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THE RANGE OF NO RETURN 79

held at bay, was reclaiming its own.
In this attempt it found an ally in the
storm, breaking now in a sudden lanc-
ing of snow which choked the air and
sent up a vast cloud of steam from the
smoking hill,

His companions crowded around
Smoke, a grim company, their faces
blackened so that the eyes shone out as
from masks. They had been face to
face with death, had seen the red glare
of its eyes and felt its searing breath
on their cheeks, and it was still a little
incredible to them to find themselves
alive.

“I shore never expected to live this
long, a couple hours ago,” one man
muttered. “I’da swore we didn’t have
a chance.”

“We didn’t.” Ike grinned, a twisted
smile which held no mirth. “But did
yuh watch this big hombre’s smoke?

I can see now why they call yuh that,
Smoke.”

“Too bad this snow hadn’t come in
time to save the trees,” another
growled. “Me, I feel like fillin’ a few
of them Benders full of lead to pay for
this.”

“Guess we’d better be getting down
to the ranch and doing a bit of that,”
Smoke suggested. “The way it looked,
they may be needing our help.”

“And they shore won’t be expecting
any—not from us.” Ike’s’ grin was
ghastly in the closing gloom. “What
them DBenders’ll get won’t be what
they’re expectin’, either.”

Smoke led the way. These were
fighting men at his heels, men who
would be twice as reientless now as
ever before., They were on foot, soaked
to the skin, tired and hungry, and it
was more than speculative whether
their guns would work. But for all
that they were formidable,

Stumbling down the mountain was
" mean work., Trees and stumps still
smouldered, debris was everywhere,
with the storm and steadily closing
darkness against them. It was worse

for the wounded men, despite their ef-
fort to carry them gently. When finally
they had reached the bottom and
passed beyond the burnt-over ground,
Ike breathed a fervent sigh of relief.
“Me, I’'ve heard considerable about
hell,” he confessed. ‘“Used to listen to

‘a preacher who could paint it so you

could fair smell the brimstone. But
shucks, he never imagined nothin’ like
what this was. If that smokin’ hill was
a fair demonstration, I could do with-

out.”

PIRVHERE would be no guards any-
2 where about Cayuse now. The
completeness of the fire, and then the
closing storm, would send every man
of the Benders to close that circle about
the buildings and attempt to draw it
tighter in the gloom before dawn,

And the beginnings of that delayed
dawn, with the storm now attaining the
proportions of a blizzard, found them
close to the circlee Moving like
wraiths through it, they approached, to
discover that the ring of steel encir-
cling the buildings was a grim one.
The Benders had captured the barns,
though the Turkey Track and the law
posse still held the big house and some
of the smaller outbuildings.

In the welter of snow it was possible
to move almost as they pleased. Their
chief danger would lie in being mis-
taken for Benders and shot when they
came to their own lines.

“We've got to get through, now,”
Smoke told his crew. “If we’re caught
out here by daylight, on foot, we
haven’t a chance. But along about
now, if I know the Baron, they’ll be
getting ready for a surprise attack on
their own hook. Maybe we can be a
little help on that occasion.

“Right now, it’s likely that quite a
few from the Moon are in the barn,
sleeping, or at least keeping out of the
storm. Watch yore step, but we’re go-
ing to call on them.”

One man in the line called out guard-
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12 | " WEST

down the hill, Smoke called a halt.

“We’d better get back up to the
srrings again, and stay there. That’s
the danger point.”

HREE men were wounded, one

was dead. Smoke, with the guard
strengthened now, set about caring for
the wounded, Night had settled down
below, though a faint light still lingered
up here. With the dropping of dark-
ness, the last sounds of gunfire from the
lower stretches of range had died away,
leaving a false peace to brood.

Smoke wished fervently that he
could see what had happened down be-
low while the fight went on. The
sounds had been none too reassuring.
He might be wrong, but he knew that

the Benders had come sweepmg on the
Turkey Track range, a furious on-

slaught of man power. What had hap-
pened then?

Was the Turkey Track penned up at
the buildings, placed on the defensive?
Or did they hold their own range yet?
As the hours wore on, that question be-
came more and more puzzling. If the
Benders had the range, why did they
not give more trouble up here?

‘But the hours brought no sign, and
the night was black, with lowering
clouds and a threat of the long-delayed
‘storms. Leaving guards posted, Smoke
and some of the others slept.

It was midnight when a guard awak-
ened him. He pointed silently down
the mountain. Looking where he indi-
cated, Smoke saw a point of red against
thie blackness, near the foot of Cayuse.
Off at the side a little was a second dot
which seemed to run like spilling blood
even as he watched it, and on the other
side, another,

Nor were these all. More were
springing up like phantoms of a night-
mare. Wherever they looked now
cculd be seen flames, low down around
the base of the great hill, but rearing
like an unbroken mustang. The piney
tang of wood smoke was rising faintly

- Same.

to their nostrils. -

Smoke raced off to the side where he
could look down on the opposite slope.
Here, as everywhere below, it was the
Leaping flames which, spread-
ing steadily in the tinder-dry timber,
were closing all gaps, surrounding the
mountain with a solid ring of fire.

The men beside him were watching
stolidly. None of them had any doubts
as to what this meant. The crew of
the Turkey Track had been penned
up at the ranch buildings, were be-
seiged and surrounded on all sides by a
superior and vindictive force. They
could, of course, barring accident, hold
out there indefinitely, waiting for a

lucky break—so long as they had water.

With the water shut off, they would
be forced either to surrender or charge
out in a battle to the finish. It was

war, directed by a man trained for war
who was utterly ruthless now.

W ith the others penned up, the Ben-
ders had been able to fire the whole
base of the mountain. Evidently they
had figured Smoke’s crew too strong
to attack, when this method would be
more effective. s

&V UCH gaps as had existed in the
Y wall of flame were all closed now.
And against the spreading glare in the
night sky, a red light already reflected
dimly up here. In 1t, Smoke could see
the grim faces of his companions.

“Im glad we let the horses go,” one
muttered. “With the reins tied, they’ll
be oftf the hill, hours ago.”

The fire was burning steadily on all
sides, creeping up the slopes. Below
the slopes of Cayuse there was no tim-
ber worth the name, and the fire would
not spread outward. But, timbered al-

most solidly as the whole hill was, noth-

ing could stop the fire until it had
spread over the whole mountain.
Which, Smoke judged, would mean

two things, both bad. Sooner or later

the fire would eat away the stilts hold-
ing the big water flume, shutting off
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WIND OVER THE DESERT

stole out of town and to an old

prospector’s shanty at the edge of
the desert. There was no light in the
shanty, and by this he guessed that
the desert-rat gold-hunter had retired
to his bunk.

Hutcheson poked around cautiously
in the gloom. He discovered tools for
digging near a corner of the shack.
One of these he drew out with care,
and stood upright against a creosote
bush, in order that he might find it
easily later, It was a shovel. A pick

would not be at all necessary in loose
sand.

Before he stole back into town,
he noted that there was wind over
the desert, wind to smooth out his
footprints. . . .

At the dark blacksmith shop he
possessed himself of an inch-thick
iron bolt the length of his arm. This
suited his purpose exactly. Round, it
would not cut through Parmer’s scalp
and leave telltale sign in red....

Two hours passed. Burning Hat

was quiet except for cowboy hilarity
in the Club Ace Saloon. The night

man at the livery stable, which stood
one door from the Club Ace, had gone
to his bed in the cubbyhole office, and
not even a lantern burned anywhere
in the stable. Bloody Hutch now
waited in there in the darkness,
heavy bolt ready in his hand. He was

quite confident. The saloon noises
would be more than enough to drown

any thud that the bolt could make
when it fell. The setup was perfect.

He kept watching, patiently, the
dim, broad square that was the street
entrance.

Gibbs Parmer came at last, He rode
into the stable, as usual, and dis-
mounted near the wide back doorway.
As he loosed the saddle cinch, he
whistled softly; whistled happily, for
he and Nancy Ellison that evening

had set their wedding day. As he
was dragging the saddle off, the iron

bolt rose and fell with terrific force

in the deep gloom,

12§

Instantly there followed a double
thudding sound. It was made by
heavy saddle and human form strik-
ing the stable floor almost simul-
taneously. There came then, from the
saloon nearby, a high peal of ine-
briated laughter, as though this were
some fine and original joke—it sent
a queer javelin of fear into the cow-
ardly heart of Bloody Hutch—swiftly
he slipped through the rear doorway
and ran, terror-driven, around the
corner of the stable building farthest
from the saloon.

Another whoop of wild laughter

out of the Club Ace stopped him,
brought him to his senses. He cursed
himself for having gone loco. But
a killing of this sort was quite dif-
ferent from a killing in gun-play—
so different from goading an hombre
into drawing first and then shooting
him down in “self-defense.” He
dropped the iron bolt and ran back
into the stable gloom.

Parmer’s horse stood there snorting
a little and nuzzling the rag-limp
body on the floor. Bloody Hutch
gathered it up quickly, shouldered it
feet foremost, and was gone. Black
as the night was, he did not stumble
a single time,

After walking a mile in the deso-
late wasteland of sand and stone and
cacti, he dropped his burden. It did
not occur to him to put an ear to -
his victim’s chest, to make sure that
the blow had been sufficient. Dimly,
at his right, he could see the rugged
outline of a still warm, gray bowlder
the size of a piano box.

He had not dropped the purloined
shovel. With this he began to dig.
For his powerful muscles it was mere
play. His holstered six-gun- banging
against his thigh hindered, just a
little. He took the gun-belt off and
draped it across a mesquit’ clump,
out of the grit,

Only when the hole was shoulder
deep did he stop—no halfway meas-
ures for this Bloody Hutch—and
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WEST 3

Frank King fell dead just before
his revolver cleared leather. Bob Car-
lisle made a smooth pass and wounded
Houston King in the chest. The big
man smiled with short-lived triumph;
caught the bucking gun in his hand
and lined-down for another chopping
shot.

Houston King was part Cherokee
Indian, with the stoical calmness of
his race. His old Colt cap-and-ball .44
came out of the holster even while
he was falling. With finger pressing
the trigger while his calloused thumb
dogged the heavy hammer back, he
emptied his gun to riddle Bob Car-
lisle with bullets. |

The big man went to the ground
under the terrific barrage of hot lead.
Houston King came to his feet and
clubbed his gun when Carlisle sum-
moned all his strength and raised up
to get in another shot. The heavy
Colt thudded down on his head and
broke in King’s hand, and Carlisle
triggered a slug through the body of
his enemy before he slumped to the
ground. Four bullets within a four-
inch circle were found in Carlisle’s
belly. |

Robert Carlisle was taken to a pool-
room where he died at 3 o’clock, and
was buried from the Bella Union
Hotel the following afternoon at
four. Frank King was buried from
the home of his brother A. J. King,
while Houston King, named for Gen-
eral Sam Houston, silently fought his
battle against death. He won that bat-
tle and recovered from his wounds,
and the real reason for his recovery
could be found in the blood-ties ot the
Cherokees.

