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THIS MONTH’S MAGAZINE ABRIDGMENT

H ungry and saddle-weary, Brazos.Keene, range-rider extraordi
nary, accepts the advice of a stranger and bunks down in a de
serted cabin near Las Animas. He awakes in the morning to 
find that he has been sleeping under a roof which also shelters 
a corpse! And, before he can saddle up and vamose, he gets taken 
into custody by a hanging posse.

For a ivhile, ivhat has been Brazos's dream of a felicitous visit 
to the scene of earlier and happier days for him turns into a 

nightmare. Raine Surface, the most powerful cattleman of the region, displays a 
disquieting eagerness to have Brazos strung up, and Deputy Sheriff Bodkin 
seems all too ivilling to oblige. But Brazos manages to get out of this predicament 
with the aid of a fellow Texan, and later on walks out of the sheriff’s office deter
mined to get to the bottom of the whole mysterious business.

That determination is further fired when the gun-slinging cowboy meets the 
lovely twin sisters of the murdered man. Their brother dead, their father cheated 
out of his great ranch by the power-mad Surface, the twins welcome Brazos as 
the one man who can restore the lost fortunes of the Reece family. They are 
named Jan and June—Jan because she’s cold, ’Us said—and Brazos, who finds that 
he can't tell them apart, soon falls into a state of roinantic confusion.

Seeking to drive Surface into the open, Brazos accuses him of being the big 
ivheel of the rustler gangs that have been plaguing all of eastern Colorado. His 
forthright talk results in Surface’s setting an intricate trap—the same kind he 
has used successfully before—baited with a beautiful girl known as Bess Syvert- 
sen. In one suspenseful scene after another Brazos Keene out-maneuvers the 
would-be killers, and when the trap is finally sprung the blond cowboy punctu
ates his leather-slapping response with gun flame. But before he is through with 
Las Animas, Brazos's heavy black Colts clear their holsters still another time, 
making their owner an outlaw—an outlaw folloioed doion the trail by one of the 
lovely twins. Which one? Even Brazos isn’t sure!
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Twin Sombreros
B y  Z A N E  G R E Y

Chapter One

Necktie Party

THE sun hung gold and red above 
the sawtoothed snow-tipped ram

parts of the Colorado Rockies. On a high 
bluff across the sunset-flushed Purga
tory River a group of Indians sat their 
mustangs watching the slow, winding 
course of a railroad train climbing to
ward the foothills, fearful of this clat
tering, whistling monster on wheels

that might spell doom to the red man. 
Had they not seen train after train 
loaded with buffalo hides steam east
ward across the plains?

A lithe rider, dusty and worn, mount
ed on a superb bay horse, halted on 
the south side of the river to watch the 
Indians.

“Utes, I reckon,” he said, answering 
to the habit of soliloquy that loneliness 
had fostered in him. ‘'Like the Kiowas 
they shore die hard. Doggone me if I
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don’t feel sorry for them! The beaver 
an’ the buffalo aboot gone! The white 
man rangin’ with his cattle wherever 
grass grows! Wal, Reddies, if yu air 
wise, yu’ll go way back in some moun
tain valley an’ stay there.”

The rumble of the railroad train 
died away and the black, snakelike 
string of cars wound out of sight be
tween bold gray bluffs. A moment long
er the Indians lingered, their lean and 
wild shapes .silhouetted against the 
sky, then they wheeled their ragged 
mustangs and disappeai'ed in red 
dust clouds over the ridge.

‘‘Wal, come to think aboot it,” mused 
the lone rider, “ they’re not so bad off 
as m e- No money. No job. No home. 
Ridin’ a grub line, an’ half starved. 
Nothin’ but a hawss an’ a gun.”

Brazos Keene’s usual cool and reck
less insouciance had suffered a blight. 
The outcast state he had bitterly avow
ed was far from new to him. It had 
been his fate for years to ride the trails 
from cow camp to ranch, from one cat
tle town to another. He could not stay 
long in one place. Always he had been 
driven. Wherefore the sadness of the 
hour scarcely had its source in this 
cowboy wandering.

He put a slow hand inside his open 
vest to draw forth a thick letter, its 
fresh whiteness marred by finger
prints and sundry soiled spots. He had 
wept over that letter. Marveling again, 
with a ghost of the shock which had 
first attended sight of that beautiful 
handwriting, he reread the postmark 
and the address. Lincoln, Neiv Mexico, 
May 3. 1880. Mr. Brazos Keene, Lati
mer, Colorado, c/o Two-bar X Ranch. 
The Latimer postmark read a day 
later.

“My Gawd, but this heah railroad 
can fetch a man trouble pronto,” he

complained and, swallowing a lump in 
his throat, he stuck the letter back. 
“What in the hell made me go into thet 
post office for? Old cowboy habit! Al
ways lookin’ for letters thet never 
come. I wish to Gawd this one had 
been like all the others. But aw no! 
Holly Ripple remembers me—has still 
the old faith in me— An’ she named her 
boy Brazos-after me.”

Lost in memory, Brazos saw the 
green river brawling between its gray 
banks where the willows had a red
dish tinge not all from the sunset. The 
cold keen air, the fresh odor of the 
swollen river, the faint color along the 
brush-lined banks told that the time 
was early spring.

“Only five years!” mused the rider, 
with unseeing eyes on the west. “Five 
years since I rode along heah down 
the old trail from Don Carlos’s Ran
cho- An’ what have I done with my 
life?”

A savage shake of his head was Bra
zos’s answer to that disturbing query, 
as also it was a passionate repudiation 
of memory. He rode on down the river 
trail toward Las Animas. He did not 
know how far it was in to town. His 
horse was lame and weary. This 
stretch along the Purgatory was not 
prolific of cow camps; nevertheless, 
Brazos hoped to run into one before 
nightfall.

“Purgatory, huh?” muttered Brazos 
somberly. “Wal, the son-of-a-gun Span
iard thet flamed this heah creek shore 
hit it plumb center. Purgatory? River 
of Lost Souls! Doggone if thet doesn’t 
fit me proper. I’m shore a ridin’ fool 
—a gone goslin’—a lost soul!”

The trail worked up from the river 
to an intersection with a road. In the 
gathering darkness, Brazos’s quick eye 
caught sight of three horsemen riding
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out from a clump of dead trees'which 
only partly obscured a dark cabin. The 
riders wheeled back, apparently think
ing Brazos had not seen them.

“Ump-um,” muttered Brazos to him
self. “Yu gotta be cuter’n tbet, my 
buckos— Now, I just wonder what’n 
hell kind of a move yu call thet.” He 
reined his horse some rods before pass
ing in front of that clump of trees.

. Brazos heard a sibilant hissing “hold 
thar!" and a sound that seemed like a 
gloved hand slapped on metal. A hoarse 
voice, thick-tongued from liquor, rasp
ed low. Then came a young high-pitch
ed answer: “But Bard, I’m not risk
ing—” The violent gloved hand cut that 
speech short. To Brazos the name that 
had been mentioned sounded like 
Bard, but it might have been Bart or 
even Brad.

-‘Hey, riders,” called Brazos curtly. 
“ I seen yu before yu seen me.”

After a moment of silence, Brazos 
heard the word “Texan” whispered sig
nificantly. Then one of the three rode 
out.

“What if you did, stranger?” he 
asked.

“Nothin’. I just wanted yu to know 
all riders ain’t blind an’ deaf."

Brazos's interrogator halted just so 
far away that his features were indis
tinguishable. But Brazos registered the 
deep matured voice, the sloping shoul
ders, the bull neck.

“Thar's been some holdups along 
hyar lately,” he said.

“Ahuh. An’ thet’s why yu acted so 
queer?”

“Queer?”
“Shore. I said queer.”
“Playin’ safe, stranger.”
“Yeah? Wal. if yu took me for a 

bandit yu're way off."
“Glad to hear thet—an' who might

you be?”
“ I’m a grub-line-ridin’ cowboy. I’m 

tired an’ hungry, an’ my hawss is 
lame.”

“Whar you from?”
“Texas."
“Hell! A deaf man could tell thet. 

Whar you ridin’ from?"
“Montana. Straight as a crow flies.” 
“An’ whar you makin’ for?”
“Mister, if I wasn’t hungry an’ tired 

I wouldn’t like yore pert questions. 
I’m not goin’ anywhere in particular. 
How far to Las Animas?”

“All-night drill fer a tired hoss.” 
“Any cow camp near?”
“Nope. Nearest ranch is Twin Som

breros, three miles from town.”
“Excuse me for askin’,” went on Bra

zos with sarcasm, “but do yu fellers be
long to an ootfit thet’ll feed a hungry 
cowpuncher?”

“My boss hasn’t any use fer grub
line riders.”

“ Yu don't sav. Wal. I reckon I don’t 
eat. Small matter. But. would yu tell 
me if there’s any grass heahaboots for 
my hawss?"

“Good grass right hyar, stranger. 
An' you can bunk in the old cabin 
thar.”

“Thanks,” returned Brazos dryly. 
The burly rider turned to his silent 

companions, just discernible in the 
gloom. “Come on, men. If we’re makin’ 
Lamar tonight we got to rustle.”

The couple joined him and they rode 
by Brazos too swiftly for him to dis
tinguish anything. They took to the 
north, soon passing out of sight. Bra
zos kept staring in the direction they 
had gone.

“Surly hombre,” he soliloquized, 
ponderingiv. “He wanted to be shore I 
was a stranger. Now I wonder why? 
An’ if he didn’t stop one of them from
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takin’ a pot shot at me, I’ll eat my som
brero. An’ thet one I heahed clear an’ 
shore—‘Bard, I'm not risking!’ Thet’s 
a stumper. Thet hombre was goin’ to 
bore me. What wasn’t he riskin’ ? Why 
shore it was my ridin’ in on them. Dog
gone queer! But he had been hittin’ 
the bottle. I heahed liquor in his voice. 
An’ it’s no use tryin’ to figger oot any 
deal thet has to do with redeye.”

The cabin proved to be close at hand. 
Brazos peeped in the open door. It was 
pitch dark inside and smelled dry. He 
removed saddle and bridle from the 
bay and turned him loose. Brazos car
ried his paraphernalia inside and de
posited it upon the floor. He felt in his 
pockets for matches. He had none. 
Then he groped around, hands out
stretched, until he bumped into a 
bench made of boughs. This, with his 
saddle blankets, would furnish a bet
ter bed than many to which he had of 
late been accustomed.

Some time in the night he awoke. At 
first he imagined he had awakened 
from a vague grotesque dream, details 
of which he could not remember. Usu
ally a light sleeper, he thought nothing 
of being aroused. But after a moment 
he felt that this was different. And he 
attended to outside sensations.

He heard a drip, drip, drip of rain on 
the floor. Evidently the roof of this 
shack leaked. A low moaning wind 
swept by under the cabin eaves. The 
night was so black that he could not 
locate either door or window. Drip— 
drip-drip-slowly the dropping sounds 
faded in his consciousness.

From that hour on he slept fitfully, 
restlessly, harassed by strange dreams. 
One by one these increased in their 
morbid vagaries until finally a ghastly 
climax brought him awake, wet with 
cold sweat.

Da\$n was at hand. Through the 
window he discerned a faint blue of 
sky. Apparently the weather had clear
ed. But all of a sudden-drip-drip- 
drip. The drops of rain water were 
slow and heavy. They spattered on the 
earthen floor. It was now light enough 
in the cabin to make out a ladder lead
ing up to a loft.

All at once a cold chill crept over his 
skin. That dank odor, dominating the 
pungent dry smell of the cabin, assail
ed his nostrils. Drip-drip—drip! Bra
zos was wide awake now. on the verge 
of being startled by he knew not what. 
In a single action, he slid upright off 
the bench.

That drip came from the loft just 
about the center of the cabin. Brazos 
could not see the drops, but by their 
sound, he located them—stretched out 
his upturned palm. Spat! Despite his 
steely nerve the heavy wet contact on 
his hand gave him a shock. He strode 
to the light of the doorway, there to 
confirm his suspicion.

“Blood!” he ejaculated, his eyes fix
ed on the red splotch in his palm. “Cold 
an’ thick— There’s a daid map up in 
thet loft. Aha! them three hombres 
last night! Brazos, I reckon ,yu better 
be rustlin’ oot of heah pronto.”

Hurrying back to the bench, Brazos 
wiped the blood on his saddle blan
kets, and carried these with his sad
dle to the door. Dawn had given way 
to daylight with a ruddy tinge in the 
eastern sky. And at that moment a 
clattering roar of hoofs swept up like 
a storm before the wind, and a group 
of riders pulled their horses to a slid
ing halt before the cabin.

“Ahuh. Jig aboot up! I savvy,” mut
tered Brazos, and stepping out of the 
door he flung down the saddle and 
blankets to stand at attention. He
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needed not to see the rifles to grasp 
that this was a posse and that he was 
the object of their onslaught upon the 
cabin.

“Hands up, cowboy!” came a harsh 
command.

“They’re up,” replied Brazos lacon
ically, suiting action to words. The lev
eled guns and grim visages of this out
fit showed that they meant business. 
Brazos had seen many posses and had 
been a member of not a few. Most of 
these riders had the cowboy stripe, but 
some of them, particularly the harsh
voiced, hard-faced leader, appeared to 
be matured men.

“Pile off, Stuke, an’ you, Segel,” or
dered this leader. Whereupon two rid
ers flung themselves out of their sad
dles to rush at Brazos from each side. 
“Grab his guns! Search him. Take ev
erythin’.”

Brazos was quick to recognize real 
peril. He surveyed the /group of horse
men to ascertain that they were all 
strangers to him and no different from 
any hard, determined outfit of West
erners. In a moment, he made certain 
that not one of them had ever seen 
him. Hq had not been in that vicinity 
for six years, which was a long time 
on the range.

“Bodkin,” called a rider from within 
the cabin, his voice queer.

“What! You found him?” queried 
the leader sharply.

“Yes. Up in the loft. Send someone 
in to help us let him down.”

Brazos listened with strained ears to 
the sounds and husky voices inside the 
cabin. Presently three of the posse 
came out of the cabin, carrying the 
body, which they deposited upon the 
grass. Brazos’s startled gaze bent down 
upon a handsome youth scarcely twen
ty years old, evidently a cowboy from

his garb, dark-haired and dark-skinned. 
He had been shot through the back. 
All his pockets were turned inside out.

“Allen Neece!” burst out Bodkin in 
surprise.

“Shot in the back.”
“Robbed!"
“Purty cold-blooded, I’d say.”
“Bod, I reckon we might jest as wal 

string this hombre up."
These and various other comments 

greeted Brazos's ears, and drew from 
Bodkin the harsh decree:

“Cowboy, you’re under arrest.” 
“Hell! I’m not blind or deaf,” retort

ed Brazos sarcastically. “May I ask 
who yu air?”

“ I’m Deputy Sheriff Bodkin of Las 
Animas, actin’ under Kiskadden’s or
ders.”

“An’ what’s yore charge?”
“Murder.”
Brazos laughed outright. “My Gawd, 

man, air yu loco? Do I look like a hom
bre who’d shoot a boy in the back, rob 
him, an’ hang aboot waitin’ for an ool- 
fit to come get me?”

“You can’t never tell what, a cowboy 
will do from'his looks.”

“Aw, the hell yu cain’t.” replied Bra
zos contemptuously, with a piercing 
glance of scorn flashing from Bodkin 
to his men. “What kind of Westerners 
air yu?”

Brazos’s scornful stand, his cool 
nerve in the face of a critical situation 
obviously impressed some of the rid
ers.

“Bod, I’d recommend a fair trial fer 
this feller,” said one.

“Bod, you cain’t hang this Texan on 
such heahsay evidence,” advised a 
slow-spoken member.

“Why not? Cause you’re a Texan 
yourself?”

“Wal, as to the!, Texans, whether
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they’re guilty of crime or not, ain’t 
very often hanged. Personally, I reck
on this cowboy is innocent as I am of 
this murder. An’ mebbe I’m not the 
only one. If you hang him, Kiskadden 
will be sore. An’ if by any chance he 
ain’t guilty an’ it comes oot—wal, it’d* 
kind of heat ifp the stink thet hasn’t 
died oot cold yet.”

During the brief duration of that 
quiet speech Brazos gauged both men 
—the sandy-haired, sallow-faced Texan 
whose looks and words were significant 
-and the swarthy Bodkin, dark-brow
ed, shifty of gaze, chafing under the 
other’s cool arraignment of the case, 
and intense with some feeling hardly 
justified by the facts presented.

“All right, Inskip,” rejoined Bodkin, 
with suppressed anger. “We’ll take 
him before Kiskadden. Prod him to his 
hoss, men. An’ if he bolts, blow his tow- 
head off.”

Brazos’s captors shoved him for
ward. Bay had been found and saddled. 
He did not like this crowd and pulled 
at his bit, held hard by one of the 
posse. Brazos mounted. The body of 
the boy Neece was lifted over a saddle 
and covered with a slicker. The rider 
of this horse essayed to walk, which 
gave Brazos the impression that Las 
Animas was not far distant. Presently 
the cavalcade started toward the road, 
with Brazos riding in the center.

They traveled on at a slow trot and 
at length reached a site strangely fa
miliar to Brazos. It was the head of the 
valley. A long, low, red-roofed, red- 
walled adobe ranch house stood upon 
the north bank of the river, and below 
it, where the cottonwoods trooped into 
the valley, spread barns and sheds, cor
rals and racks in picturesque confu
sion. The droves of horses in the pas
tures, the squares of alfalfa, and the

herds of cattle dotting the valley and 
the adjacent slopes attested to the pros
perity of some cattle baron.

“Doggone!” ejaculated Brazos in the 
enthusiastic appreciation of his kind. 
“Whose ootfit is thet?”

Inskip, the Texan, riding second on 
Brazos’s left, took it upon himself to 
reply.

“Twin Sombreros Ranch,” he replied, 
his dry drawl significant of something 
more than information. “Operated now 
by Raine Surface, runnin* eighty thou
sand haid of the Twin Sombreros 
brand. Used to belong to Abe Neece, 
father of the daid boy we’re packin’ to 
town. Abe is livin’ still, but a broken 
man over the loss of thet ranch.”

■ It so happened that when the caval
cade reached the crossroad to the 
ranch a sextet of riders, some of them 
cowboys, rode down from above to 
halt their mounts at sight of the posse. 
Brazos espied two young women rid
ers and he burned both inwardly and 
outwardly. His proud, fiery nature re
belled at the indignity Bodkin had 
forced upon him.

“What’s this, Bodkin?” demanded 
the leader.

“Mornin’, Mr. Surface,” replied Bod
kin with both importance and servil
ity. “We been out arrestin’ a cowboy. 
Charged with murder. An’ I’ve got the 
proofs on him.”

“Murder! You don’t say? Who?”
“No other than Abe Neece’s boy- 

young Allen Neece.”
“Open up here!” ordered Surface, 

and in another moment a few feet of 
unobstructed lane intervened between 
the rancher and Brazos Keene.

For Brazos it was one of those in
stinctively potent meetings of which 
his life on the ranges had been so full. 
He turned from his long glance at the
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two girls, the older of whom had hair 
as red as flame, a strikingly beautiful 
face, with blue-green eyes just now di
lated in horror.

“Who are you?” demanded Surface 
with intense curiosity, not one iota of 
which denoted sympathy.

Brazos gave the rancher a long stare. 
Among Brazos’s gifts was the rare one 
of an almost superhuman perspicuity, 
The time had long passed in his event
ful career when he distrusted that pe
culiar faculty. Surface fell within a 
category of Westerners far removed 
from the open-faced, eagle-eyed, great
hearted pioneers whom Brazos re
vered.

“Wai, who I am is shore none of yore 
business,” replied Brazos coldly.

“Cowboy, I’m Raine Surface, an’ I 
have a good deal to say with the busi
ness of this county," returned the 
rancher, plainly nettled.

“ I reckon. Do you happen to be in 
cahoots with this fourflush, Deputy 
Bodkin?"

The sharp unexpected query discon
certed Surface and elicited a roar from 
Bodkin.

"1 put Kiskadden in office," said the 
rancher stiffly, putting forward a fact 
Brazos could see no reason for men
tioning. “I recommended to the Cattle
men’s Association that we appoint 
deputies to help rid this range of des
peradoes an’ rustlers—an’ rowdy cow
boys.”

“Wal, Mr. Surface, yu shore impress 
me powerful,” drawled Brazos scorn
fully.

“You insolent ragamuffin of a Tex
an!” fumed Surface, evidently resent
ing his failure to be given due impor
tance.

“See heah. Surface." flashed Brazos, 
his piercing tenor stiffening his hear

ers. “ I am a Texan an’ one of the breed 
thet don't forget insult or injustice. 
You’re a hell of a fine Westerner to act 
as an adviser to a Cattlemen's Associa
tion. A real Westerner—a big-hearted 
cattleman who was on the square 
wouldn't condemn me without askin’ 
for proofs. You take this Bodkin's 
word. If he hasn't got some queer rea
son to fasten this crime on me, it’s a 
shore bet he itches to hang someone. 
Wal, I happen to be innocent an’ I can 
prove it. I could choke up an’ spit fire 
at the idee of my bein' taken for a low- 
down skunk who’d shoot a boy in the 
back to rob him. An’ swallow this, Mis
ter Raine Surface—you’ll rue the day 
you insulted a ragamuffin of a cowboy 
who was only huntin’ for a job.”

The silence which followed Brazos’s 
arraignment was broken by Inskip.

“Surface,” he said caustically to the 
pale-faced rancher. “You're new to this 
range. Ail you Kansas cattlemen need 
to be reminded thet this is western 
Colorado. Which is to say the border of 
New Mexico. An' mebbe yore years oot 
heah air too few for you to know what 
thet means. All the same, Bodkin an’ 
you should have given this cowboy the 
benefit of a doubt.”

“Bodkin said he had proofs,” rejoin
ed Surface testily. “ I took his word."

“Texans hang together,” tartly in
terposed the deputy sheriff, giving a 
double meaning to the verb. “ Inskip 
wanted to ride out on this hunt. I reck
on he had a hunch. I really didn’t want 
him.”

“Bodkin, I’m givin’ you a hunch," 
drawled Inskip, with tone and glance 
that warmed Brazos. “Kiskadden is a 
Texan. Mebbe you didn't know thet."

At this juncture, when a strong ar
gument seemed imminent, the red
headed girl moved her horse close to
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Surface and put a hand on his shoul
der.

“Dad, don’t say any more,” she im
plored. “There must be a mistake. You 
stay out of it. That cowboy never mur
dered Allen Neece.”

“Lura, don't interfere here,” snap
ped her father impatiently.

“Mr. Surface, we’ll ride on in,” said 
Bodkin, and gave his men a peremp
tory order to move on.

Before the riders closed in on Bra
zos, he gave the redheaded girl an in
tent look and a smile of gratitude for 
her championship. Her big eyes, still 
wide and dark, appeared to engulf him. 
Then the cavalcade started.

Before they had ridden many paces 
a clatter of hoofs behind and a call for 
Bodkin again halted the riders. The 
rancher Surface followed.

“A word with you, Bodkin,” he said, 
reining his mount.

“ Sartinly, Mister Surface,” returned 
the deputy, hastening to fall out of line.

“About that suit of mine against.—” 
he began, with something of pompos
ity. But Brazos made quick note of the 
fact that that, was all he could hear. 
Bodkin and Surface walked their 
horses out of hearing.

Brazos was not missing anything. 
The two riders who had the disagree
able task of holding the corpse in the 
saddle and keeping it covered swore 
openly at this second loss of time. As 
Brazos turned to face forward again, 
he met Inskip’s deep gray eyes in 
which there flashed a bright steely 
glint that could be interpreted in only 
one way.

Brazos’s blood took a hot leap, then 
receded to leave him cold. This halt 
boded ill to him. Sight of Bodkin's 
grim visage, as he came riding back 
from his short colloquy with Surface,

warned Brazos of the unexpected and 
the worst.

But Bodkin took the lead of the cav
alcade again without a word other 
than a command to ride. His tenseness 
seemed to be communicated to all. 
Their faces set away from the prisoner. 
Inskip took off his heavy coat and laid 
it back across the cantle of his saddle 
—an action Bodkin might have taken 
as thought-provoking had he noticed 
it. Brazos’s reaction revolved around 
sight of the two big gun butts stick
ing out of Inskip’s belt. They spoke a 
language to Brazos as clear as had been 
the gray lightning in Inskip’s eyes.

The outskirts of Las Animas lay .iust 
ahead, beyond a bridgeNover a brook 
that brawled down to the Purgatory. 
Oaks and cottonwoods lined the west 
bank.

“Stop hvar, men,” ordered Bodkin, 
wheeling his horse. “Inskip, you ride 
on in an' report.”

The Texan made no reply nor any 
move to act upon the deputy's com
mand.

“Segel, you an’ Bill wait hyar with 
Neece,” went on Bodkin. “The rest of 
you come with me.”

He turned to ride off the road. “ In- 
skip,” he said, suddenly, halting again. 
“Are you takin’ orders?”

“Not when it doesn’t suit me,” re
plied the Texan. “What you up to, 
Bodkin?”

“I’m goin’ to finish this job right 
hyar,” rejoined the deputy fiercely. 
“An’ if you don’t want your Texas 
pride hurt, you’d better not see what’s 
cornin’ off.”

“Wal, I ain’t so sensitive as all thet,” 
drawled Inskip.

Brazos realized the game now and 
what a slim chance he had for his life. 
That chance was vested in Inskip. An
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awful instant he fought the shuddering 
clutch on his vitals, the appalling check 
to his thought. It was succeeded by the 
desperate will and nerve, the unlimit
ed resourcefulness of the cowboy 
whose flame-spirit had been engender
ed by 'such terrible situations as this. 
There would be one chance for him 
and when it came he must grasp it 
with the speed of lightning.

Bodkin led down the west bank of 
the brook. The trees and rocks broke 
up the formation of the posse. Brazos's 
sharp eye caught the rider behind Bod
kin bending forward to untie his lasso 
from his saddle, They entered a rocky 
glade dominated by an old cottonwood 
tree with spreading branches and a 
dead top. Brazos had been under that 
tree before.

“Open up,” shouted Bodkin. “Prod 
his boss out hyar.”

“Boss,” spoke up one of the posse 
hoarsely. “ I'm bound to speak out. This 
deal is too raw fer my stomach.” 

“Rustle then. Git out of hyar,” yell
ed the leader, livid with passion.

“I sure will. Come on, Ben. We didn't 
join this outfit to hang a cowboy thet 
ain’t proved guilty.”

The lean rider addressed detached 
himself from the group. “Bodkin,” he 
said forcefully. “You're too damn keen 
on this necktie party. Frank an’ me 
are slopin'.”

“Yellow, huh?” shouted the deputy 
as the couple rode off. “All right. I’ll 
bear it in mind.”

“See heah. Bodkin,” interposed In
skip, “did you ride all this way to have 
yore mind changed by Surface?”

“Inskip, you go to hell!" hissed Bod
kin, enraged at the sarcastic implica
tion. Xeve; theicss. it could scarcely 
have been rage that paled the redness 
out of his malignant visage.

Brazos read in Inskip’s eyes what 
Bodkin failed to see, and it was that 
intelligence which sustained him. The 
Texan might have a trump card up 
his sleeve, but Brazos could only think 
of two desperate chances, one of which 
he was sure would be presented.

“Flip thet noose. Barsh,” ordered 
Bodkin sardonically7, addressing a lean 
rider whose hat shaded his face. He 
had a coiled rope in his left hand. He 
gave the coil a toss. The loop spread 
to fall over Brazos’s head and lodge on 
his shoulders. Another flip and the 
noose closed around his neck.

The feel of the hard smooth hemp 
against Brazos’s bare flesh liberated in 
him the devil that he had kept leashed. 
Brazos had never before suffered the 
odium of this phase of border law. 
Barsh plainly quailed before Brazos's 
steady gaze.

“Pile off, all of you," shouted Bodkin 
stridently, dismounting to lean his 
rifle against the tree. “Barsh, throw the 
end of your rope over thet branch.'’

"Hold on!"
This order issued from the Texan, 

whose hand obstructed Barsh’s arm in 
his effort to toss up the rope.

“Wha-at?” bawled Bodkin, rudely 
disrupted, glaring at Inskip.

Bodkin was the only rider beside 
Brazos who had not dismounted. The 
others had laid aside their rifles and 
shotguns to crowd back of Barsh, nerv
ously hurrying’to get the gruesome job 
done.

Inskip deliberately rode between 
them and Btazos. “Bodkin, he might 
have a mother or sweetheart. An’ he’ll 
want to send some word.”

"Aw. hell! Let him blab it pronto 
then."

“Cowboy, do you want to tell m e 
who you air an’ send some message?”
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queried Inskip calmly.
“ I shore do. But I don’t want this 

skunk to heah it.”
“Wal, you can tell me,” returned In

skip, and pulled his horse toward Bra
zos.

“Hyar, InSkip—%ot so close!” shriek
ed Bodkin.

The Texan leaned toward Brazos to 
whisper swift and low, “Grab my guns, 
but don’t kill onless you have to.”

Brazos’s clawlike hands swept out. 
As he jerked loose the two big guns, 
Inskip spurred his horse to lunge 
away.

"Freeze! Damn yu!” pealed out Bra
zos, as he covered Bodkin and the star
tled posse.

Chaptkr Two 
The Letter

RAZOS heard Inskip’s 
horse pound over the 
rocks and" plow the 
brook. The Texan was 
racing for town. Bod
kin turned a ghastly 
hue. Barsh gasped
and dropped the rope. 

The others stood stiff, surely expecting 
those menacing guns to belch fire and 
death.

“Hands up! Turn yore backs!” or
dered Brazos, his voice ice-edged.
“ Bodkin, tell yore men to fork their 
hawsses. One move for a gun means 
I'll kill you first.”

“Fellers—he's got-me cold,” rejoin
ed the deputy huskily. “Fer Gawd’s 
sake—lay off your hardware— Climb 
on.”

While they mounted stiffly, Brazos 
hauled the lasso in with his left hand 
and wound it around the pommel.

“ Ride oot, you hombres. Yu go last,

Bodkin. Ari’ when we hit the road yell 
for Segel an’ yore other man to go 
ahaid.”

When the riders emerged from the 
grove Bodkin bawled to the couple on 
guard with the dead man.

“Ride on, you fellers-an’ don’t look 
back!”

The wide long main street of Las 
Animas was familiar to Brazos, despite 
the many new buildings. The place had 
doubled its population in five years. 
The old gray clapboard and brown 
adobe structures stood side by side 
now with the new ones of more impos
ing front.

Brazos's roving gaze caught sight of 
a sign: Mexican Joe. Hot Tamales, and 
his heart leaped. If old Joe happened 
to come out of his restaurant now, 
there would be a recognition somewhat 
disconcerting to Bodkin and his posse. 
But Joe was not one of the many to 
see the strange procession ride down 
the street. Brazos was aware of a quick
ly augmenting crowd in his rear. Be
fore half a block had been traversed, 
Brazos saw to his left a building and a 
sign that had not been there in his 
day. Both sheriff and jail had come to 
the cattle town.

“Turn in, yu-all, an’ set tight,” called 
Brazos.
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Men were grouped about, and out in 
front stood a tall bareheaded man In 
his shirt sleeves. He had a silver star 
on his black vest. He stood significant
ly sidewise toward the street, his right 
hand low. Brazos breasted the hiteh- 
ing-rail to see a broad, lined face, deep 
piercing eyes, a thin-lipped, close-shut 
mouth, and bulging chin. Texas was 
written all over that visage.

“Air yu Kiskadden?’’ queried Brazos 
sharply.

“Thet’s me,” came the curt reply 
from the man.

“Did Inskip give yu a hunch aboot 
this?”

“He told me you’d be likely to ride 
in, but I’m bound to admit I didn’t ex
pect you.”

“Sheriff, will yu give me a square 
deal?”

“You can rest assured of thet, cow
boy. I’m the law heah.”

“My Gawd, but it’s a relief to pass 
these over. Heah!” burst out Brazos, 
and with a dexterous flip of the guns, 
he turned them in the air to catch them 
by the barrels and hand them to the 
sheriff. “Sheriff, I shore haven’t had 
many deals where I was more justified 
in throwin’ guns than in this one. But 
when Inskip gave me a chance to use 
them, he whispered for me not to shoot 
unless I had to. So I bluffed yore dep
uty an’ his posse.”

“So I see. Wal, if you bluffed them, 
why didn’t you ride the other way, in
stead of insultin’ my office this heah 
way?”

“I happen to be a Texan an’ I’m 
sore.”

“ I seen thet long ago. Go on. Why’d 
you come?”

“Last night I was held up oot heah 
by three men. I’ll tell yu in private how 
they acted, what they' said, an’ the lie

they told me. It was aboot night. I was 
cold an’ tired. Bay heah was lame. So 
when the three hombres rode away, I 
went to sleep in the cabin there.

“In the mawnin’ I found I’d been 
sleepin’ with a daid man. An’ I’d just 
got ootside the cabin when Bodkin 
with his posse came tearin’ up. I had 
no idee what they wanted an’ they’d 
covered me before I found oot. Wal, 
they arrested me for the murder of the 
young man they found in the cabin, 
shot in the back. Sheriff, y'ou can bet 
yore life thet those three hombres last 
night an’ Bodkin’s ootfit this mawnin’ 
knew the daid boy' was in the cabin 
nine hours before I knew.

“There was nothin’ for me to do but 
go along. I went. Bodkin is a surly 
hombre, an’ he’s a hell of a queer dep
uty sheriff. First off it didn’t look like 
he had any idee of hangin’ me. But he 
stopped at this Twin Sombreros Ranch 
oot heah, held up by' the rancher Sur
face. An' from thet moment Bodkin 
grew hell-bent to hang me. Inskip saw 
it cornin’ an’ he tried to reason with 
Bodkin. But yu cain't reason with a 
bullheaded, fourftush deputy sheriff 
who from some queer twist was daid- 
set to hang me. When they had the lar
iat aboot my neck, Inskip rode in so I 
could grab his guns. Thet saved my 
life, sheriff. I’m innocent an’ I can 
prove it. I want my name cleared. 
Thet’s why I took the risk of holdin’ 
up yore ootfit an’ tidin' in heah to sur
render.”

“Who air you, cowboy ?” queried Kis
kadden searchingly,

“Thet’ll have to come oot, I reckon,” 
returned Brazos reluctantly. “ I haven’t 
been in Las Animas for six years. But 
there’ll be men heah who’ll vouch for 
me.”

“All right. Get down, cowboy. Bod
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kin, you look bustin’ with yore side of 
this story. Mebbe you’d better hold 
in—”

“Aw hell!” interrupted the deputy, 
his face working. “Wait till you hear 
my side. He’s a slick-tongued feller, 
believe me. I’ll gamble he turns out to 
be a range-ridin’ desperado. An’ it’s a 
thousand to one thet he murdered 
young Neece.”

“Neece! Not Abe Neece’s boy?” ex
claimed Kiskadden, shocked out of his 
composure.

“Yes. Young Allen Neece.”
“Aw, too bad—too bad!” rejoined the 

sheriff in profound regret. “As if poor 
Abe had not had enough trouble!” ' 

“Boss, you just bet it’s too bad. It’ll 
sure go hard with Allen’s twin sisters. 
Them gurls thought the world of him.” 

“Fetch Neece in,” ended Kiskadden, 
and taking Brazos’s arm he led him 
into the office.

“An’ see heah, Sheriff,” spoke up 
Brazos. “Will yu have my hawss tak
en good care of? An’ Bpdkin took my 
gun, watch, penknife—an’ a personal 
letter. Theft all I had, an’ the letter 
means most to me.”

“Cowboy. I’ll be responsible for your 
hawss an’ your belongings.”

“Thanks. Thet’s a load off mv mind. 
An’ one thing more,” said Brazos, low
ering his voice so that the men carry
ing in the body of Neece could not hear 
him. “ I reckon thet letter will prove 
my innocence. I got it yesterday mawn- 
in’ at Latimer, which you shore know 
is a hell of a long day’s ride. An’ if I 
know anythin’ aboot daid men, young 
Neece was killed durin’ the day. Hold 
an inquest, sheriff, an’ make shore 
what hour thet pore boy was murder
ed. ’Cause the whole deal has a look of 
murder.”

“You’re a cool hand,” replied Kis

kadden-admiringly. “ I kinda like you. 
From Texas, eh?”

“ Shore. I was born in Uvalde.” 
“How old air you?”
“Twenty-five.”
“Wal, you don’t look thet. Any folks 

livin’ ?”
“There was-a few years ago. But 

I’ve been too unhappy lately to write 
home.”
’ “Air you straight, cowboy?”

“I am, Sheriff, so help me Gawd!” 
answered Brazos passionately, meet
ing full the penetrating gray eyes that 
had something of shadow in them.

“Wal, I promised you a square deal,” 
concluded Kiskadden. “Come with me. 
I’ll have to lock you up.”

A corridor opened from the office. 
Kiskadden unlocked the first door on 
the right, to disclose a small room with 
one barred window. The only article 
Brazos could see at quick glance was 
a blanketed couch. Kiskadden escorted 
Brazos in and halted in the doorway.

“Cowboy, you don’t seem to concern 
yourself aboot why I’m lockin’ you 
up.”

“Concern? Say, I’m tickled to death. 
What have I got to worry aboot now? 
You’re a Texan an’ a man. You’ll see 
through my part in this deal. But when 
I get oot— Sheriff, I’m askin’ yu—please 
get possession of my letter an’ please 
don’t let anybody but yu read it. I 
shore couldn’t stand thet.”

“We’ll see.” The sheriff went out to 
close and lock the heavy door.

Brazos lay down on the couch. As 
he composed himself, the sound of 
heavy boots and indistinct voices came 
through the walls from the sheriff’s of
fice. The window of his cell opened on 
the back.

After a while, his blood ceased to 
race and his thoughts to whirl. “ Dog
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gone!” soliloquized Brazos. “When did 
I ever have a closer shave than thet?” 
He was well off in jail for a few days. 
He would be well fed and have a bed 
to sleep on. And meanwhile, he would 
piece the fragments of this case togeth
er. Something more would come out at 
his trial, or at least the perfunctory 
hearing Kiskadden would have to give 
him.

Next morning the guards brought his 
breakfast, and the necessary articles 
with which to wash and shave, and 
make himself presentable.

“Your trial is cornin’ off today,” one 
of the two announced. “An’ I reckon 
you needn’t be ondue worried.”

“Thanks, pardner. Thet’s fine. Take 
me ootside for a .stretch.”

All morning, however, he was left 
alone, waiting for a footfall that did 
not come. The fact of the omission of 
his noonday meal augured further for 
his release. Brazos paced his cell, fi
nally achieving patience. At last a 
slow, clinking step in the corridor end
ed his wait. That was the step of a 
Texan.

Brazos was not disappointed. The 
door opened to admit Kiskadden, who 
closed and locked it.

“Wal, Brazos,” he drawled, “ I’m 
missin’ my dinner to have a confab 
with you.”

“Yu know my name?” queried Bra
zos sharply.

"Shore. It’s on the back of this let
ter. Brazos Keene. Wrote small an’ 
pretty, but I read thet much anyway. 
I’m glad to tell you no one else has 
seen it. I reckon Bodkin’s man, Segel, 
put no store on it. An’ heah it is, cow
boy.”

“My Gawd, Sheriff, but I could die 
for yu—savin’ me the shame of dis

gracin’ a girl I once loved,” replied 
Brazos in grateful emotion'.

“Wal, I’m glad if it means as much 
as thet,” returned Kiskadden, and he 
sat down on the couch to take out a 
black pipe. “ I always figger better 
when I smoke. Not thet I'm not shore 
you'll go free. It’s a pore case agin' 
you. Brazos, an’ has some queer an
gles.”

“Ha! I had thet hunch. Yu wouldn't 
be a Texas sheriff if yu hadn't seen 
thet.”

“You got this letter the mawnin’ of 
day before yestiddy, at Latimer, didn't 
you?”

“Yes, sir. An’ all by accident, or meb- 
be a hunch. I was ridin’ through aboot 
eight o’clock. I went in the post office 
an’ was paralyzed to get it. I rode oot 
of town scared to death. But finally I 
sloped off under a tree. Gosh, I must 
have been there for hours but I didn't 
have the nerve to read it all. But the 
sun was high an’ hot when I rode on 
again.”

“Wal, we had two doctors make the 
inquest on young Neece,” went on Kis
kadden. “Our Doc Williamson, who 
lives heah, an' a surgeon from Denver, 
who was on a train. Williamson seen 
him an’ dragged him off. They found 
young Neece had been killed early in 
the evenin' of thet day you rode oot 
of Latimer. The bullet hole in his back 
was shot there after Neece was daid. 
Both doctors agreed thet he had been 
roped—there were abrasions on his 
arms above his elbows—an’ jerked off 
his hawss on his haid. Thet caused his 
death.”

“Wal, my Gawd!” ejaculated Brazos. 
“ I had no rope on my saddle.” _

“Brazos, I was convinced of yore 
innocence yestiddy. an’ now 1 know it. 
But for yore good, I reckon you better
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stay for the hearin’. It’ll show Bodkin 
up an’ I’ll discharge him pronto. An
other angle, it leaked oot somewhere 
thet Surface would jest as lief see you 
hanged, along with all the grub-line 
cowboys thet ride through.”

“Hell yu say?” queried Brazos 
thoughtfully. “ Sheriff, I shore didn’t 
take a shine to him.”

“Surface is new heah. Claims to be 
from Nebraska. But he’s from Kansas. 
Rich cattleman-an’ has a lot of stock. 
Same as all of us, for thet matter.” 

“Ahuh. How’d Surface get thet Twin 
Sombreros Ranch from Neece?”

“Wal, thet’s kind of complicated, an’ 
never was cleared up to suit me. Neece 
was operatin’ big. He had five thou
sand haid cornin’ up from Texas for 
Surface. The cash for this herd was 
paid Neece at the Cattleman’s Bank 
in Dodge. More than fifty thousand 
dollars. Neece was fetchin’ thet sum 
over heah to our bank. But he got held 
up by three masked men, an’ robbed. 
Wal, the queer angle is thet the big 
herd jest vanished off the range. Nei
ther hoof nor hair of them was ever 
found.”

“But the cow ootfit!” exclaimed Bra
zos, aghast.

“ Same as the herd. Thfey vanished. 
Neece made a blunder at Dodge. He 
hired a foreman thet he didn't know, 
let him pick an ootfit, an’ sent them 
south after the herd.”

“Thet ootfit was bought off,” said 
Brazos abruptly.

“Wal, there was no proof of any
thin' except the longhorns were gone. 
Neece couldn’t deliver to Surface. An’ 
he had been robbed of the money. Twin 
Sombreros was mortgaged an’ the 
banks wouldn’t advance more. Neece 
lost all to Surface. He’s a broken man 
now, livin’ oot of town down the Pur

gatory. An’ the twin gurls, Neece’s joy 
an’ pride, air running a restaurant over 
by the railroad station.”

“Twin girls!”
“ Shore. Eighteen years old—the pret

tiest gurls in all the West. An’ you 
cain’t tell them apart—not to save yore 
life. June an’ Janis, they’re called. 
Neece was powerful proud of them 
twins. He sent them back to Kansas 
City to go to school. Thet was ten years 
ago. An’ he didn’t see them often an’ 
not atall of late years. He developed 
this Twin Sombreros Ranch for them. 
Thet was his brand. Two high-peaked 
sombreros.

“Wal, the gurls just got heah when 
the crash came. Hard luck fer them, 
everybody swore, an’ was sorry. But 
them gurls had spunk. They borrowed 
money an’ started a restaurant. Old 
Abe’s Mexican cook stuck to them. An’ 
say, thet little restaurant is packed 
every mealtime, with a crowd waitin’ 
ootside. They’ve paid back what they 
borrowed an’ now they’re makin’ 
money.”

“Stampedin’ mavericks!” burst out 
Brazos. “I reckoned I’d heahed some 
range yarns in my day. But this one 
takes the cake. I’ll bet thet Lura Sur
face sticks up her nose at the Neece 
twins, huh?”

“Wal, the wimmenfolks all say Lura 
is a cat an’ powerful jealous of the 
twins. You see, she queened it over the 
range till Neece’s gurls got heah. An’ 
now she’s not got it all her own way.”

“Kiskadden, what yu tellin’ me all 
this for?” suddenly queried Brazos, 
sharp with suspicion.

“Aw, just range gossip, cowboy,” 
drawled the Texan with an evasive 
smile.

“Yeah? Wal, it’s shore powerful in
terestin’ an’ yu don’t strike me as the
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gossipin’ kind— I figure Inskip’s a 
friend of yores?”
• “Yes. WeTe pardners in a cattle busi
ness, but I’m the silent one. Wal, to 
come back to yore hearin’, which is set 
fer two o’clock, I’d like you to read thet 
letter to me.”

“Aw! Sheriff, you didn’t open it?”
“No.”
“What yu want me to read it for?”
“Brazos, I really don’t have to heah 

it, if yu object. But it’ll strengthen my 
conviction, I’m shore. An’ I may have 
to talk turkey to Surface an’ some of 
his cattle association. All the same, I’ll 
respect yore confidence.”

“Shore. I—I’ll read it to yu,” replied 
Brazos soberly, and as he opened the 
thick letter his lean brown hands 
shook slightly.

“ ‘Don Carlos’ Rancho, Cimarron. 
N. M., May 2, 1880,’ ” he read. “ ‘Dear 
Brazos: This is the third letter I have 
written you since you left us over five 
years ago. I am sure the others never 
reached you else you would have writ
ten. They were sent at a venture. This 
time, however, I know you will receive 
this one, and I am writing much that 
I omitted before. We have a railroad 
mail service now, cabatlero min; and 
this epistle should reach your post of
fice in less than two days. So near yet 
so far, Brazos!

“ ‘We heard quite by accident that 
you had lately ridden down from 
Wyoming to a job with the Two-bar X 
outfit. A cattleman neighbor of ours, 
Calhoun, had just returned from Lati
mer, and he met Britt at the station. 
Wherever Brazos Keene rides, it will 
be known! Calhoun told Britt a lot of 
range gossip, including your latest ex
ploit at Casper. Wyoming (which /  did 
not believe) and poor Britt came home 
like a man who had seen ghosts. He

told the cowboys and Nigger Johnson 
(bless his white heart) told me. Not 
one of the other boys mentioned it to 
me. You’ll be amazed, Brazos, and I 
hope hurt a little to learn that every 
single one of the old outfit you once 
lorded it over so gayly is still riding 
for me. They were a sick bunch of 
cowboys. How they loved you, Brazos! 
I’d have given much to have been hid
den in the bunkhouse when Britt told 
them about you.

“ ‘They are spoiling little Brazos 
Ripple Frayne, your namesake, who is 
nearly five years old. He is a little devil 
and drives me frantic. He favors his fa
ther, Renn, more than me. But he has 
a little of my Spanish. He never tires 
of stories about rustlers, gunmen, ban
dits, buffalo and cattle stampedes. And 
your name makes his eyes grow big 
and round. You should see Brazos roll 
a gun and hear him say, 'When i 
grow up, I’m gonna bore that Billy the 
Kid!’ Oh! it is dreadful, the propensi
ties he shows already. His father docs 
not seem to mind. Britt, who worships 
the lad, says that when Brazos fakes 
to riding the range, the hard years of 
the New Mexican border will be past.

“ ‘Since you and your outfit broke up 
the Slaughter gang and did away with 
Sewall McCoy, Clements and their 
tools, we have no rustling on a big 
scale. Strange to say, we were never 
drawn into the Lincoln County War, 
which was in its incipieney when you 
rode for Don Carlos’ Rancho. That ter
rible feud accounted for the lives of 
three hundred men, surely the blood
iest war the West ever knew. Billy the 
/Kid came out of it alive. He and a few 
of his desperado allies still actively rus
tle cattle and find a ready market. Billy 
has more friends than enemies. He has 
visited Don Carlos’ Rancho twice dur
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ing the last year. He is twenty years 
old and has killed twenty men, not in
cluding Indians and Mexicans. Billy 
would not be bad looking but for his 
buck tooth. He is a quiet little fellow. 
Such eyes! They are like forked blue 
lightning. Pat Garrett is on Billy’s 
trail. They are expected to meet any 
day. The range is speculating. Britt 
and Renn both say Garrett will never 
risk an even break with Billy. If he 
does, he’ll get killed. Renn said once, 
‘I’ve seen the day I could beat that lit
tle hombre to a gun!’ And Britt said, 
‘Brazos could do it noiv!' Oh, you bor
der ruffians! You strange cold West
erners! I confess to a little weakness 
for Billy the Kid. That’s not strange, 
considering my Spanish heritage, and 
the fact that before I married an out
law gunman, I had a soft spot in my 
heart for a gunman cowboy, one Senor 
Brazos Keene.

“ ‘So far as we know, Billy’s outfit 
never stole a steer off our range. After 
my father’s custom here, I had Billy 
and his gang to dinner. He told me he 
remembered my father and evidently 
cherished that memory.

“ ‘Well, the good, bad old days are 
over, at least for Don Carlos’ Rancho. 
We are running over seventy thousand 
head. The railroad has simplified cat
tle-raising. The long hard drives are a 
thing of the past in this territory. Chi- 
sum, the old rustler baron with his 
jingle-bobbed cattle, survived the Lin
coln County War. Billy the Kid, who 
rode for Chisum once, had sworn to 
kill him. But the old man still holds 
forth at Seven Rivers, surrounded by 
a hard outfit, and a hundred thousand, 
head of longhorns. Brazos, he once 
asked me to marry him. I've never for
gotten the shock of that. Right now I 
can see you shake vour handsome curly

head and say as you did once: ‘Wal, 
who’n hell hasn’t asked Holly Ripple 
thet?’

“ ‘Brazos, I am wonderfully happy. 
Renn has more than justified the faith 
I placed in him. He is a big man on the 
New Mexico ranges and long ago has 
lived down that vague hard name that 
came with him from Dodge and Abi
lene. My father’s traditions and work 
have been carried on. We have our 
darling little boy and-dare I confess 
it?—expect another little Frayne at no 
distant date. May it be a girl-Senorita 
Holly Ripple Frayne! Our material 
riches do not mean very much. I for
got to tell you that my riders have a 
share in our cattle business. In fact, 
Brazos, there is only one drop of bit
terness to taint the sweet cup of Don 
Carlos’ Rancho. And that is your loss, 
your wandering, rolling-stone life, 
your bitter fiery spirit and your fate 
to throw a gun, your inevitable fall.

“ ‘We have heard of you often. You 
know range gossip—how cowboys love 
to talk, to carry tales. If I believed all 
I have heard, my heart would be bro
ken. But I know you would never be 
crooked. Still all my faith in you can
not change the fact that haunts me. 
If you ’persist in your lone wolf wan
dering from bacj cow camps to hard 
cow towns, always with that chip on 
your shoulder, it will not be long un
til you too, like many of your old pards, 
find a grave on the ‘lone prairie.’ That 
would be a pity, Brazos. You are such 
a fine boy. You have such splendid 
possibilities.

“ ‘Britt tells me that I broke your 
heart. Oh, how I have prayed that was 
untrue! I know you loved me. But you 
were a wild boy, Brazos. You were only 
nineteen years old-my own age. T felt 
like a mother to you. Indeed I did love
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you, but it was as a sister. That, of 
course, ’ I did not know until Renn 
came into our lives. He was my man, 
Brazos.

“ ‘If you loved me so deeply as Britt 
and the cowboys seem to believe, you 
could never go to the bad. The greatest 
grief can be a source of joy. I don’t be
lieve you loved me greatly. If you had, 
you would have paid me the honor of 
being better for it. You were just dis
appointed, cut to the soul, and instead 
of letting the goodness, the sweetness 
in you dominate your future, you rode 
away with that proud, passionate dev
ilish side uppei'most.

“ ‘Brazos, in this letter, which I am 
certain you will receive, you have 
come to the end of your rope. You will 
stop your wandering—your drinking. 
You were never a drunkard, but you 
could easily have become one. You 
must find a steady job if you refuse to 
return to Don Carlos' Rancho-and you 
will be worthy of my faith, and Renn’s 
regard, and the love of these cowboys.

“ ‘There are hundreds of pretty lov
able western girls just aching, just 
eating their hearts out for a man like 
you. Find one of them, and love her. 
(Oh, don’t tell me you couldn't. You 
could. Didn’t you have a case on Seii- 
orita Dolores Mendozo, while you were 
courting me?) Ah, Brazos! Love her 
and marry her and settle down to de
serve the reward that should come to 
all cowboys like you -  who have made 
this glorious West habitable for us- 
made its empire possible.

“ ‘Fetch her out here to live. To be 
my friend! And if in the fulness of 
time you and she were to be blessed 
with a little girl, let us pledge her and 
little Brazos to each other.

“ ‘This is the last letter I shall ever 
write you, my friend. I hope and pray

you take it as I have written it, and 
that you will consider my husband’s 
proposition, which follows in a post
script. Adios Senor, Ever yours faith
fully, Holly Ripple Fravne.

“ ‘P.S. Dear Cowboy Old-Timer: I am 
adding a few words to Holly’s letter, 
which I have read. But she will not 
get to see what I write you.

“ ‘Britt, wants you to come back to 
Don Carlos' Rancho. So do I. So does 
the outfit. We are going to need you.

“ ‘Brazos, let me hurry to get rid of 
things hard to express. I know how you 
felt about Holly. I know because I felt 
the same. If she had chosen you, I still 
would have stayed on. I would never 
have expected—never have wanted to 
get over it. Loving such a woman 
changed me from an outlaw to a man. 
For years, I have worried about you. 
Britt and I, all the cowboys, have nev
er stopped looking for you to come 
back. But the deeper hope, of course, 
is that you would go straight and true, 
wherever you were. That’s that.

“ ‘Brazos, Holly’s letter might mis
lead you about, affairs of the range out 
here. Well, as a matter of fact., the rus
tling business is as good as the cattle 
business. There’s a new outfit up in 
the hills where Slaughter used to hide 
out. And Britt doesn’t like the pros
pects one damn little bit.

“ ‘I could tell you several queer look
ing deals, but one will go to show you 
the old game is kicking back, as we al
ways expected it’d do. Not so long ago, 
the biggest herd of longhorns Britt 
ever saw drifted up the Cimarron—a 
gaunted bunch that had seen long and 
hard travel. The outfit worked them 
across the valley, avoiding the cow 
camps, taking scarce enough time to 
fatten up, and they split the herd and 
drove to the railroad, shipping from
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Maxwell and Hebron to Kansas City.
“ ‘Britt, the old fox, thought the 

drive had a queer look and took pains 
to get these details. They were all the 
facts obtainable. But somewhere along 
this trail to the railroad, the name Sur
face leaked out. You know how strange 
things happen in this cattle game. It’s 
a safe bet, Brazos, that this drive was 
a steal, as big a one as we ever saw 
come out of Texas. And naturally 
we’re passing the buck with a hunch 
to you. Britt swears he never knew a 
cowboy in your class to scent and fol
low crooked tracks. Keep this under 
your hat, old-timer, and look around 
over your Colorado way. There prob
ably is another Sewall McCoy crop
ping up. These cattlemen-rustlers are 
the bane of the ranges. A real honest 
to God rustler was always easy to con
tend with, till it came to the fight, and 
then you could gamble on hell and 
bullets. But these respectable buyers 
and sellers of cattle, while all the 
while they have outfits rustling for 
them—these are the tough nuts to 
crack.

“ ‘ It's Britt’s hunch and mine that 
this man Surface might turn out to 
belong to the class mentioned above. 
No need to tell you, Brazos, what a deli
cate matter such suspicion is. It’s 
something you just can’t speak out 
loud in the West. Every rancher has 
stolen cattle, knowingly or not, and 
he’s testy about it. As for the crooked 
rancher—at the least hint he goes for 
his gun. and roars to the law and his 
associations afterward. Ride down this 
man Surface, and write to us, Brazos.

“ ‘And, cowboy, while you're doing 
it, consider coming back to be my fore- 

nnan of the outfit running the Ripple 
brand. On shares! Yours truly, Renn 
Frayne.’ ”

20

At the conclusion of this reading, 
Kiskadden strode to and fro in the cell, 
while Brazos sat with bowed head 
over the letter.

“Brazos,” the sheriff declared final
ly, “ there ain’t much I can say, except 
I’m glad I trusted you. If I hadn’t an’ 
you'd sprung thet letter on me, I’d 
shore been ashamed. It’s a wonderful 
letter! And now, it’s aboot time for 
yore trial, Brazos,” he added, consult
ing his watch.

Chapter T hree 

The Hearing

•■•■•H E  sheriff’s office ap- 
I  peared rather cramp-
I  - ed quarters with the

IgSj Q J L .  dozen or more occu-
Pants standing and 

|/,3k sitting around. Out-
L jr. side a considerable
™  ./ V— i. crowd had collected.
With few exceptions, notably the dark- 
garbed Surface and some close associ
ates at his elbow, the assembly was 
composed of dusty-booted, roughly
clad cattlemen.

Brazos took a swift survey of these 
spectators, more to sense their attitude 
than to look for someone who knew 
him. That there would be old acquaint
ances present he felt sure. For the 
time being the feeling in general 
seemed one of curious hostility.

“Set there, Keene,” said Kiskadden 
indicating one of two chairs back of 
his desk. Brazos saw his gun and belt, 
his watch and penknife, lying on some 
papers. The desk drawer was half open, 
showing the dark butts of several 
Colts.

“Let everybody in, if there’s room,” 
called the sheriff to the guard at the 
door. Presently Kiskadden pounded on
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his desk to stop the talking. He stood 
erect. “Fellow citizens,” he said, “my 
mind aboot this case is made up. But 
I’ll hold a hearin’ so thet you-all can 
get the facts.”

Surface took a step out from the 
group. of ranchmen .evidently accom
panying him. His mien was forceful, 
arrogant, suggestive of power. His 
bland face appeared to Brazos to be a 
mask. Not since Brazos had taken to 
the cattle trails had he trusted eyes 
like these.

“Sheriff, I move we try this man be
fore twelve jurors. I will serve along 
with the members of the Cattlemen’s 
Association. We can pick the others 
from the businessmen here.”

“What’s the idee of thet?” demanded 
Kiskadden.

“Your declaration that you had al
ready come to a decision proves the 
consensus of opinion correct.”

“An’ what’s thet opinion, Mister 
Raine Surface?” queried the sheriff 
sarcastically.

“You wouldn't hang a Texas cowboy. 
This murderer would already have 
swung but for Inskip, who’s another 
of your Texas breed.”

“Wal, Surface, thet Texas breed 
opened up this cattle empire. An’ the 
strange fact is you seldom heah of one 
of them gettin’ hanged. Thet might 
come from their gun-throwin’ pro
clivity, an’ then again it might be 
thet few Texans deserve to swing. In 
this case, I’m refusin’ your offer of a 
jury. The law of this county is invest
ed in me.”

“Kiskadden, you may rest assured 
your authority will not last long,” re
joined Surface heatedly.

Brazos took in this byplay with a 
thrilled interest and keen observation. 
Surface certainly had no conception of

Texas character. Evidently, he was 
rich, powerful, sure of himself. He 
seemed uttterly blind to the fact that 
he himself was on trial there, before 
at least three cool Texans.

“I’m as shore as you air of thet,” 
drawled Kiskadden, his narrowed eyes 
like slits of gray on the rancher. “An’ 
I’m also shore of somethin' else. It's 
goin' to look damn queer presently, 
when I prove this cowboy innocent, 
thet you’re so keen on hangin’ him.” 

Surface turned a dark red. His col
lar appeared to be too tight for his 
bulging neck. “You insulting Texan. 
I’ll run you-out of office for that!” he 
exclaimed stridently.

“Run an’ be damned. Yore action an’ 
yore talk air not regular in this deal. 
They look fishy to this court. To be 
lousy with money an’ haid of the new 
Cattle Association shore doesn’t entitle 
you to run me an’ my office. Do I make 
myself clear, Mister Surface?”

If the rancher did not take the hint 
at that, his associates surely did, for 
they drew him back and shut his 
mouth.

“All right. The hearin's on,” called 
out Kiskadden loudly. “Deputy Bod
kin, step forward.”

“Yes. sir,” replied the burly officer, 
coming up to the desk.

“Take off yore hat when you testify 
to the court. Place yore hand on this 
Bible an’ swear to tell the truth an’ 
nothin’ but the truth.”

Bodkin took the oath.
“Now proceed with yore testimony.” 
“Wal, sir, it was late after two 

o’clock, night before last,” began Bod
kin, glib with importance. “I’d been 
playin’ cards an’ had hardly got asleep 
when I was woke by somebody at my 
winder. I seen two men. It w'as too 
dark to see their faces plain. They was
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strangers. One of them told me they’d 
watched a cowboy shoot another off 
his horse, search him, and drag him 
into the cabin. Thet was the old Hill 
cabin, long empty, six miles west of 
town.

“My informant told me the cowboy 
came out of the cabin, unsaddled the 
horses, an’ turned them loose. Then he 
went back. It was rainin’ an' cold. He'd 
likely stay in the cabin till daybreak. 
Then the two fellers rustled off in the 
dark. I heerd their horses. Wal, I got 
up, dressed an' rustled out fer a posse. 
At thet hour, it wasn't easy. I had to 
take who I could get. It was near dawn 
when I’d collected ten men. Inskip 
come along on his own accord. 1 didn't 
want him. He heerd me wake his rid
ers. He told them to saddle his hoss.

“Wal, We l'ode out fast, an’ arrived at 
the cabin jest at daybreak. The prison
er thar had just stepped out the door. 
We field him up, took his gun an’ what 
he had in his pockets. He was a cool 
one. 1 seen blood on his hand. I sent 
men inside to search the cabin. They 
found the dead man in the cabin an’ 
fetched him out. It was Allen Neece. 
Thet was sure a surprise to me. His 
pockets was turned inside out. I heerd 
today thet Neece won a hundred dol
lars at faro the afternoon before he 
rode out of town. He was goin’ to see 
some girl.

“Wal. the prisoner hyar sure went 
white an- sick when the dead boy was 
carried out an' laid on the grass. A 
blind man could have seen thet he’d 
murdered him. We found one hoss, 
the prisoner’s. An' Segel packed the 
dead boy in on his saddle. All the way 
in I was debatin’ on hangin' the mur
derer. An* when I got to it, this side of 
Twin Sombreros Ranch, Inskip crowd
ed in front of us an’ gave the cowboy

a chance to grab, his two guns. We got 
held up pronto an’ drove into town. An’ 
I’m fer arrestin’ Inskip—”

“When Surface called you back, 
what did he say?” interrupted Kis- 
kadden.

“What?” queried Bodkin, disconcert
ed for the first time.

“Surface halted you at his ranch, 
then followed you an’ stopped you. He 
drew you out of hearin’ of yore men. 
This court is powerful interested in 
what Surface said.”

“Wal—sir,” exploded the deputy, his 
swarthy visage turning yellow, “he ad
vised hangin’ the cowboy right then 
an’ thar. Said he distrusted this office. 
Too much red tape an’ favor to Tex
ans.”

“Surface advised hangin’ the prison
er without trial?”

“Yes, sir. An’ I was just set to do it. 
Barsh had the rope around his neck 
when Inskip broke Up the game.” 

“Thet will do, Bodkin,” said the sher
iff. “Doctor Williamson, will you please 
step forward an’ make yore report.”

A stout middle-aged man, with rud
dy face, approached the desk.

“Mister Sheriff,” he began, “and gen
tlemen. My fellow practitioner and I 
find that young Neece came to his vio
lent death not later than the middle of 
the afternoon of day before yesterday. 
We find that death was caused by a 
compound fracture of the skull with 
consequent concussion of the brain. 
The bullet hole in his back was made 
long after he was dead. He had been 
roped and jerked heavily to the 
ground, probably from a horse.” 

“Thank you, Doctor,” replied the 
sheriff. “Now, gentlemen, let me read 
you a telegram received heah this 
mawnin’. It is dated Latimer, Colorado, 
an’ it reads: ‘Sheriff Steve Kiskadden,
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Las Animas. The letter addressed to 
Brazos Keene was delivered to him in 
person at eight-ten o’clock day before 
yesterday morning. May fifth. Signed 
Postmaster Jqhn Hilton.’ ”

“Brazos Keene!” ejaculated Bodkin, 
as if the name stirred vague associa
tions. A murmur ran through the 
standing crowd. But it was certain that 
Raine Surface had never heard the 
name.

“Yes. Brazos Keene,” drawled the 
Texas sheriff, not without a dry satis
faction. “Gentlemen, you all know thet 
Latimer is a long way from Las Ani
mas. Much too far for the hardest of 
hard-ridin’ cowboys to get to the Hill 
cabin in the afternoon-an’ murder an’ 
rob young Allen Neece. The letter 
Keene has in his possession absolute
ly clears him of any implication what
ever in this tragedy. It was physically 
impossible for Brazos Keene to be 
there!”

Kiskadden silenced the uproar that 
followed upon the heels of his dramat
ic announcement. “ I’m returning your 
gun. Brazos,” he drawled, “and offerin' 
my apologies.” He turned toward his 
white-faced deputy. “An’ as my last of
ficial act. Bodkin, I’m firin’ yu! An’ 
then I’m resignin’ as sheriff of this 
county!”

Kiskadden took off his star and laid 
it on the desk, and then, arm in arm 
with Brazos, shouldered his way 
through the crowd.

“Someone here wants to see you, 
Brazos,” he said, and at the same time 
Brazos saw a familiar face appear be
fore him.

“Hank Bilyen!”
The old man put out his hand en

thusiastically. “Say. Brazos, but you're 
sure a sight for these old eyes! Alt' I've 
got somethin’ to tell you that'll sure

make you want to stay right here and 
get to work.”

“Uh-huh. Well, suppose we go rob 
the bank first. Even a grub-line-ridin' 
cowboy’s gotta have some money these 
days.”

At the door they were accosted by a 
lithe young man in rider's garb much 
the worse for wear. He had a clean- 
cut. youthful face, tanned by exposure, 
and fine eyes.

“ I’d like to shake your hand, Keene,” 
he said hesitatingly, but with a win
ning smile.

“Shore. An’ who’re yu?” returned 
Brazos slowly, as he returned the 
smile. He was the easiest cowboy on 
the ranges to approach—when he hap
pened to meet this type.

“Jack Sain. Hank knows me. I’ve 
been pretty friendly with the Neeces. 
Allen was my pard. It plumb busted 
me all up—what happened to him.”

“Ahuh. Wal, I’m darned glad to meet 
yu. Jack.”

“Brazos, it was Jack's friendship for 
the Neeces thet cost him his job,” 
Hank Bilyen offered. “ He rode fer Sur
face. You see there ain’t any love lost 
between the Surfaces an’ the Neeces.”

“Wal, Jack, I'll be wantin’ to hobnob 
with yu some,” said Brazos thoughtful
ly. “Where yu workin’ now?”

“Nowhere. 1 can’t get a job. Surface 
is strong in the association an’ he’s 
queered me.”

“Doggone!” mused Brazos. “Thet’s 
interestin’. Surface ’pears to be playin’ 
a high hand around heah. Jack, where 
can I find yu later in the afternoon?”

“Meet me at the Twin Sombreros 
Restaurant, up by the railroad station. 
About suppertime.”

“Thet the place run by the Neece 
girls? Won't they be kinda nervous— 
seein’ me?”
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“Janis was with me in the sheriff’s 
office. Before she went she said, ‘Jack, 
I’d never believe that cowboy murder
ed Allen.’ Both the girls are dead game, 
Brazos, an’ they’ll be glad to see you.” 

“All right, Jack. I’ll be there.” 
They parted, and Bilyen led Brazos 

slowly up the wide street. “Fine lad, 
thet,” Bilyen was saying. “ Down on 
his luck now. I reckon he didn’t tell 
you everythin’. Lura Surface was 
sweet on Jack. She throws herself at 
every feller who strikes her fancy. 
But when Jack met June Neece, he 
went loco. You never seen a cowboy so 
deep in love. An’ June leans to him a 
lot, though she’s not a hell of a flirt at 
all like Janis.”

“My Gawd! Hank, is this a story 
yu’re readin’ me? The next thing yu’ll 
tell me these sisters will be pretty an’ 
sweet an’—wal, Jack said they were 
daid game.”

“Cowboy, wait till you see them.” 
“What am I gonna wait for? Tell me, 

man. An’ then if it’s bad news I can 
fork my hawss an’ ride.”

“It’s good news, Brazos,” replied 
Bilyen soberly, taking him seriously. 
“June an’ Jan Neece are the wonder- 
fulest girls this range ever saw. Pret
ty! Hell, thet ain’t no word! What’s 
more they’re sweet an’ true—an’ game? 
Say! Old Abe developed thet ranch for 
them—sent them east to school to be 
educated—to do him proud. Ten years 
ago! They came back with trunks of 
stylish clothes an’ crazy to make joy 
at Twin Sombreros. Only they never 
got there! Folks love these girls be
cause they’re unspoiled. An’ when 
their fortunes fell, they went plumb to 
work.”

“Hank, I reckon I better climb Bay 
an’ race for Montana,” declared Bra
zos ruefully.

“Why, you darn fool?”
“Cause I have a turrible weakness.”
“Haw! Haw! You haven’t outgrowed 

thet. Wal, Brazos, I reckon it’s on the 
cairds fer you to stay hqre.”

“On the cairds? Hell, yes! They al
ways run thet way for me. Same old- 
deal! If I’ve got any sense atall, I’ll 
rustle.”

“Since when did Brazos Keene grow 
selfish?” queried Bilyen with subtle 
scorn.

“Selfish? Ms-! What’s eatin’ you, 
Hank Bilyen?”

“Think of thet pore murdered boy- 
an’ his brokenhearted dad—an’ them 
fine girls workin’ from daylight to 
midnight.”

“Thet’s what I am thinkin’ aboot!” 
protested Brazos.

Bilyen halted in front of a bank and 
spoke low in Brazos’s ear. “They’ve 
lost their brother. An’ the beautiful 
home thet was built fer them. Then- 
father is dyin’ of grief. They’ve been 
cheated, robbed, ruined. An’ last, Bra
zos, young Allen Neece was givin’ his 
time to ferretin’ out the secret of thet 
ruin. An’ thet’s why he was mur
dered!”

Brazos leaned back against the 
rough stone wall of the bank and drew 
a deep breath that whistled at the in
take. His narrowed gaze fastened down 
the wide street, with its wagons and 
horses and busy sidewalks, out to the 
gray rangeland and the purple moun
tains. There was no use for him to rail 
at destiny or to try to run away from 
the inevitable. He pressed a steel-like 
hand against his breast where his 
precious letter lay in his pocket. He 
remembered.

“Shore, Hank, I savvy yu,” he an
swered with the old cool drawl. “Let’s 
go in an’ rob the bank. Then yu can
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take me oot to meet Abe Neece. An’ 
after thet, I’ll see the twins. Doggone! 
Only yesterday or thereaboots, I was 
a friendless, grub-line-ridin’ cowboy. 
Funny aboot life! But it’s worth livin’.”

A few minutes later, Brazos stood 
outside the bank again, feeling a com
pact bulge in his pocket not altogeth
er made by his precious letter.

“Hank, I only wanted a little mon
ey,” expostulated Brazos. “How’n hell 
will I ever pay it back?”

“Holy mackerel, Brazos, ask me an 
easy one. But I know you will,” rejoin
ed Bilyen with a laugh. “I can spare 
thet. Before I went to work fer Neece, 
I sold my herd to him, an’ I’ve saved 
my money an’ wages. Lucky I did. I'm 
takin’ care of the old man now an’ I 
lent the twins enough to start their 
restaurant.”

“Wal, yu always was a good friend, 
Hank. Yu deserve to be a big rancher. 
Say, who’s this gazabo cornin’?”

“Thet’s Sam Mannin’. Still has his 
store down the street. Sure, you re
member Sam.”

“No, I shore wouldn’t have known 
him,” said Brazos. “Gosh, what a few 
years can do!”

A spare gray Westerner of venerable 
and kindly aspect came up to them, his 
lined face breaking into a smile.

“Hello, Brazos,” he said heartily, ex
tending his hand. “ I heard you were 
in town, but I didn’t see any smoke. 
Glad to see you again. An' just about 
the same!”

“Howdy, Sam. It’s just fine to shake 
yore hand. I'm gonna run in pronto 
an’ buy oot yore store. Have you any 
of those red silk scarfs Louise used to 
sell me?”

“Plenty, cowboy. My store an’ busi
ness have grown with the years.”

“Thet’s fine. An’ how’s Louise?”

“Married long ago, Brazos. She has 
two children.”

“I’ll be doggoned! You tell Louise 
Mannin’ I swore she’d wait for me.”

“I will. An’ if I remember Louise in 
your day, she’ll be fussed. Be sure to 
drop over. How are you, Hank?”

“Wal, Sam, I was feelin’ low till 
Brazos rode to town. Things will pick 
up now.”

