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flicht. Burnt Thigh limped at his
heels, and brave after brave flitted

- through the haze of dust and pow-
dersmoke to spring to saddle pad.
High-keyed cowboy yells answered
the wild war cry of the fleeing In-
dians. Lance-heads flashed, but the
Ogallalas did not stand ground.
“They’re breakin’!” boomed a
white man’s voice, his shout just bare-
ly audible above hoof and gun thun-

der.

N a huddle of racing forms, the

Indians pounded westward, with
hawk-faced, lean-bodied range riders
pursuing to the edge of the hills. The
popping of firearms dropped off grad-
ually as shooting-irons were emptied.

“Far enough!” yelled the authori-
tative voice, and the speaker, a burly,
white-haired cowman, checked his
plunging roan. “Let’s go back and see
what they've left of that white man,
the devils! Where’s Jude?”

Jethro Carfax, transplanted Texan,
caught sight of his daughter as he

wheeled his roan to ride back. He

had told her to keep off the firing
line when he and the Fiddleback
gtock hands, discovering the plight of
that lone white man, had charged in.

Judith had obeyed, but the instant
the smoke cleared and she glimpsed
that familiar figure in smudged buck-
skin lying face upward in the talus,
the range girl spurred her horse to
Lanny’s side. She was kneeling, sup-
porting his lolling head and waving
one hand frantically, when Jethro's
swiveling gaze located her. The cow-
man quickened the gait of his mount.

“Who 18 it?”’ His tone was grufi,
but his steely eyes kindly. “Not that
hombre you was expectin’ from the
railroad ?”’

“Yes, it’s Lanny—half dead!” Her
voice trembled and her eyes were
tragic, signs of which Jethro made
mental note, for she was accustomed
to death and disaster, living on the
untamed frontier, and usually was
as calm as one of his hard-bitten cow-
boys.

“Well, now, f his heart’s pumpief
we can maybe pull him through.” The
big cattleman slid out of the saddle
and gravel crunched under his boots
as he bowlegged to the girl’s side.
“Hm-m. Looks used up!’ He
scrubbed bristly blunt chin, eyeing
the scorched and powder-stained face
of the silent plainsman. “Take off his
hat, sis. Pistol ball dug a nasty fur-
row there on his head, and his left
shoulder as well, but I don’t believe
it cracked the bone. Some bad burns
from chargin’ through that fire. They
sure had him in a tight!

“But don't worry, Jude. I’ve doc-
tored many a dyin’ man and brought
him to life, simply because no better
doc was handy. Here, boys, couple of
you rig a blanket sling between two
broncs and tote this hombre careful.
He’s a brother Tehano, so Jude
says.”

The dozen or more Fiddleback cow-
punchers, several needing a little first
aid attention after the brush with the
Sioux, had walked their horses to the
hill, and the boss’s order was quickly
complied with. The grass fire had
nearly burned itself out. Flame was
hissing through the depression which
Lanny had vacated to make his des-
perate ride.

“What about the cattle, Jeth?’ the
gaunt but steel-fibered Jim Pender,

Fiddleback ramrod, asked.

“We'll give up lookin’ any more
today,” replied Carfax, hoisting a leg
across saddle. ‘‘Be sundown before we
rode much farther and this friend of
Jude’s needs lookin’ after. Reckon 1
can do as well as the army surgeon,
down at the camp. If not, we’ll send
for him. This long-geared hombre
saved Jude, time of the stage coach
attack, and we owe him gomethin’
for that. Besides, he was comin’ to
talk beef contract.”

Settled in the leather, the white-
haired cowman scanned the scene
with eagle eyes. ‘‘Sure, he’s a fighter,
that lad! Evidence of it everywhere.
Say, Jim, d’you reckon the lower
slope’s cooled enough to fetch his rig-
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he eame 50 near to chipping Kilgore
as his bullet ricocheted from a trail-
side boulder that the party moved
farther out of range,

Ensued a long, scorching wait, and
it was apparent to Lanny that Kil-
gore was having difficulty in secur-
ing agreement to some plan of at-
tack. But at length Burnt Thigh
sprang astride his pony, and the
braves drew up in a long file behind
him. Kilgore, favoring his right
shoulder, palmed long-barreled Colt
with his left as he forked a spotted
pony. Dust spurted, and they raced
around the foot of the hill, just be-

yond rifle range.

CHAPTER YVII
FIRE ARROWS

ANNY knew what next to ex-

pect. That wheel of flying horse-
men would split into parties of three
or more and charge the summit upon
every side at once. Swarming at him
from every direction, it was calcu-
lated that the plainsman, though he
killed several, would shortly be a
prisoner ripe for torture or yield his
scalp. But to Shadler’s advantage
was the fact that he could keep shelt-
ered and work a dropfire while his
foes must gallop uphill, not across
level ground. And shooting under
such conditions was prone to be off-
eenter.

His rifle and Colt .44’s were
primed for “buck Injun.” Lanny’s jaw
was sternly set, when Burnt Thigh
screeched a sigmal. Four riders broke
from the circle and whirled head-on
toward the hillcrest. It was nearly a
three-hundred-yard shot to the Dbot-
tom, and Lanny wasn't waiting for

closer range. He must discourage the
four as swiftly as he could, then shift

his stand to repel the charge of
others. To the shrill yells of chilling
menace his ears were closed. His
smoking rifle lifted and flung the

foremost Ogallala from his saddle
pad.
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For maximum speed in reloading,
Lanny had two shells between his
teeth and three others hooked in the
fingers of his left hand. He unseat-
ed another rider, though the brave
was not killed and crawled away, and
the horse of a third chinned the slant
and went sliding down. The rider
sprang off, retreating in an avalanche
of small stones. The fourth turned
back as a bullet cut his tossing
feathers.

Hardly waiting to see the last rider
turn, Lanny awung left and plunged
to his knees at a spot overlooking
the south slope. A band of five had
covered a hundred yards of uphill
going. But ponies and riders began
to dot the sear and yellow grass of
the slope when the Springfield spewed
flaming lead among them. The plains-
man was & killing-machine, loading,
firing, with almost = unbelievable
speed. It ended in a rout. Shadler
added his own wild yell to the ulu-
lations of the savages, hurtled to a
new position and saw through smoke-
stinging eyes two climbing lines of
feather-decked foes.

The party on the east side was the
nearer, in pistol range, and he tossed
the Springfield aside to give them
two-handed hell. War arrows
swarmed upward, some overshooting
the mark, several stabbing into the
grass on the rim of the depression.
And one of these pinned his fringed
sleeve to earth. He yanked it free,
continuing to fire, and though Burnt
Thigh himself, with fanatical cour-
age, led the attack, he lost heart when
a pistol ball passed through the fleshy
part of his thigh. Two of the war-
riors with him had pitched headlong,
and he retired, the rest wheeling
after and hooting dismally.

Dashing the sweat from his eyes,
Shadler lunged a few feet to face the
north. He emptied the last shots in
his Colts into the curving line of
five riders who had not yet felt the
bite of his bullets, but showed a sud-
den disinclination to finish the up-

hill charge. Kilgore impinged on
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took their ease with forage caps
tipped over eyes; they didn’t antici-
pate a swoop of raiders. A single
war-whoop would galvanize them into
action. Seizing rifles, they would flop
behind sandbag bulwarks, ready to
aim and fire at .command.

EXT morning, when Lanny on

N his buffalo runner started up
Lodge Pole Creek, a branch of the
Weeping Water, a score of Ogallalas
in war paint were waiting in the
hills beyond. These northerly hills
abutted on the southern range boun-
daries of Jethro Carfax and his
neighbors. Since dawn, when the
smoke of the U. T. & E. locomotives
drifted up the wide Platte Valley,
Kilgore and Burnt Thigh had com-
manded long-range view of the arriv-
ing trains from a grassy summit.

The road through the Lodge Pole
Hills was the shortest trail to Fiddle-
back ranch. Stack Kilgore, with more
than four hundred stolen cattle prac-
tically ready for sale to the railroad
commissary, had chosen this isolated
gpot to destroy the one man who stood
between him and success.

It was no trick of mental leger-
demain for Kilgore to conclude that
Shadler and the daughter of the cow-
"man who had hanged his brothers,
would touch upon the topic uppermost
in Lanny’s mind, the beef contract,
in their conversation following the
stage coach attack. And it stood to
reason that Judith would suggest
Shadler’s visiting the Fiddleback, to
talk business, soon after he arrived
in the Weeping Water country.

Hence, Kilgore lay in wait with a
force sufficient to deal death to one
man or a dozen, the rest of Burnt
Thigh’s party being off on another
cattle raid. It was reasonable to sup-
pose that Shadler would not tarry at
camp, but set forth almost at once,
for the commissary would not have
much left-over buffalo meat from his

last hunt.

But even sooner than Kilgore had
3oped for, the speck of a rider

crossed the first ridge north of the
U. T. & E. camp and swung along the
creek, hillsward bound. The renegade
flicked out his long telescope, stead-.
ied it on the rider awhile in silence,
then closed the instrument with a
gesture of elation.

“It’s the white man we want, Burnt
Thigh!?’ he said in Ogallala to the
sharp-faced chief, and began sliding
backward down the hill. “Have the
warriors get ready, being careful net
to warn him, for he is wary of traps
like the timber wolf. Once he is dead,
the Iron Horse people will take our
whoa-haws and Burnt Thigh shall
have money to buy the finest guns
made and plenty cartridges.”

The young chief grunted, sprang
from the foot of the hill into the half-
circle of warriors squatting on the
leeward side, feathered lances in
hand and holding the jaw-ropes of
their lean ponies. Burnt Thigh spoke
with dark eyes aflame,

“Do not kill the white man, but
wound him, so that, like the buffalo
pierced by an arrow, he cannot get
away. It is better that he die slowly,
with fiery splinters in his flesh, burn-
ing brush at his head and feet. Re-
member our brothers that this white
man has killed!”

Kilgore held his peace, knowing
just how far he might go and retain
the whip-hand. He wasn’t above tor-
turing Shadler himself, but too much
was at stake to take chances on the
slippery plainsman escaping a second
time. Whether the warriors aimed to
kill or disable, Stack intended shoot-
ing straight when he had Lanny
focused on the business end of his
rifle.

HE hoofbeats of the lone horse-

man set up a dull drumming in
a gully bottom, a hundred yards south
of the deadly quiet war party. Lanny
had cut no sign of hostiles in the
neighborhood, and it was still a ques-
tion in his mind whether Kilgore had
come this far west. But vigilance was
the price of keeping one’s hair. He
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But no ecall for help was tele-
graphed down the line that day or
the next. A week went by and still
no news that Kilgore and his Ogal-
lalas had struck at any isolated camp
or stage station or interrupted the
daily iourneys of east- and westbound
coaches. |

The day came when Lanny shot his -

last buffalo; when saloon men and
gamblers folded their tents and
packed paraphernalia on the flat cars.
The big cavalry horses drummed up
loading boards into box car interiors,
while the ‘yellow-legs’” themselves
boarded flats, stacking their rifles
down the middle and squatting on the
gsandbags used for shelter in fighting
Indians from the moving train.

N the beginning, the Sioux had at-

tacked every time the trains
moved from one base to another, as
the wood-burning locomotives could
not attain a rate of speed very much
greater than that of their fleetest
ponies, for short runs. But the red-
men had always been beaten off with
considerable loss to themselves, out-
distanced by the rattling cars.

The soldiers weren’t expecting
much trouble until they reached the
new end of track, ninety miles out.
Here the Northern Cheyennes would
be encountered in large numbers, if
rumors of the tribe’s frequent signal
fires and council gatherings were
true. Cheyennes and Sioux were al-
lies, fought well together, and for
Troops C and D of the Second Cav-
alry there was a prospect of brisk
times ahead.

The high-pocketed Shadler, pipe In
teeth, sat among the soldiers in a for-

ward car as the construction train

rolled out in the late afternoon, fol-
lowed soon after by the boarding
train with its crowd of workmen.
Lanny was keen to arrive at their
new destination, for two things
drew him powerfully—that beef con-
tract and the thought of renewing
acquaintance with Judith Carfax.

Since Stack Kilgore and his Ogal-

Steel Rails Westward * ®w # g4
lalas had not been heard from, after
leaving the vicinity of the Broad-
water, the plainsman was suspicious
that his enemy planned to steal beei
and sell it to the railroad. With the
aid of the Indians, enough -cattle
might be driven off from the Weeping
Water herds for their purpese. But
neither Stack nor the Indians could
even faintly hope to do business with
the commissary department.

That was the main hitch, as far as
Lanny could see. Some white man
of Kilgore’s caliber would have to
represent him, but it was said his
rustling gang had been cleaned up,
except for Stack himself.

If that was the scheme—and Lan-
ny couldn’t be sure, hence did not

bother to impart his suspicion to Dan

Heeley—any agent of Kilgore’s would
be out of luck, for the plaingsman in-

tended riding north te the Fiddle-
back ranch as soon as the horses
were unloaded. ‘Between dawn and
dark he should have closed a deal
with Jethro Carfax, Judith’s father,
for the railhead camp would be situ-
ated but little more than twenty
miles from the Fiddleback outfit ae-
cording to the girl’s instructions for
reaching it.

Had he known what steps were be-
ing taken to despoil him of that con-
tract, Lanny might not have lazed
comfortably on a sand-sack. His pipe
smoke sucked upward by the hot
wind. His half-lidded eyes were
pinned to the mountainous vista of
brown plains, where nothing meved
except stragglers from a buffalo
herd. Not a war-bonnet showed on
the skyline. The chances were, how-
ever, hostile eyes gazed form afar at
the snorting Iron Horse, invading
territory once claimed by the Sioux
as homeland and hunting ground.

The country south of the Platte,
including the Santa Fe Trail and
western Kansas was, by agreement
of the tribes, legitimate raiding and
hunting domain of the Southern Chey-
ennes. Arapahoes, Kiowas and Co-
manches. But the men of the Second
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arrest Kilgore, not to protect his
property, and took comfort in the
omission. No renegade had property
rights, anyhow, in the grizzled
trooper’s opinion. And Lanny Shad-
ler, object of Kilgore’s hatred, was
favorite with soldier and laborer. It
wasn’t because Kilgore hadn’t tried
that Lanny had not lost his hair to
the Sioux.

And so the trading post was gut-
ted in the early morning hours, the
vengeful road hands scattering only
when reinforcements galloped up-
river, led by Major Pladwell in per-

gon. But it was too late to save the

post and by the first streak of dawn
nothing but the stockade remained
standing.

Lanny Shadler, called from his
blankets by the mob sounds, had
squatted on a keg of spikes beside
the right of way. As he watched the
flames leap high and higher, he flung
a question into the dark.

“What'll Stack do now? I’m doubt-
in’ he’d ’a’ come back at all, but now
there’s nothin’ to draw him. If he had
some cattle, I'd lay a bet he would
try to cut in somehow on the beef
contract, There’s big money in that,
as Stack knows, and he’s always look-
in’ to the main chance.” |

CHAPTER VI
THE DIE-HARD BREED

ROM far out on the plains, Stack

Kilgore himself had gazed upon
that lurid conflagration as he re-
turned with the defeated Ogallalas
and their slain to the village on
Broadwater Creek. And Kilgore knew
what the fire-shot smoke clouds belch-
ing skyward signified—he was defi-
nitely outlawed and henceforth must
ride with men of a different race.

He had already questioned the wis-
~ dom of venturing within reach of the
cavalry and now he had his answer,
written in flame. Yet his anger at
the loss roweled him but briefly. He
had a bigger stake to play for, and

the death of Lame Wolf must vastly

increase his sway over Burnt Thigh
and the younger men of the band.

When the death-burdened ponies
sent bereaved families into par-
oxysms of mourning, the renegade
Texan spread his blankets on a hill-
side where the din of lamentation
could least disturb his slumber. It
made no difference how many Sioux
passed to the spirit world, so long
as Kilgore’s interests were served.
Lanny Shadler seemed to be under
special protection of the war gods—
at least the cavalry were too handy
at answering smoke signals for Kil-
gore to repeat a raid like yesterday’s
when Lanny f{ollowed the buffalo
again,

As the renegade calculated it, there
was nearly a month in which to com-
pass his enemy’s death and arrange
to provide the U. T. & E. with beef
cattle. No time was to be lost, how-
ever, and the following morning, at
a council fire, Kilgore urged the need
of riding immediately for the Weep-
ing Water country.

Still in Indian toggery, he headed
west with Burnt Thigh and the fight-
ing men. And when Lanny Shadler,
on a scout from the railroad camp,
found the Broadwater village, he saw
nothing but old men, women and
children there. The plainsman had
hoped to discover Kilgore with his al-
lies and perhaps capture or shoot
him at long range. One did not stop
to consider the method particularly
when setting forth to kill a mad
wolf. And Kilgore was little better, if
any, in Lanny’s estimation.