In the King family, the enemy of
one, was the enemy of the entire fam-

ily. No one but Houston had seen the
skulking figure back in the pool-room
who had fired the first shot in the
most determined gun-battle Los An-
geles had ever witnessed. This man
was a relative of Bob Carlisle, and

when his gun rcared from the pool-

room, Frank King had died before
the battle had fairily started. |

Houston King had seen the whole
thing, and he laid his plans for re-
venge even while his brother was be-
ing carried to his last, long sleep. It
might take months or even years, but
a King had been killed, and a King
would be avenged. Such was the tribal
laws of the Cherokees.

Houston King recovered from his
wounds and was tried for the murder
of Robert Carlisle. Colonel Howard
defended him, and he was acquitted
on the grounds of self-defense, after
which the Common Council passed a
law prohibiting all except peace offi-
cers from carrying deadly weapons;
a law to which little attention was
paid by the men who carried their
own law in their holsters.

RANK M., KING was the son of

Houston King. He was born in
Y.os Angeles in 1863, and named for

his Uncle Frank who was killed in
the Carlisle-King feud. When he was
just learning to walk, he heard the
details of this historic battle; heard
the vows of his father to avenge the
death of his Uncle., His mother was
also part Cherokee, and the brown-
eyed boy played with his Uncle’s old
pistol before his tiny hands were big
enough to raise the heavy weapon.
- Gunmen usually have blue or gray
eyes, but even today there is a pierc-
ing quality in the brown eyes of
Frank M. King to tell of his proud
heritage of Indian blood.

When Frank was ten, his family

loaded their belongings in a covered
wagon for a trip to Texas and the
Cherokee nation in Indian Territory.
Six men were in the outfit; six men

including Houston King and his ten-
year-old son, Frank. It took three

months to make the long trip, and one

day down in Texas, Houston King

rode away from the outht on busi-
ness of his own. No one asked ques-

tions, and Houston King made no
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4 THE LONGHCRN

explanations when he returned, but
he never again mentioned his vow of

revenge against the man who had
killed his brother from the shelter
of the pool-room in Los Angeles.

Some time later in 1874, Jesse Chis-
holm led the Cherokee Indians in a
movement that secured certain tribal
lands for them from the Federal gov-
ernment. Houston King and his wife
received their allotment, and it was
only natural that they should start
a cattle spread, as Houston King had
been one of California’s early cattle-
men. His registered brand was the
Half Circle-Triangle on the left hip,
and the family raised beef until 1881
when young Frank was 18, and a top-
hand with cattle and horses. He was
a strapping youth.

When Frank was twelve years old,
Bill Chisholm came to see his father.
The old cattleman watched the boy
handle horses; cocked his head to
one side and spoke to old Houston.

“Likely boy you got there, Hous-
ton,” he remarked carelessly. “I could
use a button like him to ride races
for me. Make a man out of him!”

“He’'s a man now, so take him
along,” Houston King answered with-
out hesitation. “But you want to re-
member that he’s a King!”’

Thus it was that Frank King went
to the Bill Chisholm ranch on the
Canadian river near Tellequah, the
capital of the Cherokee Nation. He
rode races for two years until he be-
gan putting on weight, and Bill Chis-
holm shook his head sadly and spoke
his mind in the presence of the Cur-
tis brothers who operated a big
horse-spread near Henrietta, Texas,
in Clay county.

“Guess I'll have to send Frank back

home,” he muttered. ‘“He’s man-size
now, and too heavy to ride th’ races.
He can do anything with a hoss, an’
do it better than most growed-up
men!”’

“We need a bronc-stomper bad

fully. “You reckon he could un-cork
th’ mean ones, Bill?”

“Say! He’s been stompin’ th’
wussest we got hereabouts,” Bill
Chishold answered. “He don’t ride
’em fancy, but when Frank hits a
saddle, he ain’t got but one idea 1in
his mind. That’s to ride th’ knothead
if he has to hook his cinches an’
scratch half th’ leather offen his hull.
Fellers; that King boy is a bronc-
stompin’ jigger from away back!”

So Frank King went to Texas to
ride the rough string for the Diamond
Tail. In those days there was no such
thing as a ten-second ride. A top-
hand Buckaroo rode the wild ones
three times, and turned them over to
the working cowboys as broke for
saddle. When they topped a bucker,
they stayed on top until the horse
was bucked into the ground. If they
got bucked off, they rolled clear
while the hazer roped the bucker and
held him down to snubbing post, after
which the Buckaroo climbed the hur-
ricane deck and started all over.

Three rides usually taught the
horse who was boss, and Frank King
always rode his horse. “Sometimes
when them ole fuzzies came apart,
I had to ride both pieces,” Frank
told me, “That was what I was get-
tin’ paid to do, an’ I held that job
down till th’ folks moved up to New
Mex in the Fall of 1879. Them Injun
mustangs were sho’ bad medicine, but
a Buckaroo had to be worse. Special
over in th’ Dobe wall eountry near
Amarillo. Them ponies could do more
ornery things in a minute than you
could think up in a week. But we rode
’em, an’ they stayed rode!”

OUSTON KING bought a ranch

and store at Golden, in Sante Fe
county, New Mexico. The old man
ran the store while Frank rodded the
Half Circle Triangle for two years,
after which he again had a desire to
see what was on the other side of the

right now,” Joe Curtis said thought- hill,
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84 WEST

-But such weather couldn’t be expected
to continue much longer.

" From her window, later in the day,
Pat beheld the arrival of the posse—
half a hundred riders who came jog-
ging up like men returning from a
roundup. Of them all, only one man
attracted special attention, and that,
perhaps, because he seemed so anxious
to attract none at all.

He was a small, wiry individual, giv-
ing somehow in appearance and move-
ment the semblance of a ferret. His
rather obtrusive nose listed to the left,
as though smashed out of place at some
time in the past. His jaws worked in
perpetual rolling motion around a quid
of tobacco, and someone hailed him as
Gimball.

Gimball! Where had she heard that
name, Pat wondered. It had a vaguely
familiar, somehow disturbing sound.
Then, lounging against the side of the
bunkhouse, one foot cocked against it,
slouch hat tilted over his eyes, Gimball
asked a casual question regarding
Smoke Marlow.

PEVHE two Turkey Track men nearby
. stared mildly. One was Slim, who
shook his head.

“Ain’t that the feller that rubbed out
this Nick Weber? Gosh, he musta
been a cold-blooded sort of a hombre.”

“He 1s, from what I hear,” Gimball
nodded. “Cold-blooded as they make
’em. An iceberg’d thaw in his veins.”

“He is?” Slim opened his eyes in
mild surprise. “How can a dead man
be 1s? 1 figgered this Weber was
mebby warm-blooded by now.”

“I was speakin’ of Marlow!”

“Oh, him? Guess we was barkin’ up
diff’rent trees. What ever became of
this Smoke, anyway?”

‘“That’s what I was wonderin’. I fig-

gered he might have headed this way.”
“Mebbe so. They’s some awtul

tough characters come to that Moon
on a Bend. I ain’t been keepin’ up my

social calls over that way any too good
lately, so any names they’'ve added to
their blue book, they might be in red
ink for all I know.”

Pat smiled to herself. Gimball might
be inquisitive, but he wouldn’t get far
along that line. That he was persis-
tent, however, was proven when, a few
minutes later, she saw him in conversa-
tion with Jimmy Crofts. Jimmy, with
his fringe of silvery hair and his look of
a deacon, was squinting now toward
the setting sun and shaking his head
sadly.

“It was right misfortunate, the way
it happened,” he explained. “Yes sir,
as sad an occasion as I can recall.”

“What you referrin’ to?”

“Why, shucks, to the demise, as you
might put it, of this here Smoke.”

“How do you mean, demise? Is he
dead?” |

Crofts shook his head and bored a
hole in the dirt with the toe of one
shoe.

“If he ain’t,” he said, “then all I can
say is, we done him a grave injustice.”

Gimball was patient.

“You mean he’s dead—and buried?”

“Well, he’s buried, for a fact, and we
sure figgered he was dead. Couple
weeks ago, it was, I guess. We rubbed
out one of these here Moon Benders
and buried him. Such bein’ our custom
over here on the Turkey Track.”

“You mean the man you shot and .
buried was Smoke Marlow?”

“Well, that’s what one of the Ben-
ders told me the next day, when we got
to palaverin’.”

“How come, if he was a Bender, and
acting up so he had to get shot?”

Jimmy Crofts opened his eyes a little
wider.

“Why, dang it, he’s the sort he was
painted to be, that was too easy a way
out for him. And we ain’t had nobody
in here in years that deserved nothin’
like that.”

“How long you been here?”

“Me? Not long. Twenty-three
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WELLER sat staring at the big
man unbelievingly. He was not
physically afraid of the gun-slinging
Belcher, and a hot impulse mounted
toward his brain to call the man’s bluff,
to settle his bragging ways with lead.
Yet—

The situation was patently unreal.
Belcher had no reason for interference
unless there was some deep plan back
of his interference. Could it be plainly
a scheme to 1nfluence Tim, to set him
at odds with constituted authority, to
lower the sheriff in the estimation of
the Cudahays? It smelled too plainly
of a“trick.

Markley hitched a step forward, his
weazel eyes glinting. “And yuh can
take it from me, I’m backin’ Cam.”
Again he spat insolently into the dust.
“We ain’t aimin’ to have these kids
browbeat by some damn banker an’ his
potlickin’ sheriff.”

Steve stared at the twin spots of
brown that Markley had made in the
dust. A sudden suspicion welled surg-
ingly into his brain, his thoughts wing-
ing backward to Pinon Cut. The idea
swelled, took dominance in his mind,
negatived all other considerations. He
must check again on Pinon Cut, make
sure before he played his hand, no mat-
ter how these men taunted him. He
held his voice steady.

“All right, I'll leave.
ter ain’t settled yet.”

“The hell it ain’t,” gloated Belcher,
reaching for his gun. “Yuh’re a yeller
boot licker fer a banker skunk, and I’m
servin’ yuh notice right—"

In a flash the sheriff was off his horse
and gripping Belcher by the shirt front
before the man could finish drawing his
gun. Startled, he did so now, and Wel-
ler snatched it from his grasp.