“I shouldn’t wonder,” responded 
Manning, wagging his gray head, and 
he passed on into the bank.

“Hank, let's duck down an alley, or 
somethin’. If I meet any more old 
friends I’ll bust.”

“Stand your ground, cowboy. I got 
to buy some grub. Haw! Haw! Look 
who’s spotted you. Has she got eyes? 
Aw no—”

“Save me, Hank. Who’n hell? I’ll bet 
it’s thet Surface girl.”

“ Right, Brazos. I’ll duck in the store. 
Hope some of you'll be left when I 
come out.”

Brazos had attention only for the 
stunningly handsome and strikingly 
attired young woman who bore down 
upon him, face flushed and eves alight. 
She was taller than she had appeared 
astride a horse, beautifully proportion
ed, and several years beyond her 
teens.

“I congratulate you, Mr. Brazos 
Keene,” she said, graciously offering 
her hand. “ I’m very glad indeed. It was 
a stupid blunder.”

“Wal, thet’s shore nice of yu, Miss 
Surface,” replied Brazos as he bowed 
bareheaded to take her hand. “Con
siderin’ how keen yore father was to 
see me hanged, I’m more’n grateful to 
see yu wasn’t.”

“Oh, Dad is impossible,” she declar
ed impatiently. “He seems to suspect 
every cowboy who rides in from the
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West. If one happens to come along 
from Kansas, he’ll hire him.”

“Shore does seem unreasonable an’ 
hard on us Western riders,” drawled 
Brazos, his gaze strong on her. “I was 
aboot to shake the dust of Las Animas. 
But now, I just reckon I’ll hang around. 
Do you think I might get to see yu 
again?”

“You might,” she replied, blushing 
very becomingly. “I’d like nothing bet
ter.”

“But Mr. Surface wouldn’t like it.”
“ I’m over twenty-one.”
“Wal, you shore don’t look it. I won

der where I was all the time vu’ve 
been growin’ up into such a lovely 

_ girl.”
“ I’ve wasted a good deal of it on 

cowboys less appreciative than you,” 
she replied, accepting his nonchalant 
challenge with a dark flash in her 
green-blue eyes.

“Most cowboys air dumb. When an’ 
how can I see yu, Lura?”

“When do you want to, Brazos?” she 
returned brightly, the red spots play
ing prettily in her cheeks.

“Wal, I want to right now. But I’ve 
got to go with Hank. Would tomorrow 
be too soon? I reckon I can wait thet 
long.”

“I imagine you will find that long 
time very trying,” she said quizzically, 
watching him with amused wonder. 
Yet she had the soft light in her eyes 
that usually shone in women’s eyes for 
Brazos.

“I’ll just aboot die. I’m afraid it hap
pened to me oot at yore ranch the 
other day-when you told yore father 
thet I never murdered Allen Neece.”

“What happened?”
“I don’t know what yet. But I felt 

powerful strange around heah,” re
plied Brazos, putting his hand to his

heart, smiling broadly as he did so.
“You are sudden! Brazos Keene, I 

believe all I've heard about you today, 
except that you were crooked.”

“Wal, in thet case, I’ll forgive yu.” 
“I’ll bet it’s true you’ve been a per

fect devil with women.”
"If havin’ my heart broke a lot of 

times proves thet-wal, I’m guilty.” 
“There’s Dad down the street,” she 

returned coolly. “Meet me tomorrow 
afternoon about three in the grove on 
the east bank of the brook that runs 
into the Purgatory about a mile out of 
town. Can you remember all that?” 

“I’ll be there,” promised Brazos.
She rewarded him with a dazzling 

smile and swept on down the street.
'“Brimstone an’ chain lightnin’,” so

liloquized Brazos, watching the superb 
form depart. “Turrible took with her
self. Crazy aboot men. An’ I cain’t sav
vy what else. But doggone it! I like 
her.”

Bilven emerged from the store bur
dened with bags, of which he gave Bra
zos a generous share,

“You look kinda sheepish,” he ob
served. “ I’d be some worried if I didn’t 
know you was goin’ to meet June 
Neece today.”

“Yeah. An’ why June, if she’s got a 
twin sister you cain’t tell from her?” 

“Oh, you can—if they help you. I said 
June because she’s warm. Janis got the 
nickname Jan, meanin’ January. An’ 
you ought to remember this range in 
winter.”

“Jan cause she’s cold an’ June cause 
she’s hot! Say, Hank, this plot is thick
enin’ too darn deep. Suppose they 
wouldn't tip a feller off which one he 
happened to be makin’-to  be talkin’ 
to?”

“In thet case he’d be in deep, believe 
me.”
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Bilyen had a little ten-acre ranch on 
the Purgatory. A gray shack faced the 
rocky, swift-running stream, and the 
splendid vista of plains to the south 
and the noble slopes of foothills rising 
to the Rockies on the west.

“I.can set on my doorstep an’ ketch 
trout,” boasted Hank. “An’ look at 
thet!”

“Wal, I reckon I’ ll buy this place 
from yu an’ settle down,” drawled Bra
zos dreamily.

He was leaning over the rocky 
bank, still dreaming, when Hank 
came out of the shack accompanied by 
a man whose lean gray visage denot
ed the havoc of trouble if not of years. 
Brazos leaped erect, galvanized with 
an instinct in this meeting. It was to 
meet the penetrating gaze of tawny 
shadowed eyes.

“Howdy, Brazos Keene,” was the 
man's greeting. “Hank has told me 
about you. I’m glad you were cleared 
of that trumped-up charge.”

“Shore happy to meet you, Mr. 
Neece,” responded Brazos warmly.

“Cowboy, you’ve got the cut of my 
son Allen-only you’re older-an’ 
there's something proved about you. 
Allen was young, reckless, inexperi
enced.”

“Let’s set down on the bank heah. 
Nice view. I’m gonna buy this place 
from Hank.”

“Have you met my twin girls?”
“Not yet. I've heahed all above them, 

though. An’ I gotta hand it to them, 
Mr. Neece. I shore look forward to 
meetin’ them.”

Neece sighed and gazed out across 
the greening brakes and swales to the 
open range. He was not old, nor feeble, 
but it appeared plain that the shock 
of disaster had broken him.

“Brazos, is what Bilyen tells me

true?” he queried presently, with an 
effort.

“Gosh, I’d trust Hank every way 
’cept talkin’ aboot me.”

At this juncture Brazos fell from hu
mor to earnestness, changed by the 
dark meaning fire in Hank’s eye.

“Hank says you’re goin’ to stay here 
an’ look into the deal we Neeces have 
had.”

“I shore am. Tt looks queer to me,” 
declared Brazos, realizing that he was 
not averse to being drawn into the 
Neece mystery.

“That’s good of you, cowboy. But 
why do you interest yourself in our 
troubles? You never knew Allen. You 
have not met my girls. Surface, who 
ruined us, is at the head of the strong 
combine of cattlemen in east Colorado. 
You’re talcin’ a large order on your
self.”

“Wal, thet's easy to answer,” declar
ed Brazos coolly. “Bodkin arrested me 
because he needed to hang the crime 
on somebody. He thought I was a 
stranger-a cowboy down on his luck. 
Surface wanted me hanged. For rea
sons I’m gonna find oot. If thet wasn’t 
enough to rile Brazos Keene—wal, this 
rotten deal handed to yu an’ yore three 
kids shore would be. Thet’s all, Neece. 
I don’t want to brag, but the ootfit 
chalked up some bad marks for them
selves.”

“You insinuate Surface is in some 
way connected with Bodkin?”

“Insinuate nothin'. I’m tellin’ you, 
Mr. Neece.” Brazos took out Holly’s let
ter, carefully opened and smoothed and 
sorted the pages until he came to Renn 
Frayne’s postscript. The passage that 
related to Surface he slowly and grave
ly read.

Neece showed that he still had flint 
in him to strike fire from. Manifestly
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deeply stirred, he controlled himself 
admirably and very probably found his 
real self for the first time since disaster 
and grief had overcome him.

“No coincidence! That was my herd. 
It was last seen on the Canadian.”

“Wal, I had thet hunch myself. What 
yu think, Hank?”

"Brazos Keene! So you dropped out 
of the sky with thet letter? Same old 
Brazos. By Gawd, I’m riled. I can see 
light an’ it’s red. Haw! Haw! There’s" 
some of us left. Surface, the—”

“Cheese it, Hank,” interposed Bra
zos. “You’re turrible profane. An’ after 
all it may be a pore steer. Only it cain’t 
be! But we gotta be shore. My idee is 
thet Frayne has tipped me a hunch 
damn important to eastern Colorado. 
Neece, I’ve heahed yore story from 
Hank. Just now, I only want to put 
one question. How an’ when did yu 
lose thet money of Surface’s yu got in 
Dodge?”

“Simple as a, b, c. I wanted cash. Got 
it, an’ took it on the train in a satchel. 
The train was late. It didn't get into 
Las Animas till after midnight. Jerry, 
my stableboy, met me with the buck- 
board. We drove out toward the ranch. 
At the turn of the road, where the 
brook crosses an’ the cottonwoods 
grow thick, I was held up by three 
men an’ robbed.”

“Ahuh. An’ they shore knew where 
you’d been an’ what you had.”

“You bet they did.”
“Was there anythin’ at all familiar 

aboot them?”
“No. Strangers. They wore masks. 

But I never forget a voice, once I hear 
it. One of the three had a young nerv
ous high-pitched voice, almost woman
ish. He called the burly man what 
sounded like ‘Brad,’ an’ got cussed for 
doin’ it. They were tough range riders.”

“Brad,” echoed Brazos, with a wild 
leap of his pulse. “Was thet all you 
heahed?”

“Yes. One of them batted me on the 
head. Jerry is not well yet from the 
beatin’ they gave him.”

“Did yu ever tell thet you heahed the 
name Brad-spoke by a young nervous 
high-pitched voice?”

“Come to think of it, I don’t believe I 
ever did except maybe to Allen. How 
about that, Hank?”

“You never told me.”
“ It must have slipped my mind after 

I told Allen. You excite me so it all 
comes back clear.”

“Wal, thet’s all I want to heah this 
time. I’ll walk aboot a bit an’ think. 
Then I’ll ride back to town an’ keep 
my appointment with Jack Sain. 
Neece, do you like thet cowboy?” 

“Jack Sain? Yes, I do, though I’ve 
only known him since the girls came 
home. He and Allen were friends, 
and—” Neeee’s voice broke.

“Ahuh. Wal, I liked him too. Hank, 
I’ll be heah in the mawnin’. An’ Mr. 
Neece, don’t get het up overly aboot 
this. I might be loco, but I swear we’re 
on as black an’ bloody a trail as I ever 
took up. So it behooves us to use our 
haids. Adios.”

Chapter F our 

Brazos Sees Double

[DING slowly into Las 
Animas, Brazos Keene 
was oblivious of the 
glorious red and gold 
sunset and the numer
ous riders who passed 
by. He was still wres
tling with that famil

iar old urge to ride away. Always the 
safest thing to do! Yet all the while
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he knew he had committed himself to 
a stern duty that could only end in 
bloodshed-all the while he admitted 
the damnable fascination of the in
triguing tragedy of the Neeces. Never
theless, he still wanted the flaming 
spark.

When he arrived at the railroad sta
tion it was near the supper hour. The 
restaurant he sought had more promi
nence than the station itself and had 
been remodeled from an old adobe 
building he had difficulty in remem
bering. A second story had been added 
and the whole given a coat of white
wash. The building, the location and 
the neat sign were all attractive. A 
hitching-rail ran along in front.

Brazos dismounted, still too soberly 
pondering his predicament to awake to 
the momentous meeting at hand. Ty
ing Bay to the rail, he stalked with his 
clinking step into the restaurant, ex
pecting to see the cowboy with whom 
he had an appointment. But Jack Sain 
was not there. So far as he could see 
at a moment’s notice, the place was 
empty.

Brazos slid a long leg over the bench 
and leaning upon the counter, looked 
about him. The restaurant had win
dows on three sides. Evidently the en
trance into the kitchen was through 
the other side. There appeared to be a 
double counter in the center with 
benches all around, and small tables 
with chairs next to windows. The in
side of this new restaurant only added 
to the spotless white attractiveness of 
the outside.

“Doggone! This is shore a hash joint. 
Cowboys shore will stuff themselves 
heah. Wonder who runs-”

At this juncture, two things hap
pened simultaneously—Brazos remem
bered the Neece twins, and a door

opened to admit a girl. Brazos never 
figured out what gave him such a 
shock, but the fact was that never in 
his life before had any girl produced 
the effect this one had on him.

She was slight and graceful of form, 
fair-haired, but not blond, and her face 
was white, sweet, sad. She had seen 
him before she entered and it struck 
Brazos she did not act like a waitress. 
She approached him, and putting her 
hands on the counter, she leaned for
ward. Her eyes were a tawny light 
brown. They engulfed Brazos. They 
searched his very soul. They appeared 
to Brazos to be the loveliest, saddest, 
most accusing eyes that ever shook the 
heart out of a poor cowboy.

A long-unfamiliar trouble suddenly 
fermented in Brazos’s breast, but dis
turbing as it was, it was not so tortur
ing as the fear her dark and troubled 
gaze aroused. Brazos was abqut to 
blurt out, to swear by heaven that he 
had not murdered Allen Neece.

“Brazos Keene,” she affirmed.
“Wal, I—I was vthet pore hombre 

when I come in heah,” he said, fighting 
to smile, “but I cain’t say now for 
shore.”

“I am—June Neece,” she returned, 
her low voice breaking a little.

“Aw, I wish I could sav—” floundered 
Brazos. He did not know what he want
ed to say.

“We are sorry you were arrested and 
locked up on—”

“Thet was nothin’ atall, Miss Neece,” 
interrupted Brazos with unconscious 
pathos. “Shore I hardly ever ride into 
a town but somethin’ like thet hap
pens. I’m a marked man. As for the 
cause, this time, wal, I oughtn’t to re
mind you aboot-but I swear to Gawd 
I’m innocent-”

“ Don’t,” she interposed earnestly.
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“ If you had not been proved innocent, 
I would have known you were inno
cent.” And she pressed a warm little 
hand in Brazos’s upturned palm and 
left it there while she turned to call: 
“Jan, come here.”

Then it appeared to the bewildered 
and thrilled cowboy that another June 
Neece walked into his heart. He was 
keen enough then to realize the nature 
of the malady that for once shunted 
aside his cool nonchalant self.

“Jan, this is he,” said the first tawny- 
eyed vision to the second, and then to 
him, with a little smile: “My sister, 
Janis.”

There was absolutely no telling’ 
these twin sisters apart. The one called 
Janis blushed and a bright glow sud
denly burned out the shadow in her 
eyes.

“ Brazos Keene? Oh, I am glad to 
meet you!” she exclaimed, and repeat
ing her sister’s action, she put her 
hand in his other as it lay on the coun
ter.

“Wal, I shore am happy to meet yu- 
all,” responded Brazos, coming to him
self. There they stood, these unfortu
nate twins, holding his hands. It was a 
beautiful wonderful fact. Two pairs of 
tawny eyes instead of one pair gazed 
up at him with a soft warm light of 
faith, of sympathy. That was the mo
ment Brazos Keene had wanted; that 
was the spark which set him afire.

The street door banged suddenly 
and Jack Sain came tramping in, his 
sleepy eyes alight, his smile infectious.

“Howdy, Brazos. I see you’ve got ac
quainted without my help,” he remark
ed, as the girls withdrew their hands 
from Brazos’s grip.

“Jack, we introduced ourselves all 
around,” replied Janis gayly. June was 
silent, though she smiled at the young

man as she looked at him.
“Wal, Sain, heah yu air, an’ I clean 

forgot yu,” drawled Brazos. “Yes, I’ve 
met yore friends an’ am I glad? I’ve 
been tellin’ them what tough luck I’d 
been playin’ in not to be heah long 
ago. An’ thet I’d shore make up for it.”

“Jack, this Brazos cowboy is not so 
slow,” said Janis teasingly.

“Slow! Never in this world could 
you apply that word to Brazos Keene. 
I see he’s perked you up already. An' 
I’m darned glad.”

“Wal, I’m kinda glad myself,” said 
Brazos.

“Let’s get our order in before the 
gang comes rollin’ along,” suggested 
Sain.

“Order? Gang? Say, am I loco?” ejac
ulated Brazos mildly.

“You are, an’ it tickles me. I’ll bet 
you couldn’t ask June or Jan to serve 
you ham an’ eggs—not to save your 
life.”

“Ham an’ eggs? Wal, I’ll be dog- 
goned! No, I cain’t.”

“Boys, what will you have?” asked 
one of the twins. The other had turned 
to the vanguard of hungry visitors now 
flocking from all directions.

“Aw, air you June or Janis?” queried 
Brazos helplessly.

“Never mind. Either of us can serve 
you. But hurry. We will be swamped 
soon.”

“I was starvin’ to death when I come 
in, but now I cain’t eat,” declared Bra
zos eloquently.

“Ha! Ha! Didn’t I have a hunch?” 
laughed Sain, evidently delighted at 
something not apparent to Brazos. “ I’ll, 
order double. Steak medium, mashed 
potatoes an’ gravy, bread an’ butter, 
coffee—an’ tell that Mexican cook Billy 
the Kid is out here.”

While the restaurant rapidly filled
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with a crowd of various types and the 
young waitresses flitted to and fro from 
customers to kitchen and back again 
Brazos listened to his voluble friend 
and eagerly watched for June without 
any hope whatever of being able to 
tell which of the twins really was June.

When, however, Sain gave Brazos a 
dig in- the ribs with his elbow, Brazos 
came out of his trance.

“Say, cowboy, go easy. I’ve been 
pitched off hawsses too often to have 
ribs of iron.”

“Look behind you-at thet handsome 
dressed-up dude rancher,” whispered 
Sain. “At the table.”

“Ahuh. Wal—” replied Brazos, leis
urely complying. “Kinda spick and 
span, at thet. But he’s got a nice face. 
Who is he?”

“Henry Sisk, an’ he has a nice face, 
I’m bound to admit. Too damn nice! 
Women like him a heap.”

“Don’t blame them. How aboot June 
an’ Janis heah?”

“June couldn’t see him with a tele
scope. But I got a hunch Jan likes him. 
Anyway, it’s Jan he 'pears to be court
in’."

“ Ilow'n hell does he know which one 
he’s courtin’ ?”

“He doesn’t, unless they tell him, 
you can bet your roll on thet.”

“How do yu tell, cowboy?” asked 
Brazos.

Sain reddened perceptibly, but was 
not ashamed of it. “ I don’t. Only the 
girls are decent enough to give me a 
hunch.”

“Gosh! What’d yu do if they didn’t 
steer yu?”

“Brazos, I’d be a plumb crazy cow
boy, believe me. But don’t get a wrong 
notion. Both June an’ Janis have been 
friendly to me. Thet’s all. I never even 
had nerve enough to hold June’s hand.

They’re not the flirtin’ kind, Brazos.”
“So I see. Wal, how aboot this Hen

ry Sisk? Is he a decent hombre?”
“Yes. I’m jealous, I reckon. Henry is 

young, good-lookin’, rich, an’ a fine fel
low.”

“Wal, I’ll see if I approve of him,” 
drawled Brazos coolly, as he swung 
sidewise over the bench. “Jack, yu 
order apple pie an’ milk for me, if yu 
get a chance.”

Brazos gave his heavy belt a hitch 
and took several slow strides over to 
the table where young Sisk sat, glow
ering at no one in particular. His frank 
face and dark eyes impressed Brazos 
favorably.

“Howdy, Sisk,” said Brazos. “My 
pard heah told me who yu air. I’m 
Brazos Keene.”

“How do. I saw you when I came in,” 
returned the young rancher, not exact
ly incivilly though certainly awkward
ly. He was surprised but he put out a 
hand willingly enough.

“ I’m wonderin’ if yu need a rider,” 
replied Brazos, after the grip.

“ I always need a rider who can 
work.”

“Doggone! Work isn’t my long suit,” 
drawled Brazos with his captivating 
smile. “ I cain’t rope very wal, an’ I’m 
no good atall at most cowboy jobs, an’ 
I’d just starve before I’d dig fence-post 
holes. But if I do say it myself, I’m 
pretty fair with guns.”

“Brazos, you're that thing impossible 
to find—a modest cowboy,” said Sisk, 
laughing. “ If you’re serious, ride out to 
see me.”

“Thanks, I’ll do thet some day,” con
cluded Brazos, and returned to his seat 
beside young Sain. That worthy gave 
Brazos an inquiring look. At this mo
ment one of the girls brought a gen
erous golden slice of apple pie and a
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large glass of creamy milk. Brazos 
stared from these to the charming 
waitress.

“Do my pore eyes deceive me?”
“Didn’t you order apple pie and 

milk?” she asked regretfully.
“I shore did. But I never even 

dreamed of such pie an’ milk. Will yu 
duplicate the order, Miss Janis?”

Brazos found his favorite dessert 
and drink even more delicious than 
they looked. Both had disappeared as 
if by magic when the girl returned to 
set another plate of pie and brimming 
glass of milk before him.

“Miss Janis, all I want to know is 
can I come in heah as often as I want 
an’ get a gorgeous supper like what 
I've had?” asked Brazos.

“Why, certainly—so long as you pay 
for it,” she replied, trying to keep her 
face straight.

“But I’m broke a good deal..Money 
slips right through my fingers.”

“This is a strictly cash business, Mr. 
Keene,” she said demurely.

“Mexican Joe trusts me,” importun
ed Brazos. “Aw, Miss Janis, I shore 
wouldn’t want to be exclooded from 
this heah lovely place just on account 
of bein’ financially embarrassed now 
an’ then.”

“Have you any references as to—to 
good credit and character?” she asked 
mischievously. “ If you will bring these, 
we shall be glad to trust you. And by 
the way, I am not Janis, but June.”

“Help!” prayed Brazos fervently, 
throwing up his hands.

Sain had heard this byplay, and he 
was all grin. “There ain’t any help,” 
he said.

“What’s a fellow gonna do?” implor
ed Brazos.

“ I reckon the only thing a feller can 
do is impossible,” returned Sain sage

ly, from which cryptic remark Brazos 
gathered no solace. They finished their 
dessert and had to wait to pay their 
bill.

“Wal, June,” said Brazos, taking a 
Chance on this sister and apparently 
hitting it right, “how much do we owe 
fer thet scrumptious supper—an’ do we 
have to stand around on the corner 
ootside till mawnin’ to see yu again?” 

“Dollar eighty,” replied June, as she 
took the bill he extended. “Twenty! 
Yes, you’re broke!”

“Gosh, is thet a twenty?”
While June went to get change, Bra

zos saw Janis carry a tray to Sisk’s 
table. There was no trouble in ascer
taining the state of that young man’s 
mind. Janis might have been in the 
solitude of the outside prairie for all he 
cared. He raised an earnest, appealing 
face to the girl. And when she had set 
the several dishes before him, Brazos’s 
sharp eye caught him plucking at her 
hand. Janis smiled down upon him, but 
shook her head and left him.

“Heah you air, Mister Brazos 
Keene,” drawled June at Brazos’s el
bow. She imitated his Texas accent per
fectly, and did it with a straight face. 
Brazos held out his hand to take the 
change.

“Say, lady, I’ve handled girls turrible 
rough for less than thet,” he said.

“Pooh! There’s your change. I hope 
you will become a good customer.” 

“June, I’ll eat myself to death,” he 
rejoined softly. “When can I see yu 
again?”

“Breakfast time.”
“But listen. There’s nothin’ for me 

to do heah. Only the saloons an’ cairds. 
An’ yu know, I’m Brazos Keene, dog
gone it! There’s always some hombre 
layin' to shoot me in the back.”

That was a happy lead for the cun
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hood and he had worked it often. 
June’s eyes dilated. She gazed up at 
him, unconscious that she had already 
taken possession of him.

“We are off at ten. I’d like you to 
meet my aunt. She is Dad’s sister, and 
lives with us upstairs.”

Brazos rode out to the stable where 
Bilyen kept his horse while in town 
and, turning Bay over to the boy there, 
he drifted slowly up the street. Brazos 
could never control his heart but he 
had long been absolute master over his 
mind. And it behooved him to relegate 
this sweet insidious emotion to the 
background and begin cudgeling his 
brains.

At length, he entered the Call You 
gambling-den, a house that had once 
been pretentious and patronized by 
the range elect, but which now was 
the most sordid he had seen. He found 
the bar crowded and the gaming-tables 
mostly occupied. At one sat a gambler 
who would have attracted a less keen 
eye than Brazos's. His pale cold face, 
enhanced by his dark frock coat, drew 
attention to himself in a saloon full 
of range-garbed men. He espied Brazos 
not many seconds after Brazos singled 
him out. His glance held more than 
the cold curiosity of the gambler. Bra
zos accosted a cowboy on the way out.

“ Say, bud, who’s the cairdsharp?” he 
asked.

“Reckon they’re all sharps in this 
camp— Thet’s Howard.”

“Where does he hail from?”
“Denver, they say.”

“Howard— Is he the only flash gam
bler hereaboots?”

“You don’t see many like him. An’ 
he drops in from the train pretty 
often.”

“I’m a stranger heah,” explained 
Brazos.

“Wal, if you wasn’t you wouldn’t be 
askin’ questions about Howard.” 

“Yeah? An’ why not?”
“He ain’t partial to curiosity.”
“Aw, I see. Ladies’ man. huh?” 
“Cowboy, he’s a killer in more ways 

than one. Haw! Haw!”
Brazos strolled unobtrusively around 

until he reached a point behind How
ard. The gambler sat at table with three 
cowboys, playing poker, and he ap
peared to be ahead of the game.

“Excuse me, but I object to any one 
standing behind me,” presently spoke 
up the gambler politely.

“Wal, thet’s no wonder,” drawled 
Brazos. “I’ll go around on this side.” 

“What you hintin’ at, cowboy?” 
growled one of the three youths at the 
table, gazing irritably up at Brazos. 

“Gosh, I wasn’t hintin’.”
“Hell you wasn’t. You better—” 
“ Shut up, before you say somethin’,” 

fiercely interrupted the player next to 
the disgruntled one. “Don't you have 
no idee who you’re talkin’ to?”

After that the three cowboys were 
apparently blind to Brazos’s presence, 
but the gambler was not, though he did 
not look up directly. Brazos watched 
him steadily, studied his features, his 
frock coat, his white, wonderfully dex
terous hands. At length the gambler 
queried sarcastically:

“Don’t you want to .sit in?”
“Game’s too slow for me.”
“You appear mighty interested in 

watching it. I must ask you to sit in or 
get out.”
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“Wal, I’ll tell you, Mister,” replied 
Brazos. “I’d like to join yu, but it sorta 
riles me to play cairds with a caird- 
sharp when he’s got a little gun hid 
high up under his coat on the left side.”

The gambler dropped his cards, and 
his hand quivered while his eyes blaz
ed cold fury upon Brazos.

“Careful, Howard,” interposed the 
eldest of the three cowboys. “Don’t be 
crazy enough to draw on thet feller.”

“Who is he?” snapped the gambler, 
perceptibly relaxing.

“Wal, I ain’t savin’. He might be 
Billy the Kid.”

“Brazos Keene’s my name, if you 
want to know,” said Brazos.

At this juncture, the losing member 
of the cowboy triangle leaped up, red 
of face, to slam his cards down on the 
table. “Whoever he is, he’s busted up 
this game,” he said.

“An’ a damn good thing,” agreed the 
third.

They abruptly left the gambler sit
ting alone. He raked in the few chips 
and little silver that his fellow play
ers had abandoned. It was obvious that 
the presence of Brazos and the atten
tion thus attracted to himself were dis
tinctly unwelcome.

“Brazos Keene, eh?” he queried at 
length, sitting back to flash brilliant 
icy eyes upon Brazos.

“Yeah. An’ I heahed one of yore vic
tims call you Howard.”

“That’s my name,” replied the gam
bler curtly.

"From up Denver way. I hear.?”
“Where I hail from and what I do 

doesn’t concern you, cowboy.”
“Wal, I’m not so damn shore aboot 

the last.”
“Were those fellows friends of 

yours?”
"Never saw them before. It was the

way yu hide the little derringer gun 
thet riled me. I just naturally get 
cussed when I see thet kind of gun- 
packin’.”

“So you broke up my game.”
“ I didn’t intend to do thet. Yu talk

ed powerful sarcastic, so I thought I’d 
call yu an’ see if yu’d throw yore toy 
pistol,” drawled Brazos, with glinting 
eyes that did not match his soft voice.

The gambler’s face turned a shade 
grayer, either from anger or realiza
tion of what he had escaped.

“Curiosity has cost many men their 
lives.”

“Shore. But not men like me. An’ 
now I’ll tell yu thet I had another rea
son for tryin’ yu oot.”

“I had a hunch you did. And what is 
it, Mister Keene?”

Brazos leaned close to the thin
lipped cold face and answered low: 

“Ask Lura Surface.”
It was a random shot that Brazos 

hazarded, but it went home. Howard 
growled his surprise and wrath, and 
turning on his heel strode by the 
watching line of curious men to the 
bar, where he ordered whisky.

Brazos backed against the wall and 
leaned there. He kept a narrowed gaze 
upon the gambler until he left the sa
loon. From sundry remarks which 
came to Brazos’s ears he gathered that 
he had not hurt his status there by 
offending Howard.

Brazos pondered over the amaze and 
rancor Howard had evidenced. Indeed 
there must be something between Lura 
Surface and this handsome cardsharp 
who secreted a small gun in his breast 
pocket where he could snatch it swift
ly. Something that probably was to 
Miss Surface’s discredit. Brazos had 
nothing against her. He really liked 
her for her defense of him. Neverthe
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less, in his cunning, speculative mind 
she was being relegated to a place 
where she could not be considered 
with feeling. Brazos decided, however, 
to give her the benefit of a doubt.

A little before ten o’clock, Brazos 
wended a reluctant and yet impelled 
way toward the Twin Sombreros Res
taurant. He could not have resisted the 
urge if he had wanted to. And he 
fought off the presage of calamity. 
When he arrived at the corner, he es
pied one of the twins talking to Henry 
Sisk. Indeed the two were arguing if 
not actually quarreling, from which 
fact Brazos deduced that this was Jan- 
is. There appeared to be several cus
tomers who were being waited upon 
by a Mexican girl.

Brazos mounted the side stairway 
leading up to the second story and 
knocked on the door, sure of the trepi
dation and another nameless sensation 
obsessing him. The door opened as if 
someone had heard his step outside. 
June stood there, in a white dress that 
had never been made in Las Animas. 
This apparition smiled upon him and 
Brazos dated his abject enthrallment 
from that moment. As always with 
him, when a thing was settled, inevi
table, he found his cool, easy poise.

“Evenin’, Miss June. I reckon I’m 
ahaid of time,” he said.

“No. You are late. Come in.”
She ushered Brazos into a cozy 

bright little sitting-room. “Auntie, this 
is our new-found friend, Mr. Brazos 
Keene,” she said to a gray-haired wom
an who sat beside the lamp table. “My 
Aunt Mattie, Miss Neece—Daddy’s sis
ter.”

Brazos made the lady a recipient of 
his most gallant bow and pleasantest 
smile. “ I shore am glad to meet yu, 
Miss Neece,” he drawled, as he bent to

take the hand she hesitatingly offered. 
“Yu favor yore brother an’ I’d have 
known yu.”

“For the land’s sake! June, this nice- 
looking boy can’t be your terrible Bra
zos Keene,” exclaimed the aunt.

“Yes, he is, Auntie.”
“Aw, Miss Neece, don’t believe every

thin’ yu heah,” implored Brazos hon
estly. “ I’m not turrible atall.”

“I don’t believe you are. I’m glad to 
meet you. Janis filled my old head with 
nonsense. Said you were a black-brow
ed giant-very fierce to see.”

“Air yu shore it was Janis?” inquir
ed Brazos.

“Yes, indeed. June has been telling 
me the—well, I’ll not give her away. 
But your ears must have burned. Take 
his hat, June—and hadn’t you better 
lay aside that cumbersome gun?” 

’ ’Wal, lady, I wouldn’t feel dressed 
proper if I did thet- There, I’ll slip it 
around so you cain’t see it.”

“Thank you, I—I guess that’s better,” 
she replied, rising. “Mr. Keene, you met 
my brother Abraham?”

“I did, an’ I shore like him.”
“June tells me you cheered him up,” 

she went on in hurried earnestness. 
“And Dave Wesley called on me this 
afternoon. He had just ridden by Bil- 
yen’s ranch. He said he had not seen 
my brother so near like his old self. 
Oh, if you are responsible for that, I 
thank you.”

“Lady, I’m afraid I am responsible,” 
rejoined Brazos seriously. “An’ I shore 
hope I didn’t overdo it.”

“Have you any ground to believe 
Abraham’s loss can be retrieved?” she 
asked beseechingly.

“ I cain’t explain. It’s what a cowboy 
calls a hunch. I’ve trailed up a good 
many of my hunches an’ never lost oot 
on one yet.”
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“Only a hunch! Oh, I had prayed you 
might have really learned something,” 
she returned sadly.

“Miss Neece, I cain’t talk aboot it 
now. All I can say is for yu to go on 
hopin’ and prayin’, too.”

“Perhaps Abraham will tell me. I’ll 
see him tomorrow. Good night, Mr. 
Brazos Keene. Somehow you inspire 
me strangely. June, 1’U leave you 
young folks alone. Good night, dear.” 

Brazos found himself alone with 
June Neece, and his five endless years 
of wandering for he knew not what 
were as if they had never been.

“You must understand Auntie, and 
Jan and me,” said June gravely. “ It is 
not the loss of Dad’s fortune and Twin 
Sombreros Ranch that hurts so terri
bly. It was Dad’s broken heart. All 
these years he had worked for us. The 
blow crushed him. And he was sinkfng 
under it. Then Allen’s sudden ghastly 
death—”

Her face was white and her big eyes 
shone darkly tragic up at him.

“Never mind, June,” interposed Bra
zos feelingly. “ I reckon I understand. 
It’s hard. But you must bear up. I've 
had my grief. An’ I’m a livin’ proof 
thet grief passes-an’ thet joy an’ hope 
come back.”

“You have had trouble?” she asked 
softly.

“For five years I’ve been a driven 
cowboy—an' my trouble came to an 
end today-when I met yu.”

“Me? Oh!" She warmed wonderingly 
to that. "Tell me your story.”

“Some day, when I reckon I dare.” 
They stood by the table, with glances 

locked, and constraint overcoming the 
simplicity of that meeting. June turn
ed away with a blush, only to be drawn 
again to- look at him, as if to make sure 
the situation was real.

“Brazos Keene! To think I’m alone 
with him! Oh, I’ve heard w’ho and what 
you are. It has been on the lips of ev
erybody all day long.”

“Wal, I hope it’s goin’ to be good for 
yu thet I am Brazos Keene,” returned 
he mournfully. “But maybe if I was 
Henry Sisk or Jack Sain I would have 
more chance for you to like me.” 

“Brazos, don’t be hurt,” she said hur
riedly, and put an appealing hand on 
his arm. “ I’m glad. I’ve always dream
ed I’d—” she broke off, blushing. “ I’m 
Western, you know. And I saw a good 
deal of the life here before Dad sent me 
away to school. I’ve a weakness for— 
for desperadoes. So has Janis— Only it 
seems so strange to be with you—to 
know. Who would ever take you for— 
what they call you? No wonder Auntie 
could not believe her eyes! You do not 
look it.”

“Wal, what do I look, then?” he que
ried, a little gruffly, for once weaken
ing to permit discussion of this deli
cate subject.

“ I haven’t really dared to look at you 
—close,” she rejoined shyly. “Come 
here, your back is to the light— There. 
Brazbs, at the risk of seeming a flat
terer like Lura Surface, I must say 
you’re a stunning-looking cowboy. 
You’ve a clean, tanned, boyish, hand
some face—nice curly hair almost 
blond, the kind any girl would like to 
run her fingers through- Oh, Brazos! 
It’s a little gray over your temples! 
And your eyes take something from 
your winning smile and soft Southern 
drawl.”

“My Gawd, June, you must have 
kissed the blarney stone. Now, what’s 
wrong with my eyes?”

“Nothing. Janis said they were gray. 
Now I see they’re blue. You’re making 
sheep’s eyes at me now, Brazos Keene.
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But you can’t fool me. Those eyes 
could be terrible.”

“Could they? But I'm cornin’ back 
at yu, June Neece. There’s nothin’ 
wrong with yu atall. An’ to say yu’re 
the prettiest girl I ever saw in my life 
isn’t sayin’ what I mean. I reckon it’s 
the class yu was born with an’ some
thin’ yu got away at school.”

“We are getting on,” she replied de
murely.

“Yu mean we’re gettin’ some place 
where I’ve no right to be?”

“Come sit here,” she returned, and 
led him to a little sofa in the corner. 
They gazed at each other again, ques- 
tioningly, yet with no hint of doubt 
or uncertainty. There was something 
vital, compelling,, drawing, that made 
no allowance for short acquaintance.

“June, I’m gonna be honest. Meetin’ 
yu has thrown me plumb oot of my 
saddle.”

“It means much to me, Brazos-I 
don’t -know what.”

“Yu’re countin’ on yore hopes of 
what I can do for yore dad?”

“Yes. But if we were out home—at- 
Twin Sombreros-and if we had no 
trouble—I—think I would feel the 
same.”

“Girl, yu cain’t be in love with Jack 
Sain?”

“Who said I was?” she answered,1 
smiling. “ I like Jack.'We played to
gether when we were kids.”

“Wal, I was afraid—I reckon I 
thought yu might care more’n thet. 
Jack is crazy aboot yu, which is no 
wonder.”

“I’m sorry, Brazos. But I didn’t flirt 
with him as Jan did with Henry Sisk. 
I’m sorry for Jack in more ways than 
one. He has had one misfortune after 
another. And the last is too bad. He 
had just found a good job after being

idle for months, then lost it.”
“How’d he lose it?”
“A1 said he was running after Lura 

Surface. Her father caught them meet
ing on the road one night. He raised 
Cain and had Jack discharged.”

“Ahuh. The Surfaces don’t mix up 
in this thing-aw, no, not atall! June, 
I want to ask some questions aboot 
Allen. Were yu in his confidence?"

“Yes. Allen was afraid to tell Dad 
what he was doing. And he didn't even 
tell Jan.”

“Ahuh. Wal, if I figure Allen correct, 
he was trackin’ the ootfit thet ruined 
yore father.”

“He was on the trail of the three 
men who held Dad up that night and 
robbed him.”

“Did he tell yu anythin’ ?”
“Not much. Oh, let me recall it,” she 

went on excitedly. “They did not be
long around Las Animas. But they rode 
here often. He had nothing to go by 
except—except the night they robbed 
Dad, one of them—a boy with a girl’s 
voice called another of the three by 
the name Brad. Allen said Dad told 
him that.”

“Yes, June, your Dad told me. And 
here’s the funny part of it. One of the 
three hombres who held me up thet 
night called his pard Brad, or a name 
thet sounded like thet. By Gawd! 
Those men murdered Allen. He was 
on their trail. Did anyone else but yu 
know Allen was workin’ on yore fa
ther’s case?”

“Yes. It was found out. I remember 
Allen was sore because the loungers 
around town called him the cowboy 
detective. Allen kept the secret of what 
he suspected and had learned-except 
from me-but anyone could have guess
ed what he was doing. He was so dark 
and grim and determined.”



3S ZANE GREY’S WESTERN MAGAZINE

"June, do vu reckon Raine Surface 
heahed what Allen was up to?”

“Lura would have heard it, surely.” 
“Shore, she’d tell her father. June, 

can yu remember any more Allen told 
yu?”

“Let me think. Yes—the night before 
Allen was killed he had supper with 
me downstairs. It was late, almost time 
for Jan and me to come off duty. Allen 
asked me if I’d seen a handsome hard- 
faced cowgirl, small and slim with eyes 
like black diamonds. She looked the 
real thing in riders, he said. I told 
Allen no girl of that description had 
come into the restaurant. Then he said 
she had made up to him in the Happy 
Days saloon. He seemed curious, yet 
distrustful. But he didn’t tell me any 
more.”

“A cowgirl! Wal, now I wonder— An’ 
thet's all, June?”

“I wouldn’t say all by any means. 
Only it's all I can remember now. Per
haps when I see you again—”

“Thet’ll be in the inn wilin', I reck
on. But don’t worry aboot me. I’m fak
in’ over Allen’s job of huntin’ for the 
three hombres who robbed yore dad— 
an’ murdered Allen-an' held me up. 
An’ shore as death, one of thet three 
was a girl with a high-keyed voice!”

Chapter F ive 

Brazos Gives Warning

RAZOS espied Lura 
Surface’s white horse 
tied among the pine 
saplings before he 
turned in off the road. 
He found her most 
effectively placed in a 
green-shaded, brown- 

matted nook opening upon the bank 
of the swift brook. Bareheaded, her

red hair flaming, her strange eyes 
alight, her lissome full-breasted figure 
displayed to advantage in her riding- 
habit, she made a picture that struck 
fire in Brazos, despite his cool precon
ception.

“Good afternoon, Miss Surface. I 
shore am sorry to be late,” he drawl
ed, and throwing aside his sombrero 
he sat down and slid to his elbow be
side her.

The green eyes devoured him, for 
nothing except her effect upon him. 
Yet her quick breath, and the quick 
rise of her breast, betrayed a little 
shock at his nearness. She was used 
to men, but not of his stripe, Brazos 
thought. His gun had bumped her 
knee.

"Howdy, Brazos Keene,” she said, 
with a smile that enhanced her hard 
bright charm.

“Wal, I do pretty good, considerin’,” 
returned Brazos. “Cowboys don’t of
ten fall into such luck as this.”

“I came early. Had a quarrel with 
Father. But I thought you’d never get 
here.”

“Wild hawsses couldn’t have kept, 
me away from yu, Lura.”

“Same old cowboy blarney.”
“Ump-um. If yu take me for any oth

er cowboy, wal, we won’t get nowhere 
.atall.”

"Where will .we get if I take you as 
I did yesterday?”

“An’ how was thet?”
“A lonely cowboy, down on his luck, 

unjustly jailed, suspicious of men—and 
needing a friend.”

“Thet’s talcin’ me true, Lura. But I 
cain’t say I’m without friends alto
gether.”

“You could always get women 
friends, Brazos.”

“Shore. Thet’s my trouble. I almost
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didn’t come today.”

“Why?”
“Wal, yu shore took my eye. An’ I 

knew if I saw yu again I’d go locO.” 
“Loco? What’s that? I’ve heard the 

word.”
“Loco is a weed hawsses eat some

times an’ go oot of their haids.” 
“Humph! I can just see you going 

loco!” she ejaculated. “Why, you’re the 
coolest cowboy I ever met. And Lord 
knows I’ve met some cool ones.” 

“Wal, suppose at thet I did go'loco?” 
“I’d be delighted. You’re different, 

Brazos. Oh, I was sorry when I 
thought they’d hang you! And what a 
thrill I had yesterday! Scared too? 
Brazos Keene-the notorious Brazos 
Keene! But I’m not so scared now.” 

“Gosh, lady, I’m as harmless as a 
kitten— So vu’d be delighted if I went 
plumb loco aboot yu?”

“ I’d love it,” she said slyly, yet with 
a catch in her voice. Her brazen co
quetry had not heretofore been used to 
subjugate gunmen.

“Lura Surface, I’m not gonna do it. 
I reckon I’ll get over this meetin’ with 
yu. But I won’t risk another.”

“Oh,” she pouted, blushing becom
ingly. “And why not?”

“Yu’re just my dish of a woman an’ 
if I tasted yu once I’d have nothin’ to 
look forward to but starvation.”

“I never satisfied any man’s hunger 
yet. But I might-yours.”

Brazos sat up, and with swift strong 
arms he drew her back so that she lay 
almost flat with her head on his breast. 
Then he held her, gazing down upon a 
suddenly paling face and eyes that di
lated strangely between fear and de
sire. Her red lips parted. But she was 
thoroughbred in that, as she had invit
ed this onslaught, she would not show 
the white feather.

“Lura, yu shore oughtn’t play at love 
with a hombre like me.”

“Who says I’m playing?”
“Shore yu air. An’ I’ve got sense 

enough to see it an’ decency enough 
to spare yu what many a cowboy I’ve 
known would take.”

“You think I’m a flirt?”
“Wal, I never call women names, on- 

less they’re nice names. Yu’re power
ful seductive, Lura, turrible appealin’, 
an’ pretty isn’t the word. Yu’ve got a 
devastatin’ kind of beauty. If I let go 
of myself now, an’ fell to kissin’ yu, as 
I reckon I might do by force, I’d be a 
gone goslin’. I might fall stark ravin’ 
mad in love with yu. An’ where’d thet 
get me, Lura? I’m Brazos Keene, only 
a notch or two behind Billy the Kid in 
range standin’. Yu’re daughter of 
Raine Surface, rich rancher, an’ yu’re 
the belle of this corner of Colorado. 
Suppose such a wild thing as yore fail
in’ in love with me. Yu couldn’t never 
marry me.”

“ I could run away with you,” she 
panted, her eyes like green stars.

“Wal, thet’s too wild for even me to 
reckon with, an’ yu wouldn’t. So when 
it comes to Brazos Keene just yu fig
ure thet he’s not gonna dream such 
dreams. At the same time. I’d like yu 
to know it’d be damn sweet an’ won
derful to tear yu to pieces.”

“Well, since you're not going to try 
—please let me up,” she said, serious 
over what seemed a greater conquest 
than she had hoped for. If he resisted 
her, at least he paid tribute to her 
charm. And perhaps he grew all the 
more desirable for that. She sat up, 
scarlet of face.

“ I wouldn’t let yu off thet easy next 
time,” he warned.

“You are a queer one. What’d you 
meet me for, if not to make love? Who
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ever heard of a cowboy who didn’t?” 
“Wal, heah’s one. Lura, could yu get 

me a job ridin’ for yore dad?”
“Oh, I’d like that. In fact I thought 

of it. I said to Father: ‘Why not get 
this Keene cowboy to ride for us?’ He 
flouted the idea. ‘That gun-throwing 
desperado from New Mexico! I guess 
not!’ And I said: ‘But, Father, you 
never care how tough cowboys are 
coming from Dodge or Abilene.’ And 
h*e shut me up.”

“Ahuh. He’s got a grudge against 
Western riders, I reckon. Wal, thet’s 
tough on us from over the divide.”

“I can’t understand it, Brazos,” she 
replied as she straightened her dishev
eled hair. “Riders like you are not 
tough or low-down. You may be wild, 
dangerous, and all that. But Father's 
excuse is queer. Why, he has hired rus
tlers and even outlaws when we ranch
ed outside of Abilene. He had some bad 
outfits—bad in another sense. That's 
why he sold out and came to Colorado.” 

“Reckon I savvy thet. Bad ootfits 
sometimes hurt a cattleman’s reputa
tion,” replied Brazos casually.

“Indeed they do. Father lost friends 
in Kansas. He had one serious lawsuit 
during which some pretty raw things 
were hinted against him. He shot a 
cattleman named Stearns.”

“Kill him?” queried Brazos, as if 
shocked.

“No. Stearns recovered, I’m glad to 
say.”

“Wal, yore, dad didn’t strike me as 
the shootin’ kind.”

“He’s not,” the girl returned, with 
some note akin to contempt. “Unless 
he’s got the edge on the other man. 
Why, he was scared to go into town for 
fear he’d run into Allen Neece.”

“Neece? Thet was the cowboy I was 
accused of killin’. Did yu know him,

Lura. Did yu know him very well?”
“Yes. I liked him better than any 

boy I knew. I was terribly shocked at 
his death.”

“Reckon yu would be. From all 1 
heah, Neece was a nice chap. Did he 
ever ride for yu?”

“No. Father not only wouldn’t have 
Allen but ran him out of the job he 
had.”

“What for?”
“Allen was in love with me.”
“Aw, I see. Shore tough for Allen— 

an’ then gettin’ murdered in the bar
gain. Who could have done thet job, 
Lura? Some cowboy jealous of yore 
likin’ for Allen?”

“Hardly. No cowboy ever liked me 
that well.”

“When did yu see Allen last?” asked 
Brazos, apparently growing interested.

“The very night he was murdered. I 
was in town. I met him coming out 
of the Show Down Saloon. He was 
half drunk. Allen took to drink after 
the Neeces lost Twin Sombreros. He 
didn’t see me. And I didn’t stop him 
for the good reason that he was with a 
little black-eyed wench in boy’s pants. 
She was hanging on to Allen as if she’d 
lose him. I had seen her once before 
somewhere. I think on the street in 
Dodge. Not the dance-hall type, but a 
pretty hard-faced hussy. I’ll always re
member her and think she had some
thing to do with Allen’s murder.”

“Shore thet might be. She scraped 
acquaintance with Allen, got him to 
drinkin’, an’ had a couple of hombres 
ootside, maybe, waitin’ to rob him. I’ve 
know thet to happen to many a cow
boy.”

“It’ll never happen to Allen Neece 
again, poor devil. If it hadn’t been for 
that black-eyed girl my conscience 
would hurt me.”
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“Yore what?” drawled Brazos, with 
his slow smile.

“ I daresay you think I have no con
science—or any womanly virtues.” 

“Nope. But yu don’t need anythin’ 
with yore good looks. Lura, yu’ve made 
me doggone interested in young 
Neece’s case.”

“Have you seen his doll-faced sisters 
—the twins?” she asked quickly, and 
the green eyes showed her true nature.

“Did he have sisters? I didn’t know. 
Tough on them, I reckon.”

“Humph! They didn’t seem to take 
it so hard. They didn’t even stop sling
ing hash—not for a day.”

“Wal, yu cain't never tell,” said Bra
zos, dropping his head. What little re
gard he had felt for Lura Surface went 
into eclipse.

“ I mustn’t stay longer, Brazos,” said 
the girl, consulting her watch. “Father 
watches me closely and times my rides. 
1 told him I wanted to ride into town, 
but he wouldn’t hear of it. Here we 
have spent an hour—the last part of 
which didn’t keep the promise of the 
first. When shall we meet again?”

“ I reckon never, Lura. But thanks 
for this once. When I'm far away, I’ll 
think I might have kissed yu, an’ kick 
myself.”

“Oh, don’t go away. Why, I’ve only 
met you! Tell me, when?”

“Wal, maybe some day I’ll meet yu 
in town an’ weaken. But, lady, yu’ve 
been warned.”

“ I’ll take the risk. It has been differ
ent from—well, other times I've met 
boys here.” She mounted gracefully to 
her saddle, aware of his appreciation, 
and said, with dark-green provocative 
eyes on him, “Adios, Brazos Keene.” 

Brazos watched her ride away with 
only one regret-that he liked her well 
enough to be sorry she was innocently

involved in a sinister plot that dimly 
shadowed her father, and which she 
had unwittingly made clearer.

Brazos rode back to town, for once 
not seeing the afternoon sun flooding 
the range with golden glory. When he 
dismounted at the corral where Bil- 
yen had first taken him, and turned 
Bay over to the stableboy, he suddenly 
had an inspiration:

“Pedro, did yu know Allen Neece?” 
“Si, seiior,” replied the Mexican. 
Further queries rewarded Brazos 

with some significant facts. Allen 
Neece had come to the stable on the 
night he was murdered. He was on 
foot and under the influence of drink 
though not by any means drunk. He 
had to wake Pedro to get his horse. It 
was not until Neece had mounted and 
ridden off that Pedro had noted a com
panion—a boy on a black horse, wait
ing. This last information seemed of 
tremendous importance to Brazos. 
That boy was the cowgirl June Neece 
had mentioned and the girl in rider’s 
garb that Lura Surface had seen with 
Allen.

Brazos strode uptown to the restau
rant. The hour was early and only a 
few customers were at supper. One of 
the twins came to Brazos and though 
he thought he could trust her smile 
and bright eye, he would not take a 
chance.

“Wal, which one air yu?”
“Brazos, what has happened?” she 

whispered, leaning over the counter.
He answered low: “June, I’ve been 

oot to meet Lura Surface an’ the hunch 
I got from her riled me.”

“Oh—what—”
“Never mind now. But don’t worry 

aboot me or yore dad. Please fetch me 
some supper.” '

That night Brazos haunted the main
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street and the saloons. The cowboys 
and cattlemen on the street, coming in 
or going home, the drinkers and bar
tenders in the saloons, the gamblers at 
the tables and the loungers around, 
and more than one dark-garbed group 
who drank by themselves—all heard 
that Brazos Keene was hunting for 
someone. It was spoken first by a man 
who had seen Keene enter Las Animas 
saloons in years gone by. Then it pass
ed from lip to lip.

Brazos’s stalk was no pose, yet he 
did it deliberately. Nevertheless he had 
little hope that he would encounter the 
trio who now loomed large in the mys
tery of Allen Neece's murder. They 
would be out on the range, hidden in 
the hills, or back oast in the gambling- 
dens of Dodge or Abilene. They would 
lie in close touch with the man or men 
who were back of this crime. It might 
well be that they would be summoned 
presently to do away with Brazos 
Keene.

In the Happy Days saloon Brazos 
came unexpectedly upon Bodkin, 
whom he had not seen since the day 
of his release by ICiskadden. The ex
deputy had just set down his glass on 
the bar. Sight of Brazos cut short words 
he was speaking to a companion.

“Hey, Bodkin, heah yu air,” called 
Brazils, so ringingly that the inlnates 
of the crowded saloon went silent. 
“ Where yu been?”

'T've been around town as usual,” 
replied Bodkin, turning a dirty white 
under his swarthy skin.

“Like hell yu have. I been lookin’ 
for vti. Have yu been put back as dep
uty sheriff of this heah town?”

“No. Kiskadden fired me, you kno\v. 
an’ then he resigned. The Cattlemen’s 
Association haven’t made no appoint
ment yet. But I’m expectin’ it.”

“Yu’re expectin’ what?” drawled 
Brazos with scathing insolence.

“To be elected sheriff.”
“Aw, hell! Elected? Who’s electin’ 

yu? Not the citizens of this heah town. 
They won’t be asked. If they would be, 
yu’d never get a vote, onless from some 
of yore hired hands. An’ who’s yore 
Cattlemen’s Association ootside of 
Raine Surface?”

“Miller, Henderson, Sprague—all big 
cattlemen,” returned Bodkin hurried
ly. “ Inskip was one—but he quit.” 

“Ahull. An’ when does this ootfit aim 
to settle yore appointment—an’ also 
yore hash?”

“They meet tomorrow night.”
“Wal, tell them I’ll call an’ cast one 

vote against yu.”
“ I’ll do thet, Keene.”
“An’ while yu’re carryin’ messages 

from me, take this for yoreself. If yu’re 
appointed sheriff I’m gonna see red. 
An’ this for yore hired hand, Barsh. 
He better keep oot of my way.”

Backing through the swinging - 
doors, Brazos left that saloon to break 
its silence w'ith a subdued sound of 
excited voices, and then an angry pro
testing roar from Bodkin. Brazos had 
scarcely turned up the street when the 
doors banged behind him.

“Hold on, Brazos. It’s Hank.” And 
Bilyen, keen and glinting of eye, join
ed him. “My Gawd, cowboy, but you 
burned Bodkin up! What’s the deal?” 

“Howdy, Hank. Aw, I was only bluf
fin’ Bodkin, an’ takin’ thet chance to 
set the town talkin’ aboot Surface an’ 
his Cattlemen’s Association.”

“Brazos, you’ve got goin’,” rejoined 
Bilyen shrewdly. “You shore are. You 
never was one to talk wild. Mebbe 
you was throwin’ a bluff, but you had 
somethin’ behind it.”

“Wal, enough to want to rile myself
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up. Hank, I was wantin’ to see yu. If 
yu cain’t give me the lowdown on rus
tlin’ in eastern Colorado, find oot for 
me .pronto.”

“I know, Brazos. Got thet this very 
day. Kiskadden an’ Inskip told me. 
They’re shore interested. As a matter 
of fact, I was surprised. I reckon you 
won’t be though— Brazos, there ’pears 
to be considerable cattle stealin’ in 
small numbers, takin’ in all the big 
brands on this range. Too slick an’ 
bold to be the work of any gang but 
real rustlers under a smart leader. Kis
kadden an’ lnskip lost three hundred 
haid last month. The Star Brand not 
so many. Small ootfits down the Purga
tory none at all. Henderson’s ootfit 
rarin’ aboot a big drive on their Circle 
Dot Brand. Miller has lost considerable 
haid. Sprague an’ the big cattlemen up 
on the slopes hard hit for these times. 
All this last month, an’ the herds driv
en over into Kansas an' shipped east.”

“Ha! Ha!” laughed Brazos mirth
lessly.

“ Say, what’s so funny about thet?” 
demanded Bilven, affronted.

“Struck me funny.”
“What did?”
“The way my hunches work oot,” 

returned Brazos grimly. “But for some 
men it’s aboot as funny as death. 
Hank, will yu meet me oot west of 
town at sunup in the mawnin’ ?”

“Yes, I will, cowboy. Where?” an
swered Bilyen soberly.

“At thet old cabin on the hill—where 
Allen Neece was murdered,” said Bra
zos tersely, and abruptly strode away 
toward Mexican Joe’s place, where he 
had a room.

Next morning found Brazos at the 
cabin, waiting for Hank Bilyen. The 
old cowman arrived in good time and 
greeted his young friend.

“Now we’re here, Brazos, what are 
we going to do?” he asked.

“Wal, I want yu to help me go .over 
this ground with a fine-tooth comb.” 

“Tracks, eh? I ain’t takin’ any back 
seat for you, Brazos Keene. Never was 
one to hobble hawsses,”

They rode into the clump of trees 
and tied their horses.

“Allen Neece was found in thet cab
in. But accordin’ to the doctors he 
wasn’t killed there. What I want pow
erful to find an’ shore expect to find 
is a small boot track.”

“Ahuh. Wal, let’s get goin’.”
They entered the cabin, with riders’ 

eyes searching the ground for tracks. 
Hank got down on his knees to scru
tinize those just inside the door. He 
was slow.

“Reckon them was made the mawn
in’ Bodkin found you heah,” he said, 
at length.

“An’ heah’s my track, goin’ an’ corn
in’ back. I slept on thet bunk.”

They searched the musty dry cabin 
as hunters of treasure might have. 
“Well, nothin’ heah,” said Brazos. “ If 
thet little boot marked the dust heah 
it’s been tracked over. Let’s go up in 
the loft.”

The loft covered half the space un
der the roof and had been built of 
peeled poles laid close together. It 
shook under their weight. The light 
was dull up there, but they could dis
tinguish objects. Bilyen concluded that 
the murderers had climbed the ladder 
up to a point level with the loft and 
had shoved the- body headfirst back 
upon the poles. A dark smear of blood 
ran along one of them.

“What’s thet in the corner?” asked 
Brazos, and crawled carefully back. 
He found a rope, a lasso, that had evi
dently been hurriedly flung there with
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out being coiled. He crawled back to 
Bilyen with it.

“Look, Hank—must have been the, 
rope which made the marks on his 
arms,” said Brazos. “Take it down, Bil
yen, while I investigate some more.” 

Brazos went over every inch of that 
loft without further discovery. When 
he got down he found Hank sitting in 
the door, studying the rope. Brazos 
knelt to scrutinize with him. They 
were tense and silent. Next to a gun 
and a horse, the lasso was a cowboy’s 
most treasured possession.

“Wal, what you make oot?” queried 
the Texan gruffly of Brazos.

“Lasso all right. Manila, wal made. 
Same as any one of a hundred.”

“Yes, an’ what else, cowboy?”
“ It shore never was used on a calf 

or a cow or a steer.”
“Hell no. Brazos, it ain’t new. It’s 

been tied on a saddle fer a long time. 
A cowboy riata never used by a cow
boy! Does thet say anythin’ to you?” 

“Ump-umm. Don’t talk so much, 
Hank. Let’s go all over the ground 
heah.”

Every path and bare spot and thin- 
grassed bit of ground out to the road 
and along the road to east and west 
they carefully inspected.

“ Now thet clump of trees," said Bra
zos. “Hank, heah's where I run into 
the three hombres.” He related the in
cident, laying stress on the name he 
had heard and the nervous young high- 
pitched voice. Bilven's silence attested 
to the impression Brazos’s story made 
on him.

They proceeded to the patch of tim
ber. “Aboot heah is where their 
hawsses stood.”

It appeared to be a scraggy bit of 
dead and dying timber, extending back 
a considerable distance. Brazos direct

ed Hank to search there, while he be
gan at the farther end. Brazos had 
something in his mind. At the farthest 
point, under the largest and thiekest- 
foliaged of the trees, he found a bare 
spot of ground. At sight of hoof tracks 
and tiny boot tracks his blood leaped. 
Down he knelt and almost smelled at 
the boot tracks.

Of all the innumerable imprints by 
riders’ boots that Brazos had ever 
studied these were the smallest. No 
cowboy ever had small enough feet to 
take a boot that made these tracks. 
Ten-year-old boys did not wear boots 
made to order. These had been left by 
a girl. Brazos knelt there as if he 
were reading a dark page of the book 
of life.

“What’n hell air you porin’ over, 
cowboy?” asked Bilyen curiously, as 
he came upon Brazos.

“There! My hunch was true.”
Bilyen did not utter a word but 

made a careful inspection of the spot, 
and then faced Brazos with a curious 
fire in his eye.

“Cowboy, there’s a girl mixed in this 
deal.”

“Shore.”
“An’ she come way back heah to be 

far from thet cabin. An’ she set her 
hawss for a while. An’ she got off heah 
—an’ heah she walked to and fro. Nerv
ous! An’ heah she stood still, her heels 
diggin’ in. Rooted to the spot, hey, Bra
zos? An’ there she got on again, light- 
footed an' quick- Wal, Brazos, I’ll be 
damned!”

“So will I, Hank,” rejoined Brazos 
ponderingly. “Get me some little sticks 
so I can measure this track.”

“Brazos, I reckon you won’t be look
in’ for a cowgirl answerin’ to this boot 
track? Not much!”

“Not any at all,” returned Brazos
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with a cold, steely note in his voice.
“She was the one of them three hom- 

bres with the young nervous high- 
pitched voice. She was afraid of the 
risk. She was goin’ to bore you, Bra
zos!”

“I shore gotta meet thet sweet little 
lady.”

“How you goin’ aboot thet, Brazos?” 
asked Hank, scratching his scrubby 
beard.

“Ride the line an’ take a look at the 
gamblin’-halls.”

“They got cash an’ they ain’t cow
men. Wal, when you find out where 
their money comes from you’ll be get- 
tin’ hot.”

“Hot? Say, old-timer, I'm burnin* 
right now! But I’ll cool off. I don’t 
like the idee of a hard nut of a cow
girl in this deal. I might have to wing 
her. I did thet once to a woman who 
was drawin’ on me an’ I’ll never forget 
her scream.”

“How you figure her part in this?”
“How do yu?”
“Plain as print. She an’ her two 

pards air from oot of town—she’s a 
good-looker an’ likely enticin’ to cow
boys. Allen Neece was easy took in by 
girls. He liked a drink, too, same as all 
the boys. Wal, this gang of three was 
after him, for reasons that bear strong 
in this deal. She got to Allen-an’ the 
rest was easy.”

“I figure aboot like thet, Hank,” re
turned Brazos thoughtfully. “Beside I 
know more’n yu. The night Allen was 
killed he walked down to the barns to 
get his hawss. Pedro said there was a 
boy with him—a boy on a black hawss 
-an ’ they hung ootside. They rode 
away. Now what happened is this. If I 
remember correct, thet night was nice 
an’ warm, with a moon an’ the frogs 
peepin’-just the night for a rendez

vous oot heah. But they never got heah. 
Thet Brad an’ his other pard roped 
Allen an’ dragged him off his hawss. 
The fall killed Allen, but they didn’t 
know it. They packed him up heah, 
shot him—an’ left him in the cabin.” 

“While the girl waited heah under 
this tree nervous an’ sick,” added 
Hank.

“Nervous, anyhow. Wal, she had— 
good reason to be nervous,” declared 
Brazos darkly. “Just aboot then I rode 
into the deal.”

“Funny how things work oot. It 
shore don’t pay to be crooked— Brazos, 
who’s behind all this?”

“Hank, vu’re a curious cuss,” drawl
ed Brazos, carefully depositing in his 
pocket the little sticks with which he 
had measured the foot track. “Let’s go 
back to town an’ have breakfast.”

On the return trip they did not ex
change another word until they got by 
Twin Sombreros Ranch, when Bilyen 
curtly asked Brazos, “ Did you see Sur
face standin’ in the door?”

“Shore. He looked big as a hill.” 
“Must be one of these early birds, 

eh?” rejoined Bilyen, his voice filled 
with sarcasm.

From there on into town Brazos 
found his tongue and asked his com
rade many questions regarding the 
possibility of one of the big cattle
men of the range being the genius and 
backer of a bold and clever gang of 
rustlers.

“Kinda hipped on thet idee, ain’t 
you?” rejoined Bilyen, who seemed net
tled that Brazos did not tell all he 
knew.

“Reckon I am. It’s a great idee.” 
“Wal, it wasn’t born with you, Bra

zos. I had thet long ago.”
“Hank, yu’re from Texas an’ no 

fool,” mused Brazos, as if apologizing
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for Bilyen. “Will yu swear to it?”
“ I shore will—to you. But I wouldn’t 

want to yell it oot loud in the Happy 
Days or the post office.”

“Why wouldn’t yu, old-timer?”
“I want to live long enough to see 

Abe an’ the twins back at their ranch.”
“Ahuh. Wal, I’ll yell it—tonight at 

thet Cattlemen’s Association meetin’.”

Brazos avoided the restaurant that 
night and had his supper at Mexican 
Joe’s. Afterward he began the gamut 
of the saloons, where he pretended to 
drink. And at nine o’clock, when he 
mounted the steps up to the Odd Fel
lows Hall, he pounded on the door 
with the butt of his gun.

“Open up heah!” he shouted.
The door was promptly unlocked, al

lowing Brazos to enter, a little un
steady on his feet. But seldom had Bra
zos Keene been any more sober and 
cool than at this moment. He needed 
the sharpness of vision and wit of a 
dozen cowboys. Much might depend 
on this venture.

“Excuse me, gennelmen, for intrud
in’ heah. I’ll leave it to yu whether 
what I say is important or not.”

A dozen or perhaps fifteen men sat 
around a long table, upon which stood 
bottles and glasses and a box of cigars. 
Brazos swept the group in one glance, 
to recognize Henderson and Surface. 
He had never seen Sprague, but iden
tified him from Bilven’s description. 
Other faces were familiar. And lastly, 
to his surprise, he saw Inskip.

“It’s that cowboy, Brazos Keene,” 
spoke up one of the men.

“Drunk! Put him out,” called Sur
face, rising from his seat.

“Go slow, Mister Surface, aboot put
tin’ me oot,” drawled Brazos, his eyes 
on th'e'rancher like slits of fire. “ I’m 
not drunk. Shore I’ve had a few nips 
just to make me talky. But yu’ll fi'nd 
me level-haided enough.”

“Let him have his say, Surface,” ad
vised Henderson, intensely interested.

“Go ahaid, Brazos,” interposed In
skip dryly.

“But the intrusion of a drunken cow
boy! Intolerable,” protested Surface, 
and as he sank back into his seat it 
was not anger alone that marked his 
sallow visage.

“ Speak up, Keene,” ordered Hender
son. “Be brief and to the point.”

Brazos, having gained his point of 
entrance, changed visibly, and sheath
ed his gun, though he left his hand on 
the butt.

“Gentlemen, I picked oot this meet
in’ as the proper place an’ time to make 
a statement shore to be interestin’ to 
all Colorado cattlemen,” he began 
swiftly, with his glance roving as 
swiftly. “It so happens thet events 
kinda gravitate to me. An honor I nev
er cared for but was thrust on me! 
The cattle situation heah on this range 
from the Spanish Peaks down to the 
Old Trail is nothin’ new to me. I recall 
five situations like It. Yu all know what 
caused the Lincoln County War in 
New Mexico. Yu all shore have heahed 
of the Sewall McCoy combine with 

.Russ Slaughter. On the one hand there 
was the educated, rich, smooth, cunnin’ 
gentleman-rancher, an’ on the other 
the dyed-in-the-wool rustler, hard as 
flint, an’ leader of as bloody an ootfit 
of cattle thieves as ever forked 
hawsses. Yu-all may have heahed too 
what I had to do with trailin’ an’ 
breakin’ thet double ootfit. I mention 
it heah,' not to brag, but to give some
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importance to what I’m aboot to tell 
yu.”

Brazos let that sink in. He did not 
rest his gaze upon any one of the fas
cinated faces of his listeners, but he 
missed nothing of the effect of his 
words.

“Yu cattlemen face the same situa
tion heah on this range,” he went on 
impressively. “An’ if yu don’t break it 
up there’s no tellin’ how powerful an’ 
all-embracin’ it’ll grow. Short an’ 
sweet then, gentlemen, there’s a cat
tleman on this range who’s workin’ 
like Sewall McCoy. He’s yore friend an’ 
maybe pardner. I’m not insultin’ any 
of yu heah or any citizen of Las Ani
mas. ’Cause what I know cain’t be 
proved at this tellin’. But it’s the truth 
yu can gamble on. Thet’s all gentle
men. Take it for what it’s worth.”

Slowly Brazos, while ending this bit
ing speech, backed to the door, lim
ning on his mind’s eye the strangely 
contrasting visages there. Then with a 
leap he was out the door, to bound 
down the stairs.

Chapter Six 

Brazos Goes the Rounds

S THE train whistled 
for Las Animas the 
con du ctor observed 
Brazos Keene buckling 
a heavy gun belt 
around his slim waist. 
And the several pas
sengers who had 

scraped acquaintance with the hand
some cowboy in his new suit stared 
aghast.

“That nice curly-haired cowboy!” 
whispered one, a girl in her teens.

“Who would have thought it!” ejac
ulated her mother.

“Cowboy, it’s twro days yet till July 
Fourth,” remarked the conductor.

“Wal, heah at Las Animas I don’t 
feel right withoot my hardware on,” 
drawled Brazos, smiling at the girl.

“Who are you?” she asked eagerly.
“Sorry to confess, lady. But I been 

sailin’ under false colors. I’m Curly 
Keene, bandit, an’ all around desper
ado. Adios.”

Brazos picked up his bag and made 
for the platform. As the train slowed 
to a halt he espied Bilyen foremost of 
the waiting bystanders. Before Brazos 
stepped down he swefit the platform 
with searching gaze. Bilyen beckoned 
for him to come off.

“Howdy, Hank,” drawled Brazos. 
“Kinda like old times to see yu pack
in’ thet gun.”

“Wal, you dressed-up son of a gun,” 
ejaculated Hank, delighted. “Brazos, 
you shore look fine.”

“How about things heah?”
“Not so good. But no hurry tellin’. I 

hope you had better luck than me.”
"Hank, I shore learned a heap. But 

what good it’d do I cain’t say. Come 
with me. I’ve got somethin’ to tell 
Neece.”

Brazos had no more to say until he 
and Hank met Neece at the cabin. It 
pleased Brazos to see that Neece was 
a changed man. He had pulled out of 
hopelessness. He had gained.

“Wal, Neece, I’ve news thet I shore 
hope yu’ll find somethin’ in,” began 
Brazos. “My job at Kansas City, yu 
know, was to get track of the cattle 
people Surface ships to. I couldn’t find 
oot. This may have been regular an’ 
then again it may have been queer. 
Thet fact alone is queer. Their interest 
is in buyin’ an’ sellin’ beef an’ not in 
where it comes from. A big per cent 
of cattle herds shipped there is shore
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rustled. An’ nobody’s tellin’.
“But I spent three days loafin’ aboot 

the stockyards, an’ I found oot from 
the yardmen aboot two big trainloads 
of longhorns thet was shipped in early 
spring. Longhorns an’ mixed brands, 
from New Mexico. One trainload went 
into the stockyards an’ was drove oot 
of there in small bunches. The other 
trainload went east. Yu cain’t track un
branded cattle any more’n yu can cat
tle wearin’ brands yu don’t know. 
Shore them big trains carried yore 
herd. An’ thet herd just faded.

“Wal, on the way back I stopped 
over at Abilene. I was plumb nervous 
aboot it as aboot seven years ago I, 
shot up thet burg. But shucks, every
body I ever knew was long daid. Fun
ny how short-lived we Westerners air! 
Abilene has growed some an’ it was 
still pretty hot. I mixed with cowboys, 
cattlemen, gamblers, an’ town folks. 
Naturally, yu know yu never get any
where askin’ one Westerner aboot an
other. But I finally met a cowboy who 
once rode for Surface. He was not my 
kind an’ he was mum as an oyster.