Covertly gazing on the village, the
buffalo hunter was not long in doubt
as to what had occurred. In the sad-
dle once more, he cut the trail of the
fighting men trending westward. He
knew, from what he had observed
from cover, that the village intended
following at leisure.

“It’s a war party Kilgore is with,”
Shadler reported later to Major
Pladwell. “But what’s he aimin’ for?
A raid on gradin’ camps or what?
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suddenly exclaimed. “Can’t be the
swaddies so soon!”

Warriors were staring eastward.
More than a score pulled ponies to
their feet, bounded astride and went
skimming toward the Platte, avoiding
the burned area.

CHAPTER IV
PLAINSMAN’S TARGET

T first Lanny and Sandburr could

not discern what it was that had
drawn off so many of their besiegers
in that wild ride riverward. The
screen of smoke hid all. The Indians
left facing the buffalo wagon were not
paying their former strict attention,
but gazing into the southeast. Lanny
noted this, but he knew better than to
attempt a breakaway with the heavy
wagon—it wouldn’t get far.

Wind-action presently shredded
the grass fire smoke sufficiently to
reveal the gray ribbon of Overland
stage trail along the Platte, and the
plainsman struck Sandburr’s crowd-
ing shoulder in his excitement.

“See
Omaha. It’s broke through the reds’
line and is runnin’ away!”

Beeson was moved to the extent of
a blistering curse and gripped his
Springfield tighter. The four-horse
Concord—one of many which would
cease its dangerous runs east and west
when the U. T. & E. completed its
track—was lurching crazily ahead of
screeching pony riders, relieved of
driver control even as the men under
the meat wagon caught sight of it.
Pierced through by an arrow, the
driver was leaning outward, appar-
ently blindly clutching at any hand-
hold he could secure. But he pitched
down in the rolling dust, and Ogal-
lalags raced with coup-sticks thrust
to the fore as his body doubled over
in the road.

The stage coach people were easier
victims than the straight shooting
buffalo hunters! Sprawled on the
coach roof, the shotgu:i guard and

it! The daily stage from
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one or two outside passengers were
pouring a steady fire into the horse-.
men tearing to catch up. A pony
nose-dived, hurling its rider off. As
the warrior rose up, shaking his hide
shield, one of the coach defenders shot
him flat again.

“Hell! They ain’t got a chance,’” mut-
tered Lanny Shadler. “It’s a wonder
they didn’t turn back off the road,
bein’ warned by the smoke and shoot-
in’ over here that the Indians were
out. But maybe the driver figured to
run by before they noticed him. He
sure paid for that mistake.”

Six-shooters and carbines spurted
fire from either coach window. The
passengers were resisting stoutly.
Four or five Ogallalas, riding up be-
tween the coach’s offside and the river
bank, frightened the team off the
road. Lanny saw an arrow streak the
alr. But it slithered off the rump of a
wheeler.

The Indians, in figchting the buffalo
hunters, had run down the steam in
their horses, else the Concord and its
human cargo could not have escaped
thus far. There seemed, after that
arrow failed to kill the wheeler, some
measure of reluctance on the Indians’
part to drop the horses. And the rea-
son was, doubtless, that they had lost
many ponies trying to override Lanny
and his butcher. They evidently had
meant to replace the slain stock if
the coach could be captured in any
other way. Certainly it had little
chance to escape, as Shadler had woe-
fully remarked.

T runaway pace, the Concord

soon passed so near the men be-
neath the meat wagon that they had
clear view of a girl’s pale face at the
nigh window. Pale and pretty, but
with courage struggling for mastery
of fear. She held a carbine, appar-
ently empty and with no means of
reloading it, for suddenly she tossed
it behind her. Hoisting slim body to
the lower sill and outward, she
gripped anything that would support
her lithe weight.
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to fetch help, though. While the red-
dies are powwowin’ how to dig us
out, I'll send up that smoke. The
pickets ought to see it quick enough.
Flat countiry, except for low ridges
and hills, between here and end of
track.”

“Yeh,” said Sandburr composedly.
He scratched a match on a wheel-
spoke to relight the cob pipe which,
throughout the rifle play, had re-
mained firmly clamped in his teeth.

The buffalo hunter grinned his ap-
preciation of the little man’s imper-
turbability. “You're the original ice-
berg, Sandy. Have a blizzard in hell
when you hit there.”

A west wind was blowing, to carry
the smoke eastward up the Platte,
which at this point flowed a mile
south ef Shadler’'s wagon fort.
Sprawled across the hams, block of
sulphur matches in hand, Lanny en-
deavored to fire the grass. He cursed
attempts which failed, expecting
every minute the council would break
up and another charge be launched.

Lanny slid farther out, his body
shielding match flare from the breeze,
and a sun-cured patch blazed up. He
fanned judiciously with his hat and
the flame leaped on, humming, and
presently a little smoke cloud was ris-
ing. All summer that short, curly
grass had been curing, and once the

fire caught fairly, it raced. There was.

nothing to impede it for two miles,
where a wide creek cutting its path
at right angles should halt the spread
of flame. Two miles were more than
enough for Lanny’s purpose.

The Ogallalas saw the smoke bil-
lows rolling skyward and knew it was

a signal. Yells pealed and pony hoofs
beat the turf. Shadler lunged for the

safe side of the ham-walled enclos-
ure, grabbing up his breech-loader.

“Over here, Sandy!”’” he shouted,
perceiving that the charge was not
to break and circle as before. “They’re
comin’ solid, aim to ride us down!”

Beeson’s short figure flopped beside

him, Shoulder to shoulder they fired,

reloaded and fired again, until the
rifle barrels were hot. Ponies went
floundering, some pinning their rid-
ers. One Sioux lurched on his mount’s
neck, but did not fall. He had tied
himself on, as warriors sometimes
did to prevent an enemy taking their
scalps in battle. The pony carried the
dead rider off the field as the vigor-
ous defense of the white man rolled
the red tide back upon itself.

Out of rifle range again, Lanny and
Sandburr could see the Indians point-
ing and gesticulating—the trail of
smoke drifting eastward would bring
the soldiers in haste, but there was
still plenty of time to count coup on
the meat-getters. But how to do it
without further sacrifice of men and
ponies?

That charge had killed off many,
and there would be loud mourning in
the village on the Broadwater. The
bucks scattered and, from behind
grassy knolls and barriers of horse-
flesh, they laid long-range siege. If
they could tease whites into exhaust-
ing their ammunition, a dash upon
the meat-fort would involve no dan-
ger and net them a pair of scalps.

“Bet old Lame Wolf’s got a belly-
ful, but the young braves won’t quit,”
Shadler remarked, wiping buckskin
sleeve across powder-smudged: face.
“Slow on the shells, Sandy, the yel-
low-legs may be long comin’.”

Lanny had far from given up hope
that Stack Kilgore was one of the
party. He thought, in fact, it might
be Kilgore’s urging that had stiffened
the offensive. Whenever a warrior
knelt to launch an arrow beneath the

wagon box Shadler or Beeson almost

always knocked him flat. And in
time there were fewer bowstrings

twanging, while trade guns whanged
more vigorously. An hour slipped by.
If the direction of the wind had fa-
vored, long since the Ogallalas would
have started a fire rolling way on-
ward and crept behind its smoke to a
hand-to-hand assault.
There was a lull in the firing.

‘“What’re they lookin’ at?’ Shadler
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to the left. It was the Ogallalas, all
right, but through the smother of
dust he couldn’t discern any rider re-
sembling Stack Kilgore.

Probably he was in bonnet and war
paint, disguised in case one of the
hunting outfit escaped back to camp.
He could never return to his trading
post if the suspicion of his renegade
activities was confirmed by a sur-
vivor.

“Can’t outride ’em!” Lanny shout-
ed at Sandburr, careening along in his
meat wagon, the mules scooting with
bellies laid to the ground. The red
pony riders were fast cutting down
their lead. “Fort up, while we can!”

“K’rect!”’ Businesslike Sandburr,
with never a tremor in his tough,
wiry body, slammed booted foot into

the brake. He hauled in the frantic
team so suddenly that they sat down

and the wagon rolled onto them. Bee-
son jumped off.

Almost as soon as Lanny could rein
his dancing mount and, kicking off
the stirrups, slide earthward, Sand-
burr had unhitched the mules and

tied them to the wagon tongue.

“Now the hams!”’ Shadler directed,

tying his horse with hasty knot of
reins beside the mules.

Beeson leaped upon a wheel. He
heaved off hairy haunches while

Shadler arranged them, as well as he
could, in a barricade around the
wheels, fast as the butcher threw

them down. While they worked,

sweating from every pore, on the
wind drifted sound of hoofs and wolf-

keyed yells, as the Ogallalas neared.

Grabbing the Springfield breech
loaders stowed in the wagon, hunter

and butcher slid between the wheels.

Belly-flop, facing opposite directions
as the Sioux were sure to circle, they
made ready to repel the screeching
band. The Springfield was a lighter,
handier gun for fast targeting than
- Lanny’s Sharp .50, though the cali-
ber was the same.,

At full gallop, to within rifle shot,
the Indians came. Then they swerved
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and circled. Some poured arrows and
lead. from erect seat in saddle pads,
disdaining cover, Older and more cau-
tious braves hung low on the offside
of racing ponies and shooting under
the necks of the animals. The lethal
alm of the embattled whites soon sent
even the most reckless hunting the
offside of their mounts for protec-
tion. Three were down, spread-eagled
in the grass, a hundred yards from
the wagon fort.

“Mule gone,” Sandburr announced
from his side as one of the team, lead-
ed vitally, slumped at the end of its
tether. The animal rendered frantic
its mate and Lanny’s buffalo runner.

Lanny hoped Beeson wouldn’t say
next, “Your horse down,’] but he
hadn’t much time to think about it.

He was giving smoky attention to
that fast-moving ring of feather-

tipped warriors, of bay and buckskin
and paint ponies, the latter predomi-
nating in the colorful circle. Arrows
quivered in the wagon box, in the
earth close by the wheels. The nams,
serving so well as catch-all for the
missiles of the galloping horsemen,

were by this time well seasoned with
feathered shafts and bullets. |

S yet the plainsman and his
butcher had suffered not a
scratch. The Ogallalas, with three
riderless ponies in their midst, had
the edge of their ardor dulled. Lanny
recognized old Lame Wolf as he dart-
ed from the circle and, well out of
danger, halted to call off the attack.
Lowering his smoke-wisping Spring-
field and loading -as he looked, the
plainsman strained his eyes to pick
out the form of Kilgore as the band

tailed after Lame Wolf and dropped
from sweat-stained ponies. But the
crowding and shifting of the warriors-

prevented his recognition of the trad-

er if he was among them.

‘“What happened to Mike?” Shad-
ler referred to the second butcher
as he faced Beeson briefly. “Run for
the river, did he? They ain’t paid him
any attention yet. Can’t wait for Mike
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gsighted on an eight-inch spot behind
the foreleg of the nearest cow. The
Sharps boomed. Its lungs pierced, the
cow swayed and buckled to its knees.
No sound ; but a steady gush of crim-
son from nose and mouth. It stag-
gered up again, tenacious of life,
shaking its head, eyes staring stu-
pidly and rapidly glazing. Again the
great beast tumbled, this time to stay,
an inert hulk awaiting the skinner’s
knife.

Shadler, peering through smoke,
was mechanically reloading. The ani-
mals closest to the fallen cow, get-
ting none of the blood scent or odor
of burnt powder, stared at the life-
less one, snorted a little and moved
away, but not far. The roaring voice
of the buffalo gun meant nothing to
them, as long as the wind carried the
smells the hunter’s way.

From this stand, Shadler tallied
twenty buffalo—then the herd caught
the blood scent! Those on the outer
edge of the herd were staring at the
sink and bellowing. They wheeled,
tails spiked up, quickly communicat-
ing their terror to the heart of the
grazing mass. As the herd—a legion
of brown, shaggy bodies—rolled to-
ward the Platte crossing at lumber-
ing trot that was faster than it
seemed, Lanny scrambled from the
sink and hit leather. His “kill” wasn’t
completed, for haunch meat was all
that the butchers cut away for com-
nissary use.

He reined for the dust fog traveling
riverward, charged alongside tail-
enders. He dropped one. But the stam-
peding buffalo were as swift as his
horse, and in the three miles to the
" Platte from that wallow, he laid a
trail of five carcasses and called it a
day. Back he jogged over the rolls in
the plain. The wagons were moving
among the slain buffalo. He saw the

huge butcher knives flashing in the
- sun as weather-stained “Sandburr”

Beeson and his mate carved out the

hams.
Lanny passed them, dismounted

and heel-squatted in the hot sun, with

his pipe going. The sound of his horse
lazily cropping the curly grass made
him drowsy, but he dared not sleep.
He watched the northeast for sign of
the expected war party. Had Kilgore’s
absence from the post meant nothing
sinister, after all?

INALLY Sandburr came rattling
back, pipe-smoke drifting hind-
ward over his shoulder, and with his
wagon piled high. The other butcher-
teamster was two miles farther off,
but driving in. It had been a good
“kill.” Shadler rose and swung aboard
his horse, and as the first buffalo wag-
on arrived, fell into the pace of the
mule-span.

“Where’s your Injuns?’ grinned
Sandburr,

“You wait!” was all Lanny said.

Traveling east, they were eight
miles from the railroad when the
tranquil mood of the plains was bro-
ken.

“Comin’ yon!” Sandburr shook out
his long whiplash, making the an-
rouncement in matter-of-fact tone.
He was a nerveless being, this oldster,

Lanny also had seen. It was a sight
to make a man’s scalp feel loose. The
mouth of a ravine northward, was
spewing a redskin horde. They yelled
and shook guns and lances as they
raced, not in close formation but in
the order of their ponies’ speed. Lan-
ny counted nearly a hundred before
the ravine ceased erupting. Terrific
odds, and the white men had a long
run to end of track, with horse and
mules decidedly not fresh.

“Touch ’em up, Sandy!” Lanny
cried to the butcher, and glanced back
to see the second wagon still far in
the rear. “We’'ll try runnin’. But if
Kilgore’s along, I sure don’t want to
miss the varmint!”

The mules spurted under the hide-
chipping lash. They scarcely needed
the whip, as they were ready to bolt
at the first war-whoop. No white
man’s yell could match its quality of
menace. Lanny, spurring to keep even
with the wagon, had his head turned
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saddle boot and drew Colt .44’s from
thigh-brushing holsters, as pistol
range became effective. The Sioux
were compelled to switch some of
their attention to the plainsman, who
rode as though he had an army at

his back.

Still the stage coach bounded on,
eluding capture, and still the frontier
girl clutched the baggage rail and
strove to swing herself to the vacant
driver’s seat. But one arm would not
bear her weight, and the Concord’s
wild careening evidently made her
afraid to release her grip on the up-
per window frame. Of her plight and
indecision, Lanny Shadler was not
then aware. He had discovered the
buffalo head, the paint-daubed face
of Stack Kilgore in that ruck of red

riders, and his pistols flared to cut
.the trader down.

Stack fired in turn, his rifle bullet
clipping the wind-whipped tawny
mane beneath Lanny’s low-crowned
hat. Both men were shooting from
ground-spurning horses, traveling at
sharp tangent. It was remarkable
that they placed lead so near the
mark. A pistol ball missed Stack’s
thigh, but his painted pony reared,
screaming, a horribly human sound.
Over they crashed in a burst of dust.
Lanny would have pounded close to
lead-whip Kilgore’s squirming form
had not arrow-slinging Sioux ridden
between them.

The plainsman, crouching in the
saddle, turned his mount with a
mighty jerk. Ahead the westward
road was clear, the stage horses trav-
eling at undiminished speed, appar-
ently trying to jump through their
collars,

At the moment when the rescuer

swung his horse to gallop parallel
with the coach, the girl found cour-
age to stretch her other hand up-
ward. As both hands gripped and her
foot left the window-sill, a lurch of
the coach flung her body outward in
dizzy fashion—but she clung! Then
she chinned herself in a supreme ef-
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fort, and her right leg, knee bent, was
lifted over the side rail of the driver’s
box.

Next moment she fell across the
seat, panting, horrified eyes pinned
to the brake lever. The long lines had
slipped off and lay on the dusty backs
below, threatening to slip down and
entangle the hind legs of the wheel-
ers. She grasped the seat rail with
both hands, only half conscious of the
groans of express messenger and two
passengers, arrow-spitted, dying on
the roof. Her round-eyed attention
was held by the rider in buckskin and
plains hat, dashing alongside the
coach,

Lanny’s six-shooters, reloaded as
he rode, were causing discomfort to
the Sioux if nothing more. The In-
dians were losing ground as they
dodged his smoky lead, though he
missed as often as he scored because
of high speed and billowing dust. One
young chief, with headdress of buf-
falo horns, rode hardest of the lot,
launching arrow after arrow from be-
neath the pony’s neck. It was Burnt
Thigh, and Lanny would have saved
himself and the railroad much future
trouble had his slugs drilled the paint-
ed mask of the sub-chief.

