simple de
manded. He was a big fat man, and his 
saggy black beard was a good example 
of what the undressed face will wear. 
“ You get the craziest ideas, Johnny.”

“ Nothing loco about that," j 0hnny 
said. “You don’t have to have a barber 
shop to have a barber shop qUartet.” 
He looked at Willie. “ Not ^ a t  you 
couldn’t, use one.”

“What would I do wjth a quartet?” 
Willie asked. He wasn’t; very bright 
even when he worked real hard at it. 
“ I’ve got enough trouble taking care of 
myself.'”

.“ I meant a barber shop,” Johnny said.
“ Don’t you go casting reflections on 

my beard,” Willie said indignantly. 
“ Even when your face is shaved clean 
like it is now I’m a heap prettier than 
you are. I won’t stand here and be in
sulted.”

“ Then move a little,” Johnny said.
For a moment the two big men glared 

at each other and it looked like it would 
be a battle of pachyderms. Then the 
other patrons breathed a sigh of disap
pointment as they remembered that

W ho Stole Johnny W atson’s Yellow , Black-Striped Slicker?
140



SAM BRANT 141
Johnny and Willie always talked a good 
fight but failed to engage in actual phy
sical combat.

"I f  I wasn’t feeling a mite peaked 
this evening I’d knock you into the mid
dle of next week,” Willie said. “ And wait 
until you bounce back.”

“Never mind that,” said Johnny. “ I’m 
not in a fighting mood. I crave to lift 
my voice in song. If we'form a quartet, 
I aim to sing bass.”

J OHNNY WATSON lowered his voice 
in his own version of “ Asleep in the 

Deep.” His voice sounded like the reck
less blending of the wail of a buzz-saw 
and the moaning of a very sick bull. It 
wasn’t a happy combination for those 
who heard it.

Behind the bar, round-faced, bald- 
headed Hank Harper looked like a 
mournful Easter egg as his face turned 
purple. The strange sounds that issued 
from Johnny’s mouth had made the 
saloon owner strangle on a glass of 
water he was drinking.

“Where is it?”  came a shout from out
side the saloon. “ I’ll get i t !”

Sheriff Seth Lang burst through the 
swinging doors, wildly waving his gun. 
He was over six feet tall and weighed 
a hundred and thirty pounds. When he 
cast a shadow it was usually mistaken 
for that of any other telegraph pole. 
He halted and glared at Johnny who was 
still singing.

“ What’s the matter with you all ?” the 
sheriff demanded. “ If Johnny Watson is 
that sick why doesn’t someone get a doc
tor?”

“ He isn’t sick,” Willie Simple said 
resignedly. “ He’s singing.”

“ He’s what?” Lang asked in amaze
ment.

“ Singing,” Willie repeated. “ He sings 
bass.”

“ He sure does,” said the sheriff, 
thrusting his gun back into the holster. 
“ I never heard baser singing in my life.” 

Johnny stopped singing and looked 
offended. “ A good voice just isn’t ap
preciated around here,” he said. “ Or

maybe it is professional jealousy. I’ve 
heard some of you claim you were good 
singers.”

A lean, dark haired man dressed in 
worn and dust-covered range clothes 
stood at the far end of the bar. He was 
Matt Crawford, who owned a little 
ranch six miles north of Cactus Creek.

“ Too bad that a man can’t come to 
town and have a few drinks in peace 
without you making all that noise, Wat
son,” Crawford said in a nasty tone. 
“You’ve got the worst voice I ever heard. 
You can’t even sing a note.”

Johnny Watson just looked at him. He 
never had liked Matt Crawford. The 
rancher never had been friendly with 
anyone, and the few times they had met 
Crawford had shown a particular dis
like for the big young waddy from the 
Bar S outfit.

“ Could be you’re right, Crawford,” 
Johnny said. “ Maybe my singing is like 
your ranching— neither one of us are 
very good at it.”