“Then I met a cattleman who spit 
fire when I asked aboot Surface. What 
I got oot of him might have pertained 
to any rancher. It ’peared this cattle
man was kin to one who had been a 
pardner of Surface. Heah, I have the 
names. Stokes, the pardner was. Wal, 
Stokes an’ Surface operated big in cat
tle. Surface bought an’ Stokes sold. One 
day they quarreled an’ Surface shot 
Stokes. Nobody saw the fight. Surface 
claimed Stokes drew first. Some peo
ple said the trouble was over money, 
an’ some said Stokes had been heahed 
to question Surface aboot where he 
got his cattle. Anyway, Surface left 
Abilene. Thet was over a year ago. 
An’ thet’s aboot all.”

“I reckon it’s significant,” declared 
Neece soberly.

“My idee is it strengthens our case,” 
added Bilyen.

“Wal, I agree,” said Brazos. “But 
what we air convinced of might not 
be worth a whoop in court. Surface has 
money an’ influence. He’d beat us. An’ 
we don’t want any cqurt decision 
against us. This deal will never go be
fore a Denver court.”

“ You are daid right, -Brazos,” re
turned Bilyen.

“Yes, an’ what I want is to get Sur
face daid to rights. Let me get thet 
in my own way. Ail the same I won’t 
overlook the littlest hunch yu can give 
me. Anythin’ could be a hunch.”

“Lura Surface has left Twin Som
breros, so I heah,” put in Hank. 
“She’s stayin’ with a friend, Delia Ross. 
An’ lettin’ thet gambler Howard run 
around with her.”

“Yu don’t say? Wal!”
“Brazos, did Hank tell you Hender

son called on me?” queried Neece. 
“Well, he did. An’ though he didn’t 
mention Surface I took it as an expres
sion of regret an’ sympathy. Hender
son is head of the bank that wouldn’t 
lend me the money to save my ranch.”

“Ahuh. Wal, thet is a hunch. Rustle 
my hawss, Hank. I’m ridin’ to town.”

Henderson received Brazos with a 
veiled surprise not unmixed with in
terest.

“ I called to ask a couple of questions, 
Mr. Henderson, an’ maybe one is in 
the nature of a favor,” said Brazos 
frankly.

“Well, shoot, cowboy,” replied the 
banker with an encouraging smile.

“Do yu know Jack Sain?”
“By sight only.”
“Could yu give him a job ridin’?
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From all I heahed since I came back 
yu need some riders. I'll stand for 
Jack.”

“Very well. That is recommendation 
enough. Send him in.”

“Thet’s fine of yu, Mr. Henderson. 
Jack's down in the mouth, he’s had 
such bad luck. He took the Neeces’ 
trouble to heart. My other question 
is kinda personal an’ I hope yu excuse 
it.”

“What is it, Keene?”
“Air yu for or against Raine Sur

face?” asked Brazos deliberately.
“Is that any business of yours?” 
“Not onless yu make it mine. But 

I’m against him. I’m on Abe Neece’s 
side in this deal.”

“Keene! So that is what Inskip 
meant?”

“Mr. Henderson, yu know me an’ I 
make bold enough to think yu have 
confidence in me. If Cap Britt was 
heah in yore place he’d put me on this 
job.”

“What job?”
“Why, yu’re a Westerner, Mr. Hen

derson.”
“Yes. And you’re a clever cowboy. 

Keene— Did you know that Raine Sur
face killed a cattleman named Stokes 
for insinuating things?”

“Shore, I heahed thet.”
“Keene, I won’t say anything. But 

you can make your own conclusions.” 
“Will yu respect my confidence?” 
“Absolutely.”
“Wal, I reckon Raine Surface is an

other Sewall McCoy.”
“Aha! That was behind your little 

address to the Cattlemen’s Association 
some weeks ago? Inskip told me that 
very thing.”

“Yes, it was an’ is.”
“Ticklish business, even for a Brazos 

Keene. Surface has many interests, rid

ers galore, and according to range gos
sip a tough outfit somewhere up in 
the hills.”

“All powerful interestin’ to me, Mr. 
Henderson. If Surface didn’t have 
them, he wouldn’t class with Sewall 
McCoy. At thet I reckon McCoy had 
what Surface doesn’t show to me. An' 
thet’s brains. McCoy lasted for years 
in New Mexico. An’ if it hadn’t been 
for my suspicion aboot a cowboy rider 
in my ootfit, why McCoy might be 
playin’ a high hand yet. But Surface 
won’t last the month oot. He just 
doesn’t savvy us.”

“Us? And who are us?” queried Hen
derson tersely.

“Wal, Kiskadden an’ Inskip an’ 
Neece an’ Bilyen an’ me—an’ yu, Mr. 
Henderson,” drawled Brazos. “ I’m 
obliged to yu for seein’ me an’ more 
especial for yore bolsterin’ up of my 
hunch aboot Surface.”

“See here, Keene, I didn’t say—I 
didn’t intimate—” stammered the bank
er-cattleman, much perturbed.

“All I needed was to talk to yu a 
little. I know what yu think. But yu 
didn’t tell me an’ yu can rest safe in 
thet assurance. Keep oot of Surface’s 
way. He might try to bore yu to 
strengthen his stand.”

Brazos strode out of the bank, glad 
to be in the open air, where he want
ed to whoop and swear. But all he did 
do was to stand with apparent care
lessness watching the passersby. Pres
ently he turned the corner, down the 
side street and went around to Mexi
can Joe’s. From the little window of 
his room upstairs he bent a keen and 
penetrating eye upon the men on the 
street.

Wal, I've got the cairds an’ I can 
shore play them, soliloquized Brazos, 
as broodingiy he watched the passers-
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by and grew dark in the mood that 
held him aloof. All I gotta do is lay for 
some of these hombres who’re oot to 
cash me in. An’ Bodkin is one of them. 
An’ thet trio of hombres includin’ the 
coiogirl with the little feet. An’ maybe' 
some others I gotta savvy. An’ by 
Gawd, I'll bore some of them—ail’ crip
ple one who'll squeal. Failin’ all thet 
I’ll corner Surface himself—make him 
crawl or kill him!

That night after supper Brazos be
gan his stalk, as stealthily as if he 
were deer hunting, though with the 
wary intensity which accompanied the 
blood pursuit of man.

He kept to the shadows close to the 
sides of the buildings and he proceeded 
slowly. He was seen, but never by any 
pedestrian or lounger whom he had 
not seen first. One of Brazos’s uncanny 
faculties—that which had always been 
a part of any gunman who survived 
long—was to sense in any person the 
mood which now gripped him.

Wherever possible, Brazos had a 
long look into a saloon before he en
tered. When he went in, it was with 
sudden stride, to stand facing the whole 
assembly, with a keen and menacing 
front. On these occasions there were 
indeed few occupants whom he did not 
see. And always, after a few moments, 
when the significance of his stand had 
permeated to the farthest corner, he 
would back out.

This bold maneuver had its telling 
effect. It made the crowd aware Brazos 
Keene was on the rampage, all the 
more dangerous because he was sober. 
It told his enemies, if any were pres
ent, that it was not possible to shoot 
him in the back, that a false move on 
the part of any man would precipitate 
a flashing gunplay, that he was ready 
for an even break.

Brazos left that impression behind 
him in all the saloons and gambling- 
dens of Las Animas. He left more—an 
intense curiosity as to whom he was 
so boldly seeking. Those who had seen 
him had not the least idea that Brazos 
himself did not know. He guessed they 
would whisper, the names of Bodkin, 
Barsh, possibly Surface, though hardly 
the last named, for the rancher did 
not frequent these disreputable halls. 
Lastly, the act itself affected Brazos 
deeply, almost equivalently to the 
stimulus of hard liquor, from which 
fire and violence of spirit he would 
not recover until this bloody business 
had run its course.

Contrary to Brazos’s earlier consid
eration of what he thought he had bet
ter do, he presented himself at the door 
of the Neeces’ apartment over the res
taurant and knocked solidly. The door 
opened quickly, to disclose one of the 
twins in a dressing-gown, most be
witching in the dim lamplight.

“Sorry—but I gotta see June,” an
nounced Brazos with a deep breath.

“Come in. I’ve been waiting. I knew 
you’d come. Janis and Auntie have 
gone to bed,” she replied, in a low voice 
a little hurried.

Brazos strode in with his clinking 
tread and dropped his sombrero on the 
floor. Almost, the sweetness of June’s 
presence, the intimacy she granted, 
burned away that dark mood. He 
flinched at a thought of his brazenness 
—at his stubborn need to end misun
derstanding. But a second thought re
assured Brazos. It was only fair to 
him that she should hear his honest 
intentions. He might not be able to 
come back again.

June stood before him, turning up 
the lamp ever so little. She looked at 
him with dark wide eyes.
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“Had I not better run to my room 
and slip on a dress? I’m quite—quite—” 

“Quite distractin’-an ’ thet’s what I 
need,” he interrupted her gloomily.

“Brazos!” She came close to catch 
the lapels of his coat and look up anx
iously. “What has happened? I never 
saw you look like this.”

“Nothin’ happened yet, June. But it’s 
gonna happen—an’ pronto. There air 
men in town—I don’t know how many 
—come to kill me. An’ I just been goin’ 
the rounds to let them see I won’t be 
so easy to kill.”

Flattered by her anxiety, Brazos had 
reacted to the desire to carry it still 
farther. Though his statement was not 
in the least exaggerated, it was yet one 
he would not have made except under 
the stimulus of those troubled eyes.

“Oh, mercy! I feared—this,” whis
pered June unsteadily, and leaned 
shaking against him.

“June, I reckoned yu’d better heah 
it from me,” he said earnestly. “ ’Cause 
no matter if I am Brazos Keene—some
thin’ might happen. But I’ve been in 
a heap tighter place—to come oot safe. 
An’ so it’ll be this time.”

"And it’s all because you want to 
help us,” she said eloquently.

“Never mind tliet,” he rejoined 
hastily. “June, it’s shore hard to say 
the rest. My chest’s cavin’ in. Yu re
member the night I left for Kansas 
City—how I was mad enough to take 
them-them two kisses yu was mad 
enough to say yu owed me?”

“I’ll never forget, Brazos!”
“Wal, I was so scairt thet I ran off 

withoot declarin’ myself. An’ it's kinda 
haunted me since. June, I cain’t have 
yu misunderstandin’ me. It wasn’t thet 
I was askin’ anythin’ of yu then. I just 
couldn't go withoot them kisses. Arif 
the reason is yu—I—I— Aw! I love yu

turrible, June. Thet’s all. An' if I come 
oot of this mess alive I’ll shore ask 
yu to marry m e- Somethin’ I’d better 
ask now—’cause when yu go home to 
live at Twin Sombreros an’ be an heir
ess-why I just couldn’t have the 
nerve.”

She lifted her face, flushed and radi
ant. “Brazos,” she whispered shyly, 
“ I’ve loved you from the very first 
minute you looked at me.”

“Aw, June-thet cain’t be so!" he im
plored, and took her into his arms.

“ It is so,” she whispered, hiding her 
face on his shoulder. “ It has nearly- 
driven me crazy. I was afraid—I 
thought you—you loved Janis best.”

“Good Lord!” breathed Brazos over 
her clustering hair. But the nearness 
of her, the surrender of her soft palpi
tating person to him, the maddening 
fact that her white arms were slipping 
round his neck—these drove away the 
appalling thought of Janis.

“Brazos—did you ask me—anything?” 
she murmured.

“ I said I would—if—when I come oot 
of this mess alive.”

“Better ask me—now.”
He was overcome and happier than 

he had ever hoped to be in his life.
“Darlin’ June. I’m turrible unwor

thy of yu. But I love yu. An’ I ask yu to 
—to be my wife.”

“You have my promise,” she said 
simply, and lifted her face from his 
shoulder, and then blushing scarlet- 
her lips to his.

“There! Ah, no more! Brazos!” she 
whispered, and slipped shyly from his 
arms, to close the opened dressing- 
gown around her neck. “Go now, Bra
zos. It’s late. And here I am—forgetting 
my modesty! But you’ve made me hap
py. I’m not afraid now, Brazos. Adios, 
my cowboy!”
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C h a p t e r  S e v e n  

Brazos G6ts an Earful

EXT morning Brazos 
began patrolling Las 
Animas. It was Satur
day, and the influx of 
cowboys and other 
ranch folk had notice
ably begun. Brazos 
stalked by the Twin 

Sombreros restaurant looking out of 
the corner of his eye. Across the rail
road tracks the station platform show
ed the usual crowd and bustle inci
dent to the arrival of a train.

Inside the station Brazos encounter
ed Lura Surface just turning away 
from the ticket window. She was 
dressed for a journey and her appear
ance was striking. She carried a satch
el and evidently the larger bag at her 
feet belonged to her.

“Mawnin’, Lura Surface. Air yu run- 
nin’ away on me?” drawled Brazos, 
doffing his sombrero.

“Brazos Keene!” she exclaimed. 
Then she gave him a glance from su
perb green eyes that was not particu
larly flattering. “Yes, I am running 
away, and for good—if it’s anything to 
you.”

“Yu don’t say. Aw, I'm sorry. I been 
wantin’ to see yu powerful bad.”

“Yes, you have,” she rejoined with 
scorn.

“Honest Injun, Lura.”
“Why didn't you then? I wrote you. 

I wanted to ask you to—to help me. I 
went to the place where we met be
fore. But you didn't come. And you 
never wrote.”

“Lura, thet.’s too bad. I’m sorry. I 
never got yore letter. Fact is I haven’t 
been to the post office. Don't never 
want to get another letter! An’ I’ve

been away for weeks.”
“ I heard you had-only yesterday. 

Too late to save my hard feelings to
ward you.”

“Lura, yu make me feel bad. What’d 
I do to hurt yu?”

“The nerve of you! To ask that.” 
“Wal, I’m askin’,” he returned, with 

his frank smile. As a matter of fact 
Brazos remembered very well, and 
also the regret he had felt at the time.

•“It’s too late, Brazos,” she said, a 
little bitterly. “ I’m going to Denver to 
marry Hal Howard.”

“Aw! yu don’t say? Wal, I’m shore 
congratulatin’ thet hombre.”

“But you don’t congratulate me?” 
she flashed.

“Hardly. I just cain’t see yu throwin’ 
yoreself away on a cairdsharp. Why, 
Lura, yu got «11 the girls oot heah 
skinned to a frazzle.”

“If you thought so—so much of me 
why did you—” she asked, softening 
under his warm praise, and faltering 
to a close. Her hard green eyes misted 
over. Then she went on, “Was it be
cause you’d heard things about my love 
affairs?”

“No, it shore wasn’t,” he replied 
bluntly, realizing that he had met her 
at a singularly opportune moment.

“I was a flirt. But I would have told 
you— I had to have a man, Brazos. If 
you don’t'want me to hate you forever, 
tell me why—why you started so sweet
ly—and left me flat?”

“Lura, I reckon I don't know how 
sweet I started, but I shore know I 
fell flat,” said Brazos earnestly. It was 
only a half truth, but it did not lack 
sincerity. “An’ if I’d gone on meetin’ 
yu, I'd fall'n so tumble in love with 
yu thet I’d half died. But I swear, Lura, 
it wasn’t thet which made me back 
oot.”
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“Brazos! You were afraid of Dad?” 
she whispered.

“No. Not thet. Lura, I'm not afraid of 
any man. But it was because he was 
yore father.”

She met his piercing gaze with un
derstanding, and a visible shudder.

“ I can forgive you now. Brazos. And 
I can return your confidence. Dad 
wanted you hanged. And you didn’t 
want me to break my heart over a 
cowboy who knew why Dad wanted 
him out of the way. Howard figured it 
all out. He had that hold on father— 
so we played it for all it was worth
while I was still an heiress."

The train whistled for the stop. Lura 
designated her bag, which Brazos took 
up. They went out on the platform, 
where Brazos reverted to the man who 
was not going to be surprised by an 
enemy. The engine rumbled past; the 
train halted with squeak and jar; and 
there followed the bustle incident to 
its arrival. Brazos helped Lura on, 
found a seat for her. and depositing 
her bag he held out his hand, finding 
speech difficult.

‘■•Good-by an’ good luck.” lie said. 
“Vu’re game, Lura. I’m gonna risk a 
word of advice. Stop Howard’s call’d 
playin’.”

“He will not need to gamble.” she 
flashed with a smile. “One last word, 
Brazos Keene. Lean closer.” She put 
her cool lips to his ear, in what cer
tainly was a caress as well as an act 
of secrecy. “For my sake, spare Dad 
the rope!”

Brazos could find no answer. He 
clasped her hand hard, bent over it 
and then let go to stand erect. The 
train was moving. One last glance he 
took at her eyes, brimming with tears, 
and dark with pain. Then he wheeled 
to run back to the platform, and jump

off. He stood till the train passed by, 
and then, absorbed in thought, wend
ed a pondering watchful way down 
the street.

At the corner where the bank stood 
an idea struck him. He went in to 
see Henderson. Without any greeting 
or other preliminary Brazos flung a 
query at the keen-eved banker.

“ Did this heah bank get held up 
yesterday or maybe day before?”

“By a bandit?” replied Henderson, 
laughing despite his surprise.

“ I reckon one man might think thet. 
A bandit with green eyes an' red hair.” 

“Keene, you’re a wizard. You beat 
me all hollow.”

“Wal, come oot with it then. Didn’t 
Raine Surface draw a big sum of 
money?”

“All he had in cash.”
“How much wras thet?”
“Close to forty thousand dollars.” 
“Doggone! An’ wasn't Howard with 

him?”
“Yes. Surface claimed it was a gam

bling debt. He didn't strike me as good 
a loser as usual.”

“Gamblin' debt yore eye!” retorted 
Brazos scornfully. “Henderson, thet 
was the price of Howard’s silence. The 
gambler sold oot cheap. But still he 
got the girl.”

“Lura!”
“Who else?”
“Good heavens!” ejaculated the 

banker, intensely astonished. “I begin 
to see light.”

“Yu been wearin’ blinders long 
enough, Henderson. Keep this under 
yore hat for the present.”

“Wait, Keene,” said the other, as 
Brazos turned to go. “That little'mat
ter of putting Bodkin in as sheriff has 
come up. What’ll I do about it?”

“Air yu still in Surface’s Cattle As
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sociation, Henderson?”
“I resigned.”
“Wal, if I was yu, Mr. Henderson, 

I’d say pretty pert thet I was for sav
in’ the town Bodkin’s burial expenses 
by not electin’ him sheriff.”

“That’s certainly pert. I'll do it, Bra
zos. But let me give you a hunch. 
They’ll make Bodkin sheriff.”

“ Shore they will—if he’s crazy 
enough to accept it. I guess I better 
throw a scare into him.”

Brazos left the bank to stalk down 
the street. The business of this impor
tant day was in full swing. All avail
able space along the sidewalks was oc
cupied by wagons, buckboards, and 
saddle horses. It was dusty and hot. 
Shirt-sleeved Westerners of every class 
moved along the walks or stood at 
doors or corners. It was noticeable to 
Brazos that as he approached, some of 
them froze and most of them attempt
ed to conceal restraint. None of them 
met his glance. But when he passed 
they turned to watch him.

Passing the open door of the largest 
merchandise store Las Animas could 
boast of, Brazos had a glimpse of Bod
kin holding forth to a group of men, 
some of them dusty yellow-booted visi
tors from the range. Brazos passed on 
and halted. What could he make out 
of an encounter with Bodkin? The 
man would not draw. But he could be 
made a target for speech that would 
sweep over town like fire in prairie 
grass.

Brazos turned back to enter the 
store. He assumed a swinging forward 
crouch and the sullen mien of a cow
boy who had been tilting the bottle. 
The little group spread from a circle 
to a line, leaving Bodkin in the center, 
and apart. The action was like clock
work.

Bodkin showed no marked effect at 
sight of Brazos. As the cowboy had let 
him off before, he would again. This 
time, however, the ex-deputy packed 
a gun at his hip.

“Bodkin, I been lookin’ all over this 
heah town for yu,” declared Brazos 
in a surly voice.

“Keene, I haven’t been hidin’,” com
plained Bodkin.

“Wal, yu’re damn hard to find, an’ 
yu shore got thet Barsh hombre hid 
somewhere.”

“He’s out of town.”
“When’s he cornin’ back?”
“I don’t know. Probably soon.” 
“Can yu get word to him?”
“I could if I wanted to.”
“Ahuh. Wal, yu better want to. Yu 

tell yore ropin’ hombre thet he’d be 
wise to stay away from heah or else do 
some tall figgerin’ how he’s gonna keep 
me from borin’ him.”

“Keene, Barsh wouldn’t dare meet 
you in an even break. He’s only a boy. 
He never shot at a man. An’ you 
wouldn’t shoot him in cold blood.” 

“Hell I wouldn’t! Hasn’t there been 
a lot of shootin’ in cold blood goin’«on 
aboot heah? I’m sore, Bodkin. I’m spit- 
tin’ fire.”

“So I see. That’s your game. It’s 
none of my business. Everybody 
knows you’re rarin’ to fight, but you 
don’t shoot men who’re tryin’ to keep 
out of your way.”

‘What’s to keep me from shootin’ 
Barsh’s laig off?” demanded Brazos, 
swaggering a little. He had his som
brero pulled down over his eyes so 
that they were in shadow.

“Your bein’ Brazos Keene, I reckon.” 
“An- what’s to keep me from shootin’ 

yore laig off?”
“ I’m not worryin’ none,” returned 

Bodkin, but the fading of his healthy
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tan attested to another state of mind. 
The interview had begun to be painful 
to him. He seemed to catch a point in 
it.

“Ahuh. I reckon yu got me figgered 
good. Wal, then, yu're so damn smart 
what’s to keep me from shootin' Raine 
Surface’s laig off?’’

Bodkin's start and expression were 
peculiar, and he did not reply. All the 
other men stood spellbound. The busi
ness of the big store ceased, clerks 
and customers standing amazed in 
their tracks.

“Answer thet, Bodkin. Talk, damn 
yu! Wasn’t yu loud-mouthed when I 
dropped in on yu?” shouted Brazos in 
a loud rasping voice that halted pedes
trians outside. “What’s to keep me 
from shootin’ Raine Surface's laig 
o ff?”

“Nothin’, Keene—nothin',” ejaculat
ed the other, harassed and impotent. 
He knew what was coining and he 
could not ward it off. Only a gun could 
do that! “But you couldn't do it-any 
more than to Rarsh. Mr. Surface is out 
of your reach. He’s a big man on this 
range. You're loco, Keene. You’re 
drunk.”

“Not so drunk as yu reckon, Bodkin. 
An’ yu’re defendin’ Surface from a 
likker-soakin’, fire-spittin’, gun-throw- 
in’ cowboy?”

“I’m tryin’ to talk sense. You might 
as well bust in on Henderson in the 
bank, or Mr. Jones here at his desk— 
as Raine Surface. Why, it’s outlandish! 
Mr. Surface is a generous, big-hearted 
gentleman, a power in this town, a fine 
citizen who has the best interests of 
the community-”

“Haw! Haw!” interrupted Brazos in 
harsh mockery, “Bodkin, yu must be 
a fool as wal as the other things yu 
air. I reckon next yu’ll say Surface

never did anythin’ against me.”
“Sure he-never did,” panted Bod

kin loyally, beginning to sweat. He 
was caught in a trap of his own set
ting.

“The hell's fire he didn't! How about 
ridin’ after vu thet day an’ orderin’—/  
my orderin'-yu  to hang me right then 
an’ there?”

“He didn't order mi'. I was actin’ 
under orders from Kiskadden.”

“Yu lyin’ tool of thet two-faced cat
tleman!” Brazos fairly hurled the epi
thet. “An' next yu'll. be savin' thet Sur
face didn't beat Abe Neece oot of Twin 
Sombreros Ranch—he didn’t steal the 
herd of Texas longhorns thet Neece 
had cornin’ north. Aw, no-not atall! He 
didn’t have his tools buy off or kill 
Neece's ootfit of riders an’ drive thet 
herd west along the Cimarron, over 
the Dry Trail, across New' Mexico to 
the railroad? Aw, no—not atall! Sur
face didn’t have his tools-one of 
which you air, damn yore yellow skin! 
He didn't have them hold Neece up 
thet night late an’ rob him .of the mon
ey Neece was takin’ to the bank next 
mawnin'. Aw. hell no! not atall! An’ 
yore big-hearted respectable fine boss 
didn’t have nothin’ to do with Allen 
Neece’s murder?”

“My Gawd—no!” gasped Bodkin hus
kily. “Keene-all I can say is—you’re 
drunk—or crazy.”

“Yu’re the crazy one, Bodkin,” rasp
ed Brazos, in a voice no drunken man 
could have used. “An’ yore boss, Sur
face, is wuss than crazy. He’s new 
heah. An’ yu’re not so damn old. Why, 
man, this corner of Colorado is close 
to New' Mexico. There air Texans on 
this range. Yu’re lookin’ at one now.”

“Brazos Iveene-Texan or no—you’ll 
be run out of Las Animas,” blustered 
Bodkin haggardly, fighting for wit and
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courage to defend himself.
“An' who’s goin’ to do thet little 

job?” queried Brazos scornfully.
“Surface will. The Cattlemen’s As

sociation. The business men of this 
town. They can’t stand for such 
ravin’—”

“Cheese it. Bodkin,” cut in Brazos 
piercingly, “Yu heahed me. An’ yore lit
tle audience heahed me. Just what yu 
air ootside of a monumental liar I 
haven’t figgered vet. But yu’re crook
ed. Yu heah thet? Yu’re crooked. An’ 
if yore crooked boss puts yu in as sher
iff of Las Animas I’ll kill yu!”

Brazos ended that ringing denuncia
tion in a silence which could be felt. 
Bodkin's terrified visage satisfied Bra
zos that he had driven his point home. 
The spectators equally satisfied Brazos 
that his incredible affront would fly 
swiftly as the wind on a thousand ton
gues to every corner of the range. His 
New Mexico friends. Holly Ripple. 
Renn Frayne. and Cap Britt would 
hear it before the week was out. Raine 
Surface would be a marked if not a 
ruined man.

One of the spectators outside the 
store was Kiskadden.

“Howdy, Texas. Where'll hell have 
yu been for so long? Did yu heah our 
little session in there?”

“Heah yu! Say, cowboy, yu could 
have been heahed over in the next, 
county. Thet was good, even for Brazos 
Keene. I reckon they got yu desper
ate.”

“Riled, anyway. What’ll they do, Kis
kadden?”

“I’ll be damned if I can reckon thet. 
Import some ootfit to get rid of yu, I 
reckon.”

“ I’ve been lookin’ for the two men 
an’ a girl who killed Allen Necce. 
Cain’t find a trace of them.”

“Wal, yu will now. Surface will have 
to kill yu to save his name. It shore 
was a clever trick, Brazos. Let’s drop 
in somewhere an’ talk.”

For three days Brazos watched Bod
kin unobtrusively. Brazos found noth
ing tedious in hiding in every conceiv
able kind of place to get track of Bod
kin’s movements. The ex-deputy went 
about with a bold front, but it was evi
dent to Brazos that the man was feel
ing extreme perturbation. He never 
went near Twin Sombreros Ranch. 
Bodkin was waiting for the terrible 
news to reach Surface’s ears.

On the third night Brazos frightened 
the proprietor of the Ijotel where Bod
kin stayed into giving him the room 
next to Bodkin’s.- Brazos made sure 
Bodkin was out, then carefully cut a 
hole through the partition in a corner 
where it would not soon be discovered. 
This done, Brazos sat down to wait. 
Some time Bodkin would be cornered 
in that room by Surface, or would con
fer with one or more of the rancher’s 
men. Brazos meant to hide there, go
ing out only "after nightfall, until the 
developments he expected reached 
their climax.

But as Brazos's luck would always 
have it, his marvelous patience did not 
need to be exercised. At midnight, just 
after the eastbound train had arrived, 
Bodkin entered his room with two 
men. Brazos, moving about in his 
stocking feet, glued his ear to the little 
hole in the corner.

“Talk low, fellers,” Bodkin said, “ I’m 
scared even of the walls in this town. 
Keene hasn’t been seen for three days.”

“Sure as God made little apples he’s 
trailin’ you,” whispered one of them.

“I feel it, Brad. Set down. Hyar’s lik- 
ker an’ cigars. I sure got a lot on my
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chest thet I got to get rid of.”
Brazos’s frame leaped as if galvan

ized by a vital current at the name 
B.ad. That night on the road, had he 
mistaken the name Bard for Brad? He 
was going to find out, and he stiffened 
with eagerness. He heard the gurgle of 
liquor out of a bottle and the striking 
of matches.

“Panhandle Ruckfall showed yellow 
clear to his gizzard,” spoke up another 
voice, thin and low, somehow sibilant. 
“He turned the job down. I raised the 
ante to two thousand dollars. Ruckfall 
gave me the laugh. ‘A hell of a lot of 
fun I’d get out of ten thousand after 
meeting Brazos Keene!’ is what he 
said. He had too much sense to tackle 
such a deal. He might have killed 
Keene, but it’s an even bet that Keene 
would kill him.

“There was not another gunman in 
Dodge or Abilene who would have any 
chance against Keene. I advised 
against that—and there we are. If we 
tried Billy the Kid he'd be liable to 
bore us.”

“ We’re stuck,” whispered Bodkin 
thickly. “ I’ve been keepin’ out of the 
boss’s way. But he eorraled me today. 
Gawd Almighty! I reckoned he was 
goin’ to shoot me.”

“You’re wrong, Bodkin,” rejoined 
the one with the curt voice. “ It’s he. 
who’s stuck. Serves him right. He’s 
gone too far. That Neece deal was too 
raw. I told him. Now, if Bard and his 
girl fail—”

An eloquent silence gave Brazos time 
to grasp this new connection—so there 
was a Bard as well as a Brad!

“Did you fetch them?” queried Bod
kin.

“Yes. An'1 O-outt with them. They 
went to Hailey's.”

“Now what?” asked the third man.

“We’ll lay low till it’s over, Brad.” 
“Listen,” whispered this member of 

the trio. “ It’ll be over pronto. Brazos 
Keene will see through thet dodge. 
Bard’s black-eyed wench is a slick one. 
But I’ll bet she fails hyar.”

“She’s our best bet,” returned Bod
kin hoarsely. “Keene is hot after wom
en. The town is full of talk about him 
runnin’ after Lura Surface an’ the 
Neece twins. An’ they’re all good girls. 
Bess Syvertsen is bad-bad from her 
mother up. Add to thet, she’s hand
some as hell. Keene can’t resist such 
a combination.”

“The hell’s fire he can’t,” retorted 
Brad. “You don’t savvy that hombre. 
Now here’s what I think of your deal. 
I’m not beholdin' to any of you. An’ 
tomorrow I’m lightin’ out of this town 
an’ I’m ridin’ far. If you've got an 
ounce of sense you’ll do the same.” 

“Brad, I can’t pull up stakes hyar. 
I'm goin’ to be sheriff of this county.” 

“You're goin’ to be a stiff,” snorted 
Brad.

“Not so loud,” put in the third man 
with his cool voice. “Bodkin, I’m 
afraid Brad has it figured. I’d say if 
we had plenty of time we’d have a sure 
thing with Bess Syvertsen on the job. 
She’s the most fascinating girl I ever 
met. But the hell of it is, can we take 
time? It's got to be done right now.” 

“We’ll have to give her time.” 
“Every hour adds to the doubt and 

suspicion already working.”
“Even with Brazos Keene dead- 

which is sure a far-fetched conclusion, 
gentlemen-this town is going to think 
on. Henderson, Kiskadden. Inskip, 
Moore, Hadley. Stevens—all these men 
are getting their heads together. They 
are going to buck the Cattlemen’s As
sociation. They'll split it wide open. 
Most of them are honest cattlemen,
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you know. They’ve just been fooled. 
Cattlemen are the easiest of men to 
fool because they take a little irregu
larity for granted, even among them
selves, and they don’t want to think. 
But when it comes to being robbed by 
rustlers—they wake up.

“Look at the Lincoln County War— 
the Nebraska range feud, the Wyoming 
Jasper deal, or any of the famous ex
amples, especially that Sewall McCoy- 
Russ Slaughter combine a few years 
ago over here in New Mexico. And Bra
zos Keene is the cowboy who ferreted 
that out, confronted those men with 
the fact of their guilt—and killed them 
both!”

Another pregnant little silence en
sued. One of the men got up to move 
about and breathe hard. A second pour
ed out a drink. That interview was 
wearing to a close. And Brazos grew 
tense and stiff with a fast approaching 
problem of what his next move should 
be.

“Fellers,” said Brad, at length, “ I’m 
pullin’ up stakes. An' I don’t mind fell
in’ you I’d take that bag of gold with 
me, if I could find it.”

“Ha! Ha!” laughed Bodkin low and 
sarcastically. Brad was not the only 
one who had had that ingenious idea.

‘Where did he put it?" queried the 
unknown man. “He must have banked 
such a large sum.”

“Not much. He hid it,” declared Bod
kin.

“What was the motive in that?”
“He couldn't bank it. An’ it’s too

soon yet after Neece’s holdup. But it 
runs in my mind that he’ll keep it 
close so he’ll be well heeled when he 
slopes.”

“Does Bard know where that money 
is?”

“No more than do I. It’s always 
stuck in his craw—that bag of gold. He 
an’ Orcutt held Neece up. An’ once I 
heard Orcutt say, ‘Why did we let that 
gold get out of our hands?’ ”

“Same reason that applies to all of 
us. The stronger will of a crookeder 
man! Well, he’s run his race. It’s not 
in the nature of things for all the men 
he has used to stand around now, wait
ing to be hanged or shot. How about 
you, Bod?”

“I’ll stick around,” replied Bodkin 
evasively.

“Every man for himself from now 
on, eh?”

“Let’s drink to thet.”
Brazos had only a moment more to 

decide his course of action. All the 
tiger in him leaped at the thought of 
confronting these conspirators before 
they left that room. He had heard the 
facts. But the strong heady impulse to 
kill could not hold against his intelli
gence, his judgment, his genius for 
thinking the right thing at the right 
moment. There would be little to gain 
in a fight and very much to risk. 
Wherefore Brazos relaxed from that 
passionate blood lust. This Brad, and 
the unnamed man, would go their sep
arate ways, and probably never cross 
Brazos's trail again. But Bodkin, cow
ard though he was, had some powerful 
motive for remaining in Las Animas.

Brazos heard the two men depart, 
treading softly, and he heard Bodkin 
curse his relief and satisfaction. Some
thing had ended and it was more than 
that interview.
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Chapter E ight 
“Black-Eyed Wench."fN EVERY Sunday the 

event of the day was 
the arrival and de
parture of the after
noon train. It was 
about as much of a 
social gathering as 
Las Animas saw ex

cept at dances and school entertain
ments. There was no church. The 
crowd appeared dressed their best.

Brazos occupied his old stand 
against the wall of the station build
ing. His presence, for those who no
ticed him, served to inhibit somewhat 
the leisurely pleasure of the hour.

Bess Syvertsen was there with some 
country folk about whom Brazos was 
almost as curious as he was about her. 
He needed only one look to convince 
himself that none of the four men could 
be Bard Syvertsen or Orcutt. The fifth 
was a woman of rather bold and flashy 
appearance. Brazos studied them with 
interest.

He was surprised at this incident. 
He had not expected the stellar mem
ber of Surface’s crooked trio to show 
any interest in people of the commu
nity. He had expected them to be 
strangers. Moreover Bess Syvertsen 
should be looking for him, which she 
assuredly did not happen to be doing. 
The train arrived, and the woman, ac
companied by the two best-dressed of 
the men, boarded it. Bess, with the oth
er two, turned away to stroll along the 
station platform, following the crowd 
upstreet, Brazos, from under his som
brero brim, looked that trio over as 
if his eyes were magnifying glasses. 
The two men were hangers-about- 
town; he had seen them somewhere.

Brazos paid little attention to Bess 
Syvertsen’s cowgirl garb, except to 
note that she packed a gun somewhat 
too heavy for her slim build. He look
ed at her face.

From a distance it appeared oval, of 
pale olive hue, lighted by piercing dark 
eyes. As she came nearer he had op
portunity to observe more closely. A 
small face, framed in dark hair which 
showed well under the small black 
sombrero, it would have been striking
ly pretty but for a hard, ruthless, 
hawklike cast that Brazos did not miss. 
He would have been most thoughtful 
about it but for the conviction, as she 
passed, that Without doubt she knew 
him and had all the while been aware 
of his presence.

Monday brought back the bustle and 
rising dust and moving color to the 
cattle town, Brazos felt that this day 
he would meet Bess Syvertsen and he 
was on edge for the event. Wherefore 
he was all primed and set for the mo
mentous meeting when it came about 
at the post office.

Bess had dropped out of the sky, 
apparently, to follow him up to the 
window where Brazos was asking for 
mail. She pressed close to Brazos and 
asked the clerk for a stamp. What a 
hot gush ran along Brazos’s veins at 
the sound of that young high-pitched 
voice! He recognized it. except for the 
sweet quality, which had taken the 
place of the nervous shrill note he re
membered. For the stamp she tendered 
a hundred-dollar bill, which the clerk 
pushed back with a laugh.

“What will I do?” she complained.
“ I’ll trust you. Go to the bank and 

get change.”
Brazos promptly produced some 

coins. “Heah, lady, I’ll oblige yu,” he
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drawled, handing her the money.
“Oh, thank you,” she replied, sud

denly becoming aware of his presence. 
She took the two cents and paid for 
her stamp, but she had no letter upon 
which to put it. Then she turned to 
Brazos, who had dropped back a few 
steps.

“Cowboy, how is it I haven’t seen 
youf” she asked merrily.

Brazos took off his sombrero and 
stood uncovered before her, with his 
habitual cool courtesy In the presence 
of the opposite sex.

“Wal, I was just thinkin’ the same 
aboot yu," he drawled with his slow 
smile.

“ I am Bess Syvertsen,” she said de
liberately.

Brazos made her a gallant bow. “1 
shore am happy to meet yu,” he re
plied, but he did not mention his name.

While these remarks were exchang
ed she led Brazos aside from the door
way to the window. They stood there 

■ then, looking at each other. She was 
as sincere as a woman could be. Bra
zos’s interest, a cowboy’s sudden flare- 
up at meeting a new girl, was only a 
smiling dissimulation. Surprise seem
ed to be her dominant feeling of the 
moment, behind which she betrayed a 
profoundly deep interest. Brazos 
thought ironically that a girl who 
meant to murder a man in cold blood 
would be likely to have some interest 
in him.

“Who are you?” she asked.
“Aw, I hate to tell yu.”
“You needn’t be afraid,” she said 

with a smile that changed the flinty 
beauty of her face. “I can stand a 
shock.”

“Wal, then, doggone it—I’m thet poor 
hombre, Brazos Keene.”

“No!” she exclaimed. Despite her de

ceit she betrayed sincerity as well. 
“Not that hard-riding, hard-drinking, 
hard-shooting cowboy?”

“I shore am ashamed to confess it, 
lady.”

“I just can’t believe you’re Brazos 
Keene,” she declared seriously, and 
she flashed those glittering black eyes 
over Brazos’s silver spurs and high 
boots, his dark garb against which the 
heavy black gun belt and gun did not 
show conspicuously, his vest and scarf, 
to his face where it fixed with as com
pelling a scrutiny as Brazos cared to 
meet.

“You forget yore West, my girl,” he 
drawled. “Range talk blames me for a 
lot thet I’m innocent of.”

“Range talk is always true, Brazos 
Keene."

“Wal, I’m gonna return yore com
pliment, so far as lookin’ yu over is 
concerned,” said Brazos with his dis
arming smile, and proceeded to treat 
her to an examination as keen as hers 
had been.

The spurs she wore had been used 
to ride with and not for ornament, 
though they were of finest Spanish de
sign. Her elegant custom-made boots 
adorned the smallest and most shape
ly feet Brazos had ever seen. Her slen
der legs and rounded hips, the grace 
of which the trousers accentuated 
rather than hid, were excuse enough 
to hold the gaze of a woman-mad cow
boy such as he was said to be.

She wore a gray blouse and a red 
scarf and a dark leather vest with 
pearl buttons. It hung open, Brazos 
noted that it could not have been but
toned over her swelling breasts. And 
as he permitted his scrutiny to end on 
her face, he saw it to be beautiful on 
the moment, warm and radiant, almost 
sweet with the light of woman’s pleas
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ed vanity. And smiling into her eyes, 
Brazos could no more believe that she 
was a hardened frontier dance-hall 
girl, a lure used to entice men, than she 
could believe he was the frontier’s 
wildest and bloodiest cowboy.

“Well, how do you like me?" she 
queried archly. “You took long enough 
about it. I felt as if you were undress
ing me.”

“Like! Why, I think yu’re just won
derful. An’ I don’t care who yu air, 
where yu come from, or who yu’re 
with.”

“You might be taking a risk. My fa
ther has no use for cowboys.”

“Is he heah?”
“Yes. Bard Syvertsen. He’s a cattle 

buyer. We travel all over from Kansas 
City to Denver. Father has a deal on 
with Surface and Miller.”

“Wal, it’s just too bad. Always my 
luck! I ride the ranges an’ I meet girls. 
Reckon I’m hard to please. My mother 
taught me to respect her sex. I don’t 
care for town hussies or camp trulls. I 
cain’t stand these nice goody-goody 
spoony little girls, neither. Lura Sur
face was one to make a cowboy ride 
high an’ handsome. But she was a flirt. 
An’ heah I meet yu!”

“Brazos, I might be a flirt—or worse,” 
she said.

“Shore. I’m only confessin’ how yu 
strike me. An’ yu’il have to tell me if 
yu want to change thet,”

“Brazos! The hell of it is I—I don’t 
want to change it,” she said, with emo
tion. “ It’s got me by the throat. Now 
doesn’t that flatter your cowboy van
ity?”

“I don’t savvy yu, Bess. I never could 
savvy a girl who was deep. All the 
same I feel as if yu were fightin’ some
thin’ yu didn't want me to know. Tell 
me or not, as yu like. But if I strike

yu pretty pronto, yu know, an’ bold— 
it’s because I see no sense in holdin’ 
back things. I’ve a bad reputation an’ 
I’m liable to be shot any time. Life is 
too short for my kind not to live from 
day to day.”

“Well, I savvy you, Brazos Keene, 
and I think—never mind what I think. 
Suppose I don’t tell you another thing 
about myself?”

“Thet’ll make no difference. It’s 
what yu air to me thet’d count. Take 
it or leave it. No harm’s been done. 
An’ if there’s a regret it’ll be mine. 
I’ll shore be glad I met yu an’ had this 
little talk—an’ I’ll ride on always re
memberin’ what a turrible lot I 
missed.”

“Meaning friendship—or more—with 
me—kisses and all that?”

“ I reckon.”
“Take you or leave you?” she mused 

darkly. “ For a notorious gunman you 
certainly are a strange fellow. You put 
me in a hard place. I won’t let you go. 
I’d rather you didn’t think me as—as 
good as gold—such a wonderful girl. 
Yet it’s so-so—”

“Wal, Bess, if yu’re not sendin’ me 
aboot my business let me dream on,” 
interrupted Brazos. “Yu couldn’t 
change yore looks nor thet somethin’ 
like sweet fire thet I feel in yu.”

She clung to his arm during the walk 
to Hailey’s, where she released it.

“Brazos, I thought I was glad to meet 
you—at first. But I’m not so sure now.”

“Aw, thet’s not kind. Is it good-by, 
then?”

“Where will you meet me tomor
row?”

“Heah. Anywhere-any time.”
“Anywhere?” She asked, with her 

unfathomable eyes piercing him. 
“How about out of town?”

"Wal, I reckon it’d better be heah,”
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returned Brazos. And when he said 
that it seemed a passion wrenched her.

“Tomorrow then. Here at two 
o’clock. Adios.”

Next day Bess Syvertsen was late. 
Brazos walked to and fro in front of 
the hotel. She came at length, betray
ing signs of anger and she was all the 
more handsome for that. She vouch
safed no explanation. But Brazos did 
not need one. They spent the afternoon 
together, walking, sitting in the sta
tion, standing in the post office.

Brazos made violent love to Bess 
and she drank it up thirstily. She beg
ged off going to supper with him or 
seeing him that night. When she left 
him she was apparently again domi
nated by the attraction he had for her.

This state of affairs continued next 
day and on the following, with Bess 
betraying to Brazos’s keen eye varying 
augmenting emotions.

Despite Brazos’s knowledge and his 
ruthlessness, it was quite impossible 
not to be inceptive to her fascination. 
No doubt her predicament accounted 
for some of this. She had not done one 
single thing, since their meeting at the 
post office, that Brazos could construe 
to be intent on her part to lure him 
to his death. That, of course, had been 
the original incentive; that was what 
her father, Bard Syvertsen, and his 
man Orcutt, were waiting for. No 
doubt when Bess faced them after an
other day with Brazos she had to lie 
and plead for more time.

On the fourth day of this strange 
relation Bess came an hour late. Her 
face was colorless and showed other 
signs of havoc. For once Brazos failed 
to read the expression of her piercing 
eyes. Behind her stalked two men, one 
tall, the other short. That they were 
without vests and gun belts Brazos’s

sharp eye recorded before he paid at
tention to their features. The little 
man had a visage that was a map of 
frontier crime. This should be Orcutt. 
The tall man then was Bard Syvertsen 
and he was a splendid specimen of 
Norwegian manhood, lofty of stature, 
fair-haired, with eyes like blue ice, 
and a handsome craggy face. He was 
all of forty years old.

“Brazos,” said Bess hurriedly, as she 
advanced, “meet my father, Bard Sy
vertsen. and Hen Orcutt.”

“Howdy, gentlemen,” drawled Bra
zos in his cool voice, and he made no 
effort to be other than Brazos Keene. 
At the moment he knew he risked no 
peril from them, and they had con
fronted him significantly unarmed. 
What their idea was, Brazos could not 
conjecture. Perhaps it was an over
whelming curiosity to see the cowboy 
at close hand.

“Howdy, Keene. Glad to meet you,” 
said Orcutt curtly.

Syvertsen returned Brazos's greet
ing in a voice Brazos would have rec
ognized among a thousand voices. If 
Bard Syvertsen had been armed at the 
moment he would have been close to 
the death Brazos meant to mete out 
to him.

“My girl has been spending a good 
deal of time with you, cowboy,” he 
said.

“Wal, I reckon I know thet, an’ how 
lucky I am,” replied Brazos.

“ I object to it.”
“Yeah—Sn’ on what grounds, Mister

Syvertsen?”
"No insult intended. But it’s common 

talk about town-vou’re a trifle!? with 
women. I told Bess, and that she must 
stop your attentions. She said I could 
tell you myself.”

“Ahuh. Wal, I’m sorry to say I cain’t
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take offense. But in this heah case I’m 
in daid earnest.”

Both these allies of Bess Syvertsen 
evinced expectation of any other reply 
save this- evasiveness on Brazos’s part 
or curt assurance that it was none of 
their business, or a cool denial. Or- 
cutt blazed under his swarthy seamed 
skin and if S.yvertsen’s eyes did not 
glare with jealousy, Brazos was wrong. 
He loved the girl with a passion Bra
zos did not think paternal.

“Keene, I did not believe Bess,” re
turned Syvertsen. as if forced. “That 
accounts for this intrusion. You’ll ex
cuse us.”

They turned into the hotel and Bra
zos’s keen ear caught a remnant of a 
curse Orcutt was bestowing upon the 
other. Brazos could not gauge tile sig
nificance of this encounter.

“Bess, what’n hell was all thet 
aboot?” queried Brazos, turning to the 
girl in apparent bewilderment. She 
seemed to be in distress.

“Come. People are staring,” she an
swered hurriedly, and drew him away.

The ensuing hours of the afternoon 
grew to be something of a nightmare 
to Brazos. They walked all over town 
and when too tired to walk more they 
sat down on whatever there was avail
able.

If Bess Syvertsen had been a fasci
nating creature on former days, she 
was on this occasion vastly more. Only 
late in the day did Brazos gather that 
the climax had come—that Bess Sy
vertsen had been driven by her accom
plices to end the farce—or that she was 
a woman being torn apart by love and 
an evil power too strong for her. After 
supper, which they ate at Mexican 
Joe’s, she leaned her elbows on the 
table, her face on her hands, and gazed 
at Brazos with eyes that hid much and

expressed more.
Brazos had no doubt that when she 

had left the hotel with him some hours 
previous she had bowed to Svvertsen’s 
bidding. But all afternoon she had 
struggled against that. Brazos knew 
what she did not guess—that he had 
seen Syvertsen and Orcutt ride out a 
side street toward the open country 
where they expected Bess to make a 
rendezvous with Brazos. She was a tor
tured woman. Up to nightfall Brazos 
expected some importunity of hers— 
some subterfuge to entice him out of 
town. But it never materialized, and 
for that proof of womanliness on her 
part he swore he would spare iter when 
the worst befell.

“Let’s go,” she said suddenly, her 
eyes alight with new impulse too soft 
to be crafty. They went out upon the 
street. It was the supper hour and the 
street was deserted. There was no one 
in the lobby of Hailey’s hotel.

“Come!" And she drew him with steel 
hands and will as steely, up the stairs 
to the floor above. The lamp had not 
been lit and the corridor was shadowy. 
Brazos grew wary. Still lie could not 
sense any relation to Syvertsen and 
Orcutt in Bess’s tense mood and action. 
She unlocked a door and opened it.

“Wal, sayin’ good night early, eh, 
honey?” he drawled. “It’s been a hard 
day at thet. See yu tomorrow same 
time.”

“Yes—but come in—now,” she panted.
“Bess! Air yu loco—askin’ me into 

yore bedroom?”
“Loco, indeed! Come—don’t be a 

fool.”
“I’m only human, Bess—an’ I reckon 

I’d weaken if we was goin’ to marry. 
But with all yore love talk I cain’t see 
yu'd marry me."'

"Brazos Keene! Would you marry
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met" she whispered passionately.
“My Gawd! What yu take me for? I 

told yu I was a Texan an’ had respect 
for a woman I loved.”

She threw her arms around his neck 
and clung to him, quivering, appearing 
to stifle speech as well as sobs upon 
his breast. It was as if a new emotion 
had consumed a lesser fire within her. 
The paroxysm ended in a passionate 
embrace, in sudden wild despairing 
kisses upon his cheek and lips. And 
she tore at his hair. “Go-go— before 
I - ”

She broke off huskily and, releasing 
him, shut the door in his face.

Brazos's morning habit of whipping 
and rolling his guns—at rare intervals 
he packed two guns—had infinitely 
more meaning next morning than the 
perfunctory practice indulged in by 
all gunmen. His instinct told him the 
day had come—the meeting with the 
murderers of Allen Neece was not far 
away. His favorite gun made a shining 
wheel as he rolled it on his finger. And 
like magic it leaped at his bidding from 
the gun sheath.

He went down to breakfast with his 
right hand burning, with the thin skin 
on his thumb feeling almost raw. He 
was late for this meal, yet he lingered 
over it, brooding while he watched the 
street. When he saw Surface drive by 
in a buckboard he muttered, “Ah-huh. 
I reckon my hunch was aboot correct.”

At length Brazos stalked out of Mex
ican Joe’s, tense for the climax, choos
ing as always to let the moment de
mand its decision and action of him. 
He met Kiskadden and Inskip on the 
street.

“What’s Surface doin’ in town?” he 
queried bluntly.

“Meetin' of the Cattlemen’s Associa

tion,” replied Inskip. “Surface looked 
black as a thundercloud.”

“Either of yu know Syvertsen an’ 
Orcutt when yu see them?”

“I do,” returned Kiskadden. “They 
ducked in Hall’s to avoid meetin’ me. 
Somethin’ on their minds, Brazos.” 

“Will yu fellers do me a favor? Cross 
the street heah an’ walk up thet side 
an’ down on this side. Don’t miss see- 
in’ anybody, but be particular to lo
cate Syvertsen an’ Orcutt. I'll wait 
heah. Take yore time. Those hombres 
shore won’t be paradin’ the street.” 

Brazos leaned against the wall and 
watched, while his friends reconnoit- 
ered. They seemed to take a long 
while. It wanted a quarter of an hour 
to his appointment with Bess Syvert
sen. Hank Bilyen came along, appar
ently casually, but he stepped aside to 
join Brazos.

“Kiskadden told me you was heah. 
What’s coinin’ off, Brazos?” he queried 
sharply.

“Go into Hall’s an’ line up at the 
bar so .yu won’t look nosey. But if 
Syvertsen an’ Orcutt come oot be shore 
where they go.”

Bilyen’s uncertainty ceased. With
out another word he walked on to en
ter Hall’s saloon. Inskip was the first 
of the other two men to get back. He 
breathed hard; his gray eyes glinted.

“Brazos, I got a hunch there’ll be 
hell a-poppin’ pronto,” he announced 
excitedly. “I seen Surface an’ Bodkin 
in the doorway of the stairs leadin’ up 
to the Odd Fellows. Surface was 
poundin’ his fist in his hand, purple 
in the face. An’ Bodkin was the color 
of sheepskin.”

“Ahuh-aboot what time will thet 
cattlemen’s meetin’ be cornin’ off?” 

“At two. But I reckon with Surface 
on the rampage it’ll be late.”
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“Wal, yu an’ Kiskadden make it yore 
business to be there so in case I run 
in yu won’t miss nothin’.”

“Brazos, are you goin’ to brace Sur
face?”

“Don't stand heah, Go back across 
the street. Watch Hall's. An’ when I 
go in yu come pronto.”

Kiskadden reached Brazos at exactly 
two o’clock, the time of Brazos’s ap
pointment With Bess. The Texan 
showed no exterior fire, but Brazos 
felt him burn.

“Surface just went into Hailey's. He 
stopped Bess Syvertsen, who was corn
in’ oot. I took time to light a smoke, 
I couldn’t heah what Surface said to 
the girl, but I shore heahed her an
swer.”

“An’ what was thet?”
“ ‘No* damn you, Surface! I won’t! 

Get someone else to do yore dirty 
work!’ ”

“Ahull. Short an’ sweet. I had Bess 
figured. Anythin’ more?”

“Surface hissed like a snake an’ 
dragged the girl into the lobby. He’s 
(here now, ridin’ her. I’ll bet.”

“Wal, he's ridin' for a fall. What else, 
KisJ I'm rustlin'.”

“ I peeped into Hall’s. Yore men air 
still there.”

“Drinkin’ ?”
“Not them. Watch:n' oot the win

dow.”
“Wal, thet'U be aboot all. Vu stay 

heah. An’ when 1 get into Hall’s yu 
follow pronto.”

“Brazos, let me go with yu?”
“Nope. The cairds air all oot, but 

they don't savvy them.”
Brazos strode swiftly into the first 

store, traversed its length, hurried out 
into the alley, and ran to the side 
street. Here he slowed up, caught his 
breath, and went on to Hailey’s hotel,

which occupied the corner at its junc
tion with the main street. Brazos step
ped into the side entrance and on to 
the lobby.

Surface stood near the door of the 
hall, his tall form bent over the girl 
who was in the act of wrenching free 
from his clutch. His back was toward 
Brazos. Bess leaned against the wall 
as if for support. She looked a defiant, 
hounded creature, game to the finish.

“You can’t scare me, Raine Surface,” 
she said, low and hard. “ I tell you I 
wouldn’t be in your boots for all your 
money.”

Brazos entered the lobby to confront 
them.

C h a p t e r  N i n e

A Little Gunplay

AL, Bess, air yu mean- 
in’ daid man’s boots?” 
queried Brazos, as 
stepped in between 
them.

“Oh-Brazos!” gasp
ed the girl.

S u rface ’ s visage 
changed instantly, markedly in color, 
monstrously in expression. The sur
prise was so complete that had Brazos 
sought more proof of the man’s per
fidy he would have seen it with the 
mask off. Unquestionably for an in
stant Surface thought his death was 
imminent.

“What yu raggin’ my girl for?” ask
ed Brazos, with a pretense of jealousy.

“Your—girl!” ejaculated Surface
huskily, his jaw ceasing to wobble. 
“She’s deceived you, Keene—same as 
all of us. She’s Syvertsen’s—”

“Daughter, yu mean?” interposed 
Brazos.

The rancher swerved. As his first
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shocking fear subsided he began to re
cover his nerve. “Daughter-hell! She’s 
no more Syvertsen’s daughter than 
mine.”

“So yu say? Wal, what is she, then?”
“What could she be, Keene? For a 

cowboy who’s supposed to be so damn
ed smart you’re sure a fool.”

"That’ll do, Surface,” cut in Bess, 
coming from behind Brazos. “ I meant 
to tell him myself and leave Las Ani
mas. Take care you don’t drive me to 
tell him what you are'!”

Brazos jerked as if stung. That was 
a liberation of his pent-up force. But 
the imperative need of pretense still 
persisted.

“What the hell!” he flashed. “Bess, 
I don't like this talk between yu an’ 
him. But I trust yu. Surface. I always 
thought there was somethin’ queer 
aboot yu.”

Dealing Surface a powerful left- 
handed blow, Brazos knocked him flat. 
The rancher, scrambling up, stuttering 
maledictions, lifted a bloody, distorted 
visage. “You’ll pay for this—outrage— 
you—”

Surface controlled a malignant rage. 
He had sense enough to see that he 
was impotent in the Western creed of 
man to man. But he could not control 
his expression, which flamed demoni
acally upon Brazos and Bess, as he 
lunged away, colliding with the door 
in his hurry.

Brazos watched him a moment. The 
man was not big or strong in any 
sense. Brazos marveled that he had 
lasted as long as he had. To compare 
Raine Surface with Sewall McCoy, or 
any of the great cattle thieves, would 
have been to insult them.

“Come-Brazos,” said Bess, low-voic
ed, and she touched his arm.

“Doggone it, Bess!” complained

Brazos, going with her into the street. 
“ I come pretty near gettin’ sore.” 

“You well had reason,” she replied 
composedly. “ I’m sorry you saw me 
with Surface. You might believe that 
influenced me—to tell you—what I 
must.”

“Ump-umm, Bess. But yu don’t have 
to tell me nothin’.”

“ I must-if it’s the last honest thing 
I ever do.”

“All right, if yu put it thet way.” 
“Will you believe me, Brazos?” she 

entreated. “Believe me—when I’ve 
been such—a—a—cheat and liar?”

“Wal, Bess, yu air upset,” he replied 
soothingly. But after a swift glance he 
did not want to look at her again. He 
had to see every man who approached 
them as they walked on down the 
street. “An’ I can make allowance. If 
it’ll do any good to tell me what’s on 
yore mind go ahaid—an’ I’ll believe yu.” 

“Brazos Keene, you are the only man 
I ever honestly loved.” she said ear
nestly.

“Wal, I’m glad to heah thet, but I 
don’t savvy ‘honestly’.”

“ I am proving it right now. If I 
hadn’t loved you-you'd be a dead man 
right now.”

“Yeah? Bess, thet kind of talk has a 
familiar ring. I’ve beaked it before.”

“I was a cheat and a liar,” she went 
on swiftly. "Whatever else I am you 
can guess. Surface told the truth. Bard 
Syvertsen is not my father. I never 
had any parents that I knew of. I was 
brought up in a home for-for illegiti
mates. Syvertsen did not ruin me—nor 
Orcutt. Don’t hold that against them. 
They were hired to make away with 
you. I was to work on your well-known 
weakness for women—entice you to 
some secluded spot—or my room, 
where you’d be shot—supposedly by
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an angry father and lover for attempt
ing to dishonor me. That was the plot. 
But I give you my word—never once 
since I met you, looked into your eyes, 
have I kept faith with them. I dou
ble-crossed them. And today—after I 
say good—good-by to you-I’ll tell 
them-"

“Ump-uum, sweetheart,” returned 
Brazos enigmatically, and he felt 
rather than saw her sudden start.

They had almost reached Hall’s sa
loon. Inskip stood at his post across 
the street; Kiskadden remained where 
Brazos had left him; Bilyen had not 
come out. Brazos laid hold of Bess’s 
arm with his left hand, so that she 
could not break away from him. But 
she appeared unresisting, bewildered.

“Girl, when yu confessed all thet yu 
proved a lot. Yu won my respect—an' 
yu saved yoreself a term in prison if 
not yot'e life!”

With that he swung her with him 
into the door of Hall’s saloon, and sent 
her whirling, almost falling toward 
Syvertsen and Orcutt, who were back
ing away from the window. Brazos 
leaped back in front of the door, so 
that he could face them and all the big 
room.

“Everybody in heah freeze!'' he yell
ed, his voice loud with strident ring.

An instant silence contrasted 
strangely with the former clink and 
rattle and hum of the saloon. On the 
moment Kiskadden came sliding in be
hind Brazos, closely followed by In
skip. Then they backed slowly to Bra
zos’s left step by step until the tables 
halted them.

On the other side Bess sagged 
against the wall, ashen of face, her 
piercing eyes on Brazos in a terrible 
comprehension. She knew that Syvert
sen and Orcutt. were trapped wolves.

The staring crowd at the bar and at 
the gaming-tables divined the same, 
though they did not understand why. 
But the Norwegian and his swarthy 
ally divined nothing except, the mon
strous possibility that they might have 
been betrayed. Passion, not fear, trans
fixed them.

“Yu hellcat!” burst out Syvertsen. 
“What does this mean?”

His epithet, his cold query, acted 
upon the girl like a goad. She stiffened 
as her head swept up and back to the 
wall, knocking off her sombrero. Then 
she appeared a white-faced woman at 
bay.

“I told him!” she cried.
“What!” Syvertsen’s word, like a 

bullet, might have been either ques
tion or ejaculation. It was Orcutt who 
flung at her: “You double-ci'ossin’
white-faced Bitch! You told him 
what?”

“You bet. your life I double-crossed 
you,” she flashed, further inflamed. “ I 
made love to Brazos Keene. Yes! But I 
meant it. And I’ve just told him the 
plot I had been dragged into—that I 
was your tool—to entice him—to get 
him drunk—or off his guard so you 
could kill him. To murder him because 
you had not the guts to fight, him! 
That you'd been hired to do it!”

“You told him that—you told him 
w ho-” gasped Syvertsen, suddenly 
shaken from his icy fury.

“Stop!” thundered Brazos. He wait
ed a moment for that command to sink 
in. “Yu’re forgettin’ I’m here. Yu ask 
me.”

Both Bess’s antagonists had actual
ly forgotten the presence of Brazos 
Keene. They were rudely reminded of 
it. and that the stiffness of the specta
tors. the silence, the strange position 
of the cowboy, bent a little, both brown
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powerful hands extended a little low, 
and quivering—that all these constitut
ed a tremendous menace. Then the sig
nificance of Brazos Keene dawned ap
pallingly upon them. He confronted 
them. There was no escape. No matter 
by what incredible means this encoun
ter had worked out, it was a reality. 
And the reputation of this fire-eyed 
cowboy might as well have been bla
zoned on the walls.

“Bess told me, but she didn’t need 
to. All the time I knew it.”

“There!” boomed Svvertsen, com
ing out of his trance to point a shak
ing finger at the wide-eyed girl. “You 
were the fool. He made love to you. He 
double-crossed you. All the tithe he 
knew! So he made you the fool. You 
betrayed us for his kisses.”

“That’s not true,” flashed Bess, a 
dark scarlet staining her white cheek. 
“He never kissed me. And 1 don’t be
lieve he made a-a fool of me.”

“Ask him. Look at him—an' ask 
him,” shouted Orcutt, beside himself.

Bess swerved her fathomless gaze 
to the cowboy. “Brazos, is that true?” 

Brazos did not answer, nor shift his 
narrowed gaze from the two men.

“Let her alone,” he called bitingly. 
“What difference does it make to vu 
now? Orcutt—Svvertsen, I’m callin’ yu 
for Allen Neece’s murder! If yu ever 
got oot of heah alive yu’d swing. But 
then maybe yu might have too many 
powerful friends who’d clear yu of the 
rope. Miller, for instance, an’ Bodkin, 
who’s runnin’ for sheriff—an’ Raine 
Sir-face- Ahuh. Thet makes yu kinda 
pale aboot the gills. Wal, I reckon yu 
won't get oot of heah alive. I’m not 
trustin’ the justice of Las Animas—nor 
yore cattle combine.”

“Keene! You’re clean-mad,” broke 
out Syvertsen.

“Bard, I told you,” rasped Orcutt in 
bitter accusation. “Shut your bellerin’ 
trap an’ take your medicine.”

“ You hombres murdered Allen 
Neece an' blamed thet job on me,” went 
on Brazos relentlessly. “Yu murdered 
him because Surface wanted it done. 
An’ yu schemed to put me oot of the 
way because Surface was afraid I’d 
take Allen Neece’s trail. Wal, yu bet 
yore life I took it an’ it ends right 
heah. Surface beat Abe Neece oot of 
Twin Sombreros Ranch. Yu men held 
up Neece thet night an’ robbed him of 
the money he had to pay Surface for 
his cattle. An’ yu-all sicked this girl 
on me ’cause none of yu had the nerve 
to meet me face to face- Wal, thet’s 
my sav. An’ after all, yu're meetin’ me 
face to face!”

As Brazos ended he read the des
perate intent in Orcutt’s eyes and beat 
him to a gun. Orcutt’s heart was split 
even as he pulled trigger and his bul
let hissed hotly by Brazos’s ear.

Syvertsen, slow to realize and act, 
scarcely had his gun free when Brazos 
shot him through. The ball thudded 
into the wall. Syvertsen’s vitality 
equaled his terrible fury. He did not 
fall. He did not lose sight or intent. 
But his muscular co-ordination had 
been destroyed. Fire and smoke belch
ed from his wavering gun. His frown 
of immense surprise, his pale lighted 
eyes, his incoherent ejaculations of 
hate were' all appalling to see.

Brazos had to end them all, though 
the man was mortally struck, by blow
ing out his brains. Syvertsen swayed 
from his lofty stature, to fall across a 
table, to slide from that into another, 
and to crash down.

The smoke cleared away disclosing 
Bess, back against the wall, her arms 
wide spread, with her gaze fixed terri



TWIN SOMBREROS 69

bly upon the fallen men.
“He—killed—them?” she panted, as if 

dazed. “Brazos Keene!’’
Suddenly she sprang out from the 

wall, an incarnate fury, formidable as 
a tigress.

“Bess,” called Brazos, who had fear
ed her reaction to the tragedy.

“You fooled me—to kill them!”
“Don’t draw, Bess—don't!’’ warned 

Brazos shrilly.
“ I’ll kill you!”
As she whipped out her gun Bra

zos had to be quick to save his life. 
He took a shot at her arm, high up. 
The heavy bullet spun her around like 
a top and sent the little gun flying. 
Shrieking wildly she collided with the 
wall, bounced out to fall beyond the 
two dead men, where her boots pat
tered on the floor.

As Brazos sheathed his gun and 
knelt to lift her head she ceased the 
cry of agony. She gazed up at Brazos, 
fascinated, suddenly bereft of all hate 
and passion.

“Brazos-you shot me,” she whis
pered accusingly.

“My Gawd, 1 did, girl! But why did 
you draw on me? Why did yu, Bess?”

“You made a fool of me.”
“No. I swear I didn't. At least I 

didn’t intend to. Yu did all the foolin’, 
Bess.”

“You’ve killed me—Brazos?”
“I’m terrible scared, Bess,” replied 

Brazos, and he did not lie. He saw that 
he had hit her in the breast or shoul
der, instead of in the arm. Blood was 
pouring out. He was afraid to open her 
blouse.

“It’s better so. I deserve it. But to be 
killed by you, Brazos Keen.* for lov
ing you! Oh, what irony! Oh, my wast
ed life! The pity of it!"

Bilyen knelt beside Brazos. Kiskad-

den, Inskip—all the others crowded 
around, shocked and silent.

“Bess, if yu have to go-make it a 
clean job,” said Brazos earnestly. “Con
fess. Tell the truth aboot. this deal.”

“The truth?” she whispered.
“Yes. Of Allen Neece’s murder.”
“Oh, I will. Brazos."
“Hank, Kiskaddrn somebody get 

paper an' pencil. Take down what she 
says. An’ all of yu listen. Yu’ll be called 
to prove some things important to this 
range.”

“I’m fainting— Whisky!” called the 
girl, almost inaudibly.

Somebody fetched a glass, and Bra
zos, with bloody hand, held it to her 
ashen lips. She drank.

“All right,” she said, smiling up at 
him. “My right name is Bess Moore. I 
am not Syvertsen’s wife. We belonged 
to Raine Surface's crooked outfit at Abi
lene. Surface is a man of two sides. 
One of them is black as hell. We were 
called here to put Allen Neece out of 
the way. I got him to drink-coaxed 
him to ride out of town with me. Or- 
cutt. roped him from behind bushes 
on the road —jerked him off his 
horse. As he lay on the ground Bard 
shot him—in the back. They carried 
him to the Hill cabin-left him in the 
loft— Then Brazos Keene rode up. 
Bard had a few words with Brazos- 
thought he deceived him. He rode back 
to town and fastened the crime upon 
Brazos. But our own plot miscarried— 
and lately-Surface called us again—to 
do the same job—over—”

“Thet’ll do, Bess. Give me the paper. 
Kiskadden. Bess, can you sign yore 
name—heah?” importuned Brazos with 
strong feeling.

Bess signed her name and then fell 
back fainting.

Brazos, with shaking hands, tore
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open her blouse, shivering at the white, 
swelling breast. He pulled the blouse 
down over the blood-stained shoulder 
to feel for the wound, frantic in fear 
that it would be too low. But it was 
not low. He found it high up, just 
where the arm met the shoulder, a 
bad, painful wound, but not in any 
sense dangerous to life.

“Aw!” Brazos burst out. “She’s not 
bad hurt at all. She's only fainted. 
Hank, get somebody to help carry her 
to Hailey's. Call the doctor. An’ when 
she comes to, tell her she's not gonna 
die an' I’ll be back pronto.”

Brazos snatched the paper from Bil- 
yen and relinquished the girl to him. 
Then he stood up, tense and eager.

“It’s aboot all. men. but not quite,” 
he said as he carefully folded the con
fession. “Come with me. Yu too, Kis- 
kadden, an’ fetch somebody with yu.” 

At the foot of the Odd Fellows stair
way Brazos halted to load his gun and 
wait for the followers he had out
stripped.

“Brazos, is yore haid cool?” asked 
Kiskadden, breathing hard. “ I ain’t 
presumin' to advise yu. I’m just ask
in’.”

“Speak oot. old-timer.”
“ It might look better to hold yore 

hand at Surface. Yu know the range— 
an’ he has friends. Don’t let them call 
this a gunman’s spree.”

“Wal, onless he goes for his gun— 
which he won’t. Only I hope to Gawd 
he does! Come on an' step easy.”

Inskip arrived with thumping 
strides, followed by men in twos and 
threes.

“Did yu search them?” asked Brazos, 
facing around from the stairway.

“Yes. Both well heeled. Bilyen took 
charge of money, papers, guns.”

Brazos went up the stairs three steps

at a time, and his followers strung 
after him, trying to step softly on 
heavy boots. The door of the hall stood 
open. Surface was holding forth with 
resonant voice.

“Gentlemen, all our fellow citizens 
were invited to participate here. Evi
dently those who stayed away were 
satisfied to leave important matters to 
us. We have all voted and the result 
assures Bodkin’s election as sheriff of 
Las Animas. Formerly he was ap
pointed by the Cattlemen’s Associa
tion. That is a distinction with a differ
ence.”

Surface halted impressively for a 
moment, then resumed in strong 
voice:

“There remains to invite undesir
able loafers, gamblers, dissolute wom
en, suspected cowmen, and at least one 
notorious cowboy to leave Las Ani
mas.”

Brazos drew his gun and stepped 
into the hall. “ Wal. Surface,” he called 
ringingly, “heah’s yore last-named un- 
desirable-to talk for himself.”

Surface stood on a platform facing 
a roomful of men, sitting in rows. A 
stiffening jerk appeared to run 
through them, but all of them turned 
to look.

“Set tight, everybody,” ordered Bra
zos. “Surface, the jig’s up!”

No noticeable change showed in the 
rancher’s pale face. He had begun to 
weigh this intrusion. Kiskadden, In
skip, and others filed in with grave, 
grim visages. They must have meant 
as much, or more, to him as the advent 
of Brazos.

“Gentlemen, you come too late to 
participate in tills election,” he rolled 
out sonorously.

“Ump-umm!” retorted Brazos. “Sur
face, did yu heali me? I said yore jig
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was up.”
“What do you mean?” shouted Sur

face harshly.
“ I just shot yore ootfit.”
“Wha-at! Who?”
“Bard Syvertsen-Hen Orcutt—an’ 

Bess!”
“Dead!”
“Wal, the girl lived to sign her con

fession.”
Then a startling transformation 

made Surface another man.
“Yu’re gonna heah thet confession 

read.”
With left hand, watching the cattle

man like a hawk, Brazos extracted the 
paper from his vest and held it back.

“Somebody read this.”
Kiskadden took the paper and with 

slow deliberate voice, somehow more 
telling and inflexible for the cool Tex
as accent, he read it solemnly.