“This ain’t the place to have trou-
ble, Belcher,” the sheriff said coldly.
“But get it straight right now that
yuh’re talkin’ to the sheriff of Palisade
County and not jest to a feller named
Steve Weller. One more threat outa
you, and—"

But this mat-

117

A cold gun muzzle caressed Weller's
neck.

“Give Cam back his gun, Mister
Badge-toter,” said the sneering voice of
Markley. ‘“Then climb back on yore
crowbait and drift. We said yuh was a
potlickin’ sheriff who is workin’ for a
polecat.”

Weller knew when to keep his tem-
per. Silently he handed the leering
Belcher his gun and swung back into
his saddle like a soldier. He knew he
was cutting a sorry figure before Mary
Cudahayasherodeoutofthecorral-yard.
His ears burned, and he spurred his
cayuse angrily. He raked the mustang
unmercifully as he started back toward
Pinon Cut. Then he quickly regained
control of himself. He grew ashamed
and apologized aloud to the amazed
animal.

In the little gully at the cut he found
what he sought. Carefully he studied
the ground where the dry-gulcher had
crouched, and in three places found
twin spots of brown in the dust. Mark-
ley! He had noted these brown spots
when he found the knife, but they had
meant little. Dozens of men in Pali-
gade carried plugs, even Tim himself,
but no man could have left sign like
that but Belcher’s partner.

Markley, if not both Belcher and
Markley, had been in Pinon Cut. If
they had intended killing Fogarty, why
had they missed? The distance to the
trail was short. A passing man would
have been an easy target in the moon-

light. They must have intentionally
missed!

& IHERIFF WELLER squatted in
~ the gully, his brain concentrated
on the problem. The two rogues could
easily have got Tim’s knife and planted
it. A thin frame-up, but it would tem-
porarily throw suspicion on Tim. The
hot-headed Cudahay, thinking himself
railroaded, could easily be talked into
some other plan. What plan? Now,
that missing at thirty feet. Did they
want Fogarty still alive? Why? A dim
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No Return. I'd like you to be with
me when I talk to them, Smoke.”

By now, the four were coming into
sight, Jimmy Crofts and Slim riding
with the other two. The white flag had
been lowered, but something else couid
be seen now. Badges, pinned on the
newcomers’ coats, glinting in the sun.

The law had crossed the frontier.
There was an excited buzz of spec-

The Baron had been turning to a lit-
tle cupboard. He stood a moment, then
opened the door,produced a bottle and
glasses, and with a murmured word of
thanks, the officers accepted his hos-
pitality. Not until they had set the
empty glasses down did the Baron
speak again.

“That explains your entering our
borders without challenge. I pledge

ulation from the crowd of Turkey you a safe return. And now, gentle-

Track waddies who had gathered to
watch this approach. Mingled with 1t
was amazement. Of them all, only
Smoke and the Baron seemed to feel no
surprise.

For a moment, as the two law men
rode up, Smoke’s heart seemed to slow,
then to speed up a little. Both men, he

saw now, wore deputy sheriff’s badges.

One of them was a stranger to him.
The other was Foster, one of Bart
Creston’s deputies—the same man who
had answered Pat’s call in the jail, who
had wilted down under that vicious rap
from the gun in Smoke’s hand.

Silence had fallen as they rode up.
Smoke could see their eyes ranging
speculatively over the group, resting
momentarily upon himself, but without
undue interest. Baron Terhune stepped
forward a little, greeted them cour-
teously, his back like a ramrod.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “you break a

long tradition, but when you come un-
der a flag of truce, and are not turned
back at our border, you are welcome.
Kindly step inside and we will discuss
maftters.”
- The deputies dismounted, with a
polite word or so, followed the Baron
into his office, Smoke behind them.
As the door closed Foster spoke insig-
nificantly.

“Dead men don’t make very good
border guards.”

The Baron stiffened a little.

“Dead men, did you say, sir?”

“We saw two dead men, where your
border runs. They had been shot from
behind.’Q — U

men, your business?”

g1 1 was evident to Smoke that the
. beard which had grown during the
past weeks had served as a disguise and
Foster had not recognized him. Had
he done so, that might have made a dif-
terence. He spoke now, forthright.

“Thanks, Terhune. We came in here
because the old law of the Range of No

Return has been broken, from this side
of the line. Know anything about it?”

“Something, sir. Too much, I am
afraid. Let me assure you, however,
that it is none of my doing and that the
men of the Turkey Track are not re-
sponsible.”

“We gathered as much, Baron.
That’s why we headed for the Turkey
Track. We took a couple of prisoners,
night before last, in a raid on the Haw-
ley bank. They talked some.”

“A raid on the Hawley bank, you
say?”’ |

“That’s what I said. Three men
murdered—the cashier, one teller, one
customer. Shot down in cold blood,
and sixty thousand in loot taken. Only,
the citizens armed too quickly for them.
Four men got away, but five remained
behind—two as prisoners.”

“I hadn’t heard of that.”” The Baron
shook his head. “I genuinely regret,
gentlemen, that such a wave of lawless-
ness should have transpired.”

“That isn’t all. There’s been plenty
more, the last month, But the big raid,
so far, was last night, on the Circle C
Ranch. Two more men killed, a thou-

| [Turn to Page 62]°
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himself and Mary. Weller wished at
that moment that he had never been
elected sheriff. And this Belcher and
Markley—what was behind their as-
sumed friendship to Tim? Trouble?
Inevitably, Steve knew, he would have
to clash with Cam Belcher.

He felt the sodden atmosphere of
hopelessness as he rode into the cor-

ral-yard at the Cudahay ranch. The
unpainted house, the warping sheds
voiced wordlessly the despair of the
owners. Over all lay an air of bellige-
rence, a latent rebellion against both
man and nature.

In the bleak framework of a door a
girl’s figure appeared, eyes peering at
the rider. In these unlovely surround-
ings, she seemed to Steve like a flower
blossoming with difficulty among scab
rock, And he had come to worry her
even more. Reluctance to state his
mission kept his iips closed.

She came a step from the doorway.
Her first faint smile of welcome faded,

and a look of sorrowiul apprehension
took its place.

“Steve! You here?” She seemed to
read in his strained countenance a mir-
ror of her own dread. “Is it about that
debt at the bank? Are you going to
sell us out, Steve?” |

“No, Mary.” He was glad he could
allay her fears about that. “I’ve got to
see Tim. Where is he?”

“Tim? He ought to be around some-
where, if he hasn’t ridden oft with
Belcher and—"

‘“Are those hombres out here? Then
I've got to find Tim pronto.”

“What for?” She came running to-
ward him as he swung his horse.
“What for, Steve? You said that
mighty queer. Is—is Tim in trouble?”

“I don’t know, Mary. God knows I
hope not. But somebody tried to kill
George Fogarty last night.”

N invisible shield seemed to rise

between them. He could tell by
the stiffening of her figure and the
quick crimping of her lips.

116

“And you suspect Tim—that he’d do
murder! Why, Steve!”

“No, I’m not thinkin’ that. If I did,

I'd have a warrant in my pocket. But
I've got to find out things. The dry-
gulcher waited in Pinon Cut. He put
a slug through Fogarty’s hat. This
morning in Pinon Cut I found—" It
was difficult to blurt it out. He hadn’t
wanted to hurt Mary.

“Found what?”

“Tim’s knife.”

C‘Oh !”

“That don’t mean everything,” he
was quick to assure her. ‘“He might
have loaned it to someone. He might
have lost it. I'm drawin’ no conclu-
sions. But Tim'’s been chummin’ with
some bad hombres. Belcher and Mark-
ley are tough. If I had the least excuse
I'd run the two of them out of the
country.”

Heavy feet pounded beyond the cor-
ner of the house from the direction of
the sheds. A thick-set man in a flat-
crowned black hat stamped into view.
A scowl ruffled his heavy eyebrows.

“T heerd yuh mention Belcher.
What’s that about runnin’ me outa the
country?’”’ he snarled.

Behind Belcher appeared the slen-
derer figure of Mary’s brother. Tim
Cudahay’s thin face was pale, and he
was clutching at his helt in a nervous
manner. A third man hesitated a few
paces back, a hawk-faced individual
with a leering look. This third man
alone seemed unperturbed. He rolled
a quid with a grinning movement of
the lips, exposing a void of upper teeth
in which the jagged remnant of one in-
cisor hung like a miniature fang.

“Speak of the devil,” declared Weller
crisply, “and up he jumps. If yuh
heard what I said there’s no use repeat-
in’. I don’t know what yore game is,
Belcher, but I'm suspicious. These

Cudahays are my friends. Yuh leave
’em alone, savvy?”

“Is that so? Thems a heap of words
for a star-packer. When yuh talk
about runnin’ peaceable fellers outa the
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sand head of fine stock driven off, bold
as brass.”

Foster spread his hands expressively.

“You kept the peace, back in here, for
twenty years, Terhune. When a
wanted man came in here, he stayed,
and he caused the state no further trou-
ble. The law has been appreciative of
that, and has been willing to overlook
other points on that account. But
when the situation here gets out of
hand, beyond yore control, as it seems
to have done now—well, we rode in
here today to tell you that a posse is
on the way in. You know what that
means.”’

“I could make a guess.”

“Exactly. Those prisoners tried at
first to make us believe that this whole
hoot-owl country was on the war path
together, but they dropped a few re-
marks that led us to believe it was the
Moon on a Bend which was responsi-
ble. That’s why we come to you this
way. If we have to Aght yore whole
range to clean up this country, we'll do
it. But we figured that you would be
living up to yore old principles, Baron,
and that you can change with the times.
If so, we'll be glad to have you coop-
erate with us, or remain neutral, if you
prefer—but the Benders have to be
cleaned up.”

“And if we did either of those
things?”

“You wouldn’t regret it. First,
though, am I right? Is there trouble
between you and the Moon? Your
murdered guards made it look more
that way than ever.”

“There’s plenty trouble between us,”
Terhune nodded. ‘“When it comes to
murder, you can judge for yourself.”

“Jest so. Then yau should have no
objection to our cleaning up that mur-
derous crew over there. If you'll be
neutral, we won’t bother you. We have
authortty to promise you that. Of
course, if it’s a fight between you two
outfits, it would pay you to help us
clean them up.”

The Baron arose, crossed to the win-
dow, and stared meditatively out. His
face was still a mask to his emotions,
but his eyes showed that he was moved.

“It has been a long time since I've
met the law on equal terms,” he said, a
little wryly.