The other men in the bar looked at 
each other, and waited tensely. What 
Johnny had just said was hitting close 
to home so far as Matt Crawford was 
concerned. He was a shiftless sort of 
individual and his Rafter C was run
down and badly cared for in all ways.

“ I always heard you talked a good 
fight, Watson,” Crawford said. “ But 
that’s all there is to it.”

“ Depends on who I’m talking to a lot,” 
Johnny said.

He stood motionless watching Craw
ford put his empty glass down on the 
bar and walk toward him. The sheriff, 
the saloon owner and Willie Simple and 
the four other rqen in the place watched 
and waited. *

“ I think- you’re yellow,” Crawford 
said.

He paused close to Johnny and delib
erately slapped the big waddy on the 
right cheek. Before he could draw his 
hand back a hard fist thudded against 
his chin and the blow had plenty of 
Johnny Watson’s weight behind it. 
Crawford went over backward, hit the



noor hard and just sprawled there un
conscious.

“ Oh, my,” said Willie Simple looking 
at Johnny in amazement. “ I’m sure glad 
you just talk a good fight with me.” The 
big, bearded man shook his head. “Why 
a feller could get hurt fooling around 
you.”

“ Uh-huh,” said the sheriff drily. 
“ Might even be killed.”

From out on the single street of the 
town there came the thudding of hoofs, 
the rumble of wheels and voices and the 
cracking of a whip.

“ That’s the southbound Overland 
coming in,”  Willie Simple said, heading 
for the swinging doors. “ Let’s go see if 
the stage brought any interesting pas
sengers or exciting news.”

"Yeah, let’s,” said Johnny as he fol
lowed Willie.

T HE sheriff and the rest of the pa
trons of the Jolly Hours Saloon 

trailed along after them, leaving Matt 
Crawford lying unconscious on the floor. 
In a few moments they all were gone. 
Behind the bar Hank Harper sighed.

“ That’s the way with folks around 
here,” he muttered. “ Make a mess in 
my place and then leave me to clean it 
up.”

The bald-headed saloon owner picked 
up a full glass of water and flung the 
contents at Crawford. He missed the un
conscious man’s face by at least a foot. 
Harper filled the glass and tried again. 
This time his aim w7as much better. 
Crawford sputtered and sat up as the 
water caught him squarely in the face.

“Looks like rain,” he muttered daz
edly.

“ It’s rain water,” Harper said. “ I’ve 
got barrels of it.” -

“ Where is he?” Crawford demanded 
angrily as he fully recovered his senses 
and scrambled to his feet. “ I’m going to 
kill that Johnny Watson!”

“ Go ahead, I’m not stopping you,” 
..Harper said languidly. “But there’s one 
thing maybe I better tell you. Just for 
your own good, mind you, and not that

I give a hoot one way or the other.”  
“ Tell me what?” Crawford asked im

patiently.
“ That Johnny Watson is even faster 

with a gun than he is with his fists.” 
Harper began gathering up the empty 
glasses on the bar. Crawford glared at 
him and then headed for the door. “ It 
has been nice knowing you— maybe!” 

Down the street Johnny Watson and 
the other men were standing in front 
of the stage station listening to the 
stage driver and the express guard as 
they talked.

“That’s the way I heard it,”  Ike 
Moore, the old stage driver said. “ The 
southbound stage was held up by a lone 
bandit about five miles south of here yes
terday afternoon. The robber got the 
express box containing a shipment of 
cash bound for the bank at Marshville.” 

“ Happened yesterday afternoon and 
I’m just hearing about it now,”  said 
Sheriff Seth Lang. “Why doesn’t some
one tell me these things?”

“ I just finished telling you,”  the stage 
driver said. He was a good man when it 
came to handling a double team, but he 
wasn’t overly bright. “ The bank at 
Marshville has been right upset about 
not receiving that ten thousand dollars 
in cash, but they can stop worrying 
soon.”