When he had finished, Surface seem
ed actually to have shrunken in stat
ure. He opened his mouth several 
times as if to speak, but no words is
sued forth. ,

“Surface, I shore hope yu got the 
guts to throw yore gun, but I’m gam
blin’ yu’ve not,” called Brazos in cold 
scorn.

The rancher flunked that challenge, 
and as that fact became manifest the 
stiff occupants of the seats began to 
scrape their boots nervously, to squirm 
and mutter, and at last to gaze at each 
other for angry confirmation.

“All right, Surface. I cain’t waste 
time waitin',” went on Brazos. “March 
down heah.”

Without protest Surface obeyed and 
when lie reached the open space be
hind the chairs Brazos ordered him to 
halt and had him searched.

“Wal, so yu was packin' a gun!” 
drawled Brazos in derisive exclama

tion. “ I wonder what’n hell for— Sur
face, yu’re aboot as low-down as they 
come. If we was in New Mexico yu’d 
be strung up an’ bored while yu was 
kickin’.”

This speech from Brazos precipitat
ed expression of the pent-up astonish
ment and wrath of the men whom Sur
face had addressed.

“Shet up!” yelled Brazos, suddenly 
inflamed. "Yu’re hollerin’ a little late 
against this man. Maybe most of yu air 
honest. But some of yu air crooked! 
An’ it’ll shore be best for yu-all, an’ 
for Las Animas, to swaller the dis
grace yu all gotta share.”

Then he punched Surface in the 
back with his gun.

“Mosey along, yu! An’ don’t forget 
I’d jump at the chance to try oot yore 
specialty of shootin’ men in the back.”

Brazos marched Surface down the 
stairway to the street, and into the 
rancher’s buckboard. Brazos climbed 
into the back seat.

“Drive oot to Neece's ranch,” he 
called, loud enough for the gathering 
bystanders to hear.

“Neece’s ranch! Where’s that?” 
choked out Surface.

“Where do yu reckon, yu—robber? 
Twin Sombreros Ranch!”

The crowded sidewalks of Las Ani
mas were then treated to the sight of 
another of Brazos Keene’s peculiar ac
tions. And it was of the most promi
nent citizen of that frontier town driv
ing his team of black horses down the 
middle of the street with a gun at his 
back and behind that gun the cold
faced cowboy.

Brazos did not look to right or left, 
and he was too grimly concerned to en
joy that ride, or the gathering whoop 
which rang along the street and out 
of town with him.
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In short order the spirited team ar
rived at the ranch.

“Surface, I want thet bag of gold.” 
“What—bag—of gold?”
“Yu know. Sy vert sen held Neece up 

an' robbed him of it.”
“That! I haven’t got it,” replied Sur

face.
"Wai, thet’ll be too bad. Think again 

an' maybe vu'll remember. I heahed 
Bodkin an’ Brad an' another man talk 
aboot thet bag of gold. Yu got it. Find 
it-or I’ll bore yu pronto an’ find it 
myself.”

“All right. I—I’ll get it,” rejoined 
Surface thickly.

At the point of Brazos's gun the 
rancher led the way into the ranch 
house, and into his room, where from 
under the floor of a closet he dragged 
up an extremely heavy satchel.

“Open it," ordered Brazos eagerly. 
Surface complied to expose packs of 

greenbacks and bags that gave forth 
a musical clink of precious metal. 

“Ail right. Carry it oot.”
Brazos had Surface drive him back 

as they had come. Groups of men stood 
on corners and in front of saloons. 
There was a crowd in front of Hailey’s.

“Drive to the station, Surface. It’s 
aboot time for the afternoon train.” 

With gun in hand Brazos saw that 
the deposed rancher bought a ticket 
to Abilene-saw him stand on the plat
form a target for all eyes—saw him 
mount the platform of the passenger 
coach of the train. Then he delivered 
himself of a final word.

“Surface, yu're gettin’ off turrible 
lucky. Maybe it'll make yu think when 
I tel] yu thet it's due to yore daughter. 
Get oof of Colorado an’ stay oot. If I 
ever run into yu again I'll kill yu.” 

Brazos stalked back to the buck- 
board as the train pulled out. Through

a window he saw Surface, white and 
haggard, stare out with unseeing eyes.

Bilyen came hurrying across the 
tracks carrying heavy gun belts.

“My Gawd—cowboy but yu’re hard 
to keep track of,” he panted.

“Hank, I let him off,” said Brazos, as 
if the fact was incomprehensible. 
“First low-down rustler I ever weaken
ed on—all ’cause of thet green-eyed, 
redhaided girl of his!”

“Best thing you could have done,” 
rejoined Bilyen heartily. “Brazos, it 
may have been yore weakness for 
women, but it’ll look different to hard- 
headed men of this range. But where’d 
yu go-what’d yu do?”

“Hank, I got thet bag of gold an’ 
bills Syvertsen stole from Neece,” de
clared Brazos triumphantly. “Heah, 
under the seat.”

“You-dod-blasted amazin’ son of a 
gun of a Texas cowboy!” ejaculated 
Bilyen, utterly confounded.

“Listen. Take this bag oot to Neece. 
An’ yu drive him right in this heah 
buckboard oot to Twin Sombreros. To
day! Tell June an’ Janis their home is 
ready for them—an’ no blood spilled 
oot there to spoil their homecomin’. 
Tell them they won’t have to sling 
hash over the counter any more. An’— 
an’ tell them I’ll be goin’ oot in the 
country for a spell, but I’ll come back 
shore.”

There were two windows in Bess’s 
room, letting the sunlight flood in, to 
show her white, strained face on the 
pillow. But the fire, the hate, the pas
sion were gone.

Brazos advanced to the bed as he
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spoke to the woman in attendance. 
“Leave us alone a little, nurse.” 

“Howdy, Brazos Keene,” said the 
girl, looking up with her unfathomable 
eyes.

“Howdy yoreself, girl,” he replied, 
and carefully sat down on the bed. “Air 

'yu in pain?”
“Not so bad now. It did hurt like hell, 

though.”
“Close shave, Bess. Gosh, I was 

scared.”
“You didn’t mean to kill me?” 
“Heavens no! I had to do somethin’ 

pronto an’ tried to wing yu.”
“ I wish you had killed me.”
"Shore, yu mad girl. But I didn’t. An’ 

yu’re gonna get over this, an’ some
where far from heah, live yore-yore 
trouble down, an’ turn oot fine.” 

“Brazos! You believe that’s in me?” 
“Yes, I shore do.”
“But won’t I have to go to prison?” 
“ I should smile not. Bess, have yu 

any relatives or friends yu could go 
to?”

“Some friends back in Illinois. No 
kin, Brazos— Oh, how good you are! 
Back of all your deviltry. Kiss me, 
Brazos!”

He bent over and kissed her as he 
might have if she were indeed what 
she had tried to deceive him into be
lieving.

“Oh, Brazos! What have you—done 
to me!” she cried brokenly, clinging 
to him.

“Wal, wearin’ yu oot, for one thing,” 
he replied, gently disengaging himself 
and rising. “ I’ll go now, sweetheart. 
Yu look most as turrible as when yu 
lay on the floor at Hall’s an’ I reck
oned yu was dyin’— I’ve excited yu too 
much.”

“You’ve broken—my hear! and made 
me bless you-for it-and want to-to

live—and be—something again.”
“Wal, think of breakin’ a girl’s heart 

an’ maldn’ her the better for it!" drawl
ed Brazos and he bent to kiss her 
again. “Thet’s somethin’ for a hombre 
like me to remember. I’ll come down 
to the train an’ see yu off.”

She whispered something too faint 
for him to hear and her dark eyes 
followed him to the door.

Chapter Ten 

Holiday

ITTING his horse, Bra
zos gazed with min
gled feelings of relief, 
pain, and gladness 
down into Coglan's 
valley nestling be
tween the last foot
hills and the rugged 

barrier of the mountains.
This valley was forty miles up in 

the foothills from Las Animas, a se
cluded spot once inhabited by Ute In
dians, who still came down from the 
mountains occasionally. The tribe had 
moved on into a more inaccessible 
spot, di'iven farther by the advance of 
their unscrupulous foe—the white man. 
They were friendly to Coglan, Brazos 
remembered.

Wal, I reckon it was aboot time for 
me to hole up a spell, thought Brazos. 
'Cause I'd shore got in a unfits fight 
somewhere. Them hombres with Hod- 
kin tint night—Brad an' the other fel- 
low—they kinda worry me. The job 
wasn't finished. I've a hunch I'll look 
up Bodkin someday, anyway. Heah I 
am. an' it's aboot timê ~ or I'd been 
lookin' at red likker. Already I feel 
Sort a loosenin’ up around my gizzard. 
I'll chop wood ’till 1 drop, an’ I'll pack 
a rifle up on those slopes—an' after a
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while maybe I’ll let myself think—
Brazos rode on down into the valley 

and up to the log cabin among the firs. 
Two little girls were playing about the 
door. They ran like Indians. Present
ly a buxom, rosy-cheeked young wom
an looked out. The sight both startled 
and pleased Brazos. Coglan had gotten 
himself a wife.

“Evenin’, lady,” said Brazos, taking 
off his sombrero. “ Is Coglan anywhere 
aboot?”

“He was. Get down an’ come in, 
stranger.”

Brazos had scarcely dismounted 
when Coglan appeared, ax in hand..He 
was a strapping man, still young, half 
hunter and half trapper, brown as an 
Indian.

“Howdy, Coglan,” drawled Brazos, 
“ I shore am glad to see yu.”

“Brazos Keene, by Gawd!” ejaculat
ed the mountaineer with a whoop. 
“You pestiferous, long-legged cow- 
puncher! Put her thar!” And he near
ly crushed Brazos’s hand.

“Hey, man, be careful of thet paw,” 
yelled Brazos, trying to extricate it. 
“I just had to use it an' I might be 
needin’ it bad.”

“Haw! Haw! I figgered thet. Nothin’ 
else would fetch you up hyar to see 
me. But you’re welcome, cowboy, as 
the flowers In spring. Rose, this is an 
old pare! of mine. Brazos Keene! We 
rode together in the Panhandle—an’ 
but for him you wouldn't have me for 
a husband. Brazos, hyar’s the little 
wife you always told me to get.”

They made Brazos welcome and the 
little girls, owl-eyed and shy, came 
forth to capitulate.

Later Brazos and Coglan walked 
down to the corrals leading Brazos’s 
horse.

“Coglan, I want to hang aboot heah

for a month or so,” Brazos was saying. 
“Chop wood an’ hunt an’ loaf. An’ be 
alone. Yu know!”

“I savvy. Tell me when you feel like 
it or not at all.”

“Wal, I’ll get it off my chest,” re
plied Brazos, and briefly related the 
Las Animas tragedy.

“So thet was it," said Coglan sober
ly. “ I thought you looked kind of pale 
an’ peaked. Another McCoy-Slaughter 
deal, eh? I’ve heerd of Surface. An’ 
I’ve lost cattle this summer. I had 
about a thousand head.”

“Wal, I reckon rustlin’ will slow up 
for a spell,” said Brazos thoughtfully.

“Hope you winter up hyar with me, 
cowboy,” returned Coglan warmly.

“Aboot a month will be all. I’ll sweat 
oot this poison. Gosh, I haven’t had 
enough to eat lately to keep a grub
line rider alive. Yu’ll have to feed me 
up, Coglan. An’ I want yu to ride in 
town once a week an’ fetch me the 
news. Yu can make some excuse to call 
on Neece. Bilyen knows I’m gonna be 
heah. Yu can talk to him. I’ll be power
ful interested in all thet’s goin’ on. But 
don’t tell anybody, especially the 
Neeces, thet I’m up heah.”

Coglan’s trips to town kept Brazos 
abreast of the latest developments. He 
learned that Neece was happily busy 
with his regained Twin Sombreros 
Ranch, and had gone into partnership 
with young Sisk. But he was alarmed 
to hear that Bodkin had been elected 
sheriff by popular vote, and that Raine 
Surface had been killed on the street 
in Dodge City.

Still Brazos stayed in the valley, 
until one October night he returned to 
the cabin to find Coglan back early 
from a trip. The rancher lacked his 
usual geniality.
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“Bilyen says you’re stayin’ away too 
long. Bodkin is braggin’ he will arrest 
you if you ever come back.”

“Good Lord!” ejaculated Brazos in
credulously.

“Wal, thet oughtn’t to surprise you, 
Brazos,” said Coglan tersely. “Sure we 
know his breed. Bodkin ain’t very 
bright. He’s like an animal. He soon 
forgets when the danger is gone— But 
I reckon Bilyen is keen about your rep
utation. He’s sore. He knows soon as 
you come back to Las Animas thet 
Bodkin will shut his loud mouth.” 

“Gosh, I hope he does,” replied Bra
zos ponderingly.

“There’s a stranger lately dropped 
into town. Calls himself Knight an’ 
says he’s a cattle buyer for a big Kan
sas City firm. He an’ Bodkin got thick 
pronto. Bilyen remembers seein’ this 
man with Bodkin once last August.” 

“Wal, I’ll ride down soon. Gosh, I 
hate to leave this valley! What else 
did yu heah, Coglan?”

“Not much. I didn’t go out to Twin 
Sombreros. But I met Neece in town. 
No one would think he’d ever been 
down an’ out. The Neece-Sisk-Hender- 
son cattle deal went through. They’re 
runnin’ eighty thousand head.”

“Thet’s a solid combine. Reckon 
they’re gonna buck the Miller ootfit. 
Neece is not goin’ to get caught again. 
I reckon Bilyen is behind thet deal.” 

“They’re buildin’ a big barn at the 
ranch. Hauled in a sawmill. Hank says 
it’ll be the biggest in Colorado. They 
got the roof up an’ the floor down 
when the twins stopped work with an 
idee. To give a grand dance!”

“Twins—idee—dance?” echoed Bra
zos, suddenly intensely curious.

“So Hank said. An’ thet if you didn’t 
rustle down you’d miss a hell of a 
time.”

“Aw, June wouldn’t give a dance 
withoot me!” exclaimed Brazos, vague
ly disbelieving.

“Girls are queer critters. You’d bet
ter rustle, Brazos.”

Next morning Brazos paid vastly 
more attention to his appearance than 
wras usual with him. His clean-shaven 
face, tanned with a hint of red, did not 
show a line nor a shadow. “Doggone 
it! I could look better,” he soliloquized, 
dissatisfied. “But at thet I’m not so 
pore.”

When he buttoned up his new gray 
coat he found that only the tip of his 
gun sheath, belted high, showed be
neath it. That afforded him great satis
faction, but when he went out to ride 
to Twin Sombreros he left that coat 
open and hitched the gun sheath to 
its old place.

Chapter Eleven 

Twin Trouble

ORDING the brook, 
Brazos rode through 
the pines down to the 
lane that came up 
from the pastures to 
the corrals and barns 
at the back of the 
ranch house. Present

ly he came upon the skeleton structure 
of a new barn, huge in dimensions. 
The floor was clean and shining. 
Benches had been built and set all 
around the wide square floor.

“By golly, I’m in time for thet 
dance.”

Another new structure, probably of 
Surface’s engineering, was a bunk- 
house that almost could have rivaled 
Holly Ripple’s at Don Carlos’s Rancho. 
Saddle horses stood with bridles 
down, and cowboys watched Brazos’s
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slow approach. He reined in before 
them. How many times in his range 
life had Brazos surveyed such a group 
with narrowed gaze! On this occasion 
it left him favorably impressed.

“Howd3r, cowboys. Is this heah Twin 
Sombreros Ranch?” he drawled.

“It sure is, cowboy. Get off an’ be 
at home,” answered one young fellow.

“Where’s them twins? I want to hit 
them for a job ridin’ heah.”

“Fact is, stranger, we got so many 
bosses thet we don’t know who’s boss,” 
said another clear-eyed youth, with a 
laugh.

“How many bosses?” queried Bra
zos, in pretended alarm.

“Mr. Neece, Henderson an’ Sisk, 
Hank Bilyen an' Jack Sain.”

“ Doggone! Thet’s an ootfit of bosses. 
I’ll take mv chance askin’ the twins.”

“Say, cowboy, you can’t fool us. 
You're Brazos Keene,” spoke up an
other.

“Who’n hell said I wasn’t?” inquired 
Brazos mildly.

“Hey, Jack, come here,” called Bra
zos’s first interrogator, sticking his 
head into the door of the bunkhouse. 
“You’re wanted.”

Whereupon Jack Sain emerged to 
look, to stare, to give a whoop and 
thump clinking off the porch. No doubt 
as to his gladness! It shone in his eyes.

“Brazos! What you doin’ on that 
hoss? Git down!” he yelled, leaping 
to meet Brazos's outstretched hand.

“Howdy, Jack. Gosh, but yu look fat 
to what Vu was— Heah! careful of thet 
hand! I’m tolerably glad to see yu, 
Jack.”

“Maybe I’m not. Why, cowboy, if 
you hadn't come, there wouldn’t have 
been a dance. Bilyen was sore an’ 
Neece was worried. An’ the twins! 
They don’t ask about you any more.

They’re mad!”
“Aw, thet’s too, bad. I’m doggone 

sorry.”
“Whhre you been?>You look great- 

young an’ pert—somehow different.”
“I been workin’ oot. Jack, introduce 

me to these heah boys.”
“Damn! Excuse my manners, Bra

zos, I clean forgot. This is Neece’s out
fit, picked by Bilyen. Fellers, walk for
ward an’ meet Brazos Keene.”

“Shore glad to meet yu-all,” replied 
Brazos, and shook the hand of each in 
turn. They were the youngest, cleanest 
bunch of cowboys Brazos had seen for 
years. Then Hank Bilyen appeared on 
the scene.

At sight of Brazos he swore lustily. 
But the cloud left his tanned face. He 
beamed.

“Yu Texas ghost! I was scared stiff. 
Reckoned yu’d pulled yore old trick of 
ridin’ away. Pile off so I can hug yu!” 

Brazos warmed to this welcome, yet 
it gave birth to an incalculable regret. 
Was he not going to ride for Twin 
Sombreros Ranch?

“Come on to the house,” said Hank 
eagerly. “Neece was just hollerin’ 
aboot yu. He wants to go on puttin’ 
up thet barn, so to get it done before 
the snow flies. An’ he cain’t go on with 
it because June and Janis wouldn’t 
give the dance ’till yu come.”

“ Wa! now, thet’s doggone nice of 
them— Hank, do I look all right to yu? 
I’m kinda nervous.”

“Nice? My Gawd! Yu look like Bra
zos Keene ten years ago—a pink-cheek
ed, curly-haided cowboy of sixteen, 
which you was when I met yu first at 
Doan’s Post.”

“Only ten years? I feel turrible old, 
Hank. But if I don't look it, what the 
hell? Say, isn’t thet Henry Sisk on the 
porch?”
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“Yep, One of Abe’s pardners. Fine 
chap, but so lovesick he cain’t be him
self.”

“Aw! Lovesick? Who with?” ejacu
lated Brazos in alarm.

“Janis. An’ is she leadin’ him a mer
ry chase!”

Brazos’s keen perception never had 
been arty stronger than when he met 
Henry Sisk again. The young rancher 
was a gentleman but his courtesy did 
not deceive Brazos. He was not glad 
for the return of the cowboy. Then a 
resonant voice, dry and crisp, gave Bra
zos a thrill.

“By the Lord Harry! It’s Brazos 
Keene.”

Brazos turned on his heel to meet 
Neece, a transformed man he scarcely 
recognized.

“Howdy, old-timer," drawled Brazos, 
feeling his heart swell. Not since Cap 
Britt had bade him good-by had any 
man looked at him like that.

“Son, there ain’t any use to try-tell- 
in’ you—” began the rancher with 
strong emotion:

“Wal, then, don’t try,” interrupted 
Brazos with his old slow smile. “ I'll 
take yore word for it. Neece, yu shore 
look-wal, like what yore twins’ dad 
ought to look.”

“By Gad! I forgot. If we’re ketched 
talkin’ to you before they have their 
turn—”

The call of an excited girl cut Neece 
short. It came from the front of the 
ranch house, no doubt through the 
open door of the sitting room.

“Henry—Henry!" called the same 
voice, imperiously. “Come in here!”

As young Sisk hurried across the 
porch to enter the room, Brazos had a 
glimpse of a pale sweet face with wild 
dark eyes drawing back from the door.

“Girls, don’t be bashful. Come out,”

called Neece gaily.
Henry reappeared precipitously, as 

if vigorous arms had given him im
petus.

“Keene, you’re wanted inside,” he 
said gruffly. Apparently the ordeal was 
painful for him.

Sombrero off, Brazos crossed the 
threshold. One of the twins stood in 
the center of the room; the other clos
ed the door behind him. Then they 
both met in front of him, pale, tremen
dously excited and inhibited, amber 
eyes darkly dilated. Brazos could not 
tell one from the other.

"Howdy-girls,” he said huskily. 
“ It’s shore turrible good to see yu— 
heah.”

"Brazos!" Twin voices in unison, 
deep, rich with emotion, drew him as 
a magnet. If it had been a feminine 
shrinking or a check to impulsive feel
ing that had momentarily frustrated 
the twins, it went into sudden eclipse. 
They were upon him, murmuringly, 
and soft cool lips touched his cheek 
at the same instant that sweeter lips, 
on fire, met his own.

Then Brazos, in a trance, found him
self with two girls in his arms, and he 
felt throbbing breasts against his. The 
room whirled around him for a mo
ment. If he thought at all, he did not 
care which was June and which was 
•Janis. He did want to prolong that 
moment. It ended presently, however, 
with the girls drawing back, one of 
them scarlet, the other white. And Bra
zos, recovering his equilibrium, made 
the observance that the white-faced 
twin was the one who had kissed his 
mouth.

At that juncture the girls’ aunt en
tered to welcome Brazos, and she was 
so sincere and kind, so apparently ob
livious of his status and the violence
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which had reinstated them at Twin 
Sombreros, that Brazos found himself 
at last.

“Wal, it was aboot time somebody 
rescued me,” he drawled. “Miss Neece, 
yu just couldn’t guess how glad I am 
to see yu.”

“Thank you. I’d scarcely have known 
you, Brazos Keene.”

“ Isn’t he wonderful, Aunt Mattie?” 
asked June with a blush. “I discovered 
him.”

“Well, little Jan was around when 
it happened,” said her sister subtly. 
“Brazos, let me show you my room.” 

“And mine, too,” added June.
One at each arm they dragged the 

bedazzled cowboy from one beautiful 
room to another, then all over the 
house, and out into the yard, out to
ward the corrals, past the group of 
gaping cowboys, at last to the barn. 
June held forth on what a marvelous 
place it would be for her horses when 
winter came and Janis dilated on its 
desirability for their dance.

“Now you’re here we can have it! 
When?” exclaimed June delightedly.

“Everybody is waiting,” Janis ex
claimed. “Let’s say Friday night. 
That’ll give us two days to decorate 
the barn with autumn leaves and flow
ers. And get the supper ready. Dad has 
a surprise for us—I don’t know what. 
This will be the welcome home he had 
planned for us, June.”

“Friday night—two days?” queried 
June dreamily, her eyes on Brazos, “ It 
will be full moon.”

They marched Brazos back to the 
house to announce with gay acclaim 
the date for the dance. Henry Sisk re
luctantly obeyed their command to 
take the cowboys and go into the for
est to fetch an abundance of autumn 
leaves and pine cones and ferns for

ornament. The girls rushed In to con
fer with their aunt.

Janis poked her head out to call: 
“ Cowboy, don’t you go riding away!’ 

“Son, when will you take charge?” 
asked Neece.

“Yu mean of yore ootfits? Gosh!”
“I mean of mine. Henderson has his 

own foreman. An’ Sisk his. They’ve 
got pretty good outfits, in my judg
ment. But I depend a lot on Bilyen.” 

“What’s Hank’s job gonna be?” 
“Hank will buy an’ sell cattle.” 
“Fine. He’s a shrewd hombre an’ 

honest as noonday. Coglan told me yu 
was runnin’ eighty thousand haid. Is 
thet so, boss?”

“More by a few thousand.”
“Ahuh. I don’t know as thet is so 

good,” rejoined Brazos thoughtfully.
“Hank wasn’t so keen about it, ei

ther. But I am. I’d rather have Hen
derson in with me with all his money 
an’ bankin' interests, an’ young Sisk, 
than tackle it alone with only the ten 
thousand head Surface left me.” 

“Neece, yu’re an old-timer. It’ll 
mean drawin’ rustlers like molasses 
draws flies.”

“There won’t be any more wholesale 
rustlin’. I’ve been thirty years on the 
frontier. An’ I’ve seen the cattle busi
ness grow. It’s about at its peak now. 
An’ I’ve never seen big raids on any 
range but once. Did you?”

“Wal, come to think aboot it—I reck
on no. But all the same a steady steal- 
in’ of stock in small bunches cain’t be 
sneezed at.”

“Brazos, I’ll lose less thro win’ in 
with my pardners, an’ runnin' a hun
dred thousand head, than if I stay out 
an’ run one-tenth of that number.” 

“Sounds sensible. Why isn’t Hank 
keen aboot it?”

“Bilyen is not against it, but he’s not
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vite all kinds of range trouble from 
stealin’ by rival combines an’ out-an’- 
out rustlers to corruptin’ cowboys.” 

“Wal, Hank is shore right.”
“Brazos, we’re goin’ to find out be

fore the snow flies.”
“Heah comes Hank now, in a buck- 

board. Gosh, them blacks look kinda 
familiar!”

“Where you goin’, Hank?” queried 
the rancher, as Bilyen drove to a halt.

“Town. Got a list longer’n yore laig 
—all for thet darn dance.”

“Hank, I’ve been talkin’ with Neece 
heah. He says yu’re not keen on his 
combine an’ the big herd.”

“Wal, air yu, Brazos?” parried Bil
yen.

“Shore I am. The more the merrier.” 
Brazos deliberately contradicted his 
opinion to Neece for reasons of his 
own.

“To be honest, I feel all right aboot 
it now, ’cause yu’re heah, Brazos.” 

“Ahuh. Wal, what was on yore chest 
before,I got heah?”

“Mebbe I’m a little personal. I got a 
grudge against Bodkin. An’. I ain’t so 
damn friendly toward this new cattle
man Knight.”

“Bodkin kinda rubs me the wrong 
way, too, boss,” returned Brazos brood- 
ingly. “He was crooked. I know. I 
heahed him talk with two men I didn’t 
know. But all of them was in thet deal, 
an’ all of them was ready to double- 
cross Surface. It was from them I 
heahed aboot the bag of gold I got 
back for yu. They were all huntin’ for 
thet. An’ Coglan told me the talk had 
it thet this man Knight is the hombre 
who shot Surface.”

.“Wal, they’ve side-tracked thet talk. 
Brazos, do yu reckon Bodkin’s bein’ 
elected sheriff will make him go

straight?”
“Not in a million years!”
“Thet will simplify the problem for 

Neece,” declared Bilyen, gathering up 
his reins. And he drove off without 
another word.

“What’d thet sore-haided Texan 
mean, anyhow?” queried Brazos irri
tably, when he knew perfectly well 
what Bilyen meant.

“Drive Bodkin out of Colorado,” re
plied Neece grimly. “Thet’d break up 
this range ring.”

“Yu cain’t drive thet hombre oot of 
Las Animas.”

“Brazos, you can’t kill him,” declar
ed Neece seriously. “Bodkin has been 
elected sheriff by the citizens of this 
county. This time he wasn’t appointed. 
He’s our first, elected officer. If you kill 
him you’ll be an outlaw.”

“Ahuh. I was thinkin’ aboot thet.”
“Bodkin is not goin’ to be caught 

brandin’ calves or deaiin’ with rus
tlers. He’s going to play safe from now 
on.”

“All the same, he’s crooked, Neece. 
An’ half the town knows it if the other 
half is blind. Even if none of them— 
not even yu or Hank—I know. Abso- 
lutelee! An’ it makes a rotten situation 
for me, if I go to ridin’ for yu.”

“If! For land’s sake, Keene, don’t 
say you might not. Why, I’m relyin’ on 
you. TKet’s what got Henderson to 
throw in with me. Besides you’re goin’ 
to be a son to me, aren’t you?”

“My Gawd—I’d like to be,” gulped 
Brazos.

“June told me thet she’d guarantee 
your ridin’ for me. An’ Jan said she 
could get you if June couldn’t.”

“Help!” cried Brazos in a weak 
voice. Then after hanging his head a 
moment he looked up to speak feeling
ly. “Neece, I’m thankin’ yu for yore
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trust an’ likin’. An’ I’m shore proud 
thet June-an’ Janis, too—wants me 
heah. I’ll come, boss, an’ ride my damn
edest for yu.”

“Good! Thet relieves me. An’ it’ll 
makes the girls happy,” replied the 
rancher with great satisfaction. “ I 
reckon it’s a delicate situation for you, 
Brazos. Wild cowboy an’ gunman thet 
you are—thank God!—you still have 
pride an' honor. You might feel com
punctions against askin’ me for June 
or Janis, because you are who you are. 
But I’ll declare myself before you ask 
me—I’d like you to take Allen’s place. 
Don’t worry about decidin’ between 
the twins. They’ll settle your hash 
pronto, an’ it doesn’t make any differ
ence to me. Now thet’s off my mind. 
Let’s go in an’ drink to it.”

After dinner the twins dragged Bra
zos, Neece, Henry, and Bilyen out to 
the barn, and collected Sain and the 
cowboys on the way. Already heaps of 
evergreen, boughs of pine with the 
cones intact, and branches of different- 
colored autumn leaves lay upon the 
floor.

Happily Brazos took orders from the 
twins and spent the afternoon balanc
ing precariously on a ladder, putting 
up the leafy decorations. There came 
a time when he was alone with June, 
hidden from the others by a great 
bower of leaves. Brazos daringly made 
love to her, crushed her to him despite 
her murmured objections that the oth
ers might see them.

“Darling,” Brazos begged, “yu gotta 
be more of a sweetheart.”

“Brazos, I’ve been the—the faithful- 
est sweetheart you ever had. If you 
only knew!”

“June, I mean a lovin’ sweetheart. 
I’m the kind of a hombre thet’s got to 
have kisses—millions of kisses.”

She uttered a little laugh, easy to 
misinterpret. “ I rather guessed that. 
You’re so sure of the number—I won
der if you’re as sure of where they’re 
all to come from.”

But she yielded easily to his tender 
clasp and shyly held up her lips. Her 
kiss was cool-sweet-quick, gathering 
something as it ended.

“There! one on account— Wait! 
they’re calling me. I’ll be back soon.”

“June!” came the clamoring cry 
from outside the leafy bower.

She slipped away from Brazos, with 
a touch, a look that convinced him she 
wanted to stay there in his arms. Bra
zos stood staring after her in the gath
ering rosy gloom of the great barn. He 
did not attend particularly to the argu
ment going on at the other end. He was 
still under the spell of June’s shy sur
render, her half promise, and he wait
ed with strong impatience for her re
turn. There would surely be a moment 
more. Dusk was falling. The cows were 
lowing in the fields. Then the supper 
bell put an end to the animated discus
sion that had disrupted Brazos's mo
ment of bliss.

“Come on, Brazos,” yelled the merry 
voice of Jack Sain.

“Doggone!” muttered Brazos.
“Hey, Texas, we’re knockin’ off for 

supper,” called Bilyen.
Brazos stood there with a sense of 

blank disappointment, a letting down 
of his expectant mood, listening to the 
voices and footsteps receding. Then 
his heart leaped at a quick light patter 
of feet that slowed, halted significant
ly outside the booth.

A slender form in White stood fram
ed in the darkening doorway of foliage.

' “Aw, heah yu air!” whispered Bra
zos with a passionate resurgence of 
feeling.



TWIN SOMBREROS 81

“Oh, I couldn’t see you They sent 
me back—”

Perhaps it was his sudden looming 
right over her that checked her gay 
voice. He saw her face, pale against 
the background of leaves, her eyes un
naturally large and dark.

“Yu never found a daid man,” said 
Brazos, snatching her off her feet.

"Brazos!" All her slender form ap
peared to leap with a divinely startled 
convulsion, but it did not strike Bra
zos that it was resistance. His surprise 
attack gained something from his dis
appointment. He gathered her up tight 
in his arms and as he kissed her eyes 
shut she cried out:

“Oh!—please don’t!—Mercy! Ah!” 
And with that Brazos’s thirsty lips 
closed hers and he spent his ardor in 
long, lingering kisses.

“There! Thet shore was—cornin’ to 
yu—lady,” panted Brazos, as her head 
dropped back, her eyes closed under 
mystic lids.

They opened. “Cowboy devil!” she 
whispered, both tone and look impos
sible to read.

Nevertheless Brazos translated them 
in his own behalf.

“No—more.” she cried frantically 
and, surprising Brazos with sudden 
strength, she freed herself and fled.

Brazos followed, still in a transport. 
But as he got out of the gloom of the 
barn into the open where it was light 
he sustained a return of rationality.

One of the boys had waited and in a 
moment more Brazos recognized Hen
ry Sisk.

“What’d you go back for?” he asked 
in low voice.

“What’d you-drag June-away for?” 
panted the girl, as she reached him.

“I took her for you!” returned Sisk, 
in anguish.

“Ha! Ha!”
Janis’s sweet laugh not only silenced 

Sisk but also made a stone image of 
Brazos. The couple hurried on to catch 
up with the others down the lane. 
Brazos stood there in the summer twi
light as suddenly stiff and cold as if he 
had been turned to stone, his conscious
ness capable of only one thought: My 
Gawd, if it xvasn't Jan!

Chapter Twelve 

Who’s Who of 1880

URING the rest of that 
evening Brazos sought 
the safety of numbers. 
But just the same, he 
was con sciou s of 
June’s observance of 
him, as if she knew 
what a fool he was, 

and of Janis’s smiling radiance, as if 
she had a secret not to keep long from 
the world. One other shared it, of that 
Brazos was sure, and he was Henry 
Sisk. Jack Sain betrayed a curiosity 
beyond jealousy, but something that 
would eventually probe to the bottom 
of the mystery. And as the evening 
wore on Brazos began to grow suspi
cious of the others.

“Wal, folks,” he said at an opportune 
moment, “ I'm gonna say good night an’ 
ride back to town.”

“What’s the sense in thet?” spoke 
up Neece quickly. “This is your home. 
An’ Hank can fetch your pack tomor
row.”

“Please don’t go, Brazos,” added 
June, suddenly anxious.

“Brazos Keene, you’ve got a job,” 
piled on Janis, with a merry subtlety 
impossible to interpret. “This Neece 
outfit is getting obstreperous. You 
can’t run it gallivanting to town.”
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“Wal, I reckon I cain't run it if I 
stay,” replied Brazos, for whom the 
humor of the situation had ceased.

•‘I was oniy fooling,” said Janis hur
riedly.

“Why must you go?” pouted June.
“Wal, since yu call my hand,” 

drawled Brazos, exaggerating his cool 
habit of speech, “the fact is there’s a 
couple of hombres in town thet I for
got aboot shootin’.”

Blank surprise and silence ensued 
upon Brazos’s reply. As Brazos had 
intended, they could not tell whether 
he was in jest or earnest.

“ So long. See yu-all in the mawn- 
in’,” lie concluded, and left the room. 
Hank B i b  o n  followed him out on the 
porch, and one of the twins caught up 
with them.

“ Brazos—wait,” she faltered.
“Cowboy, I'll have yore hawss heah 

in a jiffy,” said Hank, and thumped 
off the pooch.

Brazos had taken a step down, but 
turned to look at the girl, whose face 
was on a level with his.

“You are—angry?” she asked.
“Not atall—an’ which one of these 

heah Neece girls air yu?”
“Brazos! I’m June. Don’t look at 

me like that. We were only in fun— 
and they coaxed—nagged me into it.”

“Into what?" queried Brazos blunt
ly. June's distress told him there was 
something in the wind of which he had 
had no inkling.

"You’ve guessed it-haven’t you?”
“ Ump-umm. I’m a pore guesser. An’ 

I’m a pore social cuss, too. I reckon I 
don’t belong heah.”

“Oh. Brazos, you are angry,” cried 
June, and she looked back to beckon 
Japis, who stood with white face and 
wide eyes in the light of the door. But 
Janis did not come. “See! Jan leaves it

all on my shoulders. And look at Dad 
and Jack! Laughing like hyenas! Bra
zos, I don’t blame you—but forgive me, 
darling.”

This was so astounding and delicious 
that Brazos could not resist prolonging 
it

“Wal, June, I’m not a forgiving cuss, 
either—when I see I’m bein’ made fun 
of.”

“Now they’re making fun of me, 
too,” protested June. “They put up a 
job on us, Brazos.”

“Ahuh. Suppose yu tell me aboot it.”
“Darling!”
“Awful sweet talk, June, but not 

gettin’ us anywhere.”
“But don’t be such a stranger to me,” 

she wailed. “Brazos, would-would you 
be terribly angry if I—I confessed some
thing I said about—about you and me?”

“No. If it was true I’d like yu the 
better,”

“You remember tonight before sup
per—w'hen you and I were alone in the 
stall?”

“Wal, I’m not liable to forget.”
“We must have been there a long 

time. It was almost dark. They teased 
me unmercifully. Even Dad! I got 
mad. Jan didn’t help it any, believe me. 
So I said, ‘I guess no one has a better 
right to be alone with Brazos Keene. 
And if this is all you called me for, I’m 
going back.’ Well, Jack Sain grabbed 
me. They dragged me out of the barn. 
Oh, they were full of mischief. And 
then they sprang the joke on me. That 
same old trick that has got me into a 
peck of trouble lots of times! Sent Jan
is back. Let her pretend to be me. She 
would string you along until we got 
in to supper. I objected. I didn’t like it. 
I didn’t want to. But Jan did! And al
ways I’d do anything under the sun 
for her. So I weakened and she went.
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"Henry was the only one who was 
sore. He was sore. He waited. And Jan 
kept you there in the barn so long that 
all of us but Henry ran off. When Jan 
came in alone with Henry, who was 
black as a thundercloud, and you didn’t 
come—then they guessed the joke 
hadn’t gone so good. Jan was myste
rious. She kept mum. She didn’t care 
a whoop how mad Henry was. But she 
couldn’t fool me. Jan doesn’t have that 
white look and those black eyes for 
nothing. Something had happened 
while she was pretending to be me. 
And I've been frantic ever since.” 

“Wal, I shore took Jan for yu, all 
right,” declared Brazos with a grim 
satisfaction.

“Oh, Brazos—you-you didn’t—”
■‘Let yore imagination run high, 

wide, an’ handsome, June, an’ maybe 
yu’ll get somewhere.”

“Brazos! I’ll bet you were too smart 
for them. You knew Jan!" exclaimed 
June hopefully. “You played up to 
them. Poor Jan! No wonder she was so 
strange-so tense. Served her right! 
Oh, Brazos, I’m horribly jealous, but if 
you guessed the trick I—I can stand 
it. Only Jan worries me— Do you for
give me, Brazos?”

“Shore, sweetheart, I’d forgive yu 
anythin’. But I’m not so shore aboot 
Jan an’ Jack an’ yore dad.”

“Now you’re my old Brazos again,” 
murmured June. “ I’ll be a match for 
them next time. Brazos, let's play a 
terrible joke on them.”

“I should smile. How aboot elopin’ ?” 
“Oh! Brazos, you’re not serious?” 

cried .June, aghast yet intrigued at the 
idea.

“Shore am. We could slope off in 
the mawnin’—get to Dodge City long 
enough to slip thet bridle on yu—then 
come back to the dance.”

“Glorious! But—but—”
“Then it wouldn’t make so much dif

ference whether or not I took yu for 
Jan,” drawled Brazos dryly.

“Wouldn’t it, though?” flashed June. 
“Brazos Keene, I agree with Jan. No
body can be quite sure of you.”

“ If yu were my wife, wouldn’t yu 
feel tolerable safe?”

“Don’t tempt me, Brazos. If we elop
ed it’d hurt Dad. And there’s no need 
of hurry. I—I’d like it! But I mustn’t. 
Another thing-Jan would never for
give me.”

“For marryin’ me!” ejaculated Bra
zos.

“No. For not telling her. We’ll wait, 
Brazos dear—if you can be true to me.” 

“ I shore can if yu’ll only wear some- 
. thin’ or do somethin’ so I cain’t mis

take yu for Jan again.”
“I guess you don’t really want to,” 

she said reproachfully. “ It must be 
great fun for a cowboy, especially 
when his fiancee’s sister doesn’t run 
away from him.”

“Aboot as funny as bein’ piled off 
yore hawss. June, will you promise to 
give me a hunch, so I’ll know yu?” 

“Yes. I promise, Brazos. I’ll think up 
something that no one else can tell.” 

“June, do yu reckon thev-all took yu 
to mean we air engaged?” asked Bra
zos wistfully.

“No, they didn’t. Dad never mention
ed it. And Jan laughed in my face. 
Then she tried to pump me. Oh, she 
Worries me, Brazos.”

“Wal, if yu had my state of mind 
aboot thet girl yu’d be loco— Have yu 
got any nerve, darlin’?”

“Nerve? Yes. For what?”
“Jan has backed into the room. 

Gosh, her eyes look like burnt holes in 
a blanket. They’re all peekin’ oot at 
us. Makes me kinda sore. How aboot
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kissin’ me good night? Thet’ll fix 
them.”

“Oh, I haven’t that—much nerve,” 
faltered June. “I might—”

“Jan would have in yore place,” in
terrupted Brazos, a little bitterly.

“If I had your nerve I know what 
I’d do,” retorted June.

“Aw, heah comes Hank with my 
hawss.”

“Pooh! Who cares for Hank— Bra
zos, Brazos, you may grab me—hug me 
like a bear—kiss me good night, then 
run.”

“June!”
“Yes-and explain to Dad tomorrow.”
Dared thus and spurred by June’s 

provocative smile, Brazos brazenly 
availed himself of the sweet privilege. 
It made his head whirl so that he near-, 
ly fell down the steps.

“Say, cowboy, what’n hell’s got into 
yu?” queried Hank in mild concern, as 
Brazos swung into his saddle.

“Gawd only knows, Hank,” drawled 
Brazos with his cool laugh. “I might 
be ridin’ away from Don Carlos’s Ran
cho. So long, Texas.”

Brazos had a fleeting glimpse of'the 
disheveled June standing slim and 
lovely in the light with her hands over 
her face.

It was midnight when Brazos reach
ed town, and next day he slept late, a 
luxury he seldom indulged in. And aft
er he awakened he lay in bed, realiz
ing that in broad daylight, with the 
sun pouring golden in at his window, 
he could not feel the same as he did 
in the black midnight hours. He was 
wonderfully happy. And that exalted 
mood lasted until, booted, spurred, and 
gun-belted, he walked out up the street 
of Las Animas.

He had not taken a dozen steps from 
Mexican Joe’s when a cowboy, a lean

hard-faced youth, sauntered out of a 
doorway.

“Howdy, Keene,” he said, as if in 
casual greeting. “ I been walkin’ the 
street for an hour watchin’ for you.”

“Howdy, cowboy,” returned Brazos 
slowly.

“Gimme a match. Make this look nat
ural,” returned the other.

“Ahuh. Heah yu air. Talk fast, 
stranger.”

The cowboy took the match and 
lighted his cigarette leisurely, but he 
spoke rapidly.

“Last night at Hall’s—heerd two men 
talkin’—Brazos Keene in town—Knight 
swears we’re to git him at any cost— 
Bodkin’ rarin’.”

The cowboy raised his young hard 
visage, puffed a cloud of smoke, and 
turned away.

“Thanks, pard,” said Brazos, and 
went on as before. Doggone I Thet’s 
hot. I reckon thet cowboy risked his 
life an’ knew it. They’re gonna try to 
shoot me in the back. Bodkin again!

Brazos went in the first store and 
but the back way, where he proceeded 
along the alley to a side street from 
which he reached the corral where he 
had left his horse. The Mexican boy, 
Pedro, had fed and watered Bay. Bra
zos lost no time riding out of town. 
The conclusion he reached was that 
Bodkin had taken up with this Knight 
-that they were going to proceed on 
the lines Surface had developed—and 
that such operations were retarded be
cause of the unwelcome existence of 
one Brazos Keene.

The approach of winter might have 
necessitated renewed activity on the 
part of cattle rustlers. Cattle had gone 
up in price to forty-three dollars on the 
hoof with increasing demand. Neece 
had seen this coming and he had
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bought wholesale, getting some small 
herds .for as low as thirty dollars a 
head.

When Brazos arrived at Twin Som
breros he rode in with little thought of 
the distracting sisters and the gala sup
per and dance to be held that evening. 
As luck would have it June or Janis 
called gaily to him from the house, 
but Brazos only waved without stop
ping. He found a merry bustling crowd 
of cowboys working to enhance the au
tumn effect desired by the girls.

“Heah, one of yu rollickin’ gazabos,” 
he called. “Tell Neece an’ Bilyen I 
want them pronto;”

The rancher was the first to reach 
Brazos and he wore the warm smile 
he had acquired for this cowboy.

“Mornin’, son. You look pretty seri
ous. Scared of bracin’ Dad after last 
night, eh?”

Brazos had to grin. No fear of this 
father’s censure or criticism! Neece 
was on his side.

“Scared as hell, Dad, now yu make 
me think of last night. But thet wasn’t 
on my mind atall.”

Hank Bilyen joined them at this 
juncture. “Mawnin’, Brazos.” said the 
Texan, his gray gaze studying Bra
zos’s face.

“Come heah,” returned Brazos, and 
drew the two aside.

“Aw, yu’re gonna bust up the party,” 
complained Hank, a sense of calamity 
evidently striking him.

“Ump-um. Not atall. I’ve got a tip, 
though. Cattle gone to forty-three dol
lars. It’ll be forty-five in less’n a week, 
an’ goin’ up.”

“You don’t say!” ejaculated the 
rancher eagerly. “Hank, my hunch 
was correct.”

“Wal, I was holdin’ at forty for this 
fall. But forty-five! Say, Neece, we’re

settin’ with a powerful good hand.”
“How many haid can yu drive in an’ 

ship pronto, inside the week?” que
ried Brazos thoughtfully.

“Close to twenty thousand if the rail
road can handle them,” replied Neece 
promptly.

“I saw hundreds of empty stock cars 
as I rode oot. Neece, yu can beat the 
other cattlemen to it, an’ save, I reck
on, half thet twenty thousand-if yu 
rush the ootfit.”

“Save! What yu mean, cowboy?” 
asked Bilyen, darkly suspicious of his 
young friend.

“Wal, there’s a lull in rustlin’ just 
now, but it won’t last long onless this 
ootfit Surface left behind gets ripped 
up the back. Neece, it’d be a good bet 
to sell all the railroad can handle.”

“ I’ll grab it pronto, Brazos, thanks 
to you.”

“How aboot Henderson an' Sisk? 
Can they grab it pronto, too?”

“No. Henderson’s stock is scattered 
all over the range. Sisk's is on his ranch 
forty miles out. Rough country. It’d 
take a month to round up a big bunch.”

“Too late for the top price-an’ too 
late to beat the rustlers.”

“Hank, I tried to get Sisk an’ Hen
derson to see this very thing-that is, 
the price of beef goin’ up. 1 didn’t fig
ure on rustlers. Brazos, how can they 
get away with any large numbers of 
cattle?”

“Wal, it does seem ootlandish. with 
law an’ order in Las Animas,” rejoined 
Brazos with a grim laugh. “Boss, ten 
hard-ridin’ rustlers can move a heap 
of stock. None of thet stock would 
come heah. They’d shove it along the 
line, an’ have it shipped the day it got 
to the railroad, long before the own
ers found oot. Some of it would be 
throwed in with the shipment of cat
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tlemen we reckon air crooked. Aw, it’s 
easy enough. Too damn easy!”

‘Til go write telegrams to my buy
ers an’ order all the stock cars avail
able. Hank, you can ride in with these 
at once,” said Neece decisively, and 
hurried away.

“Come oot with it, darn yore pic- 
toors," demanded Hank gruffly.

“Wal, it’s nothin’ new, but kinda 
worrisome, considerin’ the mix-up I’m 
in heah,” answered Brazos, and he 
gave Hank the information he had re
ceived from the strange cowboy in 
town.

The Texan swore mightily and to no 
purpose, which verbiage Brazos re
ceived in silence.

“I knowed somethin’ was in the 
wind, else yu’d never advise Neece to 
sell stock so pronto. Doggone lucky 
for Neece! We can ship thet number of 
cattle before the price drops or a hoof 
of it can be rustled. But what’n the hell 
air vu gonna do?”

“Me? Aw, I better lay low.”
“Bodkin! Damn his yellow gizzard! 

All Bodkin! Brazos, do yu reckon thet 
hombre knows yu can’t kill him?”

“He’s just aboot smart enough to fig
ure it,” admitted Brazos.

“Who ever heahed of such a goddam 
muss!” growled Hank. "If this was 
only Texas!”

“But it’s not Texas. It’s Colorado, 
where they got law an' order,” declar
ed Brazos bitterly.

"Where’s lavin’ low gonna get yu, 
cowboy ?"

“ 1 don’t know. It's all I can think of.”
“They’d reckon yu was scared an’ 

rustle the hair off this range.”
“Shore. But they’d hang themselves 

sooner or later. Las Animas won’t 
stand it forever.”

“No, I reckon not. All the same

they’re daid slow.”
“Slow? Say, Texas, they’re not alive. 

The trouble is each cattleman heah 
suspects his neighbor. Yu know, Hank, 
thet kind of deal is hard to handle. It 
just might last until this range has 
seen its best days.”

“Nope, it won’t, ’cause the haids of 
this combine, Bodkin an’ Knight, Mil
ler mebbe, whoever they air, don’t 
stock up enough gray matter.”

“Hank, I just oughta ride away," 
said Brazos tragically.

“Shore. Thet old dodge of yores 
would fit in heah,” rejoined Bilven 
with sarcasm that made Brazos flinch. 

“Only I cain’t.”
“An’ why cain’t yu?”
“It’s not humanly possible for me 

to leave this girl.”
"Brazos, I’d be damned if I would, 

either.”
“ If only June would run off with 

me! We could come back after these 
hombres peter oot,”

“June? Say, cowboy, we reckoned it 
was Janis.”

"We? Who’n hell air we?” jerked 
out Brazos with a start.

“Why, me, an' Neece—an’ some of 
the boys. Leastways Jack.”

“Jack Sain? The two-faced son of a 
gun! He’s crazy aboot June himself. 
Thet’s why he—”

“Jack is honest,” interposed Bilven. 
“An’ Neece reckons yu’re sweetest on 
Janis.”

“Neece? Aw, my Gawd!” ejaculated 
Brazos, throwing up his hands.

“Cowboy, ain’t yu kinda mixed up 
yoreself aboot which one of the twins 
vu're daid set on?”

“Mixed up? I'm standin’ on my haid 
right this heah minute. Hank, I love 
June, honest an’ true—but—aw! it’s or- 
ful-I cain’t tell her from Jan.”
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The Texan laughed so hard that 
Brazos wanted to punch him. “Haw! 
Haw! Haw! Doggone-me.” He choked, 
trying to talk. “Yu’re not in any mix- 
up. Oh—no! Yu reckon it’s June, but 
yu cain’t tell her from Jan! One’s the 
same as the other-thet settles yore 
hash, Brazos Keene,”

“Hank, I could get mad at yu—yu 
damned ole muddlehaid,” declared 
Brazos, red in the face. “Now what’n 
hell do yu mean by thet last crack? 
Yu saw me kiss June last night.” 

“Shore, Brazos, but thet only proved 
yu’re in love with them both.”

“Yu’re a damn liar.”
“An’ yu’re plumb lucky,” returned 

Bilyen curtly. “There’s safety in num
bers. Yu been playin’ fast an’ loose 
with two fine girls.”

“Wal, I’ll be dod-blasted,” muttered 
Brazos, as his friend strode away, 
plainly offended. “What the devil did 
he mean by lucky-an’ safety in num
bers?”

The rustic pine-cone, lanterns up and 
down the lane leading from the barn 
to the ranch house were lit, as were the 
oil lanterns in the colorful barn and 
the big locomotive lamp that had been 
fastened high on a post. Huge bonfires 
added to the cheerful night scene. And 
the moon soared above the black range, 
full and white and radiant. Then the 
crowd of girls, some in white,, and 
most in bright hues that matched the 
autumn leaves, flocked down the lane 
with gay voices and merry laughter, 
to meet the eager young men waiting 
at the barn. Last came the older folk, 
less brilliantly garbed, but quite as 
merry and as happy. Voice and mirth 
of all were drowned in a burst of rhyth
mic music.

Brazos was surrounded by the glad

throng, although none appeared to no
tice him, and he drew to one side, with 
a feeling of detachment. He was begin
ning to lose something of the thrill and 
uncommon pleasure that possessed 
him, when a soft little hand slipped in
side his. Brazos turned to find a vision 
in white beside him, with lovely face 
uplifted to his and dark eyes the dull
est of men could have read aright.

“ It’s June,” she said simply. “How 
do you like my New York gown?” 

“Girl—I never knew yu were so 
beautiful,” replied Brazos rapturously.

“Come. This first dance is yours. I 
chose a long waltz, because you told 
me you liked waltzing.”

They had whirled scarcely more 
than a quarter way round the big barn 
when June looked up to whisper: “You 
said you were a clodhopper on your 
feet.”

“Wal, I am-in my boots.”
“Brazos, you can dance-but you 

hold me a little too tight—for public—” 
“Aw, I don't know whether I’m 

dancin’ or ridin’ or sailin’. An’ June, 
if I didn’t hold yu like this—I’d not 
know I had yu in my arms—yu’re so 
like a fairy.”

“ Don’t talk—flatterer!”
They danced on and Brazos thought 

that he was indeed sailing around an 
enchanted glade in the autumn woods. 
Yet he preserved his equilibrium 
enough to lead her through the whirl
ing throng of dancers. But toward the 
end the sense of rhythmic dreamy 
movement, the murmuring voices of 
girls, the bright dresses, the scarlet 
flare of autumn leaves, and the en
trancing feel of June so soft against 
his breast—these went to Brazos’s head 
like wine.

“Brazos—you’re-hugging-me,” June 
whispered pantingly.
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“Am I? Doggone! I hadn’t noticed 
it,” he drawled, loosing his hold .ever 
so little.

“Everybody—else—has.”
“June, if my eyes air not pore, 

they’re all doin’ the same.”
“Jan saw. She looked-daggers at 

me.”
“Wal, don’t yu look— Aw, it’s over! 

How could thet happen? June, I .reck
on I never had so wonderful a dance.” 

“Not even at that famous dance of 
Holly Ripple’s—with her?”

“Wal, thet was wonderful, too. But 
not like this one with yu. Yu see, Hol
ly wasn’t my sweetheart.”

“I don’t see. I should have thought 
she’d be mad about you. Brazos, do 
you want to please me?”

“More than anyone.”
“ Make yourself agreeable to the girls 

who haven’t beaux, and some of the 
older women. You can be so nice! It’s 
a chance. It’ll make them like you— 
and help our party to success. Will you, 
Brazos?”

“Goodness only knows how I call, 
but I’ll manage. But how aboot Janis?” 

“Jan will have three partners for 
every dance. But you must get a part 
of one, at least. She’d blame me if you 
didn’t.”

“I’ll bet I cain’t get within a mile of 
her—or yu, either, after this. Look at 
these buckaroos pilin’ over each other 
to get at yu!”

“Brazos, I’ll hunt you up,” she flash
ed, and was whirled away.

The hours fled like the dances; the 
pine cones burned out; the big bon
fires were replenished; many of the 
young men and some of the girls went 
often to the great bowl of punch that 
Neece had ordered must be kept full; 
and the moon climbed high to burn 
white in the blue dome above.

At midnight supper was served for 
the younger folk on the wide porch, 
and in the long sitting-room of the 
ranch house for the elders. Brazos ate 
his food standing, as many times he 
had done beside a chuck wagon on the 
Old Trail.

Soon the dancers flocked back to the 
barn, lured by the strains of music. 
Brazos watched them from the porch, 
a little wistfully, wondering when 
June would hunt him up. Then a white 
hand slipped under his arm.

“Come, cowboy,” called a challeng
ing voice.

“Aw, heah yu air!” cried Brazos.
“Quick. They’re after me. Run!” she 

said, with a giggle, and led him into 
the pines instead of down the lane. In 
a moment they were out of sight of the 
ranch house, the lights, and in another 
almost out of hearing of the merry 
hum.

Then they walked hand in hand. Bra
zos’s heart seemed full to bursting. 
There was no need of talk. The pines 
black-barred the silver glades. The girl 
stopped to confront Brazos, though she 
did not let go of his hand.

“Where have you been all these 
hours?” she asked. The moonlight en
hanced her loveliness, blanched her 
oval face, darkened her unfathomable 
eyes. Brazos divined that she had giv
en him the opportunity he had longed 
for.

“I’ve been helpin’ make yore party 
a success. Didn’t think it was in me! 
Dancin’ with old maids, doin’ the el
egant with the wives and mothers, 
makin’ a waiter oot of myself. But it 
was fun, an’ did me good.”

“Brazos, that was sweet of you,” she 
returned 'warmly.

“Wal, don’t yu w'ant to reward me?” 
he drawled softly.
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“Yes.” As she spoke that forceful 
word Brazos caught a hint of some
thing as strange as lovely about her. 
In the magic of the moonlight all her 
charm and mystery appeared magni
fied.

“Would a—a kiss be too much?" he 
asked hesitatingly.

“Too little!”
Brazos kissed her and trembled on 

the brink of the unknown. She stood 
there, slender and white in the silver
ed radiance, eyes intent on him, lips 
upturned.

“Girl, don’t look at me like tliet—you 
said yes.”

“ I also said ‘too little’ !”
Brazos's restraint broke at that, and 

he took her in his arms, but did not 
avail himself of the repetition of that 
challenging surrender. Still she held 
back from closer contact with him, 
somewhat stiffly.

“Tell me yu’ll marry me?” he de
manded, suddenly strong and vibrant 
with released emotion.

“Ah-h!” she gasped, and as if the 
strength had left her limbs she sank 
upon his breast. Brazos held her closer 
and closer, bending his head over hers, 
to put his cheek upon her fragrant 
hair.

“ Did thet surprise yu, darlin’ ?”
She stirred her head in soft motion 

Brazos took to be affirmation.
“But it shouldn’t have?”
“Who could be sure of—Brazos 

Keene?” she whispered.
“Wal, yu should be. I love yu tum

ble, lass. Say yu love me.”
“I adore—you!”
“Say when yu’ll marry me?”
“Oh, what will Dad and sister say?” 
“They’ll be glad. But never mind 

them. Honey, I cain’t wait much long
er. Yu blessed twins air drivin’ me

crazy. Say when, precious?”
“When do you-want me?” she whis

pered, very low.
“Aw! Why, I hate to rush yu, darlin’. 

But there’s a reason, yu know. I’m a 
marked man in Las Animas. I ought a 
go away 'till those hombres forget they 
wanted to kill me.”

"Brazos!" She roused to passionate 
life in his arms.

“ I told yu, darlin',” he expostulated.
“Oh, my Brazos! I—I will marry 

you.”
“When? The sooner the better.”
“We’ll elope!” she cried thrillingly.
“Wal, thet’d be easiest an’ safest for 

me. Yore dad wouldn’t hold it against 
me.”

“W'e’ll do it!” Suddenly she appear
ed transformed into a little whirlwind, 
throwing her arms around his neck, 
rumpling his hair with furious little 
hands, at last to draw his head down 
to kiss him with lips of sweet fire. “Oh, 
Brazos! I've been dying for you,” she 
burst out with inarticulate cry. “You 
won me--even though I thought you a 
devil with girls-a trifler! All the time 
-all the time I thought it was .June 
you loved!”

Chapter T hirteen 

A Startling Solution

OR an appalling in
stant, Brazos, in his 
realization of catas
trophe, stiffened so 
violently that he al
most crushed the girl 
in his arms.

“Don't kill —me,” 
Janis managed to utter faintly.

“A w -I’m sorry. I-I  just went off my 
. haid,” replied Brazos in a smothered 

voice, as he released his clasp.
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But Janis did not let go her clinging 
hold of him nor take her head from 
his breast. “Oh-h! Brazos, a girl in love 
—even as terribly as—I am—has to 
breathe.”

“Wal, I didn’t know yu loved me— 
turrible.”

“I do—I do! I was aching with love- 
burning with jealousy—dying with 
fear. But at times I knew you loved 
me.” «

“My Gawd, how I know it!” ex
claimed Brazos huskily, horror-strick
en with a sense of his guilt and the ex
ultant madness that enveloped him.

He bent his” head over her and again 
enfolded her slender form, whily he 
gazed unseeingly out into the silver- 
black shadows of the woods. The white 
pitiless moon looked down * upon him 
like an accusing eye. The night breeze 
moaned pitifully in the tips of the 
pines. Only a soft strain of music in 
the distance gave that strange solitude 
reality.

“Darling, this is perfect,” said Jan
is, stirring, and trying to look up at 
him. “It pays me for my anguish. It 
sustains me—until the next- time. But 
we mustn’t stay longer.”

“No,” agreed Brazos, and stood like 
a stone.

She pressed back from his breast to 
look up. “Oh, Brazos! You’re so white 
and stern! Was it hard to choose be
tween June and me? My poor darling, 
you could have had me for the ask
ing!"

Brazos wrenched his gaze from the 
shadows to look down upon her, fully 
conscious now that he was as weak as 
guilty, that he loved her the same as 
June, that she had a devastating power 
he had never felt in the shy sister. And 
suddenly she manifested it again, flar
ing up like a flame, to cling with

round arms as strong as steel, to tear 
her fingers through his hair, to lock 
them behind his head an^ draw him 
down to those lips of fire that he 
would have faced doom to meet.

Brazos surrendered to a moment of 
transport. Whatever came of this mad 
folly, he would have that to dream of. 
Janis was intensely alive. He could feel 
the bursting swell of her breast, the 
throb of her heart, the burn of her 
blood through the skin of her bare 
arms. He could hear her broken utter
ances of endearment, low, deep, with 
a strange rich hoarseness. And he 
spent all the passion of his lonely un
satisfied heart—the endless hours of 
longing by day and night in the sad- 
dle-the bitter fatality that a fulfill
ment of love was not for him—in his 
response to her kisses.

Then it seemed somehow that this 
ecstasy' waved away and she was 
smoothing his hair.

“ I was always crazy to muss your 
hair like that,” she was murmuring, 
her eyes like dark stars.

“Jan—I’ve kinda—mussed yu—too,” he 
replied hoarsely.

“ If you haven’t! Oh, dear, this dress 
wasn’t made for grizzly bears. Come, 
I’m as bold as a lioness. But I’d just 
as lief not meet Henry. This was his 
dance. I saw you on the porch. I sent 
him after something. But it was our 
dance, Brazos. Now we will pay the 
piper, come what may!”

All down the lane she held his hand, 
while he strode fast to keep up with 
her tripping steps. Even the blazing 
bonfire did not deter her. Twice she 
turned to look at him with wonderful 
eyes, the secret of which was for him 
alone. The music grew louder. Brazos 
saw as in a dream the moving figures, 
pale, unreal, like disembodied spirits.
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Then he heard Janis’s sweet mocking 
little laugh: “Henry! how did you 
ever miss me?”

“I did. But this cowboy didn’t,” 
growled Henry, at which Brazos awoke 
to life and reality.

“Wal, Sisk, what one man misses, 
another hits,” drawled Brazos, caustic 

'in his sudden awakening.
“Never mind, Henry. We will dance 

this. Adios, Brazos, until—”
And Brazos stood watching in a 

light that had lost its dim unreality- 
watching the girl as she glided away 
with Henry, her lovely face turned, 
piquant and moon-blanched, lit by 
great dark alluring eyes. The crowd 
swallowed them up. And Brazos plod
ded aw,ay, his head bowed, like a man 
lost on an endless shingle of shore, in 
the weird pale night, aimless and hope
less.

A voice pierced dimly into Brazos’s 
sleep, stirring old associations so in
timately related with dead slumbers 
and early calls.

“My guard? Awl-1 right— A cowboy’s 
life is ha-ard.”

“Wake up, Brazos. If I don’t miss my 
guess, yours this evenin’ will be harder 
than hell.”

“Huh?”
“It’s four o’clock an’ you’re wanted,” 

said the curt voice.
Brazos rolled over and opened his 

eyes to see Jack Sain standing beside 
his bunk, a quite different person from 
the usual cheerful cowboy.

“Who wants me?”
“June an’ Jan. They sent me. They’re 

waitin’ for you where the trail turns 
off the lane into the woods.”

“Ahuh. An’ vu have a hunch my 
life is gonna be harder’n hell pronto,” 
drawled Brazos, sliding his long legs

out of bed.
“ I’ll bet you get the spur-rakin’ of 

your ridin’ days.”
“Boy, yu shore look like life was 

kinda hard for yu this mawnin’—I 
mean this evenin’ after the dance.” 

“ I’d just as lief be de&d,” returned 
Sain hopelessly. Then Brazos took a 
second look at him, and felt remorse 
gnaw at his own heart.

“What’s yore trouble, cowboy?” ask
ed Brazos kindly.

“You know. It’s the same as yours.” 
“Ump-um. Don’t yu get thet idee. 

Mine is double yores. All the same I 
can help yu."

“Thanks, Brazos—I just can’t help 
likin’ you—though you’ve ruined my 
life.”

“Turrible extravagant talk, Jack. Yu 
mean June hasn't been so-so nice to 
yu since I rode along?”

“Brazos, she al-almost loved me be
fore you came,” replied Sain miser
ably. “Since then she’s been— Oh, hell! 
nice an’ kind, yes, but different. It just 
hurts, Brazos. I’m not sore at you. I 
think you're the grandest fellow I ever 
knew. An' even if you wasn’t I’d have 
to feel square toward you because of 
what you’ve done for June—an’ all the 
Neeces. It's only—”

“Only what. Jack?”
“I’m afraid to tell you, Brazos, but 

-but they all say it. An’ you’re bound 
to hear it.”

“Go ahaid. My gun is way back un
der my pillow, so I cain’t bore yu.” 

“Brazos, they say you’re playin’ hell 
with the twins,” replied Sain huskily 
“—that you’re payin’ them up for their 
fun-their lettin’ us all take one for the 
other.”

“Wal, who says thet?”
“All the outfit. Even Neece. He told 

me it served the girls ‘good and damn
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right.’ But, Brazos, I know that’s Jan’s 
fault. June worships her. She’d give 
her very soul for Jan.”

“Jack, I kinda had thet hunch my
self,” replied Brazos, pulling on his 
boots. His mind seemed to scintillate 
with the sparks of an inspiration Sain 
had given him. He stood up, reached 
for his gun belt and buckled it on. 
Then he stepped to the little mirror, 
and had a look at his face.

“My Gawd! what a mug! Did yu ever 
see a pictoor of thet gazabo Lucifer? 
I shore look like him this mawnin’.” 

“ It’s evenin’, Brazos. Everybody has 
been up since noon. Bilyen rode to 
town, worried about somethin’—an’ the 
girls are waitin’ for you.”

“Let ’em wait,” said Brazos, and he 
turned piercing eyes upon his friend. 
“Jack, yu’re a good boy. 1 like yu 
heaps. An’ I’m damn sorry I upset yore 
courtin’. But thet was only an inci
dent in yore romance. Let me give yu a 
hunch, boy. Don’t be sick an’ jealous 
an’ black. Be yore real self to June. 
Thet girl is gonna rebound into yore 
arms like a rubber ball off a ’dobe 
wall.”

“Oh, Brazos. Don’t lie—don’t rave 
just to cheer me up.”

“Keep this under yore sombrero, 
cowboy. I did give the girls a dose of 
their own medicine. I shore played a 
low-down trick on them. Why, Jack, it 
was apple pie for me to tell them—one 
from the other. An’ I let on I couldn’t. 
Wal, heah's what no one else but yu 
will ever know—except Neece, an’ I 
give yu leave to tell him. I got burn
ed tumble bad in thet little game of 
makin’ love.”

“June an’ Jan—both!” gasped Jack, 
suddenly enlightened.

“Boy, yu hit it plumb on the haid,” 
“Oh, Lord! But, Brazos,, damn it,

I’m not glad. I couldn’t stand your— 
that you didn’t really care!”

“Gosh, Jack, yu’re a heartless hom- 
bre,” drawled Brazos. “Wal, I’ll trot 
along to my little, rendezvous.”

But Brazos knew in his heart, with 
grim anguish, that no man ever pre
sented such a false exterior. His mind 
was set on one thing—to look and act 
and talk the character the cowboys 
at Twin Sombreros had given him. To 
make June and Janis hate him!

He caught sight of them before they 
saw him, and then his thoughts raced, 
and his feelings kept pace. They were 
waiting in a grove of pines off the lane.

“ Mawnin’, girls-aw, I mean good 
evenin',” he drawled, as true to his 
frank careless winning way as ever in 
his life. “I shore am glad to see yu so- 
so fresh an’ pretty after thet all-night 
dance.”

But his conscience smote him as 
with a terrific mace. Incredible as it 
seemed, he recognized instantly which 
girl was June and which was Janis.

"Brazos, Jan—we have something se
rious to ask you,” said June, sad, 
searching eyes on his. She was pale, 
composed, surprisingly strong. Brazos 
divined he was to learn the depth of 
her. Janis was white as snow and her 
eyes were great black baleful orbs of 
fire. She had no reserve. She was ready 
to burst into flame.

“Brazos,” she whispered hoarsely. 
“I—I told June.”

“Ahuh, I reckon yu girls been com
parin’ notes— What’d yu tell her, Jan?”

“About last—night-that you begged 
me—to elope with you—and I prom
ised.”

“Wal, June, what’d yu say to thet?”
“Brazos! Oh, it’s true—then. I told 

Jan that I was in love with you—and 
engaged to marry you.”
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“What happened then?”
“We had a terrible quarrel.” 
“Brazos Keene, is she telling the 

truth?” flashed Janis furiously.
“Shore she is,” drawled Brazos. “ I’m 

enjoyin’ the honor of bein’ engaged to 
June an’ plannin’ to elope with yu.” 

“Oh, you devil. You lying flirt of a 
conceited cowboy! You ought to-be 
horsewhipped! Making game of us— 
making a fool-of me! For I—I was in 
—in earnest—horribly in love with you— 
Oh, I ha-hate you! The shame of it! 
You’ve broken—my heart!”

“Jan, did it ever occur to yu thet 
yu’ve broken some hearts yoreself?” 

“Don’t add insult to injury,” she 
cried passionately.

“Wal, I figured thet yu an’ June 
needed a lesson—a dose of yore own 
medicine,” said Brazos slowly. But he 
felt June’s eyes upon him and inward
ly he began to weaken in this prepos
terous deceit. “This game of yores— 
bein’ one girl when yu air really two 
girls—thet’s shore not fair to us boys. 
We never could tell yu apart. An’ yu 
built yore house of mirth on thet. Yu 
were havin’ fun at our expense. Yu 
dressed exactly alike an’ talked an’ 
looked an’ acted thet way. Yu played 
tricks on us. I reckon thet would have 
been all right when yu were kids—but 
vu’re grown girls now—women in face 
an’ form an’ feelin’, an’ most distractin’ 
lovely. An’ thet makes yore trick pret
ty damn low-down, in my way of think- 
in’. Every cowboy on this range, an' 
I’ll gamble a lot of older men. air love
sick over yu two. So little Brazos rode 
along an’ thought he’d break up yore 
game.”

“ If you hadn’t saved Dad-made him 
happy again—I’d kill you!” burst out 
Janis in helpless rage.

“Jan, you see,” interposed June

gravely, her hands going out to her 
sister. “ I always told you it would get 
us into trouble.”

“ It has—ruined me,” sobbed Janis, 
covering her face. “June—I’m sorry. 
But it was such fun—until this devil 
came. He never played any game—for 
fun. He was deadly earnest—and he 
m-made me 1-love him so—horribly. I 
know now-maybe he served me right. 
But that doesn’t help-this-this—”

She left off and suddenly uncovered 
her convulsed face, to fasten a gaze on 
Brazos that appeared to blaze through 
tears.

“You carried your poor joke too far. 
You’re a heartless villain—a shameless 
trickster. You disgrace the very name 
of cowboy.”

Brazos winced under that last jibe, 
the justice of which he recognized, and 
he was fighting to keep up his shallow 
pretense when June confronted him 
with soul-searching eyes. She came 
close. She laid a steady hold on him, 
looking up with the clearest, the most 
solemn eyes he had ever met. Their 
expression changed on the instant. In 
their amber depths came a shining lit
tle glint of woman’s divination.

“Brazos Keene, you lie!”
“Aw—June!”
“You’re lying. You’re trying to save 

us-to make us despise you. But you 
can’t do it.”

Brazos sat down on a log as if his 
legs had weakened as had his will.