“Perhaps. Personally, Terhune, I
don’t know what yore offense was, that
sent you in here in the first place—and
I don’t give a damn. I know yore rec-
ord since yuh’ve been in here. It’s one
that any man might be proud of.
Yulh’ve maintained law and order on a
lawless range. And 1 figured that,
whatever yore offense may have been,
that yuh’ve served yore time already.”

PRVHE other deputy was watching,

k2. blinking sleepily, but with eyes
which Smoke knew masked a blood-
hound keenness. He had said no word
since the greetings at the start.

“I'd ike to get this straight.” The
Baron turned, sank into his chair. “If
the Turkey Track helps the law, lets
your posse come in here without chal-
lenge, and cieans the Moon up—after
that’s done, what happens?”

“Plenty, I jedge.” Foster crossed his
legs, ecocking them so that the spurs
would not scratch on the floor. “I’'m
putting all our cards on the table, gen-
tlemen. After it’s over, this won’t be
the Range of No Return any longer. It
will be under the law, and it will be
opened up to outsiders. But honestly
held land, such as the Turkey Track,
will be safe to those who are now on it.

“They will be given legal title. Open
range, of course, and naturally there’s a
lot of it, will be open to outsiders, and
in such a case they’ll come in. The
country’s changing, whether some of us
old-timers like it or not. It can’t be
staved off.”

The Baron made an impatient ges-
ture.

“I wasn’t thinking about land, but
men. I know as well as you do that
change is coming. If we help you,
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of Maricopa county under Sheriff
Jim Murphy. This was in 1893, and
right then things began to happen.

Frank Armour was a cowboy from
the Tonto Basin. He joined up with
a wild cowboy named Shorty Dono-
van from Montana, and a big Swede
named Rogers. They held up the train
at Maricopa junction. and we re-
ceived word that they were hiding in
a dense thicket just six miles from
Phoenix. S

There were six of us in the posse
that went after this gang. Jim
Murphy and Harry Foster and my-
self, with three other deputies. We
surrounded their camp, and Murphy
and I went toward the left, while
the other men spread out toward the

right. We found the horses tied in the
thicket, and then we saw ‘the three

robbers coming toward us. They had
all cut big bundles of hay which they
held in front of them.

- “We can’t shoot through that hay
with shotguns,” the sheriff muttered.
“Shoot that first jigger in th’ legs!”

I let the first robber have one load
of buckshot in the legs and he dropped
his bundle of hay. When the hay
dropped to the ground, Murphy and
I emptied our shotguns. It was Frank
Armour, and he fell, riddled with
slugs.

Swede Rogers was over six-feet
tall, and he started running toward
a barbed-wire fence. He cleared the
four strands without touching the
wire, and he was the only one to es-
cape then, but he was captured three
days later. Shorty Donovan dropped

his bundle of hay and opened up with
his six-gun, and he was hit six times

with .45 slugs before he quit shoot-
ing. Shorty stopped shooting because

he was dead!

SERVED under several sheriffs,

but I remember one time when I
tangled with old Dave Poole who had
been a Raider under Quantrell during
the Civil War. This was at Phoenix

in 1905, and Dave was an old man
with a white beard.

He married a girl named Molly, and
ran a little cattle spread a few miles
from town. Molly was the only per-
son who had any influence with old
Dave, but every so often he would
come to town and get lickered up. He
never forgot his oath to Quantrell; a
Guerrilla never surrendered!

When he was sufficiently mellowed,
the old Raider, tall and straight as a
pine tree with fire in his blue eyes,
would stand on the street corners and
shout in a loud voice:

“I hate all blue-bellied Yankees and
Jay-hawkers. They're th’ scum of th’
earth, an’ if there 1s any setch within
th’ hearin’ of my voice, let him make
hisself known!”

The citizens finally complained so
much about the old Raider that I was
sent down to quiet him. I found him
on the corner speaking his mind
about Yankees and Jay-hawkers and
law-officers in general, and I tried to
get him to quiet down and go home.

“A gent can go home when they
ain’t nowhere else to go,’ the old
firebrand shouted. “An’ you can’t ar-
rest me!”

I lost my temper. I made a pass
and covered him with my gun, and
called to three other fellows to give

me a hand. And it took the four of
us to drag that old Rebel down to jail
where we put him in a cell. Then we
telephoned for Molly to come in and
talk to him.

Molly talked to him, but old Dave
refused to give in. It was the first
time he had ever been arrested and
it hurt his pride. He glared at me
through the bars, and he made a prom-
ise I knew he would keep.

“I'm goin’ to kill you th’ first thing
I get out, Frank King! By God; I'm
goin’ to do ’er!”

I knew that old man would make
a try. So we left him in jail over
night, and then Molly talked to him
again the next morning. She told him
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REMEMBER talking to Buck-

skin Frank Leslie who was a pris-
oner at the penitentiary when I was
Captain of the guard (Frank con-

tinued reminiscently). Leslie in-
sisted that he had killed Johnny
Ringo of Tombstone fame, but

Johnny Behan only shrugged his
shoulders,

“Johnny Ringo committed suicide,
and that was the verdict of the Coro-
ner’'s jury,” Behan answered quietly.
“I was a peace officer at Tombstone
when Ringo was killed, and a lot of
badmen at the time tried to win a
reputation by claiming that they had
killed the famous outlaw. Johnny
Ringo shot himself in the head. If we
had even thought that Buckskin
Frank was mixed up in it, we would
have had him before the body got
cold. Leslie was forty miles away at
the time!” And Behan dismissed the
matter with a shrug.

Johnny Behand had his faults like
any other man. But he was a brave
man with a heart as big as all-out-
doors, which is more than I can say
for some of those other gun-fightin’
gents who carried the law in Tomb-
stone the same time he did. Johnny
Behan never abused a prisoner like
some of those two-gun sheriffs who
were supposed to have tamed Texans.
An’ they never man-handled Texans
either, because Texans didn’t man-
handle worth shucks!

‘A BOUT this time I began to get

restless again, I quit my job at
the Prison and went to Phoenix
where I took a job breaking horses
for Honorable Sam F. Webb who
owned a half-interest in the Phoenix
Daily Gazette.

My uncle, A. J. King, had pub-
lished the first newspaper in Los An-
geles; the old sheet called THE
NEWS. Not only that, but he edited
that rag with a sixgun in his hand.
When I told Sam Webb that I wanted
a chance to work on his newspaper,

he threw back his head and laughed.

“What can you do on a newspaper?”
he asked.

“I’'m a top-hand cowboy and Bucka-
roo,” I told him, “and I can learn to
be a reporter!”

Webb introduced me to J. O. Dun-
bar who was Editor of the Gazette.
Dunbar took one look at my cowboy
riggin’; then he snorted through his
nose, | |

“Go get yoreself some white man’s
clothes,” he sneered. “This newspaper
is no cattle spread!”

I took a swing at him. and we went
around an’ ’'round until I stomped
him with my boots, and the last thing
he did was to fire me. I went down
to the hotel to get my gun, and then
I met Colonel McClintock who was
City Editor of the Arizona Republi-
can. McClintock laughed and talked
me out of it. | |

“Don’t never kill an Editor,
Frank,” he advised. “They ain’t none
of them responsible, and I’ll give you
a job as reporter on my paper. Come
on down and meet Ed Gill, our Edi-
tor. He’s a little feller, but he knows
his business!”’

“I'll make you my hghting re-
porter,” said Gill. “Now you will have
to go out and get yourself some
WORDS to work with. You must get
a vocabulary.

“But where does a feller
words?” I asked him.

“Read the Bible and Shakespeare,”
Gill advised. “You will find all the
words you need.”

That was fine, only I was a Demo-
crat, and Democrats take their pol-
itics seriously. So four months later
I went back to work for the Gazette.
Three years later I was made Asso-
ciate Editor of the paper, and got
the owners in several libel suits for
telling the truth about crooked poli-
ticians. A man should be in a position
to take care of himself, and when

get

things got too hot, I quit the news-

paper and took a job as under-sheriff
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would follow their old custom of look-
ing out for their own interests first.

“You don’t act as if you trusted me,
Smoke,” Joan argued one day.

“Do you think I've any good reason
to trust you?”’” Smoke demanded
bluntly. He Iliked Joan. He was
forced to confess that to himself. But
trusting her was quite another thing,
and, with possible menace to Pat ever
Jurking in the background of his mind,
he was not in a mood for temporizing.

Joan eyed him steadily a moment.
There was something in her eyes that
he could not quite fathom.,

“I guess you’re right,” she agreed.
“But if I was to prove to you that I
mean it, that I want to help, would that
make any difference?”

- “Naturally.”

Her face lighted. There was 1n it
something of the eager wistfulness of
a child’s.

“That’s a promise, Smoke. Well,
I’'m warning you: watch the springs
closely this afternoon and tonight.
You’d better go and have a look now—
and please, Smoke, be careful!”

With that warning ringing in his
ears, he rode away. The weather was
still good, a continuation of the Indian
summer which seemed to have taken a
long lease after that first threat of win-
ter.

Silence held the trails, even the
usual sighing of mountain-top breezes
through the pines being hushed. Then,
as he approached the springs, some-
thing caught his eye.

There had been no sound, but one of
the men, whose watch it was at this
hour, lay sprawled there in a pool of
blood.

Smoke jumped down, repugnance
shaking him as he saw the manner of
this man’s death, the reason why there
had been no betraying sound.

He had been seated on a log, his
back to a big tree, half-dozing, and he
had probably never even suspected that
peril was near until death had struck

him from behind—the blow of a hard-
driven knife. He had been dead only
a matter of minutes, at most. The
springs were just beyond.

A B AND on gun, Smoke Marlow
6B pushed on. Then he saw the in-
truders. There were three of them,
strangers to him, but their horses stood
not far off, and the brand of the Moon
was plain on their right shoulders.
Something had warned them. Now
they were swinging around, grabbing
for guns. Smoke, his own gun out, was
the faster. The first man dropped his
gun, snarling, clutching at his wrist.
Seeing him disarmed, his hand spout-
ing red the others turned, raced for
their horses, then the three of them

were in the saddle and spurring, fling-
ing back shots from the shelter of the

brushy screen as they fled.

Smoke pursued, and he might have
caught them, but they had been too
anxious to run, from one man. As
though they were anxious to draw him
away from the spot. Which must
mean that they had already accom-
plished some damage which, if left
alone for a while, would get worse of
its own accord. He intended to have
a look.

Smoke was alone, his other helper
having ridden down to the ranch build-
ings. Nothing seemed to have been
disturbed as he came closer. He might
have interrupted the trio before they
got well started. But in that case, they
had withdrawn too easily. He couldn’t
figure three of them as cowards. One,
possibly, or two, but three together was
a little beyond belief.