BUGLE blared across the plains

and most of the Indians jerked
upright, to gaze behind. That sound
heartened Lanny, though he realized
the redskin horde might have his
scalp before the soldiers could ride
close enough to scatter them. But
Troop C was in the field and he had
a fighting chance. The day was clos-
ing. Soon the long shadows of night
would be stealing over the plains.

Even Burnt Thigh had halted.
Lanny recharged his pistols, holstered
the pair, glancing at the girl hanging
to the driver’s seat, and for the first
time their eyes met.

“The reins are gone!” She swept
one hand downward in despairing
gesture, though the bugle notes had
put color in her cheeks.
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bluff, straight toward a drop of sixty
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spurs, a silken scarf of scarlet around
the round white neck, dark blue
breeches and shirt of kersey cloth, but
contrasting with this male attire, a
narrow golden bracelet on dimpled
right wrist. -

“How in tarnation,” muttered the
perplexed young mountaineer, “did I
ever size you up as a boy? You—with
yore pretty curls. And—" his eyes nar-
rowed, his lips tightened into a line
as thin and sharp as the edge of a
bowie, “yore bracelet.”

Her long, dark lashes raised, show-
ing eyes as blue as mountain forget-
me-nots. Straightway they closed
tightly as she saw the brown sharp
face of the mountaineer and his wild
mop of black hair released when his
hat had fallen off during the flight
through the brush.

‘‘An Indian!” she screamed.

~ CHAPTER IT
The Golden Bracelet

OE CONWAY frowned. His lip

curied. He might dress in buck-
skin, wear a bowie in a beaded sheath,
but he was white to the heart and he
resented the girl’s fear although he
should have been more gentle. Seeing
this youth in his leathern garb, she
had been as startled as Joe when he
saw dainty femininity where it had
never been seen before.

“Listen, sister,” growled Joe, and
he shook her slightly. “Where did
you get that bracelet?”

His harsh words, his fingers that
dug painfully into tender flesh drove
away her terror, put a flash of anger
into her eyes. She sat up stiffly, freed
herself from Joe’s grasp, even reached
with one amall hand toward the empty
holster that had held the big gun with
which she had confronted and stung
the grizzly.

“I¢s layin’ over there,” snapped

Joe. “Whar’ yuh flung it when yuh

failed to down yore bear. Why didn’t

yuh stand still when I yelled? God-
amighty, don’t yuh know a bear’s half
blind and charges the nearest movin’
object? It only sees bright color like
yore fancy neck tie. And what yuh
doin’ up here whar’ yuh certainly
don’t belong, yellin’ an’ squawkin’,
callin’ me an Injun? He—" he cut

short the swear word, changed it into
a mild form of oath which would have

drawn a roar of laughter from any
bunch of mountain men. |

“Heavens,” he said, “I been white
for thirty years.”

“Well,” she snapped tartly, “you
certainly don’t look white. Why don’t
you wear civilized clothes and get
your hair cut? I suppose you are one
of these bold bad men of the moun-
tains, making a living selling bad
whiskey to thé Indians. Loafing your
way through life.”

She spoke with anger, but even so
there was a throaty drawl to her voice,
a husky musical drawl that did queer-
things to the tough heart of Joe Con-
way. But not for worlds would he
show it. Not until she told him where
she had found that thin gold necklace
with its queer design of bunches of
grapes.

“Listen, sister,” he said carefully,
sitting cross-legged with his brown
work-calloused hands balanced on
each buckskin knee, “I wear my hair
long to keep the rain outa my face
up in the peaks, and to keep mosquit-
ers off the tip of my head when it
peeks from my sooguns. I wear buck-
skin because the nearest white man'’s
store is that crooked tradin’ post run
by Magpie Slemp down in the flats,
and I won’t pay double prices for
trade goods of rotten flannel and boots
made out of paper. I've lived in moun-
tains most of my life. I know lots
about Indians. In some ways I think
more of them than I do of some pale-
faces I've seen. Like Magpie Slemp
fer instance. But that ain’t sayin’ this
buckaroo named Joe Conway is an In-
jun lover. Yuh can ask any of the boys
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warped legs. “Used it on a black pony
I owned. He pulled a tendon in his off
- hind laig. Shore brought him out of
it—"

Gail Bonham sat up stiffly, eyes
flashing, short nose tilted.

“Imagine,” she scoffed, addressing
his broad buckskin back. “Imagine
comparing my ankle to a pony s leg.
The—the very idea.”

ATEVER embarrassment she

had felt at allowing a frontier
stranger to administer first aid was
lost now in her disdain of Joe Con-
way. For down in Texas, when she
had worn billowing hoops and crino-
line at cattleland balls, there had been
bright-eyed young men to admire the
flash of Gail Bonham’s trim ankles so
demurely displayed in the Virginia
Reel and the Varsuviana.

“Joe not only looks like an Indian,”
Gail reflected. “He—he acts like one.
Harse medicine! Pah.”

She bounced her shoulders, jolted
her leg, gasped with pain. She was
glad indeed when Joe Conway strap-
ped the ankle with wrappings of soft
doeskin over the Indian herbs and
then cooled the fever in her foot with
cold water from his skin-covered can-
teen.

“And now,” ke said, “now that yo're
feelin’ better and the pink’s back in
yore cheeks—I crave to talk sign.”

“Taik sign?”

“Read the blazes of yore trail.”

“Please drop that mountain gibber-
ish and talk plain United States, Mis-
ter Conway.”

He flashed, frowned, finally pointed
at the pgolden bangle around her
wrist,

“What I mean,” he drawled,
whar’ did you get that?”

She said haughtily. “You saved me
from a bear with your little bow and
arrew, Mister Conway, for which I
truly thank you, but why you should
wish to know all about my personal
belongings is more than I can under-

CCis

stand. Suppose,” she went on malic-
iously, “I told you that a young man,
a very nice young man in Texas, Mis-
ter Conway, locked that bracelet
around my wrist.” She gave him an
arch glance and waited, since she was
accustomed to eager young men who
stuttered when they hurried to an-
swer her.

Joe Conway didn’t stutter. He
leaned forward, seized her wrist, drew
her toward him while his keen gray
eyes glared down at the bracelet, saw
only the gold not the dimples. Gail
Bonham cried out angrily, tried to
thrust away from him.

But he said sharply, coldly, “You
never got that from no young man.
Don’t lie to me. Don’t flash yore blue
eyes. Tell me quick—where did you
git that bracelet? Talk—talk, dang
yuh—QQ

He layed his left hand on her slim.
shoulder, shook her so savagely that
her hairpins came out and her bright
curls fell down, framing her flushed
and angry face.

She looked into Joe’s cold eyes for
a long moment, then anger gave way
to fear. After all, she was alone in
the wilderness, helpless, in the power
of a relentless gray-eyed youth in
buckskins who seemed to know noth-

ing about girls and persisted in these
questions about the bracelet which

carried an underlying threat.

“Oh—oh, you—" she sobbed. “I—I
won’t tell—"

He took her in his arms, not lov-
ingly, but to shake her and thus force
an answer from her contrary lips.

“That bracelet,” he whispered be-
tween tight lips, “belonged to my best
friend. A man who was murdered not
far from here, Killed, I tell you, for
the furs in his pack. Shot down with

an arrow. Scalped to boot. For years
he wore such a bracelet, and it was

locked on his wrist. But when they
found him, the bracelet was gone. To-
day—I find you wearin’ it. Gail Bon-
ham—you’ll answer me. Or I'1l—"
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“How, cola!’ nodded Stack, and
the old warrior, squatting with a
blanket of Kilgore’s partly drawn
across naked breast, spoke grave
greeting.

The squaws, old and young, scram-
bled outside, and the visitor seated

- himself in the dQull glow of the fire-
hole, passing the bottle to Lame Wolf.

“TI have ridden far with this gift
for my brother.” The trader spoke
Sioux and Pawnee more correctly
than his own tongue, was adept in the
hand-talk of the tribes. Bandaged be-
neath his new buckskin tunic, he re-
vealed nothing of the combat of the
afterncon, though his left arm moved
a trifle stiffly.

Lame Wolf tucked the bottle under
his blanket, face impassive. He
clapped his hands, and his favorite
squaw, young and comely, entered.
She lifted down a redstone pipe from
the lodge wall and filled it from a
beaded poueh with kinnikinick, mix-
ture of tobacco and willow bark.

Having lighted it with a sliver
adroitly fished from the fire, she
passed the pipe to her lord and mas-
ter and retired silently. Lame Wolf
took sewveral whiffs and handed it to
Kilgore, who imitated. The ceremony
- made the gift-bearer welcome, but
Kilgore waited to state his real busi-
ness until the old warrior had tipped
the bottle, drawn from under blanket
folds, more than once.

He knew that, while the Ogallala, a
magnificent savage, arrow-straight
and full of vigor for the warpath de-
snvite his years, hated the “Iron
Horse” people as he did all of the
white race—with ample justification
—he was no longer for war. Lame
Wolf was skeptical now of ever turn-
ing the people from the rising sun
back to their own land. He had seen
the best fighters of the Sioux and
other tribes fall like leaves before the
superior weapons of the invaders—all
to no purpose.

He was not minded to waste the

Kfe-blood of remaining warriors on
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battlefields where the redman inevit-
ably must be defeated. Age and bitter
experience had brought him wisdom,
even though his hatred still smoldered
and the younger generation was prone
to turn deaf ear to his counsels of
peace.

‘T that moment, without the

chief’s lodge, shadowy figures
lurked, among them a hawk-faced
youth who exchanged low, eager gut-
turals with his companions. They
were all young men, hot-headed, irre-
sponsible, bound together in hopes of
warfare against the whites; all mem-
bers of the Ogallala society of war-
riors, the Hawks. And the eager talk-
er, Burnt Thigh, was a sub-chief,
whose coup stick had touched many a
fallen white man in battle.

Kilgore, the trader, was their
brother, Burnt Thigh was saying. He -
must have important news of the
Iron Horse people, to come so soon
aftor the village had left the neigh-
borhood of the trading post. Perhaps
it meant war, and war Burnt Thigh
would have, he declared savagely,
even though Lame Wolf was apa-
thetic or wholly against it. His Broth-
er Hawks echoed the sentiment low
but passionately.

Inside Lame Wolf’s tepece, Stack
Kilgore was watching the fever of

anger rise in the chief’s eyes as he
drank.

“All white men are no good!” as-
serted Lame Wolf and looked straight
at his visitor. “You are a white man!”

“But with a red heart,” Kilgore as-
surcd him. “My own race has done
me harm, as it has harmed the red-
man, and I have no love for it.”

‘“The pony soldiers and walk-a-
heaps are many,”’” contended Lame
Wolf. “You are asking us to attack
the Iron Horse people, who are well
protected and have many guns better
than ours. It is a trap!”

Kilgore raised a hand in protest.
“Would brother do that to brother?
No, chief, I'm asking only that you
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labored sound, partly to aid hearing
in relocating Stack. |
‘“You’re no Indian, makin’ that
chant over a couple of flesh wounds,”
" Lanny taunted, suddenly apprised of
Stack’s whereabouts by a low curs-
ing across the room. “Won’t do to
holler enough. This is to the finish!”
“Sure’n hell ’tis!” growled Kilgore.
In backing away from the lightning-
handed plainsman, his hip had come
in contact with something sharp-
edged against the wall. He knew what
- it was before his cautiously groping
- hand had lifted a trade hatchet from
the heap on a low shelf.

HE darkness hid the devilish

contortion of his features when

he stood erect, balancing- the hatchet
for the throw. He had more than
once competed with his Sioux friends
at sticking tomahawks in a warpost.
And Lanny Shadler had proven just
dangerous enough at close quarters
to stir a half-dread in the trader that
he would not leave that room, unless
‘'he resorted to trickery. He might
not cleave Lanny’s skull with a throw
in the dark, but he should disable
him so that he would fall easier vic-
tim to raining knife strokes.
Kilgore spoke into that darkness,
not sure where Lanny stood, though
certain he hadn’t crossed the store-
. room, ‘“If you’ve got the nerve, speak
out and stand your ground. I’ll wade
in, get it over with! Game?”
“You bet I am,” snarled Lanny.
But he sidestepped softly as he an-
swered, distrustful of his foe. No pad
of moccasins came on the heels of his
response, but a deadly humming close
by emphasized his wisdom in not
standing still. The hatchet landed in
a big bale of drygoods behind Lanny
with a dull tunk! Not precisely the
sound of steel meeting flesh anc bone.
But Lanny groaned, realistically, and
renewed his grip on knife haft,
throwing his feet about as though
reeling under a well-nigh fatal blow.
Stack Kilgore fell for this sham-
sing, did not seek to muffie his leap-

ing advance. His seething mind ple-
tured Shadler staggering, his guard
lowered, an easy target to stab down.
But a chill traveled along the trader’s
spine. He ocozed cold sweat and des-
perately veered to one side as a man,
unseen but patently not helpless, laid
steel to his abdomen.

His frantic twist saved him a
gut-ripping. He stumbled against the
bale where the hatchet had fallen,
wrenched his body to the rightabout
just as Shadler pounced in. His rising
knee punched Kilgore in the midriff,
hurling him back, and his left hand,
finding the other’s jerking wrist,
pinned the knife-clutching fingers
down. Stack choked curses, writhed
like 2 huge snake. He felt death de-
scending through the air, knew that
Lanny’s knife was poised for the fin-
ishing blow.

At that instant daylight sprang
across the room, catching the tweo
wrestling figures in its long golden
shaft. Dan Heeley, who had snatched
the Springfield rifle from a trooper
when he arrived to learn of the si-
lent duel being fought in the back
room, stood in the door he had kicked
open. The rifle muzzle lined the fight-

- ing men and he yelled:

“By gorry, this has gone far
enough! Untangle!”’

It was not clear to him at first,
charging in there from the sun-
blazing trade room, whether Lanny
or Kilgore was the top man, for both
were clad in buckskin. But he did not
lower rifle nor alter command when
Lanny’s face turned toward him,
knife hand falling, and backed away
from the panting trader.

“Dan, you hadn’t ought to interfere
with the workin’s of justice,” said
Shadler, scowling. ‘“You dunno this
he-wolf like I do!”

“Nor do I care to, bad luck to
him,” retorted Heeley. “What I'm
after is to take you back to camp.
You’re a vallyable .chunk of a lad
to the road, don’tcha know it, and I
ain’t hirin’ you to fight crazy duels.”
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1901. They had things pretty much
their way for a while, what with
the Butch Cassidy gang in the north
in contact with the Blackjack Ketch-
um gang in the Southwest. Black-
jack was a very hard egg, and when
he was hanged his head snapped off.
The sight of this and hearing of it,
must have been somewhat of a deter-
rent to others who were considering
or engaged in a similar career.

' Usually, however, the term Wild
Bunch is used to refer to the Butch
Cassidy outfit, which started operat-
ing in Wyoming. But when Butch was
pardoned by the governor early in his
career when he was in jail for shoot-
ing his boss—the case was pretty
clearly one of self defense—he prom-
ised never to operate in Wyoming
again. He kept this promise, and the
outfit’s activities were transferred to
Utah and Colorado.

To read the annals of fiction one
would gather that the members of this
gang were legion, but there were prob-

ably not more than fifty altogether,
and not more than ten in the outfit

proper at any one time.

At first, anyway, the members of
the Wild Bunch had plenty of allies
among the small ranchers in the north.

There was never any wholesale cattle
rustling on the northern ranges as

there was in the Southwest. Beef”

could be sold to mining camps and rail-
road construction eamps, and a lot of
it was done, and everyone rode with
a long rope as far as mavericks were
concerned, but there were never any
large herds run off as was the case
along the Rio Grande,

In the Southwest, the cowmen were
mostly frontiersmen who fought In-
dians, each other and the Mexicans
for their feudal cattle kingdoms. In
the north more of the larger ranches

were owned by absentee owners in
England and the East. Some of them

were run by remittance men and East-
ern youngsters who looked on cow-
punchers as members of the “work-
ing elass’ or servants.

The Wild Bunch * ®* % 12§

T one time the cowmen encour-

aged their punchers to build up
their own herds, homestead and make
a start for themselves. But there came
a time when rustling became so an-
noying that the barons decided to go
back on their agreement and run all
small ranchers, nesters, homesteaders
and squatters off the range indiscrim-
inately. Those who wouldn’t leave
were bushwhacked, burned out or

‘what not until Champion, a cowboy

homesteader, and another man, Gil-
bertson—according to some authori-
ties, Ray—were killed by a small
army of hired gunmen and scions
of the Eastern -capitalists, caused
the small outfits to complete their-in-
surrection against the cattle barons
and take over political control of
the country. This was the famous
Johnson County War which took
place in 1892.

This persecution of the small cow-
men and nesters by the cattle barons
was one thing that drove men to the
Wild Bunch. At first they confined
their activities largely to stealing
horses from the big outfits and run-
ning them south. They never molest-
ed the little fellows, and in turn were
welcomed, fed and hidden out from
frantic posses.