“Shore. I’m -a liar—an’ a miserable 
hombre.”

"Brazos!" Janis darted to him and 
knelt, one hand on his shoulder. “What 
did she mean? What do you mean?”

“Aw, Jan, it’s no use. June saw 
through me. I fell in love with yu both. 
I cain’t tell you apart. I’ve been hon
est with June—an’ with yu, too. I did
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ask her to marry me. An’ when—those 
times I’ve been alone with yu—I 
thought yu was June! But now I know 
yu, it doesn’t make no difference. I 
love yu just the same—just as turrible. 
An’ after last night—when yu let yore- 
self g o -  Aw! I’m a gone goslin’.” 

“You loved me—thinking I was 
June?” she asked, her voice breaking. 

“ I reckon I did.”
“But you love me, too?”
“Yes, I love yu, Jan.”
“Just as much as you do June?”
“I cain’t tell my love apart any more 

than I can yu girls.”
“But Brazos,” cried Janis frantical

ly. “We can’t be absolutely the same to 
you.”

“Yes, yu air. Only June makes me 
happy, quiet, shore of myself—an’ yu 
drive me wild with yore kisses. Jan, 
I’d go to hell for one of those kisses.” 

Janis slipped her other arm around 
Brazos and embraced him passionate
ly, as if she could never let him go. 
Then she looked up at her sister in an
guish. “June, I forgive him. We—/  am 
most to blame. But I can’t hate him 
now. I can’t bear to let him go—oh, mer
ciful heaven, what can I do?”

“Jan, you need not give Brazos up,” 
said June, her voice strong and sweet. 
“You shall marry him.”

Brazos heard aright and he sprang

up, almost lifting Janis with him. 
“What’s thet?” he demanded roughly. 

“Jan shall have you, Brazos.”
He stared at her, only conscious 

through sight of her drawn face and 
wonderful eyes that for the first time 
he was realizing the true June Neece. 

“ I cain’t consent to thet.”
“Nor I, June,” added Janis. “It 

wouldn’t be fair. To cheat you of ev
erything? No, no! All my life I have 
let you put me first. I won’t do it here. 
But I’m not big enough to give him to 
you. We must be brokenhearted to
gether.”

“Janis, neither of us needs to be bro
kenhearted. He shall marry you and 
we’ll all be happy.”

“But-but—” faltered Janis.
“What yu got in yore haid, girl?” 

demanded Brazos sternly, and letting 
go of Janis he squared toward June, 
studying her pale face with narrow 
piercing eyes. She w'as proof against 
his scrutiny. She was the strongest of 
the three.

“Brazos, I’d give my very life to 
make Jan happy.”

“Shore. But it cain’t be done.”
“Jan shall be your wife, Brazos—and 

you can have me, too.”
Janis leaped to her. “June! I—he— 

Oh, if it could only be!”
“ It can, sister.”
Brazos seized her shoulders in rough 

grasp. He felt the blood rush back to 
his heart leaving his skin tight and 
cold.

“What air—yu sayin’ ?” he demanded 
huskily.

“I said Jan shall be your wife—and 
you can have me too. We’re twins, you 
know, almost the same as one girl. 
I’d never marry. I’d always be true to 
you, Brazos. No one would ever 
know.”
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Chapter F ourteen 

Brazos Talks—and Shoots

RAZOS fled precipitate
ly from the little 
grove of pines, refus
ing to trust himself to 
answer June’s star
tling solution to their 
problem. Hurriedly 
saddling his horse, he 

rode into Las Animas. He felt a need 
to be away from Twin Sombreros in 
order to think this thing through.

At Pedro's corrals, he learned that 
there had been a shooting in town ear
lier in the day, but the Mexican did 
not know who had been involved.

Brazos started down* the street to
ward Mexican Joe’s, but had gone 
hardly half a block when he met In- 
skip. There was something in the Tex
an’s eyes that gripped Brazos.

“Yu’re lookin’ for Knight?” Inskip 
asked abruptly.

“No. Not particular just this min
ute.”

“Then vu haven’t heahed?”
“Inskip, fact is I haven’t heahed 

nothin' but thet waltzy music oot at 
Twin Sombreros.”

“Knight shot Hank Bilven this 
ntawnin’."

“Aw!” A rending pang in Brazos 
yielded to leaping fire. “Hank! Daid?”

“No. Pretty close call, though. Doc 
says Hank ain’t in danger.”

“Wal, thet’s a relief. Shore was 
sweatin’ cold- This hombre Kpight? 
He shot Surface, vu recollect— What 
was it all aboot?”

“Hank ain’t tellin’. But Knight has 
been roarin’ aboot town. He was drunk 
when he did the shoutin’, so 1 heahed.”

“Drunk! What’n hell was Hank doin’ 
all the time?”

“He wasn’t packin’ no gun.”
“Ahull. I’ll shore cuss him. An’ 

what’s this gunslinger Knight roarin’ 
aboot?”

“Wal, it sobered him, I reckon. But 
he’s mad or pretendin’ to be. Tellin’ 
everywhere he thought Bilven had a 
gun an’ was drawin’ it—thet he told 
Bilyen he was goin’ to hold Neece for 
cattle Surface owed him—thet Bilyen 
began to curse an’ threaten.”

“Ahuh. An’ what’s the talk aboot 
town?”

“Wal, there’s not much talkin’, but 
a lot of lookin’. What I heahed, 
though, was daid agin Knight. He’s not 
liked by the substantial residents of 
Las Animas, thet’s shore.”

“Any talk connectin’ Knight with 
Bodkin?”

“Not thet I heahed. But they’re thick 
as hops, Brazos. Take it from me.” 

“Bodkin is the nigger in the wood- 
pile. Inskip, how yu reckon thet crook 
has lasted so long with Texans?” 

“Meanin’ me an’ yu an’ Kiskadden? 
Wal, Gawd only knows how he’s last
ed with yu. But Kis an’ I have respon
sibilities—business an’ family. Then 
Bodkin had a strong followin’, for a 
while, long enough to elect him. Soon
er or later everybody heah in Las Ani
mas will know lie’s crookeder than a 
rail fence, same as we know now.” 

“Where is Hank?” queried Brazos, 
his brow knit heavily.

“At Gage’s. I’ll go with yu.”
“Reckon vu’d better locate Knight 

for me.”
“No need. He’s been walkin’ the 

streets. In stores an’ oot. Shy of sa
loons. All yu got to do is wait some
where ’till he comes along.”

Brazos found his friend Bilyen lying 
on an improvised bed of blankets on 
the floor of a room back of Gage’s store.

95
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The Texan’s rugged visage lacked col
or and was clammy.

“Would yu men mind leavin’ us 
alone with Bilyen?” queried Brazos of 
the group present. They left and Bra
zos knelt by the prostrate man.

“ Wal, old-timer, how yu makin’ 
oot?” he drawled, with deep feeling.

“Howdy, Brazos. I been wonderin’ 
when vu’d roll in. Me? What’s a gun
shot to a Texan? I’m all right. I 
ducked when he shot, or he’d killed me 
shore. If ever I seen red murder in a 
man’s eyes it was Knight’s. An’ I drop
ped like I was bored plumb center.” 

“Ahuh. Yu’re pretty smart when 
yore hawss has got oot of the barn. 
Let me see— Right side—Hank, don’t 
tell me it’s low down.”

“ Right under my collarbone an’ 
clear through. Sorer than a stubbed 
toe! But it’s nothin’ atall, Brazos. I 
wouldn’t lie to yu, boy.”

“Spit any blood?”
“Nary a drop. Cowboy, I shore won’t 

rest or sleep till yu shoot the gizzards 
oot of thet black buzzard.”

“Good. If yu talk short an’ sweet I 
reckon yu can have a sleep in less’n 
two wags of a lamb’s tail— What was 
it aboot?”

“Nothin’ I said or did. Knight braced 
me. Said he was demandin’ two thou
sand haid of yearlin’s—from Neece 
through me. I gave him the laugh till 
I seen thet red light come to his eye. 
Then if I’d only had a gun!”

“Did yu say anythin’ ?”
“ I cussed him right pert.”
“Anythin’ more than cussin’?”
“Wal, I was riled. An’ before I seen 

he meant murder I told him to lay off 
Neece or he’d have yu to deal with. At 
thet he gave me the hawss laugh. Said 
he an’ Bodkin (he’s not smart atall, 
Brazos. He gave Bodkin away) know-

ed yore hands was tied. Thet yore gun- 
nin’ for sheriffs was over!”

“An’ what did yu say to thet?”
“ I told him we knowed he an’ Bod

kin was in cahoots—thet yu knowed he 
was the rustler Brad yu heahed with 
Bodkin thet night at Hailey’s. Brazos, 
it was a random shot, but it shore went 
home. I jest guessed it-an’ thet crack 
of mine almost settled my hash. For 
murder leaped to Knight’s eyes. I seen 
it an’ shet up pronto. But I was too 
late. When he drew I ducked.”

“So— I’ll shore know if he’s thet Brad 
the instant I heah his voice. Not thet 
it matters. But it sort of dovetails in. 
An’ thet’s what I got on Bodkin.” 

“Brazos, this man Brad must have 
ruled Surface' an’ Bodkin both. He 
struck me strong, cunnin’, vicious. But 
he’s no gunman. I could have shot him 
three times runnin’— But Bodkin. I 
told yu before to lay off him.”

Inskip interposed here: “Right, Bil
yen. Unless Brazos has proof—material 
proof, or a witness, he’d better let 
Bodkin alone. For he has been elected 
sheriff by the citizens of this county. 
He’s an officer of law in this territory.” 

“ It cain’t be done,” drawled Brazos. 
“Have you anythin’ on Bodkin thet’d 

clear yu in court?”
“I know him.”
“But your word only is not enough, 

Brazos,” declared Inskip impressively.
“Pard, Inskip is talkin’ sense,” add

ed Bilyen earnestly. “Listen, cowboy. 
If—if things oot at Twin Sombreros air 
the way they seemed to Neece an’ me
an’ the way we hoped-for Gawd’s sake, 
leave Bodkin alone. He’ll hang himself 
pronto.”

“It just cain’t be done. I see thet 
now,” replied Brazos strangely.

“Boy, think of June-if it is June,” 
importuned Hank.
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• “I am thinkin’ ol June—an’ Jan, too,” 
responded Brazos as he pressed a 
strong hand upon Bilyen’s. And Bra
zos knew, if Hank did not, that gesture 
was one of affection and farewell. “So 
long, yu Texans.”

Brazos strode out, leaving Inskip 
there. He passed the group of men, and 
went through the store to halt to one 
side of the open door. He wanted an
other moment to think before he gave 
all consciousness to a deadly set of 
faculties.

All in an instant, kneeling there be
side his friend, Brazos had received a 
revealing illumination. By its light he 
saw the unmistakable, the inevitable 
part left for him to play. A  bitterness, 
a sadness, and yet an ecstasy waved 
through his soul as he accepted the 
gauge. It had all been plotted out be
forehand for him. He had had his para
dise and he had left it fine and pure, 
the better for his blunder, his love, his 
renunciation. The truth had been long 
hidden. He was Brazos Keene. He nev
er could be anyone else but Brazos 
Keene. And he strode out that open 
door Brazos Keene again, cold and 
ruthless, with all his peculiar gifts 
magnified.

Brazos had in mind an image of this 
man Brad—tall, heavy, dark of face 
with beady black eyes—black garb- 
forceful presence. He was not the first 
man Brazos had tracked without ever 
having seen him in the flesh. It was 
possible for him to be mistaken in a 
description, but never in a voice. He 
had heard Brad talk.

The sidewalks were deserted. A 
farm wagon, drawn by big horses, ap
peared at the end of the street, raising 
slow clouds of dust. At the opposite 
end two horsemen rode out of town. 
The stillness seemed unusually pro

nounced, oppressive, full of suspense. 
But Brazos knew his mood—how it 
magnified his senses.

Halfway between Hall’s saloon and 
the Happy Days there stood an unoc
cupied adobe structure, one of the old 
landmarks of Las Animas, yellow and 
crumbling with age. Brazos took his 
station there in the doorway, from 
which he could not readily be seen ex
cept from a point almost directly oppo
site. Answering to Inskip’s suggestion, 
he meant to wait there a little while.

So Brazos waited with hawk eyes 
alert, wholly now in the grip of this 
strange mood that had become a part 
of him—of faculties which made him 
so dangerous. He was conscious of en
hanced physical activity, a strain, a 
gathering of nerve forces, of augment
ed heartbeats and throbbing pulse, of 
his tight cool skin. In fact, except for 
his keen thought and cold resolve, he 
was a tiger in ambush.

He did not have long to wait for the 
quiet of Las Animas to be broken. 
There came a movement of vehicles 
up and down the street, and of boot
thumping, spur-jangling pedestrians 
along the sidewalk. Two cowboys went 
by with their awkward gait and they 
saw Brazos, started to check their talk, 
and wheh Brazos made a slight ges
ture they hurried on whispering, their 
heads together. It would not be long 
from that moment when a wave of ex
pectancy would run along this street.

Brazos decided to forestall that, and 
he was about to start out when a tall 
man emerged from Hall’s. He answer
ed to the description Brazos had in 
mind as fitting Knight. Three men fol
lowed him out of the saloon. They talk
ed. And Brazos detected a nervous ex
citement in the way they stood and 
spoke.
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Then Knight turned his dark face in 
Brazos’s direction. One of his com
rades accompanied him, a lean man 
apparently used to the saddle. He was 
in his shirt sleeves and his vest was 
open. Knight wore a long black frock 
coat. It bulged over his right hip. Bra
zos smiled scornfully at the folly and 
blind arrogance of a man who packed 
his gun like that. The lean man took 
no such chances.

They came on. It looked to Brazos as 
if Knight was on parade for the benefit 
of Las Animas. The other man showed 
nothing of such a mien. He would bear 
watching.

As they came on, Brazos made his 
final estimate of Knight. In another 
moment he stepped out to confront 
them.

“Howdy, Brad,” he drawled.
If that name did not belong to this 

man, it certainly had power to halt 
him with a stiffening jerk.

“My name’s—Knight,” he rasped out.
“Aw, hell!” ejaculated Brazos in 

cold derision. The voice was the one 
he expected.

“Who are you?" demanded the other 
suddenly.

“Wal, if yu don’t know now, yu 
haven’t got a long time to get acquaint
ed.”

The lean man, staring hard at Bra
zos, said quietly, “ It’s Brazos Keene.”

“Good guess, stranger. Slope damn 
pronto or I'll bore yu,” returned Bra
zos, just as quietly.

The man wheeled as on a pivot and 
his boots rang on the hard sidewalk.

“Wal, Mr. Knight, yu’ve met up with 
Brazos Keene at last.”

“What of that?” retorted Knight.
“I cain’t say for yu, but I can guess 

tolerable wal what of it for me.”
“You’re this Texas cowboy I hear

so much about?”
“How much do yu heah?”
“ I’m fed up on it.”
“Ahuh. Wal, yu kinda look like it 

disagreed with yu. Bad stomach, I 
reckon—an’ yu don’t strike me very 
healthy in yore mind,” drawled Bra
zos sarcastically.

“Is that so?” snapped Knight, his 
queer voice whistling.

“Shore. Cause if yu were very bright 
yu’d savvy what yu’re up against.” 

“Brazos Keene, ah? Ha! Ha! It 
doesn’t impress me, you bragging cow- 
puncher.”

“Wal, it’s agonna, Brad.”
“Damn you! My name’s Knight,” 

burst out the other fiercely.
Brazos saw the leap of thought in 

those beady black eyes. It was a steely 
red glint, a compass needle wavering 
and fixing—the intent to kill. Brad 
would attempt to draw on him, Brazos 
knew, and he felt deep amazement at 
this man’s ignorance of real gunmen. 

“Wal, it’s Brad too.”
“Who told you that?”
“Nobody. I just heahed Bodkin an’ 

thet other hombre call yu Brad.” 
“When and where?” queried Brad 

heatedly, but he had begun to whiten.
“Thet night at Hailey’s. Just after the 

midnight train had pulled in from the 
East. I was in the next room an’ had 
a hole cut in the wall.”

“You meddling cowhand!”
“Shore. Brad, I shore got a hand to 

draw to—an’ I got one to draw with!"
Knight vibrated to that. He blazed 

with passion. It was fury, not fear, that 
dominated him.

“An’ I’m packin’ a gun, too! Which is 
what yu knew my Texas pard, Bilyen, 
wasn’t.”

“To hell with you Texans!” 
“Ump-umm. Texans don’t go to hell



TWIN SOMBREROS 99

for depletin’ the West of such two-bit 
hombres as yu. Brad, yu an’ Bodkin an’ 
Surface—all yore ilk air nothin’ but a 
lot of blood-suckin’ cattle ticks.”

Knight appeared to be beyond 
speech, clamped in his rage, slowly 
awakening to the inevitableness of 
something sinister that loomed like a 
specter. Still he had no fear. But it was 
rage, not nerve.

“Why, man alive!” went on Brazos 
in his cold taunting voice of absolute 
assurance. “I’ve met up with some real 
men in my day. Yu’re nothin’ but a 
low-down coward that shoots unarmed 
men—”

With a grating curse Knight jerked 
for his gun.

Brazos stepped through the drifting 
pall of smoke to look down upon the 
fallen man. But he was too late to see 
Brad die. The rustler boss lay on his 
back, his right arm pinned under him, 
clutching his half-drawn gun, his vis
age distorted in its convulsive change 
from life to death. And at that instant 
his sombrero, which had rolled on its 
rim off the sidewalk, tilted and flopped 
to a standstill.

It was not until then that the blood 
lust in Brazos, the passion to slay, his 
implacable hatred of these parasites of 
the cattle range, all of which had been 
developed by circumstances over 
which Brazos had no control, leaped 
out of his controlling restraint to 
make him terrible.

He slipped a fresh cartridge into the 
one empty chamber of his still smok
ing gun. A crowd blocked the sidewalk 
in front of Hall’s. Across the street 
white faces appeared at doors and 
windows. A noise, like a single expell
ed breath, arose among the men out
side, to augment and swell into voices.

It expressed release of suspense, a 
tragedy enacted.

“Atta boy, Brazos!” yelled a lout at 
the back in hoarse venting of his pas
sion, and a laugh, nervous, not mirth
ful, ran through the crowd.

Sheathing his gun, Brazos whirled 
on his heel to stride rapidly in the di
rection of the sheriff's office.

It was locked. The dispenser of Las 
Animas justice wasted little of his val
uable time there. Brazos burst into 
three places before someone told him 
where to locate Bodkin.

“Seen him go in Twin Sombreros res
taurant,” called out this individual.

Brazos laughed. Of all places for 
Bodkin to be cornered by Brazos 
Keene! There was a fate that waited 
upon evil men. Bodkin, on the hour 
that his ally Knight had tried to mur
der Bilyen, and himself lay dead in the 
street, should have been in his office 
surrounded by his deputies and guns, 
or in the saloon where he drank and 
gambled and planned with members 
of his secret contingent. It boded ill 
for him that he was entertaining visi
tors from Denver and businessmen he 
desired to impress.

Brazos opened the door of the res
taurant, slipped in, then slammed it 
behind him. This eating-house of the 
Neece twins was full of customers. On 
the right side, facing the street from 
which Brazos had entered, several of 
the small tables had been placed to
gether, round which sat ten or a dozen 
men. Brazos’s lightning eye had scan
ned them to locate his victim.

••Everybody set tight!" yelled Bra
zos.

His appearance had as much to do 
with the sudden petrified silence of 
those present as had his stentorian 
voice. He surveyed the men at table.
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Miller he recognized. His passion was 
such that even the presence of the 
banker Henderson among them occa
sioned him no surprise. Several other 
faces were familiar, evidently belong
ing to new businessmen of Las Ani
mas. The rest were strangers.

“Haw! Haw! Haw!” laughed Bra
zos lustily, wild as a maniac. But a 
keen observer would have noted that 
the cowboy swerved not the slightest 
hair from his slight crouch—that his 
hands were low and the right spread 
a little from his body. Far removed in
deed was Brazos from irrationality. He 
was a death-dealing machine, as imper
sonal as a lightning stroke. “Haw! 
HaW! Funny aboot. findin’ yu heah, 
Bodkin!”

The guests at that table rose so hur
riedly that half their chairs turned 
over. They split, some on each side, 
leaving Bodkin alone at the head, his 
ox eyes rolling at Brazos, his leather 
visage losing its swarthy line.

“Keene, this hyar’s an intrusion- 
insult to my guests. I—”

“Haw! Haw! Yore guests, huh? Wal, 
they must be crooked as yu or the 
damnedest fools in Colorado.”

“Drunk again! Same old Keene! You 
get out or I’ll clap you in jail.”

Brazos spat like a cat. “Jail? By 
Gawd, yu make me remember I got 
thet on yu too! Wal, Bodkin, my rus
tlin’ sheriff, yu’ll never clap me in jail 
again-or any other cowboy!”

Still it did not quite dawn upon Bod
kin that he was in for more than abuse 
at the hands of Brazos Keene. There 
must have been a very strong convic
tion locked in his dense mind—no doubt 
the gossip that if Brazos was to marry 
into the Neece family his gun-throw
ing days were over in Colorado.

“Get out, Keene. You’re drunk an’

you’re blowin’ off. Why do you pick 
on me?”

“Wal, I didn’t feel full of talk when 
I busted in heah,” drawled Brazos bit- 
ingly. “But seein’ yu all dressed up, 
throwin’ all this bluff, I just feel like 
crowin’.”

“Well, you can go out in the pasture 
an’ crow,” replied Bodkin angrily. “Let 
me alone. You can’t want anythin’ of 
me.”

“Hell I cain’t !”
There ensued a pause of suspense, 

fraught'with the significance of the 
cowboy’s icy voice.

“What you want—then?” demanded 
Bodkin hoarsely.

“Wal, first off I wanted to tell yu, f 
Bodkin,” drawled Brazos with irritat
ing slowness. He paused. Then he lean
ed a little more, like an eagle about to 
strike, to launch words swift as bul
lets. “Yore pard Brad is layin’ oot 
there in the street daid!”

“Brad?” Bodkin choked out the 
name.

“Yes. Brad. He calls himself Knight. 
He’s yore new man. I savvy thet empty 
chair I seen heah next yu was for him. 
Wal, he couldn’t set in yore little game. 
He’s daid!”

“Who shot him?”
“Some hombre from Texas.”
“You!”
“Bodkin, yu’re so good a guesser 

maybe yu can guess some more.”
“Well, that’s no great concern of 

mine,” returned Bodkin harshly. 
“You’re one of these even-break gun
men, so I can’t arrest you. I knew him 
as Knight. Now get out—”

“Aw, Bodkin, yu’re all lie,” flung out 
Brazos, and in two long strides he 
reached the table. He lifted his boot 
against it and shoved powerfully. The 
laden tables slid and tumbled With a
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crash, overturning Bodkin and half 
covering his burly form.

“Come up with yore gun!” ordered 
Brazos.

Bodkin floundered to his feet and 
would have made a ludicrous figure 
but for a stark and ghastly terror that 
was etched on his face. He made no 
move for his gun, which swung free 
without coat to hamper it.

“ I’m not fightin’ you—gun slinger,” 
lie panned.

"Yes, yu air-or be the first man I 
ever bored withoot it.”

“Let me by. If you’re spoilin’ for a 
fight. I’ ll find men—”

“Bah, yu chicken-hearted four-flush! 
Cain’t yu make no better stand before 
yore guests? Cain't yu die game?”

“Brazos Keene, I'll not add another 
notch to your gun handle.”

“Wal, I’ll break my rule an’ cut just 
one notch for yu, Bodkin. An’ wher
ever I ride I’ll show it an’ say thet’s for 
the yellowest, dirtiest skunk I ever 
shot.”

“I tell you I won’t draw,” shouted 
Bodkin, desperate in his fear.

Brazos’s gun twinkled blue. Bang! 
Bodkin screamed like a horse in agony. 
His leg gave way under him and he 
would have fallen but for the chair he 
seized. Brazos’s bullet had penetrated 
the calf of his leg.

“Air vu gonna take it by inches?” 
demanded the cowboy.

Bodkin gazed balefullv, with wob-. 
bling jaw. Horribly plain his love of 
life, his fear of death! And still it elud
ed him—the destroying truth of this 
cowboy.

“Bodkin, yore game is up. Yu’ve 
dealt yore last hand at cairds. Yore ly
in’, cheatin’, stealin’ day's air over. 
Yore murderin’ day's air over. For yu 
was Surface’s tool in Allen Neece’s

murder. Yu tried the same deal when 
yu sent Bard Svvertsen an’ his girl 
Bess to murder me. Yu’re a menace to 
this range. These Las Animas fools 
who elected yu sheriff air crazy or 
crooked.”

“You’re the crazy—one,” gasped Bod
kin.

“Listen man. Cain’t yu see things? I 
could kill yu on a personal grudge. But 
I’m gonna kill yu for better reasons.”

“Keene, you can’t prove—you have 
no case—”

“Hell! Heah’s one yu cain't deny. I 
was in the room next to yore’s at Hail
ey’s. I had a hole cut in the wall. I 
heahed Ju come in at midnight, with 
two men. One of them this Brad horn- 
bre i just shot. An’ I heahed yu talk. 
About Brad's failure to get the gun
man, Panhandle Ruckfall, to come 
heah to kill me. About the gold Svvert- 
sen stole from Neeee an' gave to Sur
face. Aha! yore memory is coinin’ to, 
Bodkin, old-timer! Aboot how yu reck
oned yu would hang on heah an’ get 
elected sheriff. An’ last, how the third 
man of yu three thet night—the one i 
whose name I never heahed—how he 
said the cattlemen on this range was 
wakin’ up an’ he was gonna slope.”

Damning guilt worked upon the les
sening fear and agony in Bodkin’s vis
age.

“ Now will yu go for yore gun?” add
ed Brazos sardonically'.

“No—y'ou—hydrophobia-bitten cow
hand!”

C rasfiBrazos shot the other leg out 
from under Bodkin. Still the sheriff did 
not fall, nor this time did he scream 
out. He sagged a little, until his knee 
on the chair upheld him. Then the hor
rid expression faded, smoothed out of 
his face, and into it came a vestige of 
the realization of death and a dark de-

\
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sire to take his merciless adversary 
with him. He let go of the chair with 
his right hancj and drew his gun.

Brazos let him swing it upward. 
Then he leaped aside and shot. Bod
kin’s gun boomed so close afterward 
that the two shots seemed simultane
ous. But Bodkin’s bullet crashed 
through the window and Brazos’s 
reached its mark. Bodkin slumped 
over the chair, his arms hanging, his 
head drooping, and on the instant his 
grip on his gun loosened to let it clat
ter on the floor.

Then the cowboy faced the ill-assort
ed group of men who had assembled 
there as Bodkin's guests. There was 
not the sign of a movement among 
them. They stood as if petrified.

“Henderson, yu’re in bad company,” 
rang out Brazos, “an’ no matter what 
yore excuse, it’ll be remembered in Las 
Animas. Miller, I’m brandin’ vu as 
hand an’ glove with this Surface ootfit. 
Yu businessmen an’ yu strangers all 
know Bodkin now for what he was. 
An’ I reckon thet’ll be aboot all for 
Brazos Keene in Colorado.”

Chapter F ifteen 

Proof Positive

E RODE away from 
Las Animas at dawn 
as the sun was redden
ing the gray land
scape, without ever 
once looking back, as 
he had done so often 
in his tumultuous 

life on the range.
His heading for the south, however, 

with the lean eager nose of his horse 
Bay turned toward Texas, had'an air 
of finality. Thirst for adventure and 
even for romance had been effectually

killed. As Brazos took to the well-worn 
cattle trail, he felt sick and old* and 
unhappy. He reflected that he would 
recover from the former, which was 
mostly revulsion at the shedding of 
blood, but he doubted that he would 
ever be young or happy again.

For long days he rode alone, shun
ning the cow camps, going around sev
eral little towns, camping at water 
holes and living upon the food he had 
packed. He made a gloomy and strange 
traveler. The gray miles filed past and 
every one of them seemed a dropped 
fetter. And in due course the bitter 
dregs of his last killing orgy wore out 
of his stomach. But the sense of loss 
still pressed heavily upon him. He for
got that it had been wise for him to 
ride away from the scene that had out
lawed him, however unjust the law 
was, and despite the multitude of 
friends he had left behind.

The day came when Brazos’s trail 
Jed to the sleepy village of Hooker, 
where he purchased a blanket and as 
much food supply as Bay could carry. 
Once over the line into the Panhandle, 
towns would be few and far between. 
When he rode across the Texas line it 
seemed as definite a break as riding out 
of Las Animas. He was in his beloved 
Texas land. Yet how he had loved Colo
rado!

Thereafter travel became leisurely. 
There was now no need of hurry, if 
there had ever been, and he could 
think of Bay and be easy on the great 
horse.

Brazos came at length to Doan’s 
Crossing. He was amazed to find him
self so far down in Texas, arriving at 
one of the famous old posts of the 
frontier. Hungry and travel-stained, 
with Bay gone lame and needing rest, 
Brazos was forced to a halt.
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“Jest as wal,” he soliloquized. “Reck
on I cain’t be a lone wolf forever. I 
gotta live. A little more of this lone 
prairie will make me dotty.”

Turning away from the great trail 
at the crossing, Brazos rode toward the 
post. It stood back from the river and 
appeared different. Then he saw that 
Doan’s Crossing had grown to be a set
tlement. The huge rambling trading- 
post, its adobe walls red in the wester
ing sun, appeared the same as the pic
ture in his memory. But it fronted on 
the corner of a wide street that 
stretched far between gray flat houses 
and red-walled buildings. Back from 
this typical Western street, full of dust 
and vehicles and houses, scattered cot
tages and shacks and tents grew up to 
the rise of the gray prairie.

% “Wal, doggone me!” ejaculated Bra
zos mildly. “Tom Doan has shore 
thrown up a metropolis.”

If there were a trail herd in from 
the south it would account for the sad
dle horses standing bridles down, and 
the lounging riders, and the sloe-eyed 
swarthy Indians, but hardly for the

life and bustle of that street. As Bra
zos slid wearily out of his saddle a 
lanky young Texan met him with a 
keen gaze.

“Howdy, rider. Air you stayin’ 
over?”

“Howdy, young feller. I reckon. My 
hawss is lame. Will you put him up 
and look after him?”

“Yu bet,” replied the lad, taking the 
bridle.

“Tom Doan heah. yet?”
“Shore, Tom’s heah, big as life. Yu 

been heah before?”
“Say, Tex, this old ’dobe post 

wouldn’t be heah now but for me,” 
drawled Brazos as he untied his coat 
and saddlebags.

“Wal, you don’t say?” queried the 
lad, his keen blue eyes taking Brazos 
in with Texas perspicuity. “Mister, 
there’s Doan cornin’ oot.”

Brazos’s glance lighted upon a tall 
Texan approaching. Same old Tom 
Doan! Brazos could have picked him 
out of a hundred Texans, though they 
all were sandy-haired, sallow-faced, 
with slits of gray fire for eyes. Brazos 
was used to scrutiny and he met it 
here in full measure. It gave him the 
first quick beat of pulse for days. He 
was home in Texas all right.

“Howdy, stranger. Git down an’ 
come in,” was the greeting. “Hevn’t I 
seen you before?”

“Tom, I reckon I’m starved and thin 
and black with this heah dust and 
beard. But it’s a downright insult for 
you not to know me,” drawled Brazos.

Doan straightened up from his close 
scrutiny. His still lined visage broke 
into a broad smile.

“Wal, talk of the devil an’ heah he 
is! Brazos Keene!”

“Yep, it’s Keene all right, only not 
the boy you used to know. And how air
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you, Tom?”
The warm smile, the glad flash of 

Texas eyes, the hard grip, and the 
hand on his shoulder thrilled some of 
the cold weariness out of Brazos.

“ I reckon I’m downright glad to see 
yu, Tom,” he responded hoarsely.

“Say, yu’re spittin’ cotton. Come in, 
boy, an’ hev a drink.”

“Wal, I need one, Tom. But not red 
likker.”

Doan led Brazos through a lane of 
curious riders, into the post. The huge 
interior, its adobe walls decorated with 
Indian designs and ornaments, the 
colored blankets and utensils hanging 
from the rafters, the counters laden 
with merchandise, and the shelves 
packed with a miscellaneous collection 
of stores, and especially the great open 
fireplace at the end-all these appeared 
just the same as if he had seen them 
yesterday. But there was a wide door 
that Brazos did not remember. It led 
into a saloon full of smoke and noise. 
Dusty-booted and shirt-sleeved West
erners stood at a long bar; Indians in 
buckskin lounged back along the wall; 
gamblers sat intent at their tables.

“Tom, what the hell has come off 
about heah?” asked Brazos after he 
had quenched his thirst.

"Brazos, we’ve growed up. Doan’s 
Crossing is a town,” replied the host 
proudly.

“Hell, Tom, I ain’t blind. But how 
come? There never was nothin’ heah. 
Wal, nothin’ but buffalo, Injuns, and 
trail-herd rustlers.”

Doan laughed. “ So we used to think, 
cowboy. But we was blind. There’s rich 
land heah. Lots of farms. Plenty 
ranches. Fine grass an’ water. We’ve 
got a growin’ town. A dozen stores an’ 
more, too many saloons, a school an’ a 
church an’ a doctor. I’ve added a hotel

to my post. Turnin’ ’em away some 
days. Two stages a week, herds still 
trailin’ north, travel heavy. Aw, 
Doan’s Crossin’ is boomin’.”

“Wal, doggone! I’m shore glad, 
Tom. But who ever would have reck
oned on it?”

“I did for one, Brazos. Where yu 
headin’ ?”

“West of the Pecos,” replied Keene 
ponderingly, his gaze averted.

“Aw] Don’t tell me yu are on the 
dodge, Brazos?”

“Not atall. I reckon I did get in bad 
up Colorado way. But thet county I 
cleaned up will be so glad about it 
they’d fire any sheriff who put oot 
strings for me.”

“Ah-huh. Wal, I hain’t heerd nothin’ 
an’ I ain’t askin’.”

“Good. Tom, I want a room and hot 
water. Last time I wras heah I slept on 
the counter oot there. Recollect thet?”

“I shore do. An’ you didn’t need no 
bath, ’cause yu an’ Herb Ellerslie got 
piled off in the river.”

“Gosh! Tom, yu do remember heaps. 
Did I by any chance owe you some 
money?”

“Nope. Anyway thet’s too long ago 
to remember.”

“Tom, yu’re a liar. What become of 
Herb Ellerslie?”

“Shot, Brazos. Shot at Dodge by a 
gambler named Cardigan.”

“Aw, no! I’m sorry. Herb and I were 
pretty thick on the trail. Cardigan? 
I’ll remember thet name. How aboot 
Wess Tanner?”

“Jest fine. Wess drove through—let’s 
see-along in August. He raved aboot 
one of them electric storms. Come to 
think of it, Wess will be along any day 
now.”

“Wouldn’t I like to see Wess!” ejacu
lated Brazos dreamily, following his
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host out of the saloon into a long cor
ridor.

The whitewashed walls were color
ful with Indian blankets, as was also 
the earthen floor. There were windows 
on one side and doors on the other. 
Doan halted at the end of the corridor, 
which apparently opened into a green 
and flowery patio. Brazos heard the 
tinkle of running water. He was usher
ed into a room that spoke eloquently 
of the advance Doan’s Crossing had 
.made toward civilization.

“Doggone! Tom, this heah is mighty 
stylish for me. Wonder if I can sleep 
in thet bed.”

“Wal, you look like you needed to,” 
replied Doan with a laugh. “ I’ll send 
some hot water. You got about a half 
hour before supper.”

Brazos laid off his sombrero, his gun, 
spurs and chaps. Then he opened his 
saddlebags to take out his last clean 
shirt, scarf and socks, and also his 
shaving outfit.

“Heigho!” he sighed, and sat down 
on the bed. “Doan’s Crossing—Jesse 
Chisholm’s Trail-and I’m a broken old 
man!”

A Mexican lad brought a bucket of 
hot water and towels. Then Brazos in
dulged in the luxury of a bath, a shave, 
and some clean clothes. He was scrut
inizing his lean brown face in the mir
ror, shaking his head dubiously, when 
the supper bell rang. Brazos did not 
forget to strap on his gun belt. Then 
he went out.

He had to be directed to the dining
room, and found a dozen or more men 
ahead of him. Most of them were merry 
riders. Finding an empty seat, Brazos 
stepped across the bench and sat down. 
The fellow next to him on the right 
was friendly, though not curious. Still 
Brazos found himself the cynosure of

all eyes. That Doan had mentioned his 
name seemed evident.

A middle-aged man, surely a ranch
er, sitting at Brazos’s left, made him
self agreeable. But presently Brazos 
discovered that he was a starved wolf, 
and that the meal was sumptuous. He 
ate until he felt ashamed of himself, 
and was the last to leave the table.

He went to bed. But tired as he was, 
he could not sleep. The bed felt too 
soft, too comfortable. He lay awake, 
thinking. It was as dark as pitch in 
his room. Only a hum of noises pene
trated the thick walls. And June and 
Jan Neece filled his mind.

In the dead of night in the blackness 
of his room at Doan’s post, hundreds 
of miles from the scene of his down
fall, he at last saw clearly. All the 
time, it had been June, and June alone. 
He had worshiped her, and worshiped 
her still. At the very onset both girls 
had won his sympathy, his champion
ship. But it had been June who had 
uplifted and inspired him, called so 
deeply and poignantly to the finer side 
of him, that he had never known really 
existed. He had thought of June as a 
girl to work for, to change his nature, 
to make a home for him and be the 
mother of his children. All dream! but 
he saw through it clearly now.

Sleep came very late to Brazos that 
night. He was awakened from a dead 
slumber of exhaustion by a pounding 
on his door. He sat up rubbing his eyes.

“Hey, Mister Keene, air yu daid?” 
called a voice Brazos recognized as be
longing to the Texas lad.

“Mawnin’, Tex. No I ain’t daid yet. 
What’s the row aboot?”

“I been tryin’ to wake you.”
“Say, Kid, don’t tell me you called 

me more’n once.”
“I have, though.”
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“What time of day is it?”
‘“Long after midday. I reckon two 

o’clock.” *
“Wal, what’s the idee? Injuns or 

fire?”
“Wuss, for yu, Mister Brazos.”
“Hell you say! Look heah, Tex, I’m 

liable to bounce somethin’ off yore 
haid. What you mean-wuss?”

“ I-yu—fact is, Brazos, the Dodge 
City stage rolled in—with an’—some old 
friends of yores rode in with it.” The 
lad’s voice betrayed excitement if not 
confusion.

“Friends?” flashed Brazos, his blood 
quickening.

“Tanner an’ some of his riders. I 
heerd Doan tell him to come wake yu 
up. An’ Wess said, ‘Me wake Brazos 
Keene? Mebbe out on the trail, but not 
heah. Ump-umm!’ They was afraid to 
wake you, Brazos. An’ I wasn’t so 
damn happy about it, nuther. Yu see—” 

“What’n hell you all think—thet I 
ain’t human?” yelled Brazos as he leap
ed out of bed. “Tell Wess I’ll be there 
in a jiffy. Rustle, you towhaid.”

Brazos laughed at the quick footfalls 
of the lad fading down the corridor. 
He washed and dressed as swiftly as if 
this summons had been a trail call. 
Warm thoughts attended his actions. 
He wagered that he would be as glad 
to see Wess Tanner as Wess- Afraid 
to wake him? That was a good one. 
The damned old maverick hunter!

Brazos buckled on his gun belt and 
strode out into the corridor. He halted 
at the door of the saloon. There were a 
dozen or more men at the bar, all 
strange to see, facing the corridor en
trance. All unknown to Brazos, he not
ed at a glance, but that keen glance 
registered also that they knew him and 
looked uneasy. Brazos swore under his 
breath and strode grimly forward into

the trading-post.
A hubbub of voices stilled as he en

tered. That also stilled Brazos’s pleas
ant sensations. What was amiss? Even 
if he was Brazos Keene- Indians and 
riders grouped around the wide door. 
Outside there appeared to be a crowd.

At the far and lighter end of the big 
post Doan appeared to have stopped 
waiting on a customer. Brazos saw him 
jerk a thumb toward the entrance, and 
following that cue Brazos espied half 
a dozen riders, standing a little to the 
left of a tall blond fellow, lean and in
tent of face, with eyes like daggers. 
Brazos recognized Wess Tanner and 
saw him suddenly jerk as if frozen 
blood had sustained a hot release. One 
other of the riders Brazos recognized 
in that quick glance. They all appeared 
under a restraint. It irritated Brazos. 
Why should friends act like strangers 
when.he stalked in? That was one bit
ter price Brazos Keene had to pay. 
But he shook it off and advanced. 
When he reached Tanner only genuine 
gladness possessed him.

•’Wess/ You lean hungry-lookin’ old 
trail driver!” burst out Brazos. “My 
Gawd, I’m shore glad to see you!”

••Pard! You damned ole brown-skin
ned vaquero!” replied Tanner unstead
ily, as he met that proffered hand. 
"Brazos- I never expected to see this 
day. An’ am I happy?”

They clasped hands and locked 
glances. It was a meeting between tried 
and true Texans who had slept and 
fought and toiled together through un
forgettable days. Whatever had made 
Tanner strange and backward vanish
ed the instant Brazos faced him.

“Brazos—meet my ootfit,” said Tan
ner presently. “Yu ought to remember 
Sam heah.”

“Sam Jenkins. I shore do. Howdy,
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Sam,” replied B«azos, offering his hand 
to the sleek, dark Jenkins. “ It shore is 
good to meet you again. Can you palm 
aces like you used to and sing the 
herd quiet?”

“Howdy—Brazos,” replied Jenkins, 
warming brightly. “Darn glad to see 
you. Shore I can do them same old 
tricks.”

Brazos was introduced to the other 
riders, most of them striplings such as 
he had been when he first started herd 
driving. Obviously they were over
come at this meeting, and though 
pleased and excited, they did not suc
ceed in throwing off the restraint.

“Wal, Wess, I reckon you’re ridin’ 
back to Santone for the winter. No 
more trail drivin’ this year?”

“Not till spring, Brazos. An’ mebbe 
not then. Pard, I shore have the grand
est ranch bargain there is in all Texas. 
If I can only raise the backin’ !”

“Same old Wess. Always dreamin’ of 
thet grand ranch. I shore want to heah 
about it. Reckon you’ll lay over heah 
today?”

“We ain’t in any hurry, Brazos.”
“I’d kinda like to ride south with 

you, for a while. It’s been lonely.”
Tanner gave him a keen, kindly 

glance that baffled Brazos. He expect
ed a warm response to his suggestion 
that he accompany Tanner and his 
boys down the Old Trail, and as that 
was not instantly forthcoming Bra
zos sustained a little shock of surprise 
and disappointment.

“Don’t be hurt, pard. It ain’t likely 
you’ll want 'to ride with us. But I’d 
shore like thet- Brazos, come aside 
over heah. I’ve news for yu. I’m scared 
stiff, yet—”

Wess led Brazos to a corner beside 
a window and faced him there hope
fully yet apprehensively, with a pale

face full of suppressed agitation that 
nonplussed Brazos and gave rise again 
to his former irritation.

“Scared stiff, you?” he queried dark
ly, almost bitterly. “Wess, I know I’m 
an ootlaw—an’ unfairly, by Gawd—but 
you, my old pard, who wouldn’t have 
thet blond scalp but for me—”

“Shet up, you fire-eater,” interposed 
Wess. “ I couldn’t be no more ashamed 
of yu, Brazos Keene, than of my own 
brother.”

“Sorry, old-timer. Reckon I’m kinda 
testy. What’s on yore mind?”

Manifestly Wess labored under some 
stress that rendered liberation ex
tremely difficult. He lit a cigarette with 
visibly unsteady fingers and he swal
lowed a lump in his throat. But the 
paleness under his tan had begun to 
tinge with red.

“Hell, man!” exploded Brazos. “You 
didn’t use to be so damn squeamish— 
You’ve heahed about thet little Las 
Animas mess.”

“Shore, Brazos—shore,” agreed Wess 
hurriedly. “Only it didn’t seem little 
to me. Fact is—it was big—big as Tex
as.”

“Yeah? An’ what of it?" rasped Bra
zos.

“Wal, for one thing Dodge City took 
it fine. The mayor hisself said to me, 
Wess, thet’s the sheriff for Dodge 
when we need another!’ ”

“Hell he did? Kind of a compliment, 
at thet.”

“Mebbe you shouldn’t have rode 
away from Las Animas so quick.”

“ I reckon you think I should have 
got up a party and swelled around 
town,” said Brazos sarcastically.

“Nope, not jest thet, though the deal 
shore called for some redeye. Where’d 
yu stop an’ soak up a load of likker?"

“Wess, I haven’t taken one dod-blast-
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ed drink,” declared Brazos.
“Thet settles it. Yu air crazy. I been 

afraid of it ever since—since—”
“Since what, you tongue-tied hom- 

bre? I’m gonna get sore pretty pronto.”
“Brazos, for the life of me I cain’t 

see why. If I was in yore boots I’d be 
so dod-blasted happy—”

“You been afraid since what? Since 
what?” flashed Brazos, grasping 
Wess’s wrist with fingers of steel. 
There was something wrong about 
this old friend—something that had to 
be solved.

“Wal, then, old pard-since—since 
Miss Neece braced me on the street in 
Dodge.”

“What? Miss Neece?” Brazos’s voice 
sounded faint in his thrumming ears. 
His hand fell away from Wess.

“Shore. Yore fiancee,” replied Wess. 
“Parcl, if I’d never heerd of yu I’d have 
been stricken by sight of thet lovely 
gurl.”

“My—my fiancee? How d you know- 
thet?”

“She told me.”
“Good Gawd! Wess, wasn’t she 

ashamed of thet?”
“Ha! Ha! I should smile she wasn’t.”
“Aw! But what for? How come? Was 

she visitin’ Dodge with her dad or 
friends-and heahed you might know 
me?”

“No, she shore wasn’t visitin’ an’ as 
for her dad—wal, never mind about 
him. Miss Neece was hot on yore trail, 
Brazos.”

At that Brazos began to shake. What 
was this? His mind began to whirl. 
“Hot on my—trail?” he echoed in a 
whisper.

“I said hot, pardner. It was this way. 
I happened to run into the Hotel Dodge 
to see Jeff—you cain’t have forgot Jeff 
Davis? He shore hadn’t forgot you.

Wal, before I could &ty howdy even, 
Jeff grabbed me an’ turned to a gurl 
standin’ there. I went stiff at sight of 
her. ‘What luck!’ burst out Jeff. ‘Heah 
he is now— Wess, this is Miss Neece. 
She has been askin’ if any Texas trail 
driver might know Brazos Keene. An’ 
I told her yu-Wess Tanner—was an 
old pardner of his.’ The gurl’s white 
face went red, then paled again. 
‘Please come,’ she said, and led me off 
out of the lobby into the parlor.

“ ‘Yu know Brazos?’ she asked, and 
she was trembling.

“ ‘Wal, I used to, Miss,’ I said.
“ ‘Yu’ve heerd about me?’
“ ‘No. Sorry to confess I haven’t,’ I 

had to tell her.
“ ‘But yu have heerd about—what he 

did at Las Animas?’
“ ‘Yes, Miss. Thet’s town talk heah. 

But I never believe range gossip, much 
less about Brazos Keene.’

“ ‘OH! But it is all true—and I am his 
—fiancee.’

“ ‘Miss Neece, whatever Brazos-done 
it was justified. He is a true-blue Tex
an, as fine a boy as ever forked a 
hawss—’ Wal, she thanked me with 
tears streamin’ down her lovely face. 
An’ then she told me yu an’ she had 
had a lover’s quarrel. She was jealous 
of her twin sister. Yu had left her an’ 
gone to town, where yu shot her dad's 
enemies, one of them the sheriff. Then 
yu rode away, thinkin’ vu’d made yore- 
self an outlaw, which yu hadn’t. She 
said she knew yu’d ride down into Tex
as an’ she wanted me to undertake to 
find yu. Brazos, thet scared me to 
death. But no livin’ cowboy could ever 
hev resisted her eyes, her voice.

“ 'Could you find Brazos?’ she asked. 
I said it was about a shore thing thet 
I could. ‘Will yu?’ she pleaded with me. 
‘No matter what time it takes-what
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it’ll cost. I have money. I’ll pay.’ I in
terrupted her there. I jest couldn’t 
stand thet anguished face. An’ I said, 
‘Lady, I cain’t take yore money. I’ll 
find Brazos for yu. An’ thet hombre 
will shoot my laig off for my pains.’ 
‘Shoot yu?’ she cried. ‘He’ll bless yu 
all the rest of his life!” ’

“Right you were—'Wess,” mumbled 
Brazos thickly, fighting the wave on 
wave of emotion that swayed him. 
How terrible and sweet this news! “I’ll 
shoot—yore laig off. Damn you! Wasn’t 
I miserable enough? But tell the rest 
now, if there is any.”

“There’s plenty, pard. Let’s have a 
drink first.”

“No! Plenty? Wess, I cain’t stand 
much more. But the idee? What was 
her crazy idee-coaxin’ you to find 
me?”

“What do you think, old pard?” que
ried Wess, drawing a deep breath.

“Think? I cain’t think. Only thet it 
was sweet of June. Tell me, or I’ll 
choke it out of you.”

Wess clapped a heavy hand on Bra
zos’s shoulder. “Pard, Miss Neece’s 
idee was to come with me-till I found 
you,” replied Wess, his voice ringing.

“Come with—you? Heavens above!”
“Thet was her idee, Brazos. An’ she 

did come.”
Brazos could only stare in fearful 

stupefaction into the pale face of his 
friend.

“She’s heah!” rang out Wess.
Brazos went blind. His shaking 

hand groped for Wess, who met it with 
his own and steadied him.

“Heah—now?” gasped Brazos, rous
ing to sensations that had almost dis
rupted his consciousness.

“Right now, pard. She’s in with Mrs. 
Doan.”

“Right now! She’s heah!” echoed

Brazos huskily. His legs went unsteady 
under him. He had to hold on to Wess. 
These were his physical reactions, 
which possessed him momentarily. 
Then, his mind released, wonder and 
joy followed, to lift him to seventh 
heaven.

“Brazos! For the good Lord’s sake!” 
Wess was saying in faraway voice as 
he shook Brazos. “What ails yu? Man, 
yu should be the happiest man in all 
Texas. Why, I never seen yu like this. 
An’ how many gurls have I seen yu. 
crazy over? Shore, pard, this is differ
ent. This gurl is the real an’ the last 
one. But—hell’s fire, Brazos, yu haven’t 
held up a bank or stoie a hawss? Some
thin’ bad to clinch thet outlaw name?”

“Which—one?” whispered Brazos, 
his eyes closed tight.

“Which one? Say, the boy’s dotty. 
No wonder— Which what? Which gurl, 
yu mean? Why yu pore locoed ghost 
of yore old self. It’s yore sweetheart. 
Yore fiancee. The gurl yu’re engaged 
to.”

Wess’s piercing whisper penetrated 
Brazos’s tortured consciousness. The 
stupefying shock passed, if not its 
wake of emotion. Brazos let go of Wess 
and turned to the window. Gradually 
his dim sight cleared. Outside he saw 
Indians and horses, a sweep of gray 
slope leading up to the horizon. He 
found himself. What was this that had 
happened? The nameless thing he had 
felt had held him here at Doan's 
Crossing. For what? Retribution had 
caught up with him. One of the Neece 
twins had followed him. He had imag
ined it was June—the good and quiet- 
the sweet and noble girl whom he had 
worshiped. But June could never have 
undertaken this wild chase. She would 
never have deserted her father for an 
outlaw. It was Jan. It was Jan—that
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passionate little devil who at last had 
given rein to the wildness in her.

“All right, Wess,” declared Brazos 
finally, turping to his friend. "What’s 
the rest?”

“Wall Thet's more like my old 
pard,” replied Wess. greatly relieved. 
“There ain’t so much more. Yore gurl 
had a lot of baggage, Brazos. Easy to 
see she wasn't goin’ back home. Ha! 
Ha! Wal, we loaded it on the stage. 
An' we rode with thet stage all the 
way from Dodge. There was several 
other passengers off an' on. They an' 
my boys, an’ me too, fell turrible hard 
for yore sweetheart. I reckon the stage 
come purt' near bein’ held up once by 
road agents. At least Bill Hempstead, 
our driver, said he knowed thet out
fit. But we was too many. Afterward 
Miss Neece confessed she had a lot of 
money with her an’ thet it was great 
luck for her thet we happened to be 
her bodyguard. I reckon thet’s about 
all. Yu bet 1 never enjoyed the Old 
Trail like I did this time.”

“Lot of baggage and money!” ex
claimed Brazos, bewildered again. 
“Wess, tell me this is a nightmare.”

“Nightmare, my eye! Look at thet— 
where vu bruised my wrist, squeezin’ 
it so hard.”

“I'm sorry, pard. Thanks for every
thin’. I reckon I won’t shoot yore laig 
o f f .”

“Wal, I'm tolerable glad about thet. 
Brazos, I got a gurl myself, an’ when 
yu've time vu must heah about her.”

“Aw, thet’s fine, Wess. I'll be glad 
to heah.”

"Brazos, there's Mrs. Doan,” went on 
Wess quickly. “She’s lookin’ for vu, 
I’ll bet. Come, pard, yu better get it 
over. I cain’t help sayin’ I wouldn’t 
mind bein’ in yore boots.”

Doan introduced Brazos to his wife,

a comely, sturdy pioneer type, blond 
and buxom. She certainly gave Brazos 
a looking over before she relaxed into 
friendliness and sympathy.

“I thinly you had better see your fi
ancee at once. She is under a strain. I 
hope—nothing’s wrong. She is sweet 
and she must care greatly for you.”

“Cowboy, I seen thet an’ I had it fig
ured when she stepped off the stage. 
Such eyes! Black an’ hungry as a starv
ed Indian’s !” added Doan, with his 
hearty smile.

“Wal, friends, she must think a lot 
of me," replied Brazos gravely. “ It’s 
too late now for me to worry about not 
bein' good enough for her an’ ridin’ 
away like I did. Take me to her.”

“Wal, cowboy,” interposed Doan im
pressively, “take it from me. A Texan 
like you is worth any two Yankee 
gurls thet ever was!”

Two girls! Brazos suffered a pierc
ing stab. His quick flash of eyes as
sured him that the frontiersman was 
just bragging in the simplicity of his 
loyalty and pride.

“Tom, if Brazos is good enough for 
one girl—and half good enough for this 
one-we have a lot to be thankful for. 
Come, Brazos,” added Mrs. Doan.

She led him to a door at the south 
end of the post. “This is my room, Bra
zos. You'll be secluded there. Make it 
up to her. Try to realize your great 
good fortune.”

In the moment before he stepped in
to the room, Brazos faced his ultimat
um. It was June he loved most and 
wanted for his wife, but it could never 
have been June who had the adventur
ous spirit to follow him. So Jan must 
never know. And love her he did, too, 
but not as he did June. In all humble
ness, he told himself that he was lucky 
to have either of the twins give up
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everything to come to him.
Brazos was tense and tingling when 

he opened the door. The room ap
peared large and bright. Sunlight 
streamed in the several windows, to 
give the furnishing a touch of warmth 
and vividness. He heard a gasp. Then 
he wheeled.

“Bra-zos!” whispered someone trem
ulously.

She had been standing almost be
hind the door, waiting, her face white, 
her lips parted, her eyes wide and 
dark. Brazos had not expected to see 
her in a white dress, but of course she 
had had time to change. Jan would 
never have let him see her travel- 
stained or disheveled. Her face was 
lovely, despite the havoc he read there. 
That mark of grief drew him as subtly 
as the gratitude and love which welled 
up upon sight of her.

“Jan! You sweet devil,” he cried 
huskily, and held out his arms.

She had been already on the way to 
him. Apparently his poignant exclama
tion or the welcome of his gesture sud
denly halted her for a moment, while 
a spasm crossed her face. It passed, 
and she flew to him, swaying the last 
step to his arms. She hid her face and 
clung to him.

“Brazos—darling. I—I had to come,” 
she said in smothered tone.

“Wal, I couldn’t be shore till I felt 
you—like this,” he replied hoarsely, 
and he held her close and tight to his 
breast while he bent his head against 
her rippling hair. On the moment he 
could not see well. He seemed to float 
in that dim room.

“Don’t—hug me—so,” she whispered, 
almost inaudibly, “unless you—don’t 
want me—to breathe. Brazos, you’re not 
-angry?”

“Angry? No, Jan. I’m sort of buffa

loed. My Gawd, child, it was sweet and 
good—and bad—of you to trail me 
heah.”

“Bad?” she queried quickly.
“For you, dear. I’m an outlaw, you 

know. You’ve disgraced yourself, and 
all of them.”

“But for you, Brazos, darling?”
“I reckon it’s near heaven again.” 
“Oh! Then you forgive me.”
“I probably will—if you kiss me like 

you did thet turrible night.”
“Same old Brazos! Only you look— 

Brazos, tell me you won’t • send me 
back,” she importuned softly.

“No, Jan. I cain’t do thet.”
“But you want me?” she flashed, with 

a show of her old fire.
“Yes. I’m mad about you, Jan. I 

reckoned I’d got over it, a little. But 
I hadn’t.”

“Darling! And J-June?”
“Wal, she didn’t trail me, did she?” 
It appeared then that a convulsion 

waved over the girl. She clung to Bra
zos with her face hidden against him. 
He felt her breast throb upon his. She 
did not weep. Her arms slid up round 
his neck. Blindly she raised her face, 
flaming now, with tears coursing from 
under her closed eyelids, and she 
found Brazos’s lips with her own. And 
she kissed them again and again, left 
them for his cheeks and eyes only to 
return, until it seemed to Brazos that 
her kisses gathered strength and fire 
and passion as they multiplied. But 
suddenly she sank limp against him, 
her arms sliding down.

Holding her close, Brazos leaned 
against a table and tried to separate 
conflicting tides of emotion from tu
multuous and overwhelming thoughts. 
Presently he could see clearly through 
the window, the blue sky beyond the 
green trees.
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“Jan, I reckon we-might sit down,” 
he said huskily, and half lifted her to 
the couch. But she would not let go of 
him. Weak and nerveless now, she still 
clung. “You must be kinda tired—all 
thet long stage ride.”

“No. I wasn’t tired,” she said, lifting 
her head. “Just overcome at meeting 
you-scared weak. I was afraid you’d 
send me back—that—you—you love 
J-June best.”

Brazos took her face between his 
hands and studied it gravely. The hav
oc he had seen appeared warmed out 
and the dark eyes had lost their strain. 
But there was a difference. Tiny blue 
veins he had never noticed before 
shone through the white of her tem
ples; there were dark shadows under 
her eyes, magnifying them; her cheeks 
were thinner. Beauty abided there im- 
perishably, but it was an older, nobler, 
sadder face.

“Let us talk—now.” Her voice had 
quieted. “First I have much to tell.”

“ I reckoned you had, darlin’.”
“Brazos—Dad died suddenly less than 

a week after you left,” she began with 
tragic force.

“Aw! Jan! How awful!” cried Bra
zos, shocked to his depths. “My Gawd, 
I’m sorry! Thet fine upstandin’ West
erner—not old atall—just got his home 
and daughters back! Aw! but this is 
a tough one on me. I was tumble fond 
of yore dad. Jan, I don’t know what to 
say.”

"Brazos, you’ve said enough. It com
forts me. We knew you loved Dad— 
J-June and I. It was partly what you 
did for him that made us love you. But 
Dad is gone. And if I hadn’t had you 
to think of-to save, I'd sunk under 
that blow.”

“Save? Jan, you think I have to be 
saved?”

“Indeed I do. Thank heaven I caught 
up with you in time. Brazos, that is the 
saddest news. But there’s more—not 
sad-yet it’ll hurt you.”

“Go ahaid, darlin’,’’ replied Brazos 
simply. “I reckon I can stand anythin’ 
now.”

Jan averted her face. Her breast rose 
and fell, indicating oppression. Her 
hand tightened on Brazos’s.

“ It’s about J-June.”
“Shore, I reckoned thet. Don’t keep 

me in suspense.”
“She eloped with Henry Sisk—came 

home married!”
“What're you tellin’ me, Jan Neece?” 

ejaculated Brazos fiercely.
“You heard me, darling.” Her voice 

was low, but perfectly clear, carrying 
a note unfamiliar to Brazos.

“Jan, you lie!” Brazos leaped up in a 
perfect frenzy of amazement and fury.

“What motive could I have in telling 
you a lie?” she returned proudly. If 
she were lying it had all the guile and 
subtlety of a woman behind it, Brazos 
turned her face around so that he 
could see it in the light. Its pallor, the 
proud dark eyes, that peered straight 
and unfathomably into his, the set lips, 
almost stern now—these to Brazos 
were not eloquent of falsehood.

“Jan, I beg-yore pardon,” he went 
on haltingly. “But that knocks me cold 
and sick, to my very gizzard. Worse 
than when I kill a man! But damn 
June’s fickle heart! She loved me. She 
proved it—and then, all in no time-she 
shows yellow. Henry Sisk? Fine chap, 
shore, but he was sweet on you, wasn’t 
he?”

“I thought so. He swore it.”
“So he throwed you down for June?” 

demanded Brazos hotly.
“Something like that, darling.”
“Did you care?”
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“Yes, I did. It hurt. I’m a vain crea
ture. But I couldn’t marry Henry. On 
my soul of honor I couldn’t.”

“Why couldn't you, Miss Neece?”
“Because I loved you. I never knew 

how well until you ran away.”
“Wal, Jan, yore bein’ heah to tell me 

—to sustain me—keeps me from failin’ 
to a low-down hombre. Thet news 
would have just plumb knocked me 
forever.”

“Oh, Brazos-darling. Can I make up 
for the loss of June?”

“I reckon. But let me be straight 
with you, Jan. If June hadn't tinned 
out faithless and whatever else it was 
-neither you, however sweet and love
ly you air, nor all the rest of the girls 
in the world, could have made up for 
the loss of her. Can you stand to heah 
thet?”

“ Yes, Brazos, J-I can stand it,” fal
tered Jan, her face drooping.

“ Don’t take it too hard, honey. I’m 
a queer duck. I always make amends. I 
always pay. You won’t never be sorry 
thet I worshiped June—reckoned she 
was an angel. After all she was a part 
of you."

“Brazos, there's more to tell.” went 
on Jan hurriedly. “ I’m afraid again. 
You are such a strange fellow. So hon
orable and fine and true! I’ll never 
forget you when, that night, J-.June 
solved our problem by telling you to 
marry me-and you could have her, 
too.”

“ I wish to heaven I could forget it. 
Mebbe I can now-thet she’s turned out 
so pore.”

“Brazos, can you stand another sur
prise?” asked Jan fearfully.

He eyed her askance. But Jan did 
not look formidable just then or any
thing to be dubious about. He drew 
her into his arms, yet held her back,

so he could study her face.
“Shoot, Jan. Y'ou cain’t knock me out 

again.”
“I’ll bet I can.”
“Ha! I won’t bet. But tell me—"
She leaned back, toying with his 

scarf, provoking and adorable, but hid
ing her eyes.

“Could you stand a sweetheart—and 
a—a wife—who is very, very rich?”

“Good—Lord!” exploded Brazos, and 
then succumbed to incredible fate.

"Could you?” she repeated. “Just 
because you ‘air a pore lone prairie 
cowboy,’ you won’t be too honorable 
and proud—to—to make those amends 
you spoke of?”

“ What you got up yore sleeve?” '
“Brazos, if I’m a very rich girl—that 

won’t make any difference to you?”
“You're talkin’ riddles. But I reckon 

—if you was a very rich girl-1 wouldn't 
fee! tunable bad about it.”

- She let out a sweet peal of glad 
laughter and caught him around the 
neck. “Brazos, listen. Henry bought my 
share of Twin Sombreros Ranch and 
two thousand head of cattle.” .

Brazos sat mutely staring at this ap- 
parition-this angel of fortune—this 
living refutation of his vain judgment 
of women.

“You see it hasn't turned out so bad
ly, even if you have lost June.”

“How much?" queried Brazos faint
ly-

“How much what? Oh, how much [ 
love you? Oh, more than any girl ever 
loved any man.”

“Jan, my heart is weak. Don’t tease 
no more. How much did you sell out 
for?”

“I made a pretty good deal, Hank 
Bilyen said. For the cattle I got forty 
dollars a head. Figure that out.”

“ I cain’t-darlin’- I  cain’t figger, or
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add—or anythin’.”
“Well, that comes to eighty thou

sand dollars. And I sold my half of 
the ranch for twenty thousand. I 
brought the money with me.”

“Mercy!” begged Brazos.
’“ I got a few thousand in cash. Bilyen 

said ‘Lord only knows what it’ll cost 
to find thet feller.’ And the rest in 
drafts on the Las Animas bank. Mr. 
Henderson fixed it up for me. I wasn’t 
worried about the drafts when those 
road agents almost held us up. These 
drafts cannot be negotiated by anyone 
except your little girl. Savvy? But I 
was afraid I’d lose the cash. Now, Bra
zos, darling, now what are we going to 
do?”

“Now, Jan, darlin', what air we goin’ 
to do?” mimicked Brazos in consterna
tion.

“You’re not exactly a poor cowboy 
down at his heels. You can do things.”

“Jan, I cain’t do nothin’ but love 
you,” replied Brazos abjectly.

“Well, that’s grand. But I prefer you 
do a little besides loving me. Brazos, 
those boys with Wess Tanner, especial
ly the dark handsome lad, they were 
sweet on me. And you know I’m unre
liable. It seems to me you had better 
put a halter on me while you have the 
chance. Dad always said that once I 
was haltered, I’d steady down.”

“Jan, at thet I believe you’ve chang
ed—grown. But still the same old sweet 
devil.”

“Brazos, we were engaged, you 
know,” she said seriously. “ I told ev
erybody. I don’t know how you really 
regarded our engagement. But if it 
hadn’t been for that I never could have 
followed you.”

“ I savvy. And now thet you’ve come 
up with me—”

“You’re perfectly free, Mister Keene,

unless you want me as terribly as you 
wanted June,” she interposed, her chin 
lifting and level searching eyes on 
him.

“Jan, will you take my solemn 
word?” asked Brazos.

“Yes, Brazos, I will.”
“Wal, before I entered thet door I 

knew I’d ask you to marry me—first, 
because thet old love came thunderin’ 
back-second, because I would have 
asked you if I hadh’t loved you, I was 
struck so deep by yore trailin’ me—and 
last because I could never let one word 
of range gossip get started about Jan 
Neece.”

She appeared enraptured, almost 
satisfied, yet there was a restraint, a 
doubt about her that puzzled Brazos. 
He caught his breath and asked her 
to marry him.

“Yes, darling,” she replied, and hid 
her face upon his shoulder.

“When?" he flashed, tense and keen, 
succumbing to the current of the great 
river that had swept him off his feet.

“Need we wait?” she asked. That in
deed betrayed this frank and devilish
ly sweet Jan Neece at her truest.

“If I had my way we wouldn’t wait 
atall,” rang out Brazos.

“Your way is my way—and always 
shall be,” declared the girl eloquently. 
And she arose to go to the window, 
where she peered out upon the prairie. 
Brazos saw that-there was nothing soft 
and tremulous about her then. “If it 
is possible I will marry you here.”

“Jan! It’s shore possible. Doan told 
me they ,had a church heah. Course 
they’d have to have a minister.”

“Run darling—and find out. Jan, you 
know, can change her mind.” She did 
not turn away from the window.

Brazos leaped up, to forget his som
brero, and rush from the room. He en
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countered Doan and Tanner, both of 
whom received his onslaught in alarm.

“Tom! You said—you had a church— 
heah?”

“Yu bet we have.”
“Then you’ve got a pastor.” 
“Naturally. An’ a fine chap he is.” 
Brazos gulped. “Can he marry-Jan 

an’ me—right away?”
“Wal, pard, yu’re shore ridin’ high, 

wide, an’ handsome now,” declared 
Wess, his bronze face shining.

“Go fetch him,” cried Brazos excit
edly, hanging on to both his friends. 
“Fetch him. Tell him to bring papers 
-and whatever I gotta have. Wess, you 
go with Tom. And call me when you 
get back.”

"Brazos, I always knowed when yu 
got this way over a purl yu'd be a rav
in’ lunatic,” drawled Wess. “An’ holy 
mavericks, am 1 glad?”

“Cowboy, air yu shore yu won’t go 
out of yore haid before we can get 
back?” asked Doan, half in earnest and 
half in jest.

Not waiting to reply Brazos ran 
back to Mrs. Doan’s door, halting when 
he came to it. He sensed a mysterious 
portent beyond that threshold. It 
checked him—held him with abated 
breath. But he knocked. There was no 
reply. Uncertain and strangely agitat
ed, he entered the room. Jan was lying 
face dowm on the couch.

“Jan, dear, what ails you?”
“Oh, Brazos. I—I can’t go through 

with it. I can’t. I’m a little four-flush! I 
have none of the nerve vou-you cred
ited me with,” burst from her in 
smothered tones.

Brazos’s heart sank like lead. He suf
fered a moment of despair. But she 
must be overwrought—the suspense, 
the .long trip, the ordeal with him had 
been beyotjd her.

“Darlin’, you cain’t what?” he asked 
tenderly. “ I reckon you mean—marry 
me?”

“No! No!” she cried frantically, 
raising her face, to disclose it tear-wet 
and shamed, with tragic eyes dark 
upon him. “I’m crazy to—to marry you. 
I’ll die if you won’t have me. And, oh, 
misery, you’ll hate me now!”

“Ump-umm, honey. I cain’t hate you, 
no matter what you’ve done, so long as 
you’re crazy to marry me.”

“Brazos, I didn’t know it’d be so 
hateful. I was just wild for you. I’d 
have done anything—anything. But 
now, you’ve been so sweet—and won
derful—I can’t go through with it.” 

“Jan Neece, will you come out with 
it?” demanded Brazos in desperation.

“That's just—it. I'm not Jan Neece— 
I’m June.'"

“Lord Almighty! Am I drunk or 
crazy?" burst out Brazos, tearing his 
hair and staring incredulously at her. 
“Who air you?”

“Oh, Brazos! Don’t look so-so awful 
at me. It’s I! June—June Neece! Not 
Jan. I couldn’t live without you. It was 
Jan who eloped with Henry. And i 
thought you loved her most—that she 
could do anything with you—and I 
came down here to find you -make you 
marry me first—then tell you after
ward.”

“You damned—devilish little cat!” 
, declared Brazos, astounded beyond 
passion. “I don’t believe you.” 

“Oh-Brazos,” she wailed. 
“ I-don’t-believe-you.”
“But, darling, I cm June. I swear to 

heaven I am. Jan couldn’t have done 
this rash thing. She hadn’t the nerve. 
She didn’t love you enough. Why, I’m 
ashamed to admit, she was on Henry’s 
neck as soon as you left. Brazos, you 
must see I’m telling the truth. If I
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were Jan, intending to get you by hook 
or crook-would I be betraying my 
plot now? No! I’d wait till we were— 
married.”

There was incontestable logic in this 
passionate confession. But Brazos 
chose to hide the ecstasy which was 
waving through him. He believed her 
now. Only those kisses had deceived 
him. She had acted them faithfully 
enough, though perhaps, once June 
had cast restraint and decorum aside, 
they had at last expressed her true 
fervor.

“I cain’t believe you,” said Brazos 
solemnly.

“But you must. Brazos, no girl ever 
before did such a thing. Oh! I’m not 
ashamed. I’d glory in it, if you just- 
just— Didn't I offer to let you marry 
Jan, and give myself to you, in the 
bargain? Brazos, darling, for God’s 
sake, don’t say you won’t marry me 
now!”

“I will if you prove you’re June,” 
replied Brazos relentlessly. “ I’ve had 
about all I can stand of takin’ Jan for 
June—and June for Jan.”

“Prove I'm June?” she echoed. “Of 
course I can. I am June. My name June 
is on the drafts for all that money.”

Brazos sagged desperately under 
that potential proof. Bank presidents 
did not make colossal mistakes about 
making out drafts, especially when 
Henderson knew the Neece girls.

“Aw, you could fool Henderson just 
as easy as me. Haven’t you fooled ev
erybody under the sun? Yore own dad 
even— No, Miss Neece, you gotta prove 
you're June.”

“Wait till we’re married,” she plead
ed, so sweetly and humbly that Bra
zos smothered another wild desire to 
snatch her to his breast. Then an idea 
flashed into his rapturous mind.

“No. And let me remind you thet pas
tor with Doan and Wess, and I reckon 
everybody heah at this post, will be 
cornin’ pretty pronto.”

“Beloved! Trust me!” she whispered 
beseechingly. “I would die of shame if 
they came now.”

“Listen. June Neece had a birthmark 
like a bluebell-on her laig—didn’t she?”