“Why?” asked the sheriff. “ They catch 
the robber?”

“ Not as I know of yet,” said Moore. 
“ But we’re carrying another ten thou
sand in cash for the Marshville Bank 
and no lone bandit will get that money 
away from us.”  He glanced at the guard. 
“Will they, Jud?”

“ No,” said Jud Dale. The express 
guard was a man of few words and 
Johnny suspected that might be because 
Jud didn’t know any more. “ They 
won’t.”

As he stood a little bit away from the 
others Johnny discovered that Matt 
Crawford had come up and was standing 
beside him. The owner of the Rafter C 
seemed much more interested in what 
the stage driver was saying than he was 
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in Johnny Watson. Which in Johnny’s 
estimation just wasn’t natural.

“ That’s fine— that’s just dandy,” 
Sheriff Lang said disgustedly, glaring at 
Moore. “ You’re just asking for the 
stage to be held up like that one was 
yesterday, Ike. When they were giving 
out brains, they sure must have served 
you with a teaspoon!”

“ Aw, you’re just saying that because 
it is so, Sheriff,” Willie Simple said as 
he turned away. “ I’ve got to be getting 
home— got me a lot of work to do at my 
place in the morning.”

“ You all right, Willie?” Johnny looked 
at the big bearded man anxiously. 
“ When it comes over you sudden-like 
the way it seems to have done, you’ve 
got to be careful.”

“ What comes over who when and 
whicRT’ Willie Simple asked confusedly.

“ This sudden hankering to do a day’s 
work,”  Johnny said with a grin. “ Keep 
away from me— it might be catching.”

W ILLIE uttered the snort of a 
water buffalo and hurried away. 

He got his big bay horse and rode out of 
town. He lived alone in a little cabin 
southwest of town and usually believed 
that each setting sun should find him 
with no work done.

Johnny noticed that Matt Crawford 
had also wandered away, and a few min
utes later the owner of the Rafter C 
rode out of town.

“ And without a harsh word or a nasty 
look after the way I socked him in the 
jaw,”  Johnny muttered as he watched 
Crawford depart. “ Just don’t seem nat
ural.”

The sheriff was still expressing his 
opinion of the stage driver. Ike Moore 
had a few caustic comments on lawmen 
who bore a striking resemblance to an 
animated two by four and a heated time 
was had by all. Jud Dale was saying 
nothing at even greater length than 
usual.

Johnny Watson decided the sheriff
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could handle the situation and drifted 
away. It had dawned on the big cowboy 
that it was time he started heading back 
to the Bar S if he expected to reach the 
ranch by dark. It was now late after
noon.

It had looked like rain when Johnny 
had saddled up to ride into town that 
morning. His boss, old man Summers, 
had given Johnny a check that the ranch 
owner had received for a sale of some 
cattle. Summers had told Johnny to de
posit the check in the Cactus Creek bank, 
and that he might take his time about 
getting back to the ranch.

Johnny deposited the check and then 
hung around town most of the day. Now 
as he went to get his paint pony from 
the hitching-rail in front of Jolly Hours 
Saloon Johnny discovered that the slick
er he had tied to his saddle was missing.

“ Some low down thief must have stol
en my slicker,” Johnny said disgustedly. 
“ Wonder he even left me my horse.”

He was still thinking about that slick
er when he tightened up the saddle 
cinch, unfastened the reins from the rail 
and swung into leather. In Johnny’s es
timation that slicker had been a thing 
of beauty and a joy forever. It was yel
low with black stripes running down it. 
Those stripes had been Johnny’s own 
idea— he had painted them on the rubber 
with waterproof paint.

“ Sure won’t be hard to identify, that 
slicker if I ever find it again,” Johnny 
said as he rode on out of town. “ Come 
to think of it, why would anyone want 
to steal anything most folks would know 
belonged to me?”