All sorts of men belonged to the
Wild Bunch. Butch Cassidy was a
mild-mannered and well-liked cowboy
with almost white hair—what nowa-
days would be called a platinum
blond. Teton Jackson was a college
man from the East. One of the most
efficient members of the gang was a
woman, an ex-school teacher and wife
of one of the leaders. I don’t know that
she ever took part in any of the ma-
jor holdups, but she was an expert
shot with a rifle and helped keep the
outlaws in meat.

From horse stealing, the Wild
Bunch drifted into bank robbery and
train holdups. They cleaned up in a
big way. Their hauls ran altogether
to a tremendous sum, and the robbers
were worth a fortune in rewards to

any sheriff or officer who could eatch
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Flush with his old Colt six-gun loose
in its holster, ran his narrowed blue
eyes over the orderly crowd, and saw
nothing of his man,

Then he ambled back to the
Bishop’s table. The Bishop had been
in town but a week, and until this
moment Charley had not seen him,
But he had heard a great deal about
him.

“Howdy, big hombre,” Linster said.
“They tell me you’re a whiz with
cards, can you make 'em do anything
you want 'em to do, and can even tell
fortunes with ’em. Well, I’'m curious
to know what mine is. How much?”

For the first time since he had been
in Hondo City, George Farnley

smiled. It was a friendly smile. He

said, his voice so low that it did not
carry beyond the cowboy: “I don’t
need cards for this, and there’s no
charge. Let’s see—You're the one son
of Bob and Sarah Linster, both dead,
and your first name is Charley. You're
on a dangerous road, amigo. It’s all
- right to have nerve, as long as it’s
spiked with horse sense. If you got
killed, a certain young lady would
sort of regret it, wouldn’t she? I mean
Mabel Kernan, your boss, owner of
the old Rocking K.”

“Say—" gasped Linster—“you never
even saw me before! How’d you know
~ all that?”

George Farnley bent across his
little table. He not only seemed, but
was, very much in earnest.

“Nothing mysterious about it,
amigo. I was brought up in this coun-
try. You're a dead ringer for your
daddy when he was your age. That’s
how 1 knew you. The other, it’s com-
mon talk. How you were a wild, young
hombre up until some months ago,
with only Mabel Kernan believing in
you—you two have been friends since
you were little shavers. How she per-
suaded you to take a range job with
her and settle down. How Dansby
Culp stole your dad’s old ranch from
-you by hook and crook, and how he’s

now doing his damnedest to get pos-
session of the Kernan Rocking K,
You'’re up against something there,
Charley. Culp 'is a big hombre. He
owns the law here, I find, or what law
there 1s here.”

“Yeah,” Linster heard himself
blurting to this strange friend—
“you’re sure right. Dans Culp has had
Mabel’'s cows rustled, stole her range
creeks, bought up her notes and
forced payment, and has gone so far
as to have some o’ her cowboys dry-
gulched. We've tried to fight him,
Bishop. But he’s too big and rich.
Only way to do it is to kill him. Mabel
don’t want me to do it—you know
how wimmen are—but I aim to kill him
anyway. Culp, the lowdown black rat-
tlesnake—" |

“There he is now,” quietly inter-
rupted the man who called himself
George Farnley. “Step aside, Charley,
and don’t start anything.”

There was a rattle of heavy boots
across the main threshold of the
saloon, and Dansby Culp with two of
his cowboys—killers, rather than cow-
boys, they were, but they rode the
broad Big C range—halted at the outer
end of the bar. Charley Linster had
obeyed Farnley’s order; he now stood
leaning unobtrusively against one of
the posts that supported the roof, a
full rod from the gambler’s layout.

“Hiyah!” Culp’s voice went boom-
ing across the gaping Spade Flush
crowd. He was built very heavily, not
tall, and he had beady, dark eyes and
a short but thick, dark beard. His .
clothing, from buff Stetson hat to
Spanish boots, represented a good
deal of money.

“Hiyah, everybody! So that’s the
famous Bishop back there, is it? Been
hearin’ a heap about yuh, Bishop
hombre, and stepped in a-purpose to
see you. I'm bettin’ you don’t play
your games square!”

Fighting talk. But George Farnley
said nothing, did not move an eyelash,
until Culp and his two Kkillers had
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if they remained inside the saloon.
Once in the gloom of a vacant lot,
George Farnley whispered: “Where’s

¥arnley. “Give it to Mabel and her
mother. They might think you’ve
robbed somebody, so maybe you’d bet-

your horse, kid?”’

Linster whispered back: “Livery-
man’s, Why?”

“So’s mine,” the Bishop said. “I'm
riding to the Rocking K with you.

Maybe there’s something else you can
tell me as we ride.”

Linster’s horse was a lank roan,
Farnley’s a rangey black. The two
men had just left the outskirts of
Hondo City behind, when Charley
asked: “You tryin’ to throw a scare
into Culp, or what?”

“Heard me tell him it was the
square thing to warn him, didn’t
you?” The older man seemed a little
displeased. “Now tell me anything
you think I don’t know. What has
become of Mabel Kernan’s folks?”

‘“Well,” Linster answered, “her
mother lives with her, and she’s got
two sisters who married and went to
Texas. Fine woman, Miz Kernan. But
Mabel’s dad, Jim Kernan—he was a
wild one, Bishop. Got killed in a
Border scrap, long time ago. Shot up
so bad they didn’t even bring him
home, but buried him there. But Miz
Kernan went down to see him, and
make sure there was no mistake about
it bein’ him. Must ’a’ been a tough
job, Bishop.” |

“Must have - been, Charley,” the

Bishop agreed. “Maybe we’d better
not take the road out to the Rocking
K. It would be just like Culp and his
sidewinders to drygulch us.”
- “Just thinkin’ that same thing,”
Linster said. “Pull off to the left
there, through the sage. Moon’s comin’
up, I notice.”

It was almost full, and very bright.
After half an hour, it showed the
cowboy that George Farnley was un-
buttoning his vest and shirt, and tak-
ing from around his bare middle a
wide and heavy money-belt. Farnley
pressed it into Linster’s hands.

“Kight thousand dollars cash,” said

ter tell her it was money that I owed
to Jim Kernan, with interest to date,
and see that you make the tale
stick.”

Charley Linster crammed the heavy
belt inside his shirt, then began to
stare at the gambler’s profile, plain in
the light of the moon. The face of the
gambler looked almost white above
his old-bronze beard. Suddenly Lin-
ster was gasping: |

“Say, I—I'm bettin’ that Wild Jim
Kernan didn’t die at all, but only put
out word that he did—bettin’ that
Miz Kernan was somehow mistaken—
bettin’ that you're Wild Jim yourself!
You felt that you’d disgraced your
family, didn’t you? Wearin’ that fine
beard and mustache for a sort o' dis-
guise, ain’t you? Well, after ten or
fifteen years, I reckon it’s a cinch that
nobody’d know you!”

Rarely had the Bishop’s voice been
so quiet or so satin-smooth: “Just
don’t bet on that too much, cowboy.”

“It couldn’t be,” Linster burst out
a moment later, grasping at a wild
conclusion, “that you're the hombre
who killed Wild Jim and are now
tryin’ to pay a little o’ the debt you
owe Mabel and Miz Kernan! Could
it?”

To this there was no answer,

HEY rode on in silence. They

came to a cottonwood-lined creek
and forded it, then followed the
stream until they had' reached the
vicinity of weatherbeaten, old ranch
buildings set among pepper trees, palo
verdes, and blooming retamas.
About two hundred yards to the
northward from the ranch house,
there was a ragged stand of oaks,
which stood out with almost photo-
graphic distinctness in the moonlight.
Back of the oaks, equally plain to the
eyes of the two newcomers, there
was five saddled horses, one man with
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drawn up before his table and leered.

“Hear me?” jeered Culp. “I’'m bet-
tin’ you don’t play square games!”

“I play square games,” quietly said
Farnley then. Only his bearded lips
moved.

“I got a notion to take you on and
see, for stakes that’ll make your head
swim,” Culp said. “I used to be some
wonder with cards .myself, Bishop
hombre. Could even tell fortunes—"

He broke off as the gambler’s
lightning-swift hands snatched a pack
of cards from among the stacks of
poker chips The gambler’s shuffle oc-
cupied not more than three seconds.
Then he dealt off ten cards to the
little table, each facing upward

“There,” he said, gray eyes filled
with a queer mixture of craft and
steel, “is all anybody needs to know
about you, Culp. Want me to read it
for you? Or can you read it yourself?
No? Then pay close attention. That
ace of spades means big trouble for
you. Better change the plan you've
got in your head, and change 1t quick.
There’s a tall stranger, dressed in
black, and very pale, not far from
here. You—er, you haven’t run across
an hombre of that description as yet,
Culp, have you?”

“Nobody but you,” was the belliger-
ent answer. “You’re a stranger, and

you’re tall and dressed in black. What.

kind o’ damned foolishness is this,
Bishop?”

“But I'm not pale,” the Bishop
said. “Well, I didn’t think you’d take
the warning, but it was the square
thing to give it to you.”

“Pale, f'r instance,” Culp muttered,
“like a hombre who’s been in prison
for ten or twenty years?”

The gambler nodded. At that 1ustant
one of Dansby Culp’s henchmen
nudged him and jerked a thumb to-
ward the silently waiting Rocking K
- cowboy, Charley Linster, whose blue
eyes were smouldering,

“Look, boss,” the killer said, and

laughed.

Culp swung his heavy gaze around.
He laughed too, then said: “I heard
you was gunnin’ for me, kid. All rigit,
here I am, and you can start burnin’
powder whenever you feel lucky
enough!” |

He made no move toward the ivory-
handled big gun he carried leathered
under his thick, right hip. His two
men would take care of the proddy
young Rocking K rider. Linster had
gone ashen under his rich tan. Rage
was tearing down his better judg-
ment. Fast with weapons though he
was, they’d get him, of course. But
he’d have a fine chance of getting
Culp while they were doing it.

His gun hand blurred toward his
holster. The gun hands of Culp’s two
favorite killers blurred toward theirs.

None of them, and none of the watch-
ing, slack-jawed crowd, had seen

George Farnley move. And yet, there

stood George Farnley with a pair of
double-action .41 Colts covering
Dansby Culp and his men neatly!

“Put your guns up,” the Bishop
clipped. “You too, kid.”

They did, but with poor grace.
Then Culp was snarling: “You,
Bishop hombre. You’ll find it never
pays to horn in to matters I'm con-
cerned with. You’re that same
stranger you mentioned, yeah. Think
you’re smart as hell, don’t you? We’ll
see who’s smart, and who ain’t.”

He beckoned to his men, and with
them turned for the street. The satin-
smooth voice of the gambler overtook
him.

“The stranger I warned you about is
pale.” |

“You’ll be,” Culp flung back, “when
I'm through with you!”

UICKLY then, Farnley caught
the bartender’s eye, motioned for
him to take charge of the stacks of
chips, seized Linster’s arm and hur-
ried him into the blackness of the
alleyway. The cowboy understood

readily. They’d be shot from windows
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likely be kinder molty, layin’ in there
with all them sour bones. Pass the
Perfessor the biskits, Lufe.”

“Ketch!” said the new hand named
Lufe. “My uncle down in Texas
yoosta have a dog-faced short, I mean
a short-faced dog, an’'—"

“An’ a short-witted nephew,” put in
Biff Wilkins. “You found any re-
mains of the side-hill piffletoot yet,
Perfessor, with short legs on the up-
per side so he kin travel the hillside
without leanin’?”

“The—er—piffiletoot, I fear,” said
Dr. Fewgins, “is a mythical figment
of fevered fantasy foreign to the field
of paleontology. But if you find this
scientific discourse tiresome—""

“Tiresome hell!” cut in Bran Mash.
“What we want to know is what these
here critters look like, so in case we
meet up with one, we’ll know what
we’re runnin’ from. A man’d hate to
skeedaddle from one of them there
Arctodidious short-faced bears only
to find out later it wasn’t nothin’ but
a little ol’ gravy-grade eaten-tater!”

“Calm your fears, Mr. Mullins,”
said Dr. Fewgins. “All of these mam-
mals are extinct. There are none alive
today.”

“That’s all right for the mammals,”
protested Biff Wilkims, “but what
about the pappals?”

“As I was saying,” continued Dr.
Fewgins, ignoring him, “among the
bones of mammals of the ice age that
ceased to exist some 10,000 to 15,000
years ago, we have unearthed those
of the Smilodon or saber-toothed
tiger, the Elephas and Mammonteus
or prehistoric elephants, one speci-
men of the Camelops, or camel, the—"

‘“Ixcuse me, Perfessor,” interrupted
Boosty with sudden new interest,
“did you say camel?”

‘“Certainly. Why not?”

“Oh, I ain’t questionin’ it!” pro-
tested old Boosty, shoving back from
the table and settling in the rawhide
rocker of reminiscence. “But you

better look at the date on them camel

bones agin, Perfessor, because, lemme
see, that was the year my whiskers
first got long enough that ol’ Sam
Houston begun pesterin’ me to borry
‘em to measure Texas with. Some-
wheres around forty, fifty, maybe
sixty year ago. I recollect it so ex-
actly on account of an ol’ hawg-faced
hootlum called Pecos Bill. I'd jest
made up my mind to take my whiskers
over an’ measure out Texas for ol’
Sam after all, when this Pecos Bill
beat me to it. He persuaded ol’ Sam to
use his herd of snakes instid. Y’see
when this—"

“I thought we was augurin’ about
camels,” complained Bran Mash.
“What snakes got to do with this
here argument?”

Y’see, Perfessor (Boosty contin-

ued), what iggerunce us scientists is
up aginst? The facks of science has
got to be led up to gradual, like
learnin’ a tenderfoot to lay still when
it’s a skunk in camp. Nobody but the
most iggerunt people gits too hasty
about it.
- As I was sayin’, oI’ Sam Houston
hired Pecos Bill’s snakes to measure
out Texas with. He reelized big ol’
rattlers would be mighty noisy, so
he taken little bitty ol’ snakes av-
vidgin’ a quarter of a mile long, an’
he figgered out how many thousand
quarters 1t would take to reach
around Texas, an’ they went to work
layin’ it out. Yessir, that’s the reason
Texas turn out so big—them snakes
was garter snakes, an’ ol’ Sam
stretched 'em.

That’'s how come it to be so far
acrost Texas that a smooth faced boy
enterin’ it on the east an’ crossin’ it
by mule, hoss or stage-coach would
be a dodderin’ o]’ Rip Van Wrinkle,
time he got into New Mexico. Got to
where one of us natcheral New Mexi-
cans couldn’t step out to gather a
bucket of buffier chips without havin’
to stop an’ help fifteen or twenty of
these here agin’ immigrants unbutton
their pants.
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you. He hated Injuns—any Injuns.
They took him in and saved him, in
gpite of the fact that he was tres-
passin’ on trapper country they claim-
ed. Jabe changed his mind about In-
juns. He sorted ’em out from then on
—go00d, bad, and indifferent—just like
white men.” |

A strange look came over Bill Bon-
ham’s leathery face when Joe men-
tioned the name of his partner, Jabe
Flint, the veteran mountaineer who
had adopted the homeless waif wan-
dering the streets of St. Louis, had
shined boots and sold papers for a
living, |

“Jabe Flint,” he whispered. “You
knew Jabe Flint?”

Joe’'s head drooped. He brushed a
hand across his eyes.

"He was like a father to me,” he
muttered. “He raised me from a no-

good pup. Anything I amount too
come from ol’ Jabe. And now—"

“Where is Jabe Flint?”

Bill’s wvoice, so weighted with
strange fear, chilled the heart of Joe.
He turned and saw that Gail Bonham,
white as death, was gripping the lone
pine, swaying as she stood there,
about to fall. Joe sprang forward,
seized her. But the menacing words
of the cattleman checked him.

“Where is Jabe Flint?” Bill rasped.
“Answer quick—for yuh seem to
know more about Jabe than any man
I've met in the west.”

Joe said quietly. “Put up yore gun,
Bonham. I'll show you the grave of
Jabe Flint.”

Captain Bill’s hostility faded. He
slumped over his saddle horn, with
gun arm trailing listlessly. Gail stag-
gered to his horse, reached up and put
her arms around her father’s sagging

waist.
“Dead,” Bill choked out. “Jabe—

dead.”

HEY trailed slowly down the

canyon. Gail rode Joe’s pony. He
walked, striding easily over the rough

ground, silent as any brave of Red
Thunder’s band. |

Finally, they came to a green and
peaceful meadow near the canyon out-
let. Far down on the hazy flats could
be seen the outlines of adobe build-
ings of Magpie Slemp’s trading post,
the clustered canvas-topped wagons
of the Texas train, and a darker mov-
ing blotch toward the river that in-
dicated a grazing herd of cattle.

Joe halted under a shady tree. He
pointed to a mound of earth, covered
with new grass. The Bonhams stood
over the grave. Tears were streaming
from Gail’s eyes. Her father’s grim
jaw was tightly set. He read the in-
scription which had been burned into
a board.