“Who told you that?” cried the girl, 
blushing scarlet.

“ I heahed that when I first came to 
Las Animas. Everybody knew about it. 
The only way the Neece twins could 
be told apart! Wal, if you air June you 
shore have thet birthmark. Now 
haven’t you?”

“Yes, Brazos Keene. I have,” she re
torted, at bay. “Will you trust me— 
until-?”

“ I’ll trust you afterward, forever. I 
reckon you deserve to suffer a little 
shame.”

“Shame! 1 have nothing to be asham
ed of, unless it’s chasing an unchival- 
rous cowboy all over the south.”

“Thet’s a heap, I’m bound to admit— 
There! Girl, I reckon I heahed Wess’s 
loud laugh out there. They’ve come 
with the parson. You better rustle or 
you may lose a husband.”

“Brazos Keene, if you force me I—I 
won’t have you for a husband,” she 
cried loftily. She was white of face 
again and her eyes burned with re
proach.

“I’ll risk thet, darlin’. You cain’t get 
out of marryin’ me now, if only to 
save yore good name and yore pride.”

“Very well, cowboy! Come over to 
the light,” she returned, with w’"*** 
seemed a calm disdain.

Brazos followed her haltingly to the 
window. He felt her gaze upon him 
and dared not meet it. Moreover, his 
eyes were glued to her shapely capable
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hands as they grasped her gown at each 
side. She lifted it and her white skirts. 
Her trim ankles, her slender graceful 
legs, her rounded knees and pink gar
ters sharply outlined against her black 
stockings led Brazos’s fascinated gaze 
to her white thighs.

“You should know this would be ap
ple pie for Jan,” she said with a sup
pressed giggle that belied her haughty 
scorn of this exacting lover. “I’ve for
gotten which leg it’s on-the left, I’m 
sure. Look—”

Merry voices outside preceded 
knocks on the door. Brazos, with the 
wonderful swiftness of that right 
hand, snatched her skirts down.

"Aw, darlin', I was only foolin’,” he 
whispered.

“Yes, you were,” she taunted. “Did

you see it?”
“No. I couldn’t see nothin’. Besides, 

June, I shore knew you all the time.”
“Liar! I could have fooled you—I 

wish—oh! ”
Louder and more impatient knocks 

sounded upon the door. June smoothed 
her ruffled gown.

“Brazos, we’re heah, all ready to 
make yu the happiest cowboy in Tex
as,” called Wess, his voice ringing.

“Can we come in?” Doan’s booming 
voice attested to the joy he felt. “Par
son, papers, witnesses, an’ -all.”

“Just a minnit more, Tom,” drawled", 
Brazos. “The lady has consented to be
come Mrs. Keene. But, doggone it! she 
hasn’t proved yet which one .of the 
Twin Sombrero twins she really is!”
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-  Hell Was Never
So Snug

A young nester. his pretty 
■wife, a raging blizzard, and a 
gang of uninvited hard-case 
"guests” in a tivo-room cab
in spell suspense and action 
in this outstanding ZGWM 
original.
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By G iff  Cheshire

T HE blizzard that raked the Opal- 
cos drove four men through the 

tangled brakes separating the moun
tains from the Bear Creek country. 
Their horses floundered, droop-headed 
and spent. Dust was shoving in, Kin
caid suspected, though a man couldn’t 
tell in the vast, encircling gloom, and 
none of them had a watch. He shifted 
in the saddle, feeling the heavy swirl 
of flakes against his face.

He cursed the unending canyons and 
obstructing rims that labored their 
way. They fiad to reach shelter soon, 
or they were going to be in a bad spot. 
Urquhart, in the lead, pulled his horse 
back from a drifted draw and halted 
the party. He struck his fists together 
to warm them as he studied the situa
tion.

“We got to keep going, Syl!” Cal Pea
body said, in a voice that was almost 
a moan. “Goddiemighty, we’d ought to 
have stayed in that damned cave!” 

Big Urquhart regarded Peabody stu
diously. “Any suggestions?”

“Yeah—let’s ride.” «
“As long as I’m running the shebang, 

I’ll make the decisions,” Urquhart snap
ped.

The leader inspected the drift pa
tiently, then flung searching looks in 
either direction. Finally he started his 
horse to the right, down the reach of 
the canyon, the opposite of what seem
ed the logical way to get through.

Urquhart found a pass that took 
them down onto a slant swept cleaner 
of snow. They went faster after that, 
and spirits picked up perceptibly. Dis
tances were lost in the swirling cur
tain, and they were upon the banks of 
the upper Bear before they realized

what Urquhart was driving for. They 
were safe, for they could follow the 
creek in almost any kind of light or 
storm until they came to the remote 
little cow outfit that was their objec
tive.'

It put the ghost of a smile on Syl 
Urquhart’s lips, but he did nothing by 
way of taking tribute. When he turned 
from the creek presently, cutting left, 
the others followed without question. 
It seemed only a few minutes until they 
rode up to the little habitation.

It was nearly dark, and a lamp had 
been lighted. As the horses scuffed up 
in the nearly impassable snow, the 
door swung open and a slim young man 
stood framed there.

“Put your horses in the corral and 
come in. It’s going to be a hell of a 
night.”

“We’ll do that,” Urquhart said, with 
no further explanation.

The four turned their horses into the 
corral below a small pole barn, then 
made their way back to the house. The 
structure was a dugout, though roomy, 
and it was heavily banked with snow. 
Kincaid was the last one in, and the 
last to discover why the others showed 
sudden new interest as they entered.

A girl sat in the corner of the square 
room, and the mere sight of her took 
Kincaid’s breath for a moment. He had 
never seen one prettier. She gave them 
a quick, impersonal smile of greeting, 
then returned her attention to her sew
ing. r

Kincaid felt something clutch at his 
throat. This was something they hadn’t 
known until now, for there had been 
no sign of a woman on the place. It 
wasn’t good, and if he had known he
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would have objected strongly against 
coming here for refuge.

The laws of hospitality on the open 
range had forced the man to invite 
them in and would require him to make 
them welcome until it was safe for 
them to leave. The rules likewise pre
vented his asking any questions. He 
looked smart, and maybe he was guess
ing, but no man could guess all. This 
pretty woman’s being here was bad, 
and Kincaid experienced both regret 
and dread.

Kincaid had halted just inside the 
door, with relish of the room’s heat in 
sharp contrast to his mood. A rough 
fireplace had been dug into the earth 
at the far end, and logs that must have 
been laboriously snaked in from the 
foothills were in roaring flame. Skins 
had been thrown on the tamped floor 
and, with pieces of gay cloth, had been 
tacked on the walls. There was a sense 
of home here, in this outland habita
tion, such as Kincaid had not felt in 
twenty years.

The man swung the crane with its 
big kettle from the fireplace. “Stew,” 
he said, “but it's good.” He got bowls 
from a curtained shelf, his nod bidding 
the woman to keep seat. He filled and 
placed them on the rough, bare table, 
then filled mugs from the blackened 
coffeepot.

Kincaid flung a look at his compan
ions, trying to read what new thought 
had been stirred by this unforeseen dis
covery. Syl Urquhart, huge though 
giving no impression of overweight or 
flabbiness, was young, and his eyes 
were chilling except when he deliber
ately warmed them for a purpose, as 
now. His glance kept flicking from the 
young cowman to the girl in the chair. 
Then he heeled around and took seat 
at the table.

Cal Peabody was short and in his 
early forties, as was Kincaid. He seem
ed to have no interest in the girl, at 
least not until he had filled his empty 
middle. Bert Snell, a stocky man with 
kinky red hair, went straight to the 
table also. Kincaid took the remaining 
place, knowing that this new interest 
had struck deepest into Urquhart, who 
had not been near a town and its grati
fications ih nearly three months.

“My name’s Hull,” the cowman said. 
“Jim Hull. I’ve been running cattle up 
here the last fbur years.”

He frowned slightly when no names 
were offered in exchange. Kincaid 
knew that fact alone had tipped Hull 
off to what he had taken into his home. 
From his side of the .table Kincaid 
could see the girl, and he noted that 
her gaze came swiftly to them and then 
away in'a thoughtful frown. Kincaid 
supposed she was Hull’s wife, for there 
was no physical resemblance. Hull was 
probably deliberately refusing to focus 
any attention on her by introducing 
her to them.

Kincaid was wolfishly hungry and 
continued to eat, wondering how long 
the storm would hold them here. The 
wind had climbed to a shrill blast by 
the time they finished the meal. The 
girl rose and, with an impersonal nod, 
went through a door to a lean-to-the 
bedroom, apparently, for she did mot 
return.

Urquhart went over and took her 
chair. Hull remained standing by the 
fire, his brow knitted, while Peabody 
and Snell quickly appropriated the 
room’s other good chairs. Kincaid stay
ed on one of the benches at the table 
and rolled himself a cigarette. Then 
he began to stack the dishes, looking 
about for a place to wash them.

“My wife’d rather you left them for



HELL WAS NEVER SO SNUG 121

her,” Hull said.
Kincaid felt a little sorry for the 

man. He did not answer.
Presently Hull said, “Well, good 

night. Sorry we don’t have any spare 
beds to offer. But there’s plenty of 
wood. Use all of it you need to keep 
warm.”

“We’ll make out,” Kincaid said, and 
for some reason he suddenly grinned 
at him.

Hull stepped to the door of the bed
room, and Kincaid expected it was be
cause he was anxious to talk with his 
wife.

Syl Urquhart flung a grin at his men, 
plainly enjoying the fact that they had 
upset the young pair. It riled Kincaid, 
and he did not trouble to hide it. Urqu
hart had a quirk of character that 
prompted him to spit in the face of 
human decency. Now he relished the 
fact that he was nettling Kincaid with 
his unvoiced implications.

After deliberately hunting around 
for whisky and failing to find it, Urqu
hart stretched out in the rocker and 
apparently went to sleep. Yet Kincaid 
knew it was a relaxation from which 
the man could rouse in the wink of an 
eye, in a panther’s alertness and fury.

Peabody presently pulled the two 
benches together and stretched out be
fore the fire. Snell cleared the used 
dishes from the table and piled them 
in a careless heap on the floor, then 
usurped the table and apparently went 
to sleep.

Kincaid turned his back to the fire 
and stood staring at his saddlemates. 
He could pull his gun and kill the 
three of them in this moment. He knew 
that he ought to do it. Without giving 
them a fighting chance, much as that 
ran against the grain of his own pe
culiar code. He placed his length on

the hearth, finally, and then drifted off 
into sleep.

When he wakened dawn was gray 
upon the dugout’s two windows. He 
had been roused, he discovered, by 
Hull’s coming out of the bedroom. Kin
caid shoved up stiffly, noting that his 
three saddlemates still slept.

He nodded to Hull without speaking 
and caught from the young cowman’s 
eyes the fact that he was branded in 
the same stripe as the rest. He knew 
that there was no least thing to miti
gate his trailing with them. For better 
than a year he had operated with the 
bunch, which included two successful 
strikes, together with the ruinous one. 
In each of the three there had been 
ruthless killings. He had done none of 
them but he shared the responsibility. 
He could make no brief for himself, nor 
did he care to. He had never been any 
good, and this must be plain upon his 
face. Yet Hull’s guarded contempt cut 
into him.

Kincaid stepped to a window, which 
was partly glazed with ice. The rest, 
he discovered, was banked snow, piled 
there in the night. The wind had died 
beyond the walls, but the window’s 
opacity denied him information as to 
the storm. He knew that it made little 
difference, for Syl Urquhart would not 
leave now. In the first place, there was 
no place they could go to safely with
out days of riding. In the second, this 
was as snug a refuge as a man could 
ask for. Finally, it offered even more 
than that.

A kind of nettling futility broke in 
Kincaid and he hauled around. He saw 
that Hull was starting to fix breakfast, 
which meant that the woman probably 
did not intend to emerge. The two were 
probably clinging to a desperate hope 
that their unbidden guests would leave
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with the day. Hull poured sourdough 
from a crock into a greased pan and 
set the pan upon the hot stones within 
the fireplace beside the bed of red coals. 
He returned to the table and began to 
slice bacon.

Instinctively, Kincaid joined in, 
emptying the coffeepot into the slop 
pail and starting it afresh. Presently 
he turned back to Hull and said softly, 
“You're worried about your work. 
Maybe I can do it for you.”

He saw relief in Hull’s eyes, but 
nothing more. “A man has riding to do 
in weather like this,” Hull said. "Lots 
of it. Norma usually helps me, but I 
don’t guess he’d let us out together.” 
He nodded toward Urquhart, who ap
parently was still asleep.

Kincaid nodded with a sour twist to 
his lips. He didn’t understand at the 
time why he spoke as recklessly as he 
did. “His name’s Urquhart. That one 
on the table is Snell, and the other one 
is Peabody. Mv name’s Kincaid.”

“Ah,” Hull said softly, “ the Urquhart 
gang.”

“You guessed something like that, 
didn't you?"

Hull nodded. “And it means you’ll 
stay till the storm's over. We were 
afraid of it, anyhow, but we hoped. 
We’re on a shoestring here, Kincaid. 
Not exactly fixed to keep four extras 
very long.” He shrugged, with a tight
ening in his lean young face. “Hell, I 
guess that’s neither here nor there.”

Kincaid knew that it wasn’t, and 
things unspoken passed between them, 
things that perhaps Jim Hull was re
luctant even to acknowledge in his 
own thought. Leaving aside the fact 
that one of the Hulls was an extraor
dinarily attractive woman, there was 
the point that Syl Urquhart was not 
liable to leave either alive when the

bunch left. The man would see no good 
for getting a chase on their trail, how
ever long it might take Jim Hull to get 
word spread. Not when they could clear 
the country in comparative ease and 
safety, once the weather broke for a 
time.

Then a new voice intruded on Kin
caid's thoughts as Urquhart spoke from 
his chair. “Blast you, Kincaid, what’re 
you up to? What’s the idea of blabbing 
our names?”

Kincaid flung him a look of contempt, 
then his gaze settled. Urquhart had 
drawn his gun, and he held it in a 
hand steadied on his lap.

“Lift your arms, Kincaid. You, too, 
Hull.”

He rose, light and easy, and, coming 
forward, took Kincaid’s gun. He broke 
and emptied it, then pocketed the shells 
and shoved the empty gun into his own 
belt. He stepped to the corner where 
Hull’s Winchester stood, and jacked out 
the loads. These he also pocketed, then 
with utmost indifference hoist ered his 
own gun.

“Kincaid,” he said, “you’ve been act
ing funny for a couple of months. I 
think we’re finished with you.”

Kincaid never broke gaze, though he 
knew that had been his death warrant. 
He wondered if it had done anything 
to change Hull’s attitude toward him 
and found himself hoping that it had. 
He was willing to risk paying that 
price. Somehow the incontestable com
pulsion had been in him to convey to 
Jim Hull a little of hope, a little some
thing of the fact that he was at least 
not without a friend.

Peabody and Snell had climbed to 
their feet,- aroused by Urquhart’s noisy 
movement. They gathered the situa
tion quietly, each stabbing at Kincaid 
with suspicious eyes.
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Norma Hull came out then, fully 
clad, for she too had gathered the mean
ing of the incident. Her cheeks were 
drained, but there was a stout courage 
in her, conveyed by her stance and de
liberation. She eyed Syl Urquhart 
coldly.

“You’re a direct man, aren’t you? 
You take what you want.”

Urquhart gave her an easy smile, 
and Kincaid thought he had never seen 
a woman so ravaged by a pair of eyes. 
“And why shouldn’t I?”

“Since you have the power, you 
mean?” the girl asked.

“Power, guts, and money,” Urquhart 
replied calmly, “will get a man any
thing he wants in this world. And now, 
lady, I’m partial to a woman’s cook
ing. Supposing you finish up break
fast.”

Norma Hull moved silently to the 
wall that served as the kitchen area. 
Kincaid did not like the look of des
peration he saw rising on her hus
band’s face. Kincaid had his regret now 
that he had not killed the trio in cold 
blood the night before, as he had been 
tempted. Yet he knew that, lived over, 
the outcome would have been the same. 
His mistake had been in revealing their 
identity.

If he hadn’t done that, it was pos
sible Urquhart would have been will
ing to play along behind an innocuous 
front for a time, which at least would 
have been somewhat easier on the 
Hulls’ nerves. Yet Kincaid had an im
patience with masked maneuvering. It 
was just as well that the cards were 
down. He knew that Urquhart would 
play the situation for every ounce of 
cruel pleasure in it for himself, prob
ably through to the end of the storm.

The Hulls ate with the intruders, 
and afterward Jim turned to Urquhart.

“I’m trying to run a cow outfit here, 
mister. I’ve got a couple hundred head 
of steers that'll need looking after this 
morning. My wife usually helps me. I 
couldn’t possibly get out of this valley, 
if I tried. Is it. all right for us to go 
out for a look around?”

“Why. I’ll send the boys along with 
you," Urquhart said. “No reason for the 
missus to go out in that. She and me’ll 
stay and do the dishes. Boys, go help 
Hull punch his cows.”

Hull’s shoulders sagged, and he said 
no more nor did he show any inclina
tion to stir out, after that. The fear 
rose in Kincaid now that Urquhart 
would force them out, as much to tor
ture Hull as anything. He expected this 
so strongly he was surprised when 
Urquhart didn't. The girl cleaned up 
after breakfast and tidied the house. 
Kincaid, watching carefully, himself 
replenished the wood supply so that 
Hull would not have to go out even for 
that.

Urquhart. for the time being, con
tented himself with asking Hull a few 
questions, which revealed that the 
nearest neighbor was some twenty 
miles away, that they were twice that 
distance from the closest town, and 
that no outsider ever was in here after 
winter had locked the mountain pass. 
It eased Urquhart, who patently was 
preparing for a long and comfortable 
stay.

The day dragged past. At bedtime 
Urquhart gave the screw one more 
twist.

“You go right about your regular 
business, kid. The boys’ll give you a 
hand with anything you want done. 
They’ll likewise see you don't ride too 
far.”

A pulse beat strikingly at Jim Hull’s 
temple. Urquhart’s lips hiked in a grin,
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then he flung a look at Kincaid, raking 
him for his rebellion and defying him 
to do anything to interfere with the 
fun.

Hull flung him a look of absolute 
hatred. “You’re straight out of hell, 
aren’t you?”

Urquhart’s eyes were still bland. 
“Nice change, too—it’s snugger here. I 
like it.” He turned to Peabody. “Cal, I 
got a feeling we better shake this place 
down. You poke around in that bed
room for a hide-out gun. Gather up all 
their knives. Me, I like my sleep.”

“How about Kincaid?” Snell asked.
Urquhart grinned. “Oh, we’ll kill 

him, in time. But he’s a man I don’t 
want to see die happy. We’ll take turns 
sleeping from here on.”

Peabody, a little later, came from the 
bedroom carrying a .45. “Good hunch, 
boss. He had it hid in his pillow. I got 
an idea he aimed to try and use it to
night.”

Snell, meanwhile, had collected the 
two butcher knives Norma Hull em
ployed in her kitchen work. The Hulls 
turned paler, a little more hopeless, and 
retired to the bedroom.

Kincaid found little sleep that night. 
Stretched as before upon the warm 
hard earth before the fireplace, he 
poked a mental finger into the scant 
loopholes he could find, discovering 
each to end in a stone wall. A violent 
move on his or Hull’s part would ter
minate in sudden and final gunplay, 
which was something Urquhart meant 
to employ anyhow at the most con
venient time.

For Hull and his wife, or her alone, 
to escape and get safely away was out 
of the question as long as the blizzard 
endured. Better to wait here and watch 
the fall of the cards. As for himself, he 
might make a desperate, barehanded

play against an armed Urquhart, which 
stood little chance of success and 
which, even if successful, would still 
leave Peabody and Snell, either of 
whom would delight in taking up 
where Urquhart left off.

Kincaid slept in snatches, and each 
time he awakened it was to an odd and 
deceptive atmosphere of peace. Snell or 
Peabody or Urquhart would be awake, 
drowsy but watchful. This troubled 
Kincaid not at all, for he had no hope 
of being able to surprise them.

He was surprised when, the next 
morning, the Hulls emerged from their 
room with a faint but notable easing 
apparent in their manner. Kincaid 
sensed that some decision had come to 
them in the night's privacy, perhaps 
the outline of a plan. If they could fig
ure their way out of this deadly situa
tion, they were shrewder than he; yet 
they possessed an advantage he lacked 
in their closer familiarity with the 
spread, country, and household itself. 
Yet they kept a careful guard over the 
new spirit in them.

With his breakfast consumed, Syl 
Urquhart shoved back from the tabic 
and regarded the rest. “You buzzards 
had better go down and take care of 
the horses. And don’t spare the hay.” 
Snell and Peabody stirred, as did Kin
caid. “You, too, Hull!” Urquhart 
snapped.

Hull flung a desperate look at his 
wife, who nodded so imperceptibly 
Kincaid thought he was the only one 
to note it. Yet Hull’s face was bleak 
and pinched as he got into a coat. There 
was a moment when he seemed on the 
point of attacking Urquhart barehand
ed, with the big man’s mocking face 
inviting it.

The weather had cleared. Kincaid 
noted, when he followed the others
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outside. A faint haziness hung in the 
atmosphere, but it was full of light. 
Snow was banked deeply within the 
compound and its few structures. The 
barn was not so far from the house but 
what a commotion could be heard. Kin
caid had a feeling Urquhart was only 
having his amusement out of Hull, this 
time.

Their mounts were in the corral with 
three of Hull’s horses, and all were 
huddled miserably against the rear 
wall of the barn. Within were a few 
calves and three emaciated cows Hull 
had brought in from the range for spe
cial care.

The men broke the ice from the wa
tering-troughs so the stock could drink. 
Peabody pitched a generous heap of 
Hull’s jealously conserved wild hay to 
the horses. Hull issued a more con
servative ration to the cows, his face 
white, his head slightly cocked as 
though he were listening intently.

Kincaid wished devoutly he could 
have a talk with the man. If he were 
fully privy to what the Hulls intended 
to do, he might help them. But he knew 
they did not trust him.

When they returned to the house, 
Urquhart was in his chair, idly watch
ing the woman at her after-breakfast 
work. In that moment Kincaid’s hatred 
of the man was deep and shaking. 
Flicking a glance at Kincaid, Urquhart 
seemed to catch this, and it sharpened 
his pleasure in the situation.

This day also wore out its tortured 
hours, with no resumption of the snow 
storm. The third night passed, slow 
and punishing. Again Urquhart wound 
up the breakfast meal with cynical 
orders.

“Looks like we're running out of 
fresh meat. Matter of fact, I ain’t had 
a good steak since we been here. You

boys bring up a young steer and then 
beef it.”

It created the pattern of tension that 
by now was becoming familiar. Hull 
seemed as anxious to break it as Kin
caid. and turned without protest to 
get his coat. Kincaid followed, with 
Snell and Peabody upon his heels. But 
this morning a troublesome horse, 
while they were saddling at the corral, 
gave Hull his opportunity to speak by 
swinging him close to Kincaid. Hull 
whispered hurriedly:

“Strychnine—she’ll take it, if she has 
to.”

Kincaid felt his throat tighten. Most 
foothill ranches kept strychnine on 
hand as a defense against timber 
wolves. The probability of the Hulls 
having a supply on hand was some
thing Urquhart apparently had not 
thought of. It was a grim, a terrible 
way for the girl to frustrate the man’s 
obvious intentions. Yet Kincaid found 
himself glad she had it. He knew7 she 
would never let Urquhart reach a point 
where she could not use it.

Jim Hull led the way, breaking a 
slow trail through the snow7. Yet the 
going was less difficult than Kincaid 
had expected. With the storm apparent
ly over, he felt there was a chance the 
Hulls could get out if they could slip 
aw7ay. Even in deeper snow they could 
travel on foot by using the crude home
made skis typical to the country. He 
knew now that he would pay any price 
to give them that chance, for Jim Hull 
had trusted him, had recognized a 
kindred horror and felt the need to 
ease it in the one bleak v7ay possible.

At some distance from headquarters, 
they found dead steers upon the snow, 
animals Hull might have saved had he 
l»aen allowed to tend to them properly. 
Yet this was of little importance, and
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it seemed not to disturb Hull. In a hol
low a little farther on he roped a steer, 
which they took in.

A lifetime of danger had never given 
Kincaid a moment like the one he ex
perienced as they drew near the house, 
which stood in calm serenity under the 
poplars, imbedded in snow. He knew 
the iron will it took for Jim Hull to 
make the approach, then, when the 
steer Was corralled, to go with appar
ent lack of haste to the house.

Syl Urquhart stood by the fireplace. 
Norma was sewing.

Kincaid felt that it had gone far 
enough, but now the men were com
pelled to go forth again to butcher the 
steer and bring back a quarter of fresh 
meat. Kincaid himself cut steaks, and 
Norma Hull immediately began to pre
pare their noon meal.

There was something in the atmos
phere Kincaid could not define when 
they sat down at the table a little later. 
He saw the high color in Xorma Hull's 
face, and the stony impassivity in her 
husband's. The steaks were big and 
sizzling on the platter, and Kincaid 
watched his three saddlemates begin 
with wolfish appetites. The woman 
filled cups with black coffee and 
brought them carefully to the table.

Syl Urquhart consumed two steaks, 
together with a generous heap of fried 
potatoes, before he touched his coffee. 
Then he lifted it to his lips—and held 
it before him.

Kincaid in that instant caught the 
full import of the situation. Jim Hull’s 
eyes were a little too intently upon 
Urquhart. The woman Was staling at 
her plate, which she had scarcely 
touched. It came to Kincaid them that 
Hull’s information about the strych
nine had been a warning.

He recalled that Hull had made the

coffee. They were too closely watched 
to try to poison individual cups, but it 
would have been fairly easy to mix 
strychnine crystals with the coffee 
grounds at some early point in the 
morning. So it wTas all poisoned—

Watching Urquhart toy with his cup, 
Kincaid feared that the man suspected, 
As with most men to whom coffee is a 
diversion as ŵ ell as a refreshment, 
these men habitually saved it to go 
With a cigarette. Now Bert Snell, with 
a smoke rolled, lighted it and picked 
up his cup. Urquhart made no move 
to stop him.

Kincaid felt the skin on his back 
tighten. Spell stoop a sip, and put the 
cup down. His mouth twisted slightly, 
he reached for the sugar. That seemed 
to be the confirmation Urquhart had 
been waiting for.

“That’s enough,” he snapped. “Leave 
it alone, Bert.” His gaze switched to 
Hull. “Hull, drink your coffee."

Hull swallowed, but. he reached out 
for his cup.

“No!'' Norma cried, and slid reached 
for her own and lifted it frantically to 
her lips.

It was Urquhart himself who slapped 
it out. of her hand, coming to his feet 
with a broad grin. “ I wasn't too sure 
of it, but I thought you went to a little 
too much fuss when you ground that 
coffee this morning. Hull, I’d make you 
drink it except I kind of like having 
you around.”

Bert Snell sat with a drained and fro
zen face. “You.let me drink it!” he 
gasped.

“Hell, you didn’t get enough to give 
you more than a bellyache.”

But Snell rushed outside to tickle his 
throat and retch. Peabody watched it 
all with a sardonic grin. Urquhart de
manded the poison and tossed the con

•«!.r’ - e r f k - t u  tic.
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tainer into the fire.
“How do you know that's all?” Pea

body asked, and malice was mixed with 
humor in his eyes.

“ It better be.”
“ Right, or we're dead pigeons. It 

strikes me I ain’t going to enjoy my 
grub, after this.”

“Any suggestions?”
“Let’s get rid of ’em now. Kincaid, 

too. He’s a damned sidewinder.”
Urquhart seemed to study it, then 

shook his head. “Not yet. We’ll make 
them eat some food first. They won't 
try it again.”

All strength and all hope seemed to 
have gone out of the Hulls. Kincaid 
got a grip on his nerves but only with 
effort. Yet the increased tension was 
general, he realized. Though he kept 
his unruffled exterior, Urquhart seem
ed to have been sobered somewhat. Pri
vately the man was being forced to 
admit the tough and admirable fiber 
in the Hulls that had caused them to 
make the attempt. It baffled Urquhart. 
subtracting considerably from his bru
tal dominance. Wolf poison turned on 
wolves; Kincaid thought it fitting.

Snell came in from outside, his own 
malice high. He resented the fact that 
Urquhart had used him to test the sus
pected coffee. He might have swallow
ed a lethal dose. It only served to 
sharpen a fact no outlaw let slip far 
from his mind-the fact that no man 
could fully trust those with whom he 
rode the back trails. All men feared a 
hidden traitor and hated the one re
vealed. For this reason, Kincaid 
thought, Cal Peabody was in sympathy 
with Snell for the moment and nurs
ing his own particular grudge against 
Urquhart.

Kincaid spoke indolently to Hull 
from his stance by the fireplace. “ I

don’t expect you've ever had it easy 
up here.”

Hull looked at him searchingly. “It 
hasn’t been bad. Slow going, though. 
We were just getting to where we’d 
have a pretty good market cut of beef, 
each year.” Kincaid noted that he used 
the past tense, which meant that his 
hope had run out.

“With sixteen thousand dollars,” 
Kincaid said, “you could turn it into 
a big outfit overnight. There’s ten 
thousand on Urquhart’s head, dead or 
alive. Two thousand each on us three 
small-fry.”

Urquhart, brooding at the window, 
wheeled around. “What in hell’re you 
driving at?”

Kincaid grinned at him and shrug
ged. “Just making talk.”

He was eased with the determination 
set in him, and it let him think with 
clear, cool logic. Syl LTrquhart was the 
only solid factor he had to work with, 
Peabody and Snell having been turned 
unstable and apt to jump either way.

Kincaid saw decision come into Urqu
hart’s face also. The man flicked Pea
body a searching look. “ I reckon you 
had the right idea, Cal. I aim to stick 
aro|mcl here a while yet, and I aim to 
have my comfort. You and Bert take 
’em off someplace. Come back alone. 
And don’t hurry."

From the pleasure that leaped into 
Peabody’s eyes, Kincaid knew there 
was no vestige of hope from the man. 
Snell, though still grumpy, seemed to. 
accept the order without objection.

Norma Hull looked at Urquhart, calm 
and intent. “ I’ll go with them. And if 
they don’t come back. I won’t.”

The big leader shook his head. “If 
you insist on going, you won't like the 
way your man looks when he goes with 
you."
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The girl’s slim body sagged against 
the table. Her head tilted, and she re
mained quiet. Kincaid deliberately 
placed himself between Jim and Urqu- 
hart so that Hull had no chance for a 
foolhardy break. Once more the quar
tet moved out of doors and toward the 
horse corral.

Kincaid did not mean to get out of 
earshot of the soddy, and was relieved 
to find his nerves were steady and his 
mind cool and clear. They went 
through the door of the barn, Kincaid 
leading the way, with Hull behind and 
followed by Peabody and Snell. There 
was an instant when the dusky interior 
blinded them slightly, and Kincaid had 
built a lot upon this fact.

As the door banged shut behind the 
last man, bringing the duskiness to its 
maximum, Kincaid shoved sharp and 
hard to his right. Time after time he 
had pictured this interior, and now he 
drove straight for the notch between 
the piled loose hay and the barn wall. 
He stumbled knee-deep in the hay, try
ing to scramble to the corner before 
anybody could recover wits enough to 
lake a Shot at him. He heard Snell 
utter a curse, and behind him a gun 
blasted. ‘

Untouched, Kincaid plunged on, cut- 
ling around the pile at the barn corner 
and getting it between himself and the 
guns. There was no sound from Jim 
Hull, who apparently had had no 
chance for anything of his own. Kin
caid knew that his own position was 
all but hopeless. Scraping sounds and 
jarred loose floor told him somebody 
was following.
. Kincaid kept moving on the course he 
had picked while reviewing his mem
ory of the barn. The floor of flu- hay 
loft was on poles, not extended under 
the eaves, so that a gap was left. Now 

1

he got a purchase on a brace and lift
ed himself quickly. A moment lat£r he 
was slithering across the loft. He knew 
they would not hesitate to follow him 
boldly, knowing he was not armed.

He shoved without halting toward 
the big maw by which hay was pitched 
into the loft, then leaped out, landing 
softly in the snow. This was the critical 
point in his plan, and he prayed that 
the soft hay had confused their impres
sion of his movements. The drop to 
the ground had made little sound. He 
remained quiet, expecting a shot 
through a crack in the wall. When 
none came, he moved again, driving to
ward the horse corral.

Gaining a corner, he followed along 
the lower side of its outer fence, made 
the turn, and came left. He meant to 
get to the house or near to it. Urquhart 
might come out to investigate that 
shot, or he might take it that his men 
had no taste for riding afield for the 
chore he had given them. Either way. 
Kincaid aimed to keep him busy long 
enough to give Norma a chance to gel 
away. Even though it cost her hus
band’s life, Kincaid knew Jim Hull 
would approve.

Kincaid waited, scarcely daring to 
breathe. There was a complete stillness 
inside the barn, which indicated that 
Peabody and Snell were temporarily 
stumped. Probably only one of them 
was pursuing, with the other obliged 
to keep a gun on Jim Hull. Kincaid’s 
next objective was the blind side of the 
soddy, and he made the sprint. The 
snow in that direction was untraveled, 
and it handicapped him dangerously.

He was nearly in cover when a gun 
cracked sharply at the barn. Kincaid 
sprawled, feeling a terrific chill against 
his side and within, and he knew he 
was badly hit.. He rode down It is reel
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ing senses, flat on the snow, and heard 
a gun bark twice again.

The barn door banged and he dared 
raise his head enough to see Jim Hull 
race out. He wasn’t too certain, but he 
thought Hull held a six-gun in his hand. 
The man beelined for the house.

He was nearly there when a gun fired 
again and he pitched down. Kincaid 
suppressed a groan. He saw the barn 
door come slowly open, and Cal Pea
body stepped out cautiously, a gun in 
his fist. It dawned on Kincaid that Hull 
was much closer to himself than to Pea
body. He shoved to a stand,and stag
gered toward the fallen man.

He took another slug but kept going 
until he reached Hull, then let himself 
fall flat. When he raised his head cau
tiously again, the barn door was shut. 
Peabody must have dodged back inside 
to fort up.

Kincaid wondered what had happen
ed to Snell and how Hull had got free. 
The lad apparently had wrested this 
gun from Snell, for Kincaid recognized 
the weapon. There had been those two 
shots in the barn. He hoped Hull had 
fired them, with effect.

Hull’s hat had been knocked off, and 
the side of his head was bloody. Yet 
his chest Showed breath. Though Kin
caid’s own body seemed partly para
lyzed below the waist, he burrowed into 
the snow. It was no protection, for Pea
body had only to climb to the hayloft 
for elevation, but it was the best Kin
caid had. Then it dawned in his slug
gish mind that he was exposing Hull 
to additional fire by remaining here. He 
had to move.

He wondered what was going on in
side the soddv. Urquhart had taken no 
hand in this game of tag, yet there had 
been no outcry from Norma. Kincaid 
remembered that she had proposed to

take strychnine if she had to, and won
dered if she had managed to hide out 
enough for that.

He began to crawl to his right, and it 
drew no fire from the barn. He moved 
in closer to the sodhouse. It astonished 
him when he gained its corner and 
moved onto the blind side without be
ing molested.

He paused, steadied somewhat but 
beginning to feel pain. He had been 
shot twice in the side, and he knew he 
was beyond hope. Yet the iron clutch 
of his will kept him conscious. He 
weighed the situation and knew he had 
to kill Urquhart, if he could. Of the 
two, Cal Peabody was the lesser evil. 
Maybe Peabody was cynically leaving 
.this fight for Urquhart to finish, hoping 
to be the only male survivor. Kincaid 
crawled up to the wall of the soddy, 
and still could hear no sound from 
within.

It was safe to assume that Urquhart 
by now had gathered an inkling of 
what had happened and was watching 
the progress of the thing. Kincaid now 
was cut from view of the soddy’s win
dows. Yet Urquhart must know his ap
proximate location.

Kincaid regretted there was nothing 
but the one door, the two windows in 
the main room, and the small window 
in the lean-to bedroom. He wished that 
somehow he could draw his enemy 
outside. As fast as time was running 
out, he decided to wait in the hope that 
Urquhart would consider him finished 
and emerge.

Kincaid kept fighting off a blackish- 
red haze. Now he took time to examine 
the gun and saw that two shells had 
been exploded. He smiled grimly. That 
meant that Jim had probably fired 
them. It could well mean that Bert 
Snell had taken lead, that Peabody



130 ZANE GREY’S WESTERN MAGAZINE

might have, also, in Hull’s surprise 
jump.

Steadily weakening, Kincaid dared 
not play a waiting game. With instant 
decision, he crawled to his right, hug
ging the dugout wall. He passed under 
the bedroom window and went on, and 
at the front corner he turned without 
hesitation. He was exposed now to the 
barn, and somebody down there must 
see him. But he drew no attack from 
that direction. It made him pretty sure 
that Peabody was playing it cautious
ly, waiting for the pieces to settle in 
the hope of falling heir to Urquhart’s 
plans, unless he had been knocked out 
of the fight—

Kincaid got under the near front 
window without trouble and went on 
to the door. Unless he had made some 
betraying sound, there was a chance 
that Urquhart did not have him too 
carefully spotted. Kincaid dragged him
self to his knees, braced on the door 
jamb, and rose. He had the gun in his 
right, fist., and he jerked the latch with 
his left., wheeled the door inward, and 
lunged forward.

After the blinding glare of the snow, 
he now suffered from the handicap he 
had used against Snell and Peabody. 
There was a second in which he could 
see nothing except the red glow of the 
fireplace. Then it was a streak of flame, 
from a different location, followed by 
a rocking blast. Kincaid fired as he 
took more lead, then he pitched for
ward.

He fought to shove back the curtains 
of black that tried to close before his 
eyes. He heard Norma Hull’s small, 
tense cry, and as he lifted his head she 
was running across the floor toward 
him.

“Jim?” she cried. “ I saw him fall! 
Is he dead?"

It was then that Kincaid saw the 
sprawled figure of Urquhart. “Jim’s all 
right, I think,” he gasped. “Get Urqu
hart’s gun.”

“I’ve got it. You killed him.”
“Go to Jim. I think Peabody’s still 

in the barn, but he wouldn’t try to 
shoot you. Get Jim in here—fort up- 
and you’ll be all right—”

The last words were ragged. Kincaid 
was fighting desperately now to hold 
on. It did not seem unfitting that Nor
ma Hull should desert him in this mo
ment to run to her man.

Kincaid had nothing to wait for, aft
er that, but the tough instincts in him 
made him hold on. He was aware of it 
when she dragged her husband inside. 
Then he realized she had dropped to 
her knees beside him. He heard her 
gasp of dismay and know she had tak
en a close look at him for the first time.

“Did you fasten the door?” he whis
pered. “You can hold Peabody off till 
he gets hungry and cold. Then he’ll 
probably go.”

“Peabody's dead.” Norma answered. 
“ I saw him sprawled in front of the 
barn door and investigated. Snell’s in
side. finished.”

“Jim?”
“He’ll be all right.”
A sense of peace came to Kincaid, 

and he knew' this was what he had been 
holding on for. So Hull had got his 
jump and grabbed a gun. He had fired 
those two shots and made them good. 
Kincaid knew the lad would live—he 
had too much to live for not to, though 
Peabody had managed a couple of tell
ing shots before he dropped.

Then Norma Hull’s voice said from a 
great distance, “Kincaid, you're fine—” 

Kincaid smiled softly. He let go and 
was completely at peace as the black 
curtains joined slowly together. . . .



W hen a Gunman Recants

The Heretic
B y  T o m  W .  B lackburn

Stripped of his gun and faced 
with a crisis, Roy Durand, erst- 
while “Manzanita Kid," has to 
rely on wits, courage, and cold 
nerve. First publication any- 
rvhere for this notably different 
yarn.

SOMETIMES Roy Durand almost 
wondered why he didn’t cast two 

shadows when he walked down the 
street. Do not misunderstand—his 
strange notion did not arise from ego
tism, an' inflated estimate of his own 
importance. Roy Durand was, some
how, two men. One was the man bra- 
sada boyhood and a border youth had 
made him, a man known along a thou
sand Texas trails. The other was the 
man Roy Durand had made of himself 
since coming to the Blanca Valley of 
Colorado, a man who was still a stran
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ger to the old Durand after eleven 
months of acquaintance.

Roy Durand had long ago learned 
the prime lesson of the open cattle 
country. There were four ways in 
which a man could get what he want
ed; he could buy it, he could steal it, he 
could win it, or he could earn it. In 
Blanca Valley he had found something 
he wanted more than anything he had 
wanted in his life before—a girl. A girl 
he knew he could not buy, or steal, or 
win. A girl he knew he would have to 
earn.

It was because of this—because he 
wanted Jean Follett-that Roy Durand 
was two men in Blanca Valley when he 
had been one man in Texas. It was be
cause of this that the gun by which 
Roy Durand had once lived lay with its 
shell belt in a shoe box on a closet shelf 
in the house Jean Follett shared with 
her merchant father. It was because of 
this that he was anchored to this val
ley, this land, and its people.

Dismounting at the rack before the 
Blanca Saloon, Durand fastened his 
reins with a quick wrap hitch and 
stepped up onto the walk. A hail from 
across the street halted him. He pulled 
up impatiently to wait.

Harry Odom crossed the street at a 
half-trot toward him. Odom was a fat, 
self-important little man with the 
troubles of the world upon his shoul
ders.

“This is luck, Roy,” he said. “ I was 
fixing to drive out to your place. Some
thing I got to talk to you about.”

Durand looked at the star on the fat 
man’s vest and shook his head, with a 
strong feeling of satisfaction.

“You’ve got no business with me, 
Harry, and I've got none with you. 
Come in and I’ll buy you a drink.”

“The drink can wait,” Odom said

nervously. “ I’ve got a satchelful of 
trouble, and I need help carrying it. 
I’m not buying every piece of gossip a 
man hears, or asking any questions— 
but because of where you’ve been and 
what you’ve seen, you can be a bigger 
help to me than any man in town. Roy, 
I want to deputize you.”

Durand considered this. Jean Follett 
had insisted they wait a year before she 
decided whether she would marry Roy 
Durand. She had had a reason for speci
fying that wait. Her father had ap
proved it, and he had had a reason for 
his approval. Gossip was not a thing a 
man could outrun—it was not some
thing he could deny.

He looked at Harry Odom and felt 
sorry for the fat man. Harry believed 
that a man in gossip and a man in 
flesh were the same thing. Harry was 
wrong as hell. He did not know that 
Roy Durand was two men, and that 
the streets of Valley Center would see 
only one of them—the man Durand had 
created for Jean Follett.

“No, Harry,” he said flatly. “ I won’t 
do it. Get somebody else.”

“ If Roy Durand won’t take the job, 
who else will?” Odom protested. “Guy 
Tinglin and his bunch hit town this 
morning. Know what that means?” 

Durand thought this over. The Blan
ca Valley was a long way from Tin- 
glin’s base of operations, but the man 
would work one place exactly as he 
would another. He knew Guy Tinglin— 
knew him well. They had shared a 
wary, friendly drink together more 
than once, and he understood how Tin
glin and his wild bunch worked. He 
knew the raw danger in the man-the 
ruthlessness, the strength—and the 
weakness. He also understood the ner
vous sweat wilting Harry Odom’s col
lar.
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“Yes, Harry, I know,” he said. “Tin- 

glin and his boys will hang around. 
They’ll pull the strongest bluff they 
can manage. If somebody backs down, 
they’ll hit like a cat. It’s been like that 
always.”

“You know that, and you won’t give 
me a hand?” Odom said, half angrily.

Durand smiled slightly. “A man 
would be a damned fool to pin on a 
star without a belt at his hips,” he an
swered.

“And you won’t buckle on a gun?” 
Odom said. “ Is that it, Roy?”

“That’s it,” Durand agreed.
Odom swore under his breath, turn

ed, and stalked off up the walk.
Men who had never ridden the 

lonesome trails did not understand 
those who did ride them. They did not 
know that the most notorious bandit 
who had ever ridden the brasada in the 
old days had been a kindly grandfather, 
supporting a horde of relatives with 
open-handed generosity between his 
raids. They did not know that the most 
dangerous killer the border had ever 
seen was a boy, so frightened that he 
lived in mortal terror—struggling con
stantly with a fear of darkness, of 
omens, of spirits, of other men, even 
of himself.

• They did not understand that often 
the shell belts which looked so sinister 
were buckled across bellies flat with 
hunger. They did not understand that 
some men were born to handle a gun 
as others were born to dance, a skill 
which brought them no particular 
measure of either satisfaction or pride. 
They did not know that death rode 
oftenest beside those who did not wish 
to kill.

Durand found three strangers in the 
Blanca Saloon-lean, hard-eyed men, 
marked by feline friendlessness. Know

ing the faces of none, Durand still 
knew they were Tinglin’s men.

He pushed up to the bar a few paces 
from them and ordered a drink, speak
ing casually of the day’s heat to the 
bartender. One of the strangers drifted 
down toward him, his eyes narrowed.

“Howdy, Manzanita,” he said mock
ingly.

Durand turned a direct glance on 
him. “Your mistake, friend,” he said.

“You wouldn’t remember me,” the 
other countered. “ I was in Laredo the 
day you filled five coffins with one gun. 
I’d never forget the Manzanita Kid.”

“A long memory is like a long fin
gernail,” Durand said with a thin smile. 
“It can be troublesome. It ought to be 
kept trimmed.”

The stranger’s eyes ran over Dur
and’s figure, lingering on his unbelted 
hips. “The boss told us to keep an eye 
out for you, Manzanita,” he said. “Guy 
figured this might be your town.”

“My name is Durand,” Roy answered. 
“And Tinglin’s right. This is my town. 
You tell him that.”

“Sure,” the rider agreed with a grin. 
“But I don’t think it’s going to worry 
him much—not after I tell him how you 
look.”

“Tell him I said you boys are to be 
on the move by daybreak tomorrow. 
Tell him I said there’s nothing here for 
him.”

The man’s grin widened. “Sure, Dur
and,” he said. “That’ll worry Guy a lot. 
He’s scared to death of dogs with no 
teeth.”

The man rejoined his companions. 
Durand finished his drink and left the 
Blanca. Angling across the street, he 
entered Jason Follett’s store for a sack 
of tobacco. The merchant frowned anx
iously at him.

“Harry see you, Roy?” he asked.
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Durand nodded. "I turned him down, 
Follett,” he said.

“Because Jean took your gun away?” 
the merchant asked.

“Because she wants the kind of man 
nobody could be, wrapped up in a shell 
belt, Follett,” Durand answered blunt
ly-

“Odom can’t stop Tinglin and his 
boys, and if they can’t be stopped 
they'll clean the town out, Roy,” Fol
lett protested.

Durand shrugged. “I made a deal 
with Jean. I've kept it for eleven 
months. I’ll keep it now. Tell her for 
me that I’ll see her after supper.”

He tossed a coin on the counter and 
left the store. The sun was low against 
the w-estward hills. Shadows were long 
on the street. Swinging into the barber
shop, he washed his face and hands at 
a basin, combed his hair, and came 
once more onto the walk.

Fresh horses were at the hitch rail 
outside of the Blanca Saloon. Scarred, 
powerful, long-legged horses with 
warbags up across saddle cantles. The 
horses belonging to Tinglin’s bunch, 
grouped here now on the street, ready 
for riding if riding became necessary. 
One of Tinglin’s men was on the walk 
beside them. When Durand appeared 
on the walk, this man ducked into the 
saloon. A moment or two later, Guy 
Tinglin and the five who had ridden 
into Valley Center with him came out 
together, angling across the street. Dur
and put his back against a building 
front and waited for" them.

Tinglin had not changed during the 
years since Durand had last seen the 
man. A quiet pantherishness and a 
wary sort of surety, acquired on the 
dark trails, were apparent in his man
ner. He stopped, facing Durand, with 
his men flanking him.

“I’ve got to know about you. Man- 
zanita,” Tinglin said, without preface. 
“You rode with our kind a time or two, 
and you rode a lot more with a star. 
You're a man who’s hard to figure. I 
don’t like a town with somebody like 
you in it.”

“You got my message?” Durand 
asked sharply.

Tinglin nodded, with a faint, mirth
less smile. “Dawn tomorrow, you said, 
Manzanita. That’s good enough for us; 
we’ll be through by then. Now, you 
think up a chore you left undone at 
your place outside of town. Think up 
a chore and get off the street for to
night, Manzanita. This isn’t your town 
now. It’s mine.”

“And if I don’t -? ”
“ I suppose they've got some law 

here,” Tinglin said. “They must have- 
dead men have to be buried.”

“We kept out of each other’s way in 
the old days, Guy,” Durand reminded.

The outlaw nodded. “You were a dif
ferent boy in the old days,” he said. “ I 
never tackle a hill that I think is too 
steep. You’ve leveled off, Manzanita. 
You’d never have settled here if you 
hadn’t. You’d never have taken off your 
gun. It’s plain to see your shadow’s 
got too short to shade anybody. You 
keep out of our way.”

Tinglin turned and with his men 
moved briskly up the street to the only 
restaurant in town.

Durand moved on siowlv to Jason 
Follett's store. He heard his name 
called sharply and looked up to see the 
merchant’s daughter in the doorway. 
He paused on the lower step, looking 
up at her.

“Friends of yours. Roy?” she asked.
Durand shook his head slowly. 

“Not exactly. Some gents with the 
same idea you have, Jean the idea that
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a man can change his spots.”
“What did they want?” the girl de

manded, frowning.
“They wanted me out of town for to

night,” he said quietly.
“And—are you going, Roy?”
“Will you go with me?” he asked. 

“Eleven months has been a long time 
to wait, Jean.”

“Leave Valley Center when there’s 
trouble brewing-when Dad might be 
in danger? Leave Mr. Odom, and the 
others? Are you crazy, Roy?”

“I don’t know,” Durand said slowly. 
“I’m beginning to think I might b e -” 

“You haven’t answered me,” the girl 
interrupted. “Are you going to get out 
of town?”

“No,” Durand told her flatly.
“You promised me,” the girl remind

ed him. “You promised me you’d 
change—that you’d make a new begin
ning here, and that you wouldn't get 
involved in any more trouble. I have 
your gun, Roy. Have you forgotten 
that?”

Durand shook his head again. “No,” 
he said quietly. “ I haven't forgotten 
anything, Jean. I’ve had a lot of time 
to think-a lot of time to remember— 
in the last eleven months. You keep 
the gun. There’s some things a woman 
can’t take away from a man.”

The girl frowned uneasily. “Will I 
see you tonight?” she asked. “Dad said 
you were coming up to the house.”

“I don’t know,” Durand told her. “ I 
just don’t know, Jean.”

He moved on down the street. Har
ry Odom was slouched in deep dejec
tion behind his desk in the marshal’s 
office. Durand studied him frowningly 
for a moment before entering.

“I think Tinglin means business, 
Harry,” he said. “ I thought you ought 
to know. If I were you, I’d put guards

on Follett’s store and the bank—” 
“Guards?” Harry Odom grunted bit

terly. “Who in the hell would, have 
sand enough in this town to stand 
against those killers if Roy Durand 
won’t? I’ve already set some guards, 
but every last man will drop his gun 
the minute Tinglin looks at him. Valley 
Center will be bled to death by morn
ing. If you'd stand with us, we might 
have a chance. In a thing like this men 
have got to have somebody to follow.” 

“ I’ll be around, Harry, if that means 
anything,” Durand said.

Odom's eyes brightened. Kicking his 
chair back, he came to his feet and 
reached a belted gun down from a peg. 
He tossed this on the desk in front of 
Durand.

“ I'll make you a loan of this iron, 
Roy. You're going to need it.”

Durand shook his head curtly. “ I’ve 
never worn a gun in Valley Center, 
Harry, I'm not going to wear one now.-” 

“Be sensible, man! Take it!”
“No,” Durand said. “ If you want me, 

I'll be at the livery, or at Follett’s 
store.”

The livery was at the south end of 
Valley Center, the direction in which 
Guy Tinglin and his men must ride 
when they left the town. Roy Durand 
leaned against a stacked tier of grain 
sacks back in the darkening barn and 
waited with a patience which cost him 
strong effort.

To Harry Odom and the others who 
had heard the gossip drifting ahead of 
him up out of Texas, Durand was a 
gunman, and if Guv Tinglin and his 
men attempted to strip the town there 
would be work for a gunman tonight. 
The pleasantries and the friendships 
of the last eleven months were gone 
and forgotten. Like a doctor who would
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not use his skill when needed, Durand 
would be scorned with bitterness now. 
There would be none in the town to 
pause for consideration of the compul
sions stacked against him.

To Jean Follett, Durand was a man 
from a kind of life she had never 
known and which she was determined 
never to know. He was a strong man 
and a desirable one, but one whom she 
feared, and she was not a woman who 
could live with fear, for a day—or for 
a lifetime. Hunched on the grain sacks, 
Durand was thinking of the town of 
Valley Center. He was also thinking of 
the girl. Jean had been born and 
raised here. She loved the town and 
the valley as much as she hated all that 
made up the past of Roy Durand. She 
believed that a man could change, and 
that she was strong enough to change 
him.

These were things which wrould be 
incomprehensible to Guy Tinglin. He 
would see in Roy Durand only a hawk 
that had broken its wings—that and 
nothing else. He would see a man nq 
longer entitled to either fear or respect. 
Shrewd and practiced in such things, 
he would recognize as fully as Harry 
Odom did that Valley Center could not 
stand without leadership against him. 
And, like Odom, he would realize that 
Roy Durand was the only possible lead
er for the town. It would be a simple 
thing to Tinglin—a lack of a belt about 
Durand's hips was proof of a lack of 
defense in the town itself. And there 
were some thousands of dollars in Ja
son Follett's safe and in the bank 
which could be carried out of Valley 
Center.

It fitted together like the bricks in a 
wall, yet the girl, and the town, and 
the outlaw from the south were all 
wrong. They did not know or under

stand that the events and skills which 
gave a man a name with a gun gave 
him other strengths also. They did not 
know or understand that a man might 
change the pattern of his living but 
that the old rules persisted—that there 
were certain things a man must always 
do, and that he could change only the 
ways in which they were to be done.

Time had moved well into evening. 
Durand had grown both restless and 
increasingly hungry. Near ten o’clock, 
the sleepy hum along Valley Center’s 
main Street was broken by the kind of 
sound for which he had been waiting— 
the sudden crash of falling glass, fol
lowed by the shouts of startled men 
and one shot, then abrupt, heavy si
lence.

Durand stepped onto the street. Tin- 
glin’s horses were bunched near the 
corner of Follett’s store. One of Tin- 
glin’s men was holding them. Two 
more were spaced on the walk in front 
of the place, and Follett’s front win
dow—the largest one in the town—had 
been broken in. Tinglin and his two 
other companions were not in sight.

Harry Odom was coming up from the 
marshal’s office at a fast, waddling trot, 
his gun in his hand. Three or four 
townsmen were well out in the street 
before the store, hands lifted shoulder- 
high, carefully clear of the weapons 
they wore, under the surveillance of 
the guns of the two Tinglin men on the 
walk. Another man, bareheaded and 
big of body, was running up the oppo
site walk, rapidly overtaking and pass
ing Harry Odom. Some distance behind 
this man, also running at a fast, des
perate stride, was yet another figure.

The big bareheaded man loped an- 
glingly into the street toward the 
front of the store, and Durand recog



THE HERETIC 137

nized Jason Follett. One of the Tinglin 
men on the walk let out a sharp warn
ing at the merchant as he approached. 
Not breaking his stride, Follett lunged 
on.

The Tinglin man stepped a little 
aside and slapped a gun barrel against 
the old man's head as he reached him. 
Follett spilled on his face along the 
walk, skidding heavily against the 
front wall of the building.

Durand shifted from the walk, on 
which he had been moving, into the 
street, seeking the center of it and 
not hurrying his pace. He was still fifty 
yards from the store when Harry 
Odom came up before the building. One 
of the Tinglin men on the walk barked 
an order at Odom.

-The fat man paused for an instant, 
seeming to look at the lowered gun in 
his hand and then at the townsmen 
with their hands abjectly up in the 
middle of the street. Very slowly, Odom 
let his weapon slip from his fingers. It 
made a small puff of dust when it. hit 
the roadway. Odom backed, with a sid
ling motion, toward the other towns
men.

An instant later, there was the flash 
of an explosion within Follett’s store, 
a grunt of concussion following to 
shake the buildings along the street. 
The figure which had been trailing Fol
lett pulled up on the opposite walk, 
across from the store, and stood mo
tionless for a moment.

Guy Tinglin and his two companions 
stepped back onto the walk through 
the broken window, carrying two small 
canvas bags with them. Tinglin cal
lously prodded Follett’s body.

“Up saddle, boys,” he called to his 
men. “We’re through here.”

Durand had cut the distance between 
the group before the store and himself

to twenty yards. He lifted his voice, 
cutting the night air incisively:

“Not quite, Guy. 1 told you this was 
my town. You should have listened.” 

Tinglin and his men wheeled as a 
unit. Strong moonlight lay against Dur
and where he stood in the open, so that 
it was obvious he was unarmed. But 
he did not stand as Harry Odom and 
the townsmen were standing-tense 
with nervous fear. He started forward 
again, advancing on Tinglin and his 
companions with an easy, swinging 
stride.

“Put down your iron, Guy—vou and 
your boys.” he said quietly. “Do that 
and you won't get hurt.”

Tinglin and his men stared incredu
lously at Durand. From across the 
street, where the figure which had 
trailed Follett along the street had 
stopped, Jean Follett’s voice rang out 
suddenly:

“Roy, don’t be a fool! I’ve got your 
gun. It's here. I brought it - ”

Durand ignored the girl, his eyes 
fixed on Guy Tinglin. “Put down your 
iron, Guy,” he repeated. “ 1 don’t want, 
to have to tell you again."

Durand took ten steps before Tinglin 
could convince himself that it was he 
who held the key to this situation, and 
not the man advancing toward him. He 
reached for his gun. An instant before 
it fired, Jean Follett’s voice sang out 
again:

“ Roy!”
Durand heard this. He felt the sound 

of Tinglin’s first shot, the savage burn 
of his second. He staggered, but man
aged not to break his stride.

Tinglin flipped his weapon up again, 
barking a savage order to his com
panions: “Get the Kid!”

And at that instant, from across the 
street where Jean Follett stood, muzzle
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flame blossomed. Hers was the marks
manship of a frightened girl, firing a 
heavy weapon by clamping both hands 
about its butt, eyes closed. The shot 
struck a Tinglin man ten feet from his 
boss, barely brushing the fellow, so 
that his outcry was of surprise rather 
than pain.

The shot drew the attention of Tin
glin and his companions for a precious 
instant. In that instant, Harry Odom 
and the townsmen in the middle of the 
street, realizing Jean Follett would be 
the next target for Tinglin’s gun, leap
ed into an action they could not take 
for themselves or their town. Guns be
gan sweeping up from leather.

Still in that instant, Roy Durand 
launched himself in three long strides 
and a powerful leap, diving hard at 
Guy Tinglin’s side. He hit the man 
heavily, bowling him over. He worked 
swiftly in the dust, using his knee, his 
elbow, and the heels of his hands. Tin
glin struggled savagely, but Roy Dur
and had learned to be thorough in his 
years in the brasada.

Harry Odom, with a gun jerked has
tily from the belt of a neighboring 
townsman, knocked down another Tin
glin man. The other four, facing a doz
en guns, dropped their irons.

Durand rose, withdrawing his knees 
from Tinglin’s still conscious body. A 
flying form rocked against him, and 
soft hair was in his face. Jean Follett 
clung tightly to him.

“Roy! Roy— I shot a man,” she said.
Durand nodded soberly. “It looks like 

I’ve made you my kind of woman in
stead of the other way around then, 
Jean,” he told her.

The girl pushed back from him, her 
head coming up.

“I was always your kind of woman, 
Roy, and you were always my kind of

man,” she said. “Dad tried to tell me 
nearly a year ago, but I couldn’t see it. 
There are some things that a man has 
to do—not because he is good or bad— 
but because they have to be done. 
Sometimes it is that way with a wom
an, too. I found that out tonight I 
never again want to see what I watch
ed you do tonight, Roy. I never want 
to see you go against a job without the 
tools to do it with. These men would 
have killed you.”

“If you hadn’t" dumped a shot into 
them and scared that bunch out in the 
street to action, yes,” Durand agreed 
soberly. “But not in the beginning. Men 
like Guy Tinglin—even the best of them 
—lay their lives out on a bluff. When 
a bigger bluff comes along, they don’t 
know how to face it. At least, they 
don’t know soon enough. That was the 
thing I had to play. You hadn’t left me 
much else.”

Jean pulled at his arm. “ Roy, you're 
hurt. Let’s get into the store, where I 
can take care of it.”

They moved toward the walk and the 
brcJken front window of Follett’s place. 
Other townsmen had appeared on the 
street. Some of them had Follett up 
between them. The merchant was 
swearing with spirit and dabbing at a 
long cut over one ear. Odom bustled 
past, prodding ahead the four Tinglin 
men who were still on their feet, in the 
direction of the jail. He spoke to Dur
and over his shoulder:

“Roy, you’ve got an apology and a 
drink coming at my expense the min
ute these coyotes are locked up.”

Durand felt the touch of Jean Fol
lett’s hand upon his arm. He saw ad
miration in eyes where there had been 
hostility. A pinch-faced townswoman 
who had shunned him and avoided 
speaking to him since his arrival at
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Valley Center rushed up to him effu
sively as he stepped into Follett’s 
store.

“That was the bravest thing I ever 
saw in my life, Mr. Durand,” she said.

Jean Follett shouldered her away, 
but her words remained in Durand’s 
mind. There was no justice for a man 
with a gun. He was distrusted and hat
ed for the things he did and had done. 
And yet, out of an instant of flame and 
violence had come a change so that the 
same people would offer him respect 
and admiration for exactly the same 
thing.

A man who lived with a gun could 
know no peace and no security, not out 
of fear of death at the hands of others, 
but because he could not know from 
one day to the next in what light his 
friends and neighbors and others even 
closer to him would hold him.

In her free hand Jean Follett was 
carrying his belt and gun, which she

had brought, running up the street, 
from the box in her closet-the gun 
which she had fired blindly in Tinglin’s 
direction. Durand gently disengaged- 
the belt from her fingers and called 
after Harry Odom:

“Here, Harry—take this along and 
hang it on a peg in your office. Maybe 
somebody will want to borrow it some 
day. I’ll have no more use for it.”

He tossed the belt and weapon. 
Turning, Odom caught It, his eyes 
blinking roundly in surprise and puz
zlement. Durand looked down at the 
girl beside him. Her eyes were also 
round, but he saw that she understood, 
and this was sufficient.

She would set no more trialsjor him. 
She would make no more rules. She 
would believe in him and in his beliefs, 
and what he had been would no longer 
make a difference with her—only what 
he was and what they could be to
gether.

A R O U N D  A  M I N I N G  C A M P

A Western Quiz
Here’s a quiz that no doubt will be easy meat for anyone who’s had experi
ence in mining, though it may prove quite a chunk to chew for others (it 
was for the editors!). Still, it’s one way of learning— In the left-hand column 
below is a list of terms familiar to ’most any miner. Just match them with 
the correct definitions In the right-hand column. Five right will pass anyone 
but a miner; from there on up you can write your own ticket as far as praise 
is concerned. Answers on page 159.

1. Giraffe
2. Bonanza

3. Pinch
4. Borrasca
5. Winze
6. Country rock
7. Sump
8. Grizzlies
9. Tailings 

10. Drift

.Opening running along the course of a vein 

.Pulverized ore that escapes from a wet- 
process mill 

.Barren rock

.Non-ore-bearing rock around a vein 

.Well sunk beneath a shaft to hold water 
Thinning of a vein 
Large body of rich ore
.Ore-hauling car running on inclined track 
.Small ventilating shaft between levels 
.Iron bars serving as screen'at bottom of ore 
chute



By Gene Hammond

The
Long Chase

“ I n t u i t i o n 1"  is not confined to the female of the species—as is proved in 
this factual account of a brutal (lold-fi-rlds murder and its exciting after- 
math, written especial I g for 7, ASF. GREY'S WESTERN MAGAZINE.

«
LOYD MAOIUTDER 

didn't have a ghost of 
a chance. One minute 
he was drawing on his 
pipe comfortably as 
lie gazed into the 
flickering embers of 
the campfire; the 

next minute he was sprawled out on 
the ground, a jagged ax blade buried 
deep in his skull. Ylagt uder, the trader 
—Magruder, the honest man that every

body knew and liked—was dead, his 
tra ins  spilled out on the dank, shad
owy earth at his murderer 's  feet.

Without so much as a second glance 
at M a g :  odor, the killer Whirled, ax in 
hand, and- crept toward the four men 
that still slumbered a few yards back

from the fire. Approaching them, he 
was joined by three companions who 
had been lying in wait nearby. He 
stood for a moment, staring down at the 
hapless sleepers. The wavering yellow 
firelight playing across his face illumi
nated a sneer on his lips. He stepped 
forward and brought his ax down a 
second time.

As he withdrew the spattered weap
on, a gun roared at his side. One of 
the sleeping men, half-risen in his 
blankets, slumped back riddled with 
buckshot. Swinging his hatchet high 
in the air. J lagruder’s murderer lunged 
toward his third victim. At the same in
stant another of tile killers leaped for
ward and drove a longbowie knife into 
the throat of the one remaining sleep

140
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er. The slaughter was complete. Five 
men had died in half as many minutes, 
and no word had been spoken.

A bitter wind howled through the 
camp site. In its wake came snow- 
great white flakes that swirled among 
the crags and settled wetly on the faces 
of those who had just died. The night 
was dark and the murderers hastened 
to pile fresh logs on the fire.

While the solitary blaze flamed up 
deep within the wilderness of the Bit
ter Root Mountains on the present 
Idaho-Montana border, a man tossed 
uneasily in his bed at the settlement 
of Lewiston, on the Snake River some 
one hundred fifty miles to the west. It 
was a chilly October night in 1863 and 
Hill Beachy, proprietor of the best ho
tel in Lewiston and owner of the local 
stage line, was going through another 
of his “premonitions” that all was not 
well with his friend, Lloyd Magruder.

Nearly three months earlier, when 
Magruder had stopped by the hotel to 
say that he was heading east for Ban- 
nack and Virginia City (then in Idaho 
Territory, now in Montana) to sell a 
recently arrived shipment of miners’ 
supplies, Beachy had experienced his 
first “premonition” that the journey 
boded no good for his friend.

He had warned Magruder at the time 
but, as his fears wer*e based on nothing 
more concrete than a manifestation of 
Magruder’s death which had come to 
him in a dream, Beachy was unable to 
persuade his friend to cancel the trip. 
The trader stood to make upward of 
$30,000 by his transactions with the 
miners, and it would have taken con
siderably more than a mere dream to 
stop him. In the end Beachy had given 
Magruder his best revolver, wished 
him Godspeed, and settled back doubt

fully to await his return.
After a few weeks, Magruder’s wife 

had received a letter from her husband 
in Virginia City, in which he spoke en
thusiastically of his trading venture 
and closed with a promise to return 
to Lewiston before the first snow fell. 
All was going well, it seemed. Never
theless, Hill Beachy could not get the 
dream from his mind. The trip back 
from Virginia City was a long and lone
ly one, and Magruder would be carry
ing with him all the profits of his busi
ness venture. Beachy was unable to 
share the confidence of the other towns
people as to his friend’s safety. For the 
sake of Magruder’s wife, however, 
Beachy refrained from voicing his 
doubts in public.

Then one night, a few days after his 
latest “premonition,” Beachy remained 
at the stage office very late. When he 
finally returned home there was a 
heart-sick look on his face.

“ I was right, Maggie! By the gods, 
I was right! ”

His wife turned over drowsily and 
gazed up at him from the bed. “What 
in tarnation are you doin’ out so late, 
Hill?” she demanded. “And what was 
you Tight’ about, anyhow?”

“About Lloyd’s death,” Beachy re
plied, sinking onto the edge of the bed, 
“He’s been killed, Maggie. I always said 
he’d never come back from Virginia 
City alive, and now I know I’m right.” 
He shook his head dejectedly.

His wife sat up in bed, fully awaken
ed by her husband’s words. “What do 
you mean, Hill?” She reached out and 
put a hand on his sleeve. “Who says 
Lloyd’s been killed?”

“Nobody says it, Maggie. I just know 
it’s true now, that’s all.” He stood up 
and began pacing the floor. “Tonight 
while I was workin’ on the books at
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the stage office, four men came in and 
bought tickets for Walla Walla. 1 
thought there was something fishy 
about them, the way they kept their- 
selves all bundled up, so’s a- body 
couldn't get a decent look at their faces. 
Then, when one of ’em said his name 
was Smith, and the three others 
claimed to be brothers named Jones, I 
knew they weren’t honest men.”

Beachy paused and turned to face his 
wife. “ I slipped out the back way and 
followed ’em to their lodgings, Maggie. 
When a light came on in a front room, 
I crept up close and peeked through 
the shutters.” He stopped, shaking his 
head sadly. “Poor old Lloyd,” he mut
tered.

“Who was it, Hill?” demanded his 
wife. “Could you tell who the men 
was?”

Beachy nodded. “Doc Howard, Chris 
Lowry, Jim Romaine, and some other 
rascal I’ve never seen before.”

“But Hill," began his wife; “ I don’t 
see—”

“Don't, see what they had to do with 
Lloyd?" His laugh was short and bitter. 
“Those scoundrels left Lewiston the 
day after Lloyd did. They said they was 
headin’ for Oregon, but I know now 
that they sneaked around somehow 
and ambushed poor Lloyd on his way 
home.”

“Stuff and nonsense,” exclaimed his 
wife in a relieved tone. “I thought for 
a while maybe something really had 
happened.” She sank back into bed. 
“You’ve been thinkin’ about that dream 
of yours too much, Hill. Seein’ those 
men back here ain’t no sign that they 
ever did no such thing.”

“But Maggie, they’ve got dust with 
’em. Lots of dust. Probably Lloyd’s 
dust that they took from him after 
they killed him!”

Beachy’s wife yawned noisily. “Come 
on to bed, Hill. It’s late, and you’re just 
gettin’ all upset over nothing.”

“Nothin’, is it?” His tone was harsh. 
“You wait and see, Maggie. Time’ll 
prove who’s right.”

Hill Beachy tossed and turned for 
hours that night before sleep finally 
came. No one would listen. Not even 
Maggie believed him. Earlier that eve
ning, he had told his suspicions to the 
local judge and suggested that they 
get the sheriff to go over and arrest 
the murderers right away, before they 
had a chance to get out of town. In the 
beginning the judge had tried to rea
son with him. Later he had become im
patient at Beachy’s persistence.

“Mrs. Magruder told me only last 
night that she didn’t expect her hus
band for ten days yet,” he said finally. 
“Let’s wait and see whether he comes 
home or not.”

Beachy had pointed out that the mur
derers would be a long way away by 
that time, but the judge had just stood 
there shaking his head and saying it 
would be better to wait.

Beachy turned and buried his face in 
the pillow. If nobody else was going 
to do anything about it, he’d have to 
dig out proof of the murder himself.

The following morning, after dele
gating his work at the hotel to his wife 
and turning the stpge office over to a 
clerk, Hill Beachy began an earnest 
search for the horses that Howard, 
Lowry, Romaine, and Co. had used to 
reach Lewiston. As the men had de
parted on the westbound stage by now, 
their animals must be somewhere in 
the neighborhood. Perhaps through 
the identification of these as having 
come from Magruder’s train, he might 
still convince the judge before it was 
too late.
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Meeting opposition and ridicule at 
every turn, Beachy carried on his 
search without success. The animals 
that had brought the men to Lewiston 
seemed to have vanished into thin air. 
On the third day after the departure 
of the stage, a mule train arrived from 
Virginia City with news that Magruder 
had completed his business and left the 
mining settlement four days ahead of 
them. The muleteers were surprised 
that he had not yet arrived, as he had 
told them that he was going to travel 
right through in order to surprise his 
wife, who was not expecting him home 
for another week.

Beachy, now more certain than ever 
that his friend had been the victim of 
foul play, still could not convince the 
citizens of Lewiston. When the leader 
of the mule train mentioned that they 
had met heavy snows during the pas
sage through the Bitter Root Moun
tains, the people all nodded and said 
that Magruder, running into a storm, 
had doubtless turned south to Salt 
Lake. He’d be along any day now, safe 
and sound.

Hiding his anger, Beachy resumed 
his search for the horses. A few days 
later, he and another man made a hasty 
trip into the mountains to investigate 
a party of four men said to be camped 
in an isolated spot some distance off 
the regular trail.