His horse stuck its nose down, drank
thirstily. Smoke dismounted, stared at
the bubbling springs, picked up a tin
tomato can placed there for that pur-
pose, and started to drink.

He frowned at the can, threw it out,
scooped up a fresh drink and tasted it.
This too, was somehow bitter and

brackish. His horse raised its head
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tween the two parties, but probably
nothing very decisive. Smoke’s horse
trotted up to the big house, he half-fell

from the saddle, and staggered toward

the door.

Baron Terhune appeared, hair dis-
heveled, but voice cool and unruffied,
calmtly flipping empty shells from a re-
volver and inserting fresh ones. He
turned at sight of Smoke Marlow.

“What’s the trouble, Smoke? Did
they jump you, up there?”

“Poison,” Smoke explained tersely.
“The water’s poisoned. Don’t let any-
one drink it!”

He gagged for a moment, his face
greenish, in an after-effect of the dose
he had taken. Terhune flung a steady-
ing arm about his shoulders, already
shouting orders as he comprehended
the seriousness of the situation.

“You’d better get to bed, Smoke,” he
sug gested.

“I'm all right,”” Smoke protested.
“I'll be fine now. Be shore to stop the
others from drinking the stuff!”

A quick check-up developed that only
one man had had any of the water in
the last hour or so. Already he was
commencing to feel the ill-effects,
though Terhune took swift precautions.
Most of the crew were returning now,
an ominous mutter rising as they be-
gan to understand.

“If I'd known that, we’d have kept on
and wiped out those damn skunks!” a
foreman growled. ‘I thought they was
jest over here on a bluff!”

“How did things happen?” the Baron
asked. |

Smoke explained, telling of the guard
with a knife-thrust in his back.

““We’ll have to go back and fish those
sacks out of the springs. Then keep a
big enough crew up there to stave off
an attack, with at least two on watch
all the time. The water will be run-
ning clear by morning again, with as
‘big a flow as there is.”

There was steady, ordered stir of
preparation now. The Benders had

started the war, but the Turkey Track
intended to finish it, After such a
murderous trick as poisoning the water,
there could be no further truce. A
dozen men were preparing to ride up
on Cayuse and clean out the springs.
The others were to head for the Moon
itself. Smoke prepared to ride with
these latter.

Pat was off there, somewhere. To
find her might not be easy, but it was
a job that he intended to do. And when
he met up with Harley Davids, there
would be no further postponement of
trouble.

IGHT had settled by the time the

men of the Turkey Track were
ready to ride, twenty odd of them, a
grim crew, silent, ready, knowing ex-
actly what lay ahead.

Had he not known definitely that
they were all men once wanted by the
law, forced into a more or less volun-
tary exile on this remote range, he
would not have guessed now that they
were riders of owl-hoot trails. Those
who had settled on the Turkey Track
were mostly men like Baron Terhune,
or himself—men who preferred the law
which was denied them, who still lived
by that code.

With the Benders it was different.
Such as he had seen of them were well
exemplified by Felix Trask, rascals
both by choice and by mnature. It
seemed strange that two such radically
different camps could have grown up
under the one banner on this range.

Overhead, the moon was struggling
to break through a fringe of clouds

which had gathered with sunset. The
balminess of the day had departed, giv-

ing place to a sharp chill. Winter, even
here, could not be much longer delayed.

The Moon Bend range seemed de-
serted tonight, both of cattle and every
other living thing. The lower spots
between ground swells were deeper
pools of blackness in which the trot-
ting horses seemed swallowed, to
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The two Fords were cowards. They
waited patiently all this time until one
day they caught Jesse James without
his guns on him. On April 3, 1882,
when James was just thirty-five years
old, he met his end at the hand of a
cowardly Judas. Bob Ford shot him
in the back of his head as he was wip-
ing the dust from a picture of his favor-
ite horse which hung on the wall, It
was this deed that gave rise to the

barroom rhyme about:

The dirty little coward who shot Mr.
Howard,
And laid Jesse James in his grave.

Only one member of the James-
Younger band escaped death or punish-
ment. That was Frank James, who
surrendered to the authorities. He was
tried several times, but no jury would
convict him. So he went free, turned
honest, and finished out his life honor-
ably and usefully.

On the Side of the Law

James’ end approximated that of the
justly famous guardian of the law,
Wyatt Earp. Earp was on the other
side of the fence, along with such fig-
ures as Wild Bill Hickok, Bill Tilgh-
man, Pat Garrett, and others. He was,
in the true sense of the word, a gun-
fighter such as can now be seen de-
picted in the stories about the old West.

Wichita, Kansas, was a railhead that
was a famous cattle market for trail
herds from Texas and Oklahoma and
other points of the West. With the dis-
appearance of the buffalo, cattle began
to take their place. Buffalo hunters
became cowboys, and a new era was In
progress.

Cattle barons were kings in the
financially embarrassed Kansas town,
but gunmen, birds of prey, killers, and
obstreperous young adventurers made
the town dangerous and unsafe. It was
Wyatt Earp, a young man with handle-
bar mustaches, the deputy marshal of
Wichita whose job it was to clean up
the town and make it safe.

He did this job so well that Texans
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and even some natives wanted to do
away with him. His specialty was
what might be called psychological in-
tuition. He seemed to know when 1rot
to pull a gun.

After he pistol-whipped a few Texas
toughs and booted a couple of cattle
barons into jail, a husky foreman of
one of those badly treated gentlemen
demanded a fist fight with the marshal.
This George Peshaur stood six feet
four, and was a fighting giant. But he

knew better than to match guns with
such a man as Wyatt Earp. To his sur-

prise, Earp conducted him to an empty
room and went in with him for a fist
fight.

In fifteen minutes the marshal reeled
out of the room alone, leaving his chal-
lenger unconscious on the floor. In-
stead of this settling the matter as it
should have, however, Peshaur re-
turned to the Cowskin River country
and aroused the boys against that
pesky marshal at Wichita. It was
planned for a gun-fighter by the name
of Mannen Clements to lead fifty cow-
boys into town and do a thorough job.

Out-Talking Them

Wyatt Earp, getting wind of this,
merely picked ten good riflemen and
stationed them in strategic spots along
Douglas Avenue, instructing them not
to do any shooting unless he did. Then,
when Clements led his gang into town
on foot, Earp strolled out to meet
them.

His guns holstered, his face calm,
the marshal walked slowly but unfal-
teringly down to meet the angry Texas
men. Here was the very man the
Texans had come to kill, but his audac-
ity in walking alone to meet them was
hypnotizing. And as he came within
speaking distance of the hesitant Cle-
ments, he began to talk.

“Mannen, don’t be a fool,” he said
calmly. “Put up them guns. Mind me

now, Mannen. Put up them guns and
take your crowd back to camp. No





index-23_2.png
THE RANGE OF NO RETURN

past is behind both of us. We’ll go on
from here.”

“That’s right,” he agreed gravely.
“We’ll go on from here. Only, I hate
to see you in this mess, now.”

“I’m in it,” she reminded him simply,
“and there’s no going back. From now
on, I guess it’s pretty much up to you.
I’ve made no plans.”

“Isn’t there anywhere you’d like to
go? To friends, or something?”

“I have nowhere to go.”

The simple poignancy of that state-
ment made a red haze swim before
Smoke Marlow’s eyes. He scowled
blackly into the storm, considering. It
was the owlhoot trails which they must
ride, now. Their only hope of salva-
tion lay in reaching a country beyond
the law. Only, that was no country
for a woman.

“The only place where I’ll be safe is
the Range of No Return,” he said.
“But it’s no country for you.”

“We’re going ahead,” she reminded
him. “Of course, if you don’t want me
along—well, I can always take some
other trail.”

“You must think I'm a skunk
Smoke’s voice was savage, then some-
thing of the old gentleness, of days be-
fore trouble with the law, flowed in his
tones. “We’re partners, Pat, and we
stick together—to the end of the trail.”

%

® GAIN that transfiguring smile was
Y& on her face, her hand reaching
swiftly, impulsively to his.

“To the end of the trail—pardner,”
she agreed.

““‘Reaching the Range of No Return
isn’t going to be easy,” Smoke went
on, after a moment. “We’'ve got to
cross the mountains to the west, and
head down their slopes. And it’ll be
winter in those hills by now. Also it’s
a long, hard drag, any way you take it.
Of course, we might try swinging to
the low hills south, though that’s about
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twice as far.” |

“Isn’t there a pass through the moun-
tains?”

“Yes, but they’ll be watching it.”

“Not much doubt of that. I think
the mountains west sound like the best
plan, Smoke.”

“The Pass 1t is, then.” Smoke sighed
with relief. “And we’ll have to keep
traveling, or winter will close down on
us and bottle us up. If that happens
this side the pass, we’ll be out of luck.”

Winter was the more pressing of the
dangers that faced them, as Smoke saw
it. Given a fair amount of luck, he had
no doubts of his ability to outwit the
pursuit which would be sent after
them. But it was a long way across
to that owlhoot country known far and
wide as the Range of No Return.

“You think they’ll make a big hunt
for us, then?”

Smoke’s nod was grim.,

“This is the sort of thing that can’t
be overlooked. Don’t forget Nick
Weber’s money.”

Somewhere, from the town behind
them, now blotted away in the rain,
came the mournful wailing of a siren,
its voice blended and uncertain.

Pat smiled at him, a rougish light of
mischief peering from her eyes.

“If it had been me, I'd have kept
quiet so as not to give us warning,”
she said. “Now we’ll keep one jump
ahead of them.” :

Trees showed ahead—cottonwoods,
with the deeper blue of evergreen be-
yond them, merging to the misty purple
of the mountains. Here was a creek,
muddy, freckled with splashing rain.
As they rode through a fringe of wil-
lows, they unloosed wetness like a
broken cloud, then they were splashing
through the creek.

“Let’s ride down it as far as we can,”
Smoke suggested. “Hide our trail as
much as we can.”

Pat followed obediently. But Smoke
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- not far beyond that, the timber line
ended entirely, with four miles across
the open to the buildings. There were
miles where he would be a target which
they could hardly fail to miss.

MOKE was feeling the effects of

the poison increasingly, though the
jolting of that wild ride was beneficial.
He felt sick, dizzy, at times hardly half
conscious of what he was trying to do.
But the rush of wind helped to clear his
head, and as the open stretch showed
ahead, he turned in the saddle, drag-
ging at his gun.