Joe Conway had never seen that

headboard before. He jerked up his
head when he heard the old cattleman

mutter “Jabe Flint, killed by an In-
jun—scalped—"’ |

Joe leaped forward, laid his hands
on the board, uprooted it, flung it to
the ground, stamped on it.

“A lie,” he raged. “No Injun killed
old Jabe—"

“The board says :hat,”
flared. “Killed and scalped.”

“This is the territory of the Crows.
Red Thunder’s band. Jabe was their
best friend, I tell you. He traded with
e, gave 'em fair value for their furs.
He was ambushed six months ago as
he rode down toward Slemp’s with a
winter’s haul. Killed with an arrow.
Scalped.” |

“Well,” roared Bonham, “what more
evidence do you want that an Injun
killed him? And from here on,” Bon-
ham shook his fist in Joe’s face. “Any
Crow I think helped to kill my broth-
er—I’ll kill him on sight.”
- “Yore brother?” Joe gasped.

“My brother. He went to the dogs
after the Comanches burnt his home

and killed his people. He quit Texas,
took the name of Flint. Once or twice
he come back but he couldn’t stand

bein’ around where his loved ones had

Bonham
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a few as they made their last howling
ride past the long drag of boarding-
cars. Lanny seized her hand, leaped
off the steps. She followed nimbly,
their feet making quick, crunching
sounds along the cinder path.

Around the end of their car they
sped and down the embankment. Over
in “canvas town’ hell was rampant.
Plainsman and range girl saw flames
shooting upward from torched can-
vas saloons and gambling hells.
There was yelling and banging of
guns. They had an angling view of
the main street of the little tent and
clapboard colony, which was knocked
apart every time track’s end shifted.
Then it set up again in a new locality.
Though smoke and dust hid the de-
tails, Lanny and Judith could imag-
ine the many horrors being enacted
back of that screen.

“Awful!” she exclaimed, running
her hardest to keep up with him,
dragged onward by his powerful grip.
“They’re catching the worst of this
fight!”

“The reddies’ll tank up on booze
and be wilder'n ever!” Lanny said.
“Here we are!”

She was breathless, almost, as he
let go and plunged to scoop his saddle
off the ground by the corral. The
horses fled around the enclosure,
whinnying shrilly. But through the
pounding of their hoofs cut the harsh
rataplan of other horses at a gallop,
menacing screeches, just as Lanny,
gripping his saddle by the horn, was
about to unlatch the corral gate.
Judith cried out:

“Lanny, it's Kilgore!”

With a curse he dropped the saddle,
seized his rifle and wheeled, thrust-
ing the girl against the corral fence.
His faece blazed with fighting fury.
This was the end, for Kilgore or him-
self! The renegade, with Burnt Thigh
and three or four Sioux, was slash-
ing down the embankment. They had
evidently seen Lanny and Judith
escape from the boarding-car, the
fanning pony hoofs scattering a thin
shower of cinders.

In his haste, Kilgore’s horse
stumbled and before he could drag
the animal up and come on, Burnt
Thigh forged ahead, slinging up his
rifle. Lanny drew swift bead, shot
him in the head below the protruding
buffalo horns. The Ogallala chief hit
the ground, rolled over in a silent
heap.

There was no time for Lanny to
reload, but he had his six-shooters,
better weapons for the shortening
range. Kilgore and two of the Sioux
were tearing in abreast. Lanny’s
lightning swift hands fell and lifted
—but only one gleamed with steel
The booming note of a Colt beside
him let him know that Judith had
snatched the left-hand gun out of his
holster. Man and girl, they fired so
that their shots roared together.

Kilgore swayed and pitched off his
horse—he had taken Lanny’s bullet.
Judith had scored on an Indian, who
rolled from his pony’s back, then
half rose to hurl his tomahawk.
Lanny’s lead bit through his vitals
and the flung hatchet dropped, almost
at the plainsman’s feet.

In the same instant he saw Kil-
gore stagger up and onward, his
paint-daubed face a mask of hatred
more hideous than an Indian’s. He
leveled his six-shooter, roaring:

“I’ll stand a heap of killin’ yet,
Shadler! And the girl rides with
me!”

The third Ogallala had urged his
pony past the lurching renegade. The
Indian hurled his lance, and had it
not been for Judith’s hasty shot,
breaking the coppery arm, Lanny
must have stopped the lance-head in
his breast. It flew wide of the mark,
pinning his gun arm to a corral pole
as he was throwing down on Kilgore,
who claimed the plainsman’s un-
divided attention.

The bullet from the renegade’s
Colt grazed Lanny’s bronzed neck.
He wrenched hard to free his arm,
but the flesh was caught. Kilgore’s
bellow of triumph rolled forth, his
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voice rang out and the Indian stirred,
turned his dull eyes toward the tall
youth in buckskin, “and you, Slemp,
you did that to a good man. You did
it not only to git his hosses but to
git his oldest daughter—”

Slemp howled. “You lie!”

His gun hand flashed upward but
not as swiftly as Joe’s, whose bowie
flashed across the short space sepa-
rating the men.

The eight inch blade pinned
Slemp’s hand to the saddle horn, He
dropped his gun, reeled in his saddle,
shrieking from the agony of razor
sharp steel driven through the palm
of his hand . ..

Joe Conway, fast on his feet, mov-
ing like a brown streak, followed the
drive of the knife.

The men with the pack-horse came
to life. They whirled their rifles as
Joe sprang up behind Magpie Slemp,
crooked his right arm under the
trader’s chin, jerked back Slemp’s
head, said between his teeth:

“You damned black murderer! I'll
break your neck with my bare hands!”

So filled with rage was Joe that he
failed to note the rush of the two
horsemen. Gail Bonham, unable to
move swiftly, screamed to her father:

“Don’t let them kill him, Dad! Re-
member—he saved me—"

Bonham rushed in but a horse
knocked him into the sagebrush.

Joe Conway, right arm strangling
Magpie Slemp, was struck over the
head with the heavy butt of a rifle,
knocked senseless. As he rolled oft
the horse, he dragged the screaming
trader with him.

“Grab the gal!” shouted the man
who had attempted to brain Conway.
“Grab her!” '

Gail attempted to flee, crumpled,
was captured.

Magpie Slemp, half-dazed, wracked
with pain, wringing his bloody wreck
of a right hand, ground his teeth as
he looked at the senseless form of
Joe Conway.

"Save yore bullets,” he said. “I aim
to kill him slow. Round up that old
man. Tell Black Eagle to rope out a
couple horses. We’ll tie ’em down for
trailin’.”

But Black Eagle wasn’t there and
the loose ponies quietly grazed on the
buffalo grass. The former war chief,
the brave scout whose life had been
broken by Slemp’s poison, had fled
into Winter Kill Canyon.,

“Afraid,” sneered one of the cap-
tors. “Jest like a drunk Injun. He quit
his best friend like a scairt coyote.”

CHAPTER IV
Torture!

LEMP’S trading post was housed

in the weathered adobe remetns
of an old army post. A stockade, ten
feet high, surrounded the buildings.
Originally, it had been built from
slabs of sappy pine. Soldiers preferred
green wood because raiding Indians
could not set the barricade aflame
with fire arrows. But these split logs
had been here for twenty years, and
the western sun had dried them out
until they were like tinder.

When Joe Conway opened his
bleary eyes, he saw that he was in the
main room of the post, a section piled
high with trade goods mostly picked
up at army sales, and that Gail Bon-
ham and her father were tied to rough
chairs covered with elkskin., They sat
near Joe who had been stretched out
on the rear counter on a pile of wolf-
skins with his wrists and ankles
bound.

The room was filled with rows of
brass-bound smoothbore muskets
which stood in racks. There were bars

of lead for making bullets, kegs of

powder. Behind the counter were
piles of red blankets, bolts of calico,
boxes of beads, small mirrors which
the Crow squaws prized highly. But
Slemp’s greatest treasure were the
two big hogsheads labelled “New
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Magpie Slemp chattered with a
flash of white teeth, a hint of mock
sorrow in his smooth voice, a side
glance of leering admiration directed
toward Gail Bonham.

“I didn’t want to see tears come
into the little gal’s blue eyes,” he
explained. “I'm a softhearted man,

Cap’en Bonham. That’s why I advised
yuh not to settle yore emigrants in

Winter Kill Basin whar’ these mur-
derin’ Crows are likely to scalp yuh
as you sleep. I aimed to bust it to you
gradual that Jabe was dead. I did
business with him an’ thought lots of
the ol’ feller. I put that headboard up
to show my respect. Even though he
had sorta disappointed me in busi-
ness. Made a deal to buy out my post
then backed down. But I excused that.
I took care of him last winter when
he was old an’ sick an’ his pardner
deserted him an’ went to Montana—
that Injun lovin’ pardner of his—
Buckskin Joe—"

Joe Conway whirled, reached to-
ward his belt, but Magpie Slemp sat
laughing on his roan horse, broad
hat patched with rabbit fur pulled
down over his sharp features, black
beard glinting like coal in the sun.
He had trained a cavalry pistol on
Joe’s heart.

And the men with the pack-horse
--»Joe’s old pet—they too sat with
grins on their hairy faces. Their long
rifles were held carelessly, but in such
position they could be turned instant-
ly on Joe.

The herder of the.eleven ponies—
Joe’s stock—sat loosely on a gaunt
old horse. He wasn’t white. He was
an Indian. He wore tattered blue gar-
ments that had come from some sale
of condemned army goods. His long
black hair was streaked with gray. A
limp hawk’s feather trailed from the
greasy frowsy mat. Loose-faced,
blank-eyed, the Indian sat there
guarding Joe’s stolen horses.

“Injun  lover,” Magpie Slemp
drawled softly. “If it hadn’t been for

you eggin’ on these reds, old Jabe
wouldn’t be buried there today with
his money gone, his fur stole, and his
hair lifted. Injun lover—

J OE wasn’t expert with a pistol, but

“on his left flank in a swinging
beaded sheath, he carried a bowie with

lead in the hatt to balance the weight
of the razor-sharp blade. He had

taught himself to hit a mark on a tree
at thirty paces three times out of
four. |

Slemp’s hand, gripping the pistol,
rested on the broad top of his saddle
horn. His two followers, believing
their chief held Joe under the cold
drop, relaxed, lounged in their sad-
dles, enjoying this baiting of the
youth.

Magpie Slemp, like many of his
kind, believing braggart words and
actions would bring admiration to a
girl’s blue eyes, taunted Joe for the
benefit of Gail Bonham. She stood
white as death, watching, believing
that if the mountaineer so much as
reached for his gun, bullets would cut
him down.

Captain Bill, bewildered, stricken
with grief at the disclosure of his
brother’s fate, stood over the head-
board which Joe had ground into the
buffalo grass.

“Slemp,” Joe stated coldly, “you
killed Jabe Flint to get his furs, his
money, and still keep that tradin’ post
full of rotten whiskey. The red-eye
you used to break the will and good
heart of Black Eagle over there. Black
Eagle who once was a top scout for
the white soldiers. Black Eagle who
took many Sioux and Cheyenne scalps
in his young days when hostile war-
riors raided the land of the Crows.
Black Eagle, son of a chief, brother
of a chief. A war chief himself before
he threw away all he owned in hosses
to drink the bad fire-water of the
whites. Black Eagle—who was once a
man, but who is now worse than a
dog—a yellow dog. And you—" Joe’s
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Orleans Molasses”, which stood be-
hind the counter near Slemp’s desk.

Those barrels were full of red-eye
whiskey which wise men declared
Slemp distilled down in a cave by the
river. It was concocted from potatoes,
red pepper, dried fruit, and rattle-
snake poison.

It had been a fine day in the
Indian trade when Slemp sold a tin
cup full of this poison to Indian
hunters for one beaver skin per cup.
Now the government forbade the sale
- of whiskey to the Indians and when
Slemp rode abroad, he often wore
high boots and carried flat bottles
tucked below his knee. There were
no laws against the liquor .sale to
white men and Slemp could thus play
safe unless a government agent se-

cured evidence of a direct sale to
some Indian.

The black bottle had been Black
Eagle’s undoing. Like a child, the
proud warrior had succumbed to the
fiery poison. He even allowed his soft-
eyed daunghter to become a slave
around the post, a cook, a dishwasher,
kicked and beaten by Slemp’s hench-
men when she did not obey swiftly.

Old Bonham growled to Joe that
Slemp had entered the post through a
tunnel that led up from the river
brush, a hidden exit built by troopers
in the war days so that they might
escape if attackers fired the fort or
climbed over the stockade. Thus
Slemp had avoided bringing his pris-
oners past the Texas camp where a
dozen gaunt cowpunchers of the Bon-
ham outfit would soon enough have
freed their chief and his daughter.

N THE rear of the room, not far
from Joe, a fire had been built in
a rock fire-place. Now an Indian
woman entered silently on her moc-
casin-clad feet. She stirred up the
fire, thrust the long barrels of two
smooth-bore muskets into it.
“Dark Fawn,” Joe said softly,
" “where is your father?”

She turned on him, black eyes flash-
ing, spat like a snake.

“The man who talks like the bird,”
she said, “has told me you cursed my
father. That he ran away ashamed.
That I will never see him again.”

Gail cut in. “Who is she? What’s
she saying?”

Joe had talked Crow dialect, so he
explained this was Dark Fawn, en-
slaved by Slemp because of her
father’'s love for the white man’s
whiskey, angry now because she loved
her father and Slemp had deluded her
into believing Joe had shamed the
old man.,

“What are the guns for?” Gail
asked, eyeing the muskets. “The bar-
rels are getting red-hot.”

Joe wouldn’t answer that but he
knew. Torture rites were practiced
by the squaws. Slemp would sit and
laugh while Dark Fawn bared the
body of Joe Conway and pressed red-
hot iron down on cringing flesh.
Slemp would sit and laugh while Joe
Conway died slowly.

Slemp entered by a small rear door.
Behind him trudged the two men who
had been with him at the grave. They
bore a limp burden covered with
brown army canvas. They laid their
bundle on the beaten dirt floor at the
feet of old Bill Bonham, then stepped
back.

Slemp ripped away the covering,
while over by the fire-place, the
crouching squaw rattled the guns in
the red coals.

Bill Bonham strained forward
against his buckskin lariat lashings
until the knots almost burst. His eyes
bulged. The cold sweat stood out sud-
denly on his range-tanned forehead.
Gail Bonham turned white, choked,
unable to scream.

There lay the body of a dead man,
a tall fellow with sunbleached straw-

colored hair and mustache, dressed in

the horse-hide chaps, the high-heeled
boots, the flannel shirt of the Texas

cowboy. From his breast there pro-
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for him quicker’'n a skeered cowboy
can swaller his cud.”

- But in figgerin’ on mule-power to
help us, I’d kinder counted my chick-
ens before the ol’ hen set. For no
sooner did them two ol’ paisano jas-
sacks ketch a whiff of this kneelin’
novelty of the animal kingdom than
they throwed up their ears an’ lit out
for Kansas City. Quick as I come
down, me an’ Kit laid to an’ done what
we could to shift that misplaced
hump ourownselves. We managed to
wobble it some, but as far as ackshurly
movin’ it was consarned, we’'d jest as
well been tryin’ to pull a stump with
a buttonhook.

‘“Seem like it’s kinder growed there,
Kit,” I says.

“Wagh!” says Kit. “It’'s a wart,
that’s what it is!” _

“I never seen a wart the size of that

before,” I observes.

“You ain’t never seen an antelope
 the size o’ this 'un either,” says Kit.
“Nor the shape!”

“But it come right up to wipe its
nose,” I augurs. “If it ain’t a antelope,
what the hell-for-twice is it?”

“Name it,” says Kit, “an’ you kin
have it!”

- “T’ll name it,” I says, “an’ you kin
have it!”

But seem like neither one of us
could git out of part ownership in the
critter, because upon further investi-
magation, I found a brand on him. It
was jest a plain “US.”

“Whatever he is an’ wherever he
come frum, Kit,’ I says, “that US
stands for ‘us’, so I reckon he’s ourn.
Wup! This here looks like cinch
marks! You reckon he’s broke to
ride?”

“We're afoot anyhow,” says Kit.
“Git on him an’ see.”

“Whoa, Drummy!” I says, an’ clumb
aboard.

OW come me to call him Drum-

my, it was because everwhen
we’'d whammed his wart with our fists,

tryin’ to jar it loose so we could shift
it frontwards where it belonged, it
give out kinder of a holler sound, like
a drum half full of mush.

Quick as I clumb aboard, he let in
to heave an’ finally hove hisself to his
feet. |

“How’s he ride?” hollers ol’ Kit,
cuppin’ his hands an’ bellerin’ like a
bull on the wrong side of the fence
so I could hear him way up where I
was.