For several hours, during, which the 
two horsemen wound their way 
through the tortuous mountain passes 
in the face of a biting wind, Beachy 
sincerely believed that they were go
ing to find the four scoundrels who 
had boarded the stage a week earlier. 
For some reason known only to them
selves, he reasoned, they had circled 
back and were hiding in the hills. 
When it was discovered that the party

was no more than a group of innocent 
miners out on a hunting trip, Beachy 
returned to Lewiston bitterly disap
pointed.

The following day, his luck changed. 
At a near-by ranch he stumbled onto a 
horse, several mules, and an assort
ment of saddles and bridles that had 
been left behind by the four men. 
Bringing these into town, he went di
rectly to the house of an Indian youth 
who had been employed by Magruder 
just before his departure for Virginia 
City.

“That’s Mr. Magruder’s saddle, all 
right,” said the boy, pointing to a small 
mend on the crupper. “I repaired this 
rip myself only a few days before he 
left Lewiston!”

A day later one of the members of a 
party newly arrived from Virginia City 
identified the horse as one that he had 
seen Magruder riding in the mining 
camp.

Armed with these new bits of evi
dence, Hill Beachy visited the Gover
nor of Idaho Territory, then in Lewis
ton, and obtained authority to go after 
the suspected murderers and bring 
them back for trial. Accompanied by 
Tom Pike, the man who had gone with 
him on his futile ride into the hills a 
few days earlier, Beachy set out at 
once in a special coach for Walla Walla.

After an arduous day on the road, 
during which horses were changed 
three times and carriages twice, the 
two men arrived at Walla Walla. Once 
there, Beachy lost no time searching 
out a friend who might provide them 
with information.

“Yes,” said the man when Beachy 
questioned him, “they were here sever
al days. Lost quite a bit of money on 
the faro tables, as I remember it. 
Mmmm. Let’s see. They must’ve left
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about, four days ago. Said they were 
going to Portland and catch the first 
boat for San Francisco.”

Thanking the man, Beachy contact
ed the agent of the Columbia River 
Steamboat Company and made ar
rangements for river transportation 
onward from Wallula. a settlement 
some thirty miles to the west. Then, 
through another friend, he was able 
to borrow a buggy for the midnight 
drive to Wallula.

Daybreak found Beachy and his 
companion thundering onto a landing- 
wharf at the edge of the swollen Co
lumbia River. Although informed that, 
because of high water, all navigation 
down the river had been suspended 
indefinitely, Beachy was able to con
vince one of the steamboat-company 
pilots of the urgency of his mission. 
After a moment's consideration, this 
captain said he was willing to attempt 
the dangerous journey through the rap
ids to Umatilla in a Whitehall boat, so 
long as Beachv and his friend realized 
the chance they would be taking and 
agreed not to hold him responsible if 
anything happened.

Three hours later, considerably 
shaken up but still all in one piece, the 
small boat and its three occupants 
eased up to the dock at Umatilla. With 
a hasty word of thanks to their pilot, 
Beachy and Pike leaped ashore and 
made their way aboard a river steamer 
that was discharging its cargo nearby.

Searching out the captain. Beachy 
presented him with a letter from the 
agent at Walla Walla which said, in 
part. It is requested that everything 
humanly possible be done to expedite 
the rapid transporting of the bearer, 
Hill Beachy, and his aide, to Portland. 
Theirs is a mission of utmost, urgency.

Obtaining the captain’s promise of

full co-operation, Beachy hired an ad
ditional crew of men from the town to 
speed up unloading operations. With
in a few hours, the job was completed 
and the vessel set out.

That evening, after an uneventful 
day on the river, Beachy and Pike ar
rived at Celilo, eighty-five miles farther 
along on their journey. Here again it 
appeared that they would be delayed. 
A short 'distance west of Celilo there 
were a series of rapids which, under 
the present turbulent river conditions, 
were said to be totally impassable. The 
local train by which the journey 
around the rapids was normally made 
did not depart until the following day. 
Refusing to be daunted, Beachy rent
ed a pair of horses and, together with 
Tom Pike, galloped westward into the 
gathering dusk.

The two men arrived at Dalles City, 
a river town from which regular steam
ers sailed to Portland, shortly after 
midnight. Prowling through the sa
loons along the waterfront, Beachy as
certained that the four men they were 
pursuing had left Dalles City for Port
land only forty-eight hours earlier. 
The chase was narrowing down.

Without so much as a pause for rest. 
Beachy and Pike boarded a steamer 
for Portland. When they reached that 
city, Beachy was disgruntled to find 
that Magruder’s murderers had sailed 
out for San Francisco on the previous 
day. Dispatching Pike to Astoria, the 
Oregon seaport at the mouth of the Co
lumbia River, in case the fugitives 
should disembark there, Beachy deter
mined to find out for certain the plans 
of the fleeing men before traveling 
further.

Through a youth he had encountered 
in Lewiston some weeks earlier. 
Beachy knew the name of a man in
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Portland who had served as an accom
plice to Doc Howard in a previous 
crime. Disguising himself in the clothes 
of a waterfront hoodlum-, Beachy made 
his way to the boarding-house where 
this man lived.

“I'm a friend of Doc Howard’s,” he 
explained gruffly when he was admit
ted. “Just got into town from Boise, 
and I’m tryin’ to locate Doc and the 
rest of the boys. He told me once that 
if I was ever in Portland, you’d prob
ably be able to put me on his trail.”

“Doc and his boys just come from 
Boise themselves,” said the man sus
piciously. “How come you wasn’t with 
’em?”

Beachy was ready for this. Back in 
Walla Walla, he had heard that the 
fugitives were telling everyone that 
they had left Boise a few days earlier 
after a brawl with some miners. 
“Yeah,” he said, “ I know. I was sup
posed to be with ’em, but a sheriff 
thought diiferent.” He shrugged. “Took 
me a few days to make him see it my 
way.”

This seemed to satisfy the man. “Doc 
left for ’Frisco yestidy,” he said. “Reck
on he’ll be there a spell. Gonna have 
some dust coined at the mint, and then 
take off for the East.”

That was all Beachy wanted to know. 
Leaving the man, he returned to his 
hotel to decide oh the next move. When 
he discovered that there was no Cali
fornia-bound steamer scheduled to 
leave Portland for at least ten days, he 
concluded that the dreary seven-hun
dred-mile overland journey by Concord 
coach was his only alternative. Ascer
taining that a partially empty coach 
had left Portland for the trek south on 
the previous morning, he hired a buggy 
and set out alone at midnight to over
take it.

Pounding into Salem, Oregon, late 
the following afternoon, he was over
joyed to see the coach halted before 
the local stage office. After making ar
rangements for the return of the rent
ed buggy to Portland, Beachy boarded 
the coach and settled back for a much- 
needed rest.

Within a few hours, however, impa
tience got the better of him. Always 
foremost in his mind was the fear that 
the fugitives might complete their 
business in San Francisco and sail out 
for the East Coast before he arrived. 
Thus it was that before the stage had 
carried him many miles beyond Salem, 
he hailed the driver and asked to be 
put off at the entrance to a ranch which 
they were then passing.

After explaining his predicament to 
the ranch owner, he borrowed a fast 
horse and thundered southward, leav
ing the lumbering coach far behind. It 
was now his plan to overtake the stage 
that had departed from Portland a 
day earlier, thus hastening by a full 
twenty-four hours his arrival at Yreka, 
California, from where he could tele
graph to San Francisco.

Unfortunately, Beach.y had failed to 
consider his own weakened physical 
condition. Having been on the move al
most constantly since his departure 
from Lewiston four days previously, 
his endurance had all but run out. As 
his mount ate up the dusty miles, a 
great weariness settled over him. His 
head dropped to his chest and he fell 
into a deep sleep. Only because riding 
was second nature to him did he sub
consciously maintain his balance in the 
saddle, despite being totally unaware 
of his surroundings.

When Beachy awakened with a jolt 
some time later, he was dismayed to 
discover that during his sleep the horse
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had turned about and returned to its 
home stables. Still sitting in the saddle, 
Beachy glared bitterly at the very gates 
through which he had ridden forth so 
confidently several hours earlier!

Once more hiring a buggy, he set out 
in pursuit of the coach he had scorned 
as being too slow. About midmorning 
he sighted the trailing dust of the 
stage’s wheels and in a short while had 
rejoined his companions of the pre
vious afternoon. Two days later he ar
rived at Yreka.

About twenty miles south of the Ore
gon border, this bustling California 
village marked the northernmost 
point of the telegraph cable. From 
here, Beachy dispatched a detailed 
message to the chief of police in San 
Francisco, asking that the four fugi
tives be traced down and taken into 
custody. The following day a telegram 
handed to him by the station agent at 
Shasta informed him that the men he 
wanted were already in jail on a minor 
charge, and would be held until he 
arrived.

When Hill Beachy faced the prison
ers at City Jail a few days later, they 
were a very worried foursome. Until 
the instant that he walked into their 
cell, none of them had any idea they 
were being held as suspects in the Ma
gnifier killing. They recovered quick
ly from the shock of seeing Beachy in 
San Francisco, however, and were ve
hement in their denial of any knowl
edge of the murder.

Despite their statements that they 
had last seen Magruder, hale and hear
ty, at Bannack several weeks before 
he was scheduled to leave for home, 
Beaehy’s evidence was sufficiently 
damning that the California Supreme 
Court agreed to surrender the men to 
the Idaho authorities for trial.

Accompanied once more by his 
friend, Tom Pike, who had arrived by 
steamer from Astoria, Beachy set out 
on the long trip back to Lewiston with 
the four prisoners in irons. The group 
was met at Astoria by a detachment of 
government troops who served as es
cort guards for the remainder of the 
journey.

Because of the detailed confession of 
Tom Page, the fourth member Of the 
gang, who had been an unwilling wit
ness to the slaughter in the Bitter Root 
Mountains and had been forced to ac
company the killers in their flight, an 
air-tight case was presented to the jury. 
After the conviction of the three mur
derers on January 24, 1864, Page, who 
had been released for turning state’s 
evidence, escorted a party of Magrud- 
er’s friends to the site of the massacre.

At the base of a near-by cliff were 
found the remains of the five men who 
had been killed, still bound in the blan
kets in which they had been thrown off 
the precipice. Near by, another blanket 
contained buttons, belt buckles, 
watches, and other metal objects 
which the murderers had been unable 
to destroy in the campfire.

As Page explained it, the three men 
had planned to do away with Magruder 
from the outset. Beachy had guessed 
correctly when he told his wife that 
he thought the men had left Lewiston 
the day after Magruder’s departure to 
overtake and kill him. However, even 
he had not imagined that Howard, Low
ry, and Romaine would be eleven 
enough to join up with Magruder’s 
party on the journey east, thus putting 
themselves in a position of confidence 
for the return trip.

At first, Page said, the men were go
ing to .eliminate Magruder on the trip 
east, taking over the mining supplies
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themselves. Then they decided it would 
be much easier to let the trader sell his 
supplies first, and then kill him and 
take his dust on the return journey.

Throughout his early talks with 
Beachy at San Francisco, and later 
during the trial, Tom Page stoutly 
maintained that he had known nothing 
of the murderous schemes of his com
panions until just a few, minutes be
fore Magruder’s death. It had been too 
late then for him to do anything about 
It.

With the hanging of Doc Howard,

Chris Lowry, and Jim Romaine on 
March 4, 1864, the initial session of the 
First District Court in Idaho Territory 
had gotten off to a fine start. Because 
of, the swift justice dealt out to these 
killers, Idaho’s newly formed body of 
lawmakers found themselves in the en
viable position of having gained the 
full support of the population. In the 
years that followed, later sessions 
made good use of that support to pun
ish those who, like the killers of Lloyd 
Magruder, flouted the law for their own 
personal gain.

P O K E R — F R O N T I E R  S T Y L E

Back in the 'eighties Jicarilla Bob operated a saloon just outside the Indian 
Reservation near the border between Colorado and New Mexico. There was 
a poker game in progress. Four lynx-eyed men faced each other across the 
green-topped table. The cards were dealt, bets made and called, and hands 
spread on the table for the showdown. Pop Williams displayed three aces and 
Potter Abert two. It was decided, since five aces are not natural to poker, to 
leave the pot and deal a new hand. The extra- ace was torn up. The cards were 
dealt again and bets made, until the pot became a sizeable one. Hands -were 
spread again on the table. In a flash, Pop Williams’s gun roared and Potter 
Abert slumped to the floor.

On inspection, Abert's hand -was found to contain three aces while Wil
liams held two. Since Abert held more aces, but was “out,” Williams, on the 
strength of his two aces, reached over to pull in the pot. But Abert was of 
the stuff that made the West. He pushed his bullet-slugged body up high 
enough to get his gun over the edge of the table And drilled Williams “plumb 
center.”  Seeing things shape up as they did, Jicarilla Bob claimed the pot 
for the house and emphasized his remarks from behind two six-shooters. 
There were no contestants as he raked in the pot.

At the inquest the bodies of the deceased were inspected. Abert was found 
to have an extra ace in his pocket and Williams had two extras in his belt.

The two were buried in boot hill, with 3 Aces scrawled on Abert’s rude 
headboard, and 2 Aces on Williams’s.

— R, A. Crider



Cupid Can Be Stupid
By W A LK ER  A . TO M PK IN S

YESSIR, the first time Justin Other 
Smith clamps his eyes on this lus

cious lass from deep in Dixie, ol’ Cu
pid had him corralled in a corner an’ 
hog-tied for brandin’.

Her name was Magnolia Malarkey, 
accordin’ to what was writ on the big 
hosshide trunk, all plastered with hotel 
stickers, which the Wells-Fargo driver 
unloaded from the stage boot. Apache’s 
whittle ’n’ spit club was holding a meet
ing on the station porch when Mag
nolia stepped outten the Concord, and

her appearance started a big rash of 
mustache-wipin’ and bandanna-necker
chief-adjustin’, the like of which you 
never seed.

This Magnolia filly was a peachy 
looker, no denyin’ that. She had friz
zled bangs and a pert little nose and a 
hour-glass figger that made Jim Groot 
take another look at his ever-lovin’ 
wife. Hernia, and go on a drunk that 
night.

She looked as cute an’ helpless as a 
leppie calf bogged down in a mud wal-
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A  “ Paintin’ Pistoleer”  Yarn

Y es, and so can Justin Other Smith where a gorgeous female is con
cerned—at least temporarily. Apache's dead-shot da Vinci shows he’s only 
human when he tangles with the love bug. A ZGWM original.

ler, a-standin’ there so shy in her frills 
an’ finery, an’ there warn’t a male hom- 
bre in that crowd who wouldn’t have 
been stirrup-drug through the portals 
of perdition for a chance to of helped 
her git wherever she was goin’.

Magnolia swells up them gorgeous 
lungs of hern with a drag of Arizona 
ozone, and says timid-like to nobody 
in partiklar, “ So my dream has come 
true at last! Here I am in Apache, the 
home town of the greatest painter in 
all America, .Justin O. Smith. Do any 
of you kind gentlemen happen to 
know that celebrity of the art world?”

Well, matter of fact, Justin O. was 
right there in the foreground, his eyes 
buggin’ out over his cheekbones as he 
sized up her lovely lines from an art
ist’s p’int of view.

Lew Pirtle, the Overland Telegraph 
agent, he gives Justin a shove and sings 
out envious-like, “This is him, ma’am. 
Around 'Paehe we calls him the Paint
in’ Pistoleer, though, on account of him 
bein’ the cliampeen pistol shot of the 
hull Territory.”

Well, Magnolia turns her big inno
cent blue eyes around to oggle Smith, 
who is pawin’ the dust with his boot 
toe and grinnin’ as bashful as a bare
foot kid askin’ a gal if he can carry her 
books home from school. Her teeth 
flash out in a smile that stiffens the 
Paintin’ Pistoleer like a sage hen bein’ 
charmed by a bull snake, and when 
she had him himpmatized good and 
thorough, she says in a voice that re

minded everybody present of black
strap molasses dribblin’ out of a jug:

“So you are Mistuh Smith! Ah have 
admired yo’ Western paintings for 
yeahs, suh. Y’all look like a chivalrous 
man as well as a famous artist. Would 
y’all be so kind and condescending as 
to help poor little me carry her lug
gage?”

It taken another kick in the rump by 
Lew Pirtle to budge Smith out of his 
transom. He warn’t exactly shiverless 
right then.

“Uh—de-lighted, ma’am, I’m shore,” 
the Paintin’ Pistoleer stammers out. 
He prances over and fixes to pick up 
her trunk, which same must have been 
packed with hoss shoes and old anvils 
from the way his knees buckled before 
he h’isted it to his shoulder.

“Where would you be going, ma’am?” 
he puffs out, purple in the face. “The 
Cowboy’s Rest is the only lodgin’s in 
town—”

Magnolia reaches down to where Jus
tin O. is bent over so steep his nose is 
draggin' dust, and slips her cute little 
gloved hand under his elbow. Smith 
tries to straighten up, and his back
bone give off with a noise like a marble 
rollin’ acrost a xylophone, the weight 
of her trunk was that fierce.

“My Auntie Prunella Peebles and I,” 
she twitters in her mockingbird trill, 
“have come to Apache for a summer’s 
rest. We*have leased the old Snodgrass 
Mansion, if y’all know where that is.”

Smith knowed where the Snodgrass
149
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Mansion was, all right. Same being a 
run-down three-story brick eyesore 
with an iron-railed cupola on top, set
ting on the hill back of the munisipple 
garbage dump. It had been built by 
Old Man Snodgrass, the loco prospector 
who discovered the Sacatone silver 
lodes in '72, and who was worth a cool 
million before he drunk hisself to 
death a few years back. Since then his 
mansion has been boarded up.

Ifn Smith had had his brains about 
him, he would have fetched his palo
mino saddler over from the stable to 
tote Miss Magnolia Malarkev as well as 
her trunk, but the poor walloper was 
too messmerized to think of other 
means of transport. Magnolia’s flutter
ing eves and honeysuckle voice had 
him petrified solid from the eyebrows 
north.

It was a pitiful spectacle, the Paintin’ 
Pistoleer staggerin’ off down the street 
bent double under that trunk, but 
there wasn’t a soul who wore pants 
that wouldn’t have traded places with 
him. At any rate, Smith was spared the 
shock the others got when the filly’s 
aunt, Miss Prunella Peebles, stepped 
out of the stage.

The rest of the boys seen right off 
that Magnolia was no pat hand, if a 
joker like her Aunt Prunella went with 
the deal.

She stood around six foot, with skin 
like dried boot leather and a jaw you 
could have plowed hardpan with. She 
had a fuzzy mustache, and beady eyes 
that glittered like nail heads in a coffin 
lid. Her face would, have looked a sight 
more nacheral with a split-ear halter, 
hangin’ over a manger chompin’ oats.

Ordinary, Justin O. couldn’t of made 
it to the Snodgrass Mansion Aider his 
own steam, packin’ that freight. But 
love hath charms, as the feller says,

and he was plainly under the influence. 
Ever step of the way up the hill past 
the garbage dump, Magnolia was coo
ing in his ear about how she had been 
in love with all the magazine covers 
and calendars and other pitchers he 
had painted, and she had chosen ’Pache 
for her summer vacation in the hopes 
she would get to meet her idol.

When he finally made it to the porch 
of the Snodgrass Mansion, the Paintin’ 
Pistoleer collapses on top of the trunk. 
He would have straightened up, only 
he couldn’t unkink his back. So he per- 
tends he’s givin’ Auntie Prunella a 
deep bow when Magnolia interdooces 
this she-blister who had been trailing 
them.

Auntie Prunella gives a whinnying 
noise through her nose and produces a 
key from her muff which opens the 
front door.

“Y’all are mighty sweet,” Magnolia 
drools, giving Smith’s nigh ear a play
ful tweek. “Now, if y’all will be kind 
enough to locate a scrubwoman to do 
some housecleaning for us, Auntie and 
1 will be much obliged to you, kind 
suh.”

Auntie Prunella reaches for the 
trunk, grabs it by one handle, and flips 
it over her shoulder like it contained 
a feather.

“If this young whippersnapper has 
any sense of courtesy,” Prunella sniffs, 
"he will volunteer to help us straighten 
out this filthy hole himself, honev- 
chile.”

Needles to say, the Paintin’ Pistoleer 
spent the rest of that horrible day 
sweepin’ an’ serubbin’ and window- 
cleanin’, and when he finally shows up 
on Main Street that evenin’ his tongue 
was hangin’ out a foot and his boots 
was draggin’ furrows in the dust. He 
had dishpan hands, housemaid’s knee,
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and an empty belly.
Peelin’ the need of nourishment after 

this labor of love, the Paintin’ Pisto- 
leer lurches into the Bloated Goat Sa
loon and orders a dram of buttermilk. 
All the boys was in there roundsiding, 
as usual, and when they seen how bad 
Smith was stove up, Curly Bill Grane 
the bartender says anxious-like:

“Them she-males gang up on you in 
that ha’nted house, Justin? You look 
like you been wrasslin’ with a carload 
o’ brimmer bulls.”

Smith just pulls in a deep breath, 
wipes the slobbers offn his chin, and 
rolls his eyes toward the ceilin’.

“She’s gorgeous, boys,” he says, in an 
exstatic voice like a drunk with deliri
um trimmings. “A veritable Venus. A 
nymph from New O’leans. Ethereal. 
Flawless. And innocent to boot. Never 
seen a woman who could hold a candle 
to my Maggie.”

“Yore Maggie!” snorts Sol Fishman, 
who runs the O. K. Mercantile. “By 
Jupiter, son, you’re in bad shape. Ifn 
Doc Grubb was sober I'd recommend 
you seein’ him for a complete fizzical 
check-up. You better let me sell you 
a dose of spring tonic.” •

Smith’s hat falls to the floor when he 
swigs the last of his buttermilk. He 
bends down, flips his cigarette stub 
into the Stetson, and claps Curly Bill’s 
brass cuspidor over his head, which 
was luckily empty at the time. The cus
pidor, that is, not his head. Well, come 
to think of it, the description fits both 
objects, at that.

“Miss Malarkev is a famous New 
York actress,” Justin O. goes on, his 
mind a million miles away from the 
saloon—or up on Snodgrass Hill, to be 
exact. “She portrays ingenue roles.” 

“Whatever kind of an en-gine she is,” 
remarks Sheriff Rimfire Cudd, “she’s

shore rollin’ you forty ways from the 
jack.”

Smith ignores the sheriff. “She’s 
resting up for her fall and winter en
gagements,” he says. “Which means 
that for three solid months, Apache 
will be blessed with her presence. Boys, 
I’m a lucky man. Magnolia has asked 
me to dine at the mansion tomorrow 
night. Just think—I’ll be supping at 
the same board with the toast of 
Broadway!”

Sol Fishman, who thinks a heap of 
Justin O., waggles his head sorrowful- 
like, realizing the Paintin’ Pistoleer has 
jumped the track and is in need of a 
strait jacket pronto.

“How about that ganted old mudhen 
who's sharin’ this gal’s roost?" Sol 
wants to know. “ I wouldn’t enjoy eatin’ 
no Broadway toast or any other vittles, 
with my feet under the same table with 
that bile-complected bag of bones.”

Smith looks insulkv at this. "Auntie 
Prunella,” he says huffy, “come along 
as Magnolia’s chaperone. And don’t any 
of you sports git any ideas of serenad
ing Magnolia under her window some 
balmy evening. Auntie Prunella 
squashed a rat runnin’ up a rafter this 
afternoon with a doorknob she yanked 
out by the roots. And that Snodgrass 
place has a heap of doorknobs left for 
ammunition.” He sighs. “ I know, be
cause I polished sixty-seven of ’em."

Well, up to now the Paintin’ Pistoleer 
has made hisself a pertv decent livin’ 
sellin’ his art work. Like Magnolia said, 
he was on his way to bein’ a nation
wide celebrity. But the next day, when 
a delegation consisting of Sheriff Cudd 
and Lawyer Plato X. Scrounge called 
at his studio upstairs over the Long
horn Saddle Shop, they seen that 
Smith’s talent was sleddin’ down the 
greased skids toward a bankrupture.
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“What in tarnation is that supposed 
to repersent?” Scrounge blurts out, 
sizing up the canvas Smith is workin’ 
on. It had started out to be a buckaroo 
forkin’ a wild bronc at a rodeo, but 
you’d never know it to look at it now.

“This painting is entitled Ride 'em 
Cowboy," Smith says. “ It has been con
tracted for by a Denver booterv for 
their forthcoming cowboy catalog. 
The five hundred smackers it will fetch 
is goin' to buy a pearl necklace for my 
Maggie.”

Well, that daub could just as well 
have been called A Ripe Eggplant Spill
ing out of a Skillet. The horse was pur
ple with green tail and mane, and the 
sky in the background had a big cloud 
floatin’ acrost it that was the spittin’ 
image of Magnolia Malarkev’s face, and 
the cowboy had three arms already 
that Scrounge and the sheriff could 
count, with another one bein’ sketched 
in.

“We come to remind you,” the sheriff 
says polite-like, “that the hull commu
nity is waitin’ down behind the Busted 
Flush Dance Hall to see you win yore 
shootin’ match with that pesky drum
mer from Phoenix. Or had you forgot 
that you assepted a challenge to a pub
lic exhibition of target-shootin’ for to
day?”

Well, it had slipped Smith’s mind, all 
right. This drummer, a cocky galoot 
name of Fleegleheimer, was canvassin’ 
the Territory representin’ a line of am
munition for a wholesale house in 
Omaha. The minute he hit ’Pache, a 
couple days back, he began braggin’ 
that there wasn’t a rannihan west of 
the Pecos who could out-shoot him. and 
he backed his claim with legally tender 
dinero.

Nacheral, this Fleegleheimer hadn’t 
heard of the Paintin’ Pistoleer, or he

would never have done his boastin’ in 
'Pache, of all places. So the Bloated 
Goat crowd, playin’ him for a sucker, 
got their bets down in advance, each 
one covered by Fleegleheimer. Sol 
Fishman, his retail agent, was holding 
the stakes.

When Smith got down to the target 
range, totin’ his famous .32 Colt on a .45 
frame, everybody in town was hangin’ 
on the corral fence behind the dance 
hall, waitin' to see Fleegleheimer get 
massacreed. The target was a printed 
bull’s-eye bearin’ Fleegleheimer’s ad
vertisement, and was set up agin a 
bale of alfalfy hay about ninety foot 
from the back steps of the Busted 
Flush, where the contestants was to 
stand.

Fleegleheimer, a fat dude in a derby 
and checkered pants, he shakes hands 
with Smith and they tossed a coin for 
first shots. The drummer won. Using 
a double-action Remington .44 and his 
own line of ammunition, this drummer 
chalks up four bull’s-eyes out of his 
five shots, and he steps down off the 
porch feelin’ perty spry.

“ I scored SO out of a possible 100, 
Smith,” he rubs it in. “Let’s see you 
top that.”

The audience, they rub their hands 
together and start grinnin’ like a pack 
of boar apes, already figgerin' out what 
they’d spend the money on they’d win 
from Fleegleheimer. A target match 
like this was duck soup for the Paintin’ 
Pistoleer, as any fool would have 
knowed except a stranger from outside 
the Territory.

Well, Smith twirls his .32 absent- 
minded around the trigger guard, and 
without hardly squintin’ at the target, 
lets go his first shot. Smack center to 
the bull for twenty points! Fleegle
heimer gulps, but there’s still four
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shots to go before he loses.
Just then, the Paintin’ Pistoleer 

catches sight of a flash of gay color 
over by the corral fence. There is Mag
nolia Malarkey, all flecked out in a pink 
parasol and gauzy dress that drug the 
dirt. Her Auntie Prunella is hoverin’ 
in the background like a tame jenny 
mule taggin’ her around. Magnolia 
blows Smith a kiss.

Wellsir, the Paintin’ Pistoleer, who 
is usually as cool as an icicle in com
petition, he starts to shiver like a cat 
lickin’ a cactus. Instead of keepin’ his 
eye on the target, he draws a bead 
whilst his eyes are makin’ sheep-talk to 
Magnolia.

What follered was a disgrace to 
Apache, no less. Smith’s second shot 
punched out a window light in the 
back end of Samanthie Coddlewort's 
chicken house, a block away. Later Sa
manthie finds her favor-ite Buff Orph- 
ington brood hen setting on its nest, 
minus its head.

Justin O’s third bullet was closer by 
fifty yards to the target, but that didn't 
qualify it. It knocked the ventilator 
offn a privy behind the Feedbag Cafe 
and brought Dyspepsia Dan’s Chinee 
cook, Aw Gwan, bustin’ out of there 
with the newspaper he had been read- 
in’, scared stiff, thinkin’ a tong war had 
busted out.

Fleegleheimer starts to snicker after 
the fourth shot hit the dirt. The boys 
along the fence rail began edgin’ for 
the nearest alley, to get out of the way 
of this wild-flyin’ lead the Paintin’ Pis
toleer was sprayin’ the landscape with.

When his firin’ pin finally clicked on 
a empty chamber, with the target only 
sportin’ that first puncture, Smith 
shoves his hogleg in holster and zig
zags like a sleepwalker over to where 
Magnolia Malarkey was fluttering her

eyelashes at him.
“Justin, my dove,”  she was hearn to 

coo, “Ah never befo’ in all mah borned 
days seen such shootin’, Ah swear Ah 
ain’t.”

Well, neither had the boys who had 
laid bets on Smith to win at ten-to-one 
odds. Fleegleheimer carried better than 
$800 of Apache folks’ hard-earned cash 
out of town that day, and it was obvious 
to all concerned that the Paintin’ Pisto- 
leer’s celebrated gun rep was blowed 
higher than the brass ball on the court
house flagpole.

And, things went from bad to worse! 
Durin’ the next few days, Smith quit 
his studio to wait hand an’ foot on this 
Magnolia filly. He reshingled a leaky 
patch on the Snodgrass roof, payin’ for 
the same out of his own pocket, and 
he leased a gentle-broke hoss at the 
Oloverleaf Stables for Magnolia to joy
ride over the surroundin’ desert with 
Smith during long summer evenings.

Magnolia wasn’t popular with any
one else in ’Pache, though, because she 
was too stand-offish. The Ladies Knit- 
tin’ & Peach Presarves Society invited 
her to their sociable, and she never 
showed up. Her aunt, Prunella Peebles, 
started a charge account at the O. K. 
Mercantile and she bamboozled pore 
old Sol Fishman into deliverin’ their 
vittles up the hill every day, on threat 
of takin’ their trade elsewhere. Else
where meaning Tucson, but all the 
same old Sol become Prunella’s faith
ful errand boy, and all he got out of it 
was an occasional lemonade which 
Prunella would stir up for him. For an 
old soak like Sol, that was addin’ in
sult to injury, but he seemed to thrive 
on it.

One day a telegram come offn the 
wires addressed to Smith. It was from 
this cowboy bootery up in Denver, and
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what they had to say practically melt
ed the wires, Lew Pirtle said: 
RETURNING YOUR PARCEL VIA 
EXPRESS COLLECT. SURELY MUST 
BE SOME GHASTLY ERROR. WE OR
DERED RODEO SCENE TITLED 
QUOTE RIDE ’EM COWBOY END 
QUOTE. YOU SHIPPED US CANVAS 
USED TO CATCH DRIPPINGS FROM 
YOUR EASEL. IF THIS YOUR IDEA 
OP JOKE YOUR HUMOR IN RE
MARKABLY POOR TASTE. PLEASE 
RUSH QUOTE RIDE ’EM COWBOY 
END QUOTE AS OUR CATALOG IS 
READY TO GO TO PRESS. OTHER
WISE OUR CONTRACT WITH YOU 
CANCELED FORTHWITH.

Pirtle slid that telegram under the 
door of Smith’s studio, but it’s plumb 
doubtful if he seen it. Smith has talked 
Magnolia into settin’ for a portrait, Sol 
Fishman reports, and has packed all 
his paintin’ gear up to Snodgrass Man
sion. For two weeks running Smith 
ain’t turned out a tap of work, unlessen 
you count all the rug-beat in’ and 
clothes-washin' and butter-churnin’ 
and odd chores that kept him busy as 
a goat in a tin-can dump from daylight 
to dark.

Well, the boys had finally give up 
Justin Other Smith for lost, and was 
in at the Bloated Goat hoisting some 
Blue Bagpipe in his memory one eve
nin’, when something happened.

The batwings fan open and in comes 
the stroppin’est big hombre ever seed 
in these parts. He wore a black hat, 
string tie, an’ clawhammer coat, and 
was totin’ a carpetbag all plastered up 
with hotel labels the same as that hoss- 
hide trunk Magnolia Malarkey had 
brung to Apache with her.

“Greetings and salutations, gentle
men!” this king-sized giant booms out 
to all and sundry. “ I just alighted from

the California Flyer. My name is Ced
ric Dangerfield Peebles. Often billed as 
Peebles the Great. No doubt you have 
heard of me. I am of the theatuh,”

Well, the boys just look blank at 
each other. There ain’t been a road 
show to ’Pache since the Baboon Cage 
Opery House was converted into a hay- 
barn ten years or so back.

“What kin we do for you, Sefior?” 
Curly Bill speaks up.

This actor twirls his long black mus
taches just like he is fixin’ to larrup 
pore old Uncle Tom with a blacksnake.

“ I have come to join my wife, who 
is vacationing in this bucolic resort,” 
he says, flashing his gold teeth, “Could 
I trouble you gents to direct me to the 
Snodgrass Mansion?”

Sol-Fishman gags like he’s found a 
dead bat in his beer. “You ain’t mar
ried,” he says, jealous as billy old hell, 
“to Miss Prunella Peebles, are you, 
Peebles?”

Cedric Dangerfield Peebles shudders 
with horror. “The Lord forbid!” he 
chuckles. “Prunella, bless her heart, is 
my father's sister. I am sure she is 
doomed to a life of single blessedness, 
considering her spinsterlike attri
butes.”

It was quiet enough in the Bloated 
Goat then for a man to have heard a 
flea foragin’ around in Heck Coddle- 
wort’s whiskers.

“My wife,” Peebles goes on to ex
plain, “ travels professionally under the 
name of Magnolia Malarkey, the Belle 
of the Bayous. Surely her sojourn here 
has not gone unnoticed?”

This bombshell flabbergasts the boys, 
for shore. They were all thinkin’ about 
the Paintin’ Pistoleer, as game a little 
rooster as ever drawed breath, a-settin’ 
up there in the moonlight on Snod
grass’s veranda right this minute,
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sparkin’ with this heregiant’s lawfully 
wedded spouse.

T’warn’t likely Smith would be pack
in’ a gun tonight; and the way he had 
been goin’ to pot of late, it wouldn’t 
have done him much good ifn he had of 
been. Smith has been sucked into one 
of them triangle love affairs, that was 
plain to see, and he wouldn’t stand no 
more chance in a tangle with this Pee
bles jasper than a hen egg under a 
steam roller.

“ I—I’ll be g-glad to t-take you up to 
the Snodgrass Mansion,” Sol Fishman 
jitters out. “J-Jest one second, M-Mister 
Peebles.”

Sol hustles Rimfire Cudd out of ear
shot and whispers for the sheriff to 
light a shuck up to Snodgrass Mansion 
and dab his loop on Smith. Fishman 
says he’ll lead Cedric Dangerfield Pee
bles up the hill by a round-about way, 
to give Rimfire time to take a short 
cut and snatch Smith’s bacon out-of 
the fire.

Well, the scheme would have work
ed, too, ifn Rimfire Cudd hadn’t of blun
dered ir..o an open garbage pit along
side the mansion. The sheriff was 
bogged down in that liip-deep mess 
when Sol Fishman and the big actor ar
rived at the mansion.

Inside, the Paintin’ • Pistoleer was 
just fixin’ to set down to supper with 
Auntie Prunella and Magnolia, when 
Cedric Dangerfield Peebles comes 
bowlin’ into the kitchen and sti’ikes a 
pose.

“ I got your telegram, honey-chile,” 
he booms, holding out his arms, “and 
I came without delay.”

Well, the Paintin’ Pistoleer can’t be
lieve his eyes when he sees Magnolia 
scamper acrost the room and put on a 
clinch with this chimney-high stranger, 
just like she was playin’ a torrid love

scene behind the footlights.
Sol Fishman is in the background, 

makin’ frantic signals behind Peebles’s 
back for the Paintin’ Pistoleer to high- 
tail out the back door while he can. 
Instead, Smith is workin’ up a mad.

When Magnolia turns around to leer 
at him, huggin’ and squeezin’ this giant 
from out of nowhere, Smith inquires 
in that soft Alabama drawl of hlsn, "I 
presume this man is a brother you 
haven’t gotten around to telling me 
about, Maggie darlin’ ?”

Peebles draws hisself up like a stage 
villain about to put the heroine under 
the buzz saw. “Darlin’ ? You call my 
wife darlin’ ?”

Auntie Prunella, k nowin’ the thun
derbolt is about to strike, scuttles over 
to where Sol Fishman is standing and 
says, “How about us taking a little 
stroll in the moonlight, Sol dear? We 
must give Magnolia and her husband 
some privacy after their long separa
tion. They’re such a devoted couple.”

Before Sol knows what’s happenin’, 
Prunella is draggin’ him toward the 
back door. Passing Justin Other Smith, 
the old biddy whispers to him real gen
tle, “ I’m sorry for you, you pore kid. I 
tried to discourage you from courting 
my niece, but you wouldn’t listen to 
an old maid like me, remember?”

Smith is glued to his tracks. His 
breakin’ heart is showin’ in his eyes, 
like a hurt puppy. When Magnolia 
puckers up and kisses Cedric Danger- 
field, the Paintin’ Pistoleer looked liken 
he wanted the floor to swaller him up. 
He growed up in that moment, Smith 
did, like many a jilted suitor before 
him.

"You—you two are marriedt” Smith 
squeaks in a voice like a newborn kit
ten.

Peebles looks down at Magnolia
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from up by the ceiling, and says in a 
voice like gravel on a tin roof, "Has 
this runt-sized Romeo been pestering 
you, sugarplum?"

Magnolia sniffs, “Not only that, Ced
ric beloved-but every day for the past 
three weeks he has been writing me 
passionate love letters, begging me to 
marry him!”

Peebles's face gits purple. Smith 
backs off, realizing he should be add
ing to the distance which separates 
him from that Goliath while he’s still 
in one piece.

“Just one minute, small stuff!” sings 
out Magnolia, and her voice is like a 
hissin’ snake fixing to strike. “You 
can’t back out of your whirlwind court
ship this easy. How; would you like it if 
I let the citizens of Apache-say the 
old biddies in the Knitting & Peach Pre
serves Society—get a look at those love 
notes I’ve got locked in my trunk up
stairs? Huh? Would you?”

Smith turns green around the gills. 
He ain’t so numb he can’t realize that 
just one of them letters, let alone the 
whole batch, would make him the 
laughin’stock of Arizona Territory.

“You were showing me your pass
book from the Stockman’s Bank, Jus
tin,” Magnolia reminds him. She 
glances up at Peebles. “He has salted 
away a very comfortable balance, Ced
ric, which he has been yearning to 
spend on my honeymoon trousseau. 
I've got that in writing, if he tries to 
deny it.”

Cedric nods. “So you wrote me, chick
adee.” From the grin on Peebles’s pan, 
it’s plumb obvious that Magnolia has 
been in cahoots with her husband all 
along.

“Jim Groot opens the bank at nine 
in the morning, I believe,” Magnolia 
goes on. “You withdraw your total de

posits, Justin Other Smith, and have it 
up here by ten o’clock sharp, or by to
morrow noon your mushy letters will 
be in the hands of every gossiping old 
witch in this town!”

Smith never remembered how he got 
out of the Snodgrass Mansion and 
down the hill to town. Instinct, tolcl 
him to head for the Border and keep 
goin’. When he got to his studio, he 
found two friends waitin’ for him— 
Rimfire Cudd, smellin’ horrible from 
his dunking in the garbage pit, and 
Lawyer Plato X. Scrounge.

The Paintin’ Pistoleer felt like kiss
ing Plato, he was that glad to see a 
lawyer. As best he can, he tells his 
amigos what kind of a hell-fire jam he’s 
in. They agree it’s plumb desprit.

“ I’d hate to tell you about them let
ters,” he groans. “I didn’t see anything 
suspicious about Maggie beggin’ me to 
put my tender sentiments on paper. I 
poured out my soul in them letters. 
Signed ’em Smitty-Witty and Cookie 
Dumplin’ and some other puppy-love 
names I blush to remember.”

Scrounge starts pacin’ the floor, his 
legal brain at work.

“Blackmail, that’s what it is!” the 
lawyer says. “Or mebbe they’ve cooked 
up an alienatjon-of-affections suit, I 
dunno. However way we look at it, son, 
you’ve got yore tail kinked in a dozen 
knots an’ caught in a tight crack. Meb
be you better head for Mexico until 
this blows over.”

Justin O. groans lijce a mule has 
kicked him.

“No, by grab!” roars Sheriff Cudd. 
“Smith ain’t no crook, that he has to 
run. As Sheriff of Stirrup County, it’s 
up to me to git them love letters back, 
ifn I have to arrest them skunks.” 

Smith speaks up, snatehin’ at straws, 
“Them letters are locked up in her
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hosshide trunk, I know that. She was 
to give me an answer to my proposal 
of marriage by tomorrow. Instead she 
must of telegraphed her husband that 
the trap was ready for springin’.” 

Rimfire Cudd slaps his gun holster 
and heads for the door. “I'll git them 
letters,” he promises Smith. “I’m goin’ 
up and jail them blackmailers right 
now, on a fragrancy charge.”

Plato X. Scrounge puts the kibosh 
on Cudd’s zeal. “You may tote a star, 
Sheriff, but you can’t do anything with
out a legal complaint. They’d deny any 
blackmail charges. After all, Smith 
here was courting another man’s wife. 
Ignorance of her marital status is no 
excuse under the law. Searching the 
house without a warrant would leave 
you open to burglary charges. No, I’m 
afraid Smith will have to buy them let
ters back, like Magnolia has been 
schemin’ all along.”

Thinkin’ back, the Paintin’ Pistoleer 
realizes now that he had been picked 
out for the slaughter before Magnolia 
even got to Apache. She’d heard of 
Smith and knowed he prob’ly had a 
good fat bank account laid away for 
all the art he’d sold in the past.

Cudd brightens up. “We could set fire 
to the Snodgrass Mansion,” he sug
gests. “Destroy the evi-dunce.”

“The first thing Peebles and Mag
nolia would save would be that batch 
of letters,” p'ints out Plato X. Scrounge. 
“Arson isn’t the way out of this di
lemma.” *

Well, the boys augered this way and 
that until well after midnight, when 
finally the Paintin’ Pistoleer scum up 
a scheme.

“We’ll go up to the mansion tonight,” 
he says, “and sneak into the house. I 
know where Magnolia keeps that hoss
hide trunk of hers—in the library on

the third floor. Once I get hold of those 
letters, I can thumb my nose at them 
blackmailers.”

There wasn’t any lights showin’ in 
the Snodgrass Mansion when the 
Paintin’ Pistoleer and the sheriff and 
Plato X. Scrounge dumb up the hill. 
They snuck around to the back, and 
find a pantry window unlatched. The 
mansion is a reglar beehive of rooms 
and halls and stairs, but Smith has 
scrubbed and dusted that wickiup from 
cellar to attic enough times to know 
his way around, even with it being as 
dark as a gorilla’s armpit.

Finally they snuck up three flights of 
stairs and Smith leads his pards to a 
door under the cupola.

“This is the library,” he whispers, 
“where Magnolia keeps her trunk. This 
is goin’ to be easier than I deserve.”

Plato X. Scrounge is nearest to the 
doorknob and he opens the door, and 
stands blinkin’ into a blaze of light. 
Cedric Dangerfield Peebles is settin’ 
there on Magnolia’s open trunk, rifflin’ 
through a batch of letters—Smith’s 
love letters.

“Egad!” the actor bellers out, look
ing at Scrounge glued to the doorway. 
Smith and the sheriff are back in the 
shadders where Peebles ain’t spotted 
them yet. “Who in Tophet are you?”

Scrounge gulps, thinkin’ fast. “Uh— 
a carpenter,” he says. “Miss Prunella 
ast me to come up and repair a squeaky 
shutter—”

“At two o’clock in the morning?” 
thunders Peebles. He hauls a pepper
box pistol out of his coat. “Begone, you 
interloping scum of creation, before I 
make you a candidate for the coroner!”

Scrounge turns around and slams 
into Smith and Rimfire, who race pell- 
mell after him down the hall. Perty 
soon they are all bawled up to beat hell
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in the various twistings and turnings 
of this rat maze, completely mixed up. 
Finally, breathin’ like stove-up cow- 
critters, they bump into a door at the 
dead end of a corridor.

“We’re fools for luck,” Smith 
wheezes. “This door opens to safety— 
an outdoor fire escape. Come on before 
that Peebles jasper shows up and sali
vates the three of us. Hurry!”

Smith opens the door-to find they’re 
back at the library, with Peebles still 
settin’ on the trunk, busy stuffin’ 
Smith’s love letters into a cardboard 
box.

The three burglars tumble over each 
other getting out of that door. This 
time Peebles is right after them, his 
pepperbox pistol blazing. Justin O. got 
lost somewhere in the shuffle, mebbe 
with a slug in him, for all Plato and 
the sheriff knowed; but them two kept 
goin’ like the devil was after them, 
stumblin’ an’ shin-bangin’ hell-for- 
leather and whoopin’ like Injuns.

In the dark, with bullets whistlin’ all 
around, they miss a turn and hit a door 
goin’ full gallop. It caves in and Cudd 
and the lawyer find themselves out on 
a balcony overlookin’ the yard.

“This way, Plato!” yells Rimfire. 
“ Straddle this rail. We can shinny 
down this lightnin’ rod.”

Rimfire gets hold of said lightnin’ 
rod and in two shakes he’s slid down 
to terror firmer. He hears Plato’s boots 
slidin’ down the brick wall and he 
ducks, but there is a gosh-awful slam- 
bang and a splash off to one side and 
Cudd sees Scrounge jackknifed upside 
down in a rain barrel, drownin’ before 
his very eyes.

By. this time Peebles is leanin’ over 
the balcony rail three stories up, shoot- 
in’ up the landscape. Rimfire hauls 
Scrounge out of the barrel and they

rattle their hocks down the hill out of 
range.

“Why didn’t you warn me there was 
a bar’l at the bottom of that dod-blast- 
ed lightnin’ rod?” Scrounge gargles 
out, coughin’ water.

“You damned iggorant yahoo, you 
slid down the gutter pipe!” retorts the 
sheriff. “Ifn I hadn’t risked my hide, 
you’d be a water-logged corpus wedged 
in that bar’l right this minute.” 

Scrounge applegizes. “By rights,” he 
says, “we orter sashay back thar an’ 
see what’s happened to poor Justin O.” 

“Yeah,” Rimfire agrees. “We can’t 
leave him in that fix with a loony tick 
gunnin’ for him.”

By this time lights are blazin’ all 
over the mansion, and they figger 
Smith’s fish is fried for shore. After 
makin’ several false starts and losin’ 
their nerve, Cudd and Scrounge decide 
to go back to the sheriff’s office and 
fortify themselves with a drink.

First thing they see when they reach 
the jailhouse is Magnolia and her hus
band, waitin’- for ’em. Scrounge heads 
for the mesquites, but Cudd reins up 
when he hears what Peebles has to say: 

“ I’m hear to swear out a warrant for 
the arrest of John Doe and Richard 
Roe. A carpenter and his helper who 
feloniously broke into the mansion and 
stole some valuables from my wife’s 
trunk!”

Plato starts grinnin’, a bright light 
dawning in his knothead.

“What kind of \%luables?” Rimfire 
asks. “ It wouldn’t be a package of love 
letters, now, would it?”

Just then there is a jangle of spurs 
coming around the corner of the cala
boose. It’s the Paintin’ Pistoleer, jaunty 
as a jaybird. He’s carryin’ a rusty tin 
can he’s picked up on the munisipple 
dump, and it’s fumin’ smoke and flame.
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The Paintin’ Pistoleer bows to Mag
nolia, and hands,her the tin can. It’s 
so hot she drops it. Out spills a mess 
of ashes.

“I’m returning the letters I snatched 
out of your trunk while your husband 
was busy chasing my fellow burglars,” 
Smith says smug-like. “My master
pieces of prose were so passionate that 
spontaneous combustion consumed 
them.”

Magnolia and Peebles stare at each 
other like the world has caved in on 
their shoulders. They realize all their 
connivin’ and plottin’ to steal Smith’s 
bankroll has gone up in smoke tonight.

“I think,” speaks up the sheriff, “ that 
you bad actors—ifn you’ll pardon the 
pun—won’t find Apache a very healthy 
spot for holiday purposes. There is a 
stage leavin’ for Lordsburg at day
light. You’ll find the climate cooler over 
in New Mexico.”

Magnolia Maiarkey and that husband 
who was built like a brick smokehouse, 
they pulled out of ’Pache on that Lords
burg stage, all right. And Justin Other 
Smith wasn’t around to see the light 
of his life go out. He was fast asleep 
up in his studio.

It was after sundown when Justin O. 
finally woke up. He seen all his accu
mulated mail, including the Denver 
telegram, and he remembers his paint
in’ gear is still up at the mansion.

He sashays downstairs and the first

thing he seen, steppin’ outdoors, was 
the big crepe funeral wreath hangin’ 
on the doorknob of the O. K. Mercan
tile.

“What happened?” Smith asks Plato 
X. Scrounge, who was on his way to 
the Bloated Goat just then. “ Did Sol’s 
heart give out on him?”

“It did. At three-fifteen this after
noon,” Plato says doleful. “Come into 
Curly Bill’s. We’ll hoist a few to Sol 
(sob), wherever he is.”

The Paintin’ Pistoleer is too shocked 
to see straight. “ I ain’t got time,” he 
blubbers. “ I got a month’s work to 
ketch up on - Poor Sol. I can’t imagine 
him bein’ dead an’ gone.”

Plato X. Scrounge daubs at his eye 
with a handkerchief. “He’s worse off 
than dead.” he says. “As justice of the 
peaces, I couldn’t refuse to tie the knot. 
Sol got hitched in double harness to 
Prunella Peebles at three-fifteen in my 
office. They’ve eloped to Californy for 
a honeymoon. God rest his soul.” 

Smith grabs Plato and practically 
drug him into the Bloated Goat. Curly 
Bill reaches for the buttermilk jug, as 
usual.

“Make mine whisky—neat,” says the 
Paintin’ Pistoleer, and all the boys re
lax, knowing he’s his old self agin. 
“And hold the chaser. Belly up, boys, 
and help me celebrate my good luck. 
I might be in the same boat with poor 
old Sol Fishman tonight.”

A nsw ers to  " A r o u n d  a M in in g  C a m p ”  Q u iz  

(S e e  p a ge  1 3 9 )
1. Ore-hauling car. 2. Large body of rich ore. 3. Thin
ning of a vein. 4. Barren rock. 5. Ventilating shaft be
tween levels. 6. Non-ore-bearing rock around a vein. 
7. Well sunk beneath a shaft. 8. Iron bars at bottom of 
ore chute. 9. Pulverized ore escaping from wet-process 
mill. 10. Opening running along the course of a vein.
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Shearing the Shepherd
B y  J A M E S  E . H U N G E R F O R D

T  N CALIFORNIA gold-rush days, 
JL the famous old desert mining- 

camp, Calico, was running “wide 
open,” without a single preacher in the 
boom town to officiate at weddings and 
funerals, or save hell-bent citizens 
from the devil’s pitfalls and snares. 
Gambling-parlors, dance halls, saloons 
were grabbing off generous shares of 
“ the root of all evil.”

Hearing of this deplorable condi
tion, the Reverend Samuel Smyth de
serted his Los Angeles pulpit tempo
rarily, and set forth on a “reform” 
missionary-pilgrimage to the Califor
nia Desert’s reputedly “wickedest 
town.”

There were thirteen saloons in Cali
co, the proprietor and bartender of the

leading one being the notorious gun
packing “Ma” Preston, who dressed 
like a man, smoked a pipe, fought fist 
fights, gambled, and swore like a mule- 
skinner!

Arriving in Calico, Reverend Smyth 
was surprised to find things quiet and 
orderly as compared with the lawless
ness of other gold-rush towns. The 
citizens seemed fairly well-behaved, 
and most of them were enjoying a 
considerable measure of prosperity.

“Ma” Preston was “boss” of Calico, 
and had the camp well in hand. “Ma” 
served the community as lawyer, doc
tor, sheriff, and frequently preached 
funeral services. “We don’t need a sky 
pilot,” she informed Reverend Smyth.

After a few days in Calico, the Los
160
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Angeles parson noted that many of the 
town’s citizens were well supplied 
with “easy money” gleaned from min
ing-claims. It seemed such an easy 
matter to get rich quick that Reverend 
Smyth decided to indulge in a modest 
financial venture on his own behalf. 
He was “hooked” in a flash! A bunco- 
artist with solemn, pious face and gen
tlemanly manners unloaded a worth
less claim on the minister of the gos
pel for five hundred dollars.

A few days later, Jim Coleman, the 
crook, showed up in Calico’s neigh
boring town of Trona, where wagon
loads of “white rocks” were being 
teamed in from the desert, milled to a 
powder, and shipped to Eastern mark
ets. Coleman instantly identified the 
“white rocks” as the identical sort of 
“stones” that were strewn over the 
supposedly worthless claim he had un
loaded on the Reverend Samuel Smyth.

Under cover of night, Coleman 
sneaked back to Calico, got samples 
of the “white rocks” from his erst
while claim, and upon returning to 
Trona was informed by a mining- 
chemist that the borax rocks were a 
better grade of stuff than was being 
wagon-teamed into Trona from the 
California Desert.

Meanwhile, R everend Samuel 
Smyth, convinced by “Ma” Preston 
that he had been outrageously gypped 
by Coleman on the mining-claim deal, 
returned to his church pulpit in Los 
Angeles, a sadder but wiser man. He 
was delivering a rousing sermon con
demning unscrupulous “ tricksters” 
who preyed upon trusting victims, 
when whom should he see seated in his 
church audience but Jim Coleman, the 
slicker who had sold him the worth
less claim in Calico!

After the service, Coleman came

meekly forward, and asserted solemn
ly to Reverend Smyth that he had re
pented of his evil doings and been 
"converted.” His sins, he sadly con
fessed, had preyed on his conscience, 
and he wanted to make such amends 
as he could to square himself for 
cheating the shepherd of the Los An
geles church flock.

“My object in being here,” contin
ued Coleman sorrowfully, “is to return 
to you the five hundred dollars you 
paid me for the utterly worthless min
ing-claim I sold you in Calico. And to 
prove to you how unhappy I am for 
cheating a minister of the gospel, I 
am giving you a hundred dollars ex
tra for so cruelly wronging you, and 
taking my worthless mining-claim 
back. Is it a deal, Parson?”

Reverend Samuel Smyth was deep
ly moved—a lost sheep had returned to 
the fold, he thought.

“ I forgive you and accept your gen
erous offer of restitution,” he inform
ed Coleman huskily. “Bless you for the 
six hundred dollars, and you are more 
than welcome to your old mining- 
claim back. Go forth, my brother, and 
sin no more.”

Coleman made speed back to Trona, 
and sold the “worthless” mining-claim 
to “Borax Ed” Smith for a highly sat
isfactory chunk of cash-several thou
sand dollars.

The devil soon caught up with the 
rascal, however. Trona and Calico 
gambling sharks stripped him of his 
ill-gotten gains, leaving him flat broke. 
Eventually he was run out of Calico 
by irate citizens.

“The low-down polecat got off too 
easy, just losing his roll!” said “Ma” 
Preston grimly. “We ought to have 
hung the preacher-cheatin’ skunk and 
fed him to the buzzards!”



A blue-eyed, yellow-haired girl comes to Buck Johnson’s Lazy Y ranch— 
to ride the range with him, to hunt and 'pack-trip into the hills with him, 
he hopes. This story of a man’s dreams and disillusionment is one of the 
finest ever xoritten by this outstanding Western author.

A  Western Classic

The Rawhide

By Stewart Edward White

Chapter One

The Passing of the Colt's Forty-Five

THE man of whom I am now to tell 
you came to Arizona in the early 

days of Chief Cochise. He settled in 
the Soda Springs Valley, and there per
sisted in spite of the devastating for
ays of that Apache. After a time he 
owned all the wells and springs in the 
valley, and so, naturally, controlled the

grazing on that extensive free range. 
Once a day the cattle, in twos and 
threes, in bands, in strings, could be 
seen winding leisurely down the deep- 
trodden and converging trails to the 
water troughs at the home ranch, there 
leisurely to drink, and then leisurely to 
drift away into the saffron and violet 
and amethyst distances of the desert. 
At ten other outlying ranches this daily 
scene was repeated. All these cattle be-
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longed to the man, great by reason of 
his priority in the country, the balance 
of his even character, and the grim de
termination of his spirit.

When he had first entered Soda 
Springs Valley his companions had 
called him Buck Johnson. Since then 
his form had squared, his eyes had 
steadied to the serenity of a great au
thority, his mouth, shadowed by the 
mustache and the beard, had closed 
straight in the line of power and taci
turnity. There was about him more 
than a trace of the Spanish. So now 
he was known as Senor Johnson, al
though in reality he was straight Amer
ican enough.

Senor Johnson lived at the home 
ranch with a Chinese cook, and Parker, 
his foreman. The home ranch was of 
adobe, built with loopholes like a fort. 
In the obsolescence of this necessity, 
other buildings had sprung up unforti
fied. An adobe bunkhouse for the cow- 
punchers, an adobe blacksmith shop, a 
long, low stable, a shed, a windmill and 
pondlike reservoir, a whole system of 
corrals of different sizes, a walled-in 
vegetable garden—these gathered to 
themselves cottonwoods from the mois
ture of their being, and so added each 
a little to the green spot in the desert. 
In the smallest corral, between the sta
ble and the shed, stood a buckboard 
and a heavy wagon, the only wheeled 
vehicles about the place. Under the 
shed were rows of saddles, riatas, spurs 
mounted with silver, bits ornamented 
with the same metal, curved short 
irons for the range branding, long, 
heavy “stamps” for the corral brand
ing. Behind the stable lay the “pas
ture,” a thousand acres of desert fenced 
in with wire. There the hardy cow- 
ponies sought out the sparse, but nu
tritious, bunch grass, sixty of them,

beautiful as antelope, for they were the 
pick of Senor Johnson’s herds.

And all about lay the desert, shim
mering, changing, many-tinted, won
derful, hemmed in by the mountains 
that seemed tenuous and thin, like 
beautiful mists, and by the sky that 
seemed hard and polished like a tur
quoise.

Each morning at six o’clock the ten 
cowpunchers of the home ranch drove 
the horses to the corral, neatly roped 
the dozen to be “kept up” for that day, 
and rewarded the rest with a feed of 
grain. Then they rode away at a little 
fox trot, two by two. All day long they 
traveled thus, conducting the business 
of the range, and at night, having com
pleted the circle, they jingled again 
into the corral. At the ten other 
ranches this program had been dupli
cated. The half-hundred men of Senor 
Johnson’s outfit had covered the area 
of a European principality. All of it, 
every acre, every spear of grass, every 
cactus prickle, every creature on it, 
practically belonged to Senor Johnson, 
because Senor Johnson owned the wa
ter, and without water one cannot ex
ist on the desert.

This result had not been gained with
out struggle. The fact could be read in 
the settled lines of Senor Johnson’s 
face, and the great calm of his gray eye. 
Indian days drove him often to the 
shelter of the loopholed adobe ranch 
house, there to await the soldiers from 
the Fort, in plain sight thirty miles 
away on the slope that led to the foot 
of the Chiricahuas. He lost cattle and 
some men, but the profits were great, 
and in time Cochise, Geronimo, and the 
lesser lights had flickered out in the 
winds of destiny. The sheep terror 
merely threatened, for it was soon dis
covered that with the feed of Soda
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Springs Valley grew a burr that an
noyed the flocks beyond reason, so the 
bleating scourge swept by forty miles 
away.

Cattle rustling so near the Mexican 
line was an easy matter. For a time 
Senor Johnson commanded an armed 
band. He was lord of the high, the low, 
and the middle justice. He violated in
ternational ethics, and for the laws of 
nations he substituted his own. One by 
one he annihilated the thieves Of Cat
tle, sometimes in open fight, but often- 
er by surprise and deliberate massacre. 
The country was delivered. And then, 
with indefatigable energy, Senor John
son became a skilled detective. Alone, 
or with Parker, his foreman, he rode 
the country through, gathering evi
dence. When the evidence was unas
sailable he brought offenders to book. 
The rebranding through a wet blanket 
ho knew and could prove; the earmark
ing of an unbranded calf until it could 
be weaned he understood; the paring 
of hoofs to prevent traveling he could 
tell as far as he could see; the crafty 
alteration of similar brands—as when a 
Mexican changed Johnson’s Lazy Y to 
a Dumbbell Bar-he saw through at a 
glance. In short, the hundred and one 
petty tricks of the sneak thief he fer
reted Out, in danger of his life. Then 
he sent to Phoenix for a Ranger-and 
that was the last; of the Dumbbell Bar 
brand, or the Three Link Bar brand, 
or the Hour Glass 'brand, or half a doz
en others. The Soda Springs Valley ac
quired a reputation for good order.

Senor Johnson at this stage of his 
career found himself dropping into a 
routine. In March began the spring 
branding, then the corraling and break
ing of tlie wild horses, the summer 
range riding, the great fall roundup, 
the shipping of cattle, and the riding of

the winter range. This happened over 
and over again.

You and I would not have suffered 
from ennui. The roping and throwing 
and branding, the wild swing and dash 
of handling' stock, the mad races to 
head the mustangs, the fierce combats 
to subdue these raging wild beasts to 
the saddle, the spectacle of the round* 
up with its brutish multitudes and its 
graceful riders, the dust and monotony 
and excitement and glory of the Trail, 
and especially the hundreds of inci
dental and gratuitous adventures of 
bears and antelope, of thirst and heat, 
of the joy of taking care of one’s self 
—all these would have filled our days 
with the glittering, charging throng of 
the unusual.

But to Senor Johnson it had become 
an old story. After the days of con
struction the days of accomplishment 
seemed to him lean. His men did the 
work and reaped the excitement. 
Senor Johnson never thought now of 
riding the wild horses, of swinging 
the rope coiled at his saddle horn, or 
of rounding ahead of the flying herds. 
His inspections were business inspec
tion's. The country was tame. The leath
er chaps with the silver conchas hung 
behind the door. The Colt’s forty-five 
depended at the head of the bed. Senor 
Johnson rode in mufti. Of his cowboy 
days persisted still the high-heeled 
boots and spurs, the broad Stetson hat, 
and the fringed buckskin gauntlets.

The Colt’s forty-five had been the last 
to go. Finally one evening Senor John
son received an express package. He 
opened it before the undemonstrative 
Parker. It proved to contain a pocket 
“gun” -a  nickel-plated, thirty-eight-cali
ber Smith & Wesson “ five-shooter.” 
Senor Johnson examined it a little 
doubtfully. In comparison with the six-
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shooter it looked like a toy.
“How do you like her?” he inquired, 

handing the weapon to Parker.
Parker turned it over and over, as a 

child a rattle. Then he returned it to 
its owner. “Senor,” said he, “if ever 
you shoot me with that little old gun, 
and I find it out the same day, I’ll just 
raise hell with you!”

“I don’t reckon she’d injure a man 
much,” agreed the Senor, “but perhaps 
she’d call his attention.”

However, the “little old gun” took 
its place, not in Senor Johnson’s hip 
pocket, but inside the front waistband 
of his trousers, and the old shiny 
Colt’s forty-five, with its “Texas-style” 
holster, became a bedroom ornament.

Thus, from a frontiersman dropped 
Senor Johnson to the status of a prop
erty owner. In a general way he had to 
attend to his interests before the cat
tlemen’s association; he had to arrange 
for the buying and shipping, and the 
rest was leisure. He could now have 
gone away somewhere as far as time 
went. So can a fish live in trees—as far 
as time goes. And in the daily riding, 
riding, riding over the range he found 
the opportunity for abstract thought 
which the frontier life had crowded 
aside.

Chapter Two 

The Shapes of Illusion

VERY day. as always, 
Senor Johnson rode 
abroad over the land. 
His surroundings had 
before been accepted 
casually as a more or 
less pertinent setting 
of action and condi

tion. Now he sensed some of the fasci
nation of the Arizona desert.

He noticed many things before un
noticed. As he jingled loosely along on 
his cow horse, he observed how the ani
mal waded fetlock-deep in the gorgeous 
orange California poppies, and then he 
looked up and about, and saw that the 
rich color carpeted the landscape as 
far as his eye could reach, so that it 
seemed as though he could ride on and 
on through them to the distant Chiri- 
cahuas. Only, close under the hills, lay, 
unobtrusive, a narrow streak of gray. 
And in a few hours he had reached the 
streak of gray, and ridden out into it 
to find himself the center of a limitless 
alkali plain, so that again it seemed the 
valley could contain nothing else of 
importance.

Looking back, Senor Johnson could 
discern a tenuous ribbon of orange—the 
poppies. And perhaps ahead a little 
shadow blotted the face of the alkali, 
which, being reached and entered, 
spread like fire until it, too, filled the 
whole plain, until it, too, arrogated to 
itself the right of typifying Soda 
Springs Valley as a shimmering prairie 
of mesquite. Flowered upland, dead 
lowland, brush, cactus, volcanic rock, 
sand, each of these for the time being 
occupied the whole space, broad as the 
sea. In the circlet of the mountains was 
room for many infinities.

Among the foothills Senor Johnson, 
for the first time, appreciated color. 
Hundreds of acres of flowers filled the 
velvet creases of the little hills and 
washed over the smooth, rounded 
slopes so accurately in the placing and 
manner of tinted shadows that the 
mind had difficulty in believing the col
or not to have been shaded in actually 
by free sweeps of some gigantic brush. 
A dozen shades of pinks and purples, 
a dozen of blues, and then the flame- 
reds, the yellows, and the vivid greens.
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Beyond were the mountains in their 
glory of volcanic rocks, rich as the tap
estry of a Florentine palace. And, modi
fying all the others, the tinted atmos
phere of the Southwest, refracting the 
sun through the infinitesimal earth 
motes thrown up constantly by the 
wind devils of the desert, drew before 
the scene a delicate and gauzy veil of 
lilac, of rose, of saffron, of amethyst, 
or of mauve, according to the time of 
day.

Seiior Johnson discovered that look
ing at the landscape upside down ac
centuated the color effects. It amused 
him vastly suddenly to bend over his 
saddle horn, the top of his head near
ly touching his horse's mane. The dis
tant mountains at once started out into 
redder prominence; their shadows of 
purple deepened to the royal color; the 
rose veil thickened.

“She’s the prettiest country God ever 
made!’’ exclaimed Seiior Johnson with 
entire conviction.

And no matter where he went, nor 
into how familiar country he rode, the 
shapes of illusion offered always vari
ety. One day the Chiricahuas were a 
tableland; next day a series of castel
lated peaks; now an anvil; now a saw 
tooth; and rarely they threw a magnifi
cent suspension bridge across the heav
ens to their neighbors, the ranges on 
the west. Lakes rippling in the wind 
and breaking on the shore, cattle big 
as elephants or small as rabbits; dis
tances that did not exist and forests 
that never were, beds of lava along the 
hills swearing to a cloud shadow, while 
the sky was polished like a precious 
stone—these, and many other beautiful 
and marvelous but empty shows the 
great desert displayed lavishly, with 
the glitter and inconsequence of a 
dream. Seiior Johnson sat on his horse

in the hot sun, his chin in his hand, 
his elbow on the pommel, watching it 
all with grave, unshifting eyes.

Occasionally, belated, he saw the 
stars, the wonderful desert stars, blaz
ing clear and unflickering, like the 
flames of candles. Or the moon worked 
her necromancies, hemming him in by 
mountains ten thousand feet high 
through which there was no pass. And 
then as he rode, the mountains shifted 
like the scenes in a theater, and he 
crossed the little sand dunes out from 
the dream country to the adobe corrals 
of the home ranch.

All these things, and many others, 
, Seiior Johnson now saw for the first 
time, although he had lived among 
them for twenty years. It struck him 
with the freshness of a surprise. Also it 
reacted chemically on his mental proc
esses to generate a new power within 
him. The new power, being as yet un
applied, made him uneasy and restless 
and a little irritable. He tried to show 
some of his wonders to Parker.

“Jed,” said he one day, “ this is a 
great country.”

“ You know it,” replied the foreman.
“Those tourists in their nickel-plated 

Pullmans call this a desert. Desert, 
hell! Look at them flowers!"

The foreman cast an eye on a glori
ous silken mantle of purple, a hundred 
yards broad. “Sure,” he agreed; “shows 
what we could do if we only had a lit
tle water.”

And again: “Jed,” began the Seiior, 
“did you ever notice them mountains?"

“Sure,” agreed Jed.
“Ain’t that a pretty color?”
“You bet,” agreed the foreman; “now 

you’re talking! I always said they was 
mineralized enough to make a good 
prospect.”

This was unsatisfactory. Seiior John-



THE RAWHIDE 1G7
son grew more restless. His critical eye 
began to take account of small details. 
At the ranch house one evening he, on 
a sudden, bellowed loudly for Sang, the 
Chinese servant.

“Look at these!” he roared when 
Sang appeared.

Sang’s eyes opened in bewilderment.
“There, and there!” shouted the cat

tleman. “Look &t them old newspapers 
and them gun rags! The place is like 
a cow yard. Why in the name of heaven 
don’t you clean up here!”

“Allee light,” babbled Sang; “I clean 
him.”

The papers and gun rags had lain 
there unnoticed for nearly a year. Seti- 
or Johnson kicked them savagely.

"It’s time we took a brace here,” he 
growled. “We’re livin’ like a lot of Oil
ers.”

Chapter T hree 

The Paper a Year Old

ANG hurried out for a 
broom. Senor Johnson 
sat where he was, his 
heavy, square brows 
knit. Suddenly he 
stooped, seized one of 
the newspapers, drew 
near the lamp, and be-

■ gan to read.
It was a Kansas City paper and, by a 

strange coincidence, was dated exactly 
a year before. The sheet Senor Johnson 
happened to pick up was one usually 
passed over by the average newspaper 
reader. It contained only columns of 
little two-and three-line advertisements 
classified as Help Wanted, Situations 
Wanted, Lost and Found, and Personal. 
The latter items Senor Johnson com
menced to repd while awaiting Sang 
and the broom.

The notices were five in number. The 
first three were of the mysterious news- 
paper-correspondence type, in which 
Birdie beseeches Jack to meet her at 
the fountain; the fourth advertised a 
clairvoyant. Over the fifth Senor John
son paused long. It read; Wanted—By 
an intelligent and refined lady of pleas
ing appearance, correspondence with a 
gentleman of means. Object matri
mony.

Just then Sang returned with the 
broom and began noisily to sweep up 
the debris. The rustling of papers 
aroused Senor Johnson from his rev
erie. At once he exploded.

"Get out of here, you debased Mon
golian!” he shouted. “Can’t you see I’m 
reading?"

Sang fled, sorely puzzled, for the Sen
or was calm and unexcited and aloof in 
his everyday habit.

Soon Jed Parker, tall, wiry, hawk- 
nosed, deliberate, came into the room 
and flung his broad hat and spurs into 
the corner. Then he proceeded to light 
his pipe and threw the burned match 
on the floor.

“Been over to look at the Grant Pass 
range,”  he announced cheerfully. 
“She’s no good. Drier than cork legs. 
Th’ country wouldn’t support three 
horned toads.”

“Jed,” quoth the Senor solemnly, “ I 
wisht you’d hang up your hat like I 
have. It don’t look good there on the 
floor.”

“Why, sure,” agreed Jed, with an as
tonished stare.

Sang brought in supper and slung it 
on the red and white squares. of oil
cloth. Then he moved the lamp and re
tired.

Senor Johnson gazed with distaste 
into his cup. “This coffee would float a 
wedge,” he commented sourly.
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“She’s no puling infant,” agreed the 
cheerful Jed.

“And this!” went on the Senor, pick
ing up what purported to be plum duff; 
“Bog down a few currants in dough 
and call her pudding!”

He ate in silence, then pushed back 
his chair and went to the window, gaz
ing through its grimy panes at the 
mountains, ethereal in their evening 
saffron.

“Blamed Chink,” he growled, “why 
don’t he wash these windows?”

Jed laid down his busy knife and idle 
fork to gaze on his chief with amaze
ment. Buck Johnson, the austere, the 
aloof, the grimly taciturn, the danger
ous, to be thus complaining like a quer
ulous woman!

“Senor,” said he, “you’re off your 
feed.”

Senor Johnson strode savagely to the 
table and sat down with a bang. “I’m 
sick of it,” he growled; “this thing will 
kill me off. I might as well go be a 
buck nun and be done with it.”

With one round-arm sweep he clear
ed aside the dishes. “Give me that pen 
and paper behind you,” he requested.