He saw them sweeping around the
bend behind, close bunched, guns spit-
ting as they came into sight—but there
were only two of them. Smoke emp-
tied his gun, firing with almost auto-
matic precision, saw that one horse ran
suddenly with an empty saddle. And
in that moment his own horse stum-
bled, sprawled, throwing him heavily
to the side of the trail.

A moment later the terrified cayuse
had scrambled to its feet again and was
racing on down the trail and out of
sight. Smoke lay for a moment, gasp-
ing, the breath mostly knocked out of
him. He was half-sheltered from the
trail by a screen of low bushes. Sud-
denly he retched, painfully, vomiting
until it twisted his body.

But that was salvation. Panting, he
sat up, relieved. Much of the pain was
gone, and he knew that his chances for
recovery were good now, so far as the
poison was concerned. But the one
horseman remaining was coming on
down the trail, gun ready for any emer-
gency, and Smoke’s gun was empty.

So far, he had escaped observation by
lying behind the screening brush. To
try and reload now would mean that
he’d be pumped full of lead before he
could do anything, for the other man
was too close now. His only chance
was to remain motionless.

Three feet farther to the side, there
was a sharp drop of a dozen feet. If

worse came to worst, he might be able
to fling himself over the side and risk
the fall in preference to a lead pill.

The Bend gunnie was stopping now,
dismounting to have a l1ook. He pushed
the bushes aside, stared down at
Smoke’s limp form. Lying as he was,
Smoke looked dead, but it was plain
that the gunman didn’t aim to take any
chances.

From the corner of his eye, Smoke
saw the gunman’s arm was raising now.
A bullet at such close range, would be
a sure cure for all ills.

Smoke struck out suddenly with up-
drawn legs, his feet catching the gun-
man’s ankles. The bullet plowed into
the ground a few inches from his face,
sending up a clump of half-frozen pine
needles and muck. But both of them
were on the ground then, grappling for
possession of the gun.

The big cowboy’s six feet three of
brawn was convenient now. Smoke
Marlow crooked one arm around his op-
ponent’s neck, twisting, his other hand
closed on the gun wrist, twisting also.
He released his hold suddenly with his
first arm, gave a sharp blow to the jaw,
and the man went limp. He’d be quiet
for an hour or so.

TANDING up, still a little dizzy,

Smoke holstered the gun, recov-
ered his own and loaded it. There was
still no sign of the third member of the
trio, the man Smoke had wounded back
on the hilltop. The horse was standing
where the reins had been dropped, and
Smoke pulled himself into the saddle,

He was out in the open now, without
any sign of pursuit, the ranch buildings
were visible in the distance. From the
looks of things, only the three had been
sent up Cayuse to poison the water.

That poison! For the moment he’d
almost forgotten it. But those at the
ranch might drink it. It might endan-
ger Pat! Bending lower in the saddle,
he spurred his mount.

Far off to the side, where a line of
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ESPITE himself, Smoke was stag-

gered. The loss of his own horse,
a moment before, had seemed bad
enough. But now they were afoot,
their supplies gone in the batting of an
eyelash, the posse close behind and
riding triumphantly.

“Oh, Smoke,” Pat’s voice quivered
like a child’s. “I—I’'m sorry!”

“Not yore fault.” His ow: voice was
gruff. “Come on, they haven’t got us
yet.”

He reached and caught her hand,
then was leading the way at a run. The
storm was slackening, definitely, but
that was a mixed blessing. The posse
behind them could see farther and
easier than before. But, just ahead,
the better vision revealed a jumble of
broken country, with little, deep can-
yons where water had gashed down the
long slope.

Many of these were filled with brush
—brown buck-brush along the edges,
with occasional clumps of wild cur-
rants or stunted service-berry bushes
farther down. Then, in the bottoms,
there was luxuriant rose briars, spiny
thorn-apples, and choke cherries.

The posse was spurring hard. But
two things saved them for the moment.
Because Pat ran close beside him, and
because she was a woman, they were
not risking a shot at Smoke. Also they
were fully confident that, with the fugi-
tives on foot and so close, their certain
capture was a matter of moments.

Abruptly, the sheer gash of a canyon
was ahead. Here, at some time in the
not distant past, a cloudburst had
ripped its way down the slope, and this
steep-sided canyon, in the course ot
years, would wash out to the gentler
slopes of a coulee. For the present,
however, it was a straight drop for
twenty feet, which they slid down,
landing with a jar which was partly
broken by farther sliding.

They ran on down, another hundred

WEST

feet, sheltered by the steep sides,
scrambled out and dashed across to a
neighboring coulee where brush grew
densely. From behind came the sin-
gle sharp report of a rifle. Someone
was putting Smoke’s horse out of its
misery.

Marlow winced at the sound, almost
as though the bullet had been in his
own flesh. The hurt, hopeless look of
the cayuse that he had been forced to
leave, was still vivid in his mind.

The shot was another knell to their
hopes. There had been no time to un-
tie and recover even the one pack be-
hind the saddle. If they should be
lucky enough to stave off capture until
darkness came to their rescue, they
would still be without food or blankets

or supplies of any kind, with the bleak
wilderness ahead.

For a moment they crouched there,
and Smoke fancied that he cculd hear
Pat’s heart thudding in her breast,
though there was still no fear in her
eyes. The posse was spreading out
now, making a circle to hem them in,
They knew that they had them trapped,
though they might be in any one of
three or four coulees bunched close to-
gether here.

Had Smoke been alone, he would not
have hesitated to fight it out, although
he knew there was but one conclusion.
It looked like the end of the trail. Even
this would be a better ending than he’d
hoped for, when he had agreed to Judge
Creston’s conditions.

He considered making a stand, but
Pat was beside him, and he couldn’t
run the risk of a gun-fight while she

was here, not merely to save himself
from a different type of death.

BYHERE was another coulee close
M. at hand, and they might be able to
crawl through the intervening brush
and reach it. Only, they would still
be no better off. He drew the Colt’s
from its holster, studied it frowningly.
Pat, beside him, was trembling a little,
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the north, a still gentler spread in the
opposite direction, leading away to a
mighty, timbered butte which rose to
dominate the whole landscape.

2P REAKFAST over, Pat and Smoke
W crossed to the big house. The
door opened as they approached, and a
man stood framed in it. Smoke knew
at a glance that this was the Baron.

Terhune was not a big man. He
stood a couple of inches under six feet,
slender but well muscled, iron-gray
hair framing a head of more than ordi-
nary size, with a military mustache and
carriage, his dark eyes penetrating, un-
readable. But his own hand was out-
stretched, his clasp hearty.

“Come in, Smoke, and welcome to the
Turkey Track. You come with us, of
course, my dear. I’'ve no doubt you
are as much interested in this confer-
ence as any of us.”

He led them to a large office, the
walls lined with books and trophies of
the hunt. Waving them to seats, he
produced a box of cigars, lit one him-
self and settled back comfortably.

“I guess there’s no need to delve into
history, Smoke,” he said abruptly. “We
know what you and Miss Patricia have
had to fight. You naturally didn’t head
for this range because you wanted to—
few of us did to begin with, I guess.

“In here, at least, we live as free men,
and we try to go on the motto of live
and let live, and to abide by the ordi-
nary decencies of life as much as on the
other side of the law. At least, that’s
always been the rule, and it still holds,
here on the Turkey Track. That is
why we’ve been let alone by the law.
In addition to knowing that it would
be a tough job to try and come in here
after us, they figured this was just as
good a prison as any, so long as we
stayed in it and minded our own busi-
ness.”

Terhune smoked 1n silence a mo-
ment, thoughtfully,

“That’s the way it was,” he went on.

“We had plenty of the finest land that
ever lay outdoors, a chance to make a
good living raising cattle and doing it
honestly. We’ve prospered by follow-
ing that rule. That is, till lately. We
still would, if the rule was still fol-
lowed.”

“You mean—"

“You’ve a right to know that there’s
trouble brewing here—plenty of it. On
the whole range, that is. Here on the
Turkey Track, we still aim to abide by
the rules.”

“But some of the others want to kick
over the traces?”

“To put it mildly, yes. The Moon
Benders have a different idea of the way
things should be run.” < The Baron
gazed reflectively out of the window
a moment,

“When I came to this country, I was
what might be termed a pioneer, one
of the first settlers. I had hopes of
settling in new country and having the
past forgotten as the land settled up.
But about that time an old acquaint-
ance of mine settled the Moon on a
Bend—Captain Jabez Trask.

“To keep the record straight, I’ll
mention that we had both been
cashiered out of the army—myself for
cowardice and incompetence, and a
civil charge which had to do with rob-
bery. Trask was kicked out for being
drunk on duty and conduct unbecom-
ing a gentleman. Both of us faced
prison sentences.”

There was no hint, in the iron gray-
ness of Terhune’s face, as to the pos-
sible truth of those old charges, and he
made no effort to explain or deny them.
Though it seemed incredible to Smoke
that cowardice or incompetence could
have been valid reasons with the man
who sat before him.

«.“Trask was always wild and reck-
less,” the Baron went on. “So it was

only natural that he should drift to this
range, and others follow him. It be-

came necessary, for our own protection,
to have some rules. And while Trask
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always kept a wild crowd about him,
the rules were enforced until his death
a few months ago.”

“I hadn’t heard of that.”

ARON TERHUNE continued his

story:

“News from outside comes to us, but
not much goes out. Trask’s nephew,
Felix Trask, who was likewise forced
to terminate an army career a year or
so back, is in command there now.
He’s a man utterly devoid of principle,
and he has two ambitions—to be king
of this whole range, and to be a robber
baron, instead of a ranchman, The re-
sult is we clash.”

“I can understand that,”

“It hasn’t quite come to open war,
yet, between the two outfits. But there
have been skirmishes, a few isolated
killings, and trouble is due to break any
day. That is aggravated by the fact
that Trask and his followers have been
violating our ancient rule, and going
in for cattle stealing across our border-
line, as well as other depredations.”

Smoke frowned.

“There’s certain to be the devil to
pay, before we’re finished,” Terhune
continued. “I'm sorry that you folks
have to run into this kind of a mess,
but I thought it only fair to tell you
exactly how things shape up.”

“We take things as we find them,”
Pat said, |

The Baron smiled at her.

“I’'m sure of that. Well, you're here,
and of course there’s no going back.
I won’t insult you by offering you the
old choice of coming to the Turkey
Track or going to the Moon on a Bend.
We do have two choices, however.
We've always hired as many men as
cared to work for the ranch, directly,
at the usual wages, and a share of the
pronits at the end of the year. Most of

them work on that basis.
“For those who prefer, they can

have a plot of ground, build a house,
and live there, doing whatever they

please, so long as they don’t bother
others. Work or loaf, prospect, trap
—anything like that. You can have
your choice, of course. That comprises
the only fairly neutral ground, and it
might be safer when trouble does
break.”