“Well,” I squawls back at him, “if
this hump was jest sawed off a little
flatter, a feller might build a dog-
house up here an’ crawl into that.
Otherwise if I hadn’t been settin’ on
a gummy log kinder recent, I kinder
doubt if I'd stick!” -

“Let’s see how he travels,” bellers

Kit. “IT’'ll hold onto his tail for a
piece, an’ if he’s easy gaited up there
on top, we'll see if he’ll carry
double.”

Well, I was jest shiftin’ my cud to
holler “giddap,” when ol’ Kit grabbed
his tail. Gents an’ gentile jugheads,
I'm claimin’ we went from there! I
don’t mean this critter scrooched his
belly down to the ground an’ run, like
a hoss does for a spurt of speed.
Neither did he try to jump loose from
his tail like a jackrabbit makin’ mile-
age, nor waste his energies in them
long, stiff-legged bounces that makes
a windcutter out of the antelope.

Nearest I can describe his gait, I
yoosta know an ol’ cocinero name o’
Sidlin’ Sam with number twelve feet
an’ one hip knocked down, which
nevertheless was a fool fer fandan-
goin’ with the gals. Well, this hump-
backed critter’s gait was about like
ol’ Sidlin’ Sam in a prize-winnin’
waltz with Bunion Betsy from the
nester settlement over on Cross-Eyed
Crick. Kinder of a shufflin’ pace, it
was, coverin’ a leap o’ ground, but
rougher’n a rockin’ hoss on a rockpile
to ride.

So rough, in facks, that I'd of
jostled right off if it hadn’t been for
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as rear guard and using his pistols
when Indians swooped into short-gun
range. Judith couldn’t keep her eyes
to the front with Lanny at the rear,
slowly backing after them. She ex-
pected every instant to see him tot-
ter and fall, though the lancing flame
of his .44’s was causing a break in
the yelling group of riders trying to
cut in between them and the cars.

Jeth Carfax suddenly swung from
his horse and grabbed her arm,
hauling her clear of the saddle and
landing her on the steps of the near-
est boarding-car. Men already inside
were shooting through loop-holed
walls and Indians riding by jumped
their ponies to higher speed, hurling
missiles against the wooden carside.
Window glass crashed, but the war-
trained laborers were keeping away
from all apertures as they wielded
rifles and short-guns.

Trackmen were still crowding to
get into this car, as well as others in
the drag. But innate chivalry de-
- manded that they step aside when

-Jeth prodded forward with his
daughter. The cattleman was boosted
up behind her, then the clump of
broganed feet recommenced, up the
steps, along the shell-littered car
floor.

The two Fiddleback horses were
bolting crazily around the end of the
car, down the south embankment, as
Lanny, smoking the last shots from
his Colts, ran to the steps and swung
on. He paused in the vestibule to re-
load, flattened and opened fire again
when a flood of Indians rolled by
outside. His face was bloody, his
buckskins torn, where missiles had
grazed and all but finished him. Lift-
ing to his knees, he darted inside the
car, acrid with black powder fumes,
filed with the excited babel of the
fighting Irish.

Shadler had dropped his Spring-
field backalong, not being able to tote
it and work his .44’s at the same
time. But there were extra Spring-
fields racked in all the cars, and he
snatched one up, pushing and elbow-
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ing onward as he examined the load,
calling: |

“Where you at, Judith? All right,
you and your dad?’

She sped along the aisle, stepping
over a dead man with a little shud-
der. “Here, Lanny, here! Both of us
unscratched, thanks to you!”

He smiled thinly. “So far, so good!
But this camp’s doomed ’nless we get
the cavalry. They ain’t been so long
gone I can’t catch ’em on the trail. 1
wanted to say so-long. Stay in the
car and you’ll be safe.”

- The laborers uttered a faint cheer,
one crying, ‘“Lanny’s the lad to get
through! We’ll hold the bloody In-
juns while you’re gone, boy!”

Powder-smudged faces were
turned hopefully toward him. He
wheeled abruptly, but the swift clutch
of a firm hand on his arm halted his
long stride at the vestibule door. He
knew the hand wasn’t a man’s before
he faced about and read iromn resolu-
tion in Judith’s taut features. She had
followed him, unheard in the rifle
clatter and general din.

“No, Lanny, you’re not the one to
go!” He bent his ear to eatch the
words. ‘“You’re a crack shet, needed
here more than any ome man or a
dozen of ’‘em. Now, listen—" sghe
jerked his arm when she saw re-
fusal in his expressior—"1 can be
spared from the firing line. I can
ride like a streak—brought up in the
saddle. I know the coumtry. Get me
up on a horse and I'll feteh back your
goldiers! Hurry, Texas man! It’s all
that will save the camp, by your own
words.”

He held her at arm’s length. *“I
ought to say no. But you’ll be in less
danger when you clear the camp
than if you stuck here. I'm sure you
can do it! Wait, now!”

E stole to the open car door, pro-

jected his head, ther croeked his
finger at her, and she slipped to his
side. The roadbed for seme distance
eastward was temporarily clear of

Indians. The laborers had potted not
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Drummy so he couldn’t travel so fast,
clumb up an’ struck out agin.

Come evenin’, I spied a nester’s
shanty, set up on stilts to keep out
the rattlesnakes, so I put in there to
spend the night. As we hove closer, a
considerable exodus was observed
lightin’ a shuck over the hill, con-
sistin’ of the nester an’ his family,
includin’ a mule, two slat-sided cows,
a hawg an’ eight chickens that hadn’t
never seen a humped jassack before
an’ didn’t never want to agin.

There was a fine rabbit-track stew
in the kettle, which would be plumb
spiled betore they got back, rate they
was stampedin’ when last saw toppin’

the hill, so I jest he’ped myself, West-

ern horsepitality is a wonderful cus-
tom, Perfessor. It gives you leave to
stay all night anywheres you take the
notion, pervided there ain’t nobody
around to run you off.

There was kinder of a trap door in
the middle of this shanty’s floor,
probly so the ol’ man could spit prune
seeds at the rattlesnakes without
havin’ to step outdoors. Must of been
about first coyote-howlin’ time after
midnight when I come sudden awake.
Seem like there was a l.eap of rattle-
snake buzzin’ under the floor, an’
somebody shore was rockin’ the boat.
I stricken a match to look at that
nester’s whiskey jug to see 1f maybe
I'd drunk more of it than I'd aimed
to, but I hadn’t.

Nossir, believe it or rub out the
taw line, gents, that hole in the floor
was gone: In its place was ol
Drummy’s hump. Seem like he’d tried
to crawl up through the trapdoor to
be with me, an’ stucken on his hump.
So there he was, his oI’ swaybacked
neck protuberatin’ out the winder, an’
the whole house teeterin’ on his back!

UICK as I reelized the situmawa-
tion, I grabbed a blankit off’'n

the bed, throwed it over that hump
fer a tablecloth an’ set down to break-
fast. Ten minutes later we was headin’

for Arkinsaw to pick up our first load
of passengers on the Peckleberry
Cabin Cruiser de Loox. Yessir, with-
out even so much as whettin’ my
pocket knife, here I had me a com-
plete cabin built on top of ol
Drummy, with room for anywheres
from thirteen to fourteen passengers
with a lovely back porch.

Rode easy, too. All them rattle-
snakes under the floor, they’d got so
mad dullin’ their teeth on ol
Drummy’s hide without puncturin’ it,.
that they’d got entangled in the
shaggy wool on his sides, an’ in their
wroth they’d kept coilin’ up to strike,
to where the floor of the cabin on all
sides of the hump was restin’ on
coiled rattlesnakes. I couldn’t have
figgered out a better system of springs
for easy ridin’ 1f I’'d studied over it
for a month of Tuesday evenins.

At first I had some trouble guidin’
this here ship of the desert, .but
finally I found a dustpan under the
stove, seen 1t had a holler handle, an’
wedged it onto Drummy’s tail for a
rudder. Then all I had to do was run
up a pair ot gear lines, an’ set there
on the back porch, enjoyin’ the
scenery an’ guidin’ oI’ Drummy jest
by the turn of my head. Y’see them
gear lines wasn’t nothin’ but my up-
per-lip hosstails. Everwhen I turned
my head to the right it yanked the
rudder north’ards, thereby steerin’
the ship to the left, or south’ards, an’
vice reversey, or belayin’ the helm, as
us sailors say.

Well, ’long about noon, our bear-
in’s showin’ us to be halfway acrost
Texas, a pigeon come flutterin’ in the
winder, an’ lit on my shoulder. First
off I figgered it was the dove ol’ Noah
had sent out from Mount Arrowroot,
which had kinder lost its way an’ mis-
took this for the Ark. But it wasn’t.
It was one of them mail carrier
pigeons with a messidge frum ol
Andy Jackson.

“Hold ever’thing, Boosty,” it read.
“No need you sweatin’ your eranial
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“Why’n’t you say so? Stallin’ round
here! C’'mon!”

“Reckon we oughta send word to
the sheriff an’ have him—?”

“Heck with the sheriff. No time.
I'll bust up that bunch an’ sheriff ’'em
after! Huh-—nerve of ’em. Stealin’
irom the Fiddle-back!”

“An’ pluggin’ poor Joe.” Opie
wagged his bald head as he followed
Coe down the stairs.

“Eh? Joe? Oh-—sure. Yeah—plug-
gin’ Joe, too.” Coe clucked his tongue.
“They’ll ruin those cows if they push
‘’em hard. The Trescas, eh? H’m.
Thought the last o’ that ornery tribe
got wiped out last year in that border
blow-up.”

“Still one or two left,” puffed Opie,
his short, bowed legs scissoring fast
to keep up with Coe’s long stride.
“Drake Tresca an’ a youngun, I hear.
Got a mess 0’ gunnies an’ cow-thieves
ridin’ with ’em. Bad bunch. Musta got
too hot for ’em on the border.”

“We'll heat it up for ’em here too,”
growled Coe.

)

E had put in a lot of time and
thought in grading up that
bunch of cattle. A blow at the Fiddle-

back Five was a blow at him. He took.

deep though unspoken pride in man-
aging the mammoth outfit. The Fid-
dle-back was his life’s anchor, and
had been since Whisky Bill Fogarty,
the late lamented owner, had hired

him on as a boy.
The death of Whisky Bill had hit

Coe hard, as it had hit all the Fiddle-
back hands. Though it had happened
a year before, a faint air of mourning
still hung over the Fiddle-back. The
mourning had not been lifted by the
arrival of Aylsworth Pecheson-Lord,
who had come gaily from the east as
the new owner.

Young Pecheson-Lord, who had
never heard of the great Bill Fogarty
until notified by lawyers that he was
the lucky heir, had promptly pro-
ceeded to explore the night-life of

the surrounding territory, with much
financial benefit to sundry harpies of
the bright lights, and much shame to
the Fiddle-back Five, which had cer-
tain cherished traditions to uphold.

The traditions were: that the big
boss of the Fiddle-back Five be able
to out-drink, out-poker, out-shoot and
beat up any man in Salina foolish
encugh to take him on as per the late
Mr. William Fogarty; that no Fiddle-
back man, least of all the owner,
should ever be seen so drunk as to be
unable to mount his or somebody
else’s horse and ride home unaided.

There were minor points of reputa-
tion to keep up, too. Such as the un-
written law that a Fiddle-back man,
being what he was, should always re-
member that he was the cream of the
earth, one of the chosen, and act ac-
cordingly.

Young Pecheson-Lord had scuttled
all the proud principles since he came.
He got drunk, frequently and public-
ly. Not merely drunk, but dead drunk,
so that he had to be carried home by

shamed Fiddle-back hands. Every
time he got into a poker game all
Salina declared a dividend. He never
wore a gun, and his fists were at their
best when gripped purposefully
around a glass and the edge of the bar,
He threw uproarious saloon parties,
fraternized with worthless gamblers
and flatterers, and had even been

- known to crack jokes about the Fid-

dle-back Five. And the town of Salina,
long jealous of the once-proud Fid-
dle-back, made the malicious most of
it.

EADING his troop of twenty-odd

hands, Coe threw up his hand for
a halt as they drew near Piute Hill.
Here, the lowlands pressed into the
hill, making a rough horse-shoe that

often had been used for handily hold-
ing a bunch of cattle. The horse-shoe
was empty and silent now, with only
the trampled earth to show that it had
ever been occupied.
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trapped. All right, Opie, you old war-
horse—now’s the time!” He stood up,
whipped out his gun, and ﬁred a
single shot.

As though he had pressed the
triggers of a dozen guns, a snapping
volley cracked out along the ridge.
Heads and shoulders bobbed up
against the polished sky, the sun
sending thin glints along gunbarrels
that coughed little balls of smoke.

The Tresca gang, pushing hard for

the gap after the cattle, burst apart.
Horses reared to the savage tug of
reins, their dust-covered riders
chopping shots back up the ridge.
Half of them made a dash for the
shelter of an overhanging bank. Two
slipped from their jolting saddles,
their mounts tangling with the others.

The gunfire increased. Some of the
Fiddle-back hands jumped up in plain
view, blazing fast down the ridge at
the scattered gang. The undersized
figure of old Opie flashed up as he
changed position, a rifle whanging in
his hands.

OE bounded to his horse, vaulted

aboard, and dug in his heels, rein-
- ing the animal across the slant of the
hill. A swift thudding of hoofs beat
out as he loped over the hill's
shoulder, and he threw his body to
one side as a gun spat close by.

Two riders, racing back the way
they had come, did not change course
as he careened down the hill. One, tall
and rakish in black silk shirt and flam-
ing red bandana, had a smoking gun
raised in his hand for another shot.
Cool, white teeth gleaming in a smile,
he took sight and fired again.

Coe said, “Damn!” He clutched at
his saddle horn, held on tight, and
fought against tearing pain that sent
shudders through his long body. He
felt as though the top of his head had
exploded and blown off his hat.

Dimly, through pain-clouded eyes,
he was aware that the two riders
flashed by. His horse went plunging

on down the hill, slipping and slidiag
in the loose stones, and loped aim-
lessly on when it reached the botcom.
Coe dragged it to a halt. He ruised
the pain-ridden lump that was his
head, wiped blood from his eyes with
a fumbling hand, and stared about
him, half dazed. A few men were rid-
ing off along the foot of Musket
Ridge, hugging what cover they
could. The Fiddle-back hands, all
standing up, were taking potshots at
them. A little bow-legged figure, arms
waving, was shouting something.

“Hey, Andy! Whassa matter, huh?
Whassa matter? Hey, whassa—""

“I wish,” mumbled Coe, “I knew.”
He was not aware that his voice could
not be heard ten yards away. “I wish
you’d shut up. I wish that grinnin’
monkey would break his neck an’ go
to—~—uh!”

He came to himself with a start and

a snarl. “Grinned at me! Shot me an’
grinned at me! Why, the—!"

He kicked the horse under him,
whirled it half around, and sent it
into a startled gallop along the edge
of the foothills. Glaring, his mind
foggy with pain and rage, he sighted
the two riders as they rounded an out-
jutting hill, and started off after them
in hot pursuit. Behind him, thin and
distant, the cracked voice of Opie
Womble still cried out its query.

“Whassa matter, Andy? Whassa
matter? Hey—1"

Andy Coe heeled his horse on, still
talking to himself. “Me there to flank
’em—an’ I let myself be shot like a
rabbit! Shot me an’ grinned!” A
truant shred of reason made him feel
his holster. It was empty. He had
dropped his gun back there, when the
bullet scalped him. It didn’t seem to
matter. He felt as if his fury would
be weapon enough to shrivel any
man, gun or no gun.

HE f{foothills dropped away to-

ward the west, leaving a wide level
stretch of the encroaching Flats. A
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I drawed both my hosstails acrost of’
Drummy’s hump and tied ’em, cinchin’
me on solid . . .
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Coe, muttering in a
confused, broken stream
and not knowing it,
lifted the limp girl who
looked like a trampled
flower, He did not look
at the dim outline of
Hagan’s bedy.
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soon spitting death at all warriors
within range, despite the crowding
of the inmates. Tall Elk looked about
for the troopers’ mounts. He was not
ready to quit the field, but it was
well to capture those horses while
the soldiers were helpless to prevent
it.

The horse-holders of the troop had
driven the animals into a grassy
swale on the south, below the grade
on which the laborers had been work-
ing. When the handful of soldiers
saw the uprearing heads of painted
warriors around their covert, they
fought till every man was down.
Shouting a victory song, the Indians
stampeded the cavalry mounts out of
the swale, up across the grade.

Only thirty warriors had been sent
to steal the horses while Tall Elk,
with the major portion of his little
army, continued to harass the men
in the dugouts. Five Cheyennes had
paid in blood for the horse lifting,
and the remainder, outriding the
stampede, were startled by a bugle
call. They had heard that sound be-
fore-~the pony soldiers’ signal to
charge. .

The rest of Troop C was coming at
lunging gallop. Well up in front, his
tawny mane flying in the breeze,
thundered Lanny Shadler. Sided by a
squad of troopers, he bore down on
the horses and the Indian convoy,
to cut them off from the main band.
Captain Walbank rode full pelt at the
harrying circles under Tall Elk.