For an hour he wrote and destroyed. 
The floor became littered with torn pa
pers. Then he enveloped a meager re
sult. Parker had watched him in si
lence. The Senor looked up to catch his 
speculative eye. His own eye twinkled 
a little, but the twinkle was determined 
and sinister, with only an alloy of hu
mor.

“Senor,” ventured Parker slowly, 
“this event sure knocks me hell-west 
and crooked. If the loco you have culled 
hasn’t paralyzed your speaking parts, 
would you mind telling me what in the 
name of heaven, hell, and high water 
is up?”

“ I am going to get married,” an

nounced the Senor calmly.
“What!” shouted Parker. “Who to?” 
“To a lady,” replied the Senor, “an 

intelligent and refined lady—of pleasing 
appearance."

Chapter F our 

Dreams

LTHOubH the paper 
was a year old, Senor 
Johnson in due time 
received an answer 
from Kansas. A cor
respondence ensued. 
Senor Johnson en
shrined above the big 

fireplace the photograph of a woman. 
Before this he used to stand for hours 
at a time slowly constructing in his 
mind what he had hitherto lacked-an 
ideal of woman and of home. This ideal 
he used sometimes to express to him
self and to the ironical Jed.

“It must sure be nice to have a little 
woman waitin’ for you when you come 
in off'n the desert.” Or; “Now, a wom
an would have them windows just 
blooming with flowers and white cur
tains and such truck.” Or: “ I bet that 
Sang would get a wiggle on him with 
his little old cleaning-duds if he had 
a woman ahead of his jerk line.” 

Slowly he reconstructed his life, the 
life of the ranch, ift terms of this hy
pothesized feminine influence. Then 
matters came to an understanding. Sen
or Johnson had sent his own portrait. 
Estrella Sands wrote back that she 
adored big black beards, but she was 
afraid of him, he had such a fascinat
ing bad eye, no woman could resist 
him. Senor Johnson at once took things 
for granted, sent on to Kansas a pre
posterous sum of “expense” money and 
a railroad ticket, and raided Goodrich’s
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store at Willets, a hundred miles away, 
for all manner of gaudy carpets, silver
ware, fancy lamps, works of art, pianos, 
linen, and gimcracks for the adorn
ment of the ranch house. Furthermore, 
he offered wages more than equal to a 
hundred miles of desert to a young 
Irish girl, named Susie O’Toole, to come 
out as housekeeper, decorator, boss of 
Sang and another Chinaman, and com
panion to Mrs. Johnson when she 
should arrive.

Furthermore, he laid off from the 
range work Brent Palmer, the most 
skillful man with horses, and set him 
to “gentling” a beautiful little sorrel. A 
side saddle had arrived from El Paso. 
It was “center-fire,” which is to say it 
had but the single horsehair cinch, 
broad, tasseled, very genteel in its sug
gestion of pleasure use only. Brent 
could be seen at all times of day, can
tering here and there on the sorrel, a 
blanket tied around his waist to simu
late the long riding-skirt. He carried 
also a sulky and evil gleam in his eye, 
warning against undue levity.

Jed Parker watches these various 
proceedings sardonically. Once, • the 
baby light of innocence blue in his eye, 
he inquired if he would be required to 
dress for dinner. “ If so,” he went on, 
“I’ll have my man brush up my low- 
necked clothes.”

But Senor Johnson refused to be bait
ed. “Go on, Jed,” said he; “you know 
you ain’t got clothes enough to dust a 
fiddle.”

The Senor was happy these days. He 
showed it by an unwonted joviality of 
spirit, by a slight but evident unbend
ing of his Spanish dignity. No longer 
did the splendor of the desert fill him 
with a vague yearning and uneasiness. 
He looked upon it confidently, noting 
its various phases with care, rejoicing

in each new development of color and 
light, of form and illusion, storing them 
away in his memory so that their re
currence should find him prepared to 
recognize and explain them. For soon 
he would have someone by his side 
with whom to appreciate them. In that 
sharing he could see the reason for 
them, the reason for their strange bit
ter-sweet effects on the human soul.

One evening he leaned on the corral 
fence, looking toward the Dragoons. 
The sun had set behind them. Gigantic 
they loomed against the western light. 
From their summits, like an aureole, 
radiated the splendor of the dust-moted 
air, this evening a deep amber. A faint 
reflection of it fell across the desert, 
glorifying the reaches of its nothing
ness.

“I’ll take her out on an evening like 
this,” quoth Senor Johnson to himself, 
“and I’ll make her keep her eye on the 
ground till we get right up by Running 
Bear Knob, and then I’ll let her look up 
all at once. And she’ll surely enjoy this 
life. I bet she never saw a steer roped 
in her life. She can ride with me every 
day out over the range and I’ll show 
her the busting and the branding and 
that band of antelope over by the Tall 
Windmill. I'll teach her to shoot, too. 
And we can make little pack trips off 
in the hills when she gets too hot—up 
there by Deerskin Meadows ’mongst 
the high peaks.”

He mused, turning over in his mind a 
new picture of his own life, aims, and 
pursuits as modified by the sympathet
ic and understanding companionship 
of a woman. He pictured himself as he 
must seem to her in his different pur
suits. The picturesqueness pleased 
him. The simple, direct vanity of the 
man-the wholesome vanity of a 
straightforward nature—awakened to
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preen its feathers before the idea of 
the mate.

The shadows fell. Over the Chirica- 
huas flared the evening star. The plain, 
self-luminous with the weird lucence of 
the arid lands, showed ghostly. Jed 
Parker, coming out from the lamp-lit 
adobe, leaned his elbows on the rail in 
silent company with his chief. He, too, 
looked abroad. His mind's eye saw 
what his body's eye had always told 
him were the insistent notes—the al
kali, the cactus, the sage, the mesquite, 
the lava, the choking dust, the blinding 
heat, the burning thirst. He sighed in 
the dim half recollection of past days.

“I wonder if she’ll like the country?” 
he hazarded.

But Senor Johnson turned on him his 
steady eyes, filled with the great glory 
of the desert. “Like the country!’ ' he 
marveled slowly. “Of course! Why 
shouldn't she?”

Chapter F ive 

The Arrival

HE Overland drew into 
Willets, coated from 
engine to observation 
with white dust. A 
porter, in strange con
trast of neatness, flung 
open the vestibule, 
dropped his little car

peted step, and turned to assist some
one. A few idle passengers gazed out on 
the uninteresting, flat frontier town.

Senor Johnson caught his breath in 
amazement. “God! Ain’t she just like 
her picture!” he exclaimed. He seemed 
to find this astonishing.

For a moment he did not step for
ward to claim her. so she stood looking 
about her uncertainly, her leather suit
case at her feet.

She was indeed like the photograph. 
The same full-curved, compact little 
figure, the same round face, the same 
cupid’s-bow mouth, the same appeal
ing, large eyes, the same haze of doll’s 
hair. In a moment she caught sight of 
Senor Johnson and took two steps to
ward him, then stopped. The Senor at 
once came forward.

“You’re Mr. Johnson, ain’t you?” she 
inquired, thrusting her little pointed 
chin forward, and so elevating her 
babv-blue eyes to his.

“Yes, ma’am,” he acknowledged for
mally. Then, after a moment’s pause: 
“ I hope you’re well.”

“Yes, thank you.”
The station loungers, augmented by 

all the ranchmen and cowboys in town, 
were examining her closely. She looked 
at them in a swift side glance thatseem- 
ed to gather all their eyes to hers.Then, 
satisfied that she possessed the univer
sal admiration, she returned the full 
force of her attention to the man before 
her.

“Now you give me your trunk 
checks," he was saying, “and then we'll 
go right over and get married.”

“Oh!” she gasped.
“That's right, ain't it?” he demanded.
“Yes. I suppose so,” she agreed.
A little subdued, she followed him to 

the clergyman’s house, where, in the 
presence of Goodrich, the storekeeper, 
and the preacher’s wife, the two were 
united. Then they mounted the buck- 
board and drove from town.

Senor Johnson said nothing, because 
he knew of nothing to say. He drove 
skillfully and fast through the gather
ing dusk. It was a hundred miles to the 
home ranch, and that hundred miles, 
by means of five relays of horses al
ready arranged for, they would cover 
by morning. Thus they would avoid the
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dust and heat and high winds of the 
day.

The sweet night fell. The little desert 
winds laid soft fingers on their cheeks. 
Overhead burned the stars, clear, un
flickering, like candles. Dimly could be 
seen the horses, their flanks swinging 
steadily in the square trot. Ghostly 
bushes passed them, ghostly rock el
evations. Far, in indeterminate dis
tance, lay the outlines of the moun
tains. Always, they seemed to recede. 
The plain, all but invisible, the wagon 
trail quite so, the depths of space— 
these flung heavy on the soul their 
weight of mysticism.

The woman, until now bolt-upright 
in the buckboard seat, shrank nearer 
to the man. He felt against his sleeve 
the delicate contact of her garment and 
thrilled to the touch. A coyote barked 
sharply from a neighboring eminence, 
then trailed off into the long-drawn, 
shrill howl of his species.

“What was that?” she asked quickly.
“A coyote-one of them little wolves,” 

he'explained.
The horses’ hoofs rang clear on a 

hardened bit of the alkali crust, then 
dully as they encountered again the 
dust of the plain. Vast, vague, mysteri
ous in the silence of night, filled with 
strange influences breathing through 
space like damp winds, the desert took 
them to the heart of her great spaces.

“Buck,” she whispered, a little trem
blingly. It was the first time she had 
spoken his name.

“What is it?” he asked, a new note in 
his voice.

But for a time she did not reply. Only 
the contact against his sleeve increased 
by ever so little. “Buck,” she repeated, 
then all in a rush and with a sob, “Oh, 
I’m afraid.”

Tenderly the man drew her to him.

“There, little girl,” he reassured her, 
his big voice rich and musical. “There’s 
nothing to get scairt of. I’ll take care of 
you. What frightens you, honey?”

She nestled close in his arm with a 
sigh of half relief. “ I don’t know,” she 
laughed, but still with a tremble in 
her tones. “ It’s all so big and lonesome 
and strange-and I’m so little.”

“There, little girl,” he repeated.
They drove on and on. At the end of 

two hours they stopped. Men with lan
terns dazzled their eyes. The horses 
were changed, and so out again into 
the night where the desert seemed to 
breathe in deep, mysterious exhala
tions like a sleeping beast.

Senor Johnson drove his horses mas
terfully with his one free hand. The 
road did not exist, except to his trained 
eyes. They seemed to be swimming out, 
out, into a vapor of night with the wind 
of their going steady against their 
faces.

“Buck,” she murmured, “ I’m so 
tired.”

He tightened his arm around her and 
she went to sleep, half-waking at the 
ranches where the relays waited, doz
ing again as soon as the lanterns 
dropped behind. And Senor Johnson, 
alone with his horses and the solemn 
stars, drove on, ever on, into the desert.

By gray of the early summer dawn 
they arrived.

The girl wakened, descended, smil
ing uncertainly at Susie O’Toole, blink
ing somnolently at her surroundings. 
Susie put her to bed in the little south
west room where hung the shiny Colt’s 
forty-five in its worn leather “Texas- 

• Style” holster. She murmured incoher
ent thanks and sank again to sleep, 
overcome by the fatigue of unaccus
tomed traveling, by the potency of the 
desert air, by the excitement of antici-
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pation to which her nerves had long 
been strung.

Senor Johnson did not sleep. He was 
tough, and used to it. He lit a cigar and 
rambled about, now reading the news
papers he had brought with him, now 
prowling softly about the building, 
now visiting the corrals and outbuild
ings, once even the thousand-acre pas
ture where his saddle horse knew him 
and came to him to have its forehead 
rubbed.

The dawn broke in good earnest, 
throwing aside its gauzy draperies of 
mauve. Sang, the Chinese cook,, built 
his fire. Senor Johnson forbade him to 
clang the rising-bell, and himself 
roused the cowpunchers. The girl slept 
on. Senor Johnson tiptoed a dozen 
times to the bedroom door. Once he 
ventured to push it open. He looked 
long within, then shut it softly and 
tiptoed out into the open, his ejTes shin
ing.

“Jed,” lie said to his foreman, “you 
don’t know how it made me feel. To see 
her lying there so pink and soft and 
pretty, with her yaller hair all tumbled 
about and a little smile on her—there 
in my o!d bed, with my old gun hang
ing over her that way—By heaven, Jed, 
it made me feel almost holy!”

Chapter Six 

The Wagon Tire

BOUT noon she emerg
ed from the room, ful
ly refreshed and wide 
awake. She and Susie 
O’Toole had unpacked 
at least one of the 
trunks, and now she 
stood arrayed in shirt

waist and blue skirt. At once she 
stepped into the open air and looked

about her with considerable curiosity.
“So this is a real cattle ranch,” was 

her comment.
Senor Johnson was at her side, press

ing on her with boyish eagerness the 
sights of the place. She patted the stag 
hounds and inspected the garden. 
Then, confessing herself hungry, she 
obeyed with alacrity Sang's call to an 
early meal. At the table she ate co- 
quettishly. throwing her birdlike side 
glances at the man opposite.

“I want to see a real cowboy,” she 
announced, as she pushed her chair 
back.

“Why, sure!” cried Senor Johnson 
joyously. “Sang! hi, Sang! Tell Brent 
Palmer to step in here a minute.”

After an interval the cowboy ap
peared, mincing in oh his high-heeled 
boots, his silver spurs jingling, the 
fringe of his chaps impacting softly 
on the leather. He stood at ease, his 
broad hat in both hands, his dark, level 
brows fixed on his chief.

“Shake hands with Mrs. Johnson. 
Brent. I called you in because she said 
she wanted to see a real cowpuncher.”

“Oh, Buck!” cried the woman.
For an instant the cowpuncher’s 

level brows drew together. Then he 
caught the woman’s glance fair. He 
smiled. “Well, I ain’t much to look at,” 
he proffered.

“That’s not for you to say, sir,” said 
Estrella, recovering.

“Brent, here, gentled your pony for 
you,” exclaimed Senor Johnson.

“Oh,” cried Estrella, “have I a pony? 
How nice. And it was so good of you, 
Mr. Brent. Can’t I see him? I want to 
see him. I want to give him a piece of 
sugar.” She fumbled in the bowl.

“ Sure you can see him. I don’t know 
as he’ll eat sugar. He ain't that educat
ed. Think you could teach him to eat
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sugar, Brent?”
“I reckon,” replied the cowboy.
They went out toward the corral, the 

cowboy joining them as a matter of 
course. Estrella demanded explana
tions as she went along. Their progress 
was leisurely. The blindfolded pump 
mule interested her.

"And he goes round and round that 
way all day without stopping, thinking 
he’s really getting somewhere!” she 
marveled. “ I think that’s a shame! 
Poor old fellow, to get fooled that 
way!”

“It is some foolish,” said Brent Pal
mer, “but he ain’t any worse off than 
a cow pony that hikes out twenty mile 
and then twenty back.”

“No, I suppose not,” admitted Es
trella.

“And we got to have water, you 
know,” added Senor Johnson.

Brent rode up the sorrel bareback. 
The pretty animal, gentle as a kitten, 
nevertheless planted his forefeet 
strongly and snorted at Estrella.

“ I reckon he ain’t used to the sight 
of a woman,” proffered the Senor, dis
appointed. “He’ll get used to you, Go up 
to him soft-like and rub him between 
the eyes.”

Estrella approached, but the pony 
jerked back his head with every symp
tom of distrust. She forgot the sugar 
she had intended to offer him.

“He’s a perfect beauty,” she said at 
last, “but, my! I’d never dare ride him. 
I’m awful scairt of horses.”

“Oh, he’ll come around all right,” as
sured Brent easily. “ I’ll fix him.”

“Oh, Mr. Brent.,” she exclaimed, 
“don’t think I don’t appreciate what 
you’ve done.. I’m sure he’s really just 
as gentle as he can be. It’s only that 
I’m foolish.”

“I’ll fix him,” repeated Brent,

The two men conducted her here and 
there, showing her the various institu
tions of the place. A man bent near the 
shed nailing a shoe to a horse’s hoof.

“So you even have a blacksmith!” 
said Estrella. Her guides laughed amus
edly.

“Tommy, come here!” called the 
Senor.

The horseshoer straightened up and 
approached. He was a lithe, curly- 
haired young boy, with a reckless, hu
morous eye and a smooth face, now red 
from bending over.

“Tommy, shake hands with Mrs. 
Johnson,” said the Senor. “ Mrs. John
son wants to know if you’re the black
smith.” He exploded in laughter.

“Oh, Buck!” cried Estrella again.
“No, ma’am,” answered the boy di

rectly; “ I’m just tacking a shoe on 
Danger, here. We all does our own 
blacksmithing.”

His roving eye examined her counte
nance respectfully, but with admira
tion. She caught the admiration and re
turned it, covertly but unmistakably, 
pleased that her charms were appre
ciated.

They continued their rounds. The 
sun was very hot and the dust deep. A 
woman would have known that these 
things distressed Estrella. She picked 
her way through the debris: she drop
ped her head from the burning; she 
felt her delicate garments moistening 
with perspiration, her hair dampen
ing; the dust sifted up through the air. 
Over in the large corral a bronco bust
er, assisted by two of the cowboys, was 
engaged in roping and throwing some 
wild mustangs. The sight was wonder
ful, but here the dust billowed in 
clouds.

“I’m getting a little hot and tired,” 
she confessed at last. “I think I’ll go to
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the house.”
But near the shed she stopped again, 

interested in spite of herself by a bit 
of repairing Tommy had under way. 
The tire of a wagon wheel had been 
destroyed. Tommy was mending it. On 
the ground lay a fresh cowhide. From 
this Tommy was cutting a wide strip. 
As she watched he measured the strip 
around the circumference of the wheel.

“He isn’t going to make a tire of 
that!" she exclaimed incredulously. 

“Sure," replied Honor Johnson.
“Will it wear?”
“It'll wear for a month or so, till we 

can get another from town.”
Estrella advanced and felt curiously 

of the rawhide. Tommy was fastening 
it to the wheel at the ends only.

“But how can it stay on that way?” 
she objected. "It’ll come right off as 
soon as you use it.”

“It’ll harden on tight enough.” 
“Why?” she persisted. “Does it 

shrink much when it dries?”
Senor Johnson stared to see if she 

might, be joking. “Does it shrink?” he 
repeated slowly. “There ain’t nothing 
shrinks more, nor harder. It’ll mighty 
nigh break that wood."

Estrella, incredulous, interested, she ' 
could not have told why, stooped 
again to feel the soft, yielding hide. 
She shook her head.

“You’re joking me because I’m a ten
derfoot,” she accused brightly. “ I 
know it dries hard, and I’ll believe it 
shrinks a lot, but to break wood—that’s 
piling it on a little thick.”

“No, that’s right, ma’am,” broke in 
Brent Palmer. “ It’s awful strong. It 
pulls like a horse When the desert sun 
gets on it. You wrap anything up in 
a piece of that hide and see what hap
pens. Some time you take and wrap a 
piece around a potato and put her out

in the sun and see how it’ll squeeze the 
water out of her.”

“ Is that so?” she appealed to Tommy. 
“ I can’t tell when they are making fun 
of me.”

“Yes, ma’am, that’s right,” he assured 
her.

Estrella passed a strip of the flexible 
hide playfully about her wrists. “And 
if I let that dry that way I’d be hand
cuffed hard and fast,” she said.

“ It, would cut you down to the bone,” 
supplemented Brent Palmer.

She untwisted the strip, and stood 
looking at it, her eyes wide.

“I—I don’t know why—” she faltered. 
“The thought makes me a little sick. 
Why, isn’t it queer? Ugh! it’s like a 
snake!” She flung it from her energet
ically and turned toward the ranch 
house.

Chapter Seven 

Estrella

TIE honeymoon devel
oped and the neces
sary adjustments took 
place. The latter Sen
or Johnson had not 
foreseen, and yet, 
when the necessity for 
them arose, he ac

knowledged them right and proper.
“Course she don’t want to ride over 

to Circle I with us,” he informed his 
confidant, Jed Parker. “ It’s a long ride, 
and she ain’t used to riding yet. Trou
ble is I’ve been thinking of doing things 
with her just as if she was a man. 
Women are different. They likes differ
ent things.”

This second idea gradually overlaid 
the first in Senor Johnson’s mind. Es
trella showed little aptitude or interest 
in the rougher side of life. Her hus
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band’s statement as to her being still 
unused to riding was distinctly a eu
phemism. Estrella never arrived at the 
point of feeling safe on a horse. In time 
she gave up trying, and the sorrel drift
ed back to cowpunching. The range 
work she never understood. As a spec
tacle it imposed itself on her interest 
for a week; but since she could discov
er no real and vital concern in the wel
fare of cows, soon the mere outward 
show became an old story.

Estrella’s sleek nature avoided in
stinctively all that interfered with bod
ily well-being. When she was cool and 
well-fed and not thirsty, and surround
ed by a proper degree of feminine 
daintiness, then she was ready to 
amuse herself. But she could not un
derstand the desirability of those pleas
ures for which a certain price in dis
comfort must be paid. As for firearms, 
she confessed herself frankly afraid of 
them. That was the point at which her 
intimacy with them stopped.

The natural level to which these wa
ters fell is easily seen. Quite simply-, the 
Senor found that a wife does not enter 
fully into her husband’s workaday life. 
The dreams he had dreamed did not 
come true.

This was at first a disappointment 
to him, of .course, but the disappoint
ment did not last. Senor Johnson was 
a man of sense, and he easily modified 
his first scheme of married life.

“She’d get sick of it, and I’d get sick 
of it,” he formulated his new philoso-^ 
phy. “Now I got something to come 
back to, somebody to look forward to. 
And it’s a woman; it ain’t one of these 
darn gangle-leg cowgirls. The great 
thing is to feel you belong to someone, 
and that someone nice and cool and 
fresh and purty is waitin' for you when 
you come in tired. It beats that other

little old idee of mine slick as a gun 
barrel.”

So, during this, the busy season of 
the range riding, immediately before 
the great fall roundups, Senor John
son rode abroad all day, and returned 
to his own hearth as many evenings 
of the week as he could. Estrella always 
saw him coming and stood in the door
way to greet him. He kicked off his 
spurs, washed and dusted himself, and 
spent the evening with his wife. He 
liked the sound of exactly that phrase, 
and was fond of repeating it to him
self in a variety of connections.

“When I get in I’ll spend the evening 
with my wife,” “If I don’t ride over to 
Circle I, I’ll spend the evening with my 
wife,” and so on. He had a good deal 
to tell her of the day’s discoveries, the 
state of the range, and the condition of 
the cattle. To all of this she listened at 
least with patience. Senor Johnson, like 
most men who have long delayed mar
riage, was self-centered without know
ing it. His interest in his mate had to 
do with her personality rather than 
with her doings.

“What you do with yourself all day 
today?” he occasionally inquired.

“Oh, there’s lots to do,” she would' 
answer, a trifle listlessly; and this re
ply always seemed quite to satisfy his 
interest in the subject.

Senor Johnson, with a curiously in
stant transformation often to be ob
served among the adventurous, settled 
luxuriously into the state of being a 
married man. Its smallest details gave 
him distinct and separate sensations 
of pleasure.

“I plumb likes it all,” he said. “ I likes 
havin’ interest in some fool geranium 
plant, and I likes worry in’ about the 
screen doors and all the rest of the. 
plumb foolishness. It does me good. It



176 ZANE GREY’S WESTERN MAGAZINE

feels like stretchin’ your legs in front 
of a good warm fire.”

The center, the compelling influence 
of this new state of affairs, was un
doubtedly Estrella, and yet it is equally 
to be doubted whether she stood for 
more than the suggestion. Senor John
son conducted his entire life with ref
erence to his wife. His waking hours 
were concerned only with the thought 
of her, his every act revolved in its or
bit controlled by her influence. Never
theless she, as an individual human be
ing, had little to do with it.

Senor Johnson referred his life to a 
state of affairs he had himself invent
ed and which he called the married 
state, and to a woman whose attitude 
he had himself determined upon and 
whom he designated as his wife. The 
actual state of affairs—whatever it 
might be—he did not see; and the ac
tual woman supplied merely the mate
rial medium necessary to the reality of 
his idea. Whether Estrella's eyes were 
interested or bored, bright or dull, alert 
or abstracted, contented or afraid, Sen
or Johnson could not have told you. He 
might have replied promptly enough 
—that they were happy and loving. 
That is the way Senor Johnson con
ceived a wife’s eyes.

The routine of life, then, soon settled. 
After breakfast the Senor insisted that 
his wife accompany him on a short tour 
of inspection. “A little pasear,” he 
called it, "just to get set for the day.” 
Then his horse was brought, and he 
rode away on whatever business called 
him. Like a true son of the alkali, he 
took no lunch with him, nor expected 
his horse to feed until his return. This 
was an hour before sunset. The eve
ning passed as has been described. It 
was all very simple.

When the business hung close to the

ranch house-as in the bronco busting, 
the rebranding of bought cattle, and 
the like-he was able to share his wife’s 
day. Estrella conducted herself dream
ily, with a slow smile for him when 
his actual presence insisted on her at
tention. She seemed much given to 
staring out over the desert. Senor 
Johnson, appreciatively, thought he 
could understand this. Again, she gave 
much leisure to rocking back and forth 
on the low. wide veranda, her hands 
idle, her eyes vacant, her lips dumb. 
Susie O'Toole had early proved incom
patible and had gone.

“A nice, contented, home sort of a 
woman,” said Senor Johnson.

One thing alone besides the desert, 
on which she never seemed tired of 
looking, fascinated her. Whenever a 
beef was killed for the uses of the 
ranch, she commanded strips of the 
green skin. Then, like a child, she 
bound them and sewed them and nailed 
them to substances particularly sus
ceptible to their constricting power. 
She choked the necks of green gourds, 
she indented the tender bark of cot
tonwood shoots, she expended an ap
parently exhaustless ingenuity on the 
fabrication of mechanical devices 
whose principle answered to the pull
ing of the drying rawhide. And always 
along the adobe fence could be seen 
a long row of potatoes bound in skin, 
some of them fresh and smooth and 
round, some sweating in the agony of 

.squeezing; some wrinkled and dry and 
little, the last drops of life tortured out 
of them. Senor Johnson laughed good- 
humoredly at these toys, puzzled to 
explain their fascination for his wife.

“They’re sure an amusing enough 
contraption, honey,” said he, “but what 
makes you stand out there in the hot 
sun staring at them that way? It’s cool-
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er on the porch.”
“ I don’t know,” said Estrella help

lessly, turning her slow, vacant gaze 
on him. Suddenly she shivered in a 
strong physical revulsion. “ I don’t 
know!” she cried with passion.

After they had been married about 
a month Senor Johnson found it neces
sary to drive into Willets. “How would 
you like to go, too, and buy some 
duds?” he asked Estrella.

“Oh!” she cried strangely. “When?”
"Day after tomorrow.”
The trip decided, her entire attitude 

changed. The vacancy of her gaze lift
ed; her movements quickened; she left 
off staring at the desert, and her raw- 
hide toys were neglected. Before start
ing, Senor Johnson gave her a check
book. He explained that there were no 
banks in Willets, but that Goodrich, 
the storekeeper, would honor her sig
nature.

“Buy what you want to, honey,” said 
he. “Tear her wide open. I’m good for 
it.”

“How much can I draw?” she asked, 
smiling.

“As much as you want to,” he replied 
with emphasis.

“Take care”—she poised before him 
with the checkbook extended-"! may 
draw—I might draw fifty thousand do! 
lars.”

“Not out of Goodrich,” he grinned; 
“you’d bust the game. But hold him up 
for the limit, anyway.”

He chuckled aloud, pleased at the 
rare, birdlike coquetry of the woman. 
They drove to Willets. It took them two 
days to go and two days to return. 
Estrella went through the town in a 
cyclone burst of enthusiasm, saw ev
erything, bought everything, exhausted 
everything in two hours. Willets was 
not a large place. On her return to the

ranch she sat down at once in the 
rocking-chair on the veranda. Her 
hands fell into her lap. She stared out 
over the desert.

Senor Johnson stole up behind her, 
clumsy as a playful bear. His eyes fol
lowed the direction of hers to where a 
cloud shadow lay across the slope, 
heavy, palpable, untransparent, like a 
blotch of ink.

“Pretty, isn’t it, honey?” said he. 
“Glad to get back?”

She smiled at him her vacant, slow 
smile. “Here’s my checkbook,” she 
said; “put it away for me. I’m through 
with it.”

“ I’ll put it in my desk,” said he. “ It’s 
in the left-hand cubbyhole,” he called 
from inside.

“Very well,” she replied.
He stood in the doorway, looking 

fondly at her unconscious shoulders 
and the pose of her blond head thrown 
back against the high rocking-chair.

“That’s the sort of a woman, after 
all,” said Senor Johnson. “No blame 
fuss about her.”

Chapter E ight 

The Roundup

HIS, as you well may 
gather, was in the 
summer routine. Now 
the time of the great 
fall roundup drew 
near. The home ranch 
began to bustle in 
preparation.

All through Cochise County were 
short mountain ranges set down, ap
parently at random, like a child’s 
blocks. In and out between them 
flowed the broad, plainlike valleys. On 
the valleys were the various ranges, 
great or small, controlled by the dif
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ferent individuals of the Cattlemen’s 
Association. During the year an unim
portant, but certain, shifting of stock 
took place. A few cattle of Senor John
son’s Lazy Y eluded the vigilance of his 
riders to drift over through the Grant 
Pass and into the ranges of his neigh
bor; equally, many of the neighbor's 
steers watered daily at Senor Johnson’s 
troughs. It was a matter of courtesy to 
permit this, but one of the reasons for 
the fall roundup was a redistribution 
to the proper ranges. Each cattle own
er sent an outfit to the scene of labor. 
The combined outfits moved slowly 
from one valley to another, cutting out 
the strays, branding the late calves, col
lecting for the owner of that particular 
range all his stock, that he might se
lect his marketable beef. In turn each 
cattleman was host to his neighbors 
and their men.

This year it had been decided to be
gin the circle of the roundup at the 
C O Bar, near the banks of the San 
Pedro. Thence it would work eastward, 
wandering slowly in north and south 
deviation, to include all the country, 
until the final break-up would occur at 
the Lazy Y.

The Lazy Y crew was to consist of 
four men, thirty riding-horses, a chuck 
wagon, and cook. These, helping oth
ers, and receiving help in turn, would 
suffice, for in the roundup labor was 
pooled to a common end. With them 
would ride Jed Parker, to safeguard his 
master’s interests.

For a week the punchers, in their 
daily rides, gathered in the range 
ponies. Senor Johnson owned fifty 
horses which he maintained at the 
home ranch for every-day riding, two 
hundred broken saddle animats, al
lowed the freedom of the range, except 
when special occasion demanded their

/8

use, and perhaps half a thousand quite 
unbroken — brood mares, stallions, 
young horses, broncos, and the like. At 
this time of year it was his habit to 
corral all those saddlewise in order to 
select horses for the roundups and to 
replace the ranch animals. The latter 
he turned loose for their turn at the 
freedom of the range.

The horses chosen, next the men 
turned their attention to outfit. Each 
had, of course, his saddle, spurs, and 
“rope." Of the latter the chuck wagon 
carried many extra. That vehicle, 
furthermore, transported such articles 
as the blankets, the tarpaulins under 
which to sleep, the running-irons for 
branding, the cooking layout, and the 
men’s personal effects. All was in 
readiness to move for the six weeks’ 
circle, when a complication arose. Jed 
Parker, while nimbly escaping an irri
tated steer, twisted the high heel of his 
boot on the corral fence. He insisted 
the injury amounted to nothing. Senor 
Johnson, however, disagreed.

“ It don't amount to nothing, Jed,” 
he pronounced after manipulation, 
“but she might make a good able-bodied 
injury with a little coaxing. Rest her 
a week and then you’ll be all right.” 

“Rest her, the devil!-’ growled Jed; 
“who's going to San Pedro?’’

“ I will, of course,” replied the Senor 
promptly. “Didje think we’d send the 
Chink?”

“I was first cousin to a Yaqui jackass 
for sendin’ young Billy Ellis out. He’ll 
be back in a week. He’d do.”

“ So’d the President,” the Senor 
pointed out; “I hear he’s had some ex
perience.”

“ I hate to have you to go,” objected 
Jed. “There’s the missis.” He shot a 
glance sideways at his chief.

“ I guess she and I can stand it for a
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week,” scoffed the latter. “Why, we’re 
old married folks by now. Besides, you 
can take care of her.”

“I’ll try,” said Jed Parker, a little 
grimly.

Chapter N ine 

The Long Trail

HE roundup crew start
ed early the next 
morning, just about 
sunup. Senor Johnson 
rode first, merely to 
keep out of the dust. 
Then followed Tom 
Rich, jogging along 

easily in the cowpuncher’s “Spanish 
trot,” whistling soothingly to quiet the 
horses, giving a lead to the band of 
saddle animals strung out loosely be
hind him. These moved on gracefully 
and lightly in the manner of the unbur
dened plains horse, half decided to fol
low Tom’s guidance, half inclined to 
break to right or left. Homer and Jim 
Lester flanked them, also riding in a 
slouch of apparent laziness, .but every 
once in a while darting forward like 
bullets to turn back into the main herd 
certain individuals whom the early 
morning of the unwearied day had in
spired to make a dash for liberty. The 
rear was brought up by Jerky Jones, 
the fourth cowpuncher, and the four- 
mule chuck wagon, lost' in its own dust.

The sun mounted; the desert went 
silently through its changes. Wind dev
ils raised straight, true columns of dust 
six, eight hundred, even a thousand 
feet into the air. The billows of dust 
from the horses and men crept and 
crawled with them like a living crea
ture. Glorious color, magnificent dis
tance, astonishing illusion, filled the 
world.

Senor Johnson rode ahead, looking 
at these things. The separation from 
his wife, brief as it would be, left room 
in his soul for the heart-hunger which 
beauty arouses in men. He loved the 
charm of the desert, yet it hurt him.

Behind him the punchers relieved 
the tedium of the march, each after his 
own manner. In an hour the bunch of 
loose horses lost its early-morning good 
spirits and settled down to a steady 
plodding that needed no supervision. 
Tom Rich led them, now, in silence, his 
time fully occupied in rolling Mexican 
cigarettes with one hand. The other 
three dropped back together and ex
changed desultory remarks. Occasion
ally Jim Lester sang. It was always the 
same song of uncounted verses, but 
Jim had a strange fashion of singing 
a single verse at a time. After a long 
interval he would sing another.

“My love is a rider 
And broncos he breaks,

But he’s given up riding 
And all for my sake,

For he found him a horse 
And it suited him so 

That he vowed he'd ne'er ride 
Any other bronco!" 

he warbled, and then in the same 
breath; “Say, boys, did you get onto 
the pisano-looking shorthorn at Wil- 
lets last week?”

“Nope.”
“He sifted in wearin’ one of these 

hard-boiled hats, and carryin’ a brogue 
thick enough to skate on. Says he wants 
a job drivin’ team—that he drives a 
truck plenty back to St. Louis, where 
he comes from. Goodrich sets him be
hind them little pinto cavallos he has. 
Say! that son of a gun a driver! He 
couldn’t drive nails in a snowbank.” 
An expressive free-hand gesture told 
all there was to tell of the runaway.



180 ZANE GREY’S WESTERN MAGAZINE

“Th’ shorthorn landed headfirst in 
Goldfish Charlie’s horse trough. Charlie 
fishes him out. ‘How the devil, stran
ger,’ says Charlie, ‘did you come to fall 
in here?’ ‘You blamed fool,’ says the 
shorthorn, just cryin’ mad. ‘I didn’t 
come to fall in here, I come to drive 
horses.’ ”

And then, without a transitory 
pause:

“Oh, my Love has a gun 
And that gun he can use,
But lie's quit his gun fighting 
As well as his booze.
And he's sold him his saddle,
His spurs, and his rope,
And there’s no more coivpunching 
And that’s what I hope.”
The alkali dust, swirled back by a 

little breeze, billowed up and choked 
him. Behind, the mules coughed, their 
coats whitening with the powder. Far 
ahead in the distance lay the westerly 
mountains. They looked an hour away, 
and yet. every man and beast in the out
fit knew that hour after hour they were 
doomed, by the enchantment, of the 
land, to plod ahead without apparently 
getting an inch nearer. The only salva
tion was to forget the mountains and 
to fill the present moment full of little 
things.

But Senor Johnson, today, found 
himself unable to do this. In spite of 
his best efforts he caught himself 
straining toward the distant goal, be
coming impatient, trying to measure 
progress by landmarks—in short acting 
like a tenderfoot on the desert, who 
wears himself down and dies, not from 
the hardship, but from the nervous 
strain which he does not know how to 
avoid. Senor Johnson knew this as well 
as you and I. He cursed himself vigor
ously, and began with great resolution 
to think of something else.

He was aroused from this by Tom 
Rich, riding alongside. “Somebody com
ing, Senor,” said he.

Senor Johnson raised his eyes to the 
approaching cloud of dust. Silently the 
two watched it until it resolved into a 
rider loping easily along. In fifteen 
minutes he drew rein, his pony dropped 
immediately from a gallop to immobil
ity, he swung into a graceful at-ease 
attitude across his saddle, grinned ami
ably, and began to roll a cigarette. 

“Billy Ellis,” cried Rich.
“That’s me,” replied the newcomer. 
“Thought you were down to Tuc

son?”
“I was.”
“Thought you wasn’t cornin’ back for 

a week yet?”
“Tommy,” proffered Billy Ellis 

dreamily, “when you go to Tucson next 
you watch out until you sees a little, 
squint-eyed Britisher. Take a look at 
him. Then come away. He says he don't, 
know nothin’ about poker. Mebbe he 
don’t, but he'll out-hold a warehouse.” 

But here Senor Johnson broke in: 
“Billy, you're just, in time. Jed has hurt 
his foot and can’t get on for a week yet. 
I want you to take charge. I got a lot 
to do at the ranch.”

“Ain’t got my war bag,” objected 
Billy.

“Take my stuff. I’ll send yours on 
when Parker goes.”

“All right.”
“Well, so long.”
“So long, Senor.”
They moved. The erratic Arizona 

breezes- twisted the dust of their go
ing. Senor Johnson watched them 
dwindle. With them seemed to go the 
joy in the old life. No longer did the 
long trail possess for him its ancient 
fascination. He had become a domestic 
man.
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“And I’m glad of it,” commented 
Senor Johnson.

The dust eddied aside. Plainly could 
be seen the swaying wagon, the loose
riding cowboys, the gleaming, naked 
backs of the herd. Then the veil closed 
over them again. But down the wind, 
faintly, in snatches, came the words of 
Jim Lester's song:

“Oh, Sam has a gun 
That has gone to the bad,
Which makes poor old Sammy 
Feel pretty damn sad,
For that gun it shoots high 
And, that gun it shoots low,
And it wabbles about 
Like a bucking bronco/”

Senor Johnson turned and struck 
spurs to his willing pony.

Chapter T en 

The Discovery

CNOR BUCK JOHN
SON loped quickly 
back toward the home 
ranch, his heart glad 
at this fortunate solu
tion of his annoyance. 
The home ranch lay 
in plain sight not ten 

miles away. As Senor Johnson idly 
watched it shimmering in the heat, a 
tiny figure detached itself from the 
mass and launched itself in his direc
tion.

“Wonder what’s eating him!” mar
veled Senor Johnson, “ -and who is it?”

The figure drew steadily nearer. In 
half an hour it had approached near 
enough to be recognized.

“Why, it’s Jed!” cried the Senor. and 
spurred his horse. “What do you mean, 
riding out with that foot?" he demand
ed sternly, when within hailing-dis- 
tance.

“Foot, hell!” gasped Parker, whirling 
his horse alongside. “Your wife’s run 
away with Brent Palmer.”

For fully ten seconds .not the faint
est indication proved that the husband 
had heard, except that he lifted his bri
dle hand, and the well-trained pony 
stopped.

“What did you say?” he asked finally.
“Your wife’s run away with Brent 

Palmer,” repeated Jed, almost with im
patience.

Again the long pause.
“How do you know?” asked Senor 

Johnson, then.
“Know, hell! It’s been going on for a 

month." Sang saw them drive off. They 
took the buckboard. He heard ’em plan
ning it. He was too scairt to tell till 
they’d gone. I just found it out. They’ve 
been gone two hours. Must be going to 
make the Limited.” Parker fidgeted, im
patient to be off. “You’re wasting time,” 
he snapped at the motionless figure.

Suddenly Johnson’s face flamed. He 
reached from his saddle to clutch Jed’s 
shoulder, nearly pulling the foreman 
from his pony.

“You lie!” he cried. “You’re lying to 
me! It ain't so!”

Parker made no effort to extricate 
himself from the painful grasp. His 
cool eyes met the blazing eyes of his 
chief.

“ I wisht I did lie, Buck,” he said sad
ly. “ I wisht it wasn’t so. But it is.”

Johnson’s head snapped back to the 
front with a groan. The pony snorted 
as the «teel bit his flanks, leaped for
ward, and with head outstretched, nos
trils wide, the wicked white of the 
bronco flickering in the eorngr of his 
eye, struck the beeline for the home 
ranch. Jed followed as fast as he was 
able.

On his arrival he found his chief
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raging about the house like a wild 
beast. Sang trembled from a quick and 
stormy interrogatory in the kitchen. 
Chairs had been upset and let lie. Es
trella’s belongings had been tumbled 
over. Senor .Johnson there found only 
too sure proof, in the various lacks, of 
a premeditated and permanent flight. 
Still he hoped; and as long as he hoped, 
he doubted, and the demons of doubt 
tore him to a frenzy. Jed stood near the 
door, his arms folded, his weight shift
ed to his sound foot, waiting and won
dering what the next move was to be.

Finally, Senor Johnson, struck with 
a new idea, ran to his desk to rummage 
in a pigeonhole. But he found no need 
to do so, for lying on the desk was what 
he sought—the checkbook from which 
Estrella was to draw on Goodrich for 
the money she might need. He fairly 
snatched it open. Two of the checks 
had been torn out, stub and all. And 
then his eye caught a crumpled bit of 
blue paper under the edge of the desk.

He smoothed it out. The check was 
made out to bearer and signed Estrella 
Johnson. It called for fifteen thousand 
dollars. Across the middle was a great 
ink blot, reason for its rejection. At 
once Senor Johnson became singular
ly and dangerously cool.

“ I reckon you’re right, Jed," he cried 
in his natural voice. “She’s gone with 
him. She’s got all her traps with her, 
and she’s drawn on Goodrich for fif
teen thousand. And she never thought 
of going just this time of month when 
the miners are in with their dust, and 
Goodrich would be sure to have that 
much. That's friend Palmer. Been go
ing on a month, you sav?"

“ I couldn’t say anything, Buck,” said 
Parker anxiously. “A man’s never sure 
enough about them things till after
wards.”

“ I know,” agreed Buck Johnson; 
“give me a light for my cigarette.”

He puffed for a moment, then n . _  
stretching his legs. In a moment he re
turned from the other room, the old 
shiny Colt’s forty-five strapped loosely 
on his hip. Jed looked him in the face 
with some anxiety. The foreman was 
not deceived by the man’s easy man
ner; in fact, he knew it to be sympto
matic of one of the dangerous phases 
of Senor Johnson’s character.

“What's up, Buck?” he inquired. 
“Just going out for a pasear with the 

little horse, .Ted.”
“I suppose I better come along?” 
“Not with your lame foot, Jed.”
The tone of voice was conclusive. Jed 

cleared his throat.
“She left this for you,” said he, prof

fering an envelope. “Them kind always 
writek.”

“Sure,” agreed Senor Johnson, stuf
fing the letter carelessly into his-side 
pocket. He half drew the Colt's from 
its holster and slipped it back again. 
“Makes you feel plumb like a man to 
have one of these things rubbin' against 
you again," he observed irrelevantly. 
Then he went out, leaving the foreman 
leaning, chair tilted, against the wall.

Chapter Eleven 

The Capture

-  -  LTHOUGH he had left
V y  X the room so suddenly,

Senor Johnson did not 
at once open the gate 
of the adobe wall. His 
demeanor was gay, for 
he was a Westerner, 
but his. heart was 

black. Hardly did he see beyond the 
convexity of his eyeballs.
- The pony, warmed up by its little run,
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pawed the ground, impatient to be off. 
It was a fine animal, clean-built, deep- 
chested, one of the mustang stock de
scended from the Arabs brought over 
by Pizzarro.

But Senor Johnson stood stock-still, 
his brain absolutely numb and empty. 
His hand  ̂brushed against something 
which fell to the ground. He brought 
his dull gaze to bear on it. The object 
proved to be a black, wrinkled sphe
roid, baked hard as iron in the sun- 
one of Estrella’s toys, a potato squeez
ed to dryness by the constricting power 
of the rawhide. In a row along the 
fence were others. To Senor Johnson 
it seemed that thus his heart was be
ing squeezed in the fire of suffering.

But the slight movement of the fall
ing object roused him. He swung open 
the gate. The pony bowed his head de
lightedly. He was not tired, but his 
reins depended straight to the ground, 
and it was a point of honor with him 
to stand. At the saddle horn, in its 
sling, hung the riata, the “rope” with
out which no cowman ever stirs 
abroad, but which Senor Johnson had 
rarely used of late. Senor Johnson 
threw the reins over, seized the pony’s 
mane in his left hand, held the pom
mel with his right, and so swung easily 
aboard, the pony’s jump helping him 
to the saddle. Wheel tracks led doWn 
the trail. He followed them.

Truth to tell, Senor Johnson had 
very little idea of what he was going 
to do. His action was entirely instinc
tive. The wheel tracks held to the 
southwest, so he held to the southwest, 
too.

The pony hit his stride. The miles 
slipped by. After seven of them the ani
mal slowed to a walk. Senor Johnson al
lowed him to get his wind, then spurred 
him on again.

About suppertime he came to the 
first ranch house. There he took a bite 
to eat and exchanged his horse for an
other, a favorite of his, named Button. 
The two men asked no questions.

“See Mrs. Johnson go through?” ask
ed the Senor from the saddle.

“Yes. about three o’clock. Brent Pal
mer driving her. Bound for Willets to 
visit the preacher’s wife, she said. 
Ought to catch up at the Circle I. That's 
where they'd all spend the night, of 
course. So long.”

Senor Johnson knew now the couple 
would follow the straight road. They 
would fear no pursuit. He himself was 
supposed not to return for a week, and 
the story of visiting the minister’s wife 
was not only plausible, it was natural. 
Jed had upset calculations, because Jed 
was shrewd, and had eyes in his head. 
Buck Johnson's first mental numbness 
was wearing away. He was beginning 
to think.

The night was very still and very 
dark, the stars very bright in their 
candlelike glow. The man, loping 
steadily on through the darkness, re
called that other night, equally still, 
equally dark, equally starry, when he 
had driven out from his accustomed 
life into the unknown with a woman 
by his side, the sight of whom asleep 
had made him feel “almost holy.” He 
uttered a short laugh.

The pony was a good one, well equal 
to twice the distance he would be called 
upon to cover this night. Senor John
son managed him well. By long expe
rience and a natural instinct he knew 
just how hard to push his mount, just 
how^o keep inside the point where too 
rapid exhaustion of vitality begins.

Toward the hour of sunrise he drew 
rein to look about him. The desert, till 
now wrapped in the thousand little
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noises that make night silence, drew 
breath in preparation for the awe of 
the daily wonder, it lay across the 
world heavy as a sea of lead, and as life
less; deeply unconscious, like an ex
hausted sleeper. The sky bent above, 
the stars paling. Far away the moun
tains seemed to wait. And then, imper
ceptibly, those in the east became 
blacker and sharper, while those in the 
west became faintly lucent and lost 
the distinctness of their outline. The 
change was nothing, yet everything. 
And suddenly a desert bird sprang into 
the air and began to sing.

Sehor Johnson caught the wonder of 
it. The wonder of it seemed to him 
wasted, useless, cruel in its effect. He 
sighed impatiently, and drew his hand 
across his eyes.

The desert became gray with the first 
light before the glory. In the illusory 
revealment of it Sehor Johnson's sharp 
frontiersman's eyes made out an ob- 

> joct moving away from him in the mid
dle distance. In a moment the object 
rose for a second against the sky line, 
then disappeared. He knew it to be the 
buckboard. and that the vehicle had 
just plunged into the dry bed of an ar- 
royo.

Immediately life surged through him 
like an electric shock. He unfastened 
the riata from its sling, shook loose the 
noose, and moved forward in the direc
tion in which he had last seen the buck- 
board.

At the top of the steep little bank he 
stopped behind the mesquite, straining 
his eyes; luck had been good to him. 
The buckboard had pulled up  ̂ and 
B ent Palmer was at the moment be
ginning a little fire, evidently to make 
the morning coffee.

Sehor Johnson struck spurs to liis 
horse and half slid, half fell, clattering,

down the steep clay bank almost on 
top of the couple below.

Estrella screamed. Brent Palmer 
jerked out an oath, and reached for his 
gun. The loop of the riata fell wide over 
him, immediately to be jerked tight, 
binding his arms tight to his side.

The bronco buster, swept from his 
feet by the pony’s rapid turn, neverthe
less struggled desperately to wrench 
himself loose. Button, intelligent at all 
rope work, walked steadily backward, 
step by step, taking up the slack, keep
ing the rope tight as he had done hun- 
di eds of times before when a steer had 
struggled as this man was struggling 
now. His master leaped from the saddle 
and ran forward. Button continued to 
walk slowly back. The riata remained 
taut. The noose held.

Brent Palmer fought savagely, even 
then. He kicked, he rolled over and 
over, he wrenched violently at his pin
ioned arms, he twisted his powerful 
young body from Seiior Johnson’s 
grasp again and again. But it was no 
use. In less than a minute be was 
bound hard and fast. Button promptly 
slackened the rope. The dust settled. 
The noise of the combat died. Again 
could be heard the single desert bird 
singing against the dawn.

Chapter T welve 

In the Arroyo

ENOR JOHNSON quiet- 
k L J  ly approached Estrel- 

la. The girl had, dur- 
Bp»v* ing the struggle, gone
B  . through an aimless
B fiU  but frantic exhibition
1E1s™2v9 ? 6 :  terror. Now sjie

shrank back, her eyes 
staring wildly, her hands behind her, 
ready to flop again over the brink of
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“What are you going to do?” she de
manded, her voice unnatural.

She received no reply. The man 
reached out and took her by the arm.

And then at once, as though the per
sonal contact of the touch had broken 
through the last crumb of numbness 
with which shock had overlaid Buck 
Johnson’s passions, the insanity, of his 
rage broke out. He twisted her violent
ly on her face, knelt on her back, and 
with the short piece of hard rope the 
cowboy always carries to “hog-tie” cat
tle, he lashed her wrists together. Then 
he arose panting, his square black 
beard rising and falling with the rise 
and fall of his great chest.

Estrella had screamed again and 
again until her face had been fairly 
ground into the alkali. There she had 
choked and strangled and gasped and 
sobbed, her mind nearly unhinged'with 
terror. She kept appealing to him in a 
hoarse voice, but could get no reply, no 
indication that he had even heard. This 
terrified her still more. Brent Palmer 
cursed steadily and accurately, but the 
man did not seem to hear him either.

The tempest had broken in Buck 
Johnson’s soul. When he had touched 
Estrella he had, for the first time, re
alized what he had lost. It was not the 
woman-her he despised. But the 
dreams! All at once he knew what they 
had been to him-he understood how 
completely the very substance of his 
life had changed in response to their 
slow soul-action. The new world had 
been blasted-the old no longer existed 
to which to return.

Buck Johnson stared at this catas
trophe until his sight blurred. Why, it 
was atrocious! He had done nothing 
to'deserve it! Why had they not left 
him peaceful in his own life of cattle

and the trail? He had been happy. His 
dull eyes fell on the causes of the ruin.

And then, finally, in the understand
ing of how he had been tricked of his 
life, his happiness, his right to well
being, the whole force of the man’s an
ger flared. Brent Palmer lay there curs
ing him artistically. That man had done 
it; that man was in his power. He 
would get even. How?

Estrella, too, lay huddled, helpless 
and defenseless, at his feet. She had 
done it. He "would get even. How?

He had spoken no word. He spoke 
none now, either in answer to Estrel
la’s appeals, becoming piteous in their 
craving for relief from suspense, or in 
response to Brent Palmer’s steady 
stream of insults and vituperations. 
Such things were far below. The bitter
ness and anger and desolation were 
squeezing his heart. He remembered 
the silly little row of potatoes sewn in 
the green hide lying along the top of 
the adobe fence, some fresh and round, 
some dripping as the rawhide contract
ed, some black and withered and very 
small. A fierce and savage light sprang 
into his eyes.

Chapter T hirteen 
The Rawhide

of all he unhitch- 
the horses from 

buckboard and 
,ed them loose, 
n, since he was 
y trained in Indian 
fare, he dragged 
ner to the wagon 

wheel, and tied him so closely to it that 
he could not roll over. For, though the 
bronco buster was already so fettered 
that his only possible movement was 
of the jackknife variety, nevertheless
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he might be able to hitch himself along 
the ground to a sharp stone, there to 
saw through the rope about his 
wrists. Estrella her husband held in 
contempt. He merely supplemented her 
wrist bands by one about the ankles.

Leisurely he mounted Button and 
turned up the wagon trail, leaving the 
two. Estrella had exhausted herself. 
She was capable of nothing more in 
the way of emotion. Her eyes tight 
closed, she inhaled in deep, trembling, 
long-drawn breaths, and exhaled with 
the name of her Maker.

Brent Palmer, on the contrary, was 
by no means subdued. He had expect
ed to be shot in cold blood. Now lie did 
not know what to anticipate. His black, 
level brows drawn straight in defiance, 
he threw his curses after Johnson’s re
treating figure.

The latter, however, paid no atten
tion. He had his purposes. Once at the 
top of t he arroyo he took a careful sur
vey of the landscape, now rich with 
dawn. Each excrescence on the plain 
his half-squinted eyes noticed, and with 
instant skill relegated to its proper 
category of soapweed, mesquite, cactus. 
At length he swung Button in an easy 
lope toward what looked to be a bunch 
of soapweed in the middle distance.

But in a moment the cattie could be 
seen plainly. Button pricked up his 
ears. He knew cattle. Now he proceed
ed 'tentatively, lifting high his little 
hoofs to avoid the half-seen inequalities 
of the ground and the ground’s 
growths, wondering whether he were 
to be called on to rope or to drive. 
When the rider had approached to 
within a hundred feet, the cattle start
ed. Immediately Button understood 
that he was to p i r  sue. No rope swung 
above his head, so be sheered off and 
ran as fast as he could to cut ahead of

the bunch. But his rider with knee and 
rein forced him in. After a moment, 
to his astonishment, he found himself 
running alongside a big steer. Button 
had never hunted buffalo—Buck John
son had.

The Colt’s forty-five barked once, 
and then again. The steer staggered, 
fell to his knees, recovered, and finally 
stopped’, the blood streaming from his 
nostrils. In a moment he fell heavily 
on his side-dead.

Senor Johnson at once dismounted 
and began methodically to skin the ani
mal. This was not easy, for he had no 
way of suspending the carcass nor of 
rolling it from side to side. However, 
he was practiced at it and did a neat 
job. Two or three times he even caught 
himself taking extra pains that the thin 
flesh strips should not adhere to the 
inside of the pelt. Then he smiled grim
ly. and ripped it loose.

After the hide had been removed he 
cut from the edge, around and around, 
a long, narrow strip. With this he 
bound the whole into a compact bun
dle. strapped it on behind his saddle, 
and remounted. He returned to the ar
royo.

Estrella still lay with her eyes closed. 
Brent Palmer looked up keenly. The 
bronco buster saw the green hide. A 
puzzled expression crept across his 
face.

Roughly Johnson loosed his enemy 
from the wheel and dragged him to 
the woman. He passed the free end of 
the riata about them both, tying them 
close together. The girl continued to 
moan, out of her wits with terror.
• “What are you going to do now, you 
devil?” demanded Palmer, but received 
no reply.

Buck Johnson spread out the raw- 
hide. Putting forth his huge strength,
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he carried to it the pair, bound to
gether like a bale of goods, and laid 
them on its cool surface. He threw 
across them the edges, and then de
liberately began to wind around and 
around the huge and unwieldly raw- 
hide package the strip he had cut from 
the edge of the pelt.

Nor was this altogether easy. At last 
Brent Palmer understood. He writhed 
in the struggle of desperation, foaming 
blasphemies. The uncouth bundle 
rolled here and there. But inexorably 
the other, from the advantage of his 
position, drew the thongs tighter.

And then, all at once, from vitupera
tion the bronco buster fell to pleading, 
not for life, but for death.

“For God’s sake, shoot me!” he cried 
from within the smothering folds of 
the rawhide. “ If you ever had a heart 
in you, shoot me! Don’t leave me here 
to be crushed in this vise. You wouldn’t 
do that to a yellow dog. An Injin 
wouldn’t do that, Buck. It’s a joke, isn’t 
it? Don’t go away an’ leave me, Buck. 
I’ve done you dirt. Cut my heart out, 
if you want to; I won’t say a word, but 
don’t leave me here for the sun—”

His voice was drowned in a piercing 
scream, as Estrella came to herself and 
understood. Always the rawhide had 
possessed for her an occult fascination 
and repulsion. She had never been able 
to touch it without a shudder, and yet 
she had always been drawn to experi
ment with it. The terror'of her doom 
had now added to it for her all the 
vague and premonitory terrors which 
heretofore she had not understood.

The richness of the dawn had flowed 
to the west. Day was at hand. Breezes 
had begun to play across the desert; 
the wind devils to raise their straight 
columns. A first long shaft of sunlight 
shot through a pass in the Chiricahuas,

trembled in the dust-moted air, and 
laid its warmth on the rawhide. Senor 
Johnson roused himself from his gloom 
to speak his first words of the episode.

“There, damn you!” said he. “ I guess 
you’ll be close enough together now!”

He turned away to look for his horse.

Chapter F ourteen 

The Desert

UTTON was a trusty of 
Senor Johnson’s pri
vate animals. He was 
never known to leave 
his master in the 
lurch, and so was 
habitually allowed cer
tain privileges. Now, 

instead of remaining exactly on the 
spot where he was “tied to the ground,” 
he had wandered out of the dry arroyo 
bed to the upper level of the plains, 
where he knew certain bunch grasses 
might be found. Buck Johnson climbed 
the steep wooded bank in search of 
him.

The pony stood not ten feet distant. 
At his master’s abrupt appearance he 
merely raised his head, a wisp of grass 
in the corner of his mouth, without at
tempting to move away. Buck Johnson 
walked confidently to him, fumbling in 
his side pocket for the piece of sugar 
with which he habitually soothed But
ton’s sophisticated palate. His hand en
countered Estrella’s letter. He drew it 
out and opened it.

Dear Buck, it read, I am going away. 
1 tried to be good, but I can't. It’s too 
lonesome for me. I'm afraid of the 
horses and the cattle and the men and 
the desert. I hate 'it all. I tried to make 
you see lioio I felt about it, but you 
couldn't seem to see. I know you'll nev
er forgive me, but I'd go crazy here.
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I’m almost crazy now. I suppose you 
think I'm a bad woman, but 1 am not. 
You won’t believe that.It’s true though. 
The desert would make anyone bad. I 
don’t see hoiv you stand it. You’ve been 
good to me, and I've really tried, but 
it's no use. The country is aivful. I nev
er ought to have come. I'm sorry you 
are going to think me a bad woman, for 
I like you and admire you. but nothing, 
nothing could make me stay here any 
longer. She signed herself simply Es
trella Sands, her maiden name.

Buck Johnson stood staring at the 
paper for a much longer time than was 
necessary merely to absorb the mean
ing of the words. His senses, sharpened 
by the stress of the last sixteen hours, 
were trying mightily to cut to the mys
tery of a change going on within him
self. The phrases of the letter were bald 
enough, yet they conveyed something 
vital to his inner being. He could not 
understand what it was.

Then abruptly he raised his eyes.
Before him lay the desert, but a des

ert suddenly and miraculously chang
ed, a desert he had never seen before. 
Mile after mile it swept away before 
him. hot. dry, suffocating, lifeless. The 
sparse vegetation was gray with the 
alkali dust. The heat hung choking in 
the air like a curtain. Lizards sprawled 
in the sun, repulsive. A rattlesnake 
dragged its loathsome length from un
der a mesquite. The dried carcass of a 
steer, whose parchment skin drew 
tight across its bones, rattled in the 
breeze. Here and there rock ridges 
showed with the obscenity of so many 
skeletons, exposing to the hard, cruel 
sky the earth’s nakedness. Thirst, de
lirium, death, hovered palpable in the 
wind; dreadful, unconquerable, ghast
ly-

The desert showed her teeth and lay

in wait like a fierce beast. The little 
soul of man shrank in terror before it.

Buck Johnson stared, recalling the 
phrases of the letter, recalling the 
words of his foreman, Jed Parker. “It’s 
too lonesome for me,” “I’m afraid,” “I 
hate it all.” ‘‘I'd go crazy here,” “The 
desert would make anyone bad,” "The 
country is aivful.” And the musing 
voice of the old cattleman, “I wonder 
if she’ll like the country!” They reiter
ated themselves over and over; and al
ways as refrain his own confident re
ply, “Like the country? Sure! Why 
shouldn’t she?”

And then he recalled the summer 
just passing, and the woman who had 
made no fuss. Chance remarks of hers 
came back to him, remarks whose 
meaning he had not at the time grasp
ed, but which now he saw were des
perate appeals to his understanding. 
Ho had known his desert. He had never 
known hers.

With an exclamation Buck Johnson 
turned abruptly back to the arroyo. 
Button followed him, mildly curious, 
certain that his master's reappearance 
meant a summons for himself.

Down the miniature cliff the man 
slid, confidently, without hesitati6n. 
sure of himself. His shoulders held 
squarely, his step elastic, his eye 
bright, he walked to the fearful, shape
less bundle now lying motionless on 
the fiat surface of the alkali.

Brent Palmer had fallen into a grim 
silence, but Estrella still moaned. The 
cattleman drew his knife and ripped 
loose the bonds. Immediately the flaps 
of the wet rawhide fell apart, expos
ing to the new daylight the two bound 
together. Buck .Johnson leaned over 
to touch the woman’s shoulder.

“Estrella,” said he gently.
Her eyes came open with a snap, and
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stared into his, wild with the surprise 
of his return.

“Estrella,” he repeated, “how old are 
you?”

She gulped down a sob, unable to 
comprehend the purport of his ques
tion. “How old are you, Estrella?” he 
repeated again.

“Twenty-one,” she gasped finally.
“Ah!” said he.
He stood for a moment in deep 

thought, then began methodically, 
without haste, to cut loose the thongs 
that bound the two together.
■ When the man and the woman were 

quite freed, he stood for a moment, the

knife in his hand, looking down on 
them. Then he swung himself into the 
saddle and rode away, straight down 
the narrow arroyo, out beyond its low
er widening, into the vast plains the 
hither side of the Chiricahuas. The al
kali dust was snatched by the wind 
from beneath his horse's feet. Small
er and smaller he dwindled, rising and 
falling, rising and falling in the mo
notonous cow pony’s lope. The heat 
shimmer veiled him for a moment, but 
he reappeared. A mirage concealed him, 
but he emerged on the other side of it. 
Then suddenly he was gone. The des
ert had swallowed him up. the end

B E A R D E D  K I B I T Z E R

T here were all kinds of ways to make a living in the gold-fevered camps of 
the Mother Lode, most of them involving physical labor of one kind or an
other. In the case of a fellow named Kroger, however, this hard fact did not 
hold true.

Kroger was an enigma to the miners who thronged the fandango halls and 
gambling-houses for their relaxation. He toiled not, neither did he spin, yet 
he always seemed well-nourished and well-dressed. His severely plain clothes 
and green-persimmon expression gave him the look of an itinerant parson, 
and his great, full beard was invariably tucked inside his collar. It made him 
hot, but it kept the beard clean.

Kroger’s only pastime seemed to consist of wandering about the gaming
tables—never taking a hand, just moving from one table to another as he 
watched the play. The fact that nuggets and gold coins disappeared from the 
players’ piles coincident with Kroger’s spectator rounds seemed only coinci
dence until Kroger made an error in judgment one night.

The miner who had missed several eight-sided gold slugs, worth fifty dol
lars each by mining-camp standards, shortly after Kroger had stood by his 
elbow was understandably annoyed when it happened to him again the same 
night. Kroger was moving away from the table in his methodical way when 
the miner had an inspiration. He sprang to his feet, seized Kroger by the 
shoulder, spun him around, and snatched the luxuriant beard from its envir
oning collar. As he did so a shower of nuggets and coins scattered over the 
floor.

The miners’ jury that convened on the spot made a Solomon-like decision. 
Some of them wanted to cut Kroger’s hands off at the wrists, but the major
ity overruled this sanguinary proposal. Kroger’s beard was shaved down to 
the skin, if not a little deeper. It was figured that he would have to work for a 
living at least until his beard grew out again. Then, in the interests of 
permanent self-protection, they invited Kroger to move along down the trail 
and grow his beard someplace else.

—W. H. H utchinson
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HEN “Twin Sombre
ros," the Zane Grey 
story reprinted in 
this issue, was first 
published in book 
form it called forth 
the encomiums which 
regularly greeted the 

appearance of each new novel by Mr. 
Grey. One reviewer commented that it 
was "made up of the same ingredients 
as previous successes, mixed with a 
professional skill born of long prac
tice." Another opined that the book 
had “everything you could ask in a 
Zane Grey story.”

Those two quotations sum up “Twin 
Sombreros” pretty accurately. The in
gredients and the storytelling ability 
Mr. Grey always possessed; by the 
time he wrote “Twin Sombreros” he 
had, moreover, developed his skill to 
a high degree, so that while it is less 
grim and stark than some of his earlier 
novels, it has the same elements of 
fast-developing plot and zestful action.

now accompanied by a narrative style 
at perhaps its most mature. The story 
is, in a sense, a sequel to “Knights of 
the Range,” at least to the extent that 
Brazos Keene, one of the principal 
characters in that yarn, now appears 
as the hero of this one.
® Tom W. Blackburn’s “The Heretic." 
is an unusual Western indeed—the 
story of a man who, having once lived 
by the gun, has forsworn its use—but 
not the principles by which he has al
ways guided his actions. Such a situa
tion may naturally lead to trouble on 
the raw frontier—it does in this case, 
which is why there is a story—but Roy 
Durand proves that a gun is just a 
gun: a thing for man to use, not for 
him to be mastered by. - 
• “Hell Was Never So Snug” is a ti
tle at once striking and savory, and it 
introduces a tale that is as full of sus
pense and drama as any we have read 
in a long time. Author Gift' Cheshire 
did himself proud on this one-the way 
Gift keeps on improving, makes us pret

190
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ty sure that someday he’s going to be 
right up there with the very best in 
the Western business.
• “Cupid Can Be Stupid” continues 
the “Paintin’ Pistoleer” saga—no doubt 
all that needs to be said about the yarn 
itself. Feeling that the readers of 
ZANE GREY’S WESTERN MAGA
ZINE would be interested in learning 
something of the why and wherefore 
of this popular series, we invited au
thor Walker A. (Two-Gun) Tompkins 
to please explain—if possible. His re
ply:

“The ‘Paintin’ Pistoleer’ is an actual 
person. I first ran across him in a ward 
tent of an army hospital on the Eng- 
ish Channel coast, shortly after D-Day. 
He was a G. I. with a hunk of shrapnel 
in his back, and was one of the first 
casualties I interviewed for the state
wide press in my role ds an army cor
respondent attached to the medics. 
This little Pfc aspired to be an artist 
and carried his painting tools in his 
barracks bag. When I asked him his 
name he said, ‘Oh, I’m just another 
Smith,’ in a soft, pleasant Alabama 
drawl.

“He was working on a sketch of an 
Arizona sunrise, and it turned out his 
ambition was someday to go west and 
paint. Two years later, when I had 
swapped the stripes on my sleeve for 
stripes on my necktie, that D-Day cas
ualty became the genesis for Justin 
Other Smith, the ‘Paintin’ Pistoleer.’

“My fictional Apache and its charac
ters are a composite of all the Western 
cow towns and characters I have vis
ited through the years I’ve spent as a 
yarn-spinner. Go to any two-bit cow 
town off the beaten tourist tracks to
day and you’ll find Rimfire Cudd, Sol 
Fishman, and the others of the PP 
series gathered on some shady bench,

whittlin’ and spittin’ tobacco juice 
and spinning tales in the same vernac
ular I use for these stories.

“Rimfire Cudd is the marshal of a 
small Nevada town whose name I 
won’t mention—vainglorious, bragging, 
a rotten shot. Curly Bill Grane tends 
bar at a saloon down across the Rio 
Grande—or did the last time I dropped 
into his deadfall for a glass of butter
milk. You’ll find the counterpart of 
Sol Fishman in a Wyoming town and 
that of Lew Pirtle (who in his role of 
a telegrapher was unknowingly the 
first ‘broadcasting station’ in his com
munity) in a real Arizona town. Plato 
X. Scrounge exists in real life in a 
Montana railroad town, where he 
chases ambulances and serves as ‘jus
tice of the pieces.’ You’ll find the mili
tant feminists of the Ladies’ Knittin’ 
and Peach Presarves Society in almost 
any small American town today.

“Ten years ago a movie director 
could have assembled the entire cast 
of the Paintin' Pistoleer series from 
real life—unschooled veterans of the 
Old West that will never live again. 
They're dropping off fast, these fron
tier characters. I get a big kick out of 
perpetuating their flare for tail-tale 
spinning in the pages of ZGWM.”
• “The Long Chase” is fact-featurist 
Gene Hammond’s second appearance 
in ZGWM, and we hope and expect he 
will eventually become one of our 
best-known contributors. He writes 
about himself: “Born in Denver twen
ty-seven years ago, I discovered during 
my undergraduate days at Stanford 
that no place in the country held more 
appeal for me than the San Francisco 
Peninsula. Therefore, having served 
three years in Africa and Italy as am
bulance driver, NCO, and finally lieu
tenant with the American Field Serv-



192 ZANE GREY’S WESTERN MAGAZINE

ice, followed by a year in Rome as as
sistant director of a refugee-aid com
mittee (helped by my wife, who joined 
me in Italy at the cessation of hostili
ties), I returned to the U. S. by way of 
China to settle in Palo Alto. During the 
past two years I have been devoting 
myself to learning the intricacies of 
parenthood (we have one daughter, 
Jane, born in October, 1947) and dig
ging out colorful tales of the early 
days of California and the surrounding 
Western states."

May your digging continue fruitful, 
Gene! (We’re happy to say that Gene 
is now busy writing another exciting 
article, which should be appearing in 
ZGWM soon.)
• The late Stewart Edward White re
garded “The Rawhide," reprinted in 
this issue, as his “most coherent" piece 
of work. We have long wanted to fea
ture it as a Western classic, but its 
length has been somewhat, of a prob
lem. Now, however, having recently

been urged to make it available for 
ZGWM readers, we present it with the 
confidence that they will enjoy to the 
full this bitter-sweet masterpiece of 
Western writing.

Coming in the April ZGWM: The 
Zane Grey story will be the magazine 
abridgment of “The Rainbow Trail.” 
sequel to the ever-popular “Riders of 
the Purple Sage”—curious readers will 
discover what happened to Jim Lassi
ter and Jane Withersteen, and to Fay 
Larkin, following the fall of Balancing 
Rock. Leading the short-story bunch 
will be “Saddlemates,” a memorable 
story by Les Savage, Jr., whose first 
novel, “Treasure of the Brasada,” is 
an absolute must for all Western fans. 
Add a dramatic John E. Kelly tale with 
an Old-West-railroading setting, a hu
morous yarn by old ZGWM favorite 
Joe Hook, and a fine assortment of oth
er fact and fiction pieces—yessir, count 
on good reading ahead!

—The Editors.
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T H E Y  W E R E  R U G G E D

T h e  A m e r i c a n  l o g g e r  of the early days has been too often over
looked. Reams have been written about the other pioneers of the 
West—cowboys, Indian fighters, even railroad builders—but the log
ger, as much a pioneer as any of them, has received far less favorable 
notice. Yet he played a vital part in the development of the West.

The pure logger strain came into being about three hundred years 
ago back in Maine; old-timers are saying that now it is passing out of 
existence in the Pacific Northwest. The early loggers were tough and 
rugged—hard-working, hard-fighting, hard-drinking men. The ones 
who rode the logs down the river (pictured here) were called “white- 
water men.” They were like cats on those logs—just “good on the 
river.” This was hard, dangerous work, calling for great skill and 
endurance. If a man fell into that foaming water amidst thousands 
of churning logs, there was little hope of getting out alive. The logger 
rates pretty close to the top of the list of iron men of the Old West.
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