“I’'ma pretty good cowhand,” Smoke
said. “I’d rather punch cows for the
outfit, Baron.”

Terhune nodded.

“I figured you would. And you, Miss
Patricia, for the present, I would sug-
gest that you live here, in the big house.

My daughter will be happy to have a
companion of near her own age, and
you will be very welcome. Once
troubled conditions clear up, other
plans can be discussed.”

With that agreed on, Terhune turned
back to Smoke,

“There’s plenty of men can punch
cows, Smoke. Some other jobs, not
everybody can do. ' I know something
of your reputation, and there’s one job
I’d like to have you take. It’ll be more
dangerous work than trailing cows,
though.”

A thin smile lightened the Baron’s
face. |

“I don’t know whether you’ve no-
ticed it or not, Smoke, but our water
for the buildings here, all comes down
in a pipe line from Cayuse Mountain,
off there to the south, in a big flume.
It comes from several giant springs,
running in an oveérhead flume for half
a mile or so down the mountain, then
is boxed 1In along the surface of the
ground for the rest of the way. We
built the flume in the first place due to
a little argument. Right now, as you
can see, the control of that water, in
case of trouble, may be vitally impor-
tant.”

Smoke Marlow could see that. In
case of open war on the range, if the

Turkey Track should be holed up at
their buildings, and their water supply

tampered with, the Moon Benders
would have things pretty much their
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spread peaceable or are yuh goin’ to
take the worst beatin’ of yore life?”
Jerry Malone smiled bitterly. “Yuh

’y ”»

might try makin’ me take the beatin’,
he said.

‘N an instant their gun-belts were off,

their hats were tossed away. They
came together with a crash. Arm-
strong dropped to one knee and Beck
exulted. At last he was going to see
this new boss get what was coming to
him,

But when Armstrong came up, he
was like a wild bull charging. Slow on
the draw, he was plenty fast with his
fists. And he was tough. He could take
it. What was worse, he could give it.

It was the first time Beck had ever
seen Jerry Malone go down in a
stand-up fight. He concluded bitterly
that there was no justice in the world.
Malone had all the right on his side,
Armstrong was completely wrong, yet
Armstrong was doing the battering.
When Jerry came up reeling, Arm-
strong picked an opening and un-
loosed a clout powerful enough to fell
a steer, Malone went down. Armstrong
towered over his recument form.

“Malone, are yuh clearin’ off this
spread?”

Jerry Malone dragged himself to
his feet, swayed, steadied himself,
wiped the blood from his lips. With-
out answering he shambled toward the
bunkhouse, Hank Beck following him,
very close to tears. Beck wondered
what the old man would have thought
of his nephew now. Jerry Malone got
his duffle together, saddled up his
horse.

“Malone,” Beck said, “I'm goin’
with you.”

“Yuh’re stayin’,” the ex-foreman
satd. It seemed to pain him to speak.

“Jerry_’)

“Yuh're stayin’,” Malone repeated.

And Hank Beck stayed. He went
back to Armstrong, his chest swelling
with wrath.

“Armstrong,” he said, there was no
“mistering” about it, “I’'m goin’ to tell
yuh what yuh just done. Yuh don’t
know, so yuh better listen.

“Jerry Malone was closer to yore
uncle than a son. Yore uncle wanted

to leave the spread to him, not you.
‘Malone,’ I heard yore uncle say once,

‘this kin o’ mine is a devilish strong-
minded critter. He’s stubborn. He'll
run this spread into the ground. I'd
rather you had it, Malone.’

“‘No, says Jerry Malone. ‘Yuh
can’t do that. It wouldn’t be right.
Blood is thicker than water.’

“An’ Jerry Malone gives up the
finest spread in the county. Well,
Armstrong, yuh’ve just given Jerry
Malone his reward. Yuh’ve kicked him
off. I hope yore feelin’ fine.”

Frank Armstrong did not answer, -
He was not feeling fine. o

After Jerry Malone’s discharge,
news reached the range that Joe
Stark’s brother, Dan, had come back
to the Circle M. One Stark was plenty,
Hank Beck opined. The Diamond X
was deserted except for its owner,
Beck and the cook. The news of the
wholesale firing had spread and no
self-respecting puncher was willing to
sign up.

“Beck,” Armstrong said one day,
“are yuh fast with a gun?”

“I ain’t got no glue in my joints,”
Beck answered.

Armstrong sighed. “Beck, if I could
handle a gun fast, I'd be a different
man.”

Hank Beck pricked up his ears.
Maybe Malone had been right. Maybe
this ornery, red-headed, hot-tempered,
mulish hombre did have something
eating him that was responsible for all
his cussedness.

“I’ll teach yuh,” said Hank warily,
remembering how a similar offer from
Jerry Malone had been treated. But
Armstrong didn’t get his back up. He
d}fdn’t even flush. He accepted the
offer.

A ANK BECK quickly saw that it
B& was no use. Armstrong just
couldn’t seem to get his gun up fast
enough. He tried till he streamed
with sweat. At midnight he was no
better than when the lessons had be-
gun.

“It’s no use, Beck,” he said, flopping
down to rest. “I've tried for years. I
reckon it’s fate, or a curse. I was born

to be slow with a gun. An’ someday
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bein’ slow will be the death o’ me.”

“It sure will,” Beck agreed, “if yuh
ever get into a gun-fight. So why not
stay out o’ them?”

“I can’t help it. I reckon I was born
ornery.”

Hank was beginning to like this boss
of his. “Boss,”” he said earnestly,
“stayin’ out o’ gun-fights means layin’
off the Starks.”

Instantly Armstrong bristled.
“Hank, this cattle stealin’ has got to
stop, an’ I’'m goin’ to stop it!”

“No, Boss. Leave it to the sheriff.
When he sees fit, he’ll act. Besides,
under Association rules, you’ll get
paid fer missin’ cattle anyway.”

“>Tain’t that!” Armstrong snapped.
“I ain’t money hungry. It’s that I
won’t be walked over by any man,
least of all by the Starks. They'’re
playin’ me fer an easy mark, an’ I
can’t stand that. I worn’t stand it!"

The next morning, before dawn,
Beck was awakened by Armstrong.
The new boss was in a state of excite-
ment.

“I've got a clue to what’s been do-
in’,” Armstrong said exultingly.

“Where you been?”

“Over on the Circle M.”

“Jehosophat! Again? Lucky yuh
wasn’t seen. Especially since yuh

have so much trouble gittin’ a gun go-

PO I

in’,
“Don’t remind me o’ my draw,”
Armstrong growled. “I want yuh to
go back there with me before it gets
too light.”

Hank Beck grumbled but obeyed.
What Armstrong had found was a
carelessly buried cow’s hide. There
was a hole in it.

Hank grunted. “Brand cut out.”

“Right. Beck, we don’t need any
more evidence than this. The Starks
have been stealin’ our cattle an’
butcherin’ them for meat, which
they’ve been sellin’.”

“Looks that way.”

“They’ve been shippin’ our beef,
ready butchered.”

“What yuh goin’ to do? Go gun-
nin’ fer ’em?”

“No, Beck,” Armstrong said mildly.
“I’'m takin’ yore advice. I'm goin’ to
the sheriff.”

 WEST

So the two lit out for Boonetown,
and confronted Sheriff Brewster in
his office. Armstrong told his story
and displayed the cow’s hide.

Sheriff Brewster sighed wearily.

“Armstrong,” he said at last, “why
in hell don’t yuh leave the sheriffin’ to
the sheriff? Now you’ve messed things
up complete.”

Hank Beck thought he could hear
his boss’s red hair crackle. With an
obvious effort Armstrong held his
temper in leash and asked the sheriff
what he meant.

“Just this. Stark makes claims
against you, as well as you against
him. He tells me he caught three of
you Diamond X men ridin’ over his
land without an invite the other day.
That’s point number one.

“Point number two is that you
shouldn’t have done any diggin’ with-
out me. Yore both Diamond X men,
an’ I can’t take yore words unsup-
ported against Stark. If I put this
hide business up to Joe Stark, of
course he’ll deny it. An’ his word is
as good as yores. I dunno that that’s a
Diamond X hide. I dunno that it ain’t
a trick of yores to get the Circle M in
bad with me—"

RMSTRONG interrupted.

“What in hell kind of a sheriff

are yuh anyway? Yuh sound like a
judge an’ a jury. Yuh set there an’
as much as accuse me o0’ rustlin’, an’
lyin’ to cover it up!”

“Armstrong,” the sheriff answered
sharply, “I’ve heard about the way
yuh’ve begun to run that spread you
inherited. Well, sir, you can run
yore ranch to hell any way you want,
but yuh’re not runnin’ the sheriff’s of-
fice, not by a long ways!”

“Are yuh refusin’ to arrest Stark?”

“lI am. An’ you can get to hell out
of my office until you can come in and
talk decent!”

Armstrong’s control snapped. ‘“The
Stockman’s Association is goin’ to
hear about you, Brewster. You
double-crosser in the pay o’—’

Brewster flipped his wrist and a gun
looked up at Armstrong. At the same
time he had started for his own, but he

never got close to it.
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pect something like this. He told me
to stick an’ keep the outfit together if
it was at all possible. Besides, maybe
Armstrong’s bark is worse than his
bite. I've tamed a deal o’ killer-hosses
in my time, so I reckon I might have
a crack at tamin’ him.

“An’ there’s another thmg He may
own this spread, an’ I'm jest workin’
fer him fer wages, but I love this old
place, an’ I ain’t goin’ to set by an’
see him run it plumb to hell because
he’s got a pepper an’ salt disposition.”
- “All right,” Hank Beck assented.
“I’'m stayin’. But I shore do miss the
old man.”

HE next morning, bright and
early, Jerry Malone performed
the unpleasant task of giving five
good hands their last pay from the
Diamond X. None of the boys blamed
him personally, and they all shook
hands with him before they rode away.
“T’ll try to git you all back,” he
shouted, waving to them, then turned
away feeling pretty miserable.

The red-headed fire-eater who was
his boss managed to 1increase his
misery. When he found out that the
foreman could sign Diamond X checks
he sent a messenger to the bank to
have the privilege stopped.

“The damned wart hog 1” Hank
Beck exclaimed. “Heaven a’ mighty,
Malone, a promise is a promise, but
yuh never told the old man yuh’d put
up with anything like that!”