“Got to save those horses, sarge!”
Shadler bellowed at the grizzled ser-
geant pounding beside him. “Loss of

’em would leave more’n half the force
unmotnted.”

“An’ out on a limb,” supplemented

Sergeant Casey. “ ’Tain’t goin’ to be
easy, Lanny!”

OME of the Indians were shak-

ing blankets to scare the loose
cavalry mounts into madder flight.
These were first to stop the whistling
lead of eight charging troopers and
one plainsman. The horse-lifters scud-
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ded ahead of the riderless band,
drmming with moccasined heels.
Lanny tilted up smoking Colts and
veered away from the retreating
Cheyennes. The Fiddleback sorrel
was no stranger to stampeded stock
and instantly responded to the iron
hand which lifted him across the path
of the racing horses. Lanny whipped
off his flat-crowned hat and yelled
like a being berserk.

“Tail me, Casey!” he shouted, with
one quick glance at the hard-riding
squad. “Turn ’em!”

Pistols and carbines roared above
the leaders’ flattened ears. A trooper’s
horse, colliding with one of the wild
running band, went down, but the
soldier scrambled up and ran for his
life. Pounding with his hat and shoot-
ing reloaded Colts, Lanny felt the
front of the stampede yielding, slant-
ing over to the left. Sergeant Casey
and the squad, minus one man, were
holding the line behind him, jabbing
with rifle butts,

While the leading horses cut a wide
arc, paced by Shadler, out from the
dugouts poured the men of Troops
C and D. Captain Walbank’s headlong
dash had broken the circle of Indians
around the graders’ forts, sent the
whole war party racing up the grade
and into the plains. But they would
rally, hardly a doubt of that. Major
Pladwell’s long legs were pistoning
as he shouted orders. The thing to de
was hit leather and support Wal-
bank’s thin line before the Cheyennes
turned on him.

“No time to choose mounts, ma-
jor!” shouted Lanny, and Pladwell
snatched at the reins of the first horse
he came to, on the edge of the milling
band.

“Owing to you and Sergeant Casey
we’ve got the horses!” panted the
major, springing for the saddle and
jerking the refractory animal’s head
around. He gazed anxiously toward
the rolling dust northward, beyond
the grade, then back at the troop-

ers frenziedly yanking mounts out
of the huddled mass. ‘“That Tall
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straight ahead. “If Hagan wants to
shoot it out, I'll oblige him. Got to
find him first. As for Pecheson-Lord,
he was goin’ to fire me, anyway.”

“I wasn’t thinking of that. It was
—something else.” She turned her
head, her eyes searching for his,

Coe kept his eyes front. “I’m taking

you back where you rightly belong,”
he said, and the stiff inner fury was

gone from his tone. “We all belong
somewhere. When we'’re taken away,
we-—we’re strays. Solitary strays. You
belong to the Tresca kind of people.
You’ll hit hell’s bottom, prob’bly, but
no faster’n you would on the Fiddle-
back. Mebby not as fast. An’ you’ll
have more fun doin’ it with your own
kind.”

“You're a stray, yourself, now,
Andy Coe.” It was not a taunt.

Coe nodded somberly. “Yeah, I
can’t change that. But I can take you

back to your own people. I'll do that,
if it’s the last thing I do.”

“Hagan will kill you,” said
Stephanie Tresca simply. “He’ll kill
you on sight. He doesn’t think. He
only feels, like an animal. Sometimes
I think he’s crazy.”

“You sound,” said Coe, “as though
you don’t like him.” It was a new
thought, and he pondered it, frown-
ing.

ghe girl shrugged slightly. “He’s
my kind. You just said so.” An edge
of the old stinging mockery cut
through her quiet voice. “Do we al-
ways like our own kind, Andy Coe?”

“Mostly.” Coe still struggled with
the thought.

“But not always.” The Tresca girl
looked front again, failing to meet
his eyes. ‘“Pecheson-Lord is not my
kind, but I liked him. He was thought-
ful, polite, amusing. He bought
clothes for me. He made me feel that
I wasn’t a wild animal trapped in a
cage.” |

She suddenly whirled back on him,
face flushed, eyes glowing. “A wild
animal—that’s the way the rest of

47

you made me feel!” Her voice re-
mained quiet, yet, to Coe it had the
high note of a struck blade. “You—
and all the rest. Staring at me as
though I were something savage that
you’d caught in the jungle! Pecheson-
Lord at least treated me like a human

" being.” |

“An’ made a bet with you,”’ said
Coe shortly, and wanted to bite off

his tongue right after.

“Yes, he made a bet with me.” She
laughed, regained her cool poise. “He
won. I meant him to win. But I
haven’t settled the bet. I doubt if I'l]l
ever settle it. Not now. You spoiled
it.”

“I’m not sorry,” commented Coe.

HEY rode on in silence, down the

dim trail that disappeared in the
barren Flats. The moon came up, pale
and aloof, and marked their shapes in
black shadows against the brown,
sandy earth. Piute Hill, round-
knobbed and blunt, loomed up and
passed to the rear, Coe led the way
along the winding edge of the Mule
foothills. He wondered how long it
would take him to find Hagan.

The outlaw would likely be rang-
ing somewhere close to the border
haunts. It would not be hard to find
him below the line. Everybody knew
Hagan. And Hagan, once he got wind
that the girl was free, would come
out of hiding. He would have friends,
the remnants of the Tresca bunch. He
would, as the girl had said, shoot any
Fiddle-back man on sight, especially
the man who had killed Drake Tresca.

Coe quirked his long chin. It didn’t
matter. If Hagan killed him, it still
didn’t matter very much. Strays were
never at peace away from their home
range. Never happy. It was the same
with some men. He was that kind of
man. His whole life had been bound
up in the Fiddle-back Five. He would
never be happy away from it.

He wished he hadn’t killed Drake
Tresca. He almost wished now that
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him in her subtle ridicule of drunken
Pecheson-Lord and all things of the
Fiddle-back. She was taking her re-
venge, a more cutting revenge than
any raid by her wild Tresca bunch
could have inflicted.

Coe’s eyes darkened almost to black.
He strode forward into the cleared
space in the street, and a fresh howl
went up as he dodged a flashing lunge
of the buckskin’s hind hoofs. A sweep
of his long, bone-hard arm, and he
caught the tlinging lines. He hauled
back on them, dragged the brute’s
head down, and snagged it low.

Pecheson-Lord fell out of the sad-
dle and lay on his back in the dusty
street, gasping and heaving. Coe led
the buckskin over to the hitchrack. He
stared without expression at the girl.

“Get aboard,” he snapped curtly,
From her balanced perch on the rail,

she looked down at him. Men nearby
grew silent, inquisitive, their eyes
full of questions. The girl looked very
beautiful with her golden skin and
raven hair. She did not look like a
girl to whom men spoke with curt
harshness.

“That” she murmured, “sounds like
an order.”

“Yeah,” said Coe, and the hardness
in his eyes matched his tone. “It’s
an order. Get aboard.”

Stephanie Tresca raised her fine
eyebrows, regarding his copper face
with curious intentness. “My dress—"

“Too bad if it gets spoiled. But
you can likely get some man to buy
you another. Hagan, mebby.” Coe put
his big hands around her slim waist,
lifted her bodily from the rail, and
dropped her into the saddle of the
nervously twitching buckskin. “I’'m
takin’ you back.”

A faint flush stained the smooth
golden skin, The emerald eyes lost
some of their surface brilliance,
seemed to take on cloudy depth. She
smoothed out the folds of her rum-
pled dress with a steady hand.

“Back?” she echoed. “Back where?”

“Back where you belong,” rapped
Coe harshly, and had no eyes for
the gaping crowd. “Back to the bor-
der and your outlaw playmates. Back
to Hagan, if I can find him.”

“Oh.” The girl looked down at the
reins in her hands. The flush drained
from her face. “I see,”” she almost
whispered.

ECHESON-LORD staggered up,

clothes disheveled and dust in his
fair hair., “’Lo, Coe,” he mumbled
thickly and managed a weak grin. He
had taken a bad shaking-up and a lot
of bruises. He propped his swaying
body against the hitchrack breathing
hard. “Where y’going?”

“None of your damned business!”
grunted Coe.

“Oh but ’tis, Coe—'tis,” protested
Pecheson-Lord, and left the hitchrack
to cling to Coe’s arm. “We had a bet,
Stevey and I. And I won. Stayed on
a horse till—till—well, I won. Eh,
Stevey?”

“That’s right.” The girl looked at
Coe. Her eyes were veiled now, as
though she had donned a mask.
“Would you have me welsh on a
bet?”

“Pah!” Coe thrust Pecheson-Lord
from him, sent him reeling backward
into the crowd. “Go hire another
range-boss, you waster! I'm through.
I’ll cheat you of the pleasure of firin’
me.”’

He took the buckskin’s bridle, led
it through the wondering crowd, and
got to his waiting roan. Mounting,
he kicked the buckskin into a lope
and rode after it. He drew alongside
the girl as they left Salina. “Any idea
where we can find Hagan?” he barked
harshly.

“No.” The girl did not turn her
head, but gazed straight forward into
the night. “He may be somewhere
on the border. I don’t know. I've
been expecting him to come for me.

You're a fool, Andy Coe.”
“Yeah? Mebby so.” Coe, too, looked
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when a rifle cracked and Tall Elk
yelled again, a hint of the truth was
borne to them.

The big Cheyenne was riding furi-
ously at Lanny, lance raised and bull-
hide shield held before his breast.
Lanny fired from a heel-squat and
Tall Elk swayed, yelling as he hurled
the shining lance. It slithered through
‘the grass, for the red arm which had
flung it was partly paralyzed. Shad-
ler aimed for a heart-shot as the bull-
hide shield sagged down. The spotted
pony was racing by at less than a
hundred yards.

Tall Elk jerked as the Springfield
spat its leaden missile, pitched head-
long. Lanny was racing for the cut-
bank and his horse when the Chey-
enne thudded to earth and sprawled
motionless.

Around the knoll warriors were
flogging ponies, but the plainsman
was up in the saddle anc tearing
gouthward before the red riders
reached the cut-bank’s rim. A bugle
sounded dimly in his ears, then a
drumming of countless hoofs and the
fichting cry of white men.

The -Second Cavalry was sweepling
forward, and Lanny, glancing back
and upward, saw the Indians gallop-
ing along the rim pull up. From their
excited talk, carried on the wind as
he rode hard, some were of a mind
to join the main band in meeting the
cavalry charge, while others wanted
to keep on after the white man who
had killed Tall Elk.

Lanny’s horse was in no condition
for a long race, but, with his head
start, the brief indecision of the war-
riors enabled the plainsman to top
out on the lower end of the cut-bank.
Less than a quarter mile eastward,
the left wing of the Second Cavalry
was plowing through a yellow haze,
and Lanny swung at right angles. A

quarter of a mile—a little under that.
Could he make it?

E hung in the spurs, bent low.

The Cheyennes, numbering a
score or more, slanted away from the

A N
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cut-bank rim and hammered pony
flanks to ride him down. His Spring-
field jetted flame and a pony somer-
saulted. He reloaded, his brown face
shiny with sweat; fired, and a brave
slid over his pony’s flannel-braided
tail, Trade guns were roaring, mak-
ing much smoke and noise, but  the
lead hadn’t reached him.

“Come on and catch hell!” Shad-
ler gritted, and stopped another pony
in midstride.

His horse was laboring, but one
more spurt would do it! The yells of
his pursuers were getting fainter,
their savage faces becoming less dis-
tinct in the filming dust between.
Spurs bit straining flankc. Lanny
hated to do it, but the sorrel needed
the steel to llft it over the last three
hundred yards.

A trooper caught the thud of hoofs
pounding in on his left and swiveled
carbine, lowering it just in time.

“Why’n hell don’t you sing out,
scout!”’ he shouted as Lanny pulled
alongside.

“Use your eyes, swaddy!” Shadler
yelled back, grinning, in no mood to
quarrel since he had saved his hair.
“Do I look like a painted Injun? It
was nip and tuck after I plugged Tall
Elk!”

Knee and knee with the trooper
he pointed for the broken ranks of
the Cheyennes. Other chiefs charged
about with rallying cries, but theirs
was not the quality of leadership that
Tall Elk had possessed, and Tall Elk
was gone. Though the red host re-
treated before the lesser -cavalry
force, Major Pladwell wisely did not
crowd his luck. He remembered Shad-
ler’s words about being surrounded
on the open plains, cut off from water
and supplies. The Second Cavalry
might find itself in such a fix if the

Indians got their second wind and be-
gan to circle.

So, in the twilight, the bugler
sounded ringing notes which pierced
the scattering fire of carbines and

hoots orf the Cheyennes. The blue-clad
line fell back in orderly procession,
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Elk’s a smart Indian, Shadler, and if
he could be put out of the fight, it'd
help a lot.”

Lanny kept that in mind as he
spurred his sweating horse toward
the smoke-slashed plain. With half of
Troop D mounted, Pladwel’ was rush-
ing to support Captain Billy Wal-
bank. The sun was dipping low be-
hind the painted buttes above Stony
River. But when Shadler reached the
halted Walbank column, as the dust
settled somewhat, he saw that Chief
Tall Elk was bent on one more charge
before night fell. The Cheyenne chief,
his war bonnet trailing over his
pony’s haunches, was riding to and
fro on a grassy knoll above the dis-
rupted war party. He was evidently
haranguing them, though the sound
of his voice carried but faintly to the
dusty troopers and the plainsman.

Lanny looked back. The rest of
Troops C and D were hurrying to join
the line. The graders were stand-
ing outside their forts, eager to side
the relief column, but having no
mounts to participate in saddlework.
It was a pitifully thin line of blue to
charge that milling mass of hooting
Indians, yet the old Army of the
Frontier was often outnumbered.

Shadler squared his shoulders,
urged his mount alongside the group
of officers holding council of war.

“Unless they fall into line for a
charge, don’t do nothin’ till you see

the big war chief drop,” the plains-

man advised briefly.

“What d’you mean, Lanny?” Wal-
bank glanced at him quickly, wiping
blood from a lance-cut cheek with his
sleeve, ‘“‘Our horses need a breathing
spell, so do Troop D’s. But there’s a
sprint left in every mount, and the
major thinks it best to charge first
and while they’re disorganized.”

“And have ’em surround and whit-
tle you down fast, out in mid-plain.”
Lanny gave Pladwell a sharp look.
“Gimme a chance to drop the big un
—then sound your charge. Don’t
watch where I go, or they’ll catch on.”

Major Pladwell bridled, but eom-

mon sense overruled his military
pride. Shadler knew what he was
talking about. And when the plains-
man backed his horse away and rode
for the grade, not an officer’s eye fol-
lowed him, though a curious trooper
or two turned chin against shoulders.

CHAPTER X
GREEN HIDES

KILFUL as any Indian stalking

an enemy, Lanny Shadler re-
crossed the grade a quarter mile
above the dugouts. He disappeared
between the walls of a thirty-foot cut-
bank running north, and stopped at
the northernmost end to peer over
the rim. All during his maneuvers he

had expected to hear a concerted war
cry and thunder of hoofs, announcing
that the redskin cavalry had charged.
With hat off, he surveyed the battle-
ground, saw that the Cheyennes were
wheeling into fighting formation
while the voice of Tall Elk thun-
dered.

“Not much time to get him!”’ re-
flected the plainsman, swinging over
the rim of the cut-bank, flat as a
snake. He glided toward a thicket of
alders, but was not halfway to cover
when the Cheyenne war chief pivoted
his pony on the rounded hillock and
started down to lead the warriors in
the final dash.

Shadler froze, lifting his Spring-
field. Tall Elk had caught the move-
ment of the buckskin figure, though
it partly blended with the brownish-
yellow plains grass. Incredible feroe-
ity rode the aquiline features, striped
with yellow and vermilion paint.
The Northern Cheyennes once had
been disposed to friendliness, but cer-
tain greedy white men had engen-
dered the hate that kills,

Tall Elk’s yell betrayed surpr:se,
as well as ferocity, to find the plains-
man practically within their lines.
The warrior horde on the far side of
the knoll was at first unaware of what
had eaused the chief’s outcry. But
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Drake Treaca had killed him. It would
have been 80 much more simple, then.
Stephanie would be with her own
kind. And he wouldn’t be riding along
with that heavy leaden {feeling in
his chest. He wouldn’t be going to
find Hagan, a man who would shoot
him on sight,

Hagan. A wave of rage at the man
swept through Coe, while he won-
dered at it. It was senseless to feel
that way about a man he’d never even
met yet. He’d have to quell that, or
he’d be shooting too fast. He did not
intend to do any fast shooting when
he met Hagan. He had killed Drake
Tresca. He wouldn’t kill Hagan. That
would leave Stephanie all alone.

CHAPTER V
Gun-Play Fury

HISS from the girl jerked him

out of his deep musings. “Eh?"”
he muttered, and reined in beside her.

“Up ahead.” She pointed. “Some-
thing just moved. It went behind that
long rock. It looked like—listen!”