Johnny had a sudden hunch. He had 
intended heading straight south across 
the rangeland to the Bar S as that was 
the quickest way to get to the ranch, 
but now he circled around a little and 
reached a spot where he could see the 
stage road as it wandered on southward 
away from the town.

He had departed before fresh horses 
had been hitched to the stage and the 
Overland had continued on its way, but 
he was sure it would be along soon. H e
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waited and finally the stage loomed into 
view with Ike Moore handling the reins 
and Jud Dale sitting beside the driver.

As the Overland drew closer a masked 
man on a big horse rode out from be
hind some big boulders. The bandit was 
wearing a yellow slicker with black 
stripes. He fired a shot over the heads 
of the two men on the driver’s seat. Dale 
thrust his arms high above his head and 
Moore brought the four horse team to a 
stop.

“Thought'so!” said Johnny as he stood 
up in his stirrups to take a good look. 
“Figured to frame me.”

Johnny dropped back into the saddle 
and headed his horse toward the stage 
at a gallop. He was so mad at the dirty 
trick the stage robber was trying to play 
on him that he didn’t care if the lone 
bandit heard him coming.

The paint’s hoofs made plenty of noise 
as Johnny rode over a stretch of hard 
ground. The masked man whirled his 
bay horse around and fired a wild shot 
in the big cowboy’s direction. Johnny 
had his Colt in his right hand. He fired 
and his bullet hit the masked man in the 
right arm. The bandit dropped his gun.

A BOUT then it dawned on Jud Dale 
that his job was to protect the 

stage. He grabbed up his shotgun and 
covered the masked man as Johnny rode 
up.

“ We got him!” Dale shouted.
“ You mean Johnny Watson did,” said 

Sheriff Lang as he stuck his head out 
through a window of the coach. “ And 
I ’m betting the lone bandit is Matt 
Crawford.”

“What odds you giving, Sheriff?” said 
Johnny as he rode close to the bandit, 
who wasn’t making any attempt to get 
away. “ Tell me and I’ll take the bet.”

“ Ten dollars at two to one,” said the 
sheriff. “ Pull that mask off him, 
Johnny.”

Johnny reached out and pulled the 
bandanna mask off the stage robber. It 
was the sullen, bearded face of Willie
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Simple that was revealed. The sheriff 
looked dumbfounded.

“ Figured it had to be Willie after I 
discovered that my slicker was missing,” 
Johnny said. “ And when I got a good 
look at the holdup man I was plumb sure 
of it. First place Willie Js one of. the 
few men around here as big as I am and 
the slicker fits him right good. Much 
better than it would fit Crawford. Be
sides only Willie is dumb enough to try 
to frame me by wearing my slicker and 
then ride that big bay horse everybody 
knows belongs to him.”

“ You’re right, Johnny,” said the sher
iff. “ I would have noticed that when I 
got around to it. I’m betting it-was Wil
lie Simple who held up the other stage 
yesterday.”

“ Of course it was,” said Johnny. 
“ Only he would be fool enough to try 
and do the same thing twice in a row.”

Johnny found that he felt very happy 
about the whole thing so he began to 
sing. The strange noise was just too 
much for the already nervous stage 
horses— they went away from there in 
a h u r r y ,  dragging the coach with them. 
Moore couldn’t stop them no matter how 
hard he tugged on the reins.

“ Shucks, something must have fright
ened those horses,”  said Johnny as he 
stopped singing. He still kept Willie cov
ered with his gun. “ And now I’ve got 
to stay here and guard you until the 
stage gets back with the sheriff.” He 
grinned. “ You know, Willie, you do bet
ter at talking a good fight than you do 
acting out a good holdup!”

“ All right,” said Willie Simple. “ Any
thing you say, but just don’t sing any
more. I couldn’t stand that.”

Puzzle Entertainment on Every 
Page of

VARIETY CROSSWORD 
PUZZLES

I NOW ON' SALE— 25c AT ALL STANDS! 
UR