“No bones broken,” Jerry Malone
said, but hlS eyes were bleak. “Only
this boss o’ mine is uncommon lucky

he’s kin to the old man/’

“Talk o’ the devil,” Hank Beck mur-
mured.

Armstrong approached them. Look-
ing at him, they had to admit that he
was as well set-up an hombre as they
had ever seen. And his face was pleas-
ant enough when he wasn’t angry. So
tar, unfortunately, he had been angry
practically all the time.

“Yuh know,” Malone muttered in
low tones, ‘“there’s somethin’ about
our boss that puzzles me. I've got sort
of a feelin’ that he ain’t really as
ornery as he makes himself out to be.”

“Saddle up,” their boss ordered per-

emptorily. “We’re goin’ for a little
ride.”

They obeyed. When they were un-
der way Jerry Malone asked: “Mind
tellin’ us where we’re headed?”

“To the fence,” came the sharp
answer.

Jerry was silent until they reached
the boss’s objective. Armstrong dis-
mounted and began dropping the
hooks that were holding the barbed
strands up. Apparently he was get-
ting ready to invade the Circle M.

“Mister Armstrong,” Jerry said,
“when we go pus.hin’ onto another
man’s land, carrym guns an’ without
no invite, we’re goin’ ag’in local cus-
tom. There’s hard feelin’s between the
two outfits already without givin’
Stark an excuse—a damned good one
at that—to pump lead into us.”

Armstrong, examining the ground,
paid no heed to his words. ‘“Either
he’s just plain dumb an’ stubborn,”
Jerry thought, “or he’s got nerve an’
plenty of it. But so far it’s hard to
tell which.”

‘“Malone,” Armstrong said, “are
these here cattle-tracks leadin’ from
the Diamond X into the Circle M?”

“Mebbe,” said Malone soberly.
“Might a-been one o’ Stark’s own cows
walkin’ onto our land backwards.”

Armstrong looked up at him sus-
piciously. ‘“Malone, yuh’re a fool!”

“I agree,” said Jerry Malone calmly.
“I’'m a fool fer trespassin’ like this. So
are you, but I don’t expect you to
listen to me.”

They rode on, following cow-tracks
that led nowhere. Malone suddenly
let out a warning grunt. Hank Beck
followed his gaze. |

“Joe Stark,” he murmured.

“Right.”

PREsVHE rider came slowly down the

2 slope. As he drew near the look
on his face was not pleasant to see.
Jerry Malone and Hank Beck won-
dered what Armstrong would do now.
They were not left long in doubt. As
soon as Joe Stark, lank, dark-skinned
and scowling, drew up, Armstrong
told him who he was.

“Can’t say as I'm pleased to meet
yuh,” Stark said, cold as an icicle.
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92 WEST

‘Malone, there’s one man I'd ruther
have left my all to, but yuh wouldn’t
have it so. Jerry, I'm a-thinkin’ yuh’ll
be wantin’ to leave the Diamond X
when I’'m gone. Don’t. I’ll rest easier
if I know yuh’re still workin’ fer what
was once mine. Keep an eye on that
heir 0’ mine. Keep him wetted down.
Otherwise he’d just as soon stir up a
range war as not.” ”

“Funny,” Hank Beck murmured.
- “The old man was such a peaceful
gent. Funny he should have a fire-
eater fer kin.” - |

The two mourners walked moodily
to the corral fence and perched them-
selves upon it. ‘“This spread won’t
seem the same,” Jerry muttered. “It
won’t be the same. Damned if I haven’t
taken a dislike to our new boss with-
out never havin’ clapped eyes on him.
Incidentally, he’s due here this

mornin’.”

“Mebbe that’s him a-comin’ now.”

A stranger rode up the ranch road,
saw the two men perched on the fence,
dismounted and walked over to them.
Two things they noticed about him—
he was big and he was red - headed.
They had a feeling that it was their
new boss.

He stared at them coolly and said
pointblank: “Busy as hell, ain’t yuh?”

The two stepped down.

“’'m Frank Armstrong,” the new-
comer said. The way he said it, it
sounded as though he had announced
that he was the president of the
United States.

" “I'm Jerry Malone, yore foreman,”
Jerry said. “This here son-of-a-gun
is Hank Beck, top-hand. As fer our
settin’ on the fence doin’ nothin’, I
reckon you kin fergive that, seein’ as
we "so recently closed yore dead
uncle’s eyes.”

SHADE passed over the new-

A comer’s face — perhaps it was
sorrow—but he quickly hid it, like a
man who does not like to show emo-
tion.

“One of you get my pony unsaddled
right away,” he ordered.

The two men stiffened at that. They

were not used to taking such orders,
not by a long shot. A foreman and a

top-hand were not generally looked
upon as servants by a spread-owner,
but rather as co-workers. Hank was
about to emit a hot retort when Jerry
threw him a warning glance. He
nodded.

“All right, Boss,” he said lightly. “I
reckon yore in a hurry to view the re-
mains. Nice hoss you’ve got.”

“Yore uncle was a good friend of
mine,” Jerry said, his eyes blinking.
“He asked me to make yuh feel at
home. If there’s anything I kin do—"

“If I want anything I’ll ask for it,”
Armstrong said shortly.

Dave Armstrong was buried that
morning. Jerry Malone spent the next
few hours showing his new boss

around. After- supper Armstrong
called him in for a conference.

“Malone,” he said, “who hires the

men on this spread?”
“Me,” said the foreman.

“Did my uncle let yuh do 1t?”

“I reckon so.”

“Well, I'm here to tell yuh that
yuh’ve made a rotten job of 1t.”

Jerry Malone tightened his lips.

“They’re mighty poor hands,” Arm-

strong went on, “an’ there’s too many

o’ them. I've gone over the payroll. I
want yuh to drop the last five yuh took
on. Right away.”

Times sure had changed, Malone
thought. “Mister Armstrong,” he said
quietly—he had never called his old
boss ‘Mister,” just ‘Dave’—‘“yuh mean
yuh want me to fire them?”

“Shore. Why not? Yuh’re the fore-
man, ain’t yuh?”

“Mr. Armstrong, they’re all good
boys. We need ’em all. Even in slack
time, they’ve earned their keep.”

“From now on, Malone,” Armstrong
cut in, “I’m hirin’ my own hands.”

“Supposin’ then,” Malone said
quietly, “yuh do yore own firin’ also.”

The two men looked at each other
and the atmosphere of the room had
suddenly tensed.

“Malone,” Armstrong said, ‘“I ex-
pect yuh to have ’em cleared off this
place by noon tomorrow. The rest of
this list needs prunin’, but we’ll let it
o for the time bein’. The roll’s too
heavy.

“Now there’s one thing more. Ridin’





index-92_1.png





index-39_1.png





index-88_1.png





index-38_3.png





index-39_3.png





index-39_2.png





index-40_2.png





index-40_1.png





index-41_2.png
im,
gge

is d

h
the ¢r

b4
(Chapter V)

judgin
Smoke squeezed

=
=
]
G
%)






index-90_2.png





index-41_1.png





index-90_1.png





index-42_1.png





index-91_2.png





index-41_3.png





index-91_1.png





index-89_1.png





index-88_2.png





index-89_3.png





index-89_2.png





index-34_1.png





index-35_1.png





index-34_2.png





index-35_3.png





index-35_2.png





index-37_1.png





index-36_1.png
84 ' . WEST

A S~ 4 - te -

Which could only mean that the re-
ward was offered for him, dead or alive.
The breed, of course, preferred him

dead. He’d be worth just as much, and
a whole lot easier to handle.

The breed had picked his moment
well, when they were away from shel-
ter, on foot. If they tried to run for it,
he could pick them off at his leisure.
And, poor shot though he might be, he
figured to get Smoke Marlow, out here
in the open, sooner or later. The sand
was a flimsy barricade to a rifle bullet,
at best.

Another shot plowed, this time strik-
ing in the pile and sending up a little
geyser into Smoke’s face. That bullet
had been well placed, only a trifle low.
- He was getting the range.

By now, however, they had bur-
rowed deep enough in the sand to make
a defective target. But one other thing
bothered Smoke. The gunman was tak-
ing his time in placing his shots. That
could mean only one of two things.
Hither he was fully confident of a hit,
or else he knew that some members of
the posse were not far off, that his shots
would attract them, bring help.

Somewhere, faint with distance, two
shots hammered out. That was it—he
was summoning help.

Pat’s voice spoke beside him, with a
coolness which seemed to take no ac-
count of possible defeat.

“If there was only some way to fool
him, there might be cover enough to
crawl and reach our horses.”

Smoke studied the lay of the land.

“Maybe I could get over to the
horses,” Pat went on. ‘“Then I could
circle around and flank him—"

Smoke shook his head. It was too
risky. |

“We’ll try fooling him, first,” Smoke
suggested. He slipped out of his coat,
removed his hat, plucked a few hand-

fuls of two-foot high sagebrush. An-
other bullet kacked sand at them, but
he ignored %, working feverishly,

twisting the sagebrush to hold the

shoulders of the coat, with the hat
sticking above.

Then, cautiously, he began to move
it, as though he was trying to crawl
toward that distant shelter. Ten feet,
fifteen. He lifted it a little, momentar-
ily, ducked it down as a fresh shot
slammed. Then the head and shoulders
of a man seemed to rise up, convuls-
ively, to twitch and fall sprawling.

“Jump and run,” Smoke whispered.
“Scream!”

NSTANTLY, Pat was obeying.

There was some risk here, but, if
the breed believed that Smoke was
dead, and this acting on her part should
convince him, he would probably try
and catch her without resorting to his
gun,

And the ruse was working. The
breed made no move to use his rifle,
and there was a triumphant leer on his
face as he covered two feet to every
one she ran.

Smoke Marlow waited. The breed,
convinced that he was dead, wasn’t
even looking that way now. His course
was taking him within easy revolver
shot. Coolly, judging his aim, Smoke
squeezed the trigger.

He saw the breed sprawl with a wild
yell of pain and terror, the rifle shoot-
ing ahead of him, Before he could quite
understand what had happened, Smoke
had the gun. Then the breed was sit-
ting there, sudden terror mounting in
his eyes, blood running from a wound
in his thigh. Without a word, Smoke
helped himself to the cartridge belt,
well stuffed with rifle bullets, and ran
to where Pat was bringing up the
horses.

Two minutes later they were out of
sight. Smoke turned and grinned.

“That was good acting you did, Pat.”

She smiled at him, but made no an-
swer. Beneath that smile, Smoke
sensed a wistfulness, a sense of tragedy
which he had felt in her from the first.

There had been tragedy in her life,
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