A sound behind them made both
twist in their saddles. Coe dived a
hand at his holster, halted the motion
half way, and froze. A dozen yards
away, standing still and silent in the
moonlight, the dark figure of a man
covered him with a leveled rifle. An-
other figure slipped out into view off
to the right, a gun winking in the
pale gray light.

“All right, feller.” The lazy drawl
came from the long rock up ahead,
where a lean figure stood against the
night sky. “Throw up the paws! You,
too, lady.”

“I’'m no lady”’—Stephanie Tresca’s
unruffled tone matched the cool drawl
—“I'm Steve.”

“Wha—what? Well, for—!” The
lean shape came striding forward,
lithe and quick., “Steve-gal! It sure-
'nough is you! An’ look at you—all
dolled up. Why, gal, we just come

from prowlin’ round the Fiddle-back.
We were lookin’ for you.” |

“Nice of you, Hagan,” murmured
the girl. “We were on our way to find
you.’) .

“Yeah? Sure-'nough?” Hagan sound-
ed pleased, incredulous. He laughed,
his pale brown eyes shining almost
yellow in the slanting moonlight.
“Say, now, that makes me feel real
good. Gal, gal—you sure are a pretty
sight!” His tone subtly altered as he
looked at Coe. “An’ who’s this? Huh?
Who is he, Steve?”

“Just a friend. He—"

“So?” Hagan stepped closer, peer-
ing up into Coe’s immobile face. “Just
a minute, hombres—keep him covered.
Sa-ay! I know you, feller. You're that
Fiddle-back jasper who sprung that

trap on us at Musket Ridge! I saw
you! You went after Drake an’—”

“Right,” nodded Coe, and felt his

gun plucked from its holster by a
stealthy hand behind. “I'm Coe. I
shot it out with Drake. Killed him.
Now I'm bringin’ Steve back.”

“So you’re the ranny who got Drake,
eh?” purred Hagan. His thin lips
stretched across his dark face in a
tight devil’s grin. “Whyn’t you say
so, Steve? I don’t savvy this. Comin’
to find me, eh? What for? You never
claimed to like me, gal. Much as I
could ever do to get a friendly word
out o’ you. No, I don’t savvy.”

“I was coming back to my own kind,
Hagan.” The girl’s tone was light,
casual. “Why not? Coe came along tc
make sure he was rid of me.”

“Pretty durn obligin’, I say.” Hagan
flicked his pale eyes to her, grinned
again. “Got homesick for me an’ the
bunch, eh? Gal, I always hoped you’d
weaken. You ain’t got nobody to look
out for you now, so you fall back
on me. Bueno!” He thumbed back the
hammer of his gun. “Shift your nag,
Steve. You wouldn’t want this Fiddle-
back trash fallin’ on you when 1
puncture his mangy hide. Might get
that pretty dress mussed up.”
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camps below Stony River, and both
troops are needed. You’re working
for Heeley, not the army, but Major
Pladwell specially requests that you
come along.”

Lanny glanced back at the cattle.
More cowboys had appeared, riding

on the far side of the beef cut, and

Brazos Dalton was walking his horse
toward the group of three. Plainly

the outfit had prepared for the worst.
Thelr boldness suggested that Kil-
gore, with Burnt Thigh’s warriors,
might be within call if needed. Any
move of Lanny’s to examine a brand
was poing to precipitate hostilities.

“Well, I can’t fight this outfit lone-
handed, cap, and no tellin’ how long
you’d be delayed if you tied into the
gang.” Lanny strapped on his rope.
“They’l]l keep, though, and I'll get the
evidence when they deliver the first
lot of cattle. Orders is orders—I'm
with you!”

“All right, O'Malley,” Walbank
nodded to the messenger. “You made

a good ride. We'll go back with you
at once.”

Brazos Dalton, seeing them turn
their horses, spurred up. A look of
relief crossed his face which Lanny
and the captain failed to see. He
called:

‘“Leavin’ already? Have the In-
juns attacked ?”

Walbank told him as the cowman
surged alongside. Lanny Shadler
bored Brazos with a steely eye.

“Tell Kilgore I'm plumb sorry
to’ve missed him. Tell him not to
leave Sioux pipes layin’ around if he
wants to fool me!”

“Kilgore? Who’s he?’ Brazos wore
a blank expression, but Shadler no-
ticed he had lashed down his holster-
bottoms to either leg. Little doubt
but that he had been prepared to
fight. And Troop C would have given

him a bellyful if marching orders
hadn’t intervened.

Shadler laughed mockingly. “Of
course, if you don’t know him, you
ean’t tell him. See you at camp, Bra-
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zos, though you probably hope the
Cheyennes raise my hair.” The
plainsman scratched his sorrel and
went pounding back to the command
with captain and dispatch rider.

CRISP “Forward!” set the

troop in motion for the return

trip. At the railhead camp, it was
found that Troop D and the other

half of Troop C already had depart-
ed for Stony River, nine miles west-
ward, Major Pladwell commanding
in person. The Indians were con-
tinually pulling down the telegraph
wires and burning the poles, but the
graders’ call for help had gotten
through and Captain Walbank led

his remounted outfit into the stage
road at a run.

“Knew a fight was brewin’ from
all the sign we cut, cap’n!” Lanny
shouted as he and Walbank galloped
abreast of each other, the wind in

their throats. “Must be a big passel
of Cheyennes!”

Walbank’s face was set in stern
lines. “The major’ll hold ’em till we
get there, if there’s a thousand of
the beggars.”

Not a thousand, but at least half
that many Cheyennes had launched
a raid on the grading outfit, toiling
at Stony River to prepare the way
for the track-laying gang. And Tall
Elk, the head chief, was pushing the
attack vigorously when Major Plad-
well headed his troops into the fray.

The graders’ dugout forts, roofed
with sheet iron, each affording shel-
ter to a half dozen riflemen, were alil
that had kept the Cheyennes from
sacking the camp in the first hour.
Pladwell had dismounted his men,
throwing forward a skirmish line,
when he perceived the odds agains
him. -

The forage caps of the troopers
dotted the sage clumps in irregular
formation as they knelt and fired
ragged volleys at the racing, whoop-
ing redmen. Tall Elk proved a bet-
ter general than most Indians. He
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~ “But we’ll hear from ’em, and HE captain swung his arm and

plenty more like ’em, before another

twenty-four hours,”” Lanny predicted.
He shifted in the saddle, leveled a

the troop broke into a trot, ac-
coutrements jingling. They were
past the open gateway in the broken-

fringed arm eastward as the heavy down fence enclosing the ranch yard

hoofbeats of the cavalry mounts
pounded the reverse slope of the
ridge. ‘“We’ve come about twenty

miles. Yonder’s Fiddleback ranch.
Looks small from here, but it’s a big

outfit. There’s a bunch of cattle, and

there’s another. Cowhands, too.
They’re herdin’ ’em close these days.”

““Good business,” Captain Walbank
remarked, “with so many hostiles on
the drift, not counting Kilgore's
Sioux. Well, ten miles to go, you said,
and maybe hell at the end of the road.
I reckon you didn’t have such a tough
time at the Fiddleback,” he added
glyly, “with Miss Carfax to nurse
you. You free-lance scouts have all
the luck! If T reported on sick list, I'd
have to put up with a red-headed,
eussin’ orderly in the hospital tent.”

Lanny swatted his Springfield, bal-
anced athwart saddle horn since the
Indians had been sighted on that
ridge top. |

“You can have your shoulder
straps, cap’n,” he chuckled, “and I'll
stick to buckskin. That girl is a
frontier angel!”

Pine Ridge reared its pine-tim-
bered slopes before the searching
gaze of Troop C’s captain and guide
in buckskin, Walbank halted on a
rise while the ecolumn closed up. Shad-
ler’s eyes leaped from point to point
of the dilapidated ranch buildings
elustered below the ridge in the el-
bow bend of a creek. A mile or two
beyond the log dwelling, on the flats,
a haze of dust was being raised by
cattle and cowboys. Apparently a
roundup was in progress.

“Looks safe enough, Cap’n Billy,”
gaid Shadler, turning. “It would be
like Kilgore, if he saw us comin’, to
fort up his Ogallalas in the house and
sheds and rake us as we rode on in.
But there’s no pony herd, and plains
Indians don’t travel afoot.”

when a long-coupled man in buckskin
jumper and wide-winged chaps
emerged from the cabin hatless. He

tossed hand in greeting, his stubble-

blackened face breaking into a wide
and friendly smile. But Lanny, study-

ing him closely, agreed instantly with

Jeth Carfax that he had the earmarks
of the gallows-bound breed. It was
Brazos Dalton in person, he hadn’t
a doubt, before the cattleman intro-
duced himself and asked:

“Cruisin’ after the Cheyennes,
captain? Plenty of ‘em been shackin’
along—headin’, we figured, for some
big council. Light down and rest your
saddle. I'm roundin’ up beef for your
camp.”

He caught Lanny’s look and swal-
lowed 80 that his Adam’s apple
bobbed up and down in long, brown
throat. Shadler thought he nearly
made the mistake of calling him by
name.

“We’d like to water the horses,
Dalton,” said Captain Walbank,
sliding to the ground. “Yes, we’re
looking for Indians, but mainly
Sioux.” |

“Ain’t seen any Sioux,” Dalton de-
nied a little too hastily. “Help your-
gelf! Water trough’s down at the
corral, and the creek’s yonder. Come
into the house, captain, and have
suthin’?”? |

Lanny nudged Walbank unseen,
and the cavairy officer nodded, hand-
ing his reins to a sergeant. With a
second lieutenant and Lanny, he fol-
lowed the talkative Dalton up the
grass-grown path to the door. The
plainsman kept his eyes on the
ground, seeking the prints of bare-
foot Indian ponies. But the clutter of
shoe-tracks prevented his discover-
ing any, if any were there, without
studying the sign at some length.

He was right behind Walbank as
they entered the dismal and slovenly
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"When does Brazos make his first
delivery of cattle? Still two days’ ra-
tions of buffalo meat, eh ? Well, that’ll
give me time to do what I have to do.
I don’t suppose, now, you’d buy
stolen beef—specially if Stack Kil-
gore was the thief.”

Heeley reddened from the neck up
and his eyes smoked. ‘“What’re you
sayin’, me boy? That old cowman,
Carfax, told me it was Kilgore who
jumped you in the hills and you had
a close shave. But ain’t you carryin’
your grudge too far when you mix up
that renegade in the cattle deal ?”’

Shadler laughed shortly, not a
mirthful sound. “There’s some things
Jeth Carfax held back when he saw
you. Let’s go in your office and I'll

piece it out.”

The day was too far advanced to
start for Dalton’s ranch at Pine
Ridge. But early the following morn-
ing, having interviewed Major Plad-
well the night previous, Lanny Shad-
ler, in new boots and buckskin, extra
apparel from his warbag in the
boarding train, rode out of camp be-
side Captain Billy Walbank. The Sec-
ond Cavalry’s guidon fluttered in the
morning wind over the half-troop of
forty men. They had crossed the
tracks, forded the river, and headed
north by west over the Overland
stage trail, striking a road gait as the
leagues of short grass unrolled be-
fore them.,

It was a jaunt of thirty miles to
Pine Ridge, and his friends at the
Fiddleback had advised Lanny as to
the best route. Forty men were none
too many, considering that Kilgore,
with all the survivors of Burnt
Thigh’s band, might be encountered
at the ranch. Besides, the signal fires

of Cheyennes had been seen during
the night, no farther away than the

Lodge Pole Hills.

Lanny rode some of the time lean-
ing in the saddle, keen eyes scanning
the pony tracks in ancient buffalo
trails, trails in which grass had
sprouted since the last great herd
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had wandered over the region. Simi-
larly were the wagon tracks along
the Platte, worn by the Conestogas
bound for Oregon and California,
becoming grass-grown in places. Big
wagon trains were infrequent nowa-
days, would vanish when the Iron
Horse, roaring west, had established
a new and faster mode of travel.

‘“‘Reckon we’ll have a brush with
the Cheyennes before we strike Pine
Ridge ?” Captain Walbank wiped per-
spiring face with his neck-bandanna
and squinted at the sign-reading
plainsman.

“Don’t believe it, cap.” Shadler
straightened, his gaze touching the
far ridges. “But it’'ll pay to keep our
eyes skinned. There’s several hun-
dred hostiles ridin’ somewhere in
these parts—seem to be makin’ to-
ward a common center. A big camp
to hold a war council, likely. That’s
what the signal fires meant—-callin’
'em together. But I figure they’re not
quite ready for attack. We're a
pretty sizable chunk, and unless a big
war party should get us in a covered
spot, ain’t much danger they’ll f{ry
for a bite of us.”

ATER on a ridge top, horsemen

with tossing eagle feathers were
espied. But it was open country all
about and Shadler piloted the troop
undeviatingly toward that ridge. He
didn’t believe those bronze figures
were numerous enough to be plan-
ning interruption to Troop C’s prog-
ress. If there was a big village, it
must be hidden away in a fold of the
hills many miles westward, for all
pony tracks entering the old buffalo
trails pointed in that direction.
Shadler’s judgment proved cor-
rect, for when the column of blue-
clad troopers ascended the ridge, the
watching Cheyennes were whipping
up dust in the west. The band had
dropped down the far side of the
ridge and ridden under the protec-
tion of its sage-tufted backbone
while the cavalry approached from
the south,
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’d like a closer squint at his outfit.
I’'m havin’ Jim gather the boys to-
MOrrow—""

Here Lanny Shadler interrupted
with outthrust hand. “Hold your
horses, Mr. Carfax! I'll be ready to
fork leather in a day or two—sure,
sure I ean! Anyway, a little wait
can’t make any difference now. But
I'm the one who’s ridin’ to Pine
Ridge, to look this outfit over. I'll
have a detachment of yellow-legs
along, and if things don’t look on the
square, or we catch Kilgore on the
ground, that beef contract won’t be
worth the paper it’s written on. Way
I feel T could hop out of bed right
now and head for trouble!”

“As if you hadn’t mixed with
plenty of it!”’ smiled Judith, leaning
to pat his back. “Lanny, you sure
stand up to the lick-log! They can’t
put you down to stay and you’ll have
that contract yet. I'm cheering for
you.”

“What’d you expect of a man from
Texas!” chuckled Carfax, his own
disappointment fading. “Not the kind
of Tehano that Kilgore and Dalton

are, I don’t mean!”

“The thing for you to do mean-
time,” said Shadler to the cattleman,
‘i keep a full force of cowhands on
the range to guard against another
Indian raid. I dunno how many cattle
Kilgore’s Sioux have run off, but
they’ll need a lot more—if Kilgore's
the man backin’ Brazos Dalton. You
were huntin’ cattle the day you found

me, I reckon?”

“Just s80,”” nodded Jethro, “and
never found a single head of ’em.
There’s a stretch of badlands up to-
ward Pine Ridge, where trails dis-
appear. A Murphy freighter or a big
Shuttler wagon wouldn’t leave wheel
tracks on that rock-ribbed ground.
Stack’s lost none of his cunnin’.
’Twas mighty slick of him to use In-
dians instead of white rustlers, so we
cowmen wouldn’t suspect what was
really bein’ done with the cattle. If

Dalton’s ranch ain’t a holdout, then

I don’t know straight up. But you

got to prove it to break that contract
Heeley made!”

'C'OONER than Judith wanted him

to go, but with wounds and burns
healing nicely, Lanny Shadler, on a
rangy sorrel presented to him by
Jeth Carfax, departed from the hos-
pitable Fiddleback. He deeply regret-
ted the loss of his trained buffalo run-
ner, which had saved his life more
than once while he was hunting meat
for the railroad.

Whether Kilgore believed him dead
or not, Lanny gave the Lodge Pole
Hills the ride-around on his return
journey, striking southward across
the brown plains. It was the longer
but safer route to the U. T. & E.
camp, suggested by Jeth Carfax, who
had wanted to accompany him.

Of course the old cowman hadn’t
mentioned Shadler to the stranger,
Brazos Dalton. But Carfax’s pres-
ence In the railroad camp might
have been regarded as proof that
Lanny was alive. And though the
plainsman’s feud with the renegade
must be settled by the death of one
or the other, Shadler wasn’t so fool-
ish as to court repetition of the one-
sided battle in which he had “hubbed
hell by a hair.”

But, without interruption, he
dropped off his new horse in the
midst of familiar confusion late that
afternoon. Old Sandburr Beeson was
pumping his arm next minute, want-
ing to know all that had happened.
It was a heart-warming welcome he
got, from road gangs and cavalry-
men. When he could work his way
to the boarding-train, Dan Heeley
stepped off the rear platform of his
office car looking a bit shamefaced.

“TI reckon you think I'm a helluva
fellow, Lanny,” he greeted. “But we
figured your scalp was mebbe dan-
glin’ at a hostile Cheyenne’s belt, and
this Dalton had beef at the right
price.”

“I’'m not sore at you, Dan, Buck
up!” Shadler shot out his hand.